
Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, 
and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada

EVIDENCE FROM THE INTERNATIONAL TOBACCO CONTROL 
POLICY EVALUATION PROJECT

MAY 2022



Table of Contents
 2 Background
 3 Cigarette Health Warnings
 3  Effectiveness of Cigarette Health Warnings in Canada
 4   Effectiveness of pictorial health warnings between 2016 and 2020
 5   Noticing health warnings inside cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs
 6    Knowledge or Beliefs About the Health Effects of Cigarette Smoking and 

Exposure to Second-hand Smoke Among Canadian Smokers
 7    Knowledge or beliefs about the health effects of smoking and exposure  

to second-hand smoke
 8   Support for health information on cigarette packs
 9  Summary of Findings
 10  Conclusion

 11 Vaping Product Health Warnings
 12  Health Warnings for Vaping Products
 14  Effectiveness of Vaping Product Health Warnings in Canada
 14   Salience of vaping product health warnings
 16   Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using vaping products
 17  Beliefs About the Health Effects of Vaping
 18  Summary of Findings
 19  Conclusion

 20 Heated Tobacco Product Health Warnings
 20  Regulation of Heated Tobacco Products
 20  Health Warnings for Heated Tobacco Products
 22  Effectiveness of Heated Tobacco Product Health Warnings in Canada
 23   Salience of heated tobacco product health warnings
 24   Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using heated tobacco products
 24  Summary of Findings
 25  Conclusion

 26 References

1



BACKGROUND
Article 11 of the WHO FCTC obligates Parties to implement effective measures to prohibit 
misleading tobacco packaging and labelling; to ensure that tobacco product packaging 
displays rotating health warnings and messages that cover at least 30% of the principal 
display areas, and should cover at least 50%; and to ensure that tobacco product 
packages contain information on product constituents and emissions. Guidelines for the 
implementation of Article 11 recommend that Parties, when implementing a prohibition 
on misleading tobacco product labelling, include a ban on the use of terms such as 
“low tar”, “light”, “ultra-light”, or “mild”; require rotating pictorial and text warnings 
on tobacco product packaging that cover more than 50% of the principal display areas 
and “aim to cover as much of the principal display areas as possible”; require tobacco 
product packaging to carry descriptive information on constituents and emissions; and 
consider tobacco plain packaging to increase the noticeability and effectiveness of 
health warnings and messages.1

This report presents findings from Waves 1 to 3 (2016-2020) of the ITC Canada Smoking 
and Vaping Survey on the effectiveness of health warnings on packaging for cigarettes, 
vaping products, and heated tobacco products. The findings are presented in three 
main sections: Cigarette Health Warnings, Vaping Product Health Warnings, and Heated 
Tobacco Product Health Warnings.
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Effectiveness of Cigarette Health Warnings in Canada
Health warnings are a cost-effective strategy for reducing cigarette consumption and smoking-related health risks, increasing 
quitting-related cognitions and behaviours among smokers, and preventing smoking initiation among non-smokers9, 10, 11, with 
pictorial warnings having a greater impact than text-only warnings.12, 13, 14 
Consumer research studies commissioned by Health Canadai also show that health warning messages on cigarette packaging  
are effective for providing accurate information about the health effects of smoking, reducing smoking behaviour, and increasing 
the desire to quit smoking among adult Canadian smokers.15, 16, 17 In addition, Canadian adult and youth smokers, and youth  
non-smokers rate larger pictorial warnings as more effective than smaller pictorial warnings for communicating health risks, 
changing social attitudes towards smoking, reducing smoking initiation, and helping smokers to quit.18, 19

Plain packaging increases health warning effectiveness, and reduces the attractiveness and appeal of cigarette packs.20, 21, 22 
Australia was the first country to implement plain packaging in 2012, followed by a growing number of countries worldwide.  
As of October 2021, plain packaging has been adopted in 21 countries, implemented in practice in 3 countries by means of 
packages imported from another country with plain packaging requirements, and under consideration in at least 14 countries.6 
Studies have consistently found significant reductions in cigarette pack appeal, along with significant increases in the  
salience of health warnings among smokers after the implementation of plain packaging in Australia23, 24, 25, New Zealand26,  
and the United Kingdom (UK).27, 28

i  Readers can access Health Canada-commissioned research reports on tobacco use, including 
evaluations of Canada’s cigarette health warnings at: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/porr/Pages/
search.aspx. See https://smoke-free-canada.blogspot.com/2022/03/consumer-research-on-
tobacco-and-vaping.html for a full listing of report titles. 

CIGARETTE HEALTH WARNINGS
Canada was the first country in the world to implement pictorial health warnings covering 50% of the front and 
back of cigarette packs in June 2001. Manufacturers were also required to include one of 16 rotated text-only 
health information messages on the inside of all cigarette packs (either on the back of the slide or on a leaflet), 
and toxic emission numbers for tar, nicotine, carbon monoxide, formaldehyde, hydrogen cyanide and benzene 
on the side of all cigarette packs.2 In November 2006, the federal Competition Bureau reached agreements with 
Canada’s three major tobacco manufacturers to voluntarily remove the use of terms “light” and “mild” and any 
modifiers of these terms including “extra” and “ultra” from cigarette packs, followed by subsequent settlements 
with some smaller tobacco manufacturers.3 The use of these misleading descriptors largely disappeared from 
cigarette packs by 2008, although regulations to prohibit their use were not adopted until September 2011.4 In 
June 2012, Canada implemented a new set of pictorial warnings covering 75% of the front and back of cigarette 
packs, along with eight new rotating health information inserts with coloured graphics and messages that 
focus on the benefits of quitting and provide behavioural recommendations for smoking cessation.5 The same 
cigarette pack warnings and cigarette pack inserts have been in place since 2012. Canada’s pictorial warnings 
currently rank 19th largest in the world along with five other countries in terms of average front and back (75%) 
health warning size.6 In 2019, Canada implemented plain packaging for cigarettes, little cigars, tobacco products 
intended for use with devices, and all other tobacco products (November 2019 at manufacturer level; February 
2020 at retail level); and for cigars (November 2020 at manufacturer level; May 2021 at retail level),7 though 
Health Canada provided an administrative extension for cigars due to COVID-19. 

Health Canada is finalizing plans to implement several sets of new health warnings for tobacco products that will 
be required to rotate after a specified period of time.8

This section of the report presents findings from the ITC Canada Smoking and Vaping Survey on the effectiveness 
of cigarette health warnings from 2016 to 2020, and knowledge of the health effects of smoking among smokers 
in 2020. Reported results are based on data from a nationally representative sample of 5107 adult (18 years 
and older) at least monthly smokers who reported having a regular cigarette brand, and completed at least one 
of three web-based surveys conducted in 2016, 2018, and 2020. Respondents lost to attrition at each survey 
wave were replenished, with the following sample sizes at each survey wave: 2016 (Wave 1; n=2390), 2018 
(Wave 2; n=2295), and 2020 (Wave 3; n=2317). Estimates are weighted and adjusted by sex (male, female), age 
group (18-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55+ years), smoking status (daily, non-daily), and time in sample. Full details on 
the sampling and survey methods are presented in the ITC Four Country Smoking and Vaping Survey technical 
reports, available at: https://itcproject.org/methods/ 
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In Canada, regulations for plain packaging for cigarettes and other tobacco products came into force at the manufacturer level  
in November 2019, with implementation at the retail level by February 2020. Plain cigarette packs were standardized to a slide 
and shell format at the manufacturer level in November 2021, and at the retail level in February 2022, thus banning flip top 
cigarette packs. Unlike some other countries that had accompanied plain packaging with revisions in health warnings, including 
Australia, UK, France, and New Zealand, Canada did not introduce new and larger pictorial health warnings on cigarette packs with 
plain packaging.ii

Effectiveness of pictorial health warnings between 2016 and 2020
Consistent with ITC studies of adult smokers conducted between 2018 and 202029, 30, there were no changes across all indicators 
of health warning salience and effectiveness between 2016 and 2020, except for a decrease in smokers’ avoidance of warning 
labels over this time period (see Figure 1).
 • 38% of smokers noticed warning labels “often” or “very often” in 2016, with no change in 2018 (36%) and 2020 (36%)
 •  Less than 1 in 5 smokers said that warning labels made them think about the health risks of smoking “a lot” (17% in 2016 

and 2018, 16% in 2020)
 •  Less than 1 in 5 smokers said they gave up a cigarette at least once because of warning labels (15% in 2016, 16% in 2018, 

15% in 2020)
 •  5% of smokers said that the warning labels made them “a lot” more likely to quit smoking in 2016, 2018, and 2020
 •  22% of smokers said they avoided the warning labels in 2016 and 2018, with a significant decrease to 19% in 2020

Figure 1. Changes in the effectiveness of cigarette health warnings in Canada, 2016-2020

ii  Further details are provided in the ITC report, Plain Packaging for Tobacco Products in Canada: 
Evidence for Policy Impact from the International Tobacco Control Policy Evaluation Project.30

The following ITC Survey questions measured the effectiveness of health warnings:
 •  How often, if at all, have you noticed the warning labels on cigarette packages in the last 30 days (salience)?
 •  To what extent, if at all, do the warning labels make you think about the health risks of smoking (cognitive reaction)?
 •  To what extent, if at all, do the warning labels make you more likely to quit smoking (cognitive reaction)?
 •  Have you made any effort to avoid looking at or thinking about the warning labels in the last 30 days (behavioural 

reaction)?
 •  Did the warning labels stop you from having a cigarette when you were about to have one in the last 30 days 

(behavioural reaction)?
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Results also show that Canada’s implementation of plain packaging without new revised warnings reduced pack appeal30, 
but did not enhance health warning salience and effectiveness. In contrast, after New Zealand, England, the UK, and 
Australia introduced plain packaging with new larger pictorial health warnings: 
 •  Smokers were more likely to notice health warnings on cigarette packs first (vs other aspects of the pack such as 

branding) in New Zealand27, England24, 28, and Australia.24

 •  Smokers were more likely to report noticing warnings “very often” or “often” in the last 30 days in New Zealand27, 
and the UK.29 

 •  There was an increase in thinking about the health risks of smoking, avoiding the warnings, forgoing a cigarette 
because of the warnings, and being more likely to quit because of the warnings among smokers in the UK. In 
comparison, there was a decrease in noticing warnings, thinking about the health risks of smoking, and being more 
likely to quit among smokers in Norway, where plain packaging was introduced without any changes to pictorial 
health warnings.29

Together, these findings highlight the importance of regular revisions to the size and content of health warnings to prevent 
powerful wear-out effects, leading to the conclusion that plain packaging is likely to have the greatest impact on increasing the 
effectiveness of cigarette pack warnings when it is implemented in combination with new larger pictorial health warnings. 

Noticing health warnings inside cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs
Canada is the only country that has required health information message inserts inside cigarette packs since June 2012. 
Prospective studies of Canadian adult smokers conducted between 2012 and 2014 have found a positive association between 
smokers’ reading of cigarette pack inserts and cessation behaviours: 
 •  26% to 31% of smokers said that they read the health warnings inside of cigarette packs at least once in the past month. 

Smokers who read the inserts a few times or more in the past month were more likely to make a quit attempt compared to 
smokers who did not read the inserts.33 

 •  29% to 36% of smokers said that they read the health warnings on the inside of cigarette packs at least a few times in the 
past month. The frequency of reading cigarette inserts was significantly associated with increased self-efficacy to quit, and 
a greater likelihood of quit attempts and sustained quitting among smokers at follow-up.34

Given that the same cigarette pack inserts have been in place in Canada since 2012, it was not surprising that the ITC Survey 
showed that only 9% of Canadian smokers said that they read the health warnings inside of cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs 
“often” or “very often” in 2016 and 2018, with a significant decrease to 6% in 2020 (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Percentage of smokers* who read health warnings on the inside of cigarette/roll-your-own  
tobacco packs “often/very often”, 2016-2020

These findings indicate wear-out effects or a decline in the effectiveness of the Canadian health warnings that have been in place 
since 2012 — a well-documented effect due to repeated exposure to the same warnings over time found in studies from Canada 
and other countries.31, 32

Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada
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Public opinion research commissioned by Health Canada suggests that smokers are more likely to read health information 
messages that are displayed on the back of slide and shell packages than messages that are included as inserts (that can be 
easily discarded) for flip top packages. In 2019, 63% of slide and shell package users noticed the back of slide and shell health 
information messages “at least sometimes” in the past month; and of those who noticed the message, 59% read it “at least 
sometimes”. In contrast, 80% of flip top users noticed the health information message insert “at least sometimes” in the past 
month; and of those who noticed the insert, 44% read it “at least sometimes”.17

Mandatory slide and shell format for cigarette packaging came into force in November 2021 (compliance at retail level effective 
February 2022) – which reveals a health information message on the back of the interior packaging when the cigarette pack 
is opened. Future ITC Project studies will examine longitudinal trends in smokers’ reading of health warning messages on the 
interior of plain cigarette packs in the slide and shell format, and the effects of cigarette pack inserts on cessation behaviours.

Knowledge or Beliefs About the Health Effects of Cigarette Smoking and 
Exposure to Second-hand Smoke Among Canadian Smokers
Health warnings are an effective measure for increasing smokers’ knowledge of smoking-related health harms.35, 36, 37 Pictorial 
health warnings are particularly effective for communicating the health risks of smoking. Evaluation studies conducted in different 
countries, including Canada, Australia, Mexico, Thailand, the UK, and others have consistently found significant increases in 
smokers’ knowledge of health harms due to smoking following the implementation of pictorial health warnings.14, 15, 38 
There is also evidence that pictorial warnings can improve smokers’ awareness of lesser-known health effects of smoking. For 
example, studies have found significant increases in awareness that smoking causes blindness among smokers in Canada39, 
Australia40, and the Netherlands41 following the introduction of pictorial warnings on this health effect in these countries.

Results reported below are based on smokers’ responses to ITC survey questions for all 13 health effects in 2020; and for 2 of 13 
health effects (stroke in smokers, and blindness) in 2016, 2018, and 2020.

*  Smoking-related health effects marked with an asterisk (*) have appeared 
on pictorial warnings on cigarette packs since 2012.

To measure smokers’ knowledge or beliefs about ten health effects of smoking, the ITC Canada Survey asks 
smokers: The following is a list of health effects and diseases that may or may not be caused by smoking 
cigarettes. Based on what you know or believe, does smoking cause…

 (1) stroke in smokers* 
 (2) blindness in smokers*  
 (3) heart disease in smokers* 
 (4) impotence/erectile dysfunction 
 (5) reduced blood flow in smokers that can cause serious damage to limbs 
 (6) emphysema and COPD*  
 (7) type 2 diabetes 
 (8) neck and throat cancer* 
 (9) bladder cancer*  
 (10) harm to developing fetus/baby during pregnancy*

To measure smokers’ knowledge or beliefs about three health effects of exposure to second-hand smoke 
(SHS), the ITC Canada Survey asks smokers: The following is a list of health effects and diseases that may 
or may not be caused by second-hand smoke. Based on what you know or believe, does second-hand 
smoke cause…

 (1) SHS causes heart attack in non-smokers 
 (2) SHS causes lung disease, including lung cancer, in non-smokers 
 (3) SHS causes harm to children*
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Knowledge or beliefs about the health effects of smoking and exposure to second-hand smoke
More than 4 in 5 smokers knew or believed that smoking causes heart disease in smokers (93%), neck and throat cancer (91%), 
emphysema and COPD (88%), stroke in smokers (86%), harm to the developing fetus/baby during pregnancy (85%), and that SHS 
exposure causes harm to children (88%) in 2020. All these health effects were covered by pictorial warnings on cigarette packs, 
except for neck and throat cancer (see Figure 3). 
More than 3 in 5 smokers knew or believed that smoking causes reduced blood flow in smokers that can cause serious damage to 
limbs (72%), impotence/erectile dysfunction in male smokers (63%), and that SHS exposure causes lung disease in non-smokers 
(77%) in 2020 – none of these health effects were covered by pictorial health warnings (see Figure 3). 
About half of smokers knew or believed that smoking causes bladder cancer (51%) and blindness (46%), and that SHS causes 
heart attack in non-smokers (50%) in 2020, even though pictorial warnings have included messages for bladder cancer and 
blindness since 2012. Of the 13 health effects, knowledge that smoking causes type 2 diabetes was lowest (25%) in 2020  
(see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Knowledge or beliefs about the health effects of smoking and exposure to second-hand  
smoke among Canadian smokers (at least monthly), 2020

Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada
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More than 4 in 5 smokers knew or believed that smoking causes stroke in smokers from 2016 to 2020, with a significant decrease 
from 85% in 2016 to 83% in 2018, and a significant increase from 83% in 2018 to 86% in 2020. Although there was an increase in 
knowledge or belief that smoking causes blindness from 2016 to 2020 (significant increases from 39% in 2016 to 46% in 2020, 
and from 41% in 2018 to 46% in 2020), less than half of smokers over the years knew or believed that this health effect was 
caused by smoking (see Figure 4).

Support for health information on cigarette packs

More than half of smokers said that cigarette packs should have “about the same amount of health information” (55%), while 
less than a quarter of smokers said that packs should have “more health information” (18%), “don’t know” (14%), or “less health 
information” (13%) (see Figure 5).

Figure 4. Percentage of smokers* who are aware that smoking causes 
stroke or blindness in smokers, 2016-2020

Figure 5. Support for health information on cigarette packs 
among smokers*, 2020

To measure support for health information on cigarette packs, the ITC Canada Survey asked smokers: 
 •  Do you think that packs should have more health information than they do now, less information, or about the same 

as they do now?

Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada



SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
No change in the effectiveness of Canada’s 2012 pictorial health warnings between 2016 and 2020.

 • 38% of smokers noticed warnings in 2016, with no change in 2018 (36%) and 2020 (36%).

 •  17% of smokers said that the warnings made them think about the health risks of smoking in 2016 and 
2018, with no change in 2020 (16%). Only 5% of smokers said that warnings made them more likely to 
quit smoking from 2016 to 2020.

 •  15% of smokers gave up a cigarette at least once because of warnings in 2016, with no change in 2018 
(16%), and 2020 (15%). The percentage of smokers who avoided warnings decreased from 22% in 2016 
and 2018 to 19% in 2020.

 •  These findings highlight the importance of regularly updating the content and styles of health warning 
labels to prevent warning wear-out, and to ensure that warnings are noticeable and effective in 
communicating information with smokers.

Less than 10% of Canadian smokers read the health warnings inside of cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs 
“often” or “very often” between 2016 and 2020.

 •  9% of smokers read the health warnings inside of cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs “often” or “very 
often” in 2016 and 2018, with a decrease to 6% in 2020.

While a majority of Canadian smokers had accurate knowledge or beliefs about the health risks of smoking, 
there are still gaps in knowledge for some less well-known effects of smoking on health. Canadian smokers 
generally had higher levels of knowledge or beliefs about health effects that were covered by pictorial health 
warnings compared to those that were not covered by the warnings.

 •  In 2020, more than 4 in 5 smokers knew or believed that smoking causes health effects that were 
included in health messages on cigarette pack warnings: heart disease in smokers (93%), neck and throat 
cancer (91%), emphysema and COPD (88%), stroke in smokers (86%), harm to the developing fetus/baby 
during pregnancy (85%), and harms to children through exposure to SHS (88%).

 •  In 2020, more than 3 in 5 Canadian smokers knew or believed that smoking causes health effects that 
were not included in health messages on cigarette pack warnings: reduced blood flow in smokers that can 
cause serious damage to limbs (72%), impotence/erectile dysfunction in male smokers (63%), and lung 
disease in non-smokers from SHS exposure (77%).

 •  In 2020, approximately half of smokers knew or believed that smoking causes the following health effects 
that have relevant cigarette pack warnings: bladder cancer (51%) and blindness (46%). Half of smokers 
were aware that smoking causes heart attack in non-smokers through exposure to SHS (50%), and one-
quarter of smokers were aware that smoking causes type 2 diabetes (25%) – both of these health effects 
did not have relevant cigarette pack warnings.

 •  While more than 4 in 5 Canadian smokers knew or believed that smoking causes stroke in smokers 
between 2016 and 2020, less than half of smokers knew or believed that smoking causes blindness in 
smokers over the same time period, even though both of these health effects are covered by cigarette 
pack warnings. 

Half of Canadian smokers think that cigarette packs have the right amount of health information.

 •  55% of smokers said that cigarette packs should have about the same amount of health information as 
they did in 2020.

 • About 1 in 5 smokers said that cigarette packs should have more health information (18%).

 •  14% of smokers didn’t know whether cigarette packs should have more information and 13% said they 
should have less health information.

9 Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada



CONCLUSION

ITC Canada Survey findings suggest that Canada’s cigarette health warnings that have been on packs since 
2012 are no longer having as strong an impact on adult smokers compared to previous years. There was no 
change in noticing of health warnings, thinking about the health risks of smoking or quitting because of the 
warnings, and forgoing a cigarette because of the warnings among Canadian smokers between 2016 and 2020 
— even after the introduction of plain packaging for cigarette packs. In contrast, ITC studies in Australia, New 
Zealand, and England have found that the implementation of plain packaging concurrently with new and larger 
pictorial health warnings led to increased health warning salience and effectiveness. 

Canada is the only country that requires health information messages that focus primarily on the benefits of 
quitting and provide information to help smokers to quit on the inside of cigarette packs. However, less than 
10% of Canadian smokers read the 2012 health warnings inside of cigarette/roll-your-own tobacco packs 
between 2016 and 2020. ITC findings also show gaps in smokers’ knowledge of important health effects of 
smoking. In 2020, about half of Canadian smokers were aware that smoking causes bladder cancer, and 
blindness – two health effects that are covered in current cigarette health warnings. While about half of 
Canadian smokers were aware that smoking causes heart attack in non-smokers through SHS exposure, only 
a quarter were aware that smoking causes type 2 diabetes – two health effects that are not covered in current 
cigarette health warnings. 

These findings highlight the need for regular revisions to health warnings to ensure that they are as noticeable 
as possible to ensure effective communication of the health effects of smoking, and to maximize the impact 
of other tobacco packaging and labelling measures such as plain packaging. Canada has had the same 
health warnings for cigarettes on packs since 2012 and they are no longer as effective. It will be important for 
Health Canada to move forward in finalizing plans for the timely implementation of several rotating suites of 
new health warnings for tobacco products, and to consider options to maximize the noticeability of health 
information messages on the inside of cigarette packs.

10Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada



VAPING PRODUCT HEALTH WARNINGS
Nicotine vaping products (NVPs; also known as e-cigarettes)iii heat an “e-liquid” that contain nicotine, 
flavourings, and/or other ingredients to create an aerosol that the user inhales. Since their introduction onto  
the Canadian marketplace over a decade ago, vaping products have evolved rapidly.42 The newest generation  
of vaping products include “pod mod” vape devices that resemble USB flash drives, which come in a wide 
variety of flavours and have used high-concentration nicotine salts that allow users to vape very high levels  
of nicotine.43

In May 2018, Canada’s vaping products regulation permitted the sale of nicotine-containing e-cigarettes to 
adults (18 years and older), with the initial marketing restrictions weaker than they would later be.44, 45 A national 
study of population-level changes in vaping found a significant increase in the overall prevalence of past 30-day 
vaping among Canadians aged 15 years and older from 2.8% in 2017 to 4.7% in 2019, with past 30-day youth 
vapers (aged 15 to 19 years) accounting for 49.8% of the increase. Results also showed that never-smokers 
accounted for 74.9% of past 30-day youth vapers (aged 15 to 19 years) in 2019.46

Multi-country studies have also found increased rates of youth vaping in countries with less restrictive policies 
for the marketing of vaping products compared to countries with more restrictive policies. For example, youth 
ever vaping increased between 2017 and 2019 in Canada (41.1% to 48.0%, where there was limited marketing 
of and access to vaping products prior to the legalization of nicotine-containing e-cigarettes in 2018, followed 
by few restrictions on the location of advertising for these products that became widely available in gas stations 
and convenience stores in 2019) and the US (41.2% to 50.4%, where marketing of vaping products was largely 
unrestricted between 2017 and 2019). In contrast, there was no change in youth ever vaping between 2017  
and 2019 in England (47.5% to 47.8%),47 where the marketing of vaping products was tightly regulated and 
highly restricted at the time of studies.48, 49 Scientific evidence shows that youth vapers are 3-4 times more  
likely to start smoking cigarettes50 and vaping is positively associated with cigarette smoking initiation among 
non-smoking youth.51, 52

Some researchers have argued that e-cigarettes serve as a gateway to cigarette smoking among never-smoking 
youth53, although studies on gateway effects of e-cigarette use have been subject to methodological criticisms.54 
On the other hand, it is possible that some young people who try e-cigarettes may have tried cigarettes 
nonetheless due to a common liability to engage in risky behaviours,55, 56 with different factors playing a role  
in the initiation of e-cigarette use (e.g., flavours, price, social acceptance) vs subsequent cigarette smoking 
(e.g., addiction, accessibility, personal experience).57 At this time, there is considerable debate about the causal 
effect of vaping on cigarette smoking among young people. The potential for elevated risk of nicotine addiction 
among youth, however, is an important public health concern. 

In 2018, two major public health evaluations of e-cigarettes from the National Academies of Science, 
Engineering and Medicine (NASEM)58 and Public Health England (PHE)59 concluded that NVPs, although not 
completely harmless, are less harmful than cigarettes. Since then, the body of scientific evidence on the 
potential risks and benefits of e-cigarettes has grown rapidly.iv Some researchers and public health advocacy 
groups have raised concerns about the long-term risks of vaping on transitions to the use of other tobacco 
products, continued smoking among smokers or smoking initiation among non-smokers, and adverse health 
outcomes – especially among youth. For example, studies have found a positive association between the  
use of vaping products (over a two-year period) and dual use of cigarettes and vaping products, and that dual 
use of both products was more harmful than either smoking or vaping alone.60, 61 Studies have also suggested 
that vaping may be associated with damage to respiratory and circulatory systems.92, 94, 97 Further details on 
studies of the health effects of vaping can be found in this report (see section on Beliefs about the Health 
Effects of Vaping).

11

iii  WHO and the WHO FCTC refer to vaping devices as electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), electronic non-nicotine delivery 
systems (ENNDS), distinguishing between nicotine and non-nicotine devices. Because the ITC surveys focused only on nicotine 
vaping devices, we are not employing this terminology.

iv  Readers can find a recent systematic review of global evidence on the health effects of e-cigarette use at:  
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/handle/1885/262914

Health Warnings for Cigarettes, Vaping Products, and Heated Tobacco Products in Canada



Health Warnings for Vaping Products
The WHO recommends that Parties that permit the sale of nicotine and non-nicotine vaping products, consider requiring  
health warnings on product packaging about the potential health risks of vaping and the addictive nature of nicotine in these 
products.68, 69 The Netherlands, Italy, France, the UK, Germany, Canada, and the US require health warnings for packaging of 
e-liquid or products containing liquid only, while other countries such as Turkey and Honduras require health warnings for 
electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) and electronic non-nicotine delivery systems (ENNDS) devices, even when these 
products are sold without containing any liquid.70 
In Canada, vaping products are regulated under the 2018 Tobacco and Vaping Products Act (TVPA).44 Regulations for the labelling 
and packaging of vaping products introduced under the TVPA were implemented at the manufacturer level on July 1, 2020, and 
at the retail level on January 1, 2021. The new vaping products regulation mandates that vaping products/packages in Canada 
include a clear statement on the nicotine content or state that the product is nicotine-free. Products that contain nicotine must 
visibly show a nicotine concentration statement (in mg/mL), and a bilingual health warning stating “Nicotine is highly addictive/
La nicotine crée une forte dépendance” covering no less than 40% of the front and back of the vaping product pack.71 Before 
vaping products labelling and packaging regulations under the 2018 TVPA came into effect, the display of a toxic hazard symbol 
(skull and crossbones) was required for vaping products that are manufactured, imported, advertised, or sold as consumer 
products through a decision under the 2010 Canada Consumer Product Safety Act.72 
The 2018 TVPA prohibits the use of promotional statements that could lead a consumer to believe that vaping will confer any 
health benefits; however, the federal government is considering allowing manufacturers of vaping products to make certain 
promotional health statements. A draft “List of Statements for Use in the Promotion of Vaping Products” was circulated by Health 
Canada on September 4, 2018, with comments accepted until September 17, 2018. The draft list proposes seven relative risk 
statements (e.g., “If you are a smoker, switching completely to vaping is a much less harmful option”, “Switching completely from 
smoking to e-cigarettes will reduce harms to your health”) that were reviewed by the Scientific Advisory Board on Vaping Products 
(SAB)v.73 Physicians, researchers, and public health organizations have raised concerns that such statements downplay the risks 
of e-cigarettes and may encourage youth vaping.74

Table 1 shows current requirements for warnings on vaping products and examples of current pack and product warnings in 
Canada, England, and the US. Canada’s health warnings cover a larger area (40%) of the pack compared to the US (30%) and 
England (30%). Health Canada’s Forward Regulatory Plan 2021-2023 proposes to create new regulations to protect young 
persons and non-users of tobacco products from inducements to use vaping products by placing restrictions on design features 
and promotional elements that can appear on vaping product packages. The proposed measures include limiting promotional 
elements that can appear on vaping product packages and restricting design features that are appealing to youth.71, 75, 76 The 
Canadian province of British Columbia requires that vaping products be “packaged in a plain manner that does not contain any 
text or image other than as required or permitted under” the provincial regulations. However, packages can have different colours 
as there is not a required standardized colour for all packages.77

In England, a black and white text warning (30% of front and back) stating “This product contains nicotine which is a highly 
addictive substance” (see Table 1), and health and safety leaflets are required for nicotine-containing vaping product packaging 
and e-liquids containing nicotine (effective May 2017 under the European Union Tobacco Products Directive (EU TPD)). There is 
no mandated design for the leaflets; however, they must state that the product is not recommended for young people and non-
smokers. In addition to warnings, packaging must include hazard symbols in accordance with the EU classification labelling 
and packaging of substances regulation as it applies to nicotine. Each pack must include a list of all the product ingredients by 
weight, nicotine content, and its delivery per dose.84, 85

There is evidence that using e-cigarettes containing nicotine may help some adult smokers to quit, including 
a systematic review of clinical studies by the Cochrane Collaboration.62, 63 Longitudinal studies based on 
nationally representative data from the Population Assessment of Tobacco and Health (PATH) Study in the 
US also provide evidence for the potential role of e-cigarettes in cigarette smoking cessation. A 2013-15 
study found that using e-cigarettes increased the probability of persistent abstinence from cigarettes among 
quit attempters, at 1 year after the quit attempt, while using approved pharmaceutical aids (i.e, varenicline, 
bupropion, and nicotine replacement therapy) did not.64 A follow-up 2013-16 study found that smokers who 
used e-cigarettes to quit cigarettes had similar abstinence rates, at 1-2 years after the quit attempt, compared 
to those who used FDA-approved cessation aids or no products.65 However, other studies have found that 
vaping products are not effective as smoking cessation aids when acquired outside of a therapeutic setting 
or as a consumer product.66, 67 Further studies are needed to identify the role, if any, of e-cigarettes to increase 
smoking cessation at the population level. 

12v  See summaries of SAB meetings held on May 14-15, 2018 and November 19-20, 2018 at: https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/
corporate/about-health-canada/public-engagement/external-advisory-bodies/vaping-products/term-2017-2020.html



ITC Country Packaging and Warning Label 
Requirements

Health Warnings on Vaping  
Product Packaging

Canada

Text health warnings required as of 
January 1, 2021. Canada’s health 
warnings cover 40% of the front and 
back of the vaping product pack.

England

Text health warnings required as of 
May 2017. England’s health warnings 
cover 30% of the front and back of the 
vaping product pack.

United States

Text health warnings required as 
of August 10, 2018. The US health 
warnings cover 30% of the front and 
back of the vaping product pack.
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Sources of Images: Canada,78, 79 England,80, 81 and the United States82, 83 

Table 1. Health warnings on packaging for vaping products in Canada, England, and the United States

In the US, a black or white text warning (30% of the front and back) stating “This product contains nicotine. Nicotine is an 
addictive chemical” is required on vaping product packaging (effective August 2018) (see Table 1).86 The use of misleading 
reduced risk claims for vaping products, including the use of terms such as “low”, “mild”, and “light” on product packaging is 
prohibited. Tobacco manufacturers can introduce and market “modified risk tobacco products” only after a review and obtaining 
an FDA approved marketing order.87, 88

The following section presents findings from the 2016-2020 ITC Canada Smoking and Vaping Surveys on the effectiveness of 
manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings about the addictive nature of vaping, including measures of health warning salience, 
and behavioural and cognitive responses to the health warnings, among vapers compared to those who did not use vaping 
products at the time of the surveys (i.e., exclusive cigarette smokers, HTP users, less than monthly vapers, and recent ex-smokers 
who quit smoking in the last two years and use/do not use e-cigarettes and/or HTPs). We refer to this comparison group of 
respondents who did not use vaping products as “non-vapers”. Data for selected measures from Canada are also compared with 
ITC data from England and the US.
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Health Warnings for Cigarettes, 

Vaping Products, and Heated 
Tobacco Products in Canada

Effectiveness of Vaping Product Health Warnings in Canada

To measure the effectiveness of vaping product health warnings, the 2016-2020 ITC Canada Surveys asked at least 
monthly vapers (2016: n=1091; 2018: n=1035; 2020: n=1254), and non-vapers (2016: n=2007; 2018: n=2098; 2020: 
n=1680) who had ever heard of e-cigarettes (99% of the sample) the following questions:
 •  In the last 30 days, have you noticed any health warnings on packaging for vaping devices, cartridges or pods, or 

e-liquid containers? (salience)
 •  In the last 30 days, have you read any of the health warnings on vaping products (among vapers who had noticed 

vaping product health warnings)? (salience)
 •  What effect have the health warnings had on your thoughts about using vaping products (among vapers who noticed 

vaping product health warnings)? (cognitive reaction)

Salience of vaping product health warnings 
Between 2016 and 2020, there was a significant increase in noticing of vaping product health warnings among vapers and non-
vapers. More than twice as many vapers in 2020 (38%) noticed vaping product health warnings compared to those in 2016 and 
2018 (16% and 18%, respectively). More than twice as many non-vapers in 2020 (17%) noticed the warnings compared to those in 
2016 (7%) and 2018 (6%). Noticing health warnings was significantly higher among vapers compared to non-vapers from 2016 to 
2020 (see Figure 6). 
Because vaping product health warnings were not mandated at the time of the ITC surveys, these findings suggest that 
respondents were more likely to notice health warnings after manufacturers voluntarily introduced them on vaping  
product packages. 
Prior to the legalization of the sale of nicotine-containing vaping products in Canada (May 2018), there is little data on 
manufacturers’ voluntary vaping product health warning labelling (including nicotine content and other ingredients information) 
practices, as they were mostly undocumented.89 However, there is no indication of package health warnings of a material 
size prior to the major companies starting to enter the market in June 2018. Voluntary health warnings cautioned against the 
addictiveness of nicotine, but excluded other possible health impacts. Mandatory health warnings were introduced on vaping 
products in July 2020 (two months after the 2020 ITC Canada Survey) and enforcement began in January 2021.

Figure 6. Percentage of vapers (at least monthly) and non-vapers* who noticed 
health warnings on vaping products in the last 30 days, 2016-2020†
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In 2020, noticing of vaping product health warnings in Canada (23%) was slightly lower than in the US (27%), but higher than in 
England (17%); however, these differences were not significant. 
More than 3 out of 5 at least monthly vapers (61% to 65%) reported that they had read the warnings from 2016 to 2020, with  
no significant changes over time. In 2020, significantly more vapers (65%) read the warnings compared to 51% of non-vapers  
(see Figure 7). 
Among respondents who noticed vaping product health warnings, there were no differences in reported reading of the health 
warnings in Canada (55%), England (56%), and the US (60%).

Figure 7. Percentage of vapers (at least monthly) and non-vapers* who read health warnings on 
vaping products in the last 30 days (among those who noticed health warnings), 2016-2020†

In Canada, the 2019 Vaping and Products Labelling and Packaging Regulations provide that manufacturers/retailers may include 
health and product safety information on a tag or on inserts inside vaping product packaging, depending on the circumstances 
where the external package surface area is too small (interior/exterior package less than 15cm2 or 45cm2, depending on the 
required message). Health warnings and some other information are required to also appear on packages inside a package, 
though for small inner packages an insert may be included.90

Between 2016 and 2020, the ITC Canada Survey asked vapers and non-vapers: Is there health and product safety information 
contained on leaflets inside the packaging for vaping devices or on boxes of components (including cartridges or pods)? There 
was a significant increase in the percentage of vapers (from 47% to 64%) and non-vapers (46% to 72%) who reported that they 
were aware of health and product safety information on leaflets inside vaping device packages or on boxes of vaping products 
(see Figure 8). In 2020, overall awareness of health and product safety information either on leaflets or on boxes of vaping 
products was significantly higher in Canada (69%) compared to England (58%).
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Figure 8. Awareness of health and product safety information on leaflets inside 
vaping device packages or on boxes of components (including cartridges or pods) 

among vapers (at least monthly) and non-vapers*, 2016-2020†

Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using vaping products 
In 2020, 54% of vapers said that vaping product health warnings had no effect on their thoughts about using vaping products, 
42% said the warnings made them concerned about using vaping products, and 5% said the health warnings reassured them 
about using vaping products (see Figure 9). There were no significant changes in thoughts about using vaping products because 
of the warnings among vapers between 2016 and 2020. 

Figure 9. Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using vaping products among 
vapers* (at least monthly), 2016-2020
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Beliefs About the Health Effects of Vaping
Some studies suggest that vaping may activate biological processes that are known to be associated with increased risk  
for the development of cardiovascular and respiratory diseases; however, the health risks are lower compared to smoking 
cigarettes.91, 92, 94 
Evidence from randomized and non-randomized experimental studies, cohort, and cross-sectional studies have found an 
association between e-cigarette use and pulmonary symptoms, asthma (increased risk by 39%), chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (increased risk by 51%), and damage to the circulatory system;93, 94 pulmonary symptoms has also been identified as 
possible long-term health effects of vaping.95

Emissions from NVPs (including e-cigarettes) contain carcinogens, but generally in lower concentrations than tobacco 
smoke.96 Studies have also shown that use of vaping products that contain nicotine may be associated with increased risk of 
cardiovascular disease97 (particularly in vapers with pre-existing cardiovascular disease); however, the risk is thought to be lower 
than that from cigarette smoking.98, 99, 100 The causal effect of long-term vaping on risk for different types of cancers is yet to be 
established.101 Further research to identify the long-term health effects of vaping is warranted. 
The 2020 ITC Canada Survey measured current vapers’ beliefs about three possible health effects of vaping: lung damage, cancer, 
and heart disease. Vapers were asked (three separate questions each): Based on what you know or believe, does vaping cause 
lung damage, heart disease and cancer in vapers? Almost two-thirds of vapers reported that vaping causes lung damage (65%). 
Approximately 1 in 3 vapers reported that vaping causes cancer (35%) and heart disease (33%) (see Figure 10).
Higher awareness of the potential for vaping to cause lung damage compared to cancer and heart disease may be related to the 
highly publicized outbreak of vaping-associated lung injury (EVALI) in the US that resulted in 68 deaths between March 2019 and 
February 2020. Investigations by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), the FDA, state and local health departments, and others 
have found that vitamin E acetate, an additive in some tetrahydrocannabinol (THC)-containing vaping products, was strongly 
linked to the EVALI outbreak in the US. However, evidence was not sufficient to rule out the contribution of other chemicals in THC- 
or non-THC-containing products.102 In line with this, a Canadian study found no evidence for an association between any specific 
substance (including vitamin E acetate) and the 20 vaping-associated lung illness (VALI) cases reported in Canada between 
September 2019 and December 2020. It is likely that different factors were linked with VALI cases that were reported at a lower 
prevalence in Canada than EVALI cases in the US.103

Figure 10. Beliefs about the health effects of vaping among vapers*, 2020
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Almost two-thirds of vapers reported that vaping causes lung damage (65%). Approximately 1 in 3 
vapers reported that vaping causes cancer (35%) and heart disease (33%). Higher awareness of the 
potential for vaping to cause lung damage compared to cancer and heart disease may be related to the 
highly publicized outbreak of vaping-associated lung injury (EVALI) in the US.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Health warnings on packaging for vaping products were not required by Health Canada during the ITC Survey 
period (2016 – 2020); however, findings suggest that manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings were salient 
for 2 out of 5 vapers. 

 •  Between 2016 and 2020, noticing of vaping product health warnings more than doubled among at least 
monthly vapers (from 16% to 38%) and non-vapers (from 7% to 17%). 

Two-thirds of Canadian vapers who noticed vaping product health warnings have read the warnings, and two-
thirds of vapers and non-vapers were aware of health and product safety information. 

 •  In 2020, 65% of at least monthly vapers who had noticed vaping product health warnings reported that 
they read the warnings. 

 •  Between 2016 and 2020, awareness of health and product safety information either on leaflets or on 
boxes of vaping products significantly increased among Canadian at least monthly vapers (from 47% to 
64%) and non-vapers (46% to 72%). In 2020, overall awareness of health and product safety information 
either on leaflets or on boxes of vaping products was significantly higher among vapers in Canada (69%) 
than in England (58%).

2 in 5 vapers were concerned about vaping due to vaping product health warnings.

 •  In 2020, 42% of at least monthly vapers who noticed health warnings on vaping products said that they 
were concerned about vaping due to health warnings; 54% reported that the warnings had no effect, 
while 5% reported that the warnings reassured them about using vaping products.

Two-thirds of Canadian vapers believed that vaping may cause lung damage, and one-third believed that 
vaping may cause cancer and heart disease. 

 •  In 2020, 65% of vapers believed that vaping could cause lung damage, while 35% of vapers believed that 
vaping could cause cancer and 33% believed that vaping could cause heart disease. 
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CONCLUSION

There is strong evidence for the effectiveness of health warnings in educating the public about the harms 
of tobacco. With the emergence of vaping products, governments are faced with making decisions on 
appropriate messaging about the harms of these novel products. In Canada, labelling and packaging of 
vaping products are regulated under the 2018 Tobacco and Vaping Products Act (TVPA), which requires 
manufacturers to provide information about the nicotine/nicotine-free content, and a text health warning on 
the addictiveness of nicotine on product packaging as of January 1, 2021. 

Findings from the 2020 ITC Survey, which was conducted before mandatory health warnings on vaping 
products were implemented, suggest that manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings about the addictive 
properties of vaping have reached some users of these products. Between 2016 and 2020, the number of 
Canadian vapers who noticed manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings more than doubled; and awareness 
of health and product safety information either on leaflets or on boxes of vaping products increased among 
Canadian vapers during the same time period. 

Emerging evidence suggests a potential link between vaping and health problems such as respiratory and 
cardiovascular diseases. The ITC study findings show that in 2020, 42% of Canadian vapers expressed 
concern about vaping due to health warnings, and about two-thirds of Canadian vapers (65%) believed that 
vaping was likely to cause lung damage. Further studies are needed to better understand how vaping affects 
long-term health outcomes; however, short-term studies indicate that vaping products are less harmful than 
combustible cigarettes. 

At this time, only one health warning on the addictiveness of nicotine is required on vaping product 
packaging, as set out by the List of Health Warnings for Vaping Products document incorporated by reference 
in the 2019 Vaping Products Labelling and Packaging Regulations. It will be important for Health Canada to 
amend the List of Health Warnings for Vaping Products to include new warnings in response to emerging 
scientific evidence on the health effects of vaping, as they have done with the addition of a new warning that 
“Vaping products release chemicals that may harm your health” for vaping product advertising in July 2020. 

Future ITC surveys will evaluate the impact of changes to vaping product packaging and labelling.
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HEATED TOBACCO PRODUCT HEALTH WARNINGS
Heated tobacco products (HTPs; also known as heat-not-burn tobacco products) are electronic devices that 
heat tobacco to vapourize nicotine below the point of combustion to produce an aerosol that is inhaled by the 
user. HTPs are marketed as a less harmful alternative to combustible tobacco products by tobacco companies, 
who claim that heating tobacco significantly reduces exposure to harmful chemicals that are created at the 
high temperature required for burning tobacco in conventional cigarettes.104

However, there is currently no conclusive evidence that HTPs are less harmful than cigarettes.105, 106 While 
evidence on the long-term health effects of HTPs is limited at this time, some studies have found that HTP 
users may be exposed to lower levels of harmful toxicants than cigarette smokers. For example, a 2019 
systematic review concluded that HTP use reduces exposure to toxicants by at least 62% and reduces 
exposure to particulate matter by at least 75% compared to smoking cigarettes. However, the authors noted 
that nearly all the studies included in the review were affiliated with tobacco manufacturers and emphasized 
the need for independent studies to validate manufacturer data.107 A 2022 systematic review of randomized 
clinical trials also concluded that while HTP users are likely to have lower exposure to toxicants/carcinogens 
compared to cigarette smokers, they are still likely to have higher exposure compared to individuals who are 
not using any tobacco products. In addition, there was insufficient evidence for differences in risk of adverse 
medical events among HTP users compared to cigarette smokers, and the review found no studies on the 
effectiveness of HTPs for smoking cessation.107

HTPs were introduced in Canada in late 2016 by Rothmans, Benson and Hedges (RBH) under the brand names 
IQOS (device) and HEETs (tobacco sticks); both products are still available on the Canadian market.108 HTPs 
currently have a very small market share and these products are not used extensively in Canada. At the time of 
writing this report, there were no other known HTP manufacturers in Canada, though Imperial Tobacco Canada 
and JTI-Macdonald previously sold HTPs.109

Regulation of Heated Tobacco Products
The eighth session of the Conference of the Parties (COP8) to the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC) 
adopted the decision to recognize HTPs as tobacco products and thus HTPs are subject to the provisions of the Treaty and its 
guidelines.110 However, countries have adopted different approaches in the regulation of HTPs. HTPs are banned (sales ban or 
another type of ban that restricts their availability) in at least 11 countries including Brazil, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, 
Ethiopia, India, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Mexico, Norway, Panama, Singapore, Syrian Arab Republic, and Timor-Leste.70 In most 
other countries, HTPs are regulated under existing tobacco control laws that were adopted before HTPs emerged on the market. 
In Canada, HTPs are regulated as tobacco products under the 2018 Tobacco and Vaping Products Act (TVPA; previously 1997 
Tobacco Act), which means that they are subject to many existing restrictions for cigarettes and other tobacco products under the 
TVPA and its regulations, including restrictions on advertising and plain packaging, among others, but excluding requirements for 
package warnings or for reporting.44

Health Warnings for Heated Tobacco Products
Health warnings on tobacco product packaging is one of the most effective ways of communicating the health effects of 
smoking.35 Countries have adopted various approaches to health warnings for HTPs ranging from no requirements to requiring the 
same warnings as smoked tobacco, smokeless tobacco, or HTP-specific warning statements.111 The WHO recommends that Parties 
require large graphic health warnings on packaging for heat sticks and HTP devices, and plain packaging for these products as 
for any other smoked tobacco products,112 and acknowledge that while warnings related to addiction and toxicants and general 
warnings regarding harm to health are appropriate, disease-specific harms of HTP use are not yet known.
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In Canada, because HTPs are regulated as tobacco products, plain packaging is required for HTP devices and heat sticks. 
However, unlike cigarette packs, HTPs are currently not required by federal law to have text or pictorial health warnings. RBH 
voluntarily depicted four text-only warnings (prior to and after implementation of plain packaging, beginning with the product 
launch in 2016). The four voluntary warnings are the same as those required by federal regulation for chewing tobacco and 
oral snuff: “This product is highly addictive”; “This product causes mouth diseases”; “This product is not a safe alternative to 
cigarettes”; and “Use of this product can cause cancer”.7, 113 Table 2 shows current health warning requirements for heat sticks  
in Canada, England, and the United States (US); and Canada’s HEETS in plain packaging in contrast with branded heat stick  
packs in England and the US. Prior to TVPA provisions coming into effect in 2018, RBH promoted IQOS directly on at least some of 
its cigarette brand packages.114,115

Health Canada’s Forward Regulatory Plan 2021-2023 includes a proposal to amend the Tobacco Products Labelling Regulations to 
include health warnings on all tobacco products, including those intended for use with a device, water pipe tobacco, and other 
novel tobacco products.116, 117

ITC Country Packaging and Warning 
Label Requirements

Health Warnings on 
IQOS HEETS Packaging 

Canada

Plain packaging required as of 
February 7, 2020. No federal 
government-mandated health  
warning requirement.

England Text health warnings required as 
of January 1, 2021. 

United States Text health warnings required as 
of August 10, 2018.

Sources of Images: Canada,118 England,119 and the United States120

Table 2. Health warnings on packaging for heat sticks in Canada, England, and the United States
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In England, HTPs are regulated under the 2016 Tobacco and Related Products Regulations (TRPR). Amendments to the TRPR came 
into force on January 1, 2021, requiring that packaging for non-combustible tobacco products such as HTPs include a text warning 
(30% of the front and back) stating: “This tobacco product damages your health and is addictive” (see Table 2).86, 121 Information 
about nicotine, taste, smell, or flavours is prohibited on product packaging, but flavours in tobacco products except cigarettes 
or roll-your-own tobacco are permitted. The use of misleading reduced risk or health benefit claims on product packaging is also 
prohibited.122 Plain packaging for HTP packs is not required in England.
In the US, HTPs are classified as “covered tobacco products” and product packaging requires a text warning stating: “WARNING: 
This product contains nicotine. Nicotine is an addictive chemical”.87, 123 Although Philip Morris International (PMI) markets IQOS 
as a safer alternative to cigarettes, the long-term health impact of HTPs on users and its overall impact on public health remains 
unclear.124 After legalizing the sale of IQOS in the US in October 2019, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) rejected 
PMI’s request to market IQOS as a reduced risk product in July 2020, but permitted IQOS to be marketed with claims of reduced 
exposure to harmful chemicals compared to smoking cigarettes.125

IQOS packaging and advertising in the US are also required to display a warning communicating nicotine addiction risks and 
one of three Surgeon General’s rotating cigarette warnings. Researchers have raised concerns that language about “switching 
completely” from cigarettes to IQOS in modified risk claims is likely to be misunderstood by consumers and call for ongoing 
monitoring of how reduced exposure claims affect risk perceptions and intent to use IQOS, particularly among non-smokers, to 
guide future regulatory action.126

The following section presents data from the 2020 ITC Canada Survey on the effectiveness of manufacturers’ voluntary health 
warnings about the harms of addiction from HTP use among HTP users. The data were collected from HTP users in an online survey 
conducted between February 24 and May 31, 2020, shortly after the implementation of plain packaging regulations at the retail 
level (February 7, 2020). Data for selected measures from Canada are also compared with data from respondents in the US and 
England. Estimates are weighted and adjusted by sex, age group, and time in sample.

Effectiveness of Heated Tobacco Product Health Warnings in Canada

To measure the effectiveness of HTP health warnings, the 2020 ITC Canada Survey asked at least monthly HTP users 
(n=360) the following questions:
 •  In the last 30 days, how often have you noticed any health warnings on the outside of packaging for heated 

tobacco sticks, capsules or pods? (salience)
 •  In the last 30 days, how often have you read or looked closely at any of these health warnings on heated tobacco 

products? (salience)
 •  What effect have the health warnings had on your thoughts about using heated tobacco products?  

(cognitive reaction)

22

In Canada, because HTPs are regulated as tobacco products, plain packaging is required for HTP 
devices and heat sticks. However, unlike cigarette packs, HTPs are currently not required by federal law 
to have text or pictorial health warnings. The manufacturer of IQOS has voluntarily depicted a set of 
four text-only warnings on heat stick packaging.
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Figure 11. Percentage of HTP users* who noticed health warnings on HTP packaging 
in the last 30 days, by country, 2020

Figure 12. Percentage of HTP users* who read or looked closely at health warnings 
on HTP packaging in the last 30 days, 2020

Among HTP users who noticed the health warnings in the last 30 days, approximately one-quarter said that they read or looked 
closely at the health warnings “often/very often” (22%) or “sometimes” (24%), while more than half said they “never/rarely” 
(54%) read the health warnings (see Figure 12).

23

Salience of heated tobacco product health warnings 
Approximately 1 in 5 at least monthly HTP users noticed HTP health warnings “often/very often” (22%), while 2 in 5 noticed them 
“sometimes” (40%) or “never/rarely” (38%). Because health warnings were not mandated at the time of the survey, the findings 
suggest that the manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings on heat sticks have reached some regular HTP users; however, more 
than a third have had limited or no exposure to the warnings. 
Overall, there were no differences in the percentage of at least monthly HTP users in Canada, the US, and England who noticed 
HTP health warnings “often/very often” or “sometimes”. However, there were fewer Canadian HTP users (38%) who “never/rarely” 
noticed HTP health warnings compared to HTP users in the US (50%) and England (50%) (see Figure 11).
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Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using heated tobacco products 
Among HTP users who noticed the health warnings, 51% said that the warnings made them concerned about using HTPs, 43% 
said that the warnings had no effect on their thoughts about using HTPs, and 6% said that the warnings reassured them about 
using HTPs (see Figure 13). 

Figure 13. Effect of health warnings on thoughts about using HTPs  
among HTP users*, 2020

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Health warnings for heated tobacco products (HTPs) were not required by federal law in Canada during the ITC 
Survey period (2020). However, the manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings were salient to some extent for 
3 out of 5 HTP users. 

 •  In 2020, 62% of Canadian at least monthly HTP users “sometimes” or “often/very often” noticed HTP 
health warnings on the outside of packaging for heated tobacco sticks. More than a third of HTP users 
(38%) “never/rarely” noticed health warnings on the outside of packaging for heated tobacco sticks, 
compared to half of HTP users in the US (50%) and England (50%).

2 in 5 Canadian HTP users who noticed health warnings on HTP packaging read the health warnings.

 •  In 2020, 46% of Canadian at least monthly HTP users who noticed health warnings on HTP packaging 
said that they “sometimes” or “often/very often” read/looked closely at the health warnings on HTP 
packaging. 

Half of Canadian HTP users were concerned about using HTP products because of the health warnings on HTP 
product packaging.

 •  In 2020, half of Canadian at least monthly HTPs users (51%) said that health warnings made them 
concerned about using HTPs; 43% reported that the warnings had no effect, while 6% reported that the 
warnings reassured them about using HTPs.
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CONCLUSION

In Canada, heated tobacco products (HTPs) are regulated as tobacco products and are therefore covered 
under tobacco advertising restrictions and plain packaging legislation. Four rotated text health warnings are 
voluntarily applied on packaging for heated tobacco products sold by Rothmans, Benson & Hedges, the one 
company currently known to be selling these products in Canada. 

Findings from the 2020 ITC Survey suggest that manufacturers’ voluntary health warnings about the addictive 
properties of HTPs have reached approximately two-thirds of users of these products and almost half of those 
who noticed the warnings reported reading them. 

The 2020 ITC Survey findings showed that half of Canadian HTP users were concerned about using HTPs due to 
health warnings on HTP packaging. Future studies on the health effects of HTP use will be important to inform 
the development of effective health warnings for these products. 

Canada’s proposed 2021-2023 Forward Regulatory Plan aims to finalize and strengthen existing tobacco 
labelling laws. The Plan includes forthcoming regulatory measures to include health warnings on HTPs and all 
other tobacco products.

Future ITC surveys will evaluate the impact of these upcoming changes to HTP packaging and labelling.
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