
LETTERS

PICTORIAL CIGARETTE PACK
WARNINGS HAVE IMPORTANT
EFFECTS

We applaud Monárrez-Espino et al.1 for con-
ducting a timely systematic review on pictorial
cigarette pack warnings’ impact on cigarette
use. We have some concerns, however, about
the dissimilarity of studies included in the
review. We are also concerned that readers
may be unaware of other evidence that sup-
ports the efficacy of pictorial warnings.

The review’s broad inclusion criteria appear
to have assembled a set of studies from which it
was difficult to draw insights. The review in-
cluded experiments that exposed smokers to
pictorial warnings briefly on computer screens
as well as observational studies of warnings that
appeared on smokers’ actual cigarette packs.We
believe data from these different types of studies
should be reviewed separately; the authors
themselves acknowledged that the heterogene-
ity made results “difficult to summarize.”1(pe15)

Another concern is that the studies selected
for review likely underestimate the true impact
of pictorial warnings. Some comparison groups
exposed smokers to pictorial warnings, such as
on plain packs (versus branded packs). Other
studies compared those who reported low

(versus high) cognitive processing of pictorial
warnings. These comparison groups were ex-
posed to the very intervention that was being
evaluated, reducing potential differences.

Given these and other limitations of
Monárrez-Espino et al.’s review, we were sur-
prised that the authors concluded that pictorial
warnings are unlikely to have much impact.
Indeed, readers of the review may miss the
well-understood finding that pictorial warnings
are more effective than text-only warnings. For
example, experimental work demonstrates that
pictorial warnings increase intentions to quit
smoking,2 a known precursor to quit attempts
and smoking cessation.3,4 Observational stud-
ies conducted before and after pictorial warn-
ing implementation find increases in knowl-
edge about smoking risks,5---7 a stated goal of
international tobacco control efforts.8 Such
studies also indicate that pictorial warnings
increase cessation-related behaviors, including
calling quitlines9 and foregoing cigarettes.10

Pictorial warnings on cigarette packs are
a promising, low-cost population-level tobacco
control strategy. Carefully crafted systematic re-
views are crucial for synthesizing this growing
literature, as are randomized controlled trials
that rigorously test the impact of pictorial
warnings on smoking behaviors. Although
Monárrez-Espino et al.1 have taken an important
initial step, muchwork still remains to be done.j

Seth M. Noar, PhD, MA
Marissa G. Hall, MSPH

Noel T. Brewer, PhD

About the Authors
Seth M. Noar is with the School of Journalism and Mass
Communication, University of North Carolina (UNC),
Chapel Hill. Marissa G. Hall and Noel T. Brewer are both
with the Department of Health Behavior, Gillings School of
Global Health, UNC, Chapel Hill. All of the authors are also
with the Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer Center, UNC,
Chapel Hill.
Correspondence should be sent to Dr. Seth M. Noar, School

of Journalism and Mass Communication, 382 Carroll Hall
(Campus Box 3365), University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, Chapel Hill, NC 27599-3365 (e-mail: noar@e-mail.
unc.edu). Reprints can be ordered at http://www.ajph.org by
clicking on the “Reprints” link.
This letter was accepted November 26, 2014.
doi:10.2105/AJPH.2014.302510

Contributor Statement
All of the authors conceptualized the letter. S. Noar led
the writing and N. T. Brewer and M. G. Hall contributed
to the writing and editing of the letter.

Acknowledgments
This work was supported through funding from the
National Institutes of Health and Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (grant P30CA016086-38S2).

Note. The views expressed by the authors do not
necessarily reflect those of the National Institutes of
Health or Food and Drug Administration.

References
1. Monarrez-Espino J, Liu B, Greiner F, Bremberg S,
Galanti R. Systematic review of the effect of pictorial
warnings on cigarette packages in smoking behavior. Am
J Public Health. 2014;104(10):e11---e30.

2. Noar SM, Hall MG, Francis DB, Ribisl KM, Pepper JK,
Brewer NT. The impact of graphic cigarette pack warnings:
Ameta-analysis of experimental studies. Paper presented at
the 64th Annual Conference of the International Com-
munication Association; May 22---26, 2014; Seattle, WA.

3. Vangeli E, Stapleton J, Smit ES, Borland R, West R.
Predictors of attempts to stop smoking and their success
in adult general population samples: a systematic review.
Addiction. 2011;106(12):2110---2121.

4. Webb TL, Sheeran P. Does changing behavioral
intentions engender behavior change? A meta-analysis of
the experimental evidence. Psychol Bull. 2006;132
(2):249---268.

5. Miller CL, Hill DJ, Quester PG, Hiller JE. The impact
of Australia’s new graphic cigarette packet warnings on
smokers’ beliefs and attitudes. Australas Mark J.
2011;19(3):181---188.

6. Brennan E, Durkin SJ, Cotter T, Harper T,
Wakefield MA. Mass media campaigns designed to
support new pictorial health warnings on cigarette
packets: evidence of a complementary relationship.
Tob Control. 2011;20(6):412---418.

7. Kennedy RD, Spafford MM, Behm I, Hammond D,
Fong GT, Borland R. Positive impact of Australian ‘blind-
ness’ tobacco warning labels: findings from the ITC four
country survey. Clin Exp Optom. 2012;95(6):590---598.

8. Hammond D, Wakefield M, Durkin S, Brennan E.
Tobacco packaging and mass media campaigns: research
needs for Articles 11 and 12 of the WHO Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control. Nicotine Tob Res.
2013;15(4):817---831.

9. Young JM, Stacey I, Dobbins TA, Dunlop S, Dessaix
AL, Currow DC. Association between tobacco plain pack-
aging and Quitline calls: a population-based, interrupted
time-series analysis. M J Australia 2014;200(1):29---32.

10. Yong HH, Fong GT, Driezen P, et al. Adult smokers’
reactions to pictorial health warning labels on cigarette
packs in Thailand and moderating effects of type of
cigarette smoked: findings from the international tobacco
control southeast Asia survey. Nicotine Tob Res. 2013;15
(8):1339---1347.

Letters to the editor referring to a recent
Journal article are encouraged up to 3
months after the article's appearance. By
submitting a letter to the editor, the author
gives permission for its publication in the
Journal. Letters should not duplicate
material being published or submitted
elsewhere. The editors reserve the right to edit
and abridge letters and to publish responses.

Text is limited to 400 words and
10 references. Submit online at www.
editorialmanager.com/ajph for immediate
Web posting, or at ajph.edmgr.com for
later print publication. Online responses
are automatically considered for print
publication. Queries should be addressed
to the Editor-in-Chief, Mary E. Northridge,
PhD, MPH, at men6@nyu.edu.

March 2015, Vol 105, No. 3 | American Journal of Public Health Letters | e1

mailto:noar@e-mail.unc.edu
mailto:noar@e-mail.unc.edu

