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ABSTRACT. Objective: Media coverage of alcohol-related policy
measures can influence public debate and is often more aligned with
interests of the alcohol industry than public health. The purpose of this
study was to examine the framing of news coverage of alcohol warning
label (AWL) initiatives that included a cancer message on alcohol con-
tainers in two different countries. Policy contexts and industry perspec-
tives were also evaluated. Method: We identified and systematically
reviewed news articles published between 2017–2019 covering an AWL
academic study in Yukon, Canada, and labeling provisions in a Public
Health (Alcohol) Bill in Ireland. Both included a cancer message. News
stories were coded for media type and topic slant; inclusion of alcohol
industry perspectives was examined using content analysis. Results:
Overall, 68.4% of media articles covering the Yukon Study (n = 38) and
18.9% covering the Ireland Bill (n = 37) were supportive of AWLs with

a cancer message. The majority of articles in both sites presented alco-
hol industry perspectives (Yukon, 65.8%; Ireland, 86.5%), and industry
arguments opposing AWLs were similar across both contexts. In articles
with statements from industry representatives, the label message was
frequently disputed by distorting or denying the evidence that alcohol
causes cancer (n = 33/43). Conclusions: News coverage of AWLs with
a cancer message was more supportive in Canada than Ireland, where
alcohol industry perspectives were consistently foregrounded. Industry
arguments opposing the cancer label bore similarities across contexts,
often distorting or denying the evidence. Increasing awareness of indus-
try messaging strategies may generate more critical coverage of industry
lobbying activities and increase public support for alcohol policies. (J.
Stud. Alcohol Drugs, 81, 273–283, 2020)
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ALCOHOL CAUSES 3.3 MILLION DEATHS globally
each year, with a substantial proportion attributable to

cancer, producing significant societal harms and costs to
governments and health systems worldwide (Baan et al.,
2007; Bagnardi et al., 2015; Burton & Sheron, 2018; Inter-
national Agency for Research on Cancer, 2010; Klein et al.,
2019; Praud et al., 2016; World Health Organization, 2018).
Recent projections show an increase in alcohol consumption
internationally of up to 17% over the next decade, which will
not only affect people consuming alcohol but also increase
the exposure to harm of those around them (Karriker-Jaffe
et al., 2018; Manthey et al., 2019). There are several popula-

tion-level control measures (also known as “best buys”; e.g.,
increased alcohol pricing and taxation, reductions in physical
availability, restrictions on marketing and advertising, and
impaired driving countermeasures) that can be used as a
response, are cost-effective, and have the strongest evidence
for reducing alcohol-related harms, including cancer (Alattas
et al., 2020; Chisholm et al., 2018; Foster et al., 2019; World
Health Organization, 2013).

Governments often face political barriers to introducing
alcohol control policies because of public pushback and op-
position from powerful alcohol industry lobby groups (Hope,
2006; Li et al., 2017; Moskalewicz et al., 2013; Pechey et al.,
2014). Lobbying from industry groups highlights an inher-
ent conflict as a substantial portion of their sector’s profits
rely on harmful patterns of consumption and low consumer
knowledge of cancer risk linked to alcohol (Bhattacharya et
al., 2018; Casswell et al., 2016; Connor, 2017). Importantly,
increasing public awareness of alcohol-related health risks
such as cancer has been shown to improve public support
for more restrictive policies (Bates et al., 2018; Buykx et al.,
2015; Martin et al., 2018; Weerasinghe et al., 2020). Alcohol
warning labels (AWLs) offer one avenue for providing this
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type of information directly to alcohol consumers—particu-
larly higher volume consumers (Greenfield, 1997). Further-
more, AWLs, including those with a cancer warning, have
evidence of public support (Hobin et al., 2018; Maynard et
al., 2018; Miller et al., 2016; Pettigrew et al., 2014; Vallance
et al., 2018).

News media is a strong influencer of public debate and
can often shape public opinion and affect policymaking
(Macnamara, 2005; McCombs & Shaw, 1972, 1993). This
is especially true in relation to government efforts to intro-
duce control measures designed to improve public health.
There is a long history of the tobacco industry (Durrant
et al., 2003; Miller et al., 2018)—and, more recently, the
alcohol and sugar-sweetened beverage industries (Hilton et
al., 2019)—using the media as a platform to promote their
vested interests at the expense of public health interventions.
The unhealthy commodity industries more generally have
shown great adeptness at having their perspectives regularly
included in news media coverage, often with the effect of
slanting articles in their favor (Azar at al., 2014; Katikireddi
& Hilton, 2015; Mercille, 2017). Researchers have identified
a “playbook” of scripts and messaging strategies circulated
by the unhealthy commodity industries through a variety of
media channels—including industry trade magazines and
public-facing industry-funded social aspects public rela-
tions organizations—designed to influence public opinion,
manipulate the news agenda, and influence policymaking
(Hilton et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2019; Maani Hessari et al.,
2019; McCambridge et al., 2018; Mercille, 2017; Petticrew
et al., 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Pettigrew et al., 2018).

The unhealthy commodity industries messaging strategies
used by the alcohol industry via these different platforms
have been shown to disseminate selective or false evidence
and information designed to confuse or misdirect public
understanding of health issues or minimize the perceived
risk of their product (Lim et al., 2019; Maani Hessari et al.,
2019; Petticrew et al., 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Pettigrew et al.,
2018). A prime example is the alcohol industry’s consistent
misrepresentation of the established scientific evidence link-
ing alcohol consumption with an increased risk of cancer.
This misrepresentation often takes the form of disputing or
denying the link; claiming the cancer risk is related only to
heavier consumption; stating the evidence is too complex,
insufficient, or debatable; and confusing the issue by claim-
ing alcohol’s protective effects (Hilton et al., 2019; Petticrew
et al., 2017, 2018a, 2018b).

Alcohol industry messaging strategies specific to news
media coverage—many of which were noted during the
introduction of minimum unit pricing in Scotland—include
questioning the legality of or overemphasizing the economic
harms resulting from implementation of proposed control
policies and making unsupported claims that the measures
are ineffective or are not based on sound evidence (Hilton
et al., 2014; Katikireddi & Hilton, 2015; Mercille, 2017).

Further, industry media statements will often protest their
exclusion from the design of public health interventions
and highlight their involvement in voluntary initiatives and
corporate social responsibility activities, such as campaigns
with vague “responsible drinking” messages. Many will also
offer suggestions of other “more appropriate” measures,
most of which are industry friendly and/or shown to have
little or no impact on alcohol consumption and harms (Babor
et al., 2018; Fogarty & Chapman, 2012; Hilton et al., 2014;
Katikireddi & Hilton, 2015; Mercille, 2017; Savell et al.,
2016).

Although there is a growing body of research identify-
ing tactics commonly used across the unhealthy commodity
industries and in response to specific alcohol control mea-
sures such as alcohol pricing and marketing and advertising
restrictions, to our knowledge there have been limited inves-
tigations of news media coverage of AWL policy initiatives
(Lemmens et al., 1999) and none specific to AWLs with a
cancer message. The purpose of this study was to examine
news media coverage of alcohol labeling initiatives that in-
cluded a cancer warning in Canada and Ireland and analyze
the perspectives of the alcohol industry that were included in
the articles. Specifically, objectives were to (a) compare the
topic slant of mass media news coverage of alcohol industry
interference with a cancer warning label that formed part of
an academic study in Yukon, Canada (“the Yukon Study”),
with coverage of cancer warning label provisions included
in Ireland’s Public Health (Alcohol) Bill (“the Ireland Bill”)
and (b) identify similarities and/or differences in the inclu-
sion and content of the alcohol industry’s response to AWLs
with a cancer message within media coverage across both
contexts.

Method

Context

Academic Study in Yukon, Canada (“the Yukon Study”).
The authors of this article implemented a study funded by
the federal health institution in Canada designed to test the
effectiveness of three new evidence-informed AWLs that
featured (a) a health message stating alcohol can cause
cancer, including breast and colon cancers, (b) national low-
risk drinking guidelines, and (c) standard drink information.
The new labels formed part of a quasi-experimental study
in Whitehorse, Yukon (intervention site) and Yellowknife,
Northwest Territories (comparison site), both located in
northern Canada (see Vallance et al., 2020, for full study
protocol). Both sites had already been applying post-man-
ufacturer text-based AWLs by local directive since 1991
cautioning about the risks of drinking during pregnancy;
the Northwest Territories label carries an additional warning
similar to that of the mandatory US label (Alcoholic Bever-
age Health Warning Statement, 2008) about impaired driving
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and general health risks. The three new rotating labels were
to be applied to alcohol containers in the only government-
run liquor store in the intervention site for an 8-month
period, whereas the two liquor stores in the comparison site
continued usual labeling practices. (Images of all labels can
be viewed at alcohollabels.cisur.ca.) The new labels were
launched on November 20, 2017, but halted on December
19, 2017, because of alcohol industry interference (Wilt,
2018). The territorial government agreed to resume the study
in February 2018 on the condition that the cancer warning
label be permanently removed from rotation to avoid poten-
tial litigation by the alcohol industry (Joannou, 2018).

Public Health (Alcohol) Bill in Ireland (“the Ireland Bill”)

The Public Health (Alcohol) Bill was first introduced into
Irish parliament in 2015 as a public health measure to ad-
dress high rates of alcohol consumption and related harm in
the country. The Ireland Bill contained a number of alcohol
control provisions, including minimum pricing; structural
separation of alcohol from other products in stores; bans on
alcohol sponsorship; restrictions on marketing and advertis-
ing; and mandatory health messaging on alcohol containers,
including a cancer warning (Murray, 2017). The Ireland
Bill’s progress through parliament was delayed by 2 years
as a result of intense lobbying from the alcohol industry.
A revised version of the Ireland Bill was passed through
the second stage in the lower house of parliament in 2017,
dropping the provisions around sponsorship and amending
some of the marketing and advertising restrictions (Mercille,
2017). The Ireland Bill passed through the committee stage
in the upper house of parliament in March 2018 and amend-
ments were proposed in June 2018, including the removal
of the labeling provisions, and discussed in the upper house
assembly in September of that year. The Ireland Bill reached
the final stage of parliament and was passed into law in
October 2018. A commencement order for some of the pro-
visions (not including labeling) was signed on November 1,
2018.

Search parameters and record selection

The search period for news coverage of AWLs related
to the Yukon Study was September 1, 2017, to August 15,
2018, covering 3 months before the media release announc-
ing the launch of the new AWLs and 6 months after the
media release announcing the study’s resumption in February
2018. The search period for news coverage of AWLs related
to the Ireland Bill was April 16, 2018, to April 30, 2019,
covering the 6 months before and after the Ireland Bill was
signed into law in October 2018. These timeframes were se-
lected in accordance with the main media events connected
to both contexts; each site had an approximately 1-year
search period to ensure feasibility of the study parameters.

Six sets of search strings were developed to identify
relevant media coverage of both the Yukon Study and the
Ireland Bill (see search strings in Appendix A). (The ap-
pendices appear as online-only addenda to this article on the
journal’s website.) Separate searches for each string were run
in Factiva, an electronic media database with comprehensive
full-text coverage of both Canadian and European Union
sources. Equivalent search strings were run in the web-based
search engines Google and Google News, capturing the first
100 hits for each string; no date limits were set because web-
based search engines can indicate date only in year segments
(e.g., in the past year). A systematic strategy was used to
manually determine eligible database and web-based records
for inclusion based on PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines
(Moher et al., 2009) (Figure 1). All remaining records were
then screened for relevance based on title and subsequently
assessed for eligibility with a full-text review. The following
records were excluded: duplicates by story, articles that did
not qualify as mass media or text-based news sources (as
determined by the research team), articles that did not/only
briefly mentioned the Yukon Study or the labeling provi-
sions of the Ireland Bill, and articles with broken or missing
hyperlinks or with registration or paywall barriers.

Coding and analysis

The coding structure to identify media type and topic
slant for this analysis was developed based on previous stud-
ies (Azar et al., 2014; Mercille, 2017; Miller et al., 2018).
Media type was coded by article publication source and in-
cluded the following categories: (a) hard news, (b) web story,
(c) commentary, and (d) blog (see Table 1 for media type
definitions). Two of the authors (K.V. and A.V.) coded and
discussed an initial subsample of articles by media type and
subsequently independently coded the full sample with no
divergences between coders. Topic slant was coded based on
whether the stories’ viewpoints were predominantly neutral,
supportive, or opposed—or a mix of both supportive and op-
posed—toward AWLs with a cancer message included in the
Yukon Study and the Ireland Bill (see Table 1 for code defi-
nitions). The same two authors coded an initial subsample of
articles for topic slant (n = 8), resulting in a Cohen’s κ score
of .79, indicative of substantial agreement among coders
(McHugh, 2012). Divergences were discussed with the team
to achieve consensus, and the codebook was refined before
final coding. Using the refined codebook, two of the authors
(K.V. and N.S.M.) independently coded the full sample (n =
75), resulting in a Cohen’s κ score of .90, representing near
perfect agreement between coders (McHugh, 2012).

The number of articles was calculated by media type and
topic slant, and the coded articles were grouped by calendar
month for each of the two sites. The number of articles con-
taining alcohol industry perspectives was then calculated,
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FIGURE 1. PRISMA article eligibility screening flow diagram—Yukon Study & Ireland Bill
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and content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) was conducted to
inductively identify, group, and enumerate the most prominent
alcohol industry arguments included in the news coverage.
Industry arguments were defined as statements or quotes
related to the AWLs attributed to specific alcohol industry rep-
resentatives and spokespeople or related viewpoints attributed
to the alcohol industry more broadly. In some cases, articles
included multiple distinct industry statements or viewpoints
that each contained multiple distinct arguments within; each
of these arguments was recorded individually. The number of
articles containing direct statements or quotes from industry
representatives or spokespeople was also calculated, and the
proportion of those disputing the evidence linking alcohol
and cancer was identified.

Results

Type and overall topic slant of media articles

We identified 38 articles eligible for inclusion related to
the Yukon Study (see Appendix B for full list of articles)
during the set timeframe. Of those, two thirds (n = 25) were
supportive of the Yukon Study and the cancer warning; more
than half (n = 21) were published in hard news sources (Ap-
pendix C). The publication dates of articles related to the
Yukon Study ranged from November 22, 2017, to June 21,
2018, with the majority published in January 2018 following
the announcement that application of the study intervention
labels at the liquor store had been halted as a result of alco-
hol industry pressure (Figure 2).

There were 37 eligible articles related to the Ireland Bill
during the set timeframe (Appendix B). Of those, less than
a quarter (n = 8) were supportive of the labeling provisions

in the Bill and the cancer warning; more than half (n = 23)
were published in hard news sources (Appendix C). The
publication dates of the Ireland Bill articles ranged from
April 19, 2018, to January 18, 2019, with nearly half (n =
17) published between August and September 2018 leading
up to the proposed labeling amendments (including dropping
the labeling provision) being debated in the parliamentary
assembly (Figure 3).

Inclusion of alcohol industry perspectives in media articles

Two thirds (n = 25) of the Yukon Study media coverage
and more than three quarters (n = 32) of the articles cover-
ing the Ireland Bill included the perspectives of the alcohol
industry. The main industry actors represented in the Yukon
Study coverage were the heads of Canada’s three main
national alcohol industry trade lobby associations: Beer
Canada, Spirits Canada, and the Canadian Vintner’s Asso-
ciation. The industry actors represented in the Ireland Bill
media coverage were predominantly representatives from
lobby groups, including the Alcohol Beverage Foundation of
Ireland (ABFI) and the Irish Whiskey Association, as well as
a variety of spokespeople from independent breweries and
distilleries. Just over one third (n = 14) of the Yukon Study
media articles and three quarters (n = 29) of the Ireland Bill
articles contained direct statements or quotes from alcohol
industry representatives or spokespeople.

Main industry arguments opposing AWLs

Distorting the evidence and cancer denialism. The most
frequent alcohol industry argument opposing AWL common
to the news coverage of both the Yukon Study and the Ire-

TABLE 1. Definitions of media type and topic slant codes

Media type Definition

Hard news Factual articles not written as a comment, opinion, editorial, or letter and published in print or online by either a media group that offers a
printed news publication or a wire service

Web story Articles not written as a commentary and published online by a media group that offers neither a wire service nor a printed news publication

Commentary Articles written as an editorial, opinion, or letter published in a hard news or web story platform

Blog Articles published online through a platform such as a personal, organizational, or corporate website that is not primarily a mass media
news platform

Code type Definition

Supportive • Contains a prominent public health perspective that includes information, evidence, or statistics about alcohol-related harms such as
increased cancer risk and quotes or statements from health researchers, public health practitioners, or advocates that is mostly supportive
toward the cancer label/Yukon Study/Ireland Bill

• Contains minimal or no alcohol industry perspectives and any industry content is balanced with public health content

Opposed • Contains a prominent alcohol industry perspective including quotes or statements from industry representatives or spokespeople that is
mostly opposed toward the cancer label/Yukon Study/Ireland Bill

• Contains minimal or no public health perspectives and industry content is not balanced by public health content

Mixed • Contains both public health and alcohol industry perspectives but is not clearly supportive nor opposed toward the cancer label/Yukon
Study/Ireland Bill

Neutral • Contains largely factual information that is neither supportive nor opposed toward the cancer label/Yukon Study/Ireland Bill

Media type Definition

Code type Definition
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FIGURE 2. Topic slant of media articles 2017–2018, Yukon Study (n = 38)

FIGURE 3. Topic slant of media articles 2018–2019, Ireland Bill (n = 37)

land Bill was to attack the content and validity of the cancer
label message itself (Table 2). Media articles consistently
contained industry perspectives that distorted, downplayed,
and otherwise obfuscated the evidence linking alcohol and
cancer. In many instances, industry arguments claimed the
cancer warning was inaccurate, unproven, and based on false
or unsound evidence. Arguments also frequently highlighted
risk factors for cancer aside from alcohol, stated that the al-
cohol–cancer evidence was “too complex for a single label,”
and alluded to alcohol’s health benefits. A number of these
arguments were often contained within a single statement or
quote.

Of the 43 articles that contained direct statements or
quotes attributed to alcohol industry representatives or
spokespeople, nearly half distorted (n = 19/43) and one third
denied (n = 14/43) the scientific evidence behind the cancer
warning label. Denialism of the alcohol–cancer evidence is
highlighted by comments from the president of Beer Canada
who stated that: “. . . the (cancer) label they chose to use is
inaccurate and misleading” and “. . . to claim that alcohol
causes cancer, or can cause cancer, is not accurate . . .”
(National Post, January 2, 2018). The president of Spirits
Canada also indicated that “the content of the label that
reads ‘alcohol can cause cancer, including breast and colon
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cancers’ is scientifically debatable . . .” and that “we’re not
very happy with the presentation that drinking alcohol in
moderate or light amounts causes cancer. There’s really no
evidence of causality; there’s some correlation evidence”
(Whitehorse Star, January 5, 2018).

Further distortion and denialism of the evidence is illus-
trated by ABFI’s chief who was quoted as saying: “. . . We
are not in support of providing consumers with inaccurate
and misleading information that causes confusion and dam-
ages business. The association between alcohol and cancer
is complex and cannot be adequately explained in a single
warning label. One drink does not give you cancer, so it
is inaccurate to place a blunt warning on alcohol products
to say that alcohol causes cancer . . .” (Irish Sun, June 19,
2018). The Irish industry lobby group’s chief later stated that
“The scientific evidence certainly doesn’t warrant the direct
link between alcohol and cancer . . . on the contrary low
consumption was beneficial to health” (Euractiv, October 11,
2018).

Offering “better” alternatives to AWL initiatives

Industry arguments opposing the AWLs in the media cov-
erage of both the Yukon Study and the Ireland Bill also fre-
quently mentioned that there were other more effective and
less anti-trade control measures that could be implemented
or that industry had already voluntarily initiated (Table 2).
The president of Spirits Canada stated that his group: “. . .
supported the creation of low-risk drinking guidelines and
there are better ways to communicate the risks associated

with heavy drinking, including through advertising cam-
paigns and alcohol sellers having conversations with their
customers” (Canadian Press, January 3, 2018). Similarly, the
head of the Irish Whiskey Association suggested that “alter-
native measures that are less harmful to trade, such as public
information campaigns, education initiatives and specific
targeted interventions, should be used to help tackle mis-
use” (Drinks Industry Ireland, September 4, 2018). ABFI’s
Chief further argued: “While we as an industry support the
objectives of the Alcohol Bill to tackle harmful and underage
drinking in Ireland, we are opposed to cancer warning labels
and believe that the objectives of the Alcohol Bill could be
achieved through more effective and less trade-restrictive
means” (The Irish Times, August 2, 2018).

Questioning the legality of the AWLs and the design of the
Yukon Study

By far, the most frequent industry arguments specific to
the Yukon Study news coverage focused on alcohol industry
concerns around the territory’s legislative authority for plac-
ing “nonauthorized” AWLs on containers, potential trade-
mark infringement resulting from AWLs, and defamation
and damages related to the cancer label message. Other argu-
ments centered on assertions that the Yukon Study team was
conducting biased and “fatally flawed” research and on the
industry’s objection to not being consulted about the study
or the AWL content and design (Table 2). The industry’s ex-
pectation to have input was highlighted by comments from
the president of the Canadian Vintner’s Association who

TABLE 2. Industry arguments opposing alcohol warning labels (AWLs) and the cancer warning mentioned in news articles

Number of mentions

Industry arguments Yukon Study Ireland Bill

Stating alcohol can cause cancer is inaccurate/misleading/unproven/ incomplete/overreach 18 25

Alcohol and cancer link is too complex for a single label 5 7

AWLs are not effective/there are better/less anti-trade alternative measures that industry supports 7 23

Alcohol has health benefits and AWLs should not just mention risk 5 11

Cancer labels will hurt or disadvantage alcohol industry (and small/craft breweries/distilleries) and will
cause stigma/reputational damage

2 38

No legislative authority for applying AWLs and represents trademark infringement 28 3

Industry is being unfairly singled out with AWLs and cancer warning 2 7

Alcohol is not the same as tobacco 4 2

Industry not consulted about AWLs and should have input 4 1

Cancer labels will cause export/trade barriers and impede growth 0 31

Cancer labels are a disproportionate response not required in other countries 0 23

AWLs will be expensive/logistically difficult to implement 0 18

Defamation and damages resulting from applying label stating alcohol can cause cancer 12 0

National drinking guidelines label may increase consumption or encourage impaired driving 7 0

Academic study conducting biased/flawed research 7 0

Number of mentions

Industry arguments Yukon Study Ireland Bill
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indicated, “There isn’t opposition to labelling per say [sic],
but the way that the labels were selected without consulta-
tion with industry and without consultation with the National
Alcohol Strategy Advisory Committee that has expertise to
ensure that the labels are accurate, and beneficial” (White-
horse Star, January 5, 2018).

Putting economic interests and the Irish alcohol industry’s
reputation first

In Ireland, the industry’s arguments against the cancer
warning label focused heavily on a wide range of seri-
ous economic trade barriers they felt the cancer labels
would create within the European Commission and across
international markets. Additional arguments claimed that
introducing a cancer warning label would severely hurt or
disadvantage the Irish alcohol industry, would make Ireland
a “global pariah,” and was a disproportionate response “re-
quired nowhere else in the world” (Table 2). As the head of
the Irish Whiskey Association commented in one article,
“cancer warnings on alcohol products . . . will cause serious
harm to the reputation of the Irish drinks industry . . . yet is
unlikely to do anything to combat alcohol misuse or harmful
drinking” (Drinks Industry Ireland, September 4, 2018). He
later stated that the cancer label “imposes an internationally
unprecedented stigma on Irish whiskey . . . which our com-
petitors, the Scotch and Bourbon whiskey tourism industry,
don’t face” (Irish Examiner, January 14, 2019).

Discussion

This article explored media coverage of two AWL ini-
tiatives that included a cancer message and examined the
alcohol industry perspectives presented within the news
articles published across two geographical contexts. To our
knowledge, very few studies have analyzed news coverage of
AWLs, with this being the first specific to cancer warning la-
bels. Media coverage of the Yukon Study in Canada and sub-
sequent alcohol industry interference was largely supportive
of the AWL study that included a cancer label. In contrast,
news coverage of the cancer labeling provisions proposed in
Ireland’s Public Health (Alcohol) Bill was primarily negative
and consistently foregrounded alcohol industry perspectives.
There was only one article across both sites without a topic
slant that was opposed, supportive, or a combination of both,
suggesting that cancer labels represent a contentious policy
measure that has the potential to elicit a strong and targeted
media response from the alcohol industry across different
geographical and policy contexts.

Perhaps the most important finding in this study is that
alcohol industry arguments opposing the cancer warning
label across news articles in both countries consistently at-
tempted to undermine and obfuscate the well-established
scientific evidence causally linking alcohol consumption to

increased cancer risk. This finding is consistent with previ-
ous investigations of industry messaging shown to misrepre-
sent the evidence around alcohol and cancer (Maani Hessari
& Petticrew, 2018; Maani Hessari et al., 2019; Petticrew et
al., 2018a, 2018b; Pettigrew et al., 2018) and use the com-
plexity argument as a strategy to influence public perception
and oppose policy measures (Hilton et al., 2019; Pettigrew
et al., 2017). The blatant cancer denialism and distortion of
the evidence are particularly striking given the breadth of
the industry voices included in mainstream media and the
documented dissemination of false and misleading informa-
tion to the public by industry-funded social aspects public
relations organizations in Canada and Ireland (Lim et al.,
2019; Petticrew et al., 2018a).

Overall, the structure, format, and content of the argu-
ments used by the alcohol industry to oppose AWLs and the
cancer label in media coverage of the Yukon Study and the
Ireland Bill was consistent with previously identified scripts
that form part of the cross-industry playbook of messag-
ing strategies (Hilton et al., 2019; Petticrew et al., 2017).
Arguments often incorporated many rationales into a single
statement and were repeated consistently, regardless of their
veracity, which is a tactic of persuasion identified in media
coverage of other alcohol control measures such as mini-
mum unit pricing and marketing and advertising restrictions
(Hilton et al., 2014; Katikireddi & Hilton, 2015; Mercille,
2017). Statements by industry representatives that attempted
to redirect media messaging away from the AWL measures
by claiming they were already making efforts to address
harmful alcohol use and suggesting policy alternatives and
responses deemed more effective and appropriate were also
consistent with previous studies (Babor et al., 2018; Hilton et
al., 2014, 2019; Katikireddi & Hilton, 2015; Mercille, 2017;
Petticrew et al., 2017; Savell et al., 2016).

In Canada, the partial government monopoly controlling
alcohol distribution and sale across most jurisdictions may
be impeding development of the powerful industry lobby
seen in Ireland (Thomas, 2012). Nevertheless, the national
trade associations and industry-funded alcohol education
organizations in Canada have historically been included
in public health-related policymaking bodies such as the
National Alcohol Strategy Advisory Committee (Paradis,
2016), which suggests they do hold measurable political
sway. The lack of advance warning given to the Canadian
alcohol industry about the academic study testing AWLs, and
specifically the cancer label, may have limited their ability
to initiate greater inclusion of their perspectives in the news
coverage, especially at the time that the new labels were
launched. The industry’s repeated questioning of the legality
of the AWLs is a strategy that has frequently been used to
oppose other alcohol control measures (Hilton et al., 2014,
2019), but their implied threats of litigation against the Yu-
kon government, which served to halt the labeling interven-
tion, did not ultimately play to their favor in the news media.
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This particular argument may have held less weight given
no previous legal challenges had been directed at the Yukon
(or neighboring Northwest Territories) government in their
nearly 30-year history of applying after-market pregnancy
warning labels to alcohol containers (Austen, 2018).

The pronounced inclusion of alcohol industry perspec-
tives in the news coverage of the Ireland Bill is consistent
with the broader political environment in which the Irish
government’s “social partnership model” has given the alco-
hol industry a powerful voice in opposing public health mea-
sures (Hope, 2006; Mercille, 2016). Similar to the current
findings, an earlier examination of media articles published
when the Ireland Bill was first introduced in 2015 showed
that coverage focused substantially on economic rather than
public health considerations (Mercille, 2017); economic
arguments were also frequently used to oppose minimum
pricing measures in Scotland (Hilton et al., 2014). The
fairly industry-friendly news coverage of the bill may also
point to the relatively recent emergence of a cohesive public
health lobby in Ireland (Hope, 2006). The country’s Minister
for Health, however, has shown increasing evidence of the
strength of this public health lobby, successfully shepherding
the controversial Ireland Bill through parliament and most
recently requesting that media outlets not include informa-
tion provided by industry-funded social aspects public rela-
tions organizations in news stories related to alcohol (Baker,
2019).

In light of these findings, researchers and public health
advocates engaging with the media may want to consider
pairing the presentation of scientific evidence alongside
likely tactics used in industry responses, such as those high-
lighted in this article, in anticipation of industry efforts to
reframe public discourse and derail implementation of effec-
tive alcohol control measures (Fogarty & Chapman, 2012).
This practice may also serve as an opportunity to increase
awareness of the playbook of industry messaging strategies
among journalists who are not as familiar with the alcohol
policy arena and contribute to a shift toward more evidence-
based public discourse and a more public health–friendly
media environment.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. Despite some simi-
larities, it is important to acknowledge that the contexts sur-
rounding the two cancer warning label initiatives are quite
different, with one forming part of a jurisdiction-specific
academic research study and the other forming part of na-
tionally proposed health legislation. The number of articles
included in this analysis was relatively small (less than 40
articles per site) and also represents a specific time period;
thus, the analysis was not able to capture the full breadth
and depth of the media coverage of the Yukon Study and the
Ireland Bill. Specific media platforms and search databases

were used, and other sources may have yielded additional or
alternative perspectives that were not identified here. Last,
nuances specific to the Ireland Bill context may have been
missed because the authors had more familiarity with the
events surrounding the Yukon Study. Future investigations
could build on the analysis of alcohol industry arguments
in media coverage of AWLs by examining the public health
perspectives not analyzed in the current article. In addition,
detailed explorations comparing the depiction of two studies
by the trade press could provide useful insight. Comparisons
with media coverage of Australia’s recently mandated preg-
nancy warning labels are also warranted.

Conclusions

Media coverage of the Yukon Study in Canada was largely
supportive of AWLs with a cancer message, whereas cover-
age of the Ireland Bill was mainly opposed to the cancer
labels and consistently foregrounded alcohol industry per-
spectives. Representatives of the alcohol industry in Canada
and Ireland frequently made statements that distorted or un-
equivocally denied the validity of the labels’ evidence-based
cancer message. Across all news coverage, industry argu-
ments opposing the cancer label were largely consistent with
the cross-industry playbook known to be used to undermine
effective public health policies. Engaging with news and
other media to increase awareness of the alcohol industry’s
playbook of messaging strategies may enable public health
researchers and advocates to generate more critical coverage
of industry lobbying activities and increase public support
for alcohol control measures.
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