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» Alcohol labelling is a simple and effective way to communicate health information to the 
public and address their limited awareness of alcohol harms.  

» There is currently no requirement for alcoholic drinks to display important health 
information such as the drinking guidelines, health warnings or calorie content.  

» The alcohol industry has shown it cannot be trusted to provide this information 
voluntarily. It is time for alcohol labelling to be mandated.  

 

Limited awareness of alcohol harm  
Alcohol consumption remains far too high in Scotland. The majority (83%) of adults drink alcohol and 
around one in four (24%) report drinking at hazardous or harmful levels, defined as exceeding the UK 
Chief Medical Officers’ weekly drinking guideline of 14 units per week.1 Enough alcohol was sold in 2019 
for every drinker to exceed the drinking guidelines by over 60%, drinking on average the equivalent of 45 
bottles of vodka a year. 2   
 
Alcohol causes over 200 diseases and conditions,3 and the harmful use of alcohol is the leading risk factor 
for death for those aged 15-49 years in Scotland.4 Around 3,700 people die each year because of alcohol, 
equating to 6.5% of the total deaths in Scotland.5 This includes over 1,000 deaths every year from alcohol-
related cancers. 

 
Despite alcohol’s significant health impact, public awareness of alcohol harm is limited: 6789

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Alcohol labelling is simple and effective  
Providing information via labels is a key way for people to access health information and advice at the 
point of purchase and consumption, helping to address their current low levels of knowledge of alcohol 
harm. Improved labelling would help meet people’s need for information and realise their right to health. 
 
Health warnings on tobacco packaging have been considered essential in informing consumers about the 
health effects of smoking.10 Tobacco packaging has been required to display a combined written and 
pictorial warning covering a range of smoking-related conditions, including cancer, in the UK since 2008.11 

Pictorial warnings on tobacco packaging have increased intentions to quit smoking, reduced cigarette 
consumption and reduced the likelihood of smoking uptake.10, 12  
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Findings from a recent review of alcohol labelling research suggests that presenting unit information 
alongside drinking guidelines would improve consumer understanding.  The review also found that 
including health warnings on alcohol labels would raise awareness of health risks and may encourage 
reduced consumption; specific warnings, such as for cancer, were found to be particularly effective.13 For 
example, a Canadian intervention found that prominent labels with drinking guidelines, a cancer warning, 
and unit information led to increased awareness and knowledge of drinking guidelines14 and alcohol’s 
role in causing cancer,15 as well as a 6.3% reduction in consumption.16 

Failure of self-regulation 
At present, alcohol labels across the UK are only required to display the strength of the product (% ABV) 
and whether the product contains any of the top 14 allergens. There is no requirement for alcoholic 
drinks to display the drinking guidelines, health warnings, or information that other food products must 
provide, such as ingredients and nutritional content.  
 

Historically, labelling has been shaped by voluntary agreements between government and industry. In 
stark contrast to the mandatory labelling requirements for all other food and drink products, which are 
independently regulated, 17  alcoholic drinks labelling currently relies on voluntary adherence to UK 
Government and industry guidance.  

Letting alcohol producers decide what health information to include on their products has resulted in very 
little information being provided to consumers. Industry guidance emphasises signposting to industry-
funded websites instead of displaying the information on the packaging.18 Following the update of the 
Chief Medical Officers’ low risk drinking guidelines in 2016, the industry guidance was even updated to 
remove the CMOs’ guidelines from the minimum requirements to be included on labels.  

In a review of 424 alcohol labels in the UK in October 2019, the Alcohol Health Alliance UK found alcohol 
labels rarely display health-related information.19  For example, 71% of products did not display the 
current drinking guidelines, 99.8% did not warn of the dangers to health from drinking, 72% did not give 
ingredients, and 56% provided no nutritional information. When information was provided, it was mostly 
too small to read clearly.  

The public support mandatory labelling. For 
example, 75% of people in Scotland want the 
numbers of units and 59% want calorie information 
to be displayed on labels as a legal requirement.20 
61% support mandatory pregnancy warnings and 
63% support mandatory health warnings on labels.21  

This is supported by focus group research with 
young adult drinkers, which also found that the 
Scottish public don’t trust alcohol manufacturers to 
include information voluntarily.22 
 

Time to mandate alcohol labelling 
A recent review from the World Health Organization (WHO) shows that the UK lags behind the European 
region in terms of what is required of alcohol labelling.23 The European Commission has since proposed 
introducing mandatory labelling of ingredients and nutritional content by the end of 2022 and mandatory 
health warnings by the end of 2023.24   
 
The Scottish Government’s Alcohol Prevention Framework stated their longstanding preference for 
mandating alcohol labelling and that they will consider pursuing such an approach if industry progress is 
not satisfactory.25 
 
AFS recommends that the Scottish Government should use its powers to mandate, monitor and enforce 
alcohol labelling in the interest of public health and consumer rights, and free from industry influence. 
The content and design of information should be specified, in line with World Health Organization 
recommendations.  



 

 

About Alcohol Focus Scotland 
Alcohol Focus Scotland (AFS) is the national charity working to prevent and reduce alcohol harm. We want to 
see fewer people have their health damaged or lives cut short due to alcohol, fewer children and families 
suffering as a result of other people’s drinking, and communities free from alcohol-related crime and violence. 
Our work involves gathering and sharing evidence of the harm caused by alcohol; promoting effective policies 
to prevent and reduce this harm; and developing learning opportunities and resources to support best practice. 
 
For more information on alcohol labelling or to find out how you can support our work, please contact Nicola 
Merrin, Senior Coordinator (Policy and Research).  
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