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Gallopel-Morvan et  al.  (2024) should be commended for their re-
cent multi-disciplinary functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI)-based study exploring the impact of alcohol warning labels. 
This research is the first neuroimaging-based study to examine the 
impacts of small text-only alcohol warnings compared with larger 
text-and-picture alcohol warnings. The results are important, as they 
clearly demonstrate that enhanced warnings elicit less activity in key 
regions of the brain's reward system and may diminish the desire to 
consume alcohol.

This type of robust research related to alcohol control is 
vital given the significant negative impact of alcohol on mortal-
ity and morbidity (GBD 2019 Risk Factors Collaborators,  2020; 
Mayshak et al., 2022; Younossi et al., 2023). Alcohol is an import-
ant Commercial Determinant of Health (CDoH) that inflicts a deadly 
toll (WHO,  2024). The World Health Organization estimates that 
alcohol is responsible for three million deaths per annum, as well as 
reaping a huge toll in terms of morbidity and negative social impacts 
(WHO, 2018, 2022).

It must be acknowledged there is a well-established and large 
range of robust empirical and experimental research on the topic 
of alcohol warning labels, now subject to multiple systematic re-
views and meta-analyses (Clarke et al., 2020; Correia et al., 2024; 
Giesbrecht et  al., 2022; Joyce et  al., 2024; Kokole et  al., 2021; 
Zuckermann et  al., 2014), including some real-world evaluation 
(Vallance, et  al., 2020). Recent research has also explored the 
use of eye-tracking software to explore this topic (Kersbergen & 
Field, 2017; Lacoste-Badie et al., 2022). However, in its use of fMRI 
to explore alcohol warning labels, Gallopel-Morvan et al. (2024) have 
pioneered cutting-edge research in this field.

Concerns over robust research should not be taken lightly as the 
global alcohol industry, “Big Alcohol,” similar to the tobacco and sugar in-
dustries, has an established track record of malfeasance in the research 
arena (Ennis, 2023; Houghton, 2024; Mitchell & McCambridge, 2022, 
2023). The strong influence of the Wine and Beer lobbies, both 
within the EU and elsewhere, should not be under-estimated (Millot, 
Maani, et al., 2022; Millot, Serra, & Gallopel-Morvan, 2022; Severi & 
Hawkins, 2024. Gallopel-Morvan et al.'s  (2024) fMRI-based research 
will be harder for the industry to debunk or misrepresent.

Figure 1 details the combined text and pictograph alcohol warn-
ing label that will be required on containers of alcohol in Ireland 
by 2026, as required under the Public Health (Alcohol) Act, 2018. 
Obvious limitations with this warning include the lack of more im-
pactful imagery, as the general public is now familiar with via tobacco 
packaging, and the limited number of negative outcomes associated 
with alcohol addressed. Ireland is currently at the forefront of legis-
lated alcohol control initiatives within the European Union based on 
this initiative, despite legal hurdles (Lancet, 2023) and industry op-
position (Lesch & McCambridge, 2022; Vallance et al., 2020). Recent 
research suggests that public support for alcohol warning labels in 
Ireland is at odds with industry opposition, with over 80% of the 
population supporting such warning labels (Calnan et al., 2023).

The type of fMRI research conducted by Gallopel-Morvan 
et  al.  (2024), alongside more standard survey and qualitative ap-
proaches, should now be used to help develop a suite of impact-
ful alcohol warning labels. The staleness of warning imagery is an 
accepted issue in media and advertising, hence why EU regulations 
require tobacco packaging to include a rotating suite of 14 differ-
ent text warnings, and three different images for each warning. 
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Therefore, any packet of cigarettes purchased in the EU features 1 
of 42 potential warnings.

However, the Irish legislation should be seen as just a first step at 
the EU level on the road to more comprehensive alcohol warning labels 
and alcohol control. Table 1 details a potential list of topics that future 
alcohol warnings could include, each with associated and impactful im-
agery. Similar to EU tobacco control measures, such warnings could be 
varied on alcohol packaging, with accompanying warning imagery also 
being rotated. In developing such alcohol warnings, fMRI could help 
produce robust evidence of effectiveness. The high volume of alcohol 
consumed within blocs such as the EU would ensure that most people 
who drink alcohol would be exposed to the full range of adverts within 
a relatively short time period (Jané-Llopis et al., 2020).

Approaches such as fMRI and more routine research methods 
should also be combined to explore how to fine-tune alcohol warn-
ing labels for maximum impact. Potential elements to be examined 
are outlined in Table  2. Further investigations might also usefully 
explore issues such as bland packaging and container shape to minimize the appeal of this toxic, carcinogenic, mutagenic, addictive, 

and psychotropic product.
For such a technologically complex study, Gallopel-Morvan et al.'s 

study impressively includes an impressive achieved sample of 74 peo-
ple. However, all 74 are male. Future research using fMRI and allied 
approaches to alcohol control must be sure to include women in their 
studies. The history of medical research, especially before the 1990s, 
exhibits an alarming gender imbalance, with women routinely and sys-
tematically excluded from many studies (Plevkova et al., 2020). Similarly, 
future photographic alcohol warning labels must also be balanced for 
gender and race, something lacking in current EU tobacco warning la-
bels (O'Doherty, Houghton, McInerney, Duncan, & Houghton,  2019; 
O'Doherty, Houghton, McInerney, Houghton, & Duncan, 2019).

Gallopel-Morvan et al.'s study represents an important step for-
ward in alcohol control. More studies incorporating this approach are 
required to develop and fine-tune effective alcohol warning labels, 
as well as much-needed warnings in cognate areas, including gam-
bling control. However, even coordinated action on alcohol warning 
labels at the EU level, which we are currently far from achieving, 
would only help protect less than 450 million people. Effective and 
comprehensive global action on alcohol control will require a WHO 
Framework Convention on Alcohol Control, similar to that which al-
ready exists for tobacco (Room & Cisneros Örnberg, 2021).
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F I G U R E  1  Forthcoming mandatory alcohol warning label for 
Ireland.

TA B L E  1  Negative outcomes of alcohol that could be included 
on alcohol warning labels.

Cancers Homicide/assault

Cardiovascular disease Domestic violence/Family 
violence

Liver disease Rape/Sexual assault

Fertility (both men & women) Road traffic incidents

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) Working at heights/with ladders

Addiction Working with electricity/
machinery

Brain damage Swimming/Drowning

Youth cognitive/social 
development

Financial difficulties
Absenteeism

Illicit drug interactions Job loss/Productivity loss

Prescribed drug interactions Environmental impacts: water & 
energy use; pesticides; transport 
factors

TA B L E  2  Elements of alcohol warning labels that could be 
explored.

Alcohol warning label size

The effectiveness of photographs versus pictographs

The effectiveness of color photographs versus black & white 
photographs

Font size

Font type (e.g., Times New Roman vs. Gotham)

Font color (e.g. Black, Red, Amber)

The inclusion of signal words on warnings (e.g., Caution, Warning, 
or Danger)

The inclusion of warning icons (e.g., an exclamation mark, cross, or 
skull & crossbones)

The inclusion of a reputable authoritative source on warning labels: 
(e.g., WHO, Chief Medical Officer, Surgeon General)

Border around the warning (e.g., Black, Red, Amber, or Yellow & Black)
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