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Introduction: The objective of this study is to estimate the frequency and characteristics of health warning la
beling on alcoholic beverages in Spain.
Study design: Cross-sectional study conducted in Madrid, Spain, between March and April 2023.
Methods: A convenience sample was designed by selecting four supermarket chains with a 40 % share of food 
distribution and two specialized alcohol stores. A total of 627 products were examined: 170 beers, 306 wines and 
sparkling wines, 68 liquors, 48 vermouths and aperitifs, and 35 other types of alcoholic beverages. Fisher’s exact 
test statistically evaluated differences in labeling across beverage types.
Results: One or more health warnings were observed on 63.0 % of the products, with the most frequent being a 
recommendation against consumption during pregnancy (56.5 %), followed by recommendations against con
sumption by minors (19.0 %), and while driving (9.1 %). Only 9.1 % of the labels displayed two warnings, and 
6.2 % displayed three. Significant differences were observed according to beverage type (p < 0.001), with the 
beer products presenting the highest frequency of displaying at least one warning (81.8 %), and liquors pre
senting the lowest frequency (50 %).
Conclusions: In Spain, alcohol industry’s adherence to its own voluntary labeling guidelines of health warnings is 
low and inconsistent across type of beverages.

1. Introduction

Alcohol consumption is among the major risk factors for disease 
burden, accounting for 5.3 % of all global deaths and for a significant 
share of social problems. In Europe, alcohol consumption is highly 
prevalent, with an annual per capita intake of 9.8 L, making it the region 
with the highest consumption in the world [1–3].

Health warnings on alcoholic beverages provide information and 
raise awareness about the risks associated with their consumption [3,4]. 
These warnings, presented as pictograms or text on product labels, 
mainly advise against consumption by pregnant women, drivers, and 

minors [3,4]. Although regulated in more than 40 countries, health 
warnings on alcoholic beverages in Europe are not mandatory. Although 
the European Commission suggested implementing their usage by the 
end of 2023, only Germany, France, Ireland, and Lithuania have some 
regulations in place [3]. Whereas warning labeling enjoys wide support 
from the public [5], this issue remains highly controversial because a 
sector of the industry opposes regulation [4,5].

In Spain, the inclusion of health warnings on alcoholic beverage la
bels is voluntary. Identifying the frequency and characteristics of the 
existing warnings may inform recommendations and future regulations. 
This study aims to describe the frequency and characteristics of health 
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warnings on alcoholic beverages in Spain.

2. Methodology

2.1. Design

This cross-sectional study was conducted in the municipality of 
Madrid, Spain, between March and April 2023. A convenience sample 
was designed in two phases: First, four supermarket chains with a 40 % 
share of the food distribution market [6] were selected and supple
mented with two specialized stores selling beer and wine. All beverages 
with an alcohol content above 1.2 % (a total of 942 different beverages) 
listed on the websites were recorded. Subsequently, trained technicians 
visited the establishments to document and photograph the labels. Of 
the beverages recorded online, 627 (66.8 %) were found in the physical 
stores.

2.2. Study variables

Type of beverage: Beer; wines and sparkling wines; liquors/spirits; 
vermouth/aperitifs; others (cider, sangria, and similar beverages).

Health warnings: Any information related to alcohol consumption 
adverse health effects, and specific characteristics of such information.

2.3. Data analysis

We calculated frequency distributions, and hypothesis testing 
assessed any differences by type of beverage using Fisher’s exact test. 
Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 28.0 (IBM Corp., 2021).

3. Results

Of the 627 products examined, 170 (27.1 %) were beers, 308 (48.8 
%) were wines, 68 (10.8 %) were liquors, 48 (7.6 %) were vermouths/ 
aperitifs, and 35 (5.6 %) were other beverages. Labels included specific 
warnings for three conditions in which alcohol consumption is not 
recommended: pregnancy, being underage, and while driving. One or 
more of these warnings were included in 63.0 % of all products, ranging 
from 50 % in liquors up to 81.8 % in beers (p < 0.001). The most 
common warning was against consumption during pregnancy (56.5 %), 
as well as the most uniformly distributed across beverage types (p =
0.337). The warning against underage drinking was the second most 
common (19.0 %) and, finally, the one regarding drinking and driving 

was found in 9.1 % of the sample. In both cases there were significant 
differences across beverage types (p < 0.001). Only 9.1 % of the 
productś labels had two warnings, and 6.2 % had all three. Beers were 
the product most likely to display a combination of health warnings 
(Table 1).

Health warnings were always displayed using pictograms. However, 
some were accompanied by text: 0.3 % of pregnancy warnings, 8.8 % of 
driving warnings, and 1.7 % of underage warnings (Supplementary 
Material). Other text messages were related to moderate consumption (4 
warnings), responsible drinking (11 warnings), and alcohol abuse (2 
warnings), with most of these messages written in a language other than 
Spanish (Supplementary Material). No information was found on 
alcohol risks regarding specific diseases.

4. Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study on the presence of 
health warnings on alcoholic beverages in Spain. Over 60 % of all 
beverages displayed some form of health warning, though most dis
played only one. There were no messages regarding the risks for specific 
diseases, and any additional consumption recommendations were very 
scarce, nonspecific, and usually written in a language other than 
Spanish.

The most frequent recommendation was to avoid alcohol consump
tion during pregnancy, with very few warnings about consumption by 
minors and while driving. In Spain, 1.2 % of women report having 
consumed alcohol during pregnancy [2]. There is also very solid evi
dence on the negative consequences of underage alcohol consumption 
and on the effects on drinking and driving [1]. The strong health evi
dence in the face of the low adherence to European recommendations 
supports regulating the industry to make health warnings mandatory, as 
some other countries already do [3]. Finally, the scarcity of other 
warnings is notable, with a predominance of the message “drink 
moderately or responsibly,” often not written in Spanish.

Regarding format, we observed that the same type of warning was 
represented by different pictograms. Future studies should determine 
which designs are best received while still impactful. Pictogram-based 
messages are more effective than other formats, particularly when 
they are highly visible [7] and regularly updated to prevent consumer 
desensitization. These measures should inform future regulations on 
health warnings.

Regulation of the display of health warnings on alcoholic beverages 
could effectively reduce excessive consumption and associated mortality 

Table 1 
Health warnings about the risks of consumption during pregnancy, for minors, and while driving.

TOTAL (N = 627) Beer (n = 170) Winea (n = 308) Liquor (n = 68) Vermouthb (n = 48) Other (n = 35) p-Value

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Number of health warnings ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ < 0.001
None 232 37.0 31 18.2 139 45.4 34 50.0 18 37.5 10 28.6 ​
1 warning 299 47.7 70 41.2 154 50.3 24 35.3 27 56.2 24 68.6 ​
2 warnings 57 9.1 49 28.8 1 0.3 5 7.3 2 4.2 0 0 ​
3 warnings 39 6.2 20 11.8 12 3.9 5 7.3 1 2.1 1 2.9 ​

Type of warning
Pregnancy 354 56.5 99 58.2 167 54.6 34 50 30 62.5 24 68.6 0.337
Underage 119 19.0 97 57.1 12 3.9 5 7.3 3 6.3 2 5.7 < 0.001
Driving 57 9.1 32 18.8 13 4.2 10 14.7 1 2.1 1 2.9 < 0.001

Combinations of warnings
Pregnancy and underage 79 12.6 58 34.1 12 3.9 5 7.3 3 6.3 1 2.9 < 0.001
Pregnancy and driving 56 8.9 31 18.2 13 4.2 10 14.7 1 2.1 1 2.9 < 0.001
Underage and driving 39 6.2 20 11.8 12 3.9 5 7.3 1 2.1 1 2.9 0.011

a Includes sparkling wine.
b Includes aperitifs.
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[8], as previously seen with tobacco [3]. Scientific evidence suggests 
that front-facing, visible labeling with specific information has the po
tential to raise awareness about alcohol consumption risks, thus 
becoming a key component of a comprehensive strategy for the pre
vention and control of this risk factor [9].

Among the study’s limitations, we must underline that the sample is 
not representative of all alcoholic beverages available for purchase. 
Additionally, not all beverages listed online were available in the 
physical stores. However, the sample reflects the locations and types of 
beverages typically purchased by residents in Spain, where 96–97 % of 
purchases are made in person [10].

5. Conclusions

In Spain, health warnings on alcoholic beverages remain infrequent 
and their implementation is highly inconsistent across beverage types. 
Therefore, we recommend regulating the display of warnings for preg
nant women, drivers, and minors, as well as information on risks for 
specific diseases, based on well-established scientific evidence. This 
would help inform consumers of the potential adverse effects of alcohol 
consumption.
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