
  

 
 
 

Board of Health Briefing Note 
Action on Smoking in Movies 

SUMMARY and RECOMMENDATION 

Movies are one of the last places where tobacco use can be promoted and continues to provide 
misleading and positive messages about smoking for young people.  With such clear evidence of the 
impact of on-screen tobacco use on youth smoking rates, the Ontario Coalition for Smoke Free Movies 
has been working with Ontario MPP’s to introduce legislation to reduce the exposure of young people 
to smoking in movies.  

Recommendation 

• That the Leeds, Grenville & Lanark District Board of Health endorses the Ontario Coalition 
for Smoke-Free Movies’ recommended action on smoking in movies.  

(1) Rate new movies with smoking “18A” in Ontario, with the sole exceptions being 
when the tobacco presentation clearly and unambiguously reflects the dangers and 
consequences of tobacco use or is necessary to represent smoking of a real historical 
figure.  

(2) Require producers to certify on-screen that no one involved in the production of the 
movie received anything of value in consideration for using or displaying tobacco.  

(3) Require strong anti-smoking ads to be shown before any movie with tobacco use at 
the distributor’s expense, regardless of rating and distribution channel.  

(4) Require producers to stop identifying tobacco brands.  

(5) Require that films with tobacco imagery assigned a G, PG, or 14A rating be ineligible 
for federal and provincial film subsidies.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Tobacco use is the number one cause of preventable disease and death in Ontario.1 Movies are one of 
the last places where tobacco use can be promoted and continues to provide misleading and positive 
messages about smoking.  From 2004-2014, 56% of top grossing movies featured tobacco.  Of the 
movies with tobacco content, 86% were youth-rated in Ontario.   



A significant amount of research examining the prevalence of smoking in movies and its impact on 
youth smoking has shown a causal relationship between exposure to smoking in movies and youth 
starting to smoke.2 Currently in Ontario, movie ratings are based on coarse language, nudity, violence 
and sexual content.  With such clear evidence of the impact of on-screen tobacco use on youth smoking 
rates, it is important to include smoking as a rating classification criterion.  It is projected that an adult 
rating (18A) for smoking in movies released in Ontario would avert at least 95,000 Ontario children and 
teens from becoming smokers, prevent more than 30,000 future tobacco deaths, and save more than a 
half a billion dollars in tobacco related healthcare costs.2 

COMMENTS 

This topic has wide-spread support in Ontario and an 18A rating for on-screen smoking has already 
been supported by alPHa.  Locally, parent education events have been well-received and youth and 
young adults are engaged in helping to prevent future smoking influences for children.  Last October, 
petition signatures in support of an 18A rating for on-screen smoking were delivered to MPP Steve 
Clark by Alexis Wharton, a local young adult advocate.  Mr. Clark read the petition at Queen’s Park and 
joined over 17 other MPPs from all three parties who have read and supported the petition in our 
provincial legislature.   The Ontario coalition for Smoke Free Movies feels we are very close to achieving 
this change and having public health units unite with this endorsement would greatly contribute to 
moving the issue forward.   

Movie companies are very protective of the lucrative youth market.  This rating change would not mean 
that more movies will be rated for adults, but rather that fewer movies would contain smoking.  
Production companies will use the rating systems to inform content and would have the option of not 
including tobacco use at all – or editing those scenes from the movie prior to release in Canada, in order 
to preserve the valuable youth market for films.  

This is an important issue in the US as well, and they hope to have an R rating requirement in place this 
year regarding tobacco use.   The rating system in the US is more restrictive in general and many R 
rated films in the US receive youth ratings in Canada.  For this reason it is also very important to enact 
this rating change in Ontario to protect our children and youth from being exposed to on-screen 
tobacco marketing.    
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