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Prescription Drug Advertising (DTCA) Checklist

This checklist will help you develop Direct-to-Consumer advertising for prescription drugs (DTCA) that complies with Section 9(1) of the 
Food and Drugs Act and C.01.044 of the Food and Drug Regulations.

The checklist applies to all Canadian media, which includes, but is not limited to:

•	 broadcast, e.g., television and radio
•	 print, e.g., newspapers, magazines, brochures, direct mail
•	 outdoor / out-of-home (OOH), e.g., billboards, transit advertising, specialty / digital outdoor
•	 digital, e.g., video, display/banner advertising, websites, search engine marketing (SEM), email, social media, podcast advertising.

When you have successfully completed the checklist, you are ready to submit your advertisement to Ad Standards Clearances Services 
for review. Note that the checklist is not intended to be exhaustive and does not capture every possible scenario / issue that may come up 
during a DTCA review.
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1 Does the message qualify as an “advertisement” as defined in the Food and Drugs Act (Act)?

If “YES”: Go to question 2.

If “NO”: The message is not reviewable under the DTCA framework. Ad Standards reviews consumer‑directed 
information messages under the Direct-to-Consumer Information (DTCI) framework which applies to disease 
related information messages.(See Health Canada’s Guidance on distinction between advertising and 
other activities for health products.)

Note: The Act defines an advertisement as “any representation by any means whatever for the purpose of promoting 
directly or indirectly the sale or disposal of any food, drug, cosmetic or device.” (See Section 2 of the Act.)

2 Has Health Canada authorized the drug for sale in Canada?

If “YES”: Go to question 3.

If “NO”: The message cannot be reviewed by Ad Standards Clearance Services.

Note: Promotion of a drug prior to market authorization is not permitted. (See Section 9(1) of the Act, Section 
C.08.002 (1) of the Food and Drug Regulations.)

3 Is the drug a controlled drug or a narcotic?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected. Advertising of controlled drugs and 
narcotics to the general public is prohibited. (See Section G.06.004 of the Food and Drug Regulations, 
Section 70 of the Narcotic Control Regulations.)

If “NO”: Go to question 4.

Definition of Advertising

Authorization 

Drug Classification

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/regulatory-requirements-advertising/policies-guidance-documents/policy-distinction-between-advertising-activities.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/regulatory-requirements-advertising/policies-guidance-documents/policy-distinction-between-advertising-activities.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/F-27/page-1.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/F-27/page-2.html#h-6
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/c.r.c.,_c._870/page-68.html#docCont
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/c.r.c.,_c._870/page-68.html#docCont
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/C.R.C.%2C_c._870/page-88.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/C.R.C.,_c._1041/FullText.html#h-10
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4 Is the drug included on the Prescription Drug List?

If “YES”: Go to question 5.

If “NO”: The message cannot be reviewed under the DTCA framework.

Note: Section C.01.044 of the Food and Drug Regulations states: “If a person advertises a prescription drug to the 
general public, the person shall not make any representation other than with respect to the brand name, the proper 
name, the common name and the price and quantity of the drug.”

Drugs such as vaccines and insulin that are included in Schedule D, but are not on the Prescription Drug List, are 
not subject to the prohibitions cited in Section C.01.044 and may be advertised to consumers. Ad Standards will 
review such advertising for consistency with the applicable provisions of the Food and Drugs Act and Regulations, the 
Consumer Advertising Guidelines for Marketed Health Products and Health Canada’s guidance document Fair 
Balance in Direct-to-Consumer Advertising of Vaccines.

If a drug product is included in both Schedule D and the Prescription Drug List, the more restrictive advertising 
provisions related to prescription drugs takes precedence.

5 Is the advertisement directed to health care professionals or is the message disseminated by healthcare 
professionals to patients?

If “YES”: The advertisement cannot be reviewed under the DTCA framework.

If “NO”: Go to question 6.

Note: Materials visible / accessible to the general public in physician waiting rooms are considered consumer facing 
and would be reviewed under the DTCA framework.

Intended Audience

Drug Classification

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/c.r.c.,_c._870/page-51.html#h-575463
https://adstandards.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Consumer-Advertising-Guidelines-for-Marketed-Health-Products-2020.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/regulatory-requirements-advertising/policies-guidance-documents/fair-balance-consumer-advertising-vaccines.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/regulatory-requirements-advertising/policies-guidance-documents/fair-balance-consumer-advertising-vaccines.html
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6 Is the advertisement intended to appear in foreign media?

If “YES”: Advertisements appearing in foreign media that are not directed to / intended for a 
Canadian audience are not subject to Canadian regulatory requirements and cannot be reviewed 
under the DTCA framework.

If “NO”: Go to question 7.

Note: Foreign media are media that originate outside Canada and contain the advertising in question. These include 
commercials that air on US television stations and printed advertisements that appear in foreign magazines that are 
sold in Canada.  

7 Does the advertisement directly or indirectly communicate the drug’s therapeutic indication(s) or area 
of therapeutic use?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected.

If “NO”: Go to question 8.

Note: When determining if an ad communicates the indication or therapeutic area of use, the following elements, 
beyond the claims / statements in the message, are also considered: 

a)   audio, including music, voice-over, or sound effects; 
b)   visuals, including images, persons featured, actions, metaphors, or suggestions; and/or
c)   hashtags, keywords, and hyperlinks.

Advertising in 
Non‑Canadian Media

Stating or Implying  
the Indication / Area  
of Therapeutic Use
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8 Does the advertisement directly or indirectly communicate a product characteristic or benefit 
(e.g., dosing schedule, duration of action)?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected.

If “NO”: Go to question 9.

9 Is the product / package shown in the advertisement (e.g., pill or pack shot)?

If “YES”: Go to question 10.

If “NO”: Go to question 11.

Note: Communicating specific details about the characteristics of a prescription drug can go beyond the “name, price 
and quantity” restrictions set out in Section C.01.044, which is unacceptable.

The following elements, outside of the claims/statements in the message, are also considered:
a)   audio, including music, voice-over, or sound effects;
b)   visuals, including images, persons featured, actions, metaphors, or suggestions; and/or
c)   hashtags, keywords, and hyperlinks,

10 Can the drug’s therapeutic indication / therapeutic area of use possibly be identified by the way the 
product / package is depicted?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected.

If “NO”: Go to question 11.

Note: Depicting some drug formats such as inhalers, nasal sprays, and eye drops can lead to an identification of the 
drug’s therapeutic indication or area of therapeutic use.

Additionally, claims on product packaging or included in logos such as “for inhalation,” “ophthalmic,” “vaginal,” etc., 
may serve to identify the indication or area of therapeutic use.

Stating or Implying 
Product Characteristics

Product Visuals

Identifying Indications / 
Therapeutic Area  
of Use Through  
Product Depiction
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Does the advertisement include any reference, either direct or implied, to any category of medical specialist 
(e.g., dermatologist, urologist)?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected. 

If “NO”: Go to question 12.

Does the ad include a link to a corporate website, its URL, or a QR code that directs to the corporate website?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and the link / URL / QR code must be removed.

If “NO”: Go to question 13.

Note: Including a reference to a medical specialist or a specialist medical organization may lead to an identification of 
the drug’s therapeutic indication or area of therapeutic use.

13 Does the ad name/feature more than one drug product?

If “YES”: Go to question 14.

If “NO”: Go to question 15.

Note: Reminder ads for prescription drugs should not include any elements / tools that serve to directly or indirectly 
circumvent the regulations. Encouraging consumers to look up / research a product through indirect or direct means 
is not acceptable.

12

11
Identifying Indications / 
Therapeutic Area of Use 
Through Reference to 
Medical Specialists

Links / Connections

Advertising Multiple  
Drug Products
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Does the ad include the brand / chemical name of multiple drug products?

If “YES”: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected.

If “NO”: Go to question 15.

Are there plans to develop and run a concurrent unbranded, direct-to-consumer information (DTCI) 
campaign about the disease or condition for which this prescription drug is indicated?

If “YES”: Go to question 16.

If “NO”: Go to question 17.

Note: In the context of a message that is for a Patient Assistance Program (PAP), i.e., a message for a prescription 
drug card / savings program, it is acceptable to include a list of participating products to provide patients with 
information about which specific products are part of the savings program. However, the content of PAP messages 
cannot be presented in a way that serves to promote any one drug over others. The final acceptability of any PAP 
message is evaluated on a case-by-case basis, considering all elements of the message, including links, logos, 
colours, claims, etc.

A general callout related to price, e.g., “Available at the same price as generics,” where no specific generic product is 
directly or indirectly identified, is also permitted.

15

14
Advertising Multiple  
Drug Products

Branded and  
Unbranded Messages
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Are there any similarities between the branded advertisement for the prescription drug and the unbranded 
communications regarding the related disease or condition in terms of:

a.   theme or context; or  
b.   persons featured; or 
c.   style (e.g., music, font, colours, background); or 
d.   wording?  

If “YES” to any of the above: The advertisement is non-compliant and will be rejected. (See Health 
Canada Policy Statement: Advertising Campaigns of Branded and Unbranded Messages.)

If “NO”: Go to question 17.

You have successfully completed the checklist and are now ready to submit your advertisement 
to Ad Standards Clearance Services for review.  

Submit online.

Note: Even if the two campaigns are wholly dissimilar, advertisers should also take care when considering the 
placement / proximity of DTCA and DTCI messages. If a branded DTCA and a DTCI message are disseminated 
together / in proximity, this can enable the consumer to make the connection between the drug and its therapeutic 
indication and/or the condition/disease, in violation of C.01.044.  

17

16
Linking Branded and 
Unbranded Messages

Checklist Complete

https://adstandards.ca/wp-content/uploads/Advertising-Campaigns-of-Branded-and-Unbranded-Messages.pdf
https://clearance.adstandards.ca/Pub/Logon
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ABOUT AD STANDARDS

Ad Standards is the self-regulatory body for Canada’s advertising industry. Through 
member support and cooperative industry initiatives, we build public confidence 
in advertising by helping ensure ads, in all media, are truthful, fair and accurate. 
We administer the Canadian Code of Advertising Standards, which sets criteria for 
acceptable advertising, and provides a mechanism for adjudicating and resolving 
consumer complaints and competitive disputes. We also review advertising 
creative and offer consultative services to help ensure compliance with relevant 
laws, regulatory guidelines and industry codes. Our collaborative relationships with 
Canadian regulators and global self‑regulatory organizations provide a diversity of 
valuable insights, which inform our initiatives and goals.

© 2026 Advertising Standards Canada
This checklist is the property of Ad Standards and may not be reproduced, in whole, or in part, 
without prior permission from Ad Standards.

info@adstandards.ca

adstandards.ca

linkedin/company/ad-standards-can
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