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The problem of obesity

Physical health consequences

• Heart disease

• Diabetes

• Several cancers

• Reduced mobility

Mental health consequences

• Bullying & Isolation

• Depression

Economic consequences

• Time off work (lost productivity)

• Healthcare costs
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Increased consumption of less 

healthy foods

(foods also getting less healthy 

over time e.g., more sugar)

Poorer diet

↓

Gain weight

↓

More likely to be hospitalized 

↓

Higher cost when we are
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Proportion of years lost to avoidable 
ill health and death by cause

Pink = caused or exacerbated by 
poor diet
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Treating obesity

Behavioural interventions
Pharmacological interventions

Surgical interventions

BUT 1) can’t treat entire population and 2) £££
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Prevention is better than cure

“A small population level reduction in BMI 

z‐score in children 2-5 years would result in 

36,496 health‐adjusted life years saved and 

health care cost‐savings of approx. $301 

million over the lifetime”

Preventative public health measures are non-medical interventions designed to 

reduce the spread of disease.
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Examples of public health measures: UK

UK prevention strategies UK prevention policies
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Examples of public health measures: 

International
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Today, many of the threats to health that 

contribute to non-communicable diseases come 

from corporations that are big, rich and powerful, 

driven by commercial interests, and far less 

friendly to health”

Margaret Chan, World Health Organization

Factors that influence health which stem 

from the profit motive

West & Marteau, 2013

The marketing campaigns of multi-national 

corporations are harming our physical, 

mental, and collective wellbeing

Hastings, 2012

Strategies and approaches used by 

the private sector to promote 

products and choices that are 

detrimental to health

Kickbusch, 2016

COMMERCIAL DETERMINANTS OF 

HEALTH



Department of Psychology

Mialon Globalization and Health (2020) 16:74

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-020-00607-x
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Weighing up

• Generates wealth (jobs, profit)

• Drives tech innovation

• Provide products valued by 

societies

• Health impacts of 

their activities

• Environmental impact
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“It is not just Big Tobacco 

anymore. Public health must also 

contend with Big Food, Big Soda, 

and Big Alcohol. All of these 

industries fear regulation, and 

protect themselves by using the 

same tactics”

Dr Margaret Chan

Former Director-General of World 

Health Organization



Department of Psychology

Industry 

Tactics

Source: Bellew, B., Allen, M., Jones, A.

Stopping Tobacco Industry Interference 

eLearning Module 3: ‘The Tobacco Industry’

The Union (2013) 

http://elearning.theunion.org/

Reinvent 
Image 
[CSR]

Keep 
product 

affordable

Influence 
Politicians

Lobby, 
influence 
legislation

Intimidate & 
harass

Advertising, 
Promotion,
Sponsorship

Undermine 
Science

Manipulate 
Media

Create 
illusion of 
support

NEW  
TRICKS

http://elearning.theunion.org/
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Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and 

the American Beverage 

Association spent a total 

of US$114 million on 

lobbying at the federal 

level between 2009 and 

2015

Source: https://cspinet.org/resource/big-
soda-vs-public-health-2015-edition
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Companies openly speak 

about using so-called 

“corporate citizenship” to 

buff their public image
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Intake Choice Preference
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-

scotland-scotland-politics-18898024

http://www.fdf.org.uk/news.aspx?article=8328

Resistance from 

corporations involved in 

the production, 

marketing and retailing of 

targeted commodities

Mass media used 

as a vehicle for 

deploying 

arguments against 

policies
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“Framing” the debate – the example of alcohol

Katikireddi & Hilton, 2015

Framing = the way that health problems are defined in the news media, i.e. the 

nature of the problem, its drivers, causal agendas, effects, and potential solutions
Hilton et al., 2019
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Common typology of frames

is unnecessary

is not backed up by sufficient evidence

will lead to unintended negative consequences

faces legal barriers to implementation

the industry consists of socially responsible companies working 
towards reducing harmful consumption

Increased regulation…

Hilton et al., 2019

1

2

3

4

5

All underpinned by the message that…
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Polarisation of debate

Public health: food marketing is 
exploitative and harmful to health

Food and marketing industries: food 
industry is responsible, ethical, providing 

information



Department of Psychology

18 studies by 

academics/governments/ad

vocacy groups.

7 find evidence for 

reductions in volume of, 

exposure to and 

expenditure on advertising 

for HFSS foods.

The other 11 reported that 

self-regulation did not have 

impact.

7 studies by food industry 

representatives.

All 7 find evidence for 

reductions in volume of, 

exposure to and expenditure 

on advertising for HFSS foods.
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Comparison 2: 

Mandatory policy vs no policy

Comparison 3:

Voluntary measure vs no measure
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Does it matter if corporations do this?

• Public acceptance of a policy solution is often a pre-

requisite for decision-makers to implement an evidence-

based health policy.

• Media framing of problems and solutions can therefore 

play a key role in determining that acceptability.

• It also shapes social norms around use and consumption 

of the commodities themselves.

Hilton et al., 2019
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Twitter: @emmaboyland

Email: eboyland@liverpool.ac.uk

Thank you


