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It is an important time to reflect on the

ways that the public and global health

communities can engage with the food

industry. There are divergent views [1].

Many political bodies, foundations, and

scientists believe that working collabora-

tively with the food industry is the path for

change. The assumption is that this

industry is somehow different than others,

and that because people must eat, the

industry is here to stay, and like it or not,

working with them is the only solution.

Based on my 30 years of experience in

the public health and policy sectors, I

believe this position is a trap. When the

history of the world’s attempt to address

obesity is written, the greatest failure may

be collaboration with and appeasement of

the food industry. I expect history will look

back with dismay on the celebration of

baby steps industry takes (such as public–

private partnerships with health organiza-

tions, ‘‘healthy eating’’ campaigns, and

corporate social responsibility initiatives)

while it fights viciously against meaningful

change (such as limits on marketing, taxes

on products such as sugared beverages,

and regulation of nutritional labeling).

The obesity problem has industry’s

attention, and they are doing things. The

question is whether these things are mean-

ingful or are the predictable behavior of an

industry under threat and are designed

to stop rather than support public health

efforts. The soft drink industry gave the

Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia a

US$10 million gift—at a critical time the

city of Philadelphia was considering a soda

tax. Such public-sector interaction with

industry could be predicted to undermine

public health goals and protect industry

interests [2–6].

The food industry has had plenty of

time to prove itself trustworthy. It has been

in high gear, making promises to behave

better, but their minor progress creates an

impression of change while larger attempts

to subvert the agenda carry on. Witness

the massive resistance against soda taxes in

the United States [7] and the wholesale

attack of marketing standards proposed by

the Interagency Working Group (e.g., [8]).

Worst perhaps is the issue of marketing

food to children. The industry launched

the Children’s Food and Beverage Adver-

tising Initiative designed to ‘‘…shift the

mix of foods advertised to children under

12 to encourage healthier dietary choices

and healthy lifestyles’’ [9]. Objective

reports, however, have shown a tidal wave

of marketing of calorie-dense, nutrient-

poor foods to children, and if any change

is occurring, marketing is on the increase

[10–13].

Companies boast of introducing health-

ier options, and at least one report cites

this as evidence that market forces (e.g.,

consumer demand for better foods) will be

the best motivator for companies to

change [14]. But introducing healthier

processed foods does not mean unhealthy

foods will be supplanted, and might simply

represent the addition of more calories to

the food supply. Furthermore, the compa-

nies have not promised to sell less junk

food. Quite the contrary; they now offer

ever larger burgers and portions, introduce

ever more categories of sugared beverages

(sports drinks, energy drinks, and vitamin

waters), find ever more creative ways of

marketing foods to vulnerable populations

(e.g., children), and increasingly engage in

promotion of unhealthy foods in develop-

ing countries [1,15,16].

The food industry, like all industries,

plays by certain rules—it must defend its

core practices against all threats, produce

short-term earnings, and in do doing, sell

more food [2,17]. If it distorts science,

creates front groups to do its bidding,

compromises scientists, professional orga-

nizations, and community groups with

contributions, blocks needed public health

policies in the service of their goals, or

engages in other tactics in ‘‘the corporate

playbook’’ [3,18], this is what is takes to

protect business as usual.

The parallel scenario most often used to

justify collaboration with industry is to-

bacco. Often heard is that ‘‘people don’t

have to smoke, but they must eat’’ and

that ‘‘the tobacco industry was simple—

just a few companies and one product—

but food is much more complex’’ [3].

Tobacco is an interesting parallel [3,19],

but is by no means the only one. A world

economic crisis was fueled in part by too

little oversight of financial institutions, but

we all need banks. Requiring air bags in

cars was stalled for years by the auto

industry, but we need cars.

An emerging area in need of scrutiny is

the food industry’s attempts to create foods

engineered in ways that thwart the human

body’s ability to regulate calorie intake

and weight. Whether overconsumption is

a consequence simply of hyperpalatability

brought about by extreme processing [15]

and/or an addictive process [20,21],

overconsumption is a predictable conse-

quence of the current food environment.

The arresting reality is that companies

must sell less food if the population is to
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lose weight, and this pits the fundamental

purpose of the food industry against public

health goals.

We need food, but the obesity crisis is

made worse by the way industry formu-

lates and markets its products. The food

industry, like other industries must be

regulated to prevent excesses and to

protect the public good. Left to regulate

itself, industry has the opportunity, if not

the mandate from shareholders, to sell

more products irrespective of their impact

on consumers. Government, foundations,

and other powerful institutions should be

working for regulation, not collaboration.

If history is to look back positively on

current times, the future must bring

several things. Respectful dialogue with

industry is desirable, and to the extent

industry will make voluntary changes that

inch us forward, the public good will be

served. But there must be recognition that

this will bring small victories only and that

to take the obesity problem seriously will

require courage, leaders who will not back

down in the face of harsh industry tactics,

and regulation with purpose.

Author Contributions

Wrote the first draft of the manuscript: KB.

Contributed to the writing of the manuscript:

KB. ICMJE criteria for authorship read and

met: KB. Agree with manuscript results and

conclusions: KB.

References

1. Stuckler D, Nestle M (2012) Big food, food

systems, and global health. PLoS Med 9: e1242.
doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001242

2. Nestle M (2002) Food Politics: How the food

industry influences nutrition and health. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

3. Brownell K, Warner KE (2009) The perils of
ignoring history: big tobacco played dirty and

millions died. How similar is big food? Milbank

Quarterly 87: 259–294.
4. Brownell KD, Koplan JP (2011) Front-of-package

nutrition labeling – An abuse of trust by the food
industry? NEJM 364: 2373–2375.

5. Sharma LL, Teret SP, Brownell KD (2010) The
food industry and self-regulation: Standards to

promote success and to avoid public health

failures. Am J Public Health 100: 240–246.
6. Koplan JP, Brownell KD (2010) Response of the

food and beverage industry to the obesity threat.
JAMA 304: 1487–1488.

7. Wilson D, Roberts J (27 April 2012) Reuters

Special Report: How Washington went soft on
childhood obesity. Available: http://www.reuters.

com/article/2012/04/27/us-usa-foodlobby-
idUSBRE83Q0ED20120427. Accessed 21 May

2012.
8. Bittman M (2012) The right to sell kids junk. New

York Times. Available: http://opinionator.blogs.

nytimes.com/2012/03/27/the-right-to-sell-kids-
junk/. Accessed 21 May 2012.

9. Council of Better Business Bureaus (2012) The
Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising

Initiative. Available: http://www.bbb.org/us/

chi ldrens-food-and-beverage-advert is ing-

initiative/. Accessed May 21, 2012.

10. Federal Trade Commission (2008) Marketing

food to children and adolescents: A report to

Congress. Available: http://www.ftc.gov/os/

2008/07/P064504foodmktingreport.pdf. Ac-

cessed 21 May 2012.

11. Harris JL, Schwartz MB, Brownell KD, Sarda V,

Weinberg ME, et al. (2009) Cereal FACTS:

Evaluating the nutrition quality and marketing of

children’s cereals. Available: http://www.

cerealfacts.org/media/Cereal_FACTS_Report.

pdf. Accessed 21 May 2012.

12. Harris JL, Schwartz MB, Brownell KD, Sarda V,

Ustjanauskas A, et al. (2010) Fast Food FACTS:

Evaluating fast food nutrition and marketing to

youth. Available: http://fastfoodmarketing.org/

media/FastFoodFACTS_Report.pdf. Accessed

21 May 2012.

13. Harris JL, Schwartz MB, Brownell KD, Javadi-

zadeh J, Weinberg M, et al. (2011) Evaluating

sugary drink nutrition and marketing to youth.

Available: http://www.sugarydrinkfacts.org/

resources/SugaryDrinkFACTS_Report.pdf. Ac-

cessed 21 May 2011.

14. Hudson Institute (2011) Better for you foods:

It ’s just good for business. Avai lable:

http://www.hudson.org/files/documents/

BFY%20Foods%20Executive%20Summary.pdf.

Accessed 21 May 2012.

15. Monteiro C, Cannon G (2012) The impact of

transnational ‘‘Big Food’’ companies on the

South: A view from Brazil. PLoS Med 9:

e1001252. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001252

16. Igumbor EU, Sanders D, Puoane TR, Tsole-

kile L, Schwarz C, et al. (2012) ‘‘Big Food,’’

the Consumer Food Environment, Health,

and the Policy Response in South Africa.

PLoS Med 9: e1001253. doi:10.1371/journal.

pmed.1001253

17. Ludwig DS, Nestle M (2008) Can the food

industry play a constructive role in the obesity

epidemic? JAMA 300: 1808–1811.

18. Wiist W (2011) The corporate playbook, health,

and democracy: the snack food and beverage

industry’s tactics in context. In: Stuckler D,

Siegel, K, editor. Sick Societies: responding to

the global challenge of chronic disease. Oxford:

Oxford University Press.

19. Dorfman L, Cheyne A, Friedman LC, Wadud A,

Gottlieb M (2012) Soda and tobacco industry

corporate social responsibility campaigns: How

do they compare? PLoS Med 9: e1241.

doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001241

20. Brownell KD, Gold MS (Eds) (2012) Food and

addiction: A Comprehensive handbook. Oxford

University Press.

21. Gearhardt AN, Grilo CM, DiLeone RJ, Brownell

KD, Potenza MN (2011) Can food be addictive:

Pubic health and policy implications. Addiction

106: 1208–1212.

PLoS Medicine | www.plosmedicine.org 2 July 2012 | Volume 9 | Issue 7 | e1001254


