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What is health?



Commercial determinants of health

• Factors that influence health which 
stem from the profit motive1,2

• Large/powerful/ubiquitous enough 
to exert significant influence

• Political

• Economic

• Sociocultural

Harm to self

Lost productivity Harm to others
Societal cost

Trade deals

Deregulation

Climate change

Lobbying

Political funding

Tax avoidance

Employment 
rights

Litigation

Marketing

1. Kickbusch I et al. Lancet Global Health 2016;4(12):E895-6; 2. Maani N et al. The Commercial Determinants of Health. Oxford University Press, 2022.





Lancet Series on CDoH
Editorial by WHO DG

Articles on:

-Defining commercial determinants of 
health

-Going beyond unhealthy commodities

-Future directions for research

“Although commercial entities can contribute positively to 
health and society there is growing evidence that the products 
and practices of some commercial actors—notably the largest 
transnational corporations—are responsible for escalating 
rates of avoidable ill health, planetary damage, and social and 
health inequity; these problems are increasingly referred to as 
the commercial determinants of health.” Gilmore et al, 2023



Commercial influences across the 
social determinants of health

Gilmore AB, Fabbri A, Baum F, et al. Defining and 
conceptualising the commercial determinants of health. 
Lancet 2023; published online March 23. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(23)00013-2.



The value of a commercial determinants lens
• A way of examining why, how, 

and what to do about business 
practices that affect health
• Understanding/defining private 

sector, structures, influences

• Re-defining interventions

• Informing maximally positive 
interactions

• Systems thinking: Identification 
of cumulative effects, threshold 
effects, nodes for influence, 
governance, intervention

Maani, Petticrew, Galea. The Commercial Determinants of Health. 2022. Oxford University Press, London  



Increasing focus on synthesis/methods
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Source of alcohol industry revenue 

Corporate determinants of health

Scenario modelling using descriptive analysis of pooled data from HSE and LCF surveys.
‘moderate’ drinking: below or equal to 14 units per week;  ‘hazardous: 15–35 units for women, 15–50 for men; ‘harmful’: 36+ for women, 51+ for men)
 Bhattacharya A et al. Addiction 2018;113(12):2225-2232

Everyone drinking in 
moderation would mean 
an extremely large drop 
in revenue (approx. 38%, 
or £13 billion) 



Cumulative effects and clustering

Macdonald et al. Health and Place 2018;51:224-231. 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2024/mar/04/four-in-five-billboard-ads-in-england-and-wales-in-poorer-areas. Palmer et al. Nature 
Sci Reports 2021;11:4884

• Clustering of all outlets increases 
linearly with deprivation in Glasgow

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2024/mar/04/four-in-five-billboard-ads-in-england-and-wales-in-poorer-areas


Reliance on heaviest consumers

• “As is the case in many post-mature markets, whisky brands are very reliant on a small 
number of heavy, and increasingly ageing, consumers, to provide the majority of volume… 
…Our first advertising task was to protect and build this core drinker base by persuading 
existing consumers and drinkers of competitive blends to choose The Famous Grouse 
more often. In the longer term we had to attract more younger drinkers – the heavy-using 
loyalists of tomorrow”  (Famous Grouse case study, 2006)

• “As with many other markets, the Pareto principle applies: 20% of drinkers account for 
80% of sales. So, rather than struggle to make whisky appeal to younger consumers like 
the premium brands, we chose to focus on the core audience of heavy users. We knew that 
they were older. We knew they were primarily male. We knew that unlike malt users they 
tended to be downmarket” (Scottish Leader Whiskey case study, 2003). 

Maani et al. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019;16(21):4092



Parallels in marketing segmentation

Hussain Z et al. Preventive Medicine 2023;166:107346



Commonalities in argumentation
“Cancer is a very complex disease. Many factors have been associated with this 
disease besides smoking, including occupational and environmental exposures, 
diet, viruses, heredity and stress. Clearly there are many gaps in knowledge about 
lung cancer that only further research will resolve.” BAT, 1992

“Is there a cause-and-effect 
relationship between 
firearms and suicide? Nearly 
everything gets blamed for 
suicide at one time or 
another--love, hate, religion, 
pain, boredom, fear, shame, 
guilt, alcoholism, drug 
addiction, family 
dissolution, loss of a job, a 
new job, the news media, 
music, the time of year, 
terminal illness, old age and 
even the weather.” 
NRA-ILA, 1999

“We believe obesity is a complex problem which cannot be reduced to the 
demonization of one ingredient… there is no simple answer to the complex problems 
of obesity” Food and Drink Federation, 2015

“Problem gambling is complex and is about the person not the specific product.” 
Gala Coral, 2014

Petticrew et al. J Epidemiol Community Health 2017;71:1078-1083. Hussein Z et al. Prev Med 2023. Maani et al 
SSM Pop Health 2022 

Not all heavy drinkers get cancer, as multiple risk factors are involved in the 
development of cancers including genetics and family history of cancer, age, 
environmental factors, and behavioural variables, as well as social determinants 
of health.’ Drinkwise, 2019



Parallels in blaming individuals

“Problem gambling is complex and is about the 
person not the specific product.” Gala Coral, 2014

“We are all to blame”.. 
“demand driven” Oreskes et al, 
2021

“If all consumers exercised, did what they had to do, the problem 
of obesity wouldn’t exist.” PepsiCo CEO, 2010 interview

“Our brands are made with pride, and made to be 
enjoyed—responsibly. Consumed moderately and responsibly by 
adults who choose to drink, alcohol can be part of a balanced 
lifestyle.” Diageo US, Leadership in Alcohol in Society article, 2016

“Lately, many Americans, myself included, have witnessed an 
erosion of personal responsibility.” CEO of Daniel Defense, maker 
of the firearm in the Uvalde elementary school shooting



Parallels in policy influence



CSR: Role of alcohol industry funded organisations
• The content of these organisations has been found to differ materially from 

independent charities 

• This includes misinformation on key alcohol harms such as cancer,1 CVD,2 and drinking 
during pregnancy3

• It includes an emphasis on personal responsibility4

• Also includes “dark nudges” and “sludge”5

1. Petticrew M et al. Drug and Alcohol Rev 2018;37(3):293-303. 2. Peake L et al. Eur J Pub Health 2021;31(6):1197-1204. 3. Lim A et al. JSAD 
2019;80(5):524-533. 4. Maani N and Petticrew M. J Pub Health. 2018;40(1):90-97. 5. Petticrew et al. Milbank Quarterly 2020;98(4)1290-1328.



UK schools and alcohol industry-funded  
education programmes



Seeking to shape discourse on harms

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/bir
thsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/alcoholspecificdeath
sintheuk/2021registrations. 
Maani et al. Lancet Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2023;8(5):398-400

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/alcoholspecificdeathsintheuk/2021registrations
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/alcoholspecificdeathsintheuk/2021registrations
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/alcoholspecificdeathsintheuk/2021registrations


Do such messages have an impact?

• Knowledge about harms and products increases public support for policy 
action1

• Alternative causation arguments often used to dispute harms between 
products and harms2

• We sought to examine the effects of real-world alternative causation 
arguments by testing them via RCT

1. Weerasinghe A et al. Int J Env Res Pub Health 2020;17(2):398; 2. Maani et al. SSM Pop Health 2021;23:101009



Results – impact on uncertainty

 Industry text

n (%)

Non-industry text

n (%)
 n=2511 n=2521
Certain it doesn’t increase risk 384 (15.3) 377 (15.0)
Uncertain 697 (27.8) 520 (20.6)
Certain it does increase risk 1430 (57.0) 1624 (64.4)

Overall, 
industry-sponsored 

uncertainty 
messages 

significantly 
increased the odds 
of uncertainty, or 
false certainty, by 
60%, compared to 

independent sources 
of information

1. Maani et al. SSM Pop Health 2021;23:101009



Seeing alignment with wider corporate objectives

1) Power over 
decision-making 
and control over 
political agenda

2) Power to define 
issues and 

potential issues

3) Power to avert 
conflict and keep 

conflict latent 

Dimensions of power Vehicles of power Examples

Political environment

Preference shaping

Knowledge 
environment

Legal environment

Extra-legal 
environment

Lobbying

Direct participation in 
government, 

committees, policy

Pressure on 
international 
organisations

Tax avoidance
SABMiller’s cassava beer Impala 
a quarter of the standard excise rate 
in Mozambique

Industry lobbying obstructed legal 
drinking age increase in South Africa 

Practices of power

Diagram adapted from Lima and Galea. Glob and Health 2018;14:21l; Bakke and Endal. Addiction 2010;105:22-8, Inst Alc Studies Policy Brief: The 
alcohol industry: Social and Political Activities. 2020 

AI authored national alcohol policy in 
Lesotho, Malawi, Uganda, Botswana 

Portman group criticizes draft 
WHO Strategy for being 
paternalistic, sexist

Corporate philanthropy

Manufacturing doubt

Corporate social 
responsibility

Marketing and advertising

Targeting vulnerable 
populations

Science to 
specification

Opposing research 
agendas



1) Political and economic system

Legitimizing alcohol industry as a 
partner and part of the solution

Facilitate partnerships

Academia

Government

Civil society

Perpetuating narrow 
definitions of harm

Redefining the 
concept of 

independence

Creates funding 
dependency

2) Regulatory approaches and upstream policies

Model consistent with 
self-regulation

Allows industry to claim 
health promotion expertise

Reproduces “individual 
responsibility” narrative

Fund research on 
the role of 

non-industry 
factors 3) Sectoral public policies

Doubt re: alcohol 
harms 

A “safe space” to 
direct consumers

Avoids mention of 
policy best buys

Displaces 
independent 

charities and public 
health bodies4) Environments

Schools

Dark nudges and sludgeHelps 
“health-wash” 

marketing 
messages

Shapes information 
environment

Expands presence to 
environments

Academic conferences

Local 
authorities

Normalization

How to evaluate? 
Considering the 

system-level effects 
of alcohol industry 

CSR

Maani et al. Health Promotion International 38:Issue 
6;2023, daad167; Petticrew et al. Systematic Reviews 
2023;12:65



The pollution of discourse

Maani et al. BMJ 2022

• Emphasis on individual responsibility vs government or manufacturers

• Emphasis on technological “downstream” solutions vs upstream societal ones

• Emphasis on self-regulation/de-regulation

• Disputation of public health evidence, trade-offs, economic costs

• Definitions of conflicts of interest/independence more broadly



Looking ahead



There is a growing understanding of the relevance 
of commercial determinants

• Interest from WHO

• Coalitions among advocacy groups

• Emergence of research groups and 
communities

• Increasing research, reports and policy briefs

• Part of moving to “causes of causes” and 
complex systems thinking



Civil society increasingly direct



Increasing 
support and 

guidance from 
WHO



A more coordinated future

• Advocacy coalitions

• Research consortia

• Regional and global networks



In summary

• With current and future challenges to health inequalities and 
wellbeing, commercial determinants of health require greater 
focus and attention

• In an era of commercial consolidation, this requires global, 
multidisciplinary lens and inclusive “edge-dwelling” 
approaches

• There are signs that alcohol represents an example of policy 
incoherence, an increasingly obvious knowledge-action gap



Thank you
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