




          Lethal but Legal      





1

     Lethal but Legal

CORPORATIONS, CONSUMPTION,  

AND PROTECTING 

PUBLIC HEALTH   

   NICHOLAS  FREUDENBERG  



          1
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. 
 It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, 
 and education by publishing worldwide.  

  Oxford New York 
 Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi  
 Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi  
 New Delhi  Shanghai  Taipei Toronto   

  With offi  ces in 
 Argentina Austria Brazil  Chile Czech Republic France Greece  
 Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore  
 South Korea Switzerland Th ailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam  

  Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press 
 in the UK and certain other countries.  

  Published in the United States of America by 
 Oxford University Press 
 198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016  

  © Nicholas Freudenberg 2014  

  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
 retrieval system, or transmitt ed, in any form or by any means, without the prior 
 permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitt ed by law, 
 by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization. 
 Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the 
 Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.  

  You must not circulate this work in any other form 
 and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.  

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Freudenberg, Nicholas, author.
Lethal but legal : corporations, consumption, and protecting public health / Nicholas Freudenberg.
 p. ; cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978–0–19–993719–6 (alk. paper)
I. Title. 
[DNLM: 1. Public Health. 2. World Health. 3. Chronic Disease—epidemiology.  
4. Industry. 5. Internationality. 6. Socioeconomic Factors. WA 530.1]
RA 441
362.1—dc23
2013023752      

  9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1  
  Printed in the United States of America 
 on acid-free paper      



v

    Contents          

     Preface     vii       
 Acknowledgments     xv        

 Part One      DEFINING THE PROBLEM        

 1      Manufacturing Disease: Unhealthy Products Become Ubiquitous     3    
   2       The Public Health Evidence: How Corporate Practices 

Contribute to Global Epidemics of Chronic Disease and Injuries     37    
   3       Corporations Take Control: A New Political and Economic 

Order Emerges     71    
   4      The Corporate Consumption Complex     95    
   5      The Corporate Ideology of Consumption     125    
   6      The Health Impact of Corporate Managed Globalization     153      

   Part Two        CREATING SOLUTIONS        

 7       Optimism Past, Present, and Future: The Building 
Blocks for a Movement     181      

 8       Wanted: A Movement for a Healthier, More Sustainable Future     217       

 Notes     257       
 Index     311              





vii

 Preface     

  Never before in human history has the gap between the scientifi c and economic 
potential for bett er health for all and the reality of avoidable premature death 
been greater. In the past, babies died in infancy, women in childbirth, workers 
from injuries or occupational diseases, and people of all ages from epidemics 
of infectious disease exacerbated by inadequate nutrition, contaminated water, 
and poor sanitation. For the most part, the world lacked the resources and the 
understanding to eliminate these problems. As societies developed; as science, 
technology, and medicine advanced; and as people organized to improve their 
standards of living, more and more of the world’s population att ained the living 
conditions that support bett er health and longer lives. 

 Today, the world still confronts the global health challenges of the last cen-
tury. Epidemics of malaria, HIV infection, tuberculosis, and other communica-
ble diseases still threaten well-being and economic development in many poor 
countries. More than a billion people live in urban slums where the average lifes-
pan can be 35 years, half of that in bett er-off  places where residents have certain 
access to adequate nutrition, clean water, and sanitation. 

 Now new threats have emerged. Deaths from chronic conditions like heart 
disease, cancer, diabetes, and stroke have surged, today accounting for more 
than 60 percent of the world’s deaths. Injuries have become the leading cause 
of death for young people around the world. Everywhere, from the wealthiest 
nations like the United States to the poorest countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, the proportion of deaths from these causes of death are growing. Th ese 
premature deaths and preventable illnesses and injuries impose new suff ering on 
individuals, families, and communities. Th ey burden economies and taxpayers 
and jeopardize the improvements in health brought about by the public health 
advances of the previous two centuries. 

 Alarmingly, these new epidemics are not the result of the poverty and squalid 
living conditions that caused illness and death in the past, even though chronic 
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disease and injuries affl  ict the poor much more than the rich. Nor are they the 
result of ignorance and inadequate science. For the most part, we understand the 
causes of these illnesses and injuries enough to prevent them. What we lack is 
the political will to implement the needed preventive measures. Even worse, in 
some cases the growing health burden is the  result  of new science and technol-
ogy, which have been used to promote profi t rather than prevent illness. Th ese 
new epidemics of chronic diseases and injuries are instead the  consequence  of 
what most people thought were the remedies for poverty-related ill health: eco-
nomic growth, bett er standards of living, and more comfortable lifestyles. 

 While many factors contributed to this global health transformation,  Lethal 
but Legal  focuses on what I  consider to be most important and most easily 
modifi able cause:  the triumph of a political and economic system that pro-
motes consumption at the expense of human health. In this book, I  describe 
how this system has enabled industries like alcohol, automobiles, fi rearms, food 
and beverages, pharmaceuticals, and tobacco—pillars of the global consumer 
 economy—to develop products and practices that have become the dominant 
cause of premature death and preventable illness and injuries. Th is system was 
born in the United States and has now spread around the world. 

 In a global economy that focuses relentlessly on profi t, enhancing the bot-
tom line of a few hundred corporations and the income of their investors has 
become more important than realizing the potential for good health that the 
world’s growing wealth and the advances in science, technology, and medicine 
have enabled. Th is tension between private accumulation and public well-being 
is not new. But in the twenty-fi rst century, it has come to shape our economy and 
politics in ways that profoundly threaten democracy, human well-being, and the 
environment that supports life. Paradoxically, the increasing concentration of 
power in the small number of the world’s multinational corporations also pres-
ents new opportunities to create another healthier and more just future. 

 In  Lethal but Legal , I argue that, for the United Sates and the world to achieve 
their articulated goals of bett er health for all and a more equal distribution of 
advances in health, we will need to redesign the system that has evolved to pro-
mote consumption at the expense of well-being. Succeeding in this task will 
require taking on the world’s most powerful corporations and their allies. Only 
the naïve or foolish would underestimate the enormity of this challenge. But 
neither nature, human evolution, nor fate created the new burdens of chronic 
diseases and injuries. Rather, it was human decisions, made in corporate board-
rooms, advertising and lobbying fi rms, and legislative and judicial chambers. 

 In the last few decades, the directors of a few hundred corporations have 
changed the world to suit their needs, and as a result set the stage for the 
twenty-fi rst–century epidemics. Surely the world’s people, supported by social 
movements, honest governments, health professionals, and scientists can take 
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back our health, as we have done so many times before when special interests 
challenged human well-being. 

 Th ree paths led me to write this book. First, as a public health practitioner, 
I have worked for three decades with community and advocacy organizations, 
churches, government agencies, and other researchers to develop, implement, 
and evaluate programs and policies to improve the health of low-income popu-
lations. In these eff orts, this work has frequently come into confl ict with special 
interests. Paint companies and landlords opposed eff orts to eliminate child-
hood lead poisoning because it jeopardized profi ts. Pharmaceutical companies 
charged so much for the drugs that could have kept HIV infection or diabetes 
under control that the people who needed these medicines could not aff ord 
them. Fast food and soda companies promoted their high fat, sugar, and calorie 
products to children who were becoming obese and overweight and therefore at 
high risk of diabetes and other diet-related diseases. When the groups I worked 
with suggested policies or programs to limit these harmful practices, corpora-
tions used their political clout to thwart these proposed remedies. 

 In this work, the corporate role in promoting disease was not our main focus, 
but repeatedly we were stymied when we tried to make prevention the priority. 
I wanted to understand how one small sector of society had accumulated the power 
to block health progress. I  wanted to devise useful strategies that my frustrated 
students and colleagues could use to overcome this resistance they encountered. 

 Th e second path to this book was my work as a public health researcher and 
teacher. My research has focused on understanding how social forces infl uence 
health and inequalities in health. My teaching seeks to prepare public health pro-
fessionals and researchers to take action to reduce the forces that damage health. 
Like many other researchers, I have come to appreciate the profound infl uence 
of what have been called the  social determinants  of health: the day-to-day condi-
tions in which ordinary people live, the political processes that govern society, 
and the stratifi cations of wealth and power that characterize today’s world. 

 But I have also been frustrated by the lack of impact of this new research on 
social determinants of health. Too oft en, researchers  describe  the causes of ill health 
without illuminating solutions. Too oft en the solutions they propose—ending the 
stratifi cation systems—seem pie-in-the-sky, however worthy this goal may be. For 
me, analyzing the specifi c pathways by which the business and political decisions 
that corporations make improve or harm health promises new insights on a key 
social determinant of health. Th ese insights can then guide policies to improve 
health and fi nd a bett er balance between private profi t and public well-being. 

 Th e third path is my experiences as an activist. I  came of age politically 
in the antiwar and student movements of the 1960s. Over the years, I  have 
had the privilege of participating in or writing about these and other move-
ments: the  environmental justice, labor, and women’s movements of the 1970s 
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and 1980s; the HIV and health care reform movements of the 1980s and 1990s; 
and most recently, the food justice movement. In these encounters, I have been 
fascinated to observe how communities mobilize to confront the threats they 
perceive and how movements learn from each other—or fail to do so. Too oft en 
the health campaigns against the tobacco, food, and alcohol corporations that 
market unhealthy products or the “Big Pharma” eff orts to promote diseases only 
they can cure seem isolated, missing the opportunity to fi nd new allies and win 
bigger victories. In the book, I hope to discover common ground across the dis-
parate arenas where people are organizing to change harmful corporate practices. 

 Th e aft ermath of the 2008 fi nancial crisis further stimulated my activist juices. 
Th e evidence suggests that banks and other fi nancial institutions engaged in risky 
practices that led our economy to the brink of meltdown. But when the public 
demanded stronger oversight of the fi nancial sector and prosecution of those 
who had thrown so many people out of their homes, jobs, and communities, 
“Big Business” blamed the problems on the government and on the foolish con-
sumers these lenders had targeted. If one sector of Big Business could evade any 
responsibility for the most serious fi nancial crisis since the Great Depression, 
surely the consumer sector would try the same strategy to avoid taking action to 
reduce the slow-motion crisis of chronic diseases and injuries that their products 
and practices are causing. Th is book is my eff ort to prevent such a future. 

 Some public health researchers are uncomfortable traveling on both the 
research and advocacy roads. To me they are two paths to the same destina-
tion: more just and healthy societies. My friend Dr. Jeremiah Stamler, a founder 
of modern cardiovascular epidemiology and a veteran of many batt les with the 
food and pharmaceutical industries, once told me, “If a researcher isn’t willing 
to follow his data into the policy arena, who will?” In looking to combine the 
roles of researcher and activist, I am inspired by the founders of public health—
people such as Rudolf Virchow, Louis Villerme, Edwin Chadwick, and Alice 
Hamilton—who demonstrated that it is possible to both study and act in the 
political arena to change the conditions that make people sick. 

 When I speak in public about the impact of corporations on health, people 
sometimes ask if I  am against corporations. Th is seems like asking if one is 
against families, religion, or government. People created these institutions over 
the course of human history to solve particular problems. Of course corpo-
rations have made important contributions to creating a bett er world, and of 
course they are here to stay in one form or another for the foreseeable future. 

 But the question today is whether our political and economic arrangements 
maximize the benefi ts that corporations bring to humanity and minimize the 
harms. It does seem to me that many of society’s most serious problems—
income inequality, compromised democracy, environmental deterioration, 
and accelerating climate change—are related to the current dominance of 
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corporations. My goal in  Lethal but Legal  is to explore how corporations con-
tribute to our society’s most important health problems and what we can do 
to reduce this burden of premature death and preventable illness. If our eff orts 
to reduce corporate-induced health problems also contribute to reducing other 
harms that corporations cause, so much the bett er. 

 Another question I am asked is why I have chosen to focus on only (!) six 
industries. I have chosen to limit  Lethal but Legal  to the alcohol, automobile, fi re-
arms, food and beverage, pharmaceutical, and tobacco industries for a few rea-
sons. Th ese six are central to the global consumer economy, the largest portion 
of the world’s economy today and in the future. Th ey have a profound infl uence 
on health behavior, lifestyle, and the physical environment. As a result, their 
products and practices are associated with a signifi cant proportion of the global 
burden of disease, as I explain in Chapter 2. Finally, researchers have extensively 
documented their impact on health, and health authorities and social move-
ments have taken action to reduce the threats these industries pose, providing 
a body of evidence to inform action. Friends and colleagues oft en urge me to 
add more industries to my portfolio of interest:  energy, entertainment, tour-
ism, gaming, health care, and petrochemicals, to name a few. I encourage other 
researchers to investigate these other important infl uences on health but believe 
my already broad focus gives me more than enough to cover in this book. 

 For readers who want a roadmap, let me briefl y summarize the journey this 
book covers. In Chapter 1, I describe the practices of three industries that have 
since World War II had a profound impact on heath in the United States. Th e 
fast food, soda, and snacks sectors of the food industry produce the products 
most associated with the rise in obesity and diet-related health problems like 
diabetes. As a result of successes in controlling its practices in the United States, 
the tobacco industry has moved its lethal marketing campaigns to countries like 
Russia, Mexico, and Indonesia. Th e alcohol industry has developed and mar-
keted products to win over new populations: teens and young adults, women, 
and blacks and Latinos. As a result, these groups are now seeing some of the 
alcohol-related health problems previously concentrated among white men. 
I use these three stories to illustrate the rise of what I call the  corporate consump-
tion complex , a network of corporations, fi nancial institutions, banks, trade asso-
ciations, advertising, lobbying and legal fi rms, and others that promote what 
I call “hyperconsumption,” a patt ern of consuming that is directly linked to pre-
mature mortality and preventable illness or injury. Like the military-industrial 
complex that jeopardized American values during the Cold War, today the 
 corporate consumption complex threatens public health, democracy, and 
 sustainable  economic development. 

 Chapter  2 examines the state of global health today and charts the rise of 
chronic condition diseases (called non-communicable diseases in most parts 
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of the world) and injuries here in the United States and in emerging nations 
like Brazil, India, and China. I analyze the theories that have been proposed to 
explain these increases, including population aging, the conquest of infectious 
diseases, and changes in lifestyles related to health. I describe three more indus-
tries that contribute to injuries and chronic conditions:  the, automobile, fi re-
arms and pharmaceutical industries, and summarize the growing evidence that 
the business and political practices of these and the three industries described 
in Chapter  1 have become the major modifi able causes of today’s top killers. 
I also compare changing harmful corporate practices as a solution to two other 
intervention strategies oft en proposed by policymakers and researchers: apply-
ing biomedical advances to the prevention and treatment of chronic diseases and 
modifying the unhealthy lifestyles of individuals who smoke, eat, or drink too 
much or act in other ways that hurt their health. 

 How did this political and economic system that promotes consumption arise? 
How is it diff erent from earlier stages of free market economies? In Chapter 3, 
I seek to answer these questions by telling the story of changes in corporate power 
and practices since 1970. While the consumer economy started much earlier, 
I make the case that domestic and global threats to the power of U.S. corporations 
in that period were the precipitating cause of the transformation that has led to 
today’s health problems. I also examine how the 2008 global economic crisis both 
threatened and strengthened the corporate consumption complex. 

 In Chapter  4, I  dissect the corporate consumption complex today, profi l-
ing a few key players and describing its anatomy and the particular ways it 
uses its power to achieve its goals. I examine two prototypical members of the 
complex, the McDonald’s Corporation and the Pharmaceutical Research and 
Manufacturers Association, showing the webs that bind the corporate consump-
tion complex together. Today, even if its members do not always agree on every-
thing, the complex has become the dominant voice on public policy and public 
health in the world. 

 Th e corporate consumption complex uses its political clout when it needs to, 
but much of its impact is due to its success in promulgating and broadcasting an 
ideology that supports its values and justifi es its actions, even when they have 
been shown to cause millions of preventable deaths. In Chapter 5, I describe key 
elements of that ideology and the mechanisms that corporations and their allies 
use to advance that ideology. Using public opinion polling data, I also examine 
to what extent people here in the United States and elsewhere accept or chal-
lenge the tenets of this ideology. 

 Th e corporate consumption complex hatched in the United States but is 
now a global force. In Chapter 6, I describe how corporations have set the rules 
for international trade and how they use organizations like the World Trade 
Organization, the North American Free Trade Agreement and other trade 
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groups to advance their business goals, oft en at the expense of public health. By 
examining some key current confl icts—on global tobacco control, sett ing pub-
lic health standards for food advertising to children, and deciding when health 
considerations can trump corporate patent protections, I illuminate the global 
issues that divide public health advocates and corporate leaders. 

 In the last two chapters of  Lethal but Legal,  I ask how we can reverse the accel-
erating epidemics of chronic conditions and injuries. What have we learned 
from the myriad of eff orts to change harmful corporate practices? What are the 
elements of a political, policy, and scientifi c agenda that will enable the world to 
realize its vast potential for reducing human suff ering and inequalities in health? 

 Chapter 7 provides an overview and analysis of several strategies that have 
been used to reduce corporate practices that harm health. I describe six eff orts—
one from each of the six industries—to change harmful corporate practices, 
describing the strategies the organizations and movements used, their accom-
plishments and limitations, and the lessons they learned. While these disparate 
strands of activity have diff erent goals and operate in diff erent sett ings, they 
share a commitment to protecting public health by taking on special interests 
that profi t at the expense of health, and using fl exible and creative strategies to 
realize their health objectives. I analyze the barriers to a unifi ed movement to 
modify health-damaging corporate practices and suggest the pathways by which 
we can weave these strands into a transformative force for improving health in 
the United States and around the world. 

 Finally, in Chapter 8, I describe how we can restore the balance between cor-
porations and government; between profi t and public health. I suggest actions 
that can challenge the current dominance of the corporate consumption com-
plex and examine alternative paths to prosperity and well-being. I propose sev-
eral specifi c policy goals designed to bring together the diverse strands of the 
emerging challengers to the corporate consumption complex and to speed the 
process of changing harmful corporate practices. 

 In the current political climate, these proposals may seem idealistic, even 
naïve. But in a society committ ed to public health and democracy, they would 
be common sense. Public opinion polls show that the majority of Americans 
support these propositions and would choose policies that achieve these 
objectives. Recently, some researchers estimated that if current trends in obe-
sity and diabetes continued, our children and grandchildren can expect to 
have shorter life spans than we do.   1    To escape the possibility of bequeathing 
our children a world where the public health gains of recent centuries have 
been reversed, we will need new ideas, new policies, new political will, and 
new action. Converting these ideas into the practical steps that can restore 
the balance between government and business constitutes the public health 
priority of our time.   





xv

    Acknowledgments     

  Like raising a child, writing a book takes a village, and I am grateful to my many 
fellow villagers who generously gave their time, intelligence, and support. In late 
2012, several colleagues working in related fi elds met to critique the book at 
Roosevelt House, Hunter College’s public policy institute, in the history-infused 
former home of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. Th e advice I  received from 
Sue Atkinson, Cheryl Healton, Gerald Markowitz, John McDonough, Jennifer 
Pomeranz, Nancy Romer, David Rosner, and Richard Wilkinson helped make 
 Lethal but Legal  a much bett er book. 

 I have been fortunate to have Hunter College of the City University of 
New York as my academic home for more than 30 years. Its mission, its students, 
and its support for my work have made every day I have spent there a pleasure. 
I especially thank President Jennifer Raab, Provost Vita Rabinowitz, and Deans 
Ken Olden and Neal Cohen for their ongoing support and encouragement. My 
faculty colleagues at the City University of New York School of Public Health, 
and especially Susan Klitzman and Marilyn Auerbach, have created an academic 
environment where we can together strive to create the twenty-fi rst–century 
public health practice and research that will over time contribute to the goal of 
achieving health for all. 

 Over the past several years, many students have worked with me to gather and 
organize the evidence presented in this book, some as research assistants, and 
others as part of course work. I thank Marissa Anto, Sarah Bradley, Bill Cabin, 
Monica Gagnon, Alexandra Lewin, Kim Libman, Zoe Meleo-Erwin, Salwa 
Nassar, Estelle Raboni, Monica Serrano, and Erica Sullivan. Emily Franzosa 
played an especially important role in gett ing the book ready for production. 

 Other colleagues have inspired, challenged, and supported my work on cor-
porations and health, some by reading and critiquing sections of the book, oth-
ers as sources and sounding boards. For this, I thank Sandro Galea, Rene Jahiel, 
David Jernigan, Michele Simon, Jerry Stamler, David Vlahov, and Bill Wiist. 



xvi   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

None of these individuals nor any institution with which I am affi  liated bears 
responsibility for the opinions expressed in the book or for any errors of fact or 
judgement—those are mine alone. 

 Another neighborhood in my village of support has helped turn my ideas into 
an actual book. I  am appreciative of the guidance from my book agent, Alice 
Martell, and my always enthusiastic and helpful editor at Oxford University 
Press, Chad Zimmerman. 

 On the home front, my partner Wendy Chavkin and our son Sasha read 
and commented on chapters, listened to my rants, and in general put up with 
my many years fi xation on this project. Th eir indispensable support made my 
village whole. 

 Nicholas Freudenberg 
 New York 

 August 2013     



      Part One 

DEFINING THE PROBLEM   





3

      1 

 Manufacturing Disease

Unhealthy Products Become Ubiquitous    

    Every day, corporate managers make decisions about what products to make and 
how and where to market them. Th ese seemingly ordinary choices, the lifeblood 
of our market economy, shape our environment and lifestyles so pervasively that 
their infl uence is all but invisible. But, increasingly, what corporations decide 
also shapes our patt erns of health and disease. Today, the decisions made by 
executives and managers in the food, tobacco, alcohol, pharmaceutical, fi rearms, 
automobile, and other industries have a far greater impact on public health than 
the decisions of health offi  cials, hospital directors, and doctors. Moreover, evi-
dence suggests that the impact of corporations on our health, lifestyle, economy, 
international trade, and political systems is growing. 

 Meanwhile, governments around the world have abdicated their respon-
sibility for protecting public health by reducing their oversight of business, 
privatizing key services, weakening regulations, and making individuals more 
responsible for their health. In this chapter, I will explore how and why this 
happened by focusing on three industries whose products have each contrib-
uted to millions of premature deaths and preventable illnesses in the United 
States and around the world. Th ese profi les show how the food and bever-
age, tobacco, and alcohol industries have used sophisticated marketing, lob-
bying and public relations, and product design to magnify the harm that their 
products cause. 

 Th e industry profi les also reveal an unexpected silver lining. According to 
the World Health Organization and independent scientists, the products of the 
food, tobacco, and alcohol industries have become primary causes of the rising 
global burden of chronic diseases, now the world’s leading killers.   1,      2,      3    If recent 
changes in the business and political practices of a few dozen of the world’s larg-
est food, tobacco, and alcohol corporations have accelerated these epidemics, 
then changing these practices has the potential to reverse these increases.    
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      Food and Beverage Corporations: Appropriating 
Science and Technology to Market 
Overconsumption   

 Food companies introduce more than 20,000 new products into the global 
marketplace each year, a twenty-fold increase from 1970.   4    U.S.  supermarkets 
today stock an average 38,000 products, fi ve times more than 20  years ago.   5,      6    
McDonald’s has more than 800 products on its menu, from the signature Big 
Mac to Cinnamon Melts, a breakfast treat composed of 50 distinct ingredients.   7    
Th e decisions that companies make about the products they develop and market 
create the cornucopia from which consumers choose what to eat. 

 To make these decisions, food companies have come to rely on new input 
from such disciplines as evolutionary biology, biochemistry, neuroscience, food 
technology, and engineering. In the past few decades, the food industry has used 
insights from the frontiers of today’s science and technology to design, produce, 
and sell more kinds of food to more consumers. Concentration of the supermar-
ket, fast food, and beverage sectors enabled fewer but bigger food companies 
to generate the profi ts needed to aff ord the best science and technology money 
could buy. In appropriating modern science to enhance profi tability, the indus-
try has directly contributed to the world’s most serious health problems. 

 Th e use of science and technology in the development, marketing, and retail-
ing of fast food, children’s cereals, and sweetened beverages shows how food 
companies use new knowledge to increase consumption of products that are 
most closely linked to growing global epidemics of obesity, diabetes, and other 
diet-related diseases. 

    PRODUCT  DESIGN:  HYPERPALATABLE  FOODS 
BRING PROFIT  .  .  .  AND OBESITY   

 “Hyperpalatable foods” have been defi ned as foods that provide eaters with 
greater physiological and psychological rewards than traditional foods.   8    Th ey 
blend or layer fat, salt, and sugar, and include several fl avorings and additives. 
A comparison of a few traditional and hyperpalatable foods in the table below 
(  Table 1.1  ) shows that hyperpalatable foods are higher in the fats, sugars, and 
sodium (salt) associated with today’s chronic diseases and have many more 
ingredients such as fl avorings and additives.        

 In his 2009 book  Th e End of Overeating , David Kessler, former Commissioner 
of the FDA and former Dean of the Yale School of Medicine, popularized the 
concept of “conditioned overeating” in which hyperpalatable foods designed 
by the food industry trigger “supernormal stimuli” via the release of the 



    Table 1.1    A Comparison of Traditional and Hyperpalatable Foods   

 Product  Portion 
Size 

 Type of Food  Calories  Sugar in 
grams 

 Fat in 
grams 

 Sodium in 
milligrams 

 Number of 
Ingredients 

 Apple   1    medium  Traditional  81  19  Trace  0  1 

 Chicken breast,
roasted 

  3    ounces  Traditional  142  0  3  64  1 

 Lett uce   1    cup shredded  Traditional  7  0  Trace  5  1 

 Tomato   1    medium  Traditional  26  3  Trace  11  1 

 Tap water   8    ounces  Traditional  0  0  0  0  1 

 Coff ee with milk 
and 1 teaspoon sugar 

  10    ounces  Traditional  80  13  1  70  3 

 Coca Cola   12    ounces  Hyperpalatable  140  65  0  75  7 

 McDonald’s Big
and Tasty Burger 

 1  Hyperpalatable  460  8  24  720  >40 

 Cinnamon toast
crunch cereal 

 ¾ cup
(without milk) 

 Hyperpalatable  130  10  3  217  27 

 Starbucks Mocha 
Frappucino 

 Grande
(16 ounces) 

 Hyperpalatable  400  60  15  230  13 

   Sources : Gebhardt S, Th omas RG. Nutritive Value of Foods. United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, 
Home and Garden Bulletin No. 72. Available at: htt p://www.ars.usda.gov/SP2UserFiles/Place/12354500/Data/hg72/hg72_2002.pdf. 
Revised October, 2002. Accessed August 8, 2012; and websites of Coca-Cola, McDonald’s and Starbucks.  

http://www.ars.usda.gov/SP2UserFiles/Place/12354500/Data/hg72/hg72_2002.pdf
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neurotransmitt er dopamine that produces cravings. Over time, even images or 
the suggestion of such food products can elicit these powerful desires.   9    A food 
industry consultant told Kessler, “higher sugar, fat, and salt make you want to eat 
more.” He explained that the food industry creates products to hit these “three 
points of the compass” in order to make their hedonic, hyperpalatable—and 
profi table—foods.   10      

 Th e bakery chain Cinnabon, for example, created its signature cinnamon roll 
using cinnamon, brown sugar, cream cheese, high-fructose corn syrup, salt, soy 
oil, and 45 other ingredients   11    to create a tempting product with 880 calories, 36 
grams of fat, 59 grams of sugar, 830 milligrams of sodium, and a smell that can 
draw customers into its 600 outlets in airports and malls.   12    

 Why are hyperpalatable foods so enticing? Humans evolved in an envi-
ronment of scarcity where hunger and famine were constant companions. 
Individuals who learned to stock up on fats, sugars, and salts when they were 
available were more likely to survive and reproduce than those who did not.   13    
As a result, evolutionary biologists discovered, over the ages our brain circuits 
rewarded such binges. In the twenty-fi rst century, the food industry has put 
sugar, fat, and salt within arm’s reach of much of the world’s population. So the 
hedonic impulses that once conferred survival benefi ts now encourage the over-
eating that puts people at risk of diet-related chronic diseases. Technologists 
now work in food industry laboratories to exploit this evolutionary lag to create 
products that promise continued profi tability. As Harvard evolutionary biolo-
gist Daniel Lieberman put it, “Th e food industry has made a fortune because we 
retain Stone Age bodies that crave sugar but live in a Space Age world in which 
sugar is cheap and plentiful.”   14    

 Craving hyperpalatable food is diff erent from traditional addictions to nico-
tine, alcohol, cocaine, or heroin in several ways. While no one needs cigarett es, 
beer, or crack to survive, all humans need food, including fat, sugar, and salt. 
And unlike traditional addictions, over-consumption of food is legitimized by 
culture, social convention, and aggressive advertising, rather than outlawed or 
punished.   15    

 At the same time, a growing body of research shows that the neuroendocrine 
mechanisms underlying the formation of dietary habits are precisely the ones 
acted on by addictive drugs.   16    Laboratory rats overeating a sugar solution show 
changes in their brains and behaviors that are similar to those caused by addic-
tive drugs.   17    Researchers have now integrated fi ndings that used methods such 
as positron emission tomography (PET) imaging studies of dopamine’s role in 
human drug addiction and longitudinal observations of the eating behaviors 
of overweight and obese individuals to show that increased body weight can 
increase behaviors that are common markers of addiction. Dopamine rewards 
the brain, thus signaling people to continue the behaviors that release it.   18    One 
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characteristic of addiction is that it is experienced as wanting, not simply lik-
ing, the addictive substance. A biopsychological research group in the United 
Kingdom has developed experimental methods to distinguish between explicit 
liking and implicit (covert) wanting.   19    Th eir studies found that individuals with 
a tendency towards binge eating reported “liking” most food types, but “want-
ing” high-fat sweet foods. By hiring food and fl avor chemists to design products 
that elicit this primal “wanting,” food companies can bypass the rational pro-
cesses that protect people from harming themselves. 

 New food-product development is a risky and expensive undertaking, with 
estimates that from one in six to one in twenty new products fail to make a 
profi t.   20    So why do companies spend the money? As John Maynard Keynes 
observed, “Th e engine that drives enterprise is not thrift  but profi t.”   21    More pro-
saically, a text on new food-product development explains, “No one product has 
such a universal appeal that it satisfi es the needs of all customers and consumers 
in all marketplaces. Only a batt ery of new products will suffi  ce to satisfy emerg-
ing market niches.”   22    

 Compared to other industries, the food sector has a relatively low rate of prof-
itability. So new products that increase the likelihood of marketplace success are 
important, and products with the strongest evidence for customer appeal are 
most likely to win new investment. Food executives are always in quest of the 
blockbuster product, one that will sell itself, win over new customers, and return 
a generous profi t. 

 Imagine a food company executive asked to make a choice between a new 
product that appeals to emerging concerns about health and the environment, 
or one that relies on intrinsic human cravings for sugar, fat, and salt devel-
oped over the span of human evolution. Th e choices made by the executives 
at Hardee’s, the corporation that operates the Hardee’s and Carl Jr.’s fast-food 
chains, illustrate the lure of high profi ts. When its outlets began to lose market 
share of young men—a key demographic for fast food companies—the com-
pany introduced its Monster Th ickburgers (“audacity on a bun” according to 
its marketing), a jumbo-sized cheeseburger smothered in strips of steak with 
1,420 calories and 107 grams of fat. Hardee’s rapidly moved from lowest- to 
highest-ranked fast food restaurant among young male fast food customers, 
and its stock rose 7.7 percent over the next year.   23    Its chief executive, Andrew 
Puzder, told a reporter that the company’s latest sandwich is “not a burger for 
tree-huggers. Th is is a burger for young hungry guys who want a really big, deli-
cious, juicy, decadent burger. I  hope our competitors keep promoting those 
healthy products, and we will keep promoting our big, juicy delicious burgers.”   24    
To restore profi tability and increase competitiveness, Hardee’s targeted young 
men, a demographic at high risk of diet-related heart disease, with a product 
whose design amplifi ed that risk. 
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 Conversely, if new products fail to bring in profi ts, CEOs and lower-level man-
agers can expect complaints from their board and investors. In 1991, McDonald’s 
introduced the McLean Deluxe, which it marketed as a heart-healthy alternative 
to other hamburgers. Th e burger had 310 calories and only nine grams of fat. Th e 
National Basketball Association adopted the McLean as their offi  cial sandwich. 
But when it failed to sell, perhaps because it was the most highly priced item on 
the menu, the company removed it from the menu and resumed its usual mar-
keting of higher-fat burgers.   25    

 Food companies use a variety of strategies to get more hyperpalatable food 
onto their customers’ trays and into their shopping bags and stomachs. For 
example, processed food is soft er than real food, making it easier to chew, which 
studies show leads to faster and increased consumption. Consider the diff erent 
demands on the mouth that chicken nuggets and real chicken make.   26    Fast food 
companies also combine products that reciprocally reinforce cravings:  salty 
french fries stimulate the thirst that sugary sodas or milkshakes can quench. 

 Food marketed to children is especially likely to contain high levels of sugar, 
fat, or salt. A study of the composition of 367 supermarket foods advertised to 
children found that 69 percent had high levels of sugar, 23 percent had high levels 
of fat, and 17 percent had high levels of salt. About 9 in 10 products had high levels 
of one of these three.   27    “High levels” were defi ned using a scale developed by the 
Center for Science in the Public Interest. Th e authors noted that 62 percent of the 
products with the highest levels of sugar, fat, and salt –granola bars, sweet cereals, 
or fruit drinks, for example—were marketed to children with health claims, serv-
ing to mis-educate them about healthy diets. Similarly, a 2012 report by the Federal 
Trade Commission showed that the nation’s largest food companies spent more 
than 10 times as much money advertising fast food and other restaurants to two- 
to seventeen-year-olds than to advertise fruits and vegetables to children.   28      And 
despite increased public pressure for healthier marketing to children, the trend was 
in the wrong direction. Between 2006 and 2009, fruit and vegetable advertising 
to children 2 to 11 declined by 52 percent and to youth 12 to 17 by 19 percent.   29    

 One result of the increased production of hyperpalatable foods has been dra-
matic growth in the volume of food that is consumed. Between 1977 and 1995, 
the total average caloric intake from fast food outlets for Americans quadru-
pled.   30    A recent study found that fast food has now become the largest contribu-
tor to caloric intake from foods consumed away from home for all children ages 
two to eighteen; a decade earlier, school food was the main source.   31    Americans 
consume about 250–300 more daily calories today than they did several decades 
ago. A few products account for much of this gain. Nearly half of the increase 
comes from drinking more sugary beverages.   32    Between 1970 and 2000, annual 
average consumption of caloric sweeteners increased by 23 percent, with use of 
the sweetener high-fructose corn syrup growing more than tenfold. Since then, 
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consumption has fallen slightly. Total added fat and oil consumption increased 
by 130 percent.   33    Finally, salt consumption has also increased. More than 70 per-
cent of the total comes from consumption of processed salty foods, not added 
shakes at the table. Most Americans, mostly unknowingly, now eat almost 
twice the recommended limit of salt each day.   34    Scientists continue to debate 
the precise role of salt in health and disease, but there is litt le doubt that many 
Americans consume amounts of salt that can harm their health and that our chil-
dren are becoming accustomed to levels of salt far higher than those experienced 
when evolution created biological mechanisms for salt excretion.   35     

    MARKETING MAGNIFIES  EXPOSURE  TO  UNHEALTHY FOOD   

 Once food industry technologists have designed irresistible foods, the next task 
the company faces is to market these products. Product design and marketing 
are inextricably linked because designers are charged with concocting profi table 
products that advertisers can promote. Because hyperpalatable foods are usually 
high in cheap fats and sugar, they generally return more profi t to the company 
than less-processed fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. In part, the low cost of 
processed food refl ects federal subsidies of corn, sugar, and soy production.   36    
Th us, massive advertising of these more profi table but less healthy products 
ensures stronger bott om lines for the food companies but wider population 
exposure to products that contribute to diet-related diseases. 

 Th e ingenuity of the food industry is demonstrated by its ability to simulta-
neously design and market new products that appeal to consumers who want 
both “good-for-you” and diet foods. By off ering one product line that profi ts by 
producing obesity and another that generates revenues by claiming to reduce 
weight, food companies have found a way to have their cake and eat it, too. In 
these “healthier” products, food companies remove some of the calories, sugars, 
fats, and salt added to “fun-to-eat foods” in order to address consumers’ con-
cerns about health. Others simply add nutrients to the same unhealthy product. 
For example, cereal companies simply add vitamins A, C, or iron to sweetened 
refi ned-grain products, then label them as “healthy,” rather than using the whole 
grains recommended for healthier diets. In 2009, 86 percent of cereal marketed 
to children contained mostly refi ned grain.   37    

 In the United States, the market for diet-related foods and beverages is 
expected to grow 4.1 percent a year from 2008 to 2014.   38    In 2008, Nestlé, one of 
the world’s largest food companies, made changes in more than 6,000 products 
for health and nutrition considerations.   39    Its research and development network 
of 3,500 scientists applied the latest fi ndings in food science to create these new 
products, which marketers then touted for their health-promoting qualities. 
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 Some of these modifi cations may bring modest nutritional benefi ts, but oth-
ers are used to make deceptive claims. In 2009, the Federal Trade Commission 
charged that Nestlé made false claims in television, magazine, and print ads that 
its beverage BOOST Kid Essentials, intended for children ages one to thirteen, 
prevents upper respiratory tract infections in children, protects against colds and 
fl u by strengthening the immune system, and reduces absences from daycare or 
school due to illness. Th e probiotics in BOOST Kid Essentials are embedded in 
a straw that comes with the drink, which was prominently featured in ads for the 
product. “Nestlé’s claims that its probiotic product would prevent kids from get-
ting sick or missing school just didn’t stand up to scrutiny,” said David Vladeck, 
then director of the FTC’s Bureau of Consumer Protection. Nestlé agreed to 
drop the claims.   40    

 Some big companies have made determined eff orts to appeal to health- 
conscious consumers. In 2008, with much fanfare, Indra Nooyi, the chair and 
CEO of beverage and snack manufacturer PepsiCo, announced plans to double 
the revenues from its nutritious products by 2020, from 20 percent to 40 per-
cent. She invested in product reformulation, increasing the research and develop-
ment budget by 25 percent between 2008 and 2010, while PepsiCo’s advertising 
emphasized images of health.   41    

 When these new products failed to quickly deliver profi ts, the company’s 
investors and the board of directors demanded change. Th eir argument was 
mathematical:  surveys showed that while 65  percent of Americans indulge 
in high fat, sugar, and salt snacks, only 25  percent choose “healthy snacks.”   42    
PepsiCo shift ed gears to refocus on its more profi table and indulgent brands. 
Products that PepsiCo calls “good for you” still account for only about 20 per-
cent of revenue. Th e bulk of the money still comes from drinks and snacks the 
company dubs “fun for you,” including Lay’s potato chips, Doritos corn chips, 
and Pepsi—by far the company’s single biggest seller, with about $20 billion in 
annual retail sales globally.   43    Sixteen of the company’s 22 “billion-dollar” brands 
are “fun-for you” high-sugar or -fat products, and three are diet sodas,   44    prod-
ucts of no nutritional value that may contribute to metabolic diseases.   45    In 2011, 
the  Wall Street Journal  noted that Nooyi was “facing doubts from investors and 
industry insiders concerned that her push into healthier brands has distracted 
the company from some core products.”   46    Th at year, PepsiCo increased its adver-
tising budget by 40 percent, primarily to strengthen its fl agging American soda 
business, which has lost ground to Coca-Cola.   47    

 Not only do companies continue to depend heavily on the “fun-for-you” but 
“make you sicker quicker” foods to maintain profi ts, they also make exaggerated 
claims for the “good for you” foods.   48,      49    Marion Nestle, a professor of nutrition 
at New York University, claims that PepsiCo only pays lip service to healthier 
items, not marketing them as aggressively as less-healthy core products. She 
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believes one motivation is to prevent obesity-related lawsuits. “Th ey’re going 
through the motions,” Nestle told the  Wall Street Journal . “I don’t think they’re 
putt ing anywhere near the marketing eff ort into their healthier products. For me 
it’s a philosophical issue. Is a healthier junk food a bett er junk food?”    50    

 Aft er food scientists and engineers have designed new products, food com-
panies turn to their marketers to create campaigns that make customers view 
these items as irresistible treats. Here, too, emerging science guides their actions. 
In 2010, the food and beverage industry spent more than $12 billion on adver-
tising,   51    a sum that does not include less-traditional marketing such as product 
placements in television and movies; most Internet advertising; special pro-
motions; word-of-mouth marketing; and cell phone and text-messaging ads. 
A report by the Institute of Medicine concluded that food advertising plays a 
major role in shaping what children and adults eat.   52    

 Much advertising is motivated by fear that, as companies’ food technolo-
gists help them fl ood the market with new products, traditional brands will lose 
market share and therefore revenues will drop. For example, in recent years, the 
plethora of new drinks—sports drinks, vitamin water, and fl avored water—has 
led soda makers to increase their eff orts to hold on to customers. “We’ve got to 
recruit new users and hold on to users as they age,” Bill Elmore, president and 
chief operating offi  cer of the Coca-Cola Bott ling Company told the  Wall Street 
Journal .   53    Th is constant pressure to advertise more ensures that more people will 
be exposed to more messages urging them to consume more unhealthy products. 

 In a rare example of a food marketing executive’s having second thoughts 
about the industry’s practices, Mike Putnam, a top marketing executive at 
Coca-Cola from 1997 to 2000, told a meeting of health professionals in 2012 
that, in his time with the company, he quickly learned that Coke’s marketing had 
one goal: “How can we drive more ounces into more bodies more oft en?” Th e 
company sought to increase what it called its “share of stomach.” When Putnam 
was able to show that sugary soda consumption had surpassed milk consump-
tion, he remembered swelling with pride.   54    

 In the 1980s and 1990s, the food industry introduced new marketing strate-
gies such as increased portion size, fast-food value-meal bundling (a single price 
for several items), in-school advertising, licensing deals with entertainment 
companies, and child-oriented advertising, each contributing to the increases in 
national consumption of high fat, sugar, and salt products in this period.   55    

 Increased portion size provides a good illustration of the links between mar-
keting and obesity. Since the 1970s, the average size of portions of almost every 
type of food served or sold in food outlets has grown. Researchers have shown 
that individuals consume more calories when served larger portions. Th e largest 
increases in portion size have been in the fast food, beverage, and snack food 
sectors, the products that are most associated with increasing body mass.   56    Over 
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the years, the number of calories in Coke’s most common drink sold in super-
markets increased from 97 (in an 8-ounce container) to 145 (12 ounces), to 242 
(20 ounces). How have food companies responded to complaints about portion 
size? A study published in 2007 found that McDonald’s had withdrawn its larg-
est portion sizes, perhaps in response to the controversy generated by Morgan 
Spurlock’s popular 2004 documentary  Super Size Me , which showed the conse-
quences of his all-McDonald’s diet. However, two other major chains, Burger 
King and Wendy’s, increased portion sizes even as public concern about obesity 
grew.   57    

 Food advertising in schools has also increased, providing the food industry 
with a captive audience of millions of children ill-prepared to assess the accuracy 
of messages transmitt ed in a sett ing perceived to be credible. In 2009, according 
to the U.S. Federal Trade Commission, the major U.S.  food companies spent 
$149 million for in-school marketing, of which 93 percent was spent on adver-
tising beverages.   58    Channel One, owned by Alloy Media and Marketing, a media 
company that targets youth and young adults, is an in-school TV station that 
reaches 12,000 schools in the United States, thereby providing 38 percent of the 
country’s middle and high school students with news—and advertising. Almost 
70 percent of the commercial messages on Channel One are for fast food and 
junk food.   59    

 Fast food and beverage companies also distribute educational materials, book 
covers, and branded report cards directly to schools. At the same time as PepsiCo 
promised to limit direct marketing of soda and unhealthy (i.e., fun-for-you) 
snacks to schools, it invited schools to compete for grants to support sports 
programs or purchase equipment.   60    A local reporter in Alton, Illinois, described 
how PepsiCo’s philanthropy kept its brand visible in a parochial school that held 
an assembly to thank the company for its $25,000 grants to purchase computers. 
“Teachers wore turquoise shirts that read ‘Every Pepsi Refreshes the World,’ and 
the children pinned on Pepsi butt ons . . . Father Delix Michel [a local priest] riled 
up the youngsters with a T-shirt toss. . . . [He] showed a good pitching arm as he 
deft ly threw Pepsi shirts to all areas where children were sitt ing.”   61    

 More recently, food companies have deployed higher-tech strategies, includ-
ing “neuromarketing,” Internet and social media marketing, and viral marketing. 
Neuromarketing uses clinical information about brain functions and mecha-
nisms to help explain—and infl uence—what happens inside consumers’ brains 
as they make decisions about what to buy. In 2003, Read Montague, a neurosci-
entist at Baylor University School of Medicine, used magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI) to fi nd that research subjects drinking unlabeled samples of Coke and 
Pepsi consistently expressed a preference for Pepsi.   62    However, when Montague 
told other subjects that they were drinking Coke, they preferred it, and the MRIs 
showed activity in their prefrontal cortex, an area of the brain that controls 
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high-level cognitive powers. He concluded that Coke drinkers’ experience was 
shaped, not by its taste, but by the brand image, reinforcing food marketers’ 
practice of emphasizing image over substance, and fantasy over health-related 
att ributes. 

 Th omas O’Guinn, a professor of marketing at the University of Wisconsin, has 
shown that these “fuzzy” brand images oft en serve as the foundation for “brand 
communities,” groups of people whose identity is linked to their brand prefer-
ences. By appealing to these identities, advertisers make consumers feel that by 
using a product, they can overcome feelings of isolation or loneliness.   63    As Robert 
Goizueta, a former CEO of Coca Cola, has observed, “People around the world 
are today connected to each other by brand-name consumer products as much as 
by anything else.”   64    Neuromarketers help provide the specifi c information needed 
to create distinct brand community niches for advertisers to target. 

 Today, neuromarketers have become more sophisticated. NeuroFocus, 
a leading neuromarketing consulting company, explains that it “leverages 
ground-breaking neuroscience and expertise to measure consumer att ention, 
engagement and memory retention through brainwave, eye-tracking and skin 
conductance measurements.”   65    Recently acquired by Neilsen Holdings NV, a 
global information and marketing company that studies what consumers buy 
and watch, NeuroFocus works for Fortune 500 companies like McDonald’s, 
PepsiCo, Citibank, and Microsoft . 

 NeuroFocus researchers use products like the Mynd, the world’s fi rst portable, 
wireless electroencephalogram (EEG) scanner. At a 2011 technology conference 
in New York City, NeuroFocus CEO and founder A. K. Pradeep explained that 
the Mynd fi ts over the brain like a skullcap, using dozens of sensors to capture 
synaptic waves that show how the wearer reacts to changing stimuli. By widely 
distributing Mynds to home panelists around the country, NeuroFocus charts 
consumer reactions to the commercials, products, and brands of its clients.   66    

 In 2008, Frito-Lay, a division of PepsiCo, hired NeuroFocus to improve mar-
keting for Cheetos, a junk-food favorite. Aft er scanning the brains of a panel of 
customers, NeuroFocus researchers learned that the yellow-orange dust coat-
ing Cheetos evoked a powerful brain response and made the product especially 
att ractive. Later Cheeto ads highlighted the yellow dust, winning NeuroFocus 
a Grand Ogilvy award for advertising research that showed “the most success-
ful use of research in the creation of superior advertising that achieves a critical 
business objective.”   67    More signifi cantly, the campaign resulted in an increase in 
Cheetos’ overall sales, and brought in an additional $47.6 million in revenues to 
Frito-Lay.   68    

 While yellow dust might make Cheetos more att ractive, the Center for 
Science in the Public Interest, an advocacy group, has charged that these types 
of artifi cial coloring might worsen hyperactivity in some children and asked the 
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government to ban them. “Th ese dyes have no purpose whatsoever other than to 
sell junk food,” noted NYU’s Marion Nestle.   69    

 Proponents of neuromarketing claim it is the wave of the future, allowing com-
panies precise, effi  cient, and cost-eff ective methods of gett ing inside their cus-
tomers’ brains. NeuroFocus’s Pradeep says his company’s techniques make focus 
groups a Cro-Magnon form of market research. Critics have called neuromarket-
ing “hacking the brain.” Two corporate-responsibility groups, the World Business 
Academy and Ethical Markets Media, believe that neuromarketers’ deliberate 
att empts to infl uence buyers by identifying triggers to bypass evaluation pro-
cesses is “manipulative and unethical.”   70    By making it more diffi  cult for consum-
ers to make rational, informed choices, neuromarketing transforms the idealized 
exchange of goods and services by equally informed buyers and sellers to the 
more primitive “Buyer Beware.” In this marketplace, corporations fail to disclose 
the health harms inherent in their products and appeal instead to more basic 
instincts, expecting to distract their customers from concerns about well-being. 

 Internet and cell phone marketing uses new media technologies to bring 
commercial messages into every nook and cranny of people’s lives. Compared 
to traditional media like radio, television, or print, social media off er marketers 
the opportunity for two-way conversations in which they can elicit information 
from customers as well as persuade them to buy products. In recent years, food 
companies that target children, youth, and young adults, especially the fast food, 
snack food, sugary beverage, and sweetened cereal sectors, have expanded their 
use of advertising media such as Facebook, YouTube, mobile phone texting, and 
“advergames” on websites. A few statistics illustrate the scope of these forms of 
marketing:   71,      72      

    •    Eleven of twelve major fast-food chains sponsor at least one Facebook 
account, nine of which had more than a million fans; most also used Twitt er 
and YouTube to reach young people;   73     

   •    Between 2007 and 2010, General Mills, a cereal maker, tripled its investment 
in digital media advertising;   74     

   •    Eight fast food chains had smart phone telephone applications, with Pizza 
Hut and Dominos off ering apps (applications) for ordering pizza.     

 Between 2006 and 2009, major U.S.  food companies increased spending on 
New Media (e.g., on-line, mobile, and viral marketing) by 50 percent.   75    In that 
year, ad-supported, child-oriented websites generated more than 2.1 billion ad 
impressions. More than a million children averaged more than 30 minutes per 
month on two or more of the 73 websites operated by major food companies.   76    

 Stan Sthanunathan, vice president for marketing strategy and insights for the 
Coca-Cola Company, told an interviewer that social media like Facebook off er a 
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“place where we can get good, solid understanding of human condition, which 
can really be used for transformational business decisions”   77    He predicted that 
social media services could become “the biggest insights’ generator of the indus-
try.” In plain English, food companies use these media to bett er understand how 
their customers think about their products, then use these insights to sell more 
of their most profi table products—in the case of Coca-Cola, the sugary bever-
ages implicated in the rise of obesity, diabetes, and other diet-related diseases.   78    

 Another reason companies use Internet and cell phone advertising is to gain 
detailed data about their customers’ lives. By surreptitiously gathering online data 
on the demographic characteristics and purchasing behavior of customers, mar-
keters hope to tailor advertising messages to each distinct market segment. Joseph 
Turow of the University of Pennsylvania wrote in his recent book  Th e Daily You , 
an analysis of the secretive practices of online marketers, that data-mining com-
panies working for marketers seek to “fi nd out how to activate buying impulses so 
they can sell us stuff  more effi  ciently than ever before.”   79    He describes how these 
companies sell data characterizing the lifestyles of potential consumers within 
any given  zip  code, allowing marketers, for example, to target households that pre-
fer “good-for-you” products separately from those that prefer “fun-for you” ones. 
Th e consequences of such precisely targeted marketing are to exacerbate existing 
diff erences in health among varying socioeconomic groups. 

 Marketers can purchase additional details about the lives of their consum-
ers by hiring companies such as Nielsen, Dow Jones, and Harris Interactive to 
analyze email, Facebook, and Twitt er messages, blogs and chat rooms to extract 
insights—what they call “social intelligence”—about customer behavior and 
att itudes. Harris promises restaurants that “our team’s research aim is to att ain a 
deep-set understanding of the restaurant customer and their patt erns of behavior 
in decision-making to aid you in gaining an advantage in this fi ercely competitive 
industry.”   80    Harris also off ers to help clients “account for other entertainment 
opportunities that may compete with the restaurant dollar, as well as changing 
social dynamics that can quickly impact consumer habits.” 

 Companies use another technique, viral or buzz marketing, to spread com-
mercial messages through existing social networks to increase brand awareness 
and product sales. Like the fl u, these messages can be spread by person-to-person 
contact or, like computer viruses, through the Internet or other digital media. 
Viral marketing can employ video clips, interactive games, text messages, or paid 
marketers: young people who promote a product to their peers, oft en without 
disclosing their employer. McDonald’s website happymeal.com includes viral 
marketing features that invite children to send an email message to a friend 
about a game or other feature on the website. 

 Red Bull, a pioneer in viral marketing, makes a caff einated energy drink that 
it claims will increase performance, concentration, and reaction speed; improve 
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vigilance, stimulate metabolism, and make you feel more energetic.   81    To pro-
mote the product, they sponsor sports events and competitions (e.g., a con-
test to build homemade, human-powered fl ying machines and pilot them off  a 
30-foot-high deck in hopes of achieving fl ight), and hire young people to wear 
a giant Red Bull can on their back and distribute free samples to their peers. In 
the United Kingdom, Red Bull gave free cans to club disc jockeys and asked its 
marketers to leave empty cans on tables in hot spots such as trendy bars, clubs, 
and pubs.   82    

 A variety of aggressive marketing campaigns for energy drinks uses viral and 
other forms of edgy advertisements to promise young people that these prod-
ucts will enhance performance and stamina for partying and work. Between 
2005 and 2009, sales increased 136 percent.   83    Isn’t this just another example of 
entrepreneurial companies’ recognizing a market opportunity and using novel 
promotional methods? Unfortunately, energy drinks also appear to cause heart 
problems, convulsions, and other serious problems. According to a 2012 Food 
and Drug Administration report, energy drinks have been associated with at 
least 13 deaths since 2008, and 13,000 emergency room visits in 2009 alone.   84    

 Corporations that market unhealthy food and drinks to children and young 
people especially like viral marketing because it allows them to bypass parents, 
who may restrict the food purchases their children make in the interest of pro-
tecting their health. Since viral and online advertising is less regulated than tele-
vision, radio, or print ads, it also allows companies to avoid regulatory scrutiny 
on misleading health claims or adherence to the voluntary standards food com-
panies publicize. A 2011 report by investigators at the Rudd Center for Food 
Policy and Obesity at Yale University found a dramatic growth in the use of 
social media advertising by the food industry.   85    

 Whatever strategy food marketers use, their messages employ two distinct 
approaches. Th e fi rst, rapidly growing, seeks to bypass cognitive processes to 
create brand images associated with positive emotions (e.g., McDonald’s: “I’m 
lovin it”; Happy Meals, “Do you believe in magic?” Coke:  “Open happiness,” 
“Life Begins Here”; Pepsi: “Refresh Everything, Every Generation Refreshes the 
World,” “Come Alive. You’re in the Pepsi Generation!”) 

 Th e second approach seeks to borrow the credibility of trusted individuals 
or institutions such as doctors, schools, or sports or entertainment celebrities 
to make advertisements more credible or to overcome the resistance consumers 
may have to otherwise commercial messages. Among the celebrities who have 
sold their services to market unhealthy food to children and young people are 
Beyoncé, the pop star (Pepsi Cola, $50 million contract); Lebron James, the bas-
ketball player (Coca-Cola, $16 million); and the soccer player David Beckham 
for Burger King. Neither approach provides customers with the independent 
information they need to make informed decisions. 
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 Th ese approaches to advertising are not new, and advertisers have always 
used the latest technology—from newspapers, to radio, to television—to get 
their messages across. What is new is the pervasiveness and ubiquity of adver-
tising, its ability to use ever more sophisticated techniques to penetrate deep 
into our brains and social lives, and its explicit targeting of children and young 
people. While these new developments raise important concerns about privacy, 
parents’ rights, and the expanding encroachment of public space, they are espe-
cially troubling when they are used to persuade people to consume products 
that contribute to premature death and preventable illnesses. 

 A third advertising approach uses children to market to their parents. Th e 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) report on food advertising to children cites 
research that testifi es to the value of “pester power”—child-directed market-
ing designed to drive children’s food requests. One restaurant chain found that 
75  percent of customers bought their product for the fi rst time because their 
child requested it.   86    By converting children into an unpaid sales force, food com-
panies establish a beachhead in households across America.  

    RETAIL :  MAKING UNHEALTHY PRODUCTS 
AVAILABLE  EVERYWHERE   

 New marketing techniques have also entered the retail realm. Food companies 
now use technologies to gather information on their interactions with custom-
ers inside retail outlets that can then be used to persuade shoppers to buy more 
of their most profi table products—oft en cheaper, less healthy food. In 1974, 
grocery stores introduced barcode scanners, enabling food retailers to instantly 
link data on advertising with actual sales.   87    Walmart has employed emerging 
information technologies to become the biggest food seller in the United States, 
using satellites to exchange data, voice, and video messages between corporate 
headquarters and retail outlets around the world.   88    As Doyle Graham, then 
Walmart’s vice-president of business systems planning, boasted to a journal-
ist, “We can capture every transaction . . . the time of day, the register, whether 
it was paid for by check, credit card or cash, and how many of the items were 
at reduced prices.”   89    Walmart used these data to maximize sales: if placing soda 
next to potato chips increased sales, that became the practice. “Everybody has a 
feel for what they think people like,” said one Walmart information offi  cer. “But 
we keep the data.”   90    

 Retailers also hired researchers to study how customers make decisions in a 
store or food outlet. Using insights from environmental psychology, ergonomics, 
sociology, and semiotics, these researchers have studied lighting, music, spacing 
of tables or shelves, width of aisles, and seating arrangements. By collecting and 
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analyzing observational, interview, laboratory, and scanner data, stores can cre-
ate selling environments.   91    Designing stores to encourage customers to buy is 
nothing new; hiring an army of scientists and engineers to guide the process is. 

 A simple way to use marketing research is to fi nd new sett ings and times to 
entice customers with hyperpalatable food. Explaining McDonald’s decision 
to keep some restaurants open twenty-four hours a day, CEO James Skinner 
said: “We’ve learned. We’ve evolved. We believe we’ve cracked the code in the 
United States.”   92    Th e code: Americans like to eat all day long. Having won the 
lunch and dinner market, McDonald’s now sought to take the rest of the day, 
keeping many outlets open around the clock. 

 To further increase revenues, retailers charge “slott ing fees,” in which food 
manufacturers pay for gett ing the store’s most valuable real estate: the most vis-
ible shelf space, near cash registers, at eye level, or at the end of the aisle. For a 
new product, the standard price of admission to the shelves is a slott ing fee of 
up to $25,000 per item for a regional cluster of stores.   93    For a national chain, 
the average slott ing fee for a new product is $1.5 to $3 million, depending on 
its location.   94    Not surprisingly, the Big Four cereal makers—and other major 
food producers—can aff ord to pay these fees to make sure their high-sugar cere-
als or other unhealthy products have the prime real estate in the center aisles at 
eye levels visible to children and their parents. As Marion Nestle observes, the 
best way to fi nd healthy supermarket cereals is to reach high or off  to the side to 
fi nd the less visible, less marketed products produced by companies who cannot 
aff ord the slott ing fees.   95    

 Retailers also provide feedback to manufacturers on packaging. One execu-
tive explained that packaging should “interrupt” shoppers on their shopping 
trip, and suggested that a good package should answer the questions, “Who am 
I? What am I? Why am I right for you?”   96    A study that showed that children as 
young as four years old preferred food packaged in McDonald’s wrapping to the 
same food in plain paper showed how branded packaging can elicit favorable 
emotional responses.   97    

 Finally, retailers use pricing to sell more food, again using real-time customer 
data to make the most appealing off ers possible. Lower prices on super-sized 
portions enable shoppers to get bett er bargains, especially on lower cost corn- 
and sugar-based products where higher volume did not cut into profi ts. In times 
of economic hardship, such as the recent economic crisis, fast food chains low-
ered prices to off er “Value Meals.” McDonald’s Breakfast Value Meal contains 
660 calories, 42 grams of fat, 1480 milligrams of sodium and 2 grams of sugar. 
Th is single meal has 33  percent of the calories and 65  percent of the fat and 
sodium recommended each day for most people. 

 In addition, food companies use their political clout to defeat any proposals to 
tax unhealthy products such as sugary beverages or high-fat food. Th ey understand 
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that higher prices could reduce demand for these profi table products, especially 
for the lowest-income populations at highest risk of diet-related disease. 

 Food industry concentration has facilitated its use of science and technology 
for product design, marketing, and retail distribution, since bigger companies 
are more likely to have the resources to invest in the needed experts and equip-
ment. Between 1992 and 2009, the market share of the twenty largest U.S. food 
retailers increased from 39 percent to 64 percent.   98    Th is increasing concentra-
tion of the food industry allows the biggest companies to aff ord the technol-
ogy that they can use to outsell their competitors. For example, Sam Walton, 
the founder of Walmart, the nation’s largest retailer, reportedly spent half a bil-
lion dollars to deploy his satellite network,   99    an expense well out of the reach of 
smaller retailers. 

 Food producers also consolidated. By 2002, four companies produced 
75 percent of breakfast cereal and snacks, 60 percent of cookies, and 50 percent 
of ice cream.   100    Th ese mega-producers could aff ord to pay the scientists to blend 
their hyperpalatable products, the neuromarketers to peer inside their custom-
ers’ brains, and the slott ing fees to get their goods in the most desirable places in 
supermarkets. As a result, these companies grew and prospered, enabling them 
to buy up or force out of business their smaller competitors, further increasing 
the availability and aff ordability of a diet known to contribute to obesity and 
chronic diseases.   

    Tobacco Corporations: Using Lobbying and 
Political Clout to Override Public Health Protection   

 It is not news that tobacco corporations have damaged public health. In 
the twentieth century, tobacco caused 100  million premature deaths, and 
in this century it is estimated that 1 billion people will die prematurely as a 
result of tobacco use, making tobacco the world’s leading cause of prevent-
able deaths.   101    No product has had its harmful health consequences bett er 
documented, and no industry has had its disease-promoting practices more 
closely scrutinized. 

 But a close examination of the behavior of multinational tobacco compa-
nies in recent decades raises an important question. Why, despite the scientifi c 
evidence that its products have killed more people in the last century than all 
the wars combined, does the tobacco industry continue to be profi table? Why 
have public health authorities not been bett er able to protect people against the 
world’s most important serial killer? A focus on the varied practices of the Philip 
Morris Company, a leading global tobacco company, may help to fi nd an answer. 
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    TOUGHER ENFORCEMENT  IN  THE  UNITED STATES 
TOBACCO BUSINESS  PUSHES  PHILIP  MORRIS  TO 
GO GLOBAL   

 In 1999, the U.S. Department of Justice fi led a racketeering lawsuit against Philip 
Morris, now a division of Altria, and other major U.S.  tobacco companies. In 
2006, U.S. District Court Judge Gladys Kessler found that the government 
had proved its case that the defendants had violated the Racketeer Infl uenced 
Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act. In her decision, she wrote that cigarett e 
makers profi t from “selling a highly addictive product which causes diseases 
that lead to a staggering number of deaths per year, an immeasurable amount 
of human suff ering and economic loss and a profound burden on our national 
health care system.”   102    Five defendant companies were found to have conspired 
to minimize dangers, distort facts, and confuse the public about the health haz-
ards of smoking. Th ey were also guilty of concealing and suppressing scientifi c 
evidence that showed that nicotine is addictive, misleading people about the 
benefi ts of light and low-tar cigarett e brands, and purposely marketing to young 
people to recruit “replacement smokers” and preserve the industry’s fi nancial 
future. Furthermore, they were found to have publicly denied that secondhand 
tobacco smoke is harmful to smokers while internally acknowledging that fact, 
and to have destroyed documents relevant to litigation.   103    In 2009, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals upheld Judge Kessler’s decision. 

 An impartial observer might expect that a company found guilty of these 
off enses would suff er a penalty and be forced to change its practices in some 
fundamental way. And in examining the record of the tobacco industry in the 
last decade, it did indeed change, but not in ways that protected public health or 
addressed the court decisions. 

 In 2001, two years aft er the Department of Justice fi led racketeering charges 
against Philip Morris and other tobacco companies, the company asked its 
shareholders to approve a change of the company’s name to Altria Group, Inc. 
At the time, Philip Morris Companies operated Miller Brewing, Kraft  General 
Foods, Birds Eye, and other well-known food subsidiaries in addition to its 
tobacco brands such as Marlboro, L&M, and Chesterfi eld. Th e primary reason 
for the name change, Philip Morris executives told the  New York Times , was to 
“reduce the drag on the company’s reputation that association with the world’s 
most famous cigarett e maker has caused.”   104    

 Philip Morris’s decision to change its name refl ected more than a decade of 
corporate debate about how best to respond to its public health critics.   105    In 
1990, a Philip Morris executive noted that the “large number of anti-smoking 
activists in America” were “eff ective and becoming more so.”   106    Another warned 
that it was time to “wake up to the fact that we are losing the batt le” and that 
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many of “the enemy . . . really are a lot smarter than we are. It’s time to comple-
ment private aff airs campaigning with a major public aff airs campaign.”   107    Th e 
business climate, another executive agreed, was “terrible” as a result of “25 years 
of criticisms” and the “rise of public health advocacy groups.”   108    Th is “sea change” 
in the business climate, as Philip Morris CEO Michael A Miles characterized it, 
called for strong measures.   109    

 Th e Master Sett lement Agreement in 1998 provided further impetus for 
tobacco companies to rethink their business models. In a sett lement negotiated 
by state Att orneys General, U.S. tobacco companies agreed to pay 46 states $207 
billion (in addition to the $36 billion sett lement previously negotiated with the 
four other states) in compensation for public expenditures for tobacco-related 
illnesses and deaths, and to end tobacco marketing to youth. Th e sett lement, the 
outcome of a bruising political and legal batt le, was a signifi cant step in forcing 
tobacco companies to pay for the health costs they had been able to impose on 
government and the public.   110    

 Ultimately, however, the “strong measures” Philip Morris decided to take over 
the next two decades consisted of changing its image and name and creating a 
new U.S.-based corporation not so identifi ed with tobacco. Later, so as to unlock 
their hidden value, Philip Morris decided to spin off  its food companies—
diminished by their association with tobacco—as independent corporations. In 
2008, Altria created another new off shoot company, Philip Morris International, 
to exclusively manage its global tobacco businesses, the company’s deepest hope 
for long-term profi tability. 

 By becoming a company that was perceived to manage popular brands, 
rather than make cigarett es, Altria hoped to escape the tarnish that the 
legal, legislative, and media accomplishments of tobacco-control activ-
ists had imposed. In addition, even before breaking the companies apart, 
Philip Morris endorsed Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulation of 
tobacco, while the other major companies continued to vigorously oppose 
it. Some cynics, arguing that FDA regulation would cement Philip Morris’s 
sizable market advantage, dubbed the proposed legislation the “Marlboro 
Monopoly Act.”   111    Th e company hoped that its large size and more cordial 
relationship with the FDA would allow it to bett er prosper in the new regu-
latory environment than its smaller competitors. In addition, Philip Morris 
preferred a single set of federal tobacco regulations to a myriad of sometimes 
tougher state and local rules. 

 Altria’s charm off ensive also included new philanthropic eff orts and a renewed 
public relations eff ort on corporate social responsibility. By taking these steps, 
Altria sought to show that the tobacco industry could continue to thrive in the 
new environment that the tobacco-control movement had created in developed 
nations such as the United States, Australia, and Europe. 
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 How did the bott om line of Altria and other companies fare in the post–tobacco 
sett lement era? On the domestic side, the U.S. tobacco business faces a tougher 
environment than in the pre–Master Sett lement Agreement era. Cigarett e sales 
are in a long-term decline as a result of the lower prevalence of smoking, which 
fell from 24.1 percent in 1998 to 19.8 percent in 2007.   112    Th e total number of cig-
arett es reported sold or given away decreased by 28 billion cigarett es from 2006 
to 2008. Advertising and promotional expenditures also declined, falling from 
$12.49 billion in 2006 to $9.94 billion in 2008.   113    Altria has been able to maintain 
its profi ts by raising prices, oft en blaming the increases on the concurrent hikes in 
cigarett e taxes imposed by local, state, and federal governments. 

 Nevertheless, for the most part, the U.S.  tobacco industry continues to do 
nicely. Market leader Altria, with its conditional support for some government 
regulation, and Reynolds and Lorillard, with their continued belligerent response, 
have each fi gured out a way to maintain profi ts. Moreover, found Judge Kessler, 
“the evidence is clear and convincing—and beyond any reasonable doubt—that 
Defendants (the tobacco companies) have marketed to young people twenty-one 
and under while consistently, publicly, and falsely denying they do so.”    114    In the 
years immediately aft er 1998, tobacco companies doubled the amount spent on 
marketing cigarett es, temporarily increased advertising in magazines reaching 
youth, and increased cigarett e marketing in retail outlets and for other products 
such as smokeless tobacco, areas not restricted by the sett lement.   115    

 While new FDA regulations on tobacco marketing that became eff ective 
in 2010 may lead to further declines in the number of new smokers, tobacco 
remains one of the most profi table U.S. industries. According to one Wall Street 
analyst, in 2011, “revenues, earnings, and dividends are growing at a healthy 
pace across the industry,” suggesting that investments in tobacco will continue 
to bring “steady returns to shareholders” for decades to come.   116    Between 2006 
and 2010, Altria’s average operating profi t margin (the ratio of earnings to rev-
enues aft er all operating costs, overhead, and taxes have been deducted from 
income) was about 20 percent, increasing over time; its average net profi t mar-
gin (profi ts per dollar of sales) was about 16 percent, both high compared to 
other industries’.   117    

 In the short and middle term, extracting higher prices from an addicted cus-
tomer base that is less sensitive to price increases is a successful business strat-
egy. By the late 1990s, however, the declining numbers of new smokers in the 
United States and other developed countries jeopardized future profi ts, since 
the number of new smokers failed to adequately replace dying smokers. Th us, 
the primary strategy that Philip Morris and other tobacco companies could use 
to ensure continued profi tability was to fi nd new smokers in places with fewer 
public health protections, weaker tobacco-control movements, and less negative 
public att itudes towards smoking.  
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    TO  PURSUE  GLOBAL  BUSINESS  OPPORTUNITIES , 
TOBACCO INDUSTRY  UNDERMINES  INTERNATIONAL 
HEALTH TREATY   

 To pursue this opportunity, tobacco companies have focused on the global 
application of the lessons in marketing and lobbying that they had previously 
perfected in the United States—the same practices Judge Kessler so deplored. 
But here the tobacco industry faced a new obstacle:  the 2003 World Health 
Organization’s Global Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), an 
international treaty now approved by 176 nations with 88 percent of the world’s 
population.   118    Th e treaty mandates governments to restrict tobacco marketing, 
increase taxes, and limit industry involvement in sett ing tobacco policy. To grow 
markets in the emerging nations of Russia, Brazil, India, China, and Mexico, the 
tobacco industry would need to undermine, bypass, or weaken this treaty. 

 In a four-year investigation (2008–2011) of the practices of the global 
tobacco industry, the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists 
(ICIJ) revealed some of the specifi c ways that Philip Morris International and 
other tobacco companies worked to grow their businesses in countries such as 
Russia, Mexico, Uruguay and Indonesia.   119    

  Russia.  In Russia, 60 percent of adult men and 22 percent of adult women 
smoke cigarett es. Russia is also a leading exporter of tobacco to Eastern Europe. 
Th e rules governing tobacco use in the former Soviet nations were writt en in 
2010 by tobacco lobbyists: two employees of Philip Morris represented Russia 
in the tobacco trade talks organized by the Eurasian Economic Community. 
Sergey Chernenko, a Philip Morris spokesman in Russia, told the ICIJ that 
his company’s involvement in sett ing tobacco policy “is a natural democratic 
approach to legislation.”   120    

 Philip Morris also helped create the Council for the Development of the 
Tobacco Industry, a trade group that is now one of the most powerful busi-
ness groups in Russia. A  Russian observer of the tobacco industry observed 
that the multinational tobacco companies “are very eff ective” because they 
bring “a long history of promotion and diversifi ed strategies in lobbying.”   121    
Among the Council’s victories was its success in sett ing weak tobacco policies 
that pre-empted the more stringent safeguards mandated by the Framework 
Convention, which Russia did not sign until 2008. 

 For many years, Philip Morris and British American Tobacco, another global 
tobacco company, funded a Russian research institute, the Institute for the 
Economy in Transition, to study tobacco regulation and tax policy. Company 
lobbyists used the Institute’s fi ndings to argue against additional cigarett e taxes. 
One of the study’s authors, Ilya Trouin, later became head of the Russian Finance 
Ministry’s Department of Taxes, Excises, and Custom Tariff s, the unit that wrote 
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the rules on maximum retail prices on cigarett es. To cover all bases, Philip Morris 
also contributed $52,000 to a cultural charity run by the wife of the Finance 
Minister, the ultimate decision maker on tobacco taxes. In 2010, Russia had among 
the lowest cigarett e taxes in the world, contributing to its high rate of smoking.   122    

 In 2012, President Vladimir Putin backed curbs on smoking as part of a wider 
eff ort to stem the country’s population decline and to comply with the FCTC 
mandate to implement its control strategies by 2015. Th e law he signed in 2013 
calls for outlawing all cigarett e advertising immediately, ending retail sales at 
kiosks within 18 months, and banning smoking in public buildings such as bars 
and restaurants in three years. Philip Morris, British American Tobacco, and Japan 
Tobacco immediately objected, claiming that a total ban on smoking in public 
places and on advertising cigarett es is too draconian, while ending kiosk sales will 
only end up hurting small businesses. Th ey also argued that steep tax increases 
will encourage a fl ood of cheaper imports from neighboring countries.   123    

 Until now, according to the  Wall Street Journal , Russia has remained one of the 
last unfett ered bastions for the industry and a major driver of profi ts for global 
players like Philip Morris International, Inc., and British American Tobacco.   124    

 Russian tobacco-control activists remain concerned about implementation, 
however, noting the industry’s infl uence on Putin’s United Russia Party. And 
even if changes are enacted and enforced, the tobacco industry in Russia, includ-
ing Philip Morris, has had more than a decade to recruit and addict a new gen-
eration of smokers, assuring profi ts for years to come.   125    

  Mexico.  In Mexico, 60,000 people die each year because of preventable 
tobacco-related diseases. While Mexico was the fi rst Latin American nation to 
sign the Framework Convention and has some of the toughest tobacco-control 
rules, here, too, global tobacco companies such as Philip Morris have been able 
to delay or weaken implementation. Today, Philip Morris International controls 
about two-thirds of the tobacco business in Mexico; British American Tobacco 
has the other third.   126           

 One of Philip Morris International’s strongest assets in Mexico is Carlos Slim 
(See Fig. 1.1), ranked by Forbes as the wealthiest man in the world with a 2012 
net worth of $75.5 billion. From 1997 until 2006, Slim sat on Altria’s board, and 
now he is a member of its successor, Philip Morris International’s board of direc-
tors. In 2007, he sold his Mexican tobacco company to Philip Morris for more 
than $1 billion. According to the ICIJ investigation, “Slim’s clout in Mexico 
on behalf of Philip Morris, and a strong lobbying push by British American 
Tobacco, persuaded the government that it’s bett er to seek deals with the indus-
try than to fi ght it.”   127    As one Mexican tobacco activist told ICIJ, “I think no one 
really wants to be in a fi ght with Slim in this country. In no other place is there 
another man who is so rich, and who has so much control over things that can 
aff ect an entire country.”   128    
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 In 2004, just three weeks aft er Mexico had signed the treaty, British American 
Tobacco’s Mexico director, Carlos Slim, and Mexican Health Minister Julio Frenk 
(later the dean of Harvard’s School of Public Health) met with then-President 
Vicente Fox at his offi  cial residence to make a deal on tobacco. In exchange for a 
$350 million fund to pay for caring for people with tobacco-related illness (to be 
fi nanced by a per-pack fee to consumers), the government agreed not to make 
any further increases in tobacco taxes for the term of the 29-month agreement. 
Th e companies also agreed to end broadcast advertising, take down outdoor 
advertisements, and suspend sponsorship of public events.   129    

 Both sides hailed the agreement, with one former Philip Morris executive 
telling ICIJ that “the agreement provided a check for three years against the 
increase in taxes.” Tobacco-control activists, however, charged that the industry 
got the bett er deal. One Mexican public health offi  cial told ICIJ that, in his view, 
despite the industry concessions, the agreement “limited fi scal policy” by allow-
ing the tobacco companies to cap taxes and “soft ened advertising controls. Th ere 
was a clear loss of governing capacity.”   130    

 Philip Morris International and BAT also began lobbying Mexican legisla-
tors in hopes of weakening future legislation. Th ey also sent selected lawmak-
ers on international junkets and made contributions to their favorite charities.   131    
In 2007, a national tobacco-control law was passed with a substantial majority, 
but it was much weaker than the law passed at the same time by the municipal 

 
   Figure 1.1    Carlos Slim, the world’s wealthiest man in 2012, and a key fi gure in the 
Mexican tobacco and alcohol industries. Corbis Images  .   
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government of Mexico City. In the ensuing years, the Ministry of Health has 
been slow to carry out the new law, missing deadlines for publishing its rules 
and sending writt en authorization for implementation to state governments. In 
addition, tobacco companies and their allies have fi led thirteen lawsuits against 
the new rules, further delaying implementation. One of the lawsuits was fi led by 
a restaurant chain owned by Carlos Slim.   132    

  Uruguay.  Uruguay hoped to set a new international standard for tobacco 
control. In 2006, its president, Tabare Vazquez, an oncologist, initiated a 
tobacco-control campaign, determined to lower his nation’s 32 percent smoking 
rate and to comply fully with the Framework Convention. He established a ban 
on indoor smoking except in private homes and in 2008 required tobacco compa-
nies to put health-warning labels that covered at least half the labels on all packs. 
In 2009, he proposed that tobacco companies be limited to selling only one vari-
ety of each brand, to end the practice of claiming that some varieties of a brand 
were healthier. And in 2010, just before leaving offi  ce, Vazquez raised the taxes on 
cigarett es to 70 percent of the retail cost, nearly doubling the price of a pack.   133    

 In 2010, however, a new Uruguayan president and health minister announced 
changes in the proposed tobacco rule—the result of pressure from Uruguay’s 
domestic tobacco industry, Philip Morris International, and other global compa-
nies. Uruguayan cigarett e makers complained that Philip Morris and other global 
companies engaged in predatory pricing, cutt ing sales already lowered by the tax 
increases. And Philip Morris International lodged an offi  cial complaint against 
Uruguay at the World Bank’s International Center for Sett lement of Investment 
Disputes. Th e company charged that the new regulations violated a 1991 bilateral 
investment-protection agreement between Uruguay and Switzerland, where Philip 
Morris International has its corporate offi  ces.   134    Th ese charges and counter-charges 
made it more diffi  cult for Uruguay to move forward in controlling tobacco use. 

 Philip Morris International fi led its charges against Uruguay just as the World 
Health Organization was set to meet in Punta del Este to establish new inter-
national standards for the enforcement of the Framework Convention. Public 
health advocates charged that Philip Morris International, whose 2010 annual 
revenues of $66 billion dollars were double Uruguay’s gross domestic prod-
uct, was trying to intimidate Uruguay and other small countries from taking 
on the deep-pocketed tobacco industry. Th e company also showed its ability 
to use trade agreements, where the rules favored multinational corporations, to 
override public health treaties, which lacked strong enforcement measures,   135    
demonstrating its mastery of picking the most favorable venues from what one 
analyst has called the “spaghett i bowl” of trade agreements and bilateral agree-
ments that global corporations have created.   136    

 WHO decried Philip Morris International’s trade charges; more importantly, 
the Bloomberg Foundation, a global philanthropic organization founded by 
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New York City’s billionaire mayor, Michael Bloomberg, off ered fi nancial help 
to Uruguay in their legal batt le with Philip Morris International, expected to 
take years and cost millions of dollars.   137    In 2011, the multinational company 
announced it was closing a plant in Uruguay, citing, among other things, the hos-
tile regulatory environment.   138    In 2013, the International Centre for Sett lement 
of Disputes, the World Bank body that sett les trade disputes, agreed to consider 
Philip Morris’s case and rejected Uruguay’s request to refer the case to another 
trade body that would have given higher priority to public health claims.   139    

  Indonesia.  Indonesia is one of the few countries in the world that has not 
yet signed the Framework Convention Treaty. With a population of 240  mil-
lion people, smoking rates of 28 percent for adults and more than 50 percent 
for men, and weak government regulations, Indonesia off ers an example of 
how the tobacco industry conducts itself in the absence of government regula-
tion.   140    Philip Morris started its operations in Indonesia in 1984, and in 2005 
bought HM Sampoerna, a major local tobacco company that produced popular 
clove-fl avored cigarett es. Philip Morris International opened its fi rst manufac-
turing plant in Indonesia in 2008.   141    

 Aft er Philip Morris International acquired Sampoerna, its production vol-
ume doubled. “Th e acquisition was a bit of a coup,” Philip Morris’s Indonesian 
director, John Glenhill, told the  Financial Times  in 2010. “It was the only way you 
could get into this market correctly”; and “it has been a stunning success. It was 
part of the driver for growth in the last fi ve years.”   142    

 Aft er buying Sampoerna, Philip Morris rebranded its products as young, cool, 
and trendy. A Sampoerna billboard showed a group of att ractive young people 
sitt ing around talking under the startling slogan, “Dying is bett er than leaving 
a friend. Sampoerna is a cool friend.”   143    Without controls on selling tobacco to 
minors, Indonesian children and youth were able to buy Philip Morris products 
easily, further contributing to the nation’s high youth smoking rate. Today, about 
400,000 Indonesians die each year from tobacco-related illnesses. 

  South Africa.  Tobacco marketing in South Africa illustrates another applica-
tion of the lessons the tobacco industry learned in the United States in the previ-
ous century. In the 1920s, U.S. tobacco companies marketed cigarett es to women 
as “torches of freedom.” In the 1960s, Virginia Slims told women, “You’ve come 
a long way, baby.” Philip Morris International, which opened an offi  ce in South 
Africa in 2003 and is now the second-largest tobacco company in the nation, and 
other companies seek to bring these messages to South African women. In South 
Africa, tobacco ads show women using cigarett es to break racial and gender ste-
reotypes. Tobacco marketing campaigns urge newly urbanized women to enjoy 
their freedom by taking up smoking.   144    Recycling themes from the United States, 
and adapting them to the post-apartheid moment, one tobacco company used 
the slogan  Liberté toujours  (“Liberty always”) in its tobacco advertising to South 
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African women. Benson & Hedges used images featuring young black women 
in order to overcome cultural taboos against smoking by South African women. 
One advertisement showed a black woman wearing traditional headgear, accept-
ing a cigarett e from a man. Th e slogan “Share the feeling, share the taste” echoes 
the African cultural value of communalism whereby you share what you have.   145    

 In 1995, population surveys in South Africa showed that 53 percent of males 
and 10 percent of females were daily smokers. By 2004, the rate for men had 
declined to 44 percent, while women’s smoking rate had more than doubled to 
21 percent.   146    In the coming decades, South Africa, a country hard hit by AIDS, 
malaria, and tuberculosis, will see rising rates of lung cancer and heart disease in 
women, further compromising eff orts to reduce poverty and expand women’s 
role in society and the economy. 

 As a result of these and other eff orts, an estimated 70 million people around 
the world started smoking between 1998 and 2008. In 2010, the tobacco indus-
try sold about 6 trillion cigarett es. Th e estimated annual cost of tobacco-related 
diseases was $500 billion, enough to lift  more than 1 billion people a year out of 
extreme poverty if it were available for other purposes. By 2030, 80 percent of 
tobacco deaths will be in the emerging nations that Philip Morris International 
and other global tobacco companies are now targeting. Th e most promising 
future market is women in emerging nations. In 2009, 51 percent of men but only 
2 percent of women in China smoked; in India, 26 percent of men and 4 per-
cent of women; in Vietnam, 48 percent of men and 2 percent of women; and in 
Turkey, 47 percent of men and 15 percent of women were smokers.   147    If present 
trends continue, death rates from tobacco-related diseases can be expected to rise 
sharply for women, shrinking their current longevity advantage over men. 

 Th is toll raises another basic question about the coming decades: Will the 
world’s governments and the public health community be able to apply scien-
tifi c knowledge to avoid preventable illnesses and premature deaths, or will 
the tobacco industry continue to be able to use its power and wealth to thwart 
such protections? So far, despite the growing knowledge of the harmful eff ects 
of tobacco and the evidence that policies like smoking bans, tobacco taxes, 
and limits on tobacco marketing can reduce the health burden of tobacco, the 
industry has been able to stay one step ahead of public health authorities.   

    Alcohol Corporations: Creating New Products 
and Markets to Bolster Profi tability   

 In the United States and around the world, alcohol, like high fat, sugar, and salt 
foods and tobacco, contributes to rising rates of chronic diseases. In addition, 



Manufactur ing Disease  29

alcohol contributes to injuries and violence, another major cause of premature 
death. While many people are aware of the high death rates that tobacco and 
unhealthy food cause, fewer are familiar with the staggering burden of alco-
hol. Although some research suggests that moderate amounts of alcohol may 
protect against heart disease, most health researchers agree that the harm from 
excess alcohol use far outweighs the benefi ts from moderate use.   148   ,   149    Th e public 
health goal is not prohibition but an end to policies and practices that encourage 
unhealthy use. 

 In 2010, according to the Global Burden of Disease Study, an international 
research eff ort to quantify what is known about changing causes of death, 
4,860,000 deaths were att ributable to alcohol, an increase of 31  percent from 
the 1990 toll. In those 20 years, alcohol moved from sixth place to third place 
in ranking as a risk factor for the global burden of disease. In 2010, alcohol 
contributed to more than 50 percent of the global disability-adjusted life-years 
(DALYs), a common measure of population health and quality of life.   150    (Since 
many chronic illnesses have multiple causes, alcohol interacts with tobacco, 
unhealthy food, and other factors to reduce longevity and worsen disability.) 

 Overall, alcohol accounted for 5.5  percent of the burden of global 
disability-adjusted life-years.   151    Another study found that alcohol contributed to 
more than a third of the global burden of neuropsychiatric disability (disability 
caused by common mental illnesses such as depression, bipolar disorder, and drug 
and alcohol abuse), making it the largest single contributor to this diagnosis.   152    
In Russia and Eastern Europe, alcohol is the primary cause of the decline in life 
expectancy of middle-aged Russian men since the collapse of the Soviet Union.   153    

 In the United States, excessive alcohol consumption is the third leading 
preventable cause of death. According to a 2012 report by the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC), alcohol accounted for 80,000 deaths a year and the loss 
of 2.3 million years of annual productive life, a measure that recognizes the toll of 
alcohol on younger adults, who have more years of life to lose than older ones.   154    
In 2006, the estimated economic cost of excessive drinking was $223.5 billion, 
or approximately $1.90 per alcoholic drink. Th e cost to government was $94.2 
billion, which corresponds to about $0.80 per alcoholic drink consumed.   155    In 
2005, alcohol use led to 1.6 million hospitalizations and 4 million emergency 
room visits.   156    In 2010, about 10 million young people aged twelve to twenty, 
26 percent of that age group, reported drinking in the last month, and 6.5 mil-
lion, about 17 percent, reported binge drinking. Each year, about 4,700 young 
people under age twenty-one die of alcohol-related causes.   157    

 Alcohol contributes to premature death and preventable illness and injury 
in several ways. Alcohol consumption increases the risk for cancers of the oral 
cavity, pharynx, larynx, esophagus, liver, colon, rectum, and, in women, the 
breast.   158    Cancers account for one in fi ve alcohol-related deaths. Heavy alcohol 
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consumption also contributes to cardiovascular diseases accounting for another 
22  percent of alcohol-related deaths. Alcohol also causes liver disease such as 
cirrhosis, which accounts for 16 percent of deaths.   159    Th rough its impairment of 
judgement, alcohol also contributes to motor vehicle deaths and injuries, homi-
cide, suicide, acute alcohol poisoning, and exacerbation of psychological prob-
lems and mental illness.   160    

    USING PRODUCT  DESIGN,  MARKETING AND RETAIL 
DISTRIBUTION TO  RECRUIT  NEW DRINKERS   

 Several industry practices, including marketing, product design, and retail dis-
tribution, contribute to alcohol’s toll. Two of the three sectors of the  industry—
beer and spirits—have become highly concentrated, and wine is expected to 
follow suit.   161    In 2006, the ten largest beer companies in the world (corporations 
such as InBev in Belgium, SABMiller in the United Kingdom, and Anheuser 
Busch in the United States) accounted for 66 per cent market share of global 
sales, up from only 28  percent in 1979–1980.   162    In 2012, in a global mega-
merger, Anheuser-Busch InBev (now based in Belgium) and GrupoModelo of 
Mexico announced that they had entered into an agreement that would cre-
ate the world’s largest beer company, with 2012 estimated revenues of $47 bil-
lion, operations in 24 countries, and more than 150,000 employees around the 
globe.   163    

 In spirits, the top ten fi rms accounted for 59  percent of market share.   164    
Concentration makes companies big enough to pour resources into market-
ing, which then sets off  a competition among the few mega-fi rms for winning 
over the most customers. Brands and marketing know- how, rather than tech-
nological innovation, explain the growth and survival of multinational alcohol 
companies.   165    

 In 2006, the six largest global alcohol producers spent more than $2.1 billion 
on advertising.   166    Exposure to alcohol advertising has been shown to contribute 
to drinking more,   167    and the alcohol industry targets its advertising at under-
age and problem drinkers, the two most reliable markets—and the populations 
most harmed by excess alcohol consumption.   168    Th is targeted marketing appears 
to pay off . A 2006 study estimated that the combined value of illegal underage 
drinking and adult pathological drinking to the alcohol industry was between 
$48.3 and $62.9 billion dollars, accounting for between 37.5 and 48.8 percent of 
consumer expenditures for alcohol.   169    

 In order to expand, a company needs to develop new markets. In recent years, 
changing tastes in alcohol consumption, the global recession, and continuing 
competition from other multinationals as well as smaller national companies 
have created a fi erce batt le for recruiting new cohorts of drinkers. Two att ractive 
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markets for the alcohol industry are youth drinkers, who promise to become 
lifetime customers, and women, who constitute the half of the world’s popula-
tion, and who drink less than men. 

 Let’s consider a campaign by Diageo, a British-based multinational company 
that is the world’s largest producer of distilled spirits, to use its Smirnoff  brand 
of vodka to att ract the intersection of the demographic groups that can provide 
a new lifeline for the industry: young women.   170    In the late 1990s, Diageo was 
a primary developer of “alcopops,” a type of alcoholic beverage that tastes like a 
soft  drink and oft en contains fruit fl avoring. Fruit-fl avored vodka-based drinks 
and sweetened fruity wine coolers were conceived to compete with beer mak-
ers to win over young drinkers, especially young women, and to convert them 
into lifetime customers. Th e alcohol industry considers alcopops what one alco-
hol company sales manager called “the perfect bridging beverage”   171    between 
carbonated soft  drinks and alcohol. A public health advocate has labeled them 
“training wheels for drinkers.”   172    

 Aft er introducing alcopops, Diageo and other makers then lobbied aggres-
sively to have this new drink regulated as a “beer,” which has easier rules to fol-
low and lower excise taxes than those for spirits. Such a designation also allowed 
these drinks to be sold in supermarkets and grocery convenience stores across 
the country, rather than as a spirit, which can be sold only in liquor stores. With 
this new approval, the companies invested heavily in marketing the new bever-
ages. Measured media advertising expenditure for all alcopop brands went from 
$27.5 million to $196.3 million between 2000 and 2002, signifi cantly increasing 
the total amount of youth exposure to alcohol advertising and contributing to 
a rapid growth in consumption, from 105.1  million gallons in 2000 to nearly 
180.0 million gallons in 2002.   173    Diageo has seen its Smirnoff  vodka sales take 
off , especially among young women. 

 One poll found that, by 2001, a majority of teens seventeen to eighteen years 
old (51 percent) and about a third of fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds had tried alco-
pops. When asked what type of alcoholic drink they would most prefer, nearly a 
third of teens (30 percent) said alcopops, compared to only 16 percent for beer 
and 16  percent for mixed drinks. Teenage girls were more likely to express a 
preference for alcopops than boys.   174    In 2002, according to another study, young 
women under the age of twenty-one were exposed to 95 percent more magazine 
advertising for alcopop-type beverages than legal-age women were.   175    Like fast 
food companies, alcohol companies also worked hard to achieve brand identifi -
cation, using advertising, giveaways, and social media to promote their products. 
One study found that ownership of alcohol-branded merchandise was associ-
ated with underage binge drinking.   176    

 In the past, young men have experienced higher rates of alcohol-related 
health problems than young women, but now new gender-related alcohol 
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vulnerabilities are emerging among younger females, including suicidal ideation, 
osteoporosis, menstrual disorders, and some liver diseases.   177    If current trends in 
drinking continue, women in the coming decades might lose some of the health 
protections their previously lower rates of problem drinking had provided. In 
combination with the tobacco industry, which also seeks to increase use among 
women, alcohol corporations have embarked on a grand but perverse experi-
ment to shrink disparities in longevity between women and men, not by improv-
ing the health of men, but by worsening the health of women. 

 In Canada and the United States, wine makers have also targeted women, par-
ticularly “moms,” with new wine brands such as Mommy’s Time Out, Mommy 
Juice, and Girl’s Night Out.   178    David Jernigan, an alcohol researcher at Johns 
Hopkins University, explained, “In the past 25  years, there has been tremen-
dous pressure on females to keep up with the guys. Now the industry’s right 
there to help them. Th ey’ve got their very own beverages, tailored to women. 
Th ey’ve got their own individualized, feminized drinking culture. I’m not sure 
that this was what Gloria Steinem [the feminist leader of the 1960s and 1970s] 
had in mind.”   179    

 Alcohol retail practices have also been shown to infl uence health. Living in 
an area with more outlets where individuals can buy alcohol is associated with 
higher rates of alcohol problems.   180    For this reason, the industry’s success in cre-
ating more times and places where a person can purchase or drink alcohol—
grocery and convenience stores, on the Internet, airports and airplanes, outdoor 
cafes, and public festivals as well as liquor stores, bars, and restaurants—has con-
tributed to more problem drinking.   181    

 Lower prices for alcohol enable producers to sell more to low-income cus-
tomers, the populations with higher rates of alcohol-related health problems. 
Th us, the industry opposes any eff ort to increase the price of alcohol through the 
raising of excise taxes that have been shown to discourage youth and problem 
drinking.   182    Alcohol companies also look to evade corporate taxes, leaving more 
revenue for profi t and enabling them to keep prices low. According to a global 
watchdog organization’s estimate, SAB Miller, a multinational London-based 
brewing conglomerate and maker of such beer brands as Coors Light, Miller’s 
High Life, and Carling’s Black Label, uses transfer pricing to avoid paying taxes 
in many countries.   183    Th rough a network of sixty-fi ve tax-haven companies, SAB 
Miller uses tax-avoidance strategies to reduce the company’s global tax bill by 
as much as 20  percent, giving the company an advantage over local competi-
tors who do pay national taxes, while depriving national governments of needed 
revenue. SAB Miller’s tax planning strategies have lost the treasuries of develop-
ing nations up to $33 million, enough to put a quarter of a million children in 
school. Th ey also put lower-priced alcohol into the hands of drinkers in emerg-
ing nations.  
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    WEAKENING GOVERNMENT  OVERSIGHT  OF  ALCOHOL   

 Another strategy alcohol companies use to advance their business is to weaken 
and co-opt government’s regulatory apparatus. For their part, government 
leaders in business-friendly nations are oft en eager to help. In New Zealand, 
for example, in 2011, the government appointed Katherine Rich, CEO of the 
Food and Grocery Council, to the health advisory group that sets alcohol mar-
keting standards—an inherent confl ict in light of her professional interest in 
selling more alcohol.   184    In the United Kingdom, the Conservative-Liberal coali-
tion government initiated the “Public Health Responsibility Deal for Alcohol,” 
an  industry–public partnership that seeks to “foster a culture of responsible 
drinking” by negotiating voluntary pledges from participating corporations. 
According to the Global Alcohol Policy Alliance, the pledges “are not based on 
evidence of what works, and were largely writt en by Government and industry 
offi  cials before the health community was invited to join the proceedings.”   185    
Not surprisingly, many health and advocacy organizations have refused to par-
ticipate in the process. 

 Finally, the alcohol industry contributes to alcohol-related health problems 
by promoting and sponsoring ineff ective “responsible drinking” campaigns 
that compete with under-funded independent but more eff ective approaches. 
Th ese eff orts reduce the pressure on government to develop more aggressive 
campaigns to lower problem drinking and its associated health burden.   186    Some 
industry-sponsored “Drink Responsibly” campaigns, for example, use “strategic 
ambiguity” to create messages that mean one thing to young people (e.g., “don’t 
drink too much”) and another to their parents (“don’t drink if you’re under 
21”).   187    By telling each group what they want to hear, these advertisements off er 
alcohol companies positive publicity without jeopardizing market share or the 
recruitment of new customers. 

 Are the world’s alcohol-related health problems likely to increase in coming 
decades? Th e mixed evidence off ers a shot glass of optimism but a magnum of 
worries. According to the World Health Organization, worldwide recorded per 
capita consumption has remained stable at around 4.3–4.7 liters of pure alcohol 
since 1990.   188    Levels of consumption vary greatly by national income level, with 
average per capita consumption in high income countries more than 3.5 times 
higher than in low income countries. In general, higher levels of consumption 
are associated with higher levels of alcohol-related health problems. However, in 
the United States and other high-consumption countries, alcohol consumption 
has declined since 1970.   189    In the last two decades, the proportion of U.S. high 
school seniors who reported drinking in the last month declined from 54 percent 
to 40 percent.   190    Just over half the world’s adult population does not drink alco-
hol, reports WHO, with abstention rates higher in poorer countries and among 
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poorer people within countries. However, rates of abstention have declined in 
many places, and further declines are predicted. In the coming years, WHO pre-
dicts that alcohol consumption will increase most in low- and middle-income 
countries, the nations with the least capacity to regulate alcohol and with popu-
lations whose other health problems put them at risk of alcohol-related harm.   191    

 As we have seen with the tobacco industry, global alcohol corporations are 
modifying their practices as their previous prime market, male drinkers in high-
income countries, reaches the saturation point and as governments in high-
income nations take more eff ective regulatory actions. Around the world, the 
alcohol industry has increased marketing to the untapped markets that repre-
sent its hope for the future: young people, women, problem drinkers, and most 
importantly, drinkers in emerging nations, each a reliable source for new and 
lifetime customers.   192,      193,      194    

 At a trade meeting, Martin Riley, the chief marketing offi  cer for the French-
based multinational wine and spirits corporation Pernod Ricard Group, 
explained the att raction of the Chinese market. Alcohol plays a major role in 
Chinese society, he said, because it is:

  involved in the majority of food occasions, and the Chinese drink 
11.6 liters per head a year of beer, wines and spirits . . . the Chinese like 
the idea of luxury and are keen to associate drinking good quality alco-
hol with success.   195     

 As the global alcohol industry becomes concentrated in a handful of multina-
tional companies, these leading corporations successfully compete with the 
small, nationally based producers that still constitute an important part of the 
market in emerging nations. By lowering prices, expanding their retail network, 
buying up smaller companies, and advertising aggressively, the multinationals 
recruit new drinkers and increase their bott om line—at the cost of rising rates of 
alcohol-related health problems.   

    The Rise of the Corporate Consumption Complex   

 Th e recent history of these three very diff erent industries—food, tobacco, and 
alcohol—show how everyday business decisions in product design, marketing, 
and distribution, combined with corporate lobbying, campaign contributions, 
and business-friendly trade agreements, have led to increases in avoidable ill-
ness and preventable deaths. It is certainly not news that companies are trying to 
make a buck or get a bigger return on their investments, even if this sometimes 
means cutt ing a corner or two. And it is hardly news that corporations are pow-
erful players in today’s world. 
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 What is new is the vast and unprecedented array of scientifi c, technical, mar-
keting, economic, legal, and political powers that modern corporations have 
accumulated. By harnessing the discoveries of the modern period to their power 
to realize their economic and political objectives, modern corporations have 
become the dominant infl uence on the foods we eat, our use of alcohol and 
tobacco, and on the wider social and physical environments that shape health. 
Never before in human history has any single social institution been able to infl u-
ence so many of the determinants of health for so many of the world’s people. 

 And in the last three decades, a network of corporations; trade associations; 
and law, lobbying, and public relations fi rms that produce and market consumer 
goods have joined with corporate-sponsored elected offi  cials, scientists, and 
journalists to form what I call the  corporate consumption complex.  As the stories 
of the food, tobacco, and alcohol industries show, this corporate consumption 
complex promotes hyperconsumption, a way of living directly linked to pre-
mature mortality and avoidable illness or injury. Th e organizations that consti-
tute the complex share resources, learn from each other, and mold our political 
 systems to fi t their needs. 

 Part of corporations’ new power to shape health comes from the public 
health successes of earlier generations. Until the beginning of the last century, 
infectious diseases like cholera, smallpox, and infl uenza were the main causes 
of death in both developed and developing nations. As governments learned to 
apply technology and their political power to improving water, sanitation, food, 
and public health services in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
these causes of death declined, fi rst in the developed world and then everywhere. 
But as I describe in the next chapter, new killers have emerged, and to control 
these causes of death will require new approaches to changing the business prac-
tices described here. 

 Today and in the coming decades, corporations are largely responsible for the 
most serious emerging health problems that people face, and they alone have 
the global power, reach, and authority to change the fundamental causes of our 
these conditions. What they lack is the motivation to make such changes a prior-
ity; indeed, current economic and political conditions oft en serve as disincen-
tives to change. Th is accumulation of corporate power has made it much more 
diffi  cult to challenge the health-related business and political practices of the 
corporate consumption complex. 

 Despite the current asymmetrical balance of power between promoters of 
health and promoters of disease, history provides some hope. During the twen-
tieth century, industrialization and urbanization catalyzed reform movements 
that led to spectacular advances in public health: food, drugs, and automobiles 
became safer; children and workers were protected from social and occupational 
hazards; air and water pollution were reduced. As a result, infectious diseases 
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and injuries declined, longevity increased, and premature deaths fell. In this cen-
tury, globalization, new technologies, the growing power of corporations, and 
the undermining of government’s role in protecting health and safety, have again 
created new threats to health. 

 Once again, reformers, health professionals, researchers, and social move-
ments have reached a turning point. One path, business as usual, leads to con-
tinuing increases in premature deaths and preventable illnesses and injuries. 
Th e other can take us to a place where we can fi nally close the gap between the 
potential for human well-being that our collective knowledge and ingenuity 
now promise and the sober reality of persistent inequalities, needless suff ering, 
and avoidable costs. Never before in human history has humanity had both the 
knowledge and the resources to close this gap. With what we know today, chang-
ing the practices of a few hundred corporations has the potential to prevent mil-
lions of premature deaths and tens of millions of avoidable illnesses and injuries. 
In the chapters that follow, I examine the rationale for choosing to act on this 
historic opportunity.          
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 The Public Health Evidence 

How Corporate Practices Contribute 

to Global Epidemics of Chronic 

Disease and Injuries    

    In September 2011, more than 30 heads of state and at least 100 other senior 
ministers and experts gathered in the cavernous, wood-paneled General 
Assembly Hall at the United Nations in New  York City for the fi rst-ever UN 
High-Level Meeting on Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs).   1    Also att end-
ing were representatives of hundreds of civil society groups working to control 
NCDs and representatives of business including the International Federation 
of Pharmaceutical Manufacturers and Associations, the International Food and 
Beverage Alliance, GlaxoSmithKline, Diageo, and SAB Miller (alcohol compa-
nies), and PepsiCo.   2    

 What brought these disparate groups together was a growing concern about 
high and rising global rates of NCDs. In 2008, an estimated 36 million of the 
57 million deaths in the world were due to these chronic conditions, includ-
ing cardiovascular ailments, cancers, chronic respiratory diseases, and diabe-
tes. Nearly 80 percent of those deaths occur in developing countries and one 
quarter among people younger than 60  years of age.   3    By 2030, NCDs will 
cause more than three quarters of all deaths in the world, and their cost to the 
world economy over the next two decades is estimated at $47 trillion (in 2012 
dollars).   4    

 As Dr. Margaret Chan, director general of the World Health Organization, 
told the delegates to the UN meeting, “noncommunicable diseases deliver 
a two-punch blow to development. Th ey cause billions of dollars in losses of 
national income, and they push millions of people below the poverty line, each 
and every year.”   5    
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 Leaders of emerging nations such as Brazil, India, and China recognize that 
although largely preventable, NCDs threaten sustainable development, deepen 
social inequities, hinder human development, and undermine the fi ght against 
poverty and hunger. Th e World Economic Forum has also described NCDs as 
one of the top threats to worldwide development, driving up healthcare costs, 
disabling workers, and imposing debilitating fi nancial burdens on households.   6    

 In developed countries, the growth of NCDs is the driving force in increasing 
healthcare costs. In the United States (where NCDs are usually called  chronic 
diseases , as I will call them here), 44 percent of all Americans had at least one 
chronic disease in 2005, and 13 percent had three or more. Between 1999 and 
2010, the number of 45- to 64-year-olds in the United States with two or more 
chronic conditions increased by an alarming 30 percent.   7    By 2020, it is predicted 
that 157 million people—almost one out of every two adult U.S.  residents—
will have one or more chronic diseases.   8    Many experts believe that unless the 
United States comes up with bett er ways to prevent and manage chronic dis-
eases, its healthcare system will become increasingly unaff ordable and unsus-
tainable.   9    Today, treating chronic conditions accounts for more than 75 percent 
of U.S. healthcare costs.   10    

 On a human level, the unfolding consequences of the rise in these diseases 
will be devastating. As WHO’s Dr. Margaret Chan explained:

  Th e impact of NCDs comes in waves. What we are seeing now in much 
of the developing world is a fi rst wave. Th is is marked by growing num-
bers of people with raised blood pressure, raised cholesterol, and the 
early stages of diabetes. Th e growing prevalence of obesity and over-
weight, seen nearly everywhere, is the warning signal that big trouble is 
on its way. Th e second wave, which is yet to come, will be much more 
horrifi c. One statistic tells the story. Of the estimated 346 million peo-
ple worldwide who suff er from diabetes, more than half are unaware 
of their disease status. For many of these people, the fi rst contact with 
the health services will come when they start to go blind, need a limb 
amputation, experience renal failure, or have a heart att ack.   11     

 Th e grim predictions that permeated the UN NCD meeting were a departure 
from earlier optimism about improving the health of the world’s population. In 
many ways, the twentieth century was a time of unprecedented public health 
triumphs. By 2003, average lifespan in the United States jumped from 49.2 years 
in 1900 to 77.5 years, a 57-percent increase. In the same period, infant mortal-
ity fell from 100 deaths per 1,000 births to fewer than 7 per 1,000 births. Life 
spans also increased in developing nations. In India, for example, life expectancy 
increased from 20 years in 1900 to 59 years in 2000, an even larger proportional 
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increase than in the United States. Th ese improvements were primarily due to 
improved living conditions, cleaner water, bett er sanitation, and a more plentiful 
food supply; the medical advances that extended life came later. 

 Based on these improvements, in 1978, the World Health Organization 
declared that “a main social target of governments, international organizations 
and the whole world community in the coming decades should be the att ain-
ment of all the people of the world by the year 2000 of a level of health that will 
permit them to lead a socially and economically productive life,” a goal embodied 
in the slogan “Health for All by 2000.”   12    In 1999, the United States Department 
of Health and Human Services announced the goal of eliminating by the year 
2010 racial/ethnic disparities in health,   13    the stark diff erences in death rates and 
disease between whites on one hand, and blacks, Latinos, some Asian groups, 
and Native Americans on the other. 

 Several decades later, these goals are unachieved, and confi dence about prog-
ress has faded. Several recent trends undermine earlier accomplishments and 
contribute to a growing burden of ill health and preventable deaths. If we want to 
match last century’s progress in improving health, we need to understand what 
is causing today’s health problems, then devise strategies to address those causes 
that can put us back on track to these more ambitious goals. 

 Let’s look at some of the warning signs. First, since 1980, the rate of obesity 
among U.S. children and adolescents has almost tripled; for adults the rates have 
doubled. Today more than two-thirds of adults and one third of U.S. children 
and adolescents are overweight or obese.   14   ,   15    Weighing too much has become 
the new normal. If current trends continue, one in two adults will be obese by 
2030.   16    And as CDC Director Tom Freiden has observed, “diabetes follows obe-
sity like night follows day.”   17    Today almost 26 million people in the United States 
(8.3 percent of the population) have diabetes. Of these, 7.0 million have undi-
agnosed diabetes. If these trends persist, one out of three U.S. adults will have 
diabetes by 2050.   18    Over the twentieth century, progress in extending life span 
in the United States slowed. In the fi rst half of the twentieth century, the aver-
age American lifespan increased by almost 19 years; in the second half, by less 
than 10 years. As more Americans are diagnosed with more chronic conditions, 
these improvements in health may end. In fact, researchers have estimated that 
if increases in obesity and diabetes persist, our children and grandchildren will 
have shorter lifespans than the current generation, reversing more than a century 
of public health progress.   19    While some recent reports suggest that child obesity 
rates may have plateaued,   20   ,   21    few experts are optimistic that current eff orts will 
succeed in returning obesity rates to the healthier levels of 25 years ago. 

 Another global health warning sign is the increasing number of deaths due 
to injuries. While injuries account for a much smaller portion of mortality than 
chronic conditions, they raise concern for other reasons. First, around the world, 
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deaths and disability from automobiles and self-infl icted and violent injuries are 
expected to rise in the coming decades and account for a larger proportion of 
deaths.   22    Global annual road traffi  c crash deaths are projected to increase from 
1.2  million in 2002 to 2.1  million in 2030, primarily due to increased motor 
vehicle fatalities associated with economic growth in low- and middle-income 
countries.   23    In addition, road crashes injure up to 50 million people a year.   24    

 Injuries also raise concern because of their growing impact on younger popu-
lations. In the second half of the twentieth century, violence and suicide became 
increasingly important causes of death in young people, contributing between 
a quarter and a third of deaths in young men aged 10 to 24 in all regions of the 
world.   25    By the early twenty-fi rst century, injuries were the dominant cause of 
deaths among young men and women in most parts of the world. 

 In the United States, motor-vehicle crashes caused 32,885 deaths in 2010; 
unintentional injuries were the single most important cause of death for chil-
dren aged 2 to 14. Guns are another cause of injuries that kill: almost 10,000 
young people aged 15–24 died in 2010 as a result of suicide or homicide, most 
 commonly caused by a fi rearm.   26    

 Despite the improvements of the twentieth century, health inequalities 
between poor people and the bett er-off  and between blacks and Latinos and 
whites, persist. In some cases, they are even widening. In the United States, in 
2003, white women lived 4.5 years longer on average than black women and 
white men lived 6.3 years longer than black men.   27    Aft er some declines in the 
gap in the fi rst half of the century, the gap in death rates between blacks and 
whites was as large fi ve years ago as it was 50 years ago.   28    Only a few chronic 
diseases account for almost half the diff erence in early deaths between whites 
and blacks: cardiovascular diseases, cancer, diabetes, and kidney disease.   29    For 
diabetes, the fastest growing chronic disease, the gap in death rates between 
whites and blacks is actually increasing, and the death rate from diabetes for 
blacks is now twice as high as for whites. A  report by the CDC found that 
in 2009–2010, the proportion of U.S.  blacks aged 45–64 with two or more 
chronic conditions was 35% higher than for whites. Rates of those with two 
or more chronic diseases had increased signifi cantly for whites, blacks, and 
Hispanics since 1999.   30    Absent changes in policy, these trends suggest stag-
nant or growing health inequalities in the United States, despite more than 
25  years of government pronouncements that eliminating such inequalities 
was a top priority. 

 In some cases, the health status of Americans is actually worsening. A recent 
study found that women’s longevity declined in the past decade, with life expec-
tancy for women falling or stagnating in one of fi ve counties. Th e researchers 
identifi ed obesity, smoking and stress—risk factors for many chronic diseases—
as the main causes.   31    



The Publ ic  Health Evidence  41

 As the UN NCD meeting showed, other nations also face rising rates of 
chronic disease, yet no nation in the world spends more on healthcare than 
the United States—17.6  percent of its gross domestic product in 2009 and 
an estimated almost 20 percent by 2020.   32    And no other wealthy nation gets 
such consistently disappointing results in life expectancy, infant mortality, 
self-reported well-being, or days lost to disability.   33   ,   34    While improvements in 
healthcare organization and quality may contribute to somewhat bett er out-
comes, most researchers do not believe that changes in healthcare alone can 
reverse the chronic disease trends that threaten our future. In sum, today, the 
United States is paying more for healthcare, gett ing less, and appears unable to 
meet the health goals it sets for itself. Th e national debates about healthcare 
reform and the implementation of the 2010 Aff ordable Care Act are vitally 
important for the future of the U.S.  healthcare system and economy. Yet in 
many ways these confl icts have distracted national att ention from a deeper 
question:  How can we prevent rather than simply treat the new threats to 
health that are causing so many Americans to die prematurely or to suff er pre-
ventable illness or injury?    

      Chronic Diseases and Injuries Become 
Main Killers Around the World   

 Not only the United States and other developed nations, but emerging and 
low-income nations around the world are also experiencing a large and growing 
burden of preventable premature deaths and ill health from NCDs and injuries. 
Public health researchers and policymakers off er three main explanations for 
these disturbing trends. 

 Th e fi rst explanation for rising rates of chronic diseases is, “You gott a die 
of something.” In this view, increases in chronic diseases and injuries are the 
inevitable result of declines in infectious diseases. If infectious diseases don’t 
kill you, then chronic conditions or injuries are the logical and inevitable 
alternative. 

 Th e second explanation is that increases in chronic-disease deaths are the 
unavoidable consequence of population aging. Between 2000 and 2030, the 
portion of the U.S.  population over the age of 65 will nearly double, from 
12.4 percent to 19 percent; a similar doubling is expected in the global popula-
tion over 65. Average life expectancy in the United States now exceeds age 77, 
an all-time high. Improvements in living conditions over the twentieth century 
have allowed many more people to survive into their seventh and eight decades, 
making them vulnerable to the chronic conditions that oft en take decades to 
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develop. In this view, the increase in chronic diseases is the price of our success 
in extending life. 

 Th e third explanation for the increase is the global changes in lifestyle 
observed over the last century or so. More people are smoking, drinking too 
much alcohol, moving too litt le, and eating too much food high in fat, sugar, 
and salt. Given the associations between consumption of alcohol, unhealthy 
food, and tobacco and increases in heart disease, cancer, stroke, and diabetes, 
these increases are att ributed to modern lifestyles. Similarly, more driving and 
more people owning cars and guns contribute to rising global rates of injury-
related deaths. As these lifestyles spread to vast emerging nations like China, 
India, and Brazil, their impact on global morality increases signifi cantly. In this 
view, increases in chronic diseases and injuries are the collateral damage of the 
patt erns of consumption associated with economic development and global 
progress. 

 Each of these arguments has elements of truth and helps explain some of the 
shift ing patt erns of illness and death. But these explanations fail to account for 
several disturbing facts. First, NCD deaths are increasing even in the countries 
in Africa and Asia that still have high rates of infectious diseases. Many sub-
Saharan African countries now have a quadruple burden of infectious diseases, 
including HIV, malaria, and tuberculosis; childhood illnesses due to contami-
nated water, insuffi  cient food, and inadequate sanitation; injuries and violence; 
and emerging chronic diseases. If deaths from chronic diseases simply replaced 
deaths from infectious diseases, then the rise in chronic diseases would always 
follow the decline in infectious disease deaths, not accompany it. Yet in nations 
like India, Liberia, and Rwanda, infectious disease mortality continues to be 
high even as deaths from cancer and heart disease are also rising. 

 Second, in the past few decades, more people are being diagnosed with 
chronic diseases at earlier ages. As I noted, a quarter of the annual global deaths 
from NCDs strike people under age 60. Growing evidence fi nds the early signs 
of these diseases in children and young adults. According to Dr. David Katz, a 
public health researcher at Yale University, in the span of less than a generation, 
Type 2 diabetes has been transformed from a chronic disease of the midlife years 
into a rather routine pediatric diagnosis, mostly as a result of rising rates of child 
obesity.   35    Several recent studies have documented an alarming rise of diffi  cult-
to-treat Type 2 diabetes and serious liver disease in 10- to 20-year-olds, a trend 
that fl atly contradicts the theory that rising rates of chronic disease are the result 
of increases only in the middle-aged and elderly.   36   ,   37    If the increase in chronic 
conditions were simply a consequence of aging, one would expect to see the 
increased death rates only among older people, not among adults under 60. One 
would not expect to see growing signs of these conditions among children and 
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younger adults. In addition, more people are now being diagnosed with multiple 
chronic conditions, suggesting the possibility of some new exposure to a more 
dangerous environment. 

 A further blow to the theory that only aging populations account for increas-
ing chronic diseases comes from the work of David Stuckler, a medical soci-
ologist at the University of Cambridge, England. He compared demographic, 
health, and economic information from 56 developed and developing nations 
for which comparable data were available. He found that relationships between 
national chronic disease death rates and social indicators such as market integra-
tion, foreign direct investment, and urbanization rates were three time stronger 
than the relationship to population aging.   38    In other words, social factors like the 
role of corporations in a nation’s economy and politics and the pace of urban-
ization were stronger predictors of that country’s chronic disease rates than the 
proportion of people over the age of 65. 

 Finally, while the health-related behaviors that have come to defi ne the 
Western lifestyle do of course play a role in the proliferation of chronic dis-
eases, simply noting the association raises the question,  Why  these changes 
now? Nothing we know about human genetics or biology indicates that people 
have become greedier or more biologically susceptible to addiction over the 
last few decades. Nor has anyone presented evidence that human nature has 
rapidly changed in some fundamental way that brings about these changes in 
health. Rather, the most plausible explanation is profound changes in our social 
landscape and environment, a subject to which I  will soon return. Th e argu-
ment that changes in lifestyle are the main cause for increases in chronic dis-
eases and injuries confuses the  symptoms  of a changed environment, i.e., rises 
in unhealthy behavior, for the  causes  of those changes. In public health as in 
medicine, treating symptoms rather than causes rarely leads to lasting improve-
ments in health. 

 Th e conventional explanations for why more illness and deaths are now 
caused by chronic disease and injuries are inadequate for another reason. Th ey 
off er litt le guidance for action and therefore make these trends seem inevitable, 
simply—the results of bad choices by individuals, not of large-scale social and 
political decisions. Th e vanquishing of infectious diseases, increased life expec-
tancy, and the economic development that supports more comfortable lives are 
some of the greatest successes of the last two centuries. Reversing these trends 
is unthinkable. Aft er all, the purpose of public health analysis is to inform action 
to improve population health. If the best it can off er is to document allegedly 
immutable trends, then researchers come to resemble the medieval monks who 
described the unfolding of the epidemic of Black Death in Europe, while praying 
for salvation in another world.  
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    Another Explanation   

 So who or what is the culprit responsible for today’s most serious health prob-
lems? One suspect stands out, both because it is a leading cause of chronic dis-
eases and injuries and because over the last few decades it has been touching the 
lives of more people in more pervasive ways. Th at suspect is the products and 
practices of the industries that defi ne the modern global consumer economy. 
Let’s look at the ways that three more industries—automobiles, fi rearms, and 
pharmaceuticals—contribute to the previously described toll from the indus-
tries that make food and beverages, tobacco, and alcohol. Th e auto industry is 
a major contributor to both chronic diseases and injuries, fi rearms are a main 
cause of injuries and deaths around the world, and the pharmaceutical industry 
causes illness and death as a result of unintended side eff ects, inappropriate use, 
and industry practices that value profi t more highly than improved population 
health.  

    Automobile Corporations: Manufacturers of 
Modern Life, Chronic Diseases, and Injuries   

 Automobiles transformed life in the twentieth century and provided many 
people previously unatt ainable freedoms. But motor vehicles contribute to poor 
health directly in three ways—increased air pollution, traffi  c-related injuries 
and deaths, and discouraging the physical activity that promotes health. In addi-
tion, motor vehicles are a major contributor to human-induced climate change, 
a growing threat to global health. Already by the year 2000, scientists estimated 
that 150,000 people died each year because of climate change, mostly poor 
people in low-income countries.   39    In developed nations, motor vehicles contrib-
ute about one-fi ft h of the carbon dioxide emissions that cause human-induced 
global warming. 

 Air pollution causes both chronic and acute health conditions. Long-term 
exposure to air pollution contributes to infl ammation, stroke, atherosclerosis, 
and increased risk of heart disease, the leading cause of death around the world. 
Recent research has found that traffi  c-related pollution in particular is associated 
with early signs of heart disease, such as systemic infl ammation and with inci-
dence of coronary heart disease and cardiovascular mortality.   40    For most people, 
the risks associated with air pollution exposure are small, but given the pervasive 
exposure, the public health consequences are large.   41    Ambient particulate mat-
ter air pollution is estimated to be the ninth-leading cause of global mortality, 
responsible for 3,223,540 deaths in 2010.   42    Urban air pollution, largely the result 
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of motor vehicles, is alone responsible for about 700,000 annual deaths from car-
diopulmonary disease.   43    In the United Kingdom, exposure to fi ne particulate pol-
lution from automobiles now causes more annual premature deaths than motor 
vehicle crashes.   44    Despite the signifi cant progress that has been made in reduc-
ing motor vehicle emissions in the United States, cars and trucks continue to be 
a primary cause of air pollution. In most cities, motor vehicles are a signifi cant 
 contributor to urban smog, a trigger for asthma and other health conditions. 

 Motor vehicles also cause traffi  c injuries and deaths. In the United States, 
32,885 people died in motor vehicle crashes in 2010, the lowest number of 
deaths since 1949. Among the factors contributing to the decline were reduc-
tions in drunk driving, increased seatbelt use, improved roadways, and bett er 
design and safety-related vehicle features.   45    Th ese improvements show that 
focused government regulation can prevent automobile deaths. But on the 
global front, traffi  c injuries and deaths are expected to almost double, to more 
than 2 million deaths a year by 2030, due to the increased number of vehicles 
on the roads in Africa, Asia, and Latin America where design standards and 
enforcement are more lax than in wealthy nations.   46    In 2010, automobile colli-
sions killed an estimated 1.3 million people and caused non-fatal injuries to an 
additional 20 to 50 million more people.   47    

 Finally, a society that has come to depend on motor vehicles for most trans-
portation contributes to poor health by changing physical and social environ-
ments. Cars and highways discourage walking and biking, thus contributing to 
obesity   48    and reducing the demand for cleaner, more active, and safer public 
transportation.   49    A  growing body of evidence points to physical inactivity as 
a major cause of premature mortality.   50    Cars also contribute to road rage and 
other psychological problems and isolate people from social interactions that 
promote health.   51    

 As with the other industries described here, the automobile industry has pur-
sued business and political strategies that increase the harm they cause. From the 
1960s through the 1980s, the automobile industry initially opposed standard 
seatbelts, airbags, bett er brakes, and bett er emission standards.   52    Th roughout the 
1990s and into the next decade, the U.S. auto industry heavily promoted sport 
utility vehicles, despite evidence that these vehicles were more dangerous and 
polluting than other vehicles. SUVs’ simple design—and the fact that as “trucks” 
they did not need to meet many of the safety and environmental regulations 
imposed on cars—led to unit profi ts 10 to 12 times higher than from conven-
tional sedans. In 1998, Ford’s Michigan truck factory became the most profi t-
able factory in the world, turning out $11 billion worth of Ford Expeditions and 
Lincoln Navigators.   53    

 In the 1990s, the U.S. auto industry, the nation’s largest advertiser, spent $9 
billion on advertising to make SUVs its best-selling and most profi table vehicles, 
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doubling their market share between 1980 and 2000.   54    Chrysler employed a 
medical anthropologist to help them design SUVs and the advertising to sell 
them. He suggested that Chrysler design a vehicle that appealed to customers’ 
unconscious “reptilian instincts” for survival and reproduction and to advertise 
SUVs as both protection against crime and unsafe drivers and as a means to 
escape from civilization.   55    Unfortunately, these SUVs pollute 47 percent more 
than do conventional sedans, and have higher rates of roll-overs and pedestrian 
and driver deaths.   56    SUVs contribute to an estimated 3,000 preventable excess 
deaths in the United States a year.   57    

 Aft er the 2008 fi nancial crisis, the U.S.  federal government and taxpayers 
bailed out the auto industry, rescuing it from its failure to compete eff ectively 
with European and Asian auto companies that had designed smaller, more fuel-
effi  cient cars. At the insistence of the federal government, the auto industry did 
design and bring to market less polluting and safer cars, a rare example in this 
period of the federal government using its clout to insist on health improvements 
in a product. But Detroit’s “Big Th ree” could not wean themselves from the higher 
profi ts that SUVs and pickup trucks brought in, so they continued to aggressively 
market these polluting and unsafe vehicles. By the end of 2011, reported the  Wall 
Street Journal , for many U.S.  automakers, sales of huge 4x4 pickup trucks and 
SUVs again surpassed car sales,   58    a trend that continued through 2013. 

 Over the years, the auto industry has consistently opposed every safety 
 feature—seatbelts, airbags, improved brakes, and bett er fuel effi  ciency, to name 
a few—for as long as possible, arguing that mandatory installation of these mea-
sures would jeopardize the viability of a quintessentially American industry. As 
a result, innovations that could have saved thousands of lives were delayed, oft en 
for decades. For example, for more than 15  years, the U.S.  auto industry suc-
cessfully opposed regulations to require either airbags or automatically-closing 
seat belts in automobiles. Finally, in 1986 the U.S. Supreme Court ordered the 
National Highway Transportation Safety Administration to implement the 
rules. By one estimate, this delay contributed to at least 40,000 deaths and 1 mil-
lion injuries at a cost to society of more than $17 billion.   59    Th is resistance to 
regulation continues to this day. In 2013, Chrysler refused a National Highway 
Traffi  c Safety Administration request to recall 2.7 million Jeeps, one of its most 
popular and profi table brands. Th e NHTSA contended a manufacturing defect 
made Jeeps prone to fi re in the event of a rear-impact collision.   60    

 Earlier, the auto industry also lobbied for generous federal subsidies for high-
way construction, creating a transportation system that made cars essential for 
many kinds of travel. Th e industry’s opposition to federal support for public 
transport ensures that this less polluting and more active form of transit remains 
out of reach for most Americans and most municipalities. 
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 Th e largest threat that automobiles pose to world health will come from the 
decisions that global auto corporations make in emerging nations. In recent 
years, China has become the world’s fastest growing automotive producer, sur-
passing the United States in 2009. China’s annual vehicle output has increased 
from fewer than 2 million vehicles to more than 10 million in 2011. Since 2000, 
China’s growth has been led by an increase in passenger cars, which now account 
for more than 65% of its vehicle production.   61    Many Western automakers are 
forging partnerships with Chinese companies. How the Chinese government—
and economy—choose to manage auto industry growth will have an important 
eff ect on China’s already signifi cant problems of air pollution, motor vehicle 
injuries, and sedentary behavior.   62    

 High rates of auto industry growth are also expected in Brazil, whose auto 
manufacturers sell to consumers throughout Latin American. Per capita car 
ownership on that continent has more than doubled over the last decade and is 
predicted to do so again over the next ten years, in part due to expanded access 
to consumer credit.   63    Similar trends have been reported in India   64    and Russia. 

 Among the growing victims of increased car sales are children. In Brazil, 
the death rate for children under 10 from motor vehicles increased 20 percent 
between 1997 and 2005.   65    While some of the increases are due to urban density 
and lax enforcement of traffi  c rules, shoddy manufacturing standards may also 
contribute. A 2013 report by the New Car Assessment Programme, a consumer 
safety group, found that General Motors, Renault-Nissan, and Suzuki are manu-
facturing car models in Latin America that score much lower on global safety 
standards than equivalent models made in Europe and America.   66     

    Firearms: Making Lethal Products 
Available on Every Street Corner   

 Since 1960, more than 1 million people in the United States have been killed 
by guns, and more than 2 million more have suff ered non-fatal gun injuries. In 
this period, 13 times more Americans have been killed by fi rearms in the United 
States than by the wars in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan combined.   67    Every 
day, 1,500 people die in armed confl icts around the world, one person every 
minute. Th e weapons that stoke these clashes are used to force tens of thousands 
of children into armed confl ict and to rape women and girls in confl ict zones.   68    
An examination of the role of the gun industry’s business and political practices 
in these injuries and deaths provides additional evidence on how corporate deci-
sions shape our country’s health profi le. 
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 In 1968, amid a rise in urban gun violence and aft er the assassinations of John 
F.  Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert F.  Kennedy, President Lyndon 
Johnson overcame traditional opposition to a federal role in gun safety by per-
suading Congress to pass the Gun Control Act of 1968. One of the goals of this 
legislation was to reduce the availability of “Saturday night specials”—the cheap, 
poorly designed, and easy-to-conceal handguns that contributed to high rates of 
gun deaths and injuries.   69    

 Th e new law achieved its goal by restricting interstate commerce of guns; 
denying fi rearms to felons, minors, fugitives, drug addicts, and the mentally ill; 
and banning the import of handguns that did not meet strict new design and 
performance standards. It was the strongest gun control legislation in decades. 
Th ese measures reduced the supply of the cheap weapons favored by low-level 
criminals and abusive jealous men. 

 However, due to opposition from the gun industry and the National Rifl e 
Association, Congress did not require domestic gun manufacturers to meet these 
new standards. As one fi rearm company executive said, the law was “designed 
to protect the U.S. fi rearms industry from unfair competition.”   70    Th us, the new 
rules created a new business opportunity for domestic gun makers: making and 
marketing cheap handguns in the United States. 

 In a familiar story for lethal but legal products, falling demand for fi rearms 
triggered gun makers to promote their products more aggressively. Prior to the 
1960s, the gun industry had lost business as fewer people hunted or collected 
guns, causing sales of rifl es and shotguns to plummet. Handguns—pistols and 
revolvers—became the industry’s hope for renewed profi tability. In order to 
realize this goal, handgun producers had to make handguns aff ordable, and they 
had to convince more people that they needed the protection a handgun off ered. 

 New companies emerged determined to fi nd ways to produce and distrib-
ute aff ordable handguns. In 1970, George Jennings founded Raven Arms, Inc., 
a company that manufactured cheap handguns. Over the next several years, 
Jennings and his family and friends created several more companies surround-
ing the city of Los Angeles, later dubbed the “Ring of Fire” companies. Th ese 
companies cut costs by using cheap metals and fewer moving parts; dropping 
traditional safety features such as fi ring pin blocks that help prevent accidental 
discharge; and scrimping on plant security. It cost Raven $13 to make a gun it 
could sell wholesale for $30, a gross margin of more than 100 percent.   71    

 One of the Ring of Fire companies was Lorcin Engineering of Mira Loma, 
California. James Waldorf, its founder and a friend of Jennings, told a  Frontline  
TV interviewer that his goal was to make the “world’s most aff ordable hand-
guns. . . . We consider ourself the blue-collar gun of America.”   72    Waldorf also 
noted that “Th ere are more poor people than rich people. Cheap is synonymous 
with volume.”   73    Between 1990 and 1992, Ring of Fire companies increased their 
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production of handguns 24 percent a year, while production by other gun com-
panies declined. By the mid-1990s, Ring of Fire companies sold as many hand-
guns as Smith & Wesson, Colt, and Ruger, the largest national companies.   74    

 Th e second part of increasing profi ts was to expand the customer base. Several 
Ring of Fire companies targeted women. One Lorcin ad showed three of its pis-
tols, including one with a pearl-handled grip and another with a pink grip. Th e 
caption read, “Th ree litt le ladies that get the job done.”   75    Th e companies created 
a network of wholesalers that sold to pawn shops and licensed fi rearm dealers, 
and priced its products to make them att ractive starter guns for “the fearful, the 
criminal, and increasingly, the very young.”   76    Lorcin also off ered to cover fi rearm 
distributors and retailers under their own company’s liability policy, an att rac-
tive promise on which it was ultimately unable to deliver.   77    In California in the 
1990s, for every 10,000 cheap handguns sold each year, roughly 2,200 showed 
up in crimes, an explosion that caught even veteran law enforcement offi  cers by 
surprise.   78    

 In 1993, Lorcin Engineering sold half the .38 caliber handguns in the United 
States. According to Waldorf, “80 percent of Americans in the United States that 
own handguns own one of our products.”   79    Th e low prices that Lorcin and other 
Ring of Fire companies charged—$60 to $100 retail and as litt le as $50 on the 
street—led established gun makers like Smith & Wesson to lower their costs 
and prices, creating a race to the bott om on prices and quality—and an overall 
increase in handgun sales. As one violence-prevention advocate put it shortly 
before the Los Angeles Rodney King riots broke out in April 1992, killing 53 
people and injuring thousands more, “We have a fi re burning, and these com-
panies are throwing gasoline on it. Th ese people know what the inner-city gun 
buyer wants.”   80    

 Data from the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms showed that for 
several years in the late 1990s, Lorcin’s L380 pistol was the gun most oft en traced 
at crime scenes.   81    Waldorf rejected the charge that his company’s products were 
more likely to be involved in crime, arguing it was like saying “there are more 
Chevrolets involved in accidents than Mercedes.”   82    But BATF data suggest oth-
erwise: in 1999, seven of the top ten handguns recovered from persons under 
the age of 18, and fi ve of the ten from those aged 18 to 24, were inexpensive 
semiautomatic pistols made by Ring of Fire companies.   83    In addition, lax secu-
rity at Lorcin led to a steady fl ow of guns into the illegal market. A BATF inves-
tigation found that two Lorcin employees sold thousands of handguns made at 
the plant, which at the time employed no security guards.   84    

 By the late 1990s, a combination of factors undermined the Ring of Fire busi-
ness model. Increasing competition among these companies and from outside 
companies made it harder to make a profi t. Lawsuits from gun owners injured by 
the shoddy products and from municipalities concerned with rising rates of gun 
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violence scared investors, and tougher state and municipal legislation required 
big new investments in production and security.   85    Lorcin tried briefl y to follow 
the tobacco model by going overseas to fi nd less regulated markets. In 1997, 
Lorcin sold 25,000 handguns in South Africa, where rising crime rates and fears 
of crime created a lucrative market.   86    But by the new century, Lorcin, Raven, and 
three other of the six Ring of Fire companies had declared bankruptcy or gone 
out of business.   87    

 On one hand, the Ring of Fire story is as American as cherry pie. New compa-
nies are created as a market opportunity arises, and aft er initial success, many of 
these companies fail, not tough enough or well-fi nanced enough to survive and 
prosper. Some make shoddy products or use unscrupulous marketing. As early 
as 1992, based on a fi ve-month investigation, the  Wall Street Journal  described 
the Ring of Fire companies as “an empire that built itself on the mundane details 
of low-cost manufacturing and high volume distribution and thrives on the 
advantages of government protectionism and de facto oligopoly.” On the other 
hand, as the  Journal  went on to observe, “In many ways this is such a typical busi-
ness that it’s easy to lose sight of the product’s main feature: It kills.”   88    

 As is oft en the case with lethal but legal products, the failed businesses left  
a long shadow. Millions of cheap guns remained in circulation, contributing 
to crime, accidental injuries, homicides, and suicides. For many young people, 
Ring of Fire companies had provided their starter gun. Tom Diaz, a gun control 
advocate and former senior staff  member for the House Judiciary Committ ee’s 
Subcommitt ee on Crime, has charged that the gun industry deliberately mar-
keted increasingly lethal pistols to promote repeat sales to a customer base that 
had become saturated with less-powerful weapons.   89    

 Aft er 2000, new handguns have been super-sized to make them deadlier than 
the Ring of Fire weapons. Th e Glock 19 nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol 
can fi re 30 shots in seven seconds. It was advertised in the magazine  Soldier of 
Fortune  and elsewhere, enjoyed product placements on the popular television 
serial  Law and Order  and in rap songs and movies, contributing to the dubious 
distinction of becoming the fi rearm of choice of police, gun enthusiasts, gang-
sters, and mass murders.   90    Unlike the Ring of Fire companies, which operated on 
the margins, Glock is a respected multinational corporation based in Austria with 
operations in Hong Kong, Uruguay, the United Arab Emirates, and America, 
and customers in more than 100 countries. Its biggest customers are U.S.  law 
enforcement agencies, but Glock’s other customers have included accused mass 
murderers Jared Loughner, who shot U.S. Congresswomen Gabrielle Giff ords 
and more than a dozen others in Tucson, Arizona, and James Holmes, who 
allegedly fi red on a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, killing 12 and wounding 
58 people. A decade earlier, in a court deposition, an att orney had asked Paul 
Jannuzzo, Glock’s chief operating offi  cer at the time, whether the company had 
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ever considered not selling high-capacity magazines for its guns. “Not for one 
half a second, no sir,” he replied and called the 1994 law that temporarily banned 
such magazines “ridiculous,” a “feel good” measure.   91    

 Even aft er their extinction, the Ring of Fire companies continue to infl uence 
the gun business by showing the potential profi t in widely marketing low-cost 
weapons and targeting advertising to women, the young, and the fearful. Today 
the U.S. fi rearms industry is a $3 billion-a-year business that includes about 200 
companies. It produces 3 millions guns a year, of which 40 percent are hand-
guns. Th e industry is now highly concentrated, with fi ve companies controlling 
55 percent of the pistol market and 72 percent of the rifl e market. Th ree compa-
nies control 86 per cent of the shotgun market, and just two, Smith & Wesson 
and Sturm Ruger, control 80 percent of the revolver market.   92,      93    

 While the food industry embraced science and technology in order to design 
and market more irresistible products, gun makers have for the most part 
rejected technologies that could make guns safer, fearing that added safety fea-
tures might raise the cost for a price-sensitive market—or that its largest cus-
tomer base didn’t care much about safety. Among the new technologies that 
have been proposed but not brought to market on any wide scale are trigger 
locks, “smart guns” that fi re only when operated by the owner, magazine safeties 
that prevent fi ring once the clip has been removed, and childproofi ng.   94,      95    

 A new entry in the gun business is the Freedom Group, Inc., a corporation 
created in 2007 by the private investment fi rm Cerberus Capital Management   96    
(named aft er the three-headed dog of Greek mythology that guards the gates 
of Hades). Freedom Group sells guns and gun supplies under 10 brand names, 
including Remington, Marlin, and Bushmaster. Cerberus, led by Wall Street buy-
out king Stephen Feinberg, now manages more than $20 billion in capital, with 
additional subsidiary revenues in the range of $40 billion annually—a very diff er-
ent stratum of American business than the hard-scrabble Ring of Fire companies.   97    

 Cerberus fi rst came to national att ention in 2007 when it bought Chrysler. 
Feinberg hopes that Cerberus can cut costs and raise profi ts at the handful of 
small, struggling gun companies he has bought in the last fi ve years, and take 
them public, making a single big and profi table company. Th e Freedom Group 
released an initial public off ering (IPO) to go public in 2009 but later put off  the 
action because fi nancial markets seemed turbulent. 

 In 2011, the company had sales of $775  million, according to its Annual 
Report,  and sold 1.1  million rifl es and 2 billion rounds of ammunition, mak-
ing Freedom Group the largest gun and ammo maker in the United States.   98    In 
2012, its profi ts increased by 20 percent and its sales reached $932 million. One 
part of its business plan is to sell more weapons to the military, a task facilitated 
by a board  that includes former Vice-President Dan Quayle and two retired 
 generals.   99    While Freedom Group has so far focused on rifl es and shotguns, some 
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analysts believe it may enter the handgun business to diversify its off erings. One 
of its  companies, Remington, recently introduced its fi rst pistol in decades, the 
Remington 1911 R1.   100    In the last few years, in order to sell more guns and ammu-
nition to more people, Freedom Group expanded its business with  Walmarts, 
which in 2011 accounted for 15 percent of the gun makers’ total sales.   101    

 On December 14, 2012, Adam Lanza, a 20-year-old, used an AR-15 
.223- caliber rifl e made by the Freedom Group to kill 27 people, including 20 
fi rst graders and his mother. Lanza also carried a 9mm Sig-Sauer pistol and a 
10mm Glock pistol, which he used to kill himself aft er police arrived.   102    Ten days 
later, William Spengler, Jr., also used a Bushmaster AR-15.223-caliber rifl e (as 
well as a Mossberg 12-gauge shotgun and a.38-caliber Smith & Wesson pistol) 
to kill two volunteer fi refi ghters and wound two others who came to extinguish 
a fi re he had set in his upstate New York house.   103    

 In his eulogy for the Newtown victims, President Obama observed that:

  Th is job of keeping our children safe and teaching them well is some-
thing we can only do together, with the help of friends and neighbors, 
the help of a community and the help of a nation. Th is is our fi rst task, 
caring for our children. It’s our fi rst job. If we don’t get that right, we 
don’t get anything right. Th at’s how, as a society, we will be judged. And 
by that measure, can we truly say, as a nation, that we’re meeting our 
obligations? . . . Are we really prepared to say that we’re powerless in the 
face of such carnage, that the politics that the politics are too hard?   104     

 Around the same time, Freedom Group founder Stephen Feinberg discussed his 
company’s responsibilities in a diff erent way. “We do not believe that Freedom 
Group or any single company or individual can prevent senseless violence or the 
illegal use or procurement of fi rearms and ammunition,” the company said. In a 
statement released four days aft er the Newtown shooting, Feinberg’s Cerberus 
Capital Management wrote:

  As a Firm, we are investors, not statesmen or policy makers . . . It is not 
our role to take positions, or att empt to shape or infl uence the gun con-
trol policy debate. Th at is the job of our federal and state legislators. 
Th ere are, however, actions that we as a fi rm can take. Accordingly, we 
have determined to immediately engage in a formal process to sell our 
investment in Freedom Group. We believe that this decision allows 
us to meet our obligations to the investors whose interests we are 
entrusted to protect without being drawn into the national debate that 
is more properly pursued by those with the formal charter and public 
responsibility to do so.   105     
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 Joe Nocera noted in the  New York Times  that Freedom Group’s newfound reluc-
tance to enter the national debate seemed somewhat hypocritical. Its chief exec-
utive, George Kollitides, has run for the board of the National Rifl e Association 
and serves on several N.R.A. committ ees, and the N.R.A. has described com-
pany executives as “strong supporters of the Second Amendment.”   106    Its adver-
tisement for the Bushmaster (Figure  2.1) shows litt le reluctance to infl uence 
att itudes towards guns.        

 According to one industry analyst, by the end of 2011, Cerberus had already 
realized profi ts of nearly $100 million on Freedom Group, and sale of the com-
pany was likely to triple its gross investment.   107    Cerberus, the mythical three-
headed dog aft er whom Feinberg’s company was named, has one head to stare 
into Hell to make sure nobody escapes, another to look back at the world of 
the living, and the third to peer into the future. For Cerberus, that future may 
not include fi rearms. But like the fl y-by-night Saturday night special makers of 
Los Angeles, the millions of guns that the Freedom Group leaves behind and 
the regulatory environment the company helped to create ensures that its leg-
acy will include more deaths and injuries. And as gun ownership continues to 
decline—the number of American households with fi rearms fell from an aver-
age of 50 percent in the 1970s to 35 percent in this decade   108   , gunmakers and 

 
   Figure 2.1    Advertisement by Bushmaster, the Freedom Group Company that made the 
weapon Adam Lanza allegedly used in Newtown, Connecticut. Appeared in  Huffi  ngton 
Post  on Dec. 17, 2012, at  htt p://www.huffi  ngtonpost.com/emma-gray/bushmaster-ri
fl e-ad-masculinity-gun-violence-newtown-adam-lanza_b_2317924.html.    

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/emma-gray/bushmaster-rifle-ad-masculinity-gun-violence-newtown-adam-lanza_b_2317924.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/emma-gray/bushmaster-rifle-ad-masculinity-gun-violence-newtown-adam-lanza_b_2317924.html
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their allies can be expected to continue to use their political power to resist any 
eff ort to enact public health measures that jeopardize their profi ts.  

    Pharmaceutical Corporations: Misrepresenting 
Risk, Selling Sickness, and Co-opting Doctors 
to Make a Profi t   

 Modern drugs have saved hundreds of thousands of lives, and no patient or phy-
sician would want to do without the many eff ective products that the pharma-
ceutical industry has developed. But the fact that the drug industry has helped 
many people is no reason to ignore or excuse its products or practices that harm 
health. A variety of evidence shows that pharmaceutical products cost lives as 
well as save them, and that the pharmaceutical industry consistently engages in 
practices that threaten the health of the public. Some of these cause unintended 
injuries or side eff ects, while others represent missed opportunities to use our 
collective pharmacological wisdom to prevent or treat diseases rather than pro-
duce profi t for the industry. 

 According to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, each year, prescribed 
medications cause hundreds of thousands of injuries and deaths, making prescrip-
tion drug mortality a leading cause of death in the United States and generating bil-
lions of dollars in additional healthcare costs. A 1998 study reported that 2,216,000 
hospitalized patients in the United States had serious adverse drug reactions, and 
106,000 had fatal reactions.   109    Adverse events from prescription drug use result in 
more than 4 million annual visits to emergency departments, doctors’ offi  ces, or 
other outpatient sett ings, and 117,000 hospitalizations each year. One in ten resi-
dents of long-term care facilities experience an adverse drug event every month, 
and between two and six of every 100 hospitalized patients experience adverse 
drug events.   110    A recent review of studies from around the world concluded that 
17 percent of hospitalized patients experience an adverse drug reaction.   111    

 Many factors play a role in these injuries and deaths, including the behavior of 
patients and the practices of healthcare providers and healthcare institutions. Th e 
pharmaceutical industry contributes by heavily promoting inadequately tested 
drugs to manage chronic conditions, both directly to consumers and to physi-
cians. Since many people suff er from these conditions and are oft en required to 
take these drugs for extended periods of time, these drugs are highly profi table. 
For the same reasons, the public health impact of overzealous marketing and inad-
equate testing can be signifi cant. For example, in 1999, Merck Pharmaceuticals 
obtained FDA approval to market the pain killer Vioxx (generic name, rofecoxib) 
to treat arthritis, migraine, and other causes of pain and infl ammation. Five years 
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later, aft er more than $10 billion in sales, Merck withdrew Vioxx from the market 
because of a study that showed it doubled the risk of heart att acks and strokes in 
long-term users.   112    By then, more than 20 million people had taken the drug, and 
thousands may have experienced adverse events, including deaths, att ributable to 
Vioxx.   113    Late in 2007, Merck agreed to pay $4.85 billion to sett le 27,000 lawsuits 
by people who claimed that they or their family members suff ered injury or died 
aft er taking the drug. Analysts considered the sett lement a victory for Merck, lim-
iting its future liability and allowing it to focus on other priorities.   114    

 Vioxx’s harm was amplifi ed by deceptive advertising. Merck marketing 
promised that Vioxx would bring pain relief to people with arthritis without the 
gastrointestinal side eff ects associated with other medications. Over six years, 
Merck spent more than $500  million advertising Vioxx to consumers, and in 
2003 alone, more than $500 million on Vioxx ads to physicians,   115   ,   116    promot-
ing the message of fewer side eff ects than similar drugs.   117    In 2009, however, the 
Massachusett s researcher who had authored the studies used to justify this claim 
admitt ed that the data in some or all of his 21 journal articles reporting these 
results had been fabricated.   118    

 In 2010, GlaxoSmithKline’s diabetes drug Avandia (generic name, rosigli-
tazone) was taken off  the market in Europe because the European Medicines 
Agency determined the “benefi ts no longer outweigh the risks.” One study 
published in the  New England Journal of Medicine  found that Avandia increased 
patients’ chance of heart att ack by 43  percent and cardiac-related death by 
64 percent.   119    Nevertheless, 60 million prescriptions for Avandia had been writ-
ten between 1999 and 2007. In 2012, Glaxo agreed to plead guilty to criminal 
charges and pay $3 billion in fi nes for failing to report safety data about Avandia 
to the FDA and for promoting its best-selling antidepressants for unapproved 
uses. Th e agreement also includes civil penalties for improper marketing of a 
half-dozen other drugs.   120    Th e Justice Department charged the company with 
unlawfully promoting antidepressants to children and for weight loss, helping 
to prepare misleading medical journal articles to support its case, and enter-
taining doctors with ski trips and pheasant hunts.   121    In 2013, Glaxo agreed to 
pay $229 million to sett le lawsuits in which several U.S. states accused the drug 
maker of deceptively marketing Avandia.   122    Despite these continuing setbacks, a 
month earlier an FDA panel voted to ease the restrictions on Avandia, partially 
reversing its 2010 vote. Dr. Steven Nissen, the lead author of the  New England 
Journal of Medicine  study that led to the 2010 action, att ributed the partial rever-
sal to “a bureaucracy that never wants to admit it made a mistake. It is tragic for 
public health that the people who approve the drug in the fi rst place (the FDA) 
remain to act against the drug. It’s like a parent admitt ing their child is ugly.”   123    

 As   Table  2.1   shows, other pharmaceutical companies paid large fi nes for 
improper marketing of drugs, suggesting a calculation that the profi ts from 



    Table 2.1    Largest Sett lements Reached Between the United States Department of Justice and Pharmaceutical Companies from 
2001 to 2012   

  Company    Sett lement    Violation(s)    Year    Product(s)    Laws allegedly violated  

 GlaxoSmith Kline  $3 billion  Off -label promotion/ 
 failure to disclose safety data 

 2012  Avandia/Wellbutrin/
  Paxil 

 FCA/FDCA 

 Abbott  Laboratories  $1.5 billion  Off -label promotion  2012  Depakote  FCA/FDCA 

 Amgen  $762 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks  2012  Aranesp  FCA/FDCA 

 Glaxo Smith Kline  $750 million  Poor manufacturing practices  2010  Kytril/Bactroban/
  Paxil CR/ Avandamet 

 FCA/FDCA 

 Allergan  $600 million  Off -label promotion  2010  Botox  FCA/FDCA 

 Novartis  $423 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks  2010  Trileptal  FCA/FDCA 

 AstraZeneca  $520 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks  2010  Seroquel  FCA 

 Eli Lilly  $1.4 billion  Off -label promotion  2009  Zyprexa  FCA/FDCA 

 Pfi zer  $2.3 billion  Off -label promotion/kickbacks  2009  Bextra/Geodon/
  Zyvox/Lyrica 

 FCA/FDCA 

 Merck  $650 million  Medicare fraud/kickbacks  2008  Zocor/Vioxx/  
Pepsid 

 FCA/Medicaid Rebate 
Statute 

 Cephalon  $425 million  Off -label promotion  2008  Actiq/Gabitril/  
Provigil 

 FCA/FDCA 

 Purdue Pharma  $601 million  Off -label promotion  2007  Oxycontin  FCA 



 Bristol-Myers Squibb  $515 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks/ 
Medicare fraud 

 2007  Abilify/Serzone  FCA/FDCA 

 Schering-  
Plough 

 $435 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks/ 
Medicare fraud 

 2006  Temodar/Intron A/  
 K-Dur/Claritin RediTabs 

 FCA/FDCA 

 Serono  $704 million  Off -label promotion/kickbacks/ 
monopoly practices 

 2005  Serostim  FCA 

 Pfi zer  $430 million  Off -label promotion  2004  Neurontin  FCA/FDCA 

 Schering-Plough  $345 million  Medicare fraud/kickbacks  2004  Claritin  FCA/Anti-Kickback 
Statute 

 AstraZeneca  $355 million  Medicare fraud  2003  Zoladex  Prescription Drug 
Marketing Act 

 Schering-Plough  $500 million  Poor manufacturing practices  2002  Claritin  FDA Current Good 
Manufacturing Practices 

 TAP Pharma ceutical 
Products 

 $875 million  Medicare fraud/kickbacks  2001  Lupron  FCA/   Prescription Drug 
Marketing Act 

   Notes : FCA = False Claims Act; FDCA = federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act  

   Sources :“Abbott  Labs to pay $1.5 billion to resolve criminal and civil investigations of off -label promotion of Depakote.” Justice.gov. May 7, 2012. Available at:   htt p://
www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2012/May/12-civ-585.html . Accessed on April 28,  2013.  
  Almashat S, Preston C, Waterman T, Wolfe S. Rapidly Increasing Criminal and Civil Monetary Penalties Against the Pharmaceutical Industry: 1991–2010, Public Citizen’s Health 
Research Group, December 16, 2010. Available at:  htt p://www.citizen.org/documents/rapidlyincreasingcriminalandcivilpenalties.pdf . Last accessed on April 27, 2013.  
  “Amgen Inc. pleads guilty to federal charge in Brooklyn, NY; Pays $762 Million to Resolve Criminal Liability and False Claims Act Allegations.” Justice.gov. December 19, 
2012.  htt p://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2012/December/12-civ-1523.html. Accessed on April 28 , 2013.  
  Goldacre B.  Bad Pharma: How Drug Companies Mislead Doctors and Harm Patients . New York, Faber & Faber, 2013.  
  Th omas K, Schmidt MS. “Glaxo agrees to pay $3 Billion in fraud sett lement.”  New York Times , July 3, 2012, p. A1.  

http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2012/May/12-civ-585.html
http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2012/May/12-civ-585.html
http://www.citizen.org/documents/rapidlyincreasingcriminalandcivilpenalties.pdf
http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2012/December/12-civ-1523.html
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illegal marketing make such fi nes an acceptable cost of business. “What we’re 
learning is that money doesn’t deter corporate malfeasance,” observed Eliot 
Spitzer, who, as New York’s Att orney General, sued GlaxoSmithKline in 2004 
over similar accusations involving Paxil. “Th e only thing that will work in my 
view is C.E.O.’s and offi  cials being forced to resign and individual culpability 
being enforced.”   124           

 Other drugs withdrawn from the market because of safety concerns include 
Eli Lilly’s Darvon, a painkiller pulled because of concerns about heart toxicity,   125    
and Abbott ’s Cylert (pemoline) a medication used to treat att ention-defi cit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) pulled in 2005 due to concerns about its con-
tribution to deaths from liver failure.   126    In these cases, the drug industry’s desire 
to get or keep profi table products on the market led them to inadequate pre- or 
post-marketing testing. 

 As   Table 2.1   shows, several drug companies encouraged doctors to use their 
drugs for purposes other than those approved by the FDA, a potentially dan-
gerous—and illegal—practice. For example, in 2004, Warner Lambert, then a 
division of Pfi zer, pled guilty to criminal charges and agreed to pay $430 million 
to sett le the charges that it had illegally promoted Neurotonin (gabapentin), a 
drug approved by the FDA for control of certain types of seizures in people who 
have epilepsy.   127    Among the conditions for which the manufacturer encouraged 
doctors to prescribe Neurotonin were bipolar disorder, peripheral neuropathy, 
diabetic neuropathy, complex regional pain syndrome, att ention defi cit disorder, 
restless legs syndrome, trigeminal neuralgia, periodic limb movement disorder 
of sleep, migraine headaches, and alcohol withdrawal syndrome, none sup-
ported by the literature. A year later, the U.S. Department of Justice offi  cial testi-
fi ed before Congress that it had begun 180 separate investigations of off -label 
marketing by drug companies.   128      

 Th e drug industry’s pervasive misrepresentation of scientifi c evidence on 
drug effi  cacy and widespread marketing of drugs for off -label use harms not 
only the patients and their providers who end up misusing these drugs, but also 
the public at large. As one major drug company aft er another pleads guilty to 
these illegal practices or sett les court cases with penalties of hundreds of mil-
lions or billions of dollars, it becomes harder for patients and doctors to trust 
even the drugs that are eff ective. Doubts about treatment effi  cacy or pharmaceu-
tical industry integrity can increase non-compliance, putt ing patients at risk of 
inadequate treatment for many conditions. 

 Non-compliance with prescribed medications has been estimated to cost 
$100 to $300 billion a year and to contribute to 125,000 deaths annually.   129    
Some portion of these human and fi nancial costs are another example of an 
industry willing to sacrifi ce its credibility by breaking the law and then transfer-
ring the costs of its harmful practices onto taxpayers and the general public. 
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 Pharmaceutical companies can also contribute to avoidable illnesses by their 
pricing practices. In the United States, millions of people cannot aff ord the high 
prices for prescription drugs for their asthma, diabetes, heart disease, or cancer, 
leading to under-treatment and missed opportunities for prevention and early 
intervention and thus higher costs for chronic disease care. In 2012, prescrip-
tion drug prices surged 13 percent, far higher than the increase in infl ation. In 
that same year, 45 percent of people under age 65 who do not have insurance 
coverage for prescriptions said they had not fi lled a prescription in the last year 
because of the cost, almost double the rate of those reporting this problem the 
previous year.   130    By one estimate, 150  million prescriptions a year go unfi lled 
because of cost,   131   ,   132    a clear sign of a market failure to meet a social need. 

 Th e revenues from popular patent-protected drugs constitute the lifeblood 
of pharmaceutical profi ts, so the industry looks to maintain this fl ow by charg-
ing exorbitant prices for needed medications and discouraging or preventing the 
release of more aff ordable generic drugs. Drug companies oft en justify the high 
prices they charge by claiming high research and development costs, but in fact 
many drugs are developed by federally funded, university-based researchers,   133    
and many of the costs they call “research” are in fact marketing. And at least until 
the current economic crisis, drug companies reported among the highest profi t 
levels of any industry sector. 

 Whatever the cause, high prices put life-saving drugs out of the reach of peo-
ple who need them, especially in the developing world. As we have seen, high 
prices also contribute to patients’ not taking prescribed medicines, a practice 
that contributes to worsening of chronic diseases such as diabetes or hyperten-
sion, especially among lower-income patients, and to drug-resistance to treat-
ments of infectious diseases. 

 Another industry practice that contributes to unnecessary or harmful drug 
use is to defi ne a common social problem as a medical problem, publicize and 
exaggerate its seriousness, then market a drug that can “solve” this problem, a 
process described as “disease-mongering.”   134    Examples include male patt ern 
baldness (treated by Rogaine), social anxiety disorders (treated by Paxil or 
Zoloft ), and female sexual dysfunction (treated by various hormone therapies, 
including a testosterone patch).   135   ,   136    Th ese new drugs divert pharmaceutical 
companies’ research and development from other drugs that could help con-
trol ailments that truly jeopardize global health—malaria and tuberculosis, for 
example—to ones that promise generous profi ts from wealthier consumers for 
treating problems of modern living. 

 Some of these drugs also have side eff ects. Aft er GlaxoSmithKline obtained 
FDA approval to market Paxil for the new condition “social anxiety disorder,” it 
immediately hired a public relations fi rm, Cohn & Wolfe, to “educate” the public 
about this condition. A year later, the PR fi rm boasted of generating 1.1 billion 
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media impressions for the conditions and its treatment in just one year.   137    
Unfortunately, it later turned out that as many as one in four Paxil users suff ered 
withdrawal from the drug when they tried to stop its use.   138    

 In recent years, drug companies have found new ways to extend the patent 
protections that allow them to charge higher prices. In her book  Th e Truth about 
Drug Companies , Dr. Marcia Angell, former editor of the  New England Journal 
of Medicine , describes how drug companies have used various strategies to 
extend their exclusive marketing rights on profi table drugs. Th ese include mak-
ing minor changes in the formulation to get extra years of protection, fi ling for 
multiple patents to extend protection or generate lawsuits that can delay the 
end of protection, or testing the drug in children, which extends patent protec-
tion, whether or not children are likely to benefi t from a drug.   139    Th ey have also 
engaged in “pay for delay,” whereby a big drug company will pay a generic maker 
or smaller company not to release a generic brand for several years, allowing the 
original patent holder to keep prices high for longer. Th e Congressional Budget 
Offi  ce estimated in 2011 that making pay for delay illegal could save the govern-
ment almost $5 billion over 10 years and lower drug costs in the United States 
by $11 billion.   140    

 In 2012, in a case that involved a drug manufactured by the Schering-Plough 
Corporation, a federal court in Philadelphia ruled that pay for delay was inher-
ently anti-competitive. Eleanor M.  Fox, an antitrust expert and professor at 
the New York University Law School told the  New York Times  that the court’s 
fi nding that agreements between generic and branded drug manufacturers “are 
cases of competitor collaboration, which the Supreme Court has called ‘the 
supreme evil of antitrust.’ ”   141    In 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that phar-
maceutical companies can be sued for paying rivals not to release lower-cost 
drugs.   142    

 Around the world, the pharmaceutical industry is growing, albeit more slowly 
aft er the 2008 fi nancial crisis than before. Spending for prescription drugs in the 
United States was six times higher in 2008 than in 1990, making it one of the 
fastest growing components of the nation’s healthcare costs.   143    Between 2010 
and 2019, retail sales of prescription drugs in the United States are expected to 
increase by 176 percent.   144    Between 2010 and 2015, the revenues from the global 
over-the-counter pharmaceutical industry are expected to increase by 20  per-
cent,   145    while in the same period, the global pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, and 
life sciences industries are expected to increase in market value by 40 percent.   146    
Th ese trends, combined with the increasing rates of chronic conditions that 
require long-term pharmaceutical treatment, suggest that the problems asso-
ciated with increased pharmaceutical use will continue to grow. As in the case 
of other industries, the increased consolidation of the global pharmaceutical 
industry will give it the resources needed to continue aggressive marketing and 
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lobbying to thwart or delay more stringent global regulation that could reduce 
its most harmful practices. 

 Defenders of Big Pharma argue that any eff ort to regulate its practices more 
closely risks strangling the goose that lays the golden life-saving eggs that global 
health requires. Th is argument that society needs to choose between risky busi-
ness as usual and jeopardizing human progress, a favorite of producers of legal 
but lethal products, ignores that the status quo is the result of political decisions 
that humans made—and can unmake.  

    From Evidence to Action: Reducing the Harm 
from Business Practices   

 Th e practices of the food, tobacco, alcohol, automobile, fi rearms, and pharma-
ceutical industries sicken, injure, and kill people prematurely in diff erent ways. 
Clearly, the products themselves play very diff erent roles in our lives. Food and 
pharmaceuticals enhance health and are essential for modern living. In modera-
tion, automobiles and alcohol can make our lives easier and less stressful, making 
them an important part of everyday life for people around the world. Tobacco 
and fi rearms, on the other hand, kill people if used as directed, although fi rearms 
have other uses such as for hunting and crime deterrence, and are sanctioned for 
some types of killing, such as in war, state killing, and self-defense. 

 Yet these six industries share two common characteristics. First, all contrib-
ute substantially to the rising global burden of chronic diseases and injuries, 
as summarized in the table below.   Table 2.2   shows that the products of these 
industries contribute annually to several hundred thousand premature deaths 
in the United States and to several million deaths globally. Of course, not all 
these deaths are directly att ributable to corporate practices—consumer behav-
ior, government policy, and other factors also play a role. But the magnitude of 
the carnage makes it imperative to consider the role of corporations, the prime 
source of these lethal products. 

 Moreover, the relatively small number of multinational corporations makes 
the task of changing their products and practices at least theoretically feasible. 
Another important reason for changing corporate practices in order to improve 
health is their dominant role in another major cause of the twenty-fi rst-cen-
tury epidemics. Public health researchers have identifi ed growing income 
inequality and the widening gap between the power and status of the wealthi-
est one percent of the population and everyone else as major causes of global ill 
health.   147,      148    Finding the links between these two defi ning characteristics of mod-
ern  capitalism—risky products and business practices and growing income and 



    Table 2.2    Annual U.S. and Global Deaths Att ributable to Products and 
Practices of Selected Consumer Industries   a      

 Industry  Main Health Conditions 
Related to Products and 
Practices 

 Estimated Annual 
US Deaths in 
2005b 

 Estimated Global Annual 
Deaths, 2010 
Source: c unless otherwise noted

 Tobacco  Heart disease, lung 
and other cancers, 
respiratory diseases 

 467,000  6,297,287 (includes 
 exposure to second-hand 
smoke) 

 Food and 
beverages 

 Obesity, diabetes, 
heart disease, some 
cancers 

 216,000   deaths 
att ributed to 
overweight/
obesity 

 3,371,232 (att ributed to 
high Body Mass Index)d 

 Alcohol  Accidents, homicides, 
liver cancer, cirrhosis 

 64,000  4,860,168 

 Motor 
vehicles 

 Injuries, respiratory 
diseases including 
cancer, heart disease 

 43,667e  1,300,000 (from collision 
injuries)f 
 3,223,540 (from  particulate 
matt er air pollution, of 
which motor vehicles are 
largest contributor) 

 Firearms  Homicide, suicide, unin-
tended injuries 

 30,694 b   500,000, of which 300,000 
are confl ict-related and 
200,000 homicides, suicides 
and accidentsg (2000) 

 Pharma-
ceuticals 

 Over and under 
medication 

 128,000 deaths 
from fatal drug 
reactions in 2011h 

 Not available 

aUS estimates come from reports from the US Centers for Disease Control and the global ones from the 
World Health Organization, unless otherwise noted. Missing data and the diffi  culties of att ributing cause to a 
particular product contribute to some uncertainty. Some observers believe some of these estimates exaggerate 
the specifi ed death toll (e.g., Kopel DB, Gallant P, Eisen JD. Global deaths from fi rearms: Searching for plau-
sible estimates. Texas Review of Law & Politics. 2003;8(1):113–141), but most believe that the uncertainties 
lead to underestimates of the impact.

bDanaei G, Ding EL, Mozaff arian D, Taylor B, Rehm J, et al. Th e Preventable Causes of Death in the 
United States: Comparative Risk Assessment of Dietary, Lifestyle, and Metabolic Risk Factors. PLoS Med. 
2009;6(4):e1000058. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1000058

cLim SS, Vos T, Flaxman AD, Danaei G, Shibuya K, Adair-Rohani H, et al. A comparative risk assessment 
of burden of disease and injury att ributable to 67 risk factors and risk factor clusters in 21 regions, 1990–2010: 
a systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2010. Lancet. 2013;380(9859):2224–2260.

dDoes not include deaths att ributed to high sodium diet (3,104,308 deaths); high sugar sweetened bever-
age consumption (299,521 deaths); or high trans fatt y acid consumption (515,260 deaths).

eKung HC, Hoyert DL, Xu JQ, Murphy SL. Deaths: Final data for 2005. National Vital Statistics Reports. 
2008;56(10). Hyatt sville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics.

fMathers CD, Boerma T, Fat DM. Global and regional causes of death. British Medical Bulletin. 2009;92:7–32.
gCukier W. Small Arms and Light Weapons: A Public Health Approach. World Aff . 2002(9):261:263.
hQuarterWatch: Monitoring FDA MedWatch Reports. Institute for Safe Medicine Practices. Available at: 

htt p://www.ismp.org/quarterwatch/pdfs/2011Q4.pdf. Published May 31, 2012. Accessed August 14. 2012.

http://www.ismp.org/quarterwatch/pdfs/2011Q4.pdf
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power inequalities—has the potential to inform the policies and politics that can 
overcome rising rates of premature deaths and preventable illnesses and injuries.        

 A second common characteristic of all six industries is that they have used 
many of the same strategies to advance their business interests at the expense 
of public health. Th ey use modern science and technology to seek profi ts in 
ways that harm health. Th ey design and aggressively promote products without 
adequately testing their impact on health Th ey make false or misleading claims 
about the health benefi ts of their products and minimize the known harms or 
seek to obfuscate the science that demonstrates this harm. Th ey price unhealthy 
products cheaply to maximize their market penetration, but charge high prices 
that put healthy products out of reach of many who need them. Th ey trans-
fer—externalize—the costs of their harmful practices onto consumers and 
 taxpayers, allowing the companies to keep their prices low and profi ts high, but 
bankrupting the governments and families who need to pay for health care or 
environmental cleanups. Th ey encourage lifestyles and patt erns of consumption 
known to harm population health, especially to vulnerable populations such as 
children. Th ey elicit brand loyalty for risky blockbuster products by appealing 
to customers’ fears, insecurities and addictions. Th ey undermine regulations 
and standards designed to protect public health or the environment when these 
protections are perceived to jeopardize profi ts or market share. And they distort 
democracy by using campaign contributions and lobbying to overcome popular 
support for stronger public health protections. 

 In pursuing these   strategies, these industries are following not the rules of the 
Bett er Business Bureau but the   playbook writt en over the twentieth century by 
tobacco corporations and their allies, the pariah industry that has killed more 
people than any dictator or war in history. Th ese common strategies of the corpo-
rate consumption complex now challenge the ability of the United States, other 
nations, and the World Health Organization to respond eff ectively to emerging 
threats to health and to achieve the health goals they have promulgated. 

 At the conclusion of the 2011 UN High-Level Meeting on Non-Communicable 
Diseases, many participants celebrated the progress. One WHO offi  cial said the 
meeting was a “great achievement” because it succeeded in “elevating NCD pre-
vention from a health priority to a development priority.”   149    An Australian public 
health researcher observed,  

  Overall, the UN meeting has consolidated steadily growing global 
 concern about NCDs and articulated what is known and the kinds of 
action that must be taken. Th e huge increase in interest in these condi-
tions by governments, health agencies, non-government organizations 
and academia in the past seven years is deeply encouraging, espe-
cially when competing worries such as climate change and economic 
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instability could have easily displaced NCDs from both national and 
international agendas.   150      

 But underneath the hopeful sound bites, some participants sounded more 
pessimistic. Some delegates objected to the substantial industry presence in the 
planning process and at the meeting. In a lett er to the  Lancet , a coalition of 140 
health groups warned, “there are clear confl icts for the corporations that con-
tribute to and profi t from the sales of alcohol beverages, foods with high fat, 
sugar and salt content, and tobacco products—all of which are important causes 
of NCDs.” Th ey warned that “failure to address these concerns will undermine 
the development of competent policy . . . and the confi dence of the global com-
munity and the public at large have in the UN’s and the WHO’s ability to govern 
and advance public health.”   151    

 In a speech to the delegates, Dr. Margaret Chan, the WHO director general, 
used unusually strong language: “I call on heads of state and heads of govern-
ment to stand rock-hard against the despicable eff orts of the tobacco industry to 
subvert this treaty. We must stand fi rm against their open and extremely aggres-
sive tactics.”   152    Ann Keeling, then chair of the NCD Alliance, a coalition of more 
than 2,000 civil society groups from 170 countries, called the meeting declara-
tion “a great disappointment.”   153    

 Th is disappointment was triggered in part by the revelation that, even before the 
meeting, industry lobbyists and their government supporters had watered down 
the declaration that the delegates would consider. As revealed by investigations by 
 Lancet  and the  British Medical Journal,  government and industry representatives 
from the European Union, the United States, Canada, and Australia had “systemat-
ically deleted, diluted and downgraded” stronger commitments and replaced them 
with vague intentions to “consider” and “work towards change.”   154,      155    

 A few specifi c debates about the wording of the declaration illustrate the 
power of corporate interests, even at an international meeting of heads of state 
and top health offi  cials. Th e health experts who draft ed the fi nal declaration pro-
posed to use the word “epidemic” to describe the skyrocketing rates of increase 
of NCDs around the world—a seemingly routine use of a well-accepted pub-
lic health and medical concept, frequently applied to both communicable and 
non-communicable diseases. But for pharmaceutical companies, that word is 
not just a word. In 2001, the Doha Declaration, the World Trade Organization’s 
agreement on intellectual property rights, ruled that a poor country could force 
pharmaceutical companies to let its domestic manufacturers make generic drugs 
for use in low-income countries in exchange for a smaller royalty, even if that 
drug still had patent protection.   156    Th is option enabled governments in coun-
tries like Brazil and South Africa to get aff ordable anti-retroviral HIV medica-
tions to their people, an important step in containing the epidemic in these and 
other countries. 
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 Th e Doha Declaration allowed suspension of patent protection in the case 
of HIV, tuberculosis, malaria, and “other epidemics.” Now pharmaceutical and 
other corporations worried that the suspension of patent protection in the case 
of “epidemics” of NCDs could be a precedent, applying not only to the produc-
tion and marketing of profi table medicines for diabetes, heart disease, and can-
cer, but perhaps to other types of trade agreements that protect marketing of 
food, alcohol, and tobacco against public-health regulation. Corporate interests 
thus successfully argued against including the single word that could have alerted 
the world to the magnitude of the crisis from NCDs and also given governments 
in low-income and emerging nations new tools to combat NCDs. Ultimately, 
in a Newspeak compromise that would have delighted George Orwell, the 
negotiators reached agreement to describe NCDs as “a challenge of epidemic 
proportions.”   157    

 In another issue related to the declaration’s proposals for international regula-
tion of advertising, the developed countries opposed new international restric-
tions on tobacco advertising. Keeling from the NCD Alliance observed, “I think 
it is completely immoral that (these countries are) arguing against this for the 
rest of the world when they have done this to safeguard their own population.”   158    

 Participants also debated about how to describe the food industry. Was it a 
target of action, part of the problem, like the tobacco industry, or a partner in 
deciding the rules? One meeting participant, a longtime health activist, told a 
 Washington Post  reporter, “Our position is that ‘partnership’ isn’t the right word. 
It implies trust and respect. Th e allegiance of the food companies is to create 
profi ts. Th eir voluntary commitments are only good for as long as they want to 
keep them.”   159    Ultimately, the word “partner” stayed in the declaration. 

 Finally, the health experts wanted to set targets for reducing the prevalence 
of NCDs and mandate consumer corporations to take specifi c actions— 
reformulating food products, sett ing mandatory standards for advertising, and 
using taxation to encourage health. Several developed-country delegates, more 
concerned about protecting their industries than the health of their public, 
opposed these measures, preferring voluntary partnerships and a more general 
call for action. Th ey favored this approach both because it did not require spe-
cifi c commitment of resources (a challenge during a time of perceived auster-
ity), and because it ensured that neither governments nor corporations would 
have any specifi c accountability for taking action to reduce NCDs. Th e fi nal 
declaration did not include any targets and encouraged, but did not mandate, 
adoption of the evidence-based recommendations for NCD prevention.   160    
Later WHO follow-up meetings added targets but did not allocate resources 
to reach them. 

 Th e fact that representatives of the tobacco, food, alcohol, and pharmaceu-
tical industries were able to win major concessions in a global public health 
agreement that was a statement of principles, not a formal, binding treaty that 
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addressed the world’s most serious and expensive public health problem, illus-
trates the power of corporations to protect their own interests at the expense of 
public health.  

    Choosing Strategies to Promote Public Health   

 To select a strategy for public health improvement, the strategy must meet two 
criteria. First, it must reduce an important cause of ill health; second, it has to 
be feasible in the real world. As we have seen, substantial evidence shows that 
the business and political practices of the major consumer corporations are a 
signifi cant cause of the health conditions that now threaten world health. Before 
considering the feasibility of making changes in corporate practices that harm 
health, let’s examine two other approaches to improving health:  biomedicine 
and lifestyle modifi cation. Th ese are the alternatives favored by corporate 
 interests—and by most policymakers. 

    B IOMEDICINE ’ S  ROLE  IN  IMPROVING HEALTH   

 Biomedicine seeks to improve health by changing genetic, biochemical, or struc-
tural characteristics of individuals. Lifestyle modifi cation promotes health by 
encouraging individuals to abandon unhealthy behavior and take up healthier 
habits. Clearly both of these strategies can play an important role in disease pre-
vention and treatment, but a closer examination shows the limits of their eff ec-
tiveness and feasibility—and suggests the importance of the third alternative, 
changing corporate practices. 

 Biomedical approaches to treating illness are now the dominant way that the 
United States addresses its health problems. Of the almost $2.6 trillion of public 
and private health expenditures in the United States in 2010, only about 3 per-
cent was spent on prevention and public health, showing the priority we place 
on treatment.   161,      162,      163    Th is disproportionate spending on treatment has achieved 
some impressive results: survival rates for many cancers have increased signifi -
cantly, and improvements in cardiac care have saved millions of lives. One infl u-
ential study estimates that about half the decline in U.S. deaths from coronary 
heart disease from 1980 through 2000—a drop that resulted in 341,745 fewer 
deaths in 2000 than if the 1980 rate had persisted—can be att ributed to medical 
therapies.   164    While almost 15 percent of Americans lacked health insurance in 
2012—and thus access to state-of-the art treatment, many insured and bett er-off  
Americans benefi t from some of the world’s best medical care. 

 But biomedicine has its limitations. Despite advances in molecular and 
genomic medicine, few observers expect the huge investments we have made 
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in these areas to result in improvements in population health anytime soon. 
Francis Collins, now the head of the National Institutes of Health and formerly 
the leader of the publicly funded gene-sequencing eff orts, recently noted that ten 
years aft er scientists deciphered the human genome, its “consequences for clinical 
medicine . . . have thus far been modest . . . the Human Genome Project has not yet 
directly aff ected the health care of most individuals.”   165    Some new pharmacother-
apies have dramatically improved outcomes for conditions like AIDS and tuber-
culosis, but most make only modest contributions, and several, as we have seen, 
have imposed substantial harm. Even when new discoveries do prove eff ective, 
it has been diffi  cult to bring these benefi ts to all who need them. An unintended 
consequence of some discoveries is the exacerbation of health inequalities, since 
advances in biomedicine most oft en go to the bett er-off  who can aff ord them. 

 And biomedicine is extraordinarily expensive. According to the National 
Institute of Health, a single gastric-bypass surgery costs between $12,000 and 
$35,000, with millions of people worldwide suff ering from the extreme obesity 
that warrants the procedure.   166    In 2006, lung cancer care in the United States 
cost more than $10 billion; global tobacco-related deaths are expected to be 
ten times higher in the twenty-fi rst century than in the twentieth.   167    In poor 
countries and rich ones, healthcare systems now and for the near future lack the 
science, technology, and operational capacity to genetically engineer, perform 
surgery, or medicate to reduce the growing human and economic burden of 
chronic diseases and injuries.  

    ROLE  OF  L IFESTYLE-MODIFICATION IN  IMPROVING HEALTH   

 Th e second strategy that policymakers and researchers advocate is to modify 
the lifestyles of people who eat, drink, or smoke too much, or pursue other 
unhealthy habits. Th roughout the world, lifestyle change is the dominant pub-
lic health approach to reducing NCDs. Th e Political Declaration approved by 
the UN General Assembly at the NCD meeting recognized “the critical impor-
tance of . . . strengthening the capacity of individuals and populations to make 
healthier choices and follow lifestyle patt erns that foster good health” and vowed 
to “engage . . . the private sector and civil society, in collaborative partnerships to 
promote health and to reduce non-communicable disease risk factors, including 
through building community capacity in promoting healthy diets and lifestyles.”   168    

 Th is strategy has the advantages of preventing illness, rather than waiting for 
it to develop, and has empirically proven to be an eff ective tool in making health 
progress in the last 50 years. Th e decline in smoking in the United States, a result 
of prolonged and intensive educational campaigns as well as policy changes 
like smoking bans and tax increases, illustrates the benefi ts of comprehensive 
approaches to behavior change. 
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 But relying on lifestyle change as the primary strategy to reduce the inci-
dence of chronic diseases and injuries has three fl aws: it doesn’t work very well, 
it blames the victims rather than the perpetrators of unhealthy lifestyles, and it 
is profoundly ineffi  cient. 

 Numerous scientifi c reviews of the thousands of behavior change studies 
that researchers have evaluated over the last several decades show that intensive 
behavioral interventions can bring about changes in diet, physical activity, alco-
hol use, and risky driving.   169,      170,      171    However, these oft en costly programs usually 
benefi t only the fraction of motivated volunteers who actively participate, are 
diffi  cult to translate from research study into practice, and rarely end up hav-
ing a measurable impact on overall health. In the relatively successful eff ort to 
reduce smoking in the United States, it took more than 40 years to cut the 1965 
smoking rate in half. If this pace of change applied to other countries and other 
chronic diseases, it will doom tens of millions of people to premature and pre-
ventable deaths and illnesses. 

 Corporations claim that individuals choose their unhealthy products and 
that by producing lethal but legal products they are simply addressing mar-
ket demands. But as the accounts in this chapter have shown, these companies 
aggressively market their products based on their customers’ fears, insecurities, 
addictions, and primitive and precognitive urges (e.g., the “reptilian instincts” 
SUV marketers appeal to).In addition, public or consumer-funded lifestyle modi-
fi cation programs require ordinary people to pay twice: fi rst for treatment of their 
product-related illnesses, and second, through taxes, for the health education pro-
grams to undo or prevent the damage from marketing unhealthy products. It’s 
like being forced to pay the shady auto dealer to repair the lemon car he sold you. 

 Th e third and most serious problem with the att empting to change consum-
ers’ lifestyles is its ineffi  ciency. Each year, the industries described here spend 
billions of dollars to persuade people to buy their unhealthy products. Th ose 
marketing costs are tax-deductible, recognized by the Internal Revenue Service 
as legitimate business expenses. And each year, billions of people around the 
world take up smoking, grow overweight or obese, buy a handgun, or an SUV, or 
use an inadequately tested but heavily marketed prescription drug. 

 A public policy that requires government and civil society to persuade each 
of these billions of individuals to quit smoking, eat or drink less, or avoid risky 
gun use or driving is literally insane, the irrational act of a society incapable 
of thinking clearly. To spend billions of dollars each year to persuade people 
to consume unhealthy products, then to spend a fraction of that to undo the 
damage that the world’s most sophisticated persuaders have wrought is a pub-
lic health strategy doomed to failure. Th is approach requires health profes-
sionals to become Sisyphus, as shown in   Figure 2.2  , rolling billions of people 
with unhealthy lifestyles up the steep hill of behavior change, knowing that 
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only a small fraction will succeed and that an army of new recruits to tobacco, 
alcohol, and unhealthy food await at the bott om. Even classic capitalist theory 
recognizes that to allow corporations to externalize their costs contributes to 
market ineffi  ciencies and unfairly burdens consumers. In a sane world, making 
behavior change easy by changing the policies and environments that promote 
 disease would be common sense.         

    ROLE  OF  CHANGING CORPORATE  PRACTICES  IN 
IMPROVING HEALTH   

 Biomedicine and lifestyle change will always be part of the solution to the grow-
ing burden of NCDs and injuries, but each has such severe constraints on eff ec-
tiveness and cost that it cannot serve as the primary strategy to reverse these 
twenty-fi rst-century epidemics. Th is brings us back to the question of the politi-
cal feasibility of the third strategy: changing corporate practices. 

 In theory, changing the practice of the few hundred corporations that pro-
duce and market most of the world’s unhealthy products should not be so dif-
fi cult. Shouldn’t they be able to fi nd ways to make money on healthier products? 
Shouldn’t governments be able to use the same tools they used in the last cen-
tury to safeguard public health against special interests? Shouldn’t social move-
ments and popular outrage force both corporations and governments to take 
stronger action to prevent premature death and avoidable illnesses? 

 Sadly, in the last few decades the answers to these questions have been 
mostly “no.” Few societies make a high priority of requiring companies to make 
healthier choices. For most public offi  cials, this strategy seems too hard, too 
time- consuming, or too risky. To understand why this promising and eff ective 
strategy for improving world health remains a naïve or idealistic aspiration, we 
need to step back and examine the recent history of multinational corporations.            
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   Figure 2.2    Modifi ed from Milstein B. Hygeia’s constellation: navigating health futures 
in a dynamic and democratic world. (Doctoral dissertation.) Cincinnati, OH: Graduate 
College of Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences, Union Institute and University; 2006.   
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 Corporations Take Control

A New Political and Economic Order Emerges    

      The Powell Memo: Battle Plan for Corporations 
to Take Back America    

  On August 23, 1971, Lewis Powell sent a confi dential memo to his friend Eugene 
Sydnor, Jr., the director of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Th e memo was both 
a call to arms and a batt le plan for a business response to its growing legion of 
opponents. Powell was a corporate lawyer, a former president of the American 
Bar Association, and a board member of eleven corporations, including Philip 
Morris and the Ethyl Corporation, a company that made the lead for leaded 
gasoline. Powell had also represented the Tobacco Institute, the research arm of 
the tobacco industry, and various tobacco companies.   1    Later that year, President 
Richard Nixon would nominate Powell to sit on the U.S. Supreme Court, where 
he served for fi ft een years. 

 Powell’s memo serves as a useful starting point for understanding how the 
transformation of the corporate system that began in the 1970s set the stage for 
today’s global health problems. “No thoughtful person can question that the 
American economic system is under broad att ack,” wrote Powell. “Th e assault 
on the enterprise system is broadly based and consistently pursued. It is gain-
ing momentum and converts.”   2    “One of the bewildering paradoxes of our time,” 
Powell continued, “is the extent to which the enterprise system tolerates, if not 
participates in, its own destruction.” He enumerated the system’s enemies: well-
meaning liberals, government offi  cials intent on regulating business, news media, 
student activists, and an emerging environmental and consumer  movement—
especially its most visible leader, Ralph Nader (Figure 3.1), in Powell’s view “the 
single most eff ective antagonist of American business.”   3    
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   Figure 3.1    Ralph Nader Testifying Before the Senate, 1967. Corbis Images.     

 Powell called on business, especially the Chamber of Commerce, to end its 
“appeasement” of its critics and launch an aggressive and systematic counter-
assault. Th e memo warned that “independent and uncoordinated activity by 
individual corporations, as important as this is, will not be suffi  cient. Strength 
lies in organization, in careful long-range planning and implementation, in con-
sistency of action over an indefi nite period of years . . . and in the political power 
available only though united action and national organizations.”   4    

 Powell urged new, well-funded public media campaigns to support the free 
enterprise system, the creation of think tanks and institutes to develop policy 
proposals and “direct political action” in legislative and judicial arenas. “It is 
time,” he argued, for “American business . . . to apply their great talents vigorously 
to the preservation of the system itself.”   5    Powell’s “confi dential” memo was fi rst 
circulated within the Chamber of Commerce, then released in 1972 by investi-
gative reporter Jack Anderson during the Powell Supreme Court confi rmation 
hearings. While the document may not have been the blueprint for the rise of 
the Republican right that some analysts claim,   6    its real value is as the articulation 
of the corporate prescription for capitalism’s ills. 

 Today, more than forty years aft er business took up Powell’s appeal, its suc-
cess in achieving the goals he laid out makes it hard to fathom the depth of his 
concern. But the early 1970s were a high point for several public-interest move-
ments that personifi ed and amplifi ed a growing opposition to business domi-
nance. In addition, the recent victories of the civil rights and antiwar movements, 
coupled with the emergence of the women’s and environmental movements, 
meant change was in the air. Millions of Americans had shown their willing-
ness to protest, demonstrate, and oppose corporate consumerism, so corporate 
 leaders were understandably worried about their future. 
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    Table 3.1    National Legislation and New Agencies Created on Environmental, 
Occupational, and Consumer Protection, 1960–1980   

  President John F Kennedy 1960–1963 , 4 laws 

 Federal Hazardous Substances Act, 1960 
 Color Additive Amendment, 1960 
 Kefauver-Harris Drug Amendments to the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, 1962 
 Air Pollution Control Act, 1962 

  President Lyndon Johnson 1963–1968 , 14 laws and 2 agencies 

 Water Quality Act, 1965 
 Noise Control Act, 1965 
 Solid Waste Disposal Act, 1965 
 National Traffi  c and Motor Vehicle Safety Act, 1966 
 Highway Safety Bureau, 1966 
 Fair Packaging and Labeling Act, 1966 
 Child Protection Act, 1966 
 Wholesome Meat Act, 1967 
 Flammable Fabrics Act, 1967 
 Air Quality Act, 1967 
 National Commission on Product Safety, 1967 
 Fire Research and Safety Act, 1968 
 Natural Gas Pipeline Safety Act, 1968 
 Consumer Credit Protection Act, 1968 
 Gun Control Act, 1968 
 Interstate Land Sales Full Disclosure Act, 1968 

  President Richard Nixon 1969–1974 , 19 laws and 5 agencies 

 Coal Miners’ Health and Safety Act, 1969 
 Child Protection and Toy Safety Act, 1969 
 Consumer Product Safety Act, 1970 
 Fair Credit Reporting Act, 1970 
 Water Pollution Control Act, 1970 
 Truth in Lending Act Amendments, 1970 
 Poison Prevention Packaging Act, 1970 
 Clean Air Act, 1970 
 National Environmental Policy Act, 1970 
 Environmental Protection Agency, 1970 
 Council on Environmental Quality, 1970 
 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 1970 
 Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 1970 
 Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act, 1972 
 Water Pollution Control Act Amendments, 1972 

(continued)
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 Th ese fears were amplifi ed by legislative action. Between 1960 and 1980, as 
shown in   Table  3.1  , under three Democratic and two Republican presidents, 
Congress passed an astonishing forty-nine laws that gave consumers, workers, 
and the environment new protection. Th ese new laws, and the agencies that 
implemented them, governed the practices of the auto, alcohol, fi rearms, food, 
pharmaceutical, and tobacco industries, discussed previously, as well as every 
other industry in America. While each law had limitations, and many were inad-
equately enforced, together they constituted a sea change in government and cor-
porate relations and signaled the willingness of both Republicans and Democrats 
to expand the rights and protections of consumers. Aft er 1980, new regulations 

 Coastal Zone Management Act, 1972; 
 Insecticide, Fungicide, Rodenticide Act, 1972 
 Consumer Product Safety Commission, 1972 
 Endangered Species Act of, 1973 
 Safe Drinking Water Act, 1974 
 Equal Credit Opportunity Act, 1974 
 Fair Credit Billing Act, 1974 
 Freedom of Information Act, 1974 
 Magnuson-Moss Warranty Act, 1974 

  President Gerald Ford 1974–1976,  4 laws 

 Federal Trade Commission Improvement Act, 1975  
Hazardous Waste Transportation Act, 1975 
 Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, 1976 
 Toxic Substances Control Act, 1976 

  President Jimmy Carter 1977–1980 , 8 laws 

 Water Pollution Control Act Amendments (Clean Water Act), 1977 
 Soil and Water Conservation Act, 1977 
 Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act, 1977 
 Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, 1977 
 National Energy Act, 1978 
 Endangered American Wilderness Act, 1978 
 Antarctic Conservation Act, 1978 
 Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, commonly 
known as the Superfund Act (1980) 

   Sources for table :  Cohen LA.  A Consumers’ Republic:  Th e Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar 
America . New York: Vintage Books; 2003, p. 360; and William Kovarik’s  Environmental History Timeline , 
available at  htt p://www.environmentalhistory.org./.   

Table 3.1 (Continued)

http://www.environmentalhistory.org./
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were of course still promulgated, but at a much slower pace, and many of the new 
laws limited or rolled back those passed in the previous two decades.        

 New organizations, such as Common Cause and Friends of the Earth, 
emerged to bring middle-class opposition to harmful business practices to 
Washington. Ralph Nader, Powell’s nemesis, founded a myriad of groups, includ-
ing the Center for Auto Safety, the Corporate Accountability Project, the Center 
for Responsive Law, and the Public Citizen Litigation Group—all to create 
what Mark Green, a Nader protégé, called “a government in exile” that “waged a 
crusade against offi  cial malfeasance, consumer fraud and environmental degra-
dation.”   7    Nader’s 1965 book,  Unsafe at Any Speed , an exposé of the auto indus-
try, and Rachel Carson’s 1962  Silent Spring , a critique of pesticide use, alerted 
millions of Americans to the harmful health consequences of certain corporate 
practices. 

 Powell’s memo emphasized the domestic threats to corporate America, but 
abroad, even more pervasive challenges to United States–based corporate con-
trol were emerging. First, following the devastation of World War II, Japan and 
Germany had rebuilt their economies. Between 1950 and 1980, real annual per 
capita growth in gross national product went up by 7.4  percent in Japan and 
4.9  percent in West Germany—but only by 2  percent in the United States.   8    
Fueled by this rapid growth, Japanese, German, and other European corpora-
tions began to compete with U.S. companies for global markets and profi ts. In 
the auto industry, for example, in 1953, the United States made 70 percent of the 
world’s motor vehicles; by 1968, this share was down to 38 percent.   9    

 Over the next four decades, the increasing globalization of multinational cor-
porations forced U.S. companies to develop new strategies for increasing profi ts. 
Th is globalization of capital also changed how U.S. companies interacted with 
the U.S.  government, ultimately diminishing government infl uence on com-
panies. By 2008, shortly before the start of the economic crisis,  Business Week  
observed that, “in eff ect, U.S.  multinationals have been decoupling from the 
U.S. economy in the last decade. Th ey still have their headquarters in America, 
they’re still listed on U.S. stock exchanges and most of their shareholders are still 
American. But their expansion has been mainly overseas.”   10    As economic pres-
sures forced corporate managers to let go of patriotism that may have motivated 
earlier decisions, their concern for the well-being of the American people and its 
economy declined. 

 Th e early 1970s also brought the fi rst of several energy crises, precipitated by 
declines in energy production in the United States and by the growing power 
of oil-producing states to set energy prices. Rising oil prices contributed to a 
global economic downturn, ending two decades of American prosperity dur-
ing which U.S. national income had nearly doubled and the size of the middle 
class had expanded signifi cantly. A stock market crash in 1973–1974 further 
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contributed to a global economic downturn, alarming investors and corporate 
owners. 

 It was in response to these national and international threats that corporate 
America devised a new game plan, designed to restore corporations’ ability to 
advance their political and economic agendas. No single individual or organization 
had the power to shape this response, but Powell’s memo clearly laid out a compre-
hensive agenda that could mobilize American business to take on its challengers.  

    Corporations’ Rise to Dominance: From the Early 
Years to the 1970s and 1980s   

 Responding to changing economic and political conditions was nothing new 
for corporations; they had long been an essential component of American 
society and had learned how to adapt to modifi cations in the political climate. 
Corporations were fi rst created in the late seventeenth century in Holland, Great 
Britain, and elsewhere to mobilize capital for public development projects such 
as railroads or shipping canals that were too big for individual investors, and 
for colonization. In the mid–nineteenth century, they played an important role 
in creating the infrastructures for American industrialization, and by the late 
nineteenth century, they had become central players in the American economy. 
Later, through federal legislation, they received additional legal protections such 
as limited liability, constitutional protections, and extended lifespan. By the end 
of the twentieth century, most observers across the political spectrum agreed 
that corporations dominated the global economy and served as the principal 
agents for modern capitalism.   11,      12,      13,      14    

 In some periods, corporations and their allies were more successful in achiev-
ing their business and political objectives than others. In the 1880s, for exam-
ple, the “robber barons”—the corporate leaders of the steel, oil, and railroad 
 industries—were able to win new government protection for trusts; and in the 
1920s, prior to the Great Depression, business persuaded the federal govern-
ment to keep taxes low, tariff s high, and regulation weak. At other times, popular 
movements won important victories from business, including the creation of the 
Food and Drug Administration in 1906, the right for workers to organize labor 
unions, and, during the New Deal, the creation of new regulatory agencies such 
as the Securities and Exchange Commission and the Federal Communications 
Commission. In 1936, campaigning for reelection, Franklin D. Roosevelt articu-
lated this populist theme, “We now know that government by organized money 
is just as dangerous as government by organized mob.”   15    Even in these more 
populist moments, however, corporate leaders were able to play major roles in 
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structuring reforms and government regulations to ensure that their long-term 
interests were not sacrifi ced. 

 On one hand, the orchestrated corporate response to the domestic and global 
political and economic crises of the 1970s was simply corporations taking care 
of business as usual. Diff erent were the concurrent changes in the economy, 
technology, and politics, which gave corporations powerful new tools to bring 
to their counter-off ensive. New discoveries in information and communications 
such as computers, mobile phones, and later the Internet, made it easier to plan 
and coordinate national and global campaigns and to move capital and produc-
tion around the world. Air transport and containerized shipping created the 
conditions for global consumer markets. Professions such as public relations, 
advertising, and lobbying developed sophisticated new techniques that enabled 
corporations to mobilize support for their economic and political goals. 

 At the same time, many of the countervailing powers that had in earlier times 
challenged corporate advances were in decline. Changes in family structure 
and job opportunities allowed corporations to take over what had been family 
responsibilities: McDonald’s replaced Mom’s cooking, TV became the new baby 
sitt er, and Hollywood and Madison Avenue taught children about food, shop-
ping, sex, and relationships. 

 Other institutions also lost infl uence to corporations. Patients learned about 
new drugs from advertisements rather than from their family doctor or local 
pharmacist. Churches and faith organizations, which had been an arena for 
social interactions, and sometimes off ered critiques of unrestrained markets, lost 
parishioners to the mall, or decided to endorse wealth as the new virtue. Labor 
unions declined in membership and political infl uence. In the mid-1950s, more 
than a third of U.S. private sector workers belonged to labor unions; by 2005 this 
had declined to less than 10 percent.   16    Political parties, in the past a limited ave-
nue for popular participation in politics, became increasingly professionalized 
and subject to the infl uence of wealthy campaign contributors and lobbyists. 

 Th e mass media, at times a powerful critic of corporate excess, also came 
under the control of big business. Large media conglomerates such as Disney, 
National Amusements, Time Warner, Viacom, News Corp., Bertelsmann AG, 
Sony, and General Electric took over television, radio, book publishing, movies, 
music, and other media and oft en shared directors or owners with other com-
panies, reducing any impetus for journalistic investigations of harmful corporate 
practices.   17    Later, the Internet, increasingly dominated by big corporations and 
advertisers, replaced more intimate and face-to-face forms of communication. 

 Together, these changes helped clear the playing fi eld for the amplifi ed cor-
porate voice that Lewis Powell had urged in his memo. As the public-interest 
movements that had alarmed Powell and his allies waned in the late 1970s 
and especially aft er the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, big business again 
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became the dominant voice in social and economic policy and politics, as it had 
been in the 1880s and 1920s. 

 In the short term, the Powell memo and the point of view it represented led 
to rapid changes. Th e Chamber of Commerce soon “doubled its membership, 
tripled its budget and stepped up its lobbying eff orts”   18    in Washington, where 
it became the dominant corporate voice. In 1971, the National Association of 
Manufacturers, the voice of corporate producers, moved from Cincinnati to 
Washington, D.C., where it, too, played a growing role in public policy. In 1971, 
175 companies had registered lobbyists in the capital; by 1982, the number 
had increased to almost 2,500. Between 1976 and the mid-1980s, the number 
of corporate political action committ ees (PACs) increased from 300 to more 
than 1,200. 

 Several new business-friendly think tanks were established, including the 
Heritage Foundation and the Cato Institute, and during the 1970s, the American 
Enterprise Institute, another Washington-based business-friendly organization, 
increased its staff  from ten to 125 and its budget from $1 million to $8 million. 
Business leaders also created more activist organizations designed expressly to 
change policy, including the Business Roundtable and the American Legislative 
Exchange Council.   19    As journalist Bill Moyers wrote in 2011, these responses 
to Powell’s call “triggered an economic transformation that would in time touch 
every aspect of our lives.”   20     

    How Economic Change Led to Changes in Health   

 From their inception, the primary objective of corporations was to make money 
for their investors. Until the changes that began in the 1970s, however, social, 
political, and economic factors constrained corporations and limited their 
impact on people’s day-to-day lives outside the factory gates. Several key devel-
opments set the stage for this transformation. 

    SHORT-TERMISM   

 “Short-termism” describes the emphasis on investors’ gett ing a return on invest-
ment quickly—in a few quarters or years rather than in decades. As capital 
became more mobile and companies extended their global reach, investors 
had more opportunities to look for higher rates of return. “Shareholder value” 
became the new mantra for corporate managers, and executives who failed to 
meet earnings goals had their salaries docked or lost their jobs. Managers were 
forced to focus on cost-cutt ing, quarterly returns, and short-term quick fi xes to 
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boost revenues. For the corporation itself, too many disappointing quarters led 
to a loss of investors and fears of takeover. 

 In an oft -quoted 1981 speech, General Electric CEO Jack Welch laid out the 
principles. Th e questions companies need to ask during what he called “slow 
growth” periods, he told fi nancial analysts meeting at the Pierre Hotel in New York 
City, were “how big and how fast” a company could grow. “Management and 
companies that hang on to losers for whatever reason, tradition, sentiment, their 
own management weaknesses, won’t be around in 1990.” “Neutron Jack” prac-
ticed what he preached: each year he fi red the managers with the lowest returns, 
ensuring a sharp focus on the bott om line.   21    Th is focus oft en had an impact on 
health: the Big Th ree auto companies chose to invest heavily in polluting SUVs 
because these vehicles produced windfall profi ts that kept investors happy—
even as they contributed to the longer term decline of the auto industry. In this 
environment, concerns about the long-term safety of new products or the sus-
tainability of a production practice inevitably lost precedence to profi tability.  

    F INANCIALIZATION   

 “Financialization” has been defi ned as a “patt ern of accumulation in which profi t 
making occurs increasingly through fi nancial channels rather than through 
trade and commodity production.”   22    As investor demand for profi t increased, 
the returns on investments in mortgages, derivatives, or commodities futures 
were higher than for those in industries that produced goods or services. Th is 
increased the demand for short-term results in the traditional industries and 
contributed to rapid acquisition and selling of companies. Increased use of lev-
eraged buyouts, junk bonds, and hedge funds were among the consequences of 
the increasing fi nancialization of corporate America. Between 1990 and 2010, 
the fi nancial sector’s share of total corporate profi ts doubled in the United States, 
reaching as high as 44 per cent in 2002.   23    Th e fast growth and high profi ts in this 
sector exacerbated the pressure on consumer corporations to match these returns 
or risk losing capital to these more promising investments. Over time, companies 
that made products to sell to consumers lost ground to companies that bought 
and sold risk, depending on these new fi nancial fi rms for investment and loans. 
Maximizing shareholder value oft en trumped holding on to long-term custom-
ers, leading to more volatile markets and ever more urgent quests for blockbuster 
products that would please investors even if they harmed consumers. 

 Th e story of the leveraged buyout of RJR Nabisco, a leading tobacco and food 
company, told by Bryan Burrough and John Helyar in their book  Barbarians at 
the Gate,  shows how companies became more concerned with making deals than 
with making products. In 1988, Henry Kravis, one of the originators and a master 
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of leveraged buyouts, took on RJR Nabisco CEO Ross Johnson in a batt le for con-
trol of the corporation that had made its fortune from selling tobacco (Camel and 
Winston), alcohol (Heublein Spirits, maker of Smirnoff  vodka and Don Q Rum) 
and processed food (Oreos and Mallomars). Th e drama featured a cast of more 
than a dozen other leading companies, banks, and law fi rms: Shearson Lehman 
Hutt on, American Express, Dillon Read, Drexel Burnham Lambert, Th e First 
Boston Group, Forstman Litt le, Goldman Sachs, Lazard Frères, Morgan Stanley, 
Salomon Brothers, Skadden Arps, and Wasserstein Perella. In the end, Kravis 
signed a $31.4 billion deal for one of America’s premier companies—at the time, 
the highest price ever paid for a corporation.   24    

 Since the deal was fi nanced with debt, it heightened the pressure on RJR to 
produce profi ts by any means necessary. In the musical-chairs game leading up to 
the deal, businesses involved in the negotiations included corporate giants such as 
Kellogg’s, Pepsi, Philip Morris, and Pillsbury.   25    During the hostile-takeover boom 
of the 1980s, nearly one-third of the largest U.S. manufacturers were acquired or 
merged.   26    If companies were being traded like baseball cards, what executive had 
to worry about the long-term liability of the company’s products or practices?  

    DEREGULATION   

 “Deregulation” is the dismantling of existing regulations or their lax enforce-
ment. Beginning in the 1970s, businesses argued that government regulations, 
not changes in the global economy, were a main cause of lower profi ts, and there-
fore these regulations should be suspended or “reformed.”   27    In his successful 
1980 campaign for president, Ronald Reagan promised business audiences that 
he would “turn you loose again to do the things I know you can do so well,”   28    and 
delivered on his promise for regulatory relief by withdrawing, relaxing, or not 
enforcing dozens of regulations, including many of those passed in the previous 
two decades.   29    One of Reagan’s contributions was to centralize regulatory over-
sight in the White House. As James Miller, the head of the newly created Vice-
President’s Task Force on Regulatory Relief (and an alumnus of the business 
think tank the American Enterprise Institute) put it, by claiming direct over-
sight, the president “would not have guerrilla warfare from agencies that don’t 
want to follow Reagan’s prescription for regulatory relaxation.”   30    In other words, 
politics, not science, was to inform regulatory decisions. 

 One example of this deregulation helps explain the growth of marketing 
of unhealthy food to children described in Chapter  1. In 1984, the Federal 
Communications Commission lift ed restrictions on television advertising to 
children that had been in place since the 1970s, opening the door to a fl ood of 
ads for fast food, soda, sweetened cereals, and candy targeting young children.   31    
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Th at decade marked the beginning of the dramatic rise in child obesity. Aft er 
the 2008 fi nancial crisis, corporations renewed their war on regulation, charg-
ing that it (not their risky speculation) was preventing a return to economic 
growth. 

 Two other examples show how deregulation can harm health. In 1994, as 
a result of intense lobbying by vitamin and food supplement makers, the U.S. 
Congress passed the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA), 
which limited the Food and Drug Administration’s authority to regulate supple-
ments. Under the new Act, as long as manufacturers made no claims about their 
products’ treating, preventing, or curing diseases, the FDA had to prove they 
were harmful rather than the industry having the prior obligation to prove they 
were safe.  Consumer Reports  judged that “the law has left  consumers without the 
protections surrounding the manufacture and marketing of over-the-counter or 
prescription medication.”   32    Supplement manufacturers were now able to launch 
products without any testing at all, just by sending the FDA a copy of the lan-
guage on the label. In 2010, a Government Accountability Offi  ce (GAO) report 
on FDA oversight of dietary supplements found that nearly all of the herbal 
dietary supplements that the GAO tested contained trace amounts of lead and 
other contaminants, and 16 of the 40 supplements tested contained pesticide 
residues that appeared to exceed legal limits. Among the illegal claims that sup-
plementary makers made were that a product containing ginkgo biloba was a 
treatment for Alzheimer’s disease, and a product containing ginseng could pre-
vent diabetes and cancer.   33    Th e deregulation instituted by DSHEA endangered 
the health of consumers and provided misleading and deceptive health educa-
tion. Th is further complicated the task of nutrition educators accountable to the 
public rather than corporations. Th ese educators now needed, not only to give 
people the facts they needed to make informed food choices, but also to coun-
teract the bett er funded misinformation campaigns that industry sponsored. 

 A study of alcohol regulation in the United Kingdom concluded that the 
deregulation of alcohol marketing that began in the 1960s and continues to 
the present has signifi cantly increased the health-related harms caused by alco-
hol. Repealing laws that limited the hours and places of sales, and the pricing 
and marketing of beer, wine, and liquor contributed to increases in deaths 
from cirrhosis of the liver, hospital admissions for alcoholic liver disease and 
acute intoxication, and binge drinking among teenage girls.   34    Compared to the 
United States, which still has more robust state and local alcohol regulations 
in place, the United Kingdom has higher rates of alcohol consumption, fewer 
alcohol abstainers, and a youth and childhood drinking rate more than twice 
the American rate.   35    In 2013, bowing to pressure from the alcohol industry, the 
United Kingdom again missed an opportunity to remedy these problems by 
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rejecting a proposal to institute regulations that would have used alcohol pricing 
to discourage excess use, a decision decried by public health advocates.   36     

    TAX  RELIEF   

 Another plank of the business plan for restoring profi tability is tax relief. 
Although U.S. businesses paid lower corporate taxes than in Europe and Japan, 
American businesses insisted that high taxes were a deterrent to economic 
growth and a drag on the U.S. economy. Beginning in 1980 with the Reagan tax 
cuts and continuing for the next three decades, U.S. corporations saw their tax 
rates fall. Between 1955 and 2010, the percentage of federal revenues generated 
by corporate taxes fell from 27.3 percent to 8.9 percent. In the same period, the 
percentage of the gross domestic product that came from corporate taxes fell 
from 4.3 percent to 1.3 percent. By 2010, compared to other nations, U.S. corpo-
rate taxes constituted a smaller percentage of the GDP (1.8 percent) than those 
in Australia (5.9 percent), Japan (3.9 percent), or Great Britain (3.6 percent).   37    
In 1978, Congress passed and President Carter signed a tax bill that cut the top 
rate of capital gains taxes from 48 percent to 28 percent,   38    thus also reducing the 
taxes on the private investors who supplied corporations with the capital needed 
for expansion, including expansion of the industries that promoted hypercon-
sumption. By 2012, the eff ective corporate tax rate in the United States had 
dropped to 17.8 percent, about 40 percent of the 1960 rate.   39    

 Many loopholes that businesses won in the tax code further reduced corporate 
taxes. A 2008 Government Accountability Offi  ce study found that 55 percent of 
United States companies paid no federal income taxes during at least one year in 
a seven-year period it studied.   40    It also found that from 1998 through 2005, two 
out of every three United States corporations paid no federal income taxes. One 
favored strategy for avoiding taxes is to shift  profi ts to countries with low tax 
rates. According to a 2013 Congressional Research Service report, United States 
corporations operating in the top fi ve tax havens (the Netherlands, Ireland, 
Bermuda, Switzerland and Luxembourg) generated 43 percent of their profi ts in 
these countries but employed only four percent of their foreign employees and 
seven percent of their foreign investment in these locations.   41    

 Lower corporate taxes, combined with lower taxes on the wealthy, con-
tributed to government defi cits and provided ammunition for the conserva-
tive argument that the United States could no longer aff ord a government that 
provided extensive services or took on ambitious regulatory eff orts to protect 
public health or the environment. In fact, as President Reagan put it, govern-
ment became the problem, not the solution. Th is represents an amazing bait-
and-switch by big-business–minded leaders in the United States: by failing to 
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tax businesses, they rob other government programs of the tax income needed 
to carry out their social functions. Th en, when the government’s bott om line 
looks bleak due to the dearth of tax revenues, it’s the social programs, not the 
free-wheeling corporations, that get the blame and suff er the budget axe. Th e 
political support that corporate leaders have generated for this austerity pro-
gram, despite its devastating impact on public health and poverty reduction,   42    is 
one of their greatest triumphs. 

 In summary, lower rates for corporate taxes and capital gains taxes, combined 
with the lower personal income taxes for the wealthy inaugurated by President 
George W. Bush in 2001 and 2003 hurt the health of the public in three impor-
tant ways. Th e tax cuts increased income inequality,   43    a powerful contributor 
to health inequality.   44    Th ey deprived the government of revenues needed to 
maintain strong public health and other safety net programs.   45    And, by freeing 
capital for investment, they fueled the growth of the corporate practices that 
encouraged hyperconsumption with its att endant increase in chronic diseases 
and injuries.  

    PRIVATIZATION   

 “Privatization” is the transfer of services from the public to the private sector. 
Th roughout the 1980s and 1990s, federal, state, and local governments sought 
to privatize public services, such as education, healthcare, and policing. Such 
privatization creates new profi t opportunities for the businesses that provide 
these services but also reduces public accountability and oversight. Also priva-
tized were the enforcements of public health and environmental regulations. 
Th e rationale for such privatization was that businesses were bett er equipped to 
set and enforce their own rules than government, and that private enforcement 
was more effi  cient than public. Th us, many local health departments privatized 
environmental health services;   46    some states privatized regulation of the retail 
alcohol industry;   47    and national regulators such as the Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA) and the USDA turned over responsibility for 
some safety inspections to the companies being inspected.   48    Another rationale 
for privatization of enforcement was that national governments oft en lacked the 
mandate or expertise to monitor increasingly global exchanges, leading them to 
delegate such responsibility to private international organizations, oft en con-
trolled by the industry to be regulated.   49    

 How does privatization aff ect public health? While the specifi c impact depends 
on the details, among the consistent relevant scholarly criticisms of privatization 
are a loss of regulatory capacity,   50    an increased share of costs shift ed to profi t,   51    
diminished oversight of privatized services, a tendency to allocate services based 
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on cost rather than need, and the vulnerability of privatized  services to market 
volatility.   52   ,   53    In general, privatization of regulatory or service functions reduces 
the power of government and increases the power of  corporations. A study of 
privatization of tobacco companies in the former Soviet-bloc nations and other 
countries suggests that the process leads to increases in tobacco  consumption.   54    
A  review of privatization of water supplies in Latin America concluded that 
“privatization marked a troubling shift  away from the conception of water as 
a ‘social good’ and toward the conception of water—and water management 
 services—as commodities” and reduced access to clean water.   55    

 Th reats from privatization continue. In 2013, the Obama Administration 
proposed new rules to protect the safety of food imported from other coun-
tries. Each year 130,000 Americans are hospitalized and 3,000 die from con-
taminated food. About 15 percent of the food comes from abroad, oft en from 
countries with limited capacity to monitor food safety. Yet the FDA inspects 
only one to two percent of all food imports. Acknowledging the political real-
ity that corporations and their conservative allies were unlikely to fund regula-
tions that required independent oversight of the food industry, the FDA instead 
proposed that private companies like Walmart and Cargill inspect their own 
imports, thus delegating a core public health function to private industry.   56    
A pernicious long-term eff ect of privatization is that it further diminishes the 
public sector, the only actor with the capacity and resources to make protecting 
public health a priority.  

    MARKET  CONCENTRATION   

 “Market concentration” is the tendency for the number of companies produc-
ing specifi c goods or services to decrease, with the resulting fi rms becoming 
bigger and controlling more of the market, oft en driving smaller companies 
out of business. In theory, capitalism promotes competition, but in practice, 
markets oft en concentrate, reducing competition. In the 1970s and beyond, 
many major industries become increasingly concentrated, both nationally and 
globally. For example, between 1970 and 2002, the proportion of food-pro-
cessing sales in the United States accounted for by the fi ft y biggest companies 
increased by 39 percent.   57    In the alcohol industry, concentration was even more 
pronounced. Between 1979 and 2006, the ten largest global beer makers more 
than doubled their global market share, from 28 percent to 70 percent.   58    Th is 
concentration left  business decisions about what to produce in the hands of a 
few major corporations, diminishing the power of governments and consumers 
to shape markets. 

 As we saw in previous chapters, it also made it easier for the remaining few 
big corporations to aff ord the most advanced technological, marketing, and 
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research and development expertise and to compete successfully with smaller 
companies on price. Lower prices for unhealthy products result in greater popu-
lation exposure and risk. Th ese competitive advantages led to further concentra-
tion, giving the biggest global corporations an even stronger voice in shaping the 
economy, politics, and the environments in which individuals made consump-
tion decisions. In systems theory, this is a “positive feedback loop” that amplifi es 
a problem rather than corrects it. Since most economists predict further concen-
tration of the global consumer industries, absent intervention, the health prob-
lems associated with market concentration can be expected to grow.   

    Changing Corporate Political Practices 
Increase Their Clout   

 Th ese economic changes led to dramatic changes in corporations’  busi-
ness  practices, but Powell’s memo emphasized that corporations needed to 
launch a  political  campaign against their opponents. Aft er 1971, corpora-
tions moved to occupy Washington, D.C., making it the headquarters of their 
counter-off ensive. 

 Th e trickle of lobbyists fl owing into Washington in the 1970s turned into a 
fl ood that all but drowned out the voices of citizens. By 1998, according to the 
Center for Responsive Politics, special-interest groups had accumulated more 
than thirty-eight registered lobbyists and $2.7 million in lobbying expenditures 
for every member of Congress.   59    Between 2000 and 2005 alone, the number of 
registered lobbyists in Washington, D.C., more than doubled, from 16,342 to 
34,785, and annual spending on federal lobbying reached $2 billion.   60    

 To reinforce its Washington messages, corporations also beefed up lobbying at 
the state and local levels of government. Aft er losing several key state batt les, for 
example, the tobacco industry began hiring lobbyists in state capitals; by 1994, 
according to one study, at least 450 state-level lobbyists were working to resist 
tobacco-related legislation.   61    In 2006, the Center for Public Integrity, an investi-
gative journalism outlet, reported that companies and other organizations spent 
almost $1.3 billion to lobby state legislators, a 10 percent increase from the previ-
ous year.   62    Th e 40,000 registered state lobbyists outnumbered state legislators fi ve 
to one, and total spending on lobbying averaged $200,000 per legislator.   63    

 Campaign contributions provide another route to infl uence legislators. In 
1971, in response to public pressure, Congress passed the Federal Elections 
Campaign Act, which required disclosure of campaign fi nancing. Aft er the 
Watergate scandal, Congress strengthened the Act in 1974 by creating a com-
prehensive system of regulation and enforcement, including public fi nancing of 
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presidential campaigns and the establishment of a central enforcement agency, 
the Federal Election Commission. In 1976, however, in the  Buckley vs. Valeo  deci-
sion, the U.S. Supreme Court (including Lewis Powell) struck down most lim-
its on candidate expenditures and certain other limits on spending, calling such 
rules unconstitutional infringements of free speech.   64    Th is and subsequent court 
decisions opened the door for a growing corporate role in election fi nancing. 

 Th irty years later, in the 2006 congressional elections, corporate political action 
groups contributed $120 million to congressional candidates, a 33 percent increase 
from the 2002 elections.   65    As the electoral winds shift ed towards the Democrats 
that year, so did corporate contributions. Th e pharmaceutical, tobacco, and insur-
ance companies that had previously heavily favored Republican candidates began 
to hedge their bets, increasing their contributions to Democratic candidates. 
“Our approach to our political contributions,” David Howard, a spokesman for 
Reynolds American Tobacco Company, told the  Wall Street Journal , “is that we 
support those who will support us or will give us an ear.”   66    

 By 2012, another record year in campaign spending, outside corporate and 
PAC contributions became a primary source of funding for both Democratic 
and Republican congressional and presidential candidates, as shown in 
  Table  3.2  . Total reported spending exceeded $4 billion, probably an underes-
timate. Th e U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which describes itself as the world’s 
largest business association, reported independent spending of $32,676,075 
in the 2012 election cycle. However, according to the Sunlight Foundation, an 
independent monitor of campaign spending, only 6.9 percent of the Chamber’s 
spending supported winning candidates.   67    Th e day aft er the election, Gregory 
Casey, head of the Business Industry Political Action Committ ee, a Chamber-
rival organization that encourages political participation by corporations, told 
the  Washington Post , “We learned you cannot address the fi scal and cultural dif-
ferences in our society by throwing money at political dogmas that may have 
outlived their usefulness.”   68    

 A year later this Wednesday-morning quarterbacking seemed to have been for-
gott en. In a 2013 speech to small businessmen, Th omas Donahue, the President 
of the Chamber of Commerce, sounded like he was channeling Lewis Powell. 
He exhorted the audience to “defend and advance a free-enterprise system” 
whenever it “comes under att ack” and to give politicians in Washington a piece 
of their minds. “It’s about time,” he thundered, “that our leaders in Washington 
start making the tough decisions that we pay them to make!”                  

 Corporations had long used the revolving door between the corporate suite 
and government offi  ces in Washington to shape policy by sending top executives 
to advise presidents, and off ering corporate jobs to departing public offi  cials. 
In 1953, for example, General Motors president Charles Erwin Wilson became 
Eisenhower’s Secretary of Defense. Wilson’s famous quote, “What’s good for the 
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    Table 3.2    2012 Campaign Spending      

Campaign Spending Reported to Federal Elections Commission

 Category  Democrats  Republicans  Total  Percent 
fr om PACs 

 House of 
Representatives 

 $482,321,522  $619,413,257  $1,111,705,043  32 

 Senate  $302,953,666  $378,229,388  $699,206,755  11 

 President  $732,741,988  $620,187,082  $1,357,487,680  NA 

 Total  $1,518,017,176  $1,617,829,727  $3,168,399,478  NA 

 Outside Campaign Spending 
 Funded by  Amount 

 Super PACS  $641,836,709 

 Political Parties  $245,103,933 

 Others (Corporations, Unions, Individual 
People, Other Groups, etc): 

 $422,387,597 

 Total  $1,309,328,239 

 Reported Spending by Selected Industries         

 Sector  Total  From 
Organizations 

 From 
Individuals 

 To Liberal 
Candidates 

 To Conservative 
Candidates 

 Pharmaceuticals/ 
Health Products 

 $9,528,246  $113,500  $9,414,746  $4,283,000  $5,233,528 

 Automotive  $5,008,292  $2,805,518  $2,202,774  $9,250  $4,998,042 

 Food Processing 
& Sales 

 $3,962,163  $2,675,300  $1,286,863  $86,700  $3,868,916 

 Tobacco  $275,600  $88,500  $187,100  $23,500  $10,300 

  Th is table includes donations to the outside spending groups that can accept unlimited contributions. 
Th is includes “Super PACs,” earmarked donations that are reported by 501c nonprofi t organizations, and 
earmarked donations reported by “527” organizations that use the contributions explicitly for electioneer-
ing communications or independent expenditures. Th is page does not include donations to political action 
committ ees.  Source for table :  Center for Responsive Politics.  Open Secrets . Available at:  Accessed 
December 29, 2012, from  htt p://www.opensecrets.org/overview/index.php.   

http://www.opensecrets.org/overview/index.php
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country is good for General Motors, and vice versa,” demonstrated the belief 
that there was no confl ict between the interests of the country and of a corpo-
ration. Later, Ford president Robert McNamara left  Detroit to become John 
F. Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense. 

 What changed in the 1970s was the extent to which politics and business 
interests became entangled. In 1973, in an example that symbolized the revolv-
ing door, President Nixon appointed Earl Butz (Figure 3.2), then a director of 
Ralston Purina, a major company that produced food for people and animals, 
as Secretary of Agriculture, replacing Cliff ord Hardin, who then became head 
of Ralston Purina.   69    Nixon, and later President Ford, gave the new Secretary 
Butz two explicitly political tasks: fi rst, to help resuscitate a declining economy 
in order to win farm-state support for Nixon, and later, to bring down the rising 
cost of food to increase Gerald Ford’s popularity.      

 Butz took on these tasks with enthusiasm. But his political chores gave him 
the opportunity to take on a grander task: making government not the protector 
of farmers and consumers, but the expeditor for agribusiness, helping it become 
the dominant force shaping the production and distribution of the world’s food. 
Butz negotiated a deal to sell U.S. grains to the Soviets, leading to record rates 
of infl ation of food prices in the United States but assuring profi ts for food com-
panies.   70    By 1975, six major corporations controlled 90 percent of the world’s 
$11 billion a year grain-export business.   71    Subsequently, Butz used federal policy 
to favor large farms at the expense of smaller ones (his advice: “Get big or get 

 
   Figure 3.2    Agriculture Secretary Earl Butz in 1973.  Corbis Images.    
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out”) and to support subsidized production of corn, soy, and wheat, the staples 
of the industrial food system. 

 Over time, as Butz’s policies increased production, prices fell. Cheap corn, 
which the food writer Michael Pollan has called “the dubious legacy of Earl 
Butz,” became the building block of fast food, along with high-fructose corn 
syrup, and super-sized sodas.   72    By allowing market forces to drive farm policy, 
Butz planted the seeds of the food system that is causing the current crop of diet-
related chronic diseases. As it turned out, what was good for Ralston Purina and 
other big food companies was not so good for global health.        

 Public relations fi rms and law fi rms also grew enormously in this period in 
both number and size, largely as a result of corporate clients. Th e art of public 
relations fi rst emerged in the 1920s. Using new insights from psychology, one of 
PR’s founders, Edward Bernay, a nephew of Sigmund Freud, helped corporate 
clients mold mass opinion. As Bernay recounts in his autobiography, George 
Washington Hill, the president of American Tobacco Company, asked Bernay in 
1929, “How can we get women to smoke on the street? Th ey’re smoking indoors 
but damn it, if they spend half the time outdoors, we’ll damn near double our 
female market. Do something. Act!”   73    Bernay obliged by sett ing out to identify 
and then modify the beliefs that prevented women from smoking in public. Acting 
behind the scenes, he persuaded a feminist leader to invite women to march in 
the 1929 Easter Parade under the slogan “Women! Light another torch from 
freedom! Fight another sex taboo.” Young women marched down Fift h Avenue 
puffi  ng Lucky Strikes, att racting wide newspaper coverage.   74    Bernays had off ered 
corporations a tool to manufacture, not new products, but the demand for them. 

 In his work for Beechnut Packing Company, a leading pork producer, Bernay 
had the opportunity to contribute to another twentieth-century epidemic, heart 
disease. To convince Americans that a heavy breakfast of bacon, a Beechnut 
product, and eggs, promoted health, Bernays conducted a survey of 5,000 doc-
tors, asking them if heavy breakfasts supported health. In a national advertis-
ing campaign with the headline, “Physicians urge heavy breakfasts to improve 
health,” he presented their favorable positive response as if it were a scientifi c 
study, a technique of third-party endorsement later used by other industries to 
promote unhealthy products. Sales of bacon soared.   75    

 From 1980 to 2000, the number of public relations specialists increased by 
56  percent, with the largest number working in the corporate sector.   76    Many 
new hires went to the mega-PR fi rms that emerged. WPP, founded in 1985, 
calls itself the world’s largest communications services group, employs 153,000 
people working in 2,400 offi  ces in 107 countries. Burson Marsteller, established 
in 1953, became the world’s largest public relations fi rm by 1983. Edelman, the 
largest independent PR company, employed 3,600 staff  in 53 cities around the 
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world. Some companies became to go-to source for corporations with a health-
related image problem. Hill & Knowlton has been employed by 50 percent of 
global Fortune 500 companies and has helped the tobacco, infant formula, lead, 
vinyl chloride, and other industries fi ght off  government regulations of products 
associated with health harms.   77    

 Increasingly, these companies became communications supermarkets, with 
the ability to provide corporations with help on lobbying, crisis management, 
and strategic planning, as well as more traditional public relations. Working on 
similar issues for multiple clients enabled these PR companies to gain the exper-
tise needed to master the common tasks their clients expect: creating favorable 
opinion for a new product or brand, resisting government regulation, managing 
a crisis due a safety threat, or turning back a new tax. As government downsized, 
the corporate capacity to manipulate government super-sized, further tilting the 
asymmetrical power relationship. 

 Businesses also expanded existing trade associations, like the Chamber of 
Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers, while creating new 
ones to bring the corporate policy agenda to elected offi  cials. In the 1960s, 
according to business historian David Vogel, trade associations were “under-
staff ed, relatively unsophisticated, and were held in litt le regard by either the 
companies that belonged to them or the legislators whose views they were sup-
posed to infl uence.”   78    By 1980, more than 2,000 trade organizations, employ-
ing 42,000 staff , had their headquarters in Washington, D.C.   79    For the fi rst time 
since the 1920s, when Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover pushed for the 
establishment and growth of trade associations, the total number of people 
working for private businesses such as trade associations and lobbying, law, and 
PR fi rms exceeded the number of federal employees in the Washington metro-
politan area.   80     

    A New Environment for Health Decisions   

 By the 1980s, these changes in business and politics had transformed the envi-
ronment in which investors and corporate managers made decisions, narrowing 
their options for satisfying Wall Street, while widening their opportunities for 
using their political clout to overcome opposition to their business plans. 

 On the business side, corporate managers really had only a few choices that 
allowed them to satisfy investors’ growing thirst for quick and steady returns 
on investment. Th ey could create blockbuster products that produced windfall 
profi ts for at least a few quarters or years. Th ey could dramatically increase mar-
ket share by fi nding new populations of customers or by driving competitors out 
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of business. Th ey could buy and sell companies, hoping to profi t by selling off  
assets or acquiring fast-growing businesses. Finally, companies could increase 
profi ts by fi ring workers, cutt ing benefi ts, or using their political muscle to lower 
taxes or resist or weaken regulations, thereby leaving more revenue as profi t. 
On the political front, corporations expanded each of these opportunities by 
deploying their new armies of lawyers, lobbyists, public relations staff , and trade 
associations. 

 Each of these options had health consequences, but two, the marketing of 
blockbuster products and the relentless eff orts to develop new markets, have 
had direct and particularly harmful results for people’s health. It is the growth of 
these corporate practices that set the stage for the global epidemics of chronic 
diseases and injuries. 

 Blockbusters satisfy investors, who then reward the managers who have 
brought them to market. But as the stories of Saturday night specials, SUVs, and 
Vioxx show, new products oft en have fl aws or unintended consequences, and 
the massive advertising and retail distribution needed to achieve blockbuster 
status mean that millions of people can be exposed to a product before the haz-
ard becomes apparent. In addition, given the benefi ts that blockbusters bring, 
managers feel justifi ed in cutt ing corners, resisting safety regulations, exaggerat-
ing the benefi ts, or minimizing the harms. Aft er all, given that chronic condi-
tions take years to develop and that faulty product design may be diffi  cult to 
detect without counting bodies, it is likely that managers will have moved on 
and companies changed hands before problems are identifi ed. 

 A second option for corporate managers who are expected to produce posi-
tive quarterly returns is to fi nd new markets where rapid expansion is possible. 
As we have seen, the tobacco industry discovered women as new recruits for 
tobacco use in the 1920s.Aft er the 1990s, the industry turned its att ention to 
women and young people in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In this situation, an 
industry took an existing product and marketed it to new customers. Th e mar-
keting of alcopops and guns to young women and unhealthy foods to blacks and 
Latinos in the United States are other examples of this strategy.  

    Common Roots of Epidemics and 2008 
Economic Crisis   

 Th e deeper economic changes that magnifi ed corporations’ contributions 
to epidemics of chronic diseases and injuries also helped to precipitate the 
world economic crisis of 2008, which in turn jeopardized health in other ways. 
Financialization of the world economy, combined with deregulation of the 
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fi nancial industry in the 1980s and 1990s, led to the creation of sub-prime mort-
gages, housing derivatives, and other fi nancial instruments—basically, fi nancial 
constructs meant to facilitate immediate profi t. By providing easy credit, these 
new tools for speculation infl ated the housing bubble in the United States and 
elsewhere. When it burst, fi rst in the United States and later in many European 
countries, the world economy was thrown into recession. By the end of 2011, 
more than 14 million Americans had homes in foreclosure, were delinquent on 
their mortgages, or owed more than their houses were worth.   81    Th e housing cri-
sis, the resulting freeze in credit, and the reluctance of corporations to use their 
cash reserves to create new jobs to produce more goods contributed to record 
rates of homelessness, loss of health insurance, unemployment, and poverty. As 
the crisis spread, similar problems emerged in Europe and later China, India, and 
Brazil, albeit with variations due to the diff erent roles that government played. 

 As the housing collapse forced investors to fi nd new arenas for speculation, 
commodities like energy and food became att ractive, leading to skyrocketing 
prices in these sectors. Th e World Bank has estimated that, since 2008, more 
than 170 million people around the world have been pushed into extreme pov-
erty by increases in the cost of basic commodities such as food and energy, trig-
gered by multiple factors, including speculation.   82,       83    

 Th e economic crisis also encouraged corporations to spend cash on buying 
back stock, rather than avoiding layoff s, hiring new workers, investing in new 
products, or testing them more carefully. In 2011, U.S. companies spent more 
than $445 billion, the most since 2007, in buying back stock so they could return 
more to investors and pay executives more. “It’s a symptom of a deeper prob-
lem,” said William W. George, a Harvard Business School professor and former 
corporate CEO. “If we’re not investing in research, innovation and entrepreneur-
ship, we’re going to be a slow growth country for a decade.”   84    Pfi zer’s decision 
to spend more than $39 billion on stock buybacks in between 2011 and 2013 
illustrates the consequences of this type of short-termism.   85    By choosing to cut 
back research and development and lay off  workers in order to buy back more 
stock, Pfi zer missed an opportunity to use these resources to create new drugs 
that could bett er address the world’s most serious health problems. 

 Deregulation of fi nancial services and tax cuts for the wealthy also contrib-
uted to massive income redistribution. Between 1996 and 2006, according to 
an analysis of tax returns by the Congressional Research Service, the poorest 
20 percent of tax fi lers experienced a 6 percent reduction in income, while the 
top 0.1 percent of tax fi lers saw their income almost double. Th e wealthy also 
got more of their income from investments than from work. During this period, 
the top 0.1  percent increased the proportion of their income that came from 
capital from 64 percent to 70 percent.   86    Given the contribution of inequality to 
poor health,   87    this growing income and wealth inequality bodes ill for the health 
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of America. It’s directly connected to our concern about chronic diseases and 
injuries, because the increasing proportion of people living in poverty are more 
vulnerable to these conditions. 

 Finally, the growing political power of corporations, fi nancial institutions, 
and their allies led to the undermining of democracy. Increasingly, while citizens 
still have votes, multinational corporations oft en have vetoes over policy direc-
tions that threaten profi tability. Th e U.S. Supreme Court became the most cor-
porate-friendly ever. According to an analysis by the  New York Times , in its fi rst 
fi ve terms, the Roberts Court ruled for business interests 61 percent of the time, 
compared with 46 percent in the last fi ve years of the Court led by Chief Justice 
William H. Rehnquist, himself a conservative, who died in 2005; and 42 per-
cent by all Supreme Courts since 1953.   88    Today the Supreme Court is more 
concerned about protecting corporations from litigation than consumers from 
harmful business practices, a sad commentary on the changes in its priorities. 

 Th e Court’s 2010  Citizens United  decision threw out regulations that prohib-
ited corporations from buying campaign commercials that explicitly advocate 
the election or defeat of candidates, thus for the fi rst time extending constitu-
tional protection to corporate political as well as commercial speech. Th e deci-
sion opened the fl oodgates for massive, unregulated, and oft en secret corporate 
contributions into political campaigns. For corporations, Citizens United pro-
vided unprecedented new opportunities to infl uence the policies that shaped 
health, lifestyle, and the environment.   89    

 Some analysts credit Chief Justice Roberts’s 2012 vote to uphold the con-
stitutionality of the Aff ordable Care Act as a conciliatory gesture designed to 
restore the credibility of the Court as a defender of justice rather than corpora-
tions. Others, however, expressed worry that Roberts’s opinion sets the stage for 
future limitations on government regulation of corporate practices.   90    Roberts 
and the majority decided that Congress can regulate  existing  interstate commer-
cial activity, but it cannot force people to enter into a market. “Th e power to 
 regulate  commerce,” he wrote, “presupposes the existence of commercial activ-
ity to be regulated.”   91    Yale law professor Akhil Reed Amar suggested that the 
decision signals that the Court is moving in a still more conservative direction. 
“Th e underlying logic here is they’re considerably more skeptical of innovative 
or ancillary uses of federal power,” Amar said. “It’s about reading federal powers 
more skeptically than a year ago.”   92    

 Like Supreme Court justices, elected offi  cials, too, came to resemble the 
wealthiest Americans, further pushing the government to favor the wealthy. In 
part, that was who enabled them to get into offi  ce. In 2010, nearly 25 percent of 
all money spent on elections came from the top .01 percent of the population; 
this top group of American earners spent on average more money on political 
campaigns than the average American earned in income.   93    And increasingly, 
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those whom we send to Congress are the wealthy. Between 1984 and 2009, 
when the average net worth of American families decreased by about 1 percent, 
members of Congress, on average, enjoyed an increase in their worth of about 
159  percent.   94    With legislators concentrated in the top layer of the economic 
hierarchy, the likelihood that they will be the motors for change seems low. 

 Th e 2011 Occupy Wall Street demonstrations and the 2012 presidential elec-
tion made income inequality a topic for national discussion, if not yet action. 
Th e 2012 Republican presidential candidate Mitt  Romney’s response to a heck-
ler that “Corporations are people, my friend,” and his claim that the 47 percent of 
the population “who are dependent upon government, who believe that they are 
victims, who believe the government has a responsibility to care for them, who 
believe that they are entitled to health care, to food, to housing, to you-name-it” 
are “takers not makers,” sparked further debate about the roles of government 
and corporations in reducing inequality.   95    

 Th e shared causes for the world’s health, social, and economic problems sug-
gest both trouble and hope for those who believe another world is possible. On 
one hand, the common problem is an increasingly concentrated global economic 
system in which those at the very top of the hierarchy have acquired the power 
and skill needed to run the world to benefi t themselves, oft en at the expense 
of the rest of the world’s population. Never in history has such a small group 
controlled so many domains of human existence, nor had at its disposal such a 
panoply of wealth, technology, and ideology. In addition, the current corporate 
system now undermines health via three distinct but synergistic pathways: by 
encouraging consumption of unhealthy products, by widening inequality and 
pushing more people into poverty, and by imposing austerity on governments, 
rolling back safety net programs and the regulations and standards that protect 
public health. 

 On the other hand, the hope is that never before have so many people had a 
common interest in transforming the world. Never before has the potential to 
use knowledge and technology to create healthy, sustainable societies that will 
allow humanity to survive and prosper been greater. In the fi nal two chapters, 
I will consider how we can fi nd the paths to this transformation.             
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 The Corporate Consumption Complex    

    In January 1961, three days before he was to leave offi  ce, President Dwight 
D.  Eisenhower gave a speech in which he warned the nation that a “military-
industrial complex” had emerged from World War II and the Cold War.  

  We have been compelled to create a permanent armaments industry 
of vast proportions. Added to this, three and a half million men and 
women are directly engaged in the defense establishment. . . . Th is con-
junction of an immense military establishment and a large arms indus-
try is new in the American experience. Th e total infl uence—economic, 
political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every State house, every 
offi  ce of the Federal government. . . . Our toil, resources and livelihood 
are all involved; so is the very structure of our society. . . . In the councils 
of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted 
infl uence, whether sought or unsought, by the military industrial com-
plex. Th e potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and 
will persist. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger 
our liberties or democratic processes.   1     

 Today a new complex has emerged: the corporate consumption complex. Th e 
complex is a web of organizations that include the global corporations that pro-
duce the goods of the modern consumer economy, the retail conglomerates that 
sell their products, and the trade associations that represent them in the political 
arena. Key actors are the banks, hedge funds, and investment fi rms that lend 
these corporations money, and, increasingly, dictate their priorities. It includes 
the law fi rms, advertising agencies, public relations fi rms, and lobbying groups 
that cater to them. Elected offi  cials and government regulatory agencies these 
industries have captured through the revolving-door or campaign contributions, 
the think tanks and university-based researchers that conduct studies for them, 
the “astroturf ” citizens groups they create to advance their policy aims, and the 
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media outlets and journalists who help promote their goals are also participants 
in the complex.   Figure 4.1   provides a schematic illustration of the complex: the 
corporations that produce products for the global consumer economy are at the 
center, with supporting organizations radiating out. Th e strands of the web serve 
as communications networks to exchange intelligence, money, goods and ser-
vices, and political lessons. And like the military industrial complex, this new 
complex endangers not only our democratic processes, but it also, as we have 
seen, the current and future health of humanity. 

 Before proceeding, let me be clear about what the corporate consumption 
complex is not. It is not a cabal, a conspiracy that meets in secret to plan new 
strategies to undermine global health. Some corporate executives have been 
found to withhold harmful information from the public and plot ways to main-
tain profi ts at the expense of public health; e.g., tobacco industry leaders. But for 
the most part, the complex operates in public and we can read about many of its 
activities in the  Wall Street Journal  or on the Internet every day. 
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   Figure 4.1    Th e Corporate Consumption Complex.   
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 For the most part, it’s not an organization of evil men, some latt er-day 
SMERSH, the nemesis of Ian Fleming’s James Bond. Many of its participants are 
ordinary people who love their children, donate to charity, and hope for a bett er 
world, choosing to put aside any moral qualms about the harmful consequences 
of their actions. And it is not a single unifi ed organization whose participants 
agree on every point or speak in a single voice.        

 But these caveats should not disguise what the corporate consumption com-
plex is. It has become the most powerful infl uence on the health of the world’s 
population and on the environment that sustains life. It is the primary modifi -
able cause of today’s major causes of premature death and preventable illnesses 
and injuries, contributing directly and indirectly to the rising rates of chronic 
diseases and injuries. It operates at the local, national, and global levels to infl u-
ence the values, behaviors, and lifestyles of consumers and citizens; our physical 
and social environment; the legal, executive, and legislative decisions of govern-
ment; and the activities of the media, scientists, and philanthropy. Its principal 
goals are to create a world where the largest multinational corporations can max-
imize their profi ts and preempt or remove any threat to their current dominance. 
Since its activities threaten the well-being of so many sectors of society, it also 
seeks to undermine the democratic processes that could diminish its power to 
profi t at the expense of world health. 

 From a health perspective, the most problematic activity of this complex is its 
promotion of hyperconsumption, a term I use to describe patt erns of consump-
tion associated with premature death and preventable illnesses and injuries. In 
itself, consumption is a vital human activity, neither good nor bad. In theory, 
a free market economy could emphasize production, marketing, and distribu-
tion practices that support human health, contributing to a virtuous circle where 
more and more people choose healthy products, leading to greater profi ts and 
more widespread availability of these goods. And for the decades aft er World 
War II, corporations did contribute to improving the standard of living and in 
some cases the health of the world’s growing middle-class population. 

 Today, however, the economic and political changes described in the previ-
ous chapter discourage the corporate consumption complex from this virtu-
ous cycle. Instead, consumer corporations are engaged in a race to the bott om, 
where companies compete to sell ever more of products known to cause health 
problems or damage the environment. Short-termism—investor insistence 
on a rapid return on investment—leads corporations to promote blockbuster 
products, oft en without adequate testing. Our legal system allows industries to 
externalize the adverse health consequences of harmful products, forcing con-
sumers and tax payers to pay the costs for health or environmental damage, fur-
ther encouraging unhealthy practices. Deregulation has weakened or removed 
the safeguards that can protect the public, reducing the risk that corporations 
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will have to pay more for violating health or environmental safeguards than the 
profi ts their unhealthy practices generate. Finally, the concentration of mar-
ket share by a handful of global companies produces asymmetrical power and 
 information—where one side, producers, has more political power and infor-
mation than the other, consumers. Th is inequality contradicts the basic assump-
tion of free market theory, in which producers and consumers have equal power 
and information to make free exchanges. 

 Th ese dynamics serve to distort the market in favor of health-imperiling 
products I have described—sports utility vehicles; drugs like Vioxx, Celebrex, 
and Avandia; unhealthy foods like Coke and Pepsi, McDonald’s Big Macs, and 
Oreos; youth-targeted addictive substances like alcopops and tobacco; and mass 
market weapons like Saturday night specials, Bushmaster AR-15s, and Glocks. 
Th ese dynamics also make these products much more profi table than healthier 
counterparts such as mass transit buses and subway cars, non-pharmacological 
treatments for common chronic diseases, fresh fruits and vegetables, or stress-
reducing alternatives to tobacco, alcohol, or handguns. 

 Today, the corporate consumption complex has the power to maintain a 
political and economic system that allows companies to produce and market 
lethal but legal products and to promote unhealthy lifestyles and unsustainable 
practices at the expense of healthier alternatives. Th is power constitutes the most 
signifi cant threat to improved health and reduced healthcare costs. For those 
who seek to improve health, a closer examination of the operations, strengths, 
and vulnerabilities of this complex is now a priority. 

 Let’s begin with a look at the size of the consumer economy in the United States 
and globally. In the United States, for the last decade, the consumer economy—that 
part of the economy driven by consumer spending—accounts for about 70 per-
cent of the gross domestic product, up from about 60 percent in the early 1950s.   2    
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2010, America’s 121 million 
households spent $5.83 trillion dollars.   3      Table 4.1   shows total spending for various 
consumer goods. It shows that the fi ve categories of consumer spending listed in 
the table account for more than a quarter of all household expenditures. Th is con-
sumer spending is the magnet that att racts the corporate consumption complex to 
fi nd new ways to increase its share of this wealth.        

 Note that tobacco and alcohol spending account for less than two percent of 
annual household spending, yet tobacco use is estimated to generate $96 billion 
in direct medical costs (about 5  percent of all healthcare expenditures),   4    and 
alcohol $24.6 billion in direct healthcare costs and a total of $223.5 billion in all 
costs.   5    Th e economic burdens these products impose illustrate the power of the 
corporate consumption complex to protect its markets. 

 Total global consumer spending is now more than $18 trillion a year. In the last 
few years, the United States has accounted for about 16 percent of global consumer 
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spending (as a proportion of world GDP), Western Europe for about 15 percent, 
and the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) for about 8 percent, a 
proportion that is expected to increase signifi cantly in the coming decade.   6    

 For most of the last century, maintaining high levels of consumption in order 
to promote economic growth was a central goal of developed nations, an aim 
achieved through economic policies that encouraged debt and discouraged sav-
ings, thus contributing to the 2008 economic crisis. Although some analysts 
have correctly noted the growing power of the fi nancial sector, it is worth noting 
that consumption remains the fuel that drives the world economy. And growing 
consumption remains the policy choice of politicians and businesses on both 
the political left  and the right, even if they disagree on how to achieve this aim. 

 In the coming decades, some emerging nations also want consumption to 
play a greater role in their economies. For instance, the Indian government is try-
ing to stimulate consumption by att empting to open up its domestic market to 
foreign multi-brand retail stores, and the Chinese government wants domestic 
consumption to play a stronger role in its economy rather than to continue to 
rely so heavily on exports and investment to stimulate growth. As one business 
analyst noted, these trends and the “rise of the middle class in China, India, and 
Brazil is having a clear impact on consumption patt erns, providing more oppor-
tunities for consumer-oriented multinational corporations to increase their 

    Table 4.1    U.S. Consumer Expenditures on Selected Products, 2010   

 Category  Average spending 
per household $ 

 Total spending 
in billions $ 

 Food 
 Food at home 
 Food away from home 

 6,129 
 3,624 
 2,505 

 742 
 439 
 303 

 Alcoholic beverages  412  50 

 Car and truck 
purchases—new and used 

 2,588  313 

 Healthcare 
 Drugs 
 Medical supplies 

 3,157 
 485 
 119 

 382 
 59 
 14 

 Tobacco and tobacco supplies  362  44 

 All expenditures  48,109   5.83    trillion 

   Source :  Average annual expenditures and characteristics of all consumer  units,   
  Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2006–2010. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; 2011. Available 
at:  htt p://www.bls.gov/cex/2010/standard/multiyr.pdf . Accessed August 21, 2012.  

http://www.bls.gov/cex/2010/standard/multiyr.pdf
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revenues and profi tability.”   7    Regional or global business cycles can accelerate or 
slow down this growth, but few economists doubt that in this century, consumer 
spending will continue to be the engine for economic growth. 

 A report on consumer spending commissioned by MasterCard provides 
another look at the value of emerging markets. MasterCard predicts that, for the 
period from 2012–2016, emerging markets will add an average of $1.2 trillion 
of consumer spending to the global economy per year, whereas developed mar-
kets will add only around $700 billion annually, and the transitional markets in 
former Soviet States will add another $95 billion.   8    By 2020, spending on food, 
alcohol and tobacco, healthcare, and transport will account for 40  percent of 
consumer spending in the 25 largest emerging economies of the world.   9    Th ese 
predictions explain why consumer corporations see their future profi ts in these 
emerging nations. 

 But, should these nations follow the consumption patt erns that multinational 
corporations promoted in developed nations, they can expect a similar rise in 
premature mortality and preventable illnesses from chronic diseases and inju-
ries, a trend that we have seen has already begun. Th e organizations and net-
works that constitute the corporate consumption complex are also linked to 
broader business and political groupings, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, for 
example, or the two major U.S. political parties. At the global level, the complex 
interacts with the World Trade Organization and other international organiza-
tions. Th ese larger entities may have broader policy agendas or its various sec-
tors may diff er on some issues. For example, the insurance industry has been 
an active proponent of car safety, oft en to the consternation of the automobile 
industry. Th e distinct perspective of the corporate consumption complex is its 
insistence that more consumption is the solution to all problems. 

 To get a clearer view of the unique anatomy and physiology of the corpora-
tion consumption complex, I profi le two leading organizations and their allies 
in the complex: McDonald’s, a fast food corporation, and the Pharmaceutical 
Research and Manufacturers of America, a trade association. Th ese profi les illus-
trate how the strands of the web bind together these and other actors to extend 
their power to shape lifestyles, public policy, and politics, and to maximize prof-
its by promoting hyperconsumption.    

      McDonald’s: A Franchise for Super-sizing 
Children Around the World   

 With 33,510 restaurants serving more than 68 million people in 119 countries 
every day, McDonald’s is the second-largest fast food company in the world, 



The Corporate Consumption Complex  101

topped only by Subway. It has also become an international symbol of mod-
ern consumption. Th e company is the single largest global purchaser of beef, 
pork, potatoes, and apples. In 2012, total revenue was $27.6 billion, of which 
$8.8 billion came from the United States and $10.8 billion from Europe.   10    Its 
gross profi t in 2011 was $2.7 billion, and the net profi t margin was 20.38 per-
cent.   11    McDonald’s employs 1.2 million people worldwide. In the United States, 
the company employs 673,000 workers at its 14,000 domestic outlets; half of 
these are under the age of twenty-one. About 8 percent of Americans eat a meal 
at McDonald’s on an average day, and 96 percent eat there at least yearly.   12    In 
a recent national survey, 84 percent of parents reported taking their child to a 
fast food restaurant at least once in the past week; 66 percent reported going to 
McDonald’s.   13    No other organization feeds more children daily. 

 McDonald’s spends more than $2 billion on global marketing and brand-
building each year. Nearly $888 million is spent for U.S. measured media alone.   14    
In part as a result, McDonald’s is ranked as the fourth-most-valuable brand on 
the planet, with an estimated brand value of $81 billion in 2011, up 23 percent 
from 2010.   15    Th is translates into near-universal brand recognition. A  poll by 
Sponsorship Research International in six countries found that 88 percent of the 
respondents could identify the golden arches, but only 54 percent could name 
the Christian cross.   16    

 But, as the  Wall Street Journal  has noted, “to build a brand is to create a hos-
tage,”   17    and McDonald’s hires a retinue of public relations and advertising fi rms 
to protect the Golden Arches, Ronald McDonald, and other branded icons. 

 Among its advertising agencies are Omnicon’s DDB Worldwide Communications 
Group and its German affi  liate Heye & Partner, the designer of the global “I’m 
lovin’ it” campaign. Another global powerhouse ad agency, Publicis Groupe’s 
Leo Burnett , designed the Happy Meals ad campaign.   18    In 2013, Omnicon 
Group and Publicis Group decided to merge to create the world’s largest fam-
ily of agencies, with a stock market value of more than $35 billion. If approved 
by governments, this merger will allow the megafi rm to compete with compa-
nies like Google in processing Big Data to bett er target their clients’ consumers 
with tailored advertising campaigns. Among the other clients the merger will 
serve are Coca-Cola, Walmart, Nestlé and PepsiCo, other stalwart promoters of 
hyperconsumption.   19    

 Since its founding in the 1950s, McDonald’s has developed a business model 
that viewed children as its most reliable customers. Ray Kroc, one of its found-
ers, recommended that if a company had $1 to spend on marketing, it should 
spend it on kids, because they bring Mom and Dad. He also noted that “A child 
who loves our TV commercials and brings her grandparents to a McDonald’s 
gives us two more customers.”   20    In the early years of the chain’s growth, Kroc 
fl ew in a Cessna plane scouting for new sites near schools.   21    
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 To att ract its target demographic, McDonald’s has developed creative ways 
to entice children through the Golden Arches. Th e company operates more 
than 8,000  “playlands” around the United States, more playgrounds than any 
other private corporation, and far more than any municipality. It also gives 
away toys to children who buy its products. According to the U.S. Federal Trade 
Commission, in 2009, the food industry spent $393 million purchasing toys and 
other premiums, making McDonald’s the world’s largest toy distributor. Fast 
food outlets sold more than 1 billion children’s meals with toys to children ages 
twelve and under, about 18 percent of all child customers.   22    

 Like other fast food companies, McDonald’s advertises heavily (See 
Figure 4.2). In 2009, all U.S. fast food corporations spent $4.2 billion on adver-
tising their products, of which 16 percent was spent on ads targeting children.   23    
According to the Nielsen Company, a rater of advertising exposure, the average 
American child saw 368 McDonald’s television ads in 2009, more than one a 
day, and almost twice as many as its nearest competitor, Burger King.   24    In 2008, 
American children aged two to eleven saw on average 1,106 commercials for 
fast food outlets on television, and adolescents saw on average 1,684 such ads. 
Adults saw on average 1,905 ads.   25           

 In addition, McDonald’s uses social and other media to reach children and 
teens. Its corporate websites att ract 365,000 unique visitors aged twelve or 
younger per month and 249,000 teen visitors. 

 
   Figure 4.2    Even McDonald’s advertisements are super-sized, as shown in this 1970 
photo of a commercial artist working on a McDonald’s billboard.  Corbis Images.    
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 Th is advertising infl uences children’s food desires and choices, and creates 
customers for life. A  study of young children aged three to fi ve off ered them 
identical combinations of foods and beverages, the only diff erence being that 
some of the foods were in McDonald’s packaging. Children were signifi cantly 
more likely to choose items perceived to be from McDonald’s, showing the value 
of early imprinting of branding.   26    

 All this advertising and other forms of marketing bring results. One 2009 
national poll showed that a whopping 40 percent of parents reported that their 
child asked to go to McDonald’s at least once a week, and 15  percent of pre-
schoolers’ parents said they fi elded such a request every day. Most of the parents 
gave in: 84 percent reported bringing their two- to eleven-year-olds to a fast food 
restaurant within the previous week.   27    

 Health authorities have criticized the McDonald’s business model. According 
to a policy statement of the American Academy of Pediatrics, “Advertising 
directed toward children is inherently deceptive and exploits children under 
eight years of age.”   28    David Ludwig, a professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical 
School and a national authority on child obesity, has observed that “Fast-food 
consumption has been shown to increase calorie intake, promote weight gain 
and elevate risk for diabetes. Because African Americans and Hispanics are 
inherently at higher risk for obesity and diabetes, fast food will only fuel the 
problem.”   29    An assessment of the nutritional quality of fast food carried out by 
researchers at the Rudd Center at Yale University found that only 10 percent of 
the 101 McDonald’s food products they tested met three common nutritional 
standards. Of the 158 beverages served at McDonald’s that Yale researchers 
tested, only a third met these standards.   30    Another study by investigators from 
U.C. Berkeley and Columbia University found that teenagers whose schools are 
within one-tenth of a mile of a fast food outlet are more likely to be obese than 
those whose schools are farther away.   31    In recent years, McDonald’s has empha-
sized expansion in emerging markets such as Mexico, India, and China. By 2012, 
the company had more than 1,400 outlets in China, its third-largest market. In 
that year alone, McDonald’s increased its investment in China by 50 percent.   32    

 To respond to public and scientifi c criticism, McDonald’s, like other corpo-
rations in the consumption complex, uses science and technology in a variety 
of ways. First, it hires its own specialists. Dr. Cynthia Goody, senior director of 
nutrition for McDonald’s, has a doctorate and a master’s in business adminis-
tration from the University of Iowa. She is an active member of the American 
Dietetic Association and has served as a faculty member for the Culinary 
Institute of America and the Harvard School of Medicine Continuing Medical 
Education. Julia Braun, the company’s director of global nutrition, is responsible 
for the integration of nutrition science into the development of new products. 
She’s a registered and licensed dietitian and previously worked at the Center 
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for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention in at the University of North 
Carolina in Chapel Hill.   33    Barbara Booth is the director of Sensory Science, 
Quality Systems, and U.S. Supply Chain Management. Among her jobs is to 
ensure that McDonald’s french fries in Alabama and Australia taste the same.   34    
Th ese in-house experts oversee McDonald’s laboratories and test kitchens and 
look to develop products that will make a profi t. Th ey also serve as liaisons with 
professional organizations and as “ambassadors” of health, challenging negative 
public perceptions of the company. 

 Second, McDonald’s commissions outside researchers and companies to 
conduct studies. When the FDA ordered McDonald’s to remove “trans fats” 
from its products by 2006, the company hired Cargill, Inc., the largest U.S. food 
and agricultural products company, to lead scientifi c blending and testing of oils. 
Cargill is also a principal supplier of beef and eggs to McDonald’s. McDonalds 
sett led on a blend of canola and soybean oils, which was then synthesized at 
Cargill solely for McDonald’s use.   35    By turning to its giant corporate partner to 
solve a regulatory challenge, McDonald’s was able not only to fi nd a marketable 
solution but also to keep its fi x proprietary, preventing its competitors and their 
consumers from benefi ting. 

 Finally, McDonald’s hires outside scientists to serve as public relations 
representatives. In 2003, McDonald’s convened its Global Advisory Council 
on Balanced, Active Lifestyles, comprising independent experts in the areas 
of nutrition, public health, and fitness. The Council is charged with pro-
viding input and guidance to McDonald’s on three questions: how to offer 
additional menu choices, how to promote physical activity, and how to pro-
vide accessible nutrition information. By bringing in researchers from uni-
versities and research institutes, McDonald’s gains access to their expertise 
and networks and focuses public and scientific attention on questions that 
do not threaten McDonald’s bottom line. For example, the Council was not 
asked to advise McDonald’s on ending advertising to children or reformulat-
ing its unhealthy products, but simply to weigh in on adding a few healthier 
options.   36    

 McDonald’s claims that it off ers its consumers choices, and that parents, not 
the company, have the responsibility to decide what their children should eat. 
And in recent years, in part in response to public pressure, “Mickey D’s” (as the 
company is nicknamed) has made more choices available. It has added salads 
and fruit to its menus and recently made a half-order of apple slices and a half 
order of fries standard Happy Meal fare. However, according to market research, 
Happy Meals constitute only 10 percent of U.S. sales, and, as the economy wors-
ened, many parents have ordered the higher fat, sodium, and sugar adult Value 
Meals to split between two of their young children, reducing the nutritional 
impact of the apples.   37    
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 Richard Adams, a former McDonald’s executive who now works as a consul-
tant for franchisees, says the average store sells roughly 50 salads a day and 50 
to 60 premium chicken sandwiches, compared with 300 to 400 double cheese-
burgers from the Dollar Menu.   38    In addition, one of the marketing triumphs of 
McDonald’s and other fast food companies was to make breakfast into a fast food 
opportunity and to promote the need for a fourth meal in the wee hours of the 
night. By 2012, forty percent of McDonald’s outlets were open 24 hours a day. In 
that year, McDonald’s introduced a new advertising campaign, “Breakfast Aft er 
Midnight,” with the slogan, “Th e moon is full, you should be too.”   39    A survey of 
male consumers had showed that 45 percent of the 18- to 29-year-olds and a third 
of the 30- to 39-years-old eat aft er seven in the evening every day.   40    McDonald’s, 
by increasing the number of fast food visits, eff ectively negates the nutritional 
benefi ts of any marginal changes in product composition. Like Hardee’s Monster 
Th ickburgers, McDonald’s Breakfast Aft er Midnight puts young men, a popula-
tion with high rates of heart disease in their future, at higher risk. 

 In a 2011 lett er responding to critics of his company, McDonald’s then-CEO 
James Skinner rejected the charge that his company contributed to diet-related 
diseases. He boasted of the company’s “55-year track record of caring for kids, a 
core McDonald’s value.” “At McDonald’s,” he explained,  

  we listen to what our customers tell us. For the past 30 years they have 
told us—again, overwhelmingly—that they approve of our Happy 
Meal program. . . . Th at’s why we are confi dent that parents under-
stand and appreciate that Happy Meals are a fun treat, with right-sized, 
quality food choices for their children. As Chief Executive Offi  cer of 
McDonald’s, I want you to know we will vigorously defend our brand, 
our reputation, our food and our people.   41      

 However, Skinner misleads his readers when he emphasizes choice. Th e 
$2 billion his company spends annually on advertising is not a public service 
campaign on the benefi ts of choice; its intention is to direct consumers to the 
company’s most profi table products: hamburgers, fries, and soda, the high fat, 
salt, and sugar products that contribute to diet-related chronic diseases. 

 To be fair, there have been some successes. McDonald’s has vowed to make 
a 15 percent reduction in sodium across its American menu by 2015, and to cut 
sodium, added sugars, saturated fats, and calories in domestic meals by 2020, 
all good steps in the right direction. Overall, however, it is highly unlikely that 
McDonald’s will abandon its reliance on its signature burgers and fries. As one 
former McDonald’s executive observed, “(CEO) Jim (Skinner) is always the guy 
that takes us back to ‘What diff erence is this going to make for the hamburger 
business? Is that going to help? If that’s not going to help, forget it.’ ”   42    
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 On the business side, Skinner understood his company’s profi ts depended on 
hamburgers, but on the public relations front, a diff erent message was needed. 
“Ronald McDonald,” he explained, “serves as an ambassador for children’s well-
being, promoting messages around physical activity and living a balanced, active 
lifestyle. . . . Children’s well-being requires an ongoing eff ort and commitment to 
be a part of the solution. Going forward, we will continue to make more changes 
that are relevant to our customers and in their best interests, as we always have.”   43    

 Again, the message is misleading; McDonald’s emphasizes the role of physi-
cal activity in obesity not because it cares about the “best interest” of its custom-
ers, but in part in order to distract att ention from its products. Lori Dorfman of 
the Berkeley Media Studies Group, an organization that analyzes industry use 
of media, has observed that “promoting good works is a method used by many 
industry organizations across many diff erent fi elds to defl ect att ention from 
their not-so-good works.”   44    Th rough such distraction, the corporations that 
constitute the consumption complex create public images that mask their actual 
impact on health. 

 And the rewards for consumer corporate CEOs come from their success 
in promoting profi t, not health. Skinner began his career fl ipping burgers as a 
McDonald’s restaurant manager trainee in 1971 and rapidly worked his way 
up. Before he retired in 2012, several business groups named him one of the 
nation’s best CEOs.   45    In 2009, his compensation package was about $17 million, 
of which $11.5 million was a performance bonus.   46    

 To oversee its operations, McDonald’s, like other corporations, has a board of 
directors. Its members, shown in   Table 4.2  , bring the experience of more than 
thirty other corporations and other institutions to help McDonald’s plan strat-
egy. Of note, six of its thirteen members bring experience in the fi nancial sec-
tor, and four have experience in other companies targeting children and young 
people. Several serve companies that sell the type of goods or services that 
McDonald’s uses. Boards of directors are the clubhouses and social networking 
sites of the corporate consumption complex, allowing leaders of the complex 
to exchange intelligence, plan strategies, make deals, and counter threats to the 
complex as a whole.        

 One of the lasting consequences of Lewis Powell’s 1973 call for corpora-
tions to become more active politically is the growing corporate involvement in 
campaign fi nancing and lobbying. McDonald’s political activities show how big 
corporations engage energetically in the electoral, legislative, and legal arenas. 
Th ey also demonstrate how the 2010  Citizens United  Supreme Court decision 
has accelerated this involvement. 

 According to the Sunlight Foundation, a nonpartisan group that promotes 
government transparency, from 1989 through 2012, McDonald’s has contrib-
uted $9,970,692 to candidates for public offi  ce, of which 52 percent has gone 



    Table 4.2    McDonald’s Current and Recent Board of Directors: Current and Recent Corporate Links for McDonald’s Board of Directors 
(as of 2013)   

 Board 
Member 

 Food and 
Agribusiness 

 Financial Services  Other Consumer 
Products 

 Retail  Services  Energy  Other 

 Andrew 
J. McKenna 
Non-Executive 
Chairman 

 Schwarz Supply 
Source (packaging and 
 promotional materials) 

 Susan 
E. Arnold 

  Th e Procter & 
Gamble Company  

 Th e Walt Disney 
Company 

 Robert 
A. Eckert 

 Matt el, Inc. (toys) 
Levi Strauss & Co. 

 Enrique 
Hernandez, Jr. 

 Wells Fargo
& Company 

 Wells Fargo & Co.  Nordstrom, Inc.  Inter-Con Security 
Systems (security services) 

 Chevron 
Corporation 

 Jeanne 
P. Jackson 

  MSP Capital   (private 
investment company) 

 NIKE, Inc. 

 Richard 
H. Lenny 

 Th e Hershey 
Company 
ConAgra
Foods, Inc. 

 Friedman, Fleischer 
& Lowe (private 
equity fi rm) Discover 
Financial Services 

 Walter 
E. Massey 

  Bank of America    BP Oil    Morehouse College  
School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago 
National Science 
Foundation 

 Carry 
D. McMillan 

  Sara Lee  (and 
apparel) 

 American Eagle 
Outfi tt ers 

 True Partners Consulting 
LLC (tax and other fi nan-
cial services) 

(continued)



 Board 
Member 

 Food and 
Agribusiness 

 Financial Services  Other Consumer 
Products 

 Retail  Services  Energy  Other 

 Sheila 
A. Penrose 

 Jones Lang LaSalle 
Incorporated (global real 
estate and money manage-
ment) Penrose Group (stra-
tegic advisory services) 

 John 
W. Rogers, Jr. 

 Ariel Investments 
(institutional money 
management) 

 Exelon 
Corporation 
(energy 
services) 

 Roger 
W. Stone 

 Stone Tan China Holding 
Corporation (investment 
holding company)  Stone Tan 
China Acquisition (“blank 
check” company created to 
acquire Chinese business) 

 Donald 
Th ompson 
President and 
CEO 

 Exelon 
Corporation 

 Caterpillar Inc. 

 Miles D. White  Abbott  Laboratories 
(pharmaceuticals) 

 Total  3  8  7  2  5  4  4 

   Note : McDonald’s board members serve as senior managers or board members of listed companies, former affi  liation in  italics.   

   Source : McDonald’s. Board of Directors Biographical Information. Available at:  htt p://www.aboutmcdonalds.com/mcd/investors/corporate_governance/board_of_direc-
tors.html.  Accessed on January 5, 2013.  

Table 4.2 (Continued)

http://www.aboutmcdonalds.com/mcd/investors/corporate_governance/board_of_directors
http://www.aboutmcdonalds.com/mcd/investors/corporate_governance/board_of_directors
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to Republicans, 27  percent to Democrats, and 20  percent to other types of 
candidates. Its two largest overall recipients were Barack Obama and Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, showing its bipartisan approach to giving. In the 2010 election, 
aft er the  Citizens United  decision, the McDonald’s Political Action Committ ee’s 
contributions to congressional candidates jumped 360  percent from 2008, 
according to Open Secrets, another government watchdog group.   47    In 2012, 
McDonald’s contributed more than $500,000 to candidates for the House and 
Senate, including contributions to 75 Republican and 61 Democratic House 
candidates, and 21 Republican and 14 Democratic Senate candidates.   48    Th ese 
contributions assured that the “McDonald’s” delegation to Congress could be 
a bipartisan force available to advance the company’s interests. In the last six 
years, according to the Federal Elections Commission, former CEO Skinner 
has himself contributed more than $71,000 to political candidates, mostly 
Republicans.   49    

 McDonald’s also lobbies actively. Between 1989 and mid-2012, the com-
pany paid 10 lobbyists more than $8 million, a fi gure that does not include the 
salaries of its own paid lobbyists. Between 2007 and 2010, reported expendi-
tures for lobbying almost tripled.   50    One of McDonald’s own lobbyists is Chester 
C. “Bo” Bryant, Jr., the senior director of government relations for McDonald’s 
Corporation. Prior to joining the company, he had served as the chief of staff  for 
Georgia Republican congressman Mac Collins and as a legislative analyst at the 
White House,   51    illustrating how revolving-door employment helps companies 
get the expertise they use to gain access to, then infl uence, public offi  cials. 

 Much of McDonald’s lobbying explicitly seeks to thwart public health reg-
ulation. According to a 2012 special investigative report by Reuters, between 
2009 and 2012, more than fi ft y leading food and beverage companies and trade 
associations, including McDonald’s, spent $175  million to lobby the Obama 
Administration against the federal eff ort to write tougher—but still volun-
tary—nutritional standards for foods marketed to children.   52    Th is expenditure 
was more than double the $83 million spent in the previous three years, dur-
ing the Bush Administration. Th e food and media companies hired Anita Dunn, 
Obama’s former White House communications chief, to run their media strat-
egy. In contrast, Reuters found, the Center for Science in the Public Interest, 
widely regarded as the leading public health advocacy organization lobbying 
against the food industry, spent about $70,000 lobbying last year—roughly what 
those opposing the stricter guidelines spent every thirteen hours.   53    

 In 2009, Jon Leibowitz, chairman of the Federal Trade Commission, the 
agency proposing the new guidelines, told a congressional hearing, “We are call-
ing on the food industry to tackle this threat and boldly reinvent the food market-
place.” Th ree years later, aft er the industry onslaught, the Obama Administration 
conceded defeat and abandoned its eff ort to implement new voluntary standards 
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for food advertising to children. Th e FTC’s Leibowitz said the eff ort to write vol-
untary food standards was no longer an agency priority. “It’s probably time to 
move on,” he said.   54    

 In addition to lobbying, McDonald’s also infl uences the federal government 
by having its staff  sit on six federal government advisory committ ees at the 
Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, and State.   55    Bo Bryant, for example, 
was appointed by the Secretary of Agriculture and the U.S. Trade Representative 
to sit on the Agricultural Technical Advisory Committ ees for Trade in Processed 
Food, along with representatives from Cargill, Coca-Cola, Hershey, Yum 
Restaurants, and Walmart.   56    Th is committ ee helps these companies learn about 
and infl uence trade agreements with other nations. 

 Another way that McDonald’s uses its power to infl uence policy is through 
its membership in trade associations. Th e company is a member of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce, the National Council of Chain Restaurants, the 
National Restaurant Association, and the International Franchise Association, 
among others. Th rough these organizations, McDonald’s amplifi es its voice in 
Washington, coordinates strategies with other corporations, and gains access to 
additional lobbying and campaign contributions clout. For example, by the end 
of 2012, the National Restaurant Association had contributed almost $14 mil-
lion to candidates since 1989 and spent just under $25 million on lobbying, far 
more than McDonald’s alone. McDonald’s is also a member of an industry-spon-
sored advocacy organization, Americans Against Food Taxes, which lobbies 
against taxes on unhealthy foods. Th ese associations allow complex members to 
pool their assets to achieve their common policy goals. 

 For example, when the Food and Drug Administration proposed federal cal-
orie-labeling rules as mandated by the 2010 Patient Protection and Aff ordable 
Care Act, McDonald’s, the National Council of Chain Restaurants, the National 
Restaurant Association, the California Restaurant Association, and many other 
companies and trade groups submitt ed their objections to the proposed rules, 
which were subsequently modifi ed in response.   57    McDonald’s also helped create 
the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative (CFBAI), a group of 
food manufacturers that also includes Burger King, PepsiCo, and Kraft  Foods. 
Th is initiative developed its own guidelines defi ning foods healthy enough to 
market to kids, using their standards as an alternative to standards proposed by 
the government or independent nutrition experts.   58    

 McDonald’s also seeks to infl uence federal and state legislation before it is 
writt en. Ed Conklin, senior director of governmental aff airs for McDonald’s, 
represented the company on the Executive Committ ee of the American 
Legislative Exchange Council’s (ALEC’s) Commerce, Insurance and Economic 
Development Task Force. ALEC claims that more than 1,000 of the bills its 
members draft  are introduced by legislators every year, with one in every fi ve 
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of them enacted into law.   59    Conklin is also a member of the corporate-funded 
Council of State Governments and the State Government Aff airs Council. Th ese 
organizations provide McDonald’s with an opportunity to draft  proposed legis-
lation and meet privately with state legislators to discuss policy issues. 

 Like other consumer corporations, McDonald’s furthers its objectives 
through a skillful blend of marketing and public relations, oft en creating citi-
zen marketers to advance its causes. Its Quality Correspondents program seeks 
to win over mothers by taking them on tours of its kitchens, highlighting food 
quality and healthful options. Th is cadre of volunteer moms helps enhance the 
company’s image and overcome the single largest barrier to more McDonald’s 
sales to children: mothers’ health concerns.   60    In a message sent to “mother-ori-
ented social networks and freebie product sites,” McDonald’s off ered mothers a 
chance at “behind-the-scenes access to the farms [ where ] our fresh ingredients 
are grown.” Th e winning mothers “are expected to participate in as many as three 
‘fi eld trips’ lasting two to three days, and receive payment for ‘reasonable travel 
expenses.’ ” A McDonald’s spokesperson said the company will then give these 
mothers “avenues to be able to share their fi ndings.” 

 When sweet talk from moms does not work to enhance its image, McDonald’s 
also has a retinue of lawyers, who take a tougher line. In 1986, McDonald’s sued 
two U.K. environmental activists—David Morris, a postman, and Helen Steel, 
a gardener—for distributing a pamphlet that charged, among other things, that 
McDonald’s sells unhealthy, addictive junk food; alters its food with artifi cial 
chemistry, and exploits children with its advertising.   61    At the end of the two-
and-a-half-year “McLibel” trial, the longest case in British history, McDonald’s 
was fi nally awarded about $66,000, but its legal fees exceeded $16 million,   62    and 
the media att ention the case generated hurt the company more than it helped. 
Th e case did, however, serve to deter critics who feared lengthy litigation. Th is 
type of suit, labeled a “strategic lawsuit against public participation” or “SLAPP,” 
is intended to censor, intimidate, and silence critics by burdening them with the 
cost of a legal defense until they abandon their criticism or opposition.   63    A grow-
ing number of corporations use SLAPP suits to deter their critics. 

 In other legal actions, McDonald’s lawyers have fi led numerous trademark 
and defamation cases and actively defend the company’s interest in consumer 
lawsuits. (An example:  In 1996, McDonald’s tried to force the Scott ish sand-
wich shop owner Mary Blair of Fenny Stratford to drop “McMunchies” as her 
trading name).   64    To date, McDonald’s has won court cases for damages brought 
by parents of obese children. But the fears of having to pay billions for the 
costs of the illnesses generated by its products, as in the case of the Tobacco 
Master Sett lement Agreement, led McDonald’s, other fast food companies, and 
their trade associations to sponsor what came to be known as Cheeseburger 
Bills. Th ese laws prevent consumers from suing food outlets for making their 
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customers obese or suff ering from other diet-related diseases. By 2012, the 
National Restaurant Association reported that twenty states had passed some 
version of a cheeseburger bill.   65    

 McDonald’s is a global corporation, but that does not stop it from gett ing 
immersed in local politics when it perceives that its interests are threatened. In 
the fall of 2010, San Francisco passed an ordinance that set nutritional stan-
dards for restaurant food accompanied by toys or other youth-focused incen-
tive items.   66    At every step, McDonald’s, in partnership with Yum! Brands (a 
conglomerate of several national fast food chains) and the California Restaurant 
Association, made a determined eff ort to block the ordinance. When the bill 
fi nally passed, McDonald’s found a way to get around it by asking parents to pay 
ten cents for the toys, thus escaping the ban on giveaways.   67    

 Th is profi le of McDonald’s shows how the multinational corporations that 
constitute the corporate consumption complex have developed the capacity to 
think and act locally, nationally, and globally. Th ey fi nd friends and partners in 
high and low places and use their networks of business and political connections 
to advance their economic and policy objectives. While these impressive accom-
plishments have made McDonald’s an international business success story, they 
have also left  a deep footprint on the world’s health, environment, and economy. 
By contributing to rising rates of diet-related diseases, unsustainable agricultural 
practices and environmental damage, lower wages, rising income inequality, and 
diminished democracy, McDonald’s demonstrates that’s what’s good for busi-
ness may be bad for human well-being.  

    PhRMA Urges Governments and Consumers 
to Just Say Yes to Prescription Drugs   

 In a speech in the House of Representatives in Congress in 2002, Independent 
Vermont congressman (later senator) Bernie Sanders told House Speaker Dennis 
Hastert, “Mr. Chairman, even the New York Yankees sometimes lose, and it has 
been known that, on occasion, the Los Angeles Lakers lose a ballgame. But, Mr. 
Chairman, one organization never loses, and that organization has hundreds of 
victories to its credit and zero defeats in the United States Congress, and that is the 
pharmaceutical industry.”   68    A primary reason for Pharma’s winning track record is 
the work of its trade association, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers 
of America, known as PhRMA. An examination of its history and accomplish-
ments further illuminates the power of the corporate consumption complex. 

 PhRMA is a trade association that represents forty-eight of the world’s lead-
ing pharmaceutical research and biotechnology companies. Its public mission is 
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to invent “medicines that allow patients to live longer, healthier, and more pro-
ductive lives . . . leading the way in the search for new cures.”   69    In its media state-
ments, PhRMA emphasizes its role in medical innovation, but behind closed 
doors, the organization works to create laws, court decisions, and regulations 
that enable its member drug companies to maximize profi ts and defeat any pol-
icy that might interfere with this goal. 

 Every industry has trade associations, and, as we have seen, individual corpo-
rations like McDonald’s use these organizations to advance their case. PhRMA 
exemplifi es how a powerful, savvy, well-resourced trade association can help the 
corporate consumption complex advance its goals in state capitals, Washington, 
and in countries around the world. Of note, PhRMA enables the world’s larg-
est drug companies to advance their common interests, rather than individual 
company objectives, replacing the rhetoric of competition with the reality of 
cooperation. 

 Th e Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association was founded in 1958. Th e 
name was changed to the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of 
America (PhRMA) in 1994 to bett er publicize its commitment to research, the 
face it wants to show the public. PhRMA is headquartered in Washington, D.C., 
and also has offi  ces in ten other U.S. cities, as well as Amman, Jordan; and Tokyo.   70    
PhRMA’s advance team is its lobbyists: about twenty on its own staff , plus others 
paid on a freelance basis. In 2012, PhRMA paid more than $29 million to forty-
four outside lobbying fi rms to bring its messages to every level of government 
on issues from patents, Medicare, and taxes to rules for generic drugs. Among 
the lobbying fi rms PhRMA hired are Akin Gump, Arnold & Porter, Cassidy & 
Associates, Ogilvy Government Relations, and Williams & Jensen, a  Who’s Who  
of Washington infl uence peddlers. Between 1989 and mid-2012, PhRMA spent 
a staggering $225 million on lobbying.   71    Like the drug “detail men” and women 
who sell pharmaceutical products to doctors by wining, dining, and gift ing 
them, PhRMA lobbyists sell policy change by dispensing information, access to 
campaign contributions, and gift s to politicians and federal agency staff . 

 At will, PhRMA can deploy this swarm of lobbyists, many of whom are 
highly qualifi ed graduates of the revolving door between government and cor-
porations. In 2012, 104 of PhRMA’s lobbyists had previously held government 
jobs.   72    PhRMA’s director of policy, Gregory Gierer, previously served as a leg-
islative analyst for Connecticut senator Chris Dodd, and Alan Gilbert, former 
senior vice president and counsel for federal aff airs at PhRMA, fi rst did a stint at 
the White House as a special assistant to President George W. Bush. According 
to Open Secrets, PhRMA employed more revolvers than any other organization 
that was not a lobbying fi rm, except for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.   73    And, 
of course, the revolving door spins both ways. In 2011, Representative Mary 
Bono Mack (R-California, and Sonny Bono’s widow), chairwoman of the House 
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Subcommitt ee on Commerce, hired Ken Johnson, PhRMA’s top spokesman for 
the past fi ve years, as senior adviser for policy and communications.   74    

 Like McDonald’s, PhRMA also plays in the electoral arena. In the 2012 elec-
tion cycle, it contributed $1,629,788 to PACs, parties, candidates, and outside 
spending groups; 56 percent of its campaign contributions went to Republicans 
and 43  percent to Democrats. Since 1994, these contributions totaled more 
than $13 million.   75    When an elected offi  cial friendly to PhRMA gets in electoral 
trouble, its deep pockets can save the day. In the 2012 election, Republican 
senator Orrin Hatch faced a primary challenge from more- conservative activ-
ists. According to the Center for Public Integrity, PhRMA gave $750,000 to 
Freedom Path, a nonprofi t group that spent big to help Hatch win another 
term.   76    A leader of an opposing super PAC explained, “Orrin Hatch has always 
worked hard for the drug lobby. He has always been an advocate for their 
positions.” 

 PhRMA is also active in state elections. In 2005, it contributed a whopping 
$86 million to support one California ballot initiative that would have created 
a new prescription drug discount program for low-income Californians and to 
oppose another initiative that would have subsidized more people and changed 
state law to make it illegal to engage in profi teering from the sale of prescription 
drugs.   77,      78    Both failed to win passage, but the result was the maintenance of a 
status quo that benefi ted the pharmaceutical industry. 

 An examination of PhRMA’s role in two major federal healthcare legislative 
outcomes, the Medicare Modernization Act of 2003 (MMA) and the Patient 
Protection and Aff ordable Care Act of 2010 (ACA, “Obamacare”), shows how 
the organization spends the political capital its lobbying and campaign contribu-
tions buy. (I am indebted to the research of my student William Cabin for this 
section). More broadly, these stories illustrate how the corporate consumption 
complex uses its carefully nurtured networks to achieve policy goals. 

 In the 2000 election, the drug industry as a whole spent $80 million to support 
Republicans to, as the  Wall Street Journal  put it, “ensure that any Medicare drug 
benefi t would be administered by private insurers rather than the government.”   79    
Th e drug industry also wanted any plan to prohibit Medicare from negotiating 
drug prices directly. Th ese contributions came from individual companies such 
as Bristol Myers, Squibb, and Pfi zer, as well as the Chamber of Commerce and 
PhRMA itself.   80    Citizens for Bett er Medicare, a front group created by PhRMA 
and other industry groups, received $50 million to buy television, radio, news-
paper, and direct mail ads to rally opposition to a federal role in the prescription 
drug program. Th e Chamber of Commerce spent another $10 million on ads. 
Th e Citizens for Bett er Medicare ads introduced Americans to “Flo,” a skeptical 
senior oft en spott ed with her friends at the bowling alley. She repeatedly tried to 
scare seniors with the specter of a “big government” program.   81    
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 Beginning in about 2000, PhRMA began to bankroll various organizations 
such as Citizens for Bett er Medicare, as well as United Seniors Association, the 
60 Plus Association, and the Seniors Coalition.   82    According to a 2004 report 
by Public Citizen, PhRMA quietly channeled as much as $41  million to four 
“stealth PACs” in 2002 to help elect a Congress sympathetic to the pharmaceuti-
cal industry’s interests.   83    Th ese and other “astroturf ” organizations looked like 
any other grassroots group but were in fact serving as fronts for industry, giving 
PhRMA a way to infl uence the public and Congress on drug issues. 

 With George W. Bush in the White House and the Republicans at least tem-
porarily in control of Congress, the MMA was enacted to, among other things, 
create the Medicare Part D outpatient prescription drug benefi t program. Part 
D is subsidized (and nominally run) by the government, in which people buy 
prescription drug insurance policies provided by private companies. Passing the 
MMA required overcoming the opposition of conservative Republicans and 
think tanks such as the Cato Institute, the American Enterprise Institute, and 
the Heritage Foundation, who objected to the expanded government role in 
healthcare. PhRMA’s success in winning passage illustrates its capacity to split 
Republicans and build alliances, in this case with rural Democrats, to achieve 
priority goals.   84    

 A key player in this close vote, which ended aft er the longest roll call in 
the history of the House of Representatives, was Representative Billy Tauzin, 
R-Louisiana, who as chair of the powerful House Committ ee on Energy and 
Commerce steered the MMA through the House. To those who objected to the 
unusual process, Tauzin explained, “It’s just a messy process . . . the old adage 
about if you like sausage or laws, you should not watch either one of them being 
made is true. It’s a messy process.”   85    

 To supporters of the MMA, it was a realistic compromise in which drug cov-
erage was expanded but private companies stayed in control. To its opponents, 
however, it was an opening for privatization of the largest government health 
program. Th e Gray Panthers, an activist group of older Americans, denounced 
the legislation as “bait in an insidious strategy to undermine traditional Medicare 
and convert it into a private industry using taxpayers’ subsidies to pay for it.”   86    

 In an assessment of the winners and losers of the MMA batt les, a team of 
healthcare researchers noted that seniors had gained some additional cover-
age, although the so-called doughnut hole, which required recipients to spend 
$3,850 out of pocket before full benefi ts kicked in, imposed hardships on many 
benefi ciaries. Th e biggest winner, the researchers concluded, was the pharma-
ceutical industry.   87    Drug companies could “now expect a higher demand from 
their best customers, and they prevailed on all three of their priority issues: no 
direct administration of benefi ts by the federal government, no explicit cost-
control measures, and no legalization of drug reimportation.” 
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 Th e  Washington Post  observed that the decision to reject provisions that would 
have allowed Americans to legally import drugs from Canada and Europe, where 
medications retail for as much as 75 percent less than in the United States, was a 
striking political victory for the industry.   88    Polls showed that that an overwhelm-
ing majority of Americans supported the change, and the House approved the 
provision by 243 to 186. But the Bush Administration and pharmaceutical lobby 
said the move was dangerous and would cut into future research and develop-
ment. Th e provision was dropped from the bill’s fi nal version. 

 In its support for the MMA, PhRMA showed its ability to change with the 
times. In contrast to prior legislative batt les, by 1999, PhRMA was no longer unal-
terably opposed to prescription drug benefi ts under Medicare, perhaps because it 
realized that such legislation was inevitable and ought to be shaped to the indus-
try’s liking. One factor making such a policy more likely was the Republicans’ 
realization that a drug benefi t plan could be a potent issue for winning senior 
votes, long a Democratic constituency. According to conservative writer Robert 
Novak, the prescription drug benefi t was “an audacious eff ort to co-opt the votes 
of seniors, refl ecting (Republican adviser Karl) Rove’s grand design of building on 
the electoral majority by adding constituency groups.”   89    In this case, the interests 
of the Republican Party and the pharmaceutical industry intersected to create an 
alliance that succeeded in passing major federal health legislation, an accomplish-
ment that had eluded the Clinton Administration in the previous eight years. 

 Six years later, PhRMA demonstrated its ability to win political victories 
under Democratic as well as Republican administrations. Th ey applied the les-
sons they had learned from 2003: spend generously to achieve policy goals, limit 
government control of any future program by assigning major responsibility to 
the private sector, and keep a sharp eye on the industry bott om line. 

 In the debates on healthcare reform in 2010, the Center for Responsive 
Politics found that PhRMA spent $22 million and sent fi ft y-two representatives 
to make its case to Congress and the White House, more than any other orga-
nization.   90    Heading the organization until the end of 2010 was none other than 
Billy Tauzin, the Louisiana congressman who had twisted arms and rules to get 
the House to pass the MMA. 

 In the fi ft een years before joining PhRMA, Tauzin had raised more than 
$218,000 in campaign contributions from pharmaceutical manufacturers. 
A star “revolver,” he had switched from the Democratic to the Republican Party 
in 1995, then from Congress to PhRMA in 2004, aft er helping shepherd the 
MMA through Congress. According to a 2008 congressional report, in the fi rst 
two years of MMA, one component craft ed by Tauzin that switched 6.5  mil-
lion low-income people from Medicaid, which did have the power to negotiate 
drug prices, to Medicare, which did not, produced “a windfall worth over $3.7 
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billion for drug manufacturers.”   91    Th is windfall for the industry came out of the 
pockets of taxpayers and consumers covered by the new benefi t. Tauzin told 
the  Washington Post  that he decided to take the PhRMA job aft er a successful 
batt le against intestinal cancer. “When you become a patient, you get a sense of 
how incredibly valuable these medicines are,” he said. “As I worked through my 
recovery, I realized that I wanted to work in an industry whose mission is no less 
than saving and enhancing lives.”   92    

 In 2009 and 2010, Tauzin was credited with brokering a deal with the Obama 
White House in which the drug industry agreed to forego $80 billion in revenues 
in an eff ort to win passage of the Aff ordable Care Act by lowering some prices 
in exchange for promises of increased business from the millions of additional 
insured Americans.   93    As in 2003, PhRMA again insisted on two provisions that 
undermined a government role in making prescription drugs more aff ordable: a 
continued ban on reimportation, and no federal negotiating on drug prices. 
PhRMA’s deal was branded one of the top ten lobbying victories of 2010 by  Th e 
Hill , a congressional insider media outlet.   94           

 Th e photograph (Figure  4.3) of three senators and two congressional 
representatives meeting with President Bush to discuss Medicare and the 

 
   Figure 4.3    President George W. Bush meets with ( L–R ) senators John Breaux 
(D-Louisiana), Bill Frist (R-Tennessee), and Charles Grassley (R-Iowa), and Reps. W. J. 
Billy Tauzin (R-Louisiana) and Bill Th omas (R-California) to discuss Medicare and 
prescription drug benefi ts on March 5, 2001. Corbis Images.     
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prescription drug benefi t in 2001 provides a snapshot of PhRMA’s reach over 
the next decade. By 2010, Breaux’s fi rm the Breaux Lott  Leadership Group, a 
subsidiary of the Patt on Boggs LLP law fi rm, was lobbying for PhRMA, as well 
as Citigroup, Goldman Sachs, General Electric, AT&T, and Tyson Foods.   95    In 
2006, then–Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-Tennessee) inserted text into 
the Department of Defense appropriations bill late on a Sunday night that added 
a sweeping liability provision that shields the pharmaceutical industry from law-
suits over drugs used to treat pandemic illnesses, even in cases of gross negligence 
or gross recklessness, according to a report issued by Public Citizen.   96    Th e bill 
was strongly favored by PhRMA and other drug industry trade groups. Senator 
Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa) has been an outspoken critic of the drug industry and 
is the only Republican member of Congress who supports more stringent regu-
lation in the health industries. He did, however, support the PhRMA-endorsed 
Medicare Modernization Act of 2003 and its Part D prescription drug benefi t, 
and PhRMA has continued to provide Grassley with campaign donations.   97    
Over his career, he has received more than $2.5 million in campaign contribu-
tions from the insurance, pharmaceutical, and healthcare industries. Billy Tauzin, 
as described previously, went on to become the president of PhRMA in 2005. 
In 2000, before the photo was taken, Bill Th omas, the chairman of the House 
Ways and Means subcommitt ee on health, was accused of having an improper 
relationship with a drug industry lobbyist, a charge he denied, replying it was 
a personal matt er, not a political one.   98    In 2007, Th omas joined the lobbying 
fi rm of Buchanan, Ingersoll & Rooney, which lobbies for pharmaceutical and 
healthcare companies on Medicare, Medicaid and other health issues.   99    Th ese 
long-term relationships between elected offi  cials, PhRMA, and the pharmaceu-
tical industry illustrate the formal and informal ways by which the corporate 
consumption complex conducts its business. 

 In 2011, PhRMA hired Cassidy and Associates, a long-time Washington 
powerhouse lobbying fi rm, to ensure that new Medicare regulations to guide 
research on drug eff ectiveness would not enable Medicare and private health 
plans to refuse to cover certain treatments based on cost.   100    In other words, 
PhRMA advocated avoiding regulations that linked reimbursement too closely 
to eff ectiveness. 

 As in 2003, PhRMA was willing to broker political deals, even if they angered 
political allies. Aft er PhRMA negotiated its deal with President Obama on 
healthcare reform, an enraged House Speaker John Boehner wrote to Tauzin, 
“When a bully asks for your lunch money, you may have no choice to fork it 
over. But cutt ing a deal with the bully is a diff erent story, particularly if the ‘deal’ 
means helping him steal others’ money as the price of protecting your own.”   101    

 Once it had won its political goals, PhRMA could aff ord to “make nice.” 
According to  Th e Hill , when PhRMA replaced CEO Tauzin with John Castellani in 
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2010, the group earned back some goodwill from the Republicans.   102    In one of his 
fi rst statements aft er assuming PhRMA leadership, Castellani, the former president 
and CEO of the Business Roundtable, an organization of corporate executives, rein-
forced this message. “We’re not in the business of picking sides,” he said. “We’re in 
the business of doing what is best for the patients we serve. Every day we strive to do 
just that and it is refl ective in our outreach to members on both sides of the aisle.”   103    

 More broadly, PhRMA’s wheeling and dealing shows that the corporate con-
sumption complex is not aligned with one political party or another. True, its 
members contribute more oft en to Republicans than Democrats. But its ability 
to work with either party to achieve its goals demonstrates that the complex is 
the true bipartisan force in Washington. In the three election cycles between 
2008 and 2012, the pharmaceutical and health products industries as a whole 
contributed almost $50 million to the campaigns of Republican federal candi-
dates and almost $46  million to the campaigns of Democrats, ensuring ready 
access to the ears of policy makers on both sides of the aisle.   104    

 For the most part, as the lobbying campaigns of 2003 and 2010 show, PhRMA 
has had no hesitation about lobbying Congress directly. It knows that its deep 
pockets enable it to stand out in the crowd and that its generous campaign con-
tributions get the att ention of lawmakers. But in the last decade or so, public 
opinion has turned against the drug industry, with fewer people viewing it as the 
representative of high science and medical innovation and more as just another 
money-making business. 

 A 2005 public opinion poll by the Kaiser Family Foundation showed that 
70 percent of Americans believe that drug companies put profi ts ahead of peo-
ple, compared with about a quarter who say drug companies are most concerned 
with developing new drugs that save lives and improve quality of life. People 
also blame drug companies for rising healthcare costs. Nearly six in ten say pre-
scription drugs increase overall medical costs because they are so expensive— 
compared with fewer than one in four who say drugs lower medical costs by 
reducing the need for expensive medical procedures and hospitalizations. 

 “Rightly or wrongly, drug companies are now the number one villain in the 
public’s eye when it comes to rising health-care costs,” said Kaiser Foundation 
president Dr.  Drew E.  Altman. In the 2005 survey, overall, half of Americans 
said they had an unfavorable view of drug companies, while 44 percent said they 
had a favorable opinion. Drug companies were viewed more favorably than oil 
companies (36 percent favorable) and tobacco companies (17 percent), but less 
than doctors (82 percent favorable), hospitals (78 percent) and banks (75 per-
cent).   105    PhRMA’s use of astroturf groups in 2003 and 2010 illustrates the capac-
ity of the corporate consumption complex to operate simultaneously on several 
levels and to use its resources to overwhelm the more limited capacity of its 
opponents. 
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 Preempting government regulations that could jeopardize profi ts is a key goal 
of all trade associations. Lobbying is the main strategy used to achieve this goal, 
but even more effi  cient is to preempt regulation by developing voluntary stan-
dards for industry behavior. In 2002, in response to growing media att ention 
on confl icts of interest between drug makers and health professionals, PhRMA 
developed its Code on Interactions with Health Care Professionals. Another 
motivation to act was that more aggressive government enforcement of even the 
weak existing rules on marketing had resulted in $1.2 billion in fi nes against drug 
companies.   106    

 Th e PhRMA code defi ned appropriate and inappropriate activities (e.g., drug 
companies can off er physicians occasional modest meals but not meals with 
entertainment). While the code acknowledges the problems that critics had 
identifi ed, an expert on industry ethics observed that it serves industry purposes 
by accepting its premise that drug companies’ primary goal in interacting with 
health professionals is to educate them rather than to promote its products. Th e 
code thus seeks to manage, not end, this confl ict of interest. It encourages mem-
ber companies to adopt procedures to “assure adherence” but has no force of law 
and no formal organizational structure to support it.   107    

 PhRMA has developed similar codes on the conduct of clinical trials and 
on communicating results of such trials to the public, both also eff orts to avoid 
stricter regulation. PhRMA is a participant in the International Conference on 
Harmonisation of Technical Requirements for Registration of Pharmaceuticals 
for Human Use (ICH), a global body that seeks to harmonize diff erent nation’s 
drug regulatory process. According to John Abraham of the Centre for Research 
in Health and Medicine at the University of Sussex in the United Kingdom, “the 
ICH process has permitt ed scientists from industry to renegotiate extensively 
the scientifi c standards that the regulatory agencies are supposed to be using to 
protect public health.”   108    

 Still another way to infl uence the regulatory process is to “capture” a regula-
tory agency—that is, to gain enough infl uence to shape its decisions. In part, 
the legislative changes PhRMA advocated redesigned the FDA to make it more 
business-friendly. Once these new rules were in eff ect, the industry then looked 
for ways to make the FDA more dependent. In 1992, drug companies and the 
FDA made a deal in which, in exchange for the companies’ agreeing to pay user 
fees, the FDA would review new drugs in twelve months or less. In fi scal year 
1993, the industry’s $8.9  million in user-fee money accounted for just 7  per-
cent of the FDA’s drug-review budget, but by 2004 it represented 53 percent of 
the total drug-review budget. Over the years, PhRMA and the Biotechnology 
Industry Organization have negotiated ever more comprehensive agreements. 
In exchange for higher fees, drug companies got expedited reviews and informal 
pre-approval meetings with FDA staff .   109    
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 However, it turned out that expedited review had health consequences. In 
a 2008 article in the  British Medical Journal , University of Colorado researcher 
Dr. David Kao found that the faster a drug is approved, the more likely it is to be 
withdrawn or have safety warnings added later. In addition, the rapid rollout of 
mass marketing increases the risk that large numbers of patients will be quickly 
exposed to unknown risks, as was illustrated by the case of Vioxx.   110    

 Recognizing the threat from this viewpoint, PhRMA reacted sharply, telling 
CBS News, “Unfortunately, the paper published today by the  British Medical 
Journal  suff ers from a number of fl awed assumptions, among the most glaring 
that Food and Drug Administration (FDA) deadlines for approving drugs have 
shift ed the Agency’s focus away from patient safety.”   111    PhRMA further com-
plained that, “It is erroneous to conclude that marketing plays a dominant infl u-
ence on which medicines physicians prescribe. Marketing is only one of many 
factors that impact which remedies are prescribed to patients.”   112    Merck’s experi-
ence with Vioxx, GlaxoSmithKline’s with Avandia, and Eli Lilly’s with Darvon, 
each heavily marketed drugs that reached millions of people before being with-
drawn or restricted in its use, as described in Chapter  2, show the harm that 
mass-marketing of inadequately tested drugs can create. 

 Although PhRMA is a U.S.-based organization, its member companies oper-
ate around the world, and PhRMA supports their global business by playing a 
key role in bilateral and multilateral trade agreements. In pursuing its goals of 
protecting the patents of its members and resisting any provisions that could 
reduce their profi ts, PhRMA oft en takes stands that prevent other nations from 
providing aff ordable medicines to their citizens. For example, in 2007, when 
Th ailand decided to authorize the production of generic versions of two AIDS 
drugs that are still under U.S.  company patents, as well as one cardiovascular 
drug, PhRMA threatened to ask the U.S. government to eliminate trade prefer-
ences that allowed some Th ai imports to enter the country duty-free. Its con-
cern was that other big market countries such as Brazil and India could emulate 
Th ailand’s decision. PhRMA CEO Billy Tauzin warned that, in the long term, 
this move could cost American jobs and cause the entire system of protecting 
intellectual property “to crumble.”   113    He threatened that U.S. customers would 
be forced to pick up the tab for drug companies’ research and development 
costs. He did not mention that at the time, drug makers were enjoying record 
profi ts and continued to rely on National Institutes of Health funding, not the 
industry, for most basic drug-development research.   114    

 Th e UN High Level Meeting on Non-Communicable Diseases highlighted 
the critical importance of the pharmaceutical industry in combating chronic dis-
eases around the world. Th e industry could meet these threats in two ways. On 
one hand, drug companies could balance their quest to make higher profi ts with 
a desire to fi nd new ways to make the existing drugs that are eff ective in treating 
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or managing chronic diseases more aff ordable and more available. Th ey could 
develop new, aff ordable drugs that promise prevention or earlier intervention 
for major chronic diseases. Th ey could pledge not to use their economic and 
political clout to manipulate democratic decisions about health. 

 Or they can choose a second path, the one PhRMA has followed for the last 
two decades:  business as usual. According to the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, annual spending on pharmaceuticals is $947 
per person in the United States, nearly twice the average of $487 for other devel-
oped nations.   115    Th anks in part to the success of PhRMA and the companies it 
represents, Americans spend more on drugs than any other nation, but experi-
ence worse outcomes, including in the treatment of chronic diseases that drug 
companies say is a main concern. By insisting on the priority of its patent protec-
tions, the need to make windfall profi ts, and the right to decide which drugs to 
develop and which to abandon based on market principles, not health needs, 
PhRMA has consistently put the industry goal of promoting consumption of 
prescription drugs ahead of patient health. 

 Any corporation or industry would welcome a friend like PhRMA, a power-
ful, eff ective friend who could advance its interests in the larger world. But for 
society as a whole, single-minded trade associations like PhRMA make it much 
easier for companies to choose the path that puts profi ts before health. 

 When fi ft y leading food and beverage companies and trade associations 
worked to derail the Obama Administration’s plan to write tougher but still vol-
untary nutritional standards for foods marketed to children, they demonstrated 
the power of the corporate consumption complex to veto policies it opposes. 
When PhRMA and its drug industry partners successfully lobbied for modifi ca-
tions to the Medicare Modernization Act and the Aff ordable Care Act to benefi t 
the industry’s bott om line at the expense of making safe, aff ordable, and eff ec-
tive drugs available to more Americans, they showed the complex’s capacity to 
safeguard corporations’ bott om line. Both examples also illustrate its ability to 
override public opinion and undermine democracy. 

 Despite its accomplishments, the corporate consumption complex has signif-
icant vulnerabilities. McDonald’s has to be intensely worried that caring parents, 
policymakers, and health professionals might decide that promoting products 
that put children at risk of illness is unacceptable. PhRMA fears that declining 
respect for an industry that puts its profi ts ahead of patient needs may risk los-
ing the government protection that has enabled them to enjoy windfall rewards. 
More broadly, corporate leaders fear that their damage to health, the environ-
ment and democracy may again provoke a backlash, as has happened before in 
American history. 

 In his speech warning Americans about the military industrial complex, 
President Eisenhower suggested a remedy. “Only an alert and knowledgeable 
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citizenry,” he said, “can compel the meshing” of the complex with the American 
values of peace and democracy.   116    And Lewis Powell, in his confi dential memo to 
his friend at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, claimed that just such an informed 
and active citizenry was threatening the continued dominance of corporate con-
trol. To counter these threats, the corporate consumption complex mobilized to 
acquire unprecedented political and economic clout. But this power may not be 
suffi  cient to protect the complex’s vulnerabilities. What is also needed is a soft er 
but perhaps more insidious approach: to get inside people’s heads. In the next 
chapter, we turn to the complex’s eff orts to create an ideology that makes people 
want what it has to off er.            
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      5 

 The Corporate Ideology 
of Consumption    

    How is it that the few men and women who control the world’s major multina-
tional consumer corporations have accumulated the power to shape patt erns 
of health and disease among the world’s billions of people? One answer, as we 
have seen, lies in a system that gives them the resources, rule-making authority, 
and skills to control the environments in which people decide what to buy and 
consume. 

 Another equally important explanation is the success of the corporate con-
sumption complex in gett ing inside the minds of ordinary people. For more 
than a century, and especially since the 1970s, corporate leaders have created, 
then enlisted support for, an ideology that they incessantly broadcast around the 
world. Th ese ideas are carefully rooted in the longstanding American values of 
individualism, self-reliance, and distrust of government. At times, social move-
ments and economic events have challenged free market ideology—aft er the 
Depression, for example, or in the 1960s—but its tenets have long dominated 
what people think and how they act. 

 Today the beliefs that markets are the best shapers of public policy and that 
the products of consumer corporations are the surest road to prosperity and 
economic growth are accepted by most of the world’s business and political 
elites. For many ordinary people, these views have become as natural as the 
air we breathe. In 1980, British prime minister Margaret Th atcher famously 
observed, “Th ere is no alternative” to free market capitalism. To shake the 
belief that the status quo is inevitable and to pose credible alternatives will 
require challenging this ideological power of the corporate consumption 
complex.    
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      Core Beliefs on Individualism, Markets, 
and Government   

 Th e corporate consumption ideology has several key tenets that constitute the 
foundation of its public messages. I summarize these in Box 5.1. Let’s consider 
each to understand its origin and rationale.        

    L I FESTYLE  IS  THE  MAIN INFLUENCE  ON AN INDIVIDUAL’S 
HEALTH,  AND INDIVIDUALS ,  NOT  COMPANIES  OR 
GOVERNMENT,  ARE  RESPONSIBLE  FOR  THEIR  OWN LIFESTYLE 
AND BEHAVIOR   

 In this view, lifestyle is the major determinant of health. Since individuals decide 
what to eat, smoke, and drink, they have the personal responsibility to make 
healthy choices. As John Mackey, co-founder and CEO of the supermarket chain 
Whole Foods put it, “Rather than increase government spending and control, we 
need to address the root causes of poor health. Th is begins with the realization 
that every American adult is responsible for his or her own health.”   1    And former 
British Prime Minister Tony Blair noted that most health problems were “not, 
strictly speaking public health problems at all . . . (but) questions of individual 

    Box 5.1    Core Beliefs of the Corporate Consumption Complex      

    1.      Lifestyle is the main infl uence on health. Individuals, not companies or 
government, are responsible for their own lifestyle and behavior.  

   2.      Companies produce what customers want. If people didn’t demand 
these products, companies would not produce them.  

   3.      Education is the best solution for helping consumers to make bett er 
choices. Advertising provides consumers with the information they 
need to choose wisely.  

   4.      Government shouldn’t tell people what to do. Government is the prob-
lem, not the     solution.  

   5.      Government shouldn’t tell companies what to do or say; market forces 
and self-    regulation work bett er and more effi  ciently to discourage dan-
gerous business     practices.  

   6.      Free trade is good for everyone and is inherently fair trade.  
   7.      Criticizing big business is un-American.  
   8.      Promoting consumption is essential for economic growth and prosperity.      
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lifestyle—obesity, smoking, alcohol abuse, diabetes, sexually transmitt ed dis-
ease. Th ese are not epidemics in the epidemiological sense—they are the result 
of millions of individual decisions at millions of points in time.”   2    

 If poor health is the result of individuals’ bad choices, then corporations are 
not the problem; indeed corporations have only a constructive role to play, that 
of encouraging healthier choices. “I think the most important thing a food and 
beverage company should be doing is looking in at changing lifestyles,” observed 
PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi.   3    Th e goal is to off er options to consumers who want 
healthier products, while those who prefer unhealthy products can, at their own 
peril, continue to enjoy their less responsible choices. “Th e key is choice,” Nooyi 
said. “By expanding our portfolio, we are making sure our consumers can treat 
themselves when they want with ‘Fun For You’ products, but are able to buy 
a range of appetizing and healthy ‘Good For You’ snacks when they are being 
health-conscious.”   4    

 Burger King explains this core tenet of consumption ideology more simply 
in its corporate slogan, “Have It Your Way.” In this view, corporations have no 
responsibility for the consequences of encouraging poor health. Th ey fulfi ll any 
social responsibility they may have by off ering choice. If irresponsible consum-
ers choose their less healthy, fun-for-you products, the consequences are the 
fault of the consumer, not the company. 

 For children, according to corporate ideology, it is parents, not society, who 
have the responsibility to make healthy choices. In a 1996 speech, J.  H. Fish, 
the vice-president of external relations for the tobacco company RJ Reynolds, 
explained:

  As the father of young children, I  talk regularly with them about the 
pressures they face in today’s world. It is the responsibility of every par-
ent to encourage their children to make proper choices about lifestyle 
decisions. It is not the role of the federal government to mandate how 
children ought to behave. No matt er how many rules and regulations 
bureaucrats put on the books, they are destined to fail without the rein-
forcement and commitment of family to act responsibly. It is time for all 
of us to take responsibility for ourselves and our children. It is time for 
us to stop inviting the government into our homes to fi x the problems 
that we have failed to fi x ourselves.   5     

 By emphasizing individual and family responsibility, corporate leaders can 
blame the health problems associated with their products on the irresponsible 
individuals and parents who fail to make informed choices, not on their mar-
keting or product design. Carlos Brito, the chief executive offi  cer of Anheuser-
Busch InBev, the world’s largest beer maker, put it simply:
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  We don’t need irresponsible drinking to have a great busi-
ness. . . . Unfortunately, there is always that 0.5, 1 percent, 0.1 percent of 
the population that use our product in the wrong way, like they could 
use a car in the wrong way, right? And they are on the front page of the 
paper. So I think this whole thing about irresponsible drinking is some-
thing that we fi ght very hard with governments, parents, NGOs, to curb 
it. It’s bad for our industry, bad for our business, we don’t need it.   6       

    COMPANIES  PRODUCE  WHAT CUSTOMERS  WANT.  I F  PEOPLE 
DIDN ’T  DEMAND THESE  PRODUCTS ,  COMPANIES  WOULD NOT 
PRODUCE  THEM   

 Corporations simply provide Americans with wanted  choices  in products and 
lifestyles. When a journalist asked Ford CEO Alan Mulalley how Ford lives up to 
its reputation as a green company when it sells gas guzzlers like the Expedition 
SUV and Mustang, he replied, “We’re a consumer company, and we’re market-
driven. We’re making the vehicles people want and value.”   7    

 Advertising provides customers with information to make the choices that 
defi ne American freedom. In defending his company against charges it targeted 
children for advertising, McDonald’s former CEO James Skinner asserted that 
Ronald McDonald  

  does not advertise unhealthy food to children. We provide many choices 
that fi t with the balanced, active lifestyle. It is up to them to choose and 
their parents to choose, and it is their responsibility to do so. Th is is 
about choice, this is about personal, individual right to choose in the 
society we live in. Th at’s where we play, that’s where you play, and we 
have every right to do so.   8      

 Th e assertion that corporations are simply responding to consumer demands 
also has the eff ect of making consumers complicit in the hyperconsumption 
status quo. According to this belief, if we didn’t love our Marlboros, Big Macs, 
Budweiser, Hummers, and Prozac so much and demand that our need for them 
be fulfi lled, we wouldn’t be facing the health problems that these products cause.  

    EDUCATION IS  THE  BEST  SOLUTION FOR  HELPING 
CONSUMERS  TO  MAKE  BETTER  CHOICES   

 If the diagnosis of our health problems is that individuals and families are mak-
ing poor lifestyle and behavioral choices, then a logical prescription is to educate 
them to make bett er choices. 
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 According to Dawn Sweeney, president and CEO of the National Restaurant 
Association, the group’s 380,000 restaurant members who serve 130  million 
meals a day are key nutrition educators. “As more and more nutritional infor-
mation becomes available in restaurants, consumers should have the education 
they need to make the choices that are ideal for their individual health needs and 
lifestyle.”   9    

 Similarly, Coca-Cola asserts on its website: “Education is the essential link 
that enables people to select healthful diets and become more physically fi t. 
We are committ ed to supporting educational programs designed to expand 
consumer knowledge and understanding about the benefi ts of a healthy life-
style.”   10    And the main rationale for direct-to-consumer advertising of prescrip-
tion drugs is that it helps individuals make more informed decisions. Sydney 
Taurel, former chairman, president, and CEO of the drug maker Eli Lilly, put 
it this way:

  I think direct-to-consumer advertising has some very important pub-
lic health benefi ts. One is you can see for the majority of the products 
which are advertised that they deal with conditions which, according 
to medical experts and the data available, are under-treated—diseases 
such as depression, such as diabetes, such as hypertension, such as 
high cholesterol. All of these areas are today under-treated, and direct-
to-consumer advertising helps educate patients and bring them to the 
doctor’s offi  ce. Th e most expensive disease is the one which is not diag-
nosed or treated.   11       

    GOVERNMENT  SHOULDN ’T  TELL  PEOPLE  WHAT TO  DO. 
GOVERNMENT  IS  THE  PROBLEM,  NOT  THE  SOLUTION   

 In his fi rst inaugural address in 1980, President Ronald Reagan told the nation, 
“In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; govern-
ment is the problem.”   12    Th is view, now widely echoed by political and business 
leaders, serves to delegitimize and discredit government eff orts to correct the 
problems that corporations cause. 

 More recently, corporate leaders and their conservative supporters have cre-
ated a potent bogey man: the so-called Nanny State, defi ned as excessive med-
dling by the state in areas that some consider matt ers of personal responsibility. 
For example, in opposing the New York City Department of Health’s proposal 
to ban trans fats, a food additive associated with increased prevalence and pre-
mature deaths from diabetes and heart disease, food industry lobbyist Richard 
Berman cautioned, “if they can declare New  York City a trans fat-free nanny 
state by bureaucratic fi at, what can’t (New  York City Health) Commissioner 
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Th omas Frieden and his minions ban? Th rowing out all the ice cream in the city 
might lengthen a few people’s lives, too. But New  Yorkers probably wouldn’t 
appreciate it.”   13    

 Corporate spokespersons warn that Americans face a new threat to their 
cherished freedoms—the Nanny State that wants to deprive us of french fries 
and burgers, stop us from enjoying a cigarett e or martini, and prevent us from 
benefi ting from new medicines. By shining a spotlight on the government 
response to the health problems their products cause, corporations are able to 
defl ect att ention from their own practices. Moreover, by portraying government 
as the problem, corporations tap into the deep distrust of the public sector that 
has been a persistent theme in American society.  

    GOVERNMENT  SHOULDN ’T  TELL  COMPANIES  WHAT TO  DO. 
REGULATIONS  KILL  JOBS  AND INDUSTRY.  SELF -REGULATION 
WORKS  BETTER  AND MORE  EFF ICIENTLY   

 Distrust of government informs another element of corporate ideology: when 
government tells companies what to do, only bad things happen. Government 
regulations are alleged to kill jobs, impose unnecessary costs on business, and 
off er less eff ective solutions to the problem at hand than voluntary indus-
try self-regulation. In a sweeping indictment of government presented at the 
Washington Press Club in 1998, Steven F. Goldstone, then chairman and CEO 
of the food and tobacco company RJR Nabisco, outlined his company’s public 
relations message:

  We’re also going to talk . . . about the intrusion of government into the 
free enterprise system and the censorship and coercion of individual 
liberty. We’re going to talk about protecting our constitutional right 
to advertise, market and communicate with adults, and protecting the 
rights of adults in a free society to hear us and make their own personal 
judgments, free from government coercion. We’re going to see if adults 
want their federal government to censor the images they are permitt ed 
to see, like that dangerous camel that has been on the front of our pack-
age for 85 years.   14     

 Another example comes from Kenneth Frazier, CEO of the drug company 
Merck, who wrote in the  Wall Street Journal  that federal proposals to lower 
the costs of prescription drugs will “dampen incentives for innovation and 
job-creation, ultimately reducing access to life-saving and cost-saving treat-
ments . . . (and) could kill 130,000 or more U.S. jobs in and around the pharma-
ceutical industry.”   15    
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 Dawn Sweeney from the National Restaurant Association explains her orga-
nization’s opposition to regulating the sodium content of restaurant and pro-
cessed food, the source of 75 percent of the salt in the American diet:

  In an industry that incorporates a broad array of concepts and ethnic 
cuisines, tastes and expectations of food choices diff er across the coun-
try and among cultures . . . we are opposed to one-size-fi ts-all federal, 
state, or local mandates around sodium content. Because of this variety, 
a fl exible, voluntary, incremental approach is needed, and bears a greater 
likelihood for success. Many within the industry have been working for 
some time to reduce sodium in menu items—or at least to off er a num-
ber of selections that are lower in sodium. Th is is also an area where we 
have been partnering with our supply chain as restaurants cannot reduce 
the sodium level of products or ingredients that we purchase.   16     

 Th e American Medical Association estimates that cutt ing the amount of salt in 
processed foods by half could save 150,000 lives in the U.S. every year.   17    

 Corporate ideologies also hold that the First Amendment protects the com-
mercial and political speech of corporations in addition to individuals. In 1996, 
when the Food and Drug Administration fi rst proposed new rules to protect 
young people from tobacco advertising, Steven Parrish, senior vice-president at 
Philip Morris, objected to:

  the irrational and unconstitutional nature of the proposed regulations 
themselves. . . . FDA’s proposals go far beyond measures to prevent 
youth access to cigarett es. FDA wants to ban practices that are legiti-
mate tools for marketing a legal product to adults. Brand-sponsored 
racing, ashtrays with cigarett e logos, and any non-tobacco item that 
bears a tobacco brand trademark will be wiped out by fi at of FDA. FDA 
would also eff ectively deny us the right to use common methods, such 
as direct mail, billboards, and point of sale materials, used to market 
many other legal products to adults.   18     

 A soft er version of anti-regulatory rhetoric is the call for government–indus-
try partnerships to decide on health rules. PepsiCo’s Indra Nooyi articulated 
this perspective: “Today’s problems of the world cannot be solved by govern-
ments alone, cannot be solved by people alone. It has to be solved in partnership 
between companies and governments. Public–private partnerships are the only 
way things can work.”   19    By insisting on their right to a place at the table, corpora-
tions can ensure that their interests are taken into account, even if such participa-
tion results in compromises on public health goals. 
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 Despite its dour view of the public sector, corporate ideology has a more opti-
mistic vision of what government could be: a protector of big business. Carlos 
Ghosn, CEO of Renault and Nissan, a global auto manufacturing conglomerate, 
explained, “Th e government’s responsibility is to create the condition for the 
market to perform—to initiate technology, or to off er the basic conditions for 
this technology to fl ourish, or to serve as a catalyst for something to happen. 
Th at’s where I see government cannot be replaced. But then aft er this, the faster 
you move to market forces, the bett er it is.”   20    In this common corporate perspec-
tive, government is good when it provides services and advantages to corpora-
tions, but bad when it seeks to level the playing fi eld by providing safeguards for 
consumers against the power of corporations.  

    FREE  TRADE  IS  GOOD FOR EVERYONE   

 Promoting free trade is a core tenet of corporate ideology. In this view, free trade 
brings more, bett er, and cheaper goods to consumers everywhere. It promotes 
market effi  ciencies and stimulates economic growth. Free marketeers concede 
that some people get hurt by the expansion of free trade—namely, the employ-
ees and owners of small businesses who can’t compete with big multinational 
companies like Walmart or McDonald’s. Additionally, these big companies have 
more political clout than small producers, and can thus set the terms of trade to 
their benefi t. In their judgement, however, these costs of free trade’s collateral 
damage are far outweighed by its benefi ts. 

 In theory, free trade would eliminate all barriers to economic exchanges 
between countries. But in reality, free trade agreements include thousands of 
pages of exceptions, designed to protect intellectual property, local producers 
or, in a few cases, public health. In practice, the question is not free trade versus 
not-free trade, but rather, who sets the terms for trade, and to what purpose? In 
corporate consumption ideology, free trade is defi ned as agreements in which 
corporations and global markets set the rules and objectors are labeled as protec-
tionists, seeking to block progress and economic growth for their selfi sh interests. 

 In order to satisfy investors’ desire for growing profi ts, most American and 
European multinational corporations that produce consumer goods need to 
expand their markets in other countries, especially as wealthy countries impose 
restrictions on consumer products in order to protect public health or the envi-
ronment in their own nations. To allow multinationals to penetrate these mar-
kets, importing countries are encouraged—or required—to reduce or remove 
tariff s or other rules that block free trade. 

 It is not surprising, therefore, that these companies should vigorously 
defend free trade. When Philip Morris International feared that the Uruguayan, 
Filipino, and Indonesian national governments might launch more aggressive 
anti-tobacco campaigns, thereby limiting these important markets, the company 



The Corporate Ideology of  Consumption  133

fi led protests with the World Trade Organization. It argued that these countries 
were interfering with their ability to conduct legitimate business. In its complaint 
about Uruguay, Philip Morris lawyers wrote, “We have supported and will con-
tinue to support eff ective and sensible tobacco regulations, but the . . . measures 
challenged are neither. Th ey are extreme, have not been proven eff ective, have 
seriously harmed the company’s investments in Uruguay and have deprived the 
company of its ability to use legally protected trademarks and brands.”   21    

 A common rhetorical strategy of free traders, illustrated by the Philip Morris 
lawyers, is to acknowledge the right of governments to regulate trade in theory 
but to object to any actual rules that jeopardize profi ts or market share.  

    CRIT ICIZ ING BIG  BUSINESS  IS  UN-AMERICAN   

 Borrowing a lesson from the Cold War, corporate ideology also seeks to paint 
criticism of business practices as misguided, unpatriotic, and, ultimately, un-
American. In a television interview, 2012 Republican Senate candidate Rand 
Paul observed that President Obama’s complaints about the energy company 
BP’s inadequate clean-up of its Gulf Coast oil spill  “ sounds really un-American in 
his criticism of business.”   22    New York City billionaire Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
a strong defender of public health but not of critics of the free market system, 
described Occupy Wall Street protestors as “trying to destroy the jobs of working 
people in this city,” even while defending the right of people to protest.   23    

 When 2004 Democratic vice-presidential candidate John Edwards urged 
Americans to give up their SUVs to reduce pollution and the nation’s depen-
dence on foreign oil, Jason Vines, Chrysler Group’s vice-president of commu-
nications fi red back, “Last time I checked, America is about choice. . . . Th is kind 
of reminds me of book burnings of the past. Shouldn’t a president try to pre-
serve freedoms? So let’s lay off  any suggestions of vehicle choice by government 
committ ee.”   24    

 By painting their critics as unpatriotic or misguided radicals who want 
to restrict the freedom of ordinary citizens, corporations hope to tap into 
Americans’ fears of disruption and political confl ict.  

    PROMOTING CONSUMPTION IS  ESSENTIAL  FOR  ECONOMIC 
GROWTH AND PROSPERITY   

 In the depth of the economic crisis of 2008, Th omas J. Donahue, the president 
and CEO of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, described its “Campaign for Free 
Enterprise” to a  Business Week  reporter:

  We are going to remind, promote, educate and encourage in every 
way we can so that people remember, or learn, what made the greatest 
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economy in the history of the world—[ what ] created more jobs, created 
more wealth, created more innovation, created more  opportunity—was 
a free-enterprise economy with free and open trade with open capital 
markets, with the right to fail and fall right on your face and get up and 
try it over again, the right to make money, and the right to make it in a 
system with moderate regulation and taxes.   25     

 Th ese words from Donahue, a leader of business’s most powerful lobbying orga-
nization, illustrate the celebratory view of free market capitalism, even in the 
throes of the world’s most serious crisis since the Great Depression. Echoing 
Th atcher’s “there is no alternative,” its supporters describe free market capital-
ism as “the only system that increases both growth and freedom.”   26    Th omas 
Friedman, the  New York Times  columnist and champion of free markets, com-
pares market-driven globalization to the reality of the sun rising every morning:

  Generally speaking, I think it’s a good thing that the sun comes up every 
morning. It does more good than harm. . . . But even if I didn’t much care 
for the dawn there isn’t much I could do about it. I didn’t start globaliza-
tion, I can’t stop it—except at a huge cost to human  development—and 
I’m not going to waste time trying. All I want to think about is how  I  
can get the best out of this new system, and cushion the worst, for the 
most people.   27     

 For those who don’t believe they are benefi tt ing from the status quo, the conse-
quence of these beliefs is skepticism or despair that another world is possible, a 
very potent obstacle to change. 

 At times, corporate leaders suggest an orchestrated crusade against their 
rights. In 2003, the CEO and chair of the pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly 
warned of a “worldwide campaign against pharmaceutical innovation” by gov-
ernments and healthcare systems that failed to protect “the two most important 
preconditions for innovation in my industry . . . market-based pricing and intel-
lectual property protection.”   28    By painting themselves as the beleaguered victims 
of misguided policies that jeopardize economic growth, corporations and their 
allies hope to win sympathy from policymakers and the public. 

 Consumption ideology is not the only belief system in the church of free 
markets. Other variants focus on military security, relations with workers, or the 
primacy of shareholder value. But consumption ideology is the mass religion of 
corporations—the set of beliefs used to manufacture consent from consumers, 
to win their support for a political and economic system that off ers the masses 
ready access to products in exchange for acquiescence in a world where corpora-
tions increasingly make the decisions that shape our lives. 
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 While the proponents of the corporate consumption ideology don’t agree 
on everything, and the nuances of the beliefs change somewhat over time, it 
has been a remarkably powerful and consistent set of ideas for the last several 
decades. To remain relevant, even corporate critics are forced to engage with 
beliefs that may have litt le basis in fact (e.g., that free trade benefi ts all). Th e 
corporate consumption complex uses this ideology to enlist support from both 
business and political élites and ordinary people for its economic and political 
agenda of promoting consumption as the only feasible path for economic pros-
perity. What may strike readers is how reasonable and self-evident the ideology’s 
tenets seem to be, even to those who know its grounding in truth is limited. To 
reduce the infl uence of the complex in causing premature death and preventable 
illness will require tackling the foundations of its ideology.   

    Taking on Corporate Consumption Ideology   

 Th e power of corporate consumption ideology lies in its capacity to engage peo-
ple and to disarm threats to the status quo. To identify possible vulnerabilities 
in this world view, let’s fi rst review the extent to which corporations’ practices 
follow the ideology they promulgate, then examine public support for its various 
beliefs. Finally, I explore counter-ideologies that could eff ectively compete with 
the corporate consumption ideology. 

 As we have seen in previous chapters, the practice of corporations does not 
always match their ideology. PepsiCo and other food and beverage companies 
promote their unhealthy fun-for-you products much more heavily than their 
healthier alternatives because fun-for-you foods are more profi table. Choice is 
the smokescreen that enables these companies to promote ready access to their 
most profi table—and oft en unhealthy—products. Despite claims by alcohol 
maker CEOs that their companies do not need to promote irresponsible drink-
ing to make a profi t, independent studies show that alcohol companies target 
youth and problem drinkers with their advertising, relying heavily on these 
populations for current and future market share.   29    Tobacco, alcohol, and food 
companies say they want parents to make decisions about their children’s con-
sumption habits but use every advertising strategy at their disposal to reach 
children directly, thereby bypassing parental involvement. And all the industries 
I have described extol the benefi ts of education but spend billions on market-
ing approaches that are explicitly designed to bypass cognitive processes and 
appeal directly to deeper, more primitive urges, the antithesis of education. In 
the political arena, they consistently oppose accurate, eff ective independent 
health education. 
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 By exposing how corporations exploit the value of freedom to choose so 
they can promote choices that benefi t their profi t at the expense of well-being, 
advocates of healthier patt erns of consumption can disarm a powerful ideologi-
cal weapon. In his book  Development as Freedom,  the philosopher Amartya Sen 
asks whether choice nourishes or deprives us, builds or undermines self-respect, 
encourages or diminishes participation in democratic society.   30    Using these cri-
teria to judge corporate promises of choice can help to separate the dross from 
the gold. 

 Another corporate claim is that governments have too much power, an 
assertion that enables corporate America to fi nd common cause with tradi-
tional conservatives who believe that more government authority means less 
individual freedom. But as David Rothkopf observes in  Power, Inc.,  “history 
demonstrates that when the power of states is reduced, with alarming regular-
ity, it does not benefi t average citizens as much as it does big private actors well 
positioned to swoop in and take best advantage of the opening.”    31    What cor-
porations fear from government is not loss of individual freedom but of their 
right to set the agenda, to design, market and distribute their products with 
as litt le interference as possible, irrespective of the health, environmental, or 
social consequences. 

 Corporations also use the demand for their products and the lifestyle of 
hyperconsumption they promote to further their att ack on government. Juliet 
Schor, an economist at Boston College, has observed that as private consump-
tion crowds out public use of resources for education, healthcare, and recreation. 
Since people “need” to buy more things and to borrow to buy, they want to pay 
lower taxes.   32    Quick to realize an opportunity, corporate promoters of starving 
the beast of government use their muscle to advocate leaving more money in the 
pockets of consumers. With this extra cash—and the expanded credit that the 
fi nancial sector has made available as another source of profi t—consumers can 
buy more of the goods and services corporate America off ers. In eff ect, lower 
taxes and easy credit subsidize hyperconsumption at the expense of clean air, 
bett er education and health care. 

 In summary, the assertions of the corporate consumption complex need to be 
taken with a grain—or perhaps a shaker—of salt. Th ey are oft en based on dubi-
ous or nonexistent evidence, they contradict the practices of corporations in the 
real world, and they are self-serving. Does this matt er? In the short run, no. Th e 
corporate system has the power to defi ne its own reality. Karl Rove, adviser to 
President George W. Bush, once said, “When we act, we create our own reality. 
And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, 
creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will 
sort out. We’re history’s actors . . . and you, all of you, will be left  to just study 
what we do.”   33    Similarly, the corporate consumption complex uses all the tools 
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as its disposal to create its own reality, expecting critics to lament but not change 
its practices. 

 In the longer run, however, other American traditions—valuing equality, 
truth, fairness, justice, community, and democracy—challenge the domina-
tion of corporate ideology. Exposing the contradictions of this ideology, reveal-
ing the false claims it makes, and documenting its undermining of core values 
creates the opportunity to engage the American people—and those of other 
nations—in a search for alternatives.  

    Public Opinions on Corporate Core Beliefs   

 Proponents of the corporate consumption ideology would have us believe that 
not only corporate leaders but also the masses support these beliefs. A review of 
national and international public opinion polls suggests that the reality is more 
complex. In a 2009 BBC poll in 27 countries, only 11 percent of those questioned 
thought free-market capitalism was working well. Almost a quarter (23 percent) 
thought capitalism was fatally fl awed, including 43 percent of the French sample, 
38 percent of Mexican respondents, and 35 percent of Brazilians. In 26 of 27 
countries (Turkey was the exception), a majority of respondents wanted gov-
ernment to be more active in regulating business.   34    Th e 2008 economic crisis no 
doubt contributed to these dark views of market forces. 

 Several polls suggest that American people don’t trust corporations very 
much. A 2011 Gallup poll found that 67 percent of respondents thought cor-
porations had too much power.   35    A 2010 Gallup Poll found that while 19 per-
cent of respondents had a great deal or quite a lot of confi dence in big business, 
38 percent reported very litt le or no confi dence, almost the same rates making 
these judgements as in 1981.   36    A separate poll showed that more than a quarter 
of respondents thought that Big Business was a greater threat to the country than 
Big Government or Big Labor.   37    Another series of Gallup polls found that the 
proportion of Americans who wanted major corporations to have less infl uence 
in this nation grew from 52 percent in 2001 to 62 percent in 2011, an increase of 
almost 20 percent.   38    

 Th ese fi ndings suggest that many Americans, including substantial portions 
of those who have benefi ted least from the post–World War II prosperity, have 
doubts about corporations and the economic and social arrangements that the 
corporate consumption complex has celebrated. By themselves, these doubts do 
not constitute a counter-ideology, much less a program for action, but they may 
provide an opening for a diff erent national conversation on consumption, well-
being, democracy, and health. 
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 On the question of the role of government in regulation, polls also show 
that Americans are divided—and that the corporate campaign against regula-
tion seems to be succeeding. In 1993, according to a Gallup Poll, 37 percent of 
respondents thought government regulated too much and 28 percent too litt le. 
By 2011, Gallup found that 50 percent thought the government regulated too 
much and 23 percent too litt le.   39    Annual Pew Research Center polls showed that 
between 1987 and 2012, support for government regulation increased among 
Democrats but fell among Republicans and Independents, suggesting further 
polarization on this issue. Overall, in 2102, 63% of the population agreed that 
“a free market economy needs government regulation in order to best serve the 
public interest.”   40    However, another series of polls by Pew suggest that when it 
comes to public health, support for stronger regulation has not declined much 
since 1995. In a 2012 survey, more than half the respondents support stronger 
federal regulation of food production and packaging and environmental protec-
tion, and about two in fi ve support stronger regulation of car safety, workplace 
health and safety, and prescription drugs.   41    Protecting public health might con-
stitute a useful starting point for public discussion on the costs and benefi ts of 
regulation. 

 Polling data provide only limited snapshots into the minds of people; translat-
ing such fi ndings into the deeper knowledge needed to understand the values and 
beliefs that guide behavior is more challenging. Finding the language, issues, and 
political strategies that can exploit these openings in public opinion to construct 
alternatives to the corporate consumption ideology will require new approaches 
to health education, community organizing and political strategizing.  

    Constructing Alternatives to Consumption 
Ideology   

 Constructing an alternative to consumption ideology requires taking on several 
intellectual and political tasks. First, the myths and misinformation on which 
corporate ideology rests need to be debunked. Challenging the tenuous “facts” 
that corporations use to justify their health-damaging practices will not be suf-
fi cient to bring about change, but it is a necessary step in contesting business’s 
credibility. Th e high proportion of people who mistrust corporations suggests 
many people are ready to hear such messages. Second, alternative beliefs, life-
styles, and patt erns of behavior that appeal to human needs and desires—other 
than those tapped by corporate interests—need to be identifi ed, promoted, 
and forged into an att ractive and credible counter-ideology. Th ird, and per-
haps most diffi  cult, the institutions and governance systems that the corporate 
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consumption complex uses to advance its ideology and maintain the status quo 
need to be confronted and ultimately transformed. 

 Already, many movements and organizations around the world are immersed 
in these daunting tasks—an analysis of their successes and failures, which I pres-
ent in the following chapters, provides the foundation for moving forward. In 
this chapter, I focus more narrowly on the role that scientists and health profes-
sionals have played both in supporting corporate consumption ideology and in 
developing alternatives.  

    Debunking Myths and Misinformation   

 Capitalism has always depended on science and technology for innovation. In 
the past few decades, the corporate consumption complex has expanded this 
use by employing ever more scientists to design more profi table products; con-
vince people that hyperconsumption makes them safer, happier, and healthier; 
and thwart regulation by creating doubt and confusion about the scientifi c evi-
dence. In each of these tasks, scientists and health professionals have played an 
important role. 

 In designing products, scientists provide both material support, e.g., creating 
hyperpalatable products that blend fat, sugar and salt; and ideological cover—
how can anything devised by highly educated researchers in white coats be bad 
for health? In their marketing, companies borrow the legitimacy of science to 
make their claims more credible and to cloak their real goals—selling more 
products—in the mantle of the modern era’s religion of science. 

 Corporate slogans like those from DuPont, “Th e Miracles of Science” (which 
replaced “Bett er Th ings for Bett er Living . . . Th rough Chemistry”) and Bayer 
USA’s “Science for a Bett er Life,” illustrate how companies embrace and even 
fl aunt science. Consider a few advertising campaigns that have made health 
claims:  L&M Cigarett es:  “Just what the doctor ordered,”   42    SUV ads claiming 
that these vehicles are safer because they are bigger and more powerful,   43    and 
Merck’s direct-to-consumer ads for Vioxx promoting its use “for everyday victo-
ries” for arthritis suff erers who wanted to overcome their disabilities.   44    In each of 
these cases, misleading scientifi c claims have contributed to preventable deaths. 

 In the political arena, corporations and their allies use science to create confu-
sion and doubt in order to thwart regulation and convince policymakers not to 
act and the public not to worry.   45   ,   46    Public health policies to reduce the toll from 
tobacco, alcohol, fi rearms, automobiles, pharmaceutical products, and food have 
consistently been opposed by industry-paid scientists whose goals were to cast 
doubt on the evidence that justifi ed public oversight. “Doubt is our product,” a 
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cigarett e executive once observed, “since it is the best means of competing with 
the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the mind of the general public. It is also the means 
of establishing a controversy.”   47    

 While corporations have used science and scientists as a weapon to advance 
their business and political interests, it is also true that scientists and health 
researchers have been in the forefront of eff orts to protect the public against 
corporate misinformation and harm. Researchers fi rst documented the appall-
ing toll of tobacco, and then an army of health advocates and professionals led 
the successful campaigns to reduce tobacco use, fi rst in the United States and 
later in other developed nations and around the world. Th e work of scientists 
like Rachel Carson on pesticides, Barry Commoner on petrochemical products, 
Irving Selikoff  on asbestos, and organizations like the Environmental Defense 
Fund and the committ ees for occupational safety and health helped to create 
the environmental and occupational health movements and to spur the spate of 
new regulations that were passed in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Today researchers, public interest science groups and health professionals are 
actively engaged in confronting the pharmaceutical, fi rearms, automobile, and 
food industries. 

 Scientists and health professionals play an important role in constructing an 
alternative to the edifi ce of corporate consumption ideology because they have 
the capacity to challenge several of its pillars. Corporate ideology depends on 
four science-based claims: 

 (1)  that genetic (or cultural) factors best explain disease causation and that 
controlling disease can best happen on an individual basis, 

 (2)  that its views of human nature, health and disease are the only objective 
scientifi cally valid ones, 

 (3)  that its prescriptions for the marriage of corporate power and modern sci-
ence and technology is the key to bett er living and good health, and 

 (4)  that the future it has created for us will benefi t, not harm, our children and 
grandchildren. 

 Independent scientists are challenging each of these claims. Just as churches 
depend on divine authority for their continuing hold, industry depends on sci-
ence to provide the moral stature needed to justify these claims. By withdraw-
ing their support for corporations’ misappropriation of science, researchers can 
deprive corporations of one of their ideological bulwarks. By demonstrating in 
practice the alternative of using science to benefi t humanity rather than corpo-
rate profi ts, they can contribute to a healthier future. 

 Several strands of cutt ing-edge scientifi c research challenge the scientifi c claims 
of corporate ideology. New epigenetic research questions the twentieth-century 
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view that the DNA we are born with determines our health over our lifetimes. It 
suggests instead that environments and genes interact in complex ways and that 
changing environments to prevent the expression of genetic diseases may be a 
more feasible ways to reduce disease than engineering the genes of individuals.   48    
For example, modifying the obesity-producing food environments that seem to 
trigger manifestation of type 2 diabetes is a far more effi  cient strategy for reduc-
ing the growing burden of diabetes than treating its metabolic consequences 
one person at a time. Hence, restricting the relentless promotion and ubiquitous 
availability of sugary beverages, fast food, and processed snacks may do more to 
prevent future cases of diabetes than any drug or gene therapy. 

 Public health research on asthma, obesity, heart disease, and cancer also sug-
gest that clinical interventions and behavioral strategies may be less fruitful paths 
for improving the health of populations than changing environments, policies 
and social structures.   49   ,   50    As the evidence for these new approaches grows and 
moves into the scientifi c mainstream, it will be more diffi  cult for corporate ideo-
logues to insist that biomedical and individual approaches are the best or only 
ways to solve the world’s health problems. In 2020, according to the National 
Institutes of Health, Americans will spend at least $158 billion on treating can-
cer. Today many cancer patients pay more than $100,000 for a single course of 
drug therapy.   51    Ending the global promotion of tobacco to young people, on the 
other hand, can prevent more cases of cancer than all these drugs combined and 
at a fraction of the cost. 

 As scientists document and expose the role of corporate practices and prod-
ucts in producing the world’s most serious health problems, industry will fi nd it 
more diffi  cult to claim that its use of science is what brings the world progress. 
Th e clearest illustration of how serial misinformation can discredit an industry 
comes from tobacco, where researchers have documented the systematic corpo-
rate misrepresentations of scientifi c evidence on the impact of tobacco on health 
and the industry’s long history of deceiving its customers and policymakers.   52    As 
a result, the tobacco industry today is a much less credible participant in public 
policy discussions than it was fi ft y years ago. 

 Another claim of consumption ideology is that corporate use of science 
and technology to maximize profi ts is inevitable—that there is no alternative. 
Th is inevitability rests on two claims. First, corporations assert they “own” the 
 science—it is their intellectual property to do with as they please rather than the 
collective product of generations of humanity. Second, since only corporations 
have the infrastructure to deploy the science to market, critics can object to their 
practices but as Karl Rove said about the Bush Administration’s foreign policy, 
only corporations have the power to make their own reality. Examples include 
the food industry’s decision to make cheap obesogenic food and beverages 
more available than healthier alternatives; the pharmaceutical industry’s focus 
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on “me-too” copycat drugs rather than new products to cure major diseases; and 
the auto industry’s decision to make building individual passenger cars a higher 
priority than producing buses, trains, or other forms of mass transit. 

 By providing policymakers, consumers, and advocates with the specifi c 
knowledge and tools to contest these claims, scientists can arm the public with 
the evidence needed to propose alternatives. Th ese can be as simple as discov-
ering ways to produce food without using disease-inducing trans fats or mak-
ing airbags or trigger locks standard features of automobiles and guns, to more 
complex proposals such as designing local food systems to rely less on industrial 
agriculture. When the industry monopoly on applying science and technology 
to solving human problems is broken, then policy makers and the public can 
debate which proposals best advance human well-being. Today, too oft en the 
corporate solution, which always puts profi ts fi rst, is accepted without question. 

 A third science-based claim is that the corporate solutions to human prob-
lems are sustainable, at least in the short run. As the contrary evidence grows, 
corporate supporters initiate frantic campaigns to defend their beliefs, making 
themselves vulnerable to more rational voices. Th is is well illustrated by the 
determined corporate assault on climate science that shows that human-induced 
global warming threatens health, prosperity, and ultimately human survival. As 
the author and activist Naomi Klein explains:

  Climate change detonates the ideological scaff olding on which con-
temporary conservatism rests. Th ere is simply no way to square a belief 
system that vilifi es collective action and venerates total market freedom 
with a problem that demands collective action on an unprecedented 
scale and a dramatic reining in of the market forces that created and are 
deepening the crisis.   53     

 In recent years, corporations and conservative think tanks have spent hundreds 
of millions of dollars to support climate deniers to discredit what most scien-
tists believe is true.   54    Public opinions polls demonstrate that this disinformation 
campaign has had some success.   55    But as Klein argues, the willingness of the 
energy industry and its supporters to continue spending to defend increasingly 
indefensible science shows their understanding of a new reality. If public sup-
port for policies to act against global warming grows, fears the industry, several 
of the core beliefs of corporate ideology would be subject to challenge. Th at 
understanding makes the investment in climate denial a rational, albeit a socially 
destructive, act for the energy industry. 

 Might critics of hyperconsumption exploit corporate vulnerabilities by 
extending this argument? What if health advocates could convince parents and 
concerned citizens that current policies allowing food, tobacco, and alcohol 
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companies to promote their products to children and young people with only 
minimal restrictions eff ectively doom our children and grandchildren to prema-
ture death and horrible suff ering from diabetes, cancer, and heart disease? Could 
we then undermine support for laissez-faire regulation of marketing to children? 
If the governments and people of China, India, Brazil, and Mexico understand 
that if their countries follow Western patt erns of automobile and energy use mil-
lions of preventable injuries, illnesses, and deaths will ensue, will their publics 
demand another direction? 

 While scientists and health professionals lack the resources that the energy 
industry has poured into its campaign for climate change denial, they do have 
the knowledge, skills, and credibility to make these arguments to a wider public. 
Th eir success in engaging the public on these issues will make it much harder for 
corporate claims to be accepted without question. 

 More broadly, if concerned scientists and health professionals, professional 
organizations and universities could launch a sustained campaign to insist that 
scientifi c knowledge belongs to all humanity, not only to the corporations with 
the resources to deploy it, they could contribute to a climate more hospitable to 
evidence-based policy. 

 Equally important, they could set the stage for more rationale use of science 
in the future. Today several emerging technologies may be creating the health 
hazards of the next century:  assisted reproductive technologies, genetically 
modifi ed organisms, electromagnetic radiation, and widespread commercial 
use of endocrine disruptors, to name a few. Industry scientists insist these tech-
nologies are safe; critics are portrayed as Luddite radicals. Without ideological 
support for independent science, these debates are more likely to be sett led by 
post-marketing body counts, as we have seen for the consumer products con-
tributing to today’s epidemics of chronic diseases and injuries. 

 What makes the hope for a campaign for independent science more than a 
naïve pipe dream is the on-the-ground work of organizations like the Union of 
Concerned Scientists, the Center for Science in the Public Interest, Physicians 
for Social Responsibility and many others. By extending and amplifying this 
work, scientists and health professionals can help to create a body of knowledge 
and a practice that can provide a concrete alternative to the ideology of corpo-
rate science.  

    Appealing to Human Desires and Needs   

 Corporations successfully resist challenges to their political and economic 
dominance in part because they have persuaded people that Big Business gives 
people what they want. Th is success rests not so much on rational arguments 
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but on appeals to our deepest wants, needs and fears. Let’s again look at a few 
corporate slogans, shown in Box 5.2, and advertising messages that illustrate this 
appeal to human desires.        

 By associating their brands with feelings and sensations, corporations build a 
bond between products and their customers that transcends cognitive processes 
or rational analysis. Th e experience of consuming can become a way of relieving 
stress, fi ghting off  insecurity and loneliness, establishing connections to others, 
and asserting one’s masculinity or femininity—some of the emotional demands 
precipitated by an unfett ered market economy. Figure 5.1, for example, shows 
the Dodge Ram pickup truck, designed to look as big and menacing as a Mack 
truck and to appeal to customers’ “reptilian instincts.” Its popularity led other 
automakers to supersize their SUVs and pickups and to launch advertisements 
that prescribed these vehicles as the antidote to suburban fears about crime and 
urban disorder.   56    With such potentially rewarding and oft en subconscious pay-
off s, it is hardly surprising that many people choose to consume, even in ways 
that can cause illness, death, pain, and suff ering. To interrupt the cycle of emo-
tional reward that consumption (and especially hyperconsumption) off er, those 
who claim another world is possible will need to off er alternative benefi ts that 
are equally or more att ractive.        

 What might such an alternative ethic of consumption look like? To succeed, it 
cannot rely on abstention and moralism. People eat, drink, and consume in part 
for pleasure, and asking people to give up these pleasures is unlikely to off er a 
viable alternative to corporate consumption. Instead, we need to fi nd ways to cre-
ate patt erns of consumption that bring pleasure, create community, and support 
health. In the 1960s, some parts of the youth counterculture off ered such rewards 
and off ered an alternative to the corporate-dominated culture and patt erns of 

    Box 5.2    Corporate Slogans Th at Tap Human Desires   

  Dreaming—Honda—Th e power of dreams; Jaguar—Don’t dream it, 
drive it 

 Adventure—Marlboro—Come to Marlboro Country; Taco Bell—
Head for the border; Dodge Ram—Grab life by the horns; Butt erfi nger 
Candy Bar—Break out of the ordinary 

 Youth—Pepsi, the taste of a new generation 
 Love—McDonald’s “I’m Lovin’ It”; Volkswagen:  Aus Liebezum Automobile , 

translated as, “Out of love to automobiles” 
 Feeling and pleasure—BMW—Sheer driving pleasure; Toyota, Oh 

what a feeling  
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   Figure 5.1     Th e 1994 Dodge Ram pickup.    Corbis Images.    

consumption of the 1950s. It celebrated, among other things, personal freedom, 
expansion of consciousness, freedom from traditional gender roles, and partici-
patory democracy. Corporate marketers soon realized they could co-opt these 
desires, using youth culture to sell products, thus tarnishing the idealism that 
had been one part of youth counterculture. Today, new forces—such as the food 
justice movement, ethical consumption groups, and environmental sustainabil-
ity advocates, are striving to create contemporary alternatives to corporate con-
sumption. Th ey will also need to fi nd ways to resist the inevitable cooptation 
that corporations will att empt. Th e growing involvement of global multinational 
food companies in the organic food market  illustrates one such eff ort.  

    Dismantling the Corporate Consumption Complex   

 In practice, the American people have made signifi cant changes in their patt erns 
of consumption. Sometimes these changes are motivated by health, other times 
by economic forces or changing values. As we have seen, the prevalence of ciga-
rett e smoking in the United States fell from 42 percent in 1965 to 19 percent 
in 2011.   57    Per capita consumption of ethanol, the active ingredient in alcohol 
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beverages, fell by 13 percent from 1977 to 2009.   58    In 1998, Americans on aver-
age drank 54 gallons of soda a year. But by the end of 2012, the total stood at 
just 44 gallons, a decline of 18.5 percent.   59    And, to the consternation of the auto 
industry, young people are driving less and buying fewer cars. If current trends 
continue, predicts one study, driving could remain below its 2007 peak through 
2040, even though the population is expected to grow by 21 percent.   60    

 In a sensible society, these declines in unhealthy and unsustainable con-
sumption would be celebrated and all sectors would work together to accelerate 
these changes. For the corporate consumption complex, however, declines in 
hyperconsumption translate into falling profi ts. And so when consumption falls, 
the tobacco, alcohol, soda, automobile and other industries go all out to fi nd 
replacement consumers or re-engage former customers by off ering price deals, 
super-sizing products, or making unsubstantiated health claims. 

 Ultimately the success of creating new approaches to consumption will 
require more than weaving together the evidence, ideas and emotions that will 
constitute an alternative ideology. It will also require confronting, then disman-
tling the power of the corporate consumption complex. Big business succeeds 
in shaping patt erns of health and disease not because it has bett er evidence or 
ideas, or a deeper understanding of human needs, but because it has more power 
to get inside people’s heads and into the rooms where policy decisions are made. 
Th rough their advertising, public relations, lobbying, campaign contributions, 
and their infl uence on media coverage, philanthropy, and scientifi c research, cor-
porations and their allies have a dominant voice in most of our society’s chan-
nels of communication. 

 Off ering an alternative to corporate ideology, therefore, is not simply a ques-
tion of framing a bett er message or communicating more eff ectively. It also 
requires creating movements, organizations and institutions that can challenge 
corporate control in many sectors of life, including those that infl uence health 
at all levels from the household to the global. Th is will require a jiu-jitsu politi-
cal strategy, which, like the Japanese martial art, uses the agility and deft ness of 
health advocates to convert the size and power of its corporate opponents from 
an asset into a handicap. 

 One important function of the corporate consumption ideology is to pre-
empt criticism of the health and social consequences of corporate domination. 
To disarm this function, proponents of an alternative perspective need to expose 
the vulnerabilities of the corporate consumption complex. One such weakness 
is that the economic costs of products that cause premature deaths and prevent-
able illnesses are oft en externalized to consumers and taxpayers, who then suf-
fer this burden for generations. Another is the extensive use of deception and 
manipulation in advertising, lobbying, and public relations. A third is systematic 
eff orts to undermine democracy and public health protection through lobbying 
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and campaign contributions. Finally, all evidence suggests that current patt erns 
of consumption are economically and environmentally unsustainable, enabling 
today’s generations to consume at the expense of the well-being of future genera-
tions. Th ese political and moral vulnerabilities create windows of opportunity 
for public discussion and community mobilization. 

 Today, many sectors of society grapple with weaving these vulnerabilities into 
a narrative that can off er a compelling alternative to corporate consumption ide-
ology. Some are listed in Box 5.3. Together these and other groups are weaving 
these disparate strands into a counter-ideology that can, over time, provide a 
comprehensive and appealing moral belief system. What role does health play 
in its construction?        

    Box 5.3    Social Groups Acting to Create Ideological Alternatives 
to Corporate Consumption           

 Types of Groups  Ideological Contribution  Source 

 Ethical consumer 
groups 

 What people consume shapes their moral 
identity 

 a 

 Slow and local 
food groups 

 Maintain local food traditions and practices, link 
gastronomic pleasure and environmental respon-
sibility, and resist corporatization of food 

 b 

 Fair trade groups  Trade practices should not jeopardize workers, 
nations or the global environment. All nations 
should have the right and opportunity to benefi t 
from global trade. 

 c 

 Environmental 
justice groups 

 Th e environmental consequences of business 
practices and economic development should not 
unduly burden any group; all people have the 
right to a clean and healthy environment. 

 d 

 Faith-based social 
action groups 

 Moral and religious values can motivate believ-
ers to take action to protect the environment, 
 promote justice, or defend the vulnerable. 

 e 

 Farmer and peasant 
movements 

 Food systems need to support workers and 
 consumers and create sustainable patt erns of 
agriculture and food marketing. 

 f 

(continued)
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 Other labor 
groups 

 Workers and consumers can benefi t from produc-
tion and regulation systems that protect both. 

 g 

 Patient advocacy 
groups 

 By challenging corporate practices that contribute 
to their illnesses, people with these conditions 
can improve their own health and contribute to a 
healthier society 

 h 

 Cultural jamming 
groups 

 By subverting corporate messages, one can expose 
corporate domination and foster democratic change. 

 i 

 Global justice 
groups 

 Corporate controlled globalization damages 
health, democracy and the environment while 
globalization from the bott om promotes more 
equal distribution of the world’s resources 

 j 

Box 5.3 (Continued)
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 First, advocates of a counter ideology have begun to create a language that 
allows them to communicate with the public. Corporations have appropri-
ated what some have called America’s fi rst language of individualism, personal 
responsibility, limited government, and individual freedom. Th ose proposing an 
alternative seek to become fl uent in America’s “second language” of common 
good, collective action, fairness, and using government to achieve common pur-
poses.   61   ,   62    One way to do this is follow the advice of the sociologist C. Wright 
Mills, who said that activists ought to “turn personal troubles and concerns into 
social issues and problems.”   63    

 In matt ers of health, they can do this by helping people to understand that the 
diabetes, cancer, and asthma that they or their family experience are in part the 
result of a political and economic system in which companies put profi t ahead 
of health. Advocacy groups of people with AIDS, breast cancer survivors, and 
parents of children with asthma have shown how to link illness experiences with 
political analysis in order to mobilize communities.   64    By transforming personal 
troubles into a social problem, as Mills advocated, these activists create an iden-
tity that makes collective action an essential part of their response to illness. 

 In ideology, as in so many things, one size does not fi t all. As I wrote in the 
Preface, those who lived though the social movements of the 1960s or younger 
participants in successor movements might fi nd it easy to summon the opti-
mism and hope that ordinary people can change history. For those exposed only 
to the individualism and consumerism of the 1970s and beyond, however, other 
approaches may be necessary. Perhaps focusing this latt er group’s skepticism on 
bogus corporate claims may be a starting point. Th e anti-tobacco industry Truth 
Campaign, which in the late 1990s and early 2000s encouraged rebellious teen-
agers to reject the tobacco industry’s eff ort to profi t at their expense, succeeded 
in changing att itudes towards the tobacco industry and smoking behavior. Th ese 
campaigns showed that those exposed to the counter-advertising had more neg-
ative perceptions of tobacco industry practices and were less likely to smoke,   65    
illustrating the potential of such an approach to reach skeptical young people. 

 A second element of a counter ideology is to ground consumption in human 
needs that transcend the infantilization and appeals to insecurities that now 
motivate commercial promotion of consumption and hyperconsumption. Th e 
Super Bowl television ads provide a window into Madison Avenue’s views of 
the typical consumer. Eight of the top ten Super Bowl advertisers are automo-
bile or food and beverage makers, and these corporations pay on average more 
than $3.5  million for a thirty-second ad.   66    Th ese commercials present images 
of babies, dogs, and women in bikinis, usually presented at a level that would 
seemingly appeal to immature eight-year-olds rather than adult Super Bowl 
viewers. In a Coca-Cola ad shown for the 2012 Super Bowl, for example, an 
animated polar bear urges its companion to drink a bott le of Coke (65 grams 
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of high fructose corn syrup and 57 mg of caff eine) to allay its fears about 
who might win the Super Bowl. Th e closing message:  “Coca-Cola:  Open 
Happiness.”    67    Th e social critic Benjamin Barber describes contemporary com-
mercialism as “induced childishness: an infantilization that is closely tied to the 
demands of consumer capitalism in a global market economy.”   68    

 Alternative approaches to consumerism might appeal to feelings of happi-
ness, solidarity, sense of community, or fairness. Th e “slow food movement,” 
which seeks pleasure from the preparation and consumption of locally grown 
food; alternative transportation groups that promote biking, walking and mass 
transit; fair trade activism, which seeks to ensure that the workers producing 
goods are not subject to corporate abuses; and climate activism, which seeks 
individual, collective and municipal action to reduce global warming, are all 
examples of alternatives to corporate consumption. To date, these eff orts have 
been modest and oft en more att ractive to middle-class people, but their continu-
ing appeal demonstrates the potential for engaging communities, organizations, 
and activists in forging alternatives to corporate consumption. Th e success of 
the environmental and food justice movements in mobilizing low-income com-
munities and people of color show that by speaking to their concerns it is pos-
sible to broaden movements that challenge current patt erns of consumption.   69   ,   70    

 One att raction of these alternatives is their practicality: anyone can fi nd some 
way to change what they eat, drink, buy, or how they get around. Th e many entry 
points to transformed consumption mean it can accommodate individual diff er-
ences and preferences. In addition, politicized consumers can choose the pace 
and trajectory of transformation—from avoiding fast food outlets to becoming 
a vegan. Moving back and forth between individual change and political change 
highlights the possibility and the necessity of working at multiple levels. Th is 
fl exibility opens the door for wide cross sections of the population to explore 
such alternatives, including the substantial portions who distrust corporations. 
On the other hand, a counter ideology that has a thousand variants, each with 
its own adherents and practices makes the creation of a clear, unifi ed political 
agenda for transformation more diffi  cult, a challenge I will take up in the last 
chapter. 

 A third element of a counter ideology is respect for democracy. Across the 
political spectrum, Americans lament the erosion of core democratic principles 
of fairness, such as one person-one vote and the ability to participate in deci-
sions that aff ect one’s well being. A 2012 Rasmussen public opinion poll showed 
that 57 percent of a sample of U.S. likely voters believed that it is not possible 
to seek the presidency without ties to lobbyists and special interest groups.   71    
Addressing the public’s dissatisfaction with the growing tilt of the political play-
ing fi eld towards corporations and their allies will require the many groups now 
exploring alternative forms of democracy and governance to develop a coherent 
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political program that off ers people concrete ways to participate in the politi-
cal process. It will also require bringing together the mostly-separate eff orts to 
change laws on campaign fi nance, lobbying, voter registration, and revolving 
door rules, to name a few. 

 Finally, any alternative ideology must address the issue of sustainability. For 
those able to think beyond their own generation, the unsustainability of hyper-
consumption is the Achilles heel of corporate America. Already some religious 
groups have made faith-based arguments that corporate promotion of hyper-
consumption shows disrespect for children and families, an abandonment of our 
responsibility to be stewards of the earth, and a challenge to traditional religious 
values of humility and living simply.   72    “What would Jesus drive?” asked an evan-
gelical environmental group in their campaign against SUVs.   73    

 At its starkest, carbon fuel-based consumption contributes to human-induced 
climate change. As Bill McKibben points out in his book  Eaarth , humans already 
live on a diff erent planet than the one we inherited. Th e last century’s patt erns 
of production and consumption have led to persistent droughts, desertifi ca-
tion, melting ice caps, fl ooding, shortages of drinking water, the emergence and 
spread of new infectious diseases, more frequent extreme weather, rising acid-
ity in our oceans, and disruptions of food production.   74    Continuing this type 
of consumption for another century and extending it to China, India, Brazil, 
Russia, and other emerging nations will dramatically reduce the prospects for 
humanity’s survival and life as we know it. 

 In sum, multiple streams of social and cultural activism and scientifi c inquiry 
can inform the creation of a system of beliefs and values that provides a coherent 
alternative to the ideology of consumption and the practice of hyperconsump-
tion. Health constitutes a central theme in this alternative, as shown in Box 5.4, 
an eff ort to create a consistent response to the core beliefs of the corporate con-
sumption complex shown in Box 5.1. By consistently using these core messages 
in advocacy and educational campaigns and by encouraging their public discus-
sion, advocates for healthier more sustainable consumption can nurture a belief 
system that can contribute to building a movement for change.        

 For some, the threats to the survival of our children and grandchildren as 
well as to human civilization and the environment that supports life may be too 
distant or dire to motivate action. For those, the more immediate consequences 
of continuing our current patt erns of corporate consumption—high rates of dia-
betes, heart disease, and cancer, as well as automobile and fi rearms injuries and 
deaths—may be what inspire action. 

 Already rising health care costs jeopardize economic growth, most acutely in 
the United States but also in other developed nations. In 2009 a bipartisan panel 
on Social Security appointed by the president and Congress concluded in its 
report  Th e Unsustainable Cost of Health Care  that “we believe that the rising cost 
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of health care represents perhaps the most signifi cant threat to the long-term 
economic security of workers and retirees.”   75    Turning off  the faucets of tobacco, 
unhealthy food, alcohol, and polluting automobiles—the primary causes of the 
fl ood of people with expensive chronic illnesses into our health care system—is 
one of the most straightforward ways to lower these costs. 

 By itself, a coherent and compelling alternative to the corporate consumption 
ideology may not be suffi  cient to reverse the trends that jeopardize health in the 
United States and around the world. But without this necessary component of 
transformation, the forces now challenging corporate control will have diffi  culty 
weaving together the disparate strands that constitute an emerging movement 
for a healthier world. For some, this task may seem like one more example of 
“there is no alternative,” a hopeless tilting at windmills. For others, however, con-
sumption ideology was created by humans to achieve a goal and therefore other 
people can now off er healthier and more sustainable ways to meet human needs.             

    Box 5.4    Core Beliefs and Values of Advocates for Healthy, 
Sustainable Consumption      

    1.      Making a profi t by sickening others is wrong.  
   2.      Parents, families, teachers, and health professionals, not corporations, 

should educate people about health, nutrition, and moral values.  
   3.      Nanny corporations that seek to exploit children’s vulnerability and 

immaturity, not nanny states, are the real threats to health and freedom.  
   4.      Th e goal of social policy should be to make healthy choices easy choices.  
   5.      In a globalized world, economic activity anywhere aff ects people every-

where; shift ing the harms of such activity to another region or country 
in order to protect one group is wrong.  

   6.      Every generation has a responsibility to leave the world a bett er place for 
future generations. Knowingly bequeathing our children and grandchil-
dren a burden of disease, damaged environments, or corrupted democ-
racy violates most of the world’s moral codes.  

   7.      Science belongs to all humanity; appropriating it to profi t at the expense 
of health or the environment is wrong.      
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 The Health Impact of Corporate 
Managed Globalization    

    In the next decade or so, the people and governments of China, India, Indonesia, 
Brazil, Mexico, and other emerging nations will need to make a momentous 
decision:  whether to follow the Western developed nations down the road of 
hyperconsumption that leads to premature deaths, preventable illnesses, and 
injuries, or to chart a diff erent path of healthier, more sustainable consumption. 
Th eir choices will shape global health and the environment for the next century 
and beyond. 

 Since the fi rst humans trekked north from sub-Saharan Africa more than 
70,000 years ago, globalization has infl uenced public health. People, goods and 
services, money, and ideas traveled around the world, carrying prevalent diseases 
with them. What’s diff erent today is the magnitude and speed of these global 
interchanges of health and illness. Money that once took months to move is now 
wired around the world in milliseconds. Diseases that once took weeks or years 
to cross national borders can now spread globally in hours or days. HIV became 
a global pandemic within a few years aft er spreading slowly for a few decades in 
Africa. Avian fl u and H1N1 spread around the world within a few weeks. 

 What is also diff erent is the growing power of multinational corporations to 
make the decisions that shape global trade. Companies that used to produce for 
local or national markets now send their products around the world, creating 
the potential for global outbreaks of acute illnesses or chronic diseases. Baby for-
mula produced in China in 2008 was contaminated with melamine, a byproduct 
of plastic manufacturing illicitly added to formula to mimic high-protein addi-
tives. As a result, infants in dozens of nations suff ered from kidney problems, 
and some died.   1    Aggressive and sophisticated marketing of tobacco, alcohol and 
unhealthy food, once confi ned to advanced industrial nations, has now spread 
around the world, contributing to premature deaths and preventable illnesses in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America as well as in North America and Europe. 
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 Th e corporate consumption complex and its ideology, born in the United 
States and Europe, has become a global force. If an alternative political or eco-
nomic agenda is to lead to improvements in world health, it, too, must operate 
globally. Th e success of the tobacco control movement in curtailing tobacco use 
in advanced industrial nations but not in developing and emerging markets pro-
vides a grim reminder of the peril of ignoring the global dimensions of lethal 
but legal products and practices. As tobacco use grows in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, tobacco mortality is predicted to increase tenfold compared to the last 
century. Already, hyperconsumption has established a beachhead in the grow-
ing middle classes of emerging nations. Allowing these trends to continue will 
accelerate the global rise in chronic diseases and injuries and the growing health 
gap between the bett er-off  and the poor.    

      Exporting Obesity and Diabetes: NAFTA 
and the Health of Mexico   

 Constructing an alternative to hyperconsumption and its disease burden will 
require an understanding of the strategies that multinational corporations use 
to distribute their unhealthy products around the world. To begin this task, let 
us examine the impact of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
on the health of the people of Mexico, a story that illustrates how free trade can 
harm health. Th e United States, Mexico, and Canada signed NAFTA in 1994 to 
create the world’s largest trading bloc.   2,       3    

 In the late 1980s, these three nations began to negotiate a new treaty designed 
to eliminate barriers to trade and investment. Th e political batt le to pass NAFTA 
pitt ed industries in these countries that were big enough to prosper from 
expanded markets—tobacco, processed food, and automobiles—against smaller 
ones that preferred the continued protections that tariff s and subsidies off ered. 
NAFTA opponents included industries like textiles, apparel, rubber, and plastics, 
as well as labor unions and environmental groups, who feared that the agree-
ment would hurt their interests.   4    Th e industries that had saturated the domestic 
U.S. market with unhealthy products and were now att racting greater regulatory 
scrutiny favored NAFTA and its successor treaties as a way to reach new custom-
ers in markets with less stringent public health and environmental standards. In 
testimony at a Senate hearing on the Central America–Dominican Republic Free 
Trade Agreement, a NAFTA spinoff  treaty approved in 2005, Kraft ’s executive 
vice-president for global corporate aff airs, Mark Berlind, explained:

  Th e 50 U.S. states are currently Kraft ’s largest market. Given U.S. demo-
graphic   realities, however, future growth for Kraft —as well as for the 



Health Impact of  Corporate Managed Global izat ion  155

entire U.S.  food  and   agriculture complex—is inextricably tied to our 
ability to access export markets. Mr. Chairman, as you and most other 
farm state Members know, 95  percent of the world’s consumers live 
outside the U.S. Th at is where future growth will take place.   5     

 For the U.S. food and agricultural sectors, the quest for new international mar-
kets was the consequence of the subsidy, trade, and land policies that Secretary 
of Agriculture and former Ralston Purina director Earl Butz had implemented 
during the Nixon Administration, as described in Chapter  3. Th ese policies, 
approved at the behest of the agribusiness interests Butz represented, had led 
to overproduction of cheap, processed food and the need for new customers to 
sustain profi ts. 

 President Bill Clinton, who became a champion of NAFTA when he took 
offi  ce in 1993, responded to critics by saying that he supported the treaty 
because it would create jobs in the United States:

  NAFTA will generate these jobs by fostering an export boom to 
Mexico; by tearing down tariff  walls. . . . Already Mexican consumers 
buy more per capita from the United States than other consumers in 
other nations. . . . Th e average Mexican citizen . . . is now spending $450 
per year per person to buy American goods. Th at is more than the aver-
age Japanese, the average German, or the average Canadian buys. . . . So 
when people say that this trade agreement is just about how to move 
jobs to Mexico so nobody can make a living, how do they explain the 
fact that Mexicans keep buying more products made in America every 
year? Go out and tell the American people that. . . . And there will be 
more if they have more money to spend. Th at is what expanding trade 
is all about.   6     

 Although the United States had long had trade agreements with other countries, 
NAFTA was the fi rst proposed agreement among countries of such unequal size 
and levels of development in which governments chose to ignore these diff er-
ences.   7    It was also the largest trade agreement to be negotiated since the emer-
gence of the Washington Consensus, the U.S.-driven push to elevate free trade, 
deregulation, and privatization to paramount political and economic priorities. 
For these reasons, NAFTA was important both in its own right and for sett ing 
precedents that guided the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 
1995 and subsequent bilateral and multilateral trade agreements. 

 Th e NAFTA treaty called for a variety of changes, some to be implemented 
immediately, and others to be phased in over fi ft een years. Th ese included 
reductions in tariff s between the three countries, increased protection for 
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corporate intellectual property rights, and the relaxation of restrictions on for-
eign direct investment. On the whole, it opened wide the doors that enabled 
U.S.-based corporations to export many products, including those that harmed 
health. 

 In the years aft er NAFTA, the patt ern of food exchanges between Mexico and 
the United States changed signifi cantly, as did the diet of Mexicans. American 
exports of sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, snack food, dairy products, and 
breakfast cereals to Mexico increased dramatically. In 1994, the United States 
exported about 50,000 metric tons of sugar and other sweeteners to Mexico; by 
2007, this had climbed to almost 950,000 metric tons, a nineteen-fold increase. 
U.S. exports of corn and soybeans, the foundation of industrial processed food 
for both American and Mexican producers, also increased signifi cantly. In this 
same period, exports of livestock and other meat products more than tripled. In 
the decade aft er NAFTA passed, sales of processed food in Mexico increased by 
5 to 10 percent annually.   8    

  U.S.  foreign direct investment in Mexico also spiked aft er NAFTA. In just fi ve 
years, from 1994 to 1998, U.S. direct investment in the Mexican food and bever-
age industries almost quadrupled, from $2.3 billion to $8.8 billion.   9    Between 
2002 and 2007, U.S. foreign direct investment in Mexican beverage companies 
increased by 35 percent to almost $6 billion. In 2012, grains, oils, and meat—
products associated with obesity, diabetes, and other diet-related diseases—
accounted for 75 percent of the U.S. agricultural exports to Mexico.   10    

 NAFTA also changed food retailing in Mexico. With tariff  barriers lowered, 
large multinational supermarket chains began to move into Mexico and rapidly 
came to dominate the market. Between 1997 and 2006, market share of the fi ve 
largest retail chains doubled from 24  percent to 48  percent.   11    Walmart was a 
leading player: between 1993 and 2001, the number of its stores grew from 114 
to 561, and by 2005, Walmart controlled about 20 percent of the Mexican food 
retail market.   12    

 In 2012, an investigation by the  New York Times  revealed that Walmart facili-
tated this expansion by bribing local and national offi  cials to overlook a variety 
of rules, and that an internal inquiry into the matt er had been suppressed at cor-
porate headquarters in Arkansas. Challenging Walmart’s defense that it was the 
victim of a corrupt culture, the  Times  investigation concluded:

  Walmart de Mexico was an aggressive and creative corrupter, off ering 
large payoff s to get what the law otherwise prohibited. It used bribes 
to subvert democratic governance—public votes, open debates, trans-
parent procedures. It used bribes to circumvent regulatory safeguards 
that protect Mexican citizens from unsafe construction. It used bribes 
to outfl ank rivals.   13     
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 Th e  Times  reported that deciding how to manage the bribery charges provoked 
“a prolonged struggle at the highest levels of Walmart, a struggle that pitt ed 
the company’s much publicized commitment to the highest moral and ethical 
standards against its relentless pursuit of growth.” Th e Mexican government 
and the United States Department of Justice and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission began investigating the bribery and cover-up. In a regulatory fi l-
ing shortly aft er the story broke, Walmart warned investors that its reputation 
could be aff ected by the bribery scandal, with inquiries from the media and law 
enforcement authorities adversely aff ecting the “perception among certain audi-
ences of its role as a corporate citizen.”   14    In 2012, Walmart spent $157 million on 
its probe of alleged bribery allegations in Mexico, Brazil, China and India, and 
on improvements to its compliance programs. Walmart also boosted the pay of 
its CEO Mike Duke by 14 percent to $20.7 million for the year.   15    

 In the short run, Walmart’s business model makes cheap food more available, 
but in the longer run it puts pressure on local growers to lower their prices, oft en 
to the point of driving them out of business. Walmart can always fi nd other sup-
pliers in another part of the world, but for Mexico, such practices diminish the 
supply of locally grown food and increase unemployment among small farmers 
and local store owners.   16    Th e bribery also contributed to weakening the rule of 
law in Mexico, further diminishing its government’s capacity to protect its citi-
zens rather than special interests. 

 U.S.-based multinational fast food outlets also grew in the post-NAFTA era. 
Th e fi rst McDonald’s restaurant opened in Mexico City in 1985; by 2012, there 
were more than 500 McDonald’s outlets in eighty-three cities in thirty-one states 
in Mexico.   17    Yum! Brands, the owner of Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC), Pizza 
Hut, Taco Bell, and Long John Silver’s, and other U.S.-based fast food corpora-
tions, also expanded their presence in Mexico. 

 By the time NAFTA was fully implemented, the Mexican diet had been trans-
formed. Between 1992 and 2000, for example, calories from carbonated soft  
drinks increased by almost 40 percent, from 44 to 61 calories per capita per day. 
By 2002, the average Mexican was drinking 487 servings of Coca-Cola per year, 
more than the 436 8-ounce servings U.S. residents downed annually.   18    Between 
1992 and 2000, in part as a result of economic changes precipitated by NAFTA, 
the cost in pesos per calorie of food tripled, making the low-cost, low-nutrient 
foods that NAFTA brought in more att ractive, especially to families with low 
incomes.   19    

 Aggressive marketing of soft  drinks and other high-calorie, low-nutrient 
snack foods by global and national beverage makers further encouraged con-
sumption.   20    Companies like Coke, Pepsi, McDonald’s, and Kraft  hired global 
advertising companies to use their U.S.-tested skills in winning over young cus-
tomers by targeting advertising to urban children and young adults. Th ese were 
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the fastest growing segment of the Mexican population and the multinational 
companies’ best hope for long-term increased market share.   21    One study of a 
large sample of Mexican children aged fi ve to eleven found that, between 1999 
and 2006, the number of calories consumed annually from sugary beverages 
more than doubled.   22    Th e growing exports of snack foods from the United States 
to Mexico increased competition between local and U.S. manufacturers. Th is in 
turn led to more aggressive advertising and price competition, further increasing 
consumption of these high fat, salt, and sugar products.   23    

 Not surprisingly, the changes in food consumption, availability, and prices 
that NAFTA had triggered led to changes in the health of Mexican eaters. 
Between 1988 and 1999, the national prevalence of overweight and obesity 
almost doubled, rising from 33  percent to a shocking 59  percent.   24    Among 
some groups, the rise was even more striking. Among female adolescents in 
Mexico, obesity and overweight more than tripled between 1988 and 2006.   25    
By 2006, 26.3 percent of Mexican children aged two to eighteen were over-
weight or obese. In the 1990s, the overall prevalence of diabetes in Mexico 
increased by 30 percent.   26    Another study found signifi cant increases in deaths 
due to diabetes, hypertension, and acute myocardial infarctions in Mexico 
in this period, which the authors att ributed to increases in the prevalence of 
obesity.   27    

 So Bill Clinton was right to predict an export boom to Mexico as a result 
of NAFTA. Unfortunately, some of the boom was the result of products that 
signifi cantly worsened Mexico’s health profi le and raised its health care costs. 
Did NAFTA cause Mexico’s obesity and diabetes epidemics? Of course not. 
Obesity is too complex a problem to have a single cause, and weight and body 
mass have been expanding around the world, not just in Mexico. Nevertheless, 
the evidence is clear that NAFTA, a trade agreement shaped by multina-
tional food, agriculture, and other industries to increase their profi ts, trans-
formed Mexico’s food environment and diet. Th ese NAFTA-induced changes 
increased the availability, promotion, and consumption of the processed 
foods, sugar-sweetened beverages, and fast food most associated with obesity, 
diabetes, and other diet-related chronic diseases. In Mexico, NAFTA provided 
the platform from which multinational food companies could launch their 
program of hyperconsumption. 

 And Mexico is not the only country to suff er the consequences. China, India, 
South Africa, and Indonesia, among others, are witnessing similar transforma-
tions of their diet and health.   28,      29,      30    Moreover, as we shall see, the food industry 
is not the only sector to use trade agreements and foreign investments to pursue 
profi ts at the expense of health. Tobacco, automobile, fi rearms, and other global 
industries have also used trade agreements to increase exports of their side prod-
ucts of premature death and preventable illnesses and injuries.  
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    Drivers of Corporate Practices that Harm Health   

 NAFTA’s role in the rise of obesity and diabetes in Mexico illustrates the health 
impact of what Laura Wallach of Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch calls 
“corporate managed trade.”   31    By 2013, 159 nations had joined the World Trade 
Organization, making it the leading global infl uence on trade. An additional 
approximately 500 bilateral and regional trade agreements further guided com-
mercial relationships among nations. To understand how new forms of trade 
privilege business over public interest requires an examination of the procedures 
and rules used to develop and implement these agreements. 

 Th e NAFTA and WTO treaties were negotiated in closed sessions where 
health and environmental representatives were excluded, but hundreds of secu-
rity-cleared representatives from industry and trade associations acted as formal, 
appointed advisors to the U.S. government, reducing the likelihood that health 
concerns were addressed in public or in private.   32    While treaties have always 
included private negotiations, in the new trade discussions, only some voices 
were welcome. In addition, the WTO created new rules for resolving trade 
disputes that allow companies to bring confl icts to an independent body that 
oft en favors corporations over national governments or health or environmental 
groups. As a result, explains Wallach, these agreements have created a platform in 
which business can advance its agenda of privatization, deregulation, and added 
protections for corporate intellectual property rights, with fewer opportunities 
for national governments or public health organizations to safeguard health.   33    

 What had in the past been sett led by diplomatic negotiations between 
nations was now decided in a business-dominated international forum. Th is dis-
pute resolution process lacks the procedural safeguards found in the American 
judicial system, or in other world forums such as the United Nations.   34    Cases 
are decided by tribunals of trade experts who are not required to disclose actual 
or potential confl icts of interest, nor to follow other due process standards. Th e 
dispute resolution process in NAFTA and the WTO is secretive: documents are 
confi dential; oral arguments are closed to observation or participation by any 
entities except national government representatives; and no outside appeal is 
available, nor can nongovernmental entities submit amicus briefs. Federal, state, 
or local laws and regulations judged to be out of compliance with NAFTA or the 
WTO must be eliminated or changed, or the “winning” country can place eco-
nomic sanctions on the country whose law is ruled to be outside the NAFTA or 
WTO agreements.   35    Such penalties encourage governments to reach business-
friendly agreements. A WTO staff  person told the  Financial Times  that the WTO 
“is the place where governments collude in private against their domestic pres-
sure groups.”   36    
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 Another way that United States trade agreements circumvent normal demo-
cratic procedures is by granting the president the power to “fast-track” trade trea-
ties. Under fast track, the president can negotiate trade agreements with foreign 
countries without consulting Congress or state legislators. Aft er the Executive 
Branch makes a trade deal, Congress is permitt ed only a yes or no vote, while 
states are virtually left  out of the process. Th us, state and congressional offi  cials 
elected to represent the public interest have no role in the process but to approve 
or disapprove the whole package.   37    

 While the original fast-track authorization expired in 2007, in the previous 
decade, the United States Trade Representative has used fast track to push con-
troversial pacts through Congress, including the Central America Free Trade 
Agreement (CAFTA) as well as dozens of bilateral trade agreements with coun-
tries such as Chile, Singapore, Morocco, Australia, Bahrain, and Oman. Trade 
negotiations have been accelerated, denying American legislators and the public 
the time to consider the health, environmental or economic consequences of 
these agreements. In other countries, pro-business governments oft en approve 
trade agreements with minimal public consideration of the health or environ-
mental consequences. 

 In 2013, the Obama Administration pressed Congress to approve a revised 
fast-track plan, labeled the Trade Promotion Authority, in time to allow another 
major trade agreement, the Trans Pacifi c Partnership (TPP), to win fast-track 
approval. Th e TPP includes 12 Pacifi c Rim nations that represent 40 percent of 
the world’s gross domestic product.   38    It proposes new trade rules for tobacco, 
pharmaceuticals, and other products that infl uence public health. 

 Business has also gained an infl uential voice in writing the specifi c rules 
that govern trade. In the food industry, for example, trade agreements, includ-
ing both NAFTA and the WTO, rely on the  Codex Alimentarius,  standards for 
food safety and quality developed by an international body in Rome. A study 
showed that more than four-fi ft hs of the nongovernmental participants in 
 Codex  committ ees represented industry, while only one percent represented 
public interest organizations.   39    Companies like Nestlé, Hershey Foods, Kraft , 
General Foods, Coca-Cola, and PepsiCo, along with trade groups such as 
the Grocery Manufacturers of America and the National Food Processors 
Association, oft en have far more staff  people at these standards-sett ing ses-
sions than do governments from low-income countries. In short, industry 
and its trade associations are oft en the judges, juries, and expert witnesses 
in making decisions about trade agreements, leaving litt le space for health 
considerations. 

 Another important goal of international trade organizations is to “harmo-
nize” individual national regulations with larger NAFTA and WTO mandates, 
a process that oft en leads to the weakening of national standards to meet the 
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more business-friendly trade rules. Under NAFTA and the WTO, international 
standards infl uenced by business oft en serve as a ceiling that countries cannot 
exceed, rather than as a fl oor that all countries must meet.   40    

    COMPONENTS  OF  GLOBAL  TRADE   

 Trade agreements establish rules for several categories of commercial exchanges, 
each of which infl uences health. 

  Foreign Direct Investment.  Free-trade proponents claim that entrepre-
neurs from wealthier nations contribute to economic growth when they invest 
in companies in poorer countries and also bring technical expertise and bett er 
access to foreign markets. Th ey point to countries like Singapore, Malaysia, and 
more recently, China, that have benefi ted from such foreign direct investments.   41    
Beginning in the 1980s, free traders have argued that trade, not aid, contributes 
to real development. By 1992, foreign direct investment overtook aid for the 
fi rst time since World War II, making investment a more important infl uence on 
development than international assistance programs.   42    By 2008, annual global 
foreign direct investments totaled $1.7 trillion dollars, about three times the 
gross domestic product of the world’s forty-eight poorest nations.   43    Recently, 
China has been the largest recipient of foreign direct investment, with an esti-
mated $260 billion in investments in 2012.   44    

 How do these investments aff ect health? First, as we saw in Mexico, many 
of the companies making investments in emerging economies are producers of 
unhealthy products. Between 1990 and 2002, for example, the foreign assets of 
the world’s twelve largest food companies, based mostly in the United States 
and Western Europe, increased in value from $34 billion to $258 billion.   45    Th ese 
investments signifi cantly increased the capacity of these companies to bring 
highly processed foods high in fat, sugar, and salt to the world’s fastest growing 
consumer markets. In the case of supermarket chains like Walmart, their expan-
sion through investments in emerging economies like Mexico and China favors 
products with long shelf lives and the potential for economies of scale, such as 
snack foods and sweetened beverages, the same packaged products associated 
with diet-related chronic diseases.   46    

 In alcohol and tobacco, as well as food, foreign direct investment leads to 
more competition with domestic producers, forcing prices down and increasing 
aggressive marketing. In free-market ideology, increased competition is good for 
consumers. But when it leads to lower prices, increased availability, and more 
marketing for unhealthy products, the consequence is wider exposure to patho-
genic agents and higher rates of associated diseases. One study in the former 
Soviet republics found that in the countries that received direct foreign invest-
ment from multinational tobacco companies between 1991 and 2001, tobacco 
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consumption increased by 51 percent. Th is contrasted with a 3-percent  decline  in 
countries that did not receive direct investment.   47    

 Liberalization of foreign direct investment has other health consequences. 
Increased competition among nations for such investment contributes to a 
race to the bott om in occupational health, environmental regulation, and other 
standards. It can also force local companies to go out of business, reducing 
employment opportunities and diminishing local self-suffi  ciency. Th e mobility 
of foreign investment, and its susceptibility to economic crises, also means that 
today’s investment can be tomorrow’s disinvestment. Th is economic churning 
can undermine social stability, and therefore health, especially in the poorest 
nations.   48    In addition, investors with capital to spare and rules that allow them 
to invest anywhere oft en turn to speculation—taking high risks in new business 
areas in the hopes of greater return. In the last decade, investors have bought up 
commodities such as food and fuel in the hopes that higher prices would yield 
windfall profi ts, a hope that was oft en realized at the expense of growing hunger 
and food insecurity.   49    

  Tariff s and Subsidies.  National governments impose tariff s on imported 
goods in order to protect domestic industries. Th ese governments also off er sub-
sidies to locally produced products in order to spur national economic develop-
ment. An overriding goal of the current quest to liberalize trade is to remove 
such tariff s and subsidies in order to encourage expanded trade. Free traders 
argue that even if reductions in tariff s and subsidies cause some short-term harm 
to local producers or consumers, in the long run they benefi t everyone, because 
they increase trade and therefore grow the economy. Th us, with only a few 
exceptions that I will describe, the WTO forbids countries to impose tariff s or 
off er subsidies that treat imports diff erently from domestically produced goods. 

 For some nations, however, especially poor ones, tariff s and subsidies provide 
governments with health benefi ts. Tariff s on unhealthy products can keep them 
out of the country, or at least make them more expensive. In 2004, three years 
aft er joining the WTO, China cut its tariff s on imported cigarett es from 65 per-
cent to 25 percent, making the popular imported brands much more aff ordable.   50    
Today, 54 percent of Chinese men aged fi ft een to sixty-nine smoke tobacco; one 
of the highest rates in the world.   51    In the early 1970s, average annual use in China 
was 730 cigarett es; today, it is 1,711.   52    Chinese smokers consume one-third of 
the world’s cigarett es each year, and 100 million Chinese under the age of eigh-
teen smoke.   53    Th ese lowered tariff s presented Philip Morris International and 
other global tobacco companies with a business opportunity to win new cus-
tomers in China, dooming millions more Chinese to tobacco-related death and 
disease. 

 Similarly, when the WTO forced South Korea, Japan, Th ailand, and Taiwan 
to eliminate their tobacco import tariff s, cigarett e consumption skyrocketed.   54    
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Aft er new European Union trade rules required Finland to lower taxes on 
imported alcohol, a study found that alcohol-related health problems increased, 
especially among heavy drinkers.   55    Tariff s also provide government revenues, 
which in poor nations can be an important source of funding for health care and 
other services. Few developing nations have been able to replace the revenues 
lost from tariff  reductions with other forms of taxation, weakening their capacity 
to protect public health.   56    

 Subsidies can also benefi t health, encouraging production of healthier prod-
ucts, promoting national food self-suffi  ciency, and keeping healthy products 
more aff ordable. In some developing nations, WTO-mandated reductions in 
subsidies to farmers encouraged agricultural production for export, diminish-
ing the availability of local staple produce and increasing reliance on imported, 
processed food. In Mexico, NAFTA’s termination of corn subsidies and tariff s on 
imported food has led to a collapse of its corn economy, triggering large increases 
in corn prices, and food riots.   57    In this case, Mexican corn could not compete on 
price with the still-highly subsidized corn from the United States, which is also 
the basic ingredient in much of the processed food the United States sent to 
Mexico. 

 Some critics have charged that the WTO’s positions on tariff s and subsidies 
unfairly serve the interests of wealthy nations. In the twentieth century, devel-
oped nations used these now-forbidden policies to protect their domestic indus-
tries, but they now want to deprive emerging nations of these same tools that 
helped fuel their growth.   58    

  Intellectual Property Rights.  Another goal of trade liberalization is to 
strengthen protection of patents and other intellectual property rights. In the 
negotiations that led to the creation of the WTO in 1995, the United States and 
others developed nations insisted that their companies needed stronger protec-
tion of these property rights than most developing nations then off ered. Drug 
companies wanted to be able to sell their drugs without fear of competition 
from generics that violated their patents. Multinationals branded companies like 
Coca-Cola and McDonald’s wanted bett er protection for their registered trade-
marks, which American manufacturers claimed were losing them $24 billion a 
year in unpaid royalties.   59    

 Th e 1995 Agreement on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 
committ ed all current and future WTO members to provide protections of pat-
ents, trademarks, and copyrights comparable to those available in the developed 
world. Aft er a transitional period, TRIPS specifi es a minimum of twenty years of 
protection from the date of application.   60    

 A few stories illustrate how the application of TRIPS can harm health. In 
1983, Guatemala passed a law requiring infant-formula companies to adhere 
to the World Health Organization’s International Code on Marketing of 
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Breast-Milk Substitutes, which bans direct-to-consumer marketing of infant for-
mula and various misleading claims. A substantial body of evidence shows that 
early termination of breastfeeding increases the risk of premature infant death 
and a variety of chronic diseases for both infants and mothers.   61    

 When the U.S.-based multinational baby food company Gerber (now owned 
by Nestlé) refused to stop advertising to women; to remove its trademark pic-
ture of a chubby, smiling baby from its product labels; or to add a phrase to its 
advertisements saying breast milk was superior to infant formula, Guatemala 
took Gerber to court. Th e government believed the ad images and text wrongly 
implied that infant formula contributed to healthy babies. Ten years later, aft er the 
company lost its fi nal appeal, Gerber opened a new line of att ack on Guatemala, 
arguing that the Guatemalan law was illegal under international statutes because 
the law was, in Gerber’s view, an “expropriation of Gerber’s trademark.” In 1995, 
when the WTO came into being, Gerber dropped this claim about illegal expro-
priation of its trademark and instead threatened to bring Guatemala before 
a WTO tribunal. Acknowledging that it was unlikely to win in this business-
friendly arena, the Guatemalan government changed its law to allow Gerber to 
continue to use its trademark baby, illustrating how multinational companies 
can use just the threat of invoking TRIPS to force poor countries to open their 
markets.   62    Gerber’s victory allowed it to continue promoting infant formula in 
Guatemala in ways that had been outlawed by the 1981 WHO code. 

 Agricultural producers have used intellectual property rights to justify apply-
ing for patents for seeds. In 1997, for example, Ricetec, a Texas rice company, 
patented the seeds for Basmati rice, claiming that such protection gave it the 
right to take the 250,000 farmers in India and Pakistan who had traditionally 
grown this type of rice to court for allegedly violating its patent rights. Th e Indian 
scholar and food activist Vandana Shiva has called this practice “biopiracy.”   63    
She writes, “Th is perverse intellectual property rights system that treats plants 
and seeds as corporate inventions is transforming farmer’s highest duties—to 
save seeds and exchange seeds with neighbors—into crimes.”   64    In the Basmati 
rice confl ict, more than 50,000 people demonstrated in front of the United Sates 
Embassy against the patent. Th e Indian government protested the patent at the 
Seatt le meeting of the World Trade Organization and challenged the U.S patent 
in court. Ultimately, fi ve years later, the Indian government and the U.S. Patent 
Offi  ce reached an agreement that narrowed but did not withdraw patent protec-
tion for Ricetec’s products.   65    

 Th is story is characteristic of the corporatization of the worldwide seed mar-
ket. Between 1985 and 2008, market share of the top ten global seed companies 
increased from 20 percent to 50 percent. One company, Monsanto, controlled 
35 percent of the world’s seed market in 2008. When big companies use their 
market power to gain a monopoly on seed patents, they diminish the diversity 
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of the world’s food supply, increase vulnerability to global crop failures, drive 
farmers who can no longer aff ord their seeds off  the land, and contribute to ris-
ing food prices that put aff ordable food out of reach of the poor.   66    For Monsanto, 
its domination of the global seed market also provides a platform to advance its 
eff orts to introduce its patented (and profi table) genetically modifi ed seeds to 
new markets.   67    

 Pharmaceutical companies use TRIPS to extend and globalize patent pro-
tections on their most profi table products. Th ey argue that extended patent 
protection rewards the high costs on developing new drugs and encourages 
innovation. Critics counter that many drug development costs are subsidized by 
national research institutes in the United States, the United Kingdom, and other 
developed nations, not by drug companies themselves.   68    

 In 2001, the WTO Fourth Ministerial Conference in Doha, Qatar, modifi ed 
TRIPS to expand the rights of national governments. Th e Doha Declaration 
recognized the importance of implementation and interpretation of the TRIPS 
Agreement “in a manner supportive of public health, by promoting both access 
to existing medicines and research and development into new medicines.”   69    

 Th e Doha Declaration also reaffi  rmed and slightly expanded the TRIPS rules 
for compulsory licensing, a process by which governments can allow a national 
company to produce for domestic consumption the patented product or process 
without the consent of the patent owner.   70    As I will describe, Brazil, Th ailand, 
and South Africa have all used compulsory licensing to allow production of 
generic antiretroviral drugs to make these life-saving medications aff ordable to 
people with HIV in their countries.    71    

 While the Doha Declaration in theory put the WTO on record as support-
ing the “right to medicine for all,” the multinational pharmaceutical industry has 
found new ways to protect its patents, thus limiting wider availability of essential 
medicines. By creating a “TRIPS Plus” option in bilateral trade agreements, Big 
Pharma has extended patent protections by narrowing the types of products that 
can be excluded from patentability. Th ese new rules allow genetic sequences to 
be patented, guarantee patentability if health authorities issue patents promptly, 
and limit experimental studies on generic drugs while the patent is still valid.   72    
Currently, these “TRIPS Plus” provisions are incorporated in bilateral agreements 
with Australia, Morocco, Jordan, Bahrain, Singapore, Peru, and Colombia, over-
riding TRIPS protections. In these and other nations, TRIPS Plus places strict 
limits on the ability of governments to encourage generic entry or issue compul-
sory licenses for pharmaceutical products, the protections off ered by the Doha 
Declaration.   73    Since 2006, applications for compulsory licenses have declined, 
suggesting that the stricter TRIPS Plus agreements are discouraging their use.   74    

 Th e ostensible business rationale for TRIPS was to allow pharmaceuti-
cal companies in developing  and  developed nations to expand trade. But an 
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investigation of this claim by researchers at the London School of Hygiene and 
Tropical Medicine found that “TRIPS has not generated substantial gains for 
developing countries, but has further increased pharmaceutical trade in devel-
oped countries.”   75    Th e authors concluded that TRIPS and TRIPS Plus provi-
sions had worsened access to life-saving drugs in developing nations. 

 In sum, growing foreign direct investment, declining use of tariff s and sub-
sidies, and increased protection of intellectual property rights—the three pri-
mary goals of the new regime of corporate-managed trade inaugurated by the 
WTO—have harmed health in two ways. First, they have increased exposure 
to the products and practices that encourage hyperconsumption and the bur-
den of chronic disease and injuries that follow. Second, they have limited the 
authority of national governments to protect public health, transferring deci-
sions on trade from public health authorities to business-dominated inter-
national organizations. In combination with the lax regulatory approaches 
advocated by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, this latt er 
development has led to a serious weakening of the public health capacity of 
national governments.   76     

    PRIVATIZATION OF  INTERNATIONAL  HEALTH ORGANIZATIONS   

 Another contributor to weaker public control of harmful multinational corpo-
rate practices has been the increased infl uence of private interests on interna-
tional organizations such as the World Health Organization and the parallel rise 
of corporate-funded global health philanthropy. 

 In recent years, WHO has been unable to raise the money it needs to achieve 
its goals from the national governments that created it, a trend worsened by the 
2008 economic crisis. As a result, it has turned to private partners to make up 
the shortfall. In 2008, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation was the WHO’s 
second biggest contributor aft er the United States government. Th e Gates con-
tribution of $338.8 million constituted 10 percent of the organization’s budget. 
Why isn’t this generosity simply a win for all? Th e fear is that private donations 
will infl uence WHO’s priorities. As one journalist asked, “Will the WHO con-
tinue to be in charge of the world’s health policy, or will its role be reduced to 
that of a mere coordinator?”   77    

 An investigation of confl icts of interests of global health philanthropy found 
grounds for concern.   78    Th e Gates Foundation, for example, is heavily invested 
in food and pharmaceutical companies, including McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, 
Walmart, Schering Plough, and Merck. Its leaders are current or former board 
members or senior managers of companies such as Coca-Cola, Kraft , Unilever, 
Merck, and Novartis. Among the questions such relationships raise is whether 
major donors to the WHO seek to infl uence policy to benefi t the corporations 
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whose directors guide their work and whose profi ts fund it. Certainly, the will-
ingness of WHO to allow corporations to shape the content and wording of its 
policy statements on NCDs, as described in Chapter 2, show the extent to which 
private interests have infi ltrated its deliberative processes. 

 WHO is an indispensable player in global health. Its constitution grants 
the agency extraordinary rule-making powers, but in more than sixty years, 
the agency has promulgated only two major treaties, one being the Tobacco 
Convention. To achieve its potential to confront the most serious global health 
problems of the twenty-fi rst century, WHO will need to fi nd new ways to ensure 
that private interest are not distorting its public mission.   

    Responses to Globalization   

 To counteract the public health threats posed by corporate-driven globalization, 
several types of organizations have created new global forms of resistance. In the 
following examples, I will examine the successes and limitations of these strate-
gies and assess their potential for creating healthier, more sustainable alterna-
tives to corporate-managed trade. 

    TREATIES   

  Framework Convention on Tobacco Control.  If the trade agreements of 
World Trade Organization show the power of multinational corporations to set 
trade terms that protect profi ts, then the Framework Convention on Tobacco 
Control (FCTC), described briefl y in Chapter 1, demonstrates the potential of 
national governments and non-governmental organizations to forge interna-
tional measures to protect health. Adopted by the World Health Assembly in 
2003 and ratifi ed in 2005, the Framework Convention has been signed by 175 
nations. By 2013, 168 of these governments had formally approved the treaty, 
making it one of the most widely and rapidly accepted of UN treaties.   79    Th e 
United States signed the FCTC in 2004, but Congress has not yet ratifi ed it. Th e 
World Health Organization’s Commission on the Social Determinants of Health 
hailed the FCTC as “an excellent (if rare) example of coherent, global action 
to restrain market availability of a lethal commodity”    80    and suggested it could 
serve as a model for treaties to control other health-damaging commodities like 
alcohol and processed food.   81    

 Th e FCTC process was initiated by the WHO, the one international body 
with an explicit mandate to propose global health treaties. During the FCTC 
negotiations, nations that profi ted from tobacco (United States, Great Britain, 
Germany, Japan, and China), infl uenced by their powerful tobacco lobbies, 
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worked to water down the treaty. In this case, the determination of WHO and 
health offi  cials from many other nations hard hit by tobacco deaths thwarted at 
least some of these eff orts, making the FCTC’s ratifi cation a partial victory for 
the developing world.   82    

 Th e FCTC requires participating nations to fulfi ll seven tasks:   

    1.    Exclude the tobacco industry and other commercial interests from sett ing 
public health policies on tobacco control.  

   2.    Protect people from exposure to tobacco smoke.  
   3.    Regulate the contents of tobacco products and tobacco product disclosures.  
   4.    Package and label tobacco products so that “every person should be informed 

of the health consequences, addictive nature and mortal threat posed by 
tobacco consumption and exposure to tobacco smoke.”   83     

   5.    Provide education, communication, training, and public awareness on 
tobacco and its harms to all relevant constituencies.  

   6.    Limit tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship.  
   7.    Take eff ective measures to promote cessation of tobacco use and adequate 

treatment for tobacco dependence.   84        

 Every two years, nations are required to submit and make public reports docu-
menting their activities and progress in these seven areas. In addition, the FCTC 
enables non-governmental organizations not linked to the tobacco industry to 
participate in its implementation and the reviews of progress. Th is has provided 
an opportunity for health advocates to infl uence the negotiation and implemen-
tation process, an eff ort accelerated by the formation in 1999 of the Framework 
Convention Alliance, a group that now includes more than 350 like-minded 
NGOs from more than 100 countries, working to ensure the full enactment 
of the treaty.   85    Th is contrasts with the exclusion of these types of groups from 
the NAFTA and WTO processes. A participant in the Alliance explained that it 
became “one of the most important factors driving in support of stronger treaty” 
in which the group’s interactions  

  served as a sort of global university for the 500 or so national delegates. 
And over time . . . you could feel the level of knowledge and understand-
ing of these issues increased among the body of delegates . . . the more 
you learn about the science and evidence, the more willing you become 
to support stronger policies because the science supports stronger 
policies.   86      

 In creating a platform for national governments and non-governmental 
organizations from around the world to exchange information, learn from their 
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successes and failures, and develop more eff ective tobacco control strategies, 
the WHO’s FCTC shows a bott om-up response to globalization that serves as 
a morally and politically powerful alternative to the top-down corporate global-
ization that promotes hyperconsumption. 

 Despite these accomplishments, public health critics have noted the FCTC’s 
limitations. Professor Jeff  Collin at the Centre for International Public Health 
Policy at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, noted the agreement “focuses 
overwhelmingly on seeking to reduce demand for tobacco products rather 
than curtail their supply.”   87    By accepting that a world awash in tobacco is the 
unchangeable reality, the FCTC missed opportunities to limit access. 

 Collin observed that the relationship between tobacco control and the World 
Trade Organization was “perhaps the dominant issue during FCTC negotiations, 
and a clear majority of countries favored the inclusion within the Convention of 
language that would give precedence to health over trade.”   88    However, the FCTC 
does not clarify this relationship. Th is failure has allowed the tobacco industry to 
use the WTO and other trade agreements to limit the impact of the FCTC and 
protect its right to promote its products in emerging markets. Collin concluded 
that by giving up the chance to establish the importance of public health over 
free trade, “the FCTC can be seen as having preserved prospects for the future 
growth of transnational tobacco companies.”   89    

 Th e persistent and determined eff orts by the tobacco industry to undermine 
and subvert the FCTC show that ratifi cations of global health treaties are at best 
a fi rst step in controlling harmful corporate practices. From the start, compa-
nies like Philip Morris acted aggressively to limit the treaty’s threats to profi t-
ability. In the late 1990s, it hired the public relations fi rm Mongoven, Biscoe & 
Duchin to limit the impact of the treaty.   90    Th e company advised Philip Morris to 
focus its eff orts on weakening the language of treaty protocols rather than frontal 
opposition:

  Th e history of framework conventions shows that successful weaken-
ing of the language of an article in the framework convention can be 
easily undermined by the protocol process. Th e potential protocols are 
more important to the company in the long-term than the framework 
convention itself. . . . It would be in the company’s best interest to have 
the treaty focus entirely on protecting children and leaving adult choice 
protected.   91     

 In 2012, the WHO chose “tobacco industry interference” as the theme for its 
recognition of World ‘No Tobacco’ Day. In a speech in Singapore that year, 
WHO director-general Dr. Margaret Chan, shown in Figure 6.1, fi rst recounted 
the many successes of the FCTC, including national smoking bans, tobacco 
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tax increases, and hard-hitt ing educational campaigns, each contributing to 
reductions in tobacco use. She then described the changing face of the tobacco 
industry:

  Unfortunately, this is where the balance no longer tips so strongly in 
our favour. Th e enemy, the tobacco industry, has changed its face and its 
tactics. Th e wolf is no longer in sheep’s clothing, and its teeth are bared. 
Tactics aimed at undermining anti-tobacco campaigns, and subvert-
ing the Framework Convention, are no longer covert or cloaked by an 
image of corporate social responsibility. Th ey are out in the open and 
they are extremely aggressive.   92             

 Th en, in language unusual for an international conference, she spoke directly to 
the tobacco industry:

  We’ve come a long way, bullies. We will not be fazed by your harass-
ment. Your products kill nearly 6 million people each year. You run a 
killing and intimidating industry, but not in a crush-proof box. Tobacco 
industry: the number and fortitude of your public health enemies will 
damage your health.   93     

 Advocates for public health can take two views of industry opposition to treaties 
like the FCTC. On one hand, they can say this is what free market democracy 

 
   Figure 6.1    Dr. Margaret Chan, the director-general of the World Health Organization, 
and an outspoken critic of the tobacco industry. Corbis Images.   
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looks like: corporate interests use their money and clout to advance their agenda 
in every way possible. In these asymmetrical batt les, opponents do their best to 
use their resources to thwart health-damaging policies and practices. 

 Th ose who, like Dr. Chan, assert that another world is possible make a diff er-
ent case. Th ey argue that political rules that allow special interests to undermine 
duly ratifi ed international health treaties need to be changed. Th e experience of 
the FCTC demonstrates both the possibility of this approach and the obstacles 
it inevitably encounters. 

 With the partial success of the FCTC, national governments, public health 
offi  cials, and non-governmental organizations have called for other global trea-
ties to limit the rights of corporations to engage in practices that harm health. 

  Small Arms Treaty.  In 1996, the World Health Organization declared that 
violence was a leading public health problem worldwide and urged nations 
to assess its extent. In a 2001 report prepared for the fi rst UN Conference on 
Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons, WHO stated that “violence 
is . . . an important health problem—and one that is largely preventable. Public 
health approaches have much to contribute to solving it.”   94    Such public health 
approaches include health-oriented regulations, anti-violence programs, and 
confl ict resolution.   95    A year later, WHO made securing treaties to control the 
trade in small arms one of its priority recommendations, calling on the UN “to 
seek practical, internationally agreed responses to the global drugs trade and the 
global arms trade.”   96    

 Premature death and serious injuries from gunshots are a major health and 
fi nancial problem in many developing nations, especially for males and young 
adults. One study on injuries from violence in hospitals in fi ve African countries 
found that the probability of death due to gunshot injuries was forty-six times 
greater than death from other types of interpersonal violence, underscoring the 
lethality of fi rearms.   97    Military governments, insurgent movements, and crimi-
nal organizations import small arms to arm their combatants. With time, these 
weapons fi nd their way into the retail market where they contribute to further 
crime, family violence, and accidental injuries and deaths.   98    

 In July 2012, aft er three years of preliminary meetings, offi  cials gathered at the 
United Nations in New York to negotiate the terms of a treaty covering the trade 
in international arms. Ultimately, however, delegates from the 170 nations who 
att ended the meeting failed to reach agreement. Arms-control activists blamed 
the United States and Russia, two of the world’s largest arms exporters, for the 
inability to reach a decision, as both countries said there was not enough time 
left  for them to clarify and resolve issues they had with the draft  treaty.   99    Part of 
the reason for the defeat was strong opposition from the U.S. gun lobby, which 
falsely charged that the treaty would restrict the U.S. government’s right to set 
gun policy within the United States. Richard Patt erson, the managing director of 
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the Sporting Arms and Ammunition Manufacturers’ Institute, the trade associa-
tion of U.S. gun makers, testifi ed “that hundreds of millions of citizens regularly 
use fi rearms for the greater good,” and that a “treaty that does not support the 
positive use of fi rearms is doomed to cause more harm than good.”   100    

 As with the FCTC, non-governmental organizations have also played an 
important role in advocating for the Smalls Arms Treaty. Th e International 
Action Network on Small Arms, a global network that includes policy organi-
zations, national gun control groups, women’s groups, research institutes, aid 
agencies, faith groups, gun violence survivors, and human rights and commu-
nity action organizations, advocates passage of the Small Arms Treaty and cam-
paigns for “policies that will protect human security.”   101    

 Although the Obama Administration supported the Small Arms Treaty, it has 
also proposed to relax restrictions on the export of small arms in order to increase 
market share for U.S. gun manufacturers. Two federal agencies, the departments 
of Justice and Homeland Security, voiced concerns about these proposals, fear-
ing they would make it easier for terrorists and criminals to get guns.   102    In a rare 
example of shared interest, the senior vice-president of the National Shooting 
Sports Foundation endorsed the White House proposal. “Our industry totally 
supports the White House eff orts on this,” the offi  cial said. “Th e U.S. loses out to 
European and Israeli competitors who aren’t forced to deal with these delays.”   103    

 As with tobacco, an alliance between gun makers and governments of coun-
tries with big gun makers has used the goal of promoting trade to delay and 
weaken a treaty that has the potential to save lives. On the day the UN treaty 
failed to win approval in 2012, Anna MacDonald, head of arms control at Oxfam, 
observed, “Today was the day for political courage—not delays and dithering. 
Some 50,000 people lost their lives through armed violence during the course 
of these month-long negotiations. Th e out-of-control arms trade must—and 
will—be stopped.”   104    In April 2013, the United Nation’s General Assembly 
fi nally approved a modifi ed treaty; within fi ve months, more than eighty nations 
had endorsed the treaty.   105    

  Food Marketing to Children.  In 2007, an International Obesity Taskforce 
(IOTF) Working Group met in Sydney, Australia, to develop recommendations 
for action on changing food and beverage marketing practices that target chil-
dren. Th e group proposed that global and national measures to reduce market-
ing to children should: “(i) Support the rights of children; (ii) aff ord substantial 
protection to children; (iii) be statutory in nature; (iv) take a wide defi nition of 
commercial promotions; (v) guarantee commercial-free childhood sett ings; (vi) 
include cross-border media; and (vii) be evaluated, monitored and enforced.”   106    
Industry groups opposed the call for statutory guidelines, calling instead for vol-
untary industry-developed standards, the road now being pursued in the United 
States and the United Kingdom. 
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 Th e Working Group advocated a rights-based approach that invoked the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Children to justify elevating the 
rights of children to a level that supersedes potentially confl icting rights claimed 
by food marketers. However, as Shiriki Kumanyika, an expert on child obesity 
at the University of Pennsylvania, observed, “Th e concept that the rights of chil-
dren will take precedence over the rights of others may be more idealistic than 
practical. . . . Th e question of power is inevitable. Th at is, operationally, having 
rights may be less important than having the power (collective and individual 
agency) to exercise one’s rights or obtain one’s entitled protections.”   107    

 More recently, as part of its eff ort to reduce non-communicable diseases, 
the WHO has also developed and endorsed a set of recommendations on the 
marketing of food to children, and its member states are encouraged to adopt 
these recommendations. In 2011, an editorial in the British medical journal 
 Lancet  argued that “one immensely important next step in the fi ght against non-
communicable diseases could be the agreement on a framework convention on 
obesity control.” Th is recommendation was based on the assessment that all 
indications so far are that the voluntary standards proposed by the food and 
beverage industry are ineff ective.   108    Moreover, the global reach of major food 
companies makes uniform international rules imperative. As yet, no action has 
been taken to negotiate a framework convention on food marketing.  

    NATIONAL  GOVERNMENTS   

 Some national governments have also resisted corporate-managed free trade. 
As I described previously, the Doha Declaration affi  rmed WTO rules permit-
ting countries to issue compulsory licenses for essential medicines, even if such 
licenses bypass the patent rights of pharmaceutical companies in developed 
nations. Let’s examine how Brazil has used this power to develop an internation-
ally recognized model for reducing the burden of HIV infection and AIDS. 

  Brazil.  In 1996, the Brazilian president signed a law establishing free distri-
bution of drugs to people living with HIV/AIDS, the fi rst nation to make such 
treatment a universal right.   109    Pushed by a large and energetic AIDS movement, 
the Brazilian government made human rights, public health, and economic argu-
ments for maintaining and strengthening the free distribution program. A 2002 
report by Brazil’s Ministry of Health concluded that the cost savings of the free 
distribution program were almost $1.1 billion, all due to its prevention of oppor-
tunistic infections and averted hospitalizations.   110    

 Brazil used both threats and action to get the changes it wanted from multina-
tional pharmaceutical companies. In 2001, Brazil announced it was considering 
breaking patents for two antiretrovirals: nelfi navir, produced by Roche, and efa-
virenz, produced by Merck, if the companies did not reduce their prices. Merck 
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agreed to lower the price of efavirenz by 60 percent, but when Roche off ered 
a smaller reduction for nelfi navir, the Brazilian government said it intended to 
break Roche’s patent and to produce nelfi navir domestically at a government 
laboratory. A few weeks later, Roche agreed to further reduce the price of the 
drug, and Brazil dropped its plans to break the patent.   111    

 Earlier that year, the United States asked the WTO to examine the compatibil-
ity of Brazilian patent laws on compulsory licensing with TRIPS  requirements—
in essence calling for an investigation of Brazil’s price reduction on life-saving 
medications. A spate of protest from international AIDS organizations and the 
UN Human Rights Commission led the United States government to withdraw 
that request a few months later. 

 Six years later, aft er it was revealed that Merck was still charging Brazil $1.59 
per pill, while charging Th ailand only 65 cents, Brazil did issue a compulsory 
license for efavirenz.   112    Th e country began manufacturing its own generic ver-
sion, saving $30 million in 2007 and providing the medication to nearly 65,000 
of the 170,000 people in Brazil receiving free HIV treatment. 

 Predictably, Brazil’s decision elicited a variety of responses. Merck said it was 
“profoundly disappointed” by the decision and warned that the “expropriation 
of intellectual property sends a chilling signal to research-based companies.”   113    
Merck contended that it “cannot sustain a situation in which the developed coun-
tries alone are expected to bear the cost for essential drugs.” Pedro Chequer, the 
former head of Brazil’s AIDS program, said, “I am really proud of this wonder-
ful political decision.” James Love, an economist who runs Knowledge Ecology 
International, a think tank in Washington, D.C., that supports access to essential 
medicines, observed that the actions of Brazil, Th ailand, and other countries 
threaten Big Pharma, who worry that this movement could go beyond AIDS 
to heart disease and other ailments. “Th ere’s a big push in Th ailand to do it for 
everything.”   114    

  India.  In 2012, the patent authority of the Indian government issued a 
compulsory license for sorafenib, a patented anti-cancer drug used to treat of 
advanced-stage kidney and liver cancer. Bayer, the German-based manufacturer 
of the patented version, Nexavar, said it was “disappointed” with India’s decision 
to issue a compulsory license and later decided to appeal to a higher court.   115    Th e 
new license India issued requires the domestic company producing the generic 
version to sell sorafenib at a 97 percent discount to Bayer’s existing product, mak-
ing the drug available to thousands more people. In its approval of the compul-
sory license, the patent authority noted that Bayer's branded drug Nexavar sells 
for $5,181 for a month’s supply while the generics competitor which brought the 
case planned to sell its version for $160 a month.   116    

 WHO estimates that 1.7 billion people in the world have litt le or no access 
to essential medicines, a clear indication that the market has failed to meet this 
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human need.   117    Compulsory licensing off ers governments an opportunity to 
shrink this population at the expense of revenues for multinational drug com-
panies. As the demand for drugs to treat the burgeoning epidemics of NCDs in 
China, India, Brazil, and other emerging nations rises, the stakes of compulsory 
licensing will grow both for governments and pharmaceutical companies.  

    GLOBAL  CORPORATE  CAMPAIGNS   

 In Brazil, Th ailand, India, and elsewhere, AIDS became a driving force for 
rethinking the connections between trade and health. Two researchers on the 
infl uence of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) on the drug industry 
concluded that “there would not have been a good case for trade policy activism 
without the HIV/AIDS crisis.”   118    Th is activism made demands on both govern-
ments and directly on drug companies. 

  Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) . TAC was created in South Africa 
in 1998 to ensure that every person living with HIV has access to quality 
comprehensive prevention and treatment services to live a healthy life. With 
more than 16,000 members, 267 branches, and 72 full-time staff  members, 
TAC has become the leading civil society force behind comprehensive 
healthcare services for people living with HIV and AIDS in South Africa.   119    
Zachi Achmat, one of TAC’s founders, explained the source of its activists’ 
passions: “Mostly our anger was directed at the pharmaceutical companies, 
and their excessive profi teering on medicines, particularly HIV medicines.”   120    
In its campaigns to lower the price of AIDS drugs, TAC demonstrates the 
power of grassroots organizations to channel this anger into challenges to 
corporate-managed trade. 

 Th e foundation for TAC’s actions, explained TAC activist Mark Heywood 
was the human rights guaranteed by the post-apartheid South African consti-
tution. Th e organization believed that that excessive pricing of essential medi-
cines by multinational drug companies violated constitutionally protected 
rights to life, equality, dignity, autonomy, and access to healthcare services.   121    
In TAC’s view, intellectual property was not an inviolable human right, but a 
device granted by the state for a public purpose, one that could be modifi ed if 
needed.   122    Based on this analysis, TAC carried out campaigns to enforce these 
rights, using a combination of negotiation, litigation, and mobilization to get 
the South African government and multinational drug companies to fulfi ll their 
obligations. In the course of their history, they have developed alliances with 
global NGOs, faith organizations, and philanthropies. Many of TAC’s founders 
were also members of the African National Congress, the party that led South 
Africa’s struggles against apartheid, giving them deep roots in the nation’s his-
tory of resistance and struggle. 
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 TAC’s concerns about drug prices were precipitated in part by a success-
ful eff ort by the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America 
(PhRMA), the U.S.  drug trade group profi led in Chapter  4, to persuade the 
U.S. government to pressure South Africa to repeal legislation that gave it added 
power to set drug prices and override patent protections. In addition, forty-one 
multinational pharmaceutical companies called on South Africa to change its 
law.   123    James Joseph, then U.S. Ambassador to South Africa, wrote a lett er to rep-
resentatives of the South African Government, strongly urging South Africa to 
alter its patent law. In 1998 and 1999, the U.S. Trade Representative put South 
Africa on a special watch list based on a determination that South Africa failed 
to provide adequate intellectual property protection, a step that set the stage 
for the United States to impose unilateral trade sanctions on South Africa.   124    In 
response, TAC called for international protests against what it called “drug profi -
teering” that would cost lives. 

 Th e co-chairman of the United States/South Africa Binational Commission, 
a group created to improve communication and cooperation between the two 
countries, was U.S. Vice-President Al Gore. At PhRMA’s request, Gore had 
become actively involved in pressuring South Africa to give in to industry 
demands to change its laws. In an important example of global solidarity, TAC 
asked American AIDS groups, including the combative ACT UP, to use Gore’s 
presidential campaign to raise the issue in the U.S.  national media. Chanting 
“Gore’s Greed Kills: Africa Needs AIDS Drugs,” the group disrupted a number 
of his campaign events, including the announcement of his run for the presi-
dency. In addition, the U.S. Congressional Black Caucus sent Gore a lett er urg-
ing him to support more aff ordable HIV medicines in South Africa.   125    

 In response to this pressure, a few months later, the U.S.  and the South 
African governments announced that the controversy was resolved and that the 
U.S. government would no longer pressure South Africa. In return, South Africa 
promised to adhere to its obligations under TRIPS.   126    

 Despite this agreement, drug companies continued to charge prices that 
put anti-retrovirals out of reach of the tens of thousands of HIV-infected South 
Africans who needed them. On at least fi ve occasions, TAC has undertaken 
constitutional litigation to challenge the pricing structures of GlaxoSmithKline, 
Boehringer Ingelheim, and other drug companies.   127    As in Brazil, in some cases 
the mere threat of legal action by TAC or other groups was enough to bring about 
a reduction in the price of several essential medicines for HIV-related opportu-
nistic infections.   128    When TAC was founded in late 1998, the price of the tradi-
tional fi rst-line regimen of anti-retroviral medicines was approximately R4500 
per month. By 2007, the fi rst-line regimen cost less than R300 per month.   129    

  Infant Formula Action Coalition (INFACT) . Global activist campaigns 
against corporations have achieved other important victories. In one of the fi rst 
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corporate campaigns to focus on public health, the U.S.-based INFACT launched 
a boycott  of Nestlé’s products in 1977 that sought to persuade the multinational 
food company to stop promoting its infant formula. Researchers had shown that 
bott le-fed babies were much more likely to die or get sick in their fi rst year of life, 
and that the advertising campaigns of Nestlé and other infant formula compa-
nies were designed to give the false impression that infant formula was a healthy 
alternative to breast feeding.   130   ,   131    Th e boycott  soon spread to Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, and Europe. Nestlé hired the public relations fi rm Mongoven, 
Biscoe & Duchin, the same company Philip Morris International later hired to 
assist in weakening the FCTC, to help it counter the boycott .   132    

 In 1981, despite industry opposition, 118 national governments voted to 
approve the WHO/UNICEF International Code on Marketing of Breast-Milk 
Substitutes,   133    the code that Guatemala had used in the previously described 
litigation to force Gerber to change its infant formula advertising. Th e Code 
calls upon the baby formula industry to stop giving free formula samples to 
new mothers and hospitals; eliminate “Milk Nurses,” salespeople disguised as 
health professionals; halt direct promotion to mothers; and restrict promotion 
to the health professions. In 1984, aft er Nestlé signed an agreement pledging to 
abide by the Code, INFACT suspended the seven-year boycott  against the Swiss 
food giant. While the United States initially voted against the Code, in 1994, 
the Clinton Administration in eff ect endorsed the Code, giving it the support of 
every WHO member state.   134    

 Th irty-fi ve years later, the campaign against Nestlé illustrates both the 
strengths and weaknesses of a campaign approach. On the positive side, activ-
ists played a key role in pushing WHO and UNICEF to pass a global code of 
marketing—a tool that, like the FCTC, continues to be used by international 
organizations, governments, and advocacy groups to monitor industry practices 
and push for compliance. Th e Code contains clear, direct language that refl ects 
the perspectives of medical and public health experts, not the industry’s. Th is 
contrasts with the voluntary codes of conduct that the global food and alcohol 
industries have created, which strongly refl ect their self-interests. Th e campaign 
against Nestlé also helped create an ongoing activist organization, now called 
Corporate Accountability International, which serves as a catalyst on other 
global health issues, including tobacco and fast food, and as a training ground 
for future activists.   135    

 On the negative side, Nestlé and other infant formula companies still rou-
tinely violate the Code. A recent report by the International Baby Food Action 
Network (IBFAN) titled  Breaking the Rules, Stretching the Rules  found that, while 
77 percent of signing countries have taken some action to implement the Code, 
monitoring and enforcement are still inadequate, particularly when laws and legal 
systems are weak.   136    IBFAN concluded that “only eff ective national legislation, 
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properly enforced and monitored—independently from the  companies—can 
protect child health.”   137    

 One conclusion from both the TAC and INFACT campaigns is that gett ing 
multinational corporations to agree to change their harmful practices is only 
a fi rst step. Monitoring implementation of these commitments, taking action 
when guidelines or laws are not followed, and persuading reluctant governments 
to make companies uphold their pledges are continuing challenges. 

 We have seen that international treaties, public health regulation by national 
governments, and global activist campaigns can each claim victories in the bat-
tles for trade practices that support rather than undermine health. Th ese stories 
show that oft en these three approaches combine to have a synergistic impact. 
Th ey also show that local, national, and global alliances can create moral and 
political pressure that has at time forced the world’s largest corporations to 
change their practices. In this way, they foreshadow an alternative approach to 
global trade that puts human need ahead of profi ts; provides a platform for the 
voices of concerned citizens, advocates, health offi  cials, and national govern-
ments; and uses the powerful channels of globalization to expand rather than 
contract the common cultural and natural resources that bind humans every-
where together. 

 But these alternatives to corporate managed trade are fragile and do not yet 
constitute a consistently powerful alternative to the corporate consumption 
complex. As yet, few global organizations have the capacity to weave the dis-
parate strands of people-managed globalization into a coherent and eff ective 
global force. In the next chapter, I  describe some of the building blocks for a 
more sustainable and powerful movement against hyperconsumption and its 
health consequences.          



     Part Two 

CREATING SOLUTIONS   
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 Optimism Past, Present, and Future

The Building Blocks for a Movement    

    Some readers may be discouraged by the evidence of the immense power of cor-
porations to shape health, or perhaps pessimistic about realistic solutions that 
can bett er protect well-being. But there are grounds for optimism in our past and 
present, and in our prospects for the future. 

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, U.S. corporate power 
had reached new heights and corporate practices in the workplace, environ-
ment, and market threatened the living conditions and health of millions of 
Americans. Yet, in the following decades, mortality dropped precipitously. 
In the twentieth century, the average lifespan of people in the United States 
lengthened by more than thirty years; researchers att ribute twenty-fi ve years 
of this gain to advances in public health.   1    Living conditions improved signif-
icantly, and in the years between World War II and the early 1970s, income 
inequality declined. How did this happen? What can we learn from these suc-
cesses in improving the quality of life and reducing mortality by mitigating the 
harm from corporate practices? 

 Today, thousands of organizations throughout the United States and many 
more around the world are organizing to protect people’s health from corpora-
tions that put profi t over well-being. Th ey work at the local, regional, national, 
and global levels. Th ey include governments, professional organizations, interna-
tional non-governmental organizations, community organizations, researchers, 
advocates, and many more. Th ey use tactics from legislation, litigation, and bal-
lot initiatives, to demonstrations, boycott s, and civil disobedience. And together 
they have forced companies to label ingredients, improve working conditions, 
take products off  the market, compensate victims of dangerous products, and 
reduce pollution. 

 And from our critical analysis of these experiences comes our hope for 
optimism about the world’s future. What can we learn from the successes and 
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limitations of these organizations and their campaigns? What lessons do they 
off er to those who seek to build a movement for healthy more sustainable 
consumption? 

 In this chapter, I analyze past successes in improving public health and survey 
the panoply of current activism and movements that are challenging the corpo-
rate role in health. My goal is to identify the building blocks for an alternative to 
the corporate consumption complex and its brand of hyperconsumption.    

      Optimism Past   
    FOOD AND DRUG SAFETY    

  All day long the blazing midsummer sun beat down upon that square 
mile of abominations: upon tens of thousands of catt le crowded into 
pens whose wooden fl oors stank and steamed contagion; upon bare, 
blistering, cinder-strewn railroad tracks and huge blocks of dingy meat 
factories, whose labyrinthine passages defi ed a breath of fresh air to 
penetrate them; and there were not merely rivers of hot blood and car-
loads of moist fl esh, and rendering-vats and soap caldrons, glue-facto-
ries and fertilizer tanks, that smelt like the craters of hell—there were 
also tons of garbage festering in the sun, and the greasy laundry of the 
workers hung out to dry, and dining rooms litt ered with food and black 
with fl ies, and toilet rooms that were open sewers.   2     

 Th ese words, from Upton Sinclair’s 1906 exposé of the meat industry,  Th e 
Jungle , played a critical role in persuading Congress to pass and President Teddy 
Roosevelt to sign two new laws:  the Meat Inspection Act, which signifi cantly 
expanded the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s inspection of the slaughtering 
and packing of meats, and the Food and Drug Act of 1906, which created a 
national agency to protect the public from unsafe food and drugs. 

 Sinclair’s descriptions—meat workers sick with tuberculosis spitt ing on the 
fl oor, then dragging butchered meat across it; sausages that included rat drop-
pings; the selling of rott en meat and moldy sausages that had been rejected for 
sale in Europe; spoiled meat dyed with borax or rubbed with soda to remove the 
smell—sickened readers and led many to act. Within weeks of the publication of 
 Th e Jungle , sales of meat fell by half. Horrifi ed readers sent President Roosevelt a 
hundred lett ers a day asking him to act.   3    Th e American Medical Association also 
supported the creation of a new agency. Its leaders warned Republicans that if 
the Senate did not pass a bill, its 135,000 members would urge their patients to 
lobby the Senate.   4    Reluctantly, Roosevelt invited Sinclair to the White House to 
discuss conditions in Chicago’s meat industry.   5    Sinclair, a socialist activist as well 
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as a journalist, had hoped that  Th e Jungle  would improve working conditions for 
the exploited meat packers as well as food safety. He later wrote, “I aimed at the 
public’s heart and by accident, I hit it in the stomach.”   6    

 Other exposés in popular magazines educated consumers about the risks of 
patent medicines, heavily advertised but oft en ineff ective remedies sold over 
the counter. In  Collier’s  magazine, the muckraking journalist Samuel Hopkins 
Adams informed readers of the limited eff ectiveness, side eff ects, and addictive 
properties of patent medicines. “Gullible America,” he wrote in 1905,  

  will spend this year some seventy-fi ve millions of dollars in the pur-
chase of patent medicines. In consideration of this sum it will swallow 
huge quantities of alcohol, an appalling amount of opiates and narcot-
ics, a wide assortment of varied drugs ranging from powerful and dan-
gerous heart depressants to insidious liver stimulants; and, far in excess 
of other ingredients, undiluted fraud. For fraud, exploited by the skilful-
est [ sic ] of advertising bunco men, is the basis of the trade.   7      

 Adams explained the benefi ts of regulation, encouraging consumers to lobby 
for new food and drug protections. Th e industry, of course, actively opposed 
the legislation. A representative of the Proprietary Association, the trade orga-
nizations of patent-medicine makers, said that a law requiring labeling “would 
practically destroy the sale of proprietary remedies in the United States,” not 
because of the expense, but because the requirement “to disclose that fanciful 
products were actually as plain as the bott les of powder in any apothecary would 
be catastrophic.”   8    

 Congress was inundated with petitions from members of the General 
Federation of Women’s Clubs and the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
leaders of the home economics movement, and public health offi  cials, all 
demanding regulation of patent medicines.   9    Another series of exposés showed 
how patent-medicine manufacturers were using their power over the press to 
defeat state regulation, highlighting the importance of strengthening democratic 
safeguards. 

 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the practices of both 
the food and pharmaceutical industries threatened health. Contaminated meat, 
milk, and water caused many food-borne infections, including typhoid fever, 
tuberculosis, botulism, and scarlet fever.   10    Patent medicines, which in the early 
twentieth century accounted for nearly half of newspapers’ advertising revenue, 
threatened health with the ingredients they did and did not include. Many con-
tained alcohol, opium, cocaine, morphine, or chloroform, putt ing users at risk of 
addiction.   11    Coca-Cola was introduced in 1885 as a patent medicine that at fi rst 
included both alcohol and cocaine. Its inventor, John Pemberton, claimed that 
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the drink was an eff ective treatment for various conditions, including dyspepsia, 
headaches, impotence, and morphine addiction. In 1893, one William Radam 
sold Microbe Killer, another nostrum, about which he claimed, “No disease in 
the world will not yield to the Microbe Killer.”   12    

 Reformers made several eff orts to pass new federal legislation during the late 
nineteenth century but failed due to industry opposition and lack of popular 
support. While several states passed laws regulating food safety or patent medi-
cines, they were generally weakly enforced. Moreover, as both the food and 
pharmaceutical industries produced and distributed for national markets, state 
laws became inadequate to protect consumers. Some big companies decided to 
support national rather than state rules to enable economies of scale in produc-
tion and as a competitive edge against smaller producers, who had more diffi  -
culty meeting national standards.   13    

 As policymakers and health offi  cials came to recognize that deceptive adver-
tising oft en left  consumers without the knowledge or skills to make informed 
decisions about complex and multi-ingredient products, support for stricter 
regulation increased. At the same time, science was developing the tools to 
help consumers make informed judgements. In 1902, a government scientist, 
Dr. Harvey Wiley (who later became the director of the newly established Food 
and Drug Administration), began human experiments with volunteers that 
tested the health eff ects of increasing doses of frequently used food preserva-
tives. He found that several common preservatives, including borax and formal-
dehyde, caused gastric distress, headaches, and bowel troubles.   14    

 Did the new federal regulations of the early twentieth century make a diff er-
ence? In the case of food-borne infections, the answer was a clear yes. Once the 
sources and characteristics of food-borne diseases were identifi ed, they could 
be mitigated through handwashing, sanitation, refrigeration, pasteurization, 
and pesticide application. Healthier animal care, feeding, and processing also 
improved food supply safety. In 1900, the incidence of one food-borne illness, 
typhoid fever, was approximately 100 per 100,000 population; by 1920, it had 
decreased to 33.8, and by 1950, to 1.7.   15    For consumer drugs, additional legis-
lation was needed to adequately protect consumers. In 1938, Congress passed 
a law requiring that drugs be proven safe before they could be sold; in 1962, 
another law required they be proven eff ective.   16    

 In addition to protecting public health, these regulations established impor-
tant political precedents. As Philip Hilts wrote in his history of the FDA, “In 
creating a regime of food and drug regulation, Roosevelt and Congress were 
establishing the principle that it was now the job of government not just to cham-
pion commerce but to intervene when it got out of hand.”   17    Teddy Roosevelt 
put it a diff erent way: “Every new social relation begets a new type of wrongdo-
ing—of sin, to use an old-fashioned word—and many years always elapse before 
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society is able to turn this sin into a crime which can be eff ectively punished by 
law.”   18     

    WORKER SAFETY  AND HEALTH   

 At the start of the twentieth century, as the United States was rapidly indus-
trializing, worker diseases such as coal workers’ pneumoconiosis (black lung 
disease) and silicosis were common. Workplace injuries and deaths in mining, 
construction, and other sectors were an especially important problem. As one 
observer noted in 1907,  

  To unprecedented prosperity . . . there is a seamy side of which litt le 
is said. Th ousands of wage earners, men, women and children, [ are ] 
caught in the machinery of our record-breaking production and turned 
out cripples. Other thousands [ are ] killed outright . . . How many there 
[ are ] none can say exactly for we are too busy making the record pro-
duction to count the dead.   19      

 During the Progressive Era of 1890 to 1920, reformers, labor unions, health 
professionals, public offi  cials, and some business leaders came together to 
demand stronger government protection for worker safety and more rights for 
workers to participate in sett ing public policy.   20    Over the ensuing decades, their 
eff orts paid off , with new state and federal laws regulating workplace health and 
safety, plus new agencies charged with enforcing the regulations. Labor unions 
were oft en at the forefront of persuading states and Congress to pass these types 
of standards for corporate behavior. Th ese measures included workers’ compen-
sation laws and the formation of the Mine Safety and Health Administration 
(MSHA), the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and 
the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). Th e results 
were physical changes in the workplace, such as improved ventilation and dust 
suppression in mines; safer equipment; development and introduction of safer 
work practices; and improved training of health and safety professionals and of 
workers.   21    

 Not surprisingly, these developments resulted in improved health for work-
ers. According to the National Safety Council, deaths from work-related injuries 
declined 90 percent between 1933 and 1997—from 37 per 100,000 workers to 
4 per 100,000.   22    If today’s workforce had the same risk of dying from injuries 
as it did in 1933, then an additional 40,000 workers would have died in 1997.   23    

 Remarkably, these health gains have not plateaued. Between 1980 and 2000, 
the rate of fatal occupational injuries declined an additional 40 percent.   24    Since 
the estimated cost of workplace injuries from medical care, lost wages, and lost 
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productivity equals $146.6 billion annually, these reductions in deaths saved 
hundreds of billions of dollars. Although many workplace hazards persist and 
new ones related to the twenty-fi rst–century workforce are emerging, the dra-
matic decline in workplace deaths and injuries led the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention to declare that improvements in workplace safety were 
one of the greatest triumphs of twentieth-century public health.   25     

    CHILD  LABOR   

 Another advance in workplace health was the mostly successful eff ort to end 
child labor in America. In 1910, more than 2 million children under the age of fi f-
teen were employed in the United States, working in canneries, textile mills (see 
Figure 7.1), tobacco factories, and agriculture.   26    While some states had laws lim-
iting children’s work hours, these rules were generally weak and poorly enforced. 
In 1910, Edward Klopper, the Secretary of the Ohio Valley National Child Labor 
Committ ee, told members of the American Public Health Association,  

  Th e standard child labor law may be a thing of beauty as it reposes 
tranquilly on the pages of an admiring commonwealth’s statute books, 
but it can never become a joy forever until it is completely and impar-
tially enforced. Th e preservation of the health, and therefore the future 
effi  ciency, of working children depend in large measure upon strict 
enforcement.   27      

 A movement led by Florence Kelly, Jane Addams, and other reformers, aided 
by church groups, women’s clubs, and civic organizations, persuaded Congress 
to pass federal legislation in 1916 to limit the age at which children could work 
without restrictions and parental consent.   28    However, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared the law unconstitutional, saying it unduly interfered with interstate 
commerce. Only in 1941 did the Supreme Court reverse this decision, forcing 
businesses to abide by the rule and allowing children to work only outside of 
school hours and forbidding children under eighteen to hold jobs hazardous to 
their health.   29    By the 1950s, child labor in America had declined signifi cantly, 
and with it the threats it posed to children’s well-being.   30    However, as the move-
ment to protect children dissipated aft er the 1960s, child labor re-emerged in 
new ways—in the fast food industry and in new types of agricultural work, again 
posing threats to the well-being of the nation’s children.   31    Globally, it is estimated 
that 215 million children are still involved in child labor.   32           

 In the last several decades, new threats to food safety, occupational health, 
and child welfare have emerged as businesses devise new strategies to over-
come and thwart public oversight. But the early successes on food safety, worker 
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   Figure 7.1    A boy inside the cott on mill where he worked in the late nineteenth century.  
  Corbis Images.    

health, and child labor demonstrate that it is possible for popular mobilizations 
to bring about changes in the practices of powerful corporations, and in so 
doing to create a healthier and more democratic society. Th ese changes in cor-
porate practices prevented premature deaths, extended the lifespan of the aver-
age American, and reduced injuries and disease. Th ey also improved living and 
working conditions for millions of people. For the most part, these reforms have 
persisted into the twenty-fi rst century, showing that public health protections 
that enjoy popular support can endure, even as corporations seek new profi table 
ways to cut corners.   

    Optimism Present   

 If past successes demonstrate that diverse sectors of society have successfully 
mobilized to change harmful corporate practices, current activities show that 
every sector of society has the potential to take action to change how corpo-
rations do business. In this section, I briefl y describe six examples of recent 
eff orts by a variety of individuals and organizations to modify corporate prac-
tices that contribute to premature death or preventable illness or injury. Th ese 
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vignett es, one from each of the six industries I have considered, demonstrate 
some of the accomplishments of recent campaigns to protect public health 
against risky corporate practices. Analyzing their successes to identify promis-
ing strategies and tactics can help synthesize these experiences into lessons 
that can guide organizers for a comprehensive movement to transform cur-
rent patt erns of illness and health. Equally important, probing the limitations 
of current activism can suggest new approaches to overcoming these failures. 

    NEW YORK CITY  FOOD JUSTICE  MOVEMENT:  BLENDING 
ALTERNATIVE  FOOD ACTIVISTS  AND CRITICS  OF 
CORPORATE  FOOD   

 In New York City, a “food justice movement” is growing that, in its diversity of 
participants, issues, and strategies, illustrates the potential for a national food 
movement that can challenge the dominant industrial food system. New York 
City’s emerging movement includes a wide cross-section of constituencies, 
listed in   Table 7.1   below. Th ese disparate individuals and organizations consti-
tute a new force that is determined to change the choices the city’s food envi-
ronments now off er. Examining the accomplishments and limitations of this 
emerging movement provides insights into the dynamic tensions between those 
who seek to create personal alternatives to corporate consumption and those 
who want to reduce the infl uence of profi t-seeking corporations on American 
society.        

 In the last fi ve years, the movement has contributed to numerous changes 
in policy and public att itude. Some changes target corporations directly: 
New  York City’s food movement contributed to a requirement for calorie 
labeling in all restaurant and fast food chains, subsidies for supermarkets that 
operate in low-income neighborhoods, and a ban on trans fats in restaurant 
food. Others have begun to create alternative food systems, ones not so depen-
dent on big corporations. Farmers’ markets are now common throughout the 
city’s fi ve boroughs, with upstate farmers selling fresh, local food and accepting 
food stamps to encourage low-income customers. A farm-to-school program 
brings fresh food to some of the city’s public schools. And Green Carts—
mostly immigrant street vendors whose carts may have previously sold hot 
dogs and soft  drinks—now sell fresh fruits and vegetables on city streets in 
low-income neighborhoods. In some cases, the food movement has supported 
initiatives of New York City’s mayor, billionaire Michael Bloomberg, a public 
health champion. In other cases it has opposed mayoral policies, such as the 
requirement that food stamp recipients be fi ngerprinted prior to gett ing ben-
efi ts, or his unwillingness to support a living wage for the city’s low-income 
workers, many in the food sector. 
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 One of the largest and most diverse of New York City’s food justice organi-
zations is the Brooklyn Food Coalition (BFC), a grassroots organization with 
three overriding goals: making healthy, aff ordable food available for all; creat-
ing a sustainable food system; and seeking justice for food workers.   33    BFC was 
founded in March 2009, and its fi rst conference drew 3,000 people of all ages 
and backgrounds. It has launched projects in school food, living wages for food 
workers, and establishing alliances with upstate farmers. In 2012, BFC off ered 
education and advocacy to Brooklyn residents on the federal Farm and Food 
Bill, the legislation that authorizes farm support and food assistance. BFC made 
the case that the renewal provided an opportunity to take money away from 
big agribusiness corporations and redirect it to more local producers. Nancy 

    Table 7.1    Constituencies in New York City’s Emerging Food Justice Movement   

  Constituencies    Who want:  

 Parents  Healthier school food for their children and 
protection against the intrusions of marketers of 
unhealthy foods 

 Food workers  Living wages and safer working conditions 

 Chefs  Healthier, tastier, and more local foods on their 
menus 

 Churchgoers  Opportunities to manifest faith in food pantries, 
soup kitchens, and food justice activism and to 
reduce poverty and inequality 

 Immigrants  Familiar and healthy sustenance for their families 
and alternatives to ubiquitous fast food and soda 

 Residents of low-income 
neighborhoods 

 Healthier and more aff ordable food choices in their 
neighborhood 

 Staff  and volunteers at New York’s 
1,200 food pantries and soup 
kitchens 

 Reductions in hunger, food insecurity, poverty, and 
inequality in the city 

 Health professionals and 
researchers 

 Reductions in city’s epidemics of obesity and 
diet-related diseases and in health inequalities 

 People with diabetes and other 
diet-related diseases 

 Bett er food choices that help them manage disease 
and prevent complications 

 Elected offi  cials, agency staff , and 
policymakers 

 Improvements in food policies and credit for 
change that will help them win votes 
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Romer, a founder of the Brooklyn Food Coalition, explained her view of the role 
of corporations:

  Th e biggest problem in the food system is the control of local, regional, 
state, and national governments by multinational corporations. If we 
could wrest control over our food choices back from the corporations, 
the opportunities for sustainable food systems are endless. Th e city of 
New York provides around 1 million meals every day; if city agencies 
could determine where they sourced the food for those meals, and 
could choose regional small- or medium-scale farmers as their go-to 
source, that alone would make a huge diff erence in strengthening the 
local food system, as well as the local economy. Th e same goes for pro-
cessed and cooked foods—if local suppliers of these foods were given 
preference over multinational suppliers, New York’s economy would be 
given a huge boost.   34     

 Th e BFC’s 2012 conference drew almost 6,000 people, some fi rst-time partici-
pants and others experienced activists. Th ey came from neighborhoods through-
out Brooklyn and New  York City and att ended more than 160 workshops on 
such topics as “Corporations: Creating Impact Th rough the Food Chain,” “Faith 
and Feeding the Hungry,” “Organizing for Farmworker Justice,” and “Free Trade 
vs. Safe, Just, and Sustainable Food.” An important goal of the meeting, explained 
Romer, was to bring “all these activists out of their ‘silos,’ or the specifi c areas in 
which they are working. We need to work as a movement, not as factions with 
independent goals, because we are all working toward a healthier, fairer, and more 
sustainable global food system.”   35    By enabling its participants to weave together 
the concerns that motivate food activists—problems such as child obesity and 
diet-related chronic diseases, hunger and food insecurity, climate change and loss 
of agricultural land, income inequality and unsafe working conditions for food 
workers—BFC seeks to create a stronger fabric that unites its members. 

 In 2013, in anticipation of the city’s mayoral election, BFC joined with 10 
other New York City food and hunger organizations to sponsor the city’s fi rst 
Mayoral Candidates Forum on food policy. Almost 2,000 people participated in 
the forum, and candidates answered a variety of questions on their positions on 
food policy. Several candidates proposed new policies to require food corpora-
tions to off er healthier fare to city residents. Marion Nestle, the NYU nutrition 
professor who moderated the forum, concluded that the New York City “food 
movement is strong enough to make candidates for offi  ce stand up, listen and 
take food issues seriously.”   36    

 Some BFC members are connected to regional, statewide, national, and inter-
national eff orts to change food policies. Others rarely leave their neighborhoods. 



Optimism Past,  Present,  and Future  191

One of the BFC’s strengths is the multiple formal and informal networks of its 
members who belong to church, environmental, and labor rights groups. In 
its work on school food, BFC conducted aggressive outreach and education 
in black and Latino schools, enabling parents to become activists in their own 
schools and to join and infl uence citywide and national coalitions to support a 
federal bill that would provide more funding and higher nutritional standards 
for school food programs. When it was revealed that many school food programs 
still served “pink slime,” the product made from left over meat remnants and then 
treated with a puff  of ammonium hydroxide to kill bacteria, BFC encouraged 
New York City schools to drop the product from its menus.   37    

 BFC is also skilled in linking personal concerns with political concerns. As 
Romer put it:

  Our community gardens, our farmers markets, our food coops, our 
food pantries, our school food committ ees, our unions all bring us into 
human-scale communities that create real relationships and solve real 
problems on the ground. We grow, sell and cook local food. We feed 
the hungry. We protect the green spaces and the local farmland. We cel-
ebrate and educate ourselves through these communities and relation-
ships. And for that we are a strong and vibrant movement.   38     

 By creating an organization that can accommodate all these goals, BFC has 
helped bring thousands of people into food activism, and in doing so, deepen 
the New York City food justice movement. At the close of the 2012 Brooklyn 
Food Conference, Romer summed up the challenges facing the food justice 
movement:

  We need to link arms with others who share our concerns, who believe 
in the right of all people to healthy food, who want to see an end to 
corporate domination of our food system. We need to change the poli-
cies that shovel our hard-earned tax money to the richest corporations 
that . . . harm our people and our planet—Monsanto, Cargill, Nestlé, 
Unilever, General Mills. We need to regulate the largest farms that use 
the most dangerous techniques—chemical fertilizers and pesticides 
for plants and hormones and antibiotics for animals, long-distance dis-
tribution eating up outrageous amounts of oil and gas, all destroying 
our planet and giving unhealthy food. We need to regulate the largest 
food processors and fast food corporations to stop saturating our food 
with sugar, salt and fat and to stop preying on our children with media 
advertisements of cheap, fast foods promising happiness and deliver-
ing misery. Th e U.S. low-wage structure keeps us dependent on these 
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unhealthy foods because they are cheap at the checkout aisle but costly 
at the doctor’s offi  ce.   39     

 In her book  Change Comes to Dinner , food writer and activist Katherine 
Gustafson observes that the United States has designed a food system perfectly 
designed for the purposes it serves, “creating low-quality, low-priced food and 
large profi ts for a handful of big corporations.”   40    Th e task, she says is to “shrink 
all aspects of this system back down to a size that fi ts all our lives.” In its work 
with parents, schools, churches, food retailers, farmers, and city offi  cials, BFC 
shows one road to doing this in a city whose diversity and needs are the same 
as those facing urban Americans everywhere. BFC has not overcome the many 
tensions between “alternative foodies” and food justice activists, but by embrac-
ing these diff erences, it has shown the possibility of fi nding the common ground 
that nurtures activism.  

    BLACK  COMMUNITIES  CHALLENGE  TARGETING 
BY  THE  ALCOHOL  INDUSTRY   

 Like other industries, the alcohol industry targets blacks with marketing for 
profi table but risky products such as malt beer and distilled spirits. To pro-
mote its products, alcohol makers have hired black entertainers like Billy Dee 
Williams, who claimed that Colt 45 “works every time.” Th e rapper Ice Cube 
promised that St. Ides would “get your woman in the mood quicker and make 
your jimmy thicker.”   41    Malt liquors were so att ractive to some young people that 
ministers labeled them “liquid crack.”   42    Images on malt liquor ads included—
and still use—guns and near-naked women, projecting images of danger and 
sexuality. 

 Although alcohol has always been available in poor communities, the prolif-
eration of convenience stores, bars, chain restaurants, and other outlets made 
it even more available. As one activist from Raleigh, North Carolina, observed, 
“Th e sheer amount of alcohol sold in our neighborhood is a problem. . . . Th e fact 
that more alcohol is sold than any other legal product . . . that’s a real problem 
because it encourages alcoholism, domestic abuse, trash, fi lthiness around the 
neighborhood.”   43    Research studies confi rmed that neighborhoods with more 
alcohol outlets have higher rates of alcohol consumption and alcohol-related 
health problems and violence.   44    

 As alcohol consumption fell in the 1970s and 1980s, alcohol companies 
looked to increase profi tability by reaching new consumers and using less expen-
sive advertising channels. Young people, especially young blacks and Latinos, 
were an especially att ractive target, as they represented a new base of lifetime 
customers and their lower rates of drinking presented growth opportunities.   45    



Optimism Past,  Present,  and Future  193

 In black and Latino neighborhoods, new forms of alcohol advertising pro-
liferated. Billboards with images of young people enjoying alcohol sprouted 
throughout these communities, with several studies showing twice as many alco-
hol billboards in black as in white communities.   46    Magazines and radio adver-
tisements also increased, and studies showed that black youth were more likely 
to be exposed to such ads than white youth. In one study, ads for one brand, Colt 
45 Malt Liquor, accounted for 32 percent of all radio alcohol advertising heard 
by black youth.   47    

 Blacks have long noted the role that alcohol has played in their oppression. In 
1845, Frederick Douglass wrote:

  Slaveholders like to . . . disgust their slaves with freedom, by plunging 
them into the lowest depths of dissipation. . . . One plan is to make bets 
on their slaves, as to who can drink the most whiskey without gett ing 
drunk; and in this way they succeed in gett ing whole multitudes to 
drink to excess. Th us, when the slave asks for virtuous freedom, the 
cunning slaveholder, knowing his ignorance, cheats him with a dose 
of vicious dissipation, artfully labeled with the name of liberty. . . . So, 
when the holidays ended, we staggered up from the fi lth of our wallow-
ing, took a long breath, and marched to the fi eld—feeling, upon the 
whole, rather glad to go, from what our master had deceived us into a 
belief was freedom, back to the arms of slavery.   48     

 Douglass’s concerns have been echoed by black leaders over the years, all moti-
vated by a belief that alcohol contributes to addiction, chronic disease, family con-
fl ict, community fragmentation, crime, violence, and limited economic growth.   49    

 Th e alcohol activists that emerged to combat increased advertising to youth 
in black communities squarely blamed the alcohol industry.   50    Th is distin-
guished them from groups like Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD)—a 
mostly white and middle-class movement that emerged in the 1980s to reduce 
drunk driving and targeted drunk drivers. Several industry practices att racted 
the att ention of the black activists:  the marketing of malt liquor, a high-alco-
hol-content, high-sugar alcoholic beverage, to young black men; use of sexist 
and violent images in alcohol advertisements and of black artists to promote 
alcohol use; and a high density of retail outlets in black communities. While 
no single community or organization took on all these practices, the collective 
response of black communities and institutions to the targeted marketing of 
alcohol demonstrates the potential for a population to act to protect itself from 
corporate harm. 

 Malt liquors like St Ides, Colt 45, Ole English 800, Hurricane, and King 
Cobra contain 6 to 8 percent alcohol, compared to less than 5 percent in other 
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beers. Malt liquors are sold in 40-ounce containers, oft en at less than $2 a bott le, 
a lower price than other types of alcohol. One 40-ounce container has more 
alcohol than four shots of whiskey. Malt liquors also contain more calories and 
more carbohydrates than standard beers, contributing to diet-related diseases 
like diabetes, already prevalent in many black communities. Almost a third of the 
sales of malt liquors are in black communities.   51    

 In many communities, alcohol billboards became a target for activists. 
Beginning in the 1980s, the Chicago Citywide Coalition against Tobacco and 
Alcohol Billboards mobilized to urge removal of such billboards from Chicago’s 
poor neighborhoods. Th e Coalition also protested at Black Expo, a business 
show designed to promote economic development in black Chicago that was 
sponsored by tobacco and alcohol companies. Th e Coalition demanded that 
local elected offi  cials and the media stand up to companies that promoted the 
community’s “biggest addictive killers.”   52    By asking infl uential community lead-
ers to choose between their community and the alcohol and tobacco industries, 
the coalition drew a provocative line in the sand. 

 In the early 1990s, aft er billboard owners refused to remove the large adver-
tisements, the activists, including Michael Pfl eger, a white Roman Catholic 
priest in an African-American parish, climbed ladders to deface the signs. Pfl eger 
and others were charged with destruction of private property but were later 
acquitt ed by a jury.   53    In 1997, the Chicago City Council voted 46–1 to eliminate 
tobacco and alcohol billboards from selected areas in Chicago. Pfl eger described 
the decision as “a tremendous victory for the children of Chicago, for our neigh-
borhoods, especially black and Hispanic neighborhoods.”   54    A  few years later, 
when billboards advertising alcohol began to appear again, Pfl eger threatened 
to revive the practice of painting over such billboards, if that was what it took 
“to get companies to respect the community.”   55    Although a Supreme Court deci-
sion in another case ultimately overruled Chicago’s ban, the long batt le educated 
community members about industry infl uences on youth drinking. 

 Several years earlier, Chicago activists also played a leading role in remov-
ing from stores PowerMaster, a new malt liquor produced by the G. Heileman 
Brewery for marketing in Chicago’s African-American neighborhoods. Father 
Pfl eger, this time joined by another Chicago minister and activist, the Reverend 
George Clements, went to the brewery’s corporate offi  ce in La Crosse, Wisconsin, 
to meet with company president Th omas Ratt igan. When the clergymen were 
told that Ratt igan was out of town and no one else would meet with them, they 
refused to leave and were arrested for trespassing.   56    

 Th ese activists launched a national campaign of black leaders, including 
Surgeon General Antonia Novella and representatives of anti-drinking groups, 
to protest PowerMaster. In 1991, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms 
informed Heileman Brewery that they were withdrawing approval of the 
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PowerMaster label.   57    Th ey cited a passage in the law established by the Federal 
Alcohol Administration Act of 1935 that forbade the labeling or advertising of 
beer as being “strong, full strength, extra strength, or high test,” all words that 
could be construed as indicators of a product’s alcoholic strength.   58    Aft er the 
BATF ruling, Father Pfl eger observed, “When we are spiritually strong, there’s 
no problem we cannot overcome. We have a serious alcohol problem in the 
African American community, and this means something worse won’t be added 
to it. Big business bett er watch out if it’s doing wrong.”   59    

 Similar campaigns took place in African-American communities in Oakland, 
Milwaukee, Philadelphia, Raleigh, Detroit, and Baltimore—and in some 
Hispanic, white, and Native American communities as well.   60    Aft er the riots 
in Los Angeles in 1992, the Campaign to Rebuild South Central LA Without 
Liquor Stores was credited with preventing the rebuilding of 150 alcohol out-
lets and helping spur the conversion of 44 liquor outlets to community-friendly 
businesses such as laundromats.   61    

 In the early 1990s, activists from several of these groups created the National 
Association of African Americans for Positive Imagery (NAAAPI), which 
aimed to help “end the excessive marketing of alcohol, tobacco, and other harm-
ful products to communities of color.” Its goals were to “mobilize the African 
American communities around the nation to support positive and healthy 
media and advertising images.” NAAAPI was active for about twelve years, 
helping to support local and national campaigns against tobacco and alcohol 
marketing, train local leaders, and create a forum in which activists could share 
experiences.   62    Aft er the organization dissolved, its members continued to play 
leadership roles in campaigns against tobacco and alcohol in African-American 
communities. 

 Today, few organizations are still actively organizing against the alcohol 
industry in black communities, although its alumni continue to be leaders in 
health and civil rights struggles. But an analysis of the rise and decline of this 
activism provides useful lessons. By linking resistance to alcohol marketing in 
black communities to the many other struggles to protect their communities 
against external threats, black activists were able to tap into the deep roots that 
have sustained the civil rights movement over the last century. By tackling mar-
keting of both tobacco and alcohol—and more recently, unhealthy food as well, 
community activists raised the larger question of who benefi ted from promoting 
consumption of these products. 

 In doing so, they shift ed the frame from giving individuals the right to choose 
whatever product they wanted, the corporate message, to communities having 
the right to protect their children and families from sickening marketing. And 
they showed that ordinary citizens could mobilize their communities to chal-
lenge the practices of the world’s largest corporations. 
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 Th e limitations also teach lessons. Th e lack of a national movement to chal-
lenge unhealthy alcohol industry practices forced local activists to fi ght defensive 
batt les against the most off ensive specifi c advertising campaigns or egregiously 
risky products. Given the industry’s greater resources, activists were forced to 
serve as the Dutch boy with his fi nger in the dike, running from one industry 
onslaught to another. Th e groups also lacked the power to defend their victories 
in court, making it possible for the alcohol industry to overturn local successes. 
As the other stories in this section show, fi nding ways to link the energy and 
commitment of local activism, the capacity of national groups to exert power 
in Washington, and the vision of a movement that cuts across issues and sectors 
is an essential task for those who seek to challenge the corporate consumption 
complex.  

    CALIFORNIA AIR  RESOURCES  BOARD AND THE 
AUTO   INDUSTRY:  GOVERNMENT  AS  A  FORCE 
FOR  CORPORATE  CHANGE   

 In the last decade, California has been regarded as the poster child of govern-
ment dysfunction—huge budget defi cits, irreconcilable partisan confl icts, and 
endless ballot initiatives on every issue imaginable. But hidden within the state 
bureaucracy, one small agency, the California Air Resources Board (CARB), 
shows another story:  the ability of a government agency to use scientifi c evi-
dence and a mobilized public to defend its mission against one of the world’s 
most powerful industries. Although CARB has not won every batt le with the 
auto industry, and critics point out serious limitations, it has been able to win 
concessions that set new standards for environmental and public health protec-
tion. An examination of the history and achievements of CARB shows it has 
contributed to safer, less polluting cars in California, the United States, and 
other parts of the world, illustrating the potential for government itself to be a 
force for corporate change. 

 CARB was created by the state’s legislature in 1967 to limit motor vehicle pollu-
tion and promote clean air. Its creation marked an eff ort to reconcile Californians’ 
long love aff air with the car with the less romantic realities of smog, gridlock, 
and rising rates of respiratory problems. CARB’s mission was, and remains, “to 
promote and protect public health, welfare and ecological resources through the 
eff ective and effi  cient reduction of air pollutants, while recognizing and consider-
ing the eff ects on the state’s economy.”   63    CARB’s board, appointed by the gover-
nor, comprises experts in medicine, chemistry, engineering, business, and law, as 
well as representatives of California’s regional air pollution control agencies. 

 In 1970, as Congress considered the Clean Air Act, California waged a long 
and successful batt le to ensure that the new law left  CARB with the authority 
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to establish automobile emission standards stricter than the federal levels. Th e 
auto industry vigorously opposed this measure, but the newly emerging national 
environmental movement and some powerful California legislators helped over-
come this opposition. In 1977, Congress extended the option of lowering stan-
dard emission levels to other states.   64    In 1991, CARB was moved into the newly 
created California Environmental Protection Agency. 

 Th roughout its history, CARB has joined with environmental groups, public 
health researchers, and health advocates to emphasize the health and economic 
costs of air pollution. A 2010 study by the RA ND Corporation found that air pol-
lution generated $200 million a year in hospital expenses in California. CARB 
chairwoman Mary Nichols told a  San Francisco Chronicle  reporter that people 
who argue that fuel regulation costs money “should think about the cost of not 
doing anything. . . . Th e fact that we’re paying for all these hospitals and emer-
gency room visits is sobering.”   65    Another study estimated that CARB regulations 
on black carbon emissions, a short-lived but highly toxic pollutant, would lead 
to an 80 percent decline in California’s air levels by 2020, demonstrating that its 
regulations protected health.   66    

 One of California’s biggest batt les with the auto industry was over the state’s 
right to take action to reduce global warming, seen by many public health 
experts as a serious threat to health as well as the environment.   67    In 2006, the 
state passed AB32, Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006,which set the goal 
of reducing 2020 greenhouse gas emissions to their 1990 levels, a 25  percent 
reduction. AB32 directed CARB to develop an action plan to achieve those 
goals by 2011 (later delayed to 2013 because of the 2008 economic crisis).   68    Th e 
plan included a cap-and-trade program in which companies buy a diminishing 
pool of “carbon allowances,” then trade these allowances with other companies, 
leading to steady declines in emissions; new standards for the carbon content in 
fuels; requirements for increased fuel effi  ciency in vehicles; and mandates for 
communities to become more energy effi  cient, including by developing mass 
transit, walking, and biking plans.   69    

 CARB’s regulation att racted strong national opposition from both the 
automobile and energy industries. In 2004, the auto industry fi led lawsuits 
in California and three other states to derail California’s 2002 Clean Car Law, 
the predecessor to AB32, charging that it gave states rights reserved to the 
federal government. In 2007, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled against the auto-
maker’s main arguments, holding that greenhouse gases are a pollutant, that 
the EPA has the power to regulate them under existing law, and that green-
house gas emission standards under the Clean Air Act are not preempted 
by the federal fuel economy law.   70    Advocacy groups like the Environmental 
Defense Fund played a role in developing the legal arguments that persuaded 
the Court and in public education campaigns to encourage auto companies 
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to  “ innovate rather than litigate . . . in light of the serious fi nancial challenges 
facing the industry.”   71    

 Over time, however, the automobile industry became more cooperative, 
perhaps in part because they recognized the inevitability of new standards. In 
2011, the Obama Administration, the State of California, and major global 
auto companies including Ford, Chrysler, General Motors, Toyota, Nissan, 
and Volkswagen, agreed to a single set of greenhouse gas standards to go into 
eff ect between 2017 and 2025.   72    Th e Obama Administration’s auto bailout was 
believed to have contributed to the industry’s willingness to shake, rather than 
bite, the hand that had rescued it. 

 Aft er the agreement was reached, a CARB spokesman told the  Washington 
Post  that “the agreement will provide strong standards that benefi t the nation 
and recognize and build on California’s leadership role in air quality and climate 
protection.”   73    CARB’s determination to move forward, its long-term perspec-
tive, and its ability to join with the federal government promised auto makers a 
higher degree of the regulatory certainty that enables long-term planning. 

 Early in 2012, CARB mandated that 15 percent of all cars sold in California 
should run with zero or near-zero emissions. It also mandated a 50  percent 
reduction from current levels of auto-generated greenhouses gases. Remarkably, 
U.S. car makers have been largely supportive. “It’s a prett y amazing story to see 
how far the auto companies have come in doing their part,” said Simon Mui of 
the Natural Resources Defense Council.   74    Using another AB32 mandate, some 
cities and towns have begun designing transportation systems less dependent 
on automobiles. Santa Rosa, for example, a town north of San Francisco, is rede-
signing its downtown around rail.   75    

 Th e public debate about the costs and benefi ts of AB32 illustrates a common 
tendency of business to exaggerate the costs and minimize the benefi ts of public 
health and environmental regulation. Two business school professors from Cal 
State Sacramento were hired by the California Small Business Roundtable to 
analyze AB32. Th ey concluded that the new law would cost small businesses 
$50,000 a year, and each household $3,857 a year. But an independent review 
of their study by a Stanford University engineering professor and a UCLA 
economist concluded that the study was “deeply fl awed” because it excluded 
consideration of the economic benefi ts of energy savings, made unreasonable 
assumptions about the costs of home modifi cation, and inexplicably counted 
the fuel savings new car owners would realize as a cost for older-car owners. In 
an editorial in the  Los Angeles Times,  the independent researchers wrote that the 
Cal State study overestimated costs by a factor of 10 and ignored many bene-
fi ts.   76    Th ese public debates about the evidence of the CARB’s impact on air qual-
ity, health, and costs helped create the public opinion that persuaded politicians 
and courts to side with the state and against industry. 
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 CARB has also been criticized by environmental justice activists. In a law-
suit against CARB, Associated Irritated Residents, a coalition of environmental 
justice groups, claimed that the cap-and-trade scheme will allow the state’s larg-
est emitt ers of greenhouse gases—mainly utilities and refi neries—to purchase 
their way to compliance rather than reducing their own emissions.   77    Other envi-
ronmental groups argued that CARB was too friendly to industry concerns and 
inadequately protected public health. 

 Despite these legitimate criticisms, it is clear that CARB’s actions have pro-
tected public health and the environment. As a result of CARB’s and local air 
district’s work to limit air pollution, Californians today breathe the cleanest air 
since measurements have been recorded. Th e number of fi rst-stage alerts in 
the Los Angeles area has been cut from over 200 per year in the 1970s to fewer 
than ten per year today. Other regions of the state also have improved air quality 
despite massive increases in population, the number of motor vehicles and the 
distances they are driven.   78    

 California has also set national and international standards for regulation of 
auto pollution. In the last decade, thirteen states have followed California’s lead 
and adopted the Clean Cars standards: Arizona, Connecticut, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusett s, New Jersey, New Mexico, New  York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island, Vermont, and Washington. Th e “California Car” has driven inno-
vation in Detroit and helped U.S. automakers recover in part from their unsus-
tainable addiction to the high profi ts that SUVs generated. Mary Nichols, the 
CARB chairwoman, suggested that by gearing up for California’s zero-emission 
standards, U.S. car makers will get ready for new and profi table markets in India, 
China, and elsewhere.   79    Vickie Patt on, the general counsel of the Environmental 
Defense Fund called the new 2012 zero-emission rules “a very powerful and 
history-making movement in which California is pushing the U.S.  and the 
world towards pollution-free cars.”   80    More broadly, another observer noted that 
CARBs cap-and-trade policies and emission standards serve to internalize back 
to the auto industry the cost of externalities such as air pollution and global 
warming.   81    

 In a panel discussion on climate change in San Francisco’s tony Commonwealth 
Club, Mary Nichols summarized the breadth of CARB’s goals:

  We’re talking about really transforming the entire transportation sys-
tem. California, and actually the country as a whole, are in the busi-
ness of moving things around. . . . But we have to fi gure out how to get 
a balance going here where we get these ultra-clean and ultra-effi  cient 
vehicles and transform the whole market for these vehicles, and, at the 
same time, also recognize that there were limits on them because we 
need to put more things and more people into mass transit. . . . So we’re 
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talking about a gigantic economic transformation. . . . It’s all connected 
it’s just starting with the passenger cars.   82     

 From the 1970s on, through campaign contributions, lobbying, the revolving 
door. and litigation, big corporations have repeatedly captured regulatory agen-
cies and converted them into units that spent more eff ort protecting profi ts than 
the public.   83    CARB, even with its wrinkles, shows another path is possible: pub-
lic health and environmental interests can claim and protect a regulatory agency, 
encouraging it to fulfi ll its public mandate. CARB also shows the potential of 
integrating thinking and acting at the local, national, and global levels. Its gov-
erning processes provide a forum for local offi  cials and environmentalists, and 
its staff , as a result of their experience and technical expertise, have a voice in 
national and global deliberations on the regulation of the auto industry. As a 
state agency, CARB also shows the opportunities of working at that level to 
infl uence local, national, and global decisions. Given the powerful infl uence of 
corporations in Washington and the crazy-quilt patt ern of United States federal-
ism, the CARB story shows that state governments provide advocates for alter-
natives to corporate consumption fi ft y venues for action. 

 Of course, CARB is not immune from auto industry infl uence, and as a gov-
ernment agency it is forced to compromise with powerful stakeholders. By itself, 
it can never match the resources and reach of the global auto industry. But if 
health and environmental groups could transform more state agencies and per-
haps even some federal ones into forceful proponents for public health protec-
tion, a movement for healthy and sustainable consumption would have some 
powerful new allies.  

    THE  MILLION MOM MARCH AND THE  GUN INDUSTRY:   FROM 
GUN CONTROL  TO  PROTECTING CHILDREN   

 On Mother’s Day in 2000, several hundred thousand people gathered at the 
National Mall in Washington, D.C., for the Million Mom March (MMM) for 
sensible gun control, the largest public gun-control event in U.S.  history (see 
Figure  7.2). Newspaper reports estimated the crowd at between 200,000 and 
750,000, and simultaneous marches in seventy other cities att racted tens of thou-
sands of additional participants.   84    While the MMM did not achieve its legislative 
goals, its success at reframing America’s long debate on guns and its ability to 
mobilize women and communities around the country to convert their anguish 
and anger about gun violence into political action provide important lessons 
for those seeking to change corporate practices that harm health. Its limitations 
illustrate the challenge of sustaining activism in a hostile political environment 
and perhaps suggest directions for a more successful gun-control movement.             
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 Several events triggered the actions that led to the MMM. In the two years 
before planning for the march began, several high-profi le shootings took place 
in schools in Pearl, Mississippi; West Paducah, Kentucky; Jonesboro, Arkansas; 
Edinboro, Pennsylvania; Springfi eld, Oregon; Litt leton, Colorado; and Granada 
Hills, California. Th ese events made it clear that gun violence was not just an 
urban problem; it affl  icted suburban communities around the country. Th e 
shooting death of a kindergartener by a classmate in Detroit and two high school 
students at a zoo in Washington showed that children in cities also continued to 
be at risk.   85    

 In explaining why the event happened when it did, one MMM participant 
told Lawrence Wallack and his colleagues, who studied the impact of the march, 

 

   Figure 7.2    Th e Million Mom March in Washington, D.C., May 2000.    Corbis Images.    
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“Th e time was right. . . . We are seeing enough people begin to understand that 
the gun lobby is a litt le bit more like the tobacco lobby. . . . People are gett ing a 
litt le bit fed up with the fact that, as parents, we feel hopeless. . . . Many people are 
beginning to rethink the ways I can [ make ] a diff erence.”   86    Susan Dees-Th omases, 
a founder of the MMM, said her initial goal was not to change the world, but to 
let everyone else know what she had just learned: that handguns kill twelve chil-
dren every day in America and nobody was doing anything about it.   87    

 At the same time, political debates on guns in Washington and state capitals 
continued to be dominated by the National Shooting Sports Foundation, the gun 
industry trade group, and the more publicly known National Rifl e Association, 
which was voted in a 1999  Fortune  poll of lawmakers as the most infl uential lob-
bying group in the country.   88    Th e NRA ’s stock responses to shootings were that 
criminals, not guns, killed people; that child locks were an unnecessary feature 
on handguns; and that the Second Amendment fully protected the rights of gun 
owners. A few weeks before the march, a top offi  cial of the NRA  boasted that if 
George W. Bush won the presidency in 2000, the organization would enjoy the 
spoils of an administration “where we work out of their offi  ce.”   89    Around that 
time, gun manufacturers Glock and Smith & Wesson ended their negotiations 
with state and local offi  cials for a code of conduct and new safeguards, expecting 
(correctly, as it turned out) that if Bush were elected, they would be protected 
from lawsuits.   90    

 As communities lost lives to gun violence and the media blared these sto-
ries into living rooms everywhere, the NRA ’s politics-as-usual were less than 
convincing. Polls in 2000 showed that 72 percent of women (and 22 percent of 
men) favored more regulation of guns, an important fi nding since some politi-
cians feared losing the votes of one gender at the expense of the other.   91    

 MMM organizers craft ed counter-messages designed to take advantage of 
this opening. One California MMM organizer, whose son has been shot and 
killed as a bystander during a robbery, told participants in the march, “We love 
our children more than the NRA  loves their damn guns!”   92    Others asked, “Why 
should we license drivers and register cars but not handguns?” Kristen Rand, 
the director of federal policy for the Violence Policy Center and an adviser to 
MMM explained, “Th e gun industry is unregulated. Every other product in 
America, from automobiles to household items and food, is regulated by some 
governmental agency. Th e gun industry is exempt from basic health and safety 
regulations.”   93    

 Gun control is not a political issue, MMM participants insisted. Nancy Inhofe, 
an emergency room pediatrician, mother of two, daughter-in-law of Oklahoma’s 
pro-gun Republican senator James Inhofe, and local coordinator for the MMM, 
explained, “It doesn’t matt er what side you’re on politically. Personal experience 
has prompted me and people like me to want to make sure guns are safe. I’ve 
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seen enough.”   94    Th ese messages, Wallack and colleagues observed, made the 
MMM “intellectually accessible.” Th eir simple yet compelling themes spoke to 
many people in a way that earlier gun-control campaigns had not.   95    By creating 
messages that appealed to participants’ minds and emotions, MMM off ered a 
more satisfying experience than groups that off ered only one or the other. 

 At the march, women who had experienced loss explained their hopes. 
Madelia Marsh-Williams, whose daughter Natasha had been murdered in 
Washington, D.C. said, “I think about Natasha all day every day. . . . It’s too late 
for Natasha now. But it’s not too late for other kids. I have a 7-year old son, and 
we need to have these guns registered and we need licensing.”   96    Another speaker, 
Dr. Michele Irwin, told the crowd:

  I come to you today wearing three hats. One as director of our nation’s 
capital’s level-one trauma center; two as a practicing emergency medi-
cine physician; and three as the mother of a 3-year old that I send out 
every day and pray that she returns safely. For the 60 children that will 
be shot today, they will be taken, for the most part, to an emergency 
department. Th e physician working in that department is going to have 
to deliver bad news to that child’s survivors. For eleven of those chil-
dren, it will be the worst possible news that a parent could receive, the 
fact that their child is dead. Having worked in emergency departments, 
fi rst in Chicago and now in our nation’s capital, I have seen the havoc 
that gun violence causes in teen-on-teen violence, in domestic vio-
lence, and in adult violence as a result of easy access to guns and lack of 
accountability. . . . I would welcome the decrease in business that child 
safety locks on guns would provide me. I would welcome knowing that 
I would not have to deliver that kind of bad news as frequently as I have 
in my career as an emergency room physician.   97     

 Although the MMM reinforced traditional gender roles—women were 
described as “moms,” “caring for children,” and “apolitical”—it also challenged 
women’s roles and elevated them above the stereotypical domestic sett ing. Th e 
march was in Washington, D.C., not the local playground. Organizers debated 
NRA  spokesmen on television, lobbied Congress, and went to the White House 
to meet with President Clinton. Th is duality enabled MMM to att ract women 
with both traditional and feminist values. 

 MMM was also groundbreaking in its organizational structure and methods. 
It was both a Washington-based interest group and a social-movement organi-
zation, a hybrid that could play hardball with legislators and take to the streets 
to bring new messages into the media.   98    MMM was also one of the fi rst cam-
paigns to use the Internet for community activism, organizing events, sharing 
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information, and reaching women who could not make it to meetings. Th is 
emphasis on making the organization accessible to mothers and working women 
increased opportunities for participation. 

 Th e MMM also succeeded in creating a safe space for people who wanted to 
end gun violence but had varying viewpoints on guns. One participant observed 
that the march was:

  most remarkable . . . for its success at bringing together people who have 
many diff erent ideas about what it means to own a gun. Certainly many 
att endees, such as myself, do not own a gun and have no desire to ever 
do so. Many others think that gun ownership itself is not a problem 
and just want that ownership, and the guns themselves, to be more 
strictly regulated. As parents with a common goal—keeping our chil-
dren safe—we have to contend with these diff erences in beliefs about 
guns and the very confusing variations in gun laws from state to state, 
or even, in some places, from town to town. Our biggest roadblock, 
however, is our own ignorance about what is regulated in the fi rst place. 
Most of us do not know just how much freedom the gun industry and 
potential gun owners really have.   99     

 MMM also att racted signifi cant media att ention. In the nine months leading 
up to the march, 458 news stories on MMM appeared in the country’s leading 
fourteen newspapers. In the three weeks before and aft er the event, 883 stories 
were broadcast on television. In Washington, 1,370 national and international 
reporters received credentials to cover the march.   100    In the thirty months aft er 
the march, the nation’s newspapers carried at least 2,300 stories describing local 
MMM activities or members.   101    Th is extensive coverage provided MMM with 
the opportunity to educate tens of millions of people about gun violence and 
the gun industry. 

 Finally, MMM created a new generation of experienced and passionate anti-
gun violence activists. One participant explained they “were women who never 
had anything to do with any sort of activism. We could do anything because we 
had no idea we couldn’t do it. You know, it’s like fl ying, because no one ever told 
you about gravity.”   102    Th ese women are now leaders of local groups throughout 
the country. 

 Th e MMM also had signifi cant weaknesses. Despite eff orts to expand their 
outreach into black and Latino communities and to enlist churches, MMM 
was a mostly white event. Unlike the previously described organizing against 
the alcohol industry in black communities, MMM was not able to connect to 
black churches or neighborhood organizations. Nor did it succeed in connecting 
with the growing number of gun victims groups in low-income neighborhoods, 
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a potentially powerful ally that could have helped to make MMM more acces-
sible to blacks.   103    

 Perhaps most tellingly, MMM made litt le progress in achieving its legislative 
goals. More than a decade later, handguns still require no registration and most 
handgun owners do not need a license. In fact, Congress, the Supreme Court, 
and state legislators have off ered additional protections to the gun industry and 
gun owners.   104    Th e MMM could not sustain its success in mobilizing people to 
maintain pressure on elected offi  cials, nor could it overcome the powerful and 
relentless opposition of the NRA  and the gun industry. Soon aft er the march, 
MMM merged with the Bell Campaign, another gun-control advocacy organi-
zation, a relationship that did not work out.   105    Th is led MMM to join the Brady 
Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence, a large, national, Washington-based organi-
zation. Th e Million Mom Chapters is now a local arm of the Brady Campaign, 
describing itself as a “nationwide network of grassroots volunteers who work for 
sensible guns laws to protect you, your family, and your community.”   106    More 
than 100 chapters give the Brady Campaign a grassroots base that has the poten-
tial for creating more sustainable activism.   107    

 Perhaps the greatest challenge facing gun-control advocates—and other cor-
porate reform groups—as Wallack and his colleagues observe, is how to “capture 
the importance and excitement of the policy ‘marathon’ in a society that is domi-
nated by a ‘sprint’ mentality.”   108    To pose a more serious threat to the marketing, 
product design, and political practices of the gun industry, gun-control activists 
will need to be able to blend the mobilizing power of the MMM with the insider 
political savvy and clout that the NRA  has been able to muster in Washington. 

 Twelve years aft er the Million Mom March, on December 14, 2012, Adam 
Lanza shot and killed twenty-seven people, including twenty fi rst grade stu-
dents att ending the Sandy Hook Elementary School, his mother, and six oth-
ers. Th e massacre in Newtown, Connecticut, opened yet another chapter in the 
sorry history of gun violence in America. Once again a mothers’ organization 
was created, this time called Moms Demand Action; once again a March on 
Washington was organized; and once again a wide range of public offi  cials from 
President Obama to governors and mayors across the country vowed to take 
action to implement policies that bett er protected people from gun violence. 

 It will take a few years to see if this new wave of activism will lead to more 
meaningful changes in gun policy than previous ones. While the MMM unques-
tionably off ered those seeking to reduce gun violence new strategies, tactics, and 
frames, the success of future campaigns will require taking on some new chal-
lenges. First, to pass laws that actually lower gun deaths and injuries, advocates 
will need to contest the power of the NRA  to infl uence Congress. As Shannon 
Watt s, a founder of the Moms Demand Action, observed hopefully that while 
Congress has long been running scared of the NRA , that organization “only has 
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4  million members. Ask them in four weeks who they’re more scared of, the 
NRA  or a mom? It’s going to be the mom.”   109    

 Watt s may have been thinking sprint instead of marathon in her four weeks’ 
estimate, but in the days and weeks aft er the Senate voted against background 
checks for gun buyers, Moms Demand Action saw a 30  percent increase 
in membership. A  gun control group founded by Gabrielle Giff ords, the 
Congresswoman shot in Arizona, raised an astonishing $11 million from 53,500 
donors. Moms Demand Action has continued to hold “stroller jams” at the 
offi  ces of Congressmen they hope to infl uence, where moms with strollers and 
small kids cluster in a corridor or offi  ce to make their presence felt. And Michael 
Bloomberg has vowed to play hardball against the NRA , promising to contribute 
heavily to the 2014 congressional races, supporting gun control advocates and 
opposing its opponents.   110   Stripping the NRA  of its invincible image may help 
level the political playing fi eld. In six of seven 2012 Senate races where the NRA  
spent more than $100,000 on the general election, the candidate supported by 
the NRA  lost. Of twenty-six House incumbents who lost their seats in 2012, 
eighteen were endorsed by the NRA .   111    As one political analyst observed, “the 
reason for the gap between perception and reality is that, for many years, the 
NRA  has had no real opposition. Th is has given the debate a strange quality: For 
gun-control advocates, the recent challenge has been less about persuading poli-
ticians on policy grounds and more about trying to convince them that the con-
ventional wisdom about gun politics is wrong.”   112    

 Another NRA  vulnerability is its sleazy fi nancial relationship with the gun 
industry, a relationship in which the gun industry contributes dollars to the 
NRA  with the understanding that it will lobby for gunmakers in sett ings where 
gun manufacturers may be less welcome or credible.   113    For example, Berett a 
donated $1 million to the NRA  to work to overturn gun-control laws in the wake 
of the 2008 U.S. Supreme Court decision that found Washington D.C.’s ban on 
handguns unconstitutional. Many NRA  members simply want to hunt or shoot 
targets but are also willing to restrict unlimited access to guns. Public campaigns 
urging these members to reject the NRA ’s leaders who are allied with rightwing 
political groups and gun makers may further diminish the gun lobby’s power to 
veto legislation supported by a majority of Americans. More broadly, weaken-
ing the infl uence of the gun lobby, a task that will take years, and other similar 
toxic forces in Washington can open doors for other meaningful improvements 
in health policy and democracy. 

 Second, to meet the challenge of creating a marathon rather than a sprint men-
tality, gun violence prevention advocates will need to expand their focus from 
the horrifi c mass shootings that capture media att ention to include the daily gun 
carnage, especially in black and Latino communities. Because sadly these events 
happen every day, they provide opportunities for mobilization, organizing, and 
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education that can continue before and aft er the massacres. Th ey may thus be 
able to provide a more stable foundation for the ongoing advocacy that will be 
needed to change laws. 

 Finally, a successful movement needs to focus more on the gun industry 
and its practices and products and perhaps less on the important but second-
ary (from the perspective of public health prevention) issues of mental health 
services, and violent movies and video games. Improving mental health services 
and reducing exposure to violent movies and games are of course worthy objec-
tives in their own right. But the most meaningful way to reduce gun injuries and 
deaths is to have fewer and safer guns available to fewer people. Achieving this 
goal will require changing how the gun industry does business, so that should 
become the goal of advocacy.  

    HEALTH PROFESSIONALS  RESIST  CAPTURE 
BY  THE  PHARMACEUTICAL  INDUSTRY   

 Th e pharmaceutical industry has a problem. A 2005 national public opinion poll 
found that 50 percent of respondents had an unfavorable view of the industry.   114    
Another poll that year showed that fewer than 13 percent of American consum-
ers believed that information provided by pharmaceutical companies is more 
trustworthy than similar information from other organizations. Polls also sug-
gest that other consumers are viewed as reliable sources of information, and their 
infl uence is growing as trust in the industry falls.   115    Press coverage is also nega-
tive:  in 2007, newspaper headlines on articles about the industry were almost 
four times more likely to be negative than positive, and articles were twice as 
likely to be negative.   116    

 Media coverage and public debates about windfall pharmaceutical profi ts, 
inadequately tested prescription drugs, “disease mongering,” aggressive adver-
tising, pay for delay, and harmful side eff ects of common medications present 
the industry with a credibility problem that jeopardizes profi ts and threatens to 
increase regulation. To counter these threats, the pharmaceutical industry has 
intensifi ed their eff orts to fi nd more credible representatives to the public. Based 
on their prior history and their understanding of public perceptions, their top 
choices for this role have been physicians and other health professionals. 

 To enlist providers to become proxy sales representatives, the industry car-
ries out a variety of activities, including spending by one estimate more than 
$39 billion in 2004 to market to physicians and other health providers.   117    It 
increased spending on advertising to doctors and hired more sales representa-
tives (“detailers”) to visit and bring gift s to doctors in hopes of persuading them 
to prescribe their products. It sponsored “medical education” conferences, oft en 
at fancy resorts, and paid for doctors to att end. It hired prominent doctors to 
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tout its products at professional meetings and paid others to put their names 
on articles ghostwritt en by industry representatives for publication in medical 
journals. It also advertised directly to patients, encouraging them to “ask their 
doctor” about the advertised product—a strategy reminiscent of McDonald’s 
ads urging children to nag their parents to buy them a Happy Meal. Th e industry 
also established databases on doctors’ prescribing behavior so they could target 
individual physicians for additional advertising.   118    A growing research literature 
documented that these practices increased prescribing—and thus company 
profi ts.   119,      120    

 In response to these eff orts to hijack the reputations and integrity of health 
professionals, a growing number of physician, medical student, and pro-
vider organizations began to organize to end these practices and disassociate 
themselves from what they regard as unethical business practices that jeop-
ardize patient trust. No Free Lunch is one such group. It describes itself as an 
organization of:

  health care providers who believe that pharmaceutical promotion 
should not guide clinical practice. Our mission is to encourage health 
care providers to practice medicine on the basis of scientifi c evidence 
rather than on the basis of pharmaceutical promotion. We discourage 
the acceptance of  all  gift s from industry by health care providers, train-
ees, and students. Our goal is improved patient care.   121     

 Th e group helped medical students organize No Free Lunch activities on their 
campuses and advocated institutional policies that restricted sales activities. 
Th ey also encouraged doctors not to accept or dispense free drug samples (on 
which drug companies spent more than $10 billion in 2002), arguing their main 
purpose was to encourage brand loyalty, that these samples fell outside the drug 
safety follow-up system, and that generics and state-run prescription assistance 
programs provided a more sustainable way of helping low-income patients.   122    

 While No Free Lunch worked primarily to educate individual physicians, 
other groups worked at the institutional level, seeking to persuade academic 
medical centers to establish guidelines that limited the infl uence of pharma-
ceutical companies on providers.   Table  7.2  , based on a 2004 national survey 
of 3,100 physicians in six specialties, shows that almost all physicians reported 
some potential confl icts of interest based on gift s or payments from the pharma-
ceutical industry.   123           

 Both small and large institutions came up with strategies to reduce these 
types of pharmaceutical industry infl uence. At a small family practice in rural 
Oregon, the providers decided to ban all visits by drug sales representatives.   124    
Th eir reasons were both practical—the regular visits interrupted patient 
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care—and ethical. A physician explained, “We’d all like to think that the pres-
ence of drug reps doesn’t aff ect the way we prescribe, but they wouldn’t be 
here if it didn’t.” Drug company failures to disclose side eff ects that they had 
known about added to the discomfort with detailing visits. Another doctor said, 
“Th e straw that broke the camel’s back around here was Vioxx. We were heav-
ily detailed on Vioxx . . . and you know the study that was designed to look at 
GI side eff ects, and found instead that it increased the risk for heart att acks.” In 
general, patient response to the new policy was positive. One doctor recounted, 
“I got a handwritt en thank you note [ fr om a patient ] that said, ‘Way to take a 
stand’.” To make up for the perks that the pharmaceutical reps off ered, the prac-
tice established monthly provider-education sessions on drugs and hosted a free 
meal for providers every month. Aft er the new policy went into eff ect, providers 
believed that they had successfully disentangled themselves from a relationship 
they believed adversely aff ected patient care.   125    

 Th e American Medical Student Association, the National Physicians 
Alliance, and the Prescription Project are among the national organizations that 
have worked to persuade academic medical centers to adopt mandatory stan-
dards for preventing confl icts of interest with pharmaceutical or medical device 
companies. A  2006 national survey of 125 academic medical centers’ confl ict 
of interest policies found that only 38  percent of responding institutions had 
developed institutional policies.   126    One reason such policies are important is 
that studies show that industry-sponsored research is much more likely to deem 
drugs eff ective than independently funded studies. One meta-analysis of 1,140 
research studies found that industry-sponsored trials had 3.5 times greater odds 

    Table 7.2    Prevalence of Various Physician and Drug Industry Relationships   

  Industry Provides :   Estimated 
Prevalence  (percent) 

 Meals 
 Pharmaceutical samples 
 Reimbursement for continuing medical education 
 Payment for consulting 
 Payment for serving as speaker or on a speakers’ bureau 
 Reimbursement for travel, food, or lodging at professional meetings 
 Payment for serving on an advisory board 
 Free tickets to cultural or sporting events 
 Any gift  or money relationship 

 83  
78 
 26 
 18 
 16 
 15 

 9 
 7 

 94 

   Source : Campbell EG, Gruen RL, Mountford J, Miller LG, Cleary PD, Blumenthal D. A national 
survey of physician–industry relationships.  N Engl J Med . 2007;356(17):1742–1750.  
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of reporting pro-industry conclusions.   127    Since such sponsorship is not always 
disclosed, physicians may be unaware of possible biases in research studies they 
use to guide their practice. Requiring companies and researchers to disclose the 
source of funding may help providers make more informed judgements. 

 A 2012 survey by a medical students association scored the nation’s medical 
schools on their confl ict of interest policies. Th e survey found that 149 of 152 
medical institutions surveyed participated in the Scorecard, a 98 percent partici-
pation rate. Of these, 18 percent received A’s, 49 percent B’s, 10 percent C’s, 9 per 
cent D’s and 6 percent F’s, suggesting that professional and media advocacy had 
forced many of the country’s medical schools to adopt and enforce confl ict-of-
interest policies.   128    

 In some institutions, opponents argued that such guidelines were unneces-
sary because physicians do not make decisions based on “pizza and pens,” as 
Harvard Medical School hematologist Th omas Stossel told  Lancet.  He feared 
that restrictions on interactions between the drug industry and physicians could 
obstruct biomedical advances.   129    Th e drug industry also thought the guidelines 
proposed by the Prescription Project were unnecessary. Ken Johnson, senior 
vice-president at the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, 
said, “A new law is not necessary when pharmaceutical marketing is already 
heavily regulated by the Food and Drug Administration.”   130    

 To challenge these ideas, the National Physicians Alliance organized a cadre 
called “Unbranded Doctor.” Dr.  Jerome Kassirer, former editor-in-chief of the 
 New England Journal of Medicine , explained that, “Unbranded Doctor is unmask-
ing the pharmaceutical industry’s bogus claim that its marketing eff orts are 
just educational ventures for physicians. By signing up physicians to renounce 
gift s, lecture fees, and ‘education’ from companies, the Alliance is championing 
objectivity, integrity, and professionalism.”   131    Th e Alliance is also a member of 
Rx Democracy, a coalition of health organizations that seek to register voters 
and encourage political participation. Th e organization notes that “more than 
2 million Americans did not vote in 2008 due to illness or disability and millions 
more suff er health disparities due, in part, to a lack of voice in the democratic 
process.”   132    Th ese activities illustrate how activists can link eff orts to modify cor-
porate practices that harm health with those that expand democracy. 

 Another industry practice that concerned physicians was the mining of pre-
scription drug databases that are compiled by for-profi t companies who then 
sell the information to drugmakers. By fi nding out which doctors were prescrib-
ing their drugs, companies could target doctors for advertising or off er to make 
payments to them to persuade others to prescribe the products. In 2010, the 
investigative journalism outlet  Pro Publica  began an investigation of such phar-
maceutical industry payments to doctors.   133    Th ey created a national database 
that showed payments totaling at least $258  million. To illustrate the abuses, 
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 Pro Publica  told the story of Pennsylvania rheumatologist Dr. James I. McMillen, 
whom the U.S. Food and Drug Administration ordered in 2001 to stop “false or 
misleading” promotions of the painkiller Celebrex, saying he minimized risks 
and touted it for unapproved uses. Over the next eighteen months, three other 
drug companies paid Dr.  McMillen $224,163 to deliver talks to other physi-
cians about their drugs.  Pro Publica  found that 250 of the doctors for whom the 
investigators had found records of payments from drug companies had state 
medical board sanctions against them, for issues ranging from inappropriately 
prescribing drugs, to providing poor care, to having sex with patients. Some of 
the doctors had even lost their licenses. One drug company, Lilly, had eighty-
eight speakers who had been sanctioned, and four more who had received FDA 
warnings.   134    

 To halt such abuses, physician groups have advocated for state laws to pre-
vent pharmaceutical companies from mining prescription databases to iden-
tify providers for targeted advertising of their products. In 2006, for example, 
the Vermont Medical Society unanimously approved a resolution calling the 
sale and marketing use of doctors’ prescribing practices without consent “an 
intrusion into the way physicians practice medicine.”   135    By 2011, three states 
(Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine) had passed laws banning the release 
of individual provider names in such databases, claiming that such disclosures 
violated patient and provider confi dentiality. Th e pharmaceutical industry 
promptly sued, and in 2011, the U.S. Supreme Court declared that Vermont’s 
law unconstitutionally restricted the free speech rights of pharmaceutical and 
data-mining companies.   136    Th e decision provides one more example of how the 
combination of an industry’s willingness to use its deep pockets to sue public 
interest groups and public offi  cials and the Supreme Court’s pro-corporate bias 
have made it harder to use the law to protect public health. 

 To avoid this legal obstacle, some physician groups have supported new fed-
eral laws to protect unwarranted industry intrusion into research and practice. To 
promote greater transparency, the Physician Payments Sunshine Act, included 
as part of the 2010 Aff ordable Care Act, requires pharmaceutical companies to 
report all gift s and funds given to physicians, professional groups and teaching 
hospitals.   137    In an interview with  Internal Medicine News , Allan Coukell, director 
of medical programs at the Pew Charitable Trust in Washington, which sponsors 
the Pew Prescription Project, explained that the new law is “part of the larger 
context of a reevaluation by the medical profession of what constitutes an appro-
priate relationship between prescribers and the industry that markets prod-
ucts.”   138    He noted that the Association of American Medical Colleges, along with 
leaders of medical journals, high-profi le academics, and professional societies, 
all acknowledge the need to evaluate the extent of these relationships and their 
potential impact on care. “I think the Sunshine Act brings some transparency to 
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those relationships,” he said, “but what will happen next is part of a larger overall 
shift . I do think there is something of a movement within the profession to have 
a litt le bit more of an arm’s length relationship with the marketing department.” 
Th e Sunshine Act went into eff ect in August 2013; thereaft er the Department of 
Health and Human Services will annually post this information on a searchable 
online database. 

 Th ese successful eff orts by health care providers to reduce their ties with the 
pharmaceutical industry demonstrate several lessons of wider applicability. First, 
many professionals resent being manipulated by the industry and are willing to 
reject even lucrative off ers to make them into sales representatives rather than 
independent professionals. If doctors, nurses, teachers, social workers, nutri-
tionists, journal editors, and their professional organizations could take similar 
steps to avoid being used to promote any commercial product, they would both 
deprive the corporate consumption complex of a favored class of proxies and 
enhance their own credibility. 

 Second, successful organizing can take place at the individual, institutional, 
professional organization, and political levels, with action at each level reinforc-
ing each other level. Defi ning these multiple levels of opportunity for educa-
tion and organizing can expand the reach and intensity of campaigns to modify 
harmful corporate practices. It also off ers more people the chance to participate. 

 Th ird, establishing clear and mandatory institutional and professional 
guidelines on acceptable corporate behaviors off ers all parties a clear roadmap. 
Corporations welcome strategic ambiguity, a deliberate vagueness about the 
rules, because it gives them greater opportunities to recruit professionals to 
advance their business goals. Institutional or professional standards also give 
health providers who are uncomfortable with questionable industry practices in 
their sett ing a formal mechanism for complaint and reform. 

 Finally, professionals who organize to assert their independence from indus-
try can become powerful spokespeople to the public, the media, and policy-
makers, helping to advance an agenda to reduce harmful corporate practices. 
Wresting such assets away from the corporate consumption complex can pro-
vide a movement for healthier alternatives with an important ally for education 
and communications.  

    GLOBALIZATION FROM THE  BOTTOM UP:  COMPELLING 
TRANSNATIONAL  TOBACCO COMPANIES  TO  ABIDE  BY  THE 
FRAMEWORK CONVENTION   

 Many organizations around the world have contributed to successes in reducing 
the tobacco industry’s global power to market premature death and preventable 
illness. But one, Corporate Accountability International (CAI), illustrates how 
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a global David can take on a global Goliath—and sometimes win. CAI was cre-
ated in 1977 with the name “Infant Formula Action Coalition.” Its fi rst target was 
the multinational food company Nestlé, then the world’s largest producer and 
advertiser of infant formula. Th e coalition’s activism helped persuade the World 
Health Organization to pass the International Code of Marketing of Breast-
milk Substitutes, described briefl y in Chapter  6. CAI then expanded to take 
on other corporate products and practices. In 1993, the organization launched 
their  Challenge Big Tobacco  campaign and contributed to the enactment of the 
Framework Convention for Tobacco Control, the world’s fi rst public health and 
corporate accountability treaty. 

 CAI also takes on tobacco companies within the United States. In the early 
1990s, the organization began campaigns against Philip Morris (now Altria) and 
RJR Nabisco (now Reynolds American Tobacco), calling for a boycott  of the 
food products made by Kraft , then owned by Philip Morris/Altria. Th e cam-
paign exposed Big Tobacco’s att empts to hide behind Kraft ’s family-friendly 
image and to disguise its political infl uence. Th e adverse publicity from the 
tobacco-control movement campaigns may have contributed to Altria’s deci-
sions to spin off  Kraft .   139    For the past several years, Corporate Accountability 
International members have att ended Philip Morris’s annual shareholders meet-
ings to raise health, human rights, and other issues. 

 Th e Challenge Big Tobacco campaign began with a simple goal:  saving 
200  million lives by 2050. Since the World Health Organization passed the 
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) in 2003, CAI has worked 
extensively to persuade WHO, national governments, and NGOs to compel the 
tobacco industry to live up to the treaty requirements, a measure that experts 
estimate would help CAI to meet its goals in saving lives. 

 On May 31, 2012, “World No Tobacco Day,” Gigi Kellet, director of the 
CAI campaign, explained why her organization had made this campaign a 
priority:

  Th e global community is standing with . . . NGOs . . . with more resolve 
than ever to stand up to Big Tobacco’s bullying. Civil society and gov-
ernments are teaming up to launch a coordinated global campaign 
to challenge tobacco industry interference in order to counter Big 
Tobacco’s billions of dollars. So on this year’s World No Tobacco Day 
we are sending a diff erent message than in years past. We’re calling 
att ention not only to tobacco’s highly addictive and deadly eff ects, but 
also to the fact that the only thing standing in the way from tackling the 
greatest preventable cause of death on the planet is Big Tobacco’s inter-
ference. Today’s actions, focused on challenging Big Tobacco, could do 
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more to save lives than any other part of the treaty. We urge all countries 
to stand fi rm together.   140     

 Th e campaign Challenge Big Tobacco off ers some important lessons for those 
seeking to modify harmful corporate practices. It shows how CAI, a relatively 
small NGO and only one small player in the global anti-tobacco movement, can 
amplify the voices of activists around the world by creating bott om-up global 
networks, using international meetings and organizations to mobilize local and 
national action in several countries, and assisting individuals and organizations 
to take leadership in fi ghts against the tobacco industry in their own countries. 

 At the 2011 Philip Morris annual meeting in New York City, CAI released its 
 Alternative Annual Report: Philip Morris International Exposed.  Th e report noted 
that each year PMI “provides its shareholders a glowing image of a company 
that is handsomely rewarding its shareholders by expanding into new markets, 
developing new products, and overcoming market and regulatory challenges.” 
Th e alternative report described instead the “fi nancial lowlights: the price paid 
for profi ts.” It claimed that PMI’s 2010 reported growth of 11.6 percent in profi ts 
and 4.1 percent in its cigarett e shipment volume contributed to:   

    •      One tobacco-related death every six seconds worldwide, 5.4 million people 
every year;  

   •      An average loss of fi ft een years of life for each smoker;  
   •      Healthcare costs that averaged $74 for each person in the world;  
   •      Healthcare expenses and productivity losses that cost the world economy 

$7.39 for every dollar of PMI revenue.   141        

 To achieve these profi ts, CAI asserted, PMI spends nearly $5 on its so-called 
corporate social responsibility initiatives for every tobacco-related death—a 
means of distracting att ention from its core business of selling a harmful and 
deadly product. PMI implements a range of tactics to undermine the success 
of public health policies that protect people from the harms of tobacco, includ-
ing:  litigating, particularly by leveraging international trade agreements; 
targeting women and children with deceptive advertising, promotion, and 
sponsorships; entering into strategic partnerships with governments; estab-
lishing front groups; and engaging in so-called corporate social responsibility 
initiatives. 

 At the PMI meeting, advocates from around the country, including several 
nurses, challenged CEO Louis Camilleri and PMI for its global abuses, and 
urged PMI to “Butt  Out of Public Health.” Th ey later held a two-minute silent 
vigil in the meeting to honor those who had died from tobacco use. Later, CEO 
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Camilleri told a nurse who asked a question, “It’s not that hard to quit” smoking, 
a statement for which he later apologized.   142    

 CAI also seeks to apply lessons it has learned from infant formula and tobacco 
to other industries. At the 2011 UN High Level meeting on NCDs, CAI’s Gigi 
Kellett  noted,  

  If we are to reverse the staggering rates of preventable illness and death, 
the WHO and UN must safeguard public health policy from confl icts 
of interest. A fox guarding a hen house is a fox guarding a hen house. 
Th e global community has removed the tobacco industry’s seat from 
the tobacco control table due to its history of interference in policy. It’s 
time we hold other industries contributing to or profi ting from today’s 
public health epidemics similarly accountable.   143      

 Have the actions of CAI made a diff erence? Can an organization with an annual 
budget of about $5.5  million, sustained by contributions from individuals and 
foundations, compete with a corporation like PMI, with annual 2011 revenues 
of more than $31 billion? Some of its actions, like those at shareholder meetings, 
seem more symbolic than substantive. But in the opinion of global and national 
public health leaders, the organization has been an indispensable ally. Said Dr. Haik 
Nikogosian, head of WHO’s Secretariat on the FCTC, “Corporate Accountability 
International has been an active partner not only by providing expert guidance, but 
also by challenging the tobacco industry directly and making sure that the Article 
5.3 guidelines addressed the concerns of people around the world. I look forward 
to continuing our cooperation.” Alexander A. Padilla, Filipino Undersecretary of 
Health, wrote to CAI that,  “ None of these changes would have been possible were 
it not for your grim determination to make amendments to the original [FCTC] 
text. You and all those responsible deserve the thanks and appreciation of future 
generations in ridding us of the tobacco scourge.”   144    And Doras Kiptui, from the 
Kenyan Ministry of Health, observed, “Corporate Accountability International 
plays a key role in inspiring allies around the world to stand fi rm against the tobacco 
industry. With the strength of the global tobacco treaty and our allies behind us, 
we will ensure that public health is safeguarded from the infl uence of these life rob-
bing, profi t-driven corporations.”   145    

 Today, as we have seen, the food, alcohol, automobile, pharmaceutical, and 
fi rearms industries are following tobacco’s road of assuring future profi ts by 
expanding their eff orts to capture new markets in Brazil, India, Russia, China, 
South Africa, and other emerging nations. CAI shows that it is possible for 
health activists in developed nations to off er another view of globalization: one 
in which activism, not lethal products, is our export, and respect and mutual 



216   LETHAL BUT LEGAL

assistance rather than domination and manipulation is the relationship with 
organizations based in the Global South.   

    Optimism Future: The Building Blocks 
for Success   

 For organizers for a movement for a healthier more sustainable balance between 
public health and private profi t, past and present campaigns to change risky cor-
porate practices are like a toy chest overfl owing with building blocks: strategies, 
tactics, successes, and failures. In the next chapter, I  will consider how these 
blocks can provide a foundation for a movement that can stand up to the huffi  ng 
and puffi  ng of the corporate consumption complex and off er an alternative to a 
future of premature death and preventable illness, a deteriorating environment, 
and corrupted democracy.           
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      8 

 Wanted

A Movement for a Healthier, More Sustainable Future    

    Biology, history, and the changing environment confront every stage of soci-
ety with its own public health challenges. In medieval times, it was the plagues 
that swept through poorly nourished populations living in fi lthy conditions. In 
industrializing Europe and the United States, it was poor sanitation, inadequate 
water systems, and poor nutrition that caused premature death among people 
living in rapidly growing cities. Today the public health challenge is the domina-
tion of a system of production and consumption that has come to value profi t 
over human well-being. 

 Every society is judged by its success in overcoming its unique challenges. 
Societies that get it right extend life, prevent premature death, and reap the ben-
efi ts of improved quality of life and additional productivity. Societies that are 
guided by ideology rather than evidence fail to make progress and their popula-
tion suff ers the health consequences. 

 In this century, the United States faces the starkest yet most promising ques-
tions. Can what is still the wealthiest nation in the world chart a new path in 
which our system of production and consumption is redirected to make health, 
sustainability, and democracy the priorities? Can we partner with other people 
and nations around the world to make our enviable scientifi c and technical 
knowledge and wealth available for human improvement? Or will a few hundred 
global corporations continue to have fi rst call on these assets to advance their 
own profi ts at the expense of human well-being? 

 Th ese are momentous questions that a movement for healthier, more sustain-
able consumption must answer. Changing the business and political practices of 
multinational corporations—the single most correctable contributors to global 
premature death and preventable illnesses and injuries—will improve the lives 
of billions of people. Failure will mean growing epidemics of chronic disease 
and injuries, widening health inequalities, further deterioration in our natural 
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environment, and continued corruption of democracy. Where is the movement 
that can take on this challenge? What does it need to do to be successful? 

 In Lewis Carroll’s  Th rough the Looking-Glass , the White Queen urges Alice to 
“imagine six impossible things before breakfast.” Alice responds that “there’s no 
use trying. One  can’t  believe impossible things.” “I daresay you haven’t had much 
practice,” replies the Queen. “When I was your age, I always did it for half-an-
hour a day.” 

 Building a movement that can successfully challenge the corporate consump-
tion complex and its practice of hyperconsumption will require imagining—and 
then carrying out—four tasks that many would consider impossible. First, we 
need to evaluate past successes in changing corporate practices and extract the 
practical lessons that can guide the creation of a more powerful, cohesive, and 
successful movement. Second, we must construct and popularize an ideology of 
health and democracy that can successfully compete with the corporate consump-
tion ideology and its prescription of hyperconsumption. Th ird, we must weaken, 
then dismantle, the corporate consumption complex, the powerful alliance of cor-
porations and their supporters that dominate politics, the economy, and society 
to promote hyperconsumption and block eff orts to institute healthier alternatives. 
Finally, we need to forge in practice a policy agenda that off ers a vision of a health-
ier, more democratic future and unites the diverse strands of individuals and orga-
nizations working to change the role of corporations in our society. Following the 
White Queen’s advice to Alice, let’s practice our imagination by examining how to 
accomplish these four tasks that from a distance may seem impossible.    

      Lessons for a Movement   

 Creating an inclusive and eff ective movement that successfully reduces the harm 
to health that corporations impose is like cooking a meal; it requires a variety 
of ingredients, blended properly to create the intended eff ects. From the previ-
ous descriptions of past and present eff orts to change corporate practices, I will 
extract some of the lessons for cooking up a successful movement. Th ese les-
sons can guide practice for an emerging movement at three key levels: engaging 
people’s minds and emotions, inviting new partners, and preparing leaders. 

    ENGAGE  PEOPLE ’ S  MINDS  AND EMOTIONS   

 Th e fi rst group of lessons off ers strategies for engaging individuals via the 
multiple routes that move people into action:  ideas, emotions, and a sense of 
belonging. 
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  Make the personal political.  A  maxim that emerged from the Women’s 
Movement of the 1960s and 1970s suggested that in order to fully engage par-
ticipants, movements needed to make the personal political, and the political 
personal. Women were moved to demand changes in employment, health care, 
family benefi ts, and domestic violence policies because they understood that 
their daily lives and emotions were shaped by such policies. Similarly, families of 
dying smokers, people with diabetes, or mothers who have lost children to gun 
violence understand profoundly how corporate practices aff ect their lives. Th eir 
fi ghts to protect the health of their families and communities are personal, emo-
tional, and passionate, all ingredients that help to grow and sustain movements. 
Th is contrasts sharply with more traditional health education campaigns that 
encourage behaviors like smoking cessation, healthier eating, safe sex, and wear-
ing seatbelts—all worthwhile activities, but not the messages that will sustain 
activism or by themselves signifi cantly improve public health. 

 Engaging people’s emotions serves another purpose: it off ers an alternative 
to the emotional appeal of the corporate consumption complex. Th e realm of 
consumption, as Juliet Schor has noted, has “long been a ‘dream world’ where 
fantasy, play, inner desire, escape and emotion loom large. Th is is a signifi cant 
part of what draws us to it.”   1    Collective action that appeals to similar desires and 
emotions can fulfi ll deeper needs and compete more eff ectively with corporate 
marketers than those that appeal only to reason. 

  Suggest alternatives.  It is not enough to point out the problems corpora-
tions cause. Eff ective campaigns for change highlight the problem and also pro-
pose alternative arrangements. Making these alternatives visible and accessible 
off ers individuals another path into activism. 

 A few examples:   

    •      Th e Brooklyn Food Coalition, while resisting corporate domination of the 
food environment, also works to create a local food economy that links 
regional farmers directly with consumers, schools, and communities.  

   •      CARB requires car makers to produce vehicles that pollute less, while also 
assisting cities and counties to develop more robust mass transit systems.  

   •      Beyond advocating laws and institutional policies that limit marketing and 
gift s to doctors, the campaigns to reduce the pharmaceutical industry’s infl u-
ence on medical practice also seek to expand state-supported drug assistance 
programs.     

 By proposing alternatives to hyperconsumption and disease promotion that 
are feasible within the current economic and political climate, these campaigns 
suggest a specifi c path to a desired outcome. Th ey also serve as an impetus for 
more robust public-sector alternatives to the corporate-dominated economy. At 
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best, the alternatives—a school/farm program, a public bicycle program, or an 
alcohol-free youth program—also provide new opportunities for individuals, 
families, and communities to participate and become more involved in activism. 

 Proposing alternatives to corporate-driven consumption has the additional 
advantage of emphasizing the links between corporate production and con-
sumer consumption. Without major changes in our food production system, it 
is hard to imagine a meaningful increase in healthy food consumption as long as 
an industrial system for processing food for national and global markets remains 
the default option. By implementing even modest alternative patt erns of pro-
ducing food, transportation, and pharmaceuticals, a movement can gain trac-
tion that can later be built upon, picked up by other jurisdictions, and serve as a 
feasible example for public education. 

 Th e point is not to build boutique alternatives for a handful of  individuals—
an att ractive but doomed eff ort to escape the tentacles of the corporate consump-
tion complex. Nor can any alternative ultimately succeed absent a movement 
that is building the power to achieve transformative changes. Rather, the food 
coops, community-supported agriculture, community development corpora-
tions, and worker-owned cooperatives become models for economic and politi-
cal activity not dominated by big corporations, and staging grounds for broader 
eff orts to reclaim the common goods that have become increasingly privatized. 
In the coming decades, the creation of robust, democratic public-sector produc-
tion of food, mass transportation, and medicines can provide a beachhead for 
alternatives to a corporate-dominated economy. 

  Target Specifi c Companies.  First, successful movements to modify 
harmful corporate behavior target specifi c corporations and their practices. 
Th e tobacco-control movement accelerated its successes when it switched 
from targeting smokers to shining a spotlight on the tobacco industry itself. 
Corporate Accountability International focused on one company, Philip Morris 
International, not only because it is one of the largest global tobacco corpora-
tions, but also in order to put names and faces on those who make decisions 
about marketing, production, and lobbying. When tobacco executives publicly 
and repeatedly put profi ts ahead of their role in causing millions of deaths, this 
generates the outrage that fuels governments, citizens, and advocacy organiza-
tions to mobilize and demand reforms. 

 Using specifi c names, products, and logos to identify harmful practices also 
exploits one of the greatest vulnerabilities of multinational corporations: their 
brands. Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Marlboro, and similar brands are valuable 
assets that companies use as the foundation for global marketing. By changing 
customers’ associations with these brands—from happiness, comfort, and man-
liness to premature death and preventable illness—health activists can threaten 
a company’s bott om line and create an opening for change. 
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 In 2003, an activist lawyer in California sued Kraft  for marketing Oreo cook-
ies to children under ten without disclosing what was known about the harmful 
eff ects of trans fat. In light of the media att ention that the lawsuit att racted, a 
market research fi rm found that the total volume of online discussions on trans 
fat increased more than eightfold in the weeks that followed. Fearing this con-
cern would jeopardize a valuable brand, Kraft  announced that it would reduce 
or eliminate the trans fat in Oreos just one day aft er the media coverage about 
the lawsuit began. Jonathan Carson, President and CEO of BuzzMetrics, an 
online research fi rm, commented, “On-line word-of-mouth enabled a lawsuit 
against one company to shift  into a major food-industry policy and public rela-
tions crisis.”   2    

 Conversely, movements that target unhealthy policies rather than specifi c 
companies or their practices see diminished results. Th e eff ort of gun-control 
organizations like the Million Mom March to make lax regulation the problem 
has made it more diffi  cult to persuade the public that gun makers’ irresponsible 
marketing and production practices play a major role in gun violence and deaths. 
Th e National Rifl e Association’s mastery of media advocacy, lobbying, and cam-
paign contributions has made the fi ght seem as if it is one between groups with 
opposing interpretations of the Constitution’s Second Amendment, rather than 
one between the public and gun profi teers. It is a tribute to the NRA ’s power that 
they succeeded in making the debate about varying constitutional interpreta-
tions rather than the irresponsible production and marketing practices of the 
gun industry. 

 By including the names of specifi c companies, executives, and products in 
their campaigns, organizers can frame their eff orts in clear moral terms:  pri-
vate gains should not cause public harms. Th is message is easier to communi-
cate than more generic ones about the defi ciencies of the free-market system. 
Some argue that blaming individual companies or executives over-simplifi es or 
unfairly vilifi es these actors. In my view, however, if the causal evidence on the 
role of the product or practice on health is clear, naming names illuminates the 
actions needed for change: it focuses public att ention on individual and corpo-
rate behavior, not ideology about the free market or consumer choice. Finally, 
holding individual companies and their managers accountable resonates with 
the American discourse on responsibility, which should apply to all sectors of 
society, not just consumers.  

    INVITE  PARTNERS  INTO THE  MOVEMENT   

 A second set of lessons can guide eff orts to broaden the movement by enlist-
ing new organizations and individuals into campaigns to change corporate 
practices. 
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  Frame Confl ict to Invite Broader Participation.  Successful movements 
frame their messages to broaden participation and connect their cause to other 
causes. In the 1970s and 1980s, the tobacco-control movement learned that “the 
right to breathe clean air” mobilized people more eff ectively than the tobacco 
industry’s advocacy for individuals’ “right to smoke.” Th e campaigns against 
pharmaceutical companies’ infl uence on medical practice emphasized doctors’ 
obligation to practice medicine based on evidence, not pharmaceutical industry 
profi t, to solicit support from medical institutions and professional organizations. 

 Chapter 5 outlined some of the frames that the corporate consumption com-
plex uses to mobilize supporters and isolate opponents. Box 8.1 suggests some 
counter-frames that have emerged from the movements to change corporate 
practices. By looking for ways to link their narrower campaigns to more general 
messages, organizers can create a stronger alternative to corporate ideology. By 
connecting the specifi c demands of a particular campaign (e.g., “stop selling this 
brand of malt liquor”) to the larger theme of protecting children from marketing 
that promotes unhealthy products, campaigns can lay the foundation for con-
necting their activities with similar ones elsewhere, thus magnifying the pres-
sure for change.        

    Box 8.1    Engaging Frames from the Movements to Change 
Health Damaging Corporate Practices      

    1.      In a modern, democratic society, the prerequisites for health—clean air, 
healthy food, safe consumer products—should be rights, not privileges.  

   2.      Public policy should make healthy choices easy choices, not promote 
private gain at the expense of health.  

   3.      A decent society protects children and other vulnerable populations 
from special interests that seek to profi t by encouraging unhealthy 
behavior or lifestyles.  

   4.      A primary goal of governments is to protect public health. Only govern-
ment has the resources and mandate to fulfi ll this function eff ectively.  

   5.      Diminishing the power of governments does not always increase indi-
vidual freedom, it may simply grant more power to corporations and 
other special interests.  

   6.      Protecting and expanding our democratic rights gives people more 
opportunities to shape the decisions that aff ect their lives; diminish-
ing these rights transfers these opportunities to others, especially 
corporations.      
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  Operate at Multiple Levels.  Successful movements develop the capac-
ity to operate on multiple levels, from the local to the global. Th e Treatment 
Action Campaign, described in Chapter 6, simultaneously organized free clin-
ics for people with AIDS in South African townships, pressured their own gov-
ernment and multinational drug companies doing business in South Africa 
to change policies, and developed alliances with global NGOs. Meanwhile, 
with the help of U.S. activists, TAC organized demonstrations that persuaded 
U.S. politicians to end their support for patent rights that benefi ted drug com-
pany profi ts at the expense of drug access for people with HIV in South Africa. 
Similarly, the Brooklyn Food Coalition, the Million Mom March, and Corporate 
Accountability International’s campaign “Challenge Big Tobacco” operated 
between local and global levels as the issues demanded and opportunities arose. 
Th e campaigns to reduce the inappropriate infl uence of pharmaceutical compa-
nies on doctors’ medical practice also operated at multiple governmental levels, 
with victories at each level reinforcing and opening the doors for success at other 
levels. Of signifi cance, when movements operate globally, it is more diffi  cult for 
corporations to shift  marketing of unhealthy products to developing and emerg-
ing nations without public reaction. 

 Th e power of corporations depends in part on their ability to operate force-
fully at multiple levels, from inside the consumer’s head to within global trade 
forums. By matching corporations’ ability to operate on small and large scales, 
a movement can create multiple pathways into activism and challenge corpora-
tions in a variety of sett ings. Th e California Air Resources Board’s dexterity in 
this regard allowed it to confront the auto industry in multiple sett ings, keeping 
the pressure up even when, for example, a more auto industry-friendly Congress 
and White House looked to delay stricter regulations of auto emissions. While 
corporations will use their lobbying and legal resources to att empt to preempt 
state or local action to strengthen public health protection against risky prac-
tices, adept public health advocates can sometimes fi nd opportunities to take 
the fi ght to another level or branch of government. 

  Engage Government . In the stories in Chapter 7, governments played dif-
ferent roles:  opponent, ally, or instigator of change. In each case, government 
was a critical player by virtue of mere involvement; the stature and reach of 
government served to infl uence the outcome of changing corporate practices. 
CARB, for example, a government agency, has been able to continue to set new 
standards for the auto industry in that state for several decades because it has 
the active support of elected offi  cials, other state agencies, an energized environ-
mental movement, and the residents of California. Th e Brooklyn Food Coalition 
articulated a vision of a healthier food system, then reviewed the New York City 
mayor’s food policy proposals, deciding whether to propose revisions or sup-
port them as writt en. 
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 Learning how to analyze the positions and interests of the heterogeneous 
individuals and agencies that populate government in the United States and 
in other countries is a critical skill for movement organizers. Viewing govern-
ment as a monolithic entity that either promotes or opposes corporate interests 
is a simplistic perspective that can misdirect strategy. Rather, the goal should 
be to identify and nurture those sectors of government that will act to protect 
public health. At the same time, government offi  cials or agencies that have been 
captured by corporate interests or see their role as a mediator between the 
99 percent and the 1 percent, rather than a protector of the public interest and 
democracy, should be isolated and discredited. 

 But campaigns to change corporate practices also give and receive resources, 
information, and political support from government allies. Th e exchanges go 
beyond money—they include research that provides scientifi c evidence to 
justify policy change, public demonstrations that support or protest new poli-
cies, threats of disruption or civil disobedience, and earned media coverage of 
the issues. Contributions from government to campaigns include public hear-
ings that educate policymakers and the public, research reports that document 
the prevalence of the problem, and enforcement actions that demonstrate the 
problem. By fi nding ways to strengthen these reciprocal relationships, those 
seeking to modify corporate practices can build more powerful and sustainable 
partnerships. 

  Promote Democracy.  A movement for a healthier world is a movement for 
more democracy. As Amartya Sen argues, having personal and collective agency 
gives people the power to seek well-being.   3    Democratic processes also invite 
participation. For many people, the opportunity to participate in movements 
to rectify injustices serves as an antidote to the isolation and alienation modern 
life oft en imposes. A leader of the Brooklyn Food Coalition explained, “Many of 
our members fi rst join to fi nd the sense of community they long for.”   4    Similarly, 
the Million Mom March and Moms Demand Action off ered its participants an 
opportunity to feel like they were making a diff erence. 

 Promoting democracy can also counter corporate eff orts to undermine 
democratic participation. In the tobacco and pharmaceutical industries, advo-
cates have used litigation to force companies to reveal what they know about the 
health eff ects of their products. Media coverage of such revelations can help to 
generate outrage and demands for more eff ective public oversight. 

 According to one academic analyst, the  Citizens United  Supreme Court deci-
sion that expanded corporations’ rights to contribute to electoral campaigns 
without limits has “galvanized citizens groups and some members of Congress 
to try to ameliorate the ruling’s expansion of corporate fi nancial infl uence on 
election campaigns.”   5    Th ese voices of dissent, through their legal, legislative, and 
media actions, have helped educate people about the ruling’s consequences and 
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brought activists from many sectors together to propose ways to counteract the 
corrosive infl uence of  Citizens United  on electoral politics. 

 Unquestionably, the campaigns to modify corporate behavior have changed 
policies, att itudes, and company practices. But even while they have saved hun-
dreds of thousands of lives, it will always be diffi  cult to att ribute outcomes such 
as longer life to any specifi c campaign or series of campaigns. Th e fact that we 
lack the scientifi c ability to prove that advocacy or policy changes had a measur-
able impact on health should not obscure their contributions. 

 In addition to mobilizing masses of people to take action against dangerous 
corporate practices, these public health campaigns have established ongoing 
monitoring of the health practices of specifi c companies or entire corporate 
sectors over extended periods of time. A few of the many groups that conduct 
such monitoring are listed in Box 8.2. Th ese and similar organizations provide 
the public and social movements with the ongoing information needed to guide 
advocacy and target policy change. Th ese campaigns have likewise inspired more 
researchers to study health-related corporate practices and to make their fi nd-
ings known to the public and policymakers. Some organizations that produce 
and distribute the evidence that advocates can bring to the policy arena are listed 
in Box 8.2. Finally, the campaigns have supported and been supported by a num-
ber of national organizations that have the potential to create and sustain a more 
cohesive national movement. One valuable resource is the growing number of 
investigative journalism organizations whose independence from corporate 
sponsors allows them to pursue leads that mainstream media oft en ignore. Th e 
International Consortium of Investigative Journalists and the Center for Public 
Integrity’s investigation of the global tobacco industry, described in Chapter 1, 
and the Pro Publica’s exposé of pharmaceutical industry payments to doctors to 
prescribe their medicines, described in Chapter 2, illustrate these contributions.        

 In these and other ways, the campaigns to change harmful corporate prac-
tices have created some of the important building blocks that social movement 
scholars identify as crucial: a repertoire of tested tactics and strategies, a cadre of 
experienced activists, and defi ned grievances and carefully craft ed messages to 
communicate those perceived injustices to the public.   6    Together, the resources 
shown in Box 8.2 off er the emerging movement for healthier corporate practices 
the expertise and organizational support needed to become a more powerful 
force for change. 

 At the same time, the campaigns have exhibited weaknesses that can limit their 
future growth and eff ectiveness. To date, no cohesive national agenda has linked 
the activities of activists working in diff erent industries (e.g., pharmaceutical, 
food, and tobacco) or diff erent geographic regions. No clearly defi ned ideology 
serves to counter the powerful ideas promoted by the corporate consumption 
complex, and too oft en, even people who want to reject hyperconsumption are 
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    Box 8.2    Selected Resources for a Movement            

 Organizations 
Th at Monitor 
Industry 
Practices 

 Alcohol industry—Alcohol Justice, Center on Alcohol 
Marketing and Youth at Johns Hopkins University 
 Automobile industry—Center for Auto Safety 
 Firearms Industry—Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun 
Violence, Harvard Injury Control Research Center, Violence 
Policy Center 
 Food Industry—Center for Science in the Public Interest, 
Rudd Center at Yale University, Food and Water Watch 
 Infant formula industry—International Baby Food Action 
Network 
 Pharmaceutical Industry—Public Citizen Health and Safety 
 Tobacco Industry—Center for Tobacco Control Research 
and Education at University of California-San Francisco 
 Marketing to Children—Campaign for a Commercial-Free 
Childhood 
 Trade—Center for Policy Analysis on Trade and Health 

 National 
Organizations 
Th at Consider 
Several Industries 

 Corporate Accountability International—food, tobacco, 
water 
 CorpWatch—corporate malfeasance and multinational cor-
porate accountability 
 Environmental Working Group—toxic contaminants in 
food, water and other media 
 Public Citizen Health Research Group—automobiles, infant 
formula, pharmaceuticals, and others 
 Union of Concerned Scientists—automobile, climate 
change, energy, food, transportation 

 Global Resource 
Organizations 

 Alcohol—Global Alcohol Policy Alliance, World NGO 
Network on Alcohol and Health 
 Firearms—Control Arms, International Action Network 
on Small Arms 
 Food—International Association of Consumer Food 
Organizations 
 Tobacco—Framework Convention Alliance 
 General—People’s Health Movement, Social Forum, Th ird 
World Network 
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unable to fi nd att ractive and accessible alternatives. Few national leaders are vis-
ible and att ractive across the diverse populations that are the constituencies for 
a movement to change corporate practices. Other harmful consequences of cor-
porations on our society—such as income inequality, subverted democracy, and 
environmental degradation, have been underemphasized by those working on 
health, limiting the potential for broader alliances. Th ese limitations constitute 
the to-do list for an emerging movement.  

    BUILD  LEADERS   

 A fi nal and vital lesson from past campaigns is the importance of creating leaders 
who have the vision, skills, and political savvy to build a long-term movement. 
Successful movements need strong local, national, and global leaders—individ-
uals who can strategize, build, inspire, and fund-raise. Successful organizations 
develop ways to cultivate such individuals. Leadership development can occur 
at all levels of organizations, from the local church to the global NGO. In the 
United States, organizations such as Highlander Center, the Midwest Academy, 
and the Center for Th ird World Organizing have long off ered training for com-
munity organizers. Some schools of public health are beginning to off er courses 
on investigating the health consequences of industry practices, but none yet 
off er organized programs to train public health leaders to take on this task. Few 
national organizations have specifi cally prepared leaders for campaigns against 
corporations, a gap that needs fi lling. 

 Many movements have found that victims of injustice or personal loss make 
the most eff ective (and aff ecting) leaders. Mothers who lost children to gun 
violence, individuals whose family members died of tobacco or alcohol-related 
causes, or people whose diabetes was exacerbated by unhealthy foods make 
compelling leaders for grassroots campaigns against harmful corporate prac-
tices. More broadly, including individuals who have been most harmed by such 
practices ensures that their voices will be heard and lends the movement a moti-
vated foundation. As one activist in the New York City food justice movement 
explained, “If people of color and poor people are not leading the food move-
ment, then once again our needs will be overlooked.”   7      

    Create a New Ideology for Health and Democracy   

 For many people around the world, hyperconsumption is the norm, the very 
defi nition of modern society. Alternatives are seen as primitive, abstemious, 
undesirable, or at best utopian and unatt ainable. In this view, since few would 
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choose to give up this lifestyle voluntarily, the only possible route to a diff erent 
future is the dreaded “Nanny State,” in which government hectors its citizens 
and deprives them of life’s pleasures. It is a tribute to the corporate consumption 
complex that these beliefs are so common. To persuade people that a lifestyle 
that brings many of its adherents premature death, painful illness, and prevent-
able injuries is highly desirable is a remarkable achievement. Any movement that 
wants to mount a successful challenge to hyperconsumption must off er att rac-
tive alternative patt erns of consumption. 

 Creating alternatives to hyperconsumption requires two simultaneous 
processes:  reducing the demand for unhealthy products, the ideological task 
discussed here, and dismantling the corporate consumption complex, the strat-
egy to reduce the supply of unhealthy products discussed in the next section. 
Movement organizers oft en debate which should be primary, but in my view, the 
most eff ective approach is to pursue reducing both the demand for and supply 
of unhealthy products and practices concurrently, with successes on one front 
reinforcing advances in the other. 

 From a health perspective, alternatives to hyperconsumption need to meet 
two criteria. First, they should promote population and individual health. 
Second, they should be sustainable—practically, environmentally, and econom-
ically. Followers need to be able to stick with a lifestyle, not try it out, then aban-
don it like a fad diet. Th is requires thinking about how the proposed changes will 
fi t within the lives of real people in diff erent parts of the world. 

 Environmental sustainability is oft en defi ned as the use of resources that 
allows future generations to enjoy the same benefi ts as the previous genera-
tions. Patt erns of consumption that deplete natural resources, damage the envi-
ronment, or create health burdens for future generations are not sustainable. 
For this discussion, I defi ne healthy and sustainable consumption as patt erns 
of living in which people produce and consume in ways that sustain health, 
protect the well-being of future generations, and maintain the Earth’s capacity 
to support life. 

 What would healthy, sustainable consumption look like, and how would it 
diff er from hyperconsumption? A few statistics help show the way:   

    •      An Australian researcher estimated that if present trends on smoking in 
Australia continue, all female smoking will end by 2029, and male smoking 
will be virtually eliminated the next year. Australia has the world’s strongest 
tobacco-control policies and the lowest rates of smoking.   8    By restricting the 
places where people can smoke and ending the tobacco industry’s right to 
market tobacco (but  not  prohibiting its use), other cities, states and nations 
may be able to bring adult smoking rates down to negligible levels, usually 
defi ned as less than 5 percent of the adult population.   9     
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   •      Th e New Mexico county with the highest alcohol-related chronic disease 
death rate has a rate almost 40 times higher than the county with the lowest 
level. Four counties in New Mexico have death rates lower than the U.S. aver-
age, but twelve have rates more than twice the US average.   10    Th ese data show 
wide variations in alcohol-consumption-related death rates in a single state, 
suggesting that modifying policies, enforcement and other environmen-
tal factors could help states and counties with higher rates reduce deaths. 
Bringing New Mexico’s alcohol-related chronic diseases death rate down to 
the U.S. rate could prevent 2,500 premature deaths in a decade.  

   •      In Sweden, improved design of cars and highways has dramatically reduced 
motor vehicle accidents. In 2004, 50 Swedes per 1  million died in motor 
vehicle accidents, compared to about 240 per 1  million in the Russian 
Federation.   11    Sweden’s success in regulating car safety, designing safer road-
ways, and changing driver behavior show that other nations could take simi-
lar actions that would prevent millions of deaths and injuries.  

   •      Th e average American’s daily consumption of added sugars increased by 
149  percent between 1977 and 2006,   12    a result of changes in the products 
manufactured and marketed by the food industry. Higher consumption of 
added sugars is associated with several important risk factors for cardiovas-
cular and metabolic diseases. Returning to the 1977 level—hardly a time of 
sugar deprivation—could help millions of people from becoming overweight 
and prevent tens of thousands from developing diet-related diseases.     

 For markers of hyperconsumption such as excess consumption of sugar, fats, salt, 
tobacco (in the developing world) or alcohol (among women), a return to the 
societal levels of just a few decades ago would bring substantial health benefi ts. 
Th is fact contradicts the belief that healthy consumption requires prohibiting 
unhealthy products or a return to a Stone Age hunting and gathering lifestyle. 

 Sustainable consumption also entails reducing our demand for natural 
resources, particularly non-renewable resources. According to one research 
group, if all 7 billion people on Earth lived like the average American, we would 
require fi ve planets to support human life.   13    Many strategies exist to reduce the 
demand for resources:  limiting the increasing consumption of meat; develop-
ing more sustainable, local and less resource-intensive agricultural practices; 
encouraging energy conservation; and promoting mass transit, walking, and 
bicycling rather than individual car transport. Each would signifi cantly reduce 
resource depletion, and shrink humanity’s carbon footprint. And each is already 
in practice somewhere, providing testing grounds for what works and evidence 
on how to scale up successful models. 

 Each of these changes would also contribute to reducing chronic disease and 
injury. Eating less meat and less processed food (each generators of many food 
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miles, the distance food travels between farm and mouth) while increasing intake 
of fruits and vegetables reduces obesity, heart disease, cancer, and diabetes. While 
passive transportation burns non-renewable energy and fuels obesity, mass tran-
sit has been shown to contribute to improved health. A study in North Carolina 
found that, aft er two years, riders on a new commuter light-rail transit system had 
an 18 percent reduction in body mass index compared to those who kept driving 
to work.   14    Showing how changes in consumption can improve health and pro-
tect the environment can win support for healthier policies. As one international 
research team observed, “climate preservation and the improvement of health for 
people everywhere are inextricably linked. Coherent and sensitively designed 
cross-sectoral policies and programs in agriculture, energy use, and urban plan-
ning may produce major potential co-benefi ts for people and planet.”   15    

 Who can lead the world to the values and lifestyle that support healthy sus-
tainable consumption? Many constituencies have the qualifi cations to serve as 
guides. In the United States and other Western nations, candidates for its promo-
tion include ethical consumers, alternative lifestyle sub-populations, corporate 
social responsibility groups, and perhaps a few responsible corporations. Finally, 
in the large, emerging nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, governments 
and non-governmental organization are exploring new ways to think about con-
sumption and sustainable development. 

    ETHICAL  CONSUMERS   

 “Ethical consumers,” a term coined in the United Kingdom in the late 1980s, are 
people who make purchasing decisions based on their assessment of the values 
and practices of producers, not simply the prices or qualities of the products. In 
2005, Datamonitor, a market research fi rm, found that “67 percent of consumers 
in the US and Europe claim to have boycott ed a food, drinks, or personal care 
company’s goods on ethical grounds.”   16    In the United States, making decisions 
about what to buy or boycott  is as old as the fi rst Boston Tea Party, in which 
patriotic consumers organized and participated in boycott s of British goods and 
encouraged coordinated consumer action. While many more people tell poll-
sters that they make ethical purchasing decisions than sales data suggest, with 
almost 70 percent of GDP driven by what the U.S. government calls “personal 
consumption expenditures,” even modest changes in purchasing could infl uence 
corporate decisions—and health.   17    

 Th e Council on Economic Priorities, an ethical consumption advocacy 
group, explains the rationale:

  Your choice of what car, washing machine, computer, or even breakfast 
cereal to buy may make more diff erence than you think, especially if 
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you let companies know that social and environmental records aff ect 
your choices. Companies wield tremendous power, but individuals 
can infl uence corporate practices and can actually help change the 
world. It’s the simple, positive activism of casting your economic vote 
conscientiously.   18     

 Critics of ethical consumption claim it is a “panacea for middle-class guilt . . . an 
individualistic form of politics, a means through which neoliberal governments 
encourage consumers to become ‘responsibilised’ amidst the atrophying of 
wider social safety nets.”   19    Its value, perhaps, is not as a stand-alone individual 
strategy but as one component of a panoply of responses to hyperconsump-
tion. In addition, conscious consumption can serve as an antidote to “upscal-
ing”—the notion that to stay in place consumers constantly need to buy more 
and bigger.   20    Contesting the psychology of upscaling can help undermine 
hyperconsumption. 

 A recent U.S. variant of ethical consumption is “conscious consuming,” also 
known as “downshift ing” or “voluntary simplicity.” “Simplifi ers” look to spend 
less time working and buying and more with friends and family. Th ey seek 
more authentic connections to people and possessions and to contrast their 
lifestyle from the mainstream. At the farther end of the simplifying continuum, 
some choose to live off  the power grid, seeking to demonstrate their indepen-
dence from the corporate economy. Few have an explicitly political agenda.   21    
Simplifi ers and other sub-populations experimenting with alternative consump-
tion practices usually constitute only a fraction of the population. But their expe-
riences can serve as a laboratory for testing new ideas, a springboard for more 
generalizable eff orts, and a demonstration that even in corporate-dominated 
economies, alternatives are available. 

 Can individual eff orts to adopt healthier patt erns of consumption be linked 
to larger political eff orts? Th e GROW campaign of Oxfam, a British charity, 
illustrates one approach. GROW seeks to change the food buying and prepara-
tion habits of women in developed nations to drive changes in the global food 
system. By strengthening the emotional connection women feel to the produc-
ers of their food, they hope to recruit support for policy change. “Corporations 
and governments are not the only power in the system,” Oxfam argues. “Th ose 
of us that buy, cook and eat the food are more powerful than we might think. If 
together we can say we want this rather than that, we become a force that aff ects 
the system. . . . Th ey can either adapt to meet our demands, or someone else 
will fi ll their place.”   22    Th e creation of “transitional towns” in Europe and North 
America is another example. In this campaign, grassroots citizens groups pres-
sure local governments to take action to slow climate change and enable patt erns 
of consumption that reduce reliance on the corporate economy.   23     
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    CORPORATE  SOCIAL  RESPONSIBILITY   

 Corporate social responsibility (CSR) groups believe that corporations can 
be persuaded to adopt more responsible practices through a combination of 
market, political, and moral pressure. Th ey argue that all corporations should 
pay att ention to the “triple bott om line”—their economic, social, and environ-
mental impact. CSR strategies include ethical investing, shareholder activism, 
boycott s, and multifaceted corporate campaigns. Th e concept of CSR has been 
used widely to reform corporate labor and environmental practices and to rem-
edy human rights violations; it has been used less oft en to modify practices that 
harm the health of consumers. 

 Between 1995 and 2010, professionally managed assets that were invested 
by organizations such as Calvert Investments, Trillium Asset Management, and 
others that followed socially responsible guidelines increased by 380 percent to 
$3.07 trillion—a bigger increase than the overall 260 percent increase in all pro-
fessionally managed assets.   24    Social responsibility funds have helped investors 
avoid tobacco and alcohol stocks and supported environmentally responsible 
energy and automobile companies, but have been less active in distinguishing 
between healthy and less healthy food companies. 

 A more recent CSR variant is impact investing, in which investors seek both 
fi nancial and social returns. Whereas earlier CSR eff orts focused on withdraw-
ing investor dollars from socially destructive investments, impact investing 
seeks to redirect these dollars to more constructive uses.  New York Times  busi-
ness writer Paul Sullivan describes impact investing as “a private equity fund 
for social change.”   25    A J.P. Morgan analyst predicts that by 2020, there could be 
between $400 billion and $1 trillion invested this way, generating cumulative 
profi ts over ten years of between $183 billion and $667 billion.   26    Th e Spring 
Creek Foundation, an Ohio-based philanthropy group, has proposed a model 
for using impact investing to create healthier, more sustainable food systems, 
off ering small growers and retailers an alternative to reliance on agribusiness and 
mainstream fi nancial institutions and investors an opportunity to make money 
while doing good.   27    Similarly, a group of public health researchers at University 
of California-Berkeley have suggested the creation of Health Impact Bonds, 
through which government and entrepreneurs can partner to invest in creating 
healthier environments, with part of the savings in health care costs returned to 
investors.   28    

 For both traditional CSR funds and impact investing, institutional asset 
owners (pension funds, endowments, insurers) are potential partners for 
increasing the volume and impact of responsible investment. A  2012 report 
concluded that, with total assets of more than $20 trillion, these anchor inves-
tors “play a fundamental role in the domestic U.S. and world capital markets. 
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For advocates of impact investing, engagement of institutional asset owners is 
one key to growing markets that create measurable social and environmental 
benefi ts.”   29    

 One such arrangement is the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), a con-
sortium of more than 300 institutional investors with more than $57 tril-
lion in assets in 2008. Participants include Barclays Group, California Public 
Employees’ Retirement System, Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, Morgan 
Stanley, and UBS, among others. Since 2002, the CDP has asked the world’s 
500 largest companies every year to disclose their greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, risks, opportunities, and management strategies, illustrating the 
potential for institutional investors to infl uence disclosure and environmental 
practices of major companies.   30    

 At the policy level, tax and regulatory policies can encourage institutions to 
invest in measures such as healthier food production or transportation alter-
natives. At the institutional level, workers and unions can demand that their 
pension, endowment, or insurance funds invest in companies that encour-
age healthier and sustainable consumption and disinvest from those that fail 
to do so. In 2000, the board of the California Public Employees’ Retirement 
System ordered the fund to divest from all tobacco companies, overriding 
the recommendation of staff  who warned that gett ing rid of tobacco stocks 
would lower the return on investment. In 2008, some members concerned 
about the value of their pensions tried but failed to reverse this decision.   31    In 
2013, a few weeks aft er the Connecticut school shootings, the California State 
Teachers Retirement System voted to withdraw its $500  million investment 
in Cerberus Capital Management, the owner of Freedom Group, the maker of 
the Bushmaster assault rifl e used to kill twenty-seven people in Newtown.   32    In 
the future, debates about institutional investment decisions can provide health 
advocates in universities and hospitals with a platform to discuss healthier, 
more sustainable patt erns of consumption. 

 Corporate campaigns were fi rst developed by unions as a supplement to 
traditional worker organizing. Using organizing techniques developed by Saul 
Alinsky, corporate campaigns mobilized people to pressure companies into 
changing practices, including labor or environmental practices.   33    Th eir tactics 
seek to make it more diffi  cult for corporate managers to resist change than to 
make concessions. Corporate Accountability International’s campaigns—
against Nestlé for marketing infant formula, against Philip Morris for undermin-
ing national tobacco-control programs and policies, and against McDonald’s 
for marketing unhealthy fast food to children—are examples of corporate cam-
paigns with a health focus. Th eir role is to educate the public about the adverse 
health consequences of risky products and to shame companies into reduc-
ing their promotion of unhealthy consumption. One listing of 173 corporate 
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campaigns that were carried out between 1960 and 2012 identifi ed only eight 
that had consumer health as a primary focus.   34    Expanding such eff orts may help 
“de-market” unhealthy consumption and create space for healthier alternatives. 

 Despite their potential to infl uence the investment of trillions of dollars, 
several factors limit the potential of these various streams of CSR to contrib-
ute to alternative patt erns of consumption. First, many companies continue to 
use CSR more as a public relations tool than as a serious eff ort to change the 
social impact of their operations. PepsiCo and Coca-Cola, for example, cite their 
philanthropic contributions to physical activity programs as an example of their 
responsibility for reducing obesity. Independent observers regard these dona-
tions as an eff ort to distract media att ention from the role their products play 
in super-sizing the world’s children.   35    Second, many of the industries and com-
panies that contribute to chronic diseases and injuries have irresponsible prac-
tices at the core of their business model—marketing tobacco to young adults, 
for example, or making cheap, poorly made handguns widely available. CSR is 
unlikely to convert tigers into giraff es. 

 Finally, companies that make social responsibility commitments oft en aban-
don them when economic conditions change. In 2007, market changes led Ford 
to drop the partnership it had with the Sierra Club to promote the Mercury 
Mariner Hybrid, a more eco-friendly SUV, and to revert to heavy promotion of 
its more profi table (but polluting) Explorer.   36    As I described previously, when 
PepsiCo shareholders complained that its increased marketing of “good-for-you” 
snacks was resulting in lost market share for sugary beverages, Pepsi promptly 
upped its advertising budget for soda, and other fun-for-you (but-make-you-
sicker-quicker) products. 

 With these limitations, is there a place for CSR as a vehicle for changing con-
sumer minds and corporate practices related to hyperconsumption? I am skep-
tical that by itself CSR can have much infl uence on business practices, absent 
deeper transformations of government–market relationships. But as a platform 
for public education, CSR challenges the cornerstone belief of free-market 
fundamentalism that profi t always comes fi rst. If more people and policymak-
ers accept the notion that corporations have  any  social responsibility beyond 
maximizing return for investors, then the debate becomes not if but how: Who 
draws the line between private gain and public benefi t, and where? As inves-
tors, institutional pension funds and CSR advocacy groups struggle to make 
corporations more accountable, the public health consequences of corporate 
practices bring an added outcome that can widen public discussion on the 
appropriate role for corporations in our society. In this view, CSR can become 
a vehicle to recruit the tens of thousands of people who want to make more 
ethical decisions on their investments into a movement for healthier, more sus-
tainable consumption.  



A Healthier,  More Sustainable Future  235

    SUSTAINABLE  CORPORATIONS?   

 Can corporations themselves, even without the external pressure of CSR activ-
ists, play a role in creating healthier, more sustainable patt erns of consumption? 
Th e simple answer is “Yes, but.” Th e yes acknowledges that many companies have 
found ways to make money by selling healthier, “greener” products. Companies 
like Organic Valley, a farmer-owned cooperative of 1,687 family farms, or 
Electric Vehicles International, a manufacturer of electric trucks and cars for 
government and businesses, can make it easier for consumers to fi nd and aff ord 
the products or transportation that protect health and the planet. Public policies 
and consumer purchases that support these types of businesses can strengthen 
alternatives to hyperconsumption. 

 Th e reservations about a corporate role in sustainable consumption spring 
from some fundamental rules of capitalism. Making a profi t usually depends on 
selling more, whereas protecting health and the environment generally requires 
consuming less. Additionally, successful small companies are oft en bought up by 
bigger companies, ones whose commitment to health or environmental values 
may be more limited. A  New York Times  investigation found that as the market 
for organic food multiplied over the last decade, giant agri-food corporations 
such as Coca-Cola, Cargill, ConAgra, General Mills, Kraft , and M&M Mars have 
“gobbled up” most of the nation’s organic food industry.   37    Th ese big companies 
now play a major role in sett ing standards for organic food and, as the  Times  
reported, routinely make decisions that favor their interests over those of small 
producers and the health of eaters. 

 In summary, if corporations are to play a signifi cantly expanded role in pro-
ducing healthier products, the rules of the game will need to change. As long as 
maximizing profi ts is the bott om line, opportunities for promoting health will 
be limited. Changing the incentives to reward producing health and the penal-
ties to deter harming well-being requires political decisions, not business ones.  

    BRICS  FOR  SUSTAINABLE  CONSUMPTION   

 Emerging nations like Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (known as 
BRICS) can also make contributions to off ering alternatives to hyperconsump-
tion. In China, Peggy Liu, the leader of the Joint U.S.-China Collaboration on 
Clean Energy ( JUCCE), an NGO that seeks to accelerate the greening of China, 
told delegates at the 2012 Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development about her organization’s vision of the “China Dream”—an alter-
native to the high-consumption American Dream of the later twentieth century. 
Noting that China’s population will add the equivalent of another one-and-a-half 
U.S. populations in the next 13 years, Liu argues that now is the time for China 
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to forge a new sustainable consumerism that off ers both a path to prosperity and 
an end to global resource devastation.   38    She urges the creation of a sustainable 
lifestyle that “excites people” and taps into consumers’ desires and aspirations. 

 Clearly, China recognizes the importance of domestic consumption—now 
the main driver of economic growth, having surpassed government investment 
in 2012.   39    Th e economic slowdown in China makes the nature of its domestic 
consumption even more important. And the Chinese government understands 
the choices it faces: Xie Zhenha, the Minister for Climate Policy, has observed 
that “if we allow China’s per capita carbon emissions to rise to U.S. levels, it will 
be a disaster for the world.”   40    Preventing such a disaster in a nation that is now 
the largest automobile market in the world, and in which automobiles symbolize 
success, presents the government with some tough decisions. JUCCCE’s China 
Dream, which includes a variety of corporate and NGO partners, seeks to use 
government policy, Chinese cultural values, social media, and corporate initia-
tives to create a widespread desire for a sustainable life. 

 Whether the China Dream campaign can overcome inevitable corporate and 
government opposition remains to be seen. As Liu notes, “Th e window of oppor-
tunity for a new lifestyles to take hold won’t last forever. If we wait too long, the 
emerging middle class will have already developed their tastes and habits. It will 
be too late to steer the masses to greener pastures.”   41    She concedes that “few sus-
tainable consumerism campaigns have succeeded to date,” but notes that “the 
elements that can enable societal change are now aligning. . . . People are more 
open than ever to lifestyle change. Th e current economic squeeze leaves con-
sumers eager for alternatives to conspicuous consumption.” How China resolves 
competing demands for cleaner air, healthier lives and more democracy with 
those for more Western-style consumption, more opportunities for investment, 
and more government control will have a critical infl uence on the future of 
global hyperconsumption. 

 Brazil can also play a role in changing global patt erns of consumption. Brazilian 
public health researchers Carlos Montiero and Geoff rey Cannon have observed 
that country has substantial remaining natural resources; capable governments 
at the federal, state, and national levels; a commitment to a strong public sec-
tor; and extensive experience using public policy to ensure that its food and 
pharmaceutical sectors serve the public interest and promote health. “In Brazil,” 
Montiero and Cannon note, “protection of public health still remains a prime 
duty of government that has not eroded as it has in other countries.”   42    Moreover, 
Brazilian social and labor movements have continued to push their government 
to resist corporate-managed globalization. As an illustration, Brazilian law enti-
tles all schoolchildren to one daily meal at school. At least 70 percent of the food 
supplied to schools must be fresh or minimally processed, and a minimum of 
30 percent must be sourced from local family farmers. Th ese policies serve both 
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to promote child health and to restrict the role multinational food companies 
and the highly processed foods they manufacture can play in an important sector 
of the food economy. 

 India, another emerging nation, is debating whether to make free medicine 
available to its citizens in all public hospitals. Th e plan would provide hundreds 
of essential drugs free to patients in government-run hospitals and clinics at 
a cost of nearly $5 billion over fi ve years.   43    Since the government would buy 
only inexpensive generic versions of drugs, the plan would jeopardize the prof-
its Western drug makers hope to realize from brand-name drugs in emerging 
markets like India. By putt ing massive purchasing power in the hands of govern-
ment, the plan would diminish the power of drug multinationals to set the rules 
for the market while also reducing marketing and use of inappropriate, danger-
ous, or ineff ective drugs. 

 BRICS nations will face huge resistance to sustainable consumption policies 
from the corporate consumption complex—and their own wealthy élites. Since 
most of the world’s largest corporations depend on these nations for twenty-
fi rst–century profi tability, reduced demand threatens their future. But since at 
least some leaders and some citizens groups in each of these countries under-
stand the dire national consequences of hyperconsumption, their collective 
power is one of the most promising resources for a healthier approach to eco-
nomic development and consumption. 

 Th is review of potential players in promoting healthy sustainable consump-
tion suggests that no lone constituency, organization, or nation can create viable 
alternatives to hyperconsumption at a scale that would make a health diff erence. 
Th e various strands I  have described here operate independently, sometimes 
in confl ict, and lack an infrastructure of power that can match the corporate 
consumption complex. Today, consumption takes place in many sett ings and 
forms—home, school, community, shopping mall, Internet. So far, no scholar or 
movement has developed an integrated theory of consumption across sett ings 
that can unite the eff orts to create a coherent alternative. In the long run, how-
ever, many more of the world’s people and nations will benefi t from healthier 
more sustainable patt erns of consumption than those who profi t from the cur-
rent consumption regime. 

 A comprehensive political and economic agenda to advance healthy, sustain-
able consumption forces us to address other fundamental problems facing the 
United States and other wealthy nations. Most signifi cantly, to create the mil-
lions of new jobs that are the foundation for real economic growth requires 
rethinking where these jobs will come from. 

 Here, a vision of an economy based on healthy sustainable consumption 
can suggest new directions. A food economy more rooted in local production, 
processing, and distribution of food has the potential to create new jobs that 



238   LETHAL BUT LEGAL

produce healthier food, impose less of a burden on the environment, and sup-
port bott om-up economic development. A transportation system that encour-
ages mass transit and active transportation has the potential to produce new 
manufacturing, construction, and service jobs. A  healthcare system that uses 
drugs judiciously and helps those at risk of chronic illnesses to bett er prevent 
or manage the disease can create new entry-level jobs while reducing the cost 
of healthcare and pharmaceuticals. Already the environmental movement has 
stimulated the creation of “green jobs” that promote growth and environmental 
protection by retrofi tt ing old buildings to become more energy-effi  cient, build-
ing new, more environment-friendly housing, and cleaning up brownfi elds, 
polluted industrial sites that if properly decontaminated can be reclaimed for 
commerce, housing, or recreation.   44    

 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, social movements created 
a politics of production that informed worker activism and led to new protec-
tions against corporate abuse. Today, as Juliet Schor has observed, a new criti-
cal politics of consumption is urgently needed to address the “profound failures 
of the current consumption regime.”   45    Weaving the alternative strands of the 
critiques of hyperconsumption into a cohesive fabric that can support a new 
activism of consumption will require imagining two more of the White Queen’s 
impossible tasks.   

    Dismantle the Corporate Consumption Complex   

 As long as corporations occupy our minds, our media, our shopping malls, and 
our political processes, they will have an advantage in shaping patt erns of con-
sumption and discouraging healthier, more sustainable alternatives. Th us, evict-
ing corporations from their privileged positions is an essential task. 

 Let’s consider strategies for serving “eviction notices” in three separate are-
nas where the corporate consumption complex now exercises its power:  Our 
consciousness, our communities and our political processes. Th e goal of these 
strategies is to reduce the power of corporations to shape the environments, 
behaviors, and lifestyles that infl uence health. 

    EVICTING CORPORATIONS  FROM OUR MINDS   

 In the last three decades, the number of advertisements the average American 
city dweller is exposed to daily has increased from 2,000 to 5,000. “We never 
know where the consumer is going to be at any point in time,” Linda Kaplan 
Th aler, chief executive at the Kaplan Th aler Group, a New York ad agency, told 
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the  New York Times , “so we have to fi nd a way to be everywhere. Ubiquity is the 
new exclusivity.”   46    From infancy through death, corporations bombard us with 
messages via television, radio, billboard, print, Internet, and texting. Is it sur-
prising that the jingles, logos, products, values, and lifestyles that corporations 
promote have become embedded in our consciousness? 

 Deprogramming our minds is both an individual and a collective task. At 
the individual and family levels, protecting children from corporate penetra-
tion can bring current and future payoff s. Most child development experts agree 
that children are not equipped to make informed decisions about what to buy 
and consume. Based on a review of the relevant literature, Jennifer Pomeranz 
at Yale’s Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity summarizes the emerging 
consensus that “the accumulation of evidence reveals a true defi cit in young chil-
dren’s ability to comprehend the intent of marketing techniques, which makes 
them vulnerable to both unintentional deception and deliberate overreaching 
by advertisers.”   47    Older children may have the cognitive capacity to judge mes-
sages but lack the experience or knowledge to evaluate the plausibility of adver-
tisers’ claims. According to some public health lawyers, advertising to customers 
unequipped to judge its veracity is “inherently misleading,” making such mes-
sages ineligible for First Amendment protection.   48    

 Another reason to protect children is that they have become, as Juliet Schor 
observes in  Born to Buy , “conduits from the consumer marketplace into the 
household, the link between advertisers and the family purse.”   49    Schor notes that 
“young people are repositories of consumer knowledge and awareness. Th ey are 
the fi rst adaptors and avid users of many of the new technologies. Th ey are the 
household members with the most passionate consumer desires, and are most 
closely tethered to products, brands and the latest trends.”   50    Severing these links 
removes the marketer–in-chief from inside the household and delays identifi ca-
tion with corporate values until young people are bett er equipped to evaluate 
commercial message both cognitively and emotionally. 

 By protecting children from advertising as much and for as long as possible, 
removing commercial infl uences from schools, and minimizing the time their 
children spend in high-intensity marketing zones, (e.g., shopping malls, fast food 
outlets, children’s television programs, and corporate-sponsored Internet sites), 
parents can delay the corporate intrusion into their children’s minds. Th ese 
delays can postpone initiation into the lifetime unhealthy consumption habits 
for which corporate marketers recruit. 

 But in the long run, parents need community and government support to 
protect their children and adolescents against the nannies who truly threaten 
our children:  corporations like McDonald’s, Pepsi, Coke, Budweiser, and 
Philip Morris that expose children to messages that encourage life-shorten-
ing habits.   51,      52    One such protection is publicly supported counter-advertising 
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campaigns. Counter-advertising off ers viewers images and messages that con-
tradict or undermine corporate ads. One study found that viewing an anti-
smoking ad before seeing movie characters smoke “temporarily tainted the 
image of smoking” among fourteen to fi ft een year old teenagers. “Subjects 
who saw the anti-smoking advertisement spontaneously generated negative 
thoughts about the movie characters.”   53    In 1967, under the Fairness Doctrine, 
the Federal Communication Commission ruled that television stations had to 
air anti-smoking advertisements at no cost to the organizations providing such 
messages. Th e new mandate led to widespread exposure to anti-smoking edu-
cation and sharp declines in smoking rates.   54    Part of the reason the tobacco 
industry accepted the 1971 ban on television advertising of cigarett es is they 
feared continued exposure to anti-tobacco ads would reduce their business and 
profi ts. In 1987, the Fairness Doctrine, which required holders of television and 
radio broadcast licenses to present controversial issues of public importance, 
honestly and equitably was formally rescinded, another victim of Reagan era 
deregulation. 

 Th e Truth Campaign, a health education initiative launched by the Legacy 
Foundation, the nonprofi t creation of the tobacco Master Sett lement Agreement, 
brought young people the message that the tobacco industry sought to profi t 
by addicting them to a deadly substance. Rather than preaching to teens to fol-
low their parents’ guidance on tobacco, the truth message, directed especially 
at the rebellious teens most likely to smoke, was, “Don’t let tobacco executives 
fool you so they can get rich off  you.” Evaluations studies showed that the Truth 
Campaign’s anti-corporate message was more successful than traditional anti-
smoking programs in preventing young people from taking up smoking and get-
ting them to quit. One systematic evaluation study found that by 2004, the truth 
campaign had prevented about 450,000 U.S. adolescents from trying smoking.   55    
Th e tobacco industry sued to get the messages off  the air but failed in court. 
Similar campaigns led by health departments or voluntary health organizations 
could help to counteract promotion of unhealthy food, problem alcohol use, 
ineff ective or risky medications, and polluting cars, immunizing people against 
advertisers’ inducements. With the advent of lower-cost social media cam-
paigns, the high cost of Legacy’s mainstream media Truth Campaign, the main 
deterrent to replication, has been signifi cantly reduced. 

 Counter-advertising that supports healthier, more sustainable consumption 
will never be able to reach as many viewers, listeners, or clicks per impression 
as do corporate advertisers. More subversively, however, these campaigns can 
help audiences critically analyze advertising messages and substitute images that 
challenge hyperconsumption rather than glorify it. Th eir most valuable role may 
be in triggering face-to-face and online discussions that over time diminish the 
corporate consumption complex’s control over our minds.  
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    EVICTING CORPORATIONS  FROM OUR INSTITUTIONS 
AND COMMUNITIES   

 At the community level, the corporate consumption complex dominates retail 
space, the digital environment, and increasingly, public spaces such as schools 
and hospitals, thus converting more public space into selling space. To coun-
ter this corporate intrusion into public space, jurisdictions have taken action. In 
2008, Los Angeles approved a one-year moratorium on new fast food outlets in 
the city’s poorest neighborhoods, a limit later extended indefi nitely. Observers 
believe that the moratorium encouraged the development of food co-ops, com-
munity gardens, and healthier, non-chain food outlets. “I don’t think those 
ideas and initiatives would have taken hold if we were continuing to allow of 
the development and establishment of fast food outlets,” said one organizer.   56    
In Philadelphia, the city banned alcohol advertisements on city-owned or con-
trolled property.   57    In Boston, the state transit agency ended alcohol advertis-
ing on the city’s mass transit system.   58    Many hospitals have decided to remove 
McDonald’s outlets from their facilities, worrying that their presence sent a bad 
message to parents and the many patients with diet-related diseases.   59    By cam-
paigning to create more commercial-free zones in our communities, schools, 
and hospitals, health advocates can both protect people from health-damaging 
infl uences and stimulate public discussion of appropriate restrictions on using 
public space to promote private gain. 

 Today, corporations and their marketing allies are also the main source of 
health education for most Americans. Th rough their social media sites; their 
advertisements on television and Channel One, the school-based television net-
work; their support for professional organizations like the Academy of Nutrition 
and Dietetics, the professional association of nutritionists and dietitians; and 
their sponsorship of sporting events and entertainment, corporations like Pepsi, 
McDonald’s, Altria, and Anheuser-Busch InBev spend more time infl uencing 
our children and young adults than any health teacher or counselor. By restoring 
this task to the parents, teachers, doctors and others whose mandate is to pro-
tect the well-being of our youth and removing it from corporations whose main 
goal is to extract cash from their customers’ pockets, our society can provide 
young people with the knowledge and skills they need to make more informed 
 decisions about health.  

    EVICTING CORPORATIONS  FROM OUR POLITICAL  SYSTEM   

 Th e most important and diffi  cult step in dismantling the corporate consump-
tion complex is reining in its power to shape our politics. As long as tens of 
thousands of corporate lobbyists and billions of dollars in corporate campaign 
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contributions distort our democracy, it will not be possible to advance an alter-
native to hyperconsumption and the health burdens it imposes. Th ere is no 
dearth of good ideas by which to restore more democratic processes to our 
political system. In recent years, democracy activists have organized to:   

    •      Reverse the  Citizens United  Supreme Court decision by legislation or consti-
tutional amendment in order to limit special interest contributions to legisla-
tive or electoral campaigns;   60     

   •      Strengthen or create new public campaign fi nancing as exists in some states 
and cities (e.g., Arizona, Maine, Connecticut, and New York City). In some 
places this is achieved by mandating or subsidizing media outlets to pro-
vide equal-time access to major political candidates. Joanna Diamond of the 
American Civil Liberties Union explained that “Public fi nancing would make 
public offi  cials more accountable to voters in general and less beholden to the 
oft en-narrow economic interests of a few big contributors. It would also allow 
public offi  cials to do their jobs instead of raising money.”   61     

   •      Put wedges in the revolving doors between industry and government to 
reduce confl icts of interest and the exchange of inside information between 
government and industry offi  cials. Between 1998 and 2006, 43 percent of 
members who retired from Congress later took jobs as federal lobbyists. 
According to Public Citizen, a watchdog organization, those individu-
als made an average annual salary of around $2  million. Th e Center for 
Responsive Politics issued its own report that found a total of 370 former 
members now work in some capacity of the “infl uence-peddling” business.   62    
In 2011, Republican congressman Bill Posey introduced legislation to extend 
the post-employment restrictions on lobbying by members of Congress and 
offi  cers and employees of the legislative branch.   63    A website that accepts bets 
on the likelihood of proposed legislation succeeding gave the bill a 3 percent 
chance of passing.  

   •      Create new vehicles for democratic participation such as participatory 
budgeting, in which ordinary people decide how to allocate part of public 
budgets and town meetings, at which citizens discuss and vote on local and 
national policy ideas (e.g., whether or not to pass a constitutional amend-
ment to reverse the  Citizens United  decision). Th ese and other democratic 
processes create opportunities for citizens to gather and discuss in public 
what they want from government and markets.     

 Th e problem is not imagining alternatives, but putt ing them into practice at a 
scale that can make a diff erence. 

 A few examples of communities and jurisdictions claiming new rights to 
say no to the corporate consumption complex illustrate how the power of the 
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complex can be curtailed. Th e federal Emergency Planning and Community 
Right-to-Know Act of 1986 encouraged and supported emergency planning 
eff orts at the state and local levels and provided the public and local governments 
with information concerning potential chemical hazards in their communities.   64    
Communities could use this knowledge to identify hazardous exposures from 
local chemical plants and force environmental agencies to bett er regulate. While 
never fully implemented, the principle that citizens have a right to know—and 
the parallel duty of corporations to disclose what they know about the health 
eff ects of their products and practices—could become powerful tools for pro-
moting democracy and health. 

 Recent batt les to require food companies to disclose whether or not their 
products included genetically modifi ed organisms (GMOs) show the potential 
of mobilizing people to demand to know more about what they buy. Monsanto’s 
vociferous opposition to GMO labeling further shows how much corporations 
do not want be forced to disclose facts that might reduce sales.   65    

 Even more forceful is the right to act and to refuse. In Philadelphia, a coali-
tion of community groups demanded in the early 1990s that Reynolds Tobacco 
Company abandon its plans to test-market Uptown Cigarett es, a brand created 
to appeal to black consumers in their community. As Charyn Sutt on, a spokes-
person for the campaign, explained,

  Th e Uptown struggle was one of “taking back” the issue of choice and 
redefi ning it in a larger community context, rather than an individual 
context. Excessive tobacco advertising in African American communi-
ties push[es] tobacco products in a way that takes away choice. . . . Th e 
Coalition believed that African Americans were exercising their right of 
free choice—by rejecting Uptown.   66     

 In this case, Reynolds decided to abandon this product rather than risk national 
protests to withdraw the new brand and the loss of its valuable African American 
market. 

 Restoring the democratic rights that corporations have usurped is a long-term 
project that will require participation from many sectors of society, motivated 
by diff ering concerns. By understanding its centrality to changing the corporate 
practices that now damage health and by adding their voices and issues to the 
batt le, health professionals and activists can accelerate progress. 

 Another important reason for the continued dominance of the corporate 
consumption complex is the parallel weakening of government and the public 
sector. Eff ective challenges to corporate power require restoring a bett er balance 
between government and markets. Several broad policy initiatives that are play-
ing out across the world can help to achieve this goal. 
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  Rewriting Corporate Charters.  Corporate charters, issued by state gov-
ernments, specify the rights and responsibilities of corporations. In the past, 
states granted charters for a limited time and could revoke them if corporations 
violated laws; every state except Alaska has the statutory authority for such 
revocations. Over time, however, business-friendly courts and legislatures nar-
rowed the scope of charters and weakened public oversight. Now some reform-
ers seek to reinvigorate the charter to bett er protect the public from corporate 
excesses.   67    

 One approach has been to propose a “Th ree strikes and you’re out” rule. In 
1998, a coalition of thirty citizens’ groups in September petitioned the att or-
ney general of California to begin charter revocation proceedings against Union 
Oil Company of California (Unocal), charging the company with numerous 
legal violations, including environmental pollution, unfair and dangerous labor 
practices in the United States and its foreign operations, and collaboration in 
military actions with the dictatorship in Burma. Th e California att orney general 
dismissed the petition within a week. In 2003, California state senator Gloria 
Romero introduced a corporate three-strikes bill that would punish corporate 
repeat off enders. Th e bill would have declared a corporation that commits three 
or more major violations of law within a ten-year period a “corporate repeat 
off ender.” Such off enders would not be permitt ed to be incorporated or to trans-
act intrastate business in California.   68    Th e bill did not pass. 

 In 2009, Ralph Nader and other consumer activists asked U.S. Att orney 
General Eric Holder to beef up the Justice Department’s pursuit of corporate 
criminals, broaden citizens’ rights to bring legal actions against corporations, 
and proposed legislation that would strengthen consumer protection by creat-
ing a criminal sanction for corporations that knowingly distribute life-threaten-
ing products.   69    Att orney General Holder did not respond. 

 Th e failure of these actions suggests that, to date, the approach to use the law 
to revoke the charters of irresponsible corporations has been mostly symbolic. 
But how law is used changes slowly. It took more than three decades for litiga-
tion against the tobacco industry to succeed, with changes in judges’ decisions 
following rather than leading public opinion. Revoking the charters of corpora-
tions that routinely violate the law seems to appeal to American ideals of fairness 
and responsibility. It deserves further consideration. 

  Taking Corporations to Court.  Other legal approaches have been used to 
challenge risky corporate practices.   70    Fears of legal liability can motivate cor-
porations to change practices, and the determined eff orts of the fast food, gun, 
and pharmaceutical industries to pass state and federal legislation that protects 
them from legal liability shows their understanding of its potential. Forcing 
companies to assume responsibility for the costs their health-damaging prac-
tices externalize onto the public can serve as a trigger to change. Litigation 
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has been used both by government and private parties. State att orneys-general 
have been active in taking alcohol, fi rearms, food, and pharmaceutical com-
panies to court.   71    Private groups, both non-governmental organizations and 
classes of consumer brought together for civil action against companies, have 
also used the courts to claim that corporations violated their rights or owe 
them damages. 

 Like any strategy, using the law to change corporate practices faces big 
obstacles—industry opponents will always have more resources, federal courts 
increasingly favor business over public interests, and the rules for the law are set 
by defenders of the status quo. But as two experienced public health lawyers 
concluded, public health litigation “can deter dangerous activities and play an 
important role in advancing the political and social struggle for public health.”   72    
More broadly, it can create still more opportunities for public discussion on 
what rules should govern the appropriate balance between private profi t-seeking 
and protecting public health. 

  Reinvigorating Regulation and Corporate Crime Law Enforcement.  
Smart regulations save lives, and the business eff ort to weaken regulations since 
the 1970s is a powerful contributor to the growth in corporate practices that 
harm health. As I have shown, the public generally supports regulations that pro-
tect health and the environment, which on the whole provides a political oppor-
tunity to challenge corporate deregulatory pressure. What is needed to restore a 
more robust regulatory stance? 

 First, public health researchers need to conduct the studies that document 
the health and economic benefi ts of regulation and communicate these fi nd-
ings to the public and policymakers. Businesses routinely exaggerate the costs 
of regulation and minimize its health and environmental benefi ts. For example, 
when the EPA conducted economic impact analyses of the Toxic Substances 
Control Act, its estimates of the cost of compliance were 25 times lower than 
the estimate of the private corporation Dow Chemical. An independent review 
by the Government Accountability Offi  ce found the Dow numbers to be unre-
liable, yet because they existed and had been submitt ed into the rule-making 
record, they had to be part of EPA consideration.   73    More evidence on the pub-
lic health benefi ts of regulation could arm advocates for the political batt les 
that strengthening regulations require. Closer scrutiny of the dubious claims 
that corporations make about the costs of regulation could counter misleading 
allegations. 

 Second, regulatory agencies need to be provided with the staff  and resources 
needed to do their job right. As Phillip Cooper explains in his book  Th e War 
Against Regulation , a favorite tactic of corporations and their political support-
ers is to slash the budgets of regulatory agencies, then accuse them of being 
ineff ective.   74    In 2011, a coalition of health and consumer groups protested an 
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11  percent cut in the budget of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration pro-
posed by the House Republicans. Th ey noted that  

  cutt ing the FDA budget is like robbing Peter to pay Paul—the result 
will cost the federal government much more than it saves, because of 
increased costs of Medicare, VA medical care, medical care for our 
armed services, Medicaid, and other federally-supported health care 
programs. In addition, the delays in gett ing FDA approval and the 
recalls that will become necessary because of unsafe food and medicine 
will cost companies in every state in our nation billions of extra dollars 
each year.   75      

 In the current budget batt les in Washington, advocates can make the case that 
cutt ing spending on public health regulations now imposes health burdens and 
costs on our children and grandchildren, a consequence defi cit hawks claim to 
want to avoid. 

 Th ird, legislative bodies—and public advocates—need to provide not only 
the resources, but also the mandates for oversight that will ensure that regula-
tory agencies are acting eff ectively. Th e failures of the fi nancial regulatory agen-
cies contributed to several dimensions of the 2008 economic crisis, including 
lack of oversight of predatory mortgage lending, risky bank investments, and 
commodities speculation. In 2011, the bipartisan Financial Crisis Inquiry 
Commission concluded that regulators “lacked the political will” to scrutinize 
and hold accountable the institutions they were supposed to oversee, and failed 
to require big banks to hold more capital to cushion potential losses and halt 
risky practices. Th e commission found that regulatory agencies were “caught up 
in turf wars” that led them to ignore their missions.   76    As damaging as these fi nan-
cial regulatory failures were, inadequate or ineff ective regulation of industries 
such as food, tobacco, alcohol, and automobiles leads to premature death and 
preventable illnesses for current and future generations. If elected offi  cials were 
to hold regulatory offi  cials and corporate leaders accountable for their records, 
they could provide new incentives for truthfulness and due diligence. 

 As well as the specifi c need to strengthen the regulation of each of the con-
sumer industries that contributes to chronic diseases and injuries, advocates 
need to consider new ways to regulate corporate decision-making more broadly. 
Th e 2008 economic crisis highlighted the adverse consequences of deregulating 
fi nancial institutions and failing to enforce the anti-trust laws that might have 
prevented the rise of “too-big-to-fail” banks. Th ese same risks result from non-
enforcement of antitrust rules in industries that produce consumer goods. 

 Mark Cooper, director of research for the Consumer Federation of America, 
told a congressional committ ee in 2009,  “ Capitalism without bankruptcy is like 
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Catholicism without hell. It lacks a suffi  ciently strong motivational mechanism 
to ensure good behavior.”   77    By giving the message that big corporations will not 
be allowed to fail, government gives them license to take risks that society, not 
their investors or managers, will pay for. Weak antitrust enforcement also enables 
economic concentration, a trend that reduces citizens’ and consumers’ power to 
act on their interest. As I described in previous chapters, economic concentration 
in the food, alcohol, tobacco, and pharmaceutical industries reduces competition 
and its price-lowering impact and allows companies to invest more in marketing 
and research and development of more profi table, oft en unhealthier products. 

 Another approach is to strengthen enforcement and penalties for corporate 
crime. As long as corporate executives can count on simply being fi ned rather than 
jailed for violating regulations, they can pass the costs of law-breaking onto their 
consumers. But Lanny Breuer, chief of the Justice Department Criminal Division, 
has observed that “the strongest deterrent against corporate wrongdoing is the 
prospect of prison time.”   78    If corporate managers understood that making deci-
sions that they knew would lead to premature death or preventable illnesses or 
injury could put them behind bars, they might be deterred from such behavior. 

 In recent years federal prosecutors have off ered many corporate law break-
ers deferred prosecution agreements in which, in exchange for a fi ne and prom-
ise of good behavior, charges are dropped. In criticism of this practice, David 
Uhlmann, a professor at the University of Michigan Law School and former 
head of the Environmental Crimes Section at the Justice Department, observed,  

  It is one thing when a fi rst-time off ender commits a minor drug off ense 
and is told by prosecutors that she will not face criminal charges if she 
performs community service and does not commit any future vio-
lations. It is an entirely diff erent matt er when a large corporation is 
allowed to avoid criminal prosecution, by agreeing to pay millions—or 
billions—in civil penalties. Apart from the ethical questions deferred 
prosecutions raise, they send a terrible message—if corporations 
agree to pay the government enough money, they can avoid criminal 
charges.   79     

 Reducing the use of deferred-prosecution agreements for corporate crime is 
another step that could strengthen compliance. A  signifi cant legal barrier to 
reclaiming public space is the increasing protection that corporate commercial 
and political speech has won from business-friendly courts. Challenging this 
relatively recent reinterpretation of the First Amendment both legally and politi-
cally can become another batt leground for reducing corporate infl uences. 

 For the foreseeable future, defi ning appropriate roles for government and the 
corporations that act as executive agents for our market system is likely to be one 
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of the central political questions dividing the nation. Progress in strengthening 
public oversight will undoubtedly be slow, and activists will need patience and a 
willingness to learn by trial and error. 

 Another, perhaps more idealistic, approach is suggested by sociologist Fred 
Block. He suggests that instead of debating whether more market or more state 
is bett er, we should instead ask how government and markets can together cre-
ate a moral economy, one that operates to improve the well-being of people.   80    
In a moral economy, writes Block, “the continuous exercise of democratic self-
governance . . . reforms our institutions to make both the economy and the gov-
ernment work bett er to achieve our shared objectives.” 

 By insisting that the appropriate balance depends on the outcome of gov-
ernment and market interactions, not ideological beliefs about which is bett er, 
those who believe a bett er world is possible can change the terms of the debate. 
Referring to Franklin D. Roosevelt, the New Deal, and the civil rights, student, 
and environmental movements, Block also argues for the power of a moral lan-
guage to mobilize people to take action “to align our economic and political 
institutions with our deepest moral commitments.” Here, too, health can pro-
vide a powerful frame for rethinking how governments and markets ought to 
interact. By persuading the American people that any relationship that leads to 
premature death and avoidable illnesses and injury cannot be moral, advocates 
for healthier more sustainable society can win over new supporters.   

    Create a Unifying Policy Agenda   

 Th e fi nal “impossible” task for a movement that can succeed in reducing harm-
ful corporate practices is to forge a policy agenda that unifi es the many strands 
of activism now in motion. Such an agenda needs to be broad enough to att ract 
and engage the many social forces concerned about the impact of corporations 
on society: Th ose seeking to restore democracy, shrink inequality, and develop 
fairer trade and other types of relations among rich, poor, and emerging nations. 
Th e agenda also should be specifi c enough that the thousands of organizations 
working on health and justice at local, regional, national, and global levels can 
fi nd something to link their struggles with those of others. Th e agenda should 
be a tool that these organizations can use to bett er enable them to educate and 
engage their members, fi nd new allies, and win victories. 

 Th is agenda can only emerge from practice, from repeated interactions 
among the general public, activists, movement leaders, policymakers and schol-
ars. Th e overall agenda will inevitably change over time as it is fi eld-tested in 
actual campaigns, with successful strands expanding and less successful ones 
being dropped. What I  propose here (summarized in Box 8.3) is an eff ort to 
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create such an agenda, meant to serve as a spark for discussion and to illustrate 
possible content.        

 Let’s examine each of these in more detail and explore which constituencies 
might take the lead in advancing each goal. 

    EXPAND CONSUMERS ’  R IGHT  TO  KNOW AND 
 CORPORATIONS ’  DUTY  TO  DISCLOSE  THE  HEALTH 
 CONSEQUENCES  OF   CORPORATE  PRACTICES 
AND PRODUCTS   

 Right to know and duty to disclose policies appeal to a sense of fairness and basic 
market principles. Free market ideology assumes that all parties to commercial 
transactions have equal information. In practice, however, “Buyer beware” is 
too oft en the norm. Strengthening the weak right-to-know and duty-to-disclose 
rules for consumer products could provide a legal framework for redefi ning con-
sumer rights and bett er balancing the obligations of government and markets. 

 In the case of the tobacco industry, the legal cases forced the tobacco indus-
try to make public the thousands of documents that showed what (and when) 
big tobacco companies knew of the harmfulness of their products. Th is infor-
mation played a critical role in changing public att itudes towards the corporate 
executives and companies that prospered from selling products they deliberately 
made increasingly lethal. Th e documents helped to persuade a federal judge that, 
by suppressing research, destroying documents, manipulating the use of nico-
tine so as to increase and perpetuate addiction, and distorting the truth about 

    Box 8.3    A Policy Agenda for a Movement for a Healthier Future   

  Th e movement for a healthier, more sustainable future supports policies 
that will:   

    1.      Expand consumers’ right to know and corporations’ duty to disclose the 
health consequences of corporate practices and products.  

   2.      Require corporations to pay for the health and environmental conse-
quences of their products and practices.  

   3.      Establish global health standards for product design and marketing.  
   4.      Restore public ownership of science and technology.  
   5.      Restore the visible hand of government in public health protection.  
   6.      Prevent corporations from using their money and power to manipulate 

democratic processes.      
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low-tar and light cigarett es to discourage smokers from quitt ing, the tobacco 
industry had “abused the legal system in order to achieve their goal—to make 
money with litt le, if any, regard for individual suff ering, soaring health costs, or 
the integrity of the legal system.”   81    

 Providing consumers with the rights to demand similar investigations from 
other industries can help to provoke the public debates that will be needed to 
redefi ne the rights and responsibilities of corporations and consumers. Should 
advocates seeking to bring about changes in the food, fi rearms, pharmaceutical, 
and alcohol industries get access to similarly detailed documents in the coming 
decade; their power to create new sanctions for industries that knowingly act to 
harm public health grow. 

 France has come up with a modest starting point for the right to know, known 
as the  Loi Evin . Th is 1990 law requires alcohol companies to restrict their mar-
keting to verifi able factual statements about their products.   82    If the United States 
is not yet ready for right to know, perhaps starting with the right not to be lied to 
or misled could move us in the right direction.  

    REQUIRE  CORPORATIONS  TO  PAY  FOR  THE  HEALTH 
AND   ENVIRONMENTAL  CONSEQUENCES  OF  THEIR 
 PRODUCTS  AND PRACTICES   

 Th e ability of corporations to shift  health and environmental costs to consum-
ers or taxpayers has long been a major obstacle to reducing corporate harms. 
Policies that remove the right to externalize these costs can change the calculus 
of corporate decision-making. 

 Strategies for reducing negative externalities include litigation by governments 
or health care institutions to recover the costs of corporate-induced harm;   83    “per-
formance-based regulation,” in which companies are required to reduce adverse 
health consequences of their products but can do so in any way they devise;   84    
taxes on unhealthy products, sometimes used to subsidize healthier ones;     85,      86    and 
eliminating subsidies for unhealthy products such as high-fructose corn syrup or 
corporate tax breaks for practices such as advertising fast food and soda to chil-
dren. An important priority for policymakers and health researchers is to gener-
ate evidence on the effi  cacy and political feasibility of these various approaches.  

    ESTABLISH GLOBAL  HEALTH STANDARDS FOR 
 PRODUCT  DESIGN AND MARKETING   

 As long as multinational corporations can evade regulations in one country 
by marketing unhealthy products in another, public health advocates will end 
up shift ing health problems from wealthier, more developed nations to less 
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developed ones. Th e Universal Declaration of Human Rights (approved in 
1948), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966), the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(1979), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), and several other 
UN treaties have fi rmly established universal rights in many dimensions. In this 
century, new universal rights are needed to protect individuals against the most 
powerful force of this era, multinational corporations. 

 Th e Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, the proposed Sydney 
Principles on food marketing to children, and the Arms Trade Treaty that 
emerged from the UN in 2013 are examples of international standards that 
can serve as models for global health standards. Th e FCTC, the fi rst and old-
est global health treaty, provides a more level playing fi eld for challenging the 
tobacco industry, even though it has not yet ended tobacco industry eff orts to 
exploit the vulnerabilities of markets in poor and emerging nations. 

 What does seem clear from an accumulating body of evidence is that indus-
try-generated standards are not adequate to protect public health.   87,      88,      89,      90    Rather, 
eff ective global standards require governments and international bodies to have 
enforcement powers suffi  cient to ensure compliance. 

 Another arena for global standards is truth-in-advertising and product label-
ing. New evidence shows that consumers’ ability to understand such informa-
tion varies widely, depending in part on their health literacy.   91.      92    Advertisers 
manipulate such vulnerabilities by, for example, making misleading health 
claims.   93    Making such practices unacceptable not only in developed nations but 
in the emerging nations now targeted by multinational corporations could pro-
tect billions of people from harmful exposures to risky products.  

    RESTORE  PUBLIC  OWNERSHIP  OF  SCIENCE  AND TECHNOLOGY   

 Th e public health advances of the past 150  years resulted from researchers, 
social movements and governments in developed nations working together to 
apply new insights from science and technology to provide clean water, sani-
tation, safer food, and immunizations to the masses. In this era, corporations 
have appropriated science and technology to their quest for higher profi ts. In 
so doing, they have amplifi ed rather than helped to control today’s epidemics of 
chronic diseases and injuries. Restoring public ownership of science and tech-
nology so that their fruits can benefi t rather than damage public health is an 
essential task. 

 Industry campaigns to withhold damaging scientifi c data and to create scien-
tifi c uncertainty have undermined eff orts to protect public health. When the gun 
industry and the National Rifl e Association joined forces to persuade Congress 
to end federal funding for research on gun violence,   94    or when the pharmaceutical 
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industry pays researchers to conduct studies designed to show the benefi ts but 
not the harms of its products, both science and public health suff er. 

 Our society and our elected offi  cials depend on objective evidence to 
make decisions about public health and environmental policy and regula-
tions. Universities that establish partnerships with corporations that allow 
profi t rather than truth or social need to dictate research deprive the public of 
such  evidence.   95    Corporate-sponsored research that includes secrecy or non- 
disclosure clauses allows corporations to review or censor fi ndings before 
publication. Th e practice of paying scientists for profi table discoveries forces 
scientists to violate basic concepts of scientifi c integrity and face unacceptable 
confl icts of interest. From a policy perspective, it reduces the credibility of the 
scientifi c enterprise and the trust the public places in science and scientists. 
Professional organizations that want to maintain their integrity need to oppose 
this corporate takeover of science. 

 Policy remedies that can return science to the people and reduce corporate 
intrusion include clear institutional and professional confl ict-of-interest-poli-
cies; restrictions on giving for university research that limit the strings corpora-
tions can att ach to their gift s; and increased academic and legal sanctions for 
companies, universities, and researchers that violate these standards.   96    By chang-
ing institutional norms and cultures, it may be possible to make it easier for sci-
entists to resist such pressures and to educate the public about the pernicious 
role of corrupt science. By seizing such opportunities to restore public owner-
ship of science, researchers and universities can contribute new resources to the 
eff ort to improve global health.  

    RESTORE  THE  VISIBLE  HAND OF  GOVERNMENT  IN  PUBLIC 
HEALTH PROTECTION   

 Protecting the health of the public is one of the most basic functions of govern-
ment. Its erosion by the neoliberal idea that markets can solve all social prob-
lems is a clear and present danger to global health. At every level of government, 
health authorities can take action to protect health by reducing risky corporate 
practices. Th e corporate campaign to undermine these government functions by 
claiming that voluntary standards are suffi  cient is not based on credible scientifi c 
evidence. By linking the disparate advocacy campaigns to protect government’s 
public health function into a coherent alternative vision of the proper balance 
between government and markets, a movement can off er a concrete alternative 
to the “market knows best” philosophy. 

 Strengthening government’s ability to protect health has to occur at the global 
and national levels. A study by researchers at the University of California-Berkeley 
found that the global production and consumption patt erns that multinational 
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corporations have created have a disproportionately adverse health and environ-
mental impact on poor and middle-income nations.   97    Wealthy nations have a 
moral responsibility, if not yet a legal one, to ensure that companies headquar-
tered in their nation are not contributing to global health inequalities.  

    PREVENT  CORPORATIONS  FROM USING THEIR  MONEY  AND 
POWER TO  MANIPULATE  DEMOCRATIC  PROCESSES   

 Th e greatest obstacle that social movements face is the current ability of corpo-
rations to dominate our political processes. As long as movements are forced to 
fi ght on a playing fi eld so tilted they roll to the bott om, only limited victories are 
possible. Th e American people have a long history of mobilizing to fi ght unfair 
corporate power; current movements will need to mine that history to fi nd the 
right paths for today. Health movements can contribute a powerful voice to 
the fi ghts to restore democracy by creating fairer rules on lobbying, campaign 
fi nance, the revolving door between government and corporate employment, 
and voter registration. 

 Other avenues to restoring democracy and justice include more vigorous 
prosecution of corporate crimes, especially those that result in illness and 
death, and a reconsideration of the political rights of corporations. On one 
hand, corporate America and its representatives on the Supreme Court argue 
that corporations are people, with the same rights to speak and infl uence poli-
tics as fl esh and blood people. On the other hand, they still insist that corpo-
rations have limited liability for their crimes and no moral obligations except 
to their shareholders. Th is self-serving contradiction seems ripe for challenge 
and a vehicle for bringing together the many campaigns against corporate 
privileges. 

 Th is agenda is a starting point for building a more unifi ed and coherent move-
ment to reduce the threats that corporations pose to our future, but it makes 
sense to also acknowledge its limitations. Neither this agenda nor any other can 
serve as a roadmap for a movement. Roadmaps emerge from practice, not the 
minds of researchers. Th e agenda is not a substitute for the detailed policy analy-
ses that are needed to translate its broad policy goals into concrete proposals 
that specifi c campaigns advocate. To assist readers to make these translations, 
Box 8.4 lists some of the specifi c demands that groups described in this book 
have made in each of the six policy goals. Th ese illustrate the breadth of issues 
that a broad agenda can bring together.        

 Finally, the agenda focuses on policy goals. It does not speak to how to 
achieve these goals nor does it address other vital movement imperatives I have 
described previously: the need to engage people’s emotions, to off er a sense of 
community, or to sustain involvement over time.   
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    Box 8.4    Selected Campaigns Th at Illustrate Policy Agenda Goals      

    1.      Expand consumers’ right to know and corporations’ duty to disclose the 
health consequences of corporate practices and products. 
    •    Mandatory package warning on tobacco products  
   •    Calorie labeling and useable nutrition labels  
   •    Mandatory GMO (genetically modifi ed organisms) labeling    

   2.      Require corporations to pay for the health and environmental conse-
quences of their products and practices. 
    •    Master Tobacco Sett lement Agreement  
   •    Lawsuits (unsuccessful to date) against gun manufacturers and fast 

food outlets  
   •    Increased excise taxes on alcohol  
   •    Financial penalties against drug companies for illegal off -label pro-

motion of their products  
   •    Guidelines that prevent pension funds and other institutional inves-

tors from investing in corporations that persistently damage health    
   3.      Establish global health standards for product design and marketing. 

    •    Framework Convention for Tobacco Control  
   •    International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes  
   •    Proposed Sydney Principles on Food Marketing to Children  
   •    Arms Trade Treaty    

   4.      Protect science and universities from corporate intrusion. 
    •    No Free Lunch, Unbranded Doctors, and other campaigns to limit 

pharmaceutical marketing to healthcare providers  
   •    University and healthcare institutional confl ict of interest policies  
   •    University decisions not to accept any contributions from tobacco 

industry  
   •    Increase public funding for scientifi c research    

   5.      Restore the visible hand of government in public health protection. 
    •    New rules requiring fast food outlets to post calorie information  
   •    Added FDA role in regulation of tobacco products  
   •    Los Angeles moratorium on new fast food outlets in high-obesity 

neighborhoods  
   •    Bans on trans fatt y acids  
   •    Require alcohol companies to withdraw dangerous products 

from market  
   •    Set strong standards for auto fuel effi  ciency, safety, and emission 

control  

(continued)
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    From Impossible Tasks to Tipping Points   

 One reason the four tasks facing the emerging movement seem so diffi  cult is 
that the corporate consumption complex has succeeded in making so many 
believe that there is no alternative. As the movement begins to succeed in these 
tasks, however, this lack of imagination may dissipate. As organizers learn how to 
broaden and deepen their appeals, the movement will reach tipping points that 
create new opportunities for success. Movements never grow in linear, predict-
able fashions. 

 In his novel  Th e Magician’s Nephew , C. S. Lewis wrote: “One moment there 
had been nothing but darkness; next moment a thousand, thousand points of 
light leaped out.” Today thousands of organizations around the world are light-
ing up the many paths that can lead to an end to the corporate practices that 
promote hyperconsumption, premature death, and preventable illnesses and 
injuries. We don’t yet know which paths are dead ends and which will lead to the 
transformative tipping points that will show another world is possible. 

 What we do know is that business as usual will ensure growing health bur-
dens, increasing inequality, rising environmental damage, and deteriorating 
democracy. Will our society grasp its opportunity to chart a diff erent future? 
Th e choice is ours.              

   •    Support and provide infrastructure to creating public-sector alterna-
tives to private food, transportation, and pharmaceutical markets  

   •    Regulate gun product safety    
   6.      Prevent corporations from using their money and power to manipulate 

democratic processes. 
    •    Health professional organizations support for constitutional amend-

ment to overturn  Citizens United   
   •    Strengthen limits on revolving door between industry and government  
   •    Require legislative approval and public health participation in sett ing 

health and environmental standards in trade treaties  
   •    Tax speculative fi nancial transactions to create fund for public heath 

innovation        

Box 8.4 (Continued)
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