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Starting point for our discussion

� In the last 20 years, in order to reduce prevalence of 
smoking, the public health community has become 
actively involved in combating the tobacco industry 
and its efforts to promote its products, avoid 
regulation, and mislead the public.  Now others are 
applying these lessons to the food, automobile, 
firearms and pharmaceutical industries.  What can 
we learn from a closer examination of these 
experiences? 

Why is it a good time to look more closely at 
impact of corporate practices on health?

� Practices of industries like tobacco, food, 
automobiles, alcohol, and guns have significant 
impact on morbidity and mortality

� Efforts focused only on changing behavior and 
“lifestyle” appear to have modest impact

� Some evidence that changes in corporate practices 
can improve health

Health factors influenced by corporate policies and 
practices

� Food  -- Who eats what for what price?

� Tobacco  -- Who smokes and how much?

� Alcohol   -- Who drinks and how much?

� Firearms  -- Who has access to guns at what price?

� Automobile  -- What role do cars play in urban 
transportation?

� Pharmaceutical – What drugs are available at what 
price?

How do corporate practices affect health?

� Increased availability of unhealthy products

� Decreased availability of  healthy products

� Reduced government regulation of health and 
safety

� Less exposure to health promotion campaigns

“Actual” causes of death in the US

Mokdad AH, Marks JS, Stroup DF, Gerberding JL. Actual causes of death in the United States, 2000.JAMA. 
2004;291(10):1238-45.

Note: In 2005, Mokdad et al revised number of diet and physical activity deaths to 365,000 or 15.2% of total. � � � � � � � �� � 	 
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Ten greatest public health achievements of 
twentieth century

� Vaccination 

� Motor-vehicle safety 

� Safer workplaces 

� Control of infectious diseases 

� Decline in deaths from coronary heart disease and stroke 

� Safer and healthier foods 

� Healthier mothers and babies 

� Family planning 

� Fluoridation of drinking water 

� Recognition of tobacco use as a health hazard 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Ten greatest public health achievements-United States, 1900-1999. MMWR. 
1999;48(12):241-243.

Guns don’t kill people…people kill people

Hahn RA et al. Firearms laws and the reduction of violence: a systematic review. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 
2005;28(2 Suppl 1):40-71.

Hahn RA et al. Firearms laws and the reduction of violence: a systematic review. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 
2005;28(2 Suppl 1):40-71.

CORPORATIONS and ALLIES
Non-consumer practices

Production processes
Environmental practices

Political influence on economic,
social and tax policies 

-------------------------------------------------

Social and 

physical environment

Health outcomes:
Morbidity, disability, 

mortality
and disparities

Health Behavior
Driving

Food and beverage consumption
Alcohol consumption

Use of firearms
Use of prescription drugs

Tobacco use

Norms and Values
Lifestyle beliefs

Body image
Self-esteem

Political engagement
Individualism

OTHER PLAYERS
Corporate Allies (trade groups, 

lobbyists, lawyers, public relations, 
retailers)

Government (all branches and levels)
Media (new and old, mass and other)

Science 

ADVOCACY GROUPS

Consumer Practices
Product design

Marketing
Retail distribution

Pricing 

Political and economic system

Corporate practices and health

1. Advertising

2. Public relations

3. Lobbying and legislative activities

4. Campaign contributions

5. Litigation

6. Scientific activities

7. Illegal activities

Freudenberg N. Public health advocacy to change corporate practices: implications for health education practice and 
research. Health Education and Behavior. 2005;32(3):298-319.

1. Advertising

Freudenberg N. Public health advocacy to change corporate practices: implications for health education practice and 
research. Health Education and Behavior. 2005;32(3):298-319.



3

Targeted advertising

Harrison K, Marske AL. Nutritional content of foods advertised during the television 
programs children watch most. Am J Public Health. 2005 Sep;95(9):1568-74. 

Anti-tobacco advertising

Wakefield et al. Mixed messages on tobacco: comparative exposure to public health, tobacco company- and 
pharmaceutical company-sponsored tobacco-related television campaigns in the United States, 1999–2003 Addiction 
2005 (100): 1875–1883

2. Public relations

� Presents a positive public image for corporations and block 
efforts that may harm corporate interests

� Seeks to frame the public dialogue 

� Typical messages include
� Market mechanisms are the best remedy for dangers to 

consumers

� It is wrong to restrict advertising of legal products

� Individuals are responsible for their own behavior

� It is the “American way” to allow consumers to have “freedom”

� Is there a relationship between independence of organizations 
subsidized by corporations and their willingness to criticize such 
corporations?

2. Raising awareness about liver disease
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2. Sponsoring ‘La Vida LOLA’
Examples of corporate-sponsored public 
relations efforts

� Alliance for Responsible CFC Policy, representing chemical 
companies, argued that the substitution of 
Hydrochlorofluorocarbons, HCFCs, for chlorofluorocarbons, 
CFCs, would not be in the public interest because of the costs

� Citizens for Sensible Control of Acid Rain operated between 
1983 and 1991 to oppose amendments to the Clean Air Act 
which threatened stricter standards on electricity generating 
emissions. It did not have a membership of individual citizens 
yet, funded by coal and electric-utility companies, spent more 
money lobbying in Washington in 1986 than any other lobby 
group.

Source: Beder S.  Environment in crisis. http://homepage.mac.com/herinst/envcrisis/fronts/strategies/costs.html

3. Lobbying and legislative activities

Freudenberg N. Public health advocacy to change corporate practices: implications for health education practice and 
research. Health Education and Behavior. 2005;32(3):298-319.

What does a lobbyist do?

� A lobbyist is paid to 
represent the 
interests of particular 
constituents for the 
purpose of influencing 
and/or affecting 
legislation or 
regulations 
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Example. Firearms

� In 2002, 30,242 people in the United States died from firearm-related deaths; 
11,829 (39%) of those were murdered; 17,108 (57%) were suicides; 762 (3%) were 
accidents; and in 243 (1%) the intent was unknown. 

� In comparison, 33,651 Americans were killed in the Korean War and 58,193 
Americans were killed in the Vietnam War.

� For every firearm fatality in the United States in 2002, there were estimated to be 
nearly two non-fatal firearm injuries.

� In 2001, firearms were used to murder 6 people in New Zealand, 56 in Japan, 96 in 
Great Britain, 168 in Canada, and 331 in Germany. 

� In 2003, there were only 163 justifiable homicides by private citizens using 
handguns in the United States.

WISQARS, Injury Mortality Reports, National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Centers for Disease Control. 
http://webapp.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/mortrate10_sy.html
Combat Area Casualty Figures. Center for Electronic Records. National Archives.
WISQARS, Nonfatal Injury Reports, National Center for Injury Prevention and Control,
Centers for Disease Control. http://webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/nfirates2001.html.
United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime, The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime
Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (2001-2002). http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/crime_cicp_survey_eighth.html.
FBI Uniform Crime Report, 2003, table 2.16, p. 24.
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Example. Statement of administration 
policy about gun liability

� “The Administration strongly supports Senate 
passage of S. 1805 [a federal gun industry 
immunity bill]….The manufacturer or seller of 
a legal, non-defective product should not be 
held liable for the criminal or unlawful misuse 
of that product by others.”

White House, February 24, 2004

The coalition to stop gun violence. http://www.csgv.org/docUploads/Bush%27s%20Survey%2Epdf11

4. Campaign contributions

Pharmaceutical industry contributions to federal campaigns

Center for responsive politics. http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/indus.asp?Ind=H04

4. Campaign contributions

Pharmaceutical industry contributions to federal campaigns

Center for responsive politics. http://www.opensecrets.org/industries/indus.asp?Ind=H04

Legislative efforts can substantially 
influence corporate activity (1)

Siegel M. The effectiveness of state-level tobacco control interventions: A Review of Program Implementation and Behavioral Outcomes. 
Annual Review of Public Health. 2002; 23:45-71.

Legislative efforts can substantially 
influence corporate activity (1)

Siegel M. The effectiveness of state-level tobacco control interventions: A Review of Program Implementation and Behavioral Outcomes. 
Annual Review of Public Health. 2002; 23:45-71.

5. Litigation

� Texas Cattlemen vs. Howard Lyman and Oprah Winfrey
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6. Scientific activities

Curfman GD, Morrissey S, Drazen J. N Engl J Med 2005; 353:2813-2814, 

Curfman GD, Morrissey S, Drazen J. N Engl J Med. 2006; 10.1056/NEJMe068054 

Bombardier et al. N Engl J Med 2006 10.1056/NEJMc066096 

Manufactured doubt

� Uncertainty inherent in all of 
science

� Corporations have launched 
systematic campaigns to 
question studies

� Multiple examples including 
previous effort by tobacco 
companies to cast doubt on 
cigarette studies and recent 
Vioxx controversy, 
pheylpropanolamine, beryllium

David Michaels. Doubt is Their Product.  Scientific American 2005; 292(6): 96-101 . 

Krimsky S. Science in the private interest: Has the lure of profits corrupted biomedical research? Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2003.

And the scientists?

David Michaels. Doubt is Their Product.  Scientific American 2005; 292(6): 96-101 . 

7. Illegal activities

� Ford Motor Company fabricated auto safety 
test data in the 1970s

� Tobacco industry lied to Congress about 
nicotine addictiveness in 1994

� Vitamin industry price fixing in the 1990s

Freudenberg N. Public health advocacy to change corporate practices: implications for health education practice and 
research. Health Education and Behavior. 2005;32(3):298-319.

Disease promotion

Individual or organizational 
activities that encourage 
unhealthy behavior or 
lifestyles

or contribute to unhealthy 
environments

Countering disease promotion

� Community mobilization to change corporate 
practices

� Lawsuits

� Government regulation or taxation

� Shareholder action, consumer boycotts

� Media advocacy 
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Public Health Strategies
to Counter Disease Promotion

� Contesting information

� Changing public attitudes

� Regulating corporate practices

� Restricting access to harmful products

� Creating partnerships with corporations

� Leveling the playing field

Contesting information

� Product labels, e.g. tobacco, food

� Counter advertising, e.g. alcohol, tobacco, 
automobiles

� Media advocacy, e.g. guns, food, tobacco

� Scientific research, e.g. tobacco, guns, 
alcohol, food, automobiles

Changing public attitudes

� Stigmatizing behaviors(e.g. smoking, driving 
SUVs)

� Exposing  corporate leaders to public 
disapproval

� Media advocacy to reframe issue (e.g. second 
hand smoke, SUVs)

Regulating corporate practices

� Setting and enforcing health and safety 
standards(e.g., fuel economy, airbags, drug 
trials)

� Requiring disclosure of product testing

� Mandating product design(e.g., safety locks 
on guns)

Restricting access to harmful products

� Zoning laws that limit retail outlets (e.g.,  
alcohol, tobacco, guns or fast food)

� Restricting sales to certain populations

(e.g, tobacco to minors, guns to felons)

� Increasing price though taxation(e.g. alcohol, 
tobacco)

Creating partnerships with corporations

� NIH/ cereal company partnerships to promote 
high fiber diets

� Environmental organizations and automobile 
manufacturers to design less polluting 
vehicles

� National Rifle Association and gun 
manufacturers to offer safety training 
programs
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Leveling the playing field

� Creating new sources of support(e.g. 
American Legacy Foundation)

� Campaign finance reform

� Restrictions on lobbying and revolving door

� Sunshine and freedom of information laws

Would policy change achieve desired ends?

Partnership for prevention. (2000). Final report. Nine high impact actions congress can take to protect and promote the nation’s 
health. http://www.prevent.org/publications/nine_high_impact_report.pdf

Taking stock

� Clearly “corporate practices” is a broad term 
for a wide range of practices and influences 
on health

� Corporate practices do influence population 
health.  How do we best consider such 
practices both conceptually and analytically?

� What are implications for public health 
practice?

Questions

� To what extent is growing corporatization an 
important determinant of population health?

� What tools can epidemiology bring to the study of 
corporate practices as a determinant of population 
health?

� Are corporate practices necessarily detrimental to 
population health?

Where do we go from here?

Scientific Agenda
� Determine attributable risk to corporate policies and 

practices
� Identify pathways by which policies influence health
� Document and categorize scope of current public 

health practice to change corporate policies
� Evaluate effectiveness of public health campaigns to 

change corporate practices

Where do we go from here?

Political Agenda
� Educate public to consider health consequences of 

corporate actions
� Identify partners for coalitions to reduce corporate 

disease promotion
� Work with other sectors to level playing field and to 

restore democratic rights
� Encourage debate within public health on appropriate 

and ethical response to disease promotion


