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Poll: Is the Food Industry ____ ? 

  Friend 

  Foe 

  Some combination of the above 



Key Messages 

• The complexity of prevention means we need 
thoughtful “lines in the sand”. 

• “Conflicts of interest” can also be 
“convergences of interests” 

• Slinging “rocks and arrows” creates silos 
rather than safe spaces. 
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Prevention System 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/tackling-obesities-future-choices 



Subsystems Map 
 
 

Finegood, D.T., Merth, T., Rutter, H.  Obesity 18 (Suppl. 1): S13-S16, 2010. 



Food consumption also drives food production 



Characteristics of Systems 

Simple or Complicated Systems Complex Systems 

Homogeneous Heterogeneous 

Linear Nonlinear 

Deterministic Stochastic 

Static Dynamic 

Independent Interdependent 

No feedback Feedback 

Not adaptive or self-organizing Adaptive and self organizing 

No connection between levels or 
subsystems 

Emergence 

Finegood, D.T.  The Complex Systems Science of Obesity.  In: The Oxford Handbook of the Social 
Science of Obesity, Ed. Cawley, J.H., Oxford University Press, 208-236, 2011. 



“Big Food” is heterogeneous 

www.behindthebrands.org 





Prevention System 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/tackling-obesities-future-choices 



Common Responses to Complex Problems 

• Retreat 

• Despair 

• Believe the problem is beyond hope 

• Assign blame, figure out who is responsible 

• Simple solutions 

• Galvanize our collective efforts and invest 
significant resources 

 

Bar-Yam, Y. Making Things Work, 2004. 



Solutions for Complex Problems 
• A reductionist paradigm is not 

that helpful  

• Move from attribution to 
adaptation 

• Support individuals / 
individuals matter 

• Match capacity to complexity 

• Set functional goals 

• Assess effectiveness 

• Build shared measurement 
platforms 

 

 

 

• Distribute decision, action, & 
authority 

• Establish networks and teams 

• Build authentic trust 

• Utilize the relationship 
between cooperation and 
competition 

• Act locally, connect regionally 
and learn globally 

• “Help it” happen rather than  
“make it” or “let it” happen 

 

Adapted from Bar-Yam, Wheatley, Solomon & Flores, Greenhalgh 
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The issues are not….. 



Rather….. 

Blind 
Trust 

Simple 
Trust 

Authentic 
Trust 

Cordial 
Hypocrisy 



Types of Trust 
• Simple Trust 

– Trust taken for granted; devoid of suspicion 
– Demands no reflection, no conscious choice, no 

scrutiny no justification 
– Can’t be recovered if it is lost 

• Blind Trust 
– Exposed to violation and betrayal 
– Evidence for distrust rejected or denied 
– Requires self-deception 

RC Solomon and F Flores.  Building Trust in Business, Politics,  Relationships and Life.  Oxford University Press, 2001 



Types of Trust 
• Cordial Hypocrisy 

– Façade of goodwill and congeniality that hides distrust 
and cynicism 

– Destructive to teamwork 
– Makes honest communication impossible 

• Authentic Trust 
– Can’t be taken for granted 
– Mature, articulated, carefully considered 
– Recognizes possibility of betrayal and disappointment 
– Must be continuously cultivated 

RC Solomon and F Flores.  Building Trust in Business, Politics,  Relationships and Life.  Oxford University Press, 2001 



Trust Helps with Complexity 

• Trust is a way of dealing with complexity. 

• High trust societies are able to form wide-
reaching and successful cooperative 
partnerships. 

• Low trust societies tend to be economic 
disaster areas and terrible places to live. 

RC Solomon and F Flores.  Building Trust in Business, Politics,  Relationships and Life.  Oxford University Press, 2001 
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clinical  
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Case against collaboration 

• The only interest of the private sector is profit. 

• Private sector partnerships with health orgs is only 
about buying credibility, positive emotions and 
consumer loyalty. 

• Risk of partnering with food industry outweighs any 
potential benefits.  

• Regulation and legislation are the only way to obtain 
the necessary changes to combat obesity.  



A Short Story of Convergence 
Food company plans to 
insert > 1M pedometers in 
cereal boxes.  
(Summer 2003) 

Identified as a “natural expt” with 
potential to impact health 
knowledge, awareness, 
behaviour…… 

Canadians were invited to 
“donate their steps to 
health research” (January 
2004) 

Supplement to CJPH 
published  
(Spring 2006) 

http://journal.cpha.ca/index.php/cjph/issue/view/252 



A Convergence of Interests? 



Source of pedometer 

2003 and 2004 Physical Activity Monitors, CFLRI  

0% 
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4% 

6% 

8% 

10% 
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2003 2004 

Obtained from cereal box 

Bought pedometer 



Odds ratios of walking an hour per day (2003–
04) in relation to COTM. 

C.L. Craig et al. Health Ed Res Sept 2006. 



Marketing vs Health Promotion 

“Low sodium” 
vs 

“Hint of salt” 



Independent Evaluation 

• Funded by Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation 

• Confirmed: 6.4 trillion fewer 
calories (–10.6%) in 2012 
than 2007. 

• Caloric sales from pledge 
brands declined by 78 
kcal/capita/day 

http://www.healthyweightcommit.org/ Am J Prev Med 2014;47(4):508–519 

 



Could “convergence” improve quality of 
industry supported health promotion? 



Not all “convergence” is a good idea 



Discussion Paper: Public-Private Partnerships with the Food Industry, July 2013 

Types of “convergence” 
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Academics Healthcare 
Professionals NGOs Private 

Sector 



Deepest held beliefs about food messaging 

Academics Health Care Professionals 

Requires evidence; “science 
has the answer” You can demonstrate causality 

Knowledge = behaviour change Need to provide healthy eating 
guidelines 

Industry makes message 
confusing; consumers give up 

Food messaging is an unwanted 
nuisance 

From Building Trust Workshop, Canadian Obesity Network Meeting April, 2011 



Deepest held beliefs about food messaging 

NGO Private Sector 

Educated consumers make 
healthier choices 

Educated choice is a positive 
step 

Uneducated consumers need 
healthy defaults Bans don’t work 

Industry is part of the problem 
and potentially part of the 
solution 

Industry knows best how to 
communicate to educate 

From Building Trust Workshop, Canadian Obesity Network Meeting April, 2011 



www.buildingtrust.ca 



www.buildingtrust.ca 



Lessons Learned Through Building 
Trust Initiative 

• Trust building to address obesity needs a safe space 

• Regulation is needed when competition is 
undesirable; Regulation levels the playing field 

• Within sector trust is more difficult to build than 
between sector trust (private sector, NGO, 
government, academia). 

http://buildingtrustinitiative.wordpress.com/ 



Benefits of Safe Space Discussions 

• Catalyst for new collaborations   

• Deepen understanding of other sectors  

• Innovation/incubator/think tank   

• Nurturing substrate 

• Celebrate/communicate successes 

 

www.buildingtrust.ca 



Risks to Safe Spaces for Discussion 

• Changes in leadership 

• Stereotypes and assumptions about the 
motivation of others 

• Betrayal by others in organization or sector 

• Media influences 

 

www.buildingtrust.ca 
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Criteria for successful cross-sector 
partnerships 

• Alignment of strategy, mission and values 

• Personal connections and relationships (leaders on 
either side)  

• Trust and mutual respect  

• Good governance practices (re representation, 
transparency and accountability)  

• Acknowledge and respect partners’ divergent 
interests  

 
Johnston, L and DT Finegood. Cross-Sector Partnerships…. Annual Reviews Public Health, 2015 



Criteria for successful cross-sector 
partnerships (2) 

• Commitment of resources for carrying out 
partnership 

• Strong project management with clear expectations 
of outcomes, benefits, roles and responsibilities   

• Expectation management  

• Vertical rather than horizontal relationships with 
equal power 

• Built-in processes for review and evaluation  

Johnston, L and DT Finegood. Cross-Sector Partnerships…. Annual Reviews Public Health, 2015 
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