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Unhealthy and less sustainable foods are cheaper 
to produce and consume, and increasingly 
dominate food environments

This contributes to some of the biggest challenges 
for public health and the environment facing 
societies today



The ten biggest trans-national corporations with food brands



Trends in per capita sales of unhealthy food and beverage 
commodities, 1997–2010 and projected to 2016

Stuckler D, McKee M, Ebrahim S, Basu S. Manufacturing Epidemics: the role of global producers in increased consumption 
of unhealthy commodities including processed foods, alcohol, and tobacco. PLOS Medicine, 2012;  9(6): e1001235



Number of people with diabetes
Aged 20–79 years globally and by IDF region



White M, et al. BMJ 2020;368:m545 doi: 10.1136/bmj.m545



The commercial processed food system, influences on human 
health, and external costs to society
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The challenge of 
misaligned goals
White M, et al. BMJ 2020;368:m545 doi: 

10.1136/bmj.m545



Why are interactions with the food industry 
problematic for population health researchers?

Key documented risks include:
 Immediate reputational risk for researchers and their institutes
 Future reputational risk: we can’t control what the food industry will do 

with our data/names in the future
 Misdirection of the research agenda, creating a distortion of the evidence 

base
 Reduced trust in science





Population health research and food industry 
interactions - aims and methods
Aims: To determine whether it is acceptable for population health researchers to interact 
with the food industry and if so, under what conditions

Methods: 
- UK workshop (Dec 2015)
- Systematic scoping review (2017)
- International online Delphi study of dietary public health researchers (2017)
- International survey of users and funders of DPH research (2018)
- Consensus building via international workshop (Apr 2018)
- Development and piloting of guidance and toolkit for researchers (2019-22)
- Publication of FoRK guidance and toolkit (29th January 2024)







Systematic scoping review

Question: What principles/guidelines exist for preventing or managing 
conflicts of interest between dietary public health researchers and the food 
industry?

A conflict of interest is defined as “a set of circumstances that creates a risk 
that professional judgement or actions regarding a primary interest will be 
unduly influenced by a secondary interest”



 

Records identified through 
database searching 

(n = 1052 ) 
Scopus n= 603 

PubMed n = 449 
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Additional peer reviewed lit 
identified through other 

sources eg reference lists, 
experts  
(n = 17) 

Records after duplicates removed 
(n = 1462) 

Titles screened 
(n = 1462) 

Records excluded 
(n =562) 

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility  

(PR n = 51) 
(Grey n = 45) 

Full-text PR articles 
excluded, with reasons  

(n = 22) 
6 x policy focus 

12 x Does not offer 
principles/guidance for 

prev/managing CoI 
3 x not research focus) 

1 x not focused on dietary 
public health 

Articles included in 
qualitative synthesis  

(n = 54) 

Grey lit identified through 
Advanced Google search  

(n = 456) 

Grey lit identified through 
experts  
(n = 33) 

Full-text Grey lit excluded, 
with reasons  

(n = 20) 
1 x policy focus 

5 x Does not offer 
principles/guidance for 

prev/managing CoI 
2 x not research focus 

11 x not focused on 
dietary public health 

 1 x report superseded 
 

Abstracts screened 
(n = 906) 

Records excluded 
(n =813) 



Systematic scoping review: findings

56 statements in 5 themes
- Funding
- Assessing risks
- Maintain high standards of 

research governance
- Ensure high levels of 

transparency
- Improve publication standards

 52% of papers peer-reviewed 
(e.g. commentaries, reviews)
 48% grey literature (e.g. 

organisation/association reports 
& policies)

 41% pro-engaging with industry 
 26% anti-engaging with industry



Systematic scoping review: observations

 Vague/ambiguous statements: risk assessment and transparency
 Polarised views on food industry funding
 Many pro-industry docs did not recognise risks 
 Anti-industry docs did not recognise some research may require food industry 

involvement

Cullerton K, et al. What principles should guide interactions between population health researchers and the food 
industry? Systematic scoping review of peer reviewed and grey literature. Obesity Reviews, 2019; 1-12. doi: 

10.1111/obr.12851





Delphi study: components

Q1) 56 statements concerning preventing or managing conflicts 
of interest in interactions with the food industry
Q2) Characteristics a food company influencing interactions
Q3) Specific food companies/associations influencing interactions



Delphi study: format



Delphi study: participants

 Round 1: 100 researchers from 28 countries (59% high income, 
37% middle income, 3% low income).
Most worked in: 
 food & nutrition policy 
 behavioural change interventions  
 nutritional epidemiology

 70% worked in field for 10+ yrs



Delphi study: findings

Round 1
• 56 statements
• Consensus achieved on 28 statements (Consensus = 80% agreement –

‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’) 
• Clarifications + 6 new statements for Round 2

Round 2  
• 92% response rate
• Consensus on 11 more statements
• Total of 39 statements (68%) reached consensus



Funding Round 1 
N = 100

Number (%) 
agreeing with 

statement

Round 2 
N = 92

Number (%) 
agreeing with 

statement
Q1) A pool of funding from the food industry which is 
independently administered by a publically accountable
third party should be created 

74% 86%

Q2) A system where industry provides funding to 
research institutions, not individual researchers or 
research units, should be created 

34% 32%

Q3) Researchers should not accept funds from the food 
industry 

47% 44%

Q4) Researchers should not accept funds from 
processed food companies 

53% 55%

Q5) Researchers should not accept funds 
from any commercial organisation  

24% 23%



Qualitative findings

If appropriately managed and controlled to ensure no conflict of interest,[the 
food industry] can be an important source of funding. 

(Researcher, South Africa)

The big food multi-national corporations produce commodities which kill, and 
deserve to be treated like tobacco companies. 
(Researcher, UK)



Areas of disagreement requiring greater clarity

Assessing which organisations it is appropriate to interact with
Assessing the appropriateness of the type of interaction with 

the food industry
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Survey of research stakeholders

 Findings mirrored Delphi study
 Overall, greater caution about interactions with industry than among 

researchers

Cullerton K, et al. Building consensus on interactions between population health researchers and the food industry: two-
stage, online, international Delphi study and stakeholder survey. PLoS One (under review).



Two-day International consensus meeting, 
April 2018: Overview
 Attended by: 

 31 dietary public health researchers – from low-, middle- and high-income countries
 10 staff from CEDAR as table facilitators and scribes
 1 independent facilitator

 Including some who have interacted with the food industry in a variety of 
ways
 Workshop vision: ‘everyone working in dietary public health research 

has clear guidance to navigate appropriate interactions with the food 
industry’. 



International consensus meeting: objectives
1. Reflect on the challenges and benefits of DPHR interaction with commercial organisations 
2. Share work to date on agreeing a set of principles that could guide appropriate interaction 

between DPHR and the food industry
3. Build agreement on the principles to guide DPHR interaction with the food industry in relation to 

the following themes:
 Publication
 Transparency
 Research Governance
 Funding
 Risk Assessment

4. Agree on: 
 the most appropriate provenance of the proposed guidance
 a process for turning the principles into the proposed guidance
 a process for seeking endorsement of the proposed guidance from key stakeholders 

5. Identify next steps and key milestones, including determining what we should publish from the 
workshop, and when



International consensus meeting: outcomes

1. Useful guidance would:
 Protect and empower researchers 
 Be context specific and culturally sensitive
 Maintain or enhance reputation 
 Inform judgement and action
 Incorporate and build on existing good research practice
 be supported (or recognised) by key stakeholders
 Have impact with change agents

2. Guidance as a set of ‘thinking tools’ to use across the research process



Guideline and Toolkit development
 2-year process, interrupted by Covid-19 pandemic
 3 rounds of pilot testing, incorporating feedback at each stage
 8 different researchers or research groups piloted the initial tool
 Then all 41 workshop participants asked to pilot the tool further using 

a real-life example
 21 participants provided feedback
 Finally, 12 researchers from a range of countries, who had not been 

involved in the workshop, piloted the guidance
 Refinement and finalisation of guidance, followed by peer-review



Flowchart and associated thinking tools





















Evaluating an intervention delivered by a 
commercial company

Cornelsen L et al. JECH, 2017. http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/jech-2017-209947 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/jech-2017-209947


Paper URL: 
https://www.bmj.com/content/384/bmj-
2023-077908

To offer feedback: https://www.mrc-
epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-
research-food-industry/ 

https://www.bmj.com/content/384/bmj-2023-077908
https://www.bmj.com/content/384/bmj-2023-077908
https://www.mrc-epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-research-food-industry/
https://www.mrc-epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-research-food-industry/
https://www.mrc-epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-research-food-industry/


Next steps

 Publication of FoRK guidance + toolkit in BMJ – 29th January 2024
 Publicise widely via social media and existing academic networks
 Seek endorsement and adoption by key stakeholders – other 

journals, research funders, learned societies – in the UK and 
internationally (ideas?)
 Seek feedback on use of the FoRK guidance and toolkit (via form at: 

https://www.mrc-epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-research-food-industry/

 Continuously improve FoRK guidance and toolkit

https://www.mrc-epid.cam.ac.uk/research/studies/diet-research-food-industry/
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Questions
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