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Executive summary
The Foresight Tackling Obesities: Future Choices project aims to produce a  
long-term vision of how the UK can deliver a sustainable response to the obesity 
epidemic over the next 40 years. To inform its understanding of the possible future 
contribution from the industries in the food supply chain, Foresight commissioned 
Martin Paterson of Paterson Communications Ltd to conduct a survey of the major 
elements of the UK food and drink supply chain, and its key influencers (see 
Appendix 1 for participating organisations and Appendix 2 for the survey). 

The survey asked respondents to consider subjects such as: 

•	 the challenges and opportunities that the industry will need to respond to in the 
future 

•	 the future role of regulation and legislation of food chain industries

•	 the extent to which healthy eating is a long-term public health and cultural 
issue, or whether it is just another fad 

•	 the impact on businesses if healthy eating is here to stay.

The UK food and drink supply chain industries – farming, manufacturing, catering 
and retailing – touch the life of every individual in every household on a daily basis. 
The industries surveyed recognise that they have a role to play in society’s efforts 
to combat the problem of obesity. They are clear about their responsibility to 
provide foodstuffs from which consumers can construct healthy, balanced diets, 
and to ensure that their methods of manufacturing and promotion should not 
contribute to ill health. Indeed, industry leaders are on record as wishing to take a 
role in obesity prevention that goes wider than the manufacturing and marketing 
of products. In particular, the food and drink industry sees itself going forward as 
an invaluable source of marketing communications experience and expertise 
which it is willing to bring into a partnership approach with Government and other 
interested parties.

The survey respondents identified a number of challenges to the industry’s ability 
to contribute positively in the future. The language of the obesity debate and the 
tone in which the debate is conducted present problems not just for the food 
chain industries but for all contributors. Industry sees the debate, particularly as it 
is reflected in the UK media, as polarised, with ‘angels’ and ‘devils’ conducting a 
battle of aphorisms in lurid and sometimes hugely overly simplistic terms. While 
certain consumer representatives believe that legislation – and, in the immediate 
term, the threat of legislation – is the only thing that will drive the types of 
changes needed, the respondents are unanimous in their view that increased 
regulation has the potential to harm industry’s ability to contribute to the obesity 
issue. They concede a role for regulation but believe this is small in comparison 
with the opportunities afforded by voluntary action and, in particular, of forging 
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partnerships between the public and private sectors to bring all the talents and 
resources together to focus on solutions. The fullest UK participation in the future 
development of international, and especially EU, regulation is identified as vital in 
order to prevent isolation. 

The question of the influence of high-profile public opinion formers such as Jamie 
Oliver provokes a somewhat fractured view from respondents. Looking forward, 
while the industry believes that opinion formers have a potentially positive role to 
play in focusing on important aspects of the obesity debate, some parts of the 
industry have a more pessimistic view of their role. The sometimes distorting 
effect of media treatment of the emotionally charged issue of obesity, combined 
with an often simplistic approach to solutions and use of extreme examples, is 
seen as a worrying trend. Respondents felt they needed to consider the ‘risk vs. 
reward’ equation very carefully when forming responses to public opinion formers’ 
views. 

The potential for public opinion formers to create a negative influence on 
industry’s ability to contribute to the obesity question is seen by respondents as 
diminishing over the next two decades. This may be attributable to the increased 
willingness (and ability) of academics to operate more often in the role of public 
opinion former. Increasingly, independent and expert academic contributors, 
particularly from the fields of nutrition and social sciences, are seen by the media 
as more objective and appropriate sources of opinion and expertise than some 
self-appointed ‘consumer champions’. 

The respondents were unsure whether issues around global competition are 
central, for good or ill, to their contribution to the obesity issue. While UK 
companies are certainly part of a global supply and trading chain, they believe that, 
in general, competition is a positive force driving improvements and efficiencies in 
manufacturing and distribution processes. All elements of the food and drink 
industry see the ability to constantly provide consumers with innovation as being 
vital to their success. In the context of obesity, competition at an international 
level could impact on processes such as new product development and 
reformulation.

Many in the industry see the development of technology as crucial to their 
potential contribution to combating obesity. Technological solutions to the issues 
of taste, texture and satiety thrown up by reformulation and new product 
development could play a major role in enabling manufacturers to offer products 
that could potentially help people manage their lifestyle better. The areas of 
nanotechnology, biotechnology and neuroscience are seen as fertile ground for the 
development of techniques and processes, for example, in understanding the role 
of genetics in predisposition to obesity or in better understanding the satiety 
mechanisms to help consumers manage their calorie intake. 
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A note of caution is expressed, however: that the industries should not simply 
look to technological solutions. The failure of the introduction of biotechnology is 
seen as a salutary lesson. Respondents did not consider consumers in the UK to 
be anti-technology but felt that, unless consumers are convinced that a technology 
brings benefits at appropriate costs, they will not accept it. One of the major 
challenges going forward, therefore, is the handling of how technologies in the 
food and drink sector are introduced. Similarly, the industry believes that in order 
to create an environment where technological advances are best exploited, 
regulatory barriers to innovation would need to be overcome. Consumer groups 
would be concerned if technological approaches detracted from broader healthy 
eating messages. One example given is the potential marketing of ‘healthier’ or 
so-called ‘well-being foods’, as a quick fix. 

Politics underlies all the other influences discussed in this survey report. The 
respondents were in agreement that, while the political environment could be a 
positive influence, it also has a high potential to exert a negative influence on the 
industry’s ability to contribute. Respondents saw the future food and health arena 
continuing to be highly politicised. They for the most part did not differentiate 
between the influence of politics and politicians or of politicians and Government. 
This continuum of influences and influencers is seen as being at the heart of one 
of the most substantial challenges described by respondents – that of toning 
down the ‘political’ element of the obesity issue. For this to be even partly 
achieved would require, respondents felt, the establishment of a debate where 
meaningful dialogue replaces what is often experienced as mutual antagonism 
among participants. The food chain industries see this challenge as encompassing 
the need to build more, and better, working partnerships between the industry 
and Government based on trust, with supporting policies and interventions based 
on sound science and robust evidence. The industry regrets what it sees as a 
default to ‘knee-jerk reaction’ policies, where the ‘quick fix’ is often not meaningful 
or even possible. 

A confident industry is one that will feel more able to take risks with established 
business models and products. Industry respondents felt that in order to make 
their best contribution to the obesity challenge, companies should be confident 
that they can continue to function as businesses in a relatively stable regulatory, 
political and financial environment. Demands for rapid and radical change to 
products and processes, erosion of markets and, in some cases, demonisation of 
certain products and/or companies were not felt to be conducive to this. In the 
coming years, many companies will look to deliver products and services 
designed to help consumers manage their diets, and, in a broader sense, even 
their lifestyles. Respondents believed that a confident and thriving food and drink 
industry can have a positive impact in helping to drive change.
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Sustainable development is clearly an issue for an industry that is part of a global 
supply chain relying on agricultural produce from all parts of the world. The 
industry sees sustainability as a natural extension of best practice and is already 
engaged with Government and other stakeholders on how best to manage many 
of the issues thrown up by the sustainability debate. In the coming decades, 
issues of transport and sourcing will be re-addressed as we gain a clearer insight 
into what ‘sustainability’ means for the UK as a society. It will be important, going 
forward, to take the potential effects of ‘sustainable’ actions into account: If, for 
example, sustainable development policies led to the widespread introduction of 
agricultural practices considered less efficient by current standards, it is possible 
that this could result in an increase in fresh food prices. The arguments are still in 
the early stages of development, and the devil may well be in the detail. The 
current trend of ascribing ‘carbon footprints’ may provide a pointer as to how the 
costs and effects of processes in the food chain can best be described. 

Respondents saw certain social trends as having a major and positive influence on 
how the UK food industries approach obesity in the future. The trend for people to 
have children later in life is seen as having a potential effect on how they view 
nutrition as parents. An ageing population may well highlight the health costs 
associated with obesity and longer working hours, more families where both 
parents work, less (perceived) time for physical activity and cooking from scratch, 
as well as the decrease in the number of times when families eat together, will all 
play a part in the development and marketing of food products in the coming 
decades. Other influences commented on included the possible continuing 
decline of calorie expenditure, whether brought about by changes in the physical 
environment, like the development of transport systems, or as a result of changing 
approaches to modern life. The industry is monitoring these and other trends and 
is primed to take forward the development of so-called ‘well-being foods’ and to 
continue the process of reformulating existing brands, where appropriate, to 
reflect consumers’ evolving expectations. These consumer expectations are 
anticipated to include more and better information about the food we eat, and 
substantial investment is being made in the area of consumer information and 
education.

A so-called ‘fat tax’ was seen by respondents as being likely to have a 
disproportionate effect on the poorest. Many consumers, the industry argues, 
would still attempt to buy a particular product, regardless of its cost, and if prices 
of certain foods go up, people may still attempt to buy them, which would lead to 
a higher percentage of income being spent on food. Research in this area may 
need to be brought together or new studies undertaken, to look at food availability 
and quality and the barriers to purchase. 
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1 Introduction
1.1 Current state of the industry

The UK food and drink industries are an important part of UK society. The 
manufacturing and retail sectors employ more than 3 million people between 
them. Food and drink is the single largest manufacturing sector in the UK, with a 
turnover of £70 billion, accounting for 15% of the total UK manufacturing sector. 
The industry buys two-thirds of all the UK’s agricultural produce. In 2005, 
consumers’ expenditure on food and drink came to nearly £153.8 billion, 
representing 20% of UK national consumers’ expenditure.1,2

Since about 2000, the UK food and drink industries have found themselves drawn 
increasingly into the debate about public health and the food supply. In this period, 
the debate has travelled from the fringes to pretty near the centre of policy 
making. The origins of this are rooted in the damage done to public confidence 
with regard to the safety of the food chain after the BSE crisis. This was followed 
by the opposition of campaigning newspapers to the introduction of genetically 
modified food, mining the rich seam of controversy provided by exploiting the 
‘Frankenfoods’ theme. To this, we can add TV pictures of burning cattle corpses 
and the air of confusion and controversy that surrounded the foot-and-mouth 
disease epidemic. While these issues centred on the safety of the food supply, 
they helped sensitise consumers to wider food and health issues and highlighted 
the erosion of the connection between the consumer and various parts of the 
food chain. An important development as a result of this process was the firm 
establishment of food and health issues as a topline subject for the media. 

During the same period, some city analysts began considering the risk to a 
company’s position if it became, for example, subject to litigation by consumers 
claiming their health had been damaged by the company’s products. In 2005, an 
analysis of these potential threats was carried out by insurance company Aspen 
Re. Though the study focused mainly on the USA, the analysis brought with it 
some lessons for the UK: ‘... with fattening food, consumers must be made aware 
of the risks of excessive consumption if suppliers are readily to avoid liability. 
Informed choice for adults and an end to marketing and advertising to children 
seems essential.’3 Since then, the company has reported further: ‘Many US states 
have also passed legislation seeking to safeguard sellers, restaurants, 
manufacturers and distributors from obesity-related lawsuits, though the new laws 
would almost certainly not protect companies against false or misleading trade 
practices. Other significant factors are changes of ingredients; more cautious 
marketing strategies (especially to children) and the ending of selling through 
vending machines at schools, either voluntarily or through policy reform by school 
authorities.’4 While in the UK we have not seen the introduction of laws designed 
to ‘safeguard’ companies in the UK food and drink industries, we have 
experienced similar developments in product formulation and marketing 
strategies.



Foresight Tackling Obesities: Future Choices Project

�

It has not escaped the gaze of some analysts that the high profile of the issue of 
health risks posed by obesity have reawakened, for an increasing number of 
consumers, an awareness of both the connection between food and health and 
their own power to drive change. This mounting awareness is opening up growth 
opportunities for a number of companies. ‘Consumers appear to be increasingly 
keen on paying more money for healthier food, particularly if it also tastes good. 
[In 2004] the number of products advertised as having health benefits or 
promoting weight loss achieved double-digit growth. Soy-based and yoghurt drinks 
were the top sellers. Above-average growth is likely for the market in foods with 
additional health benefits (functional foods), for example, yoghurt with probiotic 
bacteria to help the immune system, or products aimed at preventing 
osteoporosis.’5

As the debate about the role of food in our lifestyles has progressed, the UK food 
chain industry as a whole has also been on a journey. It has moved from – in some 
businesses – having a sense of bafflement at the range, and in some cases, 
vehemence of criticisms levelled at the industry and its products, to a largely 
unified position characterised by acceptance of a level of responsibility 
commensurate with the industry’s role in a multi-factoral challenge and a 
willingness to play its part. That this has taken place against a backdrop of 
increased understanding and acceptance of the importance of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) principles may be significant. 

The Better Regulation Commission has been established to provide independent 
advice to Government from business and other stakeholders about new regulatory 
proposals and to make proposals for regulatory simplification. The Better 
Regulation Executive was established as the driving force for the Government’s 
Better Regulation Action Plan. It has overall responsibility for the Government’s 
commitments: to regulate only when necessary; to set exacting targets for the 
reduction of the cost of administering regulations; and to rationalise the inspection 
and enforcement arrangements. 

The Legislative and Regulatory Reform Act 20066 came into force on 8 January 
2007. It replaces the Regulatory Reform Act 2001. The 2006 Act includes two 
order-making powers, which a Minister may use to amend primary legislation. The 
first allows a Minister to make an order for the purpose of removing or reducing 
burdens, the second allows a Minister by order to ensure that regulatory functions 
are exercised so as to comply with the five Principles of Good Regulation (that 
regulatory activities should be carried out in a way that is transparent, 
accountable, proportionate, consistent, and targeted only at cases in which action 
is needed).

The Food Standards Agency (FSA) is pursuing the reduction of administrative 
burdens imposed by the legislation within its remit, and the Food Industry 
Sustainability Strategy of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
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(Defra) includes better regulation proposals, including the establishment of a Food 
Industry Better Regulation Group.

Current UK proposals on labelling were cited by some survey respondents as an 
example where local norms or regulations could compromise competitive 
advantage in a global market. They argued that, for example, when foodstuffs are 
produced at a single site and supplied to more than one market, if brand owners 
use the FSA’s ‘traffic light’ food labelling initiative, this could require UK-specific 
packs, thereby reducing the efficiency of the packaging and supply processes. This 
point of view in parts of the food industry is held by some consumer groups to be 
evidence that supports the need for a regulatory approach. At EU level, 
simplification of the EU regulatory framework is one of the measures of the 
Lisbon Strategy. This includes strengthening and improving consultation with 
stakeholders and ensuring that non-legislative options get stronger consideration 
at EU level.

On reformulation, as in so many other areas, individual companies move at 
different speeds and in accordance with their perception of their role and their 
relationships with their customers and – whether retail businesses or brand 
owners – companies within the UK food chain are operating in a highly 
competitive environment. A number of industry-wide projects have delivered 
results, such as Project Neptune whereby the Food and Drink Federation (FDF), 
working alongside the FSA, achieved the reduction of salt across many hundreds 
of products. The FDF reports to the FSA annually and has engaged with the FSA to 
develop a methodology for industry to self-report salt-reduction progress. The FSA 
recently issued a self-reporting framework for informal consultation.

The Government’s Public Health White Paper7 and the FSA’s Strategic Plan8 set out 
commitments for the FSA to work with the food industry to tackle the balance of 
the diet and, in particular, to secure voluntary reductions in saturated fat and 
added sugar in processed foods. The Government’s Food and Health Action Plan9 
sets targets to: maintain the current trend in average total fat intake at 35% of 
food energy; reduce average saturated fat intake to 11% of food energy; and 
reduce average added non-milk extrinsic sugars intake to 11% of food energy. As 
an attempt to control obesity, the Government also hopes to reduce the overall 
calorie content of food. 

The emphasis on the ‘calories in’ part of the equation is thought by many in the 
industry to be an inappropriate place to start. While the Government and other 
players have been more accepting of the ‘multi-factoral’ nature of the problem in 
recent years, government action and consumer group demands have, to a 
substantial extent, focused on restricting the promotion of, and access to, certain 
foods – what the industry sees as a ‘demonisation’ of certain products. The 
current controversy about restricting the TV promotion of ‘junk foods’ is one 
example. 
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The industry believes it has invested heavily in improving information for 
consumers, either through individual companies or via pan-industry collaborative 
projects. These initiatives range from on-pack nutrition information based on 
guideline daily amounts (GDAs) to substantial information and consumer education 
programmes. The FDF’s Food and Health Manifesto10 sets out commitments to 
product reformulation and innovation in support of government health goals 
covering some billions of pounds worth of products. Campaigning consumer 
organisations have conceded some movement but urge a still greater degree of 
engagement. Concern is expressed, for example, that many businesses in the 
industry disagree with, and in some cases reject, current labelling proposals.

A particular issue for the industry is the politicisation of the obesity debate. With 
obesity seen as something of a political football, ‘players’ are sometimes 
perceived by the industry to be vying to have the most radical proposals for 
tackling obesity, irrespective of their actual efficacy. Respondents expressed 
concern that politicians and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) can appear to 
be more concerned with ‘solutions’ that play to a populist agenda than with 
discussing workable ideas or forming partnerships with the industries. On the 
other hand, consumer groups and some politicians believe they are seeing an 
inadequate response to the challenge of obesity from the food industry. They 
believe that, while tackling obesity demands a multi-factoral and multi-sectoral 
response, this should ‘not be used as an excuse to always shift the blame 
somewhere else’.11 

A graphic illustration of the effect of the polarisation of at least some areas of the 
debate is to be found in the current development and launch of two essentially 
competing food and drink labelling strategies: 

•	 In January 2007, a number of the UK's leading food and drink companies 
launched a £4 million advertising campaign aiming to 'to help people make 
better-informed decisions about the food they eat.' The campaign explains how 
consumers can use front-of-pack GDA labels developed by the industry from 
Institute of Grocery Distribution guidelines, to assess the calories, sugars, fat, 
saturates and salt that are suggested for a balanced diet.12 

•	 Almost simultaneously, the FSA was running a very substantial public 
information programme on its own preferred, labelling system – what has 
become known as 'traffic light' labelling to: 'provide "at a glance" information on 
labels about the nutritional content of foods'.13

In April 2007, 25 food and drink companies and six retailers were reported as 
having added GDA labels to around 15,000 product lines, said to amount to nearly 
50% of UK retail food and drink packs. It is interesting that the FSA brochure, Food 
Labels,14 which ‘aims to help you pick out the information you need to make 
healthier, safer and more informed choices when you are choosing between 
products’, made no mention of this development at that time.
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There is a certain amount of exasperation expressed by some in the food chain 
industries that many commentators appear to take the view that food and drink 
businesses are somehow excused from the demands of the financial markets, 
and that, for some at least, their legitimate pursuit of return on investment is in 
itself unethical. This failure, whether deliberate or otherwise, to recognise food 
and drink companies as normal business concerns is seen as undermining the 
ability of companies to invest in change and to take on the risks that change 
involves. It is also felt to damage the prospects of working in partnerships to help 
achieve lasting change. The UK food and drink supply chain industries are not a 
homogeneous whole; rather, they are a set of companies and organisations that 
compete strenuously with each other and are united, mainly by the fact that their 
final point of impact is the consumer. It is clear that many businesses and 
organisations in the UK food and drink supply chain industries find the nature of 
their business environment to be so complex and the influences so variable that 
projection over longer horizons is something of an arcane art. Nonetheless, 
strategies for the future are a vital component in maintaining competitiveness, 
market share and some degree of stability. 

1.2 Future policy making: insights from the survey

This report was commissioned by Foresight to offer insights into future 
possibilities, attitudes and uncertainties in one part of the staggeringly complex 
web of influences, influencers, legal, financial, social and other entities and 
individuals that must be negotiated if policy interventions are to be meaningful. 
That complexity was highlighted when the Chairman of the Public Accounts 
Committee, in the recent Public Accounts Committee Report,15 described as 
‘absurdly complex’ the relatively small element of this web that is referred to as 
the ‘government delivery chain for combating child obesity’ (Figure 1).

Furthermore, the food chain industries themselves are a complex and competitive 
environment (internally and externally) and can’t be viewed as the possessors of 
any simple ‘magic bullet’ solution to the obesity problem. However, the wealth of 
responses offered to this survey on a wide range of influences on the future 
development of the UK food and drink industries enable the author to suggest 
some pointers that may be useful to policy makers in the future. 
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Thoughts for policy makers 

•	 We need to be aware of the number and complexity of the linkages between 
the social, political, economic and other arenas that potentially influence the 
food chain industries. 

•	 Policies should encourage the education of the consumer and build from a 
genuine understanding of consumer behaviour. Consumers should be hearing 
consistent messages about healthy weight that are demonstrably based on 
validated science. Greater impact can be achieved if everyone is ‘speaking the 
same language’.

•	 Technology can help, but only if it is accepted – and that is not a given. 
Advances in technology can assist in broadening the range of products available 
to consumers. However, technology can also have limitations and should not be 
seen as a panacea. Many consumers are scared of 'technology'. As much as 
possible, they want what they perceive to be pure and unadulterated food.

Figure 1: The delivery chain for tackling child obesity from the 
Public Accounts Committee’s report
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•	 We need to recognise the importance of practical partnerships for developing 
and delivering social behaviour change programmes. This isn't necessarily the 
same as 'widespread consultation'. There is an urgent need for a joined-up, 
holistic approach involving Government as well as relevant stakeholders, with 
common agreed goals and strategy. There is no single solution to obesity,  
and positive outcomes are more likely to result from a multi-faceted,  
multi-stakeholder approach.

•	 UK food and drink chain companies are ethical commercial entities operating in 
global markets. This means the UK industry can't be of much help if:

o  the competitiveness of the industry is eroded 

o  production is encouraged to move abroad/offshore 

o  the UK is isolated in Europe (e.g. on regulations).

•	 We need to avoid 'knee-jerk' 'something must be done' responses that 
encourage a 'quick fix' mentality rather than a long-term strategy. 
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2 The survey 
This report was commissioned by the Foresight programme of the Government 
Office for Science to support its project on Tackling Obesities: Future Choices. The 
views expressed reflect those of the survey participants and the author. They are 
not the official point of view of any organisation or individual, are independent of 
Government and do not constitute Government policy. This report is based on the 
individual responses of participants in the study

The survey consisted of three parts:

o	 influences on the food chain industries’ ability to contribute to positive 
interventions on obesity

o	 questions on key issues 

o	 examination of the potential effects of scenarios of possible futures.

Participants

Survey participants ranged from leading retail companies to major food and drink 
manufacturers and trade bodies representing both these areas. Officials from 
government departments most closely involved with the food and drink industries 
as well as consumer NGOs also provided views and comments. In addition, a 
number of individual interviews were conducted. Participants are listed in 
Appendix 1.

2.1 Influences on the food chain industries’ ability to contribute to 
positive interventions on obesity

The survey asked participants to rate the influences (Figure 2) in order of their 
potential to impact, over the next 20 years, positively or negatively, on their 
organisation’s ability to develop its business in the context of obesity. Although 
this report categorises responses under specific headings such as ‘regulation’, 
‘technology’, and ‘industry confidence’ etc., the complexity of the food-chain 
environment means that the influences are often experienced as indivisible from 
each other or, at least, interactive with each other. The responses were remarkable 
for their unanimity on many subjects, whether considered from the retailer or 
manufacturer position.
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1 Consider the influence of regulation in terms of its potential to impact, 
over the next 20 years, positively or negatively, on your organisation’s 
ability to develop its business in the context of obesity

Many participants saw a role for regulation in tackling obesity but felt it was a 
minor role when compared with essentially voluntary actions supporting education 
of  consumers and encouragement of behaviour change. The importance of 
government engagement with industry was clear: expressed by one participant as 
a form of ‘public/private partnership’. Manufacturers and retailers rely on their skill 
in establishing and maintaining a relationship of trust with an inherently fickle 
consumer audience. Such a partnership arrangement might, for example, seek 
and actively develop opportunities to harness the not inconsiderable reserves of 
expertise in marketing communications to be found throughout the food chain 
industries. 

Participants in the survey almost overwhelmingly saw regulation as having low 
potential to impact positively (Figure 3) and high potential to impact negatively 
(Figure 4) on their organisation’s ability to develop its business in the context of 

Figure 2: Influences that could potentially, over the next 20 years, 
have a positive or negative impact on food chain companies’ 
ability to develop their business in the context of obesity 



Foresight Tackling Obesities: Future Choices Project

14

Figure 4: Regulation: its potential to have a negative impact

Figure 3: Regulation: its potential to have a positive impact
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obesity. A ‘small role’ for regulation was conceded by some participants, in 
particular, in the fields of food safety and labelling regimes. However, regulation 
was often seen by respondents as being too prescriptive and politically driven 
rather than as an objective exercise in consumer protection. Some companies 
took the view about regulation in the UK that, in failing to take into account the 
‘wishes of stakeholders, including industry and consumers, it is invariably 
counterproductive.’ Others believed that it would be impossible to draft effective 
legislation that would control how people put together their daily diet. For 
example, prohibitions imposed on salt in processed foods could do nothing to stop 
the addition of salt at home. 

Some participants believed that, in the short term, ‘most of the current regulatory 
impact is negative and restrictive in terms of effect’. They saw the potential for a 
positive effect of ‘sensible’ regulation in the longer term. Examples might be to 
help frame emerging markets in areas like nutrigenomics, where there will be a 
need for new understanding of the ethical issues surrounding ownership and use 
of information such as personal DNA. This was seen as ‘an essential precursor of 
working on areas such as individual diets etc.’.

The rise and rise of CSR as a major part of consumer-facing companies’ thinking – 
particularly the widespread recognition of CSR as an activity that impacts on the 
bottom line – has led some participants to see it as a more efficient and pertinent 
mechanism, in the context of obesity, than regulation. The potential for voluntary 
schemes is highlighted. For example, in the UK, we have seen substantial 
reductions in the salt/sodium content of many processed foods. A survey of top 
companies towards the end of 200510 found that 36% of their products, worth £7.4 
billion at retail, had lower levels of salt compared with the year before. Many 
companies were also launching reduced-salt and salt-free alternatives. These 
changes had been brought about via a ‘stepwise’ voluntary scheme under the 
auspices of the Food and Drink Federation working closely with the FSA. The FSA 
has also worked with the industry to reduce levels of fat and sugar in a range of 
products. Other countries have similar examples of industry/government 
partnership – and non-regulatory – interventions such as the Small Steps 
programme in the USA. ‘It is difficult to think of any examples of regulation 
worldwide that have been shown to positively help industry with respect to 
obesity. However, that does not preclude it happening in the future. There may 
also be scope for using non-legislative schemes and/or standards in a positive way 
e.g. the Pick the Tick scheme in Australia and New Zealand16 has led to a number 
of products with reduced salt and fat.’

Similarly, fear of the potentially negative impact of regulation in terms of 
competitiveness, even to the point of threatening viability, was expressed by 
respondents. There is a belief that it is unrealistic to expect businesses, that may, 
in some cases, be struggling to maintain market share, to focus efforts and deploy 
resources beyond immediate commercial need.
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Many responses raised a concern about the dangers of defaulting to regulatory 
interventions as a ‘knee-jerk reaction’ to perceived political pressure or popular 
prevailing winds. Participants also identified tensions between the aims of 
regulators and legislators to respond to perceived risk and the need for scientific 
rigour in underpinning regulation. Concern was expressed at the possibility of 
government attempting to ‘regulate’ its way out of the obesity crisis’. One 
participant quoted the Better Regulation Commission’s report, Risk, Responsibility 
and Regulation,17 as identifying that: ‘the policy dilemma at the heart of risk 
management is that policies responding to lay-people’s perceptions of risk tend 
towards over-regulation, while policies based entirely on scientific evidence will be 
seen as an inadequate response and will not be supported by the public.’

The difficulties thrown up by the introduction of UK regulation, independent of 
wider markets, in particular, the EU, were highlighted. Most major branded 
manufacturers based in the UK are either part of larger continental or global 
companies or are looking to deliver their products into international markets. They 
are also almost entirely dependent on a global supply chain. The potential impact 
of ‘double banking’ of regulation is seen as an erosion of competitiveness and 
innovation, as well as damaging the position of the UK as a potential base for 
manufacturing. 

The current regulatory tenor was considered by many respondents to be 
‘essentially fairly restrictive and negative in character’. The threat of regulation 
‘accentuates the negative’, and presents the risk in the future of stifling innovation 
and of making the UK a less attractive place to do business. Some respondents 
commented on the current debate on nutrient profiling. They felt there was little 
commercial sense in reformulating a product to reduce fat content if it still does 
not ‘tick the box’ to change its label, for example, from ‘less healthy’ to ‘healthy’. 

A perceived ‘struggle’ between legislators in the UK and Europe was felt by 
respondents to have the effect of giving the food industry two different 
constituencies that have to be addressed. However, as one respondent said: 
‘Most of the damage is likely to be done in the short term; as the EU gains more 
influence on domestic policy in the UK, regulation is likely to be less of a 
competitive discriminator.’

2 Consider the influence of public opinion formers in terms of their potential 
to impact, over the next 20 years, positively or negatively, on your 
organisation’s ability to develop its business in the context of obesity

While there was a range of ideas as to who or what constitutes a ‘public opinion 
former’, television chef Jamie Oliver was cited as a particularly high-profile 
example, as were ‘campaigning’ NGOs. Opinion formers were seen as having a 
high potential to impact positively across the 20-year span (Figure 5), although 
they were thought to have an equally high negative potential over the next five 
years (Figure 6). Some respondents felt that the debate would became less 
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Figure 5: Public opinion formers: their potential to have a 
positive impact 

Figure 6: Public opinion formers: their potential to have a 
negative impact 




























































































































