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Outline

• Worldwide rise in obesity and diabetes

• The nutrition transition and global market deregulation

• Evidence from cross-national longitudinal analyses

• Implications for future research and policy





Obesity Trends* Among U.S. Adults
BRFSS, 1985

(*BMI ≥30, or ~ 30 lbs. overweight for 5’ 4” person)

No Data       <10%         10%–14%



Obesity Trends* Among U.S. Adults
BRFSS, 1986
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Obesity Trends* Among U.S. Adults
BRFSS, 2010

(*BMI ≥30, or ~ 30 lbs. overweight for 5’ 4” person)

No Data          <10%    10%–14%        15%–19%        20%–24%       25%–29%         ≥30%





Source: Finucane M. et al. The Lancet, 2011







A study in the UK showed 

that 6 out of 10 adult dogs 

are classified as overweight 

or obese.

Source: Courcier E (2010) Journal of Small Animal Practice

Another study found that 

about 439 dogs attending first 

opinion practice in the UK 

were diagnosed with 

diabetes!

Source: Mattin M (2014) Veterinary Record
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The global nutrition transition: 

from traditional diets to ultra-processed products



Trends in per capita sales of selected ultra-processed products, 

1997–2010 and projected to 2016.

Source: Stuckler D, McKee M, Ebrahim S, Basu S (2012) Manufacturing Epidemics: The Role of Global Producers in Increased 

Consumption of Unhealthy Commodities Including Processed Foods, Alcohol, and Tobacco. PLoS Med 9(6): e1001235. 

doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001235

http://www.plosmedicine.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001235
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http://www.plosmedicine.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001235


The obesity epidemic: a perfect storm 

blowing from three winds

• Global market deregulation

• Rise of transnational food and drink companies

• Decline of local food and agricultural vendors



Trade liberalization

Foreign direct

investment

Free capital movement

Financial deregulation

Privatization

Fiscal austerity (and reduction of government investment in 
health, welfare and education)

(Neoliberal) Globalization

Sometimes called policies of the “Washington Consensus” or “Structural Adjustment

Policies”



International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and 

the World Trade Organization (WTO)

World Bank IMF

WTO



Interactions between global and local food systems “from 

farm to fork.”

Source: Gereffi G et al. Trade, Transnational Corporations an Food Consumption: A global value chain approach 2009.



96% of American 

schoolchildren could 

identify Ronald McDonald.  

The only fictional character 

with more recognition is 

Santa Claus!

Marketing ultra-processed products to children



“In God we trust.

All others, bring data.”

- William Edward Deming
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• Multivariate panel regression models to analyze the within-

country association between fast food consumption and age-

standardized mean BMI in 25* high-income OECD countries 

(1999-2008) 

• Two-stage least squares regression models with market 

deregulation (economic freedom) as an instrument for the effect 

of fast food on BMI

Methods



Source: De Vogli R et al. The influence of market deregulation on fast food consumption and body mass index: a cross-

national time series analysis. Bulletin of the World Organization 2014;9299-107. 



Source: De Vogli R et al. The influence of market deregulation on fast food consumption and body mass index: a cross-

national time series analysis. Bulletin of the World Organization 2014;9299-107. 



• Multivariate panel regression models to analyze the within-country 

association between soft drink consumption and diabetes in 39 low-

and middle- and high-income countries (1988, 1998, 2008)

• The study also investigated the role of market deregulation as a 

determinant of consumption of soft drinks and the the effect of trade 

openness and foreign direct investment as mediators of the 

association.

Methods



Each 100-unit increase in annual per capita consumption of Coca-Cola 

beverages there are additional 0.67 male adults with DM per 100 and 

0.61 female adults with DM per 100. 

Source: De Vogli R et al. The globalization of soft drinks, diabetes and the role of market deregulation: a cross-national time 

series analysia. 



Source: De Vogli R et al. The globalization of soft drinks, diabetes and the role of market deregulation: a cross-national time 

series analysis. PLoS One. 



Associations between per capita consumption of Coca-Cola beverages and the prevalence of 

diabetes in 25 low- and middle-income countries and 14 high income countries

Source: De Vogli R et al. The globalization of soft drinks, diabetes and the role of market deregulation: PLoS One  
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The Atlantic 

Monthly, 2009



"Everything in moderation, except…[fruits] and vegetables.” 

Frank Zappa



Association between support to agricultural producers and 

age-standardized body mass index in 21 countries (2008)

Source: De Vogli R et al. Global market deregulation, transnational food and drink companies, ultra-processed products and 

dietary patterns. (in progress). 



Mexico’s soda tax: will it work?



The Center for Consumer Freedom (CCF)



“Sugar, rum, and tobacco are 

commodities which are nowhere 

necessities of life, which are 

become objects of almost 

universal consumption, and 

which are therefore extremely 

proper subjects of taxation.”

The Wealth of Nations, 1776
Adam Smith

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0a/AdamSmith.jpg






Anti-Trust Laws to Break Food Oligopolies? 



Free Market or Oligopoly?

Source: Oxfam (2013) Behind the Brands Report.





Health impact assessment of free trade agreements



Association between free trade agreements (FTAs) with the US and mean

per capita consumption of Coca-Cola beverage products in 38 countries

Source: De Vogli R et al. Global market deregulation, transnational food and drink companies, ultra-processed products and 

dietary patterns. Bulletin of the World Health Organization (under review). 



Political economy “is 

medicine on a grand scale.”

R. Virchow (1821-1902) founder 

of social medicine and author of

Die Medicinische Reform, 1848


