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We investigated how industry claim-makers countered concerns about obe-

sity and other nutrition-related diseases in newspaper coverage from 2000, the

year before the US Surgeon General’s Call to Action on obesity, through 2012.

We found that the food and beverage industry evolved in its response. The

defense arguments were made by trade associations, industry-funded nonprofit

groups, and individual companies representing the packaged food industry,

restaurants, and the nonalcoholic beverage industry. Individual companies

used the news primarily to promote voluntary self-regulation, whereas trade

associations and industry-supported nonprofit groups directly attacked poten-

tial government regulations. There was, however, a shift away from framing

obesity as a personal issue toward an overall message that the food and

beverage industry wants to be “part of the solution” to the public health crisis.

(Am J Public Health. 2015;105:2228–2236. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2015.302819)

Since 2001, when the US Surgeon General
issued a Call to Action to address obesity,1---3

public health advocates have proposed a range

of policies to improve the food and beverage
environment. The food industry has strongly

opposed many of these initiatives, at times

using tobacco industry tactics including corpo-

rate social responsibility programs and per-
sonal responsibility rhetoric.4---7 Corporate

social responsibility can take many forms, in-

cluding industry adoption of self-policing
strategies intended to resolve public health

concerns.7---10 The food industry has launched

and widely publicized a number of self-
regulatory programs,11---14 but research suggests

that these initiatives may have done little to

mitigate unhealthful food environments.15---28

Past analyses suggest that the food industry
also has used personal responsibility rhetoric to

shift responsibility for health harms from the

industry and its products onto individuals,4

influence how the public addresses obesity, and

fight government regulation of its products and

marketing practices.4---7

News coverage is an important part of the
public conversation about social issues such as
obesity. The news helps establish which issues
appear on the public agenda, and influences
how the public and policymakers view these

problems and craft potential solutions.29---33

Social problems such as obesity are defined

by how they are framed and who is influencing
the framing.34 “Framing” refers to how an
issue is portrayed and understood, and in-

volves emphasizing certain aspects of an issue
to the exclusion of others.35 News coverage
is a key site in which framing takes place.

Frames in the news are “persistent patterns” by
which the news media organize and present
stories.36 Frames help readers construct

meaning consciously or unconsciously,37 and
shape the parameters of public policy debates
by promoting “a particular problem definition,
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or

treatment recommendation for the item
described.”35(p52)

Because of the importance of the news in
how readers understand contemporary is-
sues,38 news framing is a site of power struggles
in which multiple groups contest to shape

public perception of an issue.39,40 Different
speakers or “claim-makers” quoted in the news
frame the same issue in conflicting ways to

serve their interests. Examining their claims
offers insights into the range of perspectives
represented on a particular issue.41---45

Among the key claim-makers for the food
and beverage industry (hereafter “food

industry”) are food companies, trade associa-
tions, and industry-funded nonprofit organiza-
tions. Individual food and beverage companies
include companies that sell packaged food (e.g.,
Kraft), restaurant meals (e.g., McDonald’s), and
nonalcoholic beverages (e.g., Coca-Cola). Indi-
vidual companies may comment about public
policy in the news, but they also form trade
associations that advocate the interests of
groups of food companies.46---49 Trade associ-
ations are the public voice of an industry,50 and
often lobby or otherwise influence government
decision-making.51---53 Trade associations also
engage in public relations to exercise political
influence, including advocacy advertising and
speaking with the press.51

There are numerous food industry trade
associations representing the interests of dif-
ferent sectors of the industry such as packaged
food manufacturers (e.g., Grocery Manufac-
turer’s Association), restaurants (e.g., National
Restaurant Association), beverage companies
(e.g., American Beverage Association [ABA]),
and food retailers (e.g., Food Marketing In-
stitute). The food industry also funds nonprofit
groups to speak on its behalf. When these
groups use names that evoke grassroots con-
sumer advocacy and do not alert the public to
their connection with industry they are known
as “front groups.”4 The Center for Consumer
Freedom (CCF) and Americans Against Food
Taxes are 2 primary examples.54

To understand how the food industry has
presented itself in the news in the context of
obesity policy debates, we investigated how
key industry claim-makers countered concerns
about obesity and other nutrition-related dis-
eases in newspaper coverage. We collected
data from 2000, the year before the 2001 US
Surgeon General’s Call to Action and the
advent of widespread concern about obesity
as a public health problem, through 2012,
the last full year of data available at the time.
Previous studies have tracked news coverage of
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obesity and childhood obesity over time,55---57

and assessed the degree to which the food
industry is framed as a cause of obesity or as
a potential point of intervention. These studies
documented increases in obesity coverage
throughout the early 2000s, and a growing
trend toward addressing societal causes of and
solutions to the problem of obesity, including
food industry actions. However, these previous
analyses have not evaluated the actual state-
ments made by food industry claim-makers in
the news.55,56

For this analysis we compared the claims
made by food industry trade associations,
industry-funded nonprofit groups, and indi-
vidual companies. We also examined the nu-
ances among statements made by claim-makers
representing the interests of the packaged food
industry, restaurants, and the nonalcoholic
beverage industry.

METHODS

We used the Nexis newspaper database to
conduct a keyword search for articles published
from 2000 to 2012 in 5 major US newspapers:
Los Angeles Times, New York Times,Washington
Post, Wall Street Journal, and Chicago Tribune.
These papers, which we previously analyzed for
tobacco industry responsibility claims in the
news,58---60 are among the 10 highest-circulation
newspapers in the country.We selected theNew
York Times for its status as the national paper of
record, the Washington Post for its in-depth

coverage of national policy issues, and the Wall
Street Journal as the country’s highest-circulating
paper and because it focuses on business
issues. Finally, we selected the Los Angeles Times
and the Chicago Tribune to capture possible
regional differences.

We searched for articles that included a ref-
erence to obesity, overweight, or nutrition, and
at least 1 of the following responsibility-related
keywords: responsibility, choice, blame, life-
style, decision, habits, problem, or freedom.
Articles also had to mention at least 1 prom-
inent food industry trade group or industry-
funded nonprofit organization. Drawing upon
our ongoing media monitoring of food industry
marketing policies and practices, we assembled
a list of prominent food and beverage industry
organizations.61,62 We supplemented this list
by conducting Internet searches for food in-
dustry trade associations and searches of the
Nexis news archive until we reached content
saturation (Appendix A, available as a supple-
ment to the online version of this article at
http://www.ajph.org, for our search algorithm).

We removed articles that made only passing
references to obesity or diet-related chronic
disease. For example, we excluded an article
about vegetarianism that mentioned “the med-
ical community’s warnings about obesity” as
a possible reason for reducing meat consump-
tion and a study by the National Restaurant
Association about vegetarian eating habits.63

Three trained coders examined each article
for arguments made by food or beverage

industry representatives. We considered argu-
ments to be specific elements that represent
and express the underlying frame. We used
an iterative process64 to design our coding
instrument, which was adapted from our
previous work analyzing tobacco industry
responsibility claims in the news.58---60 The
coding instrument identified 7 discrete food
industry arguments about obesity or policies to
address obesity (Table 1). We used the sen-
tence as the unit of analysis for arguments: we
coded each sentence containing a quote or
attribution from a food industry representative;
sentences could contain multiple arguments.

We recorded arguments attributed to food
industry trade groups and nonprofits included
in our search string. We also recorded argu-
ments from other trade groups or nonprofits
that appeared in the articles, as well as indi-
vidual food or beverage companies (e.g.,
Kellogg’s) or the food industry in general (e.g.,
“Food industry executives say . . .”). Appendix B
(available as a supplement to the online version
of this article at http://www.ajph.org) contains
a list of the food companies that made com-
ments about obesity in our sample.

We recorded the speaker for each argument,
indicating whether the speaker represented
a trade association, an individual company, an
industry-funded nonprofit group such as the
CCF, or the food industry in general. We also
noted whether the speaker represented the
packaged food industry, the nonalcoholic bev-
erage industry, the restaurant industry, or food

TABLE 1—Obesity-Related Arguments Made by the Food Industry in Major Newspapers: United States, 2000–2012

Argument Type (% of All Arguments) Exemplar

Industry is part of the solution (33%) “We are a strong believer and supporter of self-regulation and the current industry proposals to strengthen that.”—Alan Harris, Chief

Marketing Officer, Kellogg Co.65(pB1)

Government overreach (25%) “The government doesn’t have the right to social engineer. It doesn’t have a right to protect us from ourselves.”—J. Justin Wilson,

Research Analyst, Center for Consumer Freedom66(pB1)

Products are not responsible (24%) “Childhood obesity is the result of many factors. Blaming it on a single factor, including soft drinks, is nutritional nonsense.”—Richard

Adamson, Vice President for Scientific and Technical Affairs, National Soft Drink Association67(pT10)

Individuals are responsible (15%) Food establishments “should not be blamed for issues of personal responsibility and freedom of choice.”—Steven Anderson, President,

National Restaurant Association68(pCN15)

Obesity is not a problem (3%) “Americans have been force-fed a steady diet of obesity myths by the ‘food police,’ trial lawyers, and even our own government.”—Center

for Consumer Freedom advertisement quoted in a news article69(p12)

Note. Our coding instrument contained 7 discrete arguments. We combined 3 related codes into the overall argument category that “Individuals are responsible” for the purpose of analysis
(arguments relating to personal responsibility for obesity, parental responsibility, and those arguing that individuals should know that certain foods lead to obesity or other diet-related diseases).
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retailers (i.e., grocery, vending, and conve-
nience store representatives).

We established intercoder reliability with
Krippendorff ’s a by using an iterative
method64 of reading a subsample of articles,
coding them, and adjusting the coding instru-
ment until we reached an acceptable level of
agreement among the coders (a=0.78 for
arguments; a=0.93 for speakers).70

To assess statistical differences between
categories of speakers, we conducted 2-sample
proportion tests with Stata software (version
13.0, StataCorp LP, College Station, TX).

RESULTS

Between 2000 and 2012, we found 393
news articles containing obesity-related argu-
ments that referenced a trade association or

industry-funded nonprofit organization and
included our search terms. These articles
contained 1426 responsibility arguments
(Appendix C, available as a supplement to the
online version of this article at http://www.
ajph.org, for details on the search results).
Most of these articles included arguments
solely from trade associations or nonprofit
groups (68%). About 1 in 5 articles (21%)
contained arguments from individual compa-
nies and trade associations or nonprofit
groups, and 10% contained arguments from
individual companies alone. The remainder
contained only obesity-related arguments at-
tributed to the food industry in general (e.g.,
“The food industry claims that . . . .”; 2%).

Food industry arguments appeared most
often in news coverage of policy developments
and major obesity-related studies and reports.

Arguments about obesity from food industry
representatives were almost nonexistent in the
year before the 2001 Surgeon General’s Call to
Action (< 1%; Appendix D, available as a sup-
plement to the online version of this article at
http://www.ajph.org). The number of argu-
ments made by industry increased sharply
thereafter, peaking in 2005 when industry
representatives responded to a combination of
obesity-prevention policy developments,71---74

and launched self-regulatory initiatives such as
limits on soda in schools and McDonald’s
placement of nutrition facts on its food pack-
aging.75,76 Starting in 2009, the industry’s
presence in newspaper coverage rose again, as
representatives responded to a growing num-
ber of public health policy actions, including
the Affordable Care Act’s menu-labeling pro-
vision in 2010 and various state and local
efforts to regulate sugar-sweetened bever-
ages.77---79

Arguments From Food Industry Claim-

Makers

Food industry claim-makers employed 3
main claims when they appeared in
obesity-related newspaper coverage: they
praised the industry and its self-regulation
programs as “part of the solution”73(pC1) (33%
of all food industry arguments), they criticized
the government and public policy efforts to
prevent obesity (25%), and they claimed that
their products were not responsible for poor
health outcomes and, therefore, they were
unfairly blamed in these debates (24%).

Less frequently, they argued that individual
consumer choices were responsible for obesity
(15%), or that concern about the obesity
epidemic was overstated (3%). Table 1 in-
cludes an exemplar of each argument type.

Arguments From Trade Associations,

Companies, and Nonprofit Groups

Food industry claim-makers consisted of
trade associations, individual companies,
industry-funded nonprofit organizations and
statements attributed to the “food industry” or
“food companies” in general.

Spokespeople for trade associations used the
news in equal measure to dispute their prod-
ucts’ health harms, praise their industry, and
criticize the government (Figure 1). To a lesser
extent, these representatives also made appeals
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FIGURE 1—Arguments about obesity made by food industry claim-makers in major

newspapers: United States (n = 1426), 2000–2012.
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to individual consumer responsibility. Argu-
ments attributed to the food industry in general
followed a very similar pattern.

By contrast, individual company spokes-
people focused overwhelmingly on promoting
their company or industry as a good corporate
actor (64% of their arguments, compared with
31% of the arguments for trade associations;
Z=10.38; P< .001). For example, a McDonald’s
spokesman described his company’s approach
to obesity as “very responsive and responsi-
ble.”80(pF1) Individual companies were also
much less likely than other groups to criticize
the government or its policies, or to claim that
their products were not responsible for health
harms. For example, when then---New York
Governor David Paterson proposed a soda
tax, a Pepsi bottling lobbyist commented that

PepsiCo “had specifically instructed its
representatives not to raise the threat of
job loss, because . . . Pepsi wanted to be
a good corporate citizen.”81(pA14) Meanwhile,
PepsiCo’s main trade association, the ABA,
made this exact claim about the proposal,
calling the tax a “money grab” that “could
jeopardize jobs.”82(pA36)

In our sample, arguments by food industry---
funded nonprofit groups such as antisoda
tax coalitions or the CCF (which accounted
for 88% of the arguments from nonprofit
groups in our sample) never praised indus-
try efforts and were much more likely to
criticize government and evoke personal re-
sponsibility. These groups focused on fram-
ing any regulation of the food industry as
a “slippery slope”83 of government intrusion

with ominous consequences. Their argu-
ments also were more extreme in tone. In an
article about CCF, food executives acknowl-
edged that, “by keeping the sponsors anony-
mous, [CCF] can be more vociferous, pro-
vocative and irreverent in its criticisms than
a trade association.”84(pE1)

From 2002 to 2006, the CCF occasionally
claimed that the obesity epidemic was exag-
gerated and not a significant public health
problem. When responding to a Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention report on the
impact of obesity, CCF analyst Dan Mindus
claimed,

A full investigation into the obesity death tally
will reveal multiple flaws that seriously overstate
the obesity problem and is leading to knee-jerk
policymaking and litigation.85(pC1)
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This argument rarely appeared after 2006.

Arguments by Industry Sector

We compared the arguments made by
claim-makers representing different food in-
dustry sectors. Specifically, we examined argu-
ments from claim-makers representing the
packaged food industry (which accounted for
30% of all arguments), the nonalcoholic bev-
erage industry (24%), the restaurant industry
(23%), and food retailers (4%). These sectors
face distinct types of obesity-related public
health interventions. In all sectors, individual
companies were significantly more likely than
trade associations to praise their own self-
regulatory actions (data not shown). Between
sectors, trade association arguments varied in
correspondence with the different policy chal-
lenges each faced (Figure 2).
Packaged food industry. Claim-makers for the

packaged food industry focused more heavily
on arguments about industry self-regulation
than any other sector. Packaged food compa-
nies and associated trade associations primarily
praised the packaged food industry as “ex-
tremely responsive” and “ahead of the curve”
with respect to health concerns,86(p52) often
touting product-reformulation or package la-
beling. These arguments became more prom-
inent starting in 2003, and spiked in years
when the packaged food industry was
responding to high-profile actions proposed by
the government or by public health advocates
(Appendix E, available as a supplement to the
online version of this article at http://www.
ajph.org). For example, in 2010, when the US
Food and Drug Administration announced that
it would draft guidelines for front-of-package
labeling, the industry pushed its “Facts Up
Front” labeling scheme in the news.87(pA2) It
responded to criticisms from public health
advocates87 by praising Facts Up Front as an
“ambitious revision of food and beverage
labels.”88(pB1)

Nonalcoholic beverage industry. More than
any other industry sector, the nonalcoholic
beverage industry disputed the health harms of
its products, arguing that soda was not re-
sponsible for the “complex problem”

89(p1) of
obesity, or at least not solely responsible. The
ABA was the key claim-maker for this argu-
ment. The ABA frequently argued that “[i]t
makes no sense to single out one particular

food product as a contributor to obesity when
science shows that’s not supportable.”90(pD2)

This argument made up almost half of the
ABA’s arguments, and until 2004 it was vir-
tually the only argument from soda industry
claim-makers that appeared in the news (Ap-
pendix F, available as a supplement to the
online version of this article at http://www.
ajph.org).

Arguments about self-regulation from bev-
erage companies and the ABA initially
appeared in the news infrequently (Appendix
F). They increased in the mid-2000s when the
industry issued voluntary guidelines restricting
beverage sales in schools.12,75 By 2009, the
beverage industry again appeared frequently in
the news as numerous policy proposals to
regulate sugar-sweetened beverages emerged
at the local, state, and federal levels. Both
individual companies and the ABA critiqued
these proposals as government overreach and
“discriminatory”91(pB3) against soda, and touted
the beverage industry’s redoubled self-
regulatory initiatives.92---95 For example,
a Coca-Cola spokesperson argued that volun-
tary initiatives including its “Calories Count”
program “can have a meaningful impact on the
obesity issue.”91(pB3)

Restaurant industry. Restaurant industry
claim-makers’ arguments changed consider-
ably between 2001 and 2012 (Appendix F). In
the early 2000s, the restaurant industry was
grappling with the threat of obesity-related
lawsuits against fast-food restaurants.96 In re-
sponse, individual companies and trade asso-
ciations commonly argued in the news that
food choices and related health issues were
a matter of personal responsibility with state-
ments such as “People make the choice to eat
what they want and when they want, every
day.”97(pCN1)

In 2004 and 2005, the industry launched
a number of voluntary self-regulatory efforts.
For example, McDonald’s announced it would
end supersizing and put nutrition information
on packaging.98,99 During this time, both
companies and restaurant trade associations
appeared primarily in the news to praise this
and other voluntary initiatives.

From 2006 to 2009, the restaurant industry
faced proposals to regulate trans fats and
nutrition information on menus. The industry’s
main response in the news, mostly voiced by

trade associations, was to criticize these gov-
ernment actions. A California Restaurant As-
sociation spokesperson asked, for example,
“With crime and budget shortfall issues, why
are city and state legislators focusing on trans
fats and fast food restaurants?”100(pC1)

In 2010, the National Restaurant Associa-
tion, the main US restaurant trade association,
announced its support for a national menu-
labeling requirement. At that point, claim-
makers for the restaurant industry returned to
self-promoting statements touting the industry
as a good corporate citizen by virtue of its
support for the pending regulation and for
other programs.101(pB1) For example, in 2011,
the National Restaurant Association launched
the Kids LiveWell program for healthier chil-
dren’s meals and frequently touted this pro-
gram in the news, arguing that “restaurants can
be a part of the solution to ensuring a healthier
generation.”102(pB2)

DISCUSSION

As obesity emerged in the early 2000s as
a significant public health concern and a public
policy target, the food industry took to the news
as part of its efforts to head off potential public
health interventions. Our findings roughly
mirrored the pattern in news coverage of
obesity described in earlier studies,55,56 in-
creasing rapidly through the mid-2000s, then
decreasing for a few years, and surging again
toward the end of the decade.

Earlier analyses have suggested that per-
sonal responsibility rhetoric might play an
important role in food industry efforts to fore-
stall public health interventions.4,6,7 We found
that although food industry representatives did
employ personal responsibility arguments in
the news, arguing that consumers were re-
sponsible for their own health was not a dom-
inant theme during the period we analyzed.

Food and Beverage Companies

Congratulate Themselves

We found clear distinctions between food
industry claim-makers. Individual companies
used the news primarily to promote voluntary
self-regulation. Their emphasis on voluntary
efforts implied that government regulation was
unnecessary and allowed companies to posi-
tion themselves in the news as good corporate
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citizens and part of the solution to the health
crisis.

Company spokespeople largely avoided
discussing government regulation or acknowl-
edging accusations that their products contrib-
uted to obesity. This was likely part of a
strategic effort to protect valuable brand
reputations.

Trade Associations and Nonprofits

Go on the Attack

Trade associations and industry-supported
nonprofit groups, on the other hand, directly
attacked potential government regulations.
These groups, which are not connected to
specific companies or brands in the media,
were much more likely to make negative
arguments explicitly critiquing policies or dis-
puting products’ health harms. Food industry---
funded nonprofit organizations made particu-
larly extreme critiques of proposed regulations,
and derided public health concerns about
obesity. Despite their partial funding by the
food industry, these nonprofits were portrayed
in the news as independent organizations. This
may have afforded them more latitude to make
incendiary statements without the risk of tarn-
ishing the public image of individual compa-
nies.

Our findings also suggest that trade associa-
tions and industry-funded nonprofits may have
shielded their member companies to some
extent from having to comment on major
obesity-related public policy proposals in the
news. When trade associations or industry
nonprofits appeared in the news about obesity,
they often appeared in place of individual
companies: more than two thirds of articles in
our sample contained commentary only from
a trade association or industry-funded non-
profit, and food companies were absent. This
finding suggests that these groups have a high
level of legitimacy with the press, and are seen
as credible spokespeople who can speak on
behalf of food companies. It is also possible that
individual companies refused to comment on
the record about controversial policy issues,
leaving journalists few other sources.

Shifts Over Time in How Claim-Makers

Discuss Obesity

We also saw changes over time in how food
industry claim-makers talked about obesity.

The CCF, for example, made controversial
claims in the early 2000s that the obesity
epidemic and associated health harms were
overstated. After 2006, the group largely
stopped using this argument. The argument
may have no longer benefited the industry as it
introduced self-regulatory initiatives to combat
obesity, and used the news to position itself as
“part of the solution.”79,102

We also observed dramatic shifts over time
in arguments from the restaurant sector. In the
early 2000s, restaurant spokespeople primar-
ily framed obesity as an issue of personal
responsibility—one that restaurants had no part
in. However, as time went on, they increasingly
switched to arguments praising the industry for
its response to obesity concerns, both for its
new self-regulatory programs, and its support
of the 2010 national menu-labeling legislation
(which preempted local and state legislation
that might have gone further to protect con-
sumers).103

These types of shifts may be an indication
that public pressure about obesity was having
an effect: obesity was no longer something that
could be minimized or put aside as a personal
issue. Instead, industry spokespeople increas-
ingly talked about the issue as a serious prob-
lem that needed to be addressed. However,
they remained at odds with lawmakers and
public health advocates about how it should be
addressed, and what was to blame for the
problem.

Implications for Public Health

Public health advocates working to create
a healthier food environment should keep in
mind that the food industry is not monolithic.
As news coverage of obesity and diet-related
chronic disease continues, individual compa-
nies will likely continue to focus on positive
messages about their products and actions,
leaving trade associations or other industry-
wide groups to contest public health interven-
tions or claims that their products cause health
harms. It will be important for the public health
community to be prepared to address both of
these tactics. In particular, it may be helpful to
highlight the harmful practices of specific
companies, so they cannot shield their reputa-
tions behind neutral industry associations.

Highlighting companies’ harmful practices
will aid in “denormalizing” or stigmatizing

these companies’ activities and products not as
business as usual, but as sharing responsibility
for the current health crisis. Denormalization
tactics have been extremely effective in shifting
blame from individual smokers or the act of
smoking to the tobacco industry and its harm-
ful practices.104,105 Denormalizing the food
industry requires repositioning unhealthy
products as harmful, portraying corporations’
activities as disease vectors,105 and highlighting
the disingenuous use of industry’s corporate
social responsibility programs as brand mar-
keting efforts.5,7,104,106

Public health advocates should draw partic-
ular attention to the food industry’s efforts to
use the news to publicize its self-regulatory
corporate social responsibility programs as
“part of the solution” to the obesity crisis.
Starting in the early 2000s, the food industry
has positioned its self-regulatory programs,
especially those associated with its brands, as
meaningful responses to the obesity crisis.
Food industry claim-makers have been suc-
cessful in their efforts to highly publicize self-
regulatory programs in the news, even though
these programs have been routinely shown
to do little to improve food and beverage
environments.15---26,107 Advocates and re-
searchers should encourage journalists to in-
vestigate food industry representatives’ claims
about self-regulatory programs, including
whether the programs have been indepen-
dently evaluated.107

Our work also has implications for advocates
and researchers concerned with the actions of
other industries affecting the food supply and
public health. For example, manufacturers of
genetically modified organisms and the alco-
holic beverage industry are both involved in
high-stakes debates to protect their reputations
and avoid government intervention.6,108 Com-
paring the strategic use of responsibility argu-
ments to combat public health interventions
across industries could be a rich area for
further research that may inform subsequent
policy and advocacy efforts to protect the
public’s health.

Limitations and Directions for Future

Research

Although news coverage of obesity-related
topics provides a valuable window into the
food industry’s efforts to frame public debate
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around obesity, it only captures a small seg-
ment of the industry’s larger public relations
efforts to shape perceptions, including televi-
sion and online media,5,109 which were not
captured by this analysis. In addition, we
searched for articles that mentioned industry
trade associations and industry-funded non-
profit groups, which limited our analysis of
statements by individual companies. Future
research could explore all food industry state-
ments in the news and other mass media.

Despite these limitations, our findings sug-
gest a number of opportunities for future
research on the food industry’s responses to
the dynamic landscape of public health poli-
cies. Our research focused on news coverage
in the United States, but many of the compa-
nies we studied are multinational, and future
research could examine how the food industry
has responded to obesity concerns interna-
tionally. In addition, media relations is only 1
aspect of the food industry’s efforts to influ-
ence public policy, and research comparing
the industry’s statements in the media with its
regulatory and lobbying activities, including
public comments, could be highly valuable.
Researchers should also track the food indus-
try’s responses as new policy strategies
emerge, and existing interventions are imple-
mented. Soda taxes, for example, have trig-
gered strong opposition campaigns from the
beverage industry, and analyzing the indus-
try’s messages and tactics around this emerg-
ing public health intervention, both in news-
papers and other media, could be important
for the field. j
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