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What are commercial determinants of Health (CDoH)? 
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• CDoH are the private sector activities 
impacting public health, either 
positively or negatively, and the 
enabling political economic systems 
and norms.

(WHO,2023)

• CDoH: the systems, practices, and 
pathways through which commercial 
actors drive health and equity.’

Lancet, Gilmore et al 2023
Image credit: Mar Nieto, 
from Collin J; Ralston R; Hill SE, Westerman L 
(2020) Signalling Virtue, Promoting Harm: 
Unhealthy commodity industries and COVID-19. 
NCD Alliance, SPECTRUM 



What are commercial determinants of Health (CDoH)? 

Transforming lives in Africa through research 4



Why addressing the CDoH?
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Image from the NCD Alliance https://ncdalliance.org/why-ncds

Account for over 80% of 
all premature NCD 
deaths

GBD, 2015 *Premature NCD deaths (death from an NCD before age 70 years)

https://ncdalliance.org/why-ncds


Why addressing…
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Image from the NCD Alliance https://ncdalliance.org/why-ncds

https://ncdalliance.org/why-ncds


Who are most affected?
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• Each year, more than 15 
million premature 
death 

• 85% of these 
"premature" deaths 
occur in LMICs

• 77% of all NCD deaths 
are in LMICs

GBD, 2015



NCD burden in Ethiopia
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• The 2019 GBD data indicated that in 
Ethiopia,

• Overall, NCD prevalence accounted for 
63.2% of total cases in Addis Ababa, 
59.8% in Harari, and 55% in Somali 
regional states 

• From 2010 to 2019, the incidence cases 
of NCDs increased by 25% (24-26%), 
death counts by 21% (8-35%), and DALYs 
by 17% (6-29%) 

Source: National strategic plan for the prevention and control of major non-communicable diseases



Estimated contribution of the CDoH globally
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At least one third and probably more than 
58% of all deaths globally

At least 41% and probably more than 
78% of deaths 

from NCDs

Reference for data: Lancet Commission 
Gilmore et al 2023



Unhealthy approaches of CDoH
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1. Coloniality approach and theories to promote their products in LMICs
• Political control and governance

• Economic exploitation

• Cultural domination

• Psychological manipulation

• Legacy of colonialism

• Example, tobacco production in Malawi 

(Colonial, National, liberalization and accelerated globalization)

‘…The life of our economy…’ 
Former President Peter Mutharika to describe leaf growing (African News 2016)

Smith and Lee, 2018



Unhealthy approaches 
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Unhealthy approaches of CDoH
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“An interlocking directorate occurs when a person affiliated 
with one organization sits on the board of directors of 
another organization. The causes and consequences of this 
seemingly minor, even innocuous event, have been the source 
of extensive debate since … the early twentieth century. 
Relatively simple to identify in publicly available information 
from highly reliable sources, interlocks have become the 
primary indicator of interfirm network ties.” – Mizruchi, 1996

2. Interlocking directorates…Familiarity cognitive bias



Jan du Plessis

Howard Willard

Dinyar Devitre

Geoffrey Bible

Interlocking directorates: Tobacco, alcohol & political elite

John Manzoni Trevor Manuel

World 
bank



Jan du Plessis

Howard Willard

Dinyar Devitre

Geoffrey Bible

Interlocking directorates: Tobacco, alcohol & a prominent 
cancer charity

http://www2.mariecurie.org.uk/en-GB/Media/Press-releases-and-comments/Marie-

Curie-Cancer-Care-appoints-two-new-trustees/

Helen Weir



3. Good 
Governance and 
Conflict of 
interest…loss 
aversion 

16



Unhealthy approaches…
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3. The power of language…perception 

Ministry of war Ministry of 
peace 

Ministry 
of 

Defense 

Dysphemism 
Euphemism

The communication book



Unhealthy approaches…

Transforming lives in Africa through research 18

4. Statistical literacy 
The industries also know that 
people mostly live in 
‘subjective probability’  than 
‘objective probability’  



Unhealthy approaches…
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5. The Psychology of cost as a strategy (loss aversion) and message 
framing



Unhealthy approaches…
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6. Corporate social responsibility and health wash as a 
marketing strategy  



Unhealthy approaches…
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Unhealthy approaches…
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7. Access, simplicity, convenience, habit formation or craving and social 
norms as tools: Unfair ecosystem between the CDoH and health system 

• Get addicted with salt, sugar, flavors, color, 
etc

• The industries play with biology, sociology, 
psychology, economics, political science, 
religion, linguistics, anthropology, physics, 
chemistry, etc

• Social media and digital revolution 
• The health sector works in silo (the 

challenge seems only from health sector)



Unhealthy approaches…
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8. Behavioral bundling (increased risk of multiple CDoH)



Unhealthy approaches…
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9. The use of ‘fundamental attribution error’ and all other cognitive biases: 
the industry well understands how human mind and behavior works 

Does Harvard make you smarter?…swimmer’s body illusion  



Unhealthy approaches…
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10. Attack on the credibility and trust of science 
and scientists

• Selectively funding research projects and 
individuals

• Withholding research findings
• Generating doubt and controversy about 

existing studies and evidence
• Silencing, marginalizing, and/or harassing 

opposing figures, including scientists
• Selectively emphasizing and framing 

research questions and results
• Developing public relations and lobbying 

campaigns to promote preferred messages

PepsiCo CEO, April 2010 
interview CNN Money: 

“If all consumers exercised, 
did what they had to do, the 
problem of obesity wouldn’t 
exist.”



Summary: Cycle of actions favouring commercial profits
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Use of wealth and power to shape 
regulations and policies in own 
interests. 

1

Favourable policies lead to increased 
sales (and consumption) of harmful 
products

2

Externalising the costs of harm 
caused by production, consumption, 
and disposal of products

3

Externalised costs largely met by 
states and populations affected, 
reducing resources 

4

Excess profits fuel a growing power 
imbalance between commercial 
actors and governments who should 
hold them to account

4

https://www.thelancet.com/infographics-do/commercial-determinants-health-2023



Strategies to tackle the CDoH?
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Decolonization approach

1. Acknowledge and address colonial legacies

2. Shift power dynamics and promote equity

3. Center local priorities and expertise

4. Examine the global political economy

5. Promote respectful and collaborative 
interactions



Strategies…
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The “best buys”: To address the growing burden of NCDs, WHO identified a package of 16 “best 
buy” interventions that are cost-effective, affordable, feasible and scalable in all settings 



Strategies…
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• Food nutrient labeling in Kenya

• Alcohol promotion ban in Ethiopia



Health Promotion 
approach 

30

Lessons from Thai Health 
promotion foundation and  
the Australian health 
promotion foundation, 
VicHealth…Earmarked 
budget for health promotion 

Legislative and regulatory measures, civil 
society advocacy, health literacy and 
accountability, and better corporate social 
responsibility
. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6453312/pdf/BLT.18.220277.pdf



Concluding remark
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“…Public health cannot progress 
without action on the commercial 
determinants of health…”
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, WHO Director General, 
(Lancet,2023)

Fighting the commercial 
determinants is “not anti-business; 
it is pro-health” approach 

Lancet, Gilmore et al 2023
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