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Abstract
The rise of multi-stakeholder institutions (MIs) involving the ultra-processed food (UPF) industry has raised concerns among 
food and public health scholars, especially with regards to enhancing the legitimacy and influence of transnational food 
corporations in global food governance (GFG) spaces. However, few studies have investigated the governance composition 
and characteristics of MIs involving the UPF industry, nor considered the implications for organizing global responses to 
UPFs and other major food systems challenges. We address this gap by conducting a network analysis to map global MIs 
involving the UPF industry, drawing data from web sources, company reports, business and market research databases, and 
academic and grey literature. We identified 45 such global food system MIs. Of these, executives from the UPF industry or 
affiliated interest groups held almost half (n = 263, or 43.8%) of the total 601 board seat positions. Executives from a small 
number of corporations, especially Unilever (n = 20), Nestlé (n = 17), PepsiCo Inc (n = 14), and The Coca-Cola Company 
(n = 13) held the most board seat positions, indicating centrality to the network. Board seats of these MIs are dominated by 
executives from transnational corporations (n = 431, or 71.7%), high-income countries (n = 495, or 82.4%), and four countries 
(United States, Switzerland, United Kingdom, and the Netherlands) (n = 350, or 58.2%) in particular. This study shows that 
MIs involving the UPF industry privilege the interests of corporations located near exclusively in the Global North, draw 
legitimacy through affiliations with multi-lateral agencies, civil society groups and research institutions, and represent diverse 
corporate interests involved in UPF supply chains. Corporate-anchored multi-stakeholderism, as a form of GFG governance, 
raises challenges for achieving food systems transformation, including the control and reduction of UPFs in human diets.

Keywords  Multi-stakeholder · Global food governance · Ultra-processed foods · Corporate power · Food policy · Food 
systems

Introduction

The global food system in its present form is unhealthy and 
unsustainable, and transformative change is now urgent if 
global sustainable development goals are to be achieved 
(FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, WHO 2023; IPES-Food 
2023a; Schneider et al. 2023; Béné 2022). To address this 
challenge, many food systems experts and authoritative 
organisations have called for the transformation of global 
food governance (GFG) system (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, 
WFP, WHO 2023; Béné 2022; Canfield et al. 2021; Mon-
tenegro de Wit et  al. 2021)—the multi-level system of 
institutions, actors, and interests involved in dialogue, deci-
sion making, and implementation of actions that impact 
the global food system, including those to overcome food 
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system challenges (Candel 2014). One such challenge is 
the rise of ultra-processed foods (UPFs) in human diets 
(Baker et al. 2020). UPFs are defined as ‘formulations of 
ingredients, mostly of exclusive industrial use, typically 
created by series of industrial techniques and processes’. 
Examples include soft drinks, confectionery, many mass 
produced breads, biscuits, sweetened breakfast cereals, fla-
voured yoghurts, reconstituted meat products, and many 
commercial baby foods (Monteiro et al. 2019).

Growth of the ultra-processed dietary pattern occurred 
first in high-income countries but is now growing rapidly in 
middle and low-income countries, as the industry has glo-
balized and pursued new growth opportunities in emerg-
ing markets (Baker et al. 2020; Popkin and Ng 2022). This 
raises serious concerns for global health, given a large and 
growing body of evidence showing associations between the 
ultra-processed dietary pattern with multiple adverse health 
outcomes, including obesity, type-2 diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease and mental health disorders (Elizabeth et al. 2020; 
Lane et al. 2024). The production of UPFs also harms the 
environment, including through biodiversity losses linked 
with commodity ingredient production, and plastic packag-
ing waste (Fardet and Rock 2020; Anastasiou et al. 2022). 
According to Monteiro et al., the purpose of ultra-processing 
food is profit – the business model relies on using cheap 
commodity ingredients and processing technologies to 
minimise cost, and emphatic branding, intensive marketing 
and product designs to drive sales and normalise consump-
tion; features that make UPFs ‘liable to displace all other 
foods in human diets’ (Monteiro et al. 2019). Corporations 
that manufacture and distribute UPFs have indeed become 
the most profitable in the food system, generating growing 
returns to their shareholders located near exclusively in the 
Global North (Wood et al. 2021, 2023a).

Some countries, especially those in Latin America, have 
adopted world-leading policy responses to tax, limit the 
availability and restrict the marketing of UPFs (Popkin et al. 
2021). Yet, elsewhere policy responses to this issue have so 
far been weak or are only emerging, akin to where tobacco 
control responses were decades ago. Many reasons have 
been put forward for this inertia, but among the most impor-
tant is the growing economic and political power of the UPF 
industry. Evidence from studies spanning multiple countries, 
show how this industry uses a number of corporate politi-
cal strategies – often described as a playbook similar to 
the tobacco industry – to block, weaken, or delay govern-
ment regulation, influence civil society, and shape scientific 
research in its favour (Swinburn et al. 2019). Studies also 
demonstrate how this industry has attempted to influence 
responses by UN agencies, and across the global food and 
governance systems more broadly (Lauber et al. 2021). This 
includes the promotion and initiation of public–private and 
multi-stakeholder partnerships, a development that coincides 

with the emergence of multi-stakeholderism as a prominent 
model of GFG (Moodie et al. 2013).

With the founding of the United Nations system (UN) 
in 1945, the GFG system was anchored in a multi-lateral 
governance model, led by intergovernmental organizations 
and their member nation states (Buxton 2019). The UN mul-
tilateral agencies – the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations, United Nations Children’s Fund, World 
Health Organization, and World Food Programme – played 
the primary role in convening and coordinating responses 
to global food system challenges (Canfield et al. 2021). In 
the 1970s, concerns emerged about the growing power of 
transnational corporations in the world economy, and there 
was an attempt by those working across the UN system to 
regulate their conduct (Gleckman 2018). By the 1980s these 
efforts had largely failed, and the US and other powerful 
governments sought to empower, rather than constrain, the 
transnational corporations domiciled in their countries. 
These developments coincided with the adoption of neo-
liberal economic policies and norms, including a push for 
global market liberalization, and a growing preference for 
a multi-stakeholder approach to addressing global develop-
ment challenges (Buxton 2019; Bovaird 2010; FIAN Inter-
national 2020; Hawkes and Buse 2011).

The GFG system started to evolve towards a more decen-
tralised, market-orientated and corporate-engaged system of 
governance, involving a more diverse range of public and 
private actors (IPES-Food 2023b). Proponents of multi-
stakeholderism claimed that the multilateral system, in its 
present form, was struggling to address the world’s eco-
nomic, social, and ecological crises (Gleckman 2018), and 
that harnessing the innovation, expertise, and resources of 
the private sector, presented an important opportunity to 
achieve food systems change (Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations 2023; Steiner et al. 2020). This 
view gained the support of some UN agencies (UNEP, FAO, 
UNDP 2023), and was further institutionalised through the 
UN Global Compact, and in the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) through SDG 17 on Partnerships for 
the Goals (United Nations 2015). The multi-stakeholder 
approach was also promoted by powerful business associa-
tions, most prominently the World Economic Forum (WEF) 
through its Global Redesign Initiative, reflecting a broader 
vision of stakeholder capitalism (Canfield et  al. 2021). 
According to this vision, the WEF through its chairman 
Klaus Schwab believe that private corporations as ‘stake-
holders’ should play the leading role in sustainable devel-
opment (Schwab and Vanham 2021) and be positioned as 
‘trustees of society’ in response to today’s social and envi-
ronmental challenges (Schwab 2019).

These developments have had several major implications 
for GFG. For example, it has resulted in the proliferation 
of prominent multi-stakeholder initiatives, partnerships, 
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platforms, and roundtables involving the world’s largest 
transnational food corporations, their affiliated business 
interest groups, along with multilateral agencies, interna-
tional non-governmental organizations, national govern-
ments, and research institutions. In this paper we use the 
term ‘multi-stakeholder institutions’ (MIs) to capture these 
diverse institutional forms (Utting 2001; McKeon 2017). 
Through these MIs, these corporations and business inter-
est groups have positioned the UPF industry as a key ‘part of 
the solution’ to many food system challenges, including mal-
nutrition, food insecurity, biodiversity loss, climate change 
(Lacy-Nichols and Williams 2021). Scholars and advocates 
have raised several concerns about the proliferation of MIs 
in GFG, relating to commercial conflicts of interest (Hawkes 
and Buse 2011), power asymmetries between corporate and 
non-corporate actors (Brouwer et al. 2013; Dentoni et al. 
2018), and questions regarding their legitimacy and effec-
tiveness (McKeon 2017; Michéle et al. 2019).

Yet despite the above, no studies have systemati-
cally mapped the global MIs involving the UPF industry, 
described their governance compositions or characteristics, 
nor considered their implications for GFG. Recognizing 
this gap, our aim is to contribute to understanding multi-
stakeholderism in GFG by mapping and characterising MIs 
involving the UPF industry and affiliated corporate actors. 
To achieve our aim, we address two objectives. First, we 
identify, map, and describe the most prominent MIs involv-
ing the UPF industry in GFG through a network analysis 
of board seat memberships. Second, we describe the char-
acteristics of these MIs, in terms of which corporations or 
organisations, industries, executive job titles, actor types, 
and countries of origin are represented. We then discuss the 
implications of UPF industry engaged multi-stakeholder 
governance for GFG, food systems transformation, and 
global responses to the health and environmental harms of 
UPFs.

Methods

To map, analyse, and describe MIs involving the UPF indus-
try, we adopted a network analysis method (Wasserman and 
Faust 1994) involving three steps: i) quantitative and quali-
tative data collection; ii) data categorization, mapping, and 
analysis; and iii) synthesis of results. This method is well 
suited to addressing the study aim, given its previous appli-
cations in the study of food systems governance and organi-
zational change (Rocker et al. 2022), and the investigation of 
corporate power and interlocking directorships (Scott 2011). 
Moreover, this method also elucidates structural features of 
social networks and measures of degree centrality, which 
helps identify the most central actors to the network based 
on the number of direct connections actors have within the 

overall network (Borgatti et al. 2018). Understanding direct 
connections in a network is beneficial in food systems analy-
sis, particularly when trying to understand how actors in the 
network establish influence, rapid communication, and ease 
in spreading information (Golbeck 2013). We conceptual-
ized the UPF industry broadly as “a commercial ecosystem 
comprising UPF and beverage manufacturers at its core, as 
well as other co-dependent food supply chain sectors and 
industries who profit from the proliferation of UPFs, and 
the displacement of NOVA groups 1–3 (Unprocessed or 
minimally processed foods, processed culinary ingredients, 
processed foods) in human diets” (Slater et al. 2024).

Data collection

To identify MIs involving the UPF industry, we extracted 
quantitative data from diverse sources. First, using data from 
the Euromonitor Passport Market Information Database 
(Passport Global Market Information Database 2022), we 
identified the world’s top-10 leading corporations by sales 
revenue for each major UPF product category identified by 
(Baker et al. 2020), and then collated this data to generate 
an initial list of world’s leading UPF corporations. The UPF 
categories include: Baked goods; Breakfast cereals; Confec-
tionery; Dairy products & alternatives; Frozen processed 
potatoes; Ice cream & frozen desserts; Instant Pasta/Noo-
dles; Processed Meat, Seafood and Alternatives to Meat; 
Ready meals; Sauces, dressings & condiments; Savoury 
snacks; Sweet biscuits, snack bars & fruit snacks; Sweet 
Spreads; Butter and Spreads; Ready Soups; Carbonated 
soft drinks; Concentrates; Drinking Milk Products; Func-
tional Bottled Water; Flavoured Bottled Water; Juice drinks; 
Nectars; Ready to drink Coffee; Ready to drink Tea; Asian 
speciality drinks; Sports drinks; Energy drinks; Flavoured 
Powder Drinks (Baker et al. 2020). Second, we searched for 
business association and MI membership disclosures listed 
on the websites of these leading UPF corporations. Third, 
we conducted Google and Google Scholar searches for aca-
demic and grey literature, including corporation reports. We 
did this using the different combinations of the keywords, 
multistakeholder*, partnership*, initiative*, public-private, 
global food system, food policy, governance, annual, sus-
tainab*, Environmental, Social and Governance, and the 
names of the leading corporations identified in the previ-
ous step, with no date limits. Fourth, we scanned the refer-
ence lists and appendices of food system multi-stakeholder 
reports and academic articles identified in the previous step, 
until no further MIs were identified, and saturation was 
reached.

To understand who participates in and leads MIs involv-
ing the UPF industry, we collected data on the individual 
members involved in the governance of each MI, framed for 
example, in terms of executive board, steering committee or 
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advisory council, hereafter ‘board members’. We searched 
the website of each MI using the menu tab and search func-
tion using various keywords, including governance, manage-
ment, about us, our team, board of directors and advisors. 
We collected data on each board member, including their 
employer/affiliation, job title, full name, gender, and if possi-
ble, country, and then further verified this data by searching 
each individual’s LinkedIn or employer/affiliation website. 
When a global business association (i.e., the WEF or World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development—WBCSD) 
were the overarching driver or coordinator of the MI, and 
a specific MI board member list couldn’t be identified from 
the MI webpage, we captured board member data through 
the overarching driver/coordinators website, if possible. The 
headquarter location of each board member’s employer/affil-
iation was sourced from the employer website or a Google 
search. All data collected were extracted into a table format 
in Microsoft Excel before being cleaned for duplicates prior 
to categorisation and analysis.

Data categorisation

The categorization of the identified MIs board member was 
conducted in four stages. First, the affiliation of each board 
member was categorized under one of three main actor types 
according to Baker and Demaio’s food system actor types 
(Baker and Demaio 2019): State—including governments 
and multi-lateral organizations; Civil Society – includ-
ing non-governmental organisations and social movement 
organisations; and Corporate – including food manufac-
turers, food producers and input suppliers, financiers, and 
supermarkets. We also included a ‘hybrid’ type, if the board 
member was affiliated with an organisation involving various 
combinations of the three main types.

Second, board members involved in the MIs analysed 
were affiliated not only with the UPF industry but multiple 
other industries. Therefore, we categorised the identified 
board member data by ‘industry type’, according to what 
was stated on the ‘about us’ or ‘mission statement’ pages 
of the affiliated employer’s website or LinkedIn page. At 
this stage, we adjusted two categories to meet the objec-
tives of the study: (i) the non-profit organization category, 
and (ii) food system actors such as the Food and Bever-
age Manufacturer, Food and Beverage Services, Farming, 
Chemical Manufacturing to either UPF Manufacturer, UPF 
Ingredients (involved in supplying UPF primary products or 
ingredients), UPF Retailer or UPF Associate (donor, part-
ner, non-governmental organization-NGO, or other business 
association of the UPF industry).

Third, to categorize headquarter location data, the 
country and region the corporation, organization, 
or MI was headquartered in, we matched these with 
World Bank country and income level groupings: high 

income countries  (HICs); upper-middle income coun-
tries (UMICs); lower-middle income countries (LMICs); 
and low-income countries (LICs) (World Bank 2023).

Fourth, to categorise the MI founding member data, we 
used these same ‘actor type’ categories from above (i.e.: 
State, Civil Society, Corporate, Hybrid), however we induc-
tively (during data collection) added an extra actor type ‘phi-
lanthropists’ during this process given the prominence of 
these actors in the MI founding member data.

Analysis and network mapping

Using an interpretive analytic approach, we identified and 
adapted several broad focus areas and questions from the 
High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutri-
tion multi-stakeholder partnerships questionnaire, which 
was developed to collect detailed inputs and assess existing 
multi-stakeholder partnerships (HLPE 2018). Our key focus 
areas and questions included:

	 (i)	 When was the MI founded, and who were the actors 
involved?

	 (ii)	 Who governs the MI, who are the MI board mem-
bers or leadership and which countries do they come 
from?

	 (iii)	 Which industries, organizations and actor types 
(corporate, state, civil society, hybrid) (Baker and 
Demaio 2019) are represented in the governance 
structure/board?

	 (iv)	 Who presides over the MI, and is there an overarch-
ing ‘parent’ organization in a position of control?

To explore these key questions, we used publicly avail-
able data sourced from the websites of the MI themselves, 
rather than other reports or interpretations of the MI from 
the literature. The network graph was generated using Gephi 
product version 0.10.1. We generated descriptive statistics 
using Microsoft Excel and Gephi and for clarity in the net-
work figure, we shortened the names of the actors as we saw 
fit (Fig. 2). We also used Gephi’s analysis tools to calculate 
degree centrality for the actors in the MI network.

Results

Our results are divided into two sections, which correlate 
to the objectives of the paper. First, we describe the general 
characteristics of the global food system MIs which were 
analysed. Second, we show which corporations, industries, 
actor types, and countries of origin are represented on global 
food system MI boards.
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Global food system multi‑stakeholder institutions

In this section, we describe several core characteristics of 
the MIs in terms of the year founded and by whom, total 
number of board members, and gender and job titles of 
board members. In total, 45 MIs were included in the analy-
sis (see Supplementary Table 2), with 88.9% (n = 40) being 
founded since the year 2000. Categorisation of the main 
founding partners by actor type shows that 53.3% (n = 24) 
were initiated by solely private sector actors, 26.7% (n = 12) 
by a hybrid group, 11.1% (n = 5) by state entities, and 4.4% 
(n = 2) by both civil society and philanthropists respectively. 
When combining the private sector and hybrid founding 
groups, 88.9% (n = 32) included either one or more global 
UPF corporations, or corporations with either membership 
or donor ties (e.g.: The World Economic Forum, World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development) to UPF cor-
porations. Specifically, the actors who were most present 
as founding members in the MIs analysed were the World 
Economic Forum (n = 7), Unilever (n = 6), World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (n = 4), Nestlé (n = 4), 
World Wildlife Fund (n = 4), Danone (n = 3), United Nations 
(n = 2), PepsiCo (n = 2), United Nations Global Compact 
(n = 2), EAT (n = 2), and the European Commission (n = 2).

In total, 601 board members were identified from the 45 
MIs, and across those board members, 381 different private 
corporations, state or civil society organisations were repre-
sented. There were several overlaps on boards (meaning the 
same board member sat on multiple MI boards), with two 
individuals sitting on four of the 45 different boards, and a 
further 19 individuals sitting on two MI boards. In terms of 
gender, 62.9% were males (n = 378) and 37.1% (n = 223) 
were females. Overall, 31% of the total board members had 
the job title indicating that they were the executive decision-
maker (e.g., Chief Executive Officer, President, Managing 
Director, or Director General) of their respective organiza-
tion, and were responsible for a corporations entire opera-
tion, with a further 55% having a major decision-making 
role within their corporation of employment (e.g., Director, 
Head of Sustainability, Chief Sustainability Officer, or Vice 
President).

Which corporations, industries, countries of origin, 
income level countries, and actor types are 
represented on global food system MI boards?

Across the board seats of the MIs analysed, specific cor-
porations, industries, countries of origin, income level 
countries, and actor types were represented at a dispropor-
tionately higher rate. We categorized the industry of the 
employer from which the board member was employed/
affiliated. Based on data sourced from LinkedIn (*adjusted 
to represent links to the UPF industry), the leading actor 

types represented were UPF Manufacturers (n = 120), UPF 
Ingredients (n = 64), UPF Associates (n = 58), Government 
Administration (n = 39), Non-profit Organizations (n = 25), 
UPF Retailers (n = 21), Environmental Services (n = 18), 
United Nations Organisations (n = 18), Higher Education 
(n = 18), Banking (n = 16), Research Services (n = 15), 
Farming (n = 12), and International Trade and Develop-
ment (n = 12). When combined, UPF corporations held 
almost half (n = 263, or 43.8%) of the total board seats across 
the MIs analysed. The total MI board members by type are 
shown below in Fig. 1.

Figure 2 displays the full network. For a full list of all 
the acronyms used, see Supplementary Table  1. When 
combined a powerful group of UPF system actors, includ-
ing UPF Manufacturers, UPF Ingredient, UPF Retailer and 
UPF Associate actors (shown in red and orange circles) are 
central and dominant across the MI network. The organisa-
tions which had the highest representation on the MI boards 
analysed were Unilever (n = 20), Nestlé (n = 17), PepsiCo 
Inc (n = 14), The Coca-Cola Company (n = 13), The World 
Economic Forum (n = 10), Mars Inc (n = 10), DSM (n = 9), 
Rabobank (n = 8), The World Business Council for Sustain-
able Development (n = 7), and Danone (n = 7). Of the total 
number of corporations or organizations represented in the 
network, 83 held more than 1 board seat, with 35 holding at 
least 3 board seats across the MI boards analysed.

Figure 3 displays the total distribution of global food sys-
tem MI board members by World Bank country classifica-
tion and actor type. Of the total 601 leadership positions who 
govern the MIs we analysed, 82.4% were from HICs, almost 
half (49.1%) from the US and EU alone, and just 9.2%, 6.7%, 
and 1.8% were from UMICs, LMICs, and LICs respectively. 
When categorised by actor type, our results demonstrate that 
corporate (n = 430, 71.5%) and hybrid actors (n = 37, 6.2%) 
account for more than three-quarters of the total board posi-
tions. State (n = 80, 13.3%) and civil society (n = 54, 9%) 
actors have a small representation throughout the network.

Figure 4 shows a proportional map of MI board mem-
bers by country and industry. Out of the total number of 
MI board seats, ten countries represent 74.9% (n = 450) of 
the MI board seats. The United States (n = 188) takes up 
almost one-third (31.3%) of the total, which is more than 
double the next highest Switzerland (n = 71), followed by 
the United Kingdom (n = 52), The Netherlands (n = 39), Ger-
many (n = 21), France (n = 19), Singapore (n = 16), Brazil 
(n = 16), Italy (n = 16), and Belgium (n = 12). The remaining 
board seats (excluding those listed above) in the global food 
system MIs alalysed were occupied by board members from 
fifty-three other countries. When combining the lower-mid-
dle and low income country governance positions (n = 51, 
8.5% of the total), 70% of the total were representatives of 7 
organization types, Agricultural Business Association (n = 6, 
12%), Government Administration (n = 6, 12%), Non-profit 
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Organization (n = 6, 12%), UPF Business Associates (n = 5, 
10%), Farming (n = 5, 10%), Research Services (n = 4, 8%), 
International Trade and Development (n = 3, 6%).

Figure 5 displays the World Bank country classification 
of the governance positions per each individual MI. Over 
half of the MIs analysed are led by various combinations of 
actor types solely from HIC’s (n = 24). HIC executives were 
present on all the MI governance groups (n = 45). Twenty-
one of the MIs analysed, contained executives from HIC’s 
and at least one from either UMIC’s, LMIC’s, or LIC’s, yet 
only 15.6% of the total, contained at least 1 actor from a 
LIC. When we analyse each individual MI by industry, we 
find that all but one, has a direct connection through a board 
position to the UPF industry, as either an UPF manufac-
turer, UPF ingredient, UPF retailer, or UPF associate actor 
(see Fig. 6). The only MI which was an outlier in terms of 
governance positions not containing an UPF system actors 
according to our categorisation, was a sustainability focussed 
MI (Rimba Collective) which was founded by several UPF 
corporations. In total, 5 MIs were led by actors 100% from 
the UPF industry, a further 13 contained at minimum a 50% 

UPF industry actor make up, 17 contained at minimum a 
25% UPF industry actor make up, and the remaining 9 had 
at minimum a 10% representation of governance positions 
from the UPF industry.

Discussion

In this paper, we aimed to map, analyse, and further under-
standing of global food system MIs involving the UPF 
industry in GFG. Our analysis revealed three key findings. 
In the section below, we summarize each of these findings 
and elaborate the potential implications for GFG, the food 
systems transformation agenda, and the future actions to 
attenuate the rise of UPFs in human diets.

First, our findings show that global food system MIs are 
disproportionately led at the board and advisory level by 
a small number of UPF manufacturers, corporations from 
affiliated industries, and their representative corporate inter-
est groups. This indicates that there is strong centrality to the 
MI network, given that a small number of corporations, in 

Fig. 1   Total analysed MI board members by types. Notes: The type 
‘other’ includes: Product Mfg, Motor Vehicle Mfg, Retail, Research, 
Building, Telecommunications, Non-profit Org Mgmt, Venture Capi-
tal, Ind Machinery Mfg, Alcoholic Beverage Mfg, Software, Devel-
opment, Insurance, Biotechnology, Advertising Services, Plastics 
Mfg, Law Practice, Health Care, Utilities, Oil and Gas, Govt Rela-
tions, Executive Offices, Consumer Services, Energy, Food Produc-
tion, Music, Electrical Eq Mfg, Wholesale, Transportation, Design, 

Public Relations, Historical Sites, Dispute Resolution, Hospital-
ity, Retail Apparel and Fashion, Computer Software, Technology, 
Machinery Mfg, Beverage Mfg, Agricultural Tech Bus, Travel 
Arrangements, Design Services, Professional Services, Human 
Resources, Packaging Mfg, Consumer Goods, Fisheries, Philan-
thropy, Media, Medical Eq Mfg, Investment Mgmt. Mfg = Manufac-
turing, Mgmt = Management



The rise of multi‑stakeholderism, the power of ultra‑processed food corporations, and the…

particular Unilever, Nestlé, PepsiCo, The Coca-Cola Com-
pany, WEF, Mars, DSM, Rabobank, WBCSD, and Danone 
fill close to half of the MI board seats analysed. As other 
MI investigations have shown, our results also show that 

a select group of corporate actors, and government and 
UN agencies as ‘host’ or ‘strategic partner’ often dominate 
MI boards and leadership positions (Manahan and Kumar 
2021; Michéle et al. 2019; Chandrasekaran et al. 2021). 

Fig. 2   The network of global food system MIs, their board member 
links and food system actors. * The lines represent the links between 
board member employment affiliation and global MIs. The circle size 
is proportionate to the number of ‘links’ the organization has with 
others in the network. Colours—light grey circles represent global 
food system MIs; red circles represent UPF corporations (manufac-
turers, ingredient suppliers, retailers); orange circles represent UPF 
business associates and donors connected with the UPF industry; 
light purple circles represent non-profit organisations; the dark blue 
circles represent United Nations organisations; light blue circles rep-
resent international trade and development organisations; teal cir-
cles represent environmental services actors; gold circles represent 
farming actors; green circles represent government administration 

organisations; aqua circles represent international affair actors; yel-
low circles represent higher education actors; light pink circles rep-
resent research service actors; pink circles represent chemical manu-
facturers; dark green circles represent food and beverage actors not 
directly linked with the UPF industry; dark purple circles represent 
civil society organisations; sky blue circles represent agricultural 
business association actors; lime green circles represent research ser-
vice actors; cream circles represent the remaining corporate actors 
with indirect ties to the UPF industry. The grey half circles jutting 
from the grey MIs (e.g.: GAIN, GROW ASIA, AGRA) indicate that 
the MI has both representation as a board member and an MI within 
the network
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For example, in relation to contemporary GFG, this study’s 
results (see Fig. 2) are also analogous to a recent analy-
sis of corporate influence in the UN Food Systems Summit 
by Chandrasekaran and colleagues (Chandrasekaran et al. 

2021). This analysis found that: (i) many leading food sys-
tem MIs are disproportionately led by for-profit corporations 
and businesses tied to the industrial food system; and (ii) 
the MIs (e.g.: Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa, 

Fig. 3   Distribution of global 
food system MI board members 
by World Bank country income 
level classification and actor 
type

Fig. 4   A proportional map of global food system MI board members 
by country, industry, and income level. * The rectangle size is pro-
portionate to the number of ‘board seats’ the industry has compared 
to the total network. Red squares – low-income countries, orange 

squares – lower middle-income countries, green squares – upper mid-
dle-income countries, blue (shades of) squares – high income coun-
tries. Yellow boxes—UPF industry and associates
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Fig. 5   Distribution of individual global food system MI boards by members and their World Bank country classification

Fig. 6   Distribution of each MI board composition by members industry. * Rectangle size is proportionate to the number of ‘board seats’ the 
industry has per MI in relation to the network total
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Scaling Up Nutrition, Global Alliance for Improved Nutri-
tion etc.), along with other business and UPF actors (e.g.: 
WEF, WBCSD, Nestle) and philanthropies (e.g., The Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation) 
involved in the Summit, are deeply connected to each other 
through board seats, steering committees, and a revolving 
door of MI leadership positions. Arguably, this indicates 
that specific UN agencies through their leadership, and an 
agribusiness aligned, UPF oriented set of corporate actors 
are now central to the new multi-stakeholder governance 
paradigm in GFG.

This study’s second major finding is that global food sys-
tem MIs are also disproportionately led by board members 
from HICs, with more than half drawn from the just four 
countries including the United States, Switzerland, United 
Kingdom, and the Netherlands. This indicates that global 
food system MIs represent the interests of corporations 
and interest groups located near exclusively in the Global 
North. Demonstrating this, our results show that of the total 
601 leadership positions who govern the MIs we analysed, 
82.4% were from high income countries, almost half (49.1%) 
from the US and EU alone, and just 9.2%, 6.7%, and 1.8% 
were from UMICs, LMICs, and LICs respectively. As other 
scholars have suggested, multi-stakeholderism as a gov-
ernance model potentially reinforces colonial relations of 
power, especially when specific actors dominate decision 
making and deciding what are the ‘solutions’ (Buxton 2019) 
to systemic food system inequality and injustice problems 
(Taylor 2017), rather than working towards addressing 
issues of colonial legacies, sovereignty, unfair systems of 
power, privilege, and exploitation (FIAN International and a 
Growing Culture 2021). Further highlighting these potential 
neocolonial effects, scholars also suggest that multi-stake-
holderism as governance model has led to the creation of 
new ‘invite only’ GFG spaces, a structural development that 
favours more highly resourced actors (i.e., rich country gov-
ernments, international development agencies, the private 
sector and private foundations), over less resourced ones 
(e.g., poor country governments, civil society organizations 
and social movements) (Clapp 2012; Fuchs et al. 2011). In 
contemporary GFG, this could be considered as counterin-
tuitive, particularly to the narrative of inclusiveness in multi-
stakeholderism (Gleckman 2016), as often it is framed as a 
method to address issues of exclusion in GFG spaces.

From the perspective of prominent MIs in contempo-
rary GFG, our analysis shows that only seven MIs (15.5%) 
had LIC representation as board members (AGRA, SUN, 
UNFSS, FOLU, Tropical Forest Alliance (a WEF initia-
tive), HarvestPlus, and Global Shea Alliance). Except for 
Global Shea Alliance, these MIs have: (i) direct and strong 
business ties to each other; (ii) were among (or had close 
business ties with) the key actors in the UN Food Systems 
Summit and its leadership (ETC Group 2021); and (iii) have 

a strong UPF system presence as program/initiative partners, 
members, and donor recipients (Chandrasekaran et al. 2021; 
HarvestPlus 2023). When considering that ‘pseudo repre-
sentation’ or ‘token’ participation is known to be common 
in MI governance (FIAN International 2020; Schiffer et al. 
2010), our results indicate a major legitimacy issue, whereby 
many MIs seek the optics or appearance that LIC states are 
‘represented’ in the MIs decisions and activities (Gleckman 
2018). For example, governance scholarship commonly sug-
gests that non-HIC state representatives are often ‘carefully 
selected’ to both provide legitimacy (MSI Integrity 2020), 
and align with the interests of a relatively exclusive selection 
of stakeholders (Buxton 2019; FIAN International 2020); 
which also could be suggested is the case from this analysis, 
when we understand who are the board member actor types 
involved from low income countries (see Fig. 4).

In relation to GFG, and the actions to attenuate the harms 
associated with UPFs, studies have shown that in recent 
decades major UPF corporations have been transferring an 
increasing proportion of their revenues to their shareholders, 
a group disproportionately represented by the wealthy in the 
United States and Western Europe (Wood et al. 2021, 2023b. 
At the same time, these same predominantly HIC domiciled 
UPF corporations are known to employ sophisticated busi-
ness tactics to minimise tax payments, thereby impeding the 
fiscal capacity of many LMIC & LIC governments to miti-
gate the diverse social and environmental harms associated 
with UPFs (Moodie et al. 2021). From a governance per-
spective, HIC actor interests dominating decision making in 
GFG forums entrenches structural power, along with provid-
ing many other benefits, particularly for UPF corporations 
reliant on the current agro-industrial food production model 
and maintaining the status quo. This includes by maintain-
ing the upper hand in political and policy decision making 
that may change, impact, or reduce, an UPF corporations' 
ability to generate profits for shareholders, particularly from 
Asia, the Middle East and Africa where markets are rapidly 
growing (Baker et al. 2020). Interestingly, this approach to 
maintaining a dominant position in GFG through multi-
stakeholderism and UPF industry corporate aligned MIs 
supports Monteiro’s initial thesis on the purpose of ultra-
processing – UPF industry profit maximisation—achieved 
through mass producing and marketing ‘foods’ from cheap 
industrial agricultural products, that are highly palatable, 
with a long shelf life, that can travel long distances (Mon-
teiro 2009; Monteiro et al. 2010), i.e., to UMICs and LMICs 
where markets have potential for growth (Baker et al. 2020).

Third, MIs involving the UPF industry demonstrate 
connections with UN agencies, governments, NGOs, and 
research institutions, which they may seek to influence and 
draw legitimacy from by association. Analysis of the MI 
founding member data along with several leading business 
association and UPF corporation reports (Nestlé 2023a; 
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Unilever 2020), shows that many MIs, UPF corporations, 
and powerful business associations are using in conjunction, 
the UN (Manahan and Kumar 2021), the SDGs (Corporate 
Accountability 2023), particularly SDG17 on ‘partnerships’ 
which calls for ‘strengthening implementation and revital-
izing the global partnerships for sustainable development’ 
(United Nations 2015), and other Corporate Social Respon-
sibility initiatives and Environmental, Social and Govern-
ance indicators to entrench themselves as ‘part of the solu-
tion’ (McKeon 2017; Lacy-Nichols and Williams 2021). 
When these direct connections are with the UN, and or the 
UN Global Compact institution, and the corporation doesn’t 
take any meaningful environmental or human rights actions 
or making any real business activity changes (Berliner and 
Prakash 2015), this trend is referred to within the literature 
as ‘blue washing’ (Bruno and Karliner 2000). Blue washing 
specifically refers to corporations projecting corporate val-
ues, governance practices, and a socially responsible image 
through their association with the UN (Zammit and Utting 
2006). Despite this understanding, the acceptance of multi-
stakeholderism and MIs has been adopted by some UN food 
and nutrition agencies (Martens 2007), and this change has 
raised concerns for many food systems experts and organi-
sations (Fakhri et al. 2021; De Schutter and Yambi 2020; 
Nisbett et al. 2021a; Liaison Group 2023). These concerns 
relate to the reputational risk to the UN systems values of 
independence, impartiality, and integrity (Canfield et al. 
2021) and a growing body of scholarship suggesting that 
multi-stakeholderism (as a GFG model) and MIs collectively 
(as a structural governance mechanism), both prioritise the 
interests of the corporate sector through, for example, vol-
untary self-regulation (Corporate Accountability 2023) and 
market based technological solutions (e.g.: UPF reformu-
lation, high-input intensive agriculture, biofortification) 
(Michéle et al. 2019) to systemic challenges, and their abil-
ity to truly transform food systems is limited (Béné 2022; 
IPES-Food 2023b; Canfield 2022; Herens et al. 2022).

Consistent with other studies which show that legiti-
macy is a major issue in both multi-stakeholderism and the 
GFG system more broadly (IPES-Food 2023b; Fuchs et al. 
2011; Smythe 2009; Clapp and Fuchs 2009), we find that 
legitimacy, in terms of making sure every stakeholder gets 
a ‘seat at the table’ (Schwab and Vanham 2021), may also 
be an issue in the MIs analysed. As a case in point, the Food 
Reform for Sustainability and Health initiative (FReSH), 
the WBCSD and EAT Partnership, is one such MI. FReSH 
was founded by the WBCSD – who declares to be ‘the pre-
mier global, CEO-led community of over 200 of the world’s 
leading sustainable businesses’ (World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development 2023a) and EAT—a science-based 
global platform for food system transformation (EAT 2023a) 
with strong partnership and funding ties to the private sector 
(Montenegro de Wit et al. 2021; EAT 2023b, c). Yet, this 

MI, through its ‘sustainability’ focussed founding members 
and a rhetoric of being “the leading global business initiative 
developing ambitious, action-oriented solutions delivering 
healthy and sustainable diets to all, produced responsibly 
and within planetary boundaries” (World Business Coun-
cil for Sustainable Development 2023b) provides conflict-
ing messages, as its board seats and leadership positions 
are entirely derived from executives from the UPF industry. 
Other examples from our analysis include the Sustainable 
Food Policy Alliance (founded by Danone, Mars Inc, Uni-
lever, Nestlé), SAI Platform (founded by Danone, Nestlé, 
and Unilever), and the Consumer Goods Forum’s Forest 
Positive Coalition, whose entire board/steering committees 
are 100% led by UPF manufacturers and UPF retailers (see 
Fig. 6). A critical point to note is that food system actors 
whose businesses supply Nova group 1 foods – minimally 
processed foods, through sustainable healthy supply chains 
– are excluded from FReSH, most of the MIs analysed, and 
thus, this new multi-stakeholder sub-system in GFG (IPES-
Food 2023b).

According to the High Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition, another important factor related to 
the legitimacy of MIs and multi-stakeholder governance 
arrangements is accountability (HLPE 2018). Our results 
show that many of the UPF corporations which hold the 
greatest number of board memberships within the ana-
lysed MI network (e.g., PepsiCo, Unilever, Nestle and the 
Coca Cola Company), also occupy board seats in several 
plastic pollution focussed MIs (e.g., Global Plastic Action 
Partnership and European Organization for Packaging and 
the Environment). While this inherently isn’t a major issue, 
these UPF corporations state in their ESG, sustainability, 
and investor reports goals such as ‘2025 target of 100% reus-
able, recyclable or compostable …’ and ‘percentage reduc-
tions in plastic packaging’ (The Coca-Cola Company 2021a; 
PepsiCo Inc 2021; Nestlé 2023b; Unilever 2022). How-
ever despite stating such goals, in 2021, self-reported data 
from these same UPF corporations showed that combined, 
they produced 7,357,395 metric tonnes (MTs) (or over 7.3 
billion kilograms) of plastic packaging (Ellen Macarthur 
Foundation 2022a), with the 2 largest contributors by far, 
PepsiCo (2,500,000 MTs) and Coca-Cola (3,224,395 MTs) 
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2020), both showing substan-
tial increases in their plastic packaging production over the 
last 5 years (Ellen Macarthur Foundation 2022b). Given that 
research suggests, as a global average, only approximately 
10% of all plastic is recycled (OECD 2022; United Nations 
Environment Programme 2021), when merged with knowl-
edge that these corporations still use, for example, approxi-
mately 93.7% and 86% ‘virgin’ fossil-based content material 
respectively in their packaging (Ellen Macarthur Foundation 
2022b; The Coca-Cola Company 2021b), a clear disconnect 
is evident between what the UPF industry actually does, and 
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the public image they seek through the MIs they lead, in 
food systems sustainability efforts.

This study had several limitations. First, our analysis 
was limited to the programmes, projects and initiatives 
of MIs directly connected to the UPF industry. Thus, we 
acknowledge that our results are not representative of all 
the programmes, initiatives, and projects of the analysed 
MIs. Second, given the nature of board seat rotations, board 
positions and corporation memberships in MIs might have 
changed since the data were collected. We identified and 
recorded each governance structure, board position, and 
related information as it was reported on the MIs website at 
the time of data collection (between December 2022 – May 
2023), and hence, this may not represent current positions or 
information at the time of publication. Finally, our analysis 
relied on the quality of the data available through web-based 
searching, and future studies on this topic could possibly 
field different results if other search or analysis methods 
were employed. We also cannot validate the accuracy of the 
collected information sourced from these websites.

Conclusion

Given the rapid rise of UPFs globally in the last few decades, 
and the broad acceptance of multi-stakeholderism in GFG, 
our results, which suggest that we now have a corporate 
aligned, MI led, GFG system disproportionately organized 
by specific actors with common interests in advancing the 
UPF industry, raises important concerns. Indeed, this rep-
resents a tendency whereby multi-stakeholderism and MIs 
hide the UPF industry’s harmful human and planetary health 
effects, in addition to providing UPF industry executives a 
privileged ‘seat at the table’ in GFG decision making spaces. 
If left unchecked in GFG, this trend will likely perpetuate, 
rather than address, the myriad of harms associated with 
UPF production and consumption, and the long-standing 
inequalities and injustices in GFG spaces. As many of the 
studied MIs now hold significant decision-making positions 
in GFG, this change spells a major challenge for both GFG, 
the responses to UPFs, and other major global health and 
sustainable food system goals. To address this, key GFG 
decision makers  must implement structural and regulatory 
changes to ensure the interests of powerful MIs and UPF 
corporations, are not placed ahead of health and sustain-
ability actions, including those on UPFs that are urgently 
needed.
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