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Abstract

Purpose of Review There is a critical need for corporations to be part of the solutions to major societal issues, such as obesity.
Investment decisions can have a substantial impact on both corporate practices and population health. This paper aimed to
explore potential mechanisms for incorporating obesity and related nutrition considerations into responsible investment (RI)

approaches.

Recent Findings We found that there are a number of available strategies for the investment community to incorporate obesity
considerations into their decisions. However, despite some recent efforts to improve company disclosure in the area and the
emergence of new tools for assessing food company nutrition policies, the inclusion of obesity and related nutrition consider-

ations as part of RI is currently extremely limited.

Summary There appears to be substantial scope to apply approaches already in widespread use for other RI considerations to the
area of obesity. Ways in which to apply measurement frameworks across different markets and sectors need to be explored.

Keywords Responsible investment - Obesity - Nutrition - Sustainable development goals

Introduction

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and obesity are leading
contributors to mortality and morbidity globally and represent
an ongoing public health crisis [1]. Poor diets as a result of
unhealthy food environments are major drivers of obesity and
a range of NCDs and have wide-ranging negative impacts on
health systems, the economy and levels of productivity [2].
Tackling poor diets through improvements to the food envi-
ronment requires a comprehensive societal response, including
government policies and wide-scale action from the food in-
dustry [3]. Whilst some steps have been taken by governments
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to address these issues, the development and implementation
of recommended policies and actions have been slow and in-
adequate globally [4¢]. Importantly, many governments have
favoured a voluntary, industry-guided approach in key policy
areas, such as product reformulation, reducing promotion of
unhealthy food to children, and nutrition labelling [5]. These
non-regulatory approaches have thus far been shown to be
largely ineffectual at addressing obesity and improving popu-
lation nutrition [6—8]. Whilst many prominent food companies
have made some commitment to address obesity-related is-
sues, voluntary company policies and commitments are often
non-specific and limited in scope, with poor monitoring and
compliance mechanisms in place [9-11]. In order to shift cur-
rent practices of food companies to adopt key recommenda-
tions related to obesity, a range of mechanisms for influencing
corporate behaviour needs to be considered.

Responsible investment (RI), also referred to as ‘socially
responsible investment’, is an approach to investing that aims
to incorporate environmental, social and governance (ESG)
factors into investment decisions, in addition to financial goals
[12¢]. There are a number of approaches that can be taken to
incorporate these concerns into the investment process. Most
commonly, this is done through socially responsible investment

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s13679-018-0314-y&domain=pdf
mailto:gary.sacks@deakin.edu.au

212

Curr Obes Rep (2018) 7:211-219

funds that exclude or include companies, sectors and stocks
based on ESG criteria [13, 14]. In recent years, there has been
an increase in support for RI approaches in major investment
markets, with RI continuing to gain interest globally amid in-
creased efforts to make RI more mainstream [12¢, 15, 16-18].
For investors, reasons for investing in socially responsible and
ethical options include the creation of long-term shareholder
value, and reduction of risk [19]. For the broader community,
reasons for RI include benefiting the welfare of communities,
helping to influence the policy debate on issues of public interest,
and putting pressure on corporations to consider whether their
actions are socially responsible [16]. The influence of the invest-
ment community, coupled with related advocacy, has played a
key role in increasing corporate accountability across a range of
areas such as human rights, labour rights and environmental
protections [20-22]. RI has been shown to increase shareholder
satisfaction, [23] and whilst not universally true, it has been
shown to positively impact investment returns in some cases
[24-26]. For these reasons, RI represents a potentially important
opportunity for driving greater action from companies with
respect to addressing poor diets and associated rates of obesity
and NCDs.

This research aimed to investigate the extent to which obe-
sity and related nutrition issues are a consideration in promi-
nent RI approaches globally. We also explored potential
mechanisms for including obesity and related nutrition con-
siderations as part of the RI process, whilst identifying some
foreseeable challenges.

Methods

We conducted a narrative review of the academic literature
with a focus on identifying papers that discussed ways in
which obesity and nutrition considerations have been, or
could be, included as part of RI approaches. We searched both
business- and health-related databases (including Ebscohost
databases, Informit, Proquest and Pubmed). The search strat-
egy incorporated terms related to obesity, nutrition and RI
(including socially responsible investment, ethical investment
and sustainable investment). Whilst our focus was on RI in
relation to obesity and nutrition, we also considered papers
that mentioned RI with regard to other aspects of NCDs, such
as tobacco and alcohol, in order to identify potentially appli-
cable RI strategies. We also searched the reference lists of
relevant papers to identify additional articles for consider-
ation. The academic literature search was supplemented by a
grey literature search using the same search terms in Google,
with the first 10 pages of results screened for relevant
websites and studies not found in the academic database
searches.

We also searched the websites of prominent investment and
RI institutions and United Nations (UN) organisations. On
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these websites, we looked for reviews and reports that
discussed RI strategies, trends, and recommendations at the
global and country level. We focused on literature that refer-
enced health and nutrition-related RI options, as well as RI in
relation to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

We concentrated on RI with respect to food companies
(defined here as food and non-alcoholic beverage manufac-
turers, fast food restaurants and food retailers) and did not
explicitly consider other sectors related to obesity, such as
the pharmaceuticals, sports apparel and equipment, health care
and commercial weight loss sectors.

Results

Our search of the academic literature did not locate any studies
specifically focused on obesity- and nutrition-related consid-
erations with respect to RI. Where health issues were explic-
itly examined with respect to RI, the focus was typically on
tobacco- and alcohol-related issues. The grey literature search
found several industry reports and business initiatives linking
obesity and nutrition with RIL. In addition, much of literature
concerning RI discussed issues that are relevant to obesity-
and nutrition-related considerations, even when these consid-
erations were not explicitly identified. The findings from the
review are structured as follows: firstly, we present key initia-
tives from the UN relevant to RI, as an over-arching global
framework for considering RI issues; secondly, we present a
summary of Rl strategies that have been applied across a range
of ESG criteria, as well as discussing their relevance to obesity
and related nutrition issues; and thirdly, we present out find-
ings regarding the extent to which obesity and related nutrition
issues have been considered as part of prominent RI strategies
globally.

The United Nations and the Sustainable Development
Goals

The UN SDGs and associated targets, adopted in 2015 by all
193 member states of the UN, present an agenda for all parts
of society, including the corporate sector and investment com-
munity, to work towards improved economic prosperity and
the health and wellbeing of people and the planet by 2030
[27¢¢]. Improving population nutrition represents an important
step in achieving the SDGs, with nutrition considered a com-
ponent of all 17 SDGs, and is part of, or linked to, perfor-
mance targets of several SDGs [28].

The UN identifies the business and investment community
as playing a key role in contributing to the SDGs [27¢]. They
have developed a set of resources to guide companies on how
they can align their strategies as well as measure and manage
their contribution to the SDGs. One example of these re-
sources is the SDG Compass, which presents a series of steps
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(understand the SDGs, define priorities, set goals, integrate,
monitor and report) that can be used to assist companies in
maximising their contribution to the SDGs [29]. There is
emerging evidence that the so-called sustainability agenda
has started to shift the focus of transnational corporations
and financial investors, who are increasingly monitoring and
evaluating their contributions to the SDGs [30].

The SDG Compass, and associated resources, builds on the
UN Global Compact initiative, launched in 2000, that aims to
encourage businesses worldwide to adopt sustainable and so-
cially responsible policies and to report on their implementa-
tion [29]. The UN Global Compact (comprising over 12,000
signatories as 0f 2018) bases its sustainability approach on key
principles in the areas of human rights, labour, environment
and anti-corruption [31]. Importantly, however, the UN
Global Compact does not include a principle that explicitly
addresses nutrition, human health and/or wellbeing of popu-
lations [32].

The UN has also supported the development and applica-
tion of Principles for Responsible Investing (PRI) [33¢¢]. The
principles recognise that institutional investors have a duty to
act in the best long-term interests of their beneficiaries and are
designed to help align the goals of investors with broader
objectives of society, taking into account ESG issues. The
PRI, as an organisation, works to support institutional inves-
tors globally to incorporate ESG factors into their investment
and ownership decisions [33¢¢]. As of 2017, there were >
1000 signatories to the PRI, with increasing take-up amongst
institutional investors [34]. Whilst the PRI make reference to
the SDGs, they do not explicitly highlight obesity and related
nutrition issues, and, for the most part, population health is-
sues receive very little prominence in their tools and
resources.

All of the above-mentioned initiatives provide a global
framework within which health, obesity and nutrition impacts
can be incorporated and considered, amongst multiple other
considerations, as part of investment and business decisions.

Responsible Investment Strategies

There is a range of strategies that can be used to integrate ESG
considerations into investment decisions [12¢, 15¢, 35]. These
can be broadly categorised as follows: screening strategies,
which include or exclude companies and stocks from invest-
ment portfolios based on ESG criteria; impact investment,
which involves investment made into companies or funds
with the intention to generate a measurable, beneficial social
or environmental impact alongside a financial return; and
shareholder activism, which involves direct corporate engage-
ment to address ESG concerns [14, 36, 37]. Table 1 provides a
more detailed overview of the commonly available strategies,
based on the frameworks proposed by prominent responsible
investment industry bodies Eurosif [12¢, 39] and the Global

Sustainable Investment Alliance [15¢, 40, 41]. The most com-
monly applied strategy is negative/exclusionary screening
(USD1S5 trillion globally in 2016), followed by ESG integra-
tion (USD10.37 trillion globally in 2016) and shareholder
activism (USD8.3 trillion globally in 2016) [15¢]. However,
this can vary from country to country. Examples of ways in
which each strategy could be applied to obesity and related
nutrition issues (with respect to food companies) are also de-
scribed in Table 1 and discussed in more detail in the sections
that follow.

Obesity and Nutrition as Considerations in Prominent
Responsible Investment Strategies Globally

There are a large number of RI indices available globally. The
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the Dow Jones
Sustainability Indices (DJSI) are amongst the most recognised
and widely used sustainability performance-reporting frame-
works to assess and report on companies based on multiple
aspects of their ESG performance [42, 43]. The GRI is used by
83% of the top 250 companies globally [44¢], whilst the DJSI
(which are based on an assessment by RobecoSAM) spans 60
industries and sectors and includes 3400 companies globally
[45+]. Both apply a standardised sustainability-reporting
methodology that includes hundreds of indicators related to
ESG factors. Whilst obesity and related nutrition are very
minor components of each of these frameworks, both of them
contain some disclosure requirements and assessment indica-
tors in the area.

A key aspect of the GRI are the GRI Standards, which
provide voluntary global standards for sustainability reporting
in relation to a range of economic, environmental and social
impacts. Their most specific reporting requirements with re-
spect to obesity and related nutrition issues are the G4 Sector
Disclosures for food processing companies (relevant to all
companies that are engaged in processing of food and bever-
ages) [46]. As part of these disclosure requirements, food
companies are invited to report details of their sales of prod-
ucts categorised according to their healthiness, and their pol-
icies and practices on nutrition labelling and marketing (with
particular emphasis on marketing to vulnerable groups) [46].
Information on the extent to which relevant companies com-
ply with these voluntary disclosure requirements, or the im-
pact they have on corporate practices and investment deci-
sions is not readily available.

Under the RobecoSAM corporate sustainability assessment
methodology which underlies the DJSI, companies in the food
and beverage industry are asked to disclose information on their
activities related to nutrition reformulation, self-regulation of
marketing related to nutrition, and their overall health and nu-
trition strategy [47]. In addition, companies are asked to dis-
close if they have measured the impact of their social and/or
environmental externalities (consequence of an activity that
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Table 1  Classification of prominent responsible investment strategies, and examples of their potential application to obesity and nutrition issues
Approach Description Example of potential application to obesity and related

nutrition issues

Positive/best-in-class/inclusionary ~ This approach invests in companies that are selected for Within the food and beverage manufacturing sector,

screening

positive performance across ESG concerns, relative to
others in their sector/industry. It is based on
benchmarking within a sector and is also referred to as
‘relative selection’ [37] or the ‘benchmark approach’
[36]. It often relies on development of an index,

favour investment in companies that are taking
significant steps to improve the healthiness of their
product portfolio and related practices, as measured
by standardised assessment frameworks (e.g. Access
to Nutrition Index) [38e¢]

whereby selected companies or stocks are ranked
according to their performance across a range of

relevant indicators.
Negative/exclusionary screening

This approach involves the exclusion of certain
companies or sectors based on a variety of ESG
concerns. It usually involves the screening of certain

Divest in companies with revenue dominated by sales of
unhealthy food or beverages (e.g. sugar-sweetened
soft drink manufacturers, unhealthy fast food)

companies or stocks (sometimes referred to as ‘sin
stocks”) that are related to harmful or unethical
products or practices (e.g. tobacco, weapons).

Norms-based screening

This approach involves screening of investments
according to their compliance with relevant
international norms and standards (e.g. those

Invest only in companies that are participants of the UN
Global Compact and/or signatories to the UN
Principles for Responsible Investment

developed by international bodies, such as the UN).

ESG integration

investments.
Sustainability-themed investing

agriculture).
Impact/community investing

This approach involves the inclusion of specific ESG
metrics that are integrated alongside traditional
financial measures in evaluating the performance of

This involves investment in companies or stocks
specifically related to sustainability (for example,
clean energy, green technology or sustainable

Investors directly factor in the impact of a business on
obesity and the steps they are taking to address
nutrition-related issues as part of other metrics of
business performance

Only invest in food companies that have a product
portfolio that can be considered healthy and
sustainable

This approach involves the use of targeted investments, Target investments in innovative food companies
typically made in private markets, aimed at generating
measurable, beneficial social or environmental

providing healthy foods, particularly in low- and
middle-income countries

impact, alongside a financial return to investors. It
includes community investing, where capital is
specifically directed to traditionally underserved
individuals or communities, as well as financing that
is provided to businesses with a clear social or

environmental purpose.
Shareholder activism

guided by ESG criteria.

This approach harnesses shareholder power to influence Investors propose resolutions at companies’ annual
corporate behaviour, including through direct
engagement and consultation with senior
management, shareholder proposals and proxy voting

general meetings to reorient business practices so that
they are health promoting (e.g. reducing sugar
content, reducing marketing of unhealthy food to
children)

affects other unrelated parties without being reflected in market
prices) not currently reflected in financial accounting factors.
For food and beverage companies, RobecoSAM explicitly
notes that negative externalities that could be considered here
include the ‘overconsumption of products containing sugar’
[48]. All of these aspects are factored into the overall corporate
sustainability assessment that gives companies a sustainability
score (out of 100), used as the backbone for the DJSI. Once
again, the extent to which companies voluntarily disclosure
relevant information, and the impact it has on their overall
sustainability score are not readily available.

Whilst the above-mentioned reporting frameworks are de-
signed to support positive screening, many RI institutions
adopt a negative screening approach to RI. Our review of
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industry body reports identified a range of ‘sin stocks’ that
are commonly being screened for exclusion by RI institutions
across global markets (see Table 2 for examples). In relation to
health, tobacco was one of the most common negative screens
applied in RI strategies, with screens for alcohol and gambling
also being frequently used [24, 42]. This is consistent with
academic literature that notes that tobacco, alcohol and gam-
bling have historically been screened for based on market
trends, societal norms and consumer values [24]. We were
not able to identify any prominent RI schemes that suggested
obesity or related nutrition factors were considered as part of a
negative/exclusionary screening strategy.

Our search revealed only a small number of examples in
which obesity and related nutrition factors were noted as
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Table 2  Examples of exclusions (negative screens) commonly applied
in different markets (as identified by responsible investment industry
bodies)

Industry body Region Exclusions

Eurosif 2016 [12¢] Europe - Weapons

- Tobacco

- Nuclear energy
- Pornography

- Gambling

- Alcohol

- Animal testing

Responsible Investment Australasia
Association Australasia

2016, 2017 [49, 50]

- Weapons

- Tobacco

- Gambling

- Alcohol

- Fossil fuels

- Nuclear power

- Adult content

- Human rights abuses
- Stem cells

- Tobacco

- Alcohol

- Gambling

- Defence/weapons

- Community relations

- Environment

- Labour

- Products/services

- Equal employment
opportunity

- Faith-based

- Pornography

- Human rights

- Animal testing

Social Investment United States

Forum 2005 [31]

explicit considerations as part of other current RI strategies.
The Access to Nutrition Index (ATNI) is an initiative that
benchmarks the top 20 global food and beverage manufac-
turers on their policies and commitments related to obesity
prevention and nutrition, and uses a rigorous assessment
methodology that was developed over several years with ex-
tensive input from food companies, public health researchers
and the investment community [38¢]. As part of ATNI, food
company policies, disclosure and transparency practices are
assessed against a range of indicators related to obesity and
population nutrition, with the intention of monitoring compa-
ny progress over time [38¢]. As of June 2018, over 60 invest-
ment firms had signed ATNI’s investor statement that includes
a commitment to factor ATNI’s results into investment analy-
sis with respect to the food and beverage manufacturing sector
[51]. The extent to which investors have done this, their mech-
anisms for doing so and the influence of ATNI on investor
decision making is not currently available. Other examples of
RI strategies relating to obesity included targeted investment
in companies that aim to promote healthy lifestyles [52], and
industry reports that identify ways in which obesity-related
considerations could be considered in investment

decisions, as well as investor risks associated with obesity
[53, 54]. The Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN), a
not-for-profit organisation focused on increasing the scale
and effectiveness of impact investing, hosts a catalogue of
Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS), de-
signed to make it easier for impact investors to understand
generally accepted social and environmental performance
metrics [55]. Amongst the list of hundreds of indicators in
IRIS for impact investors to consider, none explicitly men-
tion obesity, and only very few relate directly to nutrition
(e.g. there is one metric around the provision of school
meals and several around food security) [56].

Discussion

This review found that there are a number of available strate-
gies for the investment community to incorporate obesity and
related nutrition considerations into their decision making.
Several UN initiatives, including the SDGs, provide a global
framework within which obesity and related nutrition impacts
can be incorporated and considered as part of investment and
business decisions. In addition, a range of RI approaches cur-
rently used across a range of other social and environmental
domains could be applied to the area of obesity and related
nutrition. Whilst there have been recent efforts to establish
disclosure requirements and measurement criteria in the area,
the inclusion of obesity and related nutrition considerations as
part of RI is currently extremely limited amongst the most
prominent investment institutions. Where obesity consider-
ations are part of relevant global reporting frameworks, there
is a complete reliance on voluntary company disclosure, as-
sessment metrics are not well established, and the weighting
given to the issue is negligible.

Screening strategies (exclusion and inclusion) appear to be
the most likely mechanisms for incorporating obesity and re-
lated nutrition considerations into responsible investment at
scale. Exclusionary (negative) screening for other health-
related issues (such as tobacco, alcohol and gambling) has
been a successful approach and is now relatively commonly
adopted as part of RI approaches globally. However, it is like-
ly that using an exclusionary screening approach with respect
to obesity will be more challenging. One reason for this is that
tobacco, alcohol and gambling are widely considered to raise
traditional ESG concerns [57]; whereas, this is not necessarily
the case in relation to food products. Whilst tobacco, alcohol
and gambling stocks are related to ill-health, initial efforts to
exclude them from investment portfolios as ‘sin stocks’ were,
in many cases, driven by religious (rather than health) values
[17]. Tt is highly likely that, unlike tobacco, applying a screen
to the whole food and beverage industry would not be accept-
able to key stakeholders, primarily because the majority of
large food companies manufacture both healthier and less
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healthy products. One approach could be to consider certain
food products that heavily contribute to poor health, and
screen for companies that predominately produce (or earn
the majority of their revenue from) those selected products.
Sugar sweetened beverage (SSB) manufacturers could be a
candidate for this approach, as SSBs are widely acknowl-
edged to have little nutritional value and there is a strong
evidence base supporting the relationship between SSBs and
poor health outcomes [58]. Alternatively, companies could be
given an overall score based on the nutrient profile of their
entire product range and be excluded from investments if their
score fell below a selected threshold. This type of product
portfolio assessment has recently been conducted in relation
to the largest food and beverage manufacturers globally as
part of ATNI [59]. A key challenge to this approach is gaining
agreement on an appropriate nutrient profiling system that
classifies products for this purpose, but the recent endorse-
ment of nutrient profiling schemes by a number of WHO
regions and national governments [60—63] indicates increas-
ing consensus regarding nutrient profiling schemes. If a prod-
uct portfolio assessment approach is to be further explored for
investment purposes, the potential for increased market con-
centration (e.g. companies with a traditionally unhealthy prod-
uct portfolio acquiring companies with a healthier set of prod-
ucts) and any resulting negative consequences will need to be
taken into account.

Inclusionary (positive) screening could also be a way of
applying obesity considerations to RI, with a focus on the food
and beverage manufacturing and retailing sectors. In recent
years, a number of measurement tools have been developed
for benchmarking food company performance in this area.
ATNI is the most prominent example, having been regularly
applied to the food and beverage manufacturing sector at the
global level and at the national level in a small number of
countries [38¢¢]. INFORMAS (International Network for
Food and Obesity/NCDs Research, Monitoring and Action
Support) [64]—a global network of public health researchers
that monitors and benchmarks food environments—has also
recently developed a tool, based on ATNI, to assess food com-
panies policies and commitments related to obesity prevention
and nutrition. The INFORMAS BIA-Obesity (Business
Impact Assessment—obesity and population nutrition) tool
is designed to be applied at the national level, with tailored
assessment criteria for food and beverage manufacturers, fast
food restaurants and supermarkets [65]. Both ATNI and the
BIA-Obesity tool could potentially be used a mechanism for
positive screening. However, in its current format, ATNI could
only be applied to the food and beverage manufacturing sec-
tor, and would need to be adapted and applied to suit local
markets. Importantly, both tools only currently consider com-
pany policies and commitments and do not assess company
practices and real world impact on obesity and related nutri-
tion. This is an issue more generally within RI, whereby the
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majority of emphasis is currently focused on financial perfor-
mance and self-reporting, rather than actual performance of
companies in relation to ESG criteria [66¢].

Whilst it is encouraging to see obesity and related nutrition
considerations feature as part of globally applicable RI
reporting frameworks, such as the GRI Standards, and corpo-
rate sustainability assessment criteria, such as the DJSI, they
remain extremely minor components of those frameworks.
Whilst sustainability assessment across a broad range of do-
mains allows the incorporation of a large number of ESG
factors and promotes comparability across sectors, it also di-
minishes the importance of individual criteria. For example,
large composite indices such as the DJSI are likely to be in-
sufficiently sensitive to assist an investor looking to minimise
investment in food companies that market and sell predomi-
nantly unhealthy products. Moreover, company disclosure in
the area is currently completely voluntary, with limited sanc-
tions available for non-disclosure. This points to the need to
explore mechanisms for mandatory sustainability reporting as
well as highly sector-specific indicators of performance with
respect to ESG criteria [67].

Integrating nutrition and obesity considerations into prom-
inent RI strategies will require the development of
standardised measurement tools for assessing companies,
and support for their implementation at the country level. It
will be important for these tools to consider a variety of other
factors, including the country’s financial market, culture,
values and legal system, as the principles of responsible invest-
ment can vary substantially from country to country [35, 68].

Conclusion

The investment community holds significant power and influ-
ence over corporate behaviour and investment practices. RI is
becoming increasingly popular and reflects a growing push
from organisations like the UN to draw on company and in-
vestor action to address systemic environmental, health and
wellbeing issues. Whilst businesses and investors are address-
ing many aspects of environmental and social targets within
social responsibility frameworks, they are largely failing to
seriously consider options for incorporating business impact
on obesity and related nutrition issues. Whilst there are some
promising tools that measure and assess food company impact
on obesity and nutrition, these tools have not yet been broadly
applied across different markets and sectors, and do not ad-
dress all relevant aspects of corporate impact on obesity.
Nevertheless, there appears to be substantial scope to apply
strategies already in widespread use for other RI considerations
to the area of obesity, and integrate them with other RI ap-
proaches. It will take a significant cultural and social change
process to reorient the current strategies and considerations of
the vast majority of investors such that obesity-related



Curr Obes Rep (2018) 7:211-219

217

considerations are comprehensively considered. The public
health community needs to strengthen relationships with the
investment community, and seek to better understand the bar-
riers and enablers of change within the investment system.
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