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Summary

The World Health Organization recently released a report on social determinants of health
equity that outlined the increasingly powerful influence commercial entities have on health
and public policy. This influence creates problems when it inflicts health harms on societies,
with vulnerable communities often disproportionately affected. The report called for more
work to analyse and manage the negative impacts of commercial interests on policymaking
and health, while maximising the private sector’s health-promoting capacity. In this
Briefing, we review recent decisions that have favoured commercial interests over health
interests in Aotearoa New Zealand and suggest how conflicts of interest could be more
effectively managed.

The World Health Organization’s (WHO) recent report on Social Determinants of Health
Equity calls attention to major challenges and important new opportunities. It recognises
that many societies have deeply embedded inequities and calls for structural changes to
address economic inequalities, create universal public services, and improve health equity.

The Report recognises that profit maximisation risks undermining societal wellbeing. It
reinforces a recent analysis that argued transnational corporations had “created a
pathological system”, where organisations’ power to cause harm had increased as
governments had weakened and been “captured by commercial interests”.! Many other
studies have drawn urgent attention to the commercial determinants of health, adding
weight to arguments that governments’ failure to address these poses a serious threat to

population wellbeing.”*

Within Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ), we have seen several examples of transnational
corporations’ influence on policy to the detriment of public health. In this Briefing, we
analyse four examples of this influence, in relation to alcohol, infant formula, tobacco, and
transport, and call on Aotearoa’s Government to explain how it plans to respond to the
WHO Report.

Alcohol

Alcohol use has far-reaching health and social harms, estimated to cost NZ society over $9
billion per year.>® Successive governments have ignored the recommendations of
government-commissioned reports outlining evidence-based measures to reduce alcohol
harm, such as stricter controls on advertising and availability.”'° Research has revealed the
alcohol industry’s influence;'" for example lobbying has contributed to NZ's low tax rates on
alcohol relative to other countries.’” Furthermore, an investigative journalist recently
revealed that lobbyists have helped shape alcohol policy. A new poll shows that a majority
of New Zealanders support protecting policy from alcohol industry influence.*® The alcohol
industry profits when they impede effective policies, while individuals, whanau/families and
taxpayers bear the costs, which fall disproportionately on Maori and low-income
communities.

Infant formula

Infant formula marketers have a long history of manipulating scientific evidence and
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parents’ emotions to sell formula.'*** The WHO’s 1981 International Code of Marketing of
Breast-milk Substitutes aims to protect breastfeeding and ensure the safety of formula-fed
babies by limiting advertising, free samples, and promotional activities for breast milk
substitutes. While expected compliance is obtained through laws, regulations and policy
with formal monitoring and meaningful sanction for violations, neither NZ nor Australia
systematically monitors formula marketing. Current industry codes of conduct inadequately
represent the International Code and ignore World Health Assembly resolutions. Joint
Australia/NZ infant formula marketing standards aimed to address shortfalls in current
regulations, but in late 2024, the NZ Government opted out from these, a decision health
advocates'® described as “a backward step” that followed intensive lobbying by
multinational dairy companies.

Transport sector

Public health experts have raised concerns about the integrity of recent transport policy
decisions that have major significance for public health. Most importantly, the Government
Policy Statement on land transport 2024-34 signals a car-centric policy direction that public
health academics argued "is not consistent with a transport system that supports the
health and wellbeing of the population, nor does [the policy] adequately address the
transport challenges of the 21° century . This poorly-evidenced policy aligns substantially
with the preferred policy settings of several well-resourced and highly politically

engaged industry lobby groups.’” Similarly, decisions to delay and weaken controls on
vehicle emissions appear to have been based on consultations with only select automotive
industry stakeholders, raising sufficient concern about process to prompt a legal challenge.

Tobacco and nicotine products

Tobacco companies have often undermined policy that would restrict how they market their
products, typically via covert tactics. However, plain packaging saw their opposition
become public.'*** More recently, tobacco companies have used submissions,* alliances
with retailers,” and social media campaigns,®” to oppose tobacco “endgame” measures.
The effects have delayed policies and likely “chilled” political will. The repeal of Aotearoa’s
world-leading “endgame” measures overlooked public support, expert evidence and advice
from the Ministry of Health, and relied on industry rhetoric to justify the decision.”> Recent
decisions to reduce the excise tax on heated tobacco products* and allow the introduction
of oral nicotine products,® have also aligned with tobacco companies’ views and led to calls
for stronger regulation of lobbying and greater transparency.***"

Discussion

Because commercial interests may conflict with the public interest, governments need to
protect and promote health and equity by controlling commercial influences. The examples
above illustrate this tension but represent only the tip of the iceberg. Growing concerns
about businesses’ influence on Aotearoa’s policymaking processes have prompted calls for
greater transparency, particularly about lobbying.***°

Addressing these concerns will require regulation and better management of conflicts of
interest. The WHO Report provides broad recommendations (see Appendix) that align with
suggestions from NZ experts:

e Stronger rules on donations and gifts to decision makers and political parties.
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Greater transparency about decision makers’ conflicts of interest.

Establishment of a formal lobbying register and code of conduct.

Full disclosure of lobbying activities.

Closing the "revolving door" between roles in government and industry/ lobbying.

Adopting these measures will foster more transparent, accountable and equitable policy
decisions, ensure these reflect science rather than lobbying sophistry, and safeguard public
health from corporate influence. Given public and expert concerns, the NZ Government
should explain how it proposes responding to the WHO’s Report.

What this Briefing adds

e The public interest and the interests of big business sometimes conflict.

e The World Health Organization has released a Report on the social
determinants of health equity that highlights big business's increasing
influence on public policy and health.

e Many examples from Aotearoa New Zealand illustrate where powerful business
interests have influenced policy, to the detriment of health e.g., in transport,
alcohol, tobacco, and infant formula policies. These examples have prompted
NZ experts to call for measures to curb the influence of big business on public
policy.

Implications for policy and practice

e Recommendations for greater transparency and fairness include stricter rules
on political donations as well as a lobbying register and a robust code of
practice. The ‘revolving door’ between roles in government and
industry/lobbying also needs to be closed.

e The NZ Government has an opportunity to address rising public and expert
concern about business interests’ influence on policy by explaining how they
will respond to the WHO’s recommendations
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Appendix: WHO recommendations regarding the commercial
determinants of health

Recommendation 3.3: Analyse and address the commercial determinants of health

e Regulate health-harming commercial activities and maximize health-promoting

commercial activities.

e Address and manage conflicts of interest, to prevent negative impacts on population

health and health equity.

e Use the public sector to provide incentives for commercial activities that positively

affect health and health equity.

e Strengthen health equity considerations in global and regional trade processes,

including over intellectual property.

References

1.

10.

11.

Gilmore AB, Fabbri A, Baum F, et al. Defining and conceptualising the commercial
determinants of health. The Lancet 2023;401(10383):1194-1213.
https://d0i.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(23)00013-2

. Friel S, Collin J, Daube M, et al. Commercial determinants of health: future directions.

The Lancet 2023;401(10383):1229-1240.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(23)00011-9

Kickbusch I, Allen L, Franz C. The commercial determinants of health. The Lancet
Global Health 2016;4(12):€895-e896. https://doi.org/10.1016/52214-109X(16)30217-0

. Mialon M. An overview of the commercial determinants of health. Globalization and

health 2020;16:1-7. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-020-00607-x

Crossin R, Cleland L, Wilkins C, et al. The New Zealand drug harms ranking study: A
multi-criteria decision analysis. Journal of Psychopharmacology 2023;37(9):891-903.
https://doi.org/10.1177/02698811231182012

NZIER. Costs of alcohol harms in New Zealand: Updating the evidence with recent
research. A report for the Ministry of Health. 2024.
https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/costs-of-alcohol-harms-in-new-zealand-updati
ng-the-evidence-with-recent-research

New Zealand Law Commission. Alcohol in our lives: Curbing the harm. A report on the
review of the regulatory framework for the sale and supply of liquor. Wellington, 2010.
https://www.lawcom.govt.nz/assets/Publications/Reports/NZLC-R114.pdf

Ministerial Forum on Alcohol Advertising and Sponsorship. Recommendations on
Alcohol Advertising and Sponsorship. Wellington, 2014.
https://www.tewhatuora.govt.nz/health-services-and-programmes/mental-health-and-
addiction/addiction/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ministerial-forum-on-alcohol-advertising-
and-sponsorship

. White J, Lynn R, Ong SW, et al. The effectiveness of alcohol pricing policies: Reducing

harmful alcohol consumption and alcohol-related harm. Wellington: Ministry of Justice
2014.
https://thehub.sia.govt.nz/resources/the-effectiveness-of-alcohol-pricing-policies-reduc
ing-harmful-alcohol-consumption-and-alcohol-related-harm

Government Inquiry into Mental Health and Addiction. He Ara Oranga: The
Government Inquiry into Mental Health and Addiction Report. Wellington, 2018.
https://mentalhealth.inquiry.govt.nz/inquiry-report/he-ara-oranga

Leung J, Randerson S, McLellen G, Casswell S. (2023). Addressing the influence of the
alcohol industry in Aotearoa New Zealand. The New Zealand Medical Journal



https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/equity-and-health/world-report-on-social-determinants-of-health-equity
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(23)00013-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(23)00011-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2214-109X(16)30217-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-020-00607-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/02698811231182012
https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/costs-of-alcohol-harms-in-new-zealand-updating-the-evidence-with-recent-research
https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/costs-of-alcohol-harms-in-new-zealand-updating-the-evidence-with-recent-research
https://www.lawcom.govt.nz/assets/Publications/Reports/NZLC-R114.pdf
https://www.tewhatuora.govt.nz/health-services-and-programmes/mental-health-and-addiction/addiction/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ministerial-forum-on-alcohol-advertising-and-sponsorship
https://www.tewhatuora.govt.nz/health-services-and-programmes/mental-health-and-addiction/addiction/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ministerial-forum-on-alcohol-advertising-and-sponsorship
https://www.tewhatuora.govt.nz/health-services-and-programmes/mental-health-and-addiction/addiction/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ministerial-forum-on-alcohol-advertising-and-sponsorship
https://thehub.sia.govt.nz/resources/the-effectiveness-of-alcohol-pricing-policies-reducing-harmful-alcohol-consumption-and-alcohol-related-harm
https://thehub.sia.govt.nz/resources/the-effectiveness-of-alcohol-pricing-policies-reducing-harmful-alcohol-consumption-and-alcohol-related-harm
https://mentalhealth.inquiry.govt.nz/inquiry-report/he-ara-oranga

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

109.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

136(1579): 104-112. https://doi.org/10.26635/6965.6184

Torney A, Room R, Huckle T, et al. Beverage-specific consumption trends: A cross-
country, cross-sectional comparison. International Journal of Drug Policy
2023;117:104047. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2023.104047

Shields E, Wright K, Borland A, Connor J, Randerson S, Maynard K. New Zealanders
strongly support policies to curb alcohol harm - will government listen? Public Health
Expert Briefing; 12 May

2025. https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-
alcohol-harm-will-government-listen

Munblit D, Crawley H, Hyde R, et al. Health and nutrition claims for infant formula are
poorly substantiated and potentially harmful. BMJ 2020;369.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m875

Rollins N, Piwoz E, Baker P, et al. Marketing of commercial milk formula: a system to
capture parents, communities, science, and policy. The Lancet
2023;401(10375):486-502. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(22)01931-6

Bartle C, Barrett J, Cartwright J, Hafner C, Le Fort Y, Pinkham J, Parata C. (2024).
Backing off international infant formula standards: A retrograde step. Public Health
Expert

Briefing https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/backing-international-infant-formula-standar
ds-retrograde-step

Miller A, Osborne E, Edwards R, Macmillan A, Shaw. The road lobby and unhealthy
transport policy discourse in Aotearoa New Zealand: A framing analysis. Journal of
Transport & Health 2025;41. https://doi.org/10.1016/.jth.2025.101999

Waa A, Hoek J, Edwards R, et al. Analysis of the logic and framing of a tobacco
industry campaign opposing standardised packaging legislation in New Zealand.
Tobacco Control 2017;26(6):629-633.
https://doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2016-053146

Guthrie ], Hoek J, Darroch E, et al. A qualitative analysis of New Zealand retailers’
responses to standardised packaging legislation and tobacco industry opposition. BMJ
Open 2015;5(11):e009521. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2015-009521

Hoek J, Waa A, Edwards R, et al. Looking back and planning ahead: The tobacco
endgame and controlling tobacco industry interference in Aotearoa New Zealand.
Journal of the Royal Society of New Zealand 2025:1-19.
https://d0oi.org/10.1080/03036758.2025.2455498

Cheng D. Revealed: Big Tobacco behind dairy owners’ postcard protest at Parliament.
NZ Herald. 2021.
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/revealed-big-tobacco-behind-dairy-owners-post
card-protest-at-parliament/LH6HUI76 LHLKGOHX26PCTLNMCE

Ozarka E, Hoek J. A narrative analysis of a tobacco industry campaign to disrupt
Aotearoa New Zealand’s endgame policies. Tobacco Control 2023:tc-2023-058372.
https://doi.org/10.1136/tc-2023-058372

Graham DeMello A, Gregan MJ, Waa A, et al. Aotearoa New Zealand’s “endgame”
legislation: A critical analysis of the Parliamentary repeal debate using an adapted the
Policy Dystopia Model approach. Tobacco Control 2025.
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/early/2025/05/12/tc-2024-059187

Hoek J, Graham-DeMello A, Gregan M.J, Waa A, Edwards, R. (2024). Contradictions
surround Government’s move to slash tax on heated tobacco products. Public health
Expert Briefing
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/contradictions-surround-governments-move-slash-ta
x-heated-tobacco-products

Ball J, Nip J, Hoek J. Legalising smokeless tobacco and/or oral nicotine products: some



https://doi.org/10.26635/6965.6184
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2023.104047
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-alcohol-harm-will-government-listen
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-alcohol-harm-will-government-listen
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m875
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(22)01931-6
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/backing-international-infant-formula-standards-retrograde-step
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/backing-international-infant-formula-standards-retrograde-step
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jth.2025.101999
https://doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2016-053146
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1136%2Fbmjopen-2015-009521&data=05%7C02%7Cadele.broadbent%40otago.ac.nz%7C391f9dd3088a4c68996008dd97320b1d%7C0225efc578fe4928b1579ef24809e9ba%7C0%7C0%7C638832963386922820%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=zIvolb2wvqOpgoOnu7DsKikCW8VHQ531piplr7d%2Fgvk%3D&reserved=0
https://doi.org/10.1080/03036758.2025.2455498
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/revealed-big-tobacco-behind-dairy-owners-postcard-protest-at-parliament/LH6HUI76LHLKGOHX26PCTLNMCE
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/revealed-big-tobacco-behind-dairy-owners-postcard-protest-at-parliament/LH6HUI76LHLKGOHX26PCTLNMCE
https://doi.org/10.1136/tc-2023-058372
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/early/2025/05/12/tc-2024-059187
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/contradictions-surround-governments-move-slash-tax-heated-tobacco-products
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/contradictions-surround-governments-move-slash-tax-heated-tobacco-products

26.

27.

28.

29.

implications for population health. The New Zealand Medical Journal
2024;137(1593):9-13.
https://nzmj.org.nz/media/pages/journal/vol-137-no-1593/legalising-smokeless-tobacc
o0-and-or-oral-nicotine-products-some-implications-for-population-
health/2b3355e9f9-1713152617/1593-editorial.pdf

Rashbrooke M. A Balance of Voices: Options for the regulation of lobbying in New
Zealand. Health Coalition Aotearoa. Auckland, 2024.
https://www.healthcoalition.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Lobbying-regulation-%
E2%80%93-Draft-Exec-Doc-report.pdf

Yasbek P. Shining a light: Improving transparency in New Zealand’s political and
governance systems. Mahi a Rongo | The Helen Clark Foundation. Auckland, 2024.
https://helenclark.foundation/publications-and-medias/shining-a-light/

Health Coalition Aotearoa. Let’s level the playing field: Bringing balance and
accountability into public policy making. Health Coalition Aotearoa, 2025.
https://www.healthcoalition.org.nz/campaigns/regulate-lobbying/

Independent Electoral Review. Final report: Our recommendations for a fairer, clearer
and more accessible electoral system. Wellington: Independent Electoral Review
2023.
https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Independent-Electoral-Revi
ew-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf

(OMOM

Public Health Expert Briefing (ISSN 2816-1203)

Source URL:
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/rising-influence-big-business-policymaking-what-it-means-
public-health-nz


https://nzmj.org.nz/media/pages/journal/vol-137-no-1593/legalising-smokeless-tobacco-and-or-oral-nicotine-products-some-implications-for-population-health/2b3355e9f9-1713152617/1593-editorial.pdf
https://nzmj.org.nz/media/pages/journal/vol-137-no-1593/legalising-smokeless-tobacco-and-or-oral-nicotine-products-some-implications-for-population-health/2b3355e9f9-1713152617/1593-editorial.pdf
https://nzmj.org.nz/media/pages/journal/vol-137-no-1593/legalising-smokeless-tobacco-and-or-oral-nicotine-products-some-implications-for-population-health/2b3355e9f9-1713152617/1593-editorial.pdf
https://www.healthcoalition.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Lobbying-regulation-%E2%80%93-Draft-Exec-Doc-report.pdf
https://www.healthcoalition.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Lobbying-regulation-%E2%80%93-Draft-Exec-Doc-report.pdf
https://helenclark.foundation/publications-and-medias/shining-a-light/
https://www.healthcoalition.org.nz/campaigns/regulate-lobbying/
https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

