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Abstract Soda industry efforts to manipulate obesity science and policy in the 
US are well documented, yet little is known about whether the industry has pur-
sued similar efforts abroad. In-depth research in China—analyses of interviews with 
prominent Chinese obesity experts, and of trends in obesity-related activities docu-
mented in newsletters of China’s lead organization on obesity, a branch of the Inter-
national Life Sciences Institute (ILSI), a US-based, corporate-funded, global non-
profit strongly influenced by the Coca-Cola Company—showed that from 1999 to 
2015, China’s obesity science and policy shifted markedly toward physical activity 
as Coca-Cola’s influence in China increased. This shift aligned with Coca-Cola’s 
message that it is activity, not diet, that matters—a claim few public health scholars 
accept. These changes correlated with the growing importance of Coca-Cola’s fund-
ing, ideas, and affiliated researchers via ILSI-China. In putting its massive resources 
behind only one side of the science, and with no other parties sufficiently resourced 
to champion more balanced solutions that included regulation of the food industry, 
the company, working through ILSI, re-directed China’s chronic disease science, 
potentially compromising the public’s health.
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The soda industry and anti‑obesity policy

Policies limiting sugary-beverage consumption are central to efforts to combat the 
global obesity epidemic [1]. Using tobacco industry tactics that include funding 
of industry-friendly science, soda companies have fought efforts to tax sweetened 
sodas and regulate soda marketing [2–6]. During 2011–2015, Coca-Cola and 
PepsiCo lobbied against United States (US) legislation aimed at reducing soda 
intake, simultaneously paying millions of dollars to health organizations, some 
of which reversed their opposition to soda bans [6]. In 2015, the New York Times 
reported that Coca-Cola paid leading exercise-focused scientists to establish a 
Global Energy Balance Network (GEBN) to promote the notion that inactivity, 
not poor diet, is the root cause of obesity—a claim few obesity specialists accept 
[7]. Coca-Cola’s chief science officer lost her job, and the company, seeking to 
demonstrate transparency, began an online list of the well over $100 million in 
grants made to research and community groups since 2010 [8, 9].

With plummeting US sales, soda companies are now focusing on the vast 
underexploited markets of the Global South, particularly in rapidly developing 
countries such as China, where the global industry leader, Coca-Cola, holds the 
largest market share [10]. China has for decades been undergoing the Westerniza-
tion of diet and sharp declines in activity that have fostered crisis levels of obe-
sity around the world [11, 12]. Although adult overweight and obesity remain 
well below levels in the US (42% in 2011 vs. 69% in 2011–2012), obesity is 
rapidly increasing, such that China now has more people with obesity than any 
other country [13, 14]. Yet Chinese policies tackling obesity and related chronic 
diseases fall far short of best-practice [15, 16]. Dietary policies advocated by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) and leading US experts—taxing sugary 
drinks, restricting food advertising to children—[17, 18] are missing. In recent 
years, China has introduced a host of national plans and programs stipulating 
improved diets and exercise, yet these emphasize physical fitness. In health targets 
and indicators, for example, nutritional targets are generally limited to restricting 
salt intake [19–24]. Concrete policies are few and weakly enforced, with empha-
sis on healthy-lifestyle education rather than industry regulation [15, 16]. While 
it is increasingly clear that the soda industry has manipulated obesity science and 
policy in the US, it is not known whether it has pursued similar efforts in China.

One vehicle the soda companies appear to have used to influence obesity sci-
ence in the US is the International Life Sciences Institute (ILSI), a Washington-
based, mainly corporate-funded nonprofit designed to bring together academic, 
government, and industry scientists to (according to ILSI), “provide science that 
improves human health and well-being.” [2, 25] Founded in 1978 by Coca-Cola 
Vice President Alex Malaspina (1931–) “to unite the food industry,” ILSI now 
has 17 branches around the world [26]. ILSI’s China branch has been the lead-
ing sponsor of obesity research and policymaking in China; its role in addressing 
obesity has been greater than that of China’s Ministry of Health (MOH). Crit-
ics describe ILSI as a powerful front for the food industry [27]. However, lit-
tle is known about how it operates and wields influence on behalf of member 
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companies or whether it has been able to manipulate obesity science and policy—
in China or anywhere else.

I used in-depth interviews with Chinese obesity experts and others, combined 
with content analysis of ILSI-China’s newsletters and other online information, to 
determine (i) whether China’s emphasis on exercise over diet bears the imprint of 
the biggest soda seller in China, Coca-Cola, and, if so, (ii) what institutional and 
other vehicles, including ILSI, enabled this influence.

Data sources and analyses

Two main data sources were used: (1) semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 
Chinese obesity specialists (analyzed to identify key themes); and (2) data extracted 
from the 1999–2015 issues of the newsletter of ILSI-China. (See online Supplemen-
tal Content, Appendix 1, for full methodological information on interviews, newslet-
ters, online-sourced material, and statistical analyses, www…).

Interviews with 25 prominent Beijing-based obesity specialists and others, 
including the most highly regarded figures in the public health branch of the field, 
were conducted during 10 weeks of field research (October–December 2013) while 
the author was a visiting scholar at the Research Center for Public Health of Tsin-
ghua University. The specialists were identified by reviewing the Chinese and Eng-
lish language literature and, while in China, using snowball-sampling methods. The 
interviews were conducted in Chinese, English, or both, and tape-recorded. The 
author is a fluent Chinese speaker, but to ensure accuracy, a Chinese research assis-
tant occasionally served as interpreter. The project was deemed exempt from the 
rules for human subject research by Harvard and Tsinghua Universities. All inform-
ants gave oral informed consent to participate in this research. The interviews were 
transcribed and translated into English, then coded for key words and themes, to cre-
ate a thematic document.

ILSI-China’s role as the country’s key organization concerned with obesity, as 
well as its practice of partnering with China’s leading health organizations [espe-
cially the Ministry of Health (MOH), Chinese Center for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (China CDC), and United Nations (UN) agencies operating in China (WHO, 
UNICEF)], means that its semi-annual newsletters covered almost all scientific and 
policy-related activities addressing obesity in China. Content analysis of the news-
letters from 1999 (when obesity became a concern) to 2015 (the last year available) 
provided systematic data on trends in obesity science and policy.

News items describing activities concerning obesity or obesity and other chronic 
diseases were extracted and coded into 4 categories of emphasis: physical activity, 
dietary strategies, neither, or both. Of the 293 items published, 72 fit the topical 
criteria and were assigned to one of the above-mentioned categories based on the 
event’s name. In 66 (92%) of the 72 news items included, the emphasis was unam-
biguously conveyed by the event name. The remaining 6 were further reviewed 
through content analysis of the description of the event in the full news item. News 
items were categorized as “both” if the event emphasized exercise and dietary strate-
gies and “neither” if the focus was on measurement issues (rather than intervention 
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strategies). These data were grouped into 3 time periods (1999–2003, 2004–2009, 
2010–2015), and changes in event emphasis were determined. A total of 38 news 
items emphasized physical activity, and these were then analyzed for data on fea-
tured speakers, key terms, and funding. All analyses used the Fisher test function in 
R software (R Core Team 2017), and the level of statistical significance was set at 
p < 0.05.

ILSI’s origins and activities in China

In 1978, when Coca-Cola re-entered the China market after the death of Mao 
Zedong (Chairman of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China from 
1949 until his death in 1976), ILSI-Global president Malaspina identified an excep-
tional local collaborator, Chen Chunming (1925–2018). She was a savvy, powerful 
nutritionist reputed to have connections high up in the central government. In 1983, 
she became founding president of the Chinese Academy of Preventive Medicine (a 
technical unit under the MOH that in 2002 became the China CDC). Frustrated by 
bureaucratic inertia and a lack of research funding, she founded in 1993 ILSI-Focal 
Point in China (here, simply ‘ILSI-China’), remaining its director until 2004, when 
her deputy director took over and she became a senior advisor. The ambiguity in 
Chen’s status as a (now) de facto high official operating in a formally nongovern-
mental organization to help the MOH shape policy allowed her to wield substantial, 
mostly behind-the-scenes, policy influence (quotes 1g, 2a, b, d–f, online Supple-
mental Content, Table of Key Interview Quotations available at www…; for longer 
excerpts from the interviews quoted in that table, see online Supplemental Content, 
Appendix 2, Excerpts from Interviews, available at www…).

ILSI-China describes itself as a nongovernmental academic institution that 
bridges government, academia, and industry, providing the latest scientific informa-
tion for policymaking in nutrition, especially obesity, and food safety [28]. Unlike 
ILSI-Global and most nonprofits, ILSI-China has no board of directors.

In 1999, 17 companies supported ILSI-China; by 2015, this number had grown to 
38, comprised mostly of prominent food industry multinationals with financial inter-
ests in the obesity problem (see online Supplemental Content, Appendix 1, available 
at www…). What distinguished the Coca-Cola Company was its dominant role in 
ILSI-Global—as founder, major funder, and the corporate home of the president—
plus its quiet yet tenacious promotion of a science-based strategy to counter the obe-
sity threat.

Based on the priorities of supporting companies, ILSI-China organized confer-
ences and other activities, involving Chinese experts from China CDC and local uni-
versities, and a small number of foreign experts. The results were then presented 
to the MOH. Chen Chunming, ILSI-China’s powerful director, promised corporate 
supporters that ILSI would translate science into public policy (quote 1a, online 
Supplemental Content, Table of Key Quotations).

Fundamental to ILSI-China’s mission and legitimacy was what it considered 
quality science untainted by commercial bias. Bias was minimized, its leaders told 
me, by rigorous enforcement of the ILSI-Global rule against advertising or product 
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endorsement (quotes 5a,d, online Supplemental Content, Table of Key Quotations). 
ILSI leaders and experts expressed confidence that their adherence to this rule fully 
protected ILSI science (quotes 5a–e, j, online Supplemental Content, Table of Key 
Quotations). Reflecting China’s pro-business culture and government comfort with 
ILSI, few interviewees seemed to consider that the ILSI mechanism itself—in which 
industry funded the work and largely set the agenda, unfunded work was not done, 
and industry researchers had a seat at the scientific table—could affect the science.

Making obesity science and policy: from nutrition to physical activity

In 1999, ILSI-Global asked its branches to put obesity on their agendas. By 2003, 
ILSI-China had defined body mass index cutoffs for obesity and created guidelines 
for obesity prevention and management that were issued in the name of the MOH, 
firmly establishing it as China’s primary obesity-related science and policymaking 
organization (quotes 2c–e, online Supplemental Content, Table of Key Quotations).

Around the same time, the Coca-Cola Company began exhibiting strong inter-
est in obesity. Within 2 years of the 2001 release of the US Surgeon General’s Call 
to Action to fight the obesity epidemic, Coca-Cola realized that the newly articu-
lated public health focus on obesity seriously threatened its profitability [2]. Obesity 
became a major concern of Alex Malaspina, then operating from the ILSI Center for 
Health Promotion. In the US, Coca-Cola established an aggressive, multi-pronged 
science-based strategy to protect profits and shift the blame for weight gain to inac-
tivity [2]. Positioning itself as a “healthy active lifestyles” advocate, Coca-Cola pro-
moted the message that all foods and drinks can be part of a healthy diet: the key to 
avoiding obesity is activity [29]. This exercise-first campaign was very successful in 
China.

Between 1999 and 2015, the focus of anti-obesity efforts sponsored or co-spon-
sored by ILSI-China shifted notably toward exercise (Table 1). From 1999 to 2003, 
when obesity was officially recognized as epidemic in China, 42% (5/12) of obesity 

Table 1  ILSI-China–sponsored obesity activities, by emphasis (1999–2015)

Includes all activities on obesity, or obesity and other chronic diseases, sponsored or co-sponsored by 
ILSI-China. For the handful of activities that are the focus of more than one newsletter item, the table 
counts the activity, not the news item(s). Activities dealing with neither nutrition nor physical activity 
generally focused on the definition of obesity and other measurement issues. The trend of increase in 
physical activity is statistically significant (p < 0.0001). The trend of decline in nutrition (from 41.7 to 
23.3%) is substantively meaningful but not statistically significant (p = 0.34). The statistical analyses are 
explained in the online Supplementary Content, Appendix 1, Methodology
Sources ILSI-Focal Point in China semi-annual newsletters, supplemented by interviews

Number of 
activities

Nutrition No. (%) Physical activ-
ity no. (%)

Both no. (%) Neither no. (%)

1999–2003 12 5 (41.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 7 (58.3)
2004–2009 30 12 (40) 11 (36.7) 5 (16.7) 2 (6.7)
2010–2015 30 7 (23.3) 18 (60) 4 (13.3) 1 (3.3)
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control and prevention activities focused on diet/nutrition; none centered on physical 
activity. (Most activities addressed measurement issues, not prevention strategies.) 
The focus on physical activity increased significantly from 2004 to 2009, accounting 
for 37% of ILSI-China’s obesity-countering initiatives. This was partly in response 
to the WHO Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health (2004), which 
portrayed activity and diet as equally important risk factors for major chronic dis-
eases [30]. In 2005-2006, in a series of meetings that brought together Chinese agen-
cies (MOH, China CDC), UN agencies (UNICEF, WHO), ILSI-China, and food 
companies supporting ILSI-China, the companies were mobilized to partner in the 
fight against obesity and chronic disease more generally. This move was in line with 
the WHO Global Strategy that called for public–private collaborations and assigned 
private-sector companies important roles as “advocates for healthy lifestyles” and 
“responsible employers.” [30] However, with ILSI’s encouragement, China urged 
industry to take an unusually large role in its health affairs.

At roundtable meetings in 2005, ILSI-China director Chen offered technical 
support and assistance in developing the Global Strategy for China [31, 32]. All 
the major speakers, including a top ministry official, endorsed an industry role in 
chronic disease prevention. Chen was an unflagging promoter of industry partici-
pation. By repeatedly stressing this theme, and actively enabling the participation 
of food companies, she helped insert them directly into the nation’s core strategy 
to combat obesity and chronic disease. Notably, in an environment in which the 
government had little interest in and few resources for chronic disease prevention 
and treatment, companies driven by profit maximization were able to exert outsized 
influence.

From 2010 to 2015, 60% of ILSI-China–sponsored obesity efforts focused pri-
marily on exercise; only 23% dealt with diet (Table 1). As the food industry gained 
a substantial voice at the policy table, discussion of obesity and chronic disease pre-
vention strategies shifted decisively toward promoting physical activity. Although 
nutritional approaches promoting healthy foods, dietary guidelines, and nutritional 
education remained on the books, they had had little (or only corporate) funding, 
visibility, or active support.

Scientific conferences emphasizing physical activity

A closer look at the exercise-related activities that ILSI-China undertook indicates 
that the shift mirrored the growing importance of the food industry and, in particu-
lar, the Coca-Cola Company (Table 2). Between 2004 and 2015, ILSI-China spon-
sored 9 conferences and workshops on obesity and/or chronic diseases that chiefly 
emphasized physical activity. These events were explicitly structured as opportu-
nities for Chinese researchers to learn scientifically advanced best practices from 
Western countries.

Most of the foreign experts invited to the 6 international conferences (13/18, 
72%) were US-based, and half were exercise scientists or emphasized physical 
activity in their obesity research. Two prominent specialists were invited most 
frequently: Steven N. Blair (University of South Carolina, 3 conferences), and 
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James O. Hill (University of Colorado, 2 conferences). Others were invited once; 
a Chinese economist at the US CDC participated 3 times. The ideas of Blair and 
Hill about energy balance, the neglected importance of physical activity, and of 
inactivity not obesity being the critical health problem were presented more often 
than those of other scientists [33].

At a major conference in 2013 (attended by the author), Rhona Applebaum, 
Coca-Cola’s Chief Science and Health Officer in charge of global health strategy 
(and future ILSI-Global president), was given a prominent place on the program 
[33]. (Coca-Cola co-funded the event.) Applebaum highlighted Coca-Cola’s con-
tributions to fighting obesity and articulated many of the themes stressed by Blair 
and Hill, claiming her points were backed by objective science: “We collaborate 
with folks who are fact-based and credible. It’s not our science, it’s theirs” (author 
field notes, Dec 12, 2013). Left unsaid was that the company funded scientists 
who already prioritized exercise and sometimes dismissed the links between soda 
consumption and obesity [34, 35].

Given the consistent message conveyed by these prominently placed speak-
ers and the dearth of alternative perspectives, Chinese researchers attending the 
conference could well have concluded that the US consensus is that promoting 

Table 2  ILSI-China–sponsored obesity activities with physical activity focus (2004–2015)

Includes all activities on obesity, or chronic diseases more generally, with a priority focus on physical 
activity, sponsored or co-sponsored by ILSI-China. Does not include activities with both nutrition and 
physical activity emphases. Each activity is listed only once, even though it may have been the subject of 
more than one newsletter item
Sources ILSI-Focal Point in China semi-annual newsletters, supplemented by interviews

Conferences and Workshops
1. Dec. 2004 International Conference on the Health Benefits of Physical Activity
2. Mar. 2006 Joint Meeting of the Working Groups on Obesity and Physical Activity in China
3. Nov. 2006 Conference on the Control of Obesity and Related Diseases in China: Maintaining Healthy 

Weight—A Priority in Chronic Disease Control and Prevention
4. June 2007 2007 International Beverage Forum on Sport and Health
5. June 2009 Working Groups on Obesity and Physical Activity in China Symposium
6. Nov. 2010 Conference on Physical Activity and Health: Exercise is Medicine
7. Dec. 2011 2011 Conference on Obesity Control and Prevention in China: Energy Balance and Active 

Lifestyles
8. Dec. 2013 2013 Conference on Obesity Control and Prevention: Appropriate Technologies and Tools 

in Weight Control
9. Nov. 2014 2014 Conference on Physical Activity and Health: Exercise is Medicine
Other Scientific Activities
10. Apr. 2005 ILSI-China Forms Working Group on Physical Activity
11. July 2011 MOH Issues PA Guidelines for Chinese Adults (Trial), with Advocacy Conference in Sept.
12. June 2012 Launch of Exercise Is Medicine (EIM) in China, numerous training courses 2012-2015
13. 2011–2013 Training Fellowship Program, Coca-Cola Beverages (China) and ILSI-China Scholarship 

Program
14. Apr. 2014 ILSI-China Forms EIM China Working Group
Public Health Interventions
15. 2004–2015 Happy 10 Minutes, school exercise program, from trial to inclusion in national campaign
16. 2007–2009 Community-based Physical Activity Promotion Project
17. 2007–2015 Healthy Lifestyles for All Action, develops into a national campaign
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physical activity is the most important strategy for combating obesity. Fitness is 
of course crucial for preventing obesity (but plays a smaller role in treatment, a 
distinction not always made). Despite the neutral-sounding language of “energy 
balance,” the emphasis was largely on exercise. The latest thinking on dietary 
strategies, including efforts to address the global food system and rein in the food 
industry, was not presented [33].

The data indicate that most, if not all, of the speakers at the 6 conferences were 
invited because of their ties to ILSI and/or the Coca-Cola Company. Blair has 
received funding from Coca-Cola for energy balance research since at least 2008, 
and he has been a leader in the Exercise is Medicine (EIM) initiative, of which Coca-
Cola was founding corporate power. Hill has served on the boards of ILSI and ILSI-
North America for many years and has received financial support from Coca-Cola 
since at least 2010. Of the 10 other individuals (excluding the Chinese economist), 
5 had funding or institutional ties to Coca-Cola, ILSI, or both, and 2 more were 
employees of Coca-Cola or its (now-terminated) Beverage Institute. Of the remain-
ing 3 speakers, one had connections to the Coca-Cola-funded EIM program. All the 
speakers were well-known specialists with important ideas that deserved airing. Yet 
virtually the only perspective the Chinese were getting was that of people who were 
connected to Coca-Cola and/or ILSI. Even if these speakers did not actively promote 
the interests of Coca-Cola or ILSI, it is unlikely they would have presented ideas 
that ran counter to those interests.

Other scientific activities and public health interventions emphasizing 
physical activity

Coca-Cola also co-funded other scientific activities promoting physical activity 
(Table 2): a fellowship program in exercise science (Blair’s university was a train-
ing center [36]); the EIM China Program; and an EIM working group [37]. Pub-
lic health interventions promoting exercise also bore Coca-Cola’s imprint. The 
much-acclaimed school exercise program Happy 10 Minutes is an adaptation of 
Alex Malaspina’s favored project Take10! (a creation of ILSI’s Center for Health 
Promotion, on whose board Chen Chunming served), while Coca-Cola (and other 
companies) used the Chinese government’s nationwide Healthy Lifestyles For All 
campaign to showcase their anti-obesity programs [38, 39]. My informants spon-
taneously mentioned Coca-Cola’s projects as the most effective components of this 
campaign (quotes 4a,b, online Supplemental Content, Table of Key Quotations).

Coca-Cola’s push to advance the exercise solution in China peaked in 2014. 
After 2015, when the New York Times exposed Coca-Cola’s role in establishing the 
GEBN, the 3 primary spokespersons who dominated discussion in 2013 (Hill, Blair, 
and Applebaum, all named in the Times) were no longer mentioned in ILSI-China’s 
newsletters [7, 8]. Although Coca-Cola has rolled back its aggressive promotion of 
the science of physical activity, its influence continues to be felt in China, for the 
ILSI structure remains in place. Though Chen Chunming has died and her long-time 
co-director is reaching advanced age, the programs the company has supported (e.g., 
EIM, Happy Ten Minutes) are now well established, and ILSI-promoted language 
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(“energy balance,” “eating and moving in balance,” and “integrating exercise with 
medical care”) is embedded in national plans and programs [21, 23, 40].

Coca‑Cola’s success in China

In the decade after Coca-Cola launched its obesity campaign, the focus of China’s 
obesity science and interventions shifted markedly from diet to physical activity, 
aligning them with the company’s message. In putting its massive resources behind 
only one side of the science, and with no other parties sufficiently resourced to 
champion more balanced solutions that included regulation of the food industry, the 
company, working through ILSI, re-directed China’s chronic disease science, poten-
tially compromising the public’s health. According to global nutrition expert Barry 
Popkin, who has worked in China for decades:

“There is now no immediate possibility the government will regulate food, 
beverage, or sugar in the way countries globally are beginning to work to cre-
ate healthy diets and address not only obesity but all diet-related noncommu-
nicable diseases. I believe ILSI’s influence in promoting the physical activity 
agenda was extremely detrimental and put China decades behind in efforts to 
create a healthier diet for its citizens.” (email to author, 23 October 2018).

By contrast, although a few older-generation Chinese scientists privately decried 
industry’s corrupting influence, most saw no conflict of interest (quotes 3a, b, e, 
5f, online Supplemental Content, Table of Key Quotations, same below). Reflect-
ing China’s pro-business political culture, they maintained that corporate funding 
of research is normal, neither criticized nor regulated (quotes 3c, 3d, 3f, 5g–m). 
Though few if any affiliated experts fully understood ILSI’s funding arrangements 
(quote 1i), they shared the widespread conviction that wealthy, scientifically/tech-
nologically advanced Western firms have positively impacted China’s development 
(quotes 4a–e), and many spoke admiringly of Coca-Cola’s generosity and knowhow 
(quotes 3c, 4a, b). ILSI-China’s founder presented herself as a patriot who strate-
gically exploited global resources and overcame the state’s inertia on chronic dis-
ease to bring China in line with the best thinking globally. Though ILSI-China has 
accomplished important work, getting obesity on the agenda and > 10 years of obe-
sity policymaking, it has not represented best thinking.

Conclusion

Before the global obesity epidemic can be effectively addressed, we need to com-
prehend how dietary solutions preferred by the public health community are being 
covertly undermined by powerful food and soda corporations operating through 
organizations such as ILSI in major markets around the world. Support for limiting 
sugary-beverage consumption in China’s 2016 dietary guidelines is encouraging, but 
PepsiCo’s sponsorship of the associated public education campaign raises questions 
about the message conveyed [40, 41]. I hope that this research will help China and 
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other countries create more effective policies that address diet as well as activity and 
inspire researchers to undertake similar investigations elsewhere.

A growing body of research has documented the prodigious efforts of the soda 
industry to influence obesity science and policy, especially in Euro-American coun-
tries [2–6]. This is the first study to empirically substantiate not just the efforts, but 
also the impact of the soda industry on the obesity science and policy of any nation. 
Though that impact cannot be measured with quantitative precision, China’s policies 
aligned well with Coke’s position as transmitted through ILSI-China. It is also the 
first to detail the concrete means by which ILSI branches facilitate industry influ-
ence. Due to the topic’s sensitivity, it was difficult to interview some key informants, 
and MOH officials were unresponsive. Nevertheless, the evidence strongly indicates 
industry involvement in re-directing China’s obesity policy.

Funding This work was supported by U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF) Research grant SES-
1205222, a Harvard University Asia Center grant, and a fellowship from the John Simon Guggenheim 
Memorial Foundation. The NSF grant covered the 2013 fieldwork in China. The Asia Center grant sup-
ported internet research and the collection and preliminary analysis of the ILSI-China newsletter data. 
The Guggenheim Fellowship supported further analysis of the newsletter data, as well as preparation and 
revision of the article. The funders had no role in the design and conduct of the study; collection, man-
agement, analysis, and interpretation of the data; preparation, review, or approval of the manuscript; and 
decision to submit the manuscript for publication. Wu Xiaoqi, BA (Tsinghua University), served as full-
time research and translation assistant during the 2013 fieldwork in Beijing. Isabel Yiyi Jiang, MA (Har-
vard Graduate School of Design), transcribed and translated the interviews. Brian D. Segal, PhD (Univer-
sity of Michigan, Biostatistics), performed the statistical tests of significance and prepared the Statistical 
Analysis section of Appendix 1. All were compensated from NSF funds or the author’s research account. 
Finally, Susan T. Landry and David W. Robinette, Jr., public health manuscript editors, and Donald D. 
Halstead, Director of Writing Programs and Lecturer on Epidemiology, Harvard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health, provided invaluable editorial assistance at the final stages of manuscript preparation.

OpenAccess This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Inter-
national License (http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and 
the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

 1. World Health Organization. Fiscal Policies for Diet and Prevention of Noncommunicable Diseases. 
Geneva: World Health Organization; 2015. http://apps.who.int/iris/bitst ream/10665 /25013 1/1/97892 
41511 247-eng.pdf?ua=1. Accessed 19 Oct 2017.

 2. Nestle M. Soda politics: taking on big soda (and winning). Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2015.
 3. Serodio PM, McKee M, Stuckler D. Coca-Cola—A model of transparency in research partner-

ships? A network analysis of Coca-Cola’s research funding (2008–2016). Public Health Nutr. 
2018;21:1594–607.

 4. Barlow P, Serodio P, Ruskin G, McKee M, Stuckler D. Science organizations and Coca-Cola’s ‘war’ 
with the public health community: insights from an internal industry document. J Epidemiol Com-
munity Health. 2018;72:761–3.

 5. Stuckler D, Ruskin G, McKee M. Complexity and conflicts of interest statements: a case-study of 
emails exchanged between Coca-Cola and the principal investigators of the International Study of 
Childhood Obesity, Lifestyle and the Environment (ISCOLE). J Public Health Pol. 2018;39:49–56.

 6. Aaron DG, Siegel DG. Sponsorship of national health organizations by two major soda companies. 
Am J Prev Med. 2017;52:20–30.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/250131/1/9789241511247-eng.pdf%3fua%3d1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/250131/1/9789241511247-eng.pdf%3fua%3d1


Soda industry influence on obesity science and policy in China  

 7. O’Connor A. Coca-Cola funds scientists who shift blame for obesity away from bad diets. New York 
Times; 9 August 2015. https ://well.blogs .nytim es.com/2015/08/09/coca-cola-funds -scien tists -who-
shift -blame -for-obesi ty-away-fromb ad-diets /. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 8. O’Connor A. Coke’s chief scientist, who orchestrated obesity research, is leaving. New York Times; 
24 Nov 2015; https ://well.blogs .nytim es.com/2015/11/24/cokes -chief -scien tist-who-orche strat ed-
obesi ty-resea rch-is-leavi ng/. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 9. Coca-Cola Journey. Our commitment to transparency. https ://www.coca-colac ompan y.com/trans 
paren cy/our-commi tment -trans paren cy. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 10. Coca-Cola Journey. The Coca-Cola system in China completes definitive agreement to reshape 
bottling operations in China. http://www.coca-colac ompan y.com/press -cente r/press -relea ses/the-
coca-cola-syste m-in-china -compl etes-defin itive -agree ment-to-resha pe-bottl ing-opera tions -in-china . 
Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 11. Li Y, Wang DD, Ley SH, et al. Potential impact of time trend of life-style factors on cardiovascular 
disease burden in China. J Am Coll Cardiol. 2016;68:818–33.

 12. Zhai FY, Du SF, Wang ZH, Zhang JG, Du WW, Popkin BM. Dynamics of the Chinese diet and the 
role of urbanicity, 1991–2011. Obes Rev. 2014;15(Suppl 1):16–26.

 13. Mi Y, Zhang B, Wang H, et  al. Prevalence and secular trends in obesity among Chinese adults, 
1991-2011. Am J Prev Med. 2015;49:661–9.

 14. NCD Risk Factor Collaboration. Trends in adult body-mass index in 200 countries from 1975 to 
2014: a pooled analysis of 1698 population-based measurement studies with 19·2 million partici-
pants. Lancet. 2016;3877:1377–96.

 15. Wang H, Zhai F. Programme and policy options for preventing obesity in China. Obes Rev. 
2013;14(Suppl 2):134–40.

 16. Hu FB, Liu Y, Willett WC. Preventing chronic diseases by promoting healthy diet and lifestyle: pub-
lic policy implications for China. Obes Rev. 2011;12:552–9.

 17. World Health Organization. Report of the Commission on Ending Childhood Obesity. Geneva: 
World Health Organization; 2016. http://apps.who.int/iris/bitst ream/10665 /20417 6/1/97892 41510 
066_eng.pdf?ua=1. Accessed 19 Oct 2017.

 18. Frieden TR, Dietz W, Collins J. Reducing childhood obesity through policy change: acting now to 
prevent obesity. Health Aff. 2010;29:357–63.

 19. National Health and Family Planning Commission of the People’s Republic of China. Healthy 
Lifestyles for All Action—Ninth Session of the Meeting to Promote Global Health (in Chinese); 
2016. http://www.nhfpc .gov.cn/xcs/s3582 /20161 1/84ab6 26518 244ba d9639 e84d3 614da 8c.shtml . 
Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 20. State Council of the People’s Republic of China. China to implement national fitness program. 
Updated June 23, 2016. http://engli sh.gov.cn/polic ies/lates t_relea ses/2016/06/23/conte nt_28147 
53782 14258 .htm. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 21. General Office of the State Council, Notification on the Issuance of the National Nutrition Plan 
(2017–2030), Document 60, 30 June 2017 (in Chinese). http://www.gov.cn/zheng ce/conte nt/2017-
07/13/conte nt_52101 34.htm. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 22. General Office of the State Council, Notification on the Issuance of China’s Medium to Long-term 
Plan for the Prevention and Treatment of Chronic Diseases (2017–2025), Document 12, 22 Jan 2017 
(in Chinese). http://www.gov.cn/zheng ce/conte nt/2017-02/14/conte nt_51678 86.htm. Accessed 15 
Sept 2018.

 23. Ning Zhuang. Outline of the Healthy China 2030 Plan. N.d. https ://www.sahea lth.sa.gov.au/wps/
wcm/conne ct/d39ab d8041 032c7 6a711 ff1af c50eb fc/1645+Ning+Zhuan g.pdf?MOD=AJPER 
ES&CACHE ID=ROOTW ORKSP ACE-d39ab d8041 032c7 6a711 ff1af c50eb fc-msgAX UQ. 
Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 24. State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China. Development of China’s Pub-
lic Health as an Essential Element of Human Rights. White Paper Sept 2017. http://www.scio.gov.
cn/32618 /Docum ent/15652 00/15652 00.htm. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 25. International Life Sciences Institute. Mission and operating principles. http://ilsi.org/about /missi on/. 
Accessed 21 Oct 2017.

 26. Coca-Cola Journey. Coca-Cola honors 10 young scientists from around the world. http://www.coca-
colac ompan y.com/coca-cola-unbot tled/coca-cola-honor s-10-young -scien tists -from-aroun d-the-
world . Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 27. Sourcewatch. ILSI. https ://www.sourc ewatc h.org/index .php/Inter natio nal_Life_Scien ces_Insti tute. 
2016. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/08/09/coca-cola-funds-scientists-who-shift-blame-for-obesity-away-frombad-diets/
https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/08/09/coca-cola-funds-scientists-who-shift-blame-for-obesity-away-frombad-diets/
https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/11/24/cokes-chief-scientist-who-orchestrated-obesity-research-is-leaving/
https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/11/24/cokes-chief-scientist-who-orchestrated-obesity-research-is-leaving/
https://www.coca-colacompany.com/transparency/our-commitment-transparency
https://www.coca-colacompany.com/transparency/our-commitment-transparency
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/press-center/press-releases/the-coca-cola-system-in-china-completes-definitive-agreement-to-reshape-bottling-operations-in-china
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/press-center/press-releases/the-coca-cola-system-in-china-completes-definitive-agreement-to-reshape-bottling-operations-in-china
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_eng.pdf%3fua%3d1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_eng.pdf%3fua%3d1
http://www.nhfpc.gov.cn/xcs/s3582/201611/84ab626518244bad9639e84d3614da8c.shtml
http://english.gov.cn/policies/latest_releases/2016/06/23/content_281475378214258.htm
http://english.gov.cn/policies/latest_releases/2016/06/23/content_281475378214258.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/13/content_5210134.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/13/content_5210134.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-02/14/content_5167886.htm
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc/1645+Ning+Zhuang.pdf?MOD=AJPERES%26CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc-msgAXUQ
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc/1645+Ning+Zhuang.pdf?MOD=AJPERES%26CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc-msgAXUQ
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc/1645+Ning+Zhuang.pdf?MOD=AJPERES%26CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-d39abd8041032c76a711ff1afc50ebfc-msgAXUQ
http://www.scio.gov.cn/32618/Document/1565200/1565200.htm
http://www.scio.gov.cn/32618/Document/1565200/1565200.htm
http://ilsi.org/about/mission/
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled/coca-cola-honors-10-young-scientists-from-around-the-world
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled/coca-cola-honors-10-young-scientists-from-around-the-world
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled/coca-cola-honors-10-young-scientists-from-around-the-world
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/International_Life_Sciences_Institute


 S. Greenhalgh 

 28. International Life Sciences Institute-China. ILSI focal point in China: two decades of achievements 
and looking to the future. Beijing: ILSI Focal Point in China; 2013.

 29. Coca-Cola Company. Coca-Cola 2009/2010 Sustainability Review. Our Commitment to Making a 
Positive Difference in the World. Atlanta, GA: Coca-Cola Company.

 30. World Health Organization. Global strategy on diet, physical activity and health. Geneva: WHO; 
2004. http://www.who.int/dietp hysic alact ivity /strat egy/eb113 44/strat egy_engli sh_web.pdf. 
Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 31. ILSI-China Newsletter File. Round-table meeting on strategy for NCD control. 2005a.
 32. ILSI-China Newsletter File. Food industry round table meeting. 2005c.
 33. ILSI-China. 2013 Conference on Obesity Control and Prevention in China, Theme: Appropriate 

Technology and Tools for Weight Control, December 12–13, 2013, Beijing, China (in Chinese and 
some English). Bound conference program with PowerPoint slides for all presentations.

 34. Blair S. The global energy balance network: getting the word out (video). https ://www.youtu be.com/
watch ?v=9xBV_Enlh1 A. Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

 35. Archer A, Blair SN. Reply to LS Freedman et al[letter]. Adv Nutr. 2015;6:489–90.
 36. ILSI-China Newsletter File. ILSI FP-China-Coca-Cola scholarship winner meeting. 2013a.
 37. ILSI-China Newsletter File. “Exercise is Medicine (EIM)” in China. 2014a.
 38. ILSI-China Newsletter File. “Happy ten minutes” well recognized. 2005b.
 39. ILSI-China Newsletter File. ILSI participates in China Health Forum 2013. 2013b.
 40. Wang S, Lay S, Yu H, Shen S. Dietary guidelines for Chinese residents (2016): comments and com-

parisons. J Zhejiang Univ Sci B. 2016;17:649–56.
 41. Global Times. PepsiCo promotes nutrition and dietary balance. Global Times. May 15, 2016. http://

www.globa ltime s.cn/conte nt/98310 6.shtml . Accessed 15 Sept 2018.

Susan Greenhalgh Ph.D., is John King and Wilma Cannon Fairbank Research Professor of Chinese 
Society in the Department of Anthropology, Harvard University, Cambridge MA, where she is engaged 
in the social study of science, technology, and medicine, as well as of contemporary China. This article is 
part of a larger project on corporate influence on China’s obesity science and policies. For more see https 
://anthr opolo gy.fas.harva rd.edu/peopl e/susan -green halgh .

http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/strategy/eb11344/strategy_english_web.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9xBV_Enlh1A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9xBV_Enlh1A
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/983106.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/983106.shtml
https://anthropology.fas.harvard.edu/people/susan-greenhalgh
https://anthropology.fas.harvard.edu/people/susan-greenhalgh

	Soda industry influence on obesity science and policy in China
	Abstract 
	The soda industry and anti-obesity policy
	Data sources and analyses
	ILSI’s origins and activities in China
	Making obesity science and policy: from nutrition to physical activity
	Scientific conferences emphasizing physical activity
	Other scientific activities and public health interventions emphasizing physical activity
	Coca-Cola’s success in China
	Conclusion
	References




