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By Andy Bellatti, MS, RD
Scrutiny of food industry practices and unhealthy products has ramped up over the
last decade thanks to the tireless work and vigilant eyes of public health and nutrition advocates. While this is good news for the public, it’s not a rosy outlook for the
food industry and its bottom line. In an effort to combat these advocacy efforts, the
industry has honed two skills: sponsoring research and spinning science.
Sponsored research provides the food industry with two benefits. First, it creates
an opportunity to frame science in a way that is beneficial to their product line and
simultaneously deflects criticism. Second, it provides an easy bibliography that the
industry can tap into the next time it is criticized.
Recently, the Public Library of Science Medicine published a research article titled
“Financial Conflicts of Interest and Reporting Bias Regarding the Association
between Sugar-Sweetened Beverages and Weight Gain: A Systematic Review of
Systematic Reviews.”
Among the findings:
“The researchers identified 18 conclusions from 17 systematic reviews that had
investigated the association between SSB consumption and weight gain or obesity.
In six of these reviews, a financial conflict of interest with a food industry was disclosed. Among the reviews that reported having no conflict of interest, 83.3% of the
conclusions were that SSB consumption could be a potential risk factor for weight
gain. By contrast, the same percentage of reviews in which a potential financial con-
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