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Abstract
Background
In recent decades there has been a global rise in consumption of ultra-processed foods (UPFs) to the detriment of population health and the environment. Large corporations that have focused heavily on low-cost manufacturing and extensive marketing of UPFs to maximise profits have driven this dietary transition. The same corporations claim to serve the interests of multiple ‘stakeholders’, and that they are contributing to sustainable development. This paper aimed to test these claims by examining the degree to which UPF corporations have become ‘financialised’, focusing on the extent to which they have prioritised the financial interests of their shareholders relative to other actors, as well as the role that various types of investors have played in influencing their governance. Findings were used to inform discussion on policy responses to improve the healthiness of population diets.

Methods
We adopted an exploratory research design using multiple methods. We conducted quantitative analysis of the financial data of U.S. listed food and agricultural corporations between 1962 and 2021, share ownership data of a selection of UPF corporations, and proxy voting data of a selection of investors between 2012 and 2022. We also conducted targeted narrative reviews using structured and branching searches of academic and grey literature.

Results
Since the 1980s, corporations that depend heavily on manufacturing and marketing UPFs to generate profits have been increasingly transferring money to their shareholders relative to their total revenue, and at a level considerably higher than other food and agricultural sectors. In recent years, large hedge fund managers have had a substantial influence on the governance of major UPF corporations in their pursuit of maximising short-term returns. In comparison, shareholders seeking to take steps to improve population diets have had limited influence, in part because large asset managers mostly oppose public health-related shareholder proposals.

Conclusions
The operationalisation of ‘shareholder primacy’ by major UPF corporations has driven inequity and undermines their claims that they are creating ‘value’ for diverse actors. Measures that protect population diets and food systems from the extractive forces of financialisation are likely needed as part of efforts to improve the healthiness of population diets.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12992-023-00990-1.
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Background
The rapidly growing share of ultra-processed foods (UPFs) in human diets raises serious concerns for public and planetary health [1, 2]. According to NOVA, a widely recognised food categorising system used in multiple national dietary guidelines [3, 4], UPFs are ‘formulations of ingredients, mostly of exclusive industrial use, that result from a series of industrial processes’ [5]. Common examples of UPFs include carbonated soft drinks, industrially made snacks and breads, reconstituted meat products, ice creams, confectionery, and many types of breakfast cereals [5]. UPFs are distinct from fresh and ‘processed’ foods, which include tinned, frozen, and cooked foods made using ingredients commonly found in domestic kitchens around the world.
There is a substantial and growing evidence base linking high levels of consumption of UPFs with adverse population health outcomes, including all-cause mortality, overweight and obesity, chronic diseases (e.g., heart disease, type-2 diabetes, cancer, dementia and depression), and poor pregnancy and childhood developmental outcomes [6–14]. In addition, UPF production and consumption are associated with a range of poor environmental outcomes, including high levels of plastic waste and pollution, the monocultural production of commodity crops and related impacts on biodiversity [15–18].
Unlike other foods, UPFs are exclusively made by for-profit corporations, and it is well recognised that these corporations have played a large role in driving the global UPF dietary transition [19–22]. Since the advent of ultra-processing technologies in the late 19th century, ultra-processing has become a core strategy of profit maximisation within the industrial food system [23–25]. The competitive and financial advantages that ultra-processing confers food corporations, such as by increasing product durability, as well as by facilitating product and brand differentiation, is likely one of the key explanatory factors as to why today’s major UPF corporations have been able to accrue extensive resources and capacities over a long period of time [22]. Such resources and capacities have, in turn, underpinned the deployment of diverse strategies (e.g., global expansion, aggressive marketing, lobbying) by major UPF corporations intended to shape population diets and food systems in their favour [19, 26, 27].
Corporate strategy alone, however, does not explain the global rise of UPFs. In recent years, a growing body of work has examined the ways in which various widespread and interlinked processes have facilitated the global UPF dietary transition by shifting institutional and governance arrangements towards accommodating, rather than constraining, the power and legitimacy of UPF corporations [19, 20]. Such processes include, inter alia, the industrialisation of food systems, economic globalisation, trade and investment liberalisation, and increases in multi-stakeholderism. While these processes influence countries and social groups in different ways, exploring their role in driving the global UPF dietary transition can help to shed light on various structural and transformative changes with the potential to curb the global UPF dietary transition [20, 28].
A key capitalist process that relates to, and in some ways underpins, many of the above-mentioned processes is ‘financialisation’. Epstein (2005) refers to financialisation as the ‘increasing role of financial motives, financial markets, financial actors and financial institutions’ in the economy [29]. Others have described financialisation as the methods and practices through which value is increasingly extracted from the ‘real economy’ (i.e., the section of the economy concerned with the production, trade and consumption or use of goods and services) into the ‘financial economy’ (i.e., the section of the economy that solely deals in transactions involving money and other financial assets) [30–32]. Despite financialisation being one of the defining features of modern food systems [33, 34], and contemporary capitalism more broadly [29–32], there has only been limited focus in the public health literature on the relationship between financialisation and the global rise of UPFs.
In this paper, we focus on one key aspect of financialisation that has been described as a potentially important shaper of population diets and food systems: the increasing prioritisation of the financial interests of shareholders and owners by the decision-makers of UPF corporations above other economic, health, social and ecological considerations [22, 35]. The norm underpinning this form of corporate governance is often labelled ‘shareholder primacy’, referring to the belief or view that the sole purpose of the business corporation should be to maximise financial returns for its shareholders or private owners [36]. Various neoliberal and neoclassical assumptions are often used to legitimise and justify this form of corporate governance, often by contending that it is the most rational and efficient way of achieving the broader social good [36]. While ‘shareholder primacy’ has emerged to dominate the theory and practice of corporate governance in the world economy, sector-specific analysis can help to determine the extent to which the norm has been operationalised by a particular sector, as well as expose some of its sector-specific implications [36, 37].
We argue that examining the extent to which ‘shareholder primacy’ influences the governance of UPF corporations is important for several reasons. To start with, this type of examination can help to scrutinise many of the responsibility and sustainability claims made by UPF corporations. Such claims include ‘creating shared value’ in order to ‘enhance quality of life for everyone’ [38], supporting communities to build a ‘better shared future’ [39], and building sustainable economies [40]. There are growing concerns that these claims are an attempt by UPF corporations to position themselves as ‘part of the solution’ to the problems they perpetuate [41]. This positioning, in turn, seeks to legitimise corporate and industry self-regulation, as well as the participation of major UPF corporations in national and international governance arrangements ostensibly designed to address diet-related social and environmental harms [19]. More broadly, these claims can be understood as part of narratives on ‘stakeholder capitalism’ championed by various prominent pro-corporate organisations [42, 43]. As a case in point, in 2020, the World Economic Forum’s Annual Meeting focused on renewing the concept of ‘stakeholder capitalism’, which the organisation defined as a ‘form of capitalism in which companies seek long-term value creation by taking into account the needs of all their stakeholders, and society at large’ [44], as a means of ‘overcom[ing] income inequality, societal division, and the climate crisis’ [45].
An examination of the governance of UPF corporations also encourages analysis of the ways in which different types of investors influence the behaviour of these corporations, a topic that has received minimal analytical attention in the public health literature. While most investors typically strive to maximise their returns on the investments they make, their approaches and perspectives vary, as does their influence on corporate governance [46]. For instance, interest from so-called ‘responsible investors’ in improving population diets is reportedly building, often as part of broader environmental, social and governance (ESG) initiatives [47]. Responsible investors often try to influence corporate governance via several complementary mechanisms, including by filing or supporting shareholder proposals, i.e., a proposed recommendation or requirement that the corporation or its board of directors take a specific course of action that is put to vote at shareholder meetings [47].
At the same time, campaigns from investors seeking to maximise their returns in the short-term are common and widespread [46]. In particular, it has been noted that so-called hedge fund ‘activists’ have played a major role in reinforcing ‘shareholder primacy’, especially since the Global Financial Crisis [46]. One of the core investment strategies of hedge fund ‘activists’ involves purchasing a minority stake in a publicly listed corporation in order to influence the way in which it is governed [48]. Specifically, many hedge fund ‘activists’ seek to maximise shareholder returns in the short-term by pressuring corporate decision-makers to undertake large-scale cost-cutting practices (e.g., large job cuts) and to increase shareholder payouts [46]. In this way, hedge fund activism is typically distinctly different from activism oriented towards public health objectives, and social and ecological justice more broadly. Strategies that have been used by hedge fund ‘activists’ to directly influence corporate governance include attaining representation on corporate boards, working with other shareholders to gather enough votes to overthrow corporate board members, and publicly applying pressure on corporate decision-makers to meet their demands [48, 49].
Large asset management firms, such as BlackRock and Vanguard, are another important type of investor that warrant further public health attention. Research has shown that a relatively small number of asset management firms now hold a large proportion of shares across the entire corporate food system and, more broadly, the corporate economy [50, 51]. As such, they are conferred with substantial powers to shape corporate governance, including with respect to their outsized influence on the outcome of shareholder proposals [51]. While evidence suggests that many of the world’s largest asset management firms vote against shareholder proposals that seek corporate action on various social and environmental issues [52], the extent to which they oppose public health-related shareholder proposals that target major UPF corporations remains unclear.
Given the above considerations, this paper aimed to explore the degree to which UPF corporations have become ‘financialised’, focusing on the extent to which they have been prioritising the financial interests of their shareholders relative to other actors, as well as the role that various types of investors have played in influencing their governance. Specifically, the paper had three related objectives. First, to document and describe trends in the monetary value of shareholder wealth and income generated by UPF corporations relative to corporations active in other food and agricultural sectors. Second, to document and describe the extent to which the world’s major UPF corporations have been prioritising the short-term financial interests of their shareholders. Third, to explore some of the ways in which various types of investors – notably, responsible investors, hedge fund activists, and large asset managers – have influenced the governance of the world’s major UPF corporations. The findings were used to inform discussion on potential challenges and opportunities for advocates, researchers, and policy-makers seeking to address the global rise in the consumption of UPFs.

Methods
Overview of research design
We adopted an exploratory research design using multiple methods. Drawing from approaches described elsewhere [22, 51], we used a range of methods to address the aims and objectives of this paper (see Table 1). Data used for quantitative analysis, including company financial, share ownership and proxy voting data, were sourced from several databases (described below). Periods of quantitative analysis were based on available data and practical considerations. To complement findings from the quantitative analyses (e.g., by providing historical context) and to examine additional information gaps (e.g., in relation to hedge fund activism), we also conducted a targeted narrative review of the literature. A combination of structured and branching searches using several key terms (i.e., financialisation, market capitalisation, stock/equity markets, corporate governance, shareholder value/returns, common shareholder ownership, and shareholder/investor activism) were undertaken between January and May 2023 to source relevant literature. Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar were used to source academic literature, and Google and company websites were used to source grey literature (including company reports and media articles). Documents found during the literature search were supplemented with the authors’ knowledge of relevant documents. Table 1 outlines the methods, metrics, and data sources used. Refer to Supplementary file 1 for a glossary of key terms used throughout this paper.
Table 1Methods and data sources used in this study


	Level
	Methods/metrics
	Description/rationale
	Data sources

	Sector-level analysis
	Quantitative analysis of market capitalisation
	Market capitalisation is calculated by multiplying a corporation’s share price by the number of shares it has outstanding. Market capitalisation represents the monetary value of shareholder wealth stored in a corporation in the form of corporate shares.
	Compustat North America (accessed via Wharton Research Data Services)

	Quantitative analysis of the distribution of shareholder capital, focusing on total shareholder payouts in absolute terms, and total shareholder payouts relative to total revenue (i.e., shareholder value ratio)
	The total monetary value of shareholder payouts was calculated by adding dividend payments and share buyback expenditure.
The ‘shareholder value ratio’ is calculated by dividing the total monetary value of shareholder payouts by company revenue, a proxy for the available funds that corporations can distribute among all of its different ‘stakeholders’, including workers, shareholders, governments, and suppliers [60].
	Compustat North America (accessed via Wharton Research Data Services)

	Targeted narrative review of the literature
	To provide important historical context
	Academic databases and grey literature materials

	Company-level analysis
	Quantitative analysis of market capitalisation
	As above
	Compustat North America

	Quantitative analysis of total shareholder payouts
	As above
	Compustat North America

	Quantitative analysis of shareholder payouts, capital expenditure, and income tax payments relative to total revenue
	This type of analysis explores how much money the corporation in question distributes, relative to its total revenue, to some of its key ‘stakeholders’, including: shareholders via dividends and share buybacks; ordinary workers, with capital expenditure serving as a proxy for the long-term interests of the ordinary worker [60]; and governments in the form of income tax payments. For some governments, revenues from corporate income tax payments are important to increase their fiscal capacity to provide and fund essential infrastructure and services [125], including public health programs designed to address some of the harms caused by the UPF industry.
	Compustat North America

	Targeted narrative review of annual company reports and the broader literature
	To explore potential strategies or mechanisms underpinning the findings related to how the company in question has distributed its funds, as well as to provide important historical context
	Publicly accessible digitalised material accessed via Internet Archive [66, 67, 126]
Academic databases and grey literature materials

	Investor-level analysis
	Targeted narrative review of the literature
	To explore the type and nature of shareholder campaigns taking place, and their potential influence on the governance of UPF corporations. In this paper, we focused on campaigns led or supported by so-called responsible investors and hedge fund ‘activists’.
	Academic databases and grey literature materials

	Descriptive analysis of the combined share ownership of selected investors in the selected ultra-processed food corporations.
	To describe the proportion of shares that particular investors hold in major UPF corporations (see below for further details on company and investor selection).
	Bureau van Dijk’s Orbis database (share ownership data)

	Descriptive analysis of the number and percentage of times that selected investors vote for and against proposals targeting the selected corporations.
	In this analysis, we focused on the voting behaviour of some of the world’s largest investors in terms of shareholdings (see below for further details on investor selection). One of the ways by which investors can influence the governance of corporations is through exercising their voting rights at annual shareholder meetings. In most cases, one share equals one vote, thus the voting decisions made by investors that hold the largest proportion of shares in a corporation will tend to have the greatest effect on overall shareholder support for a proposal.
Specifically, we disaggregated proposals that have targeted major UPF corporations into those put forward by corporate decision-makers and those put forward by shareholders that related to an environmental, social, or governance (ESG) related issue. Within those categorised as ESG-related shareholder proposals, we identified those that related to a specific public health issue, as well as those that related to political influence and lobbying, according to the information presented in their titles.
	Institutional Shareholder Services’ proxy voting dashboard
U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission’s Electronic Data Gathering, Analysis, and Retrieval (EDGAR) system

	Descriptive analysis of the overall level of support for selected shareholder proposals
	To describe overall investor support for all identified public health-related shareholder proposals.
	Institutional Shareholder Services’ voting analytics for U.S. companies (accessed via Wharton Research Data Services)





Study sample and sector definitions for sector-level analysis
Corporations listed on U.S. stock exchanges were included in our sample for sector-level analysis primarily because we were able to access their financial data dating back to 1950 through Compustat North America, one of the world’s largest company financial databases [53]. In comparison, we were only able to access financial data for corporations listed on stock exchanges outside of North America dating back to 1987 onwards through Compustat Global. Additionally, the financial data we extracted on corporations listed on U.S. stock exchanges were represented in U.S. dollars (USD), which enabled us to avoid complications with exchange rate conversions. Focusing on U.S. listed corporations meant that some large private food and agricultural corporations (e.g., Cargill, Mars), as well as some publicly listed food and agricultural corporations not listed on U.S. stock exchanges (e.g., Yihai International), were not included in our sample. Nevertheless, a brief scoping review revealed that our sample included a large proportion of the world’s largest food and agricultural corporations [54].
In our sector-level analysis, we opted to compare different sectors of the U.S. listed corporate food system. We organised U.S. listed corporations into the following five sectors based on their Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS) data, and in some cases their North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) data, which were extracted from Compustat North America:
	i)
agricultural inputs (i.e., agriculture and farm machinery, fertilisers and agricultural chemicals, agriculture-related specialty chemicals).

 

	ii)
food production, primary processing, and commodity trading (i.e., producers and traders of non-UPFs, including culinary ingredients).

 

	iii)
UPF manufacturing.

 

	iv)
food retailing (i.e., food retailers, including supermarkets and merchandise stores involved in food retail).

 

	v)
food service (i.e., restaurants and catering services).

 




Refer to Supplementary file 2 for an overview of NAICS and GICS, as well as how they were used in this study to inform the categorisation of corporations into the five sectors listed above. Given the aims of this study, we focused on findings pertaining to the UPF manufacturing sector and food service sector. This was because we assumed that UPFs are central to the revenue and profit-making models of all corporations active in the UPF manufacturing sector, as well as some corporations primarily active in the food service sector (especially fast-food corporations).

Selection of corporations for company-level analysis
We conducted company-level analysis of a set of major corporations that, for most of their existence, have relied heavily on manufacturing and marketing UPFs to generate profit. To begin with, we identified four corporations that had consistently held top positions in terms of sector share by revenue, between 1981 and 2021, for the UPF manufacturing sector and the food service sector. We opted to select four firms and use sector share by revenue as a proxy for sector dominance because this is consistent with the top-four firm concentration ratio, a commonly used metric to measure market or sector concentration [55]. We chose the period 1981 to 2021 because we wanted to ensure that the period was sufficiently long enough to gauge long-standing sector dominance, while also ensuring that we captured the many non-U.S. based corporations that began to feature on U.S. stock exchanges from the 1980s onwards (e.g., Nestlé). Refer to Supplementary file 3 for a list of the selected corporations.
Following a preliminary scoping review of the product portfolios and corporate histories of the eight selected corporations, we considered that six out of the eight selected corporations have likely been largely dependent on manufacturing and marketing UPFs to generate profit since their inception (see Supplementary file 3). Four of these corporations, Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever, and Coca-Cola Co, are food manufacturing corporations. Although Unilever has sold some of its UPF operations in recent years [56], and is arguably less dependent on UPFs than the other three food manufacturing corporations, we chose to include Unilever because it has relied on UPFs to generate a large proportion of its revenues and profits for a major part of its existence [57]. McDonald’s and Yum Brands, both food service corporations, were the other two corporations selected for analysis.

Selection of large asset management firms for investor-level analysis
To inform parts of the investor-level analysis, we chose to examine voting data pertaining to four of the world’s largest asset management firms. These were: BlackRock, which had approximately US$9.1 trillion assets under management (AUM) in March 2023; Vanguard (approximately US$7.6 trillion AUM); State Street Global Advisors (approximately US$3.6 trillion AUM), and Capital Group (approximately US$2.7 trillion AUM). These four asset management firms were chosen for two reasons. First, they were among the world’s 10 largest investors by assets under management at the time of finalising this paper [58]. Second, they were identified as holding a large proportion of shares, and thus a large amount of voting power, across the six selected corporations during a preliminary scoping analysis.


Results
Sector-level analysis
Trends in market capitalisation
Between 1962 and 2021, the aggregate market capitalisation of agri-food corporations in the five sectors increased more than 30-fold in real terms, from around US$120 billion (2021 USD) to US$3.7 trillion (Fig. 1). Over this period, the market capitalisation of the UPF manufacturing sector – by far the largest of the five sectors in terms of market capitalisation – was seen to increase from around US$80 billion to more than US$1.6 trillion in real terms. In comparison, the relative contribution of the UPF manufacturing sector to the aggregate market capitalisation declined from approximately 68% in 1962 to 44% in 2008, thereafter remaining relatively stable. The market capitalisation of the food service sector, which is partly comprised of fast-food restaurants that are dependent on UPFs to generate sales, increased from approximately US$0.8 billion in 1962 in real terms (approximately 1% of aggregrate market capitalisation) to nearly US$580 billion in 2021 (approximately 16% of aggregrate market capitalisation).
[image: ]
Fig. 1Market capitalisation trends of five major U.S. listed food sectors, 1962–2021. *Data sourced from Compustat North America, accessed via Wharton Research Data Services. Market capitalisation values = share price at end of year x common shares outstanding. Sectors defined using Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS) and North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) groupings. The agricultural input sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in: agriculture and farm machinery; fertilisers and agricultural chemicals; and specialty chemicals if identified as being linked with agriculture. The food production, primary processing, and commodity trading sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in industries related to the production and trade of non-ultra-processed-foods, including culinary ingredients. The UPF manufacturing sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in food industries that mostly produce and market UPFs. The food retailing sector included U.S. listed corporations primarily active in food retail, including supermarkets, as well as hypermarkets and merchandise stores if identified as being involved in food retail. The food service sector includes corporations active in the restaurant and catering services industries


The combined market capitalisation of the five sectors began to surge in the 1980s, in part because the share prices of many major agri-food corporations increased considerably during this period. For example, Coca-Cola Co’s share price increased seven-fold during the 1980s [59]. Another potentially important factor was that, during the 1980 and 1990 s, many non-U.S. based agri-food corporations, including Nestlé, began to feature on U.S. stock exchanges.

Trends in the distribution of shareholder capital
Of the approximately US$2.9 trillion (2021 USD) of shareholder capital distributed by the five sectors between 1962 and 2021, more than 50% (US$1.5 trillion in 2021 USD) was distributed by the UPF manufacturing sector, while approximately 13% (US$0.4 trillion in 2021 USD) was distributed by the food service sector. In 2021, U.S. listed corporations active in the five selected sectors distributed approximately US$130 billion in shareholder capital (via dividends and share buybacks) (Fig. 2, panel A). UPF manufacturing corporations and food service corporations were responsible for nearly 45% (US$58 billion) and 14% (US$19 billion) of this monetary value, respectively. Excepting several financial crises, including the global financial crisis (2007–2009) and that related to the COVID pandemic (2020), the value of shareholder capital distributed by these five sectors generally trended upwards over the 60-year period of analysis.
[image: ]
Fig. 2Shareholder payouts made by five U.S.-listed food and agricultural sectors in absolute terms (Panel A) and relative to total revenue (Panel B), 1962–2021. *Data sourced from Compustat North America, accessed via Wharton Research Data Services. Shareholder value ratios = (dividends paid + value of share repurchases)/ total revenue. Share repurchase data from Compustat may include data on purchase of preferred stock. Sectors defined using Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS) and North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) groupings. The agricultural input sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in: agriculture and farm machinery; fertilisers and agricultural chemicals; and specialty chemicals if identified as being linked with agriculture. The food production, primary processing, and commodity trading sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in industries related to the production and trade of non-ultra-processed-foods, including culinary ingredients. The UPF manufacturing sector includes U.S. listed corporations primarily active in food industries that mostly produce and market UPFs. The food retailing sector included U.S. listed corporations primarily active in food retail, including supermarkets, as well as hypermarkets and merchandise stores if identified as being involved in food retail. The food service sector includes corporations active in the restaurant and catering services industries


Since the early 1990s, the UPF manufacturing sector and the food service sector have, in general, distributed a greater proportion of their revenue to their shareholders compared to the other three agri-food sectors (Fig. 2, Panel B). Drawing from the work of others [60], we refer to this ratio as the ‘shareholder value ratio’ because it serves as a useful proxy for the percentage of funds that corporations distribute to their shareholders relative to the amount they distribute among their other ‘stakeholders’, including workers [60]. During the three-year period between 2019 and 2021, the UPF manufacturing sector and the food service sector distributed the equivalent of 10.4% and 11.9% of their revenue to their shareholders, compared to 3.1% and 1.1% during the three-year period between 1990 and 1992. Between 2019 and 2021, the agricultural input sector, the food production, processing, and commodity trading sector, and the food retailing sector distributed the equivalent of 6.4%, 1.4%, and 2.0% of their revenue to their shareholders.


Company-level analysis
Trends in market capitalisation
Today’s largest UPF manufacturing corporations by market capitalisation were among the first of all existing food and agricultural corporations to be publicly traded. Nestlé, the frontrunner in this respect, was first publicly traded on the Zurich Stock Exchange in 1873 [61]. 46 years later, Coca-Cola Co and PepsiCo both made their first public offerings on the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in 1919 [62, 63]. In 1930, newly formed Unilever, created when Dutch company Margarine Unie merged with British company Lever Brother, was listed on the Amsterdam stock exchange [64]. It was not until after the Second World War when today’s largest major UPF food service corporations began to emerge. In 1965, McDonald’s made its first public offering on the NYSE [65]. PepsiCo acquired Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, and Kentucky Fried Chicken in 1977, 1978, and 1986, respectively, before spinning off its fast food restaurant operations in 1997 under the publicly listed corporation Tricon Global Restaurants [66]. After merging with U.S. company Yorkshire in 2002, Tricon Global Restaurants changed its name to Yum Brands [66].
Figure 3 shows the trends in market capitalisation of the six abovementioned major UPF corporations. Beginning in the early 1980s, the market capitalisation of Coca-Cola Co, and to a lesser extent PepsiCo, Nestlé, Unilever, and McDonald’s, began to surge. By the end of 1997, Coca-Cola Co’s market capitalisation reached approximately US$260 billion (in 2021 USD), placing the company in the world’s top-five largest corporations by market capitalisation at that time [67]. Around the turn of the 20th century, however, the market capitalisation values of Coca-Cola Co, and to a lesser extent Unilever and McDonald’s, decreased considerably. Among other factors, some commentators attributed the fall of Coca-Cola Co’s market capitalisation to issues such as a reorganisation of the company’s management structure, a probe led by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission into its accounting practices, and the declining sales of its flagship product, Coca Cola [68]. From the mid-2000s till 2021, the market capitalisation of Nestlé, PepsiCo, Coca-Cola Co, Unilever, and McDonald’s were seen to increase along a relatively similar trajectory. The combined market capitalisation of Nestlé, Coca-Cola Co, PepsiCo, McDonald’s, Unilever, and Yum Brands reached nearly US$1.3 trillion at the end of 2021, representing more than 34% of the combined market capitalisation of the five agri-food sectors analysed.
[image: ]
Fig. 3Market capitalisation trends of six major UPF corporations, 1962–2021. *Data sourced from Compustat North America, accessed via Wharton Research Data Services. Market capitalisation values = share price at end of year x common shares outstanding



Trends in the distribution of shareholder capital
In 2021, Nestlé, Coca-Cola Co, PepsiCo, McDonald’s, Unilever, and Yum Brands distributed a combined total of approximately US$45 billion to their shareholders via dividends and share buybacks. This amount represented approximately 34% of the aggregrate shareholder payouts made by all five sectors analysed.
At different points in time, the six major UPF corporations analysed in this study began to transfer greater amounts of money to their shareholders relative to their total revenue, capital expenditure (a proxy for the long-term interests of the ordinary worker), and income tax payments (Fig. 4). Coca-Cola Co was the first of these six corporations to reach this inflection point, which occurred in the early 1980s. This happened around the same time that the then-Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Coca-Cola Co Roberto Goizueta reported that the company’s ‘primary objective will continue to be the maximization of shareholder value’ [67]. While this sort of rhetoric was becoming increasingly commonplace in the 1980s, at least in the U.S. [69], it nevertheless represented a distinct departure from the rhetoric of the company’s earlier CEOs. In 1959, for instance, William Robinson contended that it was an error for executives to put shareholders ‘first, last, and all the time’, and that corporations needed to also serve workers, customers, and communities [70].
[image: ]
Fig. 4Net income, shareholder payouts, capital expenditure, and income tax paid by six major UPF-dependent corporations relative to their revenue, 1962–2021. Data sourced from Compustat North America, accessed via Wharton Research Data Services. Total shareholder payouts = dividends paid + value of share repurchases. Share repurchase data from Compustat may include data on purchase of preferred stock. N.b. the y-axes vary for McDonald’s and Yum Brands compared to the other corporations


The six major UPF corporations operationalised the objective of maximising shareholder returns in the short-term in several ways, albeit to varying degrees. First, at different points in time, their annual dividend payments began to surge (Fig. 4). Relative to 1982, the annual dividend payments made in 2021 by Coca-Cola Co (US$7.3 billion), PepsiCo (US$5.9 billion), Nestlé (US$8.4 billion), Unilever (US$5.1 billion) and McDonald’s (US$3.9 billion) increased by more than 9 times, 16 times, 21 times, 14 times, and 34 times, respectively, in real terms. In 1999, a year after selling part of its chemical operations, Unilever also paid a ‘special dividend’ of 5 billion GBP, which, at the time, was the world’s largest ever single payment to shareholders [71]. In 2021, Yum Brands annual dividend payments reached US$0.6 billion, nearly 5 times larger than when it first began paying dividends in 2004.
Second, like many publicly listed corporations in diverse sectors, the corporations began to undertake large share buyback programs (Fig. 5). As with dividends, share buybacks –when a corporation buys back its own shares on the open stock market – is a practice that transfers money from the ‘real economy’ to corporate shareholders [32]. Share buybacks also influence financial metrics commonly linked to executive remuneration [32]. Shortly after the practice effectively became legalised in the U.S. in 1982 [72], Coca-Cola Co began its first of many large share buyback programs. By 1990, Coca-Cola Co had already spent approximately US$8 billion on share buybacks in real terms (2021 USD). After beginning its first formal share buyback program in 2005 [73], Nestlé, the UPF corporation that has spent the most on share buybacks in the last decade, bought back nearly US$100 billion worth of its own shares between 2006 and 2021 in real terms.
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Fig. 5Monetary value of dividends and share buybacks made by six major UPF-dependent corporations, 1962–2021. Data sourced from Compustat North America, accessed via Wharton Research Data Services. Share repurchase data from Compustat may include data on purchase of preferred stock 


Third, some of the major UPF corporations underwent major restructuring to boost their net profit margins (net income relative to revenue), a ratio that has tracked closely to their ‘shareholder value ratios’ (Fig. 5). In 1999, for instance, Coca-Cola Co underwent a restructuring ostensibly to reduce production costs, with more than 5,000 jobs cut from the company’s global workforce [70]. As another example, in 2020, Unilever underwent a major restructure as part of its so-called ‘Path to Growth’ strategy [74]. Within ten years of the strategy’s implementation, the company had cut more than 90,000 jobs. In response to falling profits and revenues in the early 2010s, McDonald’s announced a ‘turnaround plan’, involving the ‘stripping’ away of layers of management, as well as the ‘refranchising’ of its restaurants (i.e., selling company-owned restaurants to franchisees) to increase profitability [75, 76]. Similarly, in 2016, Yum Brands decided to spin off its Chinese operations into a separate publicly listed company, in part to facilitate the company’s refranchising strategy [77]. Before doing so, the company sought to ‘return cash to shareholders’ by buying back US$6.1 billion worth of its own shares, a move made possible through the issuance of large amounts of debt [78].
Fourth, as with many major transnational corporations, the major UPF corporations’ profit margins also likely benefited from declining corporate income tax rates around the world, especially up until the 2010s [79]. Evidence also suggests that the major UPF corporations have actively sought to minimise their income tax obligations, including by shifting their profits from high-tax jurisdictions to lower-tax jurisdictions [80–83]. While Fig. 5 does not show the effective tax rates paid by the major UPF corporations, it does show that, relative to total revenue, their income tax payments, which make up a large proportion of the money that these corporations transfer to governments, have fallen and/or remained relatively low.


Investor-level analysis
The influence of investors on the governance of major UPF corporations: responsible investors
In our analysis of voting data, we identified 14 separately filed public health-related shareholder proposals that were put to a vote at the annual shareholder meetings of the selected UPF corporations between 2012 and 2022. All 14 targeted Coca-Cola Co, PepsiCo, and McDonald’s. In some cases, similar proposals were filed with multiple corporations and during different years. For example, Harrington Investments filed seven separate shareholder proposals calling on the corporation’s decision-makers to commission an independent review of the sugar-related health impacts of its products – three times with Coca-Cola Co (2019, 2020, 2021), twice with PepsiCo (2020, 2021), and twice with McDonald’s (2020, 2021). All 14 public-health related proposals received insufficient support to be passed. We found that the average support for the identified public health-related proposals was only 10.5%. The highest level of support we found was 13.5%, which was for a proposal filed with PepsiCo in 2022 entitled ‘Report on Public Health Costs of Food and Beverage Products’.
We identified that some responsible investors have also attempted to influence the governance of major UPF corporations through direct engagement with corporations, such as face-to-face meetings, videoconferences, telephone calls, and written communication, often as part of a coalition. As an example, fund managers from Switzerland-based Pictet Asset Management have directly engaged with major UPF manufacturers such as Nestlé, reportedly to increase the share of ‘healthy products’ within their portfolios [84]. Similarly, fund managers from UBS Asset Management reportedly led a collaborative engagement involving 30 investors with Chinese food corporation China Mengniu to discuss, among other things, issues relating to nutrition [85]. As with some other investors, Pictet and UBS Asset Management receive technical guidance from the not-for-profit organisation Access to Nutrition Initiative (ATNI), which claims to assess the nutritional quality of a corporation’s portfolio by analysing the extent to which it is comprised of fruit and vegetables, as well as the levels of fat, salt, sugar and other components within individual products [86].
Given that most investors do not disclose the full details of their engagement with corporations, it is difficult to assess the extent to which responsible investors have influenced the governance of major UPF corporations to promote public health and nutrition. In 2022, though, the non-governmental organisation ShareAction announced that an investor coalition it had led had managed to pressure Unilever into committing to publicly report on the healthfulness of the corporation’s food products against a range of government-endorsed nutrient-profiling models [87].

The influence of investors on the governance of major UPF corporations: hedge funds
We found that all six major UPF corporations have been targeted by so-called hedge fund ‘activists’. Hedge fund ‘activists’ have managed to considerably influence the governance of major UPF corporations, at least in recent years. In 2016, for instance, hedge fund Corvex management bought a stake in Yum Brands, and then afterwards managed to secure a board position for its CEO Keith Meister [88]. Before long, Keith Meister disclosed plans for the company to spin off its Chinese operations which, as discussed in the previous section, were later enacted [88]. The rationale behind this corporate restructure was that it would provide shareholders with a steady stream of income from royalties generated through the ‘refranchising’ of its company-owned restaurants in China [88]. As another example, in 2017, hedge fund Third Point bought a US$3 billion stake in Nestlé. The hedge fund soon began to apply considerable pressure on Nestlé’s board and management in an attempt to increase the company’s profitability, share price, and shareholder returns [89, 90]. Within a short period of time, Nestlé had reportedly carried out many of Third Point’s demands, including the implementation of a large share buyback program [91]. In a similar fashion, hedge fund company Trian Fund Management chose to ‘exit’ PepsiCo after the company’s share price and dividend payments had surged, with the hedge fund claiming that it played a key role in driving these shareholder gains [92]. The same hedge fund opted to target Unilever in 2022, acquiring a 1.5% stake in the company. Shortly afterwards, and amid rising shareholder discontent regarding the company’s lagging share price, Trian Fund Management co-founder Nelson Peltz was given a position on Unilever’s board [93].

Share ownership and voting behaviour of four of the world’s largest asset management firms
Figure 6 demonstrates that the voting behaviour of BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street, and Capital Group likely has a large influence on overall shareholder support for proposals targeting the six major UPF corporations. In combination, these four investors held approximately 29.3% of shares in Yum Brands in 2022 (compared to 14.6% in 2012), 27.5% of shares in PepsiCo (16.9% in 2012), 21.5% of shares in McDonald’s in 2022 (11.5% in 2012), 19.7% of shares in Coca-Cola Co (15.7% in 2012), 17.7% of shares in Unilever (10.5% in 2012), and 10.0% of shares in Nestlé (6.8% in 2012).
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Fig. 6Combined share ownership of four of the world’s largest asset managers in six major ultra-processed food corporations, 2012 vs. 2022. Data sourced from Bureau van Dijk’s Orbis database


Table 2 shows the number and percentage of times that BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street and Capital Group voted for and against proposals put to a vote by the board of directors, as well as the public health and other environment, social, and governance (ESG) related proposals put to a vote by shareholders, during annual shareholders between 2012 and 2022. All four asset management firms were found to vote overwhelmingly in favour of the proposals put forward by the board of directors, most of which related to remuneration and board elections. We also found that the four investors did not vote against any of the four proposals put forward by the board of directors of the two Western Europe-based corporations – Nestlé and Unilever – relating to increasing shareholder payouts and approving political donations and lobbying expenditure.
Table 2Number and percentage of times that five of the world’s largest institutional investors voted for and against proposals at annual shareholder meetings, 2012–2022


	 	Proposal put forward by the board of directors
	Shareholder proposals on a specific public health issue
	Shareholder proposals on lobbying and political influence
	All ESG-related shareholder proposals

	For
	Against
	For
	Against
	For
	Against
	For
	Against

	BlackRock
	1151 (98.8%)
	14 (1.2%)
	0 (0%)
	14 (100%)
	0 (0%)
	10 (100%)
	1 (1.1%)
	89 (98.9%)

	Vanguard
	1164 (99.7%)
	4 (0.3%)
	0 (0%)
	12 (100%)
	0 (0%)
	7 (100%)
	0 (0%)
	77 (100%)

	State Street
	1113 (97.4%)
	30 (2.6%)
	0 (0%)
	12 (100%)
	0 (0%)
	10 (100%)
	3 (3.4%)
	84 (96.6%)

	Capital Group
	1058% (97.2%)
	31 (2.8%)
	0 (0%)
	13 (100%)
	0 (0%)
	10 (100%)
	20 (23.8%)
	64 (76.2%)


Data sourced from filings made to the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. Data includes ‘for’ or ‘against’ votes, but excludes abstentions, votes withheld, ‘take no action’ votes, and votes on ‘transact other business’ proposals. In some cases, vote data were unable to be found. The six major UPF corporations included in this analysis were: Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever, Coca-Cola Co, McDonald’s, and Yum Brands



Excepting abstentions and votes withheld, these four investors were found to vote against all identified public health-related shareholder proposals. Similarly, they were also found to vote against all identified shareholder proposals relating to political contributions and lobbying, with the majority of these proposals calling for the commissioning of a report on the corporation’s current political activities in order to increase transparency. More broadly, we found that BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street voted in favour of the identified ESG-related proposals 1.1%, 0%, and 3.4% of the time, respectively (excepting abstentions and votes withheld). Capital Group was found to vote in favour of 23.8% of the identified ESG proposals, with the majority of these (12/20) relating to increasing the rights of shareholders (e.g., reducing the threshold for shareholders to call a special meeting).



Discussion
Overview
This study showed that a substantial proportion of the shareholder wealth and income derived from the U.S. corporate food system has been and continues to be accumulated in and generated by the UPF manufacturing sector. Furthermore, since the 1980s, the UPF manufacturing sector and the food service sector, which is partly comprised of fast-food restaurants dependent on UPFs to generate sales, have been transferring an increasing amount of money towards their shareholders relative to total revenue. While this trend was seen across most of the agri-food sectors analysed, we found that the proportion (i.e., the ‘shareholder value ratio’) was substantially higher in these two sectors. In particular, the study strongly suggests that the decision-makers of six major UPF corporations – Nestlé, PepsiCo, Unilever, Coca-Cola Co, McDonald’s, and Yum Brands – have been increasingly operationalising the objective of maximising shareholder returns in the short-term. We identified three major ways by which this has happened: (i) by increasing annual dividend payments; (ii) by adopting large-scale share buyback programs; and (iii) by restructuring the company to reduce production costs (including by cutting jobs), along with maintaining relatively low levels of capital expenditure. It also appears that these corporations were able to lower or keep their income tax obligations relatively low, at least until the 2010s.
The study also highlighted that different types of investors with varied perspectives on how best to maximise shareholder value are seeking to influence the governance of major UPF corporations. Specifically, we found that hedge fund managers have been particularly effective at influencing the governance of these corporations to maximise their returns in the short-term. In comparison, self-declared responsible investors seeking to improve population diets have had only limited success, not least because such investors have generally been unable to gain the support of some of the world’s largest asset management firms, at least with respect to shareholder proposals.
The findings of this study have several important implications for public health advocates, researchers, and policy-makers. Importantly, the operationalisation of ‘shareholder primacy’ by major UPF corporations undermines the claims made by these corporations that they are contributing to sustainable development, such as by ‘creating shared value’ or building sustainable economies [38–40]. It is indeed very difficult to reconcile such claims with the ways in which the same corporations are transferring an increasing proportion of the money they generate through UPF sales, a large proportion of which comes from the income of lower-income households in high-income countries and citizens in low-and-middle countries, to shareholders and the ultimate owners of assets under management, a group over-represented by the wealthy in high-income countries [94–97]. This pattern of ‘maldistribution’ reinforces, and is reinforced by, the ways in which the social and ecological harms driven by major UPF corporations disproportionately burdens disadvantaged population groups and low and middle-income governments [2, 98]. The study thus further delegitimises the involvement of major UPF corporations in governance arrangements that relate to addressing the social and environmental impacts of contemporary population diets, and reinforces the need for robust conflict of interest mechanisms that target the involvement of major UPF corporations in such arrangements, such as those recently implemented by the United Nations Children’s Fund [99].
The study also highlights some of the potential limitations of initiatives involving responsible investors seeking to improve population diets and public health. Regarding public health activism in the form of shareholder proposals, it is worth noting that the legal requirements that shareholders must meet in order to able to file a proposal vary considerably among jurisdictions [100]. For instance, in countries such as France and the Netherlands, the use of shareholder proposals to prompt changes in corporate behaviour is heavily restricted by law [100]. In comparison, the legal requirements that need to be met to file a shareholder proposal in the U.S. are relatively less restrictive, which perhaps partly explains why all the public health-related shareholders proposals that we identified targeted U.S. based UPF corporations. In any case, when such proposals requesting direct action from the decision-makers of major UPF corporations have been successfully filed, they have invariably failed to gain majority support. As our analysis indicated, an important reason for this is that large asset management firms like BlackRock and Vanguard with considerable voting power mostly vote against such proposals.
Besides shareholder proposals, responsible investors can influence corporate governance in other ways, such as by directly engaging with corporations. However, most responsible investors do not disclose the full details of their engagement with corporations. Thus, it is difficult to assess the effectiveness of this type of investor engagement, as well as the extent to which it aligns with best-available evidence. Moreover, based on the details of a few cases of investor engagement that have been made publicly accessible, concerns have been raised about the possibility that such engagement might be unintentionally impeding broader efforts to improve population diets. For example, some claim that the various nutrient profiling models used to inform some investor initiatives could be causing harm, such as by conferring many UPF products with a so-called ‘health halo’ and thus inadvertently promoting their consumption over healthier alternatives [28].
More broadly, the study indicates that investor initiatives genuinely seeking to improve population diets and public health must contend with powerful investors, especially hedge fund managers, seeking to directly influence corporate governance to maximise their returns in the short-term. This is not to say that the interests of hedge fund ‘activists’ and responsible investors are always in tension. However, a clash between these investor groups may arise in cases where investors seeking to maximise long-term shareholder value push for incremental measures that have the potential to jeopardise the corporation’s capacity to maximise short-term shareholder value. Problematically, at least from a public health perspective, the overwhelming evidence suggests that, when such cases arise, short-termism almost always wins [46]. The same dilemma also faces the senior decision-makers of UPF corporations themselves seeking to implement social and environmental initiatives, as illustrated by the recent dismissal of Emmanuel Faber as CEO of Danone. In 2021, Faber, was terminated by the company’s board as a result of a hedge fund-led campaign, which contended that Faber’s focus on sustainability was jeopardising the company’s short-term financial performance [101].

Policy recommendations
In this section, we highlight four synergistic strategies that can help to address the global rise of UPF-dominant diets through protecting population diets from the extractive forces of financialisation.
First, we argue that measures that shift the real or perceived purpose of the corporations that produce UPFs away from maximising shareholder value warrant serious consideration. Despite the emergence of new voluntary models of corporate purpose that supposedly encourage the creation of ‘stakeholder value’ and ‘profits with purpose’ [102–105], there is no evidence that indicates that such models will be sufficient to improve population diets [19]. Instead, some scholars have called for governments to redefine corporate purpose under law in order to make it obligatory for corporate directors to fully consider the interests of a broader range of actors in their decision-making [36, 105]. Among other benefits, this law would likely provide a legal framework to counter the powerful norm of ‘shareholder primacy’ that pervades corporate governance today. However, it remains unclear exactly how the corporate decision-makers of UPF corporations would be able to reconcile their pursuit of profits with the interests of citizen-consumers and the general public, given that high dietary exposure to UPFs is associated with substantial health and environmental harms. Indeed, it might be the case that many UPF corporations, and corporations active in health-harming industries more broadly, cannot be appropriately repurposed to ‘solve the problems of people and planet profitably’ [106]. As such, more radical measures might need to be considered, such as bringing major UPF corporations under public ownership with the view of either winding them down, or at least governing them in a way that better aligns with the public interest [107].
While UPF corporations continue to pursue the twin goals of maximising profits and shareholder returns, exploitative corporate practices and government policies that allow corporations to produce UPFs with high profit margins, but still often at a consumer price lower than healthier alternatives, warrant attention. Intervention strategies that disincentivise the harmful practices that are used to maximise profits in the short-term are likely to encompass robust legislative actions and enforcement mechanisms. In this respect, illustrative examples include bans on the predatory marketing of unhealthy foods to disadvantaged populations [108], scaling-up and strengthening national government regulations in accordance with the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes [109], and clear and robust food labelling and consumer laws that increase the accuracy and appropriateness of information provided to citizen-consumers about UPF products [110, 111]. Similarly, measures that force UPF corporations to internalise the costs they externalise onto society appear to be well justified. Taxes on sugary drinks provide an illustrative example of such a measure [112], and the application of a similar style of tax to a broader range of unhealthy foods warrants further consideration [113]. More broadly, cross-sectoral actions, such as transitioning agricultural policies away from providing major UPF corporations with heavily subsidised inputs [114], as well as strengthening and rethinking competition law and enforcement (e.g., by treating unsustainable corporate practices as abuses of market dominance in cases where it provides an unfair competitive advantage), deserve exploration [115].
Third, governments, civil society, and business actors should support alternative food economies to help counter the dominance of corporate food systems that, over the course of many decades, have become heavily structured and incentivised to produce and market UPFs [22, 116]. A key component of this strategy could entail increasing the role and contribution of non-corporate food businesses, such as producer co-operatives and social enterprises, in the production and distribution of diverse, sustainable foods. Governments have an important role to play in supporting alternative food businesses and economies, including by developing and scaling-up supportive infrastructure (e.g., produce markets that encourage farmer participation), as well as by implementing legislation to support the development and scaling-up of co-operatives and social enterprises [116].
Fourth, governments and investors should support and promote sustainable finance initiatives that counter ‘shareholder primacy’ and support alternative food economies. As an example, this strategy could entail much stricter corporate reporting rules, such as those outlined by the European Commission’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive, which broaden the scope of what corporations must disclose with respect to the implementation of their environmental, social, and governance policies [117]. Among other potential benefits, this measure could provide responsible investors with the necessary information to ensure that their investments align with their mandates and values. At the same time, governments should also strictly regulate the ESG claims made by financial actors about their financial products and investment strategies.
Fundamentally, alternative food economies will need to be sufficiently funded so that they can achieve their social and environmental objectives, as well as funded in a way so that they are protected from extractive financial actors seeking to maximise their returns. In this respect, large-scale public investment in alternative food economies will likely be crucial. Importantly, this type of public investment can provide governments with enormous benefits, not least by contributing to the achievement of multiple policy objectives (e.g., by increasing jobs, reaching climate change targets, reducing government expenditure on healthcare costs) [118]. Where necessary, social finance initiatives, such as community finance loans, that support alternative food economies could serve as an important complement to public investment [119, 120].

Strengths, limitations, and research opportunities
A strength of this study is that it provided a novel approach to analysing trends in the corporate governance of UPF corporations. The analysis used a large and diverse range of data from various sources, including corporate financial databases and company reports, that are rarely integrated in public health research.
The study has several important limitations. First, we only analysed corporations listed on U.S. stock exchanges. While U.S. listed corporations account for the majority of global corporate equity in terms of monetary value, the examination of the behaviour and governance of corporations listed on stock exchanges outside of the U.S., as well as private corporations such as Mars and Cargill, would likely provide deeper insight on the subject.
Second, beyond analysing voting data, we did not explore in detail other mechanisms by which large investors influence the governance of major UPF corporations. Future work could seek to address this gap, such as by critically examining the ways in which direct shareholder engagements and ESG capital allocation strategies shape the behaviour of UPF corporations.
Third, a limitation of this paper is that it did not analyse why major UPF manufacturing and fast-food corporations tend to have very high market capitalisations, as well as pay out a larger proportion of their revenues to their shareholders, relative to other food and agricultural sectors. This is an important research gap that needs addressing. We argue that one hypothesis worth testing is that these corporations have become very effective at generating ‘rents’, referring to the generation of financial returns based on the ownership of a scarce asset (e.g., brands, real estate upon which fast food franchisees are operated) [121]. These considerable rent-generating capacities have likely been driven by, as well as reinforced by, powerful financial actors seeking to translate these ‘rents’ into shareholder returns [122]. Yet, as suggested by the recent divestments and spinoffs of UPF operations by several large corporations [123, 124], the pressure placed on UPF corporations by extractive financial forces to increasingly generate rents and shareholder returns could be exposing ‘cracks’ in such capacities. The extent to which these ‘cracks’ could be leveraged by public health advocates also warrants exploration.
Fourth, it was not possible to account for the fact that many agri-food corporations are active in multiple sectors, and those manufacturing UPFs are co-dependent on a ‘corporate ecosystem’ of other food systems sectors and industries. We recognise, for instance, that many UPF manufacturers also have food production and primary processing operations, and vice versa. Likewise, many food retailers have their own home-brand products, many of which are UPFs, often made by manufacturers under contract. Thus, it should be noted that the sector classifications in our study pertain to the primary operations of the corporations in question, rather than their entire operations. Relatedly, we also recognise that major corporations in all food and agricultural sectors likely profit from UPFs, albeit in different ways and to various degrees. In this regard, future work could examine the extent to which major corporations in various sectors (e.g., agricultural inputs, commodity trading, and food retail) profit from the production and consumption of UPFs.


Conclusion
The operationalisation of ‘shareholder primacy’ by major UPF corporations has driven inequity and undermines their claims that they are creating ‘value’ for diverse actors. Investors actively seeking to maximise their returns in the short-term, especially hedge fund ‘activists’, have been influential in reinforcing this form of corporate governance. Fundamentally, our study highlights the need for government and collective actions that protect population diets and food systems from the extractive forces of financialisation as part of efforts to address the global rise of UPFs in human diets.

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ Contribution
BW: Conceptualization, Methodology, Data Collection, Formal analysis, Writing – Original Draft. ER: Methodology, Formal analysis, Review & Editing. PB: Conceptualization, Methodology, Review & Editing, Project Administration. GP: Review & Editing. MM: Review & Editing. CvT: Review & Editing. GS: Conceptualization, Methodology, Review & Editing, Supervision.

Funding
This analysis was supported by funding from Bloomberg Philanthropies, as part of a wider body of work informing the first Lancet Series on Ultra-processed Foods and Human Health. The funding body played no role in the design of the study, nor in the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data, nor in the writing of the manuscript.
Dr Phillip Baker is a recipient of an Australian Research Council Future Fellowship (FT220100690). Dr Mélissa Mialon is funded by the Health Research Board, Ireland [Grant Number ARPP-2020-002]. Dr Christoffer van Tulleken is an associate professor at University College London and is an investigator on a trial funded by the National Institute for Health and Care Research UCLH Biomedical Research Council and Rosetrees Trust. He has previously been a Medical Research Council Clinical Training Fellow. Professor Gary Sacks is a recipient of a National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) Emerging Leadership Fellowship (2021/GNT2008535). He is also a researcher within NHMRC Centres for Research Excellence entitled a Centre of Research Excellence in Food Retail Environments for Health (RE-FRESH) (2018/GNT1152968), and Healthy Food, Healthy Planet, Healthy People (2021/GNT2006620).

Data Availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available from various third parties but restrictions apply to the availability of these data, which were used under license for the current study, and so are not publicly available.

Declarations
Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
Dr Phillip Baker is a Section Editor for Globalization and Health. Dr Christoffer van Tulleken has written a book about Ultra Processed Food from which they may receive some royalties.


References
	1.
Monteiro C, Cannon G, Lawrence M, da Costa Louzada M, Machado P. Ultra-processed foods, diet quality, and health using the NOVA classification system. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; 2019.

	2.
Anastasiou K, Baker P, Hadjikakou M, Hendrie GA, Lawrence M. A conceptual framework for understanding the environmental impacts of ultra-processed foods and implications for sustainable food systems. J Clean Prod. 2022;368. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​jclepro.​2022.​133155

	3.
Ministry of Health of Brazil. Dietary guidelines for the Brazilian Population. Brasilia: Ministry of Health of Brazil; 2015.

	4.
The Government of Mexico. Guías Alimentarias 2023 Para La Población Mexicana. Mexico City: The Government of Mexico Secretaria de Salud; 2023.

	5.
Monteiro CA, Cannon G, Levy RB, Moubarac JC, Louzada ML, Rauber F, et al. Ultra-processed foods: what they are and how to identify them. Public Health Nutr. 2019;22:936–41. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S136898001800376​2CrossrefPubMed

	6.
Chen X, Zhang Z, Yang H, Qiu P, Wang H, Wang F, et al. Consumption of ultra-processed foods and health outcomes: a systematic review of epidemiological studies. Nutr J. 2020;19:86. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12937-020-00604-1CrossrefPubMed

	7.
Lane MM, Davis JA, Beattie S, Gomez-Donoso C, Loughman A, O’Neil A, et al. Ultraprocessed food and chronic noncommunicable Diseases: a systematic review and meta-analysis of 43 observational studies. Obes Rev. 2020. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​obr.​13146CrossrefPubMed

	8.
Orlich MJ, Sabaté J, Mashchak A, Fresán U, Jaceldo-Siegl K, Miles F, et al. Ultra-processed food intake and animal-based food intake and mortality in the adventist health study-2. Am J Clin Nutr. 2022. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​ajcn/​nqac043CrossrefPubMed

	9.
Pagliai G, Dinu M, Madarena MP, Bonaccio M, Iacoviello L, Sofi F. Consumption of ultra-processed foods and health status: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Br J Nutr. 2020;1–11. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S000711452000268​8

	10.
Elizabeth L, Machado P, Zinocker M, Baker P, Lawrence M. Ultra-processed foods and health outcomes: a narrative review. Nutrients. 2020;12. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3390/​nu12071955

	11.
Gómez-Donoso C, Sánchez-Villegas A, Martínez-González MA, Gea A, de Deus Mendonça R, Lahortiga-Ramos F, et al. Ultra-processed food consumption and the incidence of depression in a Mediterranean cohort: the SUN Project. Eur J Nutr. 2020;59:1093–103.CrossrefPubMed

	12.
de Oliveira PG, de Sousa JM, Assuncao DGF, de Araujo EKS, Bezerra DS, Dametto J, et al. Impacts of consumption of Ultra-processed Foods on the maternal-child health: a systematic review. Front Nutr. 2022;9:821657. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3389/​fnut.​2022.​821657CrossrefPubMed

	13.
Li H, Li S, Yang H, Zhang Y, Zhang S, Ma Y, et al. Association of ultraprocessed food consumption with risk of dementia: a prospective cohort study. Neurology. 2022;99:e1056–66. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1212/​WNL.​0000000000200871​CrossrefPubMed

	14.
Jardim MZ, Costa BVL, Pessoa MC, Duarte CK. Ultra-processed foods increase noncommunicable chronic disease risk. Nutr Res. 2021;95:19–34. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​nutres.​2021.​08.​006CrossrefPubMed

	15.
Garzillo JMF, Poli VFS, Leite FHM, Steele EM, Machado PP, Louzada MLC, et al. Ultra-processed food intake and diet carbon and water footprints: a national study in Brazil. Rev Saude Publica. 2022;56:6. https://​doi.​org/​10.​11606/​s1518-8787.​2022056004551CrossrefPubMed

	16.
Break Free From Plastic. Branded vol. III: demanding corporate accountability for plastic pollution. Break Free From Plastic; 2020.

	17.
Fardet A, Rock E. Ultra-Processed Foods and Food System Sustainability: What Are the Links? Sustainability. 2020;12. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3390/​su12156280

	18.
Seferidi P, Scrinis G, Huybrechts I, Woods J, Vineis P, Millett C. The neglected environmental impacts of ultra-processed foods. Lancet Planet Health. 2020;4:e437–e8. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​s2542-5196(20)30177-7CrossrefPubMed

	19.
Baker P, Machado P, Santos T, Sievert K, Backholer K, Hadjikakou M, et al. Ultra-processed foods and the nutrition transition: global, regional and national trends, food systems transformations and political economy drivers. Obes Rev. 2020. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​obr.​13126CrossrefPubMed

	20.
Moodie R, Bennett E, Kwong E, Santos T, Pratiwi L, Williams J, et al. Ultra-processed profits: the political economy of countering the global spread of ultra-processed foods - a synthesis review on the market and political practices of transnational food corporations and strategic public health responses. Int J Health Policy Manag. 2021. https://​doi.​org/​10.​34172/​ijhpm.​2021.​45CrossrefPubMed

	21.
Monteiro CA, Moubarac JC, Cannon G, Ng SW, Popkin B. Ultra-processed products are becoming dominant in the global food system. Obes Rev. 2013;14(Suppl 2):21–8. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​obr.​12107CrossrefPubMed

	22.
Wood B, Williams O, Baker P, Sacks G. Behind the ‘creative destruction’ of human diets: an analysis of the structure and market dynamics of the ultra-processed food manufacturing industry and implications for public health. J Agrarian Change. 2023. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​joac.​12545Crossref

	23.
Monteiro C. A new classification of foods based on the extent and purpose of their processing. Cad Saúde Pública. 2010;26:2039–49.CrossrefPubMed

	24.
Scrinis G, Monteiro C. From ultra-processed foods to ultra-processed dietary patterns. Nat Food. 2022;3:671–3. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1038/​s43016-022-00599-4CrossrefPubMed

	25.
Moubarac J, Parra D, Cannon G, Monteiro C. Food classification systems based on food processing: significance and implications for policies and actions: a systematic literature review and assessment. Curr Obes Rep. 2014;3:256–72.CrossrefPubMed

	26.
Monteiro C, Cannon G. The impact of transnational big food companies on the South: a view from Brazil. PLoS Med. 2012;9:e1001252. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1371/​journal.​pmed.​1001252CrossrefPubMed

	27.
Wood B, Williams O, Nagarajan V, Sacks G. Market strategies used by processed food manufacturers to increase and consolidate their power: a systematic review and document analysis. Globalization and Health. 2021;17. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12992-021-00667-7

	28.
Northcott T, Lawrence M, Parker C, Baker P. Ecological regulation for healthy and sustainable food systems: responding to the global rise of ultra-processed foods. Agric Hum Values. 2023. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10460-022-10412-4Crossref

	29.
Epstein G. Financialization and the World Economy. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing; 2005.

	30.
Krippner G. The financialization of the American economy. Socio-Economic Rev. 2005;3:173–208. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​SER/​mwi008Crossref

	31.
Lapavitsas C. The financialization of Capitalism: ‘Profiting without producing’. City. 2013;17:792–805. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13604813.​2013.​853865Crossref

	32.
Mazzucato M. Financialization of the real economy. The value of everything: making and taking in the global economy. New York: PublicAffairs; 2018.

	33.
Burch D, Lawrence G. Towards a third food regime: behind the transformation. Agric Hum Values. 2009;26:267–79. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10460-009-9219-4Crossref

	34.
Clapp J, Isakson SR. Risky returns: the implications of financialization in the Food System. Dev Change. 2018;49:437–60. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​dech.​12376Crossref

	35.
Nestle M. Regulating the food industry: an aspirational agenda. Am J Pub Health. 2022;112:853–8. https://​doi.​org/​10.​2105/​AJPH.​2022.​306844Crossref

	36.
Sjäfell B, Taylor M. Clash of norms: shareholder primacy vs. sustainable corporate purpose. Int Comp Corp Law J. 2019;13:40–66.

	37.
Wood B, Sacks G. The influence of share buybacks on ill-health and health inequity: an exploratory analysis using a socio-ecological determinants of health lens. Global Health. 2023;19:3. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12992-023-00905-0CrossrefPubMed

	38.
Nestlé. Creating shared value and sustainability report 2020 [12 November 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​nestle.​com/​sites/​default/​files/​2021-03/​creating-shared-value-report-2020-en.​pdf.

	39.
Coca-Cola Company. People & Communities 2023 [28 July 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​coca-colacompany.​com/​social/​people-and-communities

	40.
PepsiCo. Climate change 2023 [28 July 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​pepsico.​com/​our-impact/​esg-topics-a-z/​climate-change

	41.
Lacy-Nichols J, Williams O. Part of the solution: food corporation strategies for regulatory capture and legitimacy. Int J Health Policy Manage. 2021. https://​doi.​org/​10.​34172/​ijhpm.​2021.​111Crossref

	42.
World Economic Forum. Measuring Stakeholder Capitalism: Towards Common Metrics and Consistent Reporting of Sustainable Value Creation 2023 [28 July 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​weforum.​org/​stakeholdercapit​alism

	43.
Business Roundtable. Business Roundtable Redefines the Purpose of a Corporate to Promote ‘An Economic That Serves All Americans’ 2019 [15 November 2021]. Available from: https://​www.​businessroundtab​le.​org/​business-roundtable-redefines-the-purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans

	44.
World Economic Forum. What is stakeholder capitalism? 2021 [31 October 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​weforum.​org/​agenda/​2021/​01/​klaus-schwab-on-what-is-stakeholder-capitalism-history-relevance/​

	45.
World Economic Forum. Stakeholder Capitalism: A Manifesto for a Cohesive and Sustainable World 2020 [31 October 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​weforum.​org/​press/​2020/​01/​stakeholder-capitalism-a-manifesto-for-a-cohesive-and-sustainable-world/​

	46.
Davis J. The permanence paradox: why shareholder value always wins: Institute for Management Development,; 2023 [1 June 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​imd.​org/​ibyimd/​magazine/​the-permanence-paradox-why-shareholder-value-always-wins/​

	47.
Robinson E, Carey R, Foerster A, Sacks G. Latest trends in investing for improved nutrition and obesity prevention. Curr Nutr Rep. 2022. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s13668-021-00389-7CrossrefPubMed

	48.
DesJardine MR, Marti E, Durand R. Why activist hedge funds target socially responsible firms: the reaction costs of signalling corporate social responsibility. Acad Manag J. 2021;64:851–72. https://​doi.​org/​10.​5465/​amj.​2019.​0238Crossref

	49.
DesJardine MR, Durand R. Disentangling the effects of hedge fund activism on firm financial and social performance. Strateg Manag J. 2020;41:1054–82. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​smj.​3126Crossref

	50.
Clapp J. The rise of financial investment and common ownership in global agrifood firms. Rev Int Polit Econ. 2019;26:604–29. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09692290.​2019.​1597755Crossref

	51.
Fichtner J, Heemskerk EM, Garcia-Bernardo J. Hidden power of the Big Three? Passive index funds, re-concentration of corporate ownership, and new financial risk. Bus Politics. 2017;19:298–326. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​bap.​2017.​6Crossref

	52.
Sood A, Nagrawala F, Hierzig S. Voting matters 2021: are asset managers using their proxy votes for action on environmental and social issues? London: ShareAction; 2021.

	53.
Refinitiv, S&P Compustat Fundamentals. 2021 [7 April 2021]. Available from: https://​www.​refinitiv.​com/​en/​financial-data/​company-data/​fundamentals-data/​standardized-fundamentals/​sp-compustat-database

	54.
Forbes FG. 2000: The World’s Largest Food Companies In 2022 2022 [31 July 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​forbes.​com/​sites/​chloesorvino/​2022/​05/​12/​the-worlds-largest-food-companies-in-2022/​?​sh=​49145ba574db

	55.
Naldi M, Flamini M. The CR4 index and the interval estimation of the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index: an empirical comparison. HAL. 2014.

	56.
Roumeliotis G. Unilever to sell spreads business to KKR for $8 billion: Reuters; 2017 [5 June 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-unilever-spreads-kkr-idUSKBN1E926O

	57.
Unilever. Archive of Unilever Annual Report and Accounts 2023 [30 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​unilever.​com/​investors/​annual-report-and-accounts/​archive-of-annual-report-and-accounts/​

	58.
ADV Ratings. World’s Top Asset Management Firms 2023 [1 November 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​advratings.​com/​top-asset-management-firms

	59.
The Coca-Cola Company. 1989 Annual Report: Internet Archive; 1989 [7 March 2023]. Available from: https://​archive.​org/​details/​cocacolacoannual​reports/​cocacola1989/​mode/​2up

	60.
Hager SB, Baines J. The tax advantage of big business: how the structure of corporate taxation fuels concentration and inequality. Politics Soc. 2020;48:275–305.Crossref

	61.
Nestlé. The Nestlé company history: Nestlé; 2022 [10 February 2022]. Available from: https://​www.​nestle.​com/​aboutus/​history/​nestle-company-history

	62.
The Coca-Cola Company. 125 years of sharing happiness. Atlanta, Georga: The Coca-Cola Company; 2011.

	63.
Reuters. PepsiCo to move to Nasdaq after nearly a century with NYSE 2017 [2 March 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-pepsico-listing-idUSKBN1E22TU

	64.
Euronext. Euronext Amsterdam welcomes Unilever PLC 2020 [19 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​euronext.​com/​en/​about/​media/​euronext-press-releases/​euronext-amsterdam-welcomes-unilever-plc

	65.
McDonald’s. Stock Information 2023 [19 May 2023]. Available from: https://​corporate.​mcdonalds.​com/​corpmcd/​investors/​stock-information.​html

	66.
Internet Archive. The Pepsi-Cola Company, Frito-Lay, PepsiCo, Tricon Global Restaurants, and Yum! Brands Annual Reports: 1938–2017 2017 [20 March 2023]. Available from: https://​archive.​org/​details/​pepsicofritolaya​nnualreports/​pepsico1975/​page/​n23/​mode/​2up

	67.
Internet Archive. The Coca-Cola Company Annual Reports: 1920–2017 2017 [20 March 2023]. Available from: https://​archive.​org/​details/​cocacolacoannual​reports/​cocacola1928/​page/​n9/​mode/​2up

	68.
Stein A. Hot or Not? Coca-Cola: CNN Money; 2004 [19 May 2023]. Available from: https://​money.​cnn.​com/​2004/​06/​17/​markets/​hotornot_​coke/​index.​htm

	69.
Bruner C. Corporate governance in the common-law world: the political foundations of shareholder power. Cambridge University Press; 2013.

	70.
Wartzman R. The end of loyalty: the rise and fall of good jobs in America. New York: Public Affairs; 2017.

	71.
Cowe R. Record £5bn handout for Unilever shareholders: The Guardian; 1999 [22 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​business/​1999/​feb/​24/​unilever

	72.
Palladino L, Lazonick W. Regulating stock buybacks: the $6.3 trillion question. New York: Roosevelt Institute; 2021.

	73.
Nestlé. Share buyback: Nestlé. ; 2021 [20 February 2022]. Available from: https://​www.​nestle.​com/​investors/​sharesadrsbonds/​share-buy-back

	74.
Rossman P. What ‘financialisation’ means for food workers: GRAIN; 2010 [22 May 2023]. Available from: https://​grain.​org/​en/​article/​4078-what-financialisation​-means-for-food-workers

	75.
Lazonick W, Hopkins M, Jacobson K. McDonald’s Has to Do More than Manipulate Its Stock Price: Harvard Business Review; 2015 [22 May 2023]. Available from: https://​hbr.​org/​2015/​05/​mcdonalds-has-to-do-more-than-manipulate-its-stock-price

	76.
Peterson H. McDonald’s CEO reveals his massive plan to save the business: Business Insider; 2015 [22 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​businessinsider.​com/​mcdonalds-ceo-reveals-turnaround-plan-2015-5?​r=​US&​IR=​T

	77.
Udland M. This is the most embarrassing part of Yum Brands’ earnings report: Business Insider; 2015 [23 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​businessinsider.​com/​yum-brands-stock-buybacks-2015-10?​r=​US&​IR=​T

	78.
Turcan C. Yum Needs To Stop Buying Back Its Stock By Issuing Debt: Seeking Alpha; 2019 [23 May 2023]. Available from: https://​seekingalpha.​com/​article/​4251346-yum-needs-to-stop-buying-back-stock-issuing-debt

	79.
OECD. Corporate Tax Statistics: Second Edition. Paris: 2020.

	80.
McClure H. US IRS prevails in Coca-Cola transfer pricing dispute over intercompany royalties New York City: Multinational Group Tax & Transfer Pricing News; 2020 [12 January 2021]. Available from: https://​mnetax.​com/​us-irs-prevails-in-coca-cola-transfer-pricing-dispute-over-intercompany-royalties-41461

	81.
Pritchard B. Geographies of the firm and transnational agro-food corporations in East Asia. Singap J Trop Geogr. 2000;21:246–62.Crossref

	82.
McNab P, Australia. PepsiCo in diverted profits tax dispute 2022 [4 August 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​internationaltax​review.​com/​article/​2a6ab6uyjg7ixq6c​gu0w0/​australia-pepsico-in-diverted-profits-tax-dispute

	83.
NL Times. UK claims €141 million Unilever tax money paid to Netherlands 2020 [4 August 2023]. Available from: https://​nltimes.​nl/​2020/​07/​02/​uk-claims-eu141-million-unilever-tax-money-paid-netherlands

	84.
Management PA. ESG in Practice series: Mayssa Al Midani on engagement in the nutrition strategy 2021 [30 May 2023]. Available from: https://​am.​pictet/​en/​globalwebsite/​global-articles/​2021/​expertise/​esg/​nutrition-engagement

	85.
UBS Asset Management. Stewardship Annual Report 2021 2021 [17 October 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​ubs.​com/​content/​dam/​assets/​asset-management-reimagined/​global/​insights/​thematic-viewpoints/​sustainable-and-impact-investing/​docs/​esg-stewardship-annual-report.​pdf

	86.
Access to Nutrition Initiative. Global Access to Nutrition Index: Methodology 2020 [2 August 2023]. Available from: https://​accesstonutritio​n.​org/​app/​uploads/​2020/​06/​Global-Index-2021-Methodology-FINAL.​pdf

	87.
ShareAction. Unilever shareholder campaign secures industry-leading transparency on nutrition: ShareAction; 2022 [8 March 2022]. Available from: https://​shareaction.​org/​news/​unilever-shareholder-campaign-secures-industry-leading-transparency-on-nutrition

	88.
Baertlein L, Ramakrishnan S. Yum Brands to separate China unit amid activist pressure: Thomson Reuters; 2015 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-yum-brands-restructuring-idUKKCN0SE1A8201​51020

	89.
Herbst-Bayliss S. Third Point up 9% in first quarter, fueled largely by Nestle gains: Thomson Reuters; 2019 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​reuters.​com/​article/​us-hedgefunds-thirdpoint-idUSKCN1RG2IQ

	90.
Third Point. Investor Letter: Nestlé 2018 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​thirdpointpublic​.​com/​wp-content/​uploads/​2017/​06/​Third-Point-Nestle-Letter.​pdf

	91.
Geller M, Koltrowitz S. Nestlé plans $27b share buyback amid Third Point pressure: The Australian Financial Review 2017 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​afr.​com/​world/​europe/​nestl-plans-27b-share-buyback-amid-third-point-pressure-20170628-gwzytk

	92.
Gara A. Trian Fund Management Takes PepsiCo Victory Lap After Plan B Suceeds: Forbes; 2016 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​forbes.​com/​sites/​antoinegara/​2016/​05/​13/​trian-partners-takes-pepsico-victory-lap-after-plan-b-suceeds/​?​sh=​15a129b82c59

	93.
Evans J, Szalay E. Activist investor Nelson Peltz to join board of Unilever: Financial Times; 2022 [26 May 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​f7e72c63-9531-4d2b-9206-6e723dd1b3f0.

	94.
Christophers B. Our lives in their portfolios: why asset managers own the world. London: Verso; 2023.

	95.
Gans J, Leigh A, Schmalz M, Triggs A, Inequality, Concentration M. When Shareholding is More Skewed than Consumption. National Bureau of Economic Research, 2018 Contract No.: 25395.

	96.
Gebeloff R. Who Owns Stocks? Explaining the Rise in Inequality During the Pandemic: The New York Times; 2021 [19 February 2021]. Available from: https://​www.​nytimes.​com/​2021/​01/​26/​upshot/​stocks-pandemic-inequality.​html

	97.
Wood B, McCoy D, Baker P, Williams O, Sacks G. The double burden of maldistribution: a descriptive analysis of corporate wealth and income distribution in four unhealthy commodity industries. Crit Public Health. 2021;1–13. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09581596.​2021.​2019681

	98.
van Tulleken C. Ultra-processed people: the Science behind the food that isn’t Food. London, UK: Cornerstone Press; 2023.

	99.
UNICEF. Guidance framework to support healthier food retail environments for children. Geneva: United Nations Children’s Fund; 2023.

	100.
Cools S. In: Kuntz T, editor. Research Handbook on Environmental. Social, and Corporate Governance: Edward Elgar; 2023.

	101.
Van Gansbeke F, Sustainability, and the Downfall of Danone CEO Faber. : Forbes; 2021 [6 May 2022]. Available from: https://​www.​forbes.​com/​sites/​frankvangansbeke​/​2021/​03/​20/​sustainability-and-the-downfall-of-danone-ceo-faber-12/​?​sh=​4d10d1755b16

	102.
Alexander R. Benefit Corporation Law and Governance. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers; 2017.

	103.
Abboud L. Danone adopts a new legal status to reflect social mission: The Financial Times; 2020 [15 February 2022]. Available from: https://​www.​ft.​com/​content/​1eff9241-ef11-4a38-8b5c-bb825fa108ca

	104.
United Nations Global Compact. See who’s involved: Our participants: United Nations. ; 2021 [10 December 2021]. Available from: https://​unglobalcompact.​org/​what-is-gc/​participants

	105.
Meagher M. Competition is killing us: how Big Business is harming our Society and Planet - and what to do about it. London: Penguin Group; 2020.

	106.
The British Academy. Principles for purposeful business: how to deliver the framework for the future of the corporation. London: The British Academy; 2019 Contract No.: 978-0-85672-646-0.

	107.
Green F, Robeyns I. On the merits and limits of nationalising the fossil fuel industry. Royal Inst Philos Suppl. 2022:53–80. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S135824612200003​0

	108.
Sing F, Reeve B, Backholer K, Mackay S, Swinburn B. Designing legislative responses to restrict children’s exposure to unhealthy food and non-alcoholic beverage marketing: a case study analysis of Chile, Canada and the United Kingdom. Global Health. 2022;18:72. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12992-022-00865-xCrossrefPubMed

	109.
WHO. Marketing of Breast-Milk Substitutes: National Implementation of the International Code Status Report Geneva: World Health Organization. ; 2020 [12 October 2021]. Available from: https://​www.​who.​int/​publications/​i/​item/​9789240006010

	110.
Taillie LS, Bercholz M, Popkin B, Reyes M, Colchero MA, Corvalan C. Changes in food purchases after the Chilean policies on food labelling, marketing, and sales in schools: a before and after study. Lancet Planet Health. 2021;5:e526–e33. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​S2542-5196(21)00172-8CrossrefPubMed

	111.
Cruz-Casarrubias C, Tolentino-Mayo L, Vandevijvere S, Barquera S. Estimated effects of the implementation of the Mexican warning labels regulation on the use of health and nutrition claims on packaged foods. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2021;18:76. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12966-021-01148-1CrossrefPubMed

	112.
WHO. WHO calls on countries to tax sugar-sweetened beverages to save lives: World Health Organization. ; 2022 [13 February 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​who.​int/​news/​item/​13-12-2022-who-calls-on-countries-to-tax-sugar-sweetened-beverages-to-save-lives#:​~:text=The%20WHO%20manual%20highlights%20the,Africa%2 C%20and%20the%20United%20Kingdom.

	113.
Sacks G, Kwon J, Backholer K. Do taxes on unhealthy foods and beverages influence food purchases? Curr Nutr Rep. 2021;10:179–87. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s13668-021-00358-0CrossrefPubMed

	114.
IPES-Food. From uniformity to diversity: a paradigm shift from industrial agriculture to diversified agroecological systems. International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems; 2016.

	115.
Holmes S, Meagher MA, Sustainable future. How can control of monopoly power play a part? 2022. Available at SSRN: https://​ssrn.​com/​abstract=​4099796

	116.
IPES-Food. Too big to feed: Exploring the impacts of mega-mergers, consolidation, and concentration of power in the agri-food sector. 2017.

	117.
European Commission. Directive of the European Parliament and the Council on Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence and amending Directive (EU) 2019/1937. Brussels: European Commission, 2022 Contract No.: SWD. (2022) 42 final.

	118.
Batini N. Macroeconomic gains from reforming the agri-food sector: the case of France. International Monetary Fund; 2019 contract no.: WP/19/41.

	119.
Conaty P, McGeehan S. Homeopathic Finance - Equitable Capital for Social Enterprises. London: New Economics Foundation; 2000.

	120.
Stephens P. Social finance for sustainable food systems: opportunities, tensions and ambiguities. Agric Hum Values. 2021;38:1123–37. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10460-021-10222-0Crossref

	121.
Mazzucato M, Ryan-Collins J, Gouzoulis G. Mapping modern economic rents: the good, the bad, and the grey areas. Camb J Econ. 2023;47:507–34. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​cje/​bead013Crossref

	122.
Christophers B. Rentier Capitalism: who owns the economy, and who pays for it? Verso Books; 2022.

	123.
Unilever. Unilever completes the sale of its spreads business to KKR 2018 [1 November 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​unilever.​com/​news/​press-and-media/​press-releases/​2018/​unilever-completes-the-sale-of-its-spreads-business-to-kkr/​

	124.
Oguh C, Vanaik G, Kellanova. WK Kellogg shares slump on first day after spinoff: Reuters; 2023 [1 November 2023]. Available from: https://​www.​reuters.​com/​business/​retail-consumer/​kellanova-wk-kellogg-shares-slump-first-day-after-spinoff-2023-10-02/​

	125.
Jones S. Tax dodging by big firms ‘robs poor countries of billions of dollars a year’: The Guardian; 2015 [10 May 2021]. Available from: https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​global-development/​2015/​jun/​02/​tax-dodging-big-companies-costs-poor-countries-billions-dollars

	126.
Internet Archive. McDonald’s Corporation Annual Reports 2014 [22 May 2023]. Available from: https://​archive.​org/​details/​mcdonaldscorpann​ualreports/​mcdonalds1965/​



Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig1_HTML.png
4.0

6T0C
L10T
ST0C
€T0C
T10C
600C
L00CT
S00¢
€00C
T00C
6661
L66T
S66T
€661
T66T
6861
L86T
S86T
€861
86T
6L6T
LL6T
SL6T
€L6T
TL6T
6961
L96T
S96T
€96T

= L o n Q n
N

35
0.0

o ~ - i o

98eJane Suinow Jeah g)

(asn
JueIsuod TZOE) uol||i3 asn ul uonesijended 1ax4eN

M Food service

® UPF manufacturers

m Food producers, processors, and commodity traders

m Food retailers

m Agricultural inputs





OEBPS/navigation.xhtml

    
      Contents


      
        		What is the purpose of ultra-processed food? An exploratory analysis of the financialisation of ultra-processed food corporations and implications for public health


      


    
    
      Landmarks


      
        		Body Matter


      


    
  

OEBPS/css/envelope.png





OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig2_HTML.png
in absolute terms

Panel A

160

0zoz
8T0C

910C

10T
[44014
(104
800¢
900¢
00t
o0t
000¢
866T
9661
661
66T
0661
8861
9861
861
7861
0861
8L6T
9L6T
vL6T
L6t
06T
8961
9961
961
7961

140
120
100
80
60
40
20
0

(asn auesuod 1z07)
uol||iq asn u! sinoAed Japjoya.leys |ejoL

m Food service

m UPF manufacturing

m Food producers, processors, and commodity traders

m Food retailers

® Agricultural inputs

to revenue

ive

relat

Panel B

18%

X X X X X X X X X
o < ] o 0 o < N o
— - — —

(28eJane Suinow JeaA €)
soljes an|eA Japjoyaleys

6T0C
L10T
ST0C
€10C
1102
600Z
£00T
S00T
€00T
T00Z
6661
L66T
S66T
€661
1661
6861
£861
S86T
€861
1861
6L6T
LL6T
SL6T
€L6T
TL6T
6961
£961
S96T
€961

== UPF manufacturing

== F00d service

e FOO retailers

e Food producers, processors, and commodity traders

e Agricultural inputs





OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig6_HTML.png
Yum Brands

PepsiCo

McDonald's

Coca-Cola

Unilever

Nestlé

o
wv

10 15 20 25 30

Combined share ownership of BlackRock, Vanguard Group, State Street
Global Advisors, and Capital Group (%)
m2022 2012





OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig5_HTML.png
PepsiCo

Coca-Cola Co

20

-

s
10

(asn 6102) uouig asn vranjea Aerouow

3

“w

(asn 6102) uoNg asn uranies Aierauow

10
s

0

207
90T

Unilever

Nestlé

20

a -1 “ °
(5N 6102) uog QSN U1 anjer Arerauo
g B 2 “ °

(asn 6102) uoig asn uidnjea Ao

0T

207
9T
(114

Yum Brands

McDonald's

20

@ ° .

(@SN 6102) uouNg @SN U1Injes Asesduopy

3

“ o -

(0SN 6102) UoNIIQ SN U1IN|eA Aisauowy

°

vt

0%t
8661
961
(233

m Share buybacks

m Dividends





OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig3_HTML.png
400

350

250

200

(3 year moving average)

150

Market capitalisation in USD bil

100

50

_/_/-\/

1963 1968 1973 1978 1983 1988 1993 1998 2003 2008 2013 2018

e COCA-COla e PepsiCo Unilever — es=Nestlé w====McDonald's es===Yum Brands





OEBPS/css/sidebar.gif





OEBPS/images/12992_2023_990_Fig4_HTML.png
PepsiCo

Coca-Cola Co

5 E 8

(a@esane Fupow seal g)

0wy

-

(38es0ae Sunow sedh g)
28e1213g

5%

5%

[3{24
Loz
st
(3024
110z
6002
Lo0e
S0z
€00
1002
6661
L66T
S66t
1123
Te6t
6861
L8961
S86t
et
1861
66T
Lt
se61
€261
Tt
6961
L961
S96t
€961

6r0z
Loz
st
[1{24
110z
6002
100z
S0
€00
1002
6661
L66T
Se6t
(1733
Te6t
6967
1861
5861
(3733
1861
6161
et
Seet
(3733
16t
6961
13,14
596t
€961

Nestlé

Unilever

5

§ R 3
(93esane Bunow Jeak g)
28wy

§ 8§ 8
(39,900 Supow Jedk g)
adewanag

(3514
[atis
stz
€1
1
6007
o0t
s00T
({74
1002
66861
1661
S661
test
TesT
6861
881
sest
€861
86T
6161
733
se61
(¥
Te6T
6961
L9861
5961
€961

Yum Brands

McDonald's

E 8§ 8 8 B R

(28esane Bupow seak §)
aearnag

B8 8 § 8 8

(a8esane Juprow seal §)
dewarag

5

8

(3424
A4
stz
(3724
1oz
6002
00
S00Z
€002
1002
6661
L661
s661
£661
66T
6861
8851
s861
€861
1861
6461
(723}
Se6t
€161
161
6961
2961
5961
£961

610z
Lot
stz
e
110z
6007
o0
So0
€00z
1007
6661
L1661
S661
€661
1661
6861
L8861
$861
€861
1861
6261
704
se61
€261
1261
6951
2961
$961
€961

Income tax / revenue

Total shareholder payouts / revenue Capital expenditure / revenue

— — Net income / revenue





