
R E S E A R C H Open Access

© The Author(s) 2022. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, 
sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and 
the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included 
in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. The 
Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available 
in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

Robinson et al. Globalization and Health           (2022) 18:93 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-022-00885-7

Globalization and Health

*Correspondence:
Ella Robinson
ella.robinson@deakin.edu.au

Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

Abstract
Background: There is growing recognition that current food systems are both unhealthy and unsustainable, and 
are increasingly shifting toward the supply and marketing of unhealthy, ultra-processed foods and beverages. 
Large food companies hold substantial power within food systems and present a significant barrier to progress on 
addressing issues related to nutrition and obesity prevention. Institutional investors (such as pension funds) play 
a key role in influencing corporate governance and practices, and are increasingly incorporating environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) considerations within investment decisions. By considering nutrition and obesity 
prevention, institutional investors present a potential avenue for driving increased food industry accountability for 
their population health impact. This study investigated views of stakeholders in the Australian investment sector on 
the incorporation of nutrition and obesity prevention considerations within institutional investment decision-making 
regarding food companies.

Methods: Fifteen in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2020-21. Participants were predominantly 
Australian-based, and included representatives from asset management companies, superannuation funds, ESG 
advisory/consultancy firms, ESG research providers, and relevant advocacy groups. Interviews examined challenges 
and opportunities to the integration of nutrition and obesity prevention considerations within institutional 
investment decision-making. Interviews were analysed using deductive thematic analysis, informed by a theoretical 
change model.

Results: Several participants reported that their institution factored nutrition and obesity prevention considerations 
into their investment decisions; however, attention to nutrition-related issues was limited, generally perceived as 
‘niche’, and not yet institutionalised. Key challenges and opportunities were identified at the employee, investment 
organisation, investment sector, government and non-government levels. These challenges and opportunities 
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Background
There is growing recognition that current food systems 
are both unhealthy and unsustainable and are increas-
ingly shifting towards the supply and marketing of 
unhealthy, ultra-processed foods and beverages [1–3]. 
These changes to the food supply, coupled with low lev-
els of physical activity, have been identified as the pri-
mary driver of the high rates of obesity globally [4, 5]. 
Unhealthy diets and obesity are now among the leading 
risk factors for death and disability worldwide [6]. The 
economic and societal costs of obesity are wide reaching, 
with approximately 13% of all global healthcare expendi-
ture attributed to obesity [7]. As evidenced through the 
COVID-19 pandemic, human health and wellbeing is 
central to a healthy and sustainable society and economy 
[8]. In order to achieve societal and economic prosper-
ity, improvements to the healthiness of food systems are 
urgently needed.

In an effort to encourage increased efforts to address 
unhealthy diets and obesity, the World Health Orga-
nization has set a range of global nutrition and obesity 
prevention targets [7, 9]. The United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) also include several 
nutrition-related objectives, such as SDG 3 (good health 
and well-being) and SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), that call for 
reduced non-communicable disease mortality and an end 
to malnutrition in all its forms [10]. However, actions to 
address the healthiness of food systems have been stalled 
by a number of factors, including a lack of political com-
mitment to obesity prevention, challenges in implement-
ing policies that impact multiple sectors, and limited 
co-ordination from civil society [11, 12]. Food industry 
opposition has also been identified as presenting sub-
stantial obstacles to policy and regulatory change for 
improving population diets and addressing obesity [11, 
13]. Due to globalisation and the increasing market con-
centration of some sectors of the food industry in many 
countries and regions, a small number of large corpora-
tions now hold substantial power and influence within 
food systems [14, 15]. Several authors have identified the 

negative implications for public health that have resulted 
from such power and influence [16–19].

The food industry in Australia, like many other high- 
and middle-income countries, is highly concentrated 
[20]. In particular, the Australian food retail market is one 
of the most concentrated in the world [16, 20], with two 
retailers (Coles and Woolworths) controlling more than 
65% of the grocery market share [21]. Moreover, the food 
and beverage manufacturing sector is largely dominated 
by a small number of multi-national companies who con-
trol the food supply and hold substantial levels of mar-
ket power [22]. In this context, increasing food company 
accountability for their role in supplying and marketing 
unhealthy products, as well as driving improvements in 
nutrition-related policies and practices, forms an impor-
tant component of efforts to improve population diets in 
Australia and globally. There are a number of areas where 
food companies can improve their policies and practices 
to facilitate healthier population diets. These include 
setting targets to increase the proportion of sales from 
healthier products, improving the healthiness of food 
products, restricting exposure of children to unhealthy 
food marketing, and improving nutrition labelling [15, 
23]. Alongside this, there is an increasing push for greater 
transparency from food companies on their nutrition-
related policies and practices, with several recent initia-
tives focused on monitoring and evaluating progress over 
time [14, 24].

Institutional investors (e.g., superannuation/pension 
funds, mutual funds, insurance companies, asset man-
agement companies) can play a key role in influencing 
corporate governance and practices [25–27], through 
decisions to invest in or divest from stocks and by exer-
cising their ownership rights to influence investee com-
panies. This includes voting for and against company 
decisions (e.g., executive remuneration, election of 
company directors) and engaging with companies on 
various issues [27, 28]. As part of their investment deci-
sion-making, institutional investors are increasingly fac-
toring in environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
considerations (responsible investment) [29, 30]. Where 

centred around experience and knowledge, quality and availability of ESG data and benchmarks, importance of 
investor coalitions, and demonstration of financial risks related to nutrition and obesity.

Conclusion: There are a range of steps that could be taken to help ensure more systematic and effective 
consideration of issues related to nutrition and obesity prevention within institutional investment decision-making in 
Australia, including: (1) improved nutrition-related reporting metrics and benchmarking criteria for food companies; 
(2) better articulation of the financial risks that unhealthy diets and obesity pose to investors; (3) enhanced investor 
advocacy on unhealthy diets and obesity through investor coalitions and; (4) detailed guidance for investors on 
how to address unhealthy diets and obesity. Better engagement between the Australian public health community, 
institutional investors and government regulators is critical to drive changed investor practice in this area.
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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) represents a busi-
ness’ voluntary actions to positively impact society [31], 
ESG is coming to the fore as a way of measuring and 
quantifying business performance through criteria-led 
metrics [32]. Responsible investment activities often 
reflect financial goals, such as mitigating financial risks 
associated with ESG issues and supporting sustainable 
profit growth [33]. Financial regulators and finance-
sector industry associations increasingly recognise ESG 
considerations as financially material and, accordingly, 
that ESG considerations should be integrated within 
investment decisions in line with fiduciary duties owed to 
investment beneficiaries [34]. Furthermore, international 
evidence suggests that institutional investors can influ-
ence corporate practices related to ESG concerns [35, 36] 
and improve the ‘social’ performance of companies [25].

In 2021, the Responsible Investment Association of 
Australasia (RIAA) reported that responsible invest-
ment assets represent more than 40% of total assets 
under professional management in Australia (over 
AUD$1,281 billion) [37]. The value of responsible invest-
ments is growing rapidly, and Australia’s superannuation 
(pension) market (responsible or otherwise) has one of 
the highest growth rates in the world [34]. This means 
there is substantial opportunity for Australian investors, 
particularly superannuation funds, to use their influ-
ence to improve the practices and performance of food 
companies.

For institutional investors, integrating considerations 
related to nutrition and obesity prevention as part of ESG 
practices can mitigate risks and harness benefits associ-
ated with healthier diets [38, 39]. Regulatory risks are 
increasing for the food industry, with over 40 countries 
globally implementing some type of tax on sugary drinks 
[19] and an increasing number of governments introduc-
ing regulations on marketing to children, labelling, and 
promotion/placement of unhealthy products [40, 41]. 
Investor advocacy groups are increasingly demanding 
accountability from food companies for their nutrition-
related actions [42–44], and investors and companies are 
responding to trends and growth opportunities related to 
consumer preferences for healthier and more sustainable 
products [45, 46]. Food companies that are ill-equipped 
or unwilling to improve their nutrition-related policies 
and practices are therefore exposed to substantial earn-
ings risks. Furthermore, institutional investors with lon-
ger-term investment horizons and diversified portfolios 
may stand to benefit from the positive societal and eco-
nomic impacts associated with a healthier society [38].

Previous research suggests that investors in Australia 
are not considering nutrition or obesity in comprehensive 
or systematic ways [47, 48]. For example, a 2020 study 
examining publicly available information from 35 Austra-
lian asset managers and superannuation funds engaged 

in responsible investment, found that whilst 18 out of the 
35 investors reported using responsible investment strat-
egies that incorporated nutrition- and obesity-related 
considerations, comprehensive action was lacking [48]. 
When investors did address nutrition and obesity, they 
rarely reported engaging with food companies around 
improvements to nutrition-related policies and prac-
tices (marketing to children, reformulation, lobbying), 
or including or excluding food companies in investment 
portfolios based on the healthiness of their products 
[48]. This previous study identified the need for further 
research that engages directly with the investment sec-
tor to understand how and why issues related to nutrition 
and obesity prevention are considered within investment 
decision making in Australia. This study aimed to explore 
challenges and opportunities related to the consideration 
of nutrition and obesity prevention within institutional 
investment decision-making regarding food companies, 
from an Australian perspective.

Methods
Study design
This qualitative study used deductive thematic analysis 
of in-depth semi-structured interviews with stakeholders 
working within the institutional investment sector. Stake-
holders were predominantly based in Australia.

Sample
The initial participant sample was a purposively recruited 
sample of participants able to provide in-depth insight 
into the study aims due to their experience working 
within or with the institutional investment sector. The 
sample of organisations selected for inclusion in this 
study (e.g., institutional investment organisations, ESG 
research providers, NGO and advocacy organisations) 
was informed through previous studies [48, 49]. Contact 
details were identified using publicly available informa-
tion (e.g., through members of the Responsible Invest-
ment Association of Australasia).

Data collection
In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with fifteen participants by video conference (using 
Zoom) between May 2020 and February 2021. The inter-
view schedule (Additional file 1) was developed based on 
the findings and recommendations from previous desk-
based reviews conducted as part of a broader research 
program investigating investment in healthy and envi-
ronmentally sustainable food systems [48, 49]. The inter-
view schedule included the following topics: the extent to 
which healthy and environmentally sustainable food sys-
tems are considered and prioritised; drivers of consider-
ations related to healthy and environmentally sustainable 
food systems; data, metrics and reporting on healthy and 



Page 4 of 16Robinson et al. Globalization and Health           (2022) 18:93 

environmentally sustainable food systems; challenges and 
opportunities of responsible investment that incorpo-
rates healthy and environmentally sustainable food sys-
tems; and ways that researchers could support action in 
this area. The focus of this paper was on concerns related 
to unhealthy diets and obesity prevention in Australia, 
particularly as they relate to investment in food compa-
nies. Analysis of a broader range of environmental sus-
tainability considerations will be reported in a separate 
publication.

Written consent was obtained from each participant 
(ethical approval for this project was granted by the Dea-
kin University Human Ethics Advisory Group - Health, 
approval number HEAG-H 137_2019). Interviews were 
audio recorded, with the participant’s permission. Inter-
view transcripts were transcribed verbatim and stored 
in de-identified format, with participant identification 
codes stored separately. Data collection was iterative, and 
‘saturation’ - the point at which no new themes emerged 
from the interview data [50] – was estimated to have 
been reached between interviews 12 to 15.

Data analysis
Data were analysed using deductive thematic analy-
sis. The initial coding framework was guided by a social 
change theoretical model [31] as well as the authors’ 
existing knowledge of this topic [51], with openness to 
emerging codes. Aguilera et al.’s 2007 [31] social change 
theoretical model incorporates theories of organisational 
change, corporate governance and capitalism to under-
stand what catalyses business organisations to engage 
in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives that 
impact ‘social change’ [31]. The model contends that 
organisations are pressured to engage in CSR by differ-
ent actors who use various mechanisms to encourage or 
discourage CSR, and that it is helpful to investigate the 
roles of these actors operating at different levels, such 
as internally within an organisation, across the broader 
sector, and at the regulatory level. This model was cho-
sen because of its specific focus on social change as the 
outcome of CSR initiatives, which aligns to framing 
responsible investment as a potentially important con-
tributor to improved population diets. In this context, 
CSR is undertaken by institutional investors to influence 
investee companies, whereby improvements to corpo-
rate practices and performance may impact population 
nutrition outcomes. The model was adapted for use in 
this study to focus on what challenges and opportuni-
ties exist to drive and support the consideration of issues 
related to nutrition and obesity prevention within this 
process. The relevant actors considered as part of the 
analysis were grouped as follows: employees within insti-
tutional investment organisations, institutional invest-
ment organisations, investment sector (including ESG 

research providers, international finance organisations, 
peak industry bodies, market infrastructure and facilita-
tion), governments, and non-government organisations. 
Refer to Additional file 2 for the coding framework.

All data was analysed in NVivo 12. One researcher (ER) 
analysed all transcripts, and another researcher indepen-
dently analysed a sample of initial interviews to check 
for consistency in codes. Consistency between codes 
was cross-examined and discrepancies were resolved 
between coders. Codes were grouped according to the 
dominant themes.

The results section firstly describes the characteris-
tics of participants included in this study, then outlines 
challenges and opportunities for increased consider-
ation of issues related to nutrition and obesity preven-
tion within institutional investment decision-making in 
Australia. In line with our theoretical model, challenges 
and opportunities were organised according to the actor 
group to which they relate (i.e., employees within invest-
ment organisations, investment organisation, investment 
sector, government, non-governmental). We present 
challenges and opportunities together, under each actor 
group heading, as these were often interrelated. The dis-
cussion section synthesises these findings to present key 
recommendations for action.

Results
Participant characteristics
Fifteen in-depth interviews were conducted. Participants 
included: institutional investors (asset management, 
superannuation) (n = 7, three of which had an ethical 
values focus); ESG advisory/consultancy firms (n = 2); 
representatives of investment industry groups (n = 2); 
ESG research providers (n = 2); and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) working with the investment sec-
tor with a focus on food systems and/or health related 
issues (n = 3). One organisation was counted as both an 
asset management and ESG advisory/consultancy firm. 
Participant roles were predominantly high-level manage-
ment positions (such as Chief Investment Office or, Head 
of ESG/responsible investment) (n = 11), as well as proj-
ect management and research analyst roles (n = 4).

Key challenges and opportunities
Based on the interviews conducted, we identified a range 
of key challenges and opportunities for increased consid-
eration of issues related to nutrition and obesity preven-
tion within institutional investment decision-making in 
Australia (Table 1). The challenges and opportunities as 
they relate to each actor are discussed, in turn, below.

Employees within investment organisations
Participants with broad insight into the investment 
industry (i.e., from investment industry groups, ESG 
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Actor Theme Challenges Opportunities
Employees within 
investment 
organisations

Experience and 
training

• Level of experience and training regarding 
ESG investment

Internal pressure/
buy in

• Employee interest/passion for addressing ESG issues, 
including nutrition- and obesity-related issues

Investment 
organisations

Competing duties 
and issues

• ESG ‘issue overload’ makes it difficult for food 
systems related issues (including obesity) to 
be high on the agenda
• Perception that addressing ESG issues con-
flicts with fiduciary duty

Extent of topic-spe-
cific knowledge

• Limited understanding of issues related 
to nutrition, obesity prevention and food 
systems
• Difficulties in defining what healthy food 
systems look like
• Complexities around addressing nutrition 
and obesity as an ESG issue (not clear cut like 
other ESG issues, e.g., tobacco)

• Increase knowledge of what best practice looks like
• Frame issues related to nutrition and obesity prevention 
using the SDGs
• Harness opportunities to frame nutrition and obesity 
prevention as an ESG issue as responsible investment 
shifts from niche to mainstream

Investment ethos 
and approach

• Many institutional investors think about ESG 
in terms of financial impact only (i.e., simplistic 
and superficial terms)
• Philosophical view amongst investment 
sector that environmental issues are easier 
to address (and more important) than social 
issues
• External management of funds (e.g., su-
perannuation funds that outsource to asset 
managers) can narrow ESG focus

• A longer-term investment horizon can facilitate consid-
eration of ESG issues (e.g., unhealthy diets and obesity)
• Universal ownership (i.e., highly diversified portfolio) can 
increase attention to ESG issues
• Active management style (versus passive manage-
ment style) can facilitate ESG engagement and portfolio 
selection
• Ethical values (e.g., exclusion of certain industries based 
on ethical views) can override financial imperative to 
support ESG goals

Exposure to food 
companies

• Limited opportunities to invest in and 
engage with food and agricultural companies 
on the Australian Securities Exchange (ASX)
• Perception that issues related to nutrition 
and obesity prevention are only relevant to 
multinational food companies
• Australian investors have less power to exert 
ownership rights over international equities 
(e.g., food companies)

• Highlight investment opportunities in healthier food 
companies
• Impact investing / venture capital can enable invest-
ment in positive food-related ventures

Member/client 
demand

• Lack of demand for addressing ESG issues by 
superannuation fund members/clients
• Lack of demand for responses to obesity-
related ESG issues by superannuation fund 
members

• Client/member demand can increase investor attention 
to ESG issues (e.g., unhealthy diets and obesity)

Brand reputation • Narrow focus on ‘headline’ issues that cap-
ture public and government attention

• Investors may follow what others are doing to address 
ESG issues (herding behaviour)
• Competitive advantage can be gained from demon-
strating leadership on ESG themes

Demonstration of 
financial risks

• Lack of clarity around the link between food 
systems related issues (including nutrition 
and obesity) and financial performance

• Need for further demonstration of financial risks (regula-
tory, legal, reputational) associated with ESG issues, 
including obesity
• Potential for framing regulatory risk as ‘real’ rather than 
‘hypothetical’

Table 1 Actor level challenges and associated opportunities to the consideration of issues related to nutrition and obesity as part of 
institutional investment decision-making
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research providers and ESG advisory/consultancy firms) 
identified that a key challenge faced across the respon-
sible investment sector was the lack of experience in 
ESG amongst employees within investment organisa-
tions. These participants noted that responsible invest-
ment was, until recently, a fringe concept only applied by 
a small number of specialised investors. Due to the rapid 
expansion of responsible investment within, so called, 
mainstream finance, some participants pointed out that 
the training and capacity of those working in investment 
institutions, including those in dedicated ESG teams, was 
sometimes not up to the task:

“The ESG world [has] grown very quickly and the skillset 
of the community is nowhere near up.

to the task…. The training is not there, we don’t have 
decades or generations of capacity building.

behind us.” – participant (ESG research provider).
In regard to consideration of issues related to nutrition 

and obesity prevention specifically, participants from 
a range of organisations indicated that there was a gen-
eral lack of knowledge around health and nutrition issues 
related to food systems. However, several participants 
reported that an opportunity for increased action was an 
employee’s personal interest or passion for ESG issues, 
which through internal buy-in could help to increase 
attention on particular ESG areas within an investment 
organisation:

“I didn’t want our standard fund to invest in [meat pro-
ducer]. I hate factory farming and so I made it my mission 
to come up with a way of clearly demonstrating the link 
between factory farming and earnings risks.” – Participant 
(asset management company).

Actor Theme Challenges Opportunities
Investment sector Quality and availabil-

ity of ESG data
• Shortcomings (e.g., inconsistent and inad-
equate data) of currently available ESG data 
and ratings
• Lack of quality benchmarks and data on 
food systems issues

• Increase uptake and use of appropriate food-related 
metrics by ESG research providers
• Increase understanding of how to compare and mea-
sure food company ESG impact and exposure
• Need for benchmarking and accountability initiatives 
that draw attention to food-related issues

Focus on systemic 
issues/crises

• Lack of systemic thinking around food 
systems related issues and responsible 
investment
• Perception that the links between healthy 
and sustainable food systems and climate 
change are not well established

• Systemic risks can spur action on ESG issues
• Opportunities to highlight the systemic nature of 
obesity
• COVID-19 is an entry point for discussion around health
• Ability to demonstrate the links between climate 
change and food systems

Exercising voice 
through collection 
action

• Investor involvement in political advocacy and public 
policy engagement can facilitate consideration of ESG 
issues
• Co-ordinated engagement with other investors/ advo-
cacy groups can enhance advocacy

Governments Regulatory measures 
and legal constraints

• Perceptions about legal constraints to con-
sidering ESG in investment decision making

• Obesity-related regulatory measures in Australia and in-
ternationally can raise primacy of issue amongst investors
• Regulatory changes and legislation to address ESG is-
sues can spur investment action on particular issues

Resourcing and 
leadership

• Lack of governmental leadership to address 
food systems issues in Australia
• Few governmental resources dedicated to 
food systems issues in Australia
• Australian government vocal against ESG-
related engagements by investors

• Government inaction on ESG issues may prompt the 
investment sector to act
• International government requirements and conven-
tions (e.g., EU taxonomy) can strengthen action on ESG 
issues

Non-government 
organisations

Media attention and 
public opinion

• Level of controversy associated with particular ESG 
issues triggers action
• Level of attention to ESG issues in the media can 
increase attention to ESG issues
• Public opinion can facilitate the consideration of ESG 
issues by investors

Advocacy • Limited groundswell on food systems 
related issues in Australia
• Difficult for small advocacy initiatives to 
demonstrate the cumulative risk of food 
systems related ESG issues (e.g., unhealthy 
diets and obesity)

• Advocacy groups can promote action on food systems 
issues
• Emotive stories can help to convey the importance of 
addressing ESG issues to investors
• Activities of watchdogs and advocacy groups can 
promote accountability

ESG = environmental, social, governance; EU = European Union;  SDGs = Sustainable Development Goals

Table 1 (continued) 
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Investment organisations
A number of organisational mechanisms were reported 
to hinder responsible investment by participants. The 
sheer amount of ESG issues competing for investor atten-
tion was seen as impeding the prioritisation of issues like 
obesity within investment decisions. Participants from a 
range of organisations talked about how literacy around 
how to define and address nutrition and obesity-related 
issues was lacking, and that there was a substantial level 
of complexity associated with incorporating nutrition 
and obesity-related issues to a portfolio when compared 
to other ESG issues like climate change.

“It’s much more eclectic kind of reasons why animal 
welfare, or nutrition for example hits investors’ interest, 
and it’s relatively company specific. Climate change can 
apply to just about every company, in one way or another. 
Whereas nutrition is probably a little bit more difficult to 
do that. What does nutrition mean to a bank? … I think 
that’s part of the reason why it [nutrition] probably hasn’t 
had the same sort of profile [as a consideration for insti-
tutional investors].” – Participant (ESG advisory/consul-
tancy firm).

A number of participants noted that the investment 
ethos and approach of the organisation could dictate 
the extent to which ESG issues were considered. Partici-
pants commented that institutional investors were gen-
erally thinking about ESG in terms of financial impact 
only, whereby companies that rate poorly on ESG per-
formance but high on profit growth were still seen as 
attractive investment options, and ESG was not consid-
ered in a systemic way (e.g., only one of many consider-
ations factored into investment analysis, use of high-level 
data on company ESG performance and focus on single 
companies). Participants explained that a longer-term 
investment horizon and highly diversified portfolio may 
facilitate consideration of obesity-related issues, because 
managing ESG risks and opportunities was perceived as 
promoting sustainable returns across a broad range of 
companies in the long run. Additionally, those investors 
with less diversified portfolios, but a more active invest-
ment approach (versus passive approaches that invest in 
the whole market) was seen as facilitating the consider-
ation of obesity-related issues through in-depth analysis 
of a smaller portfolio of companies and a willingness to 
engage. A small number of participants from investment 
organisations with ethical values also reported that ESG 
goals could take precedence over wealth maximisation 
for their organisation.

Participants commonly reported that there were lim-
ited opportunities to invest in food companies on the 
Australian Securities Exchange (ASX). Some participants 
noted that there was a perception that obesity-related 
issues were more relevant to large, multinational food 
companies and that Australian investors had less power 

to exert ownership rights over internationally listed equi-
ties. Several participants commented that Australian 
investment organisations were therefore likely to focus 
their engagement efforts on locally listed companies, 
and the lack of ASX-listed food companies within their 
portfolios may have contributed to the limited focus on 
obesity-related issues to date.

“I think why this issue probably hasn’t got the focus in 
Australia in particular is that a lot of the day-to-day work 
[for investors] is going and talking to companies we invest 
in. In the ASX [Australian Securities Exchange] there are 
probably not that many companies in this area [food 
companies]. It [nutrition] is not as readily accessible as 
other [ESG issues], just because the representation in the 
market, at least in the publicly listed market in Australia, 
isn’t as great.” – Participant (superannuation fund).

The majority of participants from investment organ-
isations pointed out that a key facilitator of responsible 
investment generally, and consideration of issues related 
to nutrition and obesity prevention specifically, was client 
or superannuation fund member demand. Participants 
noted that many asset management company and super-
annuation funds were now under pressure to address 
ESG issues from their clients and members. Further-
more, participants from superannuation funds noted that 
they were likely to cater their consideration of ESG issues 
towards the needs of their particular member base (e.g., 
a particular industry or ethical view). A small number 
of participants reported that external pressure from the 
public could influence the extent to which investors focus 
on ESG issues, particularly where not addressing particu-
lar issues could reflect poorly on their brand reputation.

Participants from a range of organisations reported 
that demonstration of financial risks (regulatory, reputa-
tional, legal etc.) was a core driver of responsible invest-
ment activities. Correspondingly, several participants 
mentioned that, where the financial risks surrounding 
nutrition and obesity could be demonstrated, this was 
likely to be effective in stimulating investment action on 
these issues. Participants indicated that ‘what if ’ scenario 
analysis projections were extremely useful for framing 
financial risks to investors. In particular, sugar taxation 
or other government action on obesity was said to pro-
vide a powerful example of potential real-world finan-
cial risk that could be estimated for food and beverage 
companies.

“I think people get that nutrition and obesity is a social 
issue, and potentially a government health issue. You’ve 
then got to connect it through to why does it impact [par-
ticular companies]? That’s really the key thing for getting 
investors engaged… ‘What does that mean to how I value 
this company and whether this company is a good invest-
ment or not?’ ‘What are [the risks]?’ That’s really the key.” 
– Participant (ESG advisory/consultancy firm).
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Investment sector
A number of participants from investment organisations, 
ESG research and ESG advisory/consultancy firms and 
NGOs identified shortcomings with ESG data and inter-
pretation as substantial challenges facing the responsible 
investment sector. Similarly, the lack of quality bench-
marks and ESG data on issues related to food systems 
was seen as a barrier to the consideration of issues related 
to nutrition and obesity prevention within investment 
decisions. Participants reported that there were a mul-
titude of ESG data providers and inconsistencies across 
ESG data and metrics led to heterogenous ESG ratings 
across companies. For example, companies that partici-
pants perceived to be ‘problematic companies’ (e.g., those 
that manufacture harmful products, such as tobacco) 
were sometimes given high ratings within commonly-
available ESG datasets. This was because the ESG data 
provided by prominent ESG research providers could 
assign high scores to different ESG areas (such as aspects 
of corporate governance), without considering the nature 
of a company’s core business operations.

“The FTSE100 showed the top five companies according 
to ESG rankings, and number three was British American 
Tobacco [a tobacco company]. It’s because they’re not con-
sidering health when they do those rankings. So [British 
American Tobacco] are very good on human rights and 
they do some environmental stuff and that’s why they’re 
up there. They’re obviously not getting scored down on 
health credentials, because, you know, investors just aren’t 
thinking about that at the moment.” – Participant (NGO).

As such, several participants reported that there was 
a need for increased knowledge on what ‘best practice’ 
looks like when it comes to investing in food companies. 
Participants wanted to understand how to compare and 
measure the ESG impact and exposure (with regards to 
nutrition and sustainability) of food companies. In par-
ticular, they noted that it was important to identify rel-
evant metrics and benchmarks against which investors 
could assess their portfolios.

“Yeah, so defining … what ‘good’ looks like [from an 
investor point of view is important], because I think once 
we can see that, then we can see what we have in our 
portfolios and see the gap between ‘good’ and what we 
have and we can start actually having some story telling 
around that. But without someone telling us what that 
end point looks like, it’s really hard.” – Participant (invest-
ment industry group).

Opportunities to facilitate responsible investment at 
the sectoral level included crises (e.g., COVID-19, natural 
disasters) or systemic issues (e.g., climate change) which 
were seen as triggering action due to their widespread 
negative impacts on different industries and economies. 
As such, a number of participants from a range of organ-
isations noted that highlighting the negative systemic 

impacts that unhealthy food systems create and the links 
to climate change would be important for enabling con-
sideration of these issues. Participants also reported that 
COVID-19 was likely to be a potential entry point for dis-
cussing health with the investment sector:

“…our food systems are such a big issue and with this 
whole coronavirus thing and the questions we have to ask 
about food production and our global food systems and 
the risk that they’re posing, I think there is an opportunity 
to get it [nutrition and food systems issues] ‘in the door’ 
sort of from that global health and safety perspective. 
I think you have to be talking about linking it, because 
the link is there, to existential threats that our current 
food system creates.” - Participant (asset management 
organisation).

Some participants noted that the majority of invest-
ment action on food systems-related issues to date had 
come about through collaborative engagements between 
investors and advocacy groups. A prominent example of 
this in relation to nutrition was the Access to Nutrition 
Initiative (ATNI), which brings together over 70 insti-
tutional investors who can participate in collaborative 
engagements with food companies on nutrition issues 
[38]. Participants identified there were likely to be ben-
efits to scale from exercising voice through collective 
action, including increased visibility of the issue and 
more pressure to respond. For example, one participant 
noted that food companies were more likely to be recep-
tive to change where multiple investors raised the issue.

Government
In the Australian context, a small number of participants 
reported that a challenge faced by the responsible invest-
ment sector was existing regulatory constraints on the 
investment activities of superannuation funds. Some par-
ticipants from superannuation funds discussed the legal 
barriers to incorporating ESG-related considerations 
within traditional superannuation fund options. They 
noted that the underlying legal duty to act in the best 
(financial) interests of fund members may impede the 
integration of some ESG considerations in investment 
decision-making, particularly where ESG issues, poten-
tially including nutrition- and obesity-related issues, 
were difficult to quantify as financial risks.

A small number of participants from superannuation 
funds and ESG research providers indicated that regula-
tory constraints were exacerbated by the perception that 
the Australian Liberal Government’s stance at the time 
was not supportive of activist investment and engage-
ment on ESG risks (e.g., climate change):

“I mean the government at the moment is quite vocal 
against, well any form of engagement on climate change 
risk… so there’s a lot of political process to manage as well. 
They’re [the Australian Government] pushing pretty hard 
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against any sort of [ESG] values implementation in any-
thing.” – Participant (superannuation fund).

For issues relate to nutrition and obesity prevention 
specifically, participants with broad insight into the 
investment sector (i.e., from investment industry groups 
and ESG advisory/consultancy firms) felt that there had 
been a lack of government leadership and national vision 
regarding efforts to improve the health and sustainabil-
ity of food systems. Correspondingly, one of the primary 
opportunities to stimulate greater action on responsible 
investment in Australia reported by participants was leg-
islation and regulatory changes regarding issues related 
to nutrition and obesity prevention (e.g., sugar taxation). 
Participants highlighted other ESG issues where regula-
tion had been a driver of change, citing the example of 
the introduction of the Modern Slavery Act in 2019, 
which required large businesses to regularly report mod-
ern slavery risks in their operations and supply chains 
and actions to address those risks.

International developments, such as the European 
Union (EU) Green Deal (which will mobilise €1 trillion of 
sustainable investments over the next decade, towards a 
carbon neutral Europe by 2050 [52]), were seen as poten-
tially foreshadowing regulatory changes in Australia, 
therefore prompting some investors to act. Consequently, 
one participant from an investment industry group 
noted that a regulatory framework governing sustainable 
finance activities (including requirements to disclose how 
ESG considerations are incorporated in investment deci-
sions and the way in which finance is allocated to a set of 
agreed sustainability objectives) would likely help facili-
tate the consideration of obesity-related issues within 
investment.

Non-government organisations
A number of participants from investment organisations 
with ethical values, ESG research providers and ESG 
advisory/consultancy firms highlighted the crucial role 
that vocal advocacy plays in driving consideration of ESG 
issues in investment decision-making. Media coverage of 
particular issues and associated public opinion was seen 
by some participants as an important lever for change, 
as was the level of controversy associated with an issue. 
Participants also highlighted the importance of watchdog 
and advocacy groups for ensuring accountability on food 
systems-related issues in Australia, noting the success of 
campaigns on animal welfare:

“Animal welfare is the most likely entrée into the debate 
[around healthy and sustainable food systems] for respon-
sible investors, mainly because there are well organised 
activist organisations who are now sophisticated enough 
to identify and target people [institutional investors] 
investing in companies associated with animal cruelty, 

particularly intensive farming and live animal export.” – 
Participant (ESG research provider).

For obesity-related issues specifically, several partici-
pants felt that there was limited advocacy and ground-
swell on addressing the health of food systems in 
Australia, and limited NGO resourcing for addressing 
and advocating for these issues. Participants from NGO’s 
noted that advocacy campaigns targeting food compa-
nies may be more likely to gain investor support if they 
adopted a less combative style and were not perceived as 
‘demonizing’ food companies.

Discussion
This study identified a range of challenges and associ-
ated opportunities for increased consideration of issues 
related to nutrition and obesity prevention within institu-
tional investment decision making. These included chal-
lenges and opportunities at the investor employee level 
(e.g., experience and training, internal pressure/buy in), 
investment organisation level (e.g., competing duties and 
issues, extent of topic-specific knowledge, investment 
ethos and approach, exposure to food companies, mem-
ber/client demand, brand reputation, demonstration of 
financial risks), investment sector level (e.g., quality and 
availability of ESG data, focus on systemic issues/crises, 
exercising voice through collective action), government 
level (e.g., regulatory measures and legal constraints, 
resourcing and leadership) and non-government level 
(e.g., media attention and public opinion, advocacy).

These findings are similar to recent research by the 
group ShareAction (a UK based charity that promotes 
responsible investment and improvements to corporate 
ESG practices) involving institutional investors in the 
UK, which showed that investor stewardship on health 
issues is lacking [53]. ShareAction reported that in order 
to support the integration of health within investment 
practices, there was a need to further demonstrate the 
‘business case’ for prioritising health, develop evidence-
informed guidance on topics and sectors to focus on, as 
well as high quality data on company performance [53]. 
Below, we discuss key recommendations for action iden-
tified from this study, with a focus on what is needed to 
help embed considerations related to nutrition and obe-
sity prevention within institutional investment decision-
making in Australia.

Improve the quality and availability of nutrition related 
ESG data and benchmarking criteria
One of the main challenges identified through this study 
for investors to consider issues related to nutrition and 
obesity prevention, and for responsible investment deci-
sion-making in Australia more broadly, were limitations 
in available ESG data and associated benchmarking cri-
teria. Participants from a range of organisations reported 
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using different data sources to inform their decision mak-
ing, including in-house data analytics, third-party ESG 
data, benchmarks and corporate reporting. Inconsisten-
cies in the methodologies across ESG data providers and 
in-house data analytics was seen as diminishing the com-
parability of ESG performance across companies. Heter-
ogenous ESG data is a commonly cited problem across 
the global investment sector [54, 55]. In 2019, State Street 
Global Advisors assessed the extent of ESG rating varia-
tion across major ESG ratings providers (including Sus-
tainalytics, MSCI, RobecoSAM, Bloomberg ESG) and 
found that there was substantial differences in research, 
data sources and scoring methodologies [54]. An aca-
demic study comparing the ESG rating approaches of 
MSCI, Bloomberg and Thomson Reuters datasets found 
that, while dimensions of ESG were similar, the com-
position and weightings of indicators led to substantial 
differences in overall ESG scores assigned to particular 
companies, particularly in the case of the ‘social’ domain 
[56]. Thus, a key driver of investor action on issues 
related to nutrition and obesity prevention in Australia is 
likely to be comprehensive and consistently applied ESG 
ratings for food companies that include nutrition-related 
metrics.

Corporate sustainability reporting is one of the primary 
data sources used by ESG data providers and investors 
to assess companies on their ESG performance. There 
is a lack of globally agreed reported metrics regarding 
ESG issues, and international frameworks and guidelines 
differ markedly [57]. Five prominent framework- and 
standard-setting institutions have recently committed to 
work together towards implementing a comprehensive 
corporate reporting system, which is an important step 
towards consolidation of sustainability reporting stan-
dards [58]. However, previous research suggests that the 
incorporation of nutrition and obesity-related indicators 
within global ESG reporting standards and frameworks 
is limited in scope, with inconsistent application [47, 59]. 
Moreover, disclosure of nutrition- and obesity-related 
policies and practices as part of corporate reporting has 
been shown to be limited and highly variable across the 
food industry [60–64]. Assessment of 350 influential food 
and agricultural companies as part of the 2021 Food and 
Agricultural Benchmark, conducted by the World Bench-
marking Alliance (WBA), found that, out of ‘nutrition’, 
‘environment’ and ‘social inclusion’ domains, nutrition 
had the smallest number of publicly disclosed commit-
ments [60]. Until corporate sustainability reporting stan-
dards explicitly include nutrition-related criteria for food 
companies, there is unlikely to be widespread uptake of 
nutrition-related performance metrics by investors.

One of the key opportunities to support investor action 
on issues related to nutrition and obesity prevention, 
identified through this study, is to increase understanding 

of ‘best practice’ investment practices with respect to 
food companies. Study participants described bench-
marking tools as useful for understanding how com-
panies could be assessed against food systems-related 
issues. Prominent nutrition benchmarking tools include 
the Access to Nutrition Initiative (ATNI) [38], which 
benchmarks global food and beverage manufacturers on 
their nutrition-related practices and on the healthiness 
of their product portfolios, and the WBA Food and Agri-
cultural Benchmark, which assesses food and agricultural 
companies on their performance against nutrition, social 
inclusion and environmental criteria [60]. While these 
initiatives do not include data and benchmarks for all 
regions and food companies, increased uptake of bench-
marking and accountability initiatives, like the WBA 
Food and Agricultural Benchmark and the ATNI, is 
likely to help identify food industry leaders and laggards 
and address some of the literacy issues surrounding the 
application of nutrition- and obesity-related issues to an 
investment portfolio.

Demonstrate the financial argument for addressing 
unhealthy diets and obesity
Another commonly cited challenge (and associated 
opportunity) to the incorporation of issues related to 
nutrition and obesity prevention within investment deci-
sion-making was the perception that the financial argu-
ment for investors to address these issues has not been 
clearly demonstrated. Nevertheless, study participants 
did highlight several material financial risks for investors, 
including those associated with reputational, regulatory 
and systemic risks for investee companies. In regards 
to reputational risks, a 2013 report by Credit Suisse on 
investment risks associated with sugar highlighted that 
a major risk for investors was negative public opinion 
and consumer awareness of the ‘sugar debate’ [65]. Such 
public sentiment and associated reputational scrutiny 
on food companies is likely to be a driver of increased 
action from institutional investors. Of note, participants 
reported that regulatory risks (such as those linked to the 
introduction of sugar taxes) were likely to be the most 
relevant source of financial risks for food sector compa-
nies and their investors. Estimates from a 2017 report by 
Schroders and Rathbone Greenbank Investments sug-
gested that regulatory and consumer pressure on sugar 
could lead to an ‘earnings per share’ reduction of 3–25%, 
depending on a company’s exposure to unhealthy prod-
ucts [39]. A number of economic modelling studies have 
estimated costs to industry associated with implement-
ing obesity-related regulation, for example, the UK Food 
Standard Agency’s Impact Assessment for voluntary 
reformulation estimated a cost to industry of £25,000 per 
product reformulated [66–68].
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The regulatory context for obesity prevention in Aus-
tralia has typically preferenced voluntary and industry-
guided approaches [69]. Unlike many other countries, the 
Australian government has not committed to implement 
globally recommended policies such as a sugar sweetened 
beverage tax, mandatory interpretive front-of-pack label-
ling and restrictions on the marketing of unhealthy foods 
and beverages to children [70–72]. This may explain, 
in part, current investor approaches which do not treat 
nutrition and obesity prevention-related issues as mate-
rial financial risks. The recent (2022) change of govern-
ment in Australia [73] to a political party with more 
progressive values may influence the regulatory environ-
ment for obesity prevention in Australia, and, coupled 
with growing regulatory action and consumer pressure 
on food companies globally, could provide increased 
impetus for Australian investors to respond.

One of the key areas to mobilise investment for nutri-
tion- and obesity-related issues suggested by partici-
pants was demonstrating the impact these issues can 
have on investments, for example through real-world 
impact assessments and scenario analyses that assess 
policy options or consumer trends. Further research into 
what this would look like in practice and how it could 
be presented in a useful way for investors is likely to be 
valuable. Whilst regulation for improved nutrition and 
obesity prevention was generally viewed by participants 
in this study as a financial risk in relation to food compa-
nies, such regulation may also be viewed as an opportu-
nity, e.g., for companies with healthier product portfolios 
or through increasing potential earnings indirectly via a 
more productive workforce and healthier communities. 
Economic modelling of obesity prevention legislation 
in Australia and internationally, such as sugar taxation, 
mandatory reformulation and restrictions on marketing 
to children, overwhelmingly show that these are cost-sav-
ing interventions from a societal perspective, with enor-
mous public benefits to health systems, governments and 
society over the long term [74–77].

Moreover, universal owners (with highly diversified 
investment portfolios), by their nature, are not able to 
diversify away from systemic risks (i.e. risks that effect 
the entire market or system) [78, 79]. Diet-related ill 
health is an issue that impacts companies across differ-
ent sectors through loss in productivity and ill health-
related absence from work (e.g., as evidenced through the 
COVID-19 pandemic) which has the potential to affect 
investors portfolios across the board [80]. Whilst some 
participants from institutional investment organisations 
in this study reported that they were actively thinking 
about ESG issues in a systemic way, many other partici-
pants reported that the financial sector in Australia is 
still considering ESG in simplistic and superficial terms, 
which is likely to affect the extent to which nutrition 

issues are viewed as material to various industries and 
sectors. Outside of productivity losses, there is evi-
dence that tackling unhealthy diets and obesity can help 
to mitigate environmental sustainability risks and har-
ness associated sustainability opportunities [1]. Climate 
change is widely considered one of the most pressing 
systemic risks facing the economy, and there is growing 
recognition amongst the financial sector that climate-
related risks and opportunities apply to all sectors of the 
economy [79]. There is a substantial amount of research 
demonstrating the interconnectedness of unhealthy diets 
and climate change, with a recent Lancet report noting 
that “alongside curbing air pollution, greater adoption 
of healthy and sustainable diets is potentially the great-
est synergy between human and planetary health” [8]. 
The current study showed that, while climate change was 
front-of-mind for investors, there appeared to be limited 
recognition among investors about the ways in which 
healthy and sustainable diets were correlated with cli-
mate change. Increased communication with the invest-
ment sector around the links between unhealthy and 
unsustainable diets may, therefore, be helpful in framing 
unhealthy diets and obesity in financial risk terms. Over-
all, increased understanding of the financial implications 
that unhealthy diets and obesity could have on an invest-
ment portfolio, and what this means for investors with 
shares in food companies, represents a real opportunity 
to drive further consideration of these issues.

Build momentum around issues related to nutrition and 
obesity prevention in Australia through investor coalitions
This study highlighted the perceived importance of inves-
tor coalitions that use their collective voice to engage 
with companies on a particular issue, rather than rely-
ing on individual investor activism. Alongside corporate 
engagement, a recent report by the Food Foundation (a 
UK policy advocacy and research organisation) high-
lighted the largely untapped power of investor coali-
tions in influencing government action on food systems 
issues and engaging with policy decision-making [81]. 
Groups like the Food Foundation, ATNI and ShareAc-
tion are making progress in building investor coalitions 
that engage on food systems-related issues [44, 81–83]. 
ATNI has at least 74 investment organisations represent-
ing over USD$16.5 trillion assets under management 
that have signed on to the ATNI Investor Expectations 
on Diets, Nutrition and Health which outlines four 
investor expectations related to corporate governance, 
strategy, lobbying and transparency for food and bever-
age manufacturers and retailers [38, 84]. Importantly, 
because these types of initiatives frame their findings 
for an investor audience and encourage uptake by inves-
tors, they can mobilize multiple investors to engage with 
food companies on their obesity policies and practices. 
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A recent example of this is an investor coalition organ-
ised by ShareAction, who filed shareholder resolutions 
at two major UK food retailers (Tesco and Morrison’s) 
asking them to increase sales of healthy products whilst 
publicly reporting on targets and progress [43]. Advo-
cacy was highlighted by participants in this study as one 
of the key factors that contributed to the success of other 
investor targeted initiatives related to food systems, for 
example those focused on animal welfare and intensive 
animal agriculture. In particular, advocacy and engage-
ment conducted by the Farm Animal Investment Risk 
and Return (FAIRR) initiative was seen as successful in 
building investor momentum on ESG risks and opportu-
nities related to intensive livestock production [85].

There are, however, only a small number of Australian 
based investors (AMP Capital, Apostle Funds Manage-
ment, Christian Super, Ethical Partners Funds Manage-
ment, Local Government Super) who are signatories 
to the ATNI Investor Expectation on Diets, Nutrition 
and Health [83]. This could be due to the type of com-
panies included in the flagship ATNI benchmark, none 
of which are Australian-listed companies. Addition-
ally, unlike in the UK where ShareAction and the Food 
Foundation are active, there is no investor coalition that 
is targeted towards addressing nutrition, obesity or food 
systems issues in Australia. The creation of such a coali-
tion in Australia may help to generate interest in address-
ing issues related to nutrition and obesity prevention 
amongst the Australian institutional investment sector, 
particularly where there is low awareness or engagement 
with the activities of internationally-based nutrition ini-
tiatives. There may also be substantial opportunity for 
advocacy organisations operating in the public health 
space (e.g., Obesity Policy Coalition, Cancer Coun-
cil, Public Health Association of Australia) to scale up 
engagements with the institutional investment sector as 
a stakeholder in efforts to improve population diets and 
prevent obesity, including as part of advocacy efforts that 
aim to influence government policy decision-making.

Provide guidance on ways that institutional investors in 
Australia can address unhealthy diets and obesity
A number of participants reported that one of the pri-
mary impediments to increased attention to issues 
related to nutrition and obesity prevention was the lack 
of opportunities to invest in food companies on the Aus-
tralian Securities Exchange (ASX). Interviewees whose 
organisations invested in predominantly Australian equi-
ties therefore perceived obesity as a less relevant ESG 
issue for their portfolios. These findings echo commen-
tary from EIRIS (now Vigeo-EIRIS), an international pro-
vider of ESG research and services, that noted in 2016 
that “in the Australian S&P/ASX 300 index there are only 
three companies that have been categorised with high 

obesity exposure” [86]. Moreover, the focus on ‘obesity’ 
by investors was perceived to be centred around large 
multinational food and beverage companies. Whilst 
many of the investors in this study invest in these mul-
tinational food companies, engagement efforts were 
predominantly concentrated on local companies due to 
a range of practical reasons. Investor coalitions could a 
play a key role here in driving engagement with inter-
nationally-listed companies on the issue of obesity and 
nutrition. In particular, multinational investor coalitions, 
such as those coordinated by ATNI and ShareAction, 
may help to facilitate Australian investor participation 
in collaborative ESG engagements with internationally-
listed food companies. Furthermore, multinational inves-
tor coalitions may provide an opportunity for Australian 
investors to co-sign health-related shareholder resolu-
tions filed at these companies. Increasing Australian 
investment sector awareness of, and participation in, 
these types of coalitions is likely to provide investors with 
more international corporate engagement opportunities.

Furthermore, while these findings would suggest that 
there are fewer opportunities to invest and engage with 
food companies in Australia, there is likely to be substan-
tial room for improvement on nutrition- and obesity-
related performance for those food companies that are 
listed on the ASX, particularly the largest Australian food 
retailers. EIRIS noted that no listed Australian companies 
scored well in regard to their efforts to address obesity 
[86]. Recent assessment of the nutrition and obesity pre-
vention-related policies and commitments of major food 
retailers in Australia (Woolworths, Coles, Metcash/IGA 
and ALDI) found that they all performed relatively poorly 
on obesity prevention efforts [62]. Moreover, assessment 
of Woolworths and Coles in the WBA Food and Agri-
cultural Benchmark found that neither company had 
“a comprehensive set of commitments to help consum-
ers make healthier choices” [60]. These findings point to 
the need for increased accountability of Australian food 
retailers in addressing obesity and improving population 
diets, and indicate a number of areas for improvement in 
which Australian institutional investors could engage.

Difficulties in understanding the relevance of nutrition-
related issues to companies outside of the food industry 
was identified by some participants as impeding the con-
sideration of issues related to nutrition and obesity pre-
vention within investment decision making in Australia. 
There are many companies outside the food industry that 
are likely to have the capacity to take action on nutri-
tion through initiatives such as staff wellbeing programs, 
individual nutrition education and nutrition standards 
for food provision (e.g., through internal catering, food 
procurement and provision policies). Whilst these types 
of initiatives can contribute to obesity prevention efforts 
[87], investors are, arguably, likely to have the most 
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influence on population diets where efforts are directed 
towards food and beverage industries and actions that 
alter the healthiness of food environments at the popu-
lation level. This is evidenced by the demonstrated large 
population health benefits and cost-effectiveness of ini-
tiatives that impact food industry policies and practices, 
such as sugar sweetened beverage taxation, restrictions 
on marketing of unhealthy foods, and product reformu-
lation [75], coupled with the relatively lower population 
health benefits from education-based initiatives [88]. 
Nevertheless, evidence of the impact of workplace-level 
nutrition-related actions on population health out-
comes and productivity warrants increased attention. 
Outside of diets and nutrition, investors may be able to 
consider ‘obesity’ more broadly through their invest-
ment in healthcare, obesity treatment and management, 
and increasing attention to employee health and wellbe-
ing [80]. Although this was not explored in the current 
study, broader strategies for investors to consider obe-
sity-related issues may provide an additional avenue for 
nutrition and obesity prevention to gain traction as an 
ESG issue.

Strengths and limitations
This is the first study that we are aware of that qualita-
tively explores stakeholder perspectives on institutional 
investment related to obesity. This study builds on the 
findings from a previous desk-based study investigat-
ing the incorporation of nutrition within investment 
decision-making by leading institutional investors in 
Australia, to provide more in-depth understanding of 
challenges and opportunities for institutional investors 
in this area. The sample of participants included a num-
ber of stakeholders with extensive and diverse experience 
working within the investment sector. This study used an 
established theoretical framework to guide data analysis, 
which is likely to have enhanced the rigour of the findings 
and increased the likelihood that the findings are trans-
ferrable to other contexts.

This study has several limitations. Whilst a broad range 
of participants (with different areas of interest and exper-
tise) were involved in the interviews, those willing to par-
ticipate in the research may have had more of an interest 
in responsible investment or addressing obesity-related 
issues within investment decision-making than the 
broader investment community. Thus, some participa-
tion bias may have been introduced. This study focused 
on the perspectives of the Australian investment sec-
tor. It would also be valuable if future research encom-
passed food industry perspectives regarding the potential 
influence of investors on food company practices and 
performance. Another limitation of this study was its 
relatively small sample size (15 interviews). The charac-
teristics of the participant sample may mean that some 

of the findings are less generalisable to investors who are 
not engaged in responsible investment. Nevertheless, the 
extensive industry expertise of the participants, and the 
wide-ranging discussion of challenges and opportunities, 
indicate that the findings are likely to be highly relevant 
to the institutional investment sector more broadly and 
represent an important contributin to the literature. The 
paper focused on concerns related to obesity prevention, 
with a focus on population nutrition and, particularly, 
investment in food companies. The paper did not con-
sider in detail: company initiatives related to employee 
wellbeing (e.g., staff wellness programs); considerations 
related to physical activity; or obesity treatment and 
management. We also did not focus on broader nutrition 
aspects, such as efforts to address under-nutrition, food 
security, and the environmental sustainability of food 
systems. The potential for the investment community to 
consider each of these aspects warrants further inves-
tigation. Due to the qualitative nature of this study and 
the fact that the majority of stakeholders were based in 
Australia, the applicability of the findings to other coun-
tries where regulatory and financial market contexts dif-
fer from Australia may be limited. However, the global 
nature of financial systems and the obesity-related ESG 
issues examined, also suggest that our findings will be 
broadly relevant.

Conclusion
Unhealthy diets and obesity are among the most pressing 
public health issues in Australia and globally, and pres-
ent growing risks to a healthy and sustainable society 
and economy. Improvements to food industry policies 
and practices related to nutrition, coupled with efforts to 
increase the accountability of the food industry for their 
role in producing and marketing unhealthy products, is 
an important component of efforts to improve popula-
tion diets and address obesity. Institutional investment 
that incorporates ESG considerations related to nutri-
tion and obesity prevention is a potential avenue for 
increasing food industry action and accountability in this 
area. The findings from this study indicate that, despite 
apparent commitment to ESG factors as part of decision-
making in Australia, there appears to be only limited 
consideration of nutrition and obesity prevention as part 
of current ESG frameworks. The limited consideration 
of nutrition and obesity prevention indicates that the 
investment case for action on unhealthy diets and obe-
sity may not be clearly defined in the Australian context. 
More broadly, the lack of comprehensive investor action 
in this area likely illustrates the broader limits to the 
types of ESG-related actions many institutional investors 
are willing to take within the regulatory and institutional 
systems in which they currently operate.
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This study identified a range of recommended actions 
that could help ensure more systematic and effective con-
sideration of nutrition- and obesity-related issues within 
institutional investment decision-making in Australia, 
including: (1) improved nutrition-related reporting met-
rics and benchmarking criteria for food companies; (2) 
better articulation of the financial risks that unhealthy 
diets and obesity pose to investors; (3) enhanced investor 
advocacy on unhealthy diets and obesity through investor 
coalitions; and (4) detailed guidance for investors on how 
to address unhealthy diets and obesity. Better engage-
ment between the Australian public health community, 
institutional investors and government regulators is criti-
cal to drive changed investor practice in this area.
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