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This Think Piece is a collaborative resource between the Public Health Association of BC, 
National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health and the World Health Organization. 

Participants are encouraged to read this Think Piece, and reflect on the questions at the end 
of the document, before attending the conference. Throughout the conference, participants 
will have opportunities to a) discuss related ideas, knowledge, questions and challenges, 
and b) identify opportunities to address the underlying structural and commercial drivers of 
health and health inequity.   

 

The commercial determinants of health (CDoH) are an invisible network of policies, business 
practices, commercial influences, moneyed interests and interactions that shape our daily 
lives. Think about it: from your child demanding sugary cereal at breakfast because they’ve 
seen it on TV, to your choices about how you commute to work—whether it's driving, biking, or 
using public transport—these decisions are influenced by what’s marketed to you or made 
easily accessible. Even those pings your phone sends about the latest fitness tracker, nudging 
you to buy something you may not really need, are part of this complex system. 

Ever noticed how fast food is often the most convenient lunch option, or how easy it is to grab 
a soda instead of water when you're on the go? These everyday moments are examples of 
how commercial actors subtly steer us toward choices that can impact our health, often in 
ways we might not immediately notice. 

These forces shape us from birth and continue to influence us as we grow and are shaped by 
our environment. Not all of them are harmful to our health, indeed many are beneficial, 
providing healthy food or good housing, clothing or bicycles. But many can be harmful, either 
directly, or indirectly.  

 

Commercial determinants of health (CDOH) 

“The commercial determinants of health are those conditions, actions and omissions that 
affect health. 

Commercial determinants arise in the context of the provision of goods or services for 
payment and include commercial activities, as well as the environment in which commerce 
takes place. 

Commercial determinants can have beneficial and/or detrimental impacts on health.” 
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Understanding Determinants of Health: The Tree Metaphor 

Health is shaped by many different factors that extend beyond individual choices. To help 
explain these factors, we are using a tree metaphor. Many tree metaphors have been used to 
convey the causes of health outcomes and the drivers of health inequity. The tree image 
included in this Think Piece build on the tree image adapted by the National Collaborating 
Centre for Determinants of Health (NCCDH). They focused on social and structural 
determinants of health. Within structural determinants of health, we find the commercial 
determinants of health. As such, this infographic is adapted by the NCCDH’s earlier work. 

At the leaves of the tree are the visible health outcomes we experience—things like diseases, 
injuries, chronic conditions, or overall well-being. These outcomes are the most obvious and 
are what we often focus on in healthcare, but they’re ultimately the result of deeper 
influences. 

Moving down the tree, the branches and trunk represent our individual behaviors—things like 
what we eat, how much we exercise, whether we smoke, or how we manage stress. While 
these behaviors are important, they are shaped by the environment around us and the 
opportunities available to us. 

The roots of the tree represent the conditions in which we are born, grow, live, learn, work, and 
age. These conditions have inextricably linked social, ecological, and economic dimensions. 
The roots include the factors typically referred to as the social determinants of health 
(SDoH), such as access to education, stable housing, nutritious food, healthcare, and safe 
environments.  

But we need to dig even deeper, beneath the roots, to the soil. The soil represents the broader 
structural determinants of health, including the commercial determinants of health.  

The structural determinants of health include political, economic, and social systems that 
influence how power and resources are distributed in society. These systems interact with the 
conditions of daily life depicted in the roots. The structural determinants of health “take the 
form of values, beliefs, world views, culture and norms; governance; laws, policies, regulations 
and budgets; and institutional practices”.    

The commercial determinants of health (CDoH) are an important component of the 
structural determinants. These are the activities and decisions made by commercial actors 
and activities that affect our health. They can either nourish the tree or pollute the soil or 
even impact and fracture the bedrock, impacting health and health inequity both positively 
or negatively.  
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Importantly, the private sector is just one part of governance, along with the public sector 
and the informal sector/civil society. The commercial sector, powerful though it is, is still 
largely governed by government and its instruments – legislation, regulation, taxation- 
although the commercial sector seeks to shape these its own advantage. 

Deeper still in the soil are the deeper social norms, cultural values, and worldviews  (e.g. 
neoliberal capitalism, colonialism, racism). These underpin and drive inequitable systems, 
power relationships, and how businesses operate.  

Finally, we come to the bedrock on which all of this rests – the Earth’s natural systems. These 
are the ecological determinants of health and they are the source of the most fundamental 
determinants of health: Air, water, food, fuel and materials, without which we cannot survive, 
never mind flourish. These fundamental determinants of health are being severely impacted 
by the commercial sector in a) its pursuit of profit, and b) its efforts to meet the demand 
created through commercial sector marketing. All of this is driven by mis-aligned societal 
core values such as material acquisitiveness, hyper-individualism and the pursuit of endless 
economic growth. 

Without healthy soil and intact bedrock the tree cannot thrive; it’s leaves cannot flourish. For 
societies to have equitable health within planetary limits, the current commercial and 
structural forces must be disrupted. 
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Commercial practices and policies:  
Subtle and pervasive influences on our health 
It can be easy to assume that commercial forces influencing our health are obvious and can 
be easily avoided. After all, we know tobacco is harmful or that too much fast food isn’t good 
for us, right? But the reality is that the business practices of commercial actors are often 
subtle. They vary across political, financial, labor, supply chain, marketing, and scientific 
practices. They are deeply embedded in our everyday lives, and can shape our health in 
ways that are not always easy to spot or avoid. 

Some familiar examples of health-harming industries and products from recent public health 
history: 

• Tobacco: Decades ago, smoking was glamorized in advertising and culture. Despite 
overwhelming evidence of its harmful effects—causing cancers, respiratory diseases, 
and cardiovascular conditions—it took years of public health advocacy to regulate 
tobacco marketing, restrict sales, and implement health warnings on cigarette 
packages. Even today, tobacco companies shift their focus to low- and middle-
income countries with weaker regulations, targeting younger generations and 
vulnerable populations. 

• Baby formula: In the mid-20th century, baby formula was aggressively marketed as 
superior to breastfeeding, especially in low-income countries with limited access to 
clean water. This led to increased infant malnutrition and mortality rates. While public 
health advocates eventually pushed for regulations like the International Code of 
Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes, the industry continues to target vulnerable 
communities with formula products. 

• Food deserts: Commercial forces can also be seen in food deserts—urban areas 
where access to affordable, nutritious food is limited. Fast food restaurants and 
convenience stores offering cheap, tasty ultra-processed foods dominate these 
areas, contributing to the rise of obesity, diabetes, and other diet-related diseases, 
particularly in low-income and marginalized communities. 

• Fossil fuels: The fossil fuel industry contributes to climate change and creates direct 
health risks for communities near extraction, processing and manufacturing sites. 
Pollution from coal plants and oil refineries leads to higher rates of respiratory 
diseases. Despite clear evidence of harm, the industry has delayed environmental 
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regulations through powerful lobbying efforts, prioritizing profit over community 
health. 

However, we also can find instances of commercial actors that have embraced health-
promoting practices that positively impact public health: 

• Food reformulation: In response to public health demands, many food companies 
have reformulated their products to reduce harmful ingredients. For instance, 
reducing salt, sugar, and trans fats has helped combat heart disease and obesity, 
demonstrating that businesses can align with public health goals to improve health 
outcomes. 

• Seat belt introduction: The automotive industry introduced seat belts to address 
rising concerns about road safety. This simple innovation has saved countless lives by 
reducing fatalities and injuries in car accidents, highlighting how commercial 
innovation can benefit public health. 

• Employee health benefits: Many companies now prioritize employee well-being by 
offering living wages, paid parental leave, sick leave, and health insurance. These 
practices not only improve the health of employees and their families but also 
contribute to better productivity and job satisfaction, creating a healthier workforce 
and community. 

For further reading: 

• Geopolitical Puppeteers: Identifying the Roles of Hidden Actors Shaping the 
Commercial Determinants of Global Health [Video of plenary] PMAC 2024 | Prince 
Mahidol Award Conference. (n.d.). https://pmac2024.com/activity/26/session/detail  

• The Lancet commission on commercial determinants of health. (2023, March 23). 
https://www.thelancet.com/series/commercial-determinants-health 

• Lee, K., & Freudenberg, N. (2022). Public Health roles in addressing commercial 
determinants of health. Annual Review of Public Health, 43(1), 375–395. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-052220-020447  

• Klein, D. E., & Shawanda, A. (2023). Bridging the commercial determinants of 
Indigenous health and the legacies of colonization: A critical analysis. Global Health 
Promotion. https://doi.org/10.1177/17579759231187614  
 

  

https://pmac2024.com/activity/26/session/detail
https://www.thelancet.com/series/commercial-determinants-health
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-052220-020447
https://doi.org/10.1177/17579759231187614
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Distinguishing commercial actors by their health impacts 
It’s important to distinguish between commercial actors based on the nature of their health 
impacts and the incentives behind their business models. 

 

 

• Harmful industries: Tobacco, fast food, and fossil fuels have all 
contributed to significant public health issues, from respiratory 
diseases to climate change. 

 

 

• Health-promoting industries: Some food companies have 
reformulated products to reduce harmful ingredients, and the 
automotive industry introduced seat belts, enhancing public 
safety. 

While all commercial actors have the potential to harm health, many also have the 
potential to align with public health goals and create co-benefits for communities. This 
highlights the need to safeguard governance and foster business ecosystems that 
promote health and well-being. 

 

Pivoting from harmful to healthy: Strategies for 
tackling commercial determinants of health and 
well-being 
The conference’s four themes explore four key strategies for addressing the commercial 
determinants of health, focusing on how we can pivot from harmful business practices to 
healthier, more sustainable models that promote well-being and health equity across all 
sectors and communities. 
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1. Taking Action on Industries That Affect Health: Marketing, 
Risks, and Essential Goods 
Akin to weeding and protecting the tree from damage by invasive plants and animals. 
Weeding and protecting a tree from invasive species mirrors the need to regulate and control 
industries whose actions, practices and products harm public health. Just as weeds choke 
out a tree's healthy growth, industries that promote harmful products, such as tobacco or 
unhealthy foods, can damage the health of populations. By "weeding out" harmful practices, 
public health efforts can focus on fostering healthier environments.  

For public health practitioners, understanding how to combat harmful marketing and 
promote access to healthy options can shape interventions and policy work in their 
communities, helping to protect the health of individuals, communities, and populations from 
commercial influences. 

 

2. Building Public Sector Strength: Considering Regulatory and 
Functional Opportunities 
Akin to propping a growing tree with a support structure so it can develop to its fullest 
potential. 
A tree needs a strong support structure to grow tall and withstand challenges, just as the 
public health sector needs robust regulations and policies to guide its development. Without 
adequate governance and regulatory frameworks, industries may prioritize profit over the 
well-being of communities, leading to weakened health systems. When public sector bodies 
are empowered to enforce environmental and health regulations, they provide the necessary 
support for communities to thrive. Effective public-private partnerships, such as ensuring 
access to essential medicines or regulating harmful emissions, strengthen the foundation for 
public health growth. 

For public health practitioners, contributing to the development and enforcement of 
regulations that protect public health can directly influence health policies and improve the 
effectiveness of public health programs in their regions. 

 



       
 

#PHABCCon24 Think Piece | 9 

 

3. Improving Business Practices: Creating Policies for Healthier 
Markets 
Akin to fertilizing a young tree. 
A tree’s growth is limited by the nutrients it can get from the soil, and fertilizer can help it grow 
stronger. Similarly, identifying ways to foster healthier economies can help jumpstart 
innovation in industry whilst protecting public health. This is similar to how government 
investment or tax credits may encourage businesses to produce more climate-friendly 
products and services, the same can be done to promote health. 

For public health practitioners, identifying mutually beneficial ways to support businesses 
who also produce healthier goods and services can benefit economies and communities. 

 

4. Rethinking Economic Development: Sustainable Approaches 
and Cultural Perspectives 
Akin to considering the tree’s contribution to the ecosystems around it. 
A tree doesn’t grow in isolation—it contributes to the ecosystem by providing nutrients, 
shelter, and regulating the climate. In the same way, economic development should consider 
its broader impact on public health, the environment, and cultural well-being. Harmful 
commercial practices, such as deforestation or intensive agriculture, can destroy this 
balance, contributing to climate change and poor health outcomes. Conversely, sustainable 
business practices, like investing in renewable energy or promoting fair wages, create an 
ecosystem where both the economy and public health thrive, ensuring a more resilient, 
healthy future for all. 

For public health practitioners, working within the framework of sustainable development 
means advocating for policies that not only promote health but also support environmental 
sustainability and cultural inclusion, ensuring long-term health benefits for the communities 
they serve. 
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The public health professional’s task: Shining a 
light on commercial determinants of health 
Commercial determinants of health may remain hidden, operating in the background but 
with significant impacts on public health. The lack of transparency on how businesses, 
industries, and markets influence health allows harmful practices to persist. Public health 
professionals play a crucial role in openly identifying, characterizing, discussing and acting 
on CDoH. 

Public health professionals can act as the "sunlight," creating transparency around how these 
commercial forces operate, amplifying the voices of communities affected by the negative 
consequences of commercial activities and advocating for regulations that align industry 
practices with health goals. 

As you prepare for the conference, consider the following questions, and come ready to share 
your ideas, knowledge, questions, and challenges: 

Refer to the brainstorm of CDoH across sectors in the highlight box, and think through the 
following: 

1. Which commercial determinants of health across the sectors discussed are of 
particular concern or interest to you? 

2. How do these topics interact with CDoH in your community or area of work? 
3. Specifically, how do these issues impact healthcare providers, public health 

professionals, health advocates, and public health researchers? 
4. How do these areas interact with commercial actors at the local, provincial, or 

national level? 
5. What competing motivations and objectives do different commercial actors have in 

this space? 
6. Are there any examples of successful action taken in your community or workplace 

regarding CDoH? 
7. Who would you consult to better understand this topic and how it relates to CDoH? 
8. how do commercial determinants interact with anti-Indigenous and anti-Black 

racism? 
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