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• The obesity issue isn’t 
going to go away. It concerns 
both governments and 
consumers. Companies 
should expect increasing 
activism around it. 

• So far the industry 
response has been tactical 
rather than strategic. 
But strategic responses 
are needed.

• Henley Centre scenarios 
suggest that critical strategic 
questions for the industry 
are about perceptions of 
responsibility for obesity, and 
the extent to which personal 
and political responses to 
obesity are ‘joined up’ rather 
than fragmented. 

• The consensus of the 
last 25 years about the 
production and distribution 
models of the food and drink 
industry is about to end. It will 
be replaced by signifi cant 
levels of social, political, and 
consumer contention.

• The food and drink market 
will become increasingly 
volatile. Regulatory 
frameworks will become 
tighter. Companies will need 
greater organisational agility 
to prosper.

• Obesity is just the starting 
point. The issue of additives 
is already attracting keen 
attention. Packaging and 
distribution will be next. 

These are at the heart 
of FMCG food and drink 
business models. The long-
term winners will be those 
who start to re-think their 
business models sooner 
rather than later. Henley Centre is an international 

strategic futures and marketing 

consultancy. We deliver better 

futures to our clients in the private 

and the public sectors.
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One of the main principles 

of strategic futures work is 

that it is usually when trends 

start to combine with others 

in unpredictable ways that 

they become turbulent and 

even dangerous. So it has 

proved with the issue of obesity. 

For a number of years now 

the trend in obesity has 

shown a steady increase, 

while those who warned of 

a crisis in the making went 

unheeded, if not unheard. 

Not any more. Within a 

fairly short period of time, 

during just a few months of 

2003, the issue has changed 

from being dormant to 

becoming a huge challenge 

for companies in the food 

and drink business, as well as 

those in pharmaceuticals, 

health, leisure and the 

armed forces.

In this article we will review the 
circumstances in which obesity has 
emerged as a pressing business 
and public policy issue, identify the 
drivers of change, and describe 
some scenarios developed by Henley 
Centre which address potential futures 
for the obesity issue and the nexus of 
commercial, consumer, citizen, public 
and regulatory relationships which 
surround it. 

In a fi nal section we will identify 
the implications of obesity for the 
commercial sector which are 
common to all of the scenarios, and 
also some of the trends which are 
already emerging which are pushing 
the  debate into new areas, in ways 
which may challenge the business 
models around processed foods and 
carbonated drinks. 

We do not propose to repeat at any 
level of detail the history, chronology, 
or science of the recent confl icts 
around the obesity issue. Readers in 
search of more detailed accounts 
should turn to the World Health 
Organisation report, or that of the 
House of Commons Health Select 
Committee.1  

Why has obesity become a 
pressing issue?

In any public policy issue there are 
typically three groups of stakeholders: 
consumers or end-users; public interest 
groups, including NGOs, and other 
opinion formers; and the commercial 
sector. Triangular relationships are well-
known to be unstable, and shifts in 
perception and behaviour around any 
one node will prompt signifi cant shifts 
in the relationships between all three. 
In this section of the paper we will 
review  the critical issues which have 
changed the strategic landscape 
around obesity for companies in the 
food and drinks industries.

Public 
agencies &
regulators Consumers,

citizens & 
activists

Companies

Figure 1 The food industry triad
Source: Henley Centre

1 http://www.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_fi les/WHA57/
A57_R17-en.pdf and House of Commons Health 
Select Committee, Third Report: Obesity, 2004. 
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200304/
cmselect/cmhealth/23/2302.htm. For a detailed 
look at the role of the food industry in America 
see Marion Nestle Food Politics – How the Food 
Industry Infl uences Nutrition and Health University 
of California Press, 2002
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In addressing these, based on our 
analysis of the critical trends, we are 
making a number of assumptions:

1. The obesity issue will not go away. 
The existing public health costs, let 
alone the projections, make it too 
expensive to ignore. 

2. Consumer and ‘opinion-former’ 
antagonism will continue to be a 
signifi cant factor. The issues around 
obesity link at several levels with 
important trends around well-
being, entitlement, and attitudes to 
corporate responsibility.

3. There will be increasing public 
‘activism’ where business objectives 
confl ict with stated social and 
ethical objectives. This is reinforced 
by drivers such as the decline of 
traditional sources of authority, the 
rise of the networked society, and 
the requirement for transparent 
organisations. 

4. There will be confl ict between 
stakeholders even where on the 
face of it their interests seem similar. 
In particular, fi nancial institutions and 
analysts will increasingly take external 
social risks into account when making 
investment appraisals.2

The public and social 
environment

There is not the space in this article to 
rehearse the obesity timeline, but it is 
worth identifying the confl uence of 
issues, and the public stories, which 
have infl uenced the shift in the public 
discourse around obesity. In the UK, it 
became a political issue at the end of 
2002, when the  Government’s Chief 
Medical Offi cer, Sir Liam Donaldson, 
used his annual report to highlight 
sharp increases in the number of 
children who are starting to present 
with “adult onset” or Type 2 diabetes, 
and to warn that parents may start to 
outlive their children because of the 
rates of obesity being seen in young 
children.3 Since then in the UK a range 
of public bodies have followed suit, 
from the Food Standards Agency’s 
Hastings Report, which raised the 
question of food promotion, to the 
National Audit Offi ce’s assessment of 
the costs of obesity, to, more obliquely, 
the Cabinet Offi ce’s Strategy Unit 
report on sports participation and 
physical exercise.4 By the time the 
House of Commons Select Committee 
on Health stepped in with a critical 
report earlier this year5, the public 
health lines were clearly drawn.

The UK’s public policy agenda 
has been driven partly by public 
expenditure concerns. But Britain is 
not operating in isolation. In Europe, 
the EU Commissioner for Health and 

Consumer Protection, David Byrne, 
has sought to tackle obesity in a 
number of ways, including clearer 
food labelling. At the same time the 
World Health Organisation’s ambitious 
Global Strategy on Diet, Physical 
Activity and Health is a clear symbol 
of its intentions, to both industry and 
legislative decision-makers.6

What is interesting about the political 
agenda is that the cultural signs of 
an emerging issue among citizens 
had been visible for some time. 
These include, for example, the 
hostility towards McDonald’s of anti-
globalisation protestors; the critical 
success of Eric Schlosser’s book Fast 
Food Nation and the infl uence of 
George Ritzer’s The McDonaldization 
of Society; the initial attempts in the 
United States, if so far unsuccessful, 
to sue McDonald’s (best regarded 
as sighting shots in a long battle); 
the ‘McLibel’ trial in the UK; the 
increasing evidence, popularised in 
the UK by organisations such as the 
Soil Association, of the connection 
between sugared drinks and anti-
social behaviour; from a consumer 
point of view the emergence of the 
Slow Food movement across Europe, 
and in the UK the increase in the 
number of farmers’ markets. If all of 
these seem at the edge of consumer 
behaviour, reports from the Labour 
Party’s ‘Big Conversation’ consultation 
with citizens say that both obesity 
in general and food advertising in 
particular have featured prominently.7  

2 ‘Obesity litigants may target Cadbury’ by 
Michael Harrison, The Independent Newspaper, 
July 3, 2003

3 Being overweight or obese makes an individual 
more resistant to the actions of insulin.

4 Game Plan: a strategy for delivering 
Government’s sport and physical activity 
objectives, published by the Strategy Unit. www.
number-10.gov.uk/su/sport/report/01/htm. The 
Henley Centre worked with Sport England on their 
response to Game Plan.

5 House of Commons Health Select Committee, 
Third Report: Obesity, 2004. www.publications.
parliament.uk/pa/cm200304/cmselect/
cmhealth/23/2302.htm

6 http://www.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_fi les/
WHA57/A57_R17-en.pdf

7 www.bigconversation.org.uk
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It is evident that this is not an issue 
where public opinion is being led by 
politicians or where the public agenda 
is detached from the personal. Instead 
powerful public trends are combining 
with signifi cant social trends. The 
futurist Sohail Inayatullah writes of 
how the ‘litany’ around the drivers of 
social change can provide important 
clues to the underlying issues.8 In this 
case, the litany seems to connect 
the obesity issue to two of the most 
powerful social trends; fi rst, the rise of 
wellbeing, and second, the value of 
the family, and of children, in a society 
where the latter seem increasingly 
scarce.9 We’ll return to these drivers of 
change shortly.

The consequences for companies 
which have to operate in such an 
environment are serious. It is easy 
to be wrong-footed; operating 
assumptions which have held good 
for a decade or more have to be re-
assessed, quickly and in the public gaze. 

In such an environment, activities 
which companies have come to take 
for granted instead expose them to 
public criticism. Recent examples 
include the BBC being forced to drop 
any mention of sponsors Coca-Cola 
during its weekly chart show on Radio 
1 and BBC1’s Top of the Pops10 and 
the controversy surrounding Walkers’ 
proposed sponsorship of ITV’s Britain 
on the Move Campaign.11

Worse, it can go wrong retrospectively. 
Cadbury’s discovered this when their 
marketing initiative to support the 
purchase of schools sports equipment 
in exchange for tokens on chocolate 
bars was effectively disowned by the 
Sports Minister, Richard Caborn, even 
though he had initially endorsed the 
programme. 

And while these examples make it 
sound as if it is a matter, mostly, of 
being more cautious about marketing, 
especially to children, in practice it is 
more complex and more far-reaching. 
The rules of the game have changed. 

Responding to radical 
change

Companies respond to radical 
external change in a number of ways. 
However, it is also the case that there 
is a pattern to such responses. Most 
have been seen from the food and 
drink industry over the past two years. 

The fi rst response is to dispute research 
which is critical, or commission your 
own independent research. This 
has worked in the area of climate 
change for years, although the 
effect now seems to be wearing off. 
In the UK, it was the fi rst response 
to the Food Standards’ Agency-
sponsored Hastings Report. In a world 
where there is much attachment 
to evidence-based policy, this can 
be effective for some time. It is less 

effective, however, in an area such as 
obesity, where public policy responses 
are also being driven by sharp 
consumer interest in the issue.

The second is to keep your head 
down while the industry leaders take 
the fi ght to the government and 
regulators, which is fi ne as long as you 
are not an industry leader. Because of 
their global presence, and because 
of their visibility, much of this has been 
left to McDonalds, Coca-Cola and 
Kraft. It has taken the form of a three 
pronged approach. The fi rst part has 
involved raising issues about the social 
responsibility for food consumption. 

In the UK, the Food and Drink 
Federation and the Advertising 
Association (with its specialist Food 
Advertising Unit which lobbies on 
the issue) has been quick to refute 
claims that their members are largely 
responsible for childhood obesity. 
They have, for example, emphasised 
the role of parental responsibility in 
educating their children about food. 
Similar arguments have been made 
by comparable organisations in the US. 

8 Sohail Inayatullah, Questioning the Future. Taipei, 
Tamkang University 2002. 

9 This is the underlying meaning of the spat 
between the Commons Select Committee on 
Health and the critics of its obesity report on 
whether the three year old child described in their 
report had died of obesity or not.

10 Daily Telegraph 03/01/2004

11 www.britainonthemove.com/home/
ourfriendsandsupporters/
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It is not the purpose of this paper to 
assess the value of such arguments; 
we are more interested in the 
underlying social dynamics they 
reveal. In the UK, so far, it seems that 
the effect of this lobbying has broadly 
been to discourage the government 
from regulating directly the promotion 
of foods to children, while urging 
instead credible self-regulation. This 
has produced different responses 
in different countries. In the United 
States, however, it has been more 
successful, at least for the moment. 
The Republican-controlled House of 
Representatives has recently passed 
the Personal Responsibility in Food 
Consumption Act, with signifi cant 
support from much of the food 
industry. The Act’s Republican sponsors 
seek to prevent lawsuits against fast 
food producers and sellers, but the 
Act seems unlikely to survive the 
challenges of the Senate and the 
American judicial system. 

The second prong has involved some 
modest adjustment to the product, 
if well-trumpeted; in the United 
States, McDonald’s has ended its 
super-size portions (never offered in 
the UK); in the UK, an increase in the 
visibility and availability of salad and 
vegetable portions, matched with 
a new emphasis within the stores 
on physical activity. The third prong 
is to be seen to be more active in 
managing the marketing. Coke, for 
example, has removed branding 

from  4,000 vending machines in 1,500 
UK secondary schools, saying that it 
agreed that schools should be a ‘non-
commercial’ environment.  At the 
same time its funding of a signifi cant 
sponsorship deal with the Football 
League, while not targeted at children 
or young people, will make its brand 
more visible than ever to them.

In the US, Kraft was the fi rst to respond 
by changing its product, or at least 
by announcing its intention to do so. 
It announced early that it would take 
transfats out of its biscuits, only to 
discover that doing so was complex 
because simple removal destroyed 
the taste. In the UK, a number of trade 
associations, retailers, caterers and 
manufacturers have agreed to reduce 
the amount of sodium in their products 
over the next few months and years, 
including The Federation of Bakers, 
Waitrose, McDonald’s and Cadbury 
Schweppes12. This has presented 
some of them with similar problems 
to Kraft, since in a number of cases 
the salt is there to provide some taste, 
or even to mask the fl avour of the 
preservatives. This is of itself interesting, 
because it shows how quickly the 
debate has moved past obesity 
and into the more complex and far 
broader issue of food additives. 

The signs are already clear. Premium 
brands such as Tropicana have used 
the issue to emphasise value with a 
strapline which says, ‘Nothing added. 

Nothing taken away’, which the 
premium dairy products brand Yeo 
Valley declares that ‘Food scientists 
not us’, undermining in a moment fi fty 
years of consumer conditioning about 
food hygiene. At the same time, Bird’s 
Eye has used the changing ground to 
reaffi rm itself (probably at the expense 
of own-label) with a campaign 
emphasising the freshness of its frozen 
products, while the Co-op has also 
advertised, perhaps weakly, that it is 
‘reducing additives’. 

Dispute critical research or 
commission your own

Follow the industry leader

Modify products and use 
marketing to spread the word

Diversify out of the 
offending products

Pro
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Resist

React

Figure 2: Industry responses to change
Source: Henley Centre

12 http://www.food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/
saltsubmissions.pdf
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So far, in the food wars, we have not 
reached Stage Four (diversifying out 
of the offending products). Certainly 
companies have diversifi ed into less 
controversial areas; Coke has bought 
Malvern Water and developed its 
Dasani water brand, even if this 
has brought its own controversies. 
McDonalds has long been diversifi ed 
into sandwich companies, if only 
because the sandwich market is now 
signifi cantly larger than the hamburger 
market.13 It is worth observing that 
conditions in the market would need 
to get signifi cantly worse before 
we started seeing divestments or 
closures by signifi cant manufacturers 
or distributors. But it is possible to 
envisage scenarios in which the 
market did get much worse, and to 
date the industry response has been 
tactical rather than strategic. The 
wider strategic consideration is where 
the current combination of forces 
driving the food and soft-drinks industry 
will take it, and how should companies 
in the sector respond. There are some 
obvious comparisons to hand. Over 
the space of little more than 20 years, 
tobacco has been driven into – in 
most developed markets – a world 
of health warnings, ‘dark’ markets, 
and social and regulatory sanction. 
Although different markets manage 
regulation of the alcohol sector in 
different ways, in some markets they 
have, as in the UK, tended towards a 
lighter touch advertising regime and 
greater scope for self-regulation. 

So: is food the new tobacco, or is it the 
new alcohol? Or more exactly: which 
parts of the food and drink industry 
might fi nd themselves facing tightly 
controlled health driven regulation, 
and which will fi nd themselves in 
regulatory partnership with the state 
and its agencies?

The scenarios

To understand the obesity issue at 
a more strategic level, the Henley 
Centre has developed some high 
level scenarios which explore the 
issue in the context of the overall 
social, consumer and economic 
environment. Scenarios are coherent, 
plausible stories about the future, 
which allow both for the fact the 

future is inherently uncertain, and 
that this uncertainty leads to multiple 
possible futures. There are unintended 
and unexpected consequences 
of action and inaction by all the 
major players: government, the 
EU, regulators, health bodies, food 
manufacturers, supermarkets and 
consumers. Scenarios help to explore 
and assess these consequences and 
understand how they combine to 
create future environments which 
could potentially be very different 
to where we are now. Some of 
the outcomes which the scenarios 
explore will include more opportunities 
than risks; some, more risks than 
opportunities. 

13 McDonalds has an estimated one-third stake in 
the privately-owned Pret a Manger. It previously 
acquired and sold the Aroma coffee chain in 
the UK. 
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Figure 3: The scenario development process
Source: Henley Centre
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Good scenarios start with a question 
which provides focus and timescale. 
In this case our starting question was: 
What factors will increase or reduce 
the levels of obesity in the UK between 
now and 2014? The date was chosen 
because it was suffi ciently far into the 
future to allow many of the signifi cant 
trends to play themselves out, while 
being close enough that strategic 
decisions taken in current planning 
periods could affect the outcome.  

As with any scenarios project, the 
initial stage involved identifying the 
relevant factors (‘drivers’) which 
would affect the levels of obesity, and 
attitudes to it, between now and 2014; 
over fi fty drivers were identifi ed. These 
covered a broad range of issues, 
including the decline of family meal 
times, fad diets, new transport modes, 
obesity drugs, nutritional education in 
schools, increasing litigation, spiralling 
public health costs, self-regulation 
by fast food companies, location of 
vending machines, image culture and 
the role of celebrities.

Related drivers were grouped into 
clusters, as shown in Figure 4. These 
clusters were then analysed to draw 
out the scenario axes. 

Developing the axes

When grouped into their clusters and 
analysed further, these drivers led to 
two scenario axes: ‘whose weight is it 

anyway?’ (ranging from “my weight” 
to “our weight”) and ‘approach to 
change’ (ranging from “quick fi x” to 
“slow fi x”). (See Figure 5).

‘Whose weight is it anyway’ is about 
where the responsibility for managing 
obesity lies. It incorporated several 
signifi cant clusters of drivers, including 
health issues, the role of schools, 
consumer confusion with regard 
to nutrition and diet and, crucially, 
responsibility for obesity. At the “my 
weight” end of the spectrum, the 
emphasis is on individual responsibility 
for weight and lifestyle. A signifi cant 
proportion of consumers are vocal 
and empowered, (sometimes through 
action groups) but a sizeable number 
are not interested in taking action. 
There are potential social divisions 
between those who can afford to help 
themselves and those who cannot. 

At the other end of the axis, “our 
weight” refl ects a far greater degree 
of collective responsibility for the 
obesity problem and lifestyle issues in 
general. Action to tackle the problems 
comes potentially from a variety of 
sources: local communities, regional 
intervention, national government and 
regulators. It is possible that consumers 
do not take enough individual 
responsibility for the obesity problem 
at this end of the spectrum.

Drugs 
and 

Medication

Imposed 
regulation by 

government/regulators  
vs. self regulation 

(& CSR)
Schools 

and
pupils

Nutritional confusion 
and food chain panics

Public Health 
vs. 

Private health

Common 
Cohesion and personal 

responsibility

Public space 
and physical 

activity

Advertising, 
celebrity cultrure and 

endorsment

Attitudes to
 food and 

convenience culture

Figure 4: The driver clusters 
Source: Henley Centre

Whose weight is it anyway?

Approach to change
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On the vertical axis, ‘approach to 
change’ is about the speed and 
depth of response to change by key 
stakeholders. It captures the following 
driver clusters: drugs and medication, 
consumer attitudes to food (including 
convenience culture), advertising and 
celebrity, image, public space and 
physical activity. 

 “Quick fi x” captures the fast 
(sometimes ‘instant’) solutions to 
address the problem of obesity 
which could be taken – whether by 
government, schools, consumers, the 
food manufacturers or the regulators. 
Speed raises questions about whether 
the actions taken are the right ones 
in the short term and sustainable in 
the longer term. At the other end of 
the spectrum, “slow fi x” encapsulates 
longer term solutions to tackle obesity 
by these same key stakeholders; 
solutions which attempted to address 
the issues at the level of the system of 
which obesity is only a symptom. There 
are questions here about whether 
change will come fast enough, and 
how impetus for change can be 
sustained.

Understanding the scenarios

The scenarios are summarised in the 
diagram on the following page, and 
longer versions can be found at the 
end of the article. We have given 
names to each of the four scenarios 
in line with best practice.14 The 

research suggests that when scenario 
development techniques are utilised 
within an organisation, a common 
language and shorthand around the 
scenarios is an important part of the 
process of embedding them in the life 
and thinking of the organisation. In 
brief, moving clockwise from the top 
left, they range from a future which 
is dominated by individual short-run 
consumer and corporate responses 
to obesity; to one where political and 
public intervention is more acute, 
even if short-termism is still prevalent; 
to a future involving sustained political 
pressure and relatively high degrees 
of social intervention; to one in 
which consumer and local activist 
organisations, including NGOs, use the 
corporate social responsibility agenda 
to ensure that companies take a 
longer term view. 

The strategic benefi t of these scenarios 
to any one company is limited 
because of the general nature of the 
starting question. (Greater strategic 
insight requires a question which is 
more specifi c to the circumstances 
of a particular organisation). 
Nonetheless, there are some strategic 
conclusions to be drawn about the 
future of the food and drink sector as 
a whole. These are the subject of the 
next section.  

Quick fi x

Slow fi x

As you like it

The tempest

Much ado about nothing

Measure of measure

Whose weight is it anyway?
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Figure 5: The scenario axes
Source: Henley Centre

My 
weight

Our 
weight

14 For example, Gill Ringland Scenario Planning 
– Managing for the Future John Wiley & Sons, West 
Sussex 1998
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Consumers’ desire for a fast fi x to their 

own obesity is fuelling an increasingly 

litigious, pill-popping society, where 

opportunist corporations do well

The government responds to immediate 

events with fl urries of sometimes confl icting 

initiatives, leaving consumers confused and 

creating unintended outcomes

There is a growing divide between 

consumers who seek out functional 

foods and take advantage of tax 

breaks on physical activity, and those 

who cannot afford to do so

Stringent government action, regulation and 

EU-funded initiatives are wide-ranging but 

progress is slow; there’s social confl ict between 

those who support change and those who 

regard it as intrusion

Quick fi x

Slow fi x

Whose weight is it anyway? A
p

p
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a
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The implications of the 
scenarios

When exploring the strategic issues 
arising from scenarios, the Henley 
Centre starts with what we describe 
as the ‘imperatives’: those issues 
which play out across all of the 
scenarios. In the case of obesity, 
this list of imperatives is striking in 
that it is lengthy, and also involves 
some fundamental change to the 
perspective, and potentially also 
the business models, of the industries 
involved. Inevitably some of these 
imperatives are inter-related. 

1. All of these scenarios are likely to 
unfold, in different markets or different 
sectors, over the next decade. In all 
of them, there are increasing degrees 
of polarisation about appropriate 
behaviour, at both a social and an 
individual level.

2. The food and drink industry is 
about to become an area of huge 
political and activist contention. The 
affl uent consensus which has mostly 
prevailed for the past quarter of a 
century or more is coming to an end. 
The levels of political and consumer 
scrutiny will be high.  

3. In all of the scenarios, the market 
is extremely volatile. To prosper, 
companies will need signifi cant 
organisational agility. They will need 
to be more highly attuned to signals 

coming from customers, pressure 
groups, and politicians. 

4. Because of this instability, the 
companies which prosper are likely 
to be those which are able to move 
away from mass production models 
to shorter production runs. At the 
same time, margins on conventional 
processed food and drinks are 
likely to get tighter as additives 
and preservatives are reduced or 
removed. One implication is that the 
food manufacturing industry leader 
in ten years or more is one which has 
followed the example of Toyota in 
the car industry and applied ‘lean 
thinking’ to the sector, reducing batch 
sizes and shortening supply lines.

5. The regulatory rules and ethical 
frameworks around food will continue 
to get tighter. This will express itself in 
a number of ways, including more 
explicit labelling of products, tighter 
public procurement guidelines, and 
tougher investor assessments of ethical 
and environmental compliance. This 
will extend beyond obesity-related 
issues into wider food issues such as 
fair trade and the use of chemicals. 
The judgments by City analysts will get 
tougher.

6. Advertising markets will ‘darken’. 
In other words, the restrictions that are 
in place on advertising or marketing 
of fatty foods and sugary drinks will 
increase. This will extend beyond 

advertising to marketing (for example, 
magazine gifts, in pack promotions 
and so on). Advertising and marketing 
will also be infl uenced by stakeholders 
other than regulators: we will see more 
scrutiny for reasons of  reputational risk 
of potential partners around marketing 
initiatives. 

7. Consumer expectations will 
intensify, with regard to both food 
related issues (such as nutritional 
labelling) and environmental issues 
(such as distribution mileage). There 
will be tightening of permissible 
descriptions, and there may be 
competitive advantage to be had in 
out-pacing and out-performing the law. 

If these are the implications which 
run across all of the scenarios, some 
implications are specifi c to particular 
parts of the scenario map. These are 
explored in the following sections.
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Tobacco or alcohol? The 
choices within the scenarios

Scenarios are not about choosing 
the future. In practice, in  most sets 
of scenarios, the multiple futures they 
portray exist in the same markets or 
even the same sectors. The value 
of the scenarios approach is that 
it enables organisations to assess 
their capabilities and competencies 
against market and social dynamics 
to assess where they can best position 
themselves.

So, all of these four scenarios are likely 
to play out, at least in part, in different 
sectors of the food market, or among 
different consumer groups, or at 
different times over the next decade. 
From a commercial perspective, 
there is money to be made in all of 
them for the company with the right 
brand position and the right business 
model. And although the strategic 
value of such generic scenarios 
as these is limited, to say the least, 
they nonetheless have the value of 
enabling companies or organisations 
to start to think about uncertain and 
unstable futures. 

Earlier in the paper, we posed the 
question of whether the food and 
drink sector was the ‘new tobacco 
or the new alcohol?’. The answer is 
that it is probably both. In terms of 
the scenarios, products and services 
which are likely to be the subject of 

social intervention, and gravitate 
towards ‘our weight’ at the right 
hand of the scenario quadrant, are 
on the tobacco road. Those which 
are perceived as being more about 
personal choice, and therefore 
positioned to the left hand side, will 
fi nd themselves closer to the alcohol 
model.

This obviously begs the important 
question of how one tells the 
difference. 

A fi rst criterion would be – from 
the viewpoint of a commercial 
organisation – to step into the 
shoes of a public policy manager. 
Generally speaking, the rationale for 
public intervention, or for enforcing 
meaningful self-regulation, is that those 
who are affected by the negative 
effects of a product or service are 
not in a position to escape these 
consequences without intervention, 
or that they are not suffi ciently well-
informed or empowered to be able to 
make a choice. 

The consumers most at risk from 
obesity are typically either children 
(and therefore too young to make 
properly informed decisions) or adults 
who are less affl uent, less educated, 
and often with poorer geographical 
access to better quality food. If a 
product is likely to have a signifi cant 
effect on obesity among such 
consumers, then it should expect to 

be regulated. Even if the government 
prefers to tread softly, it may fi nd that 
its hand is forced in a litigious society 
where individual entitlements tend to 
be supported. Consumer groups will 
make these arguments vocally even 
if the government’s approach is more 
muted. 

The argument that food consumption 
is the personal responsibility of the 
consumer will continue to be made 
by some food and drink advocates, 
not least because it has gained some 
resonance in the United States. Whilst 
this is clearly a plausible scenario for 
some foods, it is less likely to play well 
in the European Union, where the 
brunt of the public health impact 
is borne by less affl uent and more 
poorly informed consumers, including 
children. 

A second criterion would be to 
assess reputational risk. The types of 
products which attract the attention 
of consumers, governments, and 
regulators in the scenarios at the 
‘our weight’ end of the scenarios 
will be those which, in short, are 
not particularly good for you, 
whatever their other merits. Profi table 
companies will certainly exist at this 
side of the scenario quadrants, but 
they will tend not to be much liked, 
other than by lawyers. 
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They are not well aligned with 
the profession of corporate social 
responsibility. The long-term 
consequences of such a market 
position is likely to be hostility both 
from consumers and scepticism from 
employees and potential employees. 
If your reputation is important to your 
brand, or your relationship with your 
customers is more than a transactional 
one, this a dangerous place to be.

Simon Caulkin, the management 
editor of The Observer, captured 
this issue trenchantly in an article 
published shortly after the House of 
Commons Health Committee report. 

“Why do [the executives of food 
companies], who presumably don’t 
beat their wives and want the best for 
their own children, pride themselves 
on devising viral marketing campaigns 
to persuade other people’s kids to 
pester their parents to buy them 
food that makes them fat? Why do 
they lobby against regulations that 
would oblige them to accept the 
responsibility that they claim through 
CSR?... Real social responsibility 
is innovating for the public good; 
anything else is corporate social 
hypocrisy.”15   

Finally, it is worth noting that there is 
a long term trend in many markets 
for the notion of the ‘individual 
responsibility of the consumer’ to shift 
towards the ‘social responsibility of the 

producer’. The food and drink sector 
is not unique. The same trend is seen 
increasingly in the car industry, the 
airline industry (in response to Deep 
Vein Thrombosis) and in any sector 
with some environmental impact (for 
example, the ‘end of product’ impact 
of consumer electronics products). 
Companies will, generally, have to 
learn how to manage this issue in the 
next few years.  

Indeed, this is a journey that the 
alcohol industry, certainly in the UK, 
may itself already be taking. It has 
generally escaped tight regulation 
in most markets because of social 
and cultural tradition, because 
there is no scientifi c evidence that 
moderate consumption causes 
harm, and perhaps also, at least in 
the UK, because of the contribution 
to urban regeneration made by the 
leisure sector. But one can already 
see signs that some alcohol products 
are migrating rightwards within the 
scenario framework, towards the ‘our 
weight’ end of the axis, and the realm 
of public disapproval which it entails. 
While this is unlikely to affect beer or 
wine, it will affect the Ready To Drink 
products (RTDs) or ‘alcopops’, as they 
are more generally known, which 
combine high alcohol strength with 
bright and breezy packaging, are 
directed at consumers in their teens 
and early twenties, and tend to 
be drunk in leisure settings rather 
than at home. 

The case on public cost is already 
being made, by senior police offi cers 
and health managers who note both 
the cost of policing city centres, 
and the detrimental impact on 
service to others.  

15 Simon Caulkin, ‘Fat profi ts are bad for you’, 
The Observer, 6 June 2004. http://observer.
guardian.co.uk/business/story/0,,1232158,00.html.
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The longer view 

The futures process which led to 
the scenarios suggests a number 
of implications for manufacturers, 
retailers, and media owners. The most 
signifi cant of these, from a strategic 
perspective, is that the changes in 
market conditions brought about by 
the debate over obesity are a process 
not an outcome. As an oil industry 
executive put it during one of their 
many spats with activists: ‘The trouble 
with you people is that we never know 
when we’ve done enough’. You never 
will have done enough: there is not 
an ISO standard in managing obesity. 
Once markets start being re-framed 
from different social and consumer 
perspectives, they are starting on 
a journey that may not have a 
destination.

It is worth exploring this in a little more 
detail, for a number of the underlying 
trends suggest that the entire business 
model of the packaged foods 
business will have to be rethought 
over the next decade. From this 
perspective, the obesity issue can 
be regarded as a valuable alarm 
call, giving managers time to work 
through the implications of the wider 
external changes, rather than an 
inconvenience. 

• We noted above that the obesity 
issue had led quickly on to the wider 
issue of food additives. This scrutiny, 

which amounts to criticism of the 
politics, and the political economy, 
of the food and drink industry, will 
continue.16 Adjusting to such criticism 
can be slow, from an organisational 
point of view, because of the 
processes and logistics involved, and 
because they may involve consumer 
reaction, since some of the additives 
are about the taste of the processed 
product. But no matter how diffi cult 
this is, delaying creates its own risks. 
If customers expect you to act, 
telling them that it is diffi cult creates 
further hostility, partly driven by the 
suspicion that the delays are caused 
not by technical complexity but by 
reluctance to give up the higher 
margins on many processed foods.

From our initial review of drivers for 
our obesity scenarios study, and 
from recent scenarios work done for 
other clients,  there are some drivers 
which could have a wider  impact 
on the industry – and consumer and 
regulatory attitudes – albeit over a 
longer term. Although our comments 
here are of a more tentative nature, 
it is also possible that the obesity issue 
may help to prime these as a future 
sources of contention.

• Waste is becoming a more critical 
environmental issue, as landfi lls 
are fi lling up, and a number of EU 
directives on waste management and 
disposal are implemented. Over the 
next decade, householders are likely 

to be held increasingly responsible 
for managing their waste. This 
suggests that the debate about food 
packaging – which is at the fringe of 
consumer issues at the moment – may 
well become more central.

• Beyond this, the issue of climate 
change is almost certainly going 
to gain political and regulatory 
momentum. The science case is 
no longer contested.17 It is well-
established that air and road travel 
has the greatest impact on carbon 
emissions; the supermarkets are said 
to be responsible for up to one third of 
the heavy vehicles on Britain’s roads.18 
Even without climate change, the 
cost of food industry logistics could 
increase sharply if, as some analysts 
expect, the cost of oil remains high.  

16 Evidence of this can be seen in the US in the 
publication of Greg Critser’s Fat Land: How 
Americans Became the Fattest People in the 
World (Mariner Books, 2004) and the critical 
and commercial success of the documentary 
Supersize Me; in the UK with the publication of 
Joanna Blythman Shopped: The Shocking Power 
of British Supermarkets, Fourth Estate 2004 and 
Felicity Lawrence, Not on the Label: What really 
goes into the food on your plate, Penguin 2004 
and in France, by Thierry Souccar & Isabelle 
Robard , Santé, Mensonges, et Propagande 
(Health, Lies, and Propaganda), Editions du Seuil 
2004.

17 See for example Sir David King ‘The Science 
of Climate Change: adapt, mitigate or ignore?’ 
9th Zuckerman Lecture, 2002. (http://www.
foundation.org.uk/801/311002_2.pdf). The 
Foresight Report on Future Flooding (www.
foresight.gov.uk) has an extensive review of the 
scientifi c evidence on climate change.

18 Mayer Hillman, How we can save the planet, 
Penguin, London 2004
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Some of these issues would 

need their own scenarios 

to explore them fully. 

Nonetheless, any robust 

futures process would 

identify them as potential 

hazards. And if this seems a 

long way beyond obesity, it 

is because the obesity issue 

has exposed a number of 

important fault lines around 

our attitudes to food, the 

role of social policy in 

supporting positive health 

outcomes, and the balance 

between public cost and 

individual liberty. 

In a society where even 

the less well-off are mostly 

affl uent, it has also provided 

a sharp reminder that the 

diseases of affl uence still 

manage to fall more heavily 

on the poorer. This has in turn 

served as a powerful prompt 

that public intervention has 

a role beyond improving 

service delivery; if the food 

and drink sector fi nds this 

a challenge, it is one they 

will have to adapt to. It 

is not going to get easier 

to manage. If the costs 

of change for individual 

organisations seem high, the 

scenarios suggest that the 

cost of doing nothing is likely 

to be higher.    

For further information regarding the 
scenarios developed, or any issues 
raised in this paper, please contact 
Andrew Curry on 020 7955 1839 or 
Rachel Kelnar on 020 7955 1824.

For more information on Henley 
Centre’s strategic futures work, 
including its scenarios processes, 
please call Cassie Jones on 020 7955 
1864, or visit our website at www.
Henleycentre.com. 
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Appendix: Managing 
obesity: the scenarios in 
more detail

Scenario 1 As you like it

Consumers are impatient and want 
instant solutions to most problems 
in their lives – they usually get it by 
throwing money at the problem 
– and obesity is no different. Pill-
popping is increasingly becoming 
the norm, as the diet pills and vitamin 
supplements industry booms, just like 
it has in America. Consumers are 
bombarded with advertising and 
confl icting messages about how to 
get thin and healthy without having 
to make radical lifestyle changes. 
Many consumers seem to be listening 
– increasing disposable income has 
fuelled private medical treatment for 
stomach stapling and other surgical 
solutions to obesity. A growing number 
of law suits by the obese signals that 
a class action suit can’t be far away. 
Many companies turn opportunist, for 
example charging the obese for two 
seats on trains.

The reluctance of many consumers 
to sacrifi ce taste or make lifestyle 
changes which involve more 
exercise, has led many to make 
token health gestures to improve 
their health; for example, declining 
the whipped cream on their hot 
chocolate. The endless choice of ‘no 
trans fat’ or ‘no net carbs’ products 

from food manufacturers meets the 
nagging feeling at the back of most 
consumers’ minds that they ‘must do 
something’ about their weight, but the 
impact is negligible. 

Scenario 2 Much ado about 
nothing

With a spiralling obesity problem, and 
a general election impending, the 
government has realised that drastic 
action is needed to ease the strain 
on the health service and pacify 
doctors’ groups. Legislation on food 
labelling is rushed through parliament, 
and the government pressurises the 
regulator to ban junk food advertising 
on kids TV channels. Many fast food 
manufacturers now make lean and 
fat free products and have had to 
diversify; others have developed 
strong CSR and ‘corporate giving’ 
policies in the hope that this will 
prevent further government activity. 
The government has re-instituted 
compulsory, free milk at break time in 
primary schools; the online payment 
scheme for school lunches is now 
commonplace and the vending 
machines were switched to water and 
fruit drinks all but overnight in schools 
and public buildings as the fi zzy drink 
manufacturers saw what was coming. 
The government has signed up several 
celebrities to endorse its health eating 
campaigns; advertising spending 

from government tops that of the 
major fi zzy drinks manufacturer in the 6 
months leading up to the election.

There is considerable consumer 
confusion as the government tries 
a multitude of schemes to tackle 
obesity. Health care rationing is 
not popular, but many parents and 
teachers are delighted that levels 
of Attention Defi cit Disorder (ADD) 
have plummeted in schools now that 
milk has replaced fi zzy drinks. Not 
everyone is happy however – some 
consumers feel that their freedom to 
eat what they want is being curtailed. 
In an interview with a broadsheet 
newspaper, several leading doctors 
voiced concern about public health 
in the longer term, claiming that the 
government has rushed into short-
term, ill thought through measures, 
rather than formulate a long-term 
public health strategy which would 
pay dividends in the years to come.  
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Scenario 3 The tempest

The deaths of two obese brothers 
aged 12 and 15, and the arrest of 
their parents for neglect, has shocked 
many people into taking action 
about their own weight and that of 
their family. Increasing consumer 
empowerment has spurred self-
regulation of junk food advertising 
by food manufacturers and they 
face increasing pressure to label 
portion sizes as well. Celebrity diets, 
especially those promoted by 
stick-thin models, are shunned for 
promoting irresponsible eating habits 
and encouraging unrealistic images 
of the ‘ideal body’ amongst teenage 
girls. The slow food phenomenon 
is on the rise, although gradually. 
In such an environment, sustained 
lobbying of government by the large 
private gym chains proved highly 
effective; tax breaks for private gym 
membership were announced in the 
last budget and membership levels 
have increased dramatically. Exercise 
clubs are the new reading groups. 
It’s not a good time to be a fast food 
manufacturer; an increasing number 
of them are diversifying across Europe 
and are responding more to local 
food tastes. Branding of the large 
chains is much less visible than it used 
to be, but some consumers still seek 
it out as it is a cheap and convenient 
way of feeding the kids.

 

Sales of functional foods, particularly 
those which lower cholesterol and 
blood pressure levels if used over a 
long period of time, climb steadily as 
an increasing number of people seek 
long term lifestyle changes. However, 
such products are very expensive 
(especially when the whole family 
uses them), and many people who 
would like to buy them cannot afford 
to do so. Expensive functional foods, 
the cost of gym membership and the 
lack of government action to help 
those who need it most, are causing 
resentment amongst some groups – 
there is an increasing divide between 
those who fund their own healthy 
lifestyle and those who cannot afford 
to do so. 

Scenario 4 Measure for 
measure

Substantial EU money is available 
to the government through the 
‘citizen health and wellbeing fund’ 
in order to tackle obesity. Some 
initiatives are implemented across 
the wider EU, such as the addition of 
nutritional education classes to the 
school curriculum. The government 
introduces a series of tough regulatory 
rules: the Department of Wellbeing 
bans diet pills and introduces annual 
fi tness checks for school children and 
university students and the regulator 
bans misleading health claims. 
Stringent food and nutrition inspections 
are implemented across all food 

outlets, leading to the improvement of 
many school meals and the closure of 
several fast food chains. 

Every consumer now has an electronic 
‘fat quota’ ration card which keeps 
track of the amount of trans fat which 
the individual has purchased; the 
government has set up summer fi tness 
camps which use public money to 
improve the health and wellbeing of 
obese teenagers. Community action 
plans (subsidised by lottery cash) to 
regenerate safe green spaces for 
recreational activity are being set up 
but progress is very slow. Many obese 
are rejected by mainstream society; 
there is huge intolerance of those not 
considered to be ‘doing their bit’ in 
the nation’s fi ght against obesity.
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