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New Global health
• Used to think it was alc/tob/junk food/air pollution spreading

• Its not trade any more

• Its import subs industrialisation

• Protectionism is rising

• McDonalds is scaling back

• US, China, and Inda have been pushing self-reliance

• Culture continues to spread

• Structural discrimination spreads

• Middle classes booming

• Diet/tob/alc/air/drugs – more for disadv groups

• Immune degredation exposes to covid expression, and for NCDs

• Common environmental antecedents

• “Syndemics are characterised by biological and social interactions between 
conditions and states, interactions that increase a person's susceptibility to harm 
or worsen their health outcomes”

• [Horton] The most important consequence of seeing COVID-19 as a syndemic is to 
underline its social origins. 

• The vulnerability of older citizens; Black, Asian, and minority ethnic communities; 
and key workers who are commonly poorly paid with fewer welfare protections 
points to a truth so far barely acknowledged—namely, that no matter how 
effective a treatment or protective a vaccine, the pursuit of a purely biomedical 
solution to COVID-19 will fail. Unless governments devise policies and 
programmes to reverse profound disparities, our societies will never be truly 
COVID-19 secure.

• -https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)32000-
6/fulltext



Death by chocolate: the 
political economy of 
global tobacco, alcohol, 
and junk food 
consumption
Dr Luke N Allen



Overview

• What's killing us and why?

• What's happening with NCD deaths?

• What's happening with NCD risk factors?

• How can we stop overconsumption?

• Should we stop overconsumption?
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What is global health? / What’s killing us? / Evolutionary biology / Globalisation / The changing face of NCDs / Summary
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Source data: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation 
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1. Advances in tackling infectious and maternal diseases



2. Development



Source: IMF
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Global GDP/capita since the first Christmas



Source: World Bank
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3. A changing environment
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“The	movement	of	goods,	people,	and	ideas	across	international	borders	
at	an	increasing	rate	and	with	reducing	friction”
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Source: Passport Global Market Information Database: EuroMonitor International
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So what’s happening with 
NCD deaths?
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Source: Allen LN, Cobiac L, Townsend N. Quantifying the global distribution of premature 
mortality from non-communicable diseases. Journal of Public Health. 2017 @drlukeallen

NCDs
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Source: Allen LN, Cobiac L, Townsend N. Quantifying the global distribution of premature 
mortality from non-communicable diseases. Journal of Public Health. 2017

Probability of premature death from an NCD
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High income 

Upper-middle income 

Low income 

Lower-middle income 

Percentage of global deaths attributable to NCDs

Source: IHME data viz hub



Population by world region
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NCD death rate by income group
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Low income 

Lower-middle income 

Source: IHME data viz hub



So…

• The proportion of deaths attributable to NCDs is 
rising

• Especially in Africa and Asia
• This is partly because other causes are falling

• Absolute numbers of NCD deaths are genuinely 
rising

• But once we adjust for population growth, NCD 
death rates are pretty static, and falling in Sub-
Saharan Africa

• NCD death rates are growing fastest in upper-
middle income countries

@drlukeallen
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What’s happening with NCD 
risk factors?
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Global deaths from different risk factors 

Source: IHME data viz hub
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Smoking rates are falling
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We have reached peak booze
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Source: WHO



Poor diet is a major problem

Source: Afshin et al. Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990–2017: a systematic analysis 
for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017. The Lancet. 2019 May 11;393(10184):1958-72. @drlukeallen



@drlukeallenSource: Allen L. Commercial determinants of Global Health. Springer Global Health Handbook. 2020 

What drives consumption of NCD vectors?



@drlukeallenAllen et al. Corporate profits versus spending on non-communicable disease prevention: an unhealthy balance. Lancet Global Health. 2019

What drives consumption of NCD vectors?



How can we stop 
overconsumption?
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WHO ‘Best Buys’
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Alcohol advertising bans
Breast milk code

Salt policies
Physical activity mass media

Alcohol tax
Alcohol sale restrictions

Mortality data
Risk factor surveys

Tobacco advertising bans
Smoke-free places
Graphic warnings

Child food marketing
Tobacco tax
Fat policies

Cardiovascular therapies
National action plan

National NCD targets
Clinical guidelines

Change in total number of countries with full or partial adoption

Change in policy implementation from 2015-2020
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Former-

Soviet
OECD EU G20

Gulf 

states
SIDS

World Bank Income Category WHO Region

High
Upper 

middle 

Lower 

middle 
Low AFRO WPRO PAHO EMRO SEARO EURO

n 15 36 27 43 6 38 57 60 46 31 46 27 35 22 11 53

National NCD targets 93% 49% 44% 59% 100% 63% 55% 68% 70% 55% 58% 67% 70% 64% 100% 52%

Mortality data 90% 100% 98% 93% 50% 50% 89% 61% 23% 2% 8% 41% 80% 27% 14% 91%

Risk factor surveys 83% 68% 61% 67% 58% 45% 59% 61% 57% 42% 39% 69% 51% 55% 68% 66%

National action plan 93% 58% 57% 63% 100% 59% 63% 64% 64% 52% 47% 65% 60% 59% 100% 68%

Tobacco tax 37% 76% 81% 74% 25% 18% 59% 39% 18% 8% 12% 33% 26% 27% 32% 66%

Smoke-free places 50% 49% 48% 52% 25% 46% 51% 62% 46% 45% 38% 59% 66% 48% 59% 52%

Graphic warnings 90% 92% 100% 92% 58% 50% 79% 63% 61% 37% 40% 70% 66% 45% 68% 83%

Tobacco ad bans 57% 46% 54% 51% 92% 42% 50% 49% 52% 55% 54% 54% 33% 68% 50% 52%

Tobacco mass media 40% 53% 41% 48% 33% 21% 44% 27% 32% 13% 18% 39% 24% 34% 41% 38%

Alc sale restrictions 53% 44% 44% 47% 58% 49% 47% 54% 54% 52% 50% 43% 54% 70% 64% 46%

Alcohol ad bans 83% 49% 44% 41% 42% 12% 35% 33% 35% 26% 21% 13% 11% 57% 55% 54%

Alcohol tax 63% 43% 35% 37% 33% 45% 40% 47% 47% 48% 45% 41% 46% 59% 41% 42%

Salt policies 50% 68% 67% 64% 92% 13% 59% 33% 17% 0% 1% 28% 27% 43% 32% 58%

Fat policies 77% 92% 100% 88% 100% 11% 75% 29% 16% 0% 2% 11% 27% 43% 23% 79%

Child food marketing 67% 86% 78% 70% 33% 11% 60% 32% 13% 3% 0% 33% 23% 18% 36% 66%

Breast milk code 53% 42% 50% 49% 58% 24% 42% 43% 47% 47% 46% 26% 37% 52% 59% 50%

PA campaigns 87% 94% 100% 95% 75% 63% 88% 70% 33% 18% 21% 54% 77% 36% 50% 91%

Clinical guidelines 93% 82% 78% 81% 92% 51% 72% 66% 62% 45% 47% 61% 69% 52% 86% 75%

CVD therapies 60% 76% 76% 69% 83% 37% 69% 43% 13% 2% 5% 44% 26% 36% 36% 69%

Total 69% 67% 66% 65% 64% 37% 60% 50% 40% 29% 29% 45% 46% 47% 53% 63%

NCD policy implementation heat map
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Conceptual framework for NCD policy implementation 
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Madureira Lima J, Galea S. The Corporate Permeation Index:
A tool to study the macrosocial determinants of Non-Communicable Disease. 

Soc Sci Med-Popul Heal. 2019.

“The extent to which corporations are 
embedded in the political, legal, social, 
economic and cultural fabric of a country”
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Democracy and corporate permeation
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Policy action against tobacco, alcohol, and poor diet
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Should we stop 
overconsumption?
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Ipsos MORI, for the Health Foundation. Public perceptions of health and social care in light of COVID-19. May 2020.



State

(Immutable)

Personal responsibility

State

NHS

Environment

Individual choices/behaviour

DNA

The King’s Fund. Broader determinants of health. 2019. https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/projects/time-think-differently/trends-broader-determinants-health @drlukeallen

• DNA
• Individual choices
• NHS
• Environment

- Social 
- Economic
- Political
- Physical
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www.bristol.ac.uk/poverty/healthinequalities.html @drlukeallen



@drlukeallenPublic Health England. Fingertips data: Obesity profile: https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile/national-child-measurement-programme

Year 6 English schoolchildren



Age

ONS. Inequality in Health and Life Expectancies within Upper Tier Local Authorities: 2009 to 2013 @drlukeallen

Life 
expectancy

Healthy life 
expectancy



“Rulers have a duty 
to prevent citizens 
from harm, including 
harm to themselves”
Thomas Hobbes. Leviathan. 1651.

“The sole purpose of 
the government is to 
protect and enlarge 
personal freedoms”
John Locke. Two treatises of government. 1689.

@drlukeallen



“The only purpose for which 
power can be rightfully 
exercised over any member 
of a civilized community, 
against his will, is to prevent 
harm to others. His own 
good, either physical or 
moral, is not a sufficient 
warrant”
John Stewart Mill. On liberty. 1859.
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“The government solution to a problem is 
usually as bad as the problem”

“If you put the federal government in charge 
of the Sahara Desert, in 5 years there'd be 
a shortage of sand”

Milton Friedman



“Everything in moderation, 
including moderation”

Oscar Wilde

“I have the right to do anything – but I 
will not be mastered by anything”
St Paul, 1 Corinthians 6v12

@drlukeallen

“Everything in moderation”
Hesiod, Aristotle, Plautus 
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Summary • NCDs are killing us, because:
• Were richer
• Better at treating other conditions
• Biologically hardwired to consume naughty treats

• What's happening with NCD deaths?
• Rising in middle income countries
• Static or falling elsewhere

• What's happening with NCD risk factors?
• Poor diet is endemic
• Tobacco and Alcohol are retreating

• How/should we stop overconsumption?
• We have a toolkit of effective policies
• Is their use legitimate?
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Covid-19
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primary care systems: Rebuilding a stronger primary 
care. BJGP Open. 2020
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"the tradition that the state should interfere as little as possible is a long and honourable"

what is the acceptable level of intervention to protect health of citizens?

public opinion shifts over time

The public broadly supports state intervention to curb individual freedom to protect 
health during covid

Popn often expects that state will act to ensure that food is safe 

There is public support to constrain wealthy industries that operate based on addiction

Less clear when it is a capacitous adult making individual decisions that do not affect 
anyone else
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Why are NCD deaths falling in SSA?

Rising deaths 2010-
2017:

Cancers
Alzheimers
Odd gastro things
Drug abuse

Falling deaths 2010-
2017:

CVD, diabetes, lung 
disease, congenial

@drlukeallenSource: IHME data viz hub



Getting rich really brings down ID DALYS, but smaller gains for NCDs
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Tobacco

Disruptions to production:
Philip Morris USA suspended production at its Richmond 
manufacturing centre

But sales remain strong

Hefler M, Gartner CE. The tobacco industry in the time of 
COVID-19: time to shut it down?.
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Alcohol

Western Australia restricts alcohol sales

Alcohol-related issues take up an enormous amount of resources in our 
health system. These are resources we simply cannot afford to spare 
during the COVID-19 situation.

"This only will result in problems throughout our society that we cannot 
afford right now," he said.
"These are problems that will stretch our police force and only put more 
pressure on our hospital system."
More details about the restrictions were set to be revealed by Mr 
McGowan and Police Commissioner Chris Dawson on Wednesday.

Flagging the restrictions earlier this week, Commissioner Dawson said he 
would "exercise any emergency power to keep the community safe".
"We will consider all options depending on whether the community 
behave and do that in a civil way," he said at the time.
"They haven't done it with toilet paper."

Kim JU, Majid A, Judge R, Crook P, Nathwani R, 
Selvapatt N, Lovendoski J, Manousou P, Thursz M, 
Dhar A, Lewis H. Effect of COVID-19 lockdown on 
alcohol consumption in patients with pre-existing alcohol 
use disorder. The Lancet Gastroenterology & 
Hepatology. 2020 Oct 1;5(10):886-7.

Alcohol Change UK. Drinking during lockdown: 
Headline finding. 
https://alcoholchange.org.uk/blog/2020/covid19-
drinking-during-lockdown-headline-
findings#:~:text=This%20suggests%20that%20around%
208.6,more%20per%20session%20since%20lockdown. 

8.6 million adults in the UK are drinking more frequently since 
lockdown, while 14 million are drinking less often or have stopped 
drinking entirely. – Alcohol change UK survey of >2k adults @drlukeallen

https://alcoholchange.org.uk/blog/2020/covid19-drinking-during-lockdown-headline-findings


Diet

PHE: Wider Impacts of COVID-19 on health monitoring tool.

Kantar (2020) How will lockdown and economic downturn 
affect our behaviour when it comes to nutrition?

@drlukeallen



@drlukeallen



@drlukeallen






