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Summary of conversations with local businesses  

Background  

ADPH has received funding from The Health Foundation to undertake a three-year, four nations 

collaboration project focused on the commercial determinants of health (CDOH). The project aims to 

increase awareness and understanding of CDOH and its impact across health organisations, politicians and 

the public. Additionally, the project seeks to build consensus across different organisations with an interest 

in CDOH, ensuring a wider context which cuts across single issues such as tobacco, gambling, obesity and 

alcohol. Resources and guidance for Directors of Public Health (DsPH) will be developed as part of the 

project to enable them to work with local businesses and communities to maximise their health impact 

while addressing CDOH.  

Context  

The CDOH are the commercial sector activities that influence people’s health, both positively and 

negatively. Globally, four industry sectors (tobacco, ultra-processed food, alcohol and fossil fuels) cause at 

least one third of deathsi. The impact that CDOH have on non-communicable diseases (NCDs), such as 

cardiovascular disease and cancers, is widely reported. NCDs are the leading cause of death and disability 

in the UKii and are often the result of our social and physical environments, including CDOH. They are also 

a major contributor to the social gradient in health outcomes, driving health inequalities.  

DsPH face significant challenges in addressing the negative impacts of commercial practices. Limited 

resources, exacerbated by budget constraints, restrict the scope of local councils' efforts to mitigate the 

negative health impacts of CDOH. Whilst councils face continued cuts to their budgets, public health teams 

find it difficult to convince cross-council departments of the need to restrict industry investment, such as 

in the regulation of council-owned advertising space. Health-harming industries often employ 

‘greenwashing’ tactics to portray their products as healthy and leverage their substantial financial and legal 

power overpower the efforts of local authorities to restrict their activity, hindering public health progress. 

Killer Tactics, a report by the Alcohol Health Alliance, Action on Smoking and Health, and the Obesity Health 

Alliance exposes the strategies employed by these industries to obstruct and delay public health 

policymaking. Furthermore, political disparities within councils complicate the adoption of ‘anti-business’ 

narratives in policy. Internally, fostering collaboration across council departments is challenging due to 

differing priorities and interests, hindering cohesive action against CDOH. 

In this session we heard from Sharon Appleby, Chief Executive of Sunderland’s Business Improvement 
District, and Gerry Taylor, DPH Sunderland and Chair of ADPH’s CDOH Project Advisory Group discussing 
the factors that convinced them of the importance of CDOH and how partnerships can be established 
between councils and local businesses.  

https://ahauk.org/resource/killer-tactics-report/
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Working with a Business Improvement District (BID) to tackle CDOH  

Business Improvement Districts  

Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) are business-led organisations funded by contributions from local 

businesses. Each business within the district pays a levy, which the BID, a not-for-profit entity, uses to 

reinvest in the local area to develop projects which will benefit businesses in the local areaiii. 

The local council perspective  

The following recommendations for working with local businesses to tackle CDOH have been put forward 

from the perspective of the Director of Public Health and their public health team at Sunderland City 

Council. 

Consider the local context  

Understanding the local context is crucial for identifying the needs of the population. In Sunderland, 

significant health inequalities, deprivation, and poverty contributed to worse health outcomes compared 

to the North East and England. As a result, it was necessary to explore methods for reducing these health 

inequalities. 

Tackling health inequalities by considering CDOH  

There is an opportunity to address and reduce health inequalities by considering the impact that 

commercial practices can have on health and wellbeing. Often, models aimed at improving health 

inequalities overlook the role of CDOH, making it essential to incorporate CDOH within the broader 

framework of health determinants. 

Improving the understanding of CDOH  

Enhancing partners' understanding of CDOH is crucial for improving health outcomes related to CDOH 

within a population. It is important to clearly explain what CDOH are, why it matters for improving 

residents' health outcomes, and which collaborators can help drive these improvements. 

In Sunderland, the Public Health Annual Report (PHAR) 22/23 focused on CDOH, providing valuable insight 

into the issues surrounding CDOH, Sunderland's current position on the matter, its implications for public 

health in the city, and how local partners could collaborate to improve health outcomes. Presenting the 

PHAR to partners proved beneficial in outlining steps to advance initiatives which tackle the CDOH, 

highlighting the connections between business and health, and demonstrating the role local businesses 

can play in improving public health. 

Working with local businesses  

Some of the key recommendations from Sunderland’s PHAR 22/23 on developing an approach to CDOH 

included:  

• Develop a partnership approach to reduce the number of unhealthy commodity retailers and 

exposure in an area in the city that has a high number of unhealthy commodities and high levels 

of non-communicable diseases. 

• Work with partners to identify opportunities for treatment services to become independent of 

industry funding or influence and ensure that treatment is evidence-based. 
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• Work with business across the city to enhance the positive contributions to health and wellbeing 

through policies such as the ‘Real Living Wage’, Low Carbon Framework. 

• Work with retailers locally to promote harm reduction alternatives to smoking such as e-cigarettes 

or alternatives to junk food such as low sugar options.  

• Continue to improve understanding of CDOH, and industry tactics, with partners. 

• It is important not to frame businesses as bad for heath when we want businesses and councils to 

work collaboratively to reduce the ill effects of CDOH.  

The BID perspective  

The following recommendations for working with local businesses to address CDOH have been presented 

from the perspective of the Chief Executive of Sunderland's Business Improvement District. 

Improving health using BIDs  

For BIDs, collaborating with the council and other partners to improve health is a key priority, as better 

health can enhance the competitive advantage of businesses in the area. BIDs have the opportunity to 

work with landlords and agents to influence the types of services and businesses in the area, such as 

reducing the presence of harmful establishments. It is crucial to help landlords and agents recognise the 

benefits of offering healthier services and to encourage them to consider the broader, long-term picture, 

beyond just rental income. 

Research suggests that promoting healthy food options on high streets can boost foot fall, improve 

customer satisfaction, and enhance community wellbeing. Integrating these options can lead to long-term 

business growth and better health outcomes for the community. 

Working with local businesses  in Sunderland  

• Local Heroes and Little Heroes Sunniside Food Market – local businesses food market promoting 

local produce, helping to educate children and young people on healthy food options.  

• Health on the High Street – working with the hospital Trust to increase health provision on the high 

street, bringing health services to the community.  

Engaging local businesses requires offering incentives that motivate them to participate in the BID. One of 

the key factors for businesses is the economic value. It’s important to work with businesses to help them 

recognise the benefits of adopting healthier practices. For instance, a bar or restaurant may hesitate to 

promote non-alcoholic or low-alcohol beverages, believing they are less economically viable than alcoholic 

drinks. However, the cost difference between alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages is minimal. 

There is an opportunity to enhance the benefits BIDs have brought to local businesses by collaborating to 

spread the message to other businesses.  

Take home messages  

• Understand your partners and their perspective on CDOH.  

• Understand your audience and how you work with customers and the business community.  

• Understand what you’re trying to achieve and why, and be able to share it.  

• Explain how the actions can shape health – people don’t automatically make the link between local 

businesses and health. 
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• From a business perspective, keep an open mind to not just look at the economic drivers, but to 

consider the wider factors that could affect health.  
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