
Protocol for a Systematic Review 

 

Title: Sugar-sweetened beverages and weight gain: is the food industry sponsorship 
biasing the conclusions? A systematic review.  

 
 
 
Lead reviewer’s contact details.  
Maira Bes-Rastrollo 
Dept. of Preventive Medicine and Public Health 
School of Medicine 
University of Navarra (Spain) 
c/ Irunlarrea, 1 (Ed. Investigacion). 31008 Pamplona (Navarra), Spain 
Tel. +34 948425600 Ext.806602 
Fax. +34 948425649 
E-mail: mbes@unav.es 
  

1 
 

mailto:mbes@unav.es


Sugar-sweetened beverages and weight gain: is the food industry sponsorship 
biasing the conclusions? A systematic review. 
 

1. Background 
Industry sponsorship of biomedical research might bias scientific conclusions. This 
issue has been thoroughly commented in pharmaceutical studies and it can be especially 
worrying because of the use of so-called “scientific evidence” in industry marketing 
strategies for the sake of their own profits [1-4]. However, little is known about the 
potential role of industry sponsorship in the area of nutrition despite that bias on 
nutrition scientific evidence may have a negative effect on the health of the whole 
population. In contrast with the pharmaceutical area with selective target in the small 
fraction of the population who is affected by a particular disease, nutrition has a target 
that usually includes 100% of the population. Furthermore, scientific evidence from 
nutrition research leads to the formulation of governmental and professional dietary 
guidelines as well as public health interventions and regulation [5]. 
In this context, the role of sugar-sweetened beverages (SSB) on weight gain and obesity 
has been extensively investigated and debated during the last years [6,7]. The potential 
influence of the source of sponsorship is highly relevant because high financial profits 
are at stake [8,9]. For example, in May 2008 the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission reported that a marketing campaign of a well-known SSB company was 
misleading. However, there is little information regarding how research on this topic 
funded by beverages or sugar industries may try to counteract the findings of 
independent research, and may contribute to send a message of contradictory results to 
the scientific community.  
Systematic reviews and meta-analyses provide a resource to access the available 
evidence regarding a particular exposure-disease association. However, publication bias 
related to authors’ conflict of interests of a systematic review might be an important 
issue that may compromise the reliability of its conclusions. The beverage and sugar 
industries tend to be especially present in the reported conflicts of interest of some 
investigators actively publishing in the field of SSB and obesity. Therefore, we assessed 
whether the disclosure of a potential financial conflict of interest with these industries 
was associated with the conclusions on SSB consumption and weight gain or obesity in 
published meta-analyses and systematic reviews. 
 

2. Objective of the Review 
To assess whether the disclosure of a potential financial conflict of interest with food 
industries was associated with the conclusions on SSB consumption and weight gain or 
obesity in published meta-analyses and systematic reviews.  
 

3. Methods.  
Criteria for inclusion studies in the review 
Published systematic reviews or meta-analyses with a specific stated search criteria and 
information about the used databases that conducted a systematic review on the topic of 
SSB as a potential risk factor for weight gain or obesity (primary focus). 
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Databases: PubMed and Cochrane Database. Plus, hand search references. 
 
Time and place: Studies published at any time until 31st January 2013.  
 
Study characteristics: Systematic reviews or meta-analyses conducted in human. 
 
Languages: English, Spanish, and French 
 
Search: (soft drink or soft drinks or beverage* or soda) and (body mass index or bmi or 
weight or obes* or overweight) 
 
Flow diagram of study selection procedure 
 

XX studies identified as potentially eligible 

 XX studies in other languages different of English, Spanish, or French 

XX 

 XX studies did not meet inclusion criteria 

XX studies receiving full text review 

 XX studies did not included the primary focus 

 XX studies were not “systematic” reviews 

 XX studies included from hand search references 

XX studies included in the final analysis 

 

Data management: One reviewer will conduct the search strategy, will classify the 
systematic review or meta-analysis according to the authors’ financial conflicts of 
interest or stated source of finding. Potential financial conflicts of interests will be 
identified if an explicit statement on this regard is made in the manuscript by any of the 
authors; or if a declared affiliation or financial disclosure by any author suggesting a 
link with a food industry is made. This reviewer will provide to other two reviewers the 
final systematic reviews or meta-analyses included in the study that will be blinded to 
the authors’ financial conflicts of interest or stated source of funding. These two 
independent reviewers based on the conclusion of the systematic reviews or meta-
analyses will classify them into those which found a positive or non-positive association 
on the relationship between SSB consumption and weight gain or obesity. Conclusions 
with a positive association will be considered when a systematic review concludes that 
SSB consumption may increase the risk of weight gain or overweight/obesity. By 
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contrast, conclusions with a non-positive association will be considered when the 
systematic review emphasizes that there is insufficient evidence to assess the risk of 
SSB consumption on weight gain or obesity or sent a message of contradictory results 
without any clear conclusion. If there is disagreement between the two researchers, the 
disagreement will be solved by a third reviewer reaching a consensus.  
 

4. Timeframe 
It is expected to include systematic reviews or meta-analyses up to 31st January 2013.  
 

5. Conflicts of interest 
Reviewers have no conflicts of interest to declare. 
 

6. Funding 
No funding will be received for this systematic review. 
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