
Understanding the local food retail context to
inform healthy food retail initiatives

Aim: To describe best practice approaches to the generation of evidence regarding the local food
retail context required to inform healthy food retail initiatives.

What do we know?
Before researchers or health promotion practitioners contemplate the planning and evaluation of healthy
food retail (HFR) initiatives, it is important to first understand their food retail context and to identify
where the evidence gaps and opportunities are for the development of HFR initiatives. A comprehensive
assessment of the specific conditions, characteristics, and factors that influence the availability and
accessibility of food in a given context (e.g., country, city, retail setting) might be needed. It involves
examining the existing retail food outlets, distribution networks, customer behaviours, business structure,
and other relevant aspects to understand the local retail food environment. A series of literature reviews
have been published in recent years detailing important considerations when exploring food retail
contexts (see examples here, here, here and here).

Understanding the retail context is an important first step in developing a research agenda for HFR
research for the following reasons:

It allows identification of the problems and opportunities present in the retail food environment, and
can be used for the prioritisation of HFR initiatives that respond to these directly;
It can be important evidence to support applications for research funding;
It can help when advocating for support from retailers, policy makers at all levels of governments,
health promotion practitioners and others; 
It can serve as a baseline for monitoring of change in retail food environments over time;
It will be helpful to identify leading retailers targeted for adoption of HFR initiatives;
It will be important for informing both retailer-focused and policy-focused solutions.

Given that a thorough analysis of the retail food environment is unlikely to have been conducted in all
settings, it may be necessary to develop a research agenda to fill remaining evidence gaps. The body of
literature mentioned above, as well as our own knowledge and experience in conducting analysis to
understand retail food environments has informed the approaches described in this summary. 
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What can be done?
There are many different types of research that can be used to describe and understand the local retail
food environment context which will then inform the development of healthy retail initiatives that are
context specific. These include approaches that assess or observe the community and customer
environment, and approaches that assess how individuals use, perceive, and are impacted by the retail
food environment. Below is a list of some of the most frequently used research methods for describing
retail food environments and examples of their application.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3684395/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25326425/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22160660/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7442349/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22160660/


Assessing or observing the retail food environment:

Analysis of food supply data, business data and other large data sources (Example: investigation of the
retail food sector in Asia using data from the Euromonitor database);
Geospatial mapping of retail outlets (Examples: Australian’s Food Environment Dashboard, US Food
Access Research Atlas, Cambridge’s FEAT tool);
The evaluation of physical retail food environments using in-store assessment tools (Examples:
INFORMAS tools, assessment of the healthiness of Australian supermarkets) or automated tools for
digital food retail environments (Example: WHO/Europe OOH Dashboard);
Assessing the policies and commitments of retailers related to nutrition and obesity prevention
(Example: Australian food company assessment).

Assessing how individuals use, perceive and are impacted by the retail food environment:

Customer surveys (Examples: International Food Policy Study, investigating customers food retail-
related behaviours in Asia);
Routine government surveys (Example: Australian Household Expenditure Survey);
Interviews or focus groups with customers (Example: interviews with US small grocery users);
Interviews or focus groups with retailers (Examples: perspectives on policies targeting unhealthy food
and beverage price promotions in Australian supermarkets, retailers’ perceptions about price
promotion strategies);
Anthropological investigations (Example: intergenerational social practice approach to uncover
transforming food consumption in Vietnam);
Exploration of lived experiences (Example: experience on accessing food outlets - residents’
perceptions of their local food environments using a photovoice approach). More about methods for
assessing individual’s lived experience for food environment research can be found here.

A review of methods for describing the retail food environment, and the pros and cons of each method,
can be found here. Below are some examples of where a thorough retail food environment analysis has
been conducted to allow a detailed picture of the opportunities and gaps for research and policy in this
topic:

An example of a regional landscape analysis designed to inform HFR initiatives in East Asia, including
assessment of business databases and both population and expert surveys can be found here.

1.

The Australian Food Environment Dashboard is an example of a national food environment
understanding analysis that assesses multiple components of the food environment, including those
related to retail. As a living, regularly updated document, it provides important information to support
HFR initiatives and policy making.

2.

An example of integration of qualitative and quantitative investigation of both the retail food
environment and individuals’ experience of the retail food environment in Vietnam can be found
here. 

3.
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https://wordpress-ms.deakin.edu.au/healthyfoodretail-eastasiapac/wp-content/uploads/sites/298/2023/11/Mapping-analysis_Thailand_FINAL.pdf
https://wordpress-ms.deakin.edu.au/healthyfoodretail-eastasiapac/wp-content/uploads/sites/298/2023/11/Mapping-analysis_Thailand_FINAL.pdf
https://foodenvironmentdashboard.com.au/food-retail/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/
https://www.cedar.iph.cam.ac.uk/feat/
https://www.informas.org/modules/food-retail/
https://www.insideourfoodcompanies.com.au/2020
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/15/18/3887
https://www.insideourfoodcompanies.com.au/2020
http://foodpolicystudy.com/about/
https://wordpress-ms.deakin.edu.au/healthyfoodretail-eastasiapac/wp-content/uploads/sites/298/2023/11/Consumer-Survey_Adolescents_FINAL.pdf
https://wordpress-ms.deakin.edu.au/healthyfoodretail-eastasiapac/wp-content/uploads/sites/298/2023/11/Consumer-Survey_Adolescents_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41430-020-00746-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10900-017-0389-5
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35883174/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35883174/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31270531/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31270531/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300729
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300729
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19320248.2017.1284025
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666319307913
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666319307913
https://researchnow.flinders.edu.au/en/publications/understanding-lived-experience-of-food-environments-to-inform-pol
https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/8611/file/Improving%20urban%20retail%20food%20environments%20final%20report.pdf
https://healthyfoodretail-eastasiapac.org/
https://foodenvironmentdashboard.com.au/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666319305586


All the methods and approaches mentioned above for describing the retail food environment could be
integrated as part of a research agenda for HFR in a given context. Examples of research agendas that
have been created based on thorough reviews of the literature and consultation with relevant third
parties, include a national research agenda for HFR research in the United States, and a regional research
agenda to promote HFR initiatives in East-Asia and the Pacific.

What we do not know yet
With a thorough understanding of the food retail context, it is then necessary to explore previous HFR
initiatives conducted both in your own context and globally to identify evidence for what works (and in
what contexts), and evidence gaps that your work might address. The best source of information on this is
likely to be systematic reviews of previous HFR initiatives (examples included in references here), although
it is also necessary to conduct a literature search for any more recently published relevant articles.
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Understanding the context of the retail food environment is essential to
inform the development of impactful HFR initiatives.

Describing and understanding the retail food environment can include
methods to assess the physical environment (e.g., in-store assessments or
geographical distribution of stores) and methods to assess how individuals
interact with the retail food environment (e.g., customer surveys).

Describing retail food environments of a given context, and developing a
research agenda, are useful in order to identify evidence gaps and
opportunities for developing healthy food retail initiatives.

Key Messages
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7663573/
https://healthyfoodretail.com/resource/a-proposed-research-agenda-for-promoting-healthy-retail-food-environments-in-the-east-asia-pacific-region/
https://healthyfoodretail.com/resource/a-proposed-research-agenda-for-promoting-healthy-retail-food-environments-in-the-east-asia-pacific-region/
https://healthyfoodretail.com/

