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Working with healthcare providers and
universities to improve healthy food retail

Aim: To describe the best practice approach for researchers working with healthcare providers
and universities to improve healthy food retail.

Hospitals and universities are complex food environments that cater for diverse communities and have

been recognised by the World Health Organization (WHO) as potential health-promoting environments.
These environments include food retail outlets, vending machines, food procurement and catering
services, food co-operatives, and institutional and student-run events. In the case of universities,
campuses also often have gardens, food production for curriculum and research activities, and welfare
services. Given their focus on providing a public good, and that they often have a focus on health in their
teaching and research, interventions to improve the policies and food environments of universities may
be easier to progress than in purely commercial settings. Similarly, as hospitals are health-promoting
settings, retailers may be more open to the implementation of healthy food retail interventions or have
mandates from government or hospital management to do so (as in the case of “A Better Choice” policy

directive in Queensland, and the “Healthy choices” policy directive for Victorian public health services).

Research to date has highlighted that despite their focus on health, university and hospital food
environments generally do not support healthy eating, with low availability and poor promotion of
healthy foods and drinks in retail outlets and vending machines (highlighted in university food retail audits

and campus food service facilities). Within these settings, there are many aspects of retail food

environments that may be acted upon to make these environments healthier, including the availability,
promotion, pricing, and placement of products.

Monitoring retail food environments in universities and health care settings
« The equity, healthiness, and sustainability of institutional food environments can be assessed using a
range of tools and processes which can be useful for benchmarking against best practice, setting
targets, allocating resources, and monitoring progress.

« For universities, benchmarking tools (e.g., Uni-Food benchmarking tool, the Food Environment-

Quality Index) can assess campus food environments. Outlet-level auditing tools can assess the
healthiness of products sold in campus food outlets (e.g., Nutrition Environment Measures Surveys).

« The healthiness of cafés, kiosks, canteens and vending machines within hospitals and health services
(and the policies that influence this) can be benchmarked against best practice (e.g., Australia’s Food
Environment Dashboard).
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Interventions to improve the healthiness of retail food environments
Several intervention studies have been conducted with the aim of improving the healthiness of retail food
environments. Strategies found to have positive outcomes include:
« Improving the availability of healthy foods and beverages within vending machines (e.g., hospitals in
Australia and New Zealand, New York Healthy Hospital Food Initiative) and food retail outlets (e.g.,
The Healthy Food and Drink in NSW Health Facilities Framework, Scottish Healthy Retail Standard).

« Providing nutrition information, such as traffic light ratings, in on-campus retail stores and in hospital

cafeterias.

« Limiting food and beverage promotions to only healthy foods and beverages (e.g., the Scottish
Healthy Retail Standard).

« Increasing the price of unhealthy foods and beverages while decreasing the price of healthy foods and
beverages (e.g., unhealthy beverage price increases at a hospital convenience store in Victoria,

Australia; and unhealthy beverage price increases at a Boston hospital café).

« Placing unhealthy foods and beverages out of sight (e.g., a café in a Victorian hospital) and making

healthy items more prominent and visible (e.g., in a Boston hospital cafeteria in 2012, 2014, and
2019).

« Embedding healthy and affordable food requirements into contractual arrangements to support
university-wide policies (e.g., Monash University and Deakin University’s contracts with vending

machine providers includes conditions for a minimal proportion of healthy products, and for healthier
products to be affordable relative to less healthy options).

Understanding interested party perspectives
Several approaches have been adopted to try to understand interested party perspectives regarding
policies to improve food environments in hospitals and universities, including:

« Customer surveys to understand acceptability of healthy food policies (e.g., unhealthy beverage price

increases at a hospital convenience store, placing unhealthy beverages out of sight at a café in a

Victorian hospital).

« Qualitative studies to understand student and staff dietary patterns (e.g., Focus group discussions

with students) or their behaviours, awareness and attitudes to healthy food practices (e.g., Campus
food choices and opinions on food availability, Food environment perceptions of students,

Stakeholder Perceptions of Campus Sustainability Efforts)

« Qualitative interviews to understand staff and management perspectives of healthy food policies
(e.g., unhealthy beverage price increases at a hospital convenience store; vending machine standards

at a hospital; the Scottish Healthy Retail Standard, healthy food policy in Western Australian hospitals,

and; healthy food policy at a Victorian hospital).

Considerations for co-designing and supporting projects
« Approaches to working with hospitals and universities to create healthier food retail can differ based
on their context and needs. For example, researchers can engage with them to co-design and
implement new interventions, or they could provide evaluation support. Whatever the approach,
building strong relationships with hospital and university representatives is important for the success
of a project.

Successful implementation of healthy food policies in hospitals and universities is facilitated by the
availability of necessary resources, top-down support from management to staff, and ‘policy

champions’ (as highlighted in Western Australia, New South Wales, and Victorian health services). The
Healthy Eating Advisory Service is a good example of an external organisation that provides such
implementation support.
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Further exploration on best practice approaches to working with healthcare providers and universities to
improve healthy food retail should focus on:

« The perspectives of retailers in university settings on healthy food retail interventions and policies.
Understanding their perspectives can aid in designing policies that are more likely to be considered
feasible and acceptable by the retailers who will be involved in their implementation. Studies in
hospital settings show favourable retailer views of these initiatives (e.g., unhealthy beverage price

increases at a hospital convenience store inVictoria, Australia; vending machine standards at a
hospital in Victoria, Scottish Healthy Retail Standard, healthy food policy in Western Australian
hospitals, and healthy food policy at a Victorian hospital).

The potential cost-effectiveness and business impacts of healthy food retail interventions in both
hospital and university settings. Retailers have expressed concern over the potential business impact
of interventions, and understanding their likely impacts can address a key barrier to their
implementation. The small number of studies that have evaluated the business impacts of healthy
food retail have indicated the potential business neutrality of these interventions in hospital settings
(Bergen and Yeh, 2006; Blake, 2018; Gorton et al, 2010).

The feasibility and sustainability of healthy food policies, particularly when implemented across
multiple hospital or university retail outlets, campuses, and sites.

Hospitals and university campuses are complex food environments, catering
for a wide diversity of patients/students and staff through multiple food

1 outlet types. Due to the health-promoting nature of hospitals and the
educational focus of universities, food retailers in these settings may be more
incentivised to implement healthy food retail interventions.

Multiple real-world experiments have been conducted in different retail outlet
2 types across universities and hospitals, showing that healthy food
interventions can be an effective way of encouraging healthier dietary choices.

Future research should aim to consider perspectives of all relevant parties,
3 build relationships with retailers, and evaluate wide-reaching interventions,
implemented across multiple retailers, campuses, and locations.
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