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 Welcome from the Director 

  

 

It is a pleasure to welcome you to the first report of the NHMRC Centre of Research 

Excellence in Food Retail Environments for Health (RE-FRESH). Funded in 2018, RE-FRESH 

brings together nine Universities from across Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the UK and 

France, together with a number of partners from government, non-government 

organisations and the food retail sector. We are collectively driven by a desire to see our 

food system supporting our citizens to achieve the best nutrition possible. 

With diet and related factors a leading contributor to ill health and early mortality around 

the world now is the right time to be embarking on this unique program of work. By the 

end of this five year work program, we aim to have built a strong and connected network 

of those involved in healthy food retail across the globe. We will have supported the 

development of a cohort of emerging leaders in this area of multidisciplinary partnership 

research, and facilitated learning exchanges between our researchers and policy and 

practice partners. We also will have produced a number of innovative research outcomes 

and resources that enable and support the widespread uptake of healthy food retail 

initiatives by food retailers around the world. 

This report marks the end of our first year, and it is great to see the connections, 

collaborations and impact that has already occurred. I invite you to read through the 

following pages to see more detail on the need for RE-FRESH, how we have designed our 

program of work to support the development of our early and mid-career researchers, 

and how we are delivering evidence of effective and sustainable methods to improve food 

retail environments to benefit the population’s health.  

Please contact our team at re-fresh@deakin.edu.au if you have ideas and suggestions for 

our work program as we move through our second year. 

 

Anna Peeters 

Director RE-FRESH CRE 

Director, Institute for Health Transformation 

Deakin University 

 

mailto:re-fresh@deakin.edu.au
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Why is RE-FRESH needed? 
 

 

An unhealthy diet is the leading risk factor for chronic diseases in Australia, 

with the majority of the population not meeting national dietary guidelines 

(6).  Poorer diet quality is associated with greater social disadvantage, making unhealthy 

diet an important contributor to Australia’s inequalities in health (9).  

With over one third of energy intake coming from 

unhealthy food and drink, poor diet represents a large 

and avoidable burden, and offers substantial 

opportunity for effective interventions to improve 

population health, equity and wellbeing, though 

action is needed now. Food retail environments, 

where Australians source most of their food, currently 

incentivize and promote unhealthy food choices, 

leading directly to poor health outcomes (10,11), 

though global recommendations have typically paid 

little attention to the role of the retailer in creating 

healthy food environments (2).  

We must explore new solutions that are more 

robustly positioned within the reality and entirety of 

our large and complex food system, so as to be 

feasible for retailers while also improving population 

diets. Research is urgently needed that demonstrates how healthy food retail can become 

the new norm for food businesses by promoting diets that meet national dietary 

guidelines. 

 

 

How is it possible that, 

d e s p i t e  g l o b a l 

agreement on the 

now critical need to 

improve population 

diet, little progress 

has been made (1-3)?  

At the core of the 

problem lies the fact 

that eating unhealthy 

food is now easier 

than eating healthily. 
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The opportunity of RE-FRESH 
 

 

Over the past decade, our team has developed 

compelling evidence of the untapped potential 

and power of food retailers, suggesting that 

they represent a significant opportunity to more 

rapidly shift our food environments to healthier 

food and drink provision. With nearly all food 

being purchased in some type of retail setting 

(12), and the retail environment having a 

powerful effect on purchasing decisions, it is 

clear that food retailers are critical gatekeepers 

of these environments (13, 14). We must now 

work with these gatekeepers to transform food 

retail environments, while aligning with their 

primary goals: creating value for their 

customers, and profit for themselves and their 

shareholders.  

Food retailers play a pivotal role in influencing 

food purchases. But why have so few retail 

environments changed for the better? The 

answer lies in retailers’ assumption that healthy 

food retail will reduce profitability and customer 

satisfaction. Excitingly however, recent 

emerging evidence – much of it generated in 

partnership with our team – is challenging this assumption, demonstrating that 

interventions which promote healthier food retail can be feasible, profitable, and align 

with customer demand (4, 15-24).  

Policy and practice changes 

stemming from our work so 

far include:  

• Reduced sugary drink sales 

across YMCA Victoria (4);  

• Less than 20% of food and 

drinks available across 

Western Leisure Services in 

Victoria classified as 

unhealthy (5);  

• Restricting the display of 

less healthy foods in stores 

owned by the Arnhem Land 

P r o g r e s s  A b o r i g i n a l 

Corporation and Outback 

Stores (7); and  

• Implementing ‘A Better 

Choice Healthy Food and 

Drink Supply Strategy’ in 

over three quarters of 

Q u e e n s l a n d  H e a l t h 

Facilities (8).  
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Our team’s existing research and experience provide a strong foundation to deliver the 

much-needed systematic analysis of what works, in what context, and with what 

resources, to accelerate the uptake of evidence-based interventions into policy and 

practice. We have previously partnered with many of the early adopters of healthy food 

retail, including supermarket chains, stores in remote and underserved communities, and 

food service outlets in hospitals, schools, sports and recreation centres, and universities.  

By working with retailers we can learn more about the conditions that enable successful 

business outcomes, what investments, risks, and benefits are involved for food retailers 

when implementing such change and what is the potential for at-scale, sustainable 

implementation of healthy food retail interventions to equitably improve population 

health. Only a deeper understanding of the answers to these questions will allow us to 

translate individual intervention success into broader, system-level recommendations, 

and provide the methods and tools required to support them while establishing the 

business case for change.  

Factors that influence food environments 
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What RE-FRESH will do 

As the first international centre for healthy food retail research and practice, 

across our four broad research streams RE-FRESH will:  

 Identify and evaluate the most feasible and effective healthy food retail 

interventions aimed at improving population diet;  

 Design new methods and tools, utilising case based reasoning 

and artificial intelligence, required to support intervention 

development, implementation, evaluation, monitoring, and 

translation across all food retail settings;  

 Estimate the impact of healthy food retail interventions on 

population diet, equity, health and business; 

 Build a business case for healthy food retail across various food 

retail settings (supermarkets, communities, and food service) 

and locations (metropolitan, rural and remote areas);  

 Accelerate the uptake and embedding into policy and practice 

of evidence-based prioritised interventions that make our food 

retail environments healthier; and 

 Drive cross-disciplinary research, capacity building, and 

collaboration with the common goal of transforming food retail 

environments to improve population health. 
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Who are we?

RE-FRESH is a collaboration of researchers, health economists, policy makers, 

epidemiologists, and public health nutritionists, with a common goal of improving food 

retail environments for health.  

Prof. Anna Peeters 

(Director),  

Deakin University 

A/Prof. Julie  

Brimblecombe,  

Monash University 

Prof. Steven Allender, 

Deakin University 

A/Prof. Adrian Cameron, 

Deakin University 

Prof. Amanda Lee, 

The University  

of Queensland 

A/Prof. Gary Sacks, 

Deakin University 

Chief Investigators 
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Prof. Marj Moodie, AM, 

Deakin University 

Prof. Cliona Ni 

Mhurchu, The 

University of Auckland 

Prof. Boyd Swinburn, 

The University 

of Auckland 

Associate Investigators 

Prof. Bruce Neal, 

The University of New 

South Wales and the 

George Institute for 

Global Health 

A/Prof. Catherine Mah, 

Dalhousie University 

A/Prof. Kathryn 

Backholer, 

Deakin University 

Prof. Liliana Orellana, 

Deakin University 

Jane Martin, 

the Obesity Policy 

Coalition 
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Dr Luke Greenacre, 

Monash University 

Alethea Jerebine,  

YMCA 

A/Prof. Jason Wu, 

 The University of 

New South Wales 

Dr Megan Ferguson,  

The University 

 of Queensland 

Dr Michael Johnstone, 

Deakin University 

Prof. Collin Bell,  

Deakin University 
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Jaithri is a Senior Research Fellow in Deakin Health Economics 

(DHE) and leads the Economics of Obesity Stream within the 

Global Obesity Centre (GLOBE). Jaithri’s research interest is 

the economic evaluation of obesity prevention interventions 

and methods development to better assist decision makers in 

using economic evidence in priority setting decisions. She led      

a large economic evaluation work program for the NHMRC 

funded Centre of Research Excellence (CRE) in Obesity Policy 

and Food Systems. This priority setting study (ACE-Obesity 

Policy) evaluated the cost-effectiveness of multiple obesity 

prevention interventions across several sectors. She is also 

leading a body of work developing frameworks for the use of 

cost-benefit analysis methods for the evaluation of 

prevention interventions with impacts beyond the health care sector. Jaithri has held 

teaching positions in the Master of Health Economics course as co-chair of the Resource 

Allocation and Priority Setting unit. 

Jaithri Ananthapavan, 

Deakin University  

Early and Mid-career researchers 

Miranda is a research fellow in GLOBE at Deakin University, 

where she holds an Institute for Health Transformation post-

doctoral fellowship, investigating business outcomes of healthy 

food retail initiatives. She is an Accredited Practicing Dietitian 

and received her doctorate (2019) from Monash University 

examining pricing strategies to reduce population sugar-

sweetened beverage consumption. Her research focuses on 

implementation of healthy food policy and retail interventions, 

with an emphasis on novel/mixed method approaches. Miranda 

currently leads projects including the VicHealth-funded ‘Water in 

Sport’ project, online added sugar labelling experiments, and 

healthy vending machine interventions. Miranda has 20 peer-

reviewed publications, over 200 citations, and an h-index of 9 

(Scopus). Translational partners include VicHealth, local 

governments, and the Victorian Department of Health and 

Human Services. She has led Deakin submissions to government food regulation consultations 

and contributed to commissioned reports for the World Health Organisation. She is a current 

member of City, University of London Research Collaboration Project Advisory Group on 

engaging small food retailers; an active member of the Deakin-led NOURISH network; chair of 

the Dietitians Association of Australia Food Regulatory and Policy Committee; co-chair of the RE

-FRESH EMCR committee; and an Associate Editor at Public Health Nutrition.  

Dr Miranda Blake, 

Deakin University 
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Tara is a Research Fellow at Deakin University and the 

University of Sydney. Prior to completing a PhD evaluating 

healthy food retail policies in community settings (with 

Anna Peeters and Kathryn Backholer), she was awarded a 

Bachelor of Commerce and Master of Public Health. 

Through her research, Tara aims to measure and produce 

outcomes of relevance to multiple stakeholders, including 

retailers, customers and public health practitioners, 

reflecting the integration of her marketing and public health 

training. Through the CRE, Tara continues to explore how 

retailers can be supported in making shifts to healthier food 

environments, while expanding on her interests in food 

marketing, food policy, and food supply chains in her work 

outside of Deakin. She is a keen collaborator, is committed to the translation of research 

into practice and policy, and is excited about the current and potential opportunities, 

connections and projects forming as a result of RE-FRESH. 

Dr Tara Boelsen-Robinson, 

Deakin University 

 Megan is a Senior Lecturer, Public Health Nutrition at the 

University of Queensland and an Associate Investigator on the 

CRE. Related to the focus of the CRE, Megan leads a program of 

work that aims to increase the use of evidence-informed, 

health-enabling strategies in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander community stores, and to better understand and 

advocate for, the policy environment that will support 

implementation of these strategies. Megan collaborates with 

CRE researchers on various retail research in the remote 

context. Megan’s research follows a career as a public health 

nutritionist in service provision and policy, including having 

worked within the remote retail industry. In the first year of the 

CRE, Megan has collaborated closely with CRE researchers operating in regional Australia to 

harness our collective learning in the area of strategy co-design with retailers. Megan is 

highly optimistic of the opportunities for future collaboration across the CRE. 

Dr Megan Ferguson, 

The University of 

Queensland 
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Jill is a research fellow in GLOBE at Deakin University. She was 

recently awarded a Deans Research Post-doctoral fellowship that 

will build on her PhD findings and further investigate how to 

sustain community-led obesity prevention efforts, focusing on the 

elements of implementation required to enhance sustainability 

health outcomes long term. She was awarded her doctorate from 

Deakin University (2019) examining a whole of community 

systems and collaborative approach to obesity prevention across 

a 7000 km2 rural local government area of Victoria, Australia. Her 

research focuses on working with local community leaders and 

stakeholders to change traditional health promotion practice to 

implement system level changes, emphasising co-designed and 

community-led implementation of locally relevant strategies that 

enhance healthier food and physical activity environments. Jill 

utilises mixed method approaches to understand the process and outcomes of these 

strategies.  Jill has 16 peer-reviewed publications, over 380 citations and an h-index of 9 

(Google Scholar). Translational partners include local governments, rural health services and 

the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services. She is a current co-chair of the 

Translation and Impact Committee.  

Dr Jill Whelan,  

Deakin University 

Emma is a co-funded NHMRC & Heart Foundation Early Career 

Research Fellow with Menzies School of Health Research 

(Brisbane office). She has a Master of Nutrition and Dietetics and 

a PhD (2014), which evaluated the effects of dietary salt intake on 

cardiovascular risk and risk for worsening kidney function in 

people with chronic kidney disease. Her post-doctoral 

research focuses on improving population diet in remote 

Indigenous Australian communities, mostly through the design 

and evaluation of strategies and tools to support implementation 

and monitoring of health-enabling food environments. Emma has 

expertise in quantitative data analytics and management with 

extensive experience with purchasing/sales data, as well as 

research design and methods, evaluation of in-store strategies, 

consumer behaviour, healthy food retail decision support tools,  

dietary assessment methods, dietary modelling and evidence synthesis. She loves learning 

new skills, collaborating on a diverse range of projects and sharing her expertise. She has 

found the connections and collaborations formed through RE-FRESH to date to be very 

valuable, and is excited about what’s to come.   

Dr Emma McMahon, 

The University of 

Queensland 
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Expert advisory panel 

RE-FRESH has engaged a panel of local and international experts to help advise on 

research projects, foster collaboration, and ensure that projects cater to the diverse 

needs of the communities we serve. Through this panel RE-FRESH engages key industry 

partners, including representatives from: 

 

 The Arnhem Land Progress Aboriginal Corporation  

 City University London 

 The Heart Foundation 

 Indigenous community groups 

 Independent grocery retailers 

 NSW Health 

 Nutrition Australia: Healthy Eating Advisory Service 

 Victorian Department of Health and Human Services 

 VicHealth 

 Queensland Health 
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Training  the next generation 
 

 

RE-FRESH has been designed to specifically foster early and mid-career researchers and 

support these members to progress their careers, develop unique skill sets and 

collaborative relationships that will enable them to become the food environment 

research leaders of the future. As members of RE-FRESH, early and mid-career 

researchers have the opportunity to work across research streams and gain experience 

in a diverse range of areas, participate in national and international knowledge 

exchange programs and learn from a wide range of academic, government and 

industry experts.  
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Practitioner fellow program 
 

 

 

RE-FRESH will also partner with front line health practitioners and policy specialists to 

expand their research capacity and help us to understand the changing needs and 

challenges of the sector, enhancing cross-disciplinary research. RE-FRESH aims to upskill 

front line public health and retail business practitioners to provide them with the skills 

needed to improve the food environments they work in. RE-FRESH will provide the 

opportunity for those interested in gaining research skills to undertake a secondment 

within a participating institution, contributing to a research project over the course of a 

year, and also to contribute to a report that will inform other practitioners, and 

interested parties, of how the outcomes can be incorporated into front-line practice.  

We encourage interested parties to contact us via re-fresh@deakin.edu.au 

mailto:re-fresh@deakin.edu.au
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

community engagement 
 

 

 

Research undertaken as part of RE-FRESH will be performed in partnership with remote 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, as reducing discretionary food intake 

has been identified as a key step in reducing the burden of disease in these 

communities. As the majority of food is accessed through local stores which are owned 

by the community, we will work with store owners and operators to enhance their 

decision making capacity to assist with determining the most effective strategies and 

policies to support healthy food environments and provide information to inform 

community decision making. This will be led by A/Prof. Brimblecombe and Prof. Lee, 

who each have over two decades of experience in engagement with remote 

communities and with early career researchers Dr Megan Ferguson, Dr Emma 

McMahon, Ms Dori Patay, and Ms Meron Lewis. 

 

We are working with several Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations, and are 

working to recruit early-career Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers, and 

doctoral candidates, to increase research capacity in Indigenous health and food retail 

front-line practitioners.  
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Our first year at a glance 

48+ peer reviewed 

publications 

19 conference 

presentations 

9 national or 

international consultancy 

projects 

The ‘Healthy Stores 2020’ 

project received positive 

feedback from the  COAG 

health council 
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For a full list of outputs 

please see the appendix 

60 + people attended 

our inaugural 

stakeholder meeting 

4 invited presentations to 

government departments 

2 National Heart 

Foundation fellowships 

awarded 

17 early and mid-

career researchers 

have joined RE-FRESH 
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Appendix: Year 1 highlights and outputs 

 

Highlights 

  RE-FRESH held its inaugural Stakeholder meeting on the 26th of July, 2019. Attendees included  

representatives from The Arnhem Land Progress Aboriginal Corporation, City: University 

London, Menzies School of Health Research, the National Heart Foundation, New South Wales 

Health, the Northern Territory Department of Health, Nutrition Australia: Healthy Eating 

Advisory Service, Queensland Health, the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden Foundation, the 

University of Newcastle, VicHealth, the Victorian  Department of Health and Human Services, 

and Western District Health Service.  

 The recipients of the inaugural RE-FRESH ‘Early and Mid-career Knowledge Exchange Funding 

Award’ were Dr Megan Ferguson (domestic), who used the funding to  learn from and 

collaborate with other interstate RE-FRESH members, and Dr Laura Alston (International) who 

attended the World Heart Foundation Salim Yusuf Emerging Leaders Programme in the UK. 

Please see our website to find out more. 

 The Early and Mid-career researcher (EMCR) committee, chaired by Dr Megan Ferguson and Dr 

Tara Boelsen-Robinson, developed the RE-FRESH Travel exchange award program, developed 5 

year career plan templates for EMCRs and held two discussion sessions with senior 

academics exploring topics of interest for EMCRs.  

 Members of RE-FRESH presented their research at invited presentations to Victorian 

Government departments including Sports and Recreation Victoria, the Victorian Department of 

Treasury and Finance, the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services: Outcomes, 

Performance and Risk, and Preventive and Population Health Branches.  

  2019 VicHealth awards finalist: Monash University's Health and Wellbeing Team Transforms 

Vending and Food Retail for Better Health (Monash University). 

 The Healthy Stores 2020 strategies to improve retail food environments received positive 

feedback from the Council of Australian Governments Health Council, with the council 

encouraging other retailers to consider adopting this approach to reduce sugar sweetened 

beverage intakes amongst the community. 

 Best Poster Award at the Annual Meeting of the Nutrition Society of New Zealand, Napier, New 

Zealand, 28-29 November 2019: Effects of more prominent shelf placement of healthier food 

products on supermarket purchases: A co-designed pilot study (Young, L., Rosin, M., Jiang, Y., 

Grey, J., Vandevijvere, S., Waterlander, W., Ni Mhurchu, C.). 
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 Health economists from RE-FRESH participated in a workshop with the Health Economics group 

at the University of Bayreuth, Germany, to discuss staff and student exchanges and other 

potential research collaborations. 

 

Media 

 NT government press release on Healthy Stores 2020 in relation to the national obesity strategy 

consultation, 8th Nov 2019. 

 A/Prof. Julie Brimblecombe and Khia De Silva were interviewed by ABC Darwin, 11th Nov 2019. 

 Extensive media (TV interviews ABC, 7, Nine; radio, print, online) with 451 separate stories 

following a press release related to a publication on Australian supermarket price promotions in 

the American Journal of Public Health. 

 

Recent Grants    

 Deakin University, School of Health and Social Development Grant: Whelan, J., Strugnell C.: 

Understanding food supply logistics in rural communities to improve diet ($22,715). 

 Deakin University, Institute for Health Transformation, Early-Mid Career Researcher Grant: 

Boelsen-Robinson, T. ($2,250). 

 Deakin University, Institute for Health Transformation, Partnership Funding: Boelsen-Robinson, 

T., on behalf of the Deakin Food Policy Dialogue Committee ($3,500).  

 National Heart Foundation Post-Doctoral Fellowship: Alston, L. 

 National Heart Foundation Future Leader Fellowship (2020-2023): Cameron, A. 

 New Zealand National Institute for Health Innovation: Evaluation of the implementation and 

impact of the National Healthy Food and Drink Policy: Ni Mhurchu, C (and team). 

  

Recent Publications 

Alston, L., Crooks, N., Strugnell, C., Orellana, L., Allender, S., Rennie, C., & Nichols, M., (2019). 

Associations between School Food Environments, Body Mass Index and Dietary Intakes among 

Regional School Students in Victoria, Australia: A Cross-Sectional Study. International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health. 2019 Jan; 16(16):2916.  

Ananthapavan, J., Nguyen, P., Bowe, S., Sacks, G., Herrera, A., Swinburn, B., Brown, V., 

Sweeney, R., Lal, A., Strugnell, C., & Moodie, M., (2019). Cost-effectiveness of community-based 
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childhood obesity prevention interventions in Australia. International Journal of Obesity 2019 May 

22; 9(5):e026230. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2018-026230. 

Ananthapavan, J., Sacks, G., Brown, V., Moodie, M., Nguyen, P., Barendregt, J., Veerman, L., 

Mantilla Herrera, A., Lal, A., Peeters, A., & Carter, R., (2018). Assessing Cost-Effectiveness of 

Obesity Prevention Policies in Australia 2018 (ACE-Obesity Policy). Melbourne: Deakin University, 

2018. 

Backholer, K., Sacks, G. & Cameron, A., (2019). Food and Beverage Price Promotions: an 

Untapped Policy Target for Improving Population Diets and Health. Current Nutrition Reports, 

doi:10.1007/s13668-019-00287-z. 

Baldridge, A., Huffman, M., Taylor, F., Xavier, D., Bright, B., Horn, L., Neal, B., & Dunford, E., 

(2019). The Healthfulness of the US Packaged Food and Beverage Supply: A Cross-Sectional 

Study. Nutrients. 2019, 11(8), 1704. 

Bell, C., Latu, C., Coriakula, J., Waqa, G., Snowdon, W., & Moodie, M., (2019). Fruit and vegetable 

import duty reduction in Fiji to prevent obesity and non-communicable diseases. Public Health 
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