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OVERVIEW OF NATIONAL NUTRITION STANDARDS FOR  

PUBLICLY-FUNDED INSTITUTIONS AROUND THE WORLD 

Summary 
Nutrition standards for publicly funded institutions are a key opportunity to create healthy food 

environments and improve diets around the world. The purpose of this review was to identify national 

nutrition standards for publicly-funded institutions around the world and analyse them compared to 

best practice. This was done through a secondary analysis of a 2019 global systematic review on salt 

reduction initiatives around the world. It was evident from the review that there is considerable scope 

to develop nutrition standards and maximise their impact in most regions, as only one-third of countries 

had standards, which were primarily high-income countries and in the European region. Further, in 

countries with existing nutrition standards, there is opportunity to adapt school standards to other types 

of publicly-funded institutions and ensure standards are in line with current best practice to have 

greater impact on population diets by using the World Health Organization Action Framework for 

developing and implementing public food procurement and service policies for a healthy diet 

(https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240018341).  

Background  
Unhealthy diets are the attributable risk factor for almost 14% of global deaths and over 180 million 

disability-adjusted life years, contributing to substantial health and economic impact. Policies and 

programs to create supportive food environments can improve population diets and health outcomes 

by improving the nutritional quality of foods available and facilitating healthy food choices by 

individuals. Creating healthy food environments through nutrition standards for publicly-funded 

institutions (e.g., schools, workplaces and hospitals) are a key public health opportunity. These 

institutions are access points to large proportions of the population and have infrastructure to 

implement and monitor policies. These institutions are subject to government guidelines, or regulations, 

and in many countries, governments are one of the leading food procurers and the public sector is the 

largest employment sector. Thus, governments have a leadership opportunity and a responsibility to set 

an example for creating healthy eating environments in publicly-funded institutions through nutrition 

standards for the types of foods or drinks that can be procured, prepared, provided, or sold using 

public money. 

Aim 
To identify countries with national nutrition standards for publicly-funded institutions that included salt-

related criteria and comprehensively describe these standards compared to best practice. 

Methods  
This research is a secondary analysis of a systematic review on salt reduction initiatives around the 

world. In 2019, nine peer-review databases and grey literature sources were searched for salt-

reduction strategies, including nutrition standards in publicly-funded institutions, and a questionnaire 

was sent to 70 country contacts. For this study, the analysis of nutrition standards required the retrieval 

of national documents cited within the peer-review literature, grey literature, and returned 

questionnaires. This was done by locating the standards on the websites of the government or 

government ministry/department responsible for the standards in each country. A framework for 

monitoring foods and drinks procured, prepared, provided, and sold in publicly-funded institutions was 

used to guide the data extraction for this study, which included details such as the name of the 

standards, governance, institution type, and implementation status (planned or implemented), 

regulatory approach (mandatory, voluntary), as well as characteristics of nutrition standards: type of 

nutrition standards (food-based, nutrient-based, food- and nutrient-based) and application 

(eligible/ineligible, choose most/least, composite score).  
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Results  
- Overview: 66 countries had national nutrition standards for at least one 

publicly-funded institution, with a total of 117 nutrition standards 

identified. Standards were more prevalent in the European region and 

high-income countries compared to other regions and income levels. 

- Institutions: Six types of publicly-funded institutions were identified (see 

figure). All countries had nutrition standards for schools; less than half 

(27/66) had standards for other institution-types. Some countries had up 

to five different standards for each institution type, others applied one set 

of standards to several institution types.  

- Regulatory approach: More than half of nutrition standards were 

mandatory (68/117), with standards in schools, early-years settings and 

other educational institutions more likely to be mandatory. 

- Types of nutrition criteria: Food- and nutrient-based criteria were most 

common (77/117), compared to only food-based (31/117) or nutrient-

based criteria (9/117).  

- Application of nutrition criteria: All but six nutrition standards included an 

eligible/ineligible approach to permitting or not permitting certain foods 

in publicly-funded institutions, alone (n = 49) or in combination with other 

approaches (n=62).  

Recommendations 
Current evidence suggests the most feasible approach for widespread 

implementation and high dietary impact is mandatory nutrition standards 

across the entire public sector (6+ institution types), using a food-based, 

eligible/ineligible approach, and mechanisms for monitoring and enforcing 

compliance. Based on this, key opportunities to accelerate global impact 

include: extending existing school nutrition standards to the entire public 

sector, utilising existing government legislative mechanisms for nutrition 

standards and greater focus on multi-sectoral action, simplifying existing 

standards to focus on food groups (with nutrient-based criteria only where 

necessary) and applying an eligible/ineligible-only approach to make 

policies easier to understand, implement, monitor and enforce.  

Definitions 

Food-based criteria: Criteria are based on food groups/ categories or quality of foods, eg, ban 

on sugary drinks. 

Nutrient-based criteria: Criteria are based on nutrient composition of foods, eg, sodium/salt per 

100g of savory snacks. 

Eligible/ineligible: Only foods meeting criteria may be permitted eg, savory snacks banned, 

bread must contain < 400 mg of sodium per 100 g. 

Choose most/least: A certain proportion of foods must meet the criteria, eg, sale of savory 

snacks permitted only 1–2 times per week, <20% of drinks fridge contains sugary drinks 

Composite score: A summary indicator or score is used to include/exclude foods, eg, Keyhole 

logo required on packaged products, or exclude products with a warning label.  
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