practce Guide 1
Sustained healthy

food retail

Best practices for long-term impact

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

Healthy food retail practices are rarely maintained, resulting in wasted resources, reduced
impact, and limited long-term health benefits for communities.

WHAT DOES THE EVIDENCE SHOW?

To sustain healthy food retail practices long-term (>2 years), the evidence shows we need:
* Considered intervention design to ensure strategies are profitable, simple, and tailored,

* Government mandated policies and guidelines,

Strong partnerships with health promotion agencies and supplier networks, and
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Education and promotional campaigns to shift consumer preferences.
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=] WHAT CAN POLICYMAKERS DO? ‘%‘?‘ WHAT CAN RETAILERS AND

IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORTERS DO?

Introduce regulation and policy directives that Partner with health agencies (e.g., Healthy Eating
embed healthy food retail changes across key Advisory Service) for tailored and ongoing
settings. support.

Audit retail environments regularly using tools
such as FoodChecker, Café Scout and Store
Scout.

Use fiscal levers (e.g., taxes on unhealthy food
and incentives for healthy product distribution).

Fund dedicated health-promotion staff in
settings such as schools, hospitals and councils
to oversee strategies.

Engage regularly with customers to ensure
interventions meet local needs and preferences.

CASE STUDY | From lollies to healthy food retail leadership
1=~

Learn how a Victorian leisure centre embedded healthy food into everyday operations through strong
leadership and ongoing monitoring - read the Peter Krenz Leisure Centre case study.

For more information about this research or on the work of RE-FRESH: Next Generation, contact re-fresh@deakin.edu.au. Share your feedback on this guide here.

Source: Backman, B. & Blake, M.R. (2026) Sustained healthy food retail: Best practices for long-term impact. Burwood, Deakin University. https://doi.org/10.26187/deakin.31665565
Funding: This project has been supported by the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) funded Centre of Research Excellence in Food Retail Environments for
Health: Next Generation (APP2024716). The opinions, analysis, and conclusions in this paper are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the NHMRC.
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Sustained healthy food retail

Best practices for long-term impact

Foster collaboration and shared responsibility for sustaining change

¢ Strengthen partnerships so that sustaining healthy food retail practices becomes a collective effort, not
the sole responsibility of retailers.

¢ Engage health-promoting organisations and other key partners to provide ongoing supervision,
engagement and/or practical tools (for example, Healthy Eating Advisory Service [HEAS]).

¢ Build coalitions and networks (e.g. Communities of Practice)to share responsibility, resourcesand
learnings.

Engage consumers to create and maintain demand for healthier options

¢ Use in-store marketing strategies and media campaigns to increase customer demand for healthier
options (for example, HEAS resources for promoting healthy eating; Vic Kids Eat Well resources; Strategies
associated with improved healthiness of customer purchases).

e Regularly seek customer feedback(e.g., surveys, taste tests) to keep food outlet product offerings aligned
with customer needs and preferences (for example, use customer feedback survey templates provided by
HEAS).

Ensure feasibility and accountability to support long-term sustainment

» Balance profitability with implementation and maintenance costs to ensure long-term feasibility (more
details about potential business outcomes of healthy food retail changes can be found here).

e Simplifyand/or adaptintervention componentsto reduce burden and complexity.

Practice Guides for Practitioners
RE-FRESH: Next Generation


https://heas.health.vic.gov.au/
https://heas.health.vic.gov.au/resources/promoting-healthy-eating/
https://www.vickidseatwell.health.vic.gov.au/resources
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2024.1334324
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2024.1334324
https://heas.health.vic.gov.au/resources/plan-a-menu/communicating-food-and-drink-changes-and-seeking-feedback-from-staff-and-customers/
https://doi.org/10.1111/obr.12912

Retailers and implementation supporters (continued)

Ensure feasibility and accountability to support long-term sustainment (continued)

¢ Provide tailored technical assistance, equipment, and promotional materials to help
retailers maintain healthy food retail practices, and support them in keeping resources up to
date(e.g., assist with getting food display/storage equipment serviced). Conduct regular compliance
monitoring and provide feedback to ensure adherence to healthy food retail
practices(e.g., using FoodChecker, Café Scout, Store Scouttoolassessments [more about Store Scout
App.in practice]).

Government and Policymakers

Create enabling policy frameworks and complementary government actions to make
healthy food retail as the default practice
¢ Establish enablinggovernment regulations and policy directives to make healthy food
retail practices the‘'new normal’(for example, Healthy choices: policy directive and guidelines for health
services [Victoria, Australia], Minneapolis Staple Foods Ordinance [Minnesota, US]).

* Applyregulatory or fiscal policiesto shift the market towards healthier options (e.g., taxation on
unhealthy foodssuch assugar-sweetened beverages;incentives for healthier food manufacturing and
distribution.

e Invest in public health messagingand promotional campaigns to increase demand for healthier
products.

Incentivise retailers to sustain change

¢ Establish government-led healthy food retailinitiatives (e.g., healthy food retail policies or
programs)thatarefeasibleto implement and sustain.

e Enable the feasibility of sustaining existing government-led healthy food retail initiatives by simplifying
requirementsand providing clear guidelines, tools, and resources.

e Usefinancial incentives such as grants, subsidies, or liability mechanisms to motivate retailers to
sustain changes.

Strengthen accountability and compliance mechanisms
e Incorporate healthy food retail requirements into contractual agreements for government-owned
settings (for example, integrating nutrition standards into food service contracting in public
settings)and conduct regular reviews.

» Develop standardised monitoring and reporting systems to track compliance (for
example, FoodChecker assessments, Café Scout or Store Scouttool audits [Store Scout App.in
practice]).
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» Case study: From lollies to healthy food retail leadership - How a Bendigo leisure
centre made healthy offerings the new norma

The kiosk at Peter Krenz Leisure Centre, owned by the City of Greater Bendigo and managed by YMCA Victoria,
once relied on lollies, chips and sugary drinks. Following COVID-19 closures, the centre reopened with a
commitment to align with the Victorian Healthy Choices guidelines. With limited resources, the Senior Centre
Coordinator championed the transition. Several years on, the centre continues to achieve Healthy Choices
Guidelines compliance, supported by council policy and ongoing monitoring.

Why did they do it?

As a sporting centre and health and wellness facility,
the team wanted the food to reflect their purpose. “/t
didn’t make sense to have less healthy food and drinks”,
the coordinator explained. Council's Healthy Facilities
policy and contractual requirements reinforced the
expectation that healthy food would not be a short-
term initiative, but standard practice.

What did it look like and how did they do it?
Sustainment relied on clear expectations and
processes. Healthy Choices was embedded in
contracts and internal procedures, reducing the risk
of “going backwards” during staff turnover. The team
conducts annual FoodChecker assessments and
tracks their sales to adjust products while maintaining
profitability.

Local government support enabled staff training, and
the facility staff now use FoodChecker independently,
supporting long-term capability.

When supplier options are limited, the team sources
alternatives or makes foods and drinks in-house,
including fruit and yoghurt-based icy poles. When
making any menu updates, community taste-testing
sessions help build acceptance and identify products
that are financially viable.

What were the outcomes?

The kiosk now operates at a profit, compared to
running at a loss before the changes. Healthy food is
embedded in routine operations, with minimal
external support required. The centre now serves as a
local ‘champion’, sharing lessons through regional
forums and case studies. This demonstrates that
sustained healthy food retail change is possible when
policy, leadership, monitoring and customer
engagement work together.

© Deakin Univesrity
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Background

Sustaining healthy food retail practices (i.e. healthier product offerings and outlet-level marketing strategies) is
essential for encouraging healthier consumer food purchasing over time and delivering lasting health benefits.
However, these practices may not always be maintained beyond initial implementation, leading to wasted
resources and limited impact. Therefore, identifying effective strategies to support sustainment is important.

Retailers and those supporting them (“implementation support practitioners”) can face many challenges when
trying to maintain healthy food retail strategies over time. Barriers and enablers to sustainment often vary by
setting, such as grocery stores or foodservice outlets. However, several common factors have also been
identified, which allows for the development of scalable sustainment strategies that can be applied across

different contexts.

This guide summarises current evidence on key barriers and enablers of long-term (>2 years) sustainment and
outlines practical corresponding strategies that retailers, practitioners and policymakers can use to support

keeping healthy food retail practices in place over time.
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In recent years, research has identified many factors that make it easier or harder to put healthy food retail
strategies into practice (for example Middel et al., Gupta et al., Houghtaling et al., Boelsen-Robinson et al.,
Zorbas et al.). A smaller number of studies (for example, Gupta et al., Backman et al. [manuscript under review]))
have synthesised what helps (or hinders) keeping these practices in place over longer periods of over time (>2
years). However, much of the current evidence on sustainment barriers and enablers comes from secondary
findings within broader intervention evaluations rather than studies designed specifically to examine
sustainment. As a result, the evidence base is still developing and is likely to strengthen as more research
explicitly focuses on long-term sustainment.

Current evidence suggest that many different factors are likely to influence the long-term success of healthy
food retail practices. For example:

* Sociopolitical environments, including government policies and priorities, shape the outer contextin
which food retail outlets operate.

¢ Interorganisational factors, such asexternal supportfrom health-promoting organisations and availability
of healthy options from suppliers, are likely to play critical roles in sustainment.

e Consumer purchasingbehavioursand demand for healthier products, which can vary byfood outlet
typeand typical use (e.g., kiosks for snacks like confectionery vs. grocery stores for meals or ingredients).

¢ Retailer motivation and food outlets’ financial capacity to sustain changes, which are often influenced
by customer purchasing behaviour. For example, if customers primarily purchase chocolate from kiosks,
retailers might perceive stocking fresh fruit as less financiallyviable.

e Characteristics of specifichealthy food retail practices andinterventions, such astheir complexity, cost,
profitability and fit with context (e.g., customer needs), can also affect their long-term sustainability.

* Processes, such as regular monitoring, ongoing supervision, and technical assistance are essential to
ensuring that healthy food retail changes are sustained or adapted to changing circumstances.

We conducted a systematic review of published studies to explore what helps or hinders healthy food retail
changes from being sustained over time. We searched six academic databases using terms related to
“sustainment” and “healthy food retail interventions”, limiting to English-language studies published up to
September 2024. Studies were eligible if they followed up on healthy food retail interventions in any customer-
facing food retail context for at least 2 years and reported on factors influencing sustainment. Findings were
synthesised using the Integrated Sustainability Framework to understand the key topics covered. Fifteen
studies met the inclusion criteria, with studies undertaken in grocery stores or small stores (n=8), school
canteens (n=3), healthcare settings (n=2) and other retail settings (n=2).

The evidence base for healthy food retail sustainment is still developing. Most available evidence comes from
convenience stores in North America, leaving gaps in knowledge about other contexts (e.g., foodservice like
cafes and kiosks). There is also limited understanding of which support strategies are most effective, and which
provide the “best value for money”.

Bettina Backman is a public health nutrition researcher and PhD candidate within the Global Centre for Preventive Health and
Nutrition (GLOBE), a World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Obesity Prevention, at Deakin University. Bettina’'s work
explores implementation, long-term sustainment and the cost considerations of healthy food retail initiatives, with a strong focus
on real world application. Her PhD research focuses on identification of strategies to sustain healthy food retail practices in public
foodservice settings. https://experts.deakin.edu.au/59476-bettina-backman
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Dr Miranda Blake is an Australian Research Council DECRA Senior Research Fellow within the Global Centre for Preventive Health
and Nutrition (GLOBE), a World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Obesity Prevention. She leads Deakin’s Healthy Food
for Public Spaces Team and co-lead’s the RE-FRESH Next Generation research stream on implementing, sustaining and scaling-up
healthy food retail changes that support customers’ health. Her research approach uses novel and mixed methods and embeds
knowledge translation, including by engaging with partners, including the NGOs, local governments, and state governments, in all
stages of research. https://experts.deakin.edu.au/37842-miranda-blake
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We need your feedback on this resource to help us make
improvements and develop future resources that better
support you! It's anonymous and only takes 3 minutes!

vww.healthyfoodretail.com @ re-fresh@deakin.edu.au

This guide was developed by Bettina Backman and Dr Miranda
Blake. End-user reviewers and a peer reviewer (Prof Julie
Brimblecombe, Monash University) provided expert guidance to
the initiative. Rebecca Dalrymple, Food Systems Officer, City of
Greater Bendigo assisted with the case study.

While Deakin University and the authors have taken reasonable
precautions to verify the information contained in the report, it
gives no warranties and makes no representations regarding its
accuracy or completeness. Deakin University and the authors
exclude, to the maximum extent permitted by law, any liability
arising from the use of or reliance on the information contained in
this report. Retailers should make their own assessment of the
information presented and seek further guidance as needed prior
to making any business decisions.

Miranda Blake and Bettina Backman are researchers with the
NHMRC-funded Centre of Research Excellence in Food Retail
Environments for Health: Next Generation (RE-FRESH Next
Generation) (APP2024716). Miranda Blake is funded by an
Australian Research Council DECRA Fellowship (DE240100616).
Bettina Backman is funded by Deakin University Postgraduate
Research Scholarship (DUPR).

If you have any suggestions for future practice guide topics or for
how we can better communicate practical research insights, we
would love to hear from you. Visit the Practice Guide website.

For more information about this research or on the work of RE-
FRESH: Next Generation, contact: re-fresh@deakin.edu.au.
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	Case study: From lollies to healthy food retail leadership – How a Bendigo leisure centre made healthy offerings the new normal
	The kiosk at Peter Krenz Leisure Centre, owned by the City of Greater Bendigo and managed by YMCA Victoria, once relied on lollies, chips and sugary drinks. Following COVID-19 closures, the centre reopened with a commitment to align with the Victorian Healthy Choices guidelines. With limited resources, the Senior Centre Coordinator championed the transition. Several years on, the centre continues to achieve Healthy Choices Guidelines compliance, supported by council policy and ongoing monitoring.
	Why did they do it?  As a sporting centre and health and wellness facility, the team wanted the food to reflect their purpose. “It didn’t make sense to have less healthy food and drinks”, the coordinator explained. Council’s Healthy Facilities policy and contractual requirements reinforced the expectation that healthy food would not be a short-term initiative, but standard practice.
	What did it look like and how did they do it?  Sustainment relied on clear expectations and processes. Healthy Choices was embedded in contracts and internal procedures, reducing the risk of “going backwards” during staff turnover. The team conducts annual FoodChecker assessments and tracks their sales to adjust products while maintaining profitability.
	Local government support enabled staff training, and the facility staff now use FoodChecker independently, supporting long-term capability.
	When supplier options are limited, the team sources alternatives or makes foods and drinks in-house, including fruit and yoghurt-based icy poles. When making any menu updates, community taste-testing sessions help build acceptance and identify products that are financially viable.
	What were the outcomes?  The kiosk now operates at a profit, compared to running at a loss before the changes. Healthy food is embedded in routine operations, with minimal external support required. The centre now serves as a local ‘champion’, sharing lessons through regional forums and case studies. This demonstrates that sustained healthy food retail change is possible when policy, leadership, monitoring and customer engagement work together.
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	Background
	Sustaining healthy food retail practices (i.e. healthier product offerings and outlet-level marketing strategies) is essential for encouraging healthier consumer food purchasing over time and delivering lasting health benefits. However, these practices may not always be maintained beyond initial implementation, leading to wasted resources and limited impact. Therefore, identifying effective strategies to support sustainment is important.
	Retailers and those supporting them (“implementation support practitioners”) can face many challenges when trying to maintain healthy food retail strategies over time. Barriers and enablers to sustainment often vary by setting, such as grocery stores or foodservice outlets. However, several common factors have also been identified, which allows for the development of scalable sustainment strategies that can be applied across different contexts.
	This guide summarises current evidence on key barriers and enablers of long-term (>2 years) sustainment and outlines practical corresponding strategies that retailers, practitioners and policymakers can use to support keeping healthy food retail practices in place over time.
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	What does the evidence show?
	In recent years, research has identified many factors that make it easier or harder to put healthy food retail strategies into practice (for example Middel et al., Gupta et al., Houghtaling et al., Boelsen-Robinson et al., Zorbas et al.). A smaller number of studies (for example, Gupta et al., Backman et al. [manuscript under review]) have synthesised what helps (or hinders) keeping these practices in place over longer periods of over time (>2 years). However, much of the current evidence on sustainment barriers and enablers comes from secondary findings within broader intervention evaluations rather than studies designed specifically to examine sustainment. As a result, the evidence base is still developing and is likely to strengthen as more research explicitly focuses on long-term sustainment.
	Current evidence suggest that many different factors are likely to influence the long-term success of healthy food retail practices. For example:
	Sociopolitical environments, including government policies and priorities, shape the outer context in which food retail outlets operate.
	Interorganisational factors, such as external support from health-promoting organisations and availability of healthy options from suppliers, are likely to play critical roles in sustainment.
	Consumer purchasing behaviours and demand for healthier products, which can vary by food outlet type and typical use (e.g., kiosks for snacks like confectionery vs. grocery stores for meals or ingredients).
	Retailer motivation and food outlets’ financial capacity to sustain changes, which are often influenced by customer purchasing behaviour. For example, if customers primarily purchase chocolate from kiosks, retailers might perceive stocking fresh fruit as less financially viable.
	Characteristics of specific healthy food retail practices and interventions, such as their complexity, cost, profitability and fit with context (e.g., customer needs), can also affect their long-term sustainability.
	Processes, such as regular monitoring, ongoing supervision, and technical assistance are essential to ensuring that healthy food retail changes are sustained or adapted to changing circumstances.

	Where does the evidence come from?
	We conducted a systematic review of published studies to explore what helps or hinders healthy food retail changes from being sustained over time. We searched six academic databases using terms related to “sustainment” and “healthy food retail interventions”, limiting to English-language studies published up to September 2024. Studies were eligible if they followed up on healthy food retail interventions in any customer-facing food retail context for at least 2 years and reported on factors influencing sustainment. Findings were synthesised using the Integrated Sustainability Framework to understand the key topics covered. Fifteen studies met the inclusion criteria, with studies undertaken in grocery stores or small stores (n=8), school canteens (n=3), healthcare settings (n=2) and other retail settings (n=2).

	Gaps and unanswered questions
	The evidence base for healthy food retail sustainment is still developing. Most available evidence comes from convenience stores in North America, leaving gaps in knowledge about other contexts (e.g., foodservice like cafes and kiosks). There is also limited understanding of which support strategies are most effective, and which provide the “best value for money”.
	About the authors


