
 

Taxes on sugary drinks and high fat foods
could improve health

December 11 2012

Taxes on soft drinks and foods high in saturated fats and subsidies for
fruit and vegetables could lead to beneficial dietary changes and
potentially improve health, according to a study by experts from New
Zealand published in this week's PLOS Medicine. 

Helen Eyles and colleagues from the University of Auckland and the
University of Otago (Wellington) reached these conclusions by
reviewing all relevant modelling studies that investigated the association
between food pricing strategies, food consumption and chronic diseases
(often referred to as non-communicable diseases, which includes
conditions such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes).

In their combined analysis of 32 studies (all from high-income countries
from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development),
the authors' model predicted a 0.02% fall in energy intake from
saturated fat for each 1% price increase. Likewise, a 10% increase in the
price of soft drinks could decrease consumption by 1% to as much as
24%.

In contrast, the authors found that a 10% decrease in the price of fruits
and vegetables could increase consumption by between 2% to 8%.
However, the authors found evidence to suggest that such a subsidy
might result in compensatory purchasing with people buying less of
other healthy products, such as fish, or more of less healthy products
(e.g. sugar), which may not be beneficial to health overall.
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The authors also found that studies that compared food pricing strategies
by socio-economic group estimated improved health outcomes for those
on lower incomes, which may be relatively greater than for those on
higher incomes. This suggests that food pricing strategies also have the
potential to reduce inequalities.

The authors say: "Based on modelling studies, taxes on carbonated drinks
and saturated fat and subsidies on fruits and vegetables are associated
with beneficial dietary change, with the potential for improved health. "

The authors continue: "It must be noted that the impact of any given
food tax or subsidy is likely to differ by country depending on factors
such as the type of tax system implemented, health status, co-existent
marketing, cultural norms, expendable income, and the social role of
food."

The authors add: "Given the limitations of the current evidence, robust
evaluations must be planned when food pricing policies are implemented
by governments."

The authors conclude: "Additional research into possible compensatory
purchasing and long-term population health outcomes for different socio-
economic groups is needed." 

  More information: Eyles H, Ni Mhurchu C, Nghiem N, Blakely T
(2012) Food Pricing Strategies, Population Diets, and Non-
Communicable Disease: A Systematic Review of Simulation Studies.
PLoS Med 9(12): e1001353. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001353
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