
 

Supermarkets claim to have our health at
heart, but their marketing tactics push junk
foods
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Supermarkets like to portray themselves as having
the health of the community at heart. And in the
middle of a pandemic, we're all grateful
supermarkets are still open and, for the most part,
the shelves are well stocked. 

But our new report, published today, finds our
supermarkets are overwhelmingly pushing junk
foods on us rather than healthy foods.

They have more promotional displays and more
special offers for the least healthy food options,
and they tempt us to buy unhealthy products at
checkouts.

Our research—what we did

For our report, we surveyed more than 100 Coles,
Woolworths, Aldi and independent stores in
Australia.

In each store, we measured the shelf space
allocated to different foods and how they are
promoted at checkouts and end-of-aisle displays.
We also looked at discounts on healthy compared
with unhealthy items.

We categorized the healthiness of food and drinks
based on the Australian Dietary Guidelines, which
classify foods as "five food groups" foods (healthy)
and "discretionary" foods (unhealthy).

We analyzed the findings by supermarket chain
and by the level of disadvantage of the area in
which each store was located.

Promotion of unhealthy food and drinks at
checkouts

We found 90% of staff-assisted checkouts included
displays of unhealthy food and drinks. These
displays typically included chocolate, confectionery,
soft drinks and energy drinks.

The food and drinks on special at checkouts was
also 7.5 times more likely to be unhealthy than
healthy.

These results show how checkout displays
encourage impulse buys of unhealthy snacks. This
is in stark contrast to displays near the entrance of
most stores, where fresh fruit and vegetables
feature prominently.

Unhealthy food is promoted all over the store

The displays at the end of aisles, particularly those
in high-traffic areas nearest the front of the store,
are where supermarkets put their biggest
promotions.

Our survey found that of all end-of-aisle displays
with food and drinks, 80% had at least one type of
unhealthy item. In Coles, Woolworths and
independent supermarkets, there was twice as
much unhealthy food as healthy food on display.

Around two-thirds of all specials on food and drinks
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https://www.woolworthsgroup.com.au/page/community-and-responsibility/group-responsibility/environment/inspiring-healthy-choices
https://www.coles.com.au/about-coles/community
https://www.insideourfoodcompanies.com.au/supermarkets
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/healthy+food/
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/n55_australian_dietary_guidelines.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/supermarket/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/store/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0969698917307257
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0969698917307257
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/display/


 

were for unhealthy items. 

It matters where you shop

On the measures we looked at there was little
difference between Coles and Woolworths.

  
 

  

End-of-aisle displays are more likely to advertise
unhealthy foods than healthy foods. Credit: Shutterstock

But Aldi stores were quite different. They had fewer
promotional displays and discounts overall. This
means unhealthy food is not being pushed on Aldi

shoppers in the same way it is at the other major
chains.

Independent stores varied widely. On average, they
were no better than Coles or Woolworths.

But the two healthiest stores in our study were both
independent stores with abundant fresh food, and
few promotional displays for unhealthy food and
drinks. This tells us a healthier supermarket
environment is possible.

It also matters where you live

We found supermarkets allocate more shelf space
to unhealthy food and drinks (chips, chocolate,
confectionery, sweet biscuits, soft drinks and
energy drinks) compared with fresh and frozen fruit
and vegetables.

Critically, this was more pronounced in stores
located in more disadvantaged areas. 

People living with socioeconomic disadvantage
have higher rates of diet-related diseases and are 
less likely to eat healthy, nutritious food. They are
also more likely to over-consume unhealthy food. 

The extent to which unhealthy food is pushed at us
shouldn't depend on the suburb in which we live.

  
 

  

Supermarkets in lower socioeconomic areas were found
to display a higher proportion of selected unhealthy food
and drinks. Author provided

                               2 / 3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/soft+drinks/
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/fe037cf1-0cd0-4663-a8c0-67cd09b1f30c/aihw-aus-222.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/association-between-socioeconomic-position-and-diet-quality-in-australian-adults/48106AB58906A3D5A4B3534D670A9F4A
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/discretionary-food-and-beverage-consumption-and-its-association-with-demographic-characteristics-weight-status-and-fruit-and-vegetable-intakes-in-australian-adults/689B3A1CE7E8B21680775430DED5623B


 

We need higher standards in Australian
supermarkets

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the
importance of supermarkets in our daily lives.

But when the pandemic is finally over, we will still
have an expensive national health problem
resulting from our unhealthy diets and high levels of
obesity.

Supermarkets can be part of the solution to that
problem. They can help all Australians move
towards healthier, more nutritious diets.

Some improvements could include:

providing healthier checkouts that do not
display chocolate, confectionery and sugary
drinks
replacing unhealthy items with healthy food
and drinks at end-of-aisle displays
allocating less shelf space to unhealthy
items
offering fewer discounts on unhealthy food
and drinks
ensuring stores in the most disadvantaged
areas do not disproportionately market
unhealthy food and drinks, in comparison to
stores in other areas.

If supermarkets don't take action to improve their
practices, the government should be ready to step
in to ensure the supermarket environment
encourages the selection of healthier options. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.
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