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Executive Summary 
The health status of populations in economically developed countries is primarily influenced by 
lifestyle factors such as an unhealthy diet, physical inactivity, smoking and alcohol consumption.  A 
number of efforts to address reasons for unhealthy food choices have been and are being undertaken. 
This report is the product of one such effort, the roundtable “Encouraging and Sustaining Healthy 
Food Choices” on February 4th, 2010 in Amsterdam. The roundtable was initiated by the Wageningen 
University and Research Centre and the food retailer Royal Ahold. Ms. Gerda Verburg, the Dutch 
Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, welcomed an international elite group of sixteen 
thought leaders representing top universities, major institutions and food companies. Louise Fresco 
(University of Amsterdam) and Frans Kok (Wageningen University) chaired the roundtable. 
 
Structure of the day 
The roundtable participants discussed why a decreasing number of people in the western world choose 
a healthy diet and considered public and private strategies to encourage people to make healthy food 
choices. Before the conference began, the participants were asked to list three reasons for the 
healthiness or unhealthiness of people’s food choices and were asked to suggest three strategies that 
might be used to encourage people to choose healthy food. The resulting ideas were explored in three 
small-group breakout sessions that were held between plenary discussions. Thus, these breakout 
sessions investigated the complex puzzle of encouraging healthy food choices, identifying novel 
thoughts and actualizing potential solutions.  
 
Main issues 
 

Healthy Food Choices 

Healthy food expensive 

Healthy food less accessible 

Healthy food less tasty 

Healthy food less convenient 

 

Caloric density too high 

Portion sizes too large 

Food companies not working on 

food but on ingredients 

Supermarkets compete on price, 

not quality 

Fast food applies aggressive 

marketing 

Dietary habits difficult to change 

Many people do not really have a choice 

Future health consequences not tangible 

Inability to align the main strategic tools: 

education, marketing, and law 

Labeling confusing  

Subsidies promote unhealthy ingredients 

 
Education, marketing, and law are strategic tools in dealing with healthy food choices. The use of 
these tools depends on the motivation, opportunity, and/or ability of consumers to choose healthy 
foods and the ambition and ability of retail and food companies to support healthy food choices. 
Importantly, since the motives of the parties involved are not aligned, their goals can conflict with the 
maximization of social welfare or societal health. Supermarkets, for example, primarily compete for 
market share based on price but not on other values like quality or health. As they compete for 
maximal earnings, fast food manufacturers may actively subvert health-based initiatives with 
aggressive marketing tactics. In addition, food companies have shifted their emphasis from working 
on food to more working on ingredients. 
Food is ubiquitous, with too large serving sizes. Many consumers with an unhealthy diet consider 
healthy options as more expensive, less accessible, less tasty and less convenient. Subsidies are, in 
general, legislated for unhealthy ingredients. Labeling is confusing. Dietary habits are difficult to 



change, and consumers are unaware that unhealthy choices influence real economic costs such as 
health care. Taste, convenience and price are tangible for consumers, whereas future health 
consequences are intangible. Price, convenience and taste influence choice strongly. Many people 
have few choices as food consumers. Food is a necessity, and socioeconomic status may limit access 
to better and healthier alternatives. Choice can only be among comparable alternatives.  
 
Solutions to make the healthy choice attractive 
The food processing industry should work on providing healthy food instead of focusing on the 
conscious choice. In other words, food producers should ensure that their products are healthy and 
allow consumers to make their own informed decisions. 
The current box of thinking is a health thing, that doesn’t work. In reality, food decisions are based on 
pleasure rather than health. The ‘health argument’ is ineffective because it is not a salient issue for 
consumers. Healthy foods can be in the pleasure zone, or energizing. Thus, it is necessary to link 
health and food via connections other than health, such as taste, pleasure, shape, energy and vitality. 
These features are easier to market and imply a greater short-term benefit. It may also be possible to 
reinforce healthy choices by creating the impression that such decisions benefit appearance, body 
shape, and skin color. For healthy food choices, an immediate reward might involve self-identification 
with role models and/or a peer group. People eating such foods look good and are energetic.  
Individual food stamps and other personal subsidies should target healthy foods for poor households. 
 
Direction for social marketing 
Healthy food choices are an issue of social marketing in which retailers and food manufacturers play a 
role. The retailer, as a gatekeeper, bears the primary responsibility for aligning incentives among the 
value chain partners and societal actors. A retailer could provide recipes for tasty, healthy food 
combinations or search for alternatives to tasty, unhealthy ingredients such as salt. Effective courses of 
action for promoting healthy eating require joining a coalition of the willing, including companies, 
consumer associations and government bodies. We are in need of a paradigm shift that changes the 
prevailing mindset from a focus on increasing sales toward a focus on increasing profit and market 
share based on healthy products and assortments. The resulting model would assist consumers in 
making more explicit choices and in considering long-term health impacts, and it would also eliminate 
the misunderstanding that healthy food is necessarily more expensive. A number of parties have 
demonstrated a willingness to participate in such a change, but we need to move faster. The retail and 
food industry have traditionally focused on lowering costs rather than on value added in terms of 
quality. The retail store should not emphasize health but should emphasize variety and build new 
assortments, try new recipes and combinations, and work with nutritionists. Manufacturers should 
make food healthy and tasty at the same time, emphasizing whole foods rather than ingredients. 
 
The role of industry and retail 
One significantly beneficial contribution would be rationalization of portion size. Packaging should be 
recalibrated to more moderate serving sizes, and unit caloric density should be reduced. Informational 
packaging can also help train consumers regarding caloric composition.  
While unhealthy food is often served in overly large quantities, healthy (lower caloric density) food 
quantities are often too small. There should be a shift in composition and apportionment of servings 
and mixed dishes. Fast food does not need to be unhealthier. Product reformulation to optimize the 
balance between nutrients and calories should be a private sector priority, independent of possible 
subsidies. Technology can help to reformulate the balance between nutrients and calories. 
An alternative approach is to make products healthier gradually. For example, gradually decreasing the 
salt content of a soup over a few years would go unnoticed, and the product would become much 
healthier. 
In the short term, information on labels and healthy diets should be consistent. Labeling can lead to 
product reformulation. For example, if restaurants included calories per prepared meal on their menus, 



then customer food selection would probably change. Similarly, retailers should provide consumers 
with reliable information on labels and diets through sector wide and government backed agreement, 
preferably on an international basis. Other partners, such as schools, the medical sector and the media, 
should be involved. Healthy eating should be defined on different levels, including food, meal and 
diet. Health claims should be global and based on science. 
 
Solutions 
 

DIRECTIONS FOR SOLUTIONS 
Duration 
(year) 

 
Alliances 
- Form a coalition of the willing, i.e., companies, consumer associations and government bodies and 

move faster 
-  Business and science should partner and initiate experiments to evaluate alternative education and 

social marketing initiatives 
-  Retail should act as gatekeepers to align incentives among value chain partners and social actors 

Education, marketing and law 
-  Implement tools that fit multiple domains  
-  Introduce "Know your calories" initiatives. Quickly start with kids 
-  A focus on health is not effective in young consumers but rather communication via pleasure, 

looking good and energy and peer pressure and role models 
-  Introduce global, science-based health claims 

-  Retailers should provide reliable information on healthy food and offer healthy meal suggestions, 
involve other partners such as schools and medical sector and media 

-  Provide consistent information on labels and diets through sector wide and government backed 
agreements, preferably on an international basis 

-  Not ready for stigmatizing unhealthy food: instead, inform people of the positive value of healthy 
food 

-  A paradigm shift in companies from increasing sales towards increasing social benefits and 
sustainability; to assisting consumers to make more explicit choices and to consider their long term 
health impact; to removing the misunderstanding that healthy food is necessarily more expensive 

-  Individual food stamps and other personal subsidies should target healthy foods for poor households  
 
Innovation 
-  Retail should shift from lowering cost towards building new assortments and trying new recipes 

and combinations, including working with nutritionists 
-  Retailers should provide recipes for healthy and tasty food combinations and search for alternatives 

to unhealthy taste additions such as salt 

-  Food producers should focus on healthier products to reduce the unhealthy options 
-  Manufacturers should focus on making food healthy and tasty at the same time and focus on whole 

foods instead of ingredients and on substitution 
-  Improve control of portion size / rationalize packaging with more moderate serving sizes / reduce 

caloric density per unit 
-  Alternative approach: make products, including fast food, healthier gradually  
-  Define health on different levels - food, meal, diet - and aim at a comprehensive policy 
-  Reformulate the balance between nutrients and calories in general, irrespective of possible 

subsidies.  
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The challenge is to identify tools that can be used in marketing and as an educational tool. The creative 
use of labeling regulation can promote product reformulation. 
It is generally agreed that social strategies need to be found that encourage healthy behavior and 
discourage those that are unhealthy. We should inform consumers to enable them to assess the value 
healthy food could provide them. We need a ‘Know your calories’ initiative to teach people how to 
read food labels. The concept of calorie density is important for encouraging healthy food choices. 
People have to learn to recognize the content and quantity of food in a 500-calorie lunch.  



Food education targeted at children may have a long-term effect and can be quickly started. Children 
have little understanding of calories. Social networking as a way to mobilise forces is the way to 
change the future. There are many community groups and tools, such as grocery stores, churches, and 
Twitter, that can influence the individual. 
 
A business and science partnership 
The roundtable participants underlined the need for an enhanced research agenda. Policy 
recommendations must be mandated with effective data. Any mandated measure must include actual 
human behavior. Currently, data are not available to describe either actual consumer behavior or the 
effectiveness of interventions. There are also no data that indicate the optimum calorie level/density, 
and amounts of fruits, vegetables or meat necessary for maximum satiety. Combining scientific 
evidence and knowledge with actual consumer behavior in the supermarkets could provide clues on 
how to encourage consumers to make healthier food choices. Business and science should, as a 
partnership, initiate experiments to evaluate alternative education and social marketing campaigns 
related to healthy food choices. 
 
 
Full details on the participants and outcome of the roundtable:  www.roundtablefoodchoices.org. 
 
 

http://www.roundtablefoodchoices.org/

