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 | I. Executive Summary
The retail food environment, both in-store and online, is an important driver of dietary choices and 
dietary quality. Diet quality in the United States (US) is low and contributes to high rates of diet-
related chronic health conditions. Inequitable access to healthy food environments and unequal 
exposure to unhealthy food marketing contribute to persistent differences in diet quality and health 
outcomes based on race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. In January 2023, the Center for Science 
in the Public Interest (CSPI) in partnership with the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 
Health (BSPH), and Healthy Eating Research (HER), a national program of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, convened food and beverage retailers and manufacturers, Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) participants, and public health researchers, practitioners, and advocates. 
The purpose of this convening was to develop policy recommendations to support healthy food retail 
and healthy food marketing in-stores and online. Recommendations largely focused on opportunities 
that could be leveraged via SNAP and the farm bill. These recommendations, and the rationale 
behind them, are outlined in this report.

SNAP is a program administered by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). It is the 
largest nutrition assistance program in the US, serving one in eight Americans. SNAP is authorized 
through the farm bill, a package of agriculture and nutrition legislation passed by Congress roughly 
every five years. SNAP participants receive money they can spend on foods and beverages at nearly 
260,000 participating retailers around the country. All shoppers face barriers to purchasing nutritious 
food in a retail environment that disproportionately promotes unhealthy food products. However, 
retail marketing has an even greater impact on shoppers who use SNAP—SNAP participants buy 
more promoted products relative to nonparticipants, potentially in part due to targeted marketing. 
Given the size and reach of SNAP and the large number of retailers that participate in the program, 
the farm bill presents an opportunity to advocate for SNAP policy changes to create health-promoting 
food environments in-store and online. Leveraging the farm bill and SNAP to promote healthy retail 
food environments is a promising strategy to improve public health and reduce differences in access 
across populations. Furthermore, strong policies to support healthy retail food environments could 
potentially make it easier for all shoppers to identify and access healthy foods and beverages in in-
store and online retail food environments. The recommendations outlined in this report are grounded 
in the promotion of equitable food environments and were informed by evidence-based strategies in 
the public health literature, key takeaways from the January 2023 interdisciplinary stakeholder SNAP 
Healthy Retail Marketing convening, and a conceptual framework developed for this report. 

In addition to policy opportunities to improve the retail food environment, we recognize that it is 
imperative to address the affordability of foods and improve benefit adequacy to strengthen the 
purchasing power of SNAP participants and provide an equitable opportunity to purchase and 
consume healthy meals. Therefore, we also recommend policy changes to help SNAP participants 
afford and access healthy foods of their choice. Without such changes, the ability of people receiving 
SNAP benefits to purchase healthy food will still be limited regardless of improvements to the retail 
food environment. 

To improve the healthfulness of the retail food environment, we recommend 
the following ten policy actions across six categories: 1 SNAP-authorized retailer 
requirements; 2 research pilots; 3 grant programs; 4 nutrition education; 5 voluntary 
rules; and 6 recognition programs.

 



5

SNAP-AUTHORIZED RETAILER REQUIREMENTS:
1. Strengthen SNAP retailer stocking standards to better align with Dietary Guidelines 

for Americans. To increase healthy food availability, we recommend removing the stocking 
standards appropriations rider, strengthening stocking standards for SNAP-authorized retailers 
including better alignment with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, providing a time-bound 
waiver for smaller retailer implementation, and offering technical assistance and grants to help 
smaller retailers meet new standards. 

2. Establish healthy placement standards for SNAP retailers in-store and online. To make 
it easier for shoppers to select healthier options, we recommend creating healthy placement 
standards for SNAP-authorized retailers to locate nutritious foods in prominent locations 
in-store and online. We also recommend providing a phase-in period to allow for retailer 
implementation and offering technical assistance and grants to assist with changes needed to 
comply.

3. Mandate that online retailers display the Nutrition Facts Panel, ingredients, and allergens. 
Currently, retailers are not required to display nutrition, ingredient, and allergen information 
online. We recommend requiring retailers to display the same nutrition, ingredient, and 
allergen information that is available in stores in a manner that is easy to read, readily 
accessible, and free from intervening marketing information at the online point of sale. We also 
recommend that the SNAP EBT Modernization Technical Assistance Center provides online 
labeling technical support to retailers. 

RESEARCH PILOTS

4. Fund research pilots to identify marketing interventions that adapt the in-store and 
online retail environments to promote and incentivize healthier purchases. We recommend 
funding pilots to explore how healthy food marketing interventions influence food purchases 
and consumption, retailer participation, and feasibility considerations to inform requirements 
and future policies, as well as understand any potential unintended consequences.

GRANT PROGRAMS

5. Increase Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) funding to meet the mandatory funding 
threshold. HFFI provides funds to increase access to grocery stores in communities with 
limited resources. The 2018 Farm Bill authorized $25 million per year to this program but 
Congress has yet to appropriate more than $5 million per year. We recommend Congress secure 
mandatory funding for HFFI to increase the reach and reliability of the program. 

6. Expand nutrition incentives and promote retailer participation and healthy marketing 
through the Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP). GusNIP has 
demonstrated the ability to increase fruit and vegetable purchases by SNAP participants, but 
more funding is necessary to fully meet the demand and need for this program. We recommend 
increasing GusNIP funding and waiving the match requirement for grant applicants. 

7. Establish a healthy marketing grant program for retailers. We recommend establishing 
a new grant program for retailers to support pilot programs and evaluations of healthy 
marketing strategies in-store and online. 
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NUTRITION EDUCATION
8. Expand the SNAP Education (SNAP-Ed) target audience and allowable activities so 

nutrition education reaches more people and is available in more retail food settings. 
We recommend that USDA should re-evaluate the current definition of the SNAP-Ed target 
audience to allow more flexibility in the target audience and allowable activities. Additionally, 
allowing multi-state partnerships would facilitate SNAP-Ed programming in collaboration with 
online SNAP retailers.

VOLUNTARY RULES

9. Create a common nutrition classification system for voluntary retailer adoption. Consumers 
face a variety of messages and conflicting nutrition information when shopping in-store 
and online. We recommend pursuing a common nutrition classification system to clearly 
communicate nutrition information and support shoppers’ efforts to purchase nutritious food.

RECOGNITION PROGRAMS

10. Establish a USDA healthy marketing manufacturer and retailer recognition program. 
To recognize retailers who are committed to creating healthier food environments, we 
recommend that USDA create healthy marketing criteria for manufacturers and retailers in 
collaboration with leading experts and organizations. These standards can then be used to 
establish and publicize healthy manufacturer and retailer awards and best practices.

To support the above recommendations, we also highlight key areas for research to continue to 
build the evidence base for policies and strategies to promote healthier food choices when shopping 
in-store and online. Finally, we highlight key considerations for any policy, voluntary action, or 
incentive strategy to improve in-store or online retail food environments to ensure effective and 
equitable implementation. These considerations include prioritizing health equity during policy 
development and implementation, understanding that there is no one-size fits all solution and that 
multiple, integrated approaches will be needed, and prioritizing engagement and getting ‘buy-in’ 
from multiple stakeholders throughout the process. 

In-store and online retail food environments are important determinants of food and beverage 
choices, dietary quality, and ultimately diet-related health outcomes. Leveraging SNAP and the farm 
bill to improve retail food environments, investing in research, and strengthening SNAP benefits will 
help promote healthy diets and improve health equity. The recommendations included in this report 
can help make progress towards creating environments in which it is easier for all shoppers, and 
SNAP participants in particular, to make healthy food and beverage choices.
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 | II. Key Terms
Term Definition

Brick-and-mortar 
retail

Physical businesses in which people shop for food (e.g., grocery stores, super centers, corner 
stores). Does not include farmers markets or mobile markets, or websites/online retail. 

Cooperative  
marketing  
agreements (CMAs)

A legal contract drawn up between two businesses in which the food retailer agrees to market 
the manufacturers’ products according to the terms laid out in the contract. Food retailers may 
receive payment for agreeing to display manufacturers’ products in prime retail locations.

Farm bill The farm bill sets national agriculture, nutrition, conservation, and forestry policy and is 
passed by Congress every five years. It includes Title IV, the nutrition title that authorizes 
SNAP and other federal food assistance programs.1

Food environment The physical and digital interface where consumers interact with the wider food system. It 
encompasses external dimensions such as availability, price, vendor and product properties, 
and product promotion; and personal dimensions such as the accessibility, affordability, 
convenience, and desirability of foods.2

Food industry Businesses and companies that produce, manufacture, market, and distribute foods and 
beverages across the supply chain. 

Four Ps of  
marketing

The “Four Ps” of marketing include product, placement, pricing, and promotion. These are 
the four key pillars of any marketing strategy.3 

Gus Schumacher 
Nutrition Incentive 
Program (GusNIP) 

The Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP) awards organizations with 
competitive grants to conduct and evaluate projects that provide incentives for individuals 
with low incomes to increase their purchase of fruits and vegetables and prescriptions for 
these foods. Since 2019, $270M in funding has been distributed to 197 projects across the U.S 
through GusNIP.4

Health disparities Preventable differences in health or opportunities to achieve health that adversely affect 
socially disadvantaged groups and arise from discrimination or marginalization.5

Health equity When social justice in health is attained and everyone has a fair and just opportunity to 
achieve health.5 

Healthy foods While no universally agreed upon definition exists, this report considers healthy foods as 
those that align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans—a dietary pattern low in sodi-
um, added sugars, and saturated fat—as well as nutrient dense food groups such as fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, legumes, nuts/seeds, lean protein foods, and low-fat dairy.6 

Unhealthy foods While any food can be incorporated into a healthy dietary pattern, in this report unhealthy 
foods are considered to be those that are high in added sugar, sodium, and saturated fat.6 

Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative 
(HFFI)

The Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) aims to improve access to healthy foods in 
underserved areas by funding healthy retail food projects and other food supply chain 
enterprises.7

SNAP-authorized 
retailer

Retailers that meet minimum stocking standards and have been approved by the United 
States Department of Agriculture to accept SNAP Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT). Some 
exceptions exist for stores in areas where people using SNAP have significantly limited 
access to food.8

SNAP Education 
(SNAP-Ed)

SNAP-Ed is a federally funded program administered by SNAP state and local implement-
ing agencies. SNAP-Ed provides SNAP-eligible individuals with nutrition education and 
leverages policies, systems, and environmental strategies to improve community access and 
utilization of healthy foods.9

SNAP-eligible foods All foods and beverages excluding alcoholic beverages and hot prepared foods are eligible 
to be purchased using SNAP EBT.10

Stocking standards To be SNAP-authorized, retailers must meet at least one of the following criteria: 1) have more 
than 50 percent of total retail sales from staple food sales, or 2) continuously stock at least 3 
units of 3 different varieties for each staple food category. Staple food categories include 1) 
vegetables or fruit; 2) dairy products; 3) meat, poultry, and fish; and 4) breads and cereals.8

Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP)

The Supplemental Food Assistance Program (SNAP) is the nation’s largest federally funded 
food assistance program and aims to improve the food security and purchasing power of 
low-income Americans by providing benefits that can be spent at nearly 260,000 SNAP-au-
thorized food retailers across the country.11
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 | III. Introduction
Low quality diets, or diets low in vegetables 
and fruits and high in sodium, saturated fat, 
and added sugars, are one of the leading causes 
of chronic diseases in the United States (US).12 
Consumption of foods and beverages with 
excessive amounts of harmful nutrients, such as 
added sugars, leads to increased risk of chronic 
health conditions, including heart disease and 
type-2 diabetes.13 The rates of chronic diseases 
in the US are high, and disparities exist in 
these conditions based on race, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status.14-17 Despite efforts to 
improve access to high quality, healthy food in 
recent years, racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
disparities in access to nutritious foods persist. 
Difficulty in purchasing affordable, healthy foods 
disproportionately affects communities of color 
and populations with low incomes.18 In 2021, 
13.5 million households in the United States 
experienced food insecurity, or lack of consistent 
access to enough food for a household to live an 
active, healthy lifestyle,18 which has been linked 
to increased risk of developmental problems in 
children, poor physical and mental health, and 
depression.19 Further, 88% of participants in the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) report facing challenges to consuming a 
healthy diet, most commonly due to the high cost 
of healthy foods.20 

THE SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

SNAP is the nation’s largest federally funded 
food assistance program and is jointly 
administered by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and state agencies.11 
The overall goals of SNAP are to improve 
participants’ food security and their purchasing 
power to access a nutritious diet.11 SNAP 
provides Americans who meet certain income 
and asset tests with money that can be spent 
on food and beverages.11 SNAP benefits cannot 
be spent on hot prepared foods or alcohol; 
otherwise, there are no restrictions on foods and 
beverages that can be purchased with benefits.11 
In 2022, over 41 million Americans participated 
in SNAP receiving an average of $230 per person 
in monthly benefits (approximately $7 per person 
per day).21 

IN-STORE AND ONLINE FOOD 
ENVIRONMENTS 

Neighborhood food environments and access 
to food retailers, such as supermarkets, farmers 
markets, and corner stores, are important drivers 
of individual’s food choices and diet quality. 
Food retailers provide three-quarters of calories 
purchased by Americans.22 A smaller proportion 
of calories purchased (17%) come from food 
away from home sources like restaurants 
and other eating places, which score lower in 
measures of nutritional quality compared to food 
at home.22 

Online grocery shopping has become 
increasingly popular since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, during which access to 
delivery and in-store pickup was dramatically 
expanded in the US.23 In 2022, 28% of Americans 
reported ordering groceries online in the past 
month, compared to 9% in 2017.24 Further, the 
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot, which allows 
SNAP benefits to be used to purchase groceries 
online, was expanded during the COVID-19 
pandemic, increasing access to online grocery 
purchasing for Americans with limited incomes. 
Prior to its pandemic-era expansion, only five 
states offered online grocery purchasing from 
at least one retailer.25 Currently, all 50 states and 
the District of Columbia accept SNAP online 
from at least one participating retailer.26 Though 
shopping online has become more accessible in 
recent years, disparities in online food access 
exist. Online SNAP delivery is limited in rural 
areas,27 and smaller retailers that tend to lack 
online purchasing options are more prevalent 
in low-income neighborhoods than full-service 
supermarkets.28

FOOD MARKETING 

Marketing plays an important role in influencing 
food choices in both brick-and-mortar and 
online retail food environments. Food retailers 
contract with manufacturers and other vendors 
to advertise certain products to customers 
using marketing practices such as prominent 
placement, price promotions, and product 
displays that disproportionally market unhealthy 
foods to consumers.29,30 This is also the case in the 
online grocery retail environment, where a recent 
study found that 62% of foods and beverages 
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marketed in online grocery food chains were of 
low nutritional quality.31 While consumers may 
be unaware of the influence marketing has on 
their food choices, research has shown that more 
than half of consumers’ grocery store purchasing 
decisions are unplanned.32 Food retailers and 
manufacturers also utilize targeted marketing, 
which directs marketing to certain demographic 
groups based on race, income, gender, or 
other characteristics, to influence consumer 
purchases.33 The retail food environment is a 
critical place to intervene to promote healthy 
food choices that have the potential to impact 
risk of diet-related disease and overall diet 
quality. 

POLICY OPPORTUNITIES TO IMPROVE 
RETAIL FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

Researchers, government officials, public health 
leaders, advocacy organizations, and other 
stakeholders have highlighted the importance of 
a healthy retail food environment in shaping the 
purchasing decisions and overall diet quality of 
Americans. In November 2020, HER released A 
National Research Agenda to Support Healthy 
Eating through Retail Strategies to identify 
retail strategies that support healthy eating.34 In 
September 2022, The White House Conference on 
Hunger, Nutrition, and Health created a national 
strategy for ending hunger and increasing 
healthy eating by 2030 to reduce the number 
of Americans experiencing diet-related chronic 
diseases.35 Further, the farm bill, a package of 
agriculture and nutrition legislation passed by 

Congress roughly every five years, is scheduled 
to be renewed in 2023.1 The farm bill includes 
the Nutrition title (Title IV) that authorizes 
most federal food programs and comprises 
nearly 80% of the farm bill budget, with SNAP 
accounting for most of Title IV spending.1 The 
farm bill presents a critical opportunity to pass 
legislation that includes policies for SNAP-
authorized retailers aimed at improving the retail 
food environment for the benefit of all shoppers, 
including those participating in SNAP.

SNAP provides benefits via an electronic 
benefit transfer (EBT) card,11 which participants 
can use to buy groceries at the nearly 260,000 
participating retailers across the country.38 
Congress grants USDA the authority to 
authorize retailers to accept SNAP benefits and 
establish eligibility criteria for retailers who 
wish to do so.11 Despite research demonstrating 
that interventions to display and promote 
nutritious items in stores can promote 
purchases and consumption of healthier foods 
and beverages,30,39,40 USDA requires little 
from retailers to participate beyond minimal 
requirements to stock certain types of foods 
(called staple foods).41 SNAP-authorized retailers 
profit substantially from the program. In 2022, 
$114 billion in SNAP benefits were distributed,21 
representing approximately 13% of total food 
retailer sales.42 Given the size and reach of 
SNAP and the large number of retailers that 
participate in the program, leveraging the 2023 
Farm Bill to promote SNAP policy changes, 
including improvements to SNAP-authorized 

The farm bill
The farm bill is a package of leg-
islation, also known as an omni-
bus bill, that is reauthorized (i.e., 
passed) by Congress approxi-
mately every five years.36 The 
most recent farm bill, titled the 
Agricultural Improvement Act 
of 2018, expires on September 
30, 2023.36 The farm bill includes 
twelve sections, or titles, that 
cover a range of diverse topics 
related to agriculture, food 
systems, and nutrition.1 The farm 
bill is a large bill (the 2018 Farm 
Bill had an overall 5-year cost 

of $428 billion) that provides an 
opportunity to fund existing pro-
grams, pilot new programs and 
initiatives, strengthen existing 
rules and regulations, and pro-
pose new rules and regulations 
related to food and agriculture.37 
The Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program, or SNAP, is in-
cluded in the farm bill, and is by 
far the largest component of the 
Nutrition title’s budget.1 In the 
2018 Farm Bill, the Nutrition title 
accounted for 76% ($326 billion) 
of the total farm bill budget.37 In 
the past, the farm bill has also 

included a number of other food 
and nutrition programs such as 
the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable 
Program, Healthy Food Financ-
ing Initiative, Farmers Market 
Promotion Program, and Gus 
Schumacher Nutrition Incentive 
Program (GusNIP), formerly 
known as the Food Insecurity 
Nutrition Incentive Program. 
Many of these programs, includ-
ing SNAP, began as small pilot 
programs when initially intro-
duced and were subsequently 
scaled up and expanded in later 
farm bills. 
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retailer standards, will be important to help 
SNAP participants access health-promoting food 
environments. Furthermore, strong policies to 
promote healthy retail food environments will 
make it easier for all shoppers to identify and 
access healthy foods and beverages in both in-
store and online retail food environments.

GOALS OF THIS REPORT

The goal of this report is to make 
recommendations for policy, voluntary actions, 
and research areas to support in-store and online 
food environments that make healthy food 
and beverage choices easier for all consumers, 
including SNAP participants. All shoppers 
face barriers to purchasing nutritious food in 
a retail environment that disproportionately 
promotes unhealthy food products. However, 
retail marketing has an even greater impact on 
shoppers who use SNAP—SNAP participants 
buy more promoted products relative to 
nonparticipants,30 potentially in part due to 
targeted marketing.43 The recommendations 
outlined in this report were informed by a 
convening of industry, SNAP participant, and 
public health stakeholders, and are grounded 
in the promotion of equitable access to healthy 
foods for all residents of the US. 

 | IV. Conceptual Framework
The retail food environment plays an important 
role in guiding consumer purchasing decisions. 
Retailers leverage product, placement, pricing, 
and promotion (the four Ps) as key marketing 
strategies to influence consumer behavior 
both in-store and online.3 These strategies are 
disproportionately used to market energy-dense 
foods that are low in nutrients and contribute 
to low dietary quality.44 Figure 1 displays a 
conceptual framework depicting the ways in 
which food industry, policy, and food retailer 
characteristics influence retailer marketing 
strategies while connecting consumer purchasing 
decisions to population health, equity, and 
economic outcomes. Additionally, the framework 
situates the retail food environment, customer 
level factors and purchasing decisions, and 
resulting outcomes within broader systemic, 
historical, cultural, and structural contexts.

FOOD INDUSTRY AND POLICY 
FACTORS

The retail food environment is directly shaped 
by food industry factors and policy factors. 
Specifically, food and beverage manufacturers 
shape the retail food environment through 
cooperative marketing agreements (CMAs) 
in which manufacturers pay retailers to 
preferentially promote specific products in prime 
locations throughout the store with competitive 
pricing.29 Contracts with suppliers and vendors 
influence product availability, while major food 
retailers have corporate policies that dictate 
marketing strategies within individual stores.29 
Policy approaches can be leveraged to influence 
both industry and retailer characteristics that 
shape retail product, placement, pricing, and 
promotion. Tax incentives to promote healthier 
food and beverages and/or disincentives for 
promotion of unhealthy items and SNAP retailer 
standards are identified in the framework as 
important opportunities for facilitating healthier 
food retail marketing strategies.

RETAIL FOOD ENVIRONMENT

Within the retail food environment, marketing 
strategies are a result of the food industry and 
policy factors, as well as characteristics of the 
retail food environment itself, such as retailers’ 
attitudes, beliefs, and resources. For example, 
small retailers with fewer resources may have a 
limited capacity to stock healthier foods if this 
strategy poses a real or perceived risk to profits.45 
Retailer type (e.g., supermarket, small grocery 
store, convenience store, online retailer) and 
business model additionally influence marketing 
strategies. For example, online retailers use 
unique marketing techniques such as ordering 
search results, personalized price offers, and 
product recommendations.46 However, Moran 
et al. found that over 60% of items marketed 
online had low nutritional quality.31 Conversely, 
community-owned food stores may prioritize 
promoting healthful foods over less healthful 
foods, given that these stores are often mission-
oriented with goals of promoting public health 
and social justice within communities.47,48 There 
are further differences in marketing practices 
by retailer size. Smaller retailers face more 
barriers to stocking healthy foods. Though major 
food and beverage manufacturers, which sell 
predominantly processed and unhealthy foods, 
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deliver and set up displays for their products,29 
smaller retailers must often self-source fruits and 
vegetables which creates barriers to stocking 
these products.49 Additionally, smaller retailers 
perceive stocking fruits and vegetables as higher 
risk, as fresh produce is perishable and smaller 
retailers might have to invest in additional 
refrigeration.45 Thus, approaches for improving 
the retail food marketing environment must be 
tailored to different store types.

CUSTOMER CHARACTERISTICS

While there are contextual systemic and 
structural factors that affect the accessibility of 
food and purchasing behaviors, the retail food 
marketing environment also interacts with 
customer characteristics to influence purchasing 
decisions. Numerous customer characteristics 
that shape purchasing decisions have been 
identified in the literature. For example, 
consumers’ attitudes, beliefs, and preferences 
shape where they shop and how food marketing 
impacts their decisions.50,51 Additionally, 
consumers’ purchasing decisions are influenced 
by their purchasing power, proximity to stores, 
and ability to physically or digitally access those 

retailers.20,27 Consumers’ knowledge and skills 
may further inform purchasing decisions.20,52,53 
For example, consumers confident in their 
cooking skills may be more influenced by 
marketing strategies that emphasize ingredients 
for scratch cooking, whereas consumers with 
limited cooking skills and resources might prefer 
ready-to-heat and ready-to-eat meals. Lastly, 
individual and household characteristics such 
as age, physical ability, work schedules, time 
availability, number of children, and access to 
housing and cooking facilities and equipment 
can all affect food choices, purchasing decisions, 
and dietary intake.20,54,55 Food retailers can 
respond to consumer purchases by stocking and 
promoting items they believe their customers 
want.45 

POPULATION HEALTH, EQUITY AND 
ECONOMIC OUTCOMES

Ultimately, purchasing decisions shape 
population health, equity, and business 
outcomes. Most directly, purchasing decisions 
affect consumers’ dietary quality,56 which over 
time can affect diet-related disease risk and 
health status.57,58 Food and nutrition security are 

Historical and Structural Context
Structural racism; political, structural, & economic inequities; COVID-19; global food system; food production & processing

State and National Policy and Economic Context
SNAP policies; tax, agricultural, economic, anti-trust, and trade policies

Community Context
Neighborhood food environment; built environment, community social, cultural, and economic context
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also directly impacted, based on the quality and 
sufficiency of foods consumers can purchase. It 
is similarly important to acknowledge the role 
of business profitability, as economic stability 
is a cornerstone of thriving communities that 
foster health for all. Business profitably, in turn, 
influences healthy food access, while dietary 
quality, food and nutrition security, and health 
status determine health equity outcomes. Taken 
together, population health and equity outcomes 
feed back into customer characteristics, while 
business profitability shapes the retail food 
environment, demonstrating the dynamic 
connection between outcomes and the factors 
that shape food marketing and purchasing 
decisions.

COMMUNITY, POLICY, HISTORICAL, 
AND STRUCTURAL CONTEXTS

Finally, these processes must be understood 
within a broader context. At the community 
level, important contextual factors include the 
overall food environment, built environment, 
and local cultural and economic factors.59,60 In 
addition to the opportunities for intervening in 
policy discussed above, there are broader state 
and national policies and economic factors, such 
as SNAP benefit adequacy and eligibility rules, 
which lay a foundation for the ways consumers 
will interact with the retail food environment.61,62 
Encompassing all of these are historical and 
structural factors including structural racism, 
repercussions of COVID-19 on the economy 
and supply chains, and the global food system, 
including food production and processing.

 | V. Convening Activities
BACKGROUND

In the fall of 2020, HER, Center for Science in the 
Public Interest (CSPI), Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health (BSPH), and The Food 
Trust convened public health researchers, 
advocates, food and beverage retailers, and 
funders to develop the first national research 
agenda focused on healthy food retail.34 The 
agenda identified key areas of research for 
developing retail strategies to support healthy 
eating. Three years later, as preparations were 
underway for the 2023 Farm Bill, CSPI, HER, 

and BSPH reconvened an interdisciplinary 
group of stakeholders to review the current 
evidence on healthy retail strategies and discuss 
policy recommendations that could be pursued 
in the 2023 Farm Bill and beyond. The 60 
convening participants included shoppers who 
utilize SNAP, food and beverage retailers and 
manufacturers, advocates, and public health 
researchers and practitioners. 

ADVISORY COMMITTEE

In the spring of 2022, CSPI assembled a nine-
person advisory committee with expertise 
ranging from corporate retail to public health 
research to SNAP administration to help set the 
convening agenda (see Acknowledgements for 
a full list of advisory committee members). The 
advisory committee met five times to provide 
insight on hiring a trained meeting facilitator, 
convening prework, convening agenda, 
convening participants, and meeting format. 
The advisory committee also participated in a 
postmortem review shortly after the convening.

COMMISSIONED RESEARCH

Additional research was necessary to inform 
discussion of healthy retail marketing policy 
recommendations at the convening. With 
guidance from the advisory committee, HER 
commissioned research to answer the questions: 

1) What healthy retail marketing interventions 
are effective? 

2) What are the policy opportunities for 
integrating effective healthy retail marketing 
interventions? 

3) What are the perceptions of shoppers most 
impacted by these proposed policy changes? 

The following tables and results summarize 
findings from the research commissioned in 
advance of the convening.
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1) What healthy retail marketing interventions 
are effective? 

This updated literature review identified nine 
strategies for healthy food promotion in grocery 
stores and assessed the current evidence on 
strategy effectiveness (Table 1).63

2) What are the policy opportunities and legal 
considerations for integrating effective healthy 
retail marketing interventions? 

This original legal research identified healthy 
retail marketing policy opportunities and 
assessed their legal feasibility based on 1) 
government entity authority to act and 2) 
accordance with the U.S. Constitution (Table 2).64 
Notably, the U.S. Supreme Court has held that 
the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution 
protects commercial speech and created a 
higher bar for restricting advertising that is not 
deceptive, false, or unfair.

3) What are the perceptions of shoppers most 
impacted by these proposed policy changes? 

In October 2022, researchers conducted a 
national web-based survey of SNAP participants 
in the US (N=1,454) to assess support for policies 
and strategies to promote healthy foods in-
store and online.65 The survey found that SNAP 
participants are broadly supportive of voluntary 

actions retailers could take and government 
policies to support expanding access to healthy 
foods (82.8% - 71.5% support), particularly by 
making it easier to identify healthy options 
in online and in-store retail environments.65 
Participants were less supportive of strategies to 
restrict unhealthy foods and beverages available 
using SNAP benefits, but still overall supportive 
(74.3% - 60.4%).65

CONVENING

A two-day virtual convening was held on 
January 18-19, 2023. Day one focused on a 
discussion of in-store and online healthy 
retail marketing strategies identified through 
the commissioned research prework. The 
prework revealed potential strategies that were 
effective, legally feasible, and supported by 
SNAP participants. Promising interventions 
included nutrition education, nutritional 
messaging, placement strategies, and nutrition 
classification systems. During the first day 
of the convening participants worked in 
small groups to brainstorm promising retail 
marketing interventions, opportunities, barriers, 
and considerations that should be taken into 
account for successful policy development. 
Ideas generated in small groups were shared 
back with the full group of participants. 
Individuals who use SNAP also provided insight 

Table 1. Overview of healthy food promotion strategies within grocery retail settings

Strategy Definition Evidence

Nutrition scoring Scale to represent healthfulness of 
items

Widely researched; effective

Nutritional messaging Signage, flyers, etc. to note healthful 
benefits of items

Widely researched; effective

Non-nutritional messaging Non-traditional marketing (e.g., scar-
city labeling - “while supplies last”)

Mixed effectiveness

Food tasting Healthy food sampling, demos Generally positive effects; limited 
single component studies

Nutrition education Healthy learning experiences Generally positive effects; limited 
single component studies

Endcaps, secondary placement Prominent display of healthy items 
(e.g., ends of aisles)

Emerging evidence on healthy pur-
chases, consumption

Point-of-sale/checkout Place healthy items in checkout lanes Use in multi-component interven-
tions promising

Placement on shelf Place healthy items to promote (e.g., 
eye level)

Use in multi-component interven-
tions promising

Increased stocking Stock higher quantity of healthy food 
items

May be effective when combined 
with other interventions

Source: Adapted from Wolgast et al., 2022.63
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into their lived experience with the program 
and shared their ideas for healthy retail food 
environments and broader SNAP improvements. 
Day two focused on potential policy levers 
to advance priorities identified during day 
one discussions. In small breakout groups, 
convening participants brainstormed policy 
ideas and discussed key design elements, equity 
considerations, challenges, and opportunities. 
Iterative discussions across both days in small 
groups and with feedback from the larger group 
resulted in several key priority areas for policies, 
interventions, and research to promote healthy 
retail food environments for SNAP participants 
which are reflected in this report. Appendix 
A provides additional details on convening 
planning and activities.

 | VI. Methods
All authors of this report participated in the two-
day convening. To synthesize and translate the 
insights and key takeaways from the convening 
into policy recommendations and strategies for 
promoting healthy food retail, CSPI, the BSPH 
team, and the advisory committee held a series 
of meetings to debrief in the weeks after the 

convening. The BSPH team then reviewed all 
notes from the various notetakers and breakout 
groups during the convening, as well as the real-
time notes from convening participants that were 
posted on digital platforms during the interactive 
sessions. The BSPH team reviewed the written 
chat log from the convening as well as the pre- 
and post-convening participant survey results. 
Exemplary quotes from the chat and notes were 
extracted to represent the views of different 
stakeholders and the key takeaways from the 
various discussions over the two-day convening. 
Three members of the BSPH team independently 
wrote memos to synthesize meeting discussions 
from the breakout groups with a particular 
focus on perspectives and recommendations 
from different stakeholders. These memos were 
then used as the basis for team discussions to 
synthesize policy recommendations, stakeholder 
perspectives, implementation considerations, 
priorities for research, and other important 
contextual factors raised by participants when 
considering actions needed to promote healthy 
food retail. The CSPI team led the development 
of policy recommendations, informed by 
discussions during the convening and among the 
report authors. Finally, the BSPH and CSPI teams 
held a series of iterative meetings to outline and 
collaboratively draft the report.

Table 2. Policy options to reform SNAP-authorized retail food environments

Marketing strategy Broad legal feasibility Legally feasible if  
carefully designed Legal feasibility unlikely

Information Public information cam-
paign
Nutrition facts and ingredi-
ent information
Voluntary nutrient-specific 
interpretive labels (e.g., 
traffic light, stars, healthy 
designation)
SNAP/EBT accepted here 
signs

Mandatory nutrient-spe-
cific interpretative labels 
(including warning labels) 

Restrict nondeceptive, non-
false, or non-unfair in-store 
or online advertisements
Condition retail licenses on 
retailer not displaying ad-
vertising or price informa-
tion or requiring them to 
display information found 
to be unconstitutional

Price Excise taxes on sugary 
beverages
Establish minimum prices 
for sugary beverages
Provide incentives to SNAP 
participants to purchase 
fruits and vegetables

Restrict price information

Placement Healthy endcaps and 
checkout aisles
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 | VII. Key Considerations 
for Strengthening 
SNAP Benefits to 
Support Healthier Food 
Environments

It is imperative to consider when reading the 
policy recommendations outlined in this report 
that while the retail food environment should be 
designed to make purchasing healthy foods easier 
for all shoppers, there are substantial structural 
and societal barriers limiting how much people 
who utilize SNAP can benefit from these changes. 
It is critical to address the affordability of foods 
and improve benefit adequacy to strengthen the 
purchasing power of SNAP participants and 
provide an equitable opportunity to purchase and 
consume healthy meals.

Changes are needed to strengthen SNAP benefits 
and expand where and how benefits can be 
used. Without such changes, the ability of SNAP 
participants to purchase healthy food will still 
be limited regardless of improvements to the 
retail food environment. For example, if healthy 
foods are promoted on endcaps and shown first 
when searching online but remain unaffordable 
or ineligible for purchase with SNAP benefits, 
marketing strategies are less likely to impact the 
food choices of people using SNAP and other 
shoppers with low incomes. Table 3 outlines key 
considerations lifted up by SNAP participants 
during the convening. Many of the proposed 
strategies also received broad support from a 
national sample of SNAP participants surveyed 
in October 2022.65 

Table 3. Key considerations for strengthening the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

Key consideration How is this related  
to healthy retail? Policy recommendations

Affordability People who use SNAP want to eat 
healthy, but purchasing healthy foods 
must be affordable. Current benefit 
allotments, which on average are $6 
per person/day, are not sufficient 
for people using SNAP to afford a 
healthy diet.

Use a more generous food plan, such 
as the Low-Cost Food Plan, to deter-
mine benefit allotments.

Convenience It takes time and mental energy to 
prepare healthy meals at home. It is 
important to ensure participants have 
access to healthy, convenient food 
options.

Allow SNAP benefits to be used to 
purchase hot foods (e.g., rotisserie 
chicken, hot deli bar items).

Online access SNAP retailers may not be accessible 
by all, especially those who are who 
are elderly, immunocompromised, 
living with a disability, transpor-
tation burdened, and/or living in 
rural communities or areas with 
limited food access. The expansion 
of the Online Purchasing Pilot allows 
SNAP benefits to be used to purchase 
food from online grocers. However, 
delivery and service fees are a barrier 
to utilization for many people who 
use SNAP. 

Reimburse smaller, independent re-
tailers for online delivery and service 
fees.
Require larger retailers to waive 
online delivery and service fees for 
people using SNAP.

Cultural relevance Certain foods hold particular im-
portance for specific cultures. It will 
be important to assess the impact of 
policy changes on access to culturally 
important foods.

Increase EBT acceptance and partici-
pation among smaller retailers/mar-
kets with culturally specific foods.
Consider culturally relevant foods 
when creating, implementing, and 
evaluating healthy marketing inter-
ventions.
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AFFORDABILITY
Throughout the convening, the affordability of 
healthy foods was the greatest concern raised by 
participants who use SNAP. While retail policies 
and strategies discussed by the group may make 
the retail food environment healthier, purchasing 
healthy food must also be affordable. Current 
SNAP benefit allotments are not sufficient for 
people using SNAP to afford a healthy diet.66 
Benefit allotments are based on The Thrifty Food 
Plan (TFP), which serves as the lowest cost food 
plan for affording a healthy diet prepared at 
home in the United States.67 In the 2018 Farm Bill, 
Congress instructed USDA to re-evaluate the TFP 
by 2022 and every 5 years thereafter.36 In 2021, 
during the pandemic, the TFP was reevaluated 
and found that the cost of a healthy meal was 
21% higher than benefit allotments.68 This 
ultimately led Congress to increase the average 
household allotment by approximately 27%.68 
While the reevaluation and benefit increase were 
much needed, it did not substantially increase 
the purchasing power of people using SNAP, as 
the benefit allotment per meal only increased 
from $1.40 to $1.80.66 A short-term evaluation of 
the effects on food security and dietary intake 
did not find significant improvement resulting 
from the TFP increase.69 More recently, the end of 
pandemic emergency allotments and the rising 
cost of food due to inflation has once again left 
families experiencing hardship in their ability to 
afford food.70 Advocates are pushing Congress to 
use a food plan that provides SNAP participants 
with a higher average monthly benefit allotment, 
like the Low-Cost Food Plan.71 

CONVENIENCE

Another key consideration elevated during 
the convening by participants who use SNAP 
was the need to expand SNAP-eligible foods 
to include those that are hot and prepared, 
such as rotisserie chicken and foods from the 
prepared foods bar at a grocery store. Currently, 
SNAP benefits may only be used to purchase 
foods intended for home preparation and 
consumption, which excludes hot prepared foods 
that might be available at retailers.10 Restricting 
SNAP participants from using benefits for 
convenience foods, like hot prepared meals, 
contributes to inequitable access to healthy foods, 
disproportionate burdens (e.g., more time and 
effort to prepare meals), and increased stigma 
for SNAP participants.72 Studies have found that 

the diets and purchasing behavior of people who 
do and do not use SNAP are similar,73 yet SNAP 
participants face scrutiny and restrictions for 
their food purchases.10 Preparing and cooking 
healthy food at home requires an individual 
to be housed and have ample time, resources, 
and physical and mental energy.74 Restricting 
purchase of hot prepared foods for recipients of 
SNAP further exacerbates barriers to purchasing 
and consuming healthy foods for people who 
may have little to no access to a kitchen or places 
to store perishable foods.75 Allowing benefits to 
be used to purchase hot prepared foods would 
afford all participants in SNAP, regardless 
of their housing status, the convenience of 
purchasing a hot, healthy meal that is available 
to other shoppers who do not use SNAP. 

ONLINE ACCESS

The ability to use SNAP benefits online, 
via the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot, is a 
relatively recent development.76 Currently, 
online purchasing using SNAP is accepted in 
at least one retailer per state in all 50 states and 
the District of Columbia.26 However, delivery 
fees, the inconsistent ability to split payments 
between two types of tenders (e.g., cash and 
SNAP EBT), and lack of participating retailers, 
particularly in rural areas, continue to be barriers 
to utilization.76,77 Large retailers, like Amazon 
and Walmart, tend to dominate participation in 
online ordering with a limited number of smaller 
retailers only recently accepting SNAP online.76 
Further, most retailers participating in online 
SNAP have added fees on online orders, which 
cannot be paid with SNAP benefits, and therefore 
present a barrier to using SNAP benefits for 
online grocery shopping.78 

To make online purchasing more accessible 
and equitable for people who use SNAP, 
USDA should reimburse smaller, independent 
retailers for SNAP delivery and service fees 
while requiring larger retailers to waive fees 
for SNAP orders.79 USDA currently requires 
retailers accepting SNAP benefits online to 
allow split payments (i.e., use SNAP benefits for 
eligible purchases and another payment method 
for SNAP ineligible items). However, SNAP 
participants at the convening reported that this 
is not always possible when they try to shop 
for groceries and other household essentials 
online. Many SNAP-authorized online retailers 



17

sell both food items that can be purchased with 
SNAP benefits and other household items, like 
toilet paper and paper towels, that cannot be 
purchased with benefits. The inability to use 
a separate form of payment, in addition to the 
SNAP EBT card, to pay for non-eligible items 
within the same order leaves participants placing 
two separate orders with two separate delivery 
fees and is a barrier and deterrent to using 
SNAP benefits online. Based on reports from 
SNAP participants at the convening, greater 
enforcement of the requirement to allow split 
payments should be a priority for USDA. 

CULTURAL RELEVANCE

Finally, it is crucial when developing healthy 
retail policies to consider the cultural relevance 
and preference of foods. Culturally relevant 
foods are those that hold significance in the 
diet of a particular culture or subpopulation.80 
For example, rice is an important source of 
carbohydrates for millions of people around the 
world and is a staple food in many cultures. It 
will be necessary to assess the impact of healthy 
retail policy changes on access to culturally 
important foods, and whether the foods of some 
populations are disproportionately affected 
compared to others.

These priorities raised by SNAP participants 
at the convening must be considered when 
developing new strategies and policies aimed at 
improving the healthy retail food environment if 
we are to have the greatest impact on improving 
diet quality for all populations.  

 | VIII. Recommendations 
to Improve the 
Healthfulness of the 
Retail Food Marketing 
Environment

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Informed by the SNAP Healthy Retail 
Marketing Convening, CSPI identified ten policy 
recommendations to improve the healthfulness 
of the retail food marketing environment across 
six categories: 1) SNAP-authorized retailer 
requirements, 2) research pilots, 3) grants 
programs, 4) nutrition education, 5) voluntary 
rules, and 6) recognition programs (Table 4).

While the policy recommen-
dations resulting from this 
convening could be included 
in the farm bill, there are other 
vehicles to move these priori-
ties forward. Every year, Con-
gress must pass annual appro-
priations, or spending bills, to 
fund the federal government 
by October 1, otherwise the 
government shuts down.81 The 
annual appropriations pack-
age could include increases 
in discretionary funding or 

supportive language related 
to some of these recommen-
dations. The advantage of 
including certain recommen-
dations in the annual appropri-
ations package is that this bill 
must pass each year, whereas 
the farm bill passes every five 
years. However, one of the 
biggest threats to implemen-
tation of policy is from policy 
riders, which are non-funding 
policy provisions inserted into 
the appropriations package 

to influence or typically block 
agency action.82 For instance, 
there is a current rider from 
previous spending bills that 
blocks USDA from strength-
ening stocking standards for 
SNAP retailers.83 The Biden ad-
ministration has called for this 
rider to be removed.35 Other 
mechanisms include agency 
action through rulemaking 
or guidance if funding or 
changes to existing law are not 
needed.

 Legislative opportunities beyond the farm bill
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Table 4. Policy recommendations to improve the retail food marketing environment

Policy  
opportunity

Policy  
recommendations Current status Policy  

mechanisms
Legislative  

opportunities

1) SNAP authorized 
retailer requirements

Strengthen SNAP retailer 
stocking standards to better 
align with Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans

Current stocking standards 
require 36 staple food stocking 
units. An appropriations rider bars 
increasing stocking requirements.

Federal 
rulemaking

Appropriations
Farm Bill

Establish SNAP retailer 
healthy placement standards 
in-store and online

No current placement standards 
but legal precedent exists. Two cit-
ies have enacted healthy checkout 
ordinances.

Mandate that online retailers 
display the Nutrition Facts 
Panel (NFP), ingredients, and 
allergens.

No current online NFP, ingredient, 
or allergen requirements for retail-
ers. Manufacturers are required 
to display NFP, ingredients, and 
allergens on all products.

2) Research pilots Fund research pilots to iden-
tify marketing interventions 
that adapt the in-store and 
online retail environments 
to promote and incentivize 
healthier purchases

Several nutrition-oriented demon-
stration projects were authorized 
in the 2008 Farm Bill, but man-
datory funding was only made 
available for the Healthy Incen-
tives Pilot. The other pilots were 
given discretionary funding that 
expired in 2012.

Federal fund-
ing and/or 
requirement 
USDA ap-
proval and 
existing or 
third-party 
funding

Appropriations
Farm Bill

3) Grant programs Increase Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative (HFFI) 
funding to meet the mandato-
ry funding threshold

The 2018 Farm Bill Authorized $25 
million a year for HFFI, but only 
$1-5 million a year has passed in 
appropriations.

Federal 
funding

Appropriations
Farm Bill

Expand nutrition incentives 
and promote retailer partici-
pation and healthy marketing 
through the Gus Schumacher 
Nutrition Incentive Program 
(GusNIP)

GusNIP is currently funded at $56 
million to be appropriated over 5 
years and is available in 35 states. 
Currently, only 1% of SNAP-au-
thorized retailers participate in 
GusNIP. 

Establish a healthy marketing 
grant program for retailers

No healthy marketing grants 
program currently exists.

4) Nutrition educa-
tion

Expand the SNAP-Ed target 
audience so nutrition edu-
cation is available to more 
communities across more 
retail food settings 

In 2019 USDA allocated $433 
million to SNAP-Ed. The SNAP-Ed 
target audience definition requires 
programming to demonstrate 
that it serves a population with at 
least 50% low income. SNAP-Ed 
programming is not permitted in 
online retail settings because the 
target audience eligibility cannot 
be determined.

Federal 
rulemaking

Farm Bill

5) Voluntary rules Create a common nutrition 
classification system for vol-
untary retailer adoption

No common nutrition classifica-
tion system exists. Some retailers 
have developed their own systems, 
but they vary store to store. 

Federal  
guidance

Farm Bill

6) Recognition  
programs

Establish a USDA healthy 
marketing manufacturer and 
retailer recognition program

USDA has recognition programs 
to support healthier school food 
environments, but no programs 
are focused on SNAP or the retail 
environment.

Federal  
agency action

Farm Bill
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1) SNAP-AUTHORIZED RETAILER 
REQUIREMENTS

USDA has the authority to condition SNAP 
retailer licensing on certain requirements, 
and currently only requires retailers to stock 
36 staple food units—basic foods that make 
up a significant portion of people’s diet and 
are prepared at home (e.g., fruits, vegetables, 
meat, dairy).8 Minimal stocking standards leave 
shoppers at some SNAP-authorized retailers 
with limited healthy options, especially at 
smaller retail formats like convenience stores.84 
And while supermarkets and grocery stores 
usually have a wide array of food options, 
nutritious choices may be difficult to find 
due to the more prominent placement and 
promotion of unhealthy items throughout the 
store.30,85 Unhealthy food marketing is also 
pervasive online,31,86 and in some cases, it may 
be impossible to make healthy choices online 
due to missing or inaccessible nutrition and 
ingredient information.87 SNAP retailers and 
the manufacturers that supply them benefit 
greatly from billions of SNAP federal dollars. 
By strengthening SNAP retailer requirements 
and supports to create a healthier retail food 
environment, SNAP participants, and everyone 
who shops at SNAP-authorized stores, can 
benefit.

This section considers updating SNAP retailer 
standards, including stronger stocking standards, 
healthy placement standards, and online labeling 
requirements, to make nutritious choices more 

readily available and accessible at SNAP-
authorized retailers. However, if too stringent, 
strengthened retailer standards could decrease 
retailer participation in SNAP. The goal is not 
to improve healthy food access to the detriment 
of overall food access, but to improve both. The 
following recommendations strive to achieve 
this balance, considering both retailer feasibility 
and public health impact. Additionally, the 
existing Need for Access provision allows SNAP 
authorization of stores that do not meet stocking 
standards in “an area where SNAP clients 
have significantly limited access to food.”88 
Maintaining the Need for Access consideration 
with expanded SNAP retailer standards will be 
critical to mitigate unintended consequences for 
food access, especially in rural areas where small 
and independent SNAP-authorized retailers 
may play an outsized role. Additional retailer 
supports, including time-bound waivers, phase-
in periods, technical assistance, and grants 
are also important components of our policy 
recommendations.

Recommendation: Strengthen SNAP retailer 
stocking standards to better align with the 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans

Shoppers can only purchase healthy items if 
they are available. SNAP participants may 
have choices when it comes to where they 
shop but may lack choices when it comes to 
foods available to them. Stocking standards 
aim to increase the number of food items and 

Figure 2. SNAP participation and redemption by store type

All other

Grocery stores

Convenience stores

Combination grocery/other

Supermarkets

Super stores

Percent of stores Percent of redemptions
60 6040 4020 0 20

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 2023.38 
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overall nutritional content of foods available 
at SNAP retailers. Most SNAP benefits (77%) 
are redeemed at supermarkets and super 
stores where stocking standards are easily 
met (Figure 2).38 However, nearly half of 
SNAP-authorized retailers are convenience 
stores38 that have limited fruit and vegetable, 
whole grain, and dairy products compared to 
larger retailers.84,89 This limited healthy food 
availability disproportionately impacts African 
American, Hispanic, and Native American SNAP 
participants as they spend more of their benefits 
at smaller retailers relative to White SNAP 
participants,90 thus providing an opportunity 
for stronger stocking standards to promote 
health equity. And people participating in the 
program want more healthy choices at stores—in 
a national survey of SNAP participants, 79% 
of respondents supported requiring SNAP-
authorized stores to stock a wider selection of 
healthy foods and beverages.65

Currently, SNAP-authorized retailers must stock 
three units of three different varieties for four 
staple food categories (fruits or vegetables; dairy 
products; meat, poultry, or fish; and breads or 
cereals), or 36 staple stocking food units total 
(Table 5).8 There have been recent attempts to 
strengthen the stocking requirement. The 2014 

Farm Bill increased the variety of staple foods 
and number of perishable items required of 
SNAP-authorized retailers.91 A 2016 USDA 
proposed rule to codify the 2014 standards 
would have required retailers to stock six units 
of seven different varieties in each of the four 
staple food categories, or 168 staple stocking 
food units total.92 However, the convenience store 
trade association opposed the proposed rule and 
USDA ultimately issued a final rule with the 
current, weaker standards.93 In years since, the 
convenience store trade association successfully 
lobbied Congress to include an appropriations 
rider that bars USDA from increasing stocking 
standards.83

To improve healthy food availability at SNAP-
authorized retailers, we recommend:

• Removing the stocking standards 
appropriations rider. Before SNAP retailer 
stocking standards can be strengthened, 
Congress must remove the appropriations 
rider barring USDA from expanding the 
requirement.

• Increasing stocking standards for 
SNAP-authorized retailers for greater 
alignment with the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans, such as greater requirements 
for fruits and vegetables given high 
nutrient content and high retailer 
feasibility. Stocking standards should be 
expanded to better align with the Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans to increase the 
availability of foods that promote health 
and reduce the risk of chronic disease.6 A 
recent, multi-site study found most small 
food stores in areas with lower incomes 
(86%) already met the 2016 proposed 
rule requirements for fresh, frozen, and/
or canned fruits and vegetables, yet few 
(33%) already met requirements for dairy.95 
These findings imply potential benefit 
from considering category requirements 
individually given variation in nutrient 
density and retailer feasibility. USDA 
estimated that the average small store 
would need to add 54 additional staple 
food items at a cost of approximately 
$140 to meet the proposed criteria, and 
to purchase all 168 staple food items 
would cost approximately $400, including 
storage and potential spoilage costs.92 

Table 5. Stocking standard requirements for 
SNAP-authorized retailers under criterion A

Prior  
regulation

Proposed 
rule

Current 
rule

Staple food  
categories

4 4 4

Varieties  
in each  
category

3 7 3

Minimum 
number of 
categories 
that must 
include 
perishable 
foods

2 3 2

Depth of 
stock for 
each variety

1 item of 
each variety

6 items of 
each variety

3 items 
of each 
variety

Minimum 
stocking 
unit total

12 items 168 items 36 items

Source: Adapted from Congressional Research Service, 2017.94
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Additionally, these costs could be recouped 
as new inventory is sold, with potential 
for long-term financial benefits from 
expanded inventory.92 Further, evidence 
from other programs suggests stocking 
standards can improve the retail food 
environment. Minimum stocking standards 
for the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC), including the 2009 WIC package 
reformulation, increased the availability 
and variety of healthy foods in convenience 
and nonchain grocery stores.96 

• Providing a timebound waiver that allows 
for smaller retailer implementation. 
Some small retailers will need to make 
substantive changes and might not be 
immediately able to meet expanded 
stocking requirements. Allowing small food 
stores to apply for a timebound waiver 
provides flexibility and time for stores to 
update operations to reach compliance, 
mitigating SNAP retailer dropout.

• Offering technical assistance and grants 
to assist with smaller retailer sourcing, 
stocking, and marketing of staple foods. 
Smaller stores are capable of stocking 
healthier products, especially when coupled 
with technical support and incentives 
to increase consumer demand for these 
products.97 Technical assistance including 
procurement, stocking, and marketing 
resources (e.g., toolkits, tip sheets, 
videos, webinars) could be made widely 

available to retailers through a technical 
assistance center led by associations, trade 
organizations, businesses, or nonprofits 
in the field. Additionally, grants could 
be made available to small retailers to 
cover direct costs (e.g., increased stock of 
produce) or indirect costs (e.g., coolers/
freezers to store increased stock of 
produce, promotional materials to increase 
consumer awareness of and demand for 
increased stock of produce) associated with 
expanding stock of staple foods.

In addition to CSPI, the Biden-Harris 
Administration,35 Bipartisan Policy Center,98 and 
leading experts in the nutrition field62 support 
strengthened stocking standards.

Recommendation: Establish SNAP retailer 
healthy placement standards in-store and online

Even when healthy foods and beverages are 
available at retailers, they might not be the easy 
choice. Retailers typically have one produce 
section, yet sugary drinks are placed in an 
average of 30 different locations throughout 
the store.85 Indeed, more in-store promotions 
are for unhealthy items compared to healthy 
items.30 The same trends persist online with 
most marketed products (62% in one study) 
having low nutritional quality (defined as 
products that are ultra-processed and excessive 
in sodium, excessive in free sugars, contain other 
sweeteners, or excessive in saturated fats).31 Food 
and beverage manufacturers pay retailers to 
prominently promote their products, dictating 
the retail environment through cooperative 
marketing agreements (CMAs).29 And evidence 
shows that promotions work—product sales 
increase when placed at checkout, on end caps, 
and at the front of the store.30 

Additionally, shoppers using SNAP want a 
healthier retail food environment—a national 
survey of SNAP participants found the majority 
of respondents support placing healthier foods 
and drinks at checkout (81%) and requiring 
retailers to display only healthier foods and 
drinks at checkout (60%).65 Currently, there are no 
existing SNAP retailer placement requirements; 
however, they are legally feasible provided 
that they are solely based on objective nutrition 
criteria.64 Two cities (Berkeley, CA and Perris, 
CA) have passed healthy checkout ordinances 
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in recent years that require all large retailers, 
regardless of SNAP participation, to place only 
healthy food and beverage products in checkout 
aisles. 

To make healthy food and beverage choices 
easier at SNAP-authorized retailers, we 
recommend:

• Creating healthy placement standards for 
SNAP-authorized retailers that improve 
the availability of nutritious foods in 
prominent retailer locations in-store and 
online. Product placement is a promising 
healthy retail strategy,40 with prominent 
placement of healthy products increasing 
product sales.30 In-store healthy placement 
standards could include front of store, 
checkout, and end caps. Online healthy 
placement standards could include top 
spots in search ordering, recommendations 
based on previously purchased products, 
and product placement at online checkout. 
Because unhealthy product placement is 
pervasive, a whole-of-store approach is 
necessary to make healthy choices easier.30 
Manufacturers must work with retailers 
to shift prominent placement of products 
in their portfolio that meet established 
nutrition criteria.

• Providing a phase-in period to allow for 
retailer implementation. Most retailers 
will need to make substantive changes to 
current product placement practices in 
their store. A phase-in period will provide 
flexibility and time for stores to create 
a health-promoting store environment, 
including renegotiating CMAs, reducing the 
risk of retailer dropout.

• Offering technical assistance and grants 
to assist with changes to the in-store 
and online retail environment. Technical 
assistance including placement and 
marketing resources (e.g., toolkits, 
tip sheets, videos, webinars) could be 
made widely available to retailers and 
manufacturers. Additionally, grants should 
be made available to independent and 
Need for Access designated retailers to 
cover indirect costs (e.g., updated coolers 
at checkout to stock yogurt and fruit cups) 
associated with expanding placement of 
healthy foods and beverages.

Recommendation: Mandate that online 
retailers display the Nutrition Facts Panel (NFP), 
allergen, and ingredients information

The 2014 Farm Bill authorized the SNAP Online 
Purchasing Pilot to allow retailers to accept 
SNAP benefits for online transactions to be 
picked up at the store or for delivery.91 USDA 
rapidly expanded the pilot in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic with all 50 states and 
the District of Columbia now participating 
with at least one retailer authorized for online 
SNAP in each state.99 In 2022, 6% of SNAP sales 
were online.38 The Nutrition Facts Panel (NFP) 
provides information on the calorie and nutrient 
content of foods that consumers can use to assess 
how foods fit into their total daily diet, and 
utilization of the NFP is associated with healthier 
diets.100 While many online retailers make 
nutrition and ingredient information available 
for some products, a recent study found that the 
NFP, ingredients lists, and allergens were often 
not disclosed at the online point of sale, or, when 
disclosed, were often difficult to read or hard to 
find.87 Consumers cannot make personalized, 
nutrition-based shopping decisions online if 
critical information is absent or inaccessible. 

Currently, there are no online retailer 
requirements for displaying the NFP or food 
and beverage manufacturer requirements for 
providing NFP information to retailers. The U.S. 
government already requires manufacturers to 
display the NFP on products in stores and should 
require the same information be made available 
online.101

To improve food labeling at online SNAP 
authorized retailers, we recommend: P
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• Pursuing policy that would require all 
online retailers, including online SNAP 
retailers, to display the same nutrition, 
ingredient, and allergen information that 
is available in stores so that it is easy to 
read, readily accessible, and free from 
any intervening marketing information at 
the online point of sale. The Food Labeling 
Modernization Act of 2023 would require 
online NFPs for foods sold by all online 
retailers.102 Alternatively, the farm bill could 
require online labeling specifically for foods 
sold by SNAP-authorized retailers. Policies 
should prioritize maintaining online SNAP 
retailer participation, especially amongst 
small and independent retailers.

• Ensuring the SNAP EBT Modernization 
Technical Assistance Center provides 
online labeling technical support to 
retailers. The SNAP EBT Modernization 
Technical Assistance Center already 
supports SNAP-authorized retailers who 
wish to offer online SNAP,103 and expanded 
scope and funding could provide retailer 
support with back-end web updates to 
ensure labels can be added easily and work 
with consumer packaged goods (CPG) 
manufacturers to streamline nutrition label 
acquisition.

• Pursuing policy that would require or 
encourage all CPG manufacturers to 
provide high-resolution Nutrition Facts 
Panel images to all online retailers. To 
address issues with nutrition and ingredient 
information availability, CPG companies 
could be held accountable for providing 

nutrition information directly to retailers for 
the products they manufacture.

In addition to CSPI, 40 other advocacy and 
research organizations have endorsed legislation 
that would require all retailers to display the NFP 
clearly and consistently for online shoppers.104,105

2) RESEARCH PILOTS

Pilot projects are important tools for spurring 
innovation.106 There is a history of establishing 
research pilots through the farm bill that, when 
proven effective, lead to permanent programs. 
For example, the 2002 Farm Bill authorized the 
Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Pilot, which was later 
made permanent in the 2008 Farm Bill.107 

Section 17(b) of the Food and Nutrition Act of 
2008 gave USDA the authority to conduct SNAP 
demonstration projects (i.e., research pilots) 
to gather data that can be used to evaluate 
programs run by the agency and explore 
new strategies to improve the administration 
and effectiveness of the SNAP program.108 It 
specified various SNAP demonstration projects 
that could promote health and nutrition while 
not limiting benefits, including increasing 
purchasing power, improving access to farmers 
markets, providing retailer incentives to increase 
availability of healthy food, strengthening 
stocking requirements, improving coordination 
of communication and SNAP-Ed efforts, and 
providing fruit and vegetable incentives at the 
point of purchase.108 

Of that list, the only one that received funding 
was the Massachusetts-based Healthy 
Incentives Pilot (HIP), funded at $20 million: 
a demonstration project to provide fruit and 
vegetable financial incentives at the point of 
purchase.109 HIP provided shoppers using SNAP 
with a 30-cent rebate for every SNAP dollar spent 
on targeted fruits and vegetables. HIP’s 2014 final 
report found that the pilot increased spending 
on targeted fruit and vegetables by 11% and 
consumption of targeted fruits and vegetables by 
¼ cup per day, closing 20% of the gap between 
current consumption and the Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans recommendations.110,111 

HIP’s success led to the establishment of the 
Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive Program 
(FINI) in the 2014 Farm Bill.91 It was later 
reauthorized under the name Gus Schumacher P
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Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP) in the 
2018 Farm Bill.36 In 2021, the competitive grants 
program redeemed $41.6 million in incentives, 
generated $85.6 million in the local economic 
activity, and increased participant fruit and 
vegetable consumption and food security.112 

As noted, there are currently no existing 
marketing requirements for SNAP-authorized 
retailers. Yet research suggests that product 
placement is a promising healthy retail strategy 
for increasing sales of nutritious foods and 
beverages.30 An important component of 
establishing healthy marketing standards for 
SNAP retailers is to conduct research that can 
be used to inform the development of such 
requirements; particularly real-world and large-
scale interventions in SNAP-authorized retailers 
are needed. Similar to HIP, via the 2023 Farm 
Bill, Congress could fund research pilots to test 
innovative marketing interventions that promote 
healthier retail food environments among SNAP-
authorized retailers. This research could be used 
to inform requirements that retailers must meet 
to accept SNAP benefits, and such standards 
could be codified in a future farm bill.

Recommendation: Fund research pilots to 
identify marketing interventions that adapt 
the in-store and online retail environments to 
promote and incentivize healthier purchases

To identify effective healthy retail marketing 
interventions, we recommend: 

• Appropriating $100 million for state-
based nutrition security demonstration 
projects. Pilots should explore the ways in 
which healthy food marketing interventions 
impact food purchases and consumption, 
retailer participation and feasibility, and 
any unintended consequences. Pilot 
findings will illustrate what is needed to 
operationalize marketing standards.

• Inclusion of at least one demonstration 
project that adapts in-store and online 
retail placement practices to promote 
and incentivize healthier purchases. Pilot 
testing promising placement strategies with 
SNAP participants will illuminate the most 
effective approaches that could be included 
in requirements for SNAP authorized 
retailers in the future.

• Inclusion of at least one demonstration 
project that tests stronger requirements 
for SNAP-authorized retailers to stock 
a wider variety of nutritious foods and 
beverages. More research is needed to 
understand the impact of stronger stocking 
standards on SNAP participant purchases 
and consumption, as well as feasibility 
considerations for retailers. 

In addition to CSPI, the USDA,113 the National 
Alliance for Nutrition and Activity (NANA),71 
and several prominent researchers62 support 
funding SNAP retailer marketing research pilots. 
Additionally, a 2019 report from Iowa found 
strong support among stakeholders, including 
SNAP participants, for studying the feasibility of 
product-placement strategies and restrictions on 
the marketing of unhealthy products by SNAP 
retailers.114

3) GRANT PROGRAMS

USDA administers several grant programs 
across the food supply chain. Projects generally 
fall into categories such as land conservation, 
food production, processing, aggregation and 
distribution, and markets and consumers. Two 
grant programs that offer funds either directly to 
retailers or to non-profits and state agencies with 
the intent of working with food retailers are the 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) and 
Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program 
(GusNIP). 
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HFFI improves access to healthy foods in 
underserved areas through loans, grants, 
and technical assistance resources.7 The grant 
program was established in the 2014 Farm Bill 
and was reauthorized in the 2018 Farm Bill.36,91 
HFFI is managed through the Reinvestment 
Fund, which funds a variety of projects including 
retail predevelopment and other one-time 
soft costs, construction, retail equipment such 
as refrigeration units, supplies or materials 
including signage, or other hard costs.115 The 2018 
Farm Bill authorized $22.6 million to fund HFFI 
and supported 134 projects in rural, urban, and 
tribal communities.116 Unlike other USDA grant 
programs, retailers are eligible to apply directly 
for HFFI funds. In 2021, 69% of projects funded 
were grocery retail projects.116 

GusNIP is a competitive grants program to 
provide opportunities to both conduct and 
evaluate projects providing point-of-sale 
financial incentives to increase the purchase 
of fruits and vegetables by shoppers utilizing 
SNAP.4 The 2018 Farm Bill authorized $45-$56 
million to be appropriated over five years and 
the program is now available in more than 35 
states.36,112 Currently, nonprofits and government 
agencies are eligible to apply for a GusNIP 
grant.117 Retailers are not eligible to directly 
apply, but can receive funding for an incentive 
program through partnership with a nonprofit 
or government agency that has received funding 
from USDA.118

GusNIP directly addresses one of the 4 Ps of 
marketing: price. It provides shoppers using 
SNAP with a financial incentive (e.g., discount, 
rebate) to purchase fruits and vegetables 

at participating retailers.112 The majority of 
programs offer a $1 for $1 match, allowing a 
SNAP shopper to earn an extra $1 for produce 
when they use their SNAP EBT card.112 In 2022, 
more than $39 million of produce was purchased 
using incentive funding, with nutrition incentive 
participants reporting eating more fruits and 
vegetables per day than the average American 
and improved nutrition security.112 Non-profits 
and government agencies that are awarded 
GusNIP funds can use funds for in and out-of-
store marketing, but the primary focus of the 
funds is financial incentives directly provided to 
SNAP shoppers.117

However, only a small fraction of SNAP 
participants are able to access incentives.119 
Even organizations that have received GusNIP 
funding report that the current funding available 
is inadequate to meet demand.120 Along with 
needing increased funding overall, one key 
barrier for projects receiving GusNIP funding 
is the grant matching requirement in which 
applicants must raise $1 in non-USDA funds for 
every $1 they request.117 

Recommendation: Increase Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative (HFFI) funding to meet the 
mandatory funding threshold 

The 2018 Farm Bill authorized HFFI at $25 
million per year but has yet to appropriate above 
$5 million per year outside of supplemental 
American Rescue Plan Act funding.36,115 HFFI 
is the only current opportunity for retailers 
to directly receive USDA funding to support 
projects such as grocery expansion, development, 
and innovative healthy marketing. Increasing 
the authorization amount so that the program 
qualifies for mandatory funding would shield 
the program from the vagaries of the annual 
Congressional appropriations process, increase 
the reach of the program, and ultimately create a 
more consistent opportunity for grocers to reach 
underserved communities. 

To support retailers to access funding for healthy 
marketing projects, we recommend: 

• Congress should secure mandatory 
funding for HFFI. Increasing the funding 
to meet the threshold for mandatory 
funding would allow the program to be 
funded without additional appropriations 
requests. Additionally, having a consistent P
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funding allocation through mandatory 
farm bill funding would allow projects 
to have the funding and planning time to 
incorporate multiple elements of healthy 
food access from availability to healthy 
marketing into projects because funding 
allocations wouldn’t change annually. 

In addition to CSPI, the National Grocers 
Association121 and National Sustainable 
Agriculture Coalition122 support this 
recommendation. 

Recommendation: Expand nutrition incentives 
and promote retailer participation and healthy 
marketing through GusNIP

GusNIP programs across the country have 
demonstrated the ability to reach SNAP shoppers 
and increase fruit and vegetable purchases. 
However, at the current funding level only 
a small fraction of people enrolled in SNAP 
are able to access incentives. Currently, $41 
million worth of GusNIP nutrition incentives 
are redeemed annually,112 but if all 22 million 
households participating in SNAP received $20 
of GusNIP funds per month the cost of incentives 
alone would be $5.4 billion.123 Furthermore, the 
current program is limited in reach due to the 
number of retailers participating. Currently, 2,928 
retail firms participate in GusNIP,112 about 1% 
of all SNAP-participating retailers.38 Investing 
in GusNIP expansion could increase retailer 
participation and program access, particularly to 
supermarkets and superstores where the majority 
of SNAP benefits are spent.38 An overall increase 
in GusNIP funding is needed to expand fruit and 
vegetable incentives to be available to all. 

To expand the reach of GusNIP incentives, we 
recommend: 

• Increase GusNIP funding to allow more 
SNAP shoppers to utilize the benefits. 
Increased funding would allow more 
shoppers using SNAP to participate in the 
program, increasing the opportunity for 
increased fruit and vegetable access in the 
program overall. With current funding 
levels, even if grantees were able to scale 
projects to be available widely, there would 
not be adequate funding to make the benefit 
available to all shoppers using SNAP in 
their communities. 

• Invest in technology such as point-of-sale 
systems and EBT incentive integration 
to increase retailer participation.119 
Technology investment allows nutrition 
incentives to be integrated within the 
systems retailers already use to accept 
SNAP benefits. This will allow programs 
to operate more efficiently and minimize 
stigma associated with systems like paper 
coupons or tokens. 

Additionally, GusNIP nutrition incentive 
grant applicants must match federal funds 
dollar-for-dollar (50% of program costs 
funded from GusNIP funds and 50% from 
applicant sources).117 Matching sources include 
cash contributions from public and private 
sector funders and certain types of in-kind 
contributions. Federal funds cannot be used as 
match contributions except in the case of Tribal 
agencies.4 The match requirement has become 
a barrier for some applicants, particularly 
those from lower-resourced organizations with 
limited existing funding.120 The dollar-for-dollar 
match burdens organizations and limits the 
dollars able to be allocated towards marketing 
at GusNIP participating retailers. Additionally, 
grocer in-kind support (e.g., staff training, 
product placement, store signage) should be 
eligible to count as matching dollars. Grocers 
spend time training staff, sharing information 
about the program, and organizing produce 
departments to run a successful nutrition 
incentive program. By allowing in-kind expenses 
from grocers to count as matching funds, both 
applicant organizations and grocers themselves 
have incentive to use time and resources to 
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incorporate healthy marketing practices into 
GusNIP programs.121 

To ensure match dollars are not a barrier to 
nutrition incentive expansion, we recommend: 

• Removing the GusNIP match 
requirements for grantees. Eliminating 
the match will allow grantees to use the 
other funds they raise funds more flexibly, 
including spending more on other healthy 
marketing strategies alongside pricing 
strategies. 

• If the match requirement cannot be 
fully removed, allowing retailer in-kind 
support to count as matching dollars. 
If eliminating the match is not feasible, 
expanding the definition of in-kind support 
acknowledges the resources both grantees 
and grocers invest to run a successful 
incentive program, as well as incentivizes 
grocers to integrate healthy marketing 
practices because it increases federal funds 
to programs. 

In addition to CSPI, the Alliance for National 
Nutrition Incentives (ANNI), a coalition 
comprised of nearly 30 national, state, and 
regional stakeholders, supports these GusNIP 
recommendations.124,125 Of note, convening 
participants that shopped with SNAP expressed 
interest in expanding incentive programs to 

cover additional healthy foods and beverages, 
such as whole grain products, lean proteins and 
legumes, unsweetened beverages, or other items 
promoted as part of a healthy retail strategy to 
help address the affordability of healthier diets.

Recommendation: Establish a healthy food 
marketing grant program for retailers

Both HFFI and GusNIP grants currently do 
allow for marketing to be a covered cost, but 
healthy food marketing was not the original goal 
of either program.115,117 To support retailers in 
implementing and evaluating healthy marketing 
strategies, CSPI recommends a healthy food 
marketing grant program for retailers be 
established through the farm bill. These funds 
would fill a unique gap by allocating money 
to test healthy retail strategies in in-store retail 
environments, such as healthy checkout aisles 
and endcaps, and online retail environments, 
such as preferred search for nutritious items or 
healthy filters. Like the HFFI grant, funds could 
be used for both direct costs such as display 
materials and indirect costs such as staff time to 
develop and implement marketing materials, 
costs associated with changes in inventory, and 
refrigerated units to encourage retailers to take 
on the risks of attempting new and innovative 
placement and marketing strategies. 

To support retailers in implementing best 
practices for healthy food marketing, we 
recommend: 

• Allocating funds for retailers to 
implement healthy marketing strategies. 
Retailers, particularly smaller retailers, 
face barriers such as lacking refrigeration 
equipment, inventory, and website design 
support when implementing healthy 
marketing strategies. Allocating funds for 
retailers to test best practices for healthy 
marketing will allow retailers the flexibility 
to pilot strategies and expand the evidence 
base on healthy marketing strategies 
through grant evaluations. 
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4) NUTRITION EDUCATION 
In-store and online retail food spaces provide 
ample opportunities to educate consumers, 
including those who use SNAP, on strategies 
and skills to support healthy food purchases and 
preparation. In addition to supporting healthy 
retail food environments and ensuring healthy 
options are affordable and accessible, it is critical 
to empower shoppers with the knowledge they 
need to make decisions on what to buy and how 
to prepare healthy meals for themselves and their 
families. SNAP Education (SNAP-Ed) is a multi-
faceted program that is federally funded and 
implemented by SNAP state and local agencies.9 
SNAP-Ed provides people who are SNAP-
eligible with nutrition education and works to 
improve the policies, systems, and environments 
of communities to promote health.126 SNAP-
Ed is funded through the Nutrition Education 
and Obesity Prevention Grant Program in the 
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010.127 The 
Final Rule was published March 2016, which 
codifies SNAP-Ed provisions.128 In 2019, USDA 
Food and Nutrition Services allocated $433 
million to SNAP-Ed.129 SNAP-Ed funding is 
granted to state agencies, who are responsible for 
managing a state SNAP-Ed plan.130 

There are three approaches to offering nutrition 
education through SNAP-Ed currently supported 
by USDA: 1) individual or group-based direct 
nutrition education, health promotion, and 
intervention strategies, 2) comprehensive, 
multilevel interventions at multiple 
complementary organizations and institutional 
levels, and 3) community and public health 
approaches to improve nutrition and obesity 
prevention.9 Approach one is focused on reaching 
individuals through education about dietary 
patterns and opportunities such as cooking 
classes or communications materials such as 
text messages, flyers, and interactive websites.9 
Approach two offers nutrition education in 
partnership with organizations that connect 
with high amounts of individuals who qualify 
for SNAP-Ed such as worksites, faith-based 
organizations, emergency food distribution sites, 
or schools.9 Approach two also allows SNAP-Ed 
to be offered at retail venues through evidence-
based multi-component interventions. This could 
include combining recipes with merchandising, 
customer newsletters, and technical advice on 
product placement.9 Approach three focuses on 

population level interventions such as work with 
local governments to improve food access in low-
income communities, collaboration with local 
food policy councils, and technical assistance to 
corner stores or convenience stores to increase 
their product offerings to include more healthy 
food and beverages.9 States ultimately determine 
the interventions they include in their state 
plan. SNAP-Ed offers an opportunity to further 
support placement, price, and promotion 
strategies outlined throughout this report by 
including key partnerships with grocers in the 
state plan. 

Funding allocation varies state to state. In 
order to receive SNAP-Ed funds, programs are 
required to serve the SNAP-Ed target audience 
which the USDA defines as “people who receive 
SNAP or a community where at least 50% of 
the population has low income.”9 SNAP-Ed 
programs are required to demonstrate that the 
population served at the site meets these criteria. 
This presents multiple challenges to SNAP-
Ed programs including barriers around data 
availability on a community level, struggles 
with shifting populations, and challenges to 
reach SNAP participants who happen to live 
in high-income census tracts. Furthermore, as 
SNAP expands, online retailers are not able to 
offer SNAP-Ed resources due to an inability to 
document the target audience. As retail expands 
between communities and even across state-
lines, the current rule limits the ability to reach 
more individuals. 
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Recommendation: Expand the SNAP-Ed target 
audience and allowable activities so nutrition 
education reaches more people and is available 
in more retail food settings

CSPI recommends that USDA permit 
community-level eligibility criteria for the SNAP-
Ed target audience. By expanding the SNAP-Ed 
target audience in this way, more individuals 
and communities could benefit from SNAP-Ed 
curricula and policy, systems, and environment 
interventions. SNAP-Ed could also expand into 
the online retail food environment which has 
the potential to serve a critical role in helping 
SNAP participants navigate using their benefits 
to purchase healthy foods when shopping online. 
Further, recognizing the important role that 
retailers and manufacturers have in shaping our 
food environment, SNAP-Ed nutrition and health 
equity curricula could be expanded to educate 
these critical stakeholders using an expanded 
target audience. 

To expand the reach of SNAP-Ed as a tool to 
support healthy marketing, we recommend: 

• USDA certify the SNAP-Ed target 
audience based off community level 
data instead of census tract. Allowing 
community level data to serve as eligibility 
criteria for the SNAP-Ed target audience 
will expand the reach and impact of SNAP-
Ed to more communities that could benefit 
from the program that would otherwise 
not qualify under current target audience 
definitions.

• USDA should allow for multi-state 
partnerships to allow retailers that 
operate across the country to integrate 
SNAP-Ed consistently across stores and 
on their online platform. The online retail 
environment is a prime area for SNAP-Ed 
nutrition education to intervene and help 
SNAP participants in making healthier 
purchasing decisions. By allowing large, 
national and regional SNAP-authorized 
online retailers to consistently implement 
SNAP-Ed curricula, and providing guidance 
for how to do so, SNAP participants, and 
people shopping online at these retailers, 
will benefit.

In addition to CSPI, American Public Human 
Services Association supports these SNAP-Ed 
recommendations.131 

5) VOLUNTARY RULES

Mandatory policies are often the best way to 
drive industry action as there are penalties 
associated with non-compliance. Additionally, 
compared to guidance, laws or regulations are 
more difficult to roll back when there are changes 
in administration. But voluntary approaches 
are often faster to establish and more flexible, 
meaning standards could be updated over 
time as the marketplace changes.132 However, 
any voluntary guidance should be paired with 
a rigorous monitoring and evaluation plan to 
ensure commitments by industry are upheld and 
targets are met. 

Recommendation: Create a common nutrition 
classification system for voluntary retailer 
adoption

Federal U.S. food labeling policies for 
communicating concise nutrition information to 
consumers dates back to the NFP for packaged 
foods, mandated by the Nutrition Labeling 
and Education Act of 1990.101 In 2009, the 
US government began exploring policies 
for creating uniform front-of-package (FOP) 
labels that would require prominent labels on 
processed foods to help consumers quickly and 
easily identify foods that are high in sodium, 
added sugar, or saturated fat—nutrients that 
are overconsumed in this country and linked 
to chronic disease.6,133 More recently, in 2022, 
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
announced an updated proposed rule for 
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the definition of “healthy” when the term is 
used as a FOP icon, aligning it with current 
nutrition science, the updated NFP, and the 
current Dietary Guidelines for Americans.134 No 
voluntary or mandatory FOP policy has been 
implemented, but in April, the Food Labeling 
Modernization Act of 2023 was introduced, 
which, if passed, would mandate FOP labeling.102

In the absence of federal regulation, US retailers 
and manufactures use a variety of voluntary 
FOP labels and shelf tags, all applying different 
schemes to communicate to consumers whether 
a product meets differing nutrition criteria. Some 
retailers have gone further by implementing 
their own comprehensive nutrition guidance 
programs, but many retailers offer no guidance 
at all. Nutrition guidance programs are broadly 
categorized as programs that evaluate the 
nutritional quality of foods and beverages, and 
present the information via a shopping tool 
designed to help shoppers navigate in-store and 
online choices (e.g., Ahold Delhaize’s Guiding 
Stars,135 Walmart’s Great for You,136 Kroger’s 
OptUp137). Stores that do offer these programs 
present the information in a range of places 
from shelf tags and product packages to weekly 
circulars and online shopping platforms.

The lack of uniform retail nutrition guidance 
can leave shoppers feeling frustrated and 
overwhelmed as they face a wide variety of 
messages and conflicting nutrition information 
in stores and online. A uniform system would 
ensure nutrition classification systems are rooted 
in sound nutrition science and build trust among 
consumers as information would be consistent 
wherever they shop. Additionally, it would 
ease implementation challenges and encourage 
greater participation among manufacturers and 
retailers. It could also provide policy guidance 
on product inclusion for nutrition assistance 
programs like food is medicine and nutrition 
incentives for SNAP shoppers. 

There are a number of ways to approach 
designing a common nutrition classification 
system. For example, HER developed nutrition 
guidelines for the charitable food system 
via a panel of experts from diverse fields.138 
This approach could serve as a model for 
how a common system could be developed 
collaboratively between government, researchers, 

and advocates. And it would leave room for 
national membership organizations, like FMI, the 
Food Industry Association, the National Grocers 
Association, and the National Association of 
Convenience Stores, to develop implementation 
resources for their members, which could help 
level the playing field for independent and 
smaller stores. In terms of the type of system, 
a multi-tier design similar to Guiding Stars is a 
model for establishing standards that motivate 
manufacturers to reformulate their products. 
Guiding Stars uses a system that rates the 
nutritional quality of foods as good, better, and 
best using 1, 2, or 3 stars displayed on shelf tags. 
Guiding Stars evaluates products using nutrients 
found on the NFP and ingredients list. For fresh, 
unlabeled foods the program uses information 
from USDA’s National Nutrient Database for 
Standard Reference (SR-28).135 

Nutrition classification systems are valuable for 
retailers as they enable retailers to monitor and 
report on the percentage of their sales coming 
from healthy products which can improve 
their standing with environmental, social, and 
governance (ESG)-minded investors like Morgan 
Stanley Capital International (MSCI) and Dow 
Jones Sustainability Indicies (DJSI). A common 
nutrition classification system would make these 
metrics even more meaningful as retailers would 
compete on a level playing field to establish 
which food retailer has the healthiest sales.139

It should be noted that there are a number 
of challenges associated with designing 
and implementing a common nutrition 
classification system. Specific challenges 
identified by convening participants include: 
hard to implement and maintain given the 
vast number of products on store shelves and 
frequent product churn; deciding whether it is 
the responsibility of retailers or manufacturers 
to label; where to display the information (e.g., 
shelf tags, product labels); how to display the 
information on packages (e.g., quantitative 
scores, interpretive labels like traffic lights or 
warnings); and how to compare product ratings 
within product categories and across a whole 
shopping basket. Finally, it was also noted 
by convening participants that existing food 
labeling efforts may disproportionately affect 
culturally important foods for some groups more 
so than others.



31

To improve the healthfulness of the retail food 
environment, we recommend:

• USDA issue guidance for a common 
nutrition classification system for 
voluntary adoption by retailers and 
manufacturers. While a voluntary 
rule cannot mandate adoption of the 
classification system by all retailers, it 
should require that any retailer who chooses 
to use a nutrition classification system 
utilize the common nutrition classification 
system. USDA’s guidance should also 
consider how an evidence-based system can 
be calibrated for equity.

6) RECOGNITION PROGRAM

USDA currently utilizes recognition programs to 
incentivize voluntary changes to create healthier 
food environments. For example, the HealthierUS 
School Challenge is a voluntary, national awards 
program that recognizes schools for fostering 
more nutritious choices and increased physical 
activity.140 Schools are awarded bronze, silver, 
gold, or gold award of distinction based on their 
adherence to rigorous criteria established by 
USDA.141 Also, with the aim of making healthier 
choices easier in schools, USDA in partnership 
with Action for Healthy Kids recently announced 
the Healthy Meals Incentives Recognition Awards 
for School Food Authorities. This recognition 
program supports improvements in the nutrition 
quality of the National School Lunch Program 
and School Breakfast Program by spotlighting 
and sharing best practices that are consistent with 
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.142 USDA 
could create additional programs to support 
healthful eating across other nutrition assistance 
programs, including SNAP.

Recommendation: Establish a USDA healthy 
marketing manufacturer and retailer recognition 
program

To incentivize healthy retail marketing and 
sharing of best practices, we recommend:

• USDA should create healthy marketing 
criteria for manufacturers and retailers in 
collaboration with leading experts and 
organizations. Establishing guidelines for 
manufacturer and retailer healthy marketing 
best practices in partnership with issue 

area experts would create a useful industry 
resource and enable the creation of tiered 
awards based on company marketing 
practices. Criteria could be tied to a common 
nutrition classification system, including 
determining which products are healthy and 
should be prominently placed and promoted.

• USDA should establish and publicize 
healthy manufacturer and retailer awards 
and best practices. USDA can publicize 
the new recognition program and share the 
awards criteria. Additionally, award winners 
should be publicized alongside their 
innovative healthy marketing best practices.

Retailer and manufacturer  
tax incentives and  
disincentives

Participants in the convening proposed two 
possible means of creating a healthier food 
environment through the tax code:

1. Create tax incentives for manufacturer 
and retailer marketing of healthy food.

2. Remove manufacturer and retailer tax 
deductions for marketing of unhealthy 
food.

The tax code does not currently provide 
incentives for expenses related to market-
ing healthy food. The current tax code does 
provide a deduction for business expenses, in-
cluding those related to marketing, regardless 
of industry or subject matter.143 There is an 
exception to this deduction for certain foreign 
advertising expenses,144 which could serve as a 
model for exempting food marketing expens-
es. The government can incentivize and dis-
incentivize activities through the tax code,145 
and it is worth exploring how to harness this 
tool to improve our food environment.

During the convening, stakeholders highlight-
ed that the current structure of the tax code 
allows food retailers to deduct costs related 
to both healthy and unhealthy food market-
ing, which is not consistent with policies to 
improve the retail food environment. While 
participants noted potential legal and imple-
mentation complexities, revising the structure 
of the tax code to provide incentives for retail-
ers to invest in healthy food marketing while 
also using the tax code to disincentivize un-
healthy food marketing was an area of future 
research and inquiry that numerous stakehold-
ers suggested should be a priority to create 
consistent policies that promote healthy food 
marketing and healthy food environments.
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Table 6 presents key considerations that retailers and policymakers should prioritize when designing 
strategies to improve food retail environments. For all of the policy recommendations in this report, 
and for any other actions to strengthen retail food environments to make it easier for consumers 
to access healthier foods, it is imperative that steps are taken to prioritize equity and minimize 
unintended harms to communities and consumers.

Table 6. Key considerations for policies and strategies to promote healthy retail food environments

Any policy, voluntary actions, or incentive strategies to improve  
in-store or online retail food environments and promote healthier foods must: 

Prioritize health equity during policy development and implementation. Structural racism has created ineq-
uitable food environments that contribute to a range of health disparities for people with low-incomes and Black, 
Indigenous, and Latine communities. Any efforts to improve the retail food environment and incentivize market-
ing of healthy food must be designed in such a way that benefits the community and avoids potential unintended 
consequences that reinforce, contribute to, or worsen inequitable food environments. On the path to racial justice 
and removing longstanding inequities, policymakers and advocates should ensure resources are allocated equita-
bly in order to ensure priority populations have the resources necessary to be well-nourished and fed. 

Consider that multiple, integrated approaches will be needed. There is no one silver bullet strategy; multiple 
and synergistic approaches addressing product, placement, pricing, and promotion are required to address differ-
ent aspects of the retail food environment.

Be legally feasible. Policies undertaken by the government must be viable via either the legislation process, a 
rulemaking, or a voluntary guidance and, if mandatory, must not infringe on food retailer and manufacturer com-
mercial free speech rights under the First Amendment.

Be mindful of potentially disincentivizing stores from accepting SNAP. This is particularly important in rural 
communities where access is already limited. For example, onerous stocking standards could disincentivize some, 
particularly smaller, retailers from accepting SNAP benefits thereby reducing access to stores that accept SNAP 
benefits.

Be mindful of the need to take a tiered approach to policies that would affect different types of retailers. A 
large grocery chain may be more easily able to adapt to certain regulations compared to a small independent store. 

Engage food manufacturers and retailers when developing healthy retail strategies. Many food companies 
already have “better for you” products in their product lines that could be promoted in stores and online. For 
example, promoting water or unsweetened beverages instead of sugar-sweetened beverages on endcaps could 
represent ‘low hanging fruit’ for improving the retail food environment within the bounds of existing marketing 
agreements between manufacturers and retailers. 

Seek ‘buy-in’ from retailers for healthy retail strategies. There can be a negative feedback loop in which retail-
ers do not believe customers want healthier options and could therefore try to avoid compliance with healthy food 
promotion regulations. Getting ‘buy-in’ from retailers promotes higher uptake of incentives and greater compli-
ance with the spirit, and not just the letter, of regulations. 

Involve SNAP participants in developing policies and strategies. It is important that SNAP participants’ opin-
ions and perspectives be considered early in the process and that they be included as a valuable stakeholder voice.

Consider tradeoffs between promotion of healthy foods and beverages versus regulating promotion of 
unhealthy options. It will be important to consider possible challenges in policy formulation, legal feasibility, 
and potential behavior change and health impact based on strategies focusing on promotion of healthy foods and 
beverages or strategies regulating or limiting promotion of unhealthy foods and beverages. More research may be 
needed to inform these considerations. 

Address implementation, monitoring, and enforcement. It is critical to consider how any healthy food retail 
strategy, whether voluntary, incentive, or policy mandate, will be implemented, monitored, and enforced. Who 
will be responsible for monitoring compliance and enforcement? What will be the consequence for non-compli-
ance? Will there be adequate funding and resources for implementation, monitoring, and enforcement? 



33

RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS
Seven key areas for future research emerged from 
the convening (Table 7). Importantly, research is 
needed to understand how policies targeting the 
retail food environment can advance equitable 
food access without exacerbating existing 
disparities. Mixed-methods research and equity-
focused evaluations of pilot interventions, 
including those relevant to proposed SNAP 
program and policy changes, will play a pivotal 
role in identifying potential challenges as well 
as strategies for supporting equitable policy 
development and implementation.

Retailer input can also help inform effective 
implementation. However, there is limited 
research exploring retailers’ experiences 
with programs to improve the retail food 
environment. Research and pilots are needed 
across diverse settings to understand how 

policy can support healthy food retail in a 
variety of retailer types (e.g., convenience stores, 
supermarkets, dollar stores, online retailers). 
Likewise, there is comparatively little evidence 
regarding effective strategies for promoting 
healthy food purchases in the online setting 
compared to brick-and-mortar retailers. Research 
is needed to compare the effectiveness of 
different healthy online retail strategies, as well 
as innovative ways technology can be leveraged 
(e.g., personalized recommendations or search 
filters for healthy products) to promote healthier 
food choices.

While nutrition education is commonly included 
in retail food environment interventions, further 
research is needed to identify which strategies 
are most cost-effective, scalable, and have the 
greatest impact on purchasing. Though in-store 
nutrition education has typically occurred face-

Table 7. Areas for further research on improving the healthfulness of the retail food environment

Key research areas Research questions to inform  
policy development Possible strategies

1) Equity 1. How do changes to SNAP-authorized retailer 
requirements impact economic and health equi-
ty? How does impact differ across retailer type 
(e.g., small vs. large) and community (e.g., urban 
vs. rural)? 

2. What technical assistance is needed to over-
come barriers to implement stronger SNAP-au-
thorized retailer requirements?

3. Do nutrition classification systems dispro-
portionately affect culturally relevant foods for 
some groups more so than others? If so, to what 
extent, and how can an evidence-based system 
be adapted?

1. Conduct pilot studies in diverse settings 
to test impacts of strengthening SNAP-au-
thorized retailer requirements.

2. Develop and pilot test technical assis-
tance as part of policy development for 
SNAP retailer requirements.

3. Evaluate equity impacts as part of on-
going research in retail food environment 
interventions.

2) SNAP 1. How, if at all, does allowing SNAP benefits 
to be used to purchase hot, prepared foods in 
retail settings impact diet quality of people using 
SNAP?

2. How does SNAP benefit redemption and food 
purchasing behavior differ in in-store versus 
online retail settings?

3. What role can SNAP-Ed play in the in-store 
and online retail setting?

4. How can marketing strategies be used to pro-
mote food products eligible for SNAP incentives 
(e.g., GusNIP) in the in-store and online retail 
setting?

1. Conduct pilot studies allowing people 
who use SNAP to purchase hot, prepared 
foods and evaluate the impact on partici-
pant diet quality.

2. Partner with in-store and online retailers 
to evaluate SNAP participant purchasing 
and benefit redemption data to understand 
differences by retail environment.

3. Implement a demonstration project with 
a SNAP-Ed implementing agency to test 
SNAP-Ed curriculum in an online retail 
setting.

4. Conduct pilot studies to evaluate the use 
and effectiveness of marketing strategies 
for products eligible for SNAP incentives 
on changes in participant shopping and 
purchasing behavior.
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3) Retailer 1. How does implementation of various healthy 
retail marketing strategies impact quantitative 
measures of retailer performance?

2. How do retailers perceive the feasibility and 
acceptability of proposed retail food environ-
ment policy recommendations, and how do 
perceptions vary by retailer type, geography, 
and other retailer characteristics? 

3. How does effectiveness of healthy retail food 
marketing strategies vary across retailer types 
and other retailer characteristics?

4. How are consumer satisfaction, loyalty, and 
perceptions of quality, safety, and affordability 
impacted after retailers implement healthy retail 
marketing strategies in their stores?

1. Conduct evaluations of various healthy 
marketing strategies, in isolation and 
combined, in partnership with retailers to 
assess effects on sales. 

2. Conduct qualitative research and 
surveys with a variety of current retailers 
to understand barriers and facilitators to 
implementing proposed retail food envi-
ronment policy recommendations.

3. Include qualitative component with 
retailers during retail food environment 
interventions to understand experiences of 
retailers implementing interventions.

4) Online shopping 1. What online retail marketing strategies are 
most effective at promoting healthy shopping 
behaviors?

2. How can smart technology be leveraged to 
customize the online food shopping experi-
ence and prompt healthier shopping behaviors 
online?

Conduct pilot studies in real-world and 
simulation online shopping environments 
to compare impacts of different online 
retail marketing strategies, in isolation 
and combined, on consumer shopping 
behavior.

5) Nutrition  
education

1. What is the comparative effectiveness of dif-
ferent in-store nutrition education strategies on 
purchasing behaviors?

2. How can smart technology be used to supple-
ment or substitute in-store nutrition education to 
encourage healthier shopping behaviors?

Conduct comparative effectiveness trials 
for different nutrition education interven-
tions in retail settings.

6) Nutrition criteria
 

1. How should “healthy” be defined and scored 
to best align with current nutrition evidence for 
health promotion and disease prevention while 
maintaining legal objectivity?

2. What is the comparative effectiveness of dif-
ferent nutrition classification systems on chang-
ing purchasing behaviors and dietary intake?

3. What messaging and labeling strategies are 
most effective for communicating a nutrition 
classification system to consumers within the 
retail food environment?

4. How can a nutrition classification system be 
communicated equitably such that it is interpret-
ed similarly across diverse groups?

1. Convene experts in the field of nutrition 
and diet-related disease prevention to 
develop recommendations for develop-
ing and implementing unified nutrition 
criteria.

2. Implement nutrition criteria to identify 
items to be included/excluded for healthy 
marketing. 

3. Test effectiveness of promoting healthy 
food and beverage choices using different 
labeling strategies in both in-store and 
online retail settings.

4. Compare the effectiveness, in isolation 
and combined, of incentivizing healthy 
foods and disincentivizing unhealthy 
foods on diet and related health outcomes.

5. Conduct cognitive testing studies to 
understand how different groups interpret 
various nutrition classification systems.

7) Implementation 1. How do policies to improve healthy retail 
food marketing impact key outcomes including 
consumer purchasing and consumption?

2. What factors influence the implementation of 
policies to improve healthfulness of retail food 
environment?

1. Conduct process and impact evaluations 
of municipal policies and field studies in 
laboratory stores to understand compli-
ance with and impacts of policies. 

2. Identify barriers and facilitators to suc-
cessful implementation of policies
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to-face, technology may be able to support lower-
cost nutrition education via novel solutions such 
as label-scanning technology or other advances 
that allow consumers to get real-time answers to 
nutrition-related questions. However, research 
is needed to understand the acceptability and 
feasibility of such approaches.

Additionally, it will be challenging to scale 
the numerous healthy retail food environment 
strategies discussed in this report without a 
commonly adopted definition of what foods and 
beverages qualify as healthy. Research is needed 
to compare the impact of different nutrition 
classification systems and other nutrition criteria 
on purchasing behaviors and dietary intake 
and identify which messaging and labeling 
strategies are most effective for communicating 
this nutrition information to consumers. 
Comparing existing systems and developing a 
common nutrition classification system should 
be the focus of a future convening of experts in 
the field of nutrition and diet-related disease 
prevention. Ultimately, the nutrition criteria 
used for policy recommendations must be 
evidence-based and effective, but also feasible 
from legal and retailer perspectives. Nutrition 
criteria must be considered purely factual, and in 
no way subjective, in order to be upheld under 
the First Amendment. Additionally, tradeoffs 
should be considered between nutrition criteria 
effectiveness and retailer implementation. 
While a holistic definition of healthy may be 
most effective in changing consumer healthy 
eating behaviors, it may be easier for retailers to 
implement more simplistic standards by food 
categories (e.g., sugar-sweetened beverages) 
or nutrient criteria that are clearly listed on 
products (e.g., calories, sodium, added sugar, 
saturated fat). Further, research is needed to 
understand how interventions function in 
isolation, as well as in combination with other 
approaches. Since a multi-pronged approach will 
likely be required for improving healthy food 
purchasing and dietary intake, such research 
will help identify salient sets of strategies, and 
whether different combinations of approaches 
may be required in different settings. 

Lastly, when policies that create a healthier retail 
food environment are implemented, process and 
impact evaluations should be conducted to assess 
policy compliance and impact on outcomes of 
interest.

 | IX. Conclusion
In this report we make ten recommendations 
for policy changes to support healthy food 
marketing and healthy retail food environments 
with the aim of helping all shoppers, and SNAP 
participants in particular, to identify, access, 
and choose healthier foods and beverages when 
shopping for food. These ten recommendations 
leverage the size and reach of SNAP and can 
be advanced via the 2023 Farm Bill and other 
legislative and regulatory policy opportunities. 
The recommendations fall into six categories: 
1) SNAP-authorized retailer requirements; 2) 
research pilots; 3) grant programs; 4) nutrition 
education; 5) voluntary rules; and 6) recognition 
programs. We also make recommendations to 
further strengthen SNAP and help participants 
afford and access healthy foods. Finally, we 
identify key areas for additional research to 
continue to build the evidence base to inform 
future policy action. 

The retail food environment is an important 
determinant of food and beverage choices 
and diet quality. Furthermore, marketing 
of unhealthy food and beverages, which is 
ubiquitous in in-store and online retail food 
environments, makes it more difficult for 
shoppers to purchase healthy items. Meanwhile, 
healthy foods are placed less prominently, 
are often not priced as competitively, and are 
not promoted as aggressively as unhealthy 
foods and beverages. Nearly 260,000 retailers 
across the United States accept SNAP benefits. 
Leveraging SNAP and the farm bill to require 
SNAP retailers to strengthen retailer stocking 
and marketing standards, fund research pilots 
and grant programs for healthy food marketing 
interventions, allow flexibility for SNAP-Ed 
funded nutrition education in retail settings, 
invest in research to create a voluntary nutrition 
classification system, and recognize retailers who 
are prioritizing health and health equity will be 
concrete steps forward towards creating healthier 
retail food environments. 

It is important to recognize that the policy 
recommendations included in this report are 
not a silver bullet solution. There are numerous 
considerations and interrelated factors that shape 
food access, food choices, food marketing, and 
in-store and online retail food environments. 
Structural and historical racism, economic 
disparities, the built environment, and other 
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structural factors contribute to disparities in 
access to healthy food and a wide spectrum 
of health inequities and health disparities. 
Additional policy changes to SNAP are 
needed to address inadequate benefit levels, 
restrictions on purchasing hot foods, and other 
changes to help program participants afford 
and access healthy foods of their choice. More 
research is also needed to help identify policies, 
programs, and voluntary strategies that help 
consumers make healthy food choices while also 
addressing inequitable access to high quality, 
affordable, healthy foods and beverages. The 
recommendations included in this report, if 
implemented, can create environments in which 
it is easier for all shoppers to make healthy food 
and beverage choices. 
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 | XI. Appendix A
CONVENING PLANNING

Timeline

Key milestones May 
‘22

Jun 
‘22

July 
‘22

Aug 
‘22

Sep 
‘22

Oct 
‘22

Nov 
’22

Dec 
‘22

Jan 
‘23

Convene advisory committee (#1) 

Commission research prework 

Hire trained facilitator 

Convene advisory committee (#2) 

Send invitations 

Complete literature review

Complete policy report 

Convene advisory committee (#3) 

Conduct survey of SNAP participants 

Convene advisory committee (#4) 

Distribute prework 

Finalize convening agenda, logistics 

Convene advisory committee (#5) 

Hold convening 

Conduct convening postmortem 

Facilitator 

CSPI hired a certified Organizational Development trainer to assist with planning and facilitating the 
meeting. The facilitator helped organize data collected through the prework, set the agenda, design 
and facilitate the meeting, and summarize meeting outcomes.

SNAP Expert Outreach

As noted above, hearing directly from shoppers who use SNAP was an important component for 
guiding and informing policies that would make the store environment more supportive to SNAP 
participants shopping for nutritious options on a budget. CSPI partnered with state- and community-
based organizations who work directly with shoppers utilizing SNAP to identify individuals to 
participate in the convening. An interest form was disseminated, and participants were selected based 
on availability and whether they used SNAP within the past year. CSPI also selected individuals 
across a range of ages, geographies, and household sizes. This added a variety of perspectives to the 
conversation, taking into account that individuals have very different experiences using SNAP and 
differing access to retail options. CSPI also hosted three pre-meeting sessions for any individuals who 
wanted to learn more about the topic of healthy retail marketing in advance of the event, and as an 
opportunity to build comfort and familiarity with CSPI staff and each other. Participants with lived 
experience with SNAP were also supported with a $600 stipend for attending the convening and 
participating in the pre-meetings.

Convening Activities

Day one began with an exercise called “seed the pot” in which participants were asked to pick one of 
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the promising retail marketing intervention topics and document what opportunities, barriers, and 
considerations should be taken into account for successful policy development. Participants were 
sorted into small groups based on the topics they chose, ensuring that individuals from different roles 
(i.e., retailers, manufacturers, researchers, shoppers) were present in each. The discussions began 
with considerations from shoppers that use SNAP to root the conversation in their experience with 
the program. Participants were asked to describe what a healthy retail food environment looked like 
to them and share strategies to create it. Ideas were then shared back with the full convening group, 
and there was an opportunity for everyone to provide feedback and note commonalities. The small 
groups were then asked to take both the initial brainstorm and the feedback and consider what a 
successful and effective policy for their chosen topic would look like, and what support would be 
needed. Day one ended with reflections from those in the room who utilize SNAP to gauge their 
perceptions of proposed policies, as they are the ones most directly impacted by any potential policy.

Day two began with a review of potential policy levers including federal SNAP policy, federal 
financial policy, federal voluntary opportunities, and other policy avenues. Convening participants 
also reviewed the legal feasibility analysis shared in the pre-work. In smaller breakout groups, 
convening participants brainstormed policy ideas and categorized them by policy lever. Each group 
shared their top three policy ideas with the larger group, and everyone had an opportunity to 
provide feedback. Convening organizers then grouped top policy ideas into categories. In the last 
set of breakouts, individuals chose one category and discussed key policy design elements, equity 
considerations, challenges, and opportunities for concrete recommendations. 

After the convening adjourned, participants had an opportunity to share feedback via an online 
survey about the event structure (e.g., format, facilitation) and to rank which policy opportunities 
they would prioritize after the two-day event.


