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Introduction 
We should all be able to access affordable, healthy food, no matter where we live. To 

make this vision a reality in Scotland, and to achieve our ambition of becoming a Good 
Food Nation, we must take collective action to transform our food environment. In this 

briefing paper, we place a spotlight on the promotion of foods high in fat, sugar or salt, 

describe the impact of promotions on our behaviours and health, and advocate for more 

ambitious action to curtail the promotion of unhealthy food.* 

Our food environment must change to help and support our population’s health. It is not 

reasonable to expect individuals alone to change in order to solve our dietary 

challenges, nor is it realistic. Evidence from England1 also suggests that the focus on 

individual responsibility within diet policy is likely to have contributed to the lack of 

improvement in levels of healthy weight or related health inequalities over the past 30 

years. This aligns with what we see in Scotland, where levels of poor diet and excess 

weight have remained high.2,3  

Policies which work to rebalance the food industry’s persistent marketing, promotion 

and advertising of unhealthy food, which can be damaging to our health, are a 

necessary step towards transforming our food system4 and ensuring that eating well is 

the easiest thing to do – not the hardest.  

 

* For the purposes of this paper, ‘unhealthy food’ refers to food and drink products which 

are high in fat, sugar and/or salt as defined by the Nutrient Profiling Model. 

https://www.gov.scot/policies/food-and-drink/good-food-nation/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/food-and-drink/good-food-nation/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-nutrient-profiling-model
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Figure 1: Importance of a healthy diet5  
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Why we need to act 
Improving our population’s health by ensuring everyone has access to affordable, 

healthy food has never been more important. The burden of ill health and mortality 

associated with a poor diet rests disproportionately on people living in our most 
deprived communities.2,3,6  

A healthy diet is essential for supporting healthy growth and development in children. 

Yet children’s chances of accessing healthy food depend strongly on where they grow 

up.7 Children living in less affluent areas are more likely to be exposed to unhealthy 

food in their high streets,8 more likely to have the poorest diets3 and less likely to be a 

healthy weight.9  

Childhood obesity rates in Scotland, and the continued widening of inequalities between 

the most and least affluent groups, reflect our failure to protect and nurture our children 

and young people. 

https://www.gov.scot/policies/health-improvement/
https://www.gov.scot/policies/health-improvement/
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Figure 2: Percentage of primary 1 children at risk of obesity by 
deprivation, school years 2001/02 to 2022/23, Scotland9 

 

 

 

Right now, the places where we live and work do not support us to access healthy food. 

Supermarket aisles have many discounts and multibuy deals like 2-for-1s on unhealthy 

options,10 and advertising in places such as bus stops11 and online also have high 

levels of promotion of unhealthy foods.12  

Cost-of-living pressures have put healthier options out of reach for many. Healthier 

foods are over twice as expensive per calorie compared to unhealthy foods and those 

living in the most deprived areas would need to spend around half of their disposable 
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income on food to meet the cost of the Eatwell Guide.13 People living in the least 

deprived areas need to spend a lot less.*  

As a result of these factors, we are far from meeting our goals for eating healthily,14 and 

this has a direct impact on our health and the number of years we are able to live in 

good health.6 There are also impacts on our economic wellbeing; meeting Scottish 
Dietary Goals would therefore also help us to achieve our ambitions to be a thriving 

and prosperous nation.15  

How promotions of products high in fat, sugar  
or salt influence our decisions and our  
shopping baskets 
Promotions are designed to make us buy more, and often these are purchases that we 

would not have made if the promotions were not there in the first place. When it comes 

to food, we can end up buying 18% more than we had planned.16  

Many promotions also tend to be on more expensive products to begin with.17 This 

means that we do not always save money, and there are often cheaper alternatives. 

Figure 3: Percentage of retail food and drink calories purchased by 
price promotion during 202218 

 

 

* People in the least deprived areas would only need to spend 11% of their disposable 

income to achieve the Eatwell Guide, compared to 50% for people living in the most 

deprived areas.  

https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/consumers/healthy-eating/eatwell
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-dietary-goals-march-2016/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-dietary-goals-march-2016/
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It’s not just price promotions that influence our decision to buy – where an item is placed 

within a store, such as the entrance, checkouts and end of aisles, also encourages us  

to put more in our baskets.19 These types of promotions are commonly used to  

promote unhealthy products. Switching to promoting healthier items can help to redress 

this balance.  

Figure 4: Volume of food and drink purchased on a price promotion 
during 2022, by category18 
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How can legislation to restrict promotions of products 
high in fat, sugar or salt improve our health? 

Restricting promotions on unhealthy foods will help to reduce the amount of these 

products we buy and eat. Evidence shows that removing price promotions on 

discretionary foods*, such as cakes and biscuits, alone could reduce our calorie intakes 

by around 600 kcal per person, per week.20  

Restricting other types of promotions, such as where a product is displayed, and on 

other foods high in fat, sugar or salt, such as pizza and ice cream, could reduce our 

calorie intakes even more.20  

Improving our food environment, including reducing unhealthy promotions, will make it 

easier for people to access healthier options and ultimately improve the health of people 

in Scotland.2,21  

Some progress has been made through voluntary action.22 However, to deliver the 

scale and pace of change needed and maintain a level competitive playing field, 

mandatory measures are required23 with greater use of proportionate and targeted 

regulation across the whole food environment.  

Building on the good progress of the Healthy Living and Reformulation programmes, 

businesses must continue to be enabled, encouraged and incentivised to increase the 

number of healthy foods on promotion. Rebalancing promotions is only one way that we 

can improve the nation’s health, but it is a significant one. 

What surrounds us shapes our health. We’ve seen changes to our environment work for 

other public health issues. The 2006 smoke-free legislation which banned smoking in 

enclosed public places led to many positive impacts on health,24 including a reduction in 

second-hand smoke exposure and hospital admissions for heart attacks and child 

asthma. Evidence also shows that the world-leading minimum unit pricing for alcohol 

legislation has had a positive impact on health outcomes,25 including addressing 

 

* Discretionary foods include confectionery, biscuits, crisps and savoury snacks, cakes, 

pastries, puddings and sugary soft drinks in addition to ice cream and dairy desserts. 

https://www.healthylivingprogramme.co.uk/
https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/business-and-industry/industry-specific-advice/catering-and-retail/reformulation-for-health
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alcohol-related health inequalities. We must now also take action to stem the tide of 

unhealthy food. 

People in Scotland want us to put their health first 
Public opinion backs action. Many people feel that promotions have encouraged them 

to buy unhealthy foods on impulse. For multibuys as many as 57% of people felt this 

way, with 43% saying price discounts caused them to buy more.26  

The majority (81%) of households in the UK also say they would prefer promotions to be 

on healthier staples such as fruits and vegetables, starchy carbohydrates and meat and 

dairy rather than unhealthy options like sweets and chocolate.27  

Action the Scottish Government has proposed 
As a devolved nation, Scotland has the power to improve our health and take action to 

restrict promotions of products high in fat, sugar or salt. 

The Scottish Government has recently committed to consult on the detail of 

proposed regulations for promotional restrictions. This consultation will include 

proposals to restrict the promotion of unhealthy food and drinks in prominent in-store 

locations, such as at the end of aisles or beside checkouts, and target certain price 

promotions, such as multibuys and unlimited refills, that encourage people to buy more 

than they actually need. 

The changes we need to see to improve  
Scotland’s health 
The food industry, policymakers and investors all have a major role to play in improving 

our diet and reducing diet-related inequalities, and the scale and urgency of the 

changes needed will require collaboration across all parties. 

For this legislation to be truly effective and beneficial to our health, the restrictions need 

to be far reaching.  

https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/search-what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-30-05-2023?meeting=15339&iob=130806
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Figure 5: Key asks of the regulations 

 

We cannot lose sight of inequalities. Actions which create a healthier food environment 

by making sure healthy, affordable options are always available where we live, work 

and learn have the best chance of reducing inequalities, helping everyone to live longer, 

healthier lives, and protecting the health of future generations.28 
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