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ABSTRACT:

The White House National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health (National Strategy) encourages
actions across government and society to promote nutrition security. Nutrition security includes
adequate food, diet quality, and equity, and food retail settings can promote these major concepts. Of all
National Strategy whole-of-society calls to action, food retailers can contribute to 15 calls as key actors.
However, there is currently no standardized monitoring tool to track food retailers’ commitments and
actions toward the National Strategy to promote nutrition security. The Business Impact Assessment-
Obesity and population-level nutrition (BIA-Obesity), a tool originally developed for corporate
accountability monitoring, can be tailored for the National Strategy and nutrition security, given its
standardized indicators and process to assess food company policies and commitments across six
domains. We discuss the fit of the BIA-Obesity indicators for tracking food retailers’ commitments and
actions across four pillars of the National Strategy. Existing indicators are appropriate to monitor
components of Pillar 1: Improve Food Access and Affordability; Pillar 2: Integrate Nutrition and Health;
Pillar 3: Empower All Consumers to Make and Have Access to Healthy Choices; and Pillar 5: Enhance
Nutrition and Food Security Research. We suggest expanding current indicators to include equity, local
foods, the digital food environment, and food waste reduction to improve alignment of the BIA-Obesity
with the National Strategy. Application of the BIA-Obesity as an existing tool can facilitate data cohesion
and more rapid assessment of the food retailer landscape to mutually meet nutrition security goals by
2030.

KEYWORDS:

Food retailers; Nutrition security; Corporate monitoring; BIA-Obesity; White House Conference

LAY SUMMARY:

The White House National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health describes a whole-of-government
and whole-of-society approach to address health disparities and ensure that all consumers have
equitable access to safe, affordable, and nutritious food. Food retailers can contribute to many of the
suggested private sector actions. However, there is no standardized method for tracking food retailer
commitments and actions in support of the National Strategy. The BIA-Obesity, a tool used globally for
corporate accountability monitoring, is fit for purpose to monitor how food retailers act in support of the
National Strategy because the indicators align with many calls to action for food retailers. Suggestions for
expanding the BIA-Obesity to cover gaps between the current indicators and National Strategy are

provided.
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TEASER TEXT:
The BIA-Obesity is an existing tool with standardized indicators. The existing indicators, with some
expansions, are appropriate for monitoring food retailer actions towards the National Strategy on

Hunger, Nutrition, and Health in support of nutrition security for all.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND:

Nutrition security is defined as equitable access to safe, healthy, and nutritious foods to promote well-
being and overall flourishing of individuals and populations [1, 2]. Adequate and affordable food, dietary
quality, and equity are primary concepts within nutrition security and are central to the United States
(US) federal government’s efforts to promote health and well-being [1, 3, 4]. In September 2022, the
White House hosted the White House Conference on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health. The White House
Conference also marked the launch of the National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health (National
Strategy) [5], a guidance document to “end hunger and increase healthy eating and physical activity by
2030 so fewer Americans experience diet-related diseases” [5]. There are two groups of actions in the
National Strategy: one group of commitments and priority goals for US federal government agencies;
and one group of whole-of-society calls to action designed for partners outside of federal government
agencies. The calls to action encourage partners in the private sector, state and local government,
academia, and philanthropy to make commitments and take action to support the overall goal of the
National Strategy. We focus on the whole-of-society calls to action in this commentary. Food retailers are
businesses where consumers purchase food for home or onsite consumption, such as grocery stores
(e.g. Food Lion) and big box markets (e.g. Walmart) [6, 7]. Food retailers are important actors in nutrition
security pro motion and are either specified or can contribute as key actors in 15 of the 39 calls to action
across four of the five pillars of the National Strategy (see Table 1). Large food retailers are powerful
economic actors and important food access partners in the US food system. For example, the top 100
North American food retailers reported more than $2.2 trillion dollars in sales in 2021 [9]. Walmart,
Costco, and Kroger are among the most prominent companies by number of locations and sales, and
operate more than 8800 combined brick-and mortar store locations nationwide [9-12]. Nearly 11 million
people shop online or in-store at Kroger each day [13]. Aldi, the fastest-growing food retailer in the US,
currently operates more than 2300 stores across 39 states and the District of Columbia, with a 30%
increase in in-store visits over the past 3 years [14, 15]. Additionally, many prominent food retailers have
a significant digital presence and reach the greater than 50% of US households who report purchasing
groceries online at least some of the time [16]. In addition to their influence on food access, prominent
food retailers can promote equity to support nutrition security. Large food retailers often are authorized
to accept Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) benefits, and thus are wide-reaching settings to ensure
that the food environment supports diet quality and food affordability for communities with fewer

resources [17, 18]. Ensuring that SNAP- and WIC-authorized retail settings promote nutrition security is
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an important step to creating an overall food environment and system for health equity. Given the
economic reach of prominent US food retailers and extensive documentation of commercial influences
on population health and nutrition [19-22], it is imperative to monitor food retailers’ commitments and
actions toward achieving relevant goals in the National Strategy. Application of a standardized tool and
process would promote data cohesion and rapid assessment, both of which are needed to inform
accountability actions like regulation or incentives [23] to meet the National Strategy’s nutrition security
goals by 2030. The Business Impact Assessment-Obesity and population- level nutrition (BIA-Obesity) is
an accountability tool and process designed to score food and beverage company policies,
commitments, and practices pertaining to business impacts on human health across six domains [8]. The
six domains are corporate strategy, product formulation, nutrition labeling, product and brand
promotion, product accessibility, and relationships with other organizations [8]. The original purpose of
the BIA-Obesity was to assess and monitor the policies, commitments, and actions of prominent food
and beverage companies that affect population nutrition and diet-related chronic diseases at a national
level [8]. Three subtypes of the BIA- Obesity (supermarkets, chain restaurants, manufacturers) have been
adapted and used in several countries worldwide, including one study of prominent SNAP-authorized
food retailers in the US [8, 24-27, 28—-31]. Although nutrition security is not explicitly measured in the
BIA-Obesity, several of its domains assess one or more concepts related to nutrition security. For
example, the product accessibility domain assesses affordability and availability of healthy foods, which
are contextual fac tors that influence diet quality, and overall nutrition security [3, 4]. Further, the
product formulation domain addresses the nutrient content of food retailers’ own-brand products, a
product segment with affordable prices for consumers and increasingly valuable market share for
retailers [32, 33]. In this commentary, we discuss a novel application of the BIA-Obesity: to monitor
prominent food retailer commitments and actions toward the National Strategy in support of nutrition
security. We discuss the fit of the existing indicators to the whole-of-society calls to action relevant to
food retailers and provide recommendations for additional indicators to improve the alignment with the
National Strategy.

Alignment between BIA-Obesity Indicators and National Strategy Calls to Action

For this commentary, we will discuss the indicators in the BIA-Obesity supermarket sub-type [8] for
application to all store-style food retailers, as has been done in prior US research using the BIA-Obesity
[31]. Table 1 includes brief definitions of each BIA-Obesity domain. Seventy-five indicators from the BIA-
Obesity are applicable for a US context. Following BIA-Obesity guidance for selecting appropriate

indicators for a national context [8], we excluded indicators for which actions are mandated by US
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government policy, such as disclosing the ingredient list for processed foods and artificial trans fat
removal [34, 35]. Various combinations of the applicable indicators are appropriate for monitoring four
of five pillars in the National Strategy: Pillar 1: Improving Food Access and Affordability; Pillar 2:
Integrating Nutrition and Health; Pillar 3: Empowering Consumers for Healthy Choices; and Pillar 5:
Enhance Nutrition and Food Security Research. Pillar 4: Supporting Physical Activity for All, is outside the
role and function of food retailers for nutrition security promotion and is not discussed in this
commentary. Table 1 displays the number of indicators in each BIA-Obesity domain that fit the purpose
for monitoring food retailers’ progress toward relevant calls to action in the National Strategy.
Supplementary Material contains a table displaying all indicators and their specific fit with each call to

action. [insert Table 1 HERE. Table 1 is below the reference list for review purposes.]



The BIA-Obesity domains of corporate strategy and relationships with other organizations
demonstrated the most alignment across pillars of the National Strategy. BIA-Obesity indicators for
relationships with other organizations can be used for monitoring research support, partnerships, and
joint ventures that are critical to make meaningful progress for Pillar 1: Improve Food Access and
Affordability. Similarly, this group of indicators can be used to collect standardized data on food retailer
relationships for planning and implementation of Food is Medicine strategies (e.g. produce pre scription
programs) in support of Pillar 2: Integrate Nutrition and Health. The research and data sharing called for
in Pillar 5: Enhance Nutrition and Food Security Research require multi-actor collaborations and
partnerships, and the indicators can help assess retailer positionality for these relationships.
Understanding how food retailers are interacting with other actors in the food system may identify
opportunities for partnerships, needs for technical assistance, and areas for policy development.

Pillar 2: Integrate Nutrition and Health revealed the least overlap with the BIA-Obesity
indicators. Food is Medicine initiatives represent lucrative and meaningful opportunities for retailers,
especially with potential federal funding to support the initiatives [36]. These initiatives are growing in
popularity among prominent food retailers, who are key partners in programs administered by health
care or public health actors [37, 38]. The BIA-Obesity indicators within corporate strategy and
relationships with other organizations can monitor retailer positionality for Food is Medicine efforts, but
additional indicators are needed to assess detailed program components [39].

Each BIA-Obesity domain of product formulation, nutrition labeling, product and brand
promotion, and product accessibility alighed with portions of Pillar 1: Improve Food Access and
Affordability; Pillar 3: Empower Consumers for Healthy Choices, and Pillar 5: Enhance Nutrition and Food
Security Research. Product formulation indicators can be used to monitor the nutritional content of own-
brand products and promoted meals in retailer- food service partnerships and foodservice in retail, and
thus contribute to tracking progress towards several of the calls within Pillar 3: Empower Consumers for
Healthy Choices. The product and brand promotion indicators can track how food retailers are re-
designing store layouts and marketing to promote more nutritious foods and thus align with several of
the calls in Pillar 3: Empower Consumers for Healthy Choices. Many product accessibility indicators are
appropriate for monitoring retailer commitments and actions towards Pillar 1: Improve Food Access and
Affordability and Pillar 3: Empower Consumers for Healthy Choices, particularly call 1.1 to improve
healthier food offerings in existing stores.

Across all pillars, the BIA-Obesity assesses major concepts of nutrition security at the population

level: food access, affordability, and diet quality. Use of the BIA-Obesity as a monitoring tool for retailer



commitments and actions towards specific concepts of nutrition security would provide standardized
data and a more cohesive understanding of the nutrition security landscape. The standardized indicators
for retailer-level food access, affordability, and diet quality commitments may be useful for overall
nutrition security monitoring, even outside the calls to action and time goals of the National Strategy.
The BIA-Obesity can meet some of the need for retailer-level nutrition security assessment and
monitoring tools.

Suggestions for Expanding the BIA-Obesity to Align with the National Strategy

Suggestions for expanding the BIA-Obesity to align with the National Strategy While the BIA-Obesity is an
appropriate tool for monitoring food retailer progress toward the National Strategy, additional indicators
are needed to cover four aspects of the National Strategy that are not currently addressed: a focus on
equity, supporting local food systems, digital food retail environments, and food waste reduction. Equity
is a core concept for nutrition security and the National Strategy [1, 4]. Developing equity indicators to
add to the BIA-Obesity for the National Strategy is key for ensuring equity remains a central theme in
actions and monitoring efforts. An equity promotion framework, used in conjunction with an
accountability framework, can guide the indicator development process [23, 40]. Potential areas of focus
include monitoring the sale and promotion of culturally inclusive foods [41, 42], measuring the extent to
which “good vs bad” food narratives exist in corporate practices [43], leveraging mobile market programs
to build community capacity [43], assessing targeted or predatory retailer marketing practices across
demographic groups [44—46], and addressing disparities in nutritious food access across communities
[33-35, 47-49]. The National Strategy encourages development of local food systems through
purchasing agreements, foodservice partnerships, and use of nutrition assistance funds at farmers
markets. Many prominent food retailers market their support for local food by highlighting purchases
from producers with close proximity to store locations [5S0-52]. Local food indicators are not currently
included in the BIA- Obesity. An expanded version should include indicators to assess the social,
economic, and nutritional equity impacts of new and existing food retailer purchases and promotions of
local foods to align with the National Strategy. Local food promotion also represents an opportunity to
increase the diet quality potential of food retail sites by expanding offerings of fruits and vegetables. The
BIA-Obesity does not contain indicators to assess fruit and vegetable access, affordability, and
availability, but an adapted version for the US context could assess priority food groups for nutrition
security. The Nutrition Environment Measurement Surveys have well-tested food environment measures
that are commonly adapted for research and practice settings [53], and this set of tools should be

explored for adaptation into corporate commitment indicators. Careful consideration should be given to



the definition of “local” for a national tool, as there is not currently a standardized definition [54, 55].
Previous research on the barriers to local food purchasing in corporate retailers [56] could inform
indicator development. Digital platforms are an understudied element of the food environment and
there is a dearth of standardized monitoring tools for digital settings [57, 58]. An expanded BIA-Obesity
for the National Strategy should include indicators specifically for the digital food retail environment to
assess access to nutrition labeling, responsible development of algorithms for product promotion [59]
and retailer participation in nutrition promotion programs on their digital platforms. Existing frameworks
to understand the influence of the digital food environment on consumer behavior [60] and early
evaluations of online food retailer policies and practices [61, 62] may guide development of indicators
for improved account ability and stronger governance of the digital food environment. Food waste
reduction initiatives are included as multi-actor targets in the National Strategy, but the current set of
BIA-Obesity indicators does not assess food waste policies and programs. Food retailers can and do
contribute to food waste reduction and support nutrition security through diversion or donation
programs [63—67]. The BIA-Sustainability [68], a new set of indicators to monitor prominent retailer
actions for planetary health, contains food waste indicators that can be incorporated into an expanded
BIA-Obesity for the National Strategy. Inclusion of the BIA-Sustainability food waste indicators prevents
the need to develop new indicators and thus expedites the monitoring process. As food waste indicators
are incorporated into an expanded BIA- Obesity for the National Strategy, we recommend that diet
quality promotion is considered in diversion and donation programs. Understanding the types and
quality of foods in diversion and donation streams is important to integrate nutrition security promotion
into all aspects of the food system, and prioritizing these pathways aligns with the preferred strategies to
prevent food waste to reduce harmful impacts to the natural environment [69]. Conclusions The BIA-
Obesity is an appropriate tool to monitor prominent food retailer commitments and actions for the
National Strategy. There is substantial alignment between the BIA-Obesity indicators and the National
Strategy, such that use of these standardized indicators could facilitate monitoring food retailer
accountability toward nutrition security goals. Next steps for the public health community are to expand
the BIA-Obesity to include indicators for equity, local foods, digital environments, and food waste
reduction, and then test the expanded tool among prominent food retailers that have committed to the
National Strategy [70—72]. There is an urgent need to track food retailers’ progress toward the 2030
National Strategy goals to understand the landscape of retailers’ commitments and develop and

implement timely interventions and technical assistance strategies to support food retailers’ actions.
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Table 1. Number of Indicators that Align with National Strategy Calls to Action by BIA-Obesity Domain

BIA-Obesity Domain Brief Definitions [23] (number of indicators assessed)

National National Strategy Call to Corporate Product Nutrition Product and Product Relationships
Strategy Action [5] Strategy (3) | Formulation® Labeling Brand Accessibility with Other
Pillar (14) (15) Promotion (13) Organizations
(21) (9)
ID Call to Action from | Existence and Company Company Company Company How companies
Number | the National inclusion of commitment to commitments policies and policies and interact with and
Strat 5 specific own-brand for disclosure commitments commitments for | support external
rategy [5] targets for product and labeling to reducing the the availability groups for
company development and practices of promotion of and affordability population
commitment reformulation to nutrition less healthy of healthy foods nutrition
to population reduce nutrients information for foods to all compared with
nutrition of concern in-store and consumers, and less healthy
online products particularly foods
children under
age 18
Improve State, local, and
Food Access territory goyernments
d should provide
an . incentives and
Affordability technical assistance to
attract healthier food
retail outlets to
1.1 underserved areas, 3 14 0 3 11 9

improve healthier
food offerings in
existing stores, and
support year-round
mobile produce
markets in
communities with
limited food access.

20




1.2

State, local, and
territory governments
should enact food
waste reduction and
recovery policies such
as providing tax
incentives to food
donors.

1.3

The private sector
should invest in year-
round mobile produce
markets and retail
outlets within
underserved
communities.

Integrate
Nutrition and
Health

2.1

States should
collaborate with non-
profit or community-
based organizations to
establish a state
funded produce
prescription program
for low-income
individuals and
families.

2.2

Health insurance
companies should
consider providing or
expanding coverage of
nutrition services,
including produce
prescriptions and/or
medically tailored
meals for target
populations.

Empower All
Consumers

to Make and
Have Access

3.1

States should provide
nutrition incentives to
Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance
Program participants
to purchase healthy
food such as

15

21

11

21




to Healthy
Choices

increasing the
purchasing power of
Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance
Program beneficiaries
at farmers markets,
and encourage
retailers to market
more nutritious food
in store and online.

3.3

Older Americans Act
nutrition programs
and Centers for
Independent Living
should expand
creative service
models by partnering
with restaurants,
grocery stores, food
trucks, and local
farmers to promote
nutritious meals and
use of locally sourced
foods.

14

14

3.4

Philanthropy should
support pilots in
underserved
communities—
including Tribal
communities, rural,
and Native Hawaiian
communities—that
boost local food
systems as an
economic driver in
communities by
fostering connections
between farmers who
are growing culturally
appropriate food, food
vendors, institutions,

22




and community
organizations.

3.5

The food industry
should increase the
availability of and
access to foods that
are low in sodium and
added sugars—
including foods
meeting or exceeding
the Food and Drug
Administration’s
voluntary sodium
reduction targets—
and high in whole
grains, particularly for
the K-12 market

10

13

3.6

Food retailers should
hire registered
dietitians to help
provide nutrition
information to
consumers, redesign
stores to more
prominently place
healthier choices,
market and stock
healthier items, and
establish buying
programs with local
farms.

15

21

13

3.7

Online grocery
companies should
redesign their search
algorithms to ensure
healthier products
appear first and
include ingredient and
Nutrition Facts label
information in an
accessible manner for

15

16

23




all food products sold
online.

Enhance
Nutrition and
Food Security
Research

5.1

State, local, and
territory governments
should enter into data
sharing agreements
with universities, think
tanks, food retailers,
and other entities to
provide administrative
data about the use of
food banks,
participation in after-
school sports, or
development of Tribal
traditional food
systems.

53

The private sector
should invest in robust
research and
development focused
on nutrition, equity,
and health, including
research on the
microbiome,
immunity, diabetes,
and other chronic
diseases and
underserved
populations.

14

5.4

State and territory
governments should
support nutrition and
food security research
at universities and
colleges, including
Historically Black
Colleges and
Universities, Minority
Serving Institutions,
and Tribal Colleges
and Universities.
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Universities, colleges,
and academic medical
centers should bolster
hunger, nutrition, and
physical activity

56 researc.h and data 0 0 0 5 0 9
collection
disaggregated by
factors, including race,
ethnicity, and other
demographic and
social factors.

20wn- brand products only; own-brand products are those sold under the brand name of the retailer, e.g. Private Selection
brand sold at Kroger
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