
Letter to the Editor

Online food delivery systems and their potential to
improve public health nutrition: a response to ‘A
narrative review of online food delivery in Australia’

Worldwide, there are more than 1·2 billion users of online
food delivery (OFD) systems (e.g. UberEats, Menu log)(1).
As such, we read with great interest the review by Bates
et al.(2) in the June 2020 edition of Public Health
Nutrition that demonstrated the rapid increase in use of
such systems within Australia and highlighted their impor-
tance in accessing food in the future (e.g. projected growth
of $AU570 million by 2024). The review described the
impact, both positive and negative, that these systems
can have on public health nutrition and discussed the
potential of embedding choice architecture interventions
within these systems, as a way to encourage the purchase
of healthier menu items at a population level.

One specific OFD system that we believe represents
a particularly potent infrastructure to improve public
health nutrition in Australia is online school canteen
ordering systems. These systems enable students and
parents to access the school canteen menu online,
and select and pay for meals, drinks and snacks for con-
sumption during school breaks. Online canteens offer a
number of unique advantages over other OFD systems
as a tool for health improvement. First, the integration of
choice architecture interventions in online canteen
ordering systems provides access to large and increas-
ing proportions of the child population. For example,
canteens are the largest food provider for children(3),
and online canteens are becoming increasingly
common with two providers alone servicing 2100
schools across Australia(4,5), equivalent to ∼20 % of
Australian schools(6).

Second, school food services are more amenable to
government regulation or mandatory policy to regulate
the availability and nutritional quality of foods, and the
use of specific strategies to promote healthy food con-
sumption(7). Policies that currently exist in all
Australian states and territories include strategies that
require the prominent placement or promotion of
healthy foods at the physical point of purchase within
school canteens(8). The extension of such policies and
regulations to virtual environments would seem war-
ranted and provide policy concordance.

Third, the integration of choice architecture strategies
such as labelling, product placement and prompting would
be an effective strategy in modifying dietary habits during
critical periods in child development. We have found such
strategies to be acceptable to school principals (>70 %)(9)

and effective at increasing student purchases of healthier
foods from online canteens(10). For example, a cluster rand-
omised controlled trial involving 2714 primary school stu-
dents found significant reductions in the average energy
(–572 kJ; P< 0·001), saturated fat (–2·38 g; P< 0·001) and
Na (–231 mg; P= 0·005) content of students’ lunch orders
following a 2-month choice architecture intervention with-
out any loss of canteen revenue(10).

Finally, although online canteens represent an appealing
OFD systemwhereby choice architecture interventions could
be integrated with relative ease, we have identified a number
of factors that may limit their implementation at scale. For
example, online product databases that classify and label
foods according to school food policies provide promising
infrastructure that would enable OFD systems to objectively
label menu items. However, anecdotally, the ability of OFD
systems to freely access government-owned databases is lim-
ited, due to licencing agreements on who can access data.
Making such databases widely available, and supporting their
adoption with government policy, would provide the
required technology to enable rapid translation of choice
architecture interventions by OFD systems. Furthermore,
whilst mandatory menu labelling requirements exist in the
broader fast food sector(11), no such requirements are
included in Australian school food policies. The application
of menu labelling has been identified by parents as a strategy
that would influence canteen purchases for their children(12)

and would likely facilitate uptake of choice architecture inter-
ventions by schools and OFD systems.

In conclusion, the review by Bates et al. provides an
important contextual overview of OFD system use in
Australia and is particularly timely given the disruption of
access to physical food environments following recent
COVID-19 lockdowns and restrictions. OFD systems
present an unprecedented opportunity to reach millions
of consumers at the point of purchase and are important
for future public health nutrition. As such, further research
is needed to better understand and address barriers and
facilitators to using OFD systems to deliver public health
nutrition interventions to improve food selection behav-
iours of the population.

Public Health Nutrition: 26(1), 273–274 doi:10.1017/S1368980021000926

*Corresponding author: Email

© TheAuthor(s), 2021. Published by CambridgeUniversity Press on behalf of TheNutrition Society. This is anOpenAccess article, distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926


Acknowledgements
Acknowledgements:The authorswould like to acknowledge
the project team, the research advisory group and the partici-
pating schools, canteen users and online canteen provider
(Flexischools) for enabling the research to be undertaken.
Financial support: L.W. is funded by a NHMRC Career
Development Fellowship (APP1128348) and a Heart
Foundation Future Leader Fellowship (Award Number
101175). R.W. is funded by a Heart Foundation
Postdoctoral Fellowship (ID: 102156). Conflicts of interest:
There are no conflicts of interest to declare. Authorship:
T.D. drafted the manuscript; all authors reviewed and
approved the final version of this letter.Ethics of human sub-
ject participation: This study was conducted according to
the guidelines laid down in the Declaration of Helsinki
and all procedures involving human subjectswere approved
by the Human Research Ethics Committees of the University
of Newcastle (Approval NumberH-2008-0343), Hunter New
England Human Research Ethics Committee (06/07/26/
4.04) and the NSW Department of Education and
Communities (2012277). Written informed consent was
obtained from all participants.

Tessa Delaney1,2,3,4, Luke Wolfenden1,2,3,4 and
Rebecca Wyse1,2,3,4

1School of Medicine and Public Health, University of
Newcastle, Callaghan, NSW 2308, Australia

2Hunter New England Population Health, Wallsend,
NSW 2287, Australia

Email tessa.delaney@health.nsw.gov.au

3Hunter Medical Research Institute,
New Lambton Heights, NSW 2305, Australia

4Priority Research Centre for Heath Behavior, University of
Newcastle, Callaghan, NSW 2308, Australia

References

1. Statista (2020) Online Food Delivery: worldwide Hamburg,
Germany: Statista. https://www.statista.com/outlook/374/
100/online-food-delivery/worldwide#market-globalRevenue
(accessed February 2021).

2. Bates S, Reeve B & Trevena H (2020) A narrative review of
online food delivery in Australia: challenges and opportu-
nities for public health nutrition policy. Public Health Nutr
Jun 9, 1–11.

3. Hardy L, King L, Espinel P et al. (2011) NSW Schools Physical
Activity, Nutrition Survey (SPANS) 2010: Full Report.
Sydney: NSW Ministry of Health.

4. QuickCliQ (2020) QuickCliQ 2020. https://www.quickcliq.
com.au/ (accessed December 2020).

5. Flexischools (2020) Flexischools: Information for Schools.
https://www.flexischools.com.au/info-for-schools (accessed
December 2020).

6. Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority
(2020) Australian Schools List Sydney: Australian
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority. https://
asl.acara.edu.au/School-Search (accessed August 2020).

7. Hawkes C, Smith TG, Jewell J et al. (2015) Smart food poli-
cies for obesity prevention. Lancet 385, 2410–2421.

8. Rosewarne E, Hoek AC, Sacks G et al. (2020) A comprehensive
overview and qualitative analysis of government-led nutrition
policies in Australian institutions. BMC Public Health 20, 1–15.

9. Wyse R, Yoong SL, Dodds P et al. (2016) Online canteens:
awareness, use, barriers to use, the acceptability of potential
online strategies to improve public health nutrition in pri-
mary schools. Health Promot J Aust 28, 67–71.

10. Delaney T, Wyse R, Yoong SL et al. (2017) Cluster random-
ized controlled trial of a consumer behavior intervention to
improve healthy food purchases from online canteens. Am
J Clin Nutr 106, 1311–1320.

11. Australia and New Zealand Ministerial Forum on Food
Regulation (2018) Consultation Paper: Review of Fast Food
Menu Labelling Schemes. https://foodregulation.gov.au/
internet/fr/publishing.nsf/Content/7907D41C6C0BC1E0CA258
2280023E04D/$File/CPRFFMLS.pdf (accessed February
2021).

12. Wyse R, Delaney T, Nathan N et al. (2015) eLunch? Will
parents use online canteens to purchase their child’s lunch?
Australian & New Zealand Obesity Society 2015 Annual
Scientific Meeting. Melbourne, Australia. http://anzos-2015.
p.asnevents.com.au/days/2015-10-15/abstract/28764 (accessed
February 2021).

274 T Delaney et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:tessa.delaney@health.nsw.gov.au
https://www.statista.com/outlook/374/100/online-food-delivery/worldwide#market-globalRevenue
https://www.statista.com/outlook/374/100/online-food-delivery/worldwide#market-globalRevenue
https://www.quickcliq.com.au/
https://www.quickcliq.com.au/
https://www.flexischools.com.au/info-for-schools
https://asl.acara.edu.au/School-Search
https://asl.acara.edu.au/School-Search
https://foodregulation.gov.au/internet/fr/publishing.nsf/Content/7907D41C6C0BC1E0CA2582280023E04D/$File/CPRFFMLS.pdf
https://foodregulation.gov.au/internet/fr/publishing.nsf/Content/7907D41C6C0BC1E0CA2582280023E04D/$File/CPRFFMLS.pdf
https://foodregulation.gov.au/internet/fr/publishing.nsf/Content/7907D41C6C0BC1E0CA2582280023E04D/$File/CPRFFMLS.pdf
http://anzos-2015.p.asnevents.com.au/days/2015-10-15/abstract/28764
http://anzos-2015.p.asnevents.com.au/days/2015-10-15/abstract/28764
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021000926

	Outline placeholder
	Outline placeholder
	Outline placeholder
	Acknowledgements
	Acknowledgements




