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Abstract
The current cost-of-living crisis is disproportionately affecting families experiencing 
poverty and is likely to be amplifying existing dietary inequalities and challenges, 
such as food insecurity (FI). Government policies designed to address diet 
inequality in the UK have historically had minimal impact on population diet and 
health and may have even widened existing inequalities. Therefore, the effect 
of nutrition policies on those experiencing FI in the context of the current cost-
of-living crisis needs to be better understood. The aim of the Diet and Health 
Inequalities (DIO Food) project is to work with early years, people living on a 
low income and retailers to generate opportune evidence-based research and 
commentary that will inform diet-related health inequalities policy and practice. 
DIO Food is related to the existing Food Insecurity in people living with Obesity 
(FIO Food) project, which consists of four interlinked work packages (WPs1-4). 
DIO Food consists of three interlinked work packages (WPs5-7), which enhance 
the scope of FIO Food, and are described in this article. WP5 addresses a 
paucity of research on maternal and infant food insecurity in the UK, by applying 
a qualitative research approach to capture parents' and carers' perceptions of 
the relationship between the food system and other influences impacting infant 
feeding practice, associated with the cost-of-living crisis. WP6 will conduct the 
first-ever cross-retailer independent evaluation of England's high fat, sugar 
and salt (HFSS) product placement legislation. Researchers will analyse 
store-level supermarket sales data provided by large UK retailers to produce 
sector-level insights into whether HFSS legislation reduced HFSS purchasing, 
improved the healthiness of retailer product portfolios, and was equitable 
across areas with different characteristics. WP7 will support WP5 and 6, by 
strengthening engagement with key stakeholders, including at-risk consumers 
and representatives of major supermarkets, and effectively translating research 
outcomes and stakeholder perspectives for policy and industry decision-makers.
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diet inequality, health inequality, early years, products high in fat, sugar and salt (HFSS), food 
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INTRODUCTION

The current UK economic climate has led to a cost-
of-living and energy crisis that has affected the afford-
ability of goods and services for households. According 
to the Office of National Statistics (Office for National 
Statistics (ONS), 2024), the overall price of UK food and 
non-alcoholic beverages rose approximately 25% be-
tween January 2022 and January 2024. It previously 
took over 13 years, from October 2008 to January 
2022, for average food prices to rise by the same 
amount (ONS,  2024). For families on a low income, 
the poorest fifth of the UK population need to spend 
50% of their ‘real’ disposable income to consume a 
healthy diet in line with the Eatwell Guide, in contrast 
to 11% needed by the richest fifth in the UK (The Food 
Foundation, 2023a). As recently as 2023, approximately 
one-quarter of low-income households ‘ran up debt to 
pay for food’ (Joseph Rowntree Foundation,  2023). 
Therefore, this current cost-of-living crisis is dispropor-
tionately affecting households experiencing poverty 
and is likely to be amplifying existing dietary inequal-
ities and challenges, such as food insecurity.

Food insecurity (FI) is defined as ‘the state of being 
without reliable access to sufficient quantity of afford-
able, nutritious food’ (USDA, 2022). Food insecurity is 
an issue that is not confined to low-income countries but 
is increasingly found to affect households in high-income 
countries including the US and Canada, with evidence 
indicating that levels of FI in such countries have risen 
substantially in recent years (Gatton & Gallegos, 2023; 
Pollard & Booth, 2019; Pool & Dooris, 2022). Even within 
high-income countries, the risk of experiencing FI can be 
highly variable according to where you live. The Priority 
Places for Food Index (PPFI) highlights that in the UK 
contributors to food insecurity risk at a neighbourhood 
level are highly context-specific and geographically dis-
persed. These include factors from seven domains—
Proximity to supermarket retail facilities, Accessibility 
to supermarket retail facilities, Access to online deliv-
eries, Proximity to non-supermarket food provision, 
Socio-demographic barriers, Need for family food sup-
port, Fuel Poverty—which broadly cover access to food 
provision and economic barriers to purchasing healthy 
nutritious foods, demonstrating an interplay between 
local food environments and economic circumstances 
(Consumer Data Research Centre [CDRC], 2022). The 
PPFI serves to illustrate the complexity of tackling such 
an issue, which is likely to require localised solutions as 
well as a localised view on national solutions.

In the UK, community food provision usage has 
been used as a proxy for monitoring FI levels in the 
UK, with organisations such as the Trussell Trust and 
the Independent Food Aid Network reporting year-
on-year increases in demand for help, including from 
families with children (Independent Food Aid Network 
(IFAN),  2023; The Trussell Trust,  2023). The Trussell 

Trust  (2023) recently reported that 1.5 million emer-
gency food parcels were distributed to UK citizens 
between April and September 2023 by food banks in 
the charity's network. This is the most parcels that the 
Trussel Trust network has distributed at this point in the 
year and represents a 16% increase from the same pe-
riod in 2022 (The Trussell Trust,  2023). Furthermore, 
between April and September 2023, 540 000 food par-
cels were distributed to more than 265 000 children 
living in families, a record for the charity and an 11% 
increase compared to 2022 (The Trussell Trust, 2023). 
Indeed, recent UK survey data revealed 23.4% of 
households with children reported experiencing food 
insecurity compared to 14.8% of households without 
children (The Food Foundation, 2023b).

Despite decades of activity in UK diet and obesity 
strategies and policies, their historic focus on behaviour 
change and information provision (e.g. voluntary food 
labelling guidelines) is thought to have contributed to 
a relative lack of impact on population diet and health 
(Theis & White, 2021). Indeed, evidence suggests that 
such approaches are likely to widen existing inequali-
ties. Wide-reaching food industry-facing policies which 
structurally alter the food environment and require less 
cognitive effort on behalf of individuals are therefore 
recommended instead (Theis & White, 2021). With the 
majority of UK food purchasing occurring in super-
markets (Statista., 2023), large grocery retailers are a 
promising policy target.

The National Food Strategy Independent 
Review  (2021) advocated for a systems thinking ap-
proach and proposed 14 ambitious recommendations 
which spanned education and public welfare provi-
sion, agricultural and land-use reform, as well as in-
dustry legislation and mandatory data reporting by 
the food sector. While not all recommendations have 
been taken up by the UK Government (Department for 
Environment, Food, & Rural Affairs [DEFRA],  2022), 
there is evidence of slowly changing political narra-
tives. Adverse outcomes among people living with 
obesity (PLWO) observed during the COVID-19 pan-
demic sparked increased government commitment to 
introducing legislation aimed at ‘making the healthy 
choice the easy choice’ in retail and out-of-home food 
environments (Department of Health & Social Care 
[DHSC], 2020). This includes the introduction of legis-
lation to restrict product placement of HFSS (high in fat, 
sugar and salt) products in retail settings, an evaluation 
of which forms one of the work packages (WPs) of this 
project (DHSC, 2023).

As the cost-of-living crisis is a dynamic process, we 
need approaches to respond to the emerging ‘crisis’ 
in a timely manner. The Diet and Health Inequalities 
(DIO Food) project will combine lived experiences with 
population-level supermarket data, to highlight the effects 
of the cost-of-living crisis on young families and evalu-
ate the impact of recent government legislation on the 
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shopping environment. The DIO Food project relates to 
the existing Food Insecurity in people living with Obesity 
(FIO Food) project, which aims to improve environmen-
tally sustainable and healthier food choices in the UK food 
system and provide actionable evidence for policy on re-
tail strategies to address dietary inequalities in PLWO 
and food insecurity, using four interlinked WPs (WPs1-4) 
(Johnstone et al., 2023; Johnstone & Lonnie, 2023; Lonnie 
et al., 2023, 2024; Stone et al., 2024). The DIO Food proj-
ect enhances the scope of FIO Food by connecting not 
only with people living with obesity but also with vulnera-
ble citizens who are facing diet-related health inequalities, 
using three additional interlinked WPs (WPs5-7; Figure 1) 
described in this emerging research article.

Similar to the FIO Food project, multilevel stake-
holder engagement is central to the DIO Food research 
project. Our key stakeholders cover at-risk consum-
ers and representatives of major supermarkets that 
they are likely to interact with, including parents and 
carers of infants (aged 0–6 months) living on a low in-
come, along with retail partners and their customers. 
Research that has patient, community and/or stake-
holder collaboration and dialogue as core principals 
is termed stakeholder-engaged research (Goodman 
et al., 2020). Enabling stakeholders to drive research 
shifts away from traditional power and knowledge hi-
erarchies between academics and participants to 
equitable knowledge ownership and creation (Corbie-
Smith et  al.,  2018). Stakeholder-engaged research is 
considered a powerful tool for improving the outcomes 
of research through the incorporation of a variety of 
different perspectives (Goodman et  al.,  2020; Ray & 
Miller,  2017). Insights from stakeholders can identify 
community health needs and priorities, inform decision-
making about the study and intervention design and 

contribute to project monitoring and evaluation, to en-
sure that research is acceptable and relevant to service 
users (INVOLVE,  2012; National Institute for Health 
Research [NIHR], 2014; McMillan et al., 2018; Harrison 
et al., 2019). Furthermore, involving stakeholders in the 
communication of findings can improve dissemination 
if they are fully engaged throughout all stages of the 
research process (Brett et al., 2014; Elwy et al., 2022). 
Translating research outcomes and the views of low-
income consumers effectively for policy and industry 
decision-makers is critical to the sustained adoption 
and implementation of research evidence into equi-
table policy and practice (Elwy et  al.,  2022; Vallance 
et  al.,  2022). Authentic, meaningful engagement with 
our key stakeholders is intended to enhance the reach 
and significance of our research and ensure that we 
maximise the impact of the DIO Food project.

The DIO Food project aims to work with early years, 
people living on a low income and retailers to generate 
opportune evidence-based research and commentary 
that informs diet-related health inequalities policy and 
practice in the context of the cost-of-living crisis. The 
purpose of this emerging research article is to intro-
duce the rationale, methodologies and objectives of the 
three DIO Food WPs (WPs5, 6 and 7).

DIO FOOD WORK PACKAGES

WP5: Early years—UK infant food 
insecurity

This WP will apply a qualitative research approach 
to address a policy data gap associated with mater-
nal and infant food insecurity prevalence, experience 

F I G U R E  1   DIO Food project's structure, aims and key milestones, including related FIO Food work packages. APPG, All-Party 
Parliamentary Group; HFSS, high fat, sugar and salt; IGD, Institute of Grocery Distribution; WP, work package.
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and ways in which families with very young children 
should be supported in the UK. This study targets early 
years for improving diet, including obesity prevention, 
and is consistent with the overall aims and underpin-
ning rationale of the DIO Food study. Early years and 
more specifically, the first 1000 days of life have been 
recognised as a critical period in the development of 
childhood obesity that has consequences for children's 
future health and wellbeing (Baidal et al., 2016; Black 
et al., 2013). Much has been done to track household 
and later childhood food insecurity experience, and to 
secure the Right to Food for children in Scotland and 
the UK through policy development. But, there is a pol-
icy gap related to maternal and infant food insecurity in 
the UK. In the context of the current cost-of-living crisis, 
there is a desperate need to identify key priorities and 
policy actions concerning the impact of household food 
insecurity experience at this crucial early life stage.

Good nutrition is essential for promoting good health 
throughout the life course. Nutritional influences during 
early life, including in utero, can have an effect on health 
and wellbeing into adulthood (Langley-Evans,  2015; 
Wilkins et  al.,  2021) and there is growing recognition 
of the importance of epigenetic pathways in relation to 
in utero/early life stress exposures and metabolic dis-
ease and obesity. It is important to ensure individuals 
of all ages have access to good-quality, healthy food 
that meets their nutritional requirements. For infants 
aged 0–6 months, the World Health Organization and 
UNICEF recommend: ‘Exclusive breastfeeding, without 
any additional food or fluids, not even water’, with con-
tinued breastfeeding alongside complementary food 
for up to 2 years of age (UNICEF, 2023). However, infant 
feeding practices research from the Canadian context 
indicates that among women intending to breastfeed, 
some food-insecure mothers struggle to meet breast-
feeding recommendations due to their experiences of 
insufficient breastmilk volume and personal concerns 
about the nutritional quality of their breastmilk, based on 
their lived experiences of the highly constrained quan-
tity and quality of food they consume (Frank, 2020; Kay 
et al., 2020). Pressure to access infant formula impacts 
negatively on maternal mental health for families strug-
gling with the costs of living (Feed, 2022; Scott, 2022). 
The cost of infant formula has grown exponentially in 
the last 18 months (First Steps Nutrition, 2022) which 
should be of significant public health concern given 
that many UK families continue to rely on infant for-
mula to feed their babies during the first 6 months of 
life. Additionally, UNICEF guidelines recommend 
against the direct provision of infant formula through 
food and baby banks (UNICEF, 2022). There is emerg-
ing evidence that already food-insecure families strug-
gle to afford infant formula in the UK (Feed, 2022) and 
formula milk has been reported as one of the most 
shoplifted items from retail and pharmacy stores (The 
Guardian,  2023). While efforts have been made to 

monitor household and childhood food insecurity and to 
secure the Right to Food for children in the UK through 
policy development (The Food Foundation,  2022), a 
paucity of research on maternal and infant food insecu-
rity in the UK remains. A recent scoping review of the 
factors associated with food insecurity among pregnant 
women and caregivers of children aged 0–6 months in-
dicated a lack of qualitative evidence around the lived 
experience of maternal and infant food insecurity, re-
quired to deepen our understanding and help inform 
interventions and policy (Bastian et al., 2022).

To address this gap in the literature, after receiv-
ing all necessary approvals from the Robert Gordon 
University School Ethics Review Panel, WP5 will con-
duct a qualitative investigation of the lived experience 
of maternal and infant food insecurity, following a reg-
istered study protocol (Hunter et al., 2023). Interviews 
will be conducted with parents and caregivers (n = 25) 
who are or have been responsible for feeding an infant 
aged 0–6 months. The final sample size will be dictated 
by data saturation; that is, recruitment will stop when 
no new information emerges from the interview data. 
Within the interviews, we will explore food-related chal-
lenges experienced by parents or caregivers during the 
first 6 months of their infant's life, their feeding inten-
tions and whether these were realised as well as their 
perceptions of what has helped or hindered their ability 
to feed their infant the way they would like or intended 
during the cost-of-living crisis and with the UNICEF 
guidelines, outlined above, in mind.

Conscious of the sensitivities and challenges to 
personal identity associated with being a parent, par-
ticularly for women who are living with low income 
and caring for a young family (Douglas,  2023) our 
approach to the research is underpinned by consid-
eration and humility in the face of the significant chal-
lenges that many families with young children and 
babies are experiencing at the current time due to the 
ongoing cost-of-living crisis in the UK. To ensure that 
we are conducting the research sensitised to those 
concerns, a short-life expert advisory group drawn 
from parent groups, public health professionals and 
academic stakeholder groups, with expertise in family 
and infant food insecurity has been convened to help 
us ensure the study approach enables and encour-
ages parents to participate in the study in a dignified 
and meaningful manner. Study documents and de-
tails will be shared and discussed with the advisory 
group to ensure all materials (i.e. recruitment leaflets, 
information sheets, interview topic guides) are appro-
priate and acceptable, that the research is conducted 
sensitively, and that participants are treated with re-
spect and dignity throughout the project. Additionally, 
the advisory group will be consulted on plans around 
reporting and documenting researcher concerns (i.e. 
disclosed or suspected harm or abuse, including 
timelines for reporting and escalation procedures). 

 14673010, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/nbu.12709 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/10/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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We believe this approach will help ensure that we 
include appropriate safeguards to protect vulnerable 
participants. Advisory group members will be able to 
provide their thoughts on the findings as they emerge 
and provide advice to guide our dissemination of the 
results to those stakeholders who need to be aware 
of the findings.

The last survey on maternal nutrition and infant 
feeding in Scotland was conducted in 2017 (Scottish 
Government, 2017). This research focused solely on 
feeding practices but did not explore the impact of 
food insecurity on feeding decisions and behaviours. 
The key objective of our research is to capture parents' 
and carers' perceptions of the relationship between 
the food system and other influences impacting infant 
feeding practice, associated with the current cost-of-
living crisis. Our impact will be to produce a research 
briefing to feed into at least one knowledge exchange 
event with key stakeholders from food industry, so-
cial and health policy and practice, and third sector 
domains.

WP6: Review of HFSS policy on retail 
purchase patterns

In October 2022, legislation came into effect in 
England that restricts promotion of HFSS products 
by in-store and online location (DHSC,  2023). The 
legislation employs choice architecture nudge theory 
(Münscher et  al.,  2016) to reduce impulse purchases 
and subsequent overconsumption of HFSS foods by 
limiting their prominence in retail environments. Pre-
packaged products in 13 categories (DHSC, 2023) can 
no longer be placed at store entrances, at the ends of 
supermarket aisles, or at the checkouts (and online 
retail equivalent spaces) in larger retail stores (with a 
retail floor area greater than 185.8m2) unless they pass 
the UK's Nutrient Profiling Model (NPM) (Department 
of Health (DoH), 2011), a composite score accounting 
for less favourable (calories, saturated fat, sugar and 
sodium) and more favourable nutritive elements (fibre, 
protein and fruit, vegetable and nut content). Although 
not the overt intention of the policy, recent insight from 
IGD (Institute of Grocery Distribution) suggests that 
food businesses have also responded to the legislation 
by reformulating products to become ‘healthier’ and 
pass the NPM, incentivised by exemption from the 
restrictions (The Institute of Grocery Distribution 
[IGD],  2023). Despite an apparent lack of consumer 
awareness of the policy (IGD, 2023), cited commitments 
to reformulation suggest that the legislation could 
have led to positive dietary shifts, without conscious 
behaviour change efforts by consumers.

Supermarket purchase records can offer a reason-
able proxy for dietary intake among loyal customers 

(Jenneson et  al.,  2023). Evidence suggests that re-
tail product placement strategies can impact shopper 
dietary quality (2023Jenneson et  al.,  2023; Shaw 
et al., 2020) and body mass index (Cohen et al., 2015). 
Those experiencing FI are often ‘nudged’ by economic 
constraints to buy calorie dense foods (Morales & 
Berkowitz,  2016); however, budgetary constraints for 
those experiencing food insecurity may also preclude 
them from being able to make impulse purchases. 
The impact of a policy aimed at reducing impulse pur-
chasing by restricting placement of HFSS products on 
those experiencing FI needs to be better understood. 
It is important that evaluations of England's HFSS 
product placement legislation consider intervention 
effectiveness across different socio-economic groups. 
Described as a ‘good first step’ (Muir et  al.,  2023), 
the HFSS product placement legislation is set to un-
derpin future HFSS policy, including proposed imple-
mentation in the UK's devolved nations of Scotland 
(Scottish Government, 2024) and Wales, and planned 
volume-based price promotion restrictions for England 
(DHSC,  2023). But implementation and enforcement 
of the legislation are not without their practical chal-
lenges, including the need for detailed implementation 
guidance and tools for automated, consistent imple-
mentation, such as an online dashboard, which would 
apply the rules in an identical way for each product and 
that does not rely on human interpretation (Jenneson 
et al., 2020; Jenneson & Morris, 2021; Muir et al., 2023). 
Without these, there is a risk that the policy will not 
achieve its full potential for impact.

Beginning a year on from the legislation's implemen-
tation, WP6 will conduct the first-ever cross-retailer 
independent evaluation of England's HFSS product 
placement legislation. Researchers will follow an a-
priori protocol (Jenneson et al., 2024a, 2024b) to anal-
yse store-level supermarket sales data provided by 
multiple large UK retailers to evaluate the HFSS product 
placement legislation (University of Aberdeen,  2024). 
We will answer the following research questions:

1.	 What happened to HFSS product sales after in-
troduction of the policy?

2.	What happened to the retail product portfolios after 
introduction of the policy?

3.	Has the HFSS legislation lead to healthier overall 
purchasing using the Eatwell Guide as metric?

4.	Were impacts of the HFSS legislation, determined by 
product sales (Research question 1) and purchasing 
in line with the Eatwell Guide (Research question 
3), equitable across different sociodemographic 
groups across the country? These questions will be 
answered using store-level sales data, supplemented 
by contextual information collected during interviews 
and surveys with the retailers and customers 
(Jenneson et al., 2024a, 2024b).
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The team will employ controlled interrupted time-
series methodology to compare HFSS product sales 
in stores in England with a no-intervention counterfac-
tual, and against sales from control stores in Scotland 
and Wales where the legislation was not introduced. 
Sales data will be assessed against a range of out-
come measures, including HFSS status, nutrient met-
rics, and, with additional financial support from the 
IGD, the Eatwell Guide (GOV.UK, 2016) (as a marker 
of a healthy and sustainable diet). By sampling stores 
from areas across all tenths of the PPFI (a composite 
index for neighbourhood-level risk of food insecurity) 
(CDRC, 2022), in addition to profiling results according 
to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (GOV.UK, 2019), we 
will provide insight into the policy's equitability across 
different segments of the population. Product data will 
also be examined pre- and post-legislation to under-
stand how different nutritional quality of available foods 
in different categories may have changed following the 
rules.

Insights from supermarket sales data will be fur-
ther contextualised with findings from primary data 
collected via customer surveys, and surveys and in-
terviews with retailer employees (Fildes et  al.,  2024; 
Jenneson et al., 2024a, 2024b). Customer survey data 
will be utilised to explore whether self-reported changes 
in shopping behaviours following the introduction of 
the HFSS legislation differ between customer groups 
(i.e. those experiencing food insecurity or families with 
young children) and to ascertain public perceptions of 
in-store changes following the legislation. Specifically, 
we will answer the following research questions: How 
frequently do customers report purchasing of HFSS 
products following the introduction of the HFSS legisla-
tion? Does this vary by customer demographics?; Does 
self-reported susceptibility to retailer strategies (prod-
uct placement and price promotions) for the sales of 
HFSS products vary based on customer demographic 
characteristics?; Does awareness of changes to super-
markets following HFSS legislation vary by customer 
demographics (i.e. those experiencing food insecurity, 
households with children, those experiencing over-
weight or obesity)?; To what extent are customers in 
favour of the HFSS legislation?

In addition, retailer surveys and interviews will ex-
plore business-level responses to the HFSS legislation, 
specifically: What are the barriers to implementation? 
What are the resources required for implementation? 
What are the range of interpretations and implementa-
tion approaches applied by the UK retail sector?

These data will be used to inform and provide con-
textual information to aid the interpretation of the sales 
data.

By working closely with the project's retail partners 
and work package co-funder IGD, we aim to produce 
sector-level insights into whether the HFSS prod-
uct placement legislation worked to reduce HFSS 

purchasing, improve the healthiness of retailer product 
portfolios, and was equitable across areas with differ-
ent characteristics.

WP7: Knowledge mobilisation, 
stakeholder engagement and impact

Knowledge mobilisation, also referred to as knowledge 
translation, knowledge exchange or knowledge 
transfer, is integral to the generation of research impact 
(described later in this section) (Bayley et  al.,  2017; 
NIHR,  2023). Knowledge mobilisation enables 
researchers to demonstrate the value of their data, 
engage stakeholders in the relevance of the research 
and appeal to a variety of audiences, to maximise impact 
on society, the economy, quality of life and public policy 
(Chandler et al., 2015; Phipps et al., 2016). The sharing 
of research knowledge was once considered to be a 
one-way process: however, knowledge mobilisation is 
now recognised as an evolving, bi-directional process 
that requires multiple perspectives and efforts from a 
variety of stakeholders (Gabbay et  al.,  2020; Phipps 
et  al.,  2016). According to NIHR  (2023), ‘Knowledge 
mobilisation is more than dissemination. It involves a 
two-way dialogue between researchers and research 
users so that knowledge can be shared to create 
new knowledge to catalyse change’. Equitable, 
participatory knowledge building that contributes 
to social transformation requires engagement with 
stakeholders affected by the social, environmental and 
economic impacts of the research (Buchanan,  2013; 
Vienni Baptista & Rojas-Castro,  2019). Knowledge 
mobilisation should narrow any inequalities, not 
exacerbate them and therefore DIO Food will co-create 
an inclusive, equitable knowledge mobilisation strategy 
that responds to the needs of citizens living with diet-
related health inequalities.

Stakeholder engagement is defined by Deverka 
et  al.  (2012) as ‘an iterative process of actively so-
liciting the knowledge, experience, judgment, and 
values of individuals selected to represent a broad 
range of direct interests in a particular issue, for 
the dual purposes of creating a shared understand-
ing [and] making relevant, transparent and effective 
decisions’. Meaningful stakeholder engagement re-
quires a communication strategy that is developed 
with consideration for the diverse needs of the re-
cipients (Bessette,  2004). Effective communication 
planning is best achieved through co-production with 
the stakeholders at all stages of the process, includ-
ing the identification of additional stakeholders and 
subsequent stakeholder mapping (Elwy et al., 2022). 
Engaging stakeholders in research communication 
amplifies research outputs and enhances end-user 
implementation, as outcomes are perceived as more 
trustworthy, and behaviour change recommendations 
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are deemed more feasible (NIHR,  2019; Goodman 
et al., 2020). Therefore, the DIO Food project stake-
holder communication plan will be co-designed in 
collaboration with key stakeholders, such as IGD, 
charitable organisations and people living with FI, 
utilising their experiences, knowledge and commu-
nities to potentially increase the reach and impact 
of the project on diet-related health inequalities. 
Furthermore, food industry project partners will be 
integral to the design and delivery of a DIO Food 
industry-focused webinar, which will share results on 
the impact of HFSS legislations and whether impacts 
were equitable. The results will additionally include 
the customer and retailer perspective on the legisla-
tion. As regards online presence, the DIO Food proj-
ect has a dedicated website (https://​www.​abdn.​ac.​
uk/​rowett/​resea​rch/​dio-​food-​1857.​php) and we have 
created a space for digital sharing and engagement 
via our X profile (https://​twitt​er.​com/​FIOFood—a pro-
file representing both the FIO Food and DIO Food 
projects). Social media engagement can facilitate re-
lationship building with a diverse range of potential 
stakeholders, promote project activities and provide 
a platform for co-creation (Trunfio & Rossi,  2021). 
Stakeholder engagement with the project will be 
further facilitated through the delivery of knowledge 
exchange activities, bi-annual meetings with project 
partners and stakeholders and scientific conferences, 
which will support shared knowledge generation and 
pathways to research impact.

In the past, the impact of research was consid-
ered only within the context of academia and the ad-
vancement of scientific knowledge (Bornmann,  2013). 
However, during the last 20–30 years, as the growth of 
research has outstripped public resources, the wider im-
pact of research receiving public investment has been 
further scrutinised (Martin,  2011; Reed et  al.,  2021). 
Funding organisations and governments are increas-
ingly seeking evidence to demonstrate that the research 
they support is making a tangible real-world difference 
beyond academia, including to society, the economy, 
policy, health and the environment (Bornmann,  2012; 
Watermeyer,  2016; NIHR,  2020). Therefore, research-
ers must capture impact to demonstrate the value 
of their work to stakeholders and the wider public 
(Penfield et  al.,  2014). However, the relationship be-
tween research outcomes and corresponding societal 
benefit is complex and non-linear; therefore, capturing 
impact is challenging (Bornmann, 2012; Greenhalgh & 
Fahy, 2015; Martin, 2011). Indeed, impact can develop 
through formal and informal networks and processes, 
including knowledge mobilisation and the co-production 
of research, creating the potential for multiple pathways 
to impact (Boulding et al., 2020).

Given the increasing requirement for academic 
researchers to capture and communicate impact, 
roles such as knowledge brokers, research impact 

officers (RIOs) and public engagement officers, col-
lectively referred to as ‘research impact practitioners’ 
by Bayley et al. (2017), have been created to support 
researchers. Research impact practitioners are com-
monly appointed by academic institutions in a central 
role, covering multiple projects; however, DIO Food 
project funding has been allocated to the employ-
ment of a dedicated RIO, to help facilitate pathways 
to impact and maximise: (1) the significance—impor-
tance and relevance of research findings in advanc-
ing knowledge, addressing societal challenges, and 
making a meaningful difference (Newell, 2023a); and 
(2) the reach—the extent, spread, breadth and/or di-
versity of the beneficiaries of the research outcomes 
(Newell, 2023b)—of the project.

The aim of WP7 is to optimise the impact potential 
of the DIO Food project and to ensure that impact is 
equitable across our society, through the social mobil-
isation of knowledge and inclusive engagement with 
stakeholders, including those living with FI.

CONCLUSIONS

We need evidence-based solutions to support the 
National Food Strategy Independent Review approach 
to, ‘deliver safe, healthy, affordable food, regardless 
of where people live or how much they earn’ (National 
Food Strategy Independent Review,  2021). The DIO 
Food project directly addresses the pressing issue 
of diet and health inequalities by engaging a variety 
of stakeholders to highlight the importance of the 
early years and evaluate the impact of current HFSS 
legislation. This new project has the capacity to inform 
policy directives targeting inequalities in the UK food 
system.
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