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The food environment across Zambia is undergoing unhealthy transitions. This 
study aimed to understand the role of, and opportunities for food system policy 
to support a healthier environment in a Zambian context. A combined approach 
of key informant interviews with policy makers (n = 18), and content review of 
food system policies since 2005 (n = 10) was applied. Analysis was based on 
an inductive, and deductive approach following a framework combining food 
environment and multiple streams theories. Unhealthy transitions including 
decreasing diversity of healthy foods and increasing availability and desirabil-
ity of inexpensive unhealthy foods were noted, alongside unregulated market-
ing. Transitions are underpinned by monocultural agriculture, economic-driven 
investment policies without explicit public health safeguards, and lower invest-
ments in wet markets amidst supermarket growth. Policy places emphasis on 
improving public awareness, but implementation is slow due to inadequacies in 
educational strategies and local government’s capacity. Fragmented and unco-
ordinated government actions result in contradictions across different policies. 
To bridge gaps, stakeholders suggested a multi-tiered policy, integrating edu-
cation reforms, strengthening local governments to institutionalise implemen-
tation and leveraging digital platforms. Additionally, structural strategies were 
proposed including public-private partnerships that incentivise healthier foods 
through diversified production, formalising wet markets into structured regu-
lated systems with traceability mechanisms through vendor co-designed solu-
tions, front of the pack labelling and in-store nudging guidelines for indigenous 
foods. Zambia’s food environment is increasingly obesogenic due to fragmented 
policies. Overall, cross-sectoral, integrated policy bundles that align economic 
incentives across agricultural, trade and processed food value chains with nutri-
tion guidelines are needed.
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1 Introduction

Sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries, including Zambia, are 
experiencing dietary transitions characterized by a shift towards 
unhealthy diets (higher in refined carbohydrates, sugar, salt, and satu-
rated fat and lower in fruits, vegetables and whole grains) (Harris et 
al., 2019; MOH Zambia, 2017; Mukanu et al., 2022a, 2022b; Phelps et 
al., 2024). Diets are transitioning from unrefined maize, pulses and 
vegetables to refined maize, and foods high in fat, salt and sugar espe-
cially among the majority urban poor population. For example, an 
estimated 90% of Zambians do not meet the recommended fruit and 
vegetable requirements under the Zambia’s Food-Based Dietary 
Guidelines (FBDG) (MOH Zambia, 2017). Zambia is suffering a 
double burden of malnutrition which is largely attributed to the ongo-
ing dietary transitions (Phelps et al., 2024). While undernutrition is 
still highly prevalent in rural areas, overweight and obesity have dis-
proportionately increased in urban Zambia, with no signs of slowing 
(MOH Zambia, 2017). The internationally agreed targets to halt the 
double burden of malnutrition by 2025 have not been met in Zambia 
(Phelps et al., 2024). Malnutrition is considered a comorbidity and 
major risk factor for non-communicable diseases (NCD) (Cuthbertson 
and Wilding, 2021; Després, 2012). Evidence shows a protracted 
polarized model of the epidemiological transition in SSA, where the 
middle class and rich experience a high NCD risk while the poor 
experience both NCDs and infectious diseases (Abrahams et al., 
2011). Africa is the only region in the world with a projected increase 
in Type 2 Diabetes prevalence of more than 100% (134%) by 2045 
(International Diabetes Federation, 2021). In Zambia, the prevalence 
of overweight and obesity particularly among women of reproductive 
age (currently 53%), alongside type 2 diabetes (@10% in urban areas) 
are on an upward trajectory (MOH Zambia, 2017).

Evidence highlights the food environment as a central driver of 
food consumption within the wider food system, encompassing the 
physical availability, accessibility, and marketing of food (Holdsworth 
and Landais, 2019; Turner et al., 2018). The food environment includes 
both the physical and macro-level components (Holdsworth and 
Landais, 2019; Turner et al., 2018). The physical food environment 
refers to settings where food is produced, purchased, prepared, or 
eaten, collectively determining the types of foods that are available and 
accessible to the public (Glatzel et al., 2024; Holdsworth and Landais, 
2019; Turner et al., 2018). Macro-level components including policies, 
social-culture, and marketing practices further shape tastes and pref-
erences, determining dietary habits in the long run. Creating healthy 
and sustainable food environments is a pressing public health priority, 
with the potential to address and prevent the double burden of mal-
nutrition, currently experienced in SSA (Holdsworth and 
Landais, 2019).

Like most SSA countries, Zambia has policies in place to address 
undernutrition, but these policies may not holistically address the 
food environment drivers of the ongoing unhealthy obesogenic 
dietary transitions and attendant double burden of malnutrition 
(Government of Republic Zambia, 2020; Harris et al., 2019; NFNC, 
2019). Some policies such as the vitamin A fortification of sugar may 
instead unintentionally contribute to obesogenic food environment. 
Recognising the gap, discussions on potential double duty, do no 
harm policies strategies have started gathering pace in SSA over the 
last decade (Laar et al., 2022). In Zambia, for example the govern-
ment recently ratified the “Zambia Food Systems Transformation 
Pathway Road to 2030” with one pathway emphasizing a focus on 

strategies to realise a healthy and sustainable food environment 
(Office of the Vice President, 2021). Accordingly, the Zambia govern-
ment has initiated several strategies to tackle dietary transitions 
including development of FBDG and discussions to roll out a tax on 
sugar sweetened beverages (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia, National 
Food and Nutrition Commission, Food and Agricultural 
Organisation, 2021; Mukanu et al., 2021). However, stakeholders have 
raised concerns over limitations in policy contextualisation and 
implementation gaps (Mukanu et al., 2023). A topical study shows 
that some of the rolled-out policy strategies to address unhealthy 
food environment transitions are perceived by stakeholders as not 
feasible or effective in SSA settings due to gaps in contextualization 
(Mukanu et al., 2023).

Optimising the food environment necessitates policies tailored to 
ongoing unhealthy food environment transformations and contextual 
factors in terms of interests and influences of different actors (Turner 
et al., 2018). A thorough understanding of the dynamics of how and 
why the food environment and system at large is changing will be 
crucial to designing the appropriate policies, incentive structures and 
regulations (Holdsworth and Landais, 2019; Laar et al., 2022; Turner 
et al., 2018). However, these aspects remain largely understudied and 
unclear particularly in Southern and Eastern African settings like 
Zambia (Harris et al., 2019; Holdsworth and Landais, 2019; Turner et 
al., 2018). Therefore, this study explored Zambia’s agri-nutritional 
policy response to manage the unhealthy food environment, how the 
context shapes the policy response, the arising policy gaps, impact of 
gaps, and potential strategies to bridge the policy gaps.

We adopt a theoretical framework combining and adapting the 
food environment framework described by Turner et al. (2018) and 
the multiple streams theory (Béland and Howlett, 2016) (Figure 1). 
Combining the two theories provides a framework for understanding 
how policy can shape a multidimensional food environment. 
Compared to other food environment theoretical models (Food and 
Agricultural Organization, 2016; Swinburn et al., 2013), the Turner et 
al. (2018) framework constitutes measurable dimensions and enables 
a holistic empirical characterisation of the food environment, particu-
larly in LMIC settings. Building on the work of Swinburn et al. (2013) 
and the Food and Agricultural Organization (2016). Turner et al. 
(2018) conceptualised the food environment to encompass an external 
domain including dimensions of availability, prices, vendor and prod-
uct properties, and marketing, and personal domain with dimensions 
of accessibility, affordability, convenience and desirability of food 
sources and products. The dimensions continuously interact in a com-
plex manner to shape people’s food acquisition and consumption. For 
example, marketing has been hypothesised to shape desirability. At the 
same time, availability through continuous exposure may also shape 
desirability. In the current research, Turner et al. (2018) framework 
was contextualised to four main dimensions: (1) desirability (prefer-
ences, social cultural norms, knowledge, and skills), (2) availability 
(presence of a diversity of food groups), (3) accessibility and vendor/
product properties (affordability and types of retail systems including 
food properties in terms of convenience, and nutritional and safety 
quality), and (4) marketing (types and channels of advertising). On 
the other hand, the multiple streams theory enables understanding of 
public policy prioritisation through analysing how policy makers per-
ceive three streams; (1) the problem, (2) the potential solutions, and 
(3) the contextual factors, for example influences and interests of dif-
ferent actors who could either impact or be impacted by the potential 
solutions (Béland and Howlett, 2016). The theory hypothesises that 
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once these three streams align, a policy window opens, allowing for 
significant changes in the problem.

In combination, the framework directs us to consider the interac-
tion between problem, politics and policy within each of the food 
environment domains to build a comprehensive and holistic picture 
of the opportunities and challenges for policy influence in supporting 
a more sustainable and health food environment.

2 Methodology

This study was part of a larger mixed-methods project examining 
dietary transitions in Zambia and their health implications. The 
broader project included: (1) policy analysis and key informant inter-
views (KII) with policy makers and implementers to examine the food 
environment policy landscape and implementation gaps, which forms 
the focus of this paper; (2) KII with food vendors; and (3) a photo-
voice study with consumers to explore lived experiences of ongoing 
food environment transitions. A consolidated criteria for reporting 
qualitative research was followed as a guideline to report this study 
(Tong et al., 2007) (Supplementary Table 1).

2.1 Study design, participants and data 
collection

Applying the principle of data saturation (Hennink et al., 2017), 
the qualitative study involved KII with 18 key stakeholders working in 

food and nutrition policy formulations and implementation at 
national and provincial levels in Zambia. Participants were purpo-
sively sampled and invited via snowballing from key organisations. 
Participants were initially contacted via email and subsequently fol-
lowed up by telephone; the email correspondence included detailed 
information about the study and the research information sheet. In 
total, 25 invitations were issued, and seven did not respond. 
Recruitment continued until thematic saturation was reached, where 
no substantial new policy themes emerged. Key informants included 
those with leading roles at institutions tasked with developing, ratify-
ing, and implementing agri-food and nutrition policies/programmes 
and those involved in food and nutrition research particularly 
researching the food environment; from national government agen-
cies (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, 2016; n = 4), local government bodies (Lusaka City Council 
and Central Provincial ministries; n = 4), Civil Society Organizations 
(CSOs)/Non-Governmental Organizations (n = 5), United Nations 
(UN) system and other development partners (n = 2), and research 
institutions (n = 3). These organisations were mapped from policy 
documents and publications on food and nutrition work within 
Zambia. Development partners were included as are key for resource 
mobilisation while research institutions generate evidence for agenda 
setting and are part of multisectoral nutritional policy formulation 
committee framework in Zambia. At provincial level, stakeholders 
from Central Province were targeted to reflect peri-urban and rural 
perspectives and align with the broader FOSTA-Health project focus. 
To understand the ongoing food system transformations in Southern 
Africa, the wider project FOSTA-Health, used Lusaka and Central 

FIGURE 1

Modified theoretical framework for structuring and analysing KII, source – the multiple streams theory (Béland and Howlett, 2016) (green boxes) and 
the food environment framework (Turner et al., 2018) (blue boxes).
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Province of Zambia as case studies. Key informant interviews were 
conducted between February and March 2024 using a semi-structured 
guide (Supplementary Table 2), informed by the theoretical frame-
works described in the background section. The KII guide was piloted 
with an academic at the University of Zambia with expertise on 
Zambian food systems and refined accordingly. Following the multiple 
stream’s theory, for each of the four dimensions of the food environ-
ment framework, the KII explored how the stakeholders perceive the 
problem (transitions and policy gaps), the current policy response 
(policy solutions or lack of, and potential policy opportunities), and 
the contextual factors that influences actualisation/implementation of 
current policies/identified potential policy opportunities to address 
the transitions. Face-to-face KIIs were conducted in English in private 
office spaces at participants’ workplaces. Interviews were audio-
recorded and lasted between 40 and 90 min. Open-ended questions 
were followed up by more specific probes to clarify and extend 
responses. A researcher with experience in qualitative research mod-
erated the KIIs with a trained silent observer who took notes on non-
verbal behaviour. Each participant signed an informed consent.

Multi-sectoral national policies and action plans across the nutri-
tion, health, agricultural, education, food safety, and national develop-
ment sectors enacted between 2005 and March 2024 were reviewed. 
Policies were included if they contained provisions with potential 
implications for the food environment. The selected documents were 
validated with key stakeholders during the KII to ensure inclusion of 
all major relevant policies and action plans. The year 2005 was selected 
as the starting point due to increasing recognition of nutrition transi-
tion and rising diet-related NCD in LMICs (Popkin, 2002), alongside 
growing global calls for policy initiatives to address these transitions 
(World Health Organization, 2002). Overall, 10 policies and action 
plans published between 2005 and 2024 were retrieved and analysed, 
Table 1.

2.2 Data analysis

Analysis of the interviews was based on a combined deductive and 
inductive thematic content analysis approach, following the principles 
outlined by Elo et al. (2008). The deductive analysis was guided by the 
modified theoretical framework described in the background section 
while the inductive component allowed for the emergence of new 
themes from the data. Two researchers independently conducted the 
coding to develop an initial coding framework. Coding units repre-
sented meaningful expressions with regards to policies and contextual 
factors to manage the food environment. Following independent 
coding, the researchers compared and discussed their frameworks to 
identify similarities and differences. Generated codes from all tran-
scripts were then organized into a second coding framework. 
Correspondingly, using theoretical ideas from the modified theoreti-
cal framework, overlapping categories were clustered into themes 
capturing (1) perceived transitions, and policy gaps, (2) the current 
policy solutions or lack of, and potential policy opportunities, and (3) 
the contextual factors that influences policy actualisation/implemen-
tation to generate the final coding framework. For policy review, a 
qualitative content deductive document analysis was applied to syn-
thesis the retrieved policies. The policies were synthesised for strate-
gies/policy gaps with regards to optimising the four food environment 
domains (availability, accessibility, marketing and desirability). NVivo 
14 software was used for data management and coding.

3 Results

Four interconnected case studies emerged from the analysis, 
reflecting key policy tensions shaping Zambia’s food environment 
transitions. Although derived inductively from the data, each case 
study cuts across multiple domains of the food environment frame-
work, highlighting the interconnected nature of policy influences, 
Table 2. The case studies are presented following the multiple streams 
theory, including: (1) identified problems; (2) existing policy responses 
and implementation gaps; and (3) implications for the food 
environment.

3.1 Inadequacies in regulation and 
educational policies to manage unhealthy 
food industry

Stakeholders indicated an increasingly unhealthy food environ-
ment, which they attributed to non-explicit guidelines to regulate 
unhealthy foods. Since the 2013 NCD strategy (MOH Zambia, 2013), 
several action plans have recommended enacting regulations to limit 
availability and marketing of unhealthy foods to children (Ministry of 
Education Zambia, 2020; MOH Zambia, 2006; NFNC, 2019), but 
these have not been actualised. The Food Safety Act 2019 (Government 
of Zambia, 2019) and Food and Nutrition Act 2020 (Government of 
Republic Zambia, 2020) regulate the food industry, but lack enforce-
able provisions to regulate foods high in salt, sugar, and trans fats, and 
zoning of unhealthy fast-food chains as per the WHO guidelines 
(Government of Zambia, 2019; Government of Republic Zambia, 
2020). For example, the labelling and advertising regulation is overly 
general and only covers health claims,

“Prohibition to label, or advertise any food in a manner that is 
false, misleading or deceptive as regards to its character, nature, 
quality, composition, or as treatment, preventative or cure for a 
disease, disorder or abnormality” (section 10, p. 15 and 14, p. 17 
of food safety act) (Government of Zambia, 2019).

The current labelling and advertising regulation provisions are 
insufficient to regulate unhealthy food nor enable public to make 
informed healthier choices (Government of Zambia, 2019). There are 
no regulations governing in-store marketing and product placements 
(Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, 2016; Ministry of National Development and Planning, 
2022; MOH Zambia, 2006; Office of the Vice President, 2021). Over 
the last decade a collaborative platform spearheaded by the Scaling Up 
Nutrition Business Network has piloted a ‘Good Food Logo’ (GFL), a 
voluntary ‘front of the pack labelling’ (FOPL) innovation, but bigger 
private sector players have not been responsive.

“Policies are there, but are not explicit, because the government is 
there also to promote private investment, for example, there’s no 
regulation on advertising, if I have money, I go to the service pro-
vider and say air my advert”, KII4 representing CSO.

Despite recognition of these policy gaps, stakeholders stressed 
that contextually, regulatory actions are difficult and constrained by 
the private sector’s role as an economic anchor. Implementation was 
considered difficult due to the outsized commercial and political influ-
ence of retail and food service chains. The “Zambia National 
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TABLE 1  Zambia’s current food and nutrition policy landscape mapped against the four food environment domains.

Availability Accessibility Marketing Desirability

Current provisions within policy

Current provisions

	1.	 Promote provision and availability of healthy foods in all public and private 

institutions (MOH Zambia, 2013)

	2.	 Multisectoral actions to design and implement reformulation and economic 

interventions to promote healthy foods availability (MOH Zambia, 2013; 

NFNC, 2019)

	3.	 Put in place multisectoral actions to design and implement interventions to 

increase availability and affordability of fruits and vegs (MOH Zambia, 2013)

	4.	 Put in place regulations to limit availability of foods rich in salt, sugar and 

trans fats, and increase healthy offers in school tuckshops, and guidelines on 

foods supposed to be brought by learners at school (Ministry of Education 

Zambia, 2020; MOH Zambia, 2006; NFNC, 2019)

	5.	 Invest in agricultural production diversification, biofortification and post-

harvest handling technology (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of 

Fisheries and Livestock, 2016; Ministry of National Development and 

Planning, 2022; MOH Zambia, 2006; NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice 

President, 2021). Recommendation for diversification to be aligned with the 

six food groups of Zambia food based dietary guidelines (Office of the Vice 

President, 2021).

	6.	 Enhance collaboration with private sector to increase processing foods into 

diverse nutritious products (Ministry of National Development and Planning, 

2022; NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice President, 2021)

	7.	 Recommendation to put in place a policy to incentivise nutritious foods with 

low taxes and subsidies and increase tax on nutrient poor foods (Office of the 

Vice President, 2021).

Current provisions

	1.	 Avoid selling unhealthy foods rich in salt, sugar 

and trans fats in school tuckshops (Ministry of 

Education Zambia, 2020; NFNC, 2019).

	2.	 Put in place system to link smallholder farmers 

to school markets within the same district 

(Ministry of Education Zambia, 2020; Office of 

the Vice President, 2021).

	3.	 Improve food distribution infrastructure 

(construction and maintenance of markets, 

innovative cold technologies) (Ministry of 

Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries 

and Livestock, 2016; Ministry of National 

Development and Planning, 2022; MOH 

Zambia, 2006; Office of the Vice President, 

2021).

Current provisions

	1.	 Put in place multisectoral actions to design 

and implement regulations to promote 

healthy foods (MOH Zambia, 2013)

	2.	 Put in place regulations to limit marketing 

of foods high in saturated and trans fats, 

free sugars and salt to children by 2016 

(MOH Zambia, 2013).

	3.	 Prohibition to “label, package, sell or 

advertise any food in a manner that is false, 

misleading or deceptive as regards to its 

quality, composition,”(Government of 

Zambia, 2019).

	4.	 Prohibition to “advertise any food as 

treatment, preventative or cure for a 

disease”(Government of Zambia, 2019).

	5.	 Recommendation to “enforce regulations 

against selling and marketing unhealthy 

foods and promote front of package 

labelling” (Office of the Vice President, 

2021)

Current provisions

	1.	 Scale-up promotion of healthy diets (traditional 

diets proven to be nutritious) to the public through:

	2.	 Nutrition education public awareness campaigns 

(Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of 

Fisheries and Livestock, 2016; Ministry of Education 

Zambia, 2020; Ministry of National Development 

and Planning, 2022; MOH Zambia, 2006, 2013; 

NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice President, 2021), 

align campaigns to six food groups as outlined in 

Zambia FBDGs (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia, 

National Food and Nutrition Commission, Food 

and Agricultural Organisation, 2021; Office of the 

Vice President, 2021)

	3.	 Capacity building of health workers and 

nutritionists in prevention and management of 

nutrition related NCDs across all education levels 

(curriculum enrichment) (MOH Zambia, 2006, 

2013; Office of the Vice President, 2021)

	4.	 Establishment of undergraduate programmes in 

food and nutrition (MOH Zambia, 2006)

	5.	 Establish school nutrition clubs and model gardens 

of indigenous foods (Ministry of Education Zambia, 

2020; MOH Zambia, 2006; NFNC, 2019)

(Continued)
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TABLE 1  (Continued)

Availability Accessibility Marketing Desirability

Tensions and gaps across policies

Over emphasis on staple crops vs diversification

	•	 Nutritional policies recommend diversification, but agricultural policies and 

action plans remain maize-centric to attain food security goals

	•	 Limited incentives to invest in other food systems

Limited action on reducing unhealthy food availability

	•	 Regulations to restrict unhealthy foods (composition standards, reformulation, 

fiscal strategies) are framed in recommendation tone. No clear legislation and 

enforcement mechanisms are in place.

	•	 Incentivise private sector investment in processed food value chains but no 

mandatory regulatory frameworks to limit unhealthy options.

Gaps in public procurement systems

	•	 School Health and Nutrition Guidelines (2020) exist, but implementation is 

inconsistent and lacks strong monitoring frameworks. Plus, procurement 

nutrition standards for other public institutions are lacking.

Limitations in addressing infrastructure to enable 

equitable physical access to diverse foods

	•	 Distribution networks: particularly insufficiency 

in wet market infrastructure is systematically 

not addressed despite policy mention.

Limited focus on fiscal and subsidy mechanisms to 

ensure affordability of healthy foods

	•	 Despite mention, policies lack concrete 

measures to reduce cost barriers for fruits and 

protein-rich foods for low-income groups. 

Market systems and pricing structures are still 

maize centric.

Lack behavioural healthy food nudges in retail and 

public settings

	•	 Nudges (pricing, placement and promotion) to 

make healthy foods the default choice 

are lacking.

Social protection integration gaps

	•	 Poor alignment between social protection 

poverty reduction programmes, agriculture and 

nutrition

No comprehensive mandatory regulation/

nutrient profiling system

	•	 Current regulatory framework is targeted 

towards health claims and lacks specificity 

to unhealthy foods

	•	 Front-of-package labelling (e.g., Good Food 

Logo) is recommended, yet to 

be operationalized

	•	 Limited comprehensive coverage and scope 

across platforms: TV, digital including social 

media, billboards, product placements, and 

child targeted marketing tactics (celebrity 

endorsements, cartoons etc) are 

not regulated

No clear enforcement/monitoring framework

	•	 Propositions are framed in a 

recommendation tone without 

accompanying legislation.

	•	 Mention cross sectoral efforts to promote 

healthy foods but non-alignment with 

agriculture, marketing and trade systems

FBDG provide technical guidelines but are not aligned 

to agricultural policies and there is no robust national 

campaign.

Absence of cultural integration and behaviour economic 

strategies to support behavioural change

	•	 No policy provisions for pricing incentives product 

placements or nudges in retail systems and 

institutions to make healthy choices the default

	•	 Lack positive branding strategies to reinforce 

indigenous nutrient rich foods as aspirational by 

addressing negative social norms

	•	 Growing need for convenience due to modern 

lifestyles, and hence preference for convenient 

unhealthy choices is not addressed.

Fragmented approach

	•	 School programs are not extended to communities 

who possess strong influence on children’s tastes and 

preferences.

Fragmentation: inter-sectoral coordination is highlighted and even a coordinating committee to oversee in an integrated manner, nutrition policies development and implementation established by 2020 Nutrition Act (Government of Zambia, 2020; 

Ministry of Education Zambia, 2020; MOH Zambia, 2013; NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice President, 2021) but remains poorly actualized (Government of Zambia, 2019; Ministry of Education Zambia, 2020; MOH Zambia, 2013; Office of the Vice 

President, 2021). Policies remain siloed across ministries of (Health, Agriculture, Education, Trade, and Finance and Planning) with weak coordination mechanisms.

Implementation and enforcement gaps: Strong policy language but enforcement mechanisms, and monitoring systems and accountability structures to track progress are absent

Weak coordination of research activities and translation of evidence into policy (MOH Zambia, 2013)

Numbered references refer to the following policy document sources: Food and Nutrition policy 2006 (MOH Zambia, 2006); NCD Strategy 2013 to 2016 (MOH Zambia, 2013); National Food and Nutrition Strategic Plan 2017 to 2021 (NFNC, 2019); School Nutrition and 
Health Programme implementation guidelines (2020) (Ministry of Education Zambia, 2020); Food and Nutrition Act 2020 (Government of Zambia, 2019); National Agricultural Policy 2016 (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock, 2016); 
Food Safety Act 2019 (Government of Zambia, 2019); Eighth National Development Plan 2022–2026 (Ministry of National Development and Planning, 2022); Zambia food systems transformation pathway, the road to 2030 (Office of the Vice President, 2021); Zambia Food 
Based Dietary Guidelines (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia, National Food and Nutrition Commission, Food and Agricultural Organisation, 2021).
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Development Plan”, specifically the latest 8th National Development 
Plan 2022–2026 (Ministry of National Development and Planning, 
2022), incentivise the private sector to invest in food service and pro-
cessed food value chains to spur the economy.

“The government will promote the development and operationali-
sation of multi-facility economic zones and industrial parks 
including through the provision of appropriate incentives. The 
value chains that will be prioritised include processed foods” 
(Section 5.4.3, p. 36, 8th Development Plan).

While public health safeguards are acknowledged in the plan 
through commitments to strengthen health systems and operation-
alisation of the Food and Nutrition Act, these measures are largely 
government-centric and do not impose mandatory compliance 
obligations for the food industry. Stakeholders re-echoed the pro-
private sector policies without explicit public health safeguards, 
and how combined with widespread low levels of food literacy 
among the public, these policies are driving unhealthy dietary 
transitions.

“We are trying to attract foreign investors” and “the industry 
would not want to be controlled, it is a liberal economy”, KII3 
representing national government agency and KII 12 repre-
senting CSO.

As an alternative, current nutritional policy framework including 
the latest Food and Nutrition Act 2020 (Government of Republic 
Zambia, 2020), School Nutrition and Health guidelines 2020 (Ministry 
of Education Zambia, 2020), and Food Systems Transformation 
Pathway, the road to 2030 (Office of the Vice President, 2021) is pri-
marily concentrated on improving public nutritional literacy. This was 
emphasised as the most practical approach (enact demand for health-
ier choices) to influence private sector practices in the prevailing 
context.

“The key thing to minimise getting those exposures, it’s actually 
nutritional education, now that is where the focus is”, “I don’t 
think we should have policies to stop supermarkets from, don’t put 
this here, put it at the back of the store. But rather give the people 
information to make informed decisions. So, there’s nothing like 

that coming up in Zambia for now”, KII 3 representing national 
government agency.

However, education policies lacked clear strategies to address 
nutrition illiteracy among professionals, the public, and the food 
industry. The current policy has a focus on; (1) professional devel-
opment in prevention and management of nutrition related NCDs 
across all education levels (MOH Zambia, 2006, 2013; Office of the 
Vice President, 2021) and, (2) public nutrition education campaigns 
(Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, 2016; Ministry of Education Zambia, 2020; Ministry of 
National Development and Planning, 2022; MOH Zambia, 2006, 
2013; NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice President, 2021). Yet, stake-
holders opinionated that implementation has been slow; there is 
still limited university programmes in nutrition science creating a 
shortage of qualified experts, weakening local governments’ 
capacity.

“Some time back in this country, nutrition was only at diploma 
level, only offered at the Natural Resources Development College 
(NRDC), and so some districts have got officers who don’t have 
nutrition qualifications”. KII7, representing provincial ministry.

Public nutrition education is still focused on undernutrition and 
rural areas. Meanwhile, the food industry operates without mandatory 
training on nutritional standards or ethical marketing, prioritising 
profit-driven production of energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods.

“All along nutrition was more of under nutrition, until last 10 
years, it was just under nutrition. Now we are saying we are 
having problems of overweight, we should strengthen” KII5 repre-
senting national government agency.

The absence of explicit regulations has unintentionally accelerated 
obesogenic transitions in the food environment. A remarkably rapid 
growth of investments in unhealthy processed foods and fast-food 
outlets which has increased availability and accessibility to unhealthy 
foods across urban Zambia over the last decade was noted.

“Fast food outlets have really penetrated the communities, you 
wake up, it’s the first smell you get” and “10 years ago, you would 

TABLE 2  Mapping levels of influence of emerging themes across the four food environment domains.

Themes Availability Accessibility Marketing Desirability

Inadequacies in regulation 

and educational policies to 

manage unhealthy food 

industry

Primary Primary Primary Primary

Monocultural and export 

oriented agricultural policies

Primary Secondary – Primary

Low investments in wet 

markets in the context of 

supermarket growth

Secondary Primary Secondary Secondary

Fragmented and 

uncoordinated government 

actions

Cross-cutting Cross-cutting Cross-cutting Cross-cutting
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have to move to find a restaurant serving chicken and chips, but 
now it’s at every corner”, KII 1 and 15 representing a UN agency 
and CSO, respectively.

There is an increased aggressive unhealthy food marketing target-
ing mostly children. Main advertising channels comprise billboards 
in key locations including school neighbourhoods, food placements 
in prominent locations in supermarkets, and celebrity social media 
adverts, as well as on electronic media (TV and Radio) during 
prime time.

“Actually, they use the wall fence of the schools to advertise”. “It’s 
worse on social media and there the celebrities show it’s good life, 
eating all these unhealthy foods” KII 1 and12 representing a UN 
agency and CSO, respectively.

Aggressive marketing or advertising is propagating social cultural 
misconceptions depicting unhealthy food choices as fashionable and 
healthy. As a result, consumption of fast and processed foods has 
become trendy among young people.

“It’s fashionable for the young ones to go for the fast foods” and “if 
you are a high-level person you want to eat pizza, chicken and 
KFC and all those”. KII5 and13 representing national government 
agency and provincial ministry.

To bridge the policy gaps, stakeholders opinionated four strategies 
that do not ban but encourage innovations towards healthier choices 
including: (1) a multi-tiered policy framework integrating education 
reforms, workforce development, and public engagement. Accredited 
university programmes in nutrition science and dietetics, co-devel-
oped with global experts to equip professionals with skills to manage 
nutrition transitions, and refresher courses tailored for policymakers 
and implementers were suggested. Concurrently, embedding nutri-
tionists within local government structures, under the Public Health 
Department, to institutionalise evidence-based policy implementation 
and public nutrition education leveraging community networks, digi-
tal platforms, and influencers were proposed. (2) Reinforcing school 
food environment regulations through; integrating FBDGs into school 
curriculum, and zoning laws to restrict advertising and establishment 
of unhealthy food vendors within a designated radius around schools 
and health centres. To incentivise compliance, it was suggested that 
local councils should lower the cost of advertising and establishment 
of healthy foods within school and health centre environments.

“Regulating the level of advertising of unhealthy foods, like I was 
talking about a big billboard, maybe you limit the premises where 
it can be advertised”, and “also apart from the tuck shop, the school 
environment is littered with all the vendors. They should be strict 
instructions that whoever is selling, must be selling this profile of 
foods”, KII 1 and 5 representing a UN agency and national govern-
ment agency, respectively.

(3) the recommendation to “scale-up FOPL innovations”(Office 
of the Vice President, 2021) was reinforced. Intentional engagement 
with the private sector was advocated to aid operationalisation of the 
GFL pilot scheme. Likewise, participants saw an opportunity in adopt-
ing nudging guidelines to implore supermarkets to include seasonal 
indigenous and nutrient-dense food offers in prominent locations 

such as checkout counters and eye-level shelves. (4) incentivizing 
“Matebeto” restaurants offering nutrient-dense indigenous menus, 
whose popularity has picked up among the urban upper social class 
was highlighted as a potential catalyst to rebrand indigenous foods.

“Of late, the middle- and high-income people, go to the Matebeto 
for traditional food. So, if we can encourage Matebeto, a deliberate 
policy, to promote that as a way of promoting healthy food, KII 6 
representing research institutions.

3.2 Low food supply diversity amidst 
monocultural and export oriented 
agricultural policies

Stakeholders outcried an increasingly low food supply diversity 
due to monocultural policies. To boost food security and the national 
economy through improved export revenues, agricultural policies 
have consistently prioritised maize monoculture and export-oriented 
crop systems (Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of 
Fisheries and Livestock, 2016; Ministry of National Development and 
Planning, 2022; Office of the Vice President, 2021). There is increased 
emphasis on soyabean production but as an export commodity for 
animal feeds, and minimal investments towards value-addition tech-
nology to transform soya into an affordable nutrient-dense protein 
source for local consumption. Seed companies have limited impetus 
to diversify investments in unprioritized nutrient-dense indigenous 
foods, creating availability gaps in inputs. Agricultural policies were 
discussed to be key drivers of limited food diversity and prevailing 
dietary patterns.

“Biggest dietary change came with the agricultural reforms, we 
invest very huge funds, on one crop, and that has translated into 
the kitchen, you find that probably it’s the three types of food every 
day” KII 4, representing CSO.

As a policy response, agricultural diversification investments have 
been re-emphasised across several periodic policy documents since 
2006; however, implementation remains a big challenge (Ministry of 
Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock, 2016; 
Ministry of National Development and Planning, 2022; MOH Zambia, 
2006; NFNC, 2019; Office of the Vice President, 2021). Recently, the 
Zambia “Food System Transformation Pathway, Road to 2030”, has 
re-emphasised the need to align agricultural systems to Zambia’s 
FBDGs (Office of the Vice President, 2021). However, the 2025 
Comprehensive Agriculture Transformation Program (CATSP) and 
8th National Development Plan (Ministry of National Development 
and Planning, 2022), unintentionally contradicts the transformation 
pathways; for example, limited priority is given to fruit and vegetable 
systems. Maize and soyabean monocultural and export crop systems 
are still prioritised, signifying competing interests and uncoordinated 
actions.

The two conflicting policies are unintentionally creating negative 
externalities in availability and desirability domains of the food envi-
ronment. Farmers are increasingly focusing on exotic fruits and veg-
etables for export, indirectly neglecting cheaper nutrient-dense 
indigenous foods. Stakeholders noted an increased availability of 
refined maize meal and cooking oil, alongside a persistently decreas-
ing diversity of healthy foods, particularly fruits, animal-based pro-
tein, and vegetables. Indigenous fruits are only available on seasonal 
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basis, translating to a heavy dependence on expensive imports from 
South Africa.

“Now we’re just coming off a mango season, the mangoes are no 
longer there. What fruits are people eating? Nothing. But when you 
go in supermarket, you find apples, pears, but how affordable is it 
for an ordinary Zambian family?” KII 4 representing CSO.

Across the desirability domain, a trend of cultural norms associat-
ing exotic foods with high social class and formal education were 
noted to be arising. Indigenous foods are considered inferior to exotic 
foods, and this happens across the entire food chain, accelerating the 
erosion of indigenous crop varieties. The agricultural system, in efforts 
to boost exports, prioritises exotic and high value foods. This results 
in supermarkets offering fewer indigenous foods, and prioritising 
“exotic” foods.

“There is an indigenous fruit, I found it in supermarket, when I 
brought them to the checkout, the guys asked me, oh, why are you 
buying this? In fact, these are not supposed to be in the supermar-
ket, they should be outside there”, KII 6, representing research 
institutions.

Aligning incentive systems and public expenditure to FBDGs to 
attract private sector investments in diversification systems was con-
sidered a potential opportunity to bridge the policy gaps. Suggested 
components to incentivise included biofortification innovations, 
aquaculture, and agricultural and postharvest systems for fruits and 
vegetables. Financial incentives such as interest-free loans or subsi-
dises for smallholder farmers investing in fruit systems were suggested.

“There’s this whole development of the cold chain strategies for 
caving in the losses in horticultural products. So, there’s a room for 
private sector to venture into the cold chain sector”, KII 12 repre-
senting CSO.

Government led procurement standards that prioritise indigenous 
foods in public institutions and events was discussed as an opportu-
nity to revert social-cultural misconceptions. Co-creating standards 
with the food service sector based on FBDGs was recommended.

3.3 Low investments in wet markets in the 
context of supermarket growth

Wet markets are an important affordable food source, particu-
larly for indigenous fruits and vegetables for the urban poor. 
However, wet markets suffer infrastructural deficits including cold 
chain facilities and consequently food safety challenges. Over the last 
two decades, policies have emphasised commitments to improve food 
distribution networks, particularly construction and maintenance of 
wet markets including installing innovative cold chain technologies 
(Ministry of Agriculture Zambia and Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, 2016; Ministry of National Development and Planning, 
2022; MOH Zambia, 2006; Office of the Vice President, 2021). But 
infrastructure investments were noted to be still minimal and 
misaligned.

“Soweto, it’s congested, there hasn’t been a lot of effort to put up 
better infrastructure” and “You enter a market, and it is not 

hygienic, you are not drawn to buy there”, KII 15 and 8, repre-
senting CSO.

Stakeholders thought policy response efforts to improve wet 
market infrastructure have not been enough and where implementa-
tion has happened, utilisation has been minimal due to lack of com-
munity ownership. The major contextual challenge raised is that most 
market infrastructure projects are a political response rather than well 
researched systematic plans.

“Pronouncements have been there, but to translate the pro-
nouncement into practicality, has been a challenge. Most of them 
are literally political, it’s not something, the system sits to plan. 
So, you’ll see that the kind of infrastructure that is there just 
responding to a response”, KII 2, representing Lusaka local 
government.

Slow and low investments in wet market infrastructure were dis-
cussed to be undermining access to affordable, safe, and healthy foods, 
especially among the urban poor, creating a public shift towards the 
fast-emerging supermarkets, perceived to offer higher food safety 
assurance. Coupled with an evolving attention to food safety albeit the 
centrality of affordability as a key food choice driver, participants 
noted a growing shift towards use of supermarkets as financial status 
improves.

“We got attracted to foreign well packaged products, people start 
shifting, trusting particular suppliers, maybe because of the way 
they package, they are smart, they are clean”, KII 13 representing 
provincial ministry.

Of concern was that supermarkets were noted to heavily pro-
mote energy-dense nutrient poor ultra processed foods, with lim-
ited, often exotic fresh offers. Public-private partnerships to 
formalise and modernise wet market infrastructures through priori-
tising community co-designed solutions was enlisted as an opportu-
nity to explore and re-align the retail system. Co-designed wet 
market upgrades were hypothesised as a solution to contextual bar-
rier of limited community ownership, ensuring relevance and 
sustainability.

“My suggestion is, we don’t change the business model of the com-
munity but putting commensurate infrastructure that will accom-
modate their business model, that is very critical”, KII 2, 
representing Lusaka local government.

3.4 Fragmented and uncoordinated 
government actions: vitamin a sugar 
fortification policy paradox

Fragmented contradictory policy strategies due to fragmented 
coordination across ministries and agencies, operating in silos with 
conflicting priorities and resource allocation was a big concern among 
stakeholders. Fragmentation was elucidated to perpetuate un-coordi-
nated strategies devoid of effectiveness considering the need for a 
holistic approach due to complexity of the food system. The Vitamin 
A sugar fortification policy paradox (e.g., fortifying a potentially obe-
sogenic food) was raised as an example of a fragmented govern-
ment action.
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As a policy response, policy frameworks such as 2020 Food and 
Nutrition Act (Government of Zambia, 2019) stipulate establishment 
of multisectoral collaboration forum (established a coordinating com-
mittee consisting of members from 12 cross-cutting ministries and 
academia) to oversee nutritional policy formulation and implementa-
tion. However, weak enforcement mechanisms, underfunded man-
dates, and overlapping jurisdictions were noted to negatively impact 
implementation.

Fragmented actions like vitamin A sugar fortification policy para-
dox were opined as a potential to create obesogenic impacts on the 
food environment. Participants perceived that, the policy could be 
unintentionally, positioning sugar as a health product among 
the public.

“As we are saying, don’t eat too much sugar, you’re bringing vita-
min A and putting it here which you are saying, itself should be 
minimised, so you are contradicting, but the good news, we are 
revamping the fortification alliance, the alliance should advise gov-
ernment”, KII 5, representing national government ministry.

4 Discussion

Overall, our findings demonstrate that fragmented and sometimes 
conflicting policy priorities across agriculture, health, urban develop-
ment, education, and food systems may be contributing to an increas-
ingly unhealthy food environment in Zambia, alongside broader 
socioeconomic, commercial, and sociocultural changes. These 
dynamics appear to influence the availability, accessibility, marketing, 
and desirability of foods, with implications for multiple forms of mal-
nutrition, including obesity, undernutrition, and micronutrient 
deficiencies.

Maize-centred and export-oriented systems are constraining 
food diversity and affordability of healthier options, while invest-
ment-driven economic incentives operating in the absence of 
explicit regulatory frameworks across the food service and pro-
cessed food industry favour expansion of unhealthy over healthier 
products. These broader structural and governance constraints 
not only shape market dynamics but also restructure and reinforce 
social-cultural preferences of unhealthy dietary behaviours. For 
example, aggressive and largely unregulated marketing, particu-
larly targeting children and adolescents, may reinforce socio-cul-
tural misconceptions depicting unhealthy food choices as 
fashionable or associated with higher social status (World Health 
Organization, 2023). Such evolving social norms present impor-
tant challenges, given the strong influences of socio-cultural fac-
tors on food systems and dietary behaviours in SSA contexts 
(Osei-Kwasi et al., 2021; Yiga et al., 2020; Yiga et al., 2021). 
Evidence from Zambia similarly shows increasing desirability, 
consumption and association of unhealthy foods with higher 
social status (Harris et al., 2019; Mukanu et al., 2021; 2022a, 
2022b; World Food Programme, National Food and Nutrition 
Commission, 2022). Collectively, the presented case studies, high-
light the complexities of food environment policy making and 
implementation within SSA contexts and raise several critical 
questions: (1) how can competing health and economic priorities 
be balanced to address unhealthy food environment transitions? 

(3) how can evolving food retail systems be leveraged to improve 
equitable access to healthier food options in resource constrained 
settings? and (4) which policy strategies are most feasible in the 
short, medium, and long-term given the prevailing constraints? 
We reflect on these questions and identify pathways for addressing 
these interconnected challenges.

4.1 Governance constraints amidst 
competing health and economic priorities

Across SSA, the implementation of structural food environment 
regulations remains challenging due to the intricacy of balancing 
public health objectives with economic growth imperatives (Glatzel et 
al., 2024; Laar et al., 2022; Reardon et al., 2021). Governments often 
have limited leverage over the food industry, which is widely regarded 
as a key contributor to employment and economic expansion. Because 
the economic returns of public health investments are typically indi-
rect, harder to quantify, and less immediately observable, public health 
priorities are frequently deprioritised. Although similar tensions exist 
in high-income countries (HIC), SSA food-environment policy strate-
gies may benefit from more coordinated approaches that support 
healthy food choices through contextually appropriate regulations and 
incentives. However, implementation of such approaches is often con-
strained by limited deliberate public–private engagement to align 
health and economic objectives, as well as internal governance chal-
lenges within public institutions that result in fragmented and unco-
ordinated policy responses (Ameye et al., 2025). For example, different 
sectors operate under distinct institutional mandates and incentive 
structures, with agriculture prioritising food security and exports, 
finance sector focused on attracting investment, while health sectors 
emphasise prevention of under nutrition. In the absence of strong 
cross-sectoral accountability mechanisms, these competing priorities 
may contribute to policy incoherence and fragmented 
implementation.

Emerging evidence suggests that early and transparent engage-
ment with the private sector can facilitate consensus-building around 
shared objectives and acceptable incentive structures (Reardon et al., 
2021). Phased and negotiated transitions towards more robust struc-
tural regulations may therefore improve public health outcomes with-
out undermining economic growth. Overall, effective adoption and 
implementation of food-environment policies in SSA will require 
proactive, transparent collaboration with the private sector, under-
pinned by strong governance capacity and coordinated cross-sectoral 
public institutions. However, as in many HICs, fragmented gover-
nance remains a major barrier across SSA (Ameye et al., 2025). 
Nutrition challenges are often narrowly framed as health sector issues 
rather than broader societal concerns, limiting coordinated policy 
action. Lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrate that 
framing systemic challenges as affecting multiple sectors and popula-
tion groups can strengthen political commitment and enable timely, 
collaborative responses. Similarly, ongoing unhealthy food-environ-
ment transitions in SSA may be more effectively addressed when 
framed as shared challenges linked to health, economic productivity, 
education, child development, equity, and environmental sustainabil-
ity. To support this shift, governments may need to accelerate the 
development of incentive-based institutional frameworks that align 
stakeholder priorities and reduce the perceived costs of cross-sectoral 
collaboration. A high-level nutrition champion could play a central 
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role in coordinating stakeholders and developing strategies that clearly 
define roles, responsibilities, and shared performance indicators. Such 
a coordination approach could foster a more coherent policy environ-
ment for engaging the private sector. In Zambia, this approach could 
enable the reassessment of existing policies such as vitamin A sugar 
fortification, sugar taxation, and monocultural agricultural strategies 
in favour of more balanced, cross-sectoral approaches. For instance, 
tensions between health and manufacturing priorities have been iden-
tified as contributing to the adoption of a relatively weak sugar-sweet-
ened beverage tax (Mukanu et al., 2021). Concurrently, greater 
emphasis could be placed on “double-duty” (bio)fortification strate-
gies that do not exacerbate obesogenic risks, including provitamin A 
maize, cassava, and fortified flours etc.

While further research is needed to identify effective models of 
private sector engagement in SSA, immediate lessons can be drawn 
from regional countries such as South Africa and Ethiopia, which have 
recently introduced structural food environment policies. Additional 
insights may also be gained from regional experience with regulating 
breast-milk substitutes and tobacco during periods of rapid industry 
expansion.

4.2 Changing food retail systems: a 
challenge but also opportunity for safe 
affordable healthier choices

The expansion of supermarkets alongside persistent deficiencies 
in wet-market infrastructure is reshaping food access and availabil-
ity across several SSA settings (Holdsworth and Landais, 2019; 
Reardon et al., 2021). In Zambia, Lusaka experienced a 500% 
increase in the number of supermarkets between 2004 and 2020 
(from 9 to 54), compared with only a 25% increase in wet markets 
(from 52 to 65) over the same period (Blekking et al., 2023). Driven 
by regulatory convenience and economic development framing, 
urban food-system modernisation agendas in SSA have tended to 
prioritise super-marketisation over investment in wet-market infra-
structure (Battersby and Muwowo, 2018; Hannah et al., 2022). 
Evidence from urban SSA contexts shows a positive association 
between wet market expenditures and healthy food purchases 
whereas supermarket spending is linked to greater consumption of 
unhealthy foods and higher obesity risk (Hannah et al., 2022). If this 
trajectory continues, ongoing shifts in retail systems may further 
undermine access to affordable, safe, and nutritious foods, particu-
larly for the urban poor (Battersby, 2017; Battersby and Muwowo, 
2018; Hannah et al., 2022). Hence, two key challenges emerge from 
this transition. First is the need for a supportive policy environment 
to reorganise and strengthen wet-market infrastructure and regula-
tory governance. Second is the need to orient supermarkets toward 
increasing the availability of healthy, sustainable, and affordable 
food choices. A coordinated hybrid approach that combines super-
market expansion with deliberate investment in wet-market upgrad-
ing may be more equitable and nutrition sensitive, as wet markets 
remain key source of affordable, healthier foods and livelihoods for 
the urban poor (Battersby and Muwowo, 2018; Hannah et al., 2022). 
Even with the absence of guiding regulations, supermarkets cur-
rently provide organised supply chains with established food safety 
and traceability mechanisms (Hannah et al., 2022). With appropri-
ately designed and context-sensitive retail policies, both wet markets 
and supermarkets could play complementary roles in supporting 

healthier and more sustainable food environments in SSA settings 
(Asante et al., 2020).

4.3 How feasible are the suggested 
strategies to bridge policy gaps in Zambia 
and SSA’S context at large?

Evidence largely from HICs shows that carefully crafted, contex-
tualised policies, regulations and incentive structures are potential 
levers to build a healthy and sustainable food environment. However, 
like most SSA settings (Glatzel et al., 2024), our findings show a lack 
of well-coordinated policy strategies in Zambia’s context. Given the 
complexity and interrelatedness of the identified policy gaps and 
determinants, a holistic package of “double-duty, do-no-harm” strate-
gies, across the socio-ecological framework levels, is warranted 
(Hawkes et al., 2020). Nevertheless, within the prevailing constraints 
and based on evidence from LMICs, different strategies are likely to 
vary in their implementation feasibility.

In the short term, bottom-up approaches that prioritise nutri-
tion transition focused lifestyle interventions to address intra-indi-
vidual determinants and sociocultural misconceptions may be more 
feasible due to their relatively lower implementation costs (Osei-
Kwasi et al., 2021; Yiga et al., 2023). However, scaling up such inter-
ventions, particularly in urban settings, remains challenging in 
SSA. Existing community platforms, including religious institutions 
and wet markets, alongside digital platforms and strategic use of 
local influencers, represent potentially scalable implementation 
channels (Glatzel et al., 2024; Yiga et al., 2023). Despite their rele-
vance in addressing persistent intra-individual and sociocultural 
barriers, lifestyle nutrition education-based interventions alone are 
unlikely to achieve sustained impact. Evidence suggests that they 
must be complemented by structural changes within the food envi-
ronment (Glatzel et al., 2024; Harris et al., 2019; Laar et al., 2022; 
Reardon et al., 2021; Yiga et al., 2023; Hawkes et al., 2020). A phased 
approach that combines feasible short-term educational strategies 
with progressively strengthened structural interventions may there-
fore offer a more realistic and impactful pathway in resource-con-
strained settings.

Structural strategies such as fiscal measures, food reformula-
tion, front-of-pack labelling (FOPL), and retail standards are likely 
to have greater population level impact but may be more feasible 
over the longer term (Laar et al., 2022; Ameye et al., 2025). These 
strategies require deliberate and sustained engagement between 
governments and the private sector. Given the central role of the 
private sector as an economic driver, and the resulting sensitivity 
around regulatory reforms, progress on these structural fronts will 
likely be gradual. In addition, establishing effective governance 
coordination platforms that bring together multiple stakeholders to 
build trust, legitimacy, and shared commitments may require sig-
nificant time and institutional capacity investments. Limited and 
mixed evidence on the effectiveness of these strategies in LMIC set-
tings may further slow policy uptake in SSA (Laar et al., 2022; 
Ameye et al., 2025).

Feasibility is therefore likely to depend on policy design and 
implementation approach. Strategies that encourage innovation 
rather than impose outright bans may be more politically acceptable 
and operationally feasible. For example, fiscal measures that com-
bine subsidies for healthier foods with taxes on foods high in fat, 
salt, and sugar can incentivise product reformulation while enabling 
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supply chains to promote healthier options in competition with 
aggressively marketed unhealthy products (Pineda et al., 2024). 
Similarly, codesigned voluntary reformulation targets for salt, sugar, 
and trans fats supported by incentives such as tax rebates for com-
pliance or for healthier product lines may encourage early industry 
action before a transition to mandatory standards.

With appropriate contextual adaptation, FOPL and in-store 
healthy-food nudging strategies also present potentially feasible 
policy levers (Laar et al., 2022). However, evidence from LMICs 
remains limited, and findings from HICs are mixed, particularly 
regarding the behavioural effects of FOPL (Courbet et al., 2024; 
Shangguan et al., 2019). Notwithstanding this variability, experi-
ences from South Africa and Mexico where “high in” warning 
labels for sugar, salt, and trans fats have shown promising effects 
on consumer choices underscore the potential relevance of these 
approaches in SSA contexts (Bopape et al., 2021). This highlights 
the need for context-specific research in Zambia to determine 
whether promoting healthier options through guideline-based 
labels, discouraging unhealthy purchases via warning labels, or 
adopting a hybrid system would be most effective. Moreover, evi-
dence largely from HICs suggests that FOPL can stimulate prod-
uct reformulation toward healthier profiles. Beyond labelling, 
behavioural nudges that modify choice architecture within retail 
environments such as placing healthier foods adjacent to popular 
but less healthy options in prominent store locations have been 
shown to increase healthier food purchases (Durao et al., 2024; 
Samad et al., 2024). While these interventions may be incremen-
tal, their relatively low implementation costs and compatibility 
with existing retail systems suggest potential feasibility as part of 
a phased, long-term structural strategy package.

This study analyses the policy gaps, their critical role in unde-
sirable transitions in the food environment, and potential strate-
gies to address the policy gaps. Using an adapted theoretical 
framework that integrates the food environment framework with 
multiple streams theory enabled a clear and comprehensive 
understanding of both food environment transitions and the 
policy processes shaping them. The food environment framework 
systematically highlighted where and how unhealthy dietary 
changes are occurring across key domains, while the multiple 
streams theory revealed persistent policy delays, fragmentation, 
and inconsistencies within and beyond the health sector. Linking 
these complementary perspectives revealed important policy 
interactions, trade-offs, competing sectoral priorities, and contra-
dictions within and across sectors. Overall, this integrative 
approach offers a stronger explanation of how political institu-
tional dynamics and structural food system drivers jointly influ-
ence the food environment and nutrition outcomes in LMIC 
settings. While the analysis highlights key structural challenges, 
further and rigorous research investigations, especially quantita-
tive evaluation studies, are needed to test the proposed interven-
tions and inform policy with definitive impact assessments.

5 Conclusion

The food environment in Zambia is increasingly becoming 
unhealthy, largely attributable to regulatory gaps in managing these 

unhealthy transitions and contradictions across agri-nutritional poli-
cies with regards to diversification. These gaps are likely to perpetu-
ate unhealthy dietary transitions across all socio-economic 
demographics independent of income profiles. The current policy 
landscape and perceptions among policy makers emphasize a focus 
on public nutrition education approaches, to force industry into fun-
damental changes. However, a combination with structural 
approaches encompassing key dialogues with the private sector, 
inter-sectoral coordination and cultural norms, is essential to address 
these nutritional policy complexities in Zambia. The policy strategies 
suggested in this study represent a comprehensive package of inter-
ventions with buy-in from key stakeholders. Rigorous implementa-
tion research is needed to explore their contextual suitability and 
effectiveness.
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