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KEY MESSAGES

• Meal delivery applications provide consumers with convenient access to a wide range of 
food and drink, but the majority of food and drink offered on these applications is less 
healthy

• Less healthy food and drink items are promoted at the top of menus; volume-based 
discounts and free delivery is frequently offered by restaurants, fast food outlets and 
takeaways

• Meal delivery applications are currently exempt from legislation designed to restrict the 
promotion of less healthy products by price and place

Overview

Meal delivery applications (MDAs), such as 
Deliveroo, Just Eat and Uber Eats, are a major 
player in today’s food system. Globally, the UK 
is the third biggest online food delivery market, 
with Just Eat the most popular MDA used by the 
UK population [1]. The Covid-19 pandemic saw 
a significant surge in online food delivery orders 
[2], with many food outlets not previously 
operating on MDAs, signing up to continue 
trading during lockdown. 

MDAs are centred on convivence, offering 
consumers access to a wide range of food and 
drink promptly delivered straight to their door, 
taking away the effort and time involved in food 
preparation. However, food prepared out of 
home (OOH) is generally less healthy, high in 
sugar, saturated fat and salt, and lacking in 
dietary fibre [3]. There is also a lack of 
nutritional information on MDAs, limiting 
consumer’s ability to make informed choices 
[4]. Therefore, the rise in popularity of MDAs to 
purchase food prepared OOH may contribute to 
more frequent consumption of less healthy 
food and drink. 

What does the evidence say?

• Young adults with a higher disposable income and 
higher education, and those with a higher BMI are 
the most prevalent users of MDAs [5,6].

• Brands can pay to promote their products to 
appear at the top of the search  and are able to 
promote two-way communication with consumers, 
using push notifications (typically a pop-up/ other 
message) and location-based offers to drive up 
sales [7].

• The use of MDAs is associated with negative diet-
related disease risk factors, such as weight gain and 
emotional eating [8]. 

• In 2019, the number of food outlets on Just Eat was 
50% higher in the most deprived neighbourhoods 
compared with the least deprived [9].

• Food Active found the availability of healthy 
options is limited on MDAs, and it remains unclear 
how this is defined [10]. 

• Food Active found that less healthy options are 
placed in the spotlight on MDAs at the top of menus, 
and promotional activity is frequently used by food 
outlets, specifically volume-based discounts and 
free delivery [10]. 



Policy context

Since October 2022, medium to large retailers in 
England are no longer able to display certain food 
and drink products, defined as ‘less healthy’ by 
the Nutrient Profiling Model (NPM), in prominent 
locations in store and online [11]. Research from 
Food Active and Obesity Health Alliance found 
overall good compliance with the legislation [12], 
but the OOH sector is exempt from the 
legislation, fast food outlets and takeaways are 
free to market and promote their products to 
consumers via these applications. However, even 
if the OOH sector was included in this legislation, 
the restricted areas online would not cover the 
featured items area at the top of the menu, This 
type of placement  was highlighted in Food 
Active’s recent research as predominantly 
promoting less healthy food and drink.

From April 2022 onwards, it has been a legal 
requirement for all UK medium to large food 
retailers (with 250 or more employees) to display 
calorie information on their menus, with smaller 
retailers being exempt from this law [13]. This 
legislation also applies to large retailers on 
MDAs, the many small to medium sized retailers 

who are exempt which means consumers are 
limited in their ability to make informed choices 
when using these applications. 

Our position and what we will do

MDAs have the potential to positively influence a 
large proportion of the population’s health through 
the provision and promotion of healthier options. 
Food Active’s research provides an indication; 
however, this is currently not the case, less healthy 
food items are in the spotlight on MDAs, often 
placed at the top of menus. Price promotions are 
frequently used by restaurants, fast food outlets 
and takeaways, specifically utilising volume-based 
discounts and offering free delivery which can 
encourage overconsumption. A summary of the 
research is available in the ‘Price and Placement 
Promotions on Meal Delivery Apps’ report, which 
includes series of recommendations for national 
and local governments, MDA platforms providers 
and future research. These recommendations 
support Food Active’s policy calls to restrict the 
marketing of less healthy food and drink and will be 
used to campaign for  changes to the way food and 
drinks are promoted to consumers on MDAs. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Review and extend the existing legislation which restricts the promotion of less healthy 
food and drink at key locations in-store and online to include the OOH sector, ensuring 
captures specific areas on MDAs such as those promoted at the top of the menu.

• Include small OOH businesses in calorie labelling legislation to help provide more 
information for customers, accompanied by support for local enforcement agencies and 
retailers to implement this effectively 

• Consider how consumers can be better informed about the healthiness of the foods 
available on MDAs.
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