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BRIEFING PAPER 
PROMOTING HEALTHY START UPTAKE: WHAT WORKS WELL?

OVERVIEW

The Healthy Start Scheme [1], introduced in 2006, provides vouchers to low-income families in England, Wales and Northern Ireland to purchase fruits, 
vegetables, pulses, milk, formula and free vitamins. The scheme provides a means-tested nutritional safety net for low-income families*, helping to 
increase access to healthier food during pregnancy and the early years. This is particular important, given over a quarter of households with babies and 
pre-school children are experiencing food insecurity [2]. Healthy Start replaced the Welfare Foods Scheme, founded in 1941, which supplemented the 
1940 National Milk Scheme during wartime rationing. In 2022, Healthy Start transitioned to a pre-paid digital card scheme [3]. In Scotland, Healthy Start 
was replaced by Best Start Foods in 2019.

Currently, families in receipt of Healthy Start receive a weekly £4.25 [4] voucher for children between 1-4 years old and women more than 10 weeks 
pregnant and £8.50 weekly for children under the age of one year in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. The scheme transition from a paper-based 
voucher to a digitised pre-paid card between October 2021 and March 2022. The transition sought to make the application process easier for families and 
reduce stigma, but many reported delays in receiving their cards, inability to reach the helpline and cards not working [5].
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Background

• The Healthy Start scheme provides a vital nutritional-safety net for low-income families, who may be at risk of food insecurity, to access 
essential healthy foods and vitamins 

• Eligible families receive a weekly £4.25 voucher for children aged 1-4 years and £8.50 for children under the age of one year in England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland

• The value of the voucher has not increased in line with inflation and increased food costs, meaning many families are struggling to make their 
vouchers stretch 

• The uptake rate of Healthy Start remains persistently lower than the Government target of 75%, but many local areas have achieved increased 
uptake through focused and targeted interventions, with some local authorities committing dedicated investment to promote the scheme

KEY MESSAGES

Follow our work here 
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In May 2022, about 52,000 households who had previously used paper vouchers were unable to successfully sign up for digital cards due to a difficult 
application process [6]. Families reported problems navigating the complex process involving Universal Credit and delays in receiving payments after the 
application has been accepted. It is predicted over 300,000 families may have lost out on this benefit after the transition [7]. Additionally, in March 2022, 
more than 15,0000 families were eligible but had never accessed the vouchers [8]. 

Despite national efforts to improve the scheme, increase the value, and the health and economic benefits of the vouchers; the uptake rate of Healthy 
Start remains persistently lower than the Government target of 75%. 

This briefing paper aims to summarise the key evidence available on the Healthy Start scheme and presents regional and local examples of ‘what works 
well’ in promoting and sustaining uptake of the Healthy Start Scheme across the UK. 

In April 2021, the Government increased the value of Healthy Start vouchers from £3.10 to £4.25 per week. However, the value of payments has not kept 
up with the high rates of inflation and increasing food costs, meaning many eligible families are struggling to make their vouchers go far. Currently, just 
three standards tins (800g) of formula milk are within the Healthy Start allowance [9]. The current value of the voucher would be around £5.10 if payments 
had increased in line with current food prices [10]. The maximum annual income Healthy Start recipients can earn has not changed since 2009 (a different 
threshold applies for those on Universal Credit), despite increases in the living wage and the national minimum wage. This has resulted in many families 
not eligible for Healthy Start, despite their financial circumstances not changing or worsening as a result of increased costs such as food, housing and 
other bills [11]. Additionally, eligible families stop receiving payments when children reach the age of 4, creating a nutritional gap in support before 
children start school and can receive school meals [12]. Part Two of the National Food Strategy included a recommendation to bring the eligibility criteria 
in line with free school meals and extend the scheme by a year to cover children under the age of 5, which would bridge the gap between the end of 
Healthy Start and introduction of free school meals. 

Despite continued pressure from campaign groups such as the Food Foundation and First Steps Nutrition, the newly formed Labour government, who 
took office from 4th July 2024, have yet to signal their intention to improve the scheme. The recently published House of Lord’s report ‘Recipe for Health’ 
from the Food, Diet and Obesity Committee [13], recognised the crucial role Healthy Start plays in enabling access to healthier foods, and recommended 
the Government auto-enrol eligible families to the scheme and review the costs and benefits to public health of increasing funding rates and widening 
eligibility for them. The government has until 6th January to response to the recommendations set out in the report. 
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About this briefing

National policy context 

https://linktr.ee/food_active
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/nourishing-nation-healthy-start-and-fruit-and-veg
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Increasing uptake of Healthy Start: What works well?

The table below summarises the different approaches local authorities and other organisations have taken to increase and sustain Healthy Start uptake 
within their area. This list is not exhaustive, and we welcome other areas to share their approaches by emailing info@foodactive.org.uk. 

Note: Due to issues with source data, uptake data from January 2023 cannot be verified as correct, and so uptake figures from January 2023 have been 
temporarily removed from this briefing paper until the problem is solved. More information can be found here. 

Region Details

Liverpool In 2022, Feeding Liverpool trained 80 new Healthy Start Community Champions (volunteers and staff members from foodbanks, 
community food spaces and housing associations), provided promotional materials to community food spaces across the city and 
supported them to be able to accept payment via the digital cards, distributed 10,000 Healthy Start leaflets to families via the Holiday 
Activities and Food Programme and supported calls made by national charities such as Sustain and Feeding Britain to increase eligibility of 
the scheme [14].

Blackpool In March 2022, only 63% of eligible parents in Blackpool were receiving Healthy Start vouchers. Blackpool Best Start sought to address 
barriers to uptake, including a general lack of awareness around the benefits of the scheme, confusion about whether families qualify and 
complications completing the application forms. These barriers were tackled using the peer-to-peer Community Connector service, a team 
of local parents were trained as Money Saving Connectors to provide families with guidance on benefits entitlements and offer practical 
support with completing application forms.

A digital campaign was launched on Facebook, with films of Money Saving Connectors answering questions and signposting to 
Blackpool’s Better Start’s Healthy Start webpage.  In addition, an email campaign was sent to 1,600 families to raise awareness of the 
scheme. In Summer 2022, ‘Cost of living Drop Ins’ at community venues across the town were launched, providing the Money Saving 
Connectors with the opportunity to support families face to face. As a result of the combination of peer-to-peer support and digital 
promotion campaigns, Healthy Start sign ups in Blackpool increased to 72%, 10% higher than the national average of 62% [15]. 

Halton Halton Council has an Early Years Forum which brings together public health, health improvement, children's services, midwifery, health 
visitors, infant feeding leads and family hubs. The forum is responsible for organising campaigns to promote Healthy Start, and since 2015, 
there has been universal access to Healthy Start vitamins. Pop-ups, flyers, and posters are used in conjunction with a social media 
marketing strategy to increase awareness of the scheme. Following implementation of universal credit, a drop in voucher uptake was 
observed, although overall uptake increased to 83% from 66% in May 2018. Halton largely attributed their achievement to improved 
partnership working and supporting families to complete the application form [11]. 

mailto:info@foodactive.org.uk
https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/healthcare-professionals/
https://www.feedingliverpool.org/a-healthy-start-for-liverpool-2/
https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/publications/a-better-start/how-blackpool-increased-healthy-start-take-up-by-almost-10-in-under-a-year#:~:text=The%20impact%20of%20the%20peer,sign%2Dups%20to%2072%25.
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Region Details

Barnsley In 2021, the council conducted a review into the local provision of Healthy Start, focusing on vitamin uptake for both women and children in 
Barnsley. The council met with local stakeholders and other local authorities, reviewed national guidance, explored costings and mapped 
access with deprivation. In 2022, the council produced a review of the provision of Healthy Start vitamins in Barnsley, which was used to form a 
Healthy Start Vitamin Delivery Group [16].

 Main areas identified for improvement were:

• Improve data collection
• Revise the Barnsley HS pathway
• Increase awareness and uptake of the HS scheme amongst local families
• Increase access to HS vitamins in areas of Barnsley where it is currently limited

Based on the above learnings, work is ongoing in Barnsley to improve uptake. 
Cheshire 
West and 
Chester

In 2023, Cheshire West and Chester [17] took a multi-faceted approach to improve Healthy Start uptake across the borough. Information and 
guidance about the scheme was included in all 2-year health visitor checks to new families, training on the scheme was provided for midwives 
and a localised leaflet produced and distributed. A multi-stakeholder working group was established to discuss how to improve take up of the 
scheme. The council also hosted a ‘lunch and learn’ Healthy Start session for anyone working with families, which was well attended. Work 
remains on going to improve uptake of the scheme, including social media communications, part of a cost-of-living comms plan, as well as 
engagement with social supermarkets to ensure they can accept the cards. 

Nottingham The Small Steps Big Changes (SSBC) initiative identified uptake of the Healthy Start scheme in Nottingham was low, with only 68% of eligible 
families accessing the scheme in March 2023 [18]. To address this, SSBC delivered a briefing to Nottingham partners, who were encouraged to 
pledge how they would embed promotion of Healthy Start into their business-as-usual activities [19].

Actions include:

• Windmill Practice send a Healthy Start text message to all pregnant women
• Rosehill School added Healthy Start information to their school website
• Nottingham City Food Banks added Healthy Start flyer to all food parcels to families with children under 4 years 

Additionally, strategies to increase uptake of the scheme included developing new graphics to appeal to communities, promoting the offer via 
social media, distributing printed flyers through food and activity packs delivered to families, and developing online training to enable the 
workforce to speak confidently about the scheme and signpost eligible families to it. They also focused on targeting training at various 
workforces, including Family Mentors, Health Visitors, Early Help, nursery managers and food bank staff to increase awareness and knowledge 
of the scheme.
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Region Details

Brighton and Hove 
Food Partnership 

Brighton and Hove Food Partnership’s city-wide campaign involved over 1,500 Healthy Start posters delivered through 
partners, which were displayed on buses, in libraries, foodbanks, community centres, GPs and pharmacies. A social 
media campaign ran alongside and partners embedded Healthy Start within their own organisations. Stickers were added 
to children’s ‘red books’ to remind midwives and health visitors to talk to families about Healthy Start. Additionally, bite 
size training sessions marketed as ‘families and food poverty’ were delivered to over 278 frontline workers [20].

Aberdeen

*Best Start Foods 
replaced Healthy 
Start in Scotland 
in 2019

An easy read sheet was cascaded to every person/group in AB24 e.g. through community centres, family centres, 
nurseries. Local radio, social media and a local magazine promoted the scheme in targeted areas. Staff within sectors 
who accepted the vouchers were made aware of the scheme and asked  to place a sticker on the door of their business. 
Health care practitioners were encouraged to help applicants to fill in the form. Aberdeen, Scotland, 2018 [21].

In the absence of drive from national government to improve the Healthy Start scheme and ensure all families living in poverty benefit, local areas 
have been innovating to encourage eligible families to take advantage of the vouchers. 

Promotion of the Healthy Start scheme is the responsibility of local public health teams and health professionals, with uptake strongly determined 
by health care practitioners signposting families in pre- and post-natal healthcare appointments [22]. Many local areas have managed to increase 
uptake through focused and targeted interventions, with some local authorities committing dedicated investment to promote the scheme. From 
the examples above, it is clear a multifaceted approach involving training and education, public facing communications as well as engagement 
and promotion within local services can all help to improve and sustain Healthy Start uptake. Health care practitioners have an important role to 
play in promoting the scheme, as well as non-health care practitioners, particularly the voluntary and community sector, in supporting families 
with the application process and raising awareness of the scheme. 

Summary
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RECOMMENDATIONS

National government 

• Increase the value of Healthy Start vouchers in line with inflation (reviewed every 6 months)
• Expand eligibility of the scheme to all families on Universal Credit and with no recourse to public funds
• Introduce automatic enrolment to the scheme for eligible families.
• Review costs and benefits to public health of extending eligibility to all families earning under £20,000 per year (Recipe for Change 

report recommendation [13]) 

Local government 

• Use data (where available) to better understand uptake levels within the local authority
• Consult with ‘hard to reach’ areas and groups to understand barriers to uptake 
• Work with partners across the borough to explore where the opportunities are to promote the scheme to eligible families

Thank you to Musefiu Oyeniyi for contributing to the development of this briefing paper. 

*Healthy Start eligibility criteria 

• you have at least 1 British child under 4 years old - check if your child is a British citizen if you’re not sure

• your family earns £408 or less per month after tax

• you cannot claim ‘public funds’ (for example, benefits) - either because of your immigration status or because you do not have an immigration 

status

Follow our work here 

https://www.gov.uk/check-british-citizenship
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/public-funds--2
https://linktr.ee/food_active
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1. Maximising the impact of Healthy Start report: Maximising the Impact of Healthy Start | Sustain

2. Healthy Start working group policy positions: Healthy Start Working Group policy positions | Sustain

3. Westminster Hall Debate – The Healthy Start scheme: Westminster Hall Debate, The Healthy Start Scheme, 22 May 2024 | Local 
Government Association

4. Barrett, M., Spires, M., & Vogel, C. (2024). The Healthy Start scheme in England “is a lifeline for families but many are missing out”: 
a rapid qualitative analysis. BMC medicine, 22(1), 177.

5. Mackenzie, G., & Dougall, A. (2016). Increasing Healthy Start food and vitamin voucher uptake for low income pregnant women 
(Early Years Collaborative Leith Pioneer Site). BMJ Open Quality, 5(1), u210506-w4243.

6. Barrett, M., Spires, M., & Vogel, C. (2024). The Healthy Start scheme in England “is a lifeline for families but many are missing out”: 
a rapid qualitative analysis. BMC medicine, 22(1), 177.

Follow our work here 

https://www.sustainweb.org/reports/may24-healthy-start-briefing/
https://www.sustainweb.org/reports/apr23-healthy-start-working-group-policy-positions/
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/westminster-hall-debate-healthy-start-scheme-22-may-2024
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/westminster-hall-debate-healthy-start-scheme-22-may-2024
https://linktr.ee/food_active
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