
POSITION STATEMENT:
HEALTHIER VENDING

KEY MESSAGES
• Vending machines are often dominated by foods and drinks that are high in fat, salt and sugar, 

which can contribute to poorer diet quality and increased risk of diet-related ill health.

• Improving the availability, placement and promotion of healthier vending options can reduce 
average calories and sugar sold per item.

• Vending provision remains inconsistent, highlighting the need for clearer and more 
standardised approaches to healthier vending across public and community settings.

Overview
Vending machines are a common feature across 
many public, private and community settings, 
providing quick and convenient access to food and 
drink products [1]. Across the UK, there are 
approximately 460,000 vending machines, equivalent 
to around one machine for every 143 people [2]. 
Vending machines are commonly located in areas of 
high footfall and accessible environments such as 
hospitals, workplaces, education settings, leisure 
centres and community spaces, where people may 
seek quick and convenient food and drink options [2]. 
The products available in vending machines are often 
largely dominated by products high in fat, salt, and 
sugar (HFSS) which are energy-dense and offer little 
nutritional value [3, 4].

The convenience and accessibility of vending 
machines can encourage frequent unplanned 
purchasing of less healthy food and drink [1]. Regular 
reliance on vending machines for food and drink can 
contribute to higher overall intake of energy-dense, 
nutrient-poor products, increasing the risk of poorer 
diet quality and adverse health outcomes [5]. While 
there has been some increase in the availability of 
healthier products in vending machines, including 
lower sugar drinks and lower calorie, salt, sugar and 
fat snacks [6], these options are not always the most 
prominent or obvious [4]. Product positioning and 
visibility often mean that less healthy options remain 
more noticeable and easier to select, particularly in 
time-pressured or habitual purchasing situations, 
which may influence dietary behaviours and food and 
drink preferences [7].
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What does the evidence say? 

• In the UK, confectionery, crisps, sugary drinks and 
energy drinks remain among the most purchased 
vending machine products [8].

• Frequent purchasing of HFSS snacks and drinks 
can result in adverse health outcomes, including 
overweight and obesity, type 2 diabetes, and 
cardiovascular disease [5].

• For shift workers, university students, and 
individuals in settings with limited dining options, 
vending machines are often the only available 
source of food and drink throughout the day, 
which may increase reliance on energy-dense, 
nutrient-poor products when healthier options are 
limited [9].

• Purchases from vending machines are often 
spontaneous and influenced by convenience, 
visibility and immediate availability rather than 
nutritional quality [10].

• One study found that replacing less healthy 
vending products with healthier alternatives  led to 
a 26% reduction in average calories sold and a 
35% reduction in sugar sold per item [11].

• Increasing the availability, promotion, pricing and 
placement of healthier food and drink within 
vending machines can increase sales of healthier 
items. A healthier vending pilot in Leeds found no 
overall reduction in sales, alongside significant 
reductions in energy vended [12].

Policy Context

In England, there is increasing policy focus on 
improving the wider food environment to support 
healthier diets and reduce obesity through measures 
targeting HFSS food and drink [13]. Current legislation 
includes restrictions on HFSS advertising, alongside
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price and placement regulations that limit the 
promotion and prominent positioning of less healthy 
food and drink within medium and large retailers [14, 
15]. While these policies are having a positive impact 
on reducing exposure to HFSS products, they don’t 
explicitly address vending machines, despite their 
widespread presence in public, private and 
community settings.

The NHS has introduced national standards for 
healthcare food and drink [16], which set out 
expectations for food and drink provision across NHS 
organisations. The standards apply to all forms of food 
and beverage provision, including food provided to 
patients, as well as retail outlets, cafés, restaurants 
and vending machines. NHS trusts are also required to 
develop an organisational food and drink strategy, led 
by a board-level executive, to support the delivery of 
healthier food environments. These standards 
strengthen expectations for healthier food 
environments across NHS organisations, including 
retail provision such as vending machines. The 
standards aim to improve the nutritional quality of 
food and drink by increasing the availability of 
healthier options and reducing the prominence of 
HFSS products through changes to product range, 
placement and promotion. However, as these 
requirements sit within broader food and drink 
standards rather than a standalone vending policy, 
implementation may vary across settings, highlighting 
the need for more consistent and standardised 
approaches to healthier vending.

Many councils and NHS Trusts have been proactive 
with regards to healthier vending. Both Cumberland 
Council [17] and Blackpool Council [18] have 
developed local guidance to improve the nutritional 
quality of vending machine offerings, setting minimum 
thresholds for healthier products and encouraging 
greater availability for lower sugar, salt, and fat 
options. Salford Community Leisure [19] has also 
banned the sale of sugary drinks in vending machines 

across its leisure centres, replacing them with diet, 
sugar-free alternatives and/or water. Young people in 
Cheshire West and Chester are also working with Brio 
Leisure, local NHS partners and Bite Back to improve 
food environments across leisure and healthcare 
settings, including vending machines. Following an 
audit carried out by the young people, partners have 
committed to reviewing vending provision, increasing 
the promotion of healthier options, and removing 
upselling prompts for less healthy products [20]. 
Similarly, Warrington Borough Council [21] is working 
across leisure and health settings to review existing 
vending provision and use local evidence to inform 
negotiations for healthier changes.

Our position and what we will do

Healthier vending is an important part of creating food 
environments that support healthier choices and 
reduce health inequalities. We believe vending 
machines should make healthier food and drink 
options the easy, accessible choice, rather than 
promoting HFSS products. While national policy has 
increasingly focused on the wider retail food 
environment, vending provision remains inconsistent 
across many settings. We will continue to advocate for 
stronger and more consistent approaches to healthier 
vending, including greater alignment with wider 
healthy weight and food environment policies. This 
includes supporting local authorities and NHS Trusts 
to adopt our Local Government Declaration on 
Healthy Weight and NHS Healthy Weight Declaration 
which includes commitments on reviewing food and 
drink provision across public institutions. We will also 
continue to promote practical resources, including our 
healthier vending toolkit, to support organisations in 
reducing the availability and prominence of HFSS 
products.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Align healthier vending approaches with wider healthy weight, food environment and HFSS 
policies both nationally and locally.

• Work with key public sector partners to create minimum standards that can be used as part of 
any procurement process when contracting or re-contracting a vending supplier.

• Ensure healthier options are the default and most visible choice across public sector 
environments.
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