
Evidence brief: food, built 
environments and obesity
Unhealthy diets, overweight, and obesity are the leading risk factors for death, disease and 
disability in Western Australia (WA), after tobacco use.1 Most WA adults (71 per cent) are 
overweight or obese and one in four WA children are overweight or obese.2, 3 If current trends 
continue, hospitalisation costs linked to overweight and obesity in WA are set to rise by 80 per 
cent, to $610 million by 2026.4 

Overweight and obesity are closely linked to 
the environments in which people are born, live, 
work, learn, play, and age.5 Today’s environment 
has been referred to as obesity-promoting 
or ‘obesogenic’ as it encourages people to 
consume more energy than their bodies need 
and to be less physically active,6 which are 
drivers of obesity and diet-related disease.7, 8, 9

Our food environments are shaped by food 
production and supply, food composition, food 
prices and affordability, nutrition labelling, 
marketing and promotions, and access to 
healthy and unhealthy food retail outlets.10  
Our current food environments promote excess 
energy intake from cheap, widely available and heavily promoted energy-dense, nutrient-poor 
and/or highly processed products that should be limited or avoided in a healthy diet.11 
There is also evidence of inequitable access to healthy food outlets both within and outside 
metropolitan areas.12, 13 

This brief summarises evidence regarding the location, proximity and density of healthy and 
unhealthy food retail outlets, the impact this has on dietary intake, overweight and obesity, and 
policy options to address these issues.

WA policy context
The Sustainable Health Review (SHR) is a 10 year blueprint for the WA health system that 
emphasises the importance of prevention. Recognising that rising rates of overweight and 
obesity are placing undue burden on the health system, recommendation 2a of the SHR is to 
halt the rise in obesity and increase the number of adults who have a healthy weight.14 A 
priority for implementation under recommendation 2a is "Changes to planning laws to limit 
unhealthy food outlets and to support access to healthy food options including near 
schools".14 Supporting this, the Western Australian Health Promotion Strategic Framework 
2022-2026 includes a strategic direction to “Work across government and key sectors to 
influence urban planning to ensure urban design and infrastructure promotes and supports 
healthy eating patterns in line with the Australian Dietary Guidelines, increases local access to 
healthy food and drink, and reduces children’s exposure to unhealthy food outlets.”
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What does the evidence say?
The study of the impact of unhealthy and healthy food outlets on dietary intake and health is an 
evolving field and in recent years, there has been a significant body of evidence collected on the 
Perth metropolitan area (Perth). A summary of the evidence is provided on the following pages. 

Perth neighbourhoods are dominated by unhealthy food outlets
• Food outlets considered by health professionals to be ‘unhealthy’ (such as convenience

stores, café restaurants and takeaway/fast food outlets) were present in greater numbers
than healthy food outlets (such as supermarkets/greengrocers) in both established and
newly developed neighbourhoods from 2004 - 2011.12

• Between 2005 and 2010, cross-sectional data showed that within 3 km of the average
Perth home, there were 28 fast food outlets and only 10 healthy food outlets.15

• Between 2005 and 2010, for every 1,000 people in Perth there were 1.4 fast food outlets
compared to 0.5 heathy food outlets.15

• Between 2004 and 2011, the number of unhealthy food outlets increased more than
the number of healthy food outlets in both established and newly developed Perth
neighbourhoods.12

Areas of lower relative socioeconomic advantage have more unhealthy 
food outlets 

• There were significantly fewer
supermarket/greengrocers and a
lower proportion of healthy food
outlets in areas of low socioeconomic
advantage compared to areas of high
socioeconomic advantage, in newly
developed neighbourhoods between
2004-11.12

• Between 2004 and 2011, established
neighbourhoods had more unhealthy food
outlets in closer proximity to the home in
areas of lower socioeconomic advantage compared with higher socioeconomic areas.12

• The density of fast food outlets and the ‘top 4’ fast food chains was greater in areas with
more relative socioeconomic disadvantage in 2018-19.16

• In 2018-2019, with each increasing level of relative socioeconomic advantage the number
of fast food outlets decreased by 6 per cent and the number of ‘top 4’ fast food chains
decreased by 10 per cent.18

More unhealthy food outlets are located closer to the home than healthy 
food outlets

• More unhealthy food outlets were located closer to home than healthy food outlets in both
established and newly developed Perth neighbourhoods studied between 2004 and 2011.12

• Between 2005 and 2010, 41 per cent of children had at least one unhealthy food outlet
within 800 m of their home.15
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• Between 2005 and 2010, the average distance from a person’s home to a fast food outlet
was around 1.3 km, compared to 1.5 km to a healthy food outlet.15

It should be noted that people purchase and/or consume food and drink in a variety of outlets 
located around places they work, learn and recreate. Limited research has been undertaken to 
assess the impact of food outlets away from the place of residence.

Unhealthy food outlets are located close to schools 
Studies during 2017-2019 show that:

• Perth schools had an average of 1.8 fast food outlets located within 400 m; 5.7 fast food
outlets within 800 m; and 8.1 fast food outlets within 1 km.16

• 86 per cent of Perth schools had at least one fast food outlet located within 1 km.16

• 11 per cent of Perth schools had at least one of the ‘top 4’ fast food chains within 400 m;
32 per cent had one within 800 m; 41 per cent had one within 1 km.16

• Perth secondary schools were significantly more likely than primary schools and K-12
schools to have at least one fast food outlet within 1 km.16

• An increase in the number of ‘top 4’ fast food chain outlets within 400 m, 800 m and 1 km
of a school was significantly associated with an increase in the frequency of secondary
school students purchasing unhealthy (discretionary) foods from food outlets near their
school.16, 17

• 45 per cent of secondary school students surveyed (n=2389) purchased discretionary
foods from food outlets near their school once a week or more.17

• Schools located in lower socioeconomic areas had a significantly higher number of fast
food outlets within 400 m and ‘top 4’ fast food chain outlets within 400 m and 1 km, than
schools located in higher socioeconomic areas.16

Accessibility to food outlets has an impact on dietary intake and obesity
• Australian evidence is mixed in relation to the neighbourhood density and proximity of

supermarkets and obesity however, several international and local studies suggest a lower
likelihood of obesity is linked with the presence of supermarkets.19, 20, 21

• The number of healthy food outlets within 800 m of home is consistently associated with a
decreased risk of children being overweight or obese.15

• Locating healthy food outlets within 800 m of home22, school, and work increases healthy
food intake.23

• Living in an area with a greater proportion of healthy food outlets is associated with
healthy food intake,6 healthier purchases, and the consumption of healthier items,
particularly vegetables.19

• Relocating to an area with a greater percentage of healthy food outlets near the home is
significantly associated with an increased intake of fruit and vegetables.24

• Moving to a new residential development with a higher number of unhealthy food outlets
(convenience stores and café restaurants) near the home is significantly associated with
an increased intake of unhealthy food.24

• Over time, diets become healthier as the percentage of healthy food outlets near the
home increases.25
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• A 2018-19 study of fast food outlets in Perth found some evidence of relationships
between fast food outlets and ‘top 4’ chain fast food outlet availability near homes,
vegetable intake, and body mass index.16

Accessing healthy food is more difficult in rural and remote areas
• In rural and remote areas, transport challenges, inadequate supply, poor variety and

low quality of fresh food, and high prices, means that fresh and healthy food is not
always available in more remote food outlets, making it difficult for people to access
a healthy diet.26, 27

Improved public transport access and walkability to healthy food outlets 
promotes heathy eating

• Not having access to a car can be a
barrier to accessing healthy food.25

• Locating healthy food outlets close
to where people live, and along public
transport routes can reduce barriers to
accessing healthy food.20

• Improving public transport access and
providing safe connected walking and
cycling paths and networks allow
people to more easily access healthy
food outlets.20

Good practice
The literature identifies a range of strategies for use across government that can increase 
access to healthy food and reduce access to unhealthy food. These strategies have been drawn 
from evidence and expert opinions. Some of the key strategies are listed below.

• Embed healthy food environments as a key objective and planning mechanism in planning
policies and legislation. 28 - 31

• Change planning laws, zoning restrictions and land use policies and strategies to limit
unhealthy food outlets and to support access to healthy food options, including near
schools.14, 32, 33 

• Implement restrictions on opening hours of unhealthy food outlets near schools.35

• Provide economic or other incentives for food outlets selling predominantly healthy foods,
including near schools.37

• Implement policies to ensure menus provide healthier options and/or that healthier
options are the default option.32

• Provide a variety of fresh and nutritious food outlets such as supermarkets and grocery
stores within walking distance of where people live and near public transport, walking and
cycling routes.38 - 41

• Ensure healthy food outlet positioning is competitive and well balanced with other
food outlets.31

• Co-locate healthy food outlets with other key destinations to facilitate multiple
activities as part of one trip e.g. within activity centres and near schools.30, 31
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• Take policy action in remote communities and their community stores to improve
availability of healthy foods and limit availability and sales of unhealthy foods32

e.g. transport subsidies, incentives for store owners.

• Provide economic or other incentives to support the development of supermarkets in
food deserts.34, 35

•  Use zoning and/or land use policies to establish and encourage farmers markets and
community-based gardens to improve local access to fresh produce.34, 42, 43

• Facilitate healthy mobile food vendors and other innovative nutritious food retail and
distribution initiatives, particularly in areas underserved with fresh food stores e.g. mobile
vendors or farmers markets selling fresh fruit, vegetables or other produce.23, 44

Conclusion
Evidence for a link between exposure to unhealthy food environments and poor diet is 
accumulating.9, 39, 45 Unhealthy food environments can adversely affect food consumption and be 
a driver of obesity and diet-related chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease, and some cancers. Improving community food environments is an equitable approach 
to support consumers to make healthier food and beverage choices and reduce their risk of 
obesity and chronic diseases.

References
1 Department of Health Western Australia. Western Australian Burden of Disease Study 2015 
- Contribution of risk factors to burden. [Internet]. 2020. Available from: https://ww2.health.
wa.gov.au/Reports-and-publications/Western-Australian-Burden-of-Disease-Study-2015

2 Epidemiology Directorate. Health and Wellbeing of Adults in Western Australia 2020,  Overview 
and Trends. [Internet]. 2021. Department of Health, Western Australia. Available from: https://
ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Corp/Documents/Reports-and-publications/Population-
surveys/Health-and-Wellbeing-of-Adults-in-WA-2020.pdf

3 Epidemiology Directorate. Health and Wellbeing of Children in Western Australia in 2020, 
Overview and Trends. [Internet]. 2021. Department of Health, Western Australia. Available from: 
https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Corp/Documents/Reports-and-publications/Population-
surveys/Health-and-Wellbeing-of-Children-in-WA-2020.pdf

4 Beswick AZ, Ambrosini GL, Radomiljac A, Tomlin S, Chapman AM, Maticevic J, Winstanley M, 
Kirkland, L. The burden and cost of excess body mass in Western Australian adults and children. 
[Internet]. 2020. Department of Health, Western Australia. Available from: https://ww2.health. 
wa.gov.au/~/media/Corp/Documents/Reports-and-publications/Burden-excess-body-mass/
Burden-and-Cost-of-Excess-Body-Mass.pdf

5 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Built environment and health. [Internet]. 2020. 
Canberra: AIHW. Available from: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/built-
environment-and-health

6 Egger G, Swinburn B. An “Ecological” Approach to the Obesity Pandemic. BMJ (Clinical 
research ed.). 1997;315(7106):477-80. doi:10.1136/bmj.315.7106.477

7 Sacks G, Robinson E, Cameron AJ. Issues in Measuring the Healthiness of Food Environments 
and Interpreting Relationships with Diet, Obesity and Related Health Outcomes. Curr Obes Rep. 
2019;8(2):98-111. doi:10.1007/s13679-019-00342-4

8 Lake AA. Neighbourhood food environments: food choice, foodscapes and planning for health. 
Proc Nutr Soc. 2018;77(3):239-46. doi:10.1017/S0029665118000022

health.wa.gov.au

https://healthywa.wa.gov.au


6

9 Townshend T, Lake A. Obesogenic environments: current evidence of the built and food 
environments. Perspect Public Health. 2017;137(1):38-44. doi:10.1177/1757913916679860

10 Swinburn B, Sacks G, Vandevijvere S, Kumanyika S, Lobstein T, Neal B, et al. INFORMAS 
(International Network for Food and Obesity/non-communicable diseases Research,  
Monitoring and Action Support): overview and key principles. Obes Rev. 2013;14(S1):1-12. 
doi:10.1111/obr.12087

11 National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC). Eat for health: Australian Dietary 
Guidelines. Providing the scientific evidence for healthier Australian diets. [Internet]. 2013.  
Canberra: NHMRC. Available from: http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications/n55

12 Bivoltsis A, Trapp G, Knuiman M, Hooper P, Ambrosini GL. The evolution of local food 
environments within established neighbourhoods and new developments in Perth, Western 
Australia. Health Place. 2019;57:204-217. doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2019.04.011

13 Pollard CM, Savage V, Landrigan T, Hanbury A and Kerr D. Food Access and Cost Survey. 
[Internet]. 2015. Perth, Western Australia: Department of Health. Available from:  
https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/Reports-and-publications/Food-Access-and-Cost-Survey

14 Sustainable Health Review. Sustainable Health Review: Final Report to the Western 
Australian Government. [Internet]. 2019. Department of Health, Western Australia.  
Available from: https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Files/Corporate/general-documents/
Sustainable-Health-Review/Final-report/sustainable-health-review-final-report.pdf

15 Miller LJ, Joyce S, Carter S, Yun G. Associations between childhood obesity and the 
availability of food outlets in the local environment: a retrospective cross-sectional study. 
Am J Health Promot 2014;28(6):e137-45. doi: 10.4278/ajhp.130214-QUAN-70

16 Trapp G, Hooper P, Thornton L, Kennington K, Sartori A, Hurworth M, Billingham W. 
Association between food-outlet availability near secondary schools and junk-food purchasing 
among Australian adolescents. Nutrition. 2021 Nov 1;91:111488.  
doi.org/10.1016/j.nut.2021.111488

17 Trapp G & Hooper P. Junk-food filled neighbourhoods: building an evidence base for change. 
[Internet]. 2020. Telethon Kids Institute, Centre for Child Health Research, The University of 
Western Australia. Available from: https://cancerwa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/2020-
12-21-CCWA-report-FINAL.pdf

18 Trapp G, Hooper P, Thornton L, Kennington K, Sartori A, Billingham W, Bivoltsis A. Does fast-
food outlet density differ by area-level disadvantage in metropolitan Perth, Western Australia? 
[published online ahead of print, 2022 Mar 18]. Health Promot J Austr. 2022. doi:10.1002/hpja.597

19 Hector D, Boylan S, Lee A. Physical Activity Nutrition Obesity Research Group (PANORG): 
Healthy Food Environment Scoping Review. [Internet]. 2016. NSW: PANORG, Centre for 
Population Health, NSW Ministry of Health. Available from: https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/
bitstream/handle/2123/17007/155001%20Healthy%20Food%20Environment%20Report_FINAL.
pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1

20 National Heart Foundation, Healthy Active by Design. Evidence supporting the health benefits 
of access to healthy food. [Internet]. 2022. Available from: https://www.healthyactivebydesign.
com.au/design-features/healthy-food/evidence

21 Needham C, Sacks G, Orellana L, Robinson E, Allender S, Strugnell C. A systematic review 
of the Australian food retail environment: Characteristics, variation by geographic area, 
socioeconomic position and associations with diet and obesity. Obes Rev. 2020;21(2):e12941. 
doi: 10.1111/obr.12941

health.wa.gov.au

https://healthywa.wa.gov.au


7

22 Trapp GS, Hickling S, Christian HE, Bull F, Timperio AF, Boruff B, Shrestha D, Giles-Corti 
B. Individual, social, and environmental correlates of healthy and unhealthy eating. Health 
Education & Behavior. 2015;42(6):759-68. doi:10.1177/1090198115578750

23 National Heart Foundation, Healthy Active by Design. Healthy Food. [Internet]. 2022. 
Available from: https://www.healthyactivebydesign.com.au/design-features/healthy-food

24 Bivoltsis A, Trapp G, Knuiman M, Hooper P, Ambrosini GL. The influence of the local food 
environment on diet following residential relocation: longitudinal results from RESIDential 
Environments (RESIDE). Public Health Nutrition. 2020;23(12):2132-44.  
doi:10.1017/S1368980019005111 

25 Bivoltsis A, Trapp G, Knuiman M, Hooper P, Ambrosini GL. Do Changes in the Local 
Food Environment Within New Residential Developments Influence the Diets of Residents? 
Longitudinal results from RESIDE. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17(18):6778. 
doi:10.3390/ijerph17186778

26 Pollard C, Nyaradi A, Lester M and Sauer K. Understanding food security issues in remote 
Western Australian Indigenous communities. Health Promot J Austr. 2014;25(2):83-89.  
doi: 10.1071/HE14044.PMID: 25186099

27 National Rural Health Alliance. Food security and Health in Rural and Remote Australia. 
[Internet]. 2016. Wagga Wagga, NSW: Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation. 
Available from: https://www.agrifutures.com.au/wp-content/uploads/publications/16-053.pdf

28 Foster S, Hooper P, Knuiman M, Christian H, Bull F, Giles-Corti B. Safe RESIDential 
Environments? A longitudinal analysis of the influence of crime-related safety on walking. 
Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2016;13:22. doi.org/10.1186/s12966-016-0343-4

29 Parliament of Victoria, Legislative Council. Inquiry into Environmental Design and Public 
Health in Victoria, Final report, May 2012. [Internet]. 2012. Victoria: Parliament of Victoria. 
Available from: https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/documents/council/SCEP/
EDPH/EDPH.pdf

30 Food Alliance and National Heart Foundation of Australia (Victorian Division). Planning for 
food: Towards a prosperous, resilient and healthy food system through Victoria’s Metropolitan 
Planning Strategy. [Internet]. 2012. Melbourne: Food Alliance and National Heart Foundation of 
Australia (Victorian Division). Available from: https://fvas.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_
file/0004/2532073/HF_PlanningFood.pdf

31 Donovan J, Larsen K, McWhinnie J. Food sensitive planning and urban design: A conceptual 
framework for achieving a sustainable and healthy food system. [Internet]. 2011. Victoria: 
National Heart Foundation of Australia (Victorian division). Available from: https://www.
vichealth.vic.gov.au/-/media/ResourceCentre/PublicationsandResources/healthy-eating/Food-
systems---food-supply/FoodSensitivePlanning_UrbanDesign_FullReport.pdf

32 Sacks G, Robinson E for the Food-EPI Australia project team. Policies for tackling obesity and 
creating healthier food environments: 2019 Progress update, Australian governments. [Internet] 
2019. Melbourne: Deakin University. Available from: https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/
resource-files/2019-04/apo-nid227946.pdf

33 Mills C. Planning law and public health at an impasse in Australia: the need for targeted law 
reforms to improve local food environments to reduce overweight and obesity. J Law Med. 
2014;22(1):179-87. PMID: 25341327.

34 Afshin A, Penalvo J, Del Gobbo L, et al. CVD Prevention Through Policy: a Review of Mass 
Media, Food/Menu Labeling, Taxation/Subsidies, Built Environment, School Procurement, 
Worksite Wellness, and Marketing Standards to Improve Diet. Curr Cardiol Rep. 2015;17(11):98. 
doi:10.1007/s11886-015-0658-9

health.wa.gov.au

https://healthywa.wa.gov.au


© Department of Health 2022

Copyright to this material is vested in the State of Western Australia unless otherwise indicated. Apart from any fair dealing 
for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the provisions of the Copyright Act 1968, no 
part may be reproduced or re-used for any purposes whatsoever without written permission of the State of Western Australia.

CD
C-

01
42

38
 A

UG
’2

2

This document can be made available in alternative formats on request for a person with disability.

35 Larson NI, Story MT, Nelson MC. Neighborhood environments: disparities in access to 
healthy foods in the U.S. Am J Prev Med. 2009;36(1):74-81. doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2008.09.025 

36 Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming. Hot Food Takeaways:  
Planning a route to healthier communities. Sustain, London. [Internet] 2019. Available from:  
https://www.sustainweb.org/publications/hot_food_takeaways/

37 New York City Economic Development Corporation. Food Retail Expansion to Support 
Health (FRESH). [Internet] 2021. New York. Available from: https://edc.nyc/program/food-retail-
expansion-support-health-fresh.

38 Australian Government, Department of Infrastructure and Transport. Our cities our future: A 
national urban policy for a productive sustainable and liveable future. [Internet]. 2011. Canberra: 
Department of Infrastructure and Transport. Available from: https://www.infrastructureaustralia.
gov.au/publications/our-cities-our-future-national-urban-policy-productive-sustainable-and-
liveable-future-2011

39 Kent K, Thompson SM and Jalaudin B. Healthy Built Environments: A review of the literature. 
[Internet]. 2011. Sydney: Healthy Built Environments Program, City Futures Research Centre, 
UNSW. Available from: https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/research/city-wellbeing/city-
wellbeing-resources/literature-review/

40 Government of Western Australia, Department of Health. Evidence supporting the creation of 
environments that encourage healthy active living. [Internet] 2014. Perth: Department of Western 
Australia. Available from: https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Files/Corporate/general-
documents/Environmental-health/Health-risk-assesment/Evidence-statement-BE-Health.pdf

41 NSW Centre for Public Health Nutrition. Food Security Options Paper: a planning 
framework and menu of options for policy and practice interventions. [Internet]. 
2003. NSW: NSW Department of Health. Available from: https://uploads-ssl.webflow.
com/59d609a219d90a00015d55c5/5deb8cefcad2177774d0e56c_food-security.pdf

42 Cohen L, Lee VV, Srikantharajah J. Strategies for enhancing the built environment to support 
healthy eating and active living. [Internet]. 2008. Prevention Institute. Available from:  
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/5846

43 Centres for Disease Control and Prevention. Healthy Food Environment. [Internet]. 2010. 
Georgia, USA: National Center for Environmental Health. Available from: https://www.cdc.gov/
healthyplaces/healthtopics/healthyfood_environment.htm

44 Active Design Guidelines: Promoting Physical Activity and Health in Design. [Internet] 
2010. New York, USA: City of New York. Available from: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/
downloads/pdf/environmental/active-design-guidelines.pdf

45 Cobb LK, Appel LJ, Franco M, Jones-Smith JC, Nur A, Anderson CA. The relationship of the 
local food environment with obesity: A systematic review of methods, study quality, and results. 
Obesity (Silver Spring). 2015;23(7):1331-44. doi/10.1002/oby.21118

health.wa.gov.au

https://healthywa.wa.gov.au



