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Editorial

Seeking a new ‘normal’ in the Canadian food environment

Lana Vanderlee, PhD, Guest Editor (1); Erin P. Hobin, PhD, RD (2)

Our food environment, which includes
physical and social surroundings, has
‘normalized” unhealthy eating behaviours
in Canada. The ubiquity of unhealthy,
energy dense, nutrient poor foods in the
settings in which we go about our daily
lives has made these foods the norm in
our dietary patterns. This ease of access
and affordability, coupled with high palat-
ability and heavy marketing of less
healthy food choices has established food
preferences that are not in alignment with
population-level dietary goals, and the
result is poor diet quality among the vast
majority of Canadians.! But what if
‘healthy’ became the new norm that is
expected, demanded, and preferred from
the population?

Many food preferences are malleable, and
can be shaped over time by external
cues.?® As such, experts have identified a
range of policy options that can contrib-
ute to normalizing and increasing prefer-
ences for healthier food options.> Some of
these policy options have been explored
in previous special issues on the Canadian
food environment in this journal, includ-
ing marketing and advertising practices,
food formulation that is lower in salt,
sugar and fat, and physical access to more
healthy and fewer less healthy food out-
lets. In the last of our special issues on the
food environment, the showcased articles
have implications for additional policy
options targeting food environments that
aim to influence food access, availability
and perceptions of the food system which
have implications for shaping food
choices and food preferences. Realistically,
food environments are unlikely to change
independently without public demand
prioritizing nutrient-rich foods across set-
tings; therefore, it is likely that food envi-
ronments and food preferences will shift

in a healthier direction somewhat concur-
rently, as they are mutually reinforcing.
Increasing the availability of nutritious
foods in our everyday lives will ‘normal-
ize’ their presence and decrease barriers
that discourage healthy choices, thereby
shaping preferences and demand. As the
public becomes more aware and informed
of the importance of healthy food choices,
they will increasingly demand that these
choices are more readily available and
affordable, and our food system will need
to respond.

This issue includes a commentary by the
Office of the Chief Dental Officer of
Canada that describes the impact of the
current food environment on oral health
in Canada.* The piece describes the nor-
malization of food and drinks high in
added sugar (with a focus on sugar-sweet-
ened beverages) in the diet of children,
youth and young adults in Canada, and
the negative impact on oral health. The
article describes how creating supportive
food environments that make healthier
choices more available, affordable, and
accessible (and therefore, more ‘normal’)
has significant potential to decrease the
burden of poor oral health, in addition to
a variety of other non-communicable dis-
eases, and reinforces the importance of
oral health experts as contributors to the
food environment conversation.

Changing the foods that are consistently
available to consumers across settings can
substantially influence food choices, as
demonstrated in the paper by Raine and
colleagues.’ In particular, settings where
children frequent, such as schools and
recreation centres play an integral role in
establishing food preferences by model-
ling eating behaviours, and thereby shap-
ing social and cultural norms among this

impressionable age group. Health care
and other government-funded facilities
serve as examples for the general public
with regard to what foods they believe are
acceptable to be served, as ostensibly
these are the very institutions that have
significant investment in population health
and health care costs. The article summa-
rizes consensus recommendations devel-
oped by thought leaders from across the
country for procuring and providing
healthy foods in public sector settings,
and highlights the critical roles that multi-
ple stakeholders are required to perform
in successful implementation of healthy
food procurement policies on a large scale.

The article by Mclsaac et al. provides
reflection on what the implementation of
a procurement policy looks like at the
local level, in this case in recreation and
sport facilities.® The article demonstrates
ingrained social norms and values with
regard to the foods that are expected to be
available in recreation and sports settings
in Canada and consumer demand for less
healthy products in these environments. It
also identifies values regarding the per-
ceived appropriateness of public venues
controlling consumer food choices, and
the concept of individual responsibility for
food choices related to obesity. The find-
ings highlight the shifts in cultural norms
and values related to consumer demand
and personal responsibility for food
choices that will be required for healthy
procurement policies to be implemented
successfully, and how these shifts in con-
sumer expectations may occur simultane-
ously as these types of policies become
more commonplace across settings.

The status report by Coleman and col-
leagues describes a novel approach to
healthy food procurement among community
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organizations with the development of the
FoodReach initiative, a program that
brings together small organizations to
increase purchasing power for healthy,
fresh food products.” This approach is a
valuable example of how to successfully
implement healthy procurement policies
in small organizations. The creation of a
knowledge exchange portal will also help
with cross-learning from policy and pro-
gram experience, which was a recom-
mendation stemming from the expert
consensus by Raine and colleagues.
Finally, the FoodReach program provides
an opportunity for community groups to
model healthy eating behaviours in a vari-
ety of community programs, which range
from school nutrition programs to child
care centres, to resource centres for those
experiencing homelessness.

The final article in this special issue by
Martin and Vold qualitatively explores the
impact of an urban agriculture project on
seven First Nation and non-First Nation
young adults who engaged with the proj-
ect as interns.® The askiy project in
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, speaks to the
current disconnect between the public
and the mainstream food system, which is
often far removed from consumers as they
navigate grocery store aisles, kitchen cup-
boards, and restaurant menus. Agriculture
projects in urban settings serve many
purposes, with environmental, social,
spiritual, agricultural, and food literacy
implications, as the article explores. The
integration of First Nations’ knowledge
and teachings makes this a particularly
unique project, and the overall project
provides an interesting template for how
such programs can be integrated into local
communities to reinforce involvement in
food production and the overall food sys-
tem, values related to local food and food
sources, and attitudes towards healthy
eating.

As Canada moves forward with imple-
menting the various aspects of the Healthy
Eating Strategy’ and A Food Policy for
Canada," both of which have highlighted
the critical importance of healthy food
policies to create supportive food environ-
ments and food systems, we should be
mindful of the incredible potential for
policies to shift consumer mindsets
towards a new, healthier ‘normal’ The
articles in this issue emphasize the need
for more policies, tools, programs, and
practices that support food system reforms
to provide nutrient-rich, healthier food
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options consistently across settings in
Canada, and provide examples of local
interventions that support environmental
changes to increase access, availability,
and affordability of healthy foods.

As we raise our expectations for healthy
foods to be universally available, pro-
moted, and appropriately priced, we will
contribute to this generation and genera-
tions in the future—demanding, prefer-
ring, and consuming diets that promote
health and wellness.
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