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The British Dietetic Association (BDA) has provided expertise to the vending industry and its 

customers to assist them in making healthier food and beverage choices from vending 

machines.  

1. Summary of key points 
 

Healthier vending is increasingly becoming a requirement in the provision of services. There 

are different requirements for healthier food and drink items in the four home countries and in 

the location of the vending machine. However commonalities exist. 

The vending industry and their customers have expressed an interest in a mixed offering which 

highlights ‘Better Choices’. 

There are a good number of healthier options available to stock vending machines in the 

chilled and fresh vending foods and drink category (sandwiches, wraps, ready meals, 

yoghurts, fruit and salad pots, waters, fruit drinks and milkshakes for example). 

• The healthier options currently available for stocking machines in the ambient snack 

food category are more limited (such as alternatives to crisps, chocolates, cereal 

bars, confectionery for example).  

• There is increasingly a ‘snacking culture’ in the UK with demand for healthier snacks. 

If a healthier type of snack is chosen, this can be associated with good dietary 

balance but many traditional snack foods can be high in sugars, fats and salt. 

Changing the balance of provision with a greater number of healthier chilled and fresh 

vending foods and fewer ambient snack foods is a positive step for suppliers in 

meeting trends in customer demands. 

• Purchases of sugar-containing soft drinks generally have decreased since 2010 

which has been mirrored by an upward trend in low calorie soft drinks and bottled 

waters. In vending, these healthier drinks are now commonplace in machines. 

2. Background 
 

Vending can be an essential element in supporting food and drink provision for shift workers, 

as well as providing options for all staff members in an organisation. Additionally, it supplies 

easy access to food and drink products in public settings such as leisure centres, airports and 

stations - in fact anywhere - either as the sole provider of products or to complement other 

catering services. The nutritional quality of food and beverage products sold in vending 

machines, however, has been implicated as a contributing factor to the development of an 

obesogenic food environment and has been identified as having scope for improvement.  As 

a result there is increasing emphasis on ‘healthier vending’ driven by government, health 

bodies and the companies and organisations that purchase vending services. 

At the same time, 80% of consumers are saying that they rate healthier foods as being the 

most important factor affecting their buying decisions (DEFRA, 2011). A Global Health & 

Wellness Survey polled over 30,000 individuals and found nearly eight in 10 are willing to pay 

more for healthier foods, with the younger generations (< 34 yrs) leading the way (Nielsen, 

2015).    
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Changes are most readily seen in the healthcare sector, where legislation and financial 

incentives such as the Commissioning for Quality and Innovation (CQUINs) payments 

framework are driving the requirement for ‘healthier vending’. The Government Buying 

Standards for Food and Catering Services (GBSF) also apply across government departments 

and agencies, plus many other public sector settings. These include criteria for products 

commonly found in vending machines. 

Healthier vending is also increasingly requested in other workplace settings where employers 

are aware of the health benefits for their workforce and the accompanying positive 

organisational results of improving nutrition on productivity, reduced sickness absence and 

staff retention. Employers are keen to demonstrate their commitment to the well-being of their 

workforce through participating in Corporate Workplace Awards. Healthier vending is an 

integral part of requirements to achieve these rewards.  

Healthier vending is addressed in all four UK countries in this report. Although the approach 

taken by each country is slightly different there are still commonalities and similarities that 

echo throughout.  

The BDA is aware that ‘healthier vending items’ in machines are only part of the story and that 

education for consumers on the health benefits of appropriate choices and understanding 

food/drink labels and nutrition information is also key in tackling the overall problem.  

3. Drivers for healthier vending options 
 

• National policy drivers eg GBSF, childhood obesity plan, NHS standard contract 

• Increasing legislation, for example, the proposed sugar levy 

• Public Health England sugar reduction and reformulation programme 

• Financial incentives for healthcare facilities in England, through CQUIN funding 

• Better availability of healthier hot and cold food for whole workforce food 24/7 due to 

customer demand for healthier options. Employees in organisations need to be 

involved in and kept aware of changes in vending provision. 

• A number of studies that show that introducing healthier items does not lead to reduced 

sales volumes or income (Hua et al, 2016; Gorton et al., 2010) as long as the product 

mix is chosen well and there is an accompanying drive to provide appropriate 

information and familiarise customers with products.  

• Companies wanting to achieve Corporate Workplace Awards and be seen as a ‘good 

employer’. 

• Good product placement of healthier choices in hotspots in the vending machine (see 

appendix 3).  

• Easy accessibility to vending machines providing healthier choices. Enablers of this 

include siting in an area that is frequented by users; having space around them to 

enable easy access and purchasing; machines being kept well stocked and fully 

operational; accessibility when other catering facilities have closed. 

4. Barriers to healthier vending options 
 

• Lack of appropriate healthier items from manufacturers in appropriate sizes. This can 

be due to a lack of understanding as to what is healthier, or how it is presented, or 
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inappropriate portion sizes for example. The BDA is committed to working with 

manufacturers and policy makers to increase the numbers of healthier options 

available. 

• The cost of some healthier items. Manufacturers may sell healthier items at a premium 

cost due to the increased cost of ingredients, but also due to the perception that 

consumers/vending companies are prepared to pay more for healthier products. This 

can affect profit margins if a high proportion of expensive healthier products are 

included in the mix.  

• The package size of items such as fruit juices, chocolate or crisps may be limited, and 

the product price needs to be adjusted to reflect the smaller quantity of product being 

provided. If consumers do not feel they are being offered value for money they will look 

for other options over convenience (where feasible, bringing from home, going to 

external shops, not purchasing) and overall sales could be reduced. 

• Long term contracts in facilities, so that the introduction of healthier items is delayed. 

Existing vending contracts may limit the progress that can be made in phasing out less 

healthier options completely, but should not prevent the expansion of healthier ones. 

• Perishability of some healthier items, such as fruit. 

• Unfamiliarity of some healthier items so that consumers have to work harder to decide 

what they want to buy; consider cost/value for money; risk not liking it and rejecting it. 

This could potentially lead to slow sellers, wastage and reduced income from the 

machine.  

• Stocking needs to be accurate, timely and regular. If stock is unavailable then 

considered substitutions need to be made particularly if a percentage split between 

more healthier/less healthier products is being adhered to. 

• A policy is only effective if it is fully implemented, monitored and evaluated. 
 

5. The snacking culture 
In the UK, in line with global trends a ‘snacking culture’ is increasing. While consumers 

purchase their snacks from a variety of retail outlets, vending can be an easy-to-access option 

for snackers. It is pertinent for the vending industry to be aware of consumption trends and 

consumer demands regarding snack 

Reasons why people snack: 

• for health and wellbeing 

• as a meal replacement 

• as an energy boost 

• enjoyment and pleasure 

• to satisfy hunger between meals 

• as a habit and through boredom 

• to improve mood 

• as a reward 

• as a result of stress. 

There has been a downward trend in the consumption of chocolate, biscuits and confectionery 

since 2010 along with a decreased consumption trend of crisps and savoury snacks since 

2000. A consumer survey report (Nielsen 2015) finds that ‘consumers want healthier, but yet 
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indulgent options’ so one key to fulfilling customer demand is to have a balance in the variety 

of products available. Surveyed consumer favourites for snacks include fresh fruit, cheese, 

yogurt, sandwiches, nuts, dips and vegetable sticks alongside more traditional snacks such 

as chocolates, biscuits and crisps.  

As yet the vending industry is slower in providing a newer range of snacks to meet consumer 

demands in this area compared with the response to provide healthier drinks. This may be 

due to some of the barriers given in section 4 of this report, but could also be due to confusion 

about ‘what is healthier’. Simply swapping one type of chocolate or crisp product for another 

healthier option (e.g. reduced portion size, reformulated product, lower in sugar / fact / salt 

option) is only one way to address changing demands. Re-thinking provision of products to 

change the balance between ambient snack foods and healthier chilled and fresh vending 

products provides a greater range of suitable healthier vending products as well as meeting 

changing consumer demands. 

 

6. Methodology  
 

The BDA has reviewed existing guidance and is making two sets of recommendations: for a 

standard of ‘better choice’ products and for a progression standard of healthier products. 

The BDA has identified and developed suggested criteria for the selection and provision of 

‘better’ choice products and produced a standard system for vending companies to apply the 

criteria.  

Guidance for healthier choices for vending exists across the 4 home countries of the UK and 

the BDA considers this to be a good standard for the vending industry to aspire to as a 

standard offer. However the settings for these vending standards (usually hospitals, public 

sector, schools, workplaces engaged in wellbeing awards) are also supporting behaviour 

change via other wellbeing interventions which may make the food and drink options on offer 

more acceptable to customers.  

The BDA recognises that in other locations customers are purchasing on impulse with diverse 

influences and expectations. Therefore making it easier to identify a ‘better choice’ option may 

work better for the consumer and for vending operators. Hence this document is separated 

into two sections: 

1. A ‘Better Choice’ method for choosing snacks and drinks 

2. Criteria for a ‘Healthier Choice’ approach – and an overview of current initiatives which 

support this. 

The first section will support a programme developed by the AVA for all members; whereas 

the second section will be useful for members operating in settings where requirements are 

already in place. The second section also shows operators what to aspire to. 

Whilst the BDA will always advocate for healthier options to be available, we do see the ‘Better 

Choice’ programme as something which will support operators and manufacturers with clear 

guidance as a nudge towards improving current offerings. 



7 
 

7. ‘Better Choices’ for Vending  
It is acknowledged that behaviour changes in customer choice can be a long term process 

and require ‘steps’. As an initial step for the vending industry, the BDA has identified nutritional 

and food/beverage based criteria for the product groups of savoury snacks, confectionery and 

cold soft drinks from vending machines.  

These product groups were chosen as they represent a large majority of products sold via 

vending – plus they tend to be high in fats, salt, sugars and calories and be considered as 

‘less healthy options’. 

The following guidance is based on the UK Government Buying Standards which are primarily 

in place for settings involved in the public procurement of food and drink, such as hospitals, 

schools and local authority premises, directly or through their catering contractors. The 

standards have been extensively reviewed with market research and analysis to establish 

criteria that take long-term cost effectiveness and market capacity into account. 

Appendix 1 presents the rationale to support the criteria. 

 

CRITERIA FOR BETTER CHOICES - A starting 
standard for vending operators from the BDA 
 

Whole machine: 

• All products within a vending machine to be ≤250 kcals 
(1046kJ) per packet. 

• Savoury snacks only available in pack sizes of 30g or less. 

• Only single servings permitted (applies to snacks, 
confectionery and drinks). 

• All ‘Better Choice’ products to be within the vending ‘hotspots’ 
(See Appendix 3). 

• Unsweetened fruit juices (including those mixed with water) 
and carbonated beverages must be available in the smallest 
single serve portion size.  

• 150ml is preferable for undiluted fruit juices but they should be 
provided in a single serve as close to this as possible – and 
must not exceed 330ml. 

• No less than 80% of drinks to be low calorie or no added sugar 
(including fruit juice and water). 

• A minimum of 2 ‘Better choice’ snack or confectionery items, 
and 2 ‘Better choice’ drinks (in addition to water), are available 
in each vending machine. 

 
‘Better choice’ savoury snacks and confectionery items have: 
 

Total fat ≤17.5g/ 100g 
Saturated fat ≤5g / 100g 
Total Sugars ≤15g/ 100g 
Salt/ sodium ≤1.5g/0.6g /100g 

 

• Packets of unprocessed (unsalted, no added sugar) seeds, 
nuts and dried fruit are exempt from fat and sugar criteria, but 
must be within the calorie cap.  

• Composite items containing nuts and dried fruit as ingredients 
(such as those in bar or ball format) must meet fat and sugar 
criteria (See ‘Section 8. Better Vending’ examples). 

• Cold soft drinks with ‘no added sugars’ or those that are ‘sugar 
free’ (< 0.5g of sugar per 100ml) are a ‘better choice’. 
Unsweetened fruit juices, smoothies and plain milk can be a 
‘better choice’ in small servings. 
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8. ‘Better choice’ vending examples 
Could be included May not be included 

Products such as Snacking Essentials Fruit 
& Seeds:  
 

Nuts, seeds and dried fruit in single serve 
pouches are acceptable. Dried, baked and 
crisped fruit are acceptable provided they 
have no additional sugar (no honey, fruit 
juices etc on the dried fruit). Plain nuts and 
seeds are also acceptable but look carefully 
for the calories – it is easy to exceed 
250kcal with even a small pack size.  
If salt has been added, the product must 
also meet the criteria for saturated fat and 
sugar (unlikely to be possible). 
If sunflower oil or rice flour have been 
added as coatings, this is acceptable. 
However if other ingredients such as 
yoghurt coatings have been added they will 
need to meet the criteria for fat and sugar 
(unlikely to be possible). 
 

A note on coconuts: Any product containing 
coconut (for example trail mixes) need to 
meet the fat and saturated fat criteria. 

Products such as Nakd Pecan Pie:  

Bars like this which include smooshed fruit 
and nuts cannot be included as one of the 
‘better choice’ items unless they also meet 
the fat and sugar criteria. The beneficial 
effects of fruits and vegetables are 
associated with the whole product with no 
or minimal processing. 

Fruit/nut/seed bars are consumed 
differently to bags of loose dried fruit, seeds 
and nuts. The unprocessed products can 
be eaten more mindfully, consumed more 
slowly and in smaller amounts due to the 
bulkiness and satiety value of the 
unprocessed products.  

Products such as Ritz Crisp and Thin (Salt 
& Vinegar): 

Baked and popped crisps are available to 
meet the criteria above, though sometimes 
the salt and fat content are slightly above 
the criteria so caution should be applied 
and labels checked carefully.  

We expect to see the market respond with 
more suitable products in this category – for 
example ‘Light Bites’ and Metcalfe’s Skinny 
popcorn crisps in original flavour meet them 
already.  

Products such as Propercorn Lightly Sea 
Salted popcorn: 

Popcorn is a wholegrain product and can 
be a healthier snack but commercial 
varieties such as this tend to have too much 
salt. Metcalfe’s Salted popcorn is a ‘better 
choice’ as it has less than 1g salt/100g.  

The sweetened varieties are also usually 
too high in sugar to be a ‘better choice’. 
Some products are emerging which do 
meet the criteria such as Jimmy’s Pure 
Popcorn.  

Products such as Oats so Simple 
Raspberry and Pomegranate morning bar:  

This has been controlled for added sugar 
so meets the ‘better choice’ criteria. Often, 
products containing oats (such as flapjacks) 
may be in a large serving size which would 
mean they are over 250kcals and would not 
be suitable. Also cereal bars with added 
fruits often use syrups to combine them 
which means they are too high in sugar to 
be a ‘better choice’ product.  

Products such as Metcalfe’s Yoghurt Rice 
Cakes: 

Although the rice cakes themselves are 
acceptable, many brands add chocolate or 
yoghurt coatings, so check labels carefully 
for fat and sugar. The savoury versions 
such as Marmite Rice Cakes are a ‘better 
choice’ (though do vary for salt so again 
check the labels). 
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9. ‘Healthy’ Vending  
The BDA has reviewed existing guidance on healthier vending. ‘Healthy’ is difficult to 

determine for a single product as long-term health is determined by a whole diet approach, 

which can include a variety of foods in varying portions. Also, what is ‘healthy’ for one person 

may not be ‘healthy’ for someone else with a different lifestyle or nutritional requirement. The 

term healthier captures this progression from ‘better’ in a more useful way. 

Several systems exist – some of which are food-based (i.e. “cake is not permitted”) and others 

which are nutrient-based (i.e. “baked good must have less than 3g saturated fat”). 

The BDA has synthesised these systems and produced a summary sheet for vending 

operators to assist them with navigating requirement for healthier vending in settings where it 

is required (or desired). The summary sheet is divided into the four separate countries, and 

the BDA can offer supplementary training for operators wishing to fully implement this. 

See Appendix 1 for a full large scale version 
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10. What is healthier?  Product Criteria for Healthier Vending 

10.1 The products 
Foods, drinks and snack products in the broadest sense can be available from vending 

machines. Each product in a category can have a widely differing nutritional value due to the 

proportion of its ingredients, the portion and pack size, the type of ingredients (e.g. low fat 

spread versus butter on a sandwich) and the manufacturers’ individual recipes.  As a result, 

determining whether a product is healthier is not as simple as referring to a list of products. 

However, for quick examples of the types of products involved and whether they are healthier 

or less healthy please refer to appendix 4. 

For an accurate determination of whether a product can be called healthier the steps below 

need to be followed. This also applies to products which do not appear in appendix 4 due to 

new developments in the industry e.g. new launches or reformulations. 

10.2 Criteria 
Food and beverage products can be checked through criteria to determine whether it is 

healthier. For some legislative and award requirements, the percentage of healthier products 

in a vending machine is also a key requirement (see Chart on page 10 and Summary Award 

Guidance in Appendices 6 & 7) so this additional layer has been added to support vending. 

10.2.1  Government Buying Standards (GBS)  
    

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/418072/gbs-
food-catering-march2015.pdf 
 

 

The Government Buying Standards are primarily in place for settings involved in the public 
procurement of food and drink, such as hospitals, schools and local authority premises, 
directly or through their catering contractors. They are mandatory for government 
departments and agencies, including in NHS standards, school food standards and more 
widely across the public sector. Some Corporate Workplace Awards also use these standards 
as part of their specifications (see appendix 6). 
 

Mandatory requirements 

Increasing fruit and vegetable 
consumption 

  

  

✓ At least 50% of the volume of desserts available is based 
on fruit – which can be fresh, canned in fruit juice, dried 
or frozen. 

✓ A portion of fruit shall be sold at a lower price than a 
portion of hot or cold dessert.   

✓ Meal deals include a starchy carbohydrate, vegetables 
and one portion of fruit 

Reducing saturated fat 

 

✓ Meat and meat products, biscuits, cakes and pastries* 
are lower in saturated fat where available.  

✓ At least 75% of ready meals contain less than 6g 
saturated fat per portion.  

✓ At least 75% of milk is reduced fat. 

✓ At least 75% of oils and spreads are based on 
unsaturated fats.  

Reducing salt ✓ At least 50% of meat and meat products, breads, 
breakfast cereals, soups and cooking sauces, ready 
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 meals and pre-packed sandwiches* meet Responsibility 
Deal salt targets and all stock preparations are lower salt 
varieties (i.e. below 0.6g/100mls). 

 

Cereals  

 

✓ At least 50% of breakfast cereals* are higher in fibre (i.e. 
more than 6g/100g) and do not exceed 22.5g/100g total 
sugars. 

Best practice  (voluntary) requirements  

Snacks  

 

✓ Savoury snacks are only available in packet sizes of 30g 
or less.  

 

Confectionery  

 

✓ Confectionery and packet sweet snacks are in the 
smallest standard single serve portion size available 
within the market and are not to exceed 250kcal.  

 

Sugar sweetened beverages 
(see definitions*)  

 

✓ All sugar sweetened beverages to be no more than 
330ml pack size.  

✓ No more than 20% of beverages* may be sugar 
sweetened.  

✓ No less than 80% of beverages* may be low calorie/no 
added sugar beverages (including fruit juice and water).  

  

* procured by volume 

Definitions: 
Low calorie (low energy) beverages are products not containing more than 20kcal (80kJ)/100ml) energy for liquids.  
No added sugar means beverages that have not had sugar added to them as an ingredient. This would include pure fruit 
juices.  Sugar sweetened beverages incorporate beverages which are not low calorie and which have added sugar. If they are 
low calorie or if they have no added sugar then they do not fall within this definition. Products sweetened with a combination of 
artificial/natural sweeteners and sugars would, if not meeting the low calorie criteria, fall within this definition.  
 
This is set out in annex C of Defra's balanced scorecard (that is underpinned by GBSF), available at:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419245/balanced-scorecard-annotated-
march2015.pdf  

 

10.2.2  Front of Package (FOP) labelling   
    

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/566251/FoP_
Nutrition_labelling_UK_guidance.pdf  
 

 

Another method to indicate whether the product is healthier is to look at the Front of package 

(FOP) labelling panel, if there is one available. Here, the manufacturers have done some of 

the assessment for you and many now offer this. Unfortunately it isn’t compulsory and newer 

products may not have adopted it at launch. 

Foods and drinks with any red panels (high levels) of fat, saturated fat, total sugars and salt 

indicates that the product may not meet the DoH Nutrient Profiling Criteria and is therefore 

less healthy.  

The criteria for FOP labelling is: 

 

Criteria for 100g food 

 High ( red colour ) 

 Per 100g food Per portion size * 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419245/balanced-scorecard-annotated-march2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419245/balanced-scorecard-annotated-march2015.pdf
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Fat > 17.5g/100g > 21g/portion 

Saturated Fat > 5.0g/100g > 6.0g/portion 

(Total) Sugars > 22.5g/100g > 27g/portion 

Salt > 1.5g/100g > 1.8g/portion 
 

* Where portions /serving sizes greater than 100g 

Criteria for drinks (per 100ml) 

 High ( red colour ) 

 Per 100ml drink Per portion size ** 

Fat > 8.75g/100ml > 10.5g/portion 

Saturated Fat > 2.5g/100ml > 3.0g/portion 

(Total) Sugars > 11.25g/100ml > 13.5g/portion 

Salt > 0.75g/100ml > 0.9g/portion 
 

** Where portions /serving sizes greater than 150ml 

 

10.2.3 Healthier Living Award (HLA) (for Scotland only)  
    

 http://www.healthierlivingaward.co.uk/index 
 

 

✓ The Healthier Living Award is a national award for the food service sector which aims to 
assure the principles of a healthier balanced diet and in keeping with Scottish dietary 
targets. 

✓ In snack vending, machines selling confectionery or crisps should contain a sweet and a 
savoury snack that meet the bought-in product requirements (see below). 

✓ For drinks vending, a drinks vending machine must contain water, unsweetened fruit juice 
with no added sugar or low fat milk, or these products must be available separately. Where 
soft drinks are served, sugar-free options must be available (less than 0.5g of sugar per 
100ml). 

 

 The criteria states that 50% of items (including vending) are Healthier Living items. 
Products such as sandwiches, ready meals, cooking sauces, crisps, confectionery, 
meat products and vegetarian products must meet the FOP labelling guidance for 
food with no red panels (see 10.2.2) to be called a Healthier Living product.  

 
✓ For a vending machine (chilled vending) that sells sandwiches, yoghurts, etc., a compliant 

product must be available for each type of food. 
 
✓ As well as meeting the nutrient specifications in the FOP labelling guidance (greater than 

100g per portion), sandwiches must be made with higher-fibre bread or, if made with white 
bread, must contain salad or vegetables. 

 
✓ Requirements for yogurts and breakfast cereals to be compliant are listed below: 

 

 Product Must contain: 

Yogurts Less than 3g of fat*  
Less than 16g of sugar per 100g (if the pot is less than 
100g) or 
Less than 18.8g of sugar per portion (if the pot is over 
100g) 

Breakfast cereals  
 

More than 5 g of fibre AND  
less than 22.5g of sugar AND  
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For cereals containing dried fruit, 
please check if any added sugars 
(including sucrose, fructose, 
maltose etc). If no added sugars, 
they meet award criteria. 

less than 1.5 g of salt*  

* per 100g of product 

There are additional requirements for any products made on the premises.  

 

10.2.4 Additional criteria for healthcare settings (eg hospitals) 

10.2.4 (a) Health Promoting Hospital Vending Guidance (Healthcare facilities – Wales) 
    

http://gov.wales/docs/legislation/inforcenonsi/nationalhealth/120213direct5guidanceeng.pdf  
 

 

Food products: All food products supplied/sold through vending machines in 
hospitals must be tested against specific criteria below to determine whether it should 
be considered as high in any of the four nutrients: fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt.  

High levels of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt for 100g of food: 

 High 

 Per 100g  Per portion 

Fat > 20.0g  > 21g  

Saturated fat > 5.0g  > 6.0g  

Added sugars > 12.5g added sugars  >15.0g added sugars* 

Salt > 1.50g  > 2.40g  
 

* Additional notes on added sugars are included in the document. 

 
 
These are then examined in light of the product category 
 

Product category Vending criteria 

Breakfast cereals 
Cakes, breads & sweet pastry products 
Confectionery 
Fruit & vegetables 
Snack bar products 
Pies and pasties 
Yoghurts 

 No high levels of fat, sugar, salt permitted 

Biscuits & crackers 
Sandwiches, wraps and salads 
 

High for one of:  
✓ fat; saturated fat; sugar;  
OR 
✓ salt  
permitted 

Crisps & savoury snacks ✓ High for salt permitted 

Nuts and seeds 
 

High for:  
✓ fat 
AND/OR 
✓ saturated fat 
permitted 
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 Drink items – there are specific criteria for drink items: 

 
Drinks with added sugars must not be supplied or offered to be sold from vending machines 
apart from: 
 

✓ flavoured milk, milk based drinks such as hot chocolate, yoghurt drinks, dairy smoothie, 
instant soups, where there is no more than 5% added sugars and the dairy based drinks 
are low-fat (i.e. based on skimmed, 1% or semi-skimmed milk). 

 

Carbonated drinks must not be supplied from vending machines apart from the following 
specified drinks:  
 

✓ Carbonated water, carbonated pure fruit and vegetable juices. Carbonated pure fruit and 
vegetable juices containing, following dilution with water, a minimum of 50% fruit or 
vegetable juice. 

 

✓ Tea and coffee are permitted with artificial sweetener if required. 
 

All other drinks must contain no added sugar and tested against the criteria in the table below.  
 

Those drinks may be vended as long as they are not high in fat, saturated fat or salt. 
 

High levels of fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt for drinks (per 100ml): 
 

 High 

Fat > 10.0g/100ml 

Saturated fat > 2.5g/100ml 

Added sugars None permitted (see criteria provided above for exceptions) 

Salt > 1.50g/100ml 
Per 100ml 

 
 

10.2.4 (b) CQUIN (Healthcare facilities – England) 
    

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/cquin-indicator-specification/  
 

 
The specifications aim to encourage substantive change in shifting to the provision of healthier 
products in healthcare premises by: 
• Reduction in percentage of sugar/salt products displayed 
• Increase in healthier alternatives 
• Avoidance of overt promotion 
 
These specifications also apply to any contracts covering restaurants, cafés, shops, food 
trolleys and vending machines or any other outlet that serves food and drink. 
 
It requires: 

a.) The banning of price promotions on sugary drinks and foods high in fat, sugar or 
salt (HFSS). 

b.) The banning of advertisements on NHS premises of sugary drinks and foods high 

in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS). 

c.) The banning of sugary drinks and foods high in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS) from 
checkouts. 

d.) Ensuring that healthier options are available at any point including for those staff 
working night shifts. 

 



15 
 

The determination of a food high in fat, sugar or salt is through the FOP labelling 
scheme (see 10.2.2) and if FOP labelling not present, on relevant nutritional 
guidelines (based on a per portion basis). Note this has changed from DoH Nutrient 
Profiling. 

 
Additionally: 

  
i. A percentage of drinks lines stocked must be sugar free or low sugar (less than 5 grams 

of sugar per 100ml). In addition to the specific CQUIN definition of sugar sweetened 
beverages (SSBs)* it also includes energy drinks, fruit juices (with added sugar content 
of over 5g) and milk based drinks (with sugar content of over 10grams per 100ml).   

 

ii. Confectionery and sweets do not exceed 250 kcal per serving.  
 

iii. Pre-packed sandwiches and other savoury pre-packed meals (wraps, salads, pasta 
salads) available contain 400kcal (1680 kJ) or less per serving and do not exceed 5.0g 
saturated fat per 100g. 

 

Refer to appendix 6. This is in addition to the mandatory elements of Government Buying 
Standards. The current CQUIN is more permissive than the GBSF best practice criteria 
for savoury snacks, drinks and confectionery, but there is value in applying both layers as 
CQUIN is expected to recommend stretch targets year on year. 

 

Year Area i) drinks 
 

Area ii) confectionery and 
sweets 

Area iii) sandwiches & 
savoury pre-packed meals 

2017/18 70% 60% 60% 

2018/19 80% 80% 75% 
 

% of lines to be stocked with nutrition criteria above 

 
* Please see the supplementary guidance published subsequently that is associated with the CQUIN.  
This wording has now changed as there are legal terms for sugar free and low sugar.  See CQUIN 
indicator document: https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/cquin-indicator-specification/ 

 
 

10.2.5 (c) Healthier Living Award Plus (Healthcare facilities – Scotland) 
 

 http://www.healthierlivingaward.co.uk/caterers/the-plus-award 
 

 

 
Hospitals are required to achieve the Healthier Living Award Plus for staff and visitor catering 
(not patient catering). The Healthier Living Award Plus has specific criteria for vending, in 
addition to the Healthier Living Award: 
 
 

Drinks vending: 
✓ A drinks vending machine must contain water, unsweetened fruit juice and/or low-fat milk. 
✓ Healthier Living drinks must be prominently positioned, for example at eye level in glass-

fronted machines or listed first in product lists. 
✓ 70% of soft drinks (by both volume and brand) must be sugar-free (less than 0.5g of sugar 

per100ml). Soft drinks include flavoured waters. 
✓ Sugar-free soft drinks must be prominently positioned. 
 
Snack/confectionery vending: 
✓ At least 30% of the product range must meet the Healthier Living bought-in specifications 

outlined in section 10.2.4. 
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✓ At least one Healthier Living item must be available for each type of product, for example 
crisps and confectionery. 

✓ Healthier Living items must be prominently positioned, for example at eye level, and 
should be priced competitively with other products. 

 
Refrigerated food vending: 
✓ 70% of the product range must meet the Healthier Living bought-in specifications (section 

10.2.4). 
✓ At least one Healthier Living item must be available for each type of product. 
✓ Healthier Living items must be prominently positioned and should be priced competitively 

with other products. 
 
This is based on increasing the provision and promotion of Healthier Living choices and 
avoiding the promotion of non Healthier Living items. 
 
 

10.2.5 (d) The minimum nutritional standards for catering in health and social care 
(2017) Healthcare facilities – Northern Ireland) 
  

  https://www.safefood.eu/Publications/Research-reports/Minimum-nutritional-standards-for-
catering-in-heal.aspx 

 

 
These are food based standards based on the Eatwell Guide and relate to catering for staff 
and visitors in health and social care settings. They apply to catering facilities, privately  
owned retail units and vending machines. 
Each section of the Eatwell Guide has specific minimum standards. The standards for the 
majority of snack vending products falls under guidance on ‘foods and drinks high in fat, salt 
and sugar’. It includes: 

• Savoury snacks including crisps and nuts must be available in the smallest 
commercially available packet size only (ideally 30 g or less). Unsalted versions must 
be available.  

• At least 50 percent of savoury snacks must be lower fat options. 

• Baked products such as muffins and scones must be less than 60 g per scone and 
80 g per muffin. 

• No less than 80 percent of beverages (procured by volume) must be sugar free, diet 
or have no added sugar. 

• All sugar containing drinks must be available in the smallest single serve portion size 
and must not exceed 330 ml. 

• Confectionery, packet sweet/biscuit snacks must be offered only in the smallest 
standard single serve portion size commercially available. Ideally this should not 
exceed 250 kcal per serving.  

• Traybakes and baked products for example, muffins, scones, brownies and caramel 
squares must not exceed 250 kcal per serving. 
 

Where industry guidance exists (for example for salt and sugar), it also needs be applied to 
products across all categories. 

 

 

11. Next steps 

The BDA want to work with the vending industry to launch the ‘Better Choices Vending’ 

standards. Further, that the BDA and the vending industry consider other interventions which 
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have the potential to support behaviour change such as the development of point of sale 

materials with positive health messaging. 

Consideration should also be given to encouraging customers to choose different styles of 

snacks such as wraps, small sandwiches, yoghurts and dips rather than confectionery, crisps 

and chocolates. 

12. Conclusion 

Any suggested criteria for selection and provision of healthier choice products needs to be 

simple, universal, evidence based, workable, defensible and quick to understand and apply. 

That is why we have developed ‘Better Choices’ as a starting standard for the industry.  

The ‘one size fits all’ is a challenge further complicated by additional national, local and facility-

type requirements. The criteria suggested here is workable, robust and as simple as possible 

given the requirements.  

The authors recognise the limitations of product availability which fully meet the criteria at 

present, but the BDA is committed to encouraging healthier innovation in food and drink 

manufacturing. 
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Appendix 1 – Rationale for ‘Better Choice’ criteria 
The BDA’s aim was to provide an evidence base for guidelines regarding vending nutritional 

standards for general vending machines (i.e. those outside settings where guidance and 

health promotion already exists) 

Scope: 

• cold soft drinks, savoury snacks and confectionery 

• suitable for 4 home countries use 

• for general vending machines in places such as railway and bus stations;  shopping 

centres 

The Government Buying Standards for Food and Catering provide a basis for this, with some 

strengthened areas to align with other standards. They have been reviewed by the BDA 

against the below standards to optimise consistency: 

• GBSF - Government Buying Standards (England) 

• FOP labelling - Front of Package labelling 

• HPHVG - Health Promoting Hospital Vending  (Wales) 

• CHS - Corporate Health Standard (Wales) 

• SWHA - The Small Workplace Health Award (Wales) 

• CQUIN - Commissioning for Quality and Innovation (England) 

• HLA - Healthier Living Award (Scotland) 

• HLAP - Healthier Living Award Plus (Scotland) 

• MNSCHSC - Minimum nutritional standards for catering in health and social care 

(Northern Ireland) 

• HSE Healthier Vending Policy (Eire) 
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Appendix 2 
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Appendix 3: Vending Hot Spots 
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Appendix 4: Guidance on healthier vending in workplaces, Public 

Health Wales 
Table 1: Ambient snack foods 

Examples of healthier foods  Examples of less healthier foods 
Unsweetened dried fruit 
Fruit in natural juices 
 

Processed fruit bars 
Cereal bars containing added sugar, 
glucose or honey 
Fruit in syrup 

Nuts and seeds without added 
salt or sugar 
Fruit nut and seed bars 
Baked crisps, low fat crisps 
Pretzels 

Confectionery 
Ordinary crisps 
Deep fried snacks 
Coated or salted nut and seed snacks 
Bombay mix 

Plain breakfast biscuits, plain popcorn 
Crackers/oat cakes 
Rice cakes and rice cake snacks 

Filled, chocolate or sweet biscuits 
Yoghurt or chocolate coated dried fruit 
Yogurt or chocolate coated cereal bars 

 

Chilled or fresh vending 

Table 2: Drinks 

Examples of healthier foods  Examples of less healthier foods 
Plain water (still or sparkling) 
Skimmed, 1% or semi skimmed milk 
Fruit or vegetable juice*  
Carbonated fruit juices* 
Fruit smoothies* 
Milkshakes made from skimmed, 
1% or semi skimmed milk, and fruit 
Yoghurt drinks made from low fat 
yoghurt and fruit 
Fresh flavoured milk with less than 
5% added sugar 
Flavoured unsweetened waters 

Sugary squash and cordial 
Sugary and fizzy drinks 
Flavoured milk with more than 
5% added sugar 
Fruit juice drinks with added sugar 

 

Table 3: Foods 

Examples of healthier foods  Examples of less healthier foods 
Fresh fruit/fruit salad pots 
Vegetable pieces with low fat dips 
Salad pots 

Fruit pies 

Breakfast pots with skimmed, 1% or semi 
skimmed milk 
Teacakes/currant and fruit breads/malt loaf 
Bread, English muffins and crumpets 
Bagels 
Plain porridge 

Breakfast cereals coated with 
sugar or chocolate 
Croissants 
American style muffins 
Danish pastries 
Doughnuts 

Low-fat yogurts or fromage frais 
(plain and fruit varieties) 
Skimmed or semi skimmed milk 
Cheese and crackers 

Full-fat yogurt and fromage frais 

Filled sandwiches, rolls, baguettes, pitta 
breads and wraps e.g. tuna and sweetcorn, 
salmon and cucumber, chicken salad, houmous 
and grated carrot 
Pasta salads and pasta mixes 
 

Meat pies 
Sausage rolls 
Meat or vegetable pasties 
Pork pie 
Scotch egg 
Spring rolls 
Samosa 
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* Portion size 150ml/day and taken with meals 

Appendix 5 

Department of Health Nutrient Profiling Technical Guidance – January 2011    
(used by OFCOM to score products as healthier or not so commonly referred to as OFCOM model) 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/216094/dh_123492.pdf 

 

This model is designed for the selection of food and drink products which may be shown to 

children or families as advertising. It is sometimes used for other purposes to identify whether 

a food it healthy – or not – but as it is not designed for wider use, we do not recommend it is 

used in this context. 

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/216094/dh_123492.pdf
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Appendix 6 
 

Summary of Corporate Workplace Awards UK in respect of vending 
 

Country Corporate 
Award 

Details (relevant items at different levels) Overview of strategy 

England    

 Workplace 
Wellbeing 
Charter 
(including 
London 
Healthier 
Workplace 
Charter) 

Commitment:  1. A healthier eating statement is in place and 
employees are aware of it. 
Achievement: 6. Any on-site catering facilities provide healthier 
options that are actively promoted (Note: see Government Buying 
Standards, section  7.2.3) 
Excellence: 7. A corporate healthier eating food plan, guidelines or 
similar has been produced in consultation with staff that covers: 
vending/in-house catering pricing strategy to promote healthier 
options. 
 

• Increasing awareness of 
employees. 

• Pricing strategies to promote 
healthier options. 

• Based on Government Buying 
Standards (see section 10.2.3). 

Wales    

 The Corporate 
Health 
Standard 
(CHS) 
(> 50 
employees) 

Bronze level: 
Snacks and confectionery – 25% of sweet and savoury snacks 
available should be healthier options.  
Drinks – drinking water is freely available; 25% of drinks available 
should be diet or contain no added sugar, including unsweetened fruit 
juice. 
Silver level: 50% as above for snacks, confectionery, drinks. 
Gold level: 75% as above for snacks, confectionery, drinks. 
 
Also non-specific to vending: 
Display, pricing and marketing – 

• Healthier choices are placed in prime positions. 

• Attractive signs and labels are used to promote healthier 
choices. 

• Fruit and vegetables are marketed as snack choices as well as 
accompaniments. 

• Based on % of healthier options 
available. 

• Optimum product placement of 
healthier items. 

• Promotion of healthier items. 
 
See Appendix 4 for examples of 
healthier items. 

 The Small 
Workplace 
Health Award 
(SWHA) 

If vending machines are present on site, then ensure that healthier 
choices are available: 

• low calorie drinks and water 

• unsalted nuts and dried fruits 

• cereal bars 

• fruit 

• healthier  options  sandwiches  and wraps. 

• Availability of healthier options. 
 
Detailed guidance on  healthier 
sandwiches and wraps. 
 
Excludes sandwiches with fillings high  
in fat, saturated fat and salt such as  
cheese and mayo, sausage and bacon 
etc; salads with rich dressings. 
Includes as examples of sandwiches, 
wraps and salad pots. egg, cheese and 
chicken. 
 

Scotland    

 Healthier 
Working Lives 
Award    

The Healthier Living Award contains specific guidance on items for 
vending. It is based on Healthier Living Products (FOP labelling 
scheme) plus additional criteria (see section 10.2.4). 
 

• Based on % of healthier options 
available. 

• Partially based on FOP 
labelling criteria. 

• Promotion of healthier options. 

http://gov.wales/docs/legislation/inforcenonsi/nationalhealth/120213direct5guidanceeng.pdf
http://gov.wales/docs/legislation/inforcenonsi/nationalhealth/120213direct5guidanceeng.pdf
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(linked to   
Healthier 
Living Award)         
        

The Healthier Living Award Plus (highest level) includes a requirement 
to ‘Make Healthier Living items available in vending machines.’ See 
10.2.5(c). 
 

 

Northern 
Ireland 

   

 Minimum 
Nutritional 
Standards for 
catering in 
health and 
social care for 
staff and 
visitors’ 
(2017). 

A regionally agreed vending policy is to be developed. See 10.2.5 (d). • food based standards, based 
on the Eatwell Guide that apply 
to all facilities in health and 
social care settings. 

UK wide    

 Food for Life 
Catering Mark 
 
For 
workplaces, 
further and 
higher 
education 

Nothing directly related to vending at bronze level,  but for silver and 
gold: 
2.2.9. Healthier vending 
In the absence of standards for healthier vending for private sector 
catering, please refer to Standards for school food other than lunches. 
Checklist available on page 16 of the document. 

Linked to Government Buying 
Standards (see section 10.2.3). 

  

http://www.schoolfoodplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/School-Food-Standards-Guidance-FINAL-V3.pdf
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Appendix 7 

Summary of requirements in UK in respect of vending in healthcare 

Country Guidance Details (at different levels) Overview of strategy 

England    

 CQUINS 
Indicator 1b 
Healthier 
food for NHS 
staff, visitors 
and patients 
 
 
 
 

(From CQUIN Indicator Specification Information on CQUIN 2017/18 – 
2018/19) 
 
Providers will be expected to build on the 2016/17 CQUIN by: 
firstly, maintaining the four changes that were required in the 2016/17 
CQUIN in both 2017/18 & 2018/19 – 

a.) The banning of price promotions on sugary drinks and foods 
high in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS) (Nutrient Profiling Model). 

b.) The banning of advertisements on NHS premises of sugary 
drinks and foods high in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS). 

c.) The banning of sugary drinks and foods high in fat, sugar or 
salt (HFSS) from checkouts. 

d.) Ensuring that healthier options are available at any point 
including for those staff working night shifts.  

 
Secondly, introducing three new changes to food and drink provision. 
(See section 10.2.5 b). 
 
Note: funding is linked to achieving the indicator. Not simply vending. 
 

• Pricing strategies to promote 
healthier options. 

• Non-promotion of unhealthier 
items. 

• Product placement. 

• Availability of healthier items 
(including night shifts). 

• Based on % of healthier options 
available. 

• Product package size (linked to 
maximum calorie content). 

 
Note:  the organisations are required to 
submit information on their current fast 
food franchises, vending machines and 
retail outlets in preparation for the NHS 
‘sugar tax’. The aim is for all hospitals 
to be covered by 2020 (or when 
contracts up for renewal). 
 

 Government 
Buying 
Standards for 
Food & 
Catering 
Services 
 

(Central government procurers directly or through their catering 
contractors are required to apply this. Also included in standards for 
hospitals, schools and NHS standard contract). See section 10.2.3 
 
Contains mandatory standards and best practice standards which are 
recommended but not required.  
 
Not purely vending. 

Note: link between specifications for 
GBSF and recent CQUIN 
requirements. 
 

• Availability of healthier options. 

• Based on % of healthier options 
available. 

• Product package size (linked to  
maximum calorie content). 

Wales    

 Health 
Promoting 
Hospital 
Vending 
Guidance 
(2012) 
 
[Update of 
2008 
guidance] 
 
 
 

‘Complete meals’ on a plate produced on site and served as part of 
the normal provision for staff (e.g. lasagne and vegetables, jacket 
potato with filling, pasta meal) are exempt from this guidance. 
 
A five point ‘charter’ on healthier vending, that includes: 
 
1. All foods and drinks supplied/sold from vending machines must be 

the healthier option within its product range. 
 
2. Foods and drinks supplied/sold from vending machines must not 

be damaging to dental health: 
➢ Flavoured milk and milk based drinks which have no more than 

5% added sugars may be offered for sale in vending machines. 
➢ Drinks must not be carbonated (except carbonated water which 

is permitted). 
➢ Pure fruit and vegetable juices will be allowed as they have a 

clear nutritional benefit, contributing to the recommended ‘5 a 
day’ portions of fruit and vegetables. 

• Availability of healthier 
options. 

• Healthier branding on 
vending. 

• Clear specifications of 
healthier options (see 
section 10.2.5 a). 
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➢ Pure fruit and vegetable juice diluted with still or carbonated 
water is also allowed when it contains, following dilution, a 
minimum of 50% fruit or vegetable juice. 

 
3. Branding on vending machines must support health promoting 

messages. 
 
Clear guidance on all specifications is found in part 2 of the guidance.  
 

Scotland    

 Healthier 
Living Award 
Plus  
 
 

See section 10.2.5 c 
 
Note: Healthcare Retail Standard currently does NOT apply to vending, 
but there are suggestions that this is in process for alteration in the near 
future. 

 

Northern 
Ireland 

   

 Minimum 
nutritional 
standards for 
catering in 
health and 
social care 
(2017) 
 
 

 

Applies to  all  facilities  that  serve  food  and/or beverages  to  staff  
and  visitors  operating  within  health and social care  settings and local 
government  including  catering facilities as well as private retail and 
vending machines. 
 

Minimum standards that include: 

• Savoury snacks including crisps and nuts must only be available 
in the smallest commercially available packet size (ideally 30g 
or less). Unsalted versions must be available. 

• At least 50 percent of savoury snacks must be lower fat options. 

• No less than 80 percent of beverages (procured by volume) 
must be sugar free, diet or with no added sugar. 

• All sugar containing drinks must be available in the smallest 
single serve portion size and must not exceed 330ml. 

• Confectionery, packet sweet/biscuit snacks must be available in 
the smallest standard single serve portion size within the market 
and should not exceed 250kcal. 
 

Note: Vending specific guidance will be 
developed 
 

• Food-based standards based 
on the Eatwell Guide. 

UK wide    

 Food for Life 
Catering 
Mark, 
hospital 
scheme 

At Bronze level, needs to comply with country specific guidelines (see 
Appendix 5). 
Silver and gold grade: you can accrue points under the section ‘making 
healthier eating easy’. To achieve 20 points you will need to guarantee 
that you are meeting the best practice nutrition elements of the 
Government Buying Standards (GBS) applicable to vending and 
demonstrate you do at least one of the following: 

• Specify only acceptable products in contracts with your suppliers. 

• Check the products with the supplier when ordering. 

• Have a written procedure for purchasing. 

• Staff manually check products when reloading vending machines. 

Link to country specific details 
(appendix 5) and GBSF (section 
10.2.3). 

http://gov.wales/docs/legislation/inforcenonsi/nationalhealth/120213direct5guidanceeng.pdf
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Appendix 8 Further help and support 
An accredited Work Ready Dietitian is part of the British Dietetic Association Work Ready 

Programme www.bdaworkready.co.uk  which has been recognised by Public Health England 

and NHS Allied Health Professionals. A  BDA Work Ready Accredited Dietitian is a qualified 

and experienced dietitian specifically trained in workplace nutrition. This means they are 

registered dietitians who are additionally trained to support companies and organisations with 

specific workplace issues such as vending. 

Dietitians are the ‘Gold Standard’ when it comes to nutrition and food professionals. Uniquely, 

dietitians use the most up-to-date public health and scientific research on food, health and 

disease which they translate into practical guidance to enable people to make appropriate 

lifestyle and food choices. Dietitians are also the only nutrition professionals to be regulated 

by law, and are governed by an ethical code to ensure that they always work to the highest 

standard. Access the register of dietitians here: http://www.hpc-uk.org/check/  

Many people claim to be experts in nutrition yet do not work in an evidenced-based way and 

are unregulated, and so offer little protection to companies that employ them. There is a 

register of qualified nutrition professionals which is run by the Association for Nutrition 

http://www.associationfornutrition.org/default.aspx?tabid=92  

The services of a dietitian can be obtained by contacting the British Dietetic Association 

www.bdaworkready.co.uk  for an accredited Work Ready Dietitian. 

Disclaimer 
The information contained in this report is correct at time of research, but may change as this 

is a fast moving topic of concern. Additionally local areas or organisations may have their own 

additional restrictions and specifications. 
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