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Abstract

Food environments are important determinants of healthy diets among young people. This study explored young people's perspectives
on their food environment, their recommendations to policymakers and views on youth engagement in policy processes. There is limited
research on young people's perspectives on their involvement in developing food environment policies. Youth engagement in policymaking
processes can lead to greater policy integrity and inclusivity. Four focus group discussions were conducted with 39 young people (12-21
years) from a town in North West England and a metropolitan area in the English Midlands. Participants were recruited through youth orga-
nizations. Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis. Young people reported concerns about the density of fast food outlets in
their local area, the unaffordability of healthier food, and fast food advertisement. These issues were not believed to be prioritized in local
and national policymaking. Accordingly, policy recommendations were mainly for structural food environment policies, including restrictions
on fast food outlet density and incentives for menu reformulation. Young people did not feel involved in local decisions about the food
environment. They expressed a need for more meaningful engagement beyond consultation. Young people have repeatedly shown to have
a deep understanding of the social, commercial and political factors that influence diet and health. It is essential that policymakers aiming
to improve young people’s diets take their unique views and concerns into account to create effective policies that resonate with young
people.
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Contribution to Health Promotion

e This study explores young people’s perspectives on local food environment policy and youth engagement in policymaking pro-
cesses.

e Young people called for greater prioritization of structural food environment policies and co-production of policies with young
people.

e This study adds to literature in other areas of public health that demonstrates young people’s understanding of social, commer-
cial and political determinants of health.

BACKGROUND England, 2017; Townshend and Lake, 2017). Both objective
A quarter of all food outlets in England are fast food out- and p erceiyed measures of unhealthy food environments have
lets, here defined as premises serving energy-dense food that been associated with poorer diets (Pitt et'al., 2017.; Townshend
is available quickly (Public Health England, 2017, 2018). and Lake, 2017; Kelly et al., 2021), which contribute to obe-

This contributes to unhealthy food environments. Food envi- Zl(t)}; gn%a Eur?lfler fOf gon-cpmmunlcable dllseases (Steel(iet ‘,zll'l’
ronments are the ‘collective physical, economic, policy and ). Unhealthy food environments are also associated wit

sociocultural surroundings, opportunities and conditions that grealter neighbouiihooc% dsocioleconomic dl‘:lf,’ rivaticl)ril(Malguifie
influence people’s food and beverage choices and nutritional % 9 2015; Macdonald ez al., 2018; Pu i Healt Eng and,
status’ (Swinburn et al., 2013). Unhealthy food environments 201 8)‘_ Young PeoPle may be more susceptible to the influence
promote the consumption of foods and meals high in fat, salt of their food environment compared to adults (Townshend

and sugar by making these the most widely available, afford- and Lake, 2017; Uhlmann et al., 20.23 ). A systematic review
able and advertised foods (Caspi et al., 2012; Public Health by Shaw et al. (2023) found that while exposure to unhealthy
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food outlets was associated with greater purchase and con-
sumption of such foods among adolescents, the opposite was
not true for exposure to healthy food outlets.

Food environments are shaped by political decision-making
processes. In England, a range of policies and interventions
have been implemented to tackle unhealthy diets and their
health impact (Department of Health and Social Care, 2017,
2018; Theis and White, 2021). While some policies address
the food environment directly, such as laws restricting foods
and drinks high in fat, salt and sugar in retail environments,
many focus on encouraging individual behaviour change
(Griffin et al., 2021; Theis and White, 2021; McNally, 2023).
Behaviour change interventions are typically supported by the
food industry as they do not interfere with business practices
that shape young people’s food choices (Sonntag et al., 2015;
Mozaffarian et al., 2018). However, individualistic framing
overlooks major barriers children and young people face in
adopting healthier lifestyles and risks stigmatizing people liv-
ing with obesity (Griffin et al., 2021). In addition, ‘agentic
policies’ that rely on individual choice and effort may further
exacerbate socioeconomic health inequities, as adopting a
healthier lifestyle may be more feasible for those with higher
income (Backholer et al., 2014).

In England, local governments (called local authorities)
have a mandate for public health (Blackshaw et al., 2019).
Within this public health function, there are various measures
they can take to prevent and reduce obesity, including modi-
fying food environments by introducing planning regulation
to limit the number of new takeaway outlets near schools
(Townshend and Lake, 2017; Brown et al., 2022). A study
that mapped actions to reduce obesity in ten English local
authorities found that 59.3% of interventions addressed
individual lifestyle factors (e.g. physical activity and cooking
classes). In comparison, of the 16.8% of policies that targeted
living and working environments, only one addressed the
wider food retail environment (Nobles et al., 2019).

Youth engagement in policymaking

Changing the food environment increasingly involves par-
ticipation from those affected, including children and young
people. Citizen participation increases policy legitimacy and
supports community building, empowerment and individual
competencies (Michels, 2011; Cardarelli et al., 2021). Since
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is the right
of children and adolescents to be involved in national and
local decisions that affect them (United Nations, 1989). As
a result, many countries have taken steps to create more
youth-centred policies (Wills et al., 2008). This represents a
shift from seeing young people as target populations, to see-
ing them as citizens with valuable experience and knowledge
on the issues they face (Hart, 1992; Kataria and Cruz, 2017).
In the field of public health, there is evidence that young peo-
ple have strong opinions on health-related issues, understand
how health is shaped by social, political and commercial
determinants, and can provide unique perspectives to pol-
icy design and implementation. This includes evidence in the
area of gambling advertising (Thomas et al., 2023; Pitt et al.,
2024), commercial and political determinants of planetary
health (Arnot et al., 2023a, 2024), health inequalities (Ronzi
et al., 2023) and local environments (Sheridan et al., 2014;
Kontak et al., 2017; Thompson et al., 2022; Nesrallah et al.,
2023). Young people also play an important role in shaping
policy through advocacy. In the UK, youth activist movement
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BiteBack has organized national campaigns raising awareness
for the role of the food industry in influencing young people’s
diets (BiteBack, n.d.). Their campaigns directly challenge pol-
iticians and businesses and call for greater regulation of the
food system, including through food advertising restrictions
and healthy free school meals (BiteBack, n.d.). Youth advo-
cacy is also common in the climate justice space, where young
people are involved in self-organized protests and strikes to
influence government policy (Arnot et al., 2023b).

Youth participation in formal policymaking processes can
take many forms, including participation in youth councils,
advisory committees and deliberative forums (Michels, 2011).
It is generally agreed that young people should be considered
equal stakeholders with shared power and responsibility, and
should receive appropriate training, tools and resources for
true participation and successful decision-making (Hart, 1992;
Wong et al., 2010; Heffernan et al., 2017; Nesrallah et al.,
2023). In practice, this form of youth participation is uncom-
mon. Young people are typically engaged in obesity preven-
tion policy through consultation and are not involved in all
stages of decision-making (Wills et al., 2008; Frerichs et al.,
2016; Mandoh et al., 2021; Waller et al., 2022; Nesrallah et
al., 2023). Though there is some evidence on perspectives and
factors associated with young people’s use of local food envi-
ronments (Pitt et al., 2017; Gangemi et al., 2018; Spencer et al.,
2019; Kelly ef al., 2021), research on young people’s experi-
ences of youth engagement in food environment policy, partic-
ularly at the local level, is more limited (Macauley et al., 2022).

This study addresses this gap in the evidence, gathering
young people’s perspectives on (i) their local food environ-
ment; (ii) policies and interventions to improve food environ-
ments and young people’s diets; and (iii) youth engagement in
food environment policymaking. The focus was on two areas
in England that have received government funds to invest in
childhood obesity prevention.

METHODS
Approach

Four focus group discussions were conducted with young
people in two locations in England, a town in North West
England and a city (and nearby area) in the Midlands. The
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine Research
Ethics Committee approved the study [Ref. 28217].

Sample and recruitment

Participants were recruited through four local youth organi-
zations/groups that have previously been involved in public
health consultations and other related initiatives with local
authorities. This approach was taken to recruit young people
that would be able to share their experiences of involvement
in local public health decision-making processes. The target
age for recruitment was 14-17 years to capture the views
of young people who were likely to have experienced their
local food environment independently from their parents or
guardians. However, there was no strict age limit for recruit-
ment. A representative from each organization was contacted
and informed about the study by email, followed by a vir-
tual meeting where considered helpful. Plain language study
information sheets were distributed to participants through
the youth organization. Young people had varying levels of
knowledge about food and health. This allowed us to explore
views that may be more representative of the average young
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person in the area. Recruitment aimed for six participants
per group to allow for meaningful discussion (Krueger and
Casey, 2014). However, one focus group was attended by 20
participants. During this session, extra attention was paid to
ensure that everyone had the opportunity to share their views.
For example, by encouraging and prioritizing contributions
from participants that had spoken little and summarizing the
main points after each question to gauge general agreement
(including verbal agreement and nodding). The focus group
was ended with a round of final comments from each partic-
ipant (allowing participants to skip their turn if they wished
to), which worked well in this context because participants
were already comfortable with each other.

We recognize that there is an element of privilege involved
in youth participation in policymaking processes. We there-
fore aimed to recruit young people with diverse backgrounds
through existing youth groups. This includes young people
from different ethnic backgrounds, reflecting the ethnic diver-
sity of the two study areas, and young people from a group
for neurodiverse young people. We also strove for a balance in
gender and age through our selection of youth organizations.

Data collection

Data were collected between September 2023 and January
2024. Three focus group discussions took place in person at the
locations where members of the youth organizations usually
meet. One focus group was held virtually through videocon-
ferencing software Zoom. Focus groups were attended by one
or more youth organization representatives for safeguarding
purposes and to help facilitate discussion (e.g. by providing rel-
evant prompts). Discussions lasted approximately 90 min and
were audio-recorded on an encrypted voice recorder.

A topic guide was developed a priori and refined based on
feedback from a public research advisor of similar age to the
focus group participants, who commented on the clarity and
relevance of focus group questions, concept descriptions and
the use of prompts (see Supplementary File A). Focus groups
questions focused on young people’s views on (i) their local
food environment and how it could facilitate healthier lives;
(ii) current policy priorities and recommendations to local
policymakers; (iii) youth engagement in local policymaking,
reflecting the three study aims outlined above. Prompts were
used to remind participants of existing local policies and
interventions they might be aware of when deemed useful to
stimulate further discussion.

Each focus group started with an explanation of the study
and ethical considerations, after which participants had the
chance to complete an informed consent form. For the online
focus group, informed consent forms were signed virtually and
collected by a youth organization representative. Participants
also completed a form with basic demographic information
(place of residence, age, gender and ethnicity). Participants
received a shopping voucher to thank them for participation.

Data analysis

Focus group recordings were transcribed and anonymized
before being uploaded on NVivo 12 for analysis. Transcripts
were coded using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis,
which involves data familiarization, generation of initial
codes, searching, reviewing and defining themes (Braun and
Clarke, 2006, 2022). This was done inductively and at the
semantic level, focusing on codes that are closer to young
people’s contributions and discussions. This was deemed

most appropriate for a study aiming to centre young people’s,
often underrepresented, perspectives, as it allowed us to focus
on participants’ understandings without the need to fit those
into preconceived themes of existing frameworks. An initial
set of codes was created by C.R. after inductively coding one
focus group transcript. Further codes were added as other
interviews were coded. E.M. reviewed the final coded data
and independently coded two transcripts. Codes addressing
connected topics were brought together in themes using an
iterative approach and discussed among the research team.

Three focus group participants were involved after coding
to ensure our interpretations of the data reflected the issues
they considered relevant. This was particularly important as
interpretation is subjective and inevitably means emphasizing
some explanations over others. Public involvement in health
research is recommended to increase the relevance, appropri-
ateness and quality of research outputs, as well as to promote
a greater understanding of the research process among partic-
ipants (Capobianco et al., 2023). Young people were recruited
for public involvement activities through youth organization
representatives after the focus groups took place, based on
interest and availability. During a separate 2-h workshop,
they gave feedback on the relevance of the key themes that
were created from the data, which helped narrowing down
the focus of this paper. Young people were also involved in
selecting representative quotes.

RESULTS

Sample characteristics

Thirty-six young people were recruited for this study
(Table 1). Participants had an average age of 16 years (rang-
ing from 12 to 21 years). Just over half of the sample (55.5%)
identified as male (41.7% female; 2.8 % preferred not to say).
Most participants (69.4%) lived in a city, compared to 30.6%
living in a town in a more rural area.

Unhealthy food environments constrain young
people’s food choices
Participants’ principal concerns were barriers in the physical
(and digital) food environment that constrained food choices
available to young people. Individual habits and social norms
were discussed less, and believed to be shaped by food envi-
ronments. Participants in both areas almost exclusively high-
lighted unhealthy aspects of their local food environment,
emphasizing the wide availability of fast food takeaway out-
lets near their homes and schools with limited opportunities
to purchase healthier meals. One participant said: ‘If some-
thing’s there, you’re likely to say, “let’s go for it,” [...] so just
seeing [fast food] everywhere definitely influences it’ (FG1).
The overconcentration of fast food outlets, which is doc-
umented in both study areas, was linked by the young peo-
ple to the relative affordability of takeaway meals compared
to healthier food options, which further supported their
idea that ‘you don’t really have a choice’ (FG1). Participants
believed young people to be particularly sensitive to price and
‘on a strict budget’ (FG3). The higher prices and limited avail-
ability of healthier food were therefore considered the most
significant barriers to healthy eating. This was found in both
areas, and across ages and gender.

Most comments that we've said, come down to either
accessibility, meaning that around my area there’s not
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Table 1: Focus group sample demographic characteristics

C. Rinaldi et al.

Focus  Location Data Participants Age (average) Gender Ethnicity

group collection

1 North West In-person N=6 13-17 years 3 female; 3 male Asian British (7 = §5); Mixed/Multiple
England, town (15.7) ethnic groups (7 =1)

2 North West In-person N=S§ 12-21 years 3 female; 1 male; 1 White British (1 = 5)
England, town (16.4) prefer not to say

3 Midlands, city and  Online N=35 17-19 years 3 female; 2 male Asian British (7 = 2); Mixed/Multiple
wider area (Zoom) (17.8) ethnic groups (7 = 1); Black British

(n = 1); White British (7 =1)
4 Midlands, city In-person N=20 14-19 years 6 female; 14 male Asian British (7 = 6);White British (7 = 5);
(15.5) Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups (7 = 5);

Black British (7 = 3); Other: Arab (n=1)

enough healthy food shops, and affordability as well, that
for example for my area, there’s healthy food available, but

at the same time it’s much more expensive than the junk
food or the ‘not- really-that healthy’ food. (FG4)

Participants in both areas discussed inequities in unhealthy
food environments and the disproportionate impact this has
on people living in more deprived areas: ‘It’s a postcode lot-
tery in a sense’ (FG4). While both areas experience high levels
of income deprivation and inequalities, this theme was more
pronounced among young people living in a city with greater
diversity in food retail offers.

Food choices were also believed to be subconsciously influ-
enced by food businesses through advertisement for unhealthy
food: ‘If I see an ad for a chicken burger, then I'm probably
going to want to eat the chicken burger. So when you do see
so many adverts for unhealthy things, you're going to be prone
to eating those kind of things more often’ (FG1). One partici-
pant described how advertisement and student price promotions
appear to target young people. While participants in both areas
discussed advertisement in the physical food environment (e.g.
on billboards and in/around food outlets), particularly younger
participants believed advertisement on television and social
media to have a greater influence over young people: ‘I think
there’s more advertising online. Especially with TikTok and the
likes, children might feed on what they see on the internet’ (FG1).

Finally, younger participants recognized that schools had a
significant role in supporting young people’s diets, as well as
their knowledge and attitudes towards healthy food. How-
ever, participants at times criticized schools for not fulfilling
this role effectively by creating incongruence and unhealthy
school food environments:

I think schools need to work on how to create a good rela-
tionship with food, because in my school, the food is really
good quality, but it’s unbealthy food [...]. But then they’ll
also go abead and talk about healthy eating, five a day and
I'm just like, you're feeding me the complete opposite of
what you’re telling me to do. (FG4)

In conclusion, participants expressed an underlying feeling
that young people have limited power and agency to make
healthier food choices in their local areas. One participant
explained this as follows:

As a child grows up and is allowed to make their own
choices, [they are] not in a situation to know what’s healthy

and what’s not. [...] And then, as you grow up, you listen
to campaigns and stuff, and you see the ads and think, ‘ob,
[ want that, [ want that, and sometimes they’re dirt cheap
as well. So it’s easier to pick up fast food. (FG1)

Food environments are not a political priority

Participants were not aware of many specific local policies
or interventions targeting food environments in their area,
even when given examples of local interventions and cam-
paigns. Health, and particularly creating healthier food envi-
ronments, was not believed to be a central political priority in
local and national policymaking.

Decisions made by national government were believed to
constrain local prioritization of food environment policies, as
participants recognized that many policies rely on national
action or support: ‘I think the government needs to give more
authority to local authorities in order to be able to enforce
restrictions and create new restrictions’ (FG1). Limited gov-
ernment support was attributed to political beliefs that sup-
port the prioritization of economic goals: ‘I think a lot of the
time money is prioritised over health’ (FG3). This was also
reflected in limited budget allocation for health promotion,
mentioned by young people in the Midlands: ‘I think most
councils are unfortunately having to spend the majority of
their budgets on basic but essential services, such as housing,
education and road maintenance [...] which is the fault of
central government’s budget allocation, rather than fault of
the councils themselves’ (FG3).

At the same time, participants also believed policy to be
constrained by expected public backlash and unwillingness
of residents to change their diets, particularly in the lead up
to a general election. Participants therefore emphasized the
importance of challenging any negative perceptions (young)
people may have of healthy food.

Participants in both areas viewed the power of the food
industry as a barrier to effective policy, for example through
challenging or circumventing food environment policies: ‘A
lot of big companies have got very expensive law firms that
are hired to find loopholes’ (FG1). Participants were sceptical
about food businesses’ willingness to support healthy food
environment policies and recognized the power they have
over policymakers and public opinion.

Support for policies to improve food environments

It was agreed among all participants that more should be
done to protect young people’s health. Participants suggested
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a shift in focus from individualistic solutions to structural
regulatory policies aiming to modify the (local) food envi-
ronment, which reflects their concerns about the food envi-
ronment:

I do think that they do need to put [bealthy food environ-
ments] as an issue. Because [otherwise] that’s just going to
lead to health problems, which at the end of the day just
ends up costing the government and the NHS [National
Health Service] more money. Obviously, there’s multiple
issue out there, but this should be one of them. (FG4)

A mix of local and national policy suggestions were made
(Table 2). While there was some confusion about the respon-
sible agents for specific policy recommendations, young
people were aware of local and national policy levers when
prompted.

Urban planning regulation to limit the number of new fast
food takeaway outlets, and thus reduce fast food availability,
was the most commonly suggested policy in both areas. This
included restrictions on the overall density of takeaway out-
lets in retail areas and targeted restrictions around schools,
which were not in place in one of the areas. Local authorities
in England can influence the opening of new takeaway outlets
through planning permissions but cannot control the num-
ber of takeaway outlets that are already present. Many young
people believed that such a policy should be implemented,
particularly around schools, suggesting a change in national
legislation.

Table 2: Young people’'s recommendations for local and national policy

A range of fiscal measures were proposed to target con-
cerns around the unaffordability of healthy food, suggesting a
clear role for the public sector to interfere in commercial envi-
ronments. Participants in both areas proposed targeted subsi-
dies to lower prices of healthier food for consumers, including
produce and healthy school meals. Some participants sug-
gested more specific financial support for food businesses
offering healthier food, for example through tax breaks. This
was believed to remove a major barrier businesses face when
wanting to offer healthier meals: ‘It costs a lot of money to
set up a business. So there needs to be that support for local
entrepreneurs who want to bring this kind of vision of having
a sustainable environment’ (FG4).

On the other side of the spectrum, participants were also
in favour of taxation on businesses selling ‘unhealthy food’
to address imbalances in food prices. These were intended to
penalize (mostly large) businesses contributing to unhealthy
diets, and to disincentivize the purchase of fast food. Taxation
and tax incentives were proposed in both areas, but typically
by older participants.

Participants in both areas proposed regulating advertise-
ment of unhealthy food on local advertising space, national
television and social media. While banning fast food adver-
tisement was mentioned more frequently, participants also
highlighted opportunities to promote healthier food through
advertisement (e.g. on local billboards and in food outlets).
This was seen as a way to counter the impact of unhealthy
food advertisement: ‘I think with advertisements, there’s a
lot of psychology into it and utilising things like colour with

Policy suggestion Responsibility Representative quote

Planning restric- Local
tions on fast food

outlets of a choice’. (FG1)

‘They should have an area where say there’s one takeaway there, there can be another takeaway, but it
has to be a certain distance away. They shouldn’t be close to each other because then there’s too much

‘Rejecting planning permission of takeaways around areas where young people are influenced to buy

too many takeaways’. (FG4)

Fiscal measures National and

“Tax big corporations and heavily in that sense and then relief the tax burden on those new compa-

(taxation and subsi- local

dization)

Food advertisement
restrictions

Healthy school
food policies

Menu reformula-
tion incentives and
regulation

National and
local

Local

National and
local

nies that have just been set up, that push a sustainable mindset and offer vegan options, vegetarian
options, or more nutritious meals’. (FG4)

‘So if the government imposes a tax onto companies [...], because that obviously raises their cost of
production, they want to impose that same cost onto consumers, so it would just increase prices for
the consumers and then they’d be less inclined to get the food’. (FG1)

‘Lower prices for produce, because then that would also tackle the problem of the prices for [...] health-
ier food’. (FG4)

‘Because the council have, in the UK anyway, [...] people have to get planning permission for all signs
over a certain size. So they can easily reject planning permission’. (FG1)

I think on TVs there’s like a new law, rule, where you can’t advertise fast food places after 9 pm or 10
pm, something like that’. (FG4)

‘In the town centre, they’ve got a big billboard with all advertisements on it. So I think it would be really
better if they started advertising healthy options on that big screen’. (FG1)

‘A lot of young people, they spend a lot of their time in schools and that’s where some people receive
their meals daily. So I think they’re going to have to push it into the type of food that schools are able
to buy and produce’. (FG4)

‘So I think teaching us how to create a good relationship with food and what, how to be moderate with
your food, I think that’s really important’. (FG4)

“Trying to introduce healthier choices [in] the same places, the same establishments. Especially the ones
that are on that local high street, they’re not big chain ones’. (FG3)

‘T’d say using healthier oil to cook the food [...]. If you use healthy options, you don’t necessarily have to
advertise it but they’d still have the same customer base, and it would be healthier for everyone’. (FG1)

‘I think it’s not really about incentives, it’s more about regulation [...] from the government to basically
say to them, “this is what you have to do, and you have to conform to these laws,” then they’ll have
to listen’. (FG1)

202 1990}20 0} U0 1s9NB Aq G/0918./€€ | 9€EP/S/6E/AIME/0IdRaY /W00 dNO"dlWaPED.//:SANY WOy PapEojumMod



healthier options, that [can] make it look absolutely amazing’
(FG1). Social media was mentioned as a useful communica-
tion channel to reach young people.

Menu reformulation policies were suggested to increase
healthy food offer. One proposed approach was based on
incentives to encourage voluntary menu change (e.g. using
healthier oils), for example through local award schemes.
Others emphasized the need for national regulation to put
more pressure on food businesses and create a level playing
field. However, participants were aware this could be harder
to implement in practice. One participant argued that a dif-
ferent approach may be needed for local food businesses and
multinationals: ‘The [food outlets] that are on that local high
street, they’re not big chain ones, they’re independent, they’re
run by local people, so having conversations with them about
[their food offer]| could help® (FG3).

Healthy school food policies were predominantly sug-
gested by younger participants who were attending secondary
school. They believed rules should be put in place to ensure
schools provide students with healthy meals. At the same
times, participants also highlighted the need for better educa-
tion on diet and health in schools.

Young people recognized that public health teams alone
were unlikely to bring about real change in food environ-
ments and healthy diets. They emphasized the need for action
across the system and collaboration with different stakehold-
ers: ‘[Healthy food environments| can only be possible, again,
with the support of the council and coproduction between
communities, business owners, council members and elected
officials’ (FG4).

Need for more meaningful youth engagement in
policymaking

Most participants (86%) had personal experience of direct
engagement with their local Public Health team and/or other
decision-makers in local authorities on the topic of food and
health. This includes workshops, consultations and involve-
ment in research projects. Despite having been involved in
engagement activities, most participants believed young
people’s views were not taken into account enough in food-
related policymaking processes. This reiterated the general
feeling that young people have limited power over their
food environment. One participant said: ‘I don’t really think
young people are [involved]. I think older people tend to view
young people as inexperienced and they don’t know much
about food at all. So 1 think that when they are making these
policies, the policies are for the young people, but they don’t
ever ask about the young people’s opinions and 1 think that’s
reflected on the policies themselves’ (FG4). Unsatisfactory
engagement with local policymakers led to disappointment
and loss of trust among some participants despite awareness
of the barriers local authorities face in implementing food
environment policies. Participants in both areas wished they
were more meaningfully engaged in decisions about their
food environment.

While opportunities for consultation and representation
(e.g. through elected Youth Members of Parliament) are avail-
able, they were not perceived to be accessible to all young
people. Young people did not always know how and where
to share their views. ‘I don’t think I would actually go to [the
local youth council], just because 1 don’t necessarily know
someone on there, with these councils it’s very much, if your
school engages with them or you know someone, then you
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would know’ (FG3). Participants in the Midlands discussed
the need to increase diversity in youth consultations and
involve young people beyond those already active in youth
councils and organizations:

If you're part of a youth council or a youth organisation,
you’re much more likely in the sense of working with local
councils, policymakers, because that’s the only chance you
can get. [...] It’s only exclusive to a particular set of young
people, [...] I wouldn’t say it’s effective in that sense, or
fair. (FG4)

Participants differentiated between consultation and co-
production. Consultation alone was not considered enough
and sometimes perceived as ‘a tick box exercise’ without
real intentions to integrate youth views in policy decisions.
When asked about their ideal form of youth participation,
many participants in this group believed young people should
be involved over a longer period and at various stages of
decision-making:

The only way to find an effective solution is to deal with
the root cause of the problem and the only people who
experience that problem daily is the youth. So co-design
and co-production is really important, so we can channel
our voice and hence a solution can be formed and imple-
mented from that. Because we lie with their root problem,
so we know what needs to be changed. (FG4)

The group concluded that multiple concurrent engagement
methods (including regular meetings, positions in advisory
boards with adults, consultation surveys and direct feedback
platforms) should be used to involve as many young people as
possible in the ways that are most accessible to them.

Participants also believed it is important for local authori-
ties to share the outcomes of consultations and other engage-
ment activities, to feel that their opinions were considered:
‘I would want to know whether they act upon it, because a
couple of people just taking a survey just for the sake of it,
that’s good [but] I would want to know what they’ve done,
otherwise there would be no point’ (FG4).

DISCUSSION

Young people’s knowledge on food environments
and related policies

This study aimed to understand young people’s perspectives
on local food environment policies and youth engagement in
local policymaking. Participants in both areas had negative
perceptions of their local food environments, including their
school food environment, and highlighted how unhealthy
food environments restrict choice. The availability and rela-
tive affordability of fast food takeaway outlets were seen as
the main barrier to healthy diets and a key priority for policy
action.

Negative perceptions of food environments, and local
physical environments more generally, appear to be com-
mon among young people (Ott et al., 2011; Cameron et al.,
2017; Fairbrother et al., 2022; Thompson et al., 2022). Avail-
ability, affordability and marketing of unhealthy food were
previously found to be considered important factors shaping
young people’s food choices (Bibeau et al., 2012; Watts et al.,
2013; Pitt et al., 2017; Spencer et al., 2019; Kelly et al., 2021;
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Ziegler et al., 2021; Fairbrother et al., 2022). Many of these
studies analysed perceptions of the school food environment
in particular (Pitt et al., 2017; Gangemi et al., 2018; Spencer
et al., 2019; Kelly et al., 2021), which was also mentioned as
a concern by participants in this study.

Our findings fit with previous evidence suggesting that chil-
dren and young people are valuable and informed contributors
to social and health policy. Other examples in the literature
include studies in the fields of mental health (Thompson et al.,
2022; McCabe et al., 2023), health inequalities (Fairbrother
et al., 2022; Ronzi et al., 2023) and planetary health (Arnot
et al., 2023, 2023a, 2024). As in these studies, our findings
demonstrate that young people understand how their food
choices and norms are influenced by factors described as the
social, commercial and political determinants of health (Arnot
et al., 2023; Ronzi et al., 2023). Knowledge about food envi-
ronment policy and factors contributing to its prioritization
and implementation appeared to be higher in older partici-
pants, and those that had been more extensively involved in
food environment-related consultations and workshops. This
suggests that while young people did not believe they were
fully engaged in policymaking processes about food environ-
ments, local authorities have been able to effectively convey
messages on the topic. There were no notable differences
between genders and areas, although participants living in a
city spoke more about geographic differences in food envi-
ronments related to area deprivation.

Knowledge on specific policies and interventions in the local
area was more limited. Both local authorities have been part
of a programme to tackle childhood obesity, which included
interventions and campaigns targeted at increasing aware-
ness about unhealthy food environments among children and
young people. This suggests a need for wider communication
of interventions beyond those directly involved.

Proposed policy solutions

Young people had strong policy recommendations for both
local and national government. The policies proposed in both
areas were largely structural or agento-structural in nature,
requiring little individual choice and effort from (young) peo-
ple to be effective. These include restrictions on the advertis-
ing of unhealthy food and regulations to limit fast food outlets
near schools (Backholer et al., 2014). This is in contrast with
the tendency of UK obesity prevention policies to focus on
agentic interventions to solve problems with significant struc-
tural root causes (Williams and Fullagar, 2019; Griffin et al.,
2021; Theis and White, 2021; Fismen et al., 2023). In a Pho-
tovoice study in Poland, young people similarly recognized a
need for better policies to create healthier retail environments,
which were identified as ‘missing’ in their local environment
(Banik et al., 2023). Interventions focused on education were
proposed in addition to structural interventions, to change
perceptions of healthy food and give young people a better
chance at consuming a healthy diet. There is no clear evidence
that access to healthy food outlets alone leads to healthier
diets among adolescents (Shaw et al., 2023), something that
was recognized by some focus group participants. Comple-
mentary policies targeting perceptions and social influences
are therefore also necessary (Shaw et al., 2023).

The importance of structural intervention in obesity pre-
vention is recognized among local public health practitioners
and policymakers (Grant et al., 2010; Nobles et al., 2019).
However, the implementation of such policies is often hin-

dered by external barriers, many of which were also iden-
tified by the young people in this study. While participants
did not believe health to be prioritized enough by local and
national government in England, they were aware of chal-
lenges faced by policymakers (Grant et al., 2010). Limited
prioritization and implementation of food environment pol-
icies was attributed to political choices, resistance to ‘nanny
state’ policies, barriers to local action due to national legisla-
tion, funding challenges and influence from the food industry.
Interestingly, young people were more likely to understand
and justify inaction at local level compared to the national
level. This could suggest a greater understanding of their local
(policy) context, possibly through their previous engagement
with local authorities or familiarity with local neighbour-
hoods and communities. Attitudes could also be explained
by political beliefs. Young people recognized that both local
and national government prioritized ‘money over health’.
However, at local level this was seen as a way to support the
local economy, while at national level it was often considered
ideological. The idea that governments prioritize commercial
interests was also expressed by young people in other studies
in relation to planetary health (Thompson et al., 2022; Arnot
etal.,2023a,2024).

Youth engagement in food environment policy

Despite having been involved in consultation workshops about
local food environments, young people in both areas did not
feel meaningfully engaged in local decision-making processes.
Many studies analysing youth engagement in food environ-
ment and obesity prevention policymaking do not include
perspectives from young people themselves. Limited feedback
from young people was also reported in a scoping review of
youth engagement in other health-related policy processes in
the UK (Macauley et al., 2022). Previous research supports
our findings that youth engagement typically takes the form
of consultation rather than more collaborative approaches
(Larsson et al., 2018; Mandoh et al., 2021, 2023; Macauley
et al., 2022; Nesrallah et al., 2023). While consultation can
be a useful tool to better understand youth perspectives, it is
often limited to certain (initial) stages of policy development,
and can—as also suggested by our research participants—be
experienced as tokenistic if young people do not feel that their
efforts are valued and will make a difference (Cardarelli et al.,
2021; Mandoh et al., 2021). What is generally believed to be
the difference between consultation and youth participation
is shared decision-making and a degree of youth control over
the policy agenda (Hart, 1992; Wills ez al., 2008; Wong et
al., 2010; Heffernan et al., 2017). Falling short of this, local
authorities miss opportunities to create more inclusive and
innovative policies and interventions that centre young people
(Michels and De Graaf, 2010, 2017). At the same time, young
people miss out on valuable knowledge, civic participation
skills and opportunities to drive change. Clear communica-
tion about the purpose and (possible) impacts of engagement
activities could increase trust and avoid disappointment and
feelings of powerlessness described by some participants. It
also highlights the need to include an evaluation component
in youth engagement activities (Villa-Torres and Svanemyr,
2015; Frerichs et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2020; Cardarelli
et al., 2021).

The findings of this study do not necessarily mean that the
local authorities of interest do not involve local residents in
their policy decisions. Both the areas have strategies for citizen
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engagement, including a strategy on the engagement of chil-
dren and young people. In addition, both areas have engage-
ment structures in place, such as youth groups and branches
of the UK Youth Parliament to which young people are demo-
cratically elected (Smith et al., 2023). This provides an avenue
for young people to discuss issues with ministers and civil ser-
vants at both local and national level. The food environment
did not appear to be a principal topic of discussion within the
Youth Parliament, suggesting it may not be among the most
important policy priorities for young people. However, young
people that were not involved in the Youth Parliament felt
that its activities were not accessible to everyone equally. This
reflects wider concerns about ensuring diverse representation
in the young people that are engaged in local decisions. Youth
councils have potential to meaningfully engage young peo-
ple (Astraea Augsberger and Whitney, 2018). However, their
effectiveness is context-specific, depending on among others
how youth-centric the councils are, their position within local
government and available funding. In the UK, experiences,
support and opportunities offered to Members of Youth Par-
liaments were found to differ by local authority (Smith et al.,
2023), possibly mirroring inequalities in other services avail-
able to young people in those areas.

Local authorities, governments and other organiza-
tions have a duty to involve underrepresented groups in
their engagement activities under the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child. Attention should therefore be paid
to ensure young people are afforded the same engagement
opportunities and decision-making power across the coun-
try. Young people in this study emphasized the importance of
providing multiple different avenues for youth participation,
to ensure as many young people as possible are represented
(Macauley et al., 2022). This requires additional attention
and resources, and may involve different ways of recruiting
young people, beyond a selected number of youth organiza-
tions (Astraea Augsberger and Whitney, 2018). The resources,
including time, skills and budget, required for meaningful and
prolonged youth participation are likely a barrier for local
authorities in England in the context of significant funding
cuts to local government (Haves, 2024). Another challenge
to operationalizing the UN Convention is that embedding
co-production and shared decision-making in policy processes
requires a shift in institutional values and structures, which
take time to achieve and may be met with resistance (Zel-
din et al., 2008). There is an important role for national gov-
ernment to provide local authorities with greater resources,
mandates and incentives for meaningful youth engagement
in (public health) policymaking processes. Local authorities
can also learn from each other through the dissemination of
good practice, including through national and international
public health networks. These learning spaces can be useful in
addition to existing resources that provide guidance on youth
engagement (Local Government Association, n.d.; UNICEF,
2017). Rather than creating new engagement structures, local
authorities can harness existing resources and partnerships,
including with schools, youth groups and voluntary, commu-
nity and faith organizations dedicated to promoting youth
participation. Work with schools can focus on enhancing the
education curriculum to place a greater emphasis on civic
participation. Online platforms and interactive applications
could be used in addition to offline methods to connect with
a wider range of young people, and require relatively little
resource (Crowley and Moxon, 2018).

C. Rinaldi et al.

Ultimately, it is important that young people are part of
discussions about the design of participation mechanisms.
The public health community has a key role in changing
understandings of meaningful youth engagement by actively
involving young people in policy and research debates as
competent individuals with valuable experience that can
improve policy formulation, implementation and outcomes.
Centring young people is particularly relevant for food envi-
ronment policy, which is often considered within the wider
policy goal of reducing childhood obesity (Theis and White,
2021).

Strengths and limitations

Our study adds to the existing literature by exploring young
people’s understanding of local food environment policies
and their recommendations for future action. In addition,
analysing young people’s perspectives on their own involve-
ment in policymaking processes allows us to understand the
ways in which young people want to be engaged.

While our data analysis was inductive, focusing on the
perspectives and suggestions mentioned by the young peo-
ple, concepts central to our research aims were reflected in
the findings. As the focus of this research is on food envi-
ronment policies, this will, for example, have influenced the
policy recommendations given by young people, which were
predominantly structural and agento-structural in nature.
Future research could focus on young people’s perspectives
on policies and interventions targeting other determinants of
childhood obesity, including the home and family environ-
ment, and influences from peers.

The study focused on two areas in England. While the
areas are diverse in geography and size, they are not rep-
resentative for the whole of England. Young people were
recruited through four youth organizations that have previ-
ously been involved in consultation and activities with local
authorities (including on food and public health), which
allowed us to better understand local authorities’ engage-
ment with young people. We spoke to a diverse group of
adolescents and young adults, but our recruitment missed
young people not connected to those organizations, which
may include more underrepresented groups with less knowl-
edge on food environment policy. At the same time, we may
not have recruited young people who were more extensively
involved in interventions and policy processes. While our
overall sample was diverse, recruitment was influenced by
pragmatic factors, which reduced within-focus group ethnic
diversity in some cases. Discerning individual opinions from
those shared by the group as a whole can be difficult when
conducting focus groups. While we encouraged each partic-
ipant to share their perspectives, some participants spoke
more than others, which means some perspectives may be
overrepresented in the findings. This may particularly be the
case for the larger focus group and the focus group con-
ducted online.

CONCLUSION

This study adds to previous literature on young people’s per-
spectives of food environments by exploring their views on cur-
rent policy prioritization, recommendations for future action
and their engagement in policymaking. Our findings show a
deep understanding of the social, political and commercial fac-
tors that influence young people’s diets. Young people’s policy
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priorities were predominantly structural in nature, targeting
availability, affordability and advertising of unhealthy food in
their local area. Young people want to be more meaningfully
engaged in policy deliberations that directly affect them. It is
essential that policymakers aiming to improve young people’s
diets take their unique views and concerns into account to cre-
ate effective policies that resonate with young people.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary material is available at Health Promotion
International online.
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