
 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the DIET Newsletter 

December 2019 
Our November newsletter brings you further updates on the DIET programme 
research and recent activities. 

  
Programme Update 

The DIET programme aims to evaluate the effects of four important action areas 
to improve diets: (1) a low-cost dietary salt reduction package for adults with high 
blood pressure; (2) co-designed, commercially sustainable supermarket 
interventions to promote healthy food purchases; (3) the impact of voluntary front- 
of-pack nutrition labels (Health Star Ratings - HSR) on consumer food purchases 
and industry reformulation practices; and (4) a theory-driven campaign to promote 
improvements to the composition of packaged foods. 

Work on projects 1-3 is underway and progressing well. The SALTS trial (Project 1) 
is in recruitment phase (49 participants have been randomised so far). The co-
design study with NZ supermarket retailer, Countdown, (Project 2) identified one 
strategy for testing: more prominent shelf placement of healthier products. A 12-
week pilot of the intervention was conducted April-July 2019 and write-up of the 
study findings is now underway. Our evaluation of HSR (Project 3) is examining the 
impact of HSR on food reformulation by industry using NZ and Australian datasets. 
The next step will be to examine effects on consumer purchasing behaviour using 
Homescan NZ data. Work on Project 4 will start early in 2020 following recruitment 
of a Research Fellow to lead this project.  

 

 



News and Events 
We are excited to announce that two Research Fellows from the DIET programme 
have been awarded Heart Foundation Fellowships: 

 

 

Dr Helen Eyles and Dr Leanne Young, recipients of the Heart Foundation fellowships 
 

• Dr Helen Eyles was awarded a Heart Foundation Senior Research Fellowship (3 
years) and a Heart Foundation project grant. 

• Dr Leanne Young was awarded a Post-doctoral Research Fellowship (3 years) 

  
Dr Helen Eyles 

Helen has been awarded a Heart Foundation Senior Fellowship to identify real world 
solutions to reducing the burden of high blood pressure in Aotearoa. 

Diets high in sodium and low in potassium can lead to high BP, with changes in the 
vascular system starting very early in life. Therefore, one of her key aims is to find 
out more about New Zealand's children’s dietary sodium and potassium intakes 
and design an intervention for children, whānau and communities. 

She will also develop proposed maximum targets for the sodium content of New 
Zealand fast foods and create and pilot test a web-based sodium screening tool 
that could be integrated into clinical practice. 

Helen feels humbled and privileged to be a Heart Foundation Senior Fellow and 
hopes that her work will contribute to improvements in heart health for all Aotearoa 
and have a direct impact on New Zealand’s commitment to the World Health 
Organization to reduce population sodium intakes by 30% by 2025. 

  
 



Dr Leanne Young 

Dr Leanne Young has been awarded a Heart Foundation post-doctoral fellowship. 

This post-doctoral scholarship will enable Leanne to establish a research 
programme to increase the evidence base around reformation of the food supply 
and investigation of novel methods to positively improve food environments. 
Improving the nutritional content of commonly purchased foods in key food 
environment settings has the potential to reduce population intakes of sodium, 
sugar and saturated fat. 

Leanne brings a strong public health nutrition background to her research. This 
includes previous roles working with the food industry offer and promote healthy 
choices to consumers, including at the Heart Foundation. One of the focus areas of 
her fellowship will be the reformulation and formulation of commonly eaten foods 
to meet nutrition targets, in particular, high volume, and low-cost products. This 
work will start with a systematic review of this area to quantify health gains from 
this strategy and identify opportunities for further action. 

Leanne is very grateful for this opportunity to continue her association with the 
Heart Foundation to deliver a research programme that will contribute to reducing 
cardiovascular disease in New Zealand by making healthier food choices easier for 
all. 

 

SALTS (Salt ALTernatives Study) 
 

 

 

SALTS launch 28 May. From left, Shisty, Neela, 
Jacqui, Dianne, Helen 

 

 

Shisty taking a blood pressure reading at the 
recent NIHI 30 Year Conference 

 

The SALTS trial started commenced in June 2019. To date the study has received 
227 referrals. 111 participants are in baseline, 49 are randomised and two 
participants have completed the study. 

 



Key activities: 

• Partnership with Green Cross Health pharmacies to recruit participants 

• Working with The Stroke Foundation Big BP check bus at PAK'N Save 
supermarkets 

• Other recruitment activities include: engaging with interested GP practices, 
adverts in relevant newsletters (e.g. The Heart Foundation, Pharmacy Today), a 
social media campaign (via Facebook and Instagram), workplace BP checks at 
the University campuses, hospitals and cardiac rehabilitation clinics 

• Analysis of first urine samples and power calculation will take place in Dec 2019 

• Protocol paper currently in progress with draft due January 2020 

• A media release and recruitment activities are being planned for Heart 
Awareness month (Feb 2020) 

 

Supermarket Intervention Study 
 

 

 

Countdown Study 

 

 

Magda and Jacqui setting up the intervention in 
Countdown supermarket 
 

The supermarket intervention study was co-designed with Countdown and 
evaluated more prominent placement of healthier products in the breakfast cereal 
category. Revised shelf layout planograms were developed using nutritional 
ranking. Healthier products were placed on the upper shelves and less healthy 
products on the lower shelves. Products were ranked by cereal sub-category, e.g. 
oats, children’s, granola. The ranking used energy, sodium, sugar and fibre and 
Health Star Rating Score and Health Star Rating of products to determine shelf 
positioning. Shelf placement was altered in three intervention stores for a 12-week 
period, April to July, 2019. In addition to the intervention period, sales data was 
analysed for the 12-week pre-intervention period and a 12-week follow-up period. 



Products promoted via in-store displays were also recorded and included in the 
analysis. Shopper surveys and interviews with store and head office staff were 
conducted to assess stakeholder views on the intervention. 

Preliminary results were presented at the ANZOS (Sydney) and NZ Nutrition 
Society (Napier) conferences in October and November. The study paper describing 
the is underway with submission planned for December, 2019. Another paper, 
investigating the effects of price and promotions on sales is planned for March 2020. 

 

Health Star Rating Evaluation 

A third DIET research study is evaluating the effects of the Health Star Rating (HSR) 
labelling programme in Australia and New Zealand. To calculate the overall effect 
of HSR on population diets, this project uses data on packaged food composition 
from Nutritrack and FoodSwitch, and on household purchasing patterns from 
Nielsen NZ Homescan. Contemporary econometric and epidemiological methods 
are then applied to answer three research questions: 1) what is the HSR-driven 
effects on industry-led reformulation?; 2) do changes occur in consumer behaviour 
following adoption of HSR?; and 3) what is the net impact of these two changes on 
population diets ? Last, we will also use simulation and other modelling techniques 
to estimate the health gains and health system costs of HSR, i.e. propagating the 
results from 1, 2 and 3 through intervention simulation models. This project aims 
to inform national and international policy makers, particularly in identifying 
improvements to HSR and other voluntary labelling policies. Progress is good, with 
analyses almost complete for research question 1, and progress on research 
question 2.  First publications are expected mid- to late-2020. 

  
Industry Intervention 

The project is on hold pending recruitment of a Research Fellow to lead this project. 
 

Recent Presentations 
Reducing the sugar intakes of children in Aotearoa: Development of sugar reduction targets for packaged foods 
and beverages [oral presentation]. Eyles H, Jiang Y, Swinburn B, Blakely T, Neal B, Te Morenga L, Trieu K, Ni 
Mhurchu C. Reducing the sugar intakes of children in Aotearoa: Development of sugar reduction targets for 
packaged foods and beverages. 8th Activity and Nutrition Aotearoa Conference, Auckland, New Zealand, 21-22 
May 2019. 

Which companies and brands dominate the New Zealand food supply? [oral presentation] McKay, S.; Eyles, H.; 
Young, L.; Ni Mhurchu C.; Food Governance Conference 2019, Sydney, Australia, 3-5 July 2019 



Use of food composition databases in public health nutrition research, and opportunities for improvement. (oral 
presentation) Eyles H. Use of food composition databases in public health nutrition research, and opportunities for 
10th Oceania Foods Annual Conference, Auckland, 3rd to 4th Sept, 2019 

Strategies to promote healthier supermarket purchases that are good for health and good for business [oral 
presentation] Young L, Vandevijvere S, Waterlander W, Grey J, Ni Mhurchu C. Strategies to promote healthier 
supermarket purchases that are good for health and good for business: A co-design study. 8th Activity and Nutrition 
Aotearoa Conference, Auckland, New Zealand, 21-22 May 2019 

Effects of more prominent shelf placement of healthier food products on supermarket purchases: A co-designed 
pilot study [oral presentation] Ni Mhurchu C, Young L, Rosin M, Jiang Y, Grey J, Vandevijvere S, Waterlander W. 
Effects of more prominent shelf placement of healthier food products on supermarket purchases: A co-designed 
pilot study. Australia & New Zealand Obesity Society 2019 Annual Scientific Meeting, Sydney, Australia, 16-18 
October 2019 

Reducing children’s sugar intakes: Development of sugar reduction targets for New Zealand packaged foods and 
beverages [oral presentation]. Eyles H, Jiang Y, Swinburn B, Trieu K, Te Morenga L, Ni Mhurchu C. Reducing 
children’s sugar intakes: Development of sugar reduction targets for New Zealand packaged foods and beverages. 
International Society for Behavioural Nutrition and Physical Activity 2019 Annual Meeting, Prague, Czech Republic, 
4-7 June 2019 Non-conference 
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