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Executive Summary 

Background
Like other African countries, Kenya is experiencing rapid urbanization, accompanied by increasing levels of obesity 
and other diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs); with higher levels among urban residents, and women in 
particular. The overconsumption of unhealthy diets that are energy-dense and nutrient-poor is implicated in the onset 
of diet-related NCDs; with growing evidence that unhealthy food environments drive unhealthy diets. Comprehensive 
government action is needed to create healthier food environments; to support people to consume healthier diets; and 
to reduce obesity and diet-related NCDs as well as their related inequalities.

What we did
The extent of implementation of food environment policies in Kenya was assessed and priority actions were identified 
for the government to implement, with its partners, to create healthier food environments. Methods based on the 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) by INFORMAS (International Network for Food and Obesity/NCDs 
Research, Monitoring and Action Support) were used. Between October 2017 and August 2018, a cross-country team 
of researchers trained by a Food-EPI expert implemented the Kenya Food-EPI exercise. Evidence on the extent of 
government action to implement food environment policies was collected across 13 policy and infrastructure support 
domains and 43 related indicators of good practice As part of the process, a panel of 16 local experts rated the extent of 
government action on each indicator of good practice against international best practices (‘high’, ‘medium’, ‘low’ or ‘very 
little’) and against a within country planning and development cycle (‘initiation’, ‘in development’, ‘implementation’ or 
‘evaluation’). Actions for the government to implement to improve food environments in Kenya were identified and 
prioritized. 

Implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support compared with international best practice 
and a planning and development cycle

Gaps were identified in the implementation of food environment policies in Kenya, as well as opportunities to create 
healthier food environments. In terms of a planning and development cycle, approximately 1/3rd of all areas of good 
practice (16/43) were judged to be in ‘implementation’ phase, including policy action to: implement food composition 
targets for processed foods; ensure packaged food labels have ingredient lists/nutrient declarations in line with Codex; 
develop regulatory systems for assessing health/nutrition claims; restrict the promotion of breast milk substitutes; 
and develop school health policy to promote healthy food choices. On infrastructure support, areas judged as in 
‘implementation’ phase included efforts to: implement food-based dietary guidelines; establish strong political support; 
develop comprehensive plans linked to national need; ensure transparency in the development of food policies; and 
monitor nutritional status/intake. Approximately half the indicators of good practice (22) were only ‘in development’, 
including action to: restrict promotion of unhealthy foods to children; ensure food pricing policies promote healthy 
choices; support in-store availability of healthy foods; and protect trade regulatory capacities related to nutrition. For 
infrastructure support, there was limited action to: establish population intake targets/priorities for reducing health 
inequalities; restrict commercial influences on policy; monitor food environments and health inequalities; fund obesity 
and NCD research; and establish coordination mechanisms across government levels.

No evidence of any government action was documented for five policy areas of good practice: establishment of food 
composition standards/targets for out-of-home meals in food service outlets; front-of-pack or menu board labelling 
systems; risk assessments for trade agreements; or zoning laws on the density/location of healthy/unhealthy food 
service outlets. 

At the level of international best practice, the Government of Kenya was judged to be performing relatively well 
(‘medium’) in only four policy and infrastructure support areas: restricting the marketing of breast milk substitutes; 
demonstrating political leadership; having a comprehensive implementation plan linked to national need; and ensuring 
all policies are sensitive to nutrition. Of the remaining areas of good practice, 34 indicators were rated as ‘low’ and 
two as ‘very little’ in relation to international best practice. All recent government policy action on food composition, 
food labelling, food provision, food retail and food trade and investment was rated as ‘low’. In terms of food prices, 
government action to reduce taxes on healthy foods and increase taxes on unhealthy foods was rated as ‘very little’ 
at the level of international best practice. Infrastructure support actions relating to governance, monitoring and 
intelligence, funding and resources, and platforms for interaction were all rated as ‘low’. 
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Recommended actions for creating healthy food environments in Kenya

The expert panel identified and prioritized 23 actions for creating healthier food environments taking into account 
perceptions of importance and feasibility. Seven actions were judged to be the most important and feasible (see blue 
sections in Table 1 below) and cover issues of leadership, food promotion, labelling, food composition, food prices and 
health in all policies. Three actions (on food prices, trade and food provision) were assessed as of high importance but 
less feasible. Thirteen actions across a range of areas of good practice (including leadership, platforms for interaction, 
food promotion and safety, monitoring) were judged to be of lower importance and feasibility. 

Table 1. Actions identified and prioritized by the expert panel for creating healthier food environments in Kenya.



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 7Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya8 Page 

Comprehensive government action is needed to create healthier food 
environments in Kenya, to support people to consume healthier diets 
and to reduce all forms of malnutrition.

Background
Like other African countries, Kenya is experiencing rapid urbanization, accompanied by increasing levels of obesity 
and other diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs); with higher levels among urban residents and women in 
particular (1–4). The prevalence of overweight and obesity among women increased from 25% to 33% between 2008 
and 2014 and NCDs now account for 27% of all morbidity, a third of all deaths and half of all hospital admissions in 
Kenya (5,6). Urbanization is associated with changes in social and physical environments such as food habits, and 
dietary practices, and the proliferation of energy-dense and nutrient-poor foods, which is associated with obesity and 
diet-related NCDs. Such diets are also associated with lower micronutrient intake, which remains prevalent in Kenya (7). 

There is growing evidence that unhealthy food environments drive unhealthy diets. Food environments are the 
collective physical, economic, political and socio-cultural surroundings, opportunities and conditions that influence 
what food people eat. (8) There is expert consensus internationally on the type of policy action that governments need 
to take to create healthier food environments.(8) Action to improve food environments will help improve all forms of 
malnutrition. In Kenya, the national NCD prevention strategy recognizes NCDs as a pressing health concern and calls 
for improved policy formulation, legislation, and interventions to promote healthy diets (9). There are gaps however, 
in data availability to support appropriate planning, policy formulation, and legislation(10). To successfully strengthen 
policies and interventions, it is important, as a first step, to understand what NCD-related polices exist and the extent 
of implementation of actions to improve food environments in the country. 

This project assessed the extent to which the Government of Kenya is implementing globally recommended policies on 
the promotion of healthy food environments and progress against an in-country development cycle. It also recommends 
priority actions for the Government to take forward with its partners.

What we did
Methods based on the Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) by INFORMAS (International Network for 
Food and Obesity / NCDs Research, Monitoring and Action Support) were used. INFORMAS monitors and benchmarks 
food environments and policies internationally to increase the accountability of governments and the food industry for 
actions to reduce diet-related NCDs.(8) The Food EPI in Kenya was conducted between October 2017 and August 2018 
by a cross-country team of researchers trained by a Food-EPI expert. The key steps in the Kenya Food-EPI process are 
shown in Figure 1 and explained below.

Figure 1. Process for assessing the extent of food environment policy implementation in Kenya.
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Document and verify

Evidence on the extent of government action to implement food environment policies was collected across 13 policy 
and infrastructure support domains and 43 related sub-areas (indicators) of good practice (Figure 2; Tables 1 and 2). The 
domains and indicators of good practice were tailored to the Kenyan context by the research team, in consultation with 
INFORMAS, according to the Food EPI protocol. A broad view of evidence was taken: government policies, workplans, 
and national strategies were included, as well as evidence of formal/informal activity across policy processes (from 
agenda-setting to implementation, monitoring and evaluation). Government websites, websites of other institutions (for 
example, Food and Agriculture Organization, World Health Organization, United Nations Children’s Fund) and academic 
databases (for peer-reviewed articles) were systematically searched for evidence of action and requests for information 
were also submitted to relevant government authorities. Physical searches/reviews of documents not available online 
were also completed. A total of 31 relevant sources were identified spanning the period 2003-2018. The evidence was 
collated and documented in an ‘Evidence Pack’, which was shared with 21 key officials from government line ministries 
or parastatals, the private sector (including food manufacturing companies) and non-government organizations, for 
feedback and validation. Feedback was incorporated into a finalized ‘evidence paper’ in July 2018 (see evidence paper 
summary in Appendix 1). In the evidence paper, action taken by the Government of Kenya to create healthier food 
environments was presented alongside examples of international best practice, as identified by INFORMAS (see Tables 
1 and 2). 

Figure 2. Components, domains and indicators of the Food-EPI tool used in Kenya.
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Convene
A panel of 16 experts on food and nutrition issues in Kenya was convened during the process of collecting evidence. 
Members of the expert panel were from both non-government (academia, civil society) and State sectors. 

Assess
The expert panel reviewed the Evidence Paper and used the information within it to rate the extent of government 
action to implement policies on food environments and infrastructure support against: 1) an in-country planning and 
development cycle and 2) international best practice. The ratings covered all 13 of the policy and infrastructure support 
domains and 43 sub-areas of good practice that are listed in Figure 2 and Tables 1 and 2. The level of government action 
against in-country development was categorized as: ‘initiation’, ‘in development’, ‘implementation’ or ‘evaluation’. 
The level of action against international best practice was categorized as: ‘high’, ‘medium’, ‘low’ or ‘very little’. This 
assessment process took place during an expert panel workshop that was held in Nairobi in July 2018. 
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Identify and prioritize 

At the end of the workshop, the expert panel identified potential policy and infrastructure support actions that the government 
could take forward with its partners. The identified actions were subsequently prioritized by the panel, taking account of 
perceptions of relative importance (i.e. need, likely impact, equity) and feasibility (i.e. level of acceptability, affordability, 
cost-effectiveness).   

Table 1. Policy domains, sub-areas (indicators) of good practice and examples of international best practice (11).
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Table 2. Infrastructure support domains, sub-areas of good practice (indicators) and examples of international 
best practice (11).
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Country scorecard 1: Implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support in 
relation to an in-country policy development cycle.

Government action was judged to be in ‘implementation’ phase in approximately 1/3rd of all areas of good practice (16/43): 
Five policy and 11 infrastructure support areas. There was evidence of policy action to: implement food composition targets 
for processed foods; ensure packaged food labels have ingredient lists/nutrient declarations in line with Codex; develop 
regulatory systems for assessing health/nutrition claims; restrict the promotion of breast milk substitutes; and develop school 
health policy to promote healthy food choices. For infrastructure, the 11 areas judged as in ‘implementation’ phase included 
action to: implement food-based dietary guidelines; establish strong political support; develop comprehensive plans linked 
to national need; ensure transparency in the development of food policies/access to information; and monitor nutritional 
status/intake.

Approximately half of the indicators of good practice (22) were judged to be only ‘in development’, including government 
action to: restrict the promotion of unhealthy foods to children; ensure food pricing policies promote healthy choices; 
support in-store availability of healthy foods; and protect trade regulatory capacities related to nutrition. For infrastructure 
support, there was limited action to: establish population intake targets/priorities for reducing health inequalities; restrict 
commercial influences on policy; monitor food environments/ health inequalities; fund obesity and NCD research; and 
establish coordination mechanisms across government levels.

No evidence of any government action was documented for 5 policy areas of good practice (not included in scorecard): 
establish food composition standards/targets for out-of-home meals in food service outlets; front-of-pack or menu board 
labelling systems; risk assessments for trade agreements; or zoning laws on the density/location of healthy/unhealthy food 
service outlets. 

**None of the policy domains were judged to be in the initiation or evaluation phase of policy development

Figure 3. Implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support in relation to in-country development 
cycle.
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Country scorecard 2: Implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support as 
compared with international best practice

The Government of Kenya was judged to be performing relatively well (‘medium’) at the level of international best practice 
in only four policy and infrastructure support areas: restricting the marketing of breast milk substitutes; demonstrating 
political leadership; having a comprehensive implementation plan linked to national need; and ensuring all policies are 
sensitive to nutrition. Only the marketing of breastmilk substitutes was from the food policy domain (Figure 4).

Of the remaining areas of good practice, 34 indicators were rated as ‘low’ and two were assessed as ‘very little’ in relation 
to international best practice. All recent government policy action on food composition, food labelling, food provision, food 
retail and food trade and investment was rated as ‘low’. In terms of food prices, government actions to reduce taxes on 
healthy foods and increase taxes on unhealthy foods were rated as ‘very little’ at the level of international best practice. 
Infrastructure support actions relating to governance, monitoring and intelligence, funding and resources, and platforms for 
interaction were all rated as ‘low’. 

As with country scorecard 1, no evidence of any government action was documented for five policy areas of good practice 
relating to: food composition standards/targets for out-of-home meals in food service outlets; front-of-pack or menu board 
labelling systems; risk assessments for trade agreements; or zoning laws on the density/location of healthy/unhealthy food 
service outlets. These do not appear in the scorecard.

**None of the policy indicators was judged as high implementation in relation to international best practice.

Figure 4. Implementation of food environment policies and infrastructure support in relation to 
international best practice.
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Recommended actions for creating healthier food environments in Kenya

The expert panel identified and prioritized 23 actions for creating healthier food environments taking into account 
perceptions of importance and feasibility. Seven actions were judged to be the most important and feasible: these 
are highlighted in blue in Table 3 and cover issues of leadership, food promotion, labelling, food composition, food 
prices and health in all policies. Three actions (on food prices, trade and food provision) were assessed as of high 
importance but less feasible. Thirteen actions across a range of areas of good practice (including leadership, platforms 
for interaction, food promotion and safety, monitoring) were judged to be of lower importance and feasibility. 

Table 3. Actions identified and prioritized by the expert panel for creating healthier food environments in Kenya.
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Appendix 1 - Summary of the content of the Kenya Food-EPI evidence paper



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 17Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya18 Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 19Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya20 Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 21Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya22 Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 23Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya24 Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya 25Page 



1 | P a g e  

 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index (Food-EPI) country scorecards and priority recommendations for action in Kenya26 Page 





Benchmarking policies for creating healthy food 
environments in Kenya to prevent diet-related non-

communicable diseases (NCDs) 
© 2019


