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Abstract

Most Australian state and territory governments have healthy food provisioning policies tar-

geting availability of unhealthy food at the retail level, and sustainability policies promoting a

life-cycle approach to procurement. However, it remains unclear if health and sustainability

are important considerations in awarding contracts, and whether these high-level policies

are implemented into supplier contracts. A political economy analysis framework has been

developed to prospectively identify and explain barriers and enablers to policy implementa-

tion. Using food procurement in Queensland and South Australia as case studies, the politi-

cal economy analysis seeks to understand the structural and contextual factors, bargaining

processes, stakeholders, and incentives and ideas surrounding food procurement. It

involves a desktop and content analysis of existing policies and food contracts, and key

informant interviews with government and industry stakeholders. Participants will be tar-

geted across different departments (e.g. health, environment, treasury) and in varying roles

from policy design, contract management and food service, and industry suppliers in differ-

ent food and drink categories (e.g. meat, packaged foods, beverages, fruit & vegetables).

Participants will be recruited using purposive sampling. Thematic analysis of interview tran-

scripts will be undertaken, informed by the political economy analysis framework. The study

will identify current food procurement policy implementation barriers and enablers, including

why high-level policies aren’t embedded into contracts, mechanisms for achieving policy

coherence and future opportunities for addressing barriers and incorporating socio-eco-

nomic, public health and environmental considerations into purchasing practices. Ultimately,

the study will achieve impact by informing a whole of government approach to health and

the environment by elevating the priority of health and sustainability in procurement (short

term), increasing the availability of healthy and sustainable foods (medium term), and

improving health and environmental outcomes (long term). To our knowledge this is the first

political economy analysis of food procurement in Australia.
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Introduction

There is widespread agreement that current global food systems are unsustainable and that

systemic change is needed to deliver equitable, healthy and sustainable diets [1, 2]. However,

the complex nature of food systems makes policy change difficult with entry points at several

levels of the system–the supply chain, food environment, individual factors and consumer

behaviour [1]. Lack of political commitment or political will is frequently described as a

barrier to policy change [3]. Achieving political commitment involves the presence of knowl-

edge and evidence, politics and governance, and capacity and resources, and can range from

rhetorical commitment to operational and ultimately embedded or system-wide commitment

[4, 5].

Achieving system-wide commitment can be difficult when the competing interests of dif-

ferent government agencies are not aligned. This is described as policy incoherence. For

instance, healthy food supply (a priority of the Department of Health) and sustainable business

and consumption practices (a priority of the Department of Environment) are often seen to be

at odds with economic growth (a priority of Treasury), thereby presenting incoherence within

the government’s policy agenda [6, 7]. Aligning the objectives of health, sustainability and eco-

nomic growth is paramount to achieving policy coherence, defined as ‘the systematic promo-

tion of mutually reinforcing policies across government departments to create synergies

towards achieving agreed objectives and to avoid or minimize negative spillovers in other pol-

icy areas’ [8].

Policy coherence and political will are interrelated and can be both barriers and enablers

for change. Public health experts are more likely to achieve policy change and see their recom-

mendations implemented by governments if they have a better understanding of the political

processes and trade-offs involved [9]. These issues are context specific and therefore the

changes that need to be made to address these potential barriers are likely to differ from setting

to setting. Additionally, any reform is likely to create resistance from one or more interest

groups. This includes industry interests; whose direct imperative is to turn a profit and not

necessarily to engage in or promote a healthier food system. The objectives of commercial

enterprises may be at direct odds with public health, and with certain government policies.

This is what political economy analysis seeks to resolve.

Political economy analysis is a methodology used to identify and explain the barriers and

enablers to policy reform and situate laws, policy or program interventions within an under-

standing of political, economic and social structures and processes. Most importantly a politi-

cal economy analysis suggests opportunities to address barriers and mechanisms of

incoherence to improve outcomes. A political economy analysis can be retrospective (explain

policy decisions/ effects in the past) or prospective (analyse the current situation and propose

strategies for action), and can be conducted at different stages of the policy cycle–agenda set-

ting, policy design, policy adoption and implementation [10]. They seek to understand why

the problem persists and what existing structures are relevant to the problem; what incentives

and motivations shaped by these structures influence behaviour leading to the problem; and

what actions can address the problem.

In assessing the policy problem, a political economy analysis is used to identify the struc-

tural and contextual factors, bargaining processes, stakeholders and incentives and ideas. It

attempts to move beyond the ‘lack of political will’ problem to unpack the issue in greater

detail [11]. This study is particularly concerned with the politics of implementation and uses

government food procurement as a case study to understand the political economy surround-

ing healthy and sustainable sourcing of foods.
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Food procurement

The way in which food is sourced, purchased and provided by institutions or organisations is

known as food procurement. It is the act of professionally managing the purchasing and acqui-

sition of goods, services, works and utilities [12] and is the linking of supply chains and food

environments. It is for this reason that food procurement policies offer an opportunity to

address issues at higher levels of the food system and target the supply chain and food environ-

ments collectively. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (UN FAO) and the

World Health Organization (WHO) recommend sustainable sourcing and accepted nutrition

standards be integrated into food procurement as an intervention to promote sustainable and

healthy food systems and diets [12–14]. The aim of this recommendation is to promote food

safety and security, increase consumption of healthy and nutritious foods and improve the sus-

tainability and efficiency of production, supply and distribution by establishing standards that

guide how organisations procure, prepare, provide and sell foods [15]. To date, however, the

strategic use of procurement has been limited, typically being employed as an administrative

function, placing emphasis on competition, user value and cost [16, 17].

By implementing healthy and sustainable procurement policies, governments can use their

purchasing power to drive market change and improve not only economic, but also social,

environmental and health outcomes [14]. Additionally, it has been argued that government

funds should not be spent on food that contributes to unhealthy diets and in turn the burden

of disease and associated health costs later born by the government [18]. Provisioning and pro-

moting healthy foods in public institutions via procurement can help mitigate adverse health

outcomes, set a standard for private institutions and the community, ensure that contractual

arrangements align with government policy, and show leadership in shifting social norms.

Australian case studies

In Australia, significant work has previously been undertaken on the development of healthy

food provisioning policies for schools and health facilities [15, 19, 20]. There has also been an

increase in the development of sustainability policies and guidelines for general procurement

[21–23]. Multiple government departments have been involved in the development of these

policies but not always the implementation. While procurement is managed by one agency,

often the Department of Finance or Treasury, healthy food provisioning policies are managed

by others, such as, the Department of Health and the Department of Education with respect to

healthy school canteen policies. In addition to this, agencies under the Department of Environ-

ment are involved in the consultation of sustainability policies. Multiple departments, each

with varying policy agendas and incentives, are involved in different aspect of procurement

which has the potential to cause policy incoherence. It is unclear how the relevant government

agencies prioritise economic, health, environmental and social considerations.

It is also unclear whether and how existing nutrition and sustainability policies are embed-

ded into food procurement contracts. For example, the Queensland Government’s A better
choice–healthy food and drink supply strategy aims to increase healthier food and drink options

to at least 80% of displayed foods and is supported by a mandatory healthy food supply direc-

tive [24, 25]. Yet, it is unclear if the requirements are incorporated into recent contracts, as the

details are not publicly available. In South Australia, the Sustainable Procurement Guideline
promotes strategies which avoid unnecessary consumption, promotes products and services

that have lower environmental impact across the life cycle, and fosters local sustainability

innovation [21]. However, there is no reference to sustainability as a requirement nor a consid-

eration within the current health services food contract [26]. Policy and legislation provide the

framework for how governments engage with current and potential suppliers from tender
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through to contract management, and what the key procurement priorities are. However, with

contract negotiations being heavily guarded and often lacking transparency it is unclear how

policy is implemented into contracts and what order priorities are given. Are all priorities

equal? Are only some policies implemented?

This paper describes the protocol for undertaking a political economy analysis and will

explore current policy implementation barriers, including why high-level policies aren’t

embedded into contracts, mechanisms for achieving policy coherence and future opportuni-

ties for incorporating socio-economic, public health and environmental considerations into

purchasing practices in Australia. To our knowledge, this is the first political economy analysis

on food procurement in Australia.

Methods

Aims

The primary aim of this political economy analysis is to prospectively identify potential barri-

ers and facilitators facing implementation and strategies for improving implementation of

government policy. Using food procurement in Queensland and South Australia as case stud-

ies, the political economy analysis seeks to understand the governance and legal structures and

the political economy drivers affecting implementation of existing healthy food provisioning

policies and sustainable procurement guides into food procurement contracts.

Our research questions are:

• What are the structural and contextual factors of the food procurement process, and how do

they influence the policy objectives?

• What are the bargaining processes within and external to government that influence the

implementation of policies, the development of food procurement tenders and the awarding

of contracts?

• Which stakeholders are included or excluded from the decision making and the bargaining

processes, and what are the networks and connectors to the policy elite?

• What are the incentives and perceived benefits and trade-offs among government and indus-

try stakeholders?

Methodological and theoretical approaches informing our framework

Our research uses the political economy analysis methodology and draws on the World Bank’s

Problem-Driven Political Economy Analysis and the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs’

Political economy analysis guidance note, which state that clear articulation of the policy prob-

lem and selection of the stage in the policy cycle are critical for ensuring practical relevance

[27, 28]. In our case study, the policy problem is the lack of translation of high-level nutrition

and sustainability policies into government food procurement contracts. As nutrition and sus-

tainability policies already exist for food provisioning and procurement, we seek to understand

the implementation readiness and feasibility of transferring policies into tender processes and

contracts. If a theoretically good policy cannot be implemented in a local political setting, it is

not a policy solution at all [14]. This is a novel approach to the area of food provisioning and

procurement, where much of the work has focused on agenda setting or policy formation [29–

32].

Political economy lacks a clear definition and political economy analysis frameworks vary

because of this. For the purpose of this research we will be using the definition provided by
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Sparkes and colleagues, “political economy analysis is used to assess the power and position of

key political actors, as a way to develop strategies to change the political feasibility of desired

reforms” [33]. In building our political economy analysis framework we draw extensively on

the political economy literature [9–11, 33] as well as policy implementation [34, 35] policy

coherence [7] and political commitment literature [4, 5]. The politics of implementation

focuses on the interests of actors, relationships between different stakeholders and their bar-

gaining power–the elements that can lead to fracturing and an implementation deficit [35].

The framework: Political economy analysis of food procurement

Our framework is intended to be used for prospective analysis of policy implementation barri-

ers and enablers, focusing on the structural and contextual factors, bargaining processes, stake-

holders, and incentives and ideas. In taking a prospective focus on implementation, we build

on the prior work of Campos & Reich (2019) and Sparkes and colleagues (2019) on the politics

of implementation, assessing the role and position of stakeholders and the power dynamics

between them [33, 36]. These previous studies took a retrospective approach to health policy

implementation.

The political economy analysis framework for government food procurement (Fig 1) dem-

onstrates the strategies used to identify the governance and legal structures–relevant policies,

laws and departmental structures–and the political economy drivers–the key stakeholders, for-

mal and informal processes, incentives and how the issue is framed. The framework has broad

applicability and can be adapted for prospective analysis of policy implementation in a range

of contexts.

With respect to our food procurement case study, the context is that implementation of

existing nutrition and sustainability policies into food procurement contracts, may be

Fig 1. Political economy analysis framework for prospective policy implementation.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0274246.g001
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inhibited due to certain political economy drivers in Queensland and South Australia. Queens-

land and South Australia were chosen as case studies as both governments have healthy provi-

sioning and sustainable procurement policies, however, the contracts are managed and

awarded differently, with South Australia having one contract with a panel of suppliers for all

health services and Queensland having multiple contracts for each individual health service

[37, 38]. The different structural arrangements may offer different insights into potential

implementation barriers and enablers.

The logic model (Fig 2) demonstrates how we anticipate the political economy analysis will

support policy implementation and the outcomes and impacts over the short, medium and

long term. In engaging with and identifying key stakeholders, assessing the structural and con-

textual factors, and understanding bargaining processes, incentives and ideas we are able to

map the governance and legal structures and the political economy drivers for food procure-

ment. This in turn allows us to collaboratively identify barriers and enablers and achieve

impact by improving coherence between departments and elevating the priority of health and

sustainability in procurement (short term); increasing the availability of healthy and sustain-

able foods (medium term) and improving health and environmental outcomes (long term).

The components of this context will be investigated through our framework using the fol-

lowing participants and data sources.

Participants. Government and industry stakeholders will be interviewed as these groups

have the most intimate and relevant knowledge of the government food procurement process.

Fig 3 outlines the sampling framework we plan to use and is a guide representing our ideal

recruitment strategy. As different government departments have different policies and priori-

ties, we plan to interview representatives from procurement, health, education and environ-

ment agencies or departments. Where possible, we plan to recruit individuals of varying

Fig 2. Logic model for embedding nutrition standards and sustainability principles into food procurement contracts.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0274246.g002
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managerial levels (for example, food managers, policy officers and department executives) to

get a diverse understanding of institutional context and power dynamics.

Purposive sampling from The Australian Prevention Partnership Centre (TAPPC) network

of policy partners will be used initially to recruit participants within government health depart-

ments with expertise in healthy food supply. TAPPC is a national collaboration of researchers,

policy makers and practitioners, and is funded by and partnered with the National Health and

Medical Research Council (NHMRC), the Australian Government Department of Health,

ACT Health, Cancer Council Australia, NSW Ministry of Health, Wellbeing SA, Tasmanian

Department of Health and VicHealth.

Participant recommendations will also be sought from a Technical Advisory Group of food pol-

icy experts, health economics and public health lawyers within a TAPPC public health law project

[39]. This will be supported by snowball sampling to recruit participants within other government

departments engaged in food procurement and industry stakeholders that frequently apply for or

are invited to tender. If required, this will be supplemented by auditing organisational structures

within government departments as well as current and past contracts for food suppliers.

Food contracts are generally awarded to multiple suppliers in different food categories. For

this reason, we plan to recruit a range of suppliers via established contacts, including meat and

dairy, fresh fruit and vegetables, beverages and packaged foods, to determine whether policies

or processes affect different areas of the food industry more than others. To better understand

bargaining processes and incentives and ideas we seek the perspectives of suppliers who have

been awarded contracts, those who have been unsuccessful and if possible, those that wish to

apply for contracts.

Fig 3. Sampling framework for government food procurement.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0274246.g003
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Data sources. Desktop analysis will be undertaken to identify existing policies and

departmental structures as well as publicly available contracts from the past 10 years [40]. Gov-

ernment websites will be searched using key terms including “procurement policy”, “food pro-

curement”, “sustainable procurement” and “healthy food provisioning”. SA Tenders and

Contracts (www.tenders.sa.gov.au) and QTenders (https://qtenders.hpw.qld.gov.au/qtenders/)

will be used to search for contracts. This will be supplemented by data from key informant

interviews.

Key informant interviews will largely be used to identify the political economy drivers,

mapping the stakeholders, bargaining processes, incentives and ideas. Topics covered in the

interviews will include:

• Bargaining processes: How does the procurement process operate and how do different

departments work together in these processes? What are the main aims of procurement and

how is priority allocated? Is there negotiation on what is included or excluded from tenders

and/or contacts?

• Stakeholders: Who are the main government departments involved in the creation and

implementation of food procurement policies? Who are the main stakeholders applying for

food contracts? What type of businesses would be most impacted by nutrition standards

and/or sustainability principles?

• Incentives and ideas: What are the attitudes towards such provisions? How will it impact on

supply, cost, quality, variety? What are the motivational factors for including or excluding

provisions?

All interviews will be audio recorded, or online video recorded in the case that face to face

interviews cannot be conducted, and transcribed. Recordings will be transcribed by a profes-

sional transcription service. The transcription service will sign a confidentiality agreement.

Individual identifiers, direct (name, address) and indirect (gender, date of birth, profession)

will be removed from the data during the transcription process and replaced with participant

codes. Participants may request to review their transcripts.

Analysis plan

A content analysis of the policy documents and contracts will be conducted to identify

number and types of documents relating to food supply and procurement, and broader sus-

tainable supply and procurement. Policy content will be assessed with respect to policy

objectives and whether objectives and activities support or undermine nutrition and/ or

sustainability.

Interview transcripts will be thematically analysed using an inductive and iterative coding

approach moving from codes to categories to themes [41, 42]. Data coding and analysis will be

performed throughout data collection. The development of the coding framework will be

informed by the political economy analysis framework (Fig 1) and themes will be established

under the framework headings: structures and context, bargaining processes, stakeholders,

incentives and ideas. The analysis team will engage in frequent analytical conversations to

identify and then explore themes. Themes will capture patterns from the data and the analysis

team will engage in constant, iterative comparison of data within and between different stake-

holder groups (e.g. procurement, health, meat suppliers, fruit suppliers, those with contracts,

those without). It is anticipated that different stakeholder groups will offer different perspec-

tives on the formal and informal processes, the networks and power dynamics, and the per-

ceived benefits and trade-offs.
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Ethics

All participants will be provided information about the study and their written consent

obtained. Ethics approval to conduct this research has been approved through the University

of New South Wales, Australia (HC200340). In line with ethics requirements, data will be

stored by The George Institute for Global Health on a UNSW supported storage platform

(shared drive) only accessible by the research team. The data will be retained for a minimum

of 7 years after completion of the project.

Discussion

This framework is to be used for prospective, iterative use. We anticipate such a framework

will be relevant for government officials, researchers or policy influencers seeking to identify

barriers to implementation and strategies to overcome them. The case study presented is for

food procurement, but the framework has broader applicability to public health policy. The

data sources and participants within the framework can be adapted to the relevant context or

problem. The results from this research will be disseminated to academic and non-academic

audiences through peer-reviewed publications, conference presentations and formal and

informal meetings with policymakers and practitioners.

Outcomes and significance

Our study takes a novel approach to understanding the politics of implementation through a

prospective Political Economy Analysis. In engaging with and understanding the structural

and contextual factors, bargaining processes, stakeholders, and incentives and ideas, our find-

ings will highlight barriers and enablers to implementation of healthy and sustainable food

procurement policies. However, the outcomes will rely on the openness of stakeholders in pro-

viding information and will be limited if stakeholders choose to withhold or guard information

regarding procurement processes and contract negotiations. To our knowledge this is the first

political economy analysis of food procurement in Australia. Ultimately, the framework will

achieve impact by improving coherence between departments and elevating the priority of

health and sustainability in procurement (short term), increasing the availability of healthy

and sustainable foods (medium term), and improving health and environmental outcomes

(long term).
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