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Background 
Our Food Future aims to reimagine how food is produced, distributed, sold, and consumed to 
create Canada’s first circular food economy in Guelph-Wellington. In order to achieve this, they 
have created three bold goals:  

• 50% increase in access to affordable, nutritious food 
• 50 new circular businesses, collaborations, and social enterprises  
• 50% increase in economic benefit by unlocking the value of waste  

The Nutritious Food Workstream (NFW) is concerned with achieving the first goal with the vision, 
ensuring that everyone in Guelph-Wellington:  

• Has physical and economic access to nutritious foods  
• Is equipped with adequate food skills and nutrition knowledge  
• Lives in a community where nutritious foods are marketed, promoted, and celebrated.  

The Community Voice project aims to survey and speak with residents of Guelph-Wellington to 
understand the aspects that influence nutritious eating patterns in this community.  

Goals and Objectives 

This research explores the subjective experiences and aspects that influence nutritious eating 
patterns in Guelph-Wellington by gathering input from residents.  

The objectives of the project were to:  

1. Identify facilitators and barriers to acquiring, selecting, purchasing, preparing, and 
consuming nutritious foods  

2. Identify opportunities to support residents in accessing and consuming nutritious foods 

Literature Review 
Introduction  

This literature review explores barriers and facilitators to local food access, specifically access 
to nutritious foods. It begins by briefly defining local food access and nutritious foods. Next, a 
range of barriers to accessing nutritious foods are presented, followed by facilitators and 
interventions that can increase access. It concludes with literature that is particularly relevant to 
the case of Guelph-Wellington.  

https://foodfuture.ca/
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Defining Local Food Access  

The term ‘local food’ has several definitions and connections to alternative food movements. For 
the purposes of this literature review, we adopt a broader definition of local food that is not 
linked to the location of production but rather linked to physical access. In referring to local food, 
we refer to food that is consumed within the Guelph-Wellington community, which broadly can 
include food produced locally, within Ontario, within Canada, or imported from global 
destinations.  

There are five key dimensions of access: availability, accessibility, affordability, acceptability, 
and accommodation (Penchansky & Thomas 1981). It is suggested that this conceptualization 
of access can be applied to understanding food systems (Charreire et al. 2010). To further 
define these five dimensions:  

1. Availability refers to the availability of nutritious foods within a given food retail outlet. It 
is often measured by inventory and shelf-space measures.  

2. Accessibility focuses on the geographic dimension of food access. It refers to location 
of the food supply and ease of reaching that location. Accessibility is often measured by 
travel time or distance, including features such as physical location, hours of operation, 
and availability of a drive-thru option. 

3. Affordability is concerned with food prices and people’s perceptions of the value of food 
compared to the cost. It can also be further described with the terms ‘relative’ and 
‘absolute’ affordability. Absolute affordability is defined as how much it costs for a 
person to follow a nutritious eating pattern in a given community compared to their 
household income. Absolute affordability can be measured by the Nutritious Food Basket 
method. Relative affordability is the cost of a food product compared to a healthier 
alternative. For instance, the cost of white bread could be compared relative to the cost 
of whole grain bread.  

4. Acceptability refers to attitudes and food preferences and can include personal 
standards and cultural factors.  

5. Accommodation is perhaps the most understudied aspect of food access. It describes 
how local sources of food can adapt to the particular needs of residents and is linked to 
the dimension of accessibility. Examples might include types of payment accepted, store 
hours, and the availability of delivery or personal shopping services (Caspi et al. 2012).  

It should be noted that there are other models for defining food access that use different 
concepts than these five dimensions of food access. For instance, diversity, proximity, 
perception, are some other factors to food access are used by some studies (Charriere et al. 
2010). 

When determining barriers and facilitators to nutritious food access, some factors are relevant 
to individual choices. That said, macro environments have an influence on individual food 
choices (Glanz et al. 2005; Mah et al. 2019). These factors include:  
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• Government policies: such as developing standardized measurements to categorize less 
nutritious foods, mandating educational material in eating settings, and procurement 
policies for public spaces (Campbell et al. 2014) 

• Information environment: such as media and advertising about food and it can be at 
multiple levels (e.g. local and national) (Story et al. 2008; Glanz et al. 2005)  

• Organizational nutrition environment: places such as schools, work places, homes where 
food is available, excludes stores and restaurants (Glanz et al. 2005) 

• Community nutrition environment: includes the location, type, and accessibility of food 
sources (Pothukuchi 2004; Glanz et al. 2005) 

• Consumer nutrition environment: refers to within the retail environment and includes 
availability of nutritious foods, nutrition information, and marketing factors like product, 
promotion, placement, and price (Mah et al. 2019; Glanz et al. 2005)  

In defining local food access, the majority of research has focused on urban food access, yet it 
is important to recognize the needs of rural food access. In rural areas, there are unique 
challenges such as long distances between residential areas and retailer or even between 
retailers. In the context of the US, there is often less access to small food retailers due to the rise 
of supercenters in these areas (Freedgood et al. 2011; Treuhaft & Karpyn 2010). There has been 
a lack of research on the Canadian rural food environment, as evidenced in a scoping review 
where 7 out of 10 Canadian retail food environment studies were conducted in cities (Minaker et 
al. 2016). Mah et al. (2018) note that rural consumers in Canada often face price disparities 
because remoteness and poor transportation infrastructure lead to increased costs in accessing 
supply chains, while at the same time, rural areas do not offer economies of scale due to low 
population density.  

Defining Access to Nutritious Foods  

Defining access to nutritious foods is a challenge, as a standardized method of measuring 
nutritious food availability does not exist (Caspi et al. 2012). Dietary outcomes are the most 
common way for nutrition studies to determine if nutritious food access was increased by a 
specific intervention. For example, a dietary outcome might be increased intake of nutritious 
foods due to a price reduction. Reviews of studies that evaluated interventions for increasing the 
consumption of nutritious foods found that fruit and vegetable intake was by far the most 
common way of measuring success (Kirkpatrick et al. 2014; Caspi et al. 2012). 

One tool that is widely used for defining nutritious foods and eating patterns is Canada’s Food 
Guide, which is designed as an education tool to help people follow a nutritious eating pattern 
(Health Canada 2007). The Food Guide has changed over time to reflect updated research on 
diet and health and to include other considerations about nutritious foods and eating (Barr 
2019). The latest version was released in 2019, which changed from showing appropriate 
servings of specific food groups to showing proportions of food categories. For instance, rather 
than recommend a particular intake of meat, the guide now reflects the category of ‘protein 
foods’ and recommends that Canadians choose plant-based protein foods more often 
(Fernandez et al. 2021; Asher et al. 2021). Standardized recommendations from public health 



  

Our Food Future: Community Voice Project 6 

sources, like Canada’s Food Guide, are important ways that people are able to define nutritious 
foods. 

Barriers to Accessing Nutritious Foods 

Two main barriers to accessing nutritious foods were identified in the literature. The first 
pertains to how the local food environment can pose a barrier to accessing nutritious foods, with 
several studies focusing on the concept of food deserts. The second is around a lack of food 
and nutrition knoweldge and food skills. 

Food Environment 
The local food environment plays a key role in determining access to nutritious foods. There are 
a variety of methods that can be used to study the local food environment. In a review of these 
studies, Caspi et al. (2012) found that the most common methods used to understand local food 
environments use Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to map store density and store audits 
to evaluate availability and prices of nutritious foods. Store audits can measure the amount of 
shelf space dedicated to nutritious foods, prices, and give food quality scores as a determinant 
of access to nutritious foods. Less common methods of evaluation are qualitative studies, such 
as surveys, that involve people’s perceptions of the local food environment (Inglis et al. 2008; 
Caldwell et al. 2009). While there is an abundance of evidence that demonstrates that 
neighbourhood food environments impact dietary health, it is also important to note that many 
of these studies lack reproducibility. There is no ‘industry standard’ for local food access 
measurement (Caspi et al. 2012). 

Within local food environments, food deserts are a frequently cited barrier to local food access. 
Food deserts refer to areas that lack access to affordable and nutritious foods (Cummings & 
Macintyre 2002). Research on Canadian food deserts has yielded mixed results, because there is 
not a set of standard characteristics for where a food desert will be present (Larson & Gilliland 
2009). For instance, food deserts can be present in low-income, inner-city neighbourhoods like in 
London, Ontario (Larson & Gilliland 2008) while in a different context, areas with similar socio-
economic demographics have the most easily accessible supermarkets, like in Edmonton, 
Alberta (Smoyer-Tomic et al. 2006). Additionally, some areas may not be considered food 
deserts per se, but other barriers may decrease access to fresh fruits and vegetables. This is 
illustrated by Bertrand et al.’s (2008) study in Montreal that cited that lack of access to a vehicle 
decreased access to nutritious foods, even though previous studies had reported an absence of 
food deserts in Montreal (Apparicio et al. 2007). Some studies on food deserts aim to study 
specific interventions to address these barriers, such as one case study that evaluated the 
impact of introducing a farmers’ market in a food desert in London, Ontario. The results from 
this study found that this intervention decreased the overall cost of food for households in the 
community and increased access to nutritious foods.  

Food desert is not the only term used to describe geographic food access. For instance, the 
opposite of a food desert would be a food oasis which can be described as “any place where 
people have the best possible access to [nutritious] options and eating environments.” In this 
case, access refers to both economic and physical access to foods that are nutritious, 
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affordable, and culturally acceptable. Terms that are more precise than food desert include both 
food swamps and food mirages. A food swamp is an area with high geographic access to 
minimally nutritious foods. For example, unlike a food desert there is access to food, but it is in 
the form of fast food outlets and convenience stores. A food mirage is an area that seems to 
have geographic access to nutritious foods, but the food is not affordable to those living in the 
area (Short et al. 2007). To illustrate, a high-end grocery store in a low-income area would be a 
food mirage; there is geographic access to nutritious foods for these residents, but they are 
unaffordable.  

There are growing calls to move away from these geographic terms for a variety of reasons. 
People living in these areas would not call their communities deserts or swamps. These are 
terms that have been developed by researchers who live outside the community. These terms 
portray the communities as undesirable places to live and are therefore stigmatizing. A term like 
food desert implies that a community is devoid of food culture and does not consider the assets 
and history of an area. The concept of food deserts has limitations as it focuses on what the 
community lacks, which is a negative approach and can be considered offensive to low-income 
communities (Freedgood et al. 2011). A more promising approach to understanding barriers to 
food access suggested by the literature is a community-based food security assessment 
(CFSA). The aim of a CFSA is to create a food system based on justice and security by using a 
community-based approach to measuring and envisioning possibilities and can include mapping 
assets for food access (Freedgood et al. 2011). 

Issues related to food access are systemic and not ‘naturally-occurring’ habitats like a swamp or 
desert. Terms like ‘food apartheid’ aim to describe how the lack of access to nutritious foods is 
connected to systemic racism and oppression. Again, this is not a recommended term for its 
connotations. A term like ‘food oppression’ is preferable as it links the challenges of geographic 
access to systemic issues and refers specifically to the density of different types of food retail 
outlets in marginalized communities. 

Food and Nutrition Knowledge and Food Skills 
Another key barrier highlighted by the literature is the concern around a lack of food and nutrition 
knowleldge and food skills. Food and nutrition knowledge relate to facts and information 
acquired through experience or education related to foods and nutrition, including the capacity 
to distinguish between “nutritious” and “less nutritious” foods. Food skills focuses on techniques 
related to food purchasing, preparation, handling, and storage throughout life stages. The barrier 
lies in that people may lack the skills for food planning and preparation, as well as lack food and 
nutrition knowledge, such as comprehending nutrition labels (Jaffe & Gertler 2006; Land & 
Caraher 2001). Additionally, relationships with food are increasingly complex where people have 
both positive, negative, and neutral emotions associated with food (Colatruglio & Slater 2016). 
Examples include the positive feelings associated with the pleasure of eating and negative 
emotions can include those connected to disordered eating habits. 

Other research into food and nutrition knowledge and food skills has mixed results. For instance, 
in assessing the perspectives of young Canadian adults and their (lack of) food and nutrition 
knowledge and food skills, researchers found that there were three key challenges (Colatruglio & 
Slater 2016). The first was limited food and nutrition education in home and school 
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environments prior to living independently as young adults. Secondly, these individuals faced 
time constraints due to competing priorities and responsibilities. Thirdly, the study found that 
individuals had complex relationships to food, including some negative food behaviours that 
could be linked to disordered eating (Colatruglio & Slater 2016). Another study evaluated barriers 
to accessing nutritious foods specifically for men in the UK. The results showed that there were 
doubts around health messages from the government and perceptions that nutritious foods 
have poor taste and an inability to satisfy (Gough & Conner 2006). Arguably, these barriers can 
be linked to a lack of food and nutrition knowledge and the inability to prepare nutritious foods 
through tasteful and satiating methods. 

Food Access Barriers for Rural People 
Statistics demonstrate similar rates of food insecurity between rural and urban areas.  
Approximately 10% of rural Canadians and 12% of urban Canadians experiencing food insecurity 
(Piaskoski, Reilly & Gilliland 2020). However, rural spaces have a uniquely complex relationship 
with access to nutritious and affordable foods. The Canadian food access literature highlights a 
decline in rural grocery stores (Sadler et al. 2011), increased distances to travel to grocery stores 
(Piaskoski et al. 2020), transportation issues (Piaskoski et al. 2020; Neill et al. 2011), and 
financial constraints (Tsang et al. 2011), such as cost of nutritious foods (Piaskoski et al. 2020), 
as aspects of rurality related specifically to food access. Additionally, there are specific 
populations that are further at-risk for experiencing barriers to food access within rural Canada, 
including older adults and Indigenous Peoples. 

Older adults in rural areas with lower socio-economic status are more likely to experience  
nutritional challenges (Ramage-Morin & Garriguet 2013). Neill et al. (2011) found that this is 
particularly the case for older women in rural Canada. Older women and rural widows 
experienced specific barriers such as adjusting meal preparation, eating nutritious foods, and 
buying items that were too bulky to carry by themselves (Neill et al. 2011). As aging populations 
struggle with barriers to food access, provinces with a higher elderly population are especially 
affected. For example, almost 35% of Nova Scotian’s living in towns and rural areas are older 
adults, and these areas have no public transportation (Green et al. 2008).  

Indigenous Peoples’ experiences with nutritious food access is further exacerbated within the 
on-going context of colonization. For example, Skinner et al. (2013) found that the introduction 
of store-bought foods to a remote Indigenous community in Northern Ontario resulted in the 
reduction of traditional food acquisition and a significant nutritional transition. This led to 
changes in Indigenous health and well-being. Moreover, a recent study with ninety-two 
Indigenous communities across Canada reported that the existing systems in place have been 
ineffective in reducing food insecurity in Indigenous households (Batal et al. 2021). Batal et al. 
(2021) report that the key to attaining Indigenous food sovereignty is long-term conservation and 
stewardship of the land by Indigenous Peoples.  

Rural food access is composed of geographic, economic, social and cultural intersections. To 
increase accessibility, these aspects must be addressed. Stakeholders and interested parties 
need to work together in order to identify and enact solutions that meet the needs of those 
facing challenges in acquiring affordable, nutritious foods. 
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Facilitators to Accessing Nutritious Foods 

While barriers for accessing nutritious foods exist, there is also an opportunity for interventions 
to turn these challenges into facilitators for increasing access to nutritious foods. The literature 
provides ample evidence of successful interventions, including use of technology, programs 
aimed to increase food knowledge, and food policy interventions. Mixed methods of facilitating 
increased food access have found to be most effective (Colley et al. 2019; Campbell et al. 2014). 

Increasingly digital tools have been studied to understand how they might increase food access. 
One study evaluated healthy eating blogs as a knowledge translation tool to help women 
improve their food choices (Bissonnette-Maheux et al. 2018). Findings from this study helped to 
identify characteristics of healthy eating blogs that are most effective. Characteristics include 
content like recipes, interaction between readers and the registered dietitians who developed the 
blog, and designs (Bissonnette-Maheux et al. 2018). Another example of technology aiding in 
nutritious food access is the development of apps. For instance, one app was designed to 
reduce behavioural, educational, and economic barriers to accessing nutritious, local foods and 
encourage nutritious eating patterns (Gilliland et al. 2015). It created a food information chain 
that connected eating suggestions, recipes using these foods, and incorporated local vendors so 
users could know where to purchase these foods. The intent was that improved food choices 
would be easier to make if they were more visible. In the preliminary phase of “SmartAPPetite”, 
this method showed success in increasing nutritious foods consumption and increased the rate 
that participants bought food from local vendors (Gilliland et al. 2015). Lastly, to address one of 
the challenges in studying access to nutritious foods, Mah et al. (2019) suggests that using 
sales data linked to loyalty cards can provide information to understand the impact of 
interventions in food retail environments. For instance, through loyalty card programs and their 
associated data, researchers are better able to measure the purchases of fruit and vegetables by 
card holders before and after an intervention to determine if it was effective.  

Increasing knowledge by promoting food and nutrition knowledge and food skills has the 
potential to increase access to nutritious foods. Formal education (grades K-12) provides 
minimal support for food and nutrition education, which does not translate into nutritious food 
behaviours by young Canadian adults (Colatruglio & Slater 2016). Therefore, increased home 
economics food and nutrition education could provide a potential solution to address the 
barriers around lack of knowledge of food selection and preparation. School food programs have 
been studied as one method to increase food and nutrition education as well as increase in 
access to nutritious foods for children. While school nutrition programs have a positive impact 
on children’s nutritional knowledge, eating patterns, and food choices, there remain challenges 
with limited resources and time which can undermine program effectiveness (Colley et al. 2019, 
McIsaac et al. 2019). Some research has been undertaken to determine the effectiveness of 
school-based interventions for specific groups, such as Indigenous children. Important 
recommendations from this research include:   

• incorporating culturally appropriate nutrition education  
• offering teaching professional development opportunities on the topic of nutrition  
• developing written school nutrition policies  
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• actively engaging families and community members (Gillies et al. 2020).  

Interventions that offer food and nutrition knowledge and information are important however, 
offering knowledge and information has been shown to be ineffective on its own. In attempting 
to reduce sodium consumption and obesity, extensive education has only had a limited effect. 
This has led organizations like the United Nations and the World Health Organization to 
advocate for government policies that intervene in the food environment coinciding with 
education efforts (Campbell et al. 2014). One food policy that is advocated for is nutritious food 
procurement policies for a variety of settings, such as schools, hospitals, prisons, and 
government cafeterias (Raine et al. 2018). These programs are often combined with education 
programs and potentially pricing policies, and overall, they have been shown to have a positive 
effect on nutritious food consumption (Campbell et al. 2014). Food policies have a broader 
reach than just increasing access to nutritious foods. As Feenstra (1997) notes that they can 
create linkages to local farmers, processors, and businesses to promote sustainable production. 
Food policies implemented at the level of local government allow for development of regional 
food systems and invites democratic participation by citizens.  

Understanding how nutritious foods are marketed is a new facilitator that is being explored to 
increase their access. In one study, researchers studied the relationship between nutritious 
foods and eating pleasure in a sample of participants from Quebec (Landry et al. 2018). The 
results demonstrated that the relationship is sometimes conflictual, such as when people 
reported pleasure eating as making exceptions to a nutritious eating pattern. However, more 
commonly, participants reported that a nutritious eating pattern and eating pleasure were 
compatible as definitions of concepts were aligned (Landry et al. 2018). These types of findings 
suggest a new method for promoting nutrition by focusing on eating pleasure as it supports a 
more wholesome perspective of the role of nutritious foods in well-being.  

Increasing food access must use a mixed approach; single method interventions are less likely 
to have an impact. In one review, it was found that effective programs had multiple components, 
using a combination of education, policy, community and family involvement, and food provision 
(Colley et al. 2019). The public needs to advocate for interventions to address the multiple 
challenges that are affecting access to nutritious foods by the community (Campbell et al. 
2014).   

Contextualizing Food Access in Guelph-Wellington 

Guelph is a mid-sized Canadian city with a population of approximately 135,000 and is located 
within the County of Wellington. The county is a rural landscape that serves as an agricultural 
base. There is an active food culture within Guelph-Wellington as it is home to ‘Canada’s Food 
University’ - the University of Guelph. Additionally, there is a vibrant farmers’ market every 
Saturday in downtown Guelph as well as other smaller farmers’ markets throughout the county. 
There are initiatives such as Taste Real that highlight local food within the area. In 2011, 
researchers from the University of Guelph and the Guelph Wellington Food Round Table worked 
together to make several recommendations to be implemented in the City of Guelph’s Official 
Plan (Hayhurst et al. 2013). These included:  
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• Encouraging urban agriculture  
• Reuse of the City’s organic waste 
• Revise bylaws related to residential gardens  
• Ensure sufficient access to nutritious foods for all Guelph residents  
• Reduce food deserts by encouraging food outlets to locate in underserved 

neighbourhoods 
• Promote the location of food stores along major transportation routes so that nutritious 

foods can be accessed by using public transportation 
• Support affordable housing, recognizing the connection between household food 

insecurity and housing costs 
• Foster community food hubs in the City through innovation and partnerships  
• Promote urban to rural linkages through greater connections between Guelph and the 

County of Wellington  

Conclusions 

This literature review provides evidence of barriers and facilitators for local access to nutritious 
foods. Our findings show that there are many dimensions to understanding access to nutritious 
foods involving public policy, advertising, community food environments, and consumer food 
environments. Notable barriers from the literature include food deserts in local food 
environments, lack of food and nutrition knowledge and food skills, and unique barriers for rural 
populations. In analyzing facilitators to nutritious food access, it has been shown that some 
technologies like blogs and apps hold promise, as well as increasing food and nutrition 
knowledge and food skills, school food programs, improving public food procurement policies, 
and continued research on the marketing of nutritious foods. Finally, we summarize research on 
food access within the Guelph-Wellington context. The information included in this literature 
review can be used to inform decision making on increasing nutritious food access within 
Guelph-Wellington.  

Research Methods 
The research project employed a multi-methods approach. Our initial research design included 
virtual focus group and asynchronous focus groups for data collection. Due to summer and 
pandemic recruitment issues, we added a key information interview. The project consisted of 
one key information interview (n=1), one virtual focus group (n=3), and two asynchronous focus 
groups (n=4). The first asynchronous focus group had four people registered and three who 
participated in all the questions. The second asynchronous focus group had three people 
registered, but only had one participant answered the first question. Participants were recruited 
through social media and registered through Eventbrite.  

The research team and community partners worked collaboratively on the research design to 
examine community voice in relation to food accessibility and to inform future stages of 
community research within the overall project. Data was collected in July 2021. The key 
information interview was hosted virtually over Zoom and was led by one researcher. The 
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interview lasted thirty minutes in duration. The virtual focus group was hosted over Zoom and 
was facilitated by one researcher with one note taker. The focus group lasted one hour in length. 
The asynchronous focus group was hosted through Our Food Futures’ Kitchen Table website 
and was facilitated by two researchers. Each asynchronous focus group ran for three days. A 
researcher posted discussion questions each morning and probing/clarification questions were 
asked throughout each day. After each data collection point, a transcript was produced.  

A consent form was included in the Eventbrite registration. At the start of each interview/group, 
the lead researcher repeated the consent information and obtained oral consent from 
participants. Participants were asked to respond to a short demographic survey prior to their 
participation. The survey has a response rate of 87.5%.  

Researchers used one semi-structured open-ended question guide for all three methods, which 
was designed collaboratively between the research team and community partners. The 
formatting for the question guide varied slightly to account for verbal and written approaches. 
The question guide comprised four main topics: food and nutrition knowledge and food skills, 
aspects of food access, marketing and promotion of foods, and future engagement. 

The data was analyzed with an open coding method to determine prominent themes. The 
qualitative datasets were coded independently by two research team members. Codes were 
amalgamated into a codebook using an Excel spreadsheet to show agreement between the 
coders and to identify exemplifying quotes. Lastly, the survey demographic data was analyzed 
using descriptive statistics in Qualtrics.  

Results 
Survey Demographics and Household Characteristics 

From the survey demographics collected, there were a total of 7 responses. These responses 
were recorded anonymously on Qualtrics. Each participant was asked to fill out the online 
survey. The percentages are rounded for clarity and will not add up to 100%.  From the survey 
data provided, there were a total of 6 participants identified as female and 1 participant 
identified as male. The youngest age of a participant was 24 years of age and the eldest was 68 
years of age. The average was 42 years of age. All the respondents that completed the survey 
identified as white/European. Five participants reported that they work full or part time, one 
participant is a student, and one participant is retired 

Participants were asked to indicate their living situation and were able to provide multiple 
responses.  

• 17% (n=2) of participants live with their parents,  
• 25% (n=3) live with children,  
• 17% (n=2) live with siblings,  
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• 17% (n=2) live with roommates,  
• 17% (n=2) live with a partner and  
• 8% (n=1) live by themselves. 

Participants were asked the ages of the people living in their households and could provide 
multiple responses. They are as follows: 

• One participant (11%) reported having someone aged 6-12 years of age in their 
household. 

• One participant (11%) reported having someone aged 13-18 years of age in their 
household.  

• Two participants (22%) reported having someone aged 19-29 years of age in their 
household.  

• Two participants (22%) reported having someone aged 30-49 years of age in their 
household.  

• Three participants (33%) reported having someone 50 plus in their household. 

Food and Nutrition Knowledge and Food Skills 

We use the term nutritious to describe foods that promote good nutrition, including unprocessed 
or minimally processed vegetables and fruit, whole grains, and lean and plant-based proteins. 
During the focus groups and interview, participants used terms like “healthy” and “unhealthy” to 
describe the nutritional value of foods. 

Canada Food Guide 
All participants agreed this image displays a nutritious plate. They described it as balanced, not 
processed, and nutrient dense. Some participants pointed specifically to the variety of nutritious 
food, with emphasis on half of the plate being fruits and vegetables. Additionally, one participant 
described the sources of fiber and nuts as nutritious.  
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Frozen Vegetables 
Overall, participants viewed this image as having nutritional value. However, debate arose over 
whether the vegetable’s frozen state reduced its nutritional value or if frozen was “just as good 
as fresh”. Five participants placed frozen foods as “less healthy than fresh, but healthier than 
canned”. One participant said that they would add leafy greens to increase nutritional value, as 
that is where this image is lacking.  

 

Cereal 
Participants viewed cereals as more of a snack than a nutritious meal. A concern over the 
amount of sugar in cereal was an important factor in the lower nutritional value. One participant 
suggested adding fruit to increase nutritional value. When purchasing cereal, participants would 
look at the nutritional label to inform their decision. For example, one participant said they 
consulted the label to determine sugar content. Additionally, it was noted that cereal is often 
expensive to purchase.  
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Meat 
Participants identified meat as having nutritional value, but not as everyday food. Purchasing 
meat from a local independent butcher was described as “a nice option” but was more 
expensive.  

 

Pasta 
Participants described pasta as being “one dimensional” in its nutritional value. That is, 
participants described pasta as being a carb-based dish that was not complex.  Again, the 
potential to add vegetables to create a more encompassing meal was suggested. Participants 
highlighted that convenience of pasta in relation to time and food skills. That is, pasta was 
described as a dish that “anyone can make”.  
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Simulated Meat 
Participants agreed that you can eat processed foods, and that there is some nutritional value. 
However, they described the additives (such as fat and salt) required in processed simulated 
meat products as negative. For example, one participant shared that “in general I would say that 
nutritious foods are those least manipulated from their origin, and do not contain, or at least 
minimally excess fat”.  

 

Cheese  
Participants described cheese as having little to no nutritional value. This was particularly the 
case for processed cheese as participants identified the high levels of salt. Although cheese was 
not identified as being overly nutritional, participants called for cheese in moderation.  
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Organic Vegetables 
Participants found that this image displayed nutritional value, describing it as “healthy and very 
appealing”. The organic label did not play a factor in participant’s perspective on this image. In 
fact, there was concern over organic labeling and the reliability of the label. Instead, participants 
found that in season, produce was better, and played more of a role in their choice to purchase. 
One participant noted that the cost of these tomatoes is quite expensive.  

 

Breakfast 
This image of breakfast food was described as a comfort meal and was not described as 
nutritious. A key concern was over the amounts of salt, sugar, and fat. There was agreement that 
this meal was fine in moderation, as it was identified as a comfort food and there was an 
‘enjoyment’ aspect to eat that was important.    

 

Overall, participants reported fresh produce and meat have the highest nutritional value 
compared to their processed versions. Modifying meals to increase nutritional value was 
suggested for all images depicting foods with lower nutritional value, with particular emphasis 
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on adding leafy greens and fruit. According to participants, nutritious foods are an important part 
of one’s eating pattern, but foods with lower nutritional value in moderation (particularly comfort 
food) were discussed with enthusiasm.  

That said, participants recognized three key areas which show that nutritional value is not 
always the leading factor in people’s eating pattern. First, fresh foods are often more expensive 
than highly processed foods. As one participant voiced, "I think there is a scope to nutrition that 
has to be respectful of means to access nutrition, which at the end of the day is income and 
understanding of the nutritional values of different foods, food literacy and education, and skills.” 
Second, participants pointed to food skills, “education is always a good one, you can’t eat 
nutritionally if you don't know what it is… I mean ease of prep and ease of cooking is always up 
there too and learning to cook... Making the quality that we cook become better, it makes you 
more interested to keep cooking.” Third, each person’s diet is affected by their lifestyle. For 
example, one participant shared, “depending on your health and nutrition goals, you may view 
some of these foods as more nutritious than others. For me personally, I have a fairly active 
lifestyle, so I eat a lot in a day, but I try to eat a large amount of protein to help support muscle 
growth.” In summary, these results show that cost, food preparation, and nutritional content 
were all factors that were considered as important when accessing nutritious foods. 

Food Prep and Ingredient Choices 

Homecooked & Typical Meals 
Multiple participants noted that they try to cook at home every day. Typically, participants 
cooked dinner every night and the amount they cooked lunches varied from one to five times a 
week. For most participants, lunch was a sandwich, salad or leftovers and dinner included a 
protein (usually meat), veggies, and a starch, such as grains or potatoes. When cooking or 
preparing meals, some participants expressed that they try to use what is in season and center 
the meal around a protein source. Participants also expressed how their plate should typically be 
balanced.   

Learning to Cook & Nutrition Labels 
Two participants learned to cook from their family members growing up. Two participants 
learned to cook through online platforms, such as YouTube and cooking shows on television. 
One participant noted that they learned to cook from their spouse. Nutrition labels were not 
heavily discussed by participants, except for one participant who expressed that they read 
nutrition labels to check for allergens for their spouse and to check serving sizes.  

Food Influences 
There were various forms of inspiration for meals that participants expressed. First, some 
participants expressed that they used flyers for inspiration. They would base their meal planning 
around the ingredients that were on sale in the flyers, often focussing on meat products. Seven 
participants started with meat and/or in-season vegetables and based the meal around that. In 
the summer months, some participants were influenced by the weather and used their BBQ 
frequently.  
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Second, four participants were influenced by recipes, including online videos, social media, 
newspaper, and television shows that have recipes available.  

Third, four participants were influenced by time and preference. As one participant noted, they 
cook “based on cravings”. Also, if they had more time, more elaborate meals were made, and if 
they were in a rush, less elaborate, quick meals were made. 

Last, one participant was influenced by trying to make meals with the least amount of 
processing. This made their meals based on what was in season and locally available.   

Food Purchases 
Participants in this project used a variety of outlets to get their food. Grocery stores were the 
most common, and some participants noted how they like going to a grocery store that they are 
used to. Cost can also be a factor in what grocery store participants went to. One participant 
expressed that the cost variations between the “two tiers” of grocery stores (for example, 
Goodness Me compared to No Frills) influenced where they go. Some participants liked 
shopping at local markets or farm stands to support local and these outlets have a variety of 
produce. One participant uses a local farm share for produce and has their own backyard 
chickens within the City of Guelph.  

Takeout & Delivery 
Most participants ordered takeout or went out for food once a week. One participant expressed 
that this was sometimes for a special occasion or to go out and try something new. Participants 
described their takeout options as a way to support local businesses.  

Covid-19 Pandemic 
Participants reported that the pandemic had an impact on when and how they shopped and 
ordered takeout. Several participants noted that throughout the pandemic they shopped around 
less and focused on only attending one store. One participant discussed using a zero-waste 
grocery delivery service during the pandemic to be environmentally conscious and safe. Another 
participant shared that they use Amazon if they cannot find a specific item in their regular store.  

Participants shared that they intentionally ordered takeout from “local restaurants to support 
them during the closures”. Most participants said that they preferred to pick up their orders and 
avoid third party delivery services (Skip the Dishes, Uber Eats, etc.) as a further way to support 
local restaurants. The pandemic limited some participants date nights, which resulted in more 
homecooked meals and exploring more recipes at home.  One participant shared a positive 
experience that came out of the pandemic, “we stopped using our dishwasher, so we cook 
together and then we do the dishes together. It reminds me of years ago, doing the dishes was 
always a nice time spent with children where you would do them together and just talk. Since 
people are not running out after they eat because there is nowhere to go, I think we have been 
able to slow down in this regard”. As such, the pandemic had an impact on each themed 
discussed in this section. 
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Marketing and Promotion of Foods  

Flyers 
Very few participants received physical flyers, but some use apps and online services to view the 
weekly flyers. In terms of the influence of these flyers, three participants felt that they influence if 
they purchase specific items, but not all. For example, proteins and dish soap were highly 
watched products for sales before purchasing and were sometimes purchased in bulk when on 
sale. Flyers were also used to generate ideas for recipes and meals.  

 

Coupons 
No participants expressed using coupons or even receiving coupons for grocery items. Two 
participants noted receiving coupons or deals through delivery apps or restaurant specific apps. 
This influenced their takeout choices and from where, depending on the coupon and value of the 
deal.  
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Outdoor adverts & TV ads 
Few participants believed they were influenced by TV ads or outdoor adverts. Some participants 
noted that they used these outlets (specifically TV) as a source of inspiration for meals. One 
participant noted how commercials were viewed negatively and had adverse effects on whether 
they would purchase the product or not. This participant noted that commercials were 
“annoying”. Overall, these outlets may not be very effective in promoting and influencing what 
these participants bought.  

  

Check-out Aisle 
Most participants did not find themselves being influenced by the check-out aisle. However, one 
participant shared that they did grab a chocolate bar regularly, and another participant shared 
that they “never been one to grab this stuff but the yeah, the checkout aisle not since I was a kid 
anyway”, suggesting that the check-out aisle is enticing to children.   

 

Opportunities for Future Engagement 

Our data shows that participants were not well-versed in community food actions in Guelph-
Wellington, with one reporting that they “did not know what existed”. When asked how they 
would like to be engaged in the future, participants reported that they would like to receive a 
copy of this report through email. Overall, the results implied that there was an interest in future 
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engagement on the topic of food access in the community, however respondents did not voice 
specific ideas about the best methods for sharing information or incorporating community 
perspectives.  

In this study, there were limitations in our approach that likely decreased participation. In the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, all data collection was conducted virtually. This limits 
participation to those who have access to internet and a computer. We recommend that future 
engagement incorporate a combination of virtual and in-person events to better capture a range 
of community voices. Additionally, we had a limited recruitment time for participation, and it took 
place over the summer, when many are on vacation. Future engagement should include longer 
periods for recruitment into a community voice project and ideally avoid times when people are 
traditionally busy, such as holidays.  

Conclusions 
In this preliminary study seeking to include community voices into the Our Food Future project, 
we found that many of the common themes identified in the literature were apparent through our 
qualitative study with the Guelph-Wellington community. In understanding barriers to food 
access, cost was identified as a factor as well as food land nutrition knowledge and skills by 
participants. In comparison, facilitators to food access such as inspiration and learning through 
cooking videos, recognizing marketing techniques, and increasing food and nutrition education 
were all cited as positive steps to increasing food access in the literature and by participants. 
This study also addressed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on food choices and shopping 
patterns.  

With the aim to identify opportunities to support residents in accessing nutritious foods, this 
study provided insights to how marketing and promotions of foods influenced people’s choices. 
For instance, due to the lack of interest in using coupons among these participants, this may not 
be an influential opportunity to support food access. One limitation of this study is that we did 
not target a particular group for the study; we included the broad perspectives of the general 
Guelph-Wellington population. Future research to include community voice in Our Food Future 
projects should target specific communities, such as immigrants and newcomers, Indigenous 
Peoples, youth, people with low-incomes, and others, to ensure that a range of perspectives, 
especially less prominent voices, are included.  

In conclusion, through our multi-methods study on food access within Guelph-Wellington, we 
found that there are a range of ways to reach out to the community on the topic, despite the 
limitations presented by the pandemic. A key takeaway from this report is that there are a range 
of perceptions around accessing nutritious foods in the community. Although participants in this 
research project did not report barriers to accessing nutritious foods and well-balanced meals, 
the high cost of such foods was recognized as a significant theme in discussions of Guelph-
Wellington. Lastly, this report highlights that food skills and education play an important role in 
eating nutritious food.  
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