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Objective: To identify 
marketing strategies that 
online retailers employ and 
assess the healthfulness of 
groceries they promote.

Design and Methods: We assessed the promotional, 
pricing, placement, and delivery practices of six 
retailers (Amazon Prime, FreshDirect, Peapod, Safeway, 
Target and Walmart Grocery) in the Washington, D.C. 
area between February and April 2019.

Results: A majority of homepage, search page, email, and targeted promotions were 
unhealthy. Price data was inconclusive. A majority of the staple items featured prominently 
in search results were unhealthy versions of the item. Produce quality was typically good.

Conclusion: Retailers should promote, competitively 
price, and prominently place healthy items online. 
Additional studies of marketing on grocery platforms 
are needed.

Introduction
No wrangling with writhing toddlers. No waiting in 
long lines. No hauling heavy bags home on public 
transportation. These are just a few of the possible benefits 
of online shopping. But with food retailers touting the 
conveniences of online ordering, less attention has been 
paid to a larger, equally important question: Does online 
grocery shopping support healthy eating?

As grocery sales migrate online, food and beverage 
marketing is also likely to migrate, influencing online 
grocery shoppers’ purchases and ultimately, their health. 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
now allows Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) participants in an increasing number of states 
to purchase groceries online and plans to extend digital 
SNAP to all 40 million participants. As more customers 
come online for groceries, retailers’ point-of-sale strategies 
will be increasingly important. 

Methods
Promotions
On retailers’ home and five search results pages, we recorded promotions for food and beverages. In 
the 30 days that followed, we recorded emails with food and beverage promotions sent to the email 
accounts we set up for this study.  After ordering, we noted targeted promotions on the homepage linked 
to previous purchases or user address. For each, we saved a screenshot, noting whether the product was 
produce, a sugar-sweetened beverage, or a salty/sweet snack. Then, we assessed nutritional quality of 
homepage, search page, email, and targeted promotions using the National Alliance for Nutrition and 
Activity Vending Standards.

Price
We collected base and price promotion data for unhealthy and healthy market baskets created from 
USDA’s Foods Typically Purchased by SNAP Households.  We calculated the percentage discount for 
healthy products and compared that percentage to the discount for unhealthy products.

Placement
From the same USDA resource, we developed a list of staple items with healthy and less healthy 
versions. We recorded the top results for these items, saving a screenshot for of each search. We assessed 
the nutritional quality of the first three products featured in search results. (Retailers featured between 
three and five products in the first row of results).

Delivery
We ordered a selection of unhealthy and produce.  We adapted the SNAP-Ed Communities of Excellence 
in Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity Prevention (CX3) Toolkit to assess produce firmness, 
freshness, and color. 
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Discussion
Promotions: Homepage, Search Pages, Email, and Targeted Promotions
Promotions were rife on online grocery platforms.  One area of particular concern is targeted 
promotions. Targeted marketing in emails and on grocery websites has the potential to turn a one-
time impulse buy into “a pervasive prompt for more frequent purchases.” 

Retailers now have additional opportunities to peddle foods and beverages, penetrating customers’ 
inboxes and prompting additional purchases at home. Personalized data allows manufacturers and 
retailers to recommend specific foods and beverages that take advantage of individual vulnerabilities.

Emerging evidence suggests that machine learning technology may define user groups by income or 
race, reflecting social biases already apparent on television and in instore marketing. 

We know that physical stores that serve low-income families and communities of color typically 
stock lower quality, less affordable fresh fruits and vegetables than stores in higher-income, white 
neighborhoods. Stores serving low-income neighborhoods promote more sugary beverages during 
the period when the state issues SNAP benefits.

If not addressed, retailers are likely to repeat this pattern of discrimination online, promoting less-
healthy foods and beverages to low-income, black, and Hispanic customers.

The data privacy requirements in the SNAP Pilot’s Request for Volunteers are limited, focusing 
primarily on payment security standards. Limited privacy requirements coupled with sophisticated 
e-commerce marketing strategies may expose low-income families to new forms of targeted online 
marketing for foods and drinks that are poor in nutrition and high in added sugars, salt, and 
saturated fat. USDA should develop policies and guidance for online SNAP retailers to prevent 
predatory online food marketing on grocery platforms.

Price
Discounts can sway shoppers to purchase greater volumes, switch brands, and sample new products. 
One likely explanation for the difference between unhealthy and healthy product discounts is trade 
promotion fees. Larger companies, typically producers of unhealthy products, can afford to mark 
down items and offer lower original prices. 

Farmers and smaller, better-for-you brands often have neither the market share nor the access to 
capital to make discounts viable. They cannot afford to pay trade fees, so may struggle to sell products 
in a system designed for larger players.  To encourage healthier purchases, retailers should price 
healthy versions of items the same or less than the unhealthy versions

Placement
Another recent study of online retail shows that product order matters; altering the default options 
featured may help improve the nutritional quality of consumers’ food purchases. Retailers should use 
algorithms to prioritize healthy items over unhealthy versions in search results. For example, when 
a customer searches for “bread,” retailers should feature whole wheat options before ultra-processed 
white bread.

Produce
Because concern about produce quality is a common barrier to customers ordering groceries online, 
retailers should continue to refine methods to ensure the quality is high.

Outcomes
Promotions: Homepage, Search Pages, Email, and Targeted Promotions
51% of food and beverage product promotions were for unhealthy items, though the nutritional 
quality of the foods and beverages promoted varied widely by retailer (Table 1). There were some 
highlights: more than half of the product promotions from Amazon Prime Now, FreshDirect, 
and Walmart Grocery were for healthier items, and 43% of Walmart Grocery’s product 
promotions were for produce.

Table 1: Nutritional Quality of Product Promotions on Home and Search Results Pages

Price
For the retailers that offered 
markdowns on multiple 
products in the market basket, 
unhealthy discounts were 
greater than healthy discounts.  
For example, Safeway offered 
markdowns on nine items, 
with an average discount of 
16% on unhealthy items and 
7% on healthy items.
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had the highest proportion of promotions for salty or sweetened 
snacks and sugar-sweetened beverages and the lowest proportion 
of promotions for produce. To their credit, FreshDirect, Peapod, 
Safeway, and Walmart Grocery had no promotions for sugar-
sweetened beverages.

Targeted Promotions 

Only two of the four retailers from which we ordered groceries—
Amazon Prime Now and Peapod—explicitly promoted products 
based on purchase history or address. (Others may use customer 
purchase history and address, but did not indicate that in their 
promotions.) Thirty-six percent of Amazon Prime Now’s targeted 
promotions were associated with a previously purchased item, and 
64 percent were based on the customer’s address. 

Online grocers use customers’ personal information, such as their address, to promote products to them.

Table 6: Nutritional Quality of Product Promotions on Home and Search Results Pages

Did Not Meet 
Nutrition 
Standards

Promote 
Produce

Promote Salty 
or Sweetened 

Snacks

Promote 
Sugar-

Sweetened 
Beverages

Amazon Prime Now (n=39) 43% 33% 14% 9%

FreshDirect (n=32) 29% 35% 2% 0%

Peapod (n=22) 57% 17% 17% 0%

Safeway (n=18) 72% 28% 0% 0%

Target (n=52) 63% 10% 18% 14%

Walmart Grocery (n=40) 46% 43% 3% 0%

Average* 51% 27% 10% 5%

* Weighted averages; weight factor based on 203 total product promotions.

Retailers sent an average of 11 emails per month with promotions for foods and beverages.  
Three out of 4 emails featuring foods and beverages promoted unhealthy products. 

At the time of our study, only two of the four retailers from which we ordered groceries— 
Amazon Prime Now and Peapod—explicitly promoted products based on purchase history or 
address.  Others may use customer purchase history and address, but did not indicate that in 
their promotions.
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searching for commonly purchased items and make price discounts 
more easily accessible. But online food marketing also has the 
potential to reinforce unhealthy behaviors and biases. 

Food marketers collect personalized data using software that tags 
customers with unique identifiers. Software tracks an individual, 
analyzes behavior patterns, and develops a unique profile, allowing 
companies to tailor marketing to that person.59 Targeted marketing 
technology allows marketers to mine customers’ purchase and 
search histories, meaning that an individual’s one-time purchase 
can become an ongoing promotion. 

Hershey boasts that it can create 
“algorithmically curated lists based on your 
previous purchases and behavior—and 
search.”60 According to one executive, “Once 
that customer buys one of our snacks, it’ll 
likely stay on their pre-loaded list for the next 
purchase—and we move that unplanned 
‘impulse’ purchase into a planned one.”61 

Top items on Walmart Grocery’s reorder list 
suggest that the retailer’s automated features 
encourage unhealthy products; Oreo Cookies, 
Tostitos Scoops, and Hershey’s chocolate 
bars are among the items featured.62 Kroger 
is developing a search function that bases 
results on previous purchases. A customer 
searching for fresh “chicken” may instead 
be served up less-healthy alternatives in the 
search results based on a previous purchase. 

Targeted marketing technology allows 
marketers to mine customers’ purchase 
and search histories, meaning that an 

individual’s one-time purchase can become 
an ongoing promotion.

Retailers should design reorder lists 
to promote healthy, rather than 
unhealthy, foods and beverages.
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Companies like Hershey encourage retailers to include a host of 
digital promotions on the checkout page.54,55 The manufacturer’s 
suggestions include a “just add Hershey’s” feature to earn free 
shipping and pop-ups to advertise products like chocolate chips 
when orders include baking ingredients.56 Hershey’s quarterly 
earnings suggest that its marketing strategies may lift sales; 
e-commerce sales grew 30 percent in the period after the candy 
maker introduced these checkout features.57

Manufacturers are not the only ones increasing promotions; 
retailers have too. In 2018, Amazon Fresh—Amazon’s grocery-
only delivery subscription service—promoted snacks like chips, 
cookies, and nuts during the weeks before school started. During 
the last week of August and first week of September, Amazon Fresh 
featured more than 300 promotions for snacks—roughly 260 more 
than many brick-and-mortar stores.58 

Without the constraints of a physical store, manufacturers’ 
ability to promote products is 
seemingly limitless. Retailers display 
promotions on the home page, search 
pages, and throughout the online 
ordering platform, which makes 
avoiding unhealthy food marketing 
difficult. Retailers create additional 
opportunities to promote foods and 
beverages using email to penetrate 
customers’ inboxes and prompt 
additional purchases from home.

Targeted Marketing Online Could 
Increase Impulse Buys 

Online food marketing has potential 
benefits; it could save shoppers time 

Without physical space constraints, retailers 
can promote larger items and highlight a 

greater number of products online.

Advertisements that feature customers’ 
past purchases can convert a one-time 
impulse buy into a bad habit.

For more information, see:  
https://cspinet.org/sites/default/files/attachment/Scroll_and_Shop_report.pdf

Placement
When we searched for common staple items for which there 
are both healthy and unhealthy versions, we found that more 
than half of the top results were unhealthy options (Table 2).

Delivery
Most of the fresh fruits and vegetables delivered were of 
good quality—with taut skin, no soft spots, and excellent 
color. Where product quality was mixed, common issues 
included bruised, soft, overripe, or smashed items.

Table 2: Items Featured in Search Results
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Placement in Search Results 
When we evaluated the first three products that appeared in 
the search results for each of the five staple categories (milk, 
bread, cereal, drinks, and chicken), we found that more than half 
(58 percent) were unhealthy (Table 8). Target featured the greatest 
proportion of unhealthy items in its search results (73 percent); 
FreshDirect had the lowest proportion (47 percent). 

A customer searching for “chicken” on Peapod (left) will see fresh, healthier options at the top of search results. In 
contrast, top search results on Target (right) include chicken patties and nuggets. 

Table 8: Items Featured in Search Results

Did Not Meet 
Nutrition 
Standards

Amazon Prime Now 60%

FreshDirect 47%

Peapod 67%

Safeway 53%

Target 73%

Walmart Grocery 50%

Average 58%*

* Average is unweighted because 15 products were 
evaluated for each retailer.
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Delivery Timeliness and Quality
At the time of our scan, only four of the six retailers delivered 
groceries in Washington, DC (Target and Walmart Grocery did not). 
Eighty-nine percent of items delivered correctly matched our order, 
and most deliveries arrived on time (Table 9). 

Produce quality was good overall, with an average score of 81 
percent and a range of 73 to 90 percent. FreshDirect scored the 
highest; most of the fresh fruits and vegetables delivered were of 
good quality—with taut skin, no soft spots, and excellent color. In 
contrast, the produce from Amazon Prime Now and Safeway was 
of mixed quality. Common issues included bruised, soft, overripe, 
or smashed items.

Table 9: Delivery

On-Time 
Delivery

Items 
Delivered 
Correctly

Produce 
Quality Score

Amazon Prime Now 100% 90% 79%

FreshDirect 100% 90% 90%

Peapod 50% 87% 82%

Safeway 50% 90% 73%

Average 75%* 89%** 81%**

* Two deliveries per retailer.
** Average is unweighted because the number of items delivered ranged from 14 to 15.

Produce quality was good overall (left). Delivered fresh fruit and vegetables generally received high quality scores, 
but some arrived bruised, soft, or overripe (middle and right).
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Price 
While all retailers offered at least one discount, we calculated the 
average discount on healthy vs. unhealthy products for the two 
retailers (Peapod and Safeway) that had five or more discounts on 
products in the market basket. (Amazon Prime Now, Fresh Direct, 
and Walmart Grocery had fewer than five discounts.) Target was 
excluded from the analysis because it did not list prices for at least 
half of its items.

Peapod offered markdowns on seven products, with an average 
discount of 14 percent on unhealthy items and 5 percent on healthy 
items. Similarly, Safeway offered markdowns on nine items, with 
an average discount of 16 percent on unhealthy items and 7 percent 
on healthy items. Peapod’s and Safeway’s discounts for unhealthy 
products were, on average, more than twice as great as their 
discounts for healthy products. 

Retailers use price to promote unhealthy items like the ones pictured above.

Peapod’s and Safeway’s discounts for 
unhealthy products were more than twice 

as great as their discounts  
for healthy products.  
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Introduction
Online grocery platforms are emerging as a convenient solution 
for today’s time-strapped customers. As shoppers order more of 
their groceries over the internet, they spend less time browsing 
supermarket aisles and may make fewer unhealthy impulse 
purchases.2 If executed thoughtfully, online grocery platforms could 
increase access to healthy food, particularly in communities with 
few brick-and-mortar grocery stores.3

But headlines like “Hershey’s Plan to Keep Impulse Candy 
Shopping Alive” suggest that, rather than leaning into the 
potential health benefits of online grocery shopping, the industry 
is designing new ways to trigger impulse food and beverage 
purchases.4 To maintain impulse sales of less-healthy foods, 
manufacturers and grocers are devising marketing approaches for 
online shopping. For example, to increase snack food sales, grocers 
offer larger package sizes and display snack food ads alongside 
already-selected items. Pop-ups and cross-promotions are also 
common digital checkout features. 

As increasingly sophisticated targeted marketing tactics gain 
traction, the U.S. Department of Agriculture is working to expand 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) online. 
Enabling SNAP participants to use their benefits online could 
lessen food access barriers, but it could also expose a greater 
portion of the public to online food marketing. As online grocery 
shopping becomes more prevalent, public health organizations, 
policymakers, and consumers need to better understand how 
online grocery platforms operate and influence food purchases. 

Manufacturers like Hershey use price as one of many tactics to push 
impulse buys online.


