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The vending profile information provided by this resource guide was collected through 
interviews with key park and city government staff.  Without their cooperation, this final 
prodect would not have been possible.  Thank you for your time and support. 
 
 
 
 
 
The purpose of this guide is to serve as a resource for Chicago, IL as the Chicago Park 
District moves forward with the implementation and evaluation of its healthier snack 
vending program.  The guide can also provide support for any future changes to 
Chicago’s beverage vending standards.  Additionally, other cities developing healthier 
vending programs may find useful information within this guide. 
 
 
 
 
 

“The foods that children are exposed to early on in life influence the 

pattern for their eating habits as adults.”
i
 

- Madhuri Kakarala, M.D., Ph.D. 

 
What is “healthier vending?” 

• “Healthier vending” can have a number of different meanings, depending on the 
goals of a healthier vending initiative.  For instance, a healthier policy could 
regulate snack vending machines to contain only items with 30% fat content or 
less.  Or a policy could simply specify that 50% of items in a vending machine 
need to be low in fat.  Regardless of exact food guidelines, a healthier vending 
policy is a set of criteria that encourages more nutritious options for snacks and/or 
beverages sold in vending machines. 

 

Why invest in healthier vending? 

• Research around vending machines in schools provides some background for the 
connection between vending options and nutrition.  A study published in the 
Journal of Adolescent Health showed that, for students in younger grades, 
availability of sweets in vending machines is correlated with higher sweet 
consumption overall when compared to students in schools without sweets 
available in vending machines.ii  Increased sweet consumption can then lead to 
obesity and related health issues.  This correlation is evidenced through several 
studies, such as one that has linked soft drink intake and obesity in children.iii  
Because schools and parks are both frequented by youth who are somewhat 
confined to their institution, many parallels have been drawn between healthier 
vending efforts in schools and healthier vending in parks.  Some city governments 
have gone as far as to develop their healthier vending guidelines based on school 
healthier vending policies. 

Introduction 

Purpose 

Acknowledgments 
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• Providing healthier options in vending machines throughout an entire park district 
creates the opportunity to affect food access in a variety of neighborhoods.  The 
health impact crosses ethnic and socioeconomic lines, due to the varying 
demographics of park patrons throughout a given park district.  Improving the 
nutritional content of vending machine options has the potential for greater impact 
on single female-headed households, Hispanics, blacks, and/or low-income 
populations, all of which have higher rates of food insecurity and related 
malnutrition than their demographic counterparts.iv 

 
Chicago and Obesity 

Data from 2007 shows that 35% of children aged 10-17 in Illinois were obese at that 
time, whereas 31% of children were obese in the U.S. overall.v (See below) 

 
In Illinois, Pre-teen and Teen Obesity Rates Exceed U.S. Levels 

Percent of obese children, 10-17 years old  

 
 
(Trust for America’s Health, 2009) 

 
 
The disparity is even starker when comparing children at a younger age.  In 2010, 10% of 
children age 2-5 were obese in the U.S. overall, compared to a 22% obesity rate among 3-
7 year olds in Chicago.vi (See next page) 
 
 



 5 

In Chicago, Children Aged 3 To 7 Have a Much Higher Prevalence 
Of Obesity Than U.S. Children 2-5 Years Old 

 
*U.S. data based on children 2-5 years old   **Chicago data based on children 3-7 years old 
 
(Ogden et al, 2010, CLOCC press release, 2010) 

 
Healthier vending options for the Chicago Park District will be an important step forward 
in addressing these health disparities. 
 
Chicago’s Healthier Vending Policy 

The Chicago Park District has established healthier snack vending guidelines through 
altering its Request for Proposals from potential vendors.  Vending criteria include 
restrictions on calories, fat, sugar, and sodium content.  The City is currently in the 
process of implementing a new snack vending contract according to these healthier 
guidelines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chicago will not be the first city to implement healthier vending guidelines.  The 
following profiles highlight several U.S. cities that have already begun the process of 
changing their vending programs.  These profiles should serve as a guide to Chicago and 
other cities considering healthier vending.  They provide insight into policy development, 
community relations, and sustainability, among other factors.  
 
Please note that the cities profiled herein do not constitute an exhaustive list of cities with 

healthier vending policies. 

Healthier Vending Across the U.S. 
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Overview 

Kansas City is in the process of developing a citywide healthier program for beverage 
and snack vending.  Currently there is no official policy, but city government has been 
working with its beverage vendor and two snack vendors to implement healthier vending 
in the 200+ machines on City property.  The overall goal is for 50% healthier vending 
options in the long-run.  Healthier vending contracts began in early 2010. 

 

 

 

• Juices and water are some recommended beverage vending options. 
• Granola, oatmeal packs, and mozzarella cheese are some recommended snack 

options. 
 

Implementation Process 

The Purchasing Division worked with the 
beverage and snack venders, a city 
dietician, and the chairperson of City 
Wellness to examine the vending 
catalogue and develop a healthier line of 
products. 

• Obstacles 

o Purchasing has struggled with high prices of healthier choices, though the 
Health Department is helping to identify affordable yet healthier vending 
options. 

• Successes 

o The Kansas City Health Department has been committed to working with 
the Purchasing Division on the healthier vending initiative. 

 

Promotion 

• N/A 

 

Evaluation Process 

• A survey about healthier choices was sent out to large City departments with 
vending machines about 10 months after healthier choices were added.  The 
vending companies reviewed responses and have worked to improve their product 
line based on suggestions.  If an item does not sell well, it tends to be replaced. 

 

Sustainability 

• Purchasing is hopeful that healthier mindset will improve with guidance from the 
Health Department.  Support will include education on healthier vending and 
advertising of the program to City employees. 

 

Profile: Kansas City, MO 

Examples: 
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Kansas City Recommendations 
• Have a clear plan for communication to the public and staff about reasons for 

changing the vending machine options and what can be expected in the future. 
 

Contact 
Lynda Abbott, Contract Performance Manager 
City of Kansas City Missouri Purchasing Division 
lynda_abbott@kcmo.org 
 
City Hall 
414 E. 12th St. 
Kansas City, MO 64106 
(816) 513-1313
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Courtesy of Sarah 

 
 
Overview 

In early 2010, Minneapolis Park and Recreation began planning snack vending machine 
changes for 10 pilot parks that went into effect later that year.  Each vendor was offered a 
stipend for participation, as well as technical support and resources for the 
experimentation process.  The pilot was planned for 6 months. 
 

 

 
Based on USDA healthier snacks criteria 

• Fat: Maximum of 30% total calories from fat, 10% 
from saturated fat. 

• Sugar: Maximum of 35% sugar by weight. 
• Sodium: Maximum of 600 mg of sodium. 

 

Implementation Process 

The Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) awarded $47 
million to 86 counties and 8 tribal governments through local 
public health to reduce the number of Minnesotans who are 
overweight, obese, or use tobacco.  One of the projects that 
developed from this grant is improving vending machine options within the Minneapolis 
Park District.  The project developed in 3 stages: 

1) A baseline assessment period and implementation of 75% healthier vending in 10 
parks. 

2) Collection of sales data at 4 parks over an 8 week period. 
3) 4 parks will transition to 100% healthier vending and sales data will be collected 

for 5 weeks.  2 parks will use a slightly relaxed version of the guidelines to allow 
a wider variety of products. 

• Obstacles 

o Some vendors were resistant to changing their product line. 
o There is no formal contracting process for snack vendors in Minneapolis 

parks. 
o The park system has recently been reorganized and staff positions have 

changed. 
o Community feedback has been difficult to obtain. 
o Many variables in the study have been difficult to control for. 

• Successes 

o Sales data collection found that the higher percentage of healthier items 
that are stocked in a machine, the higher the sales of healthier options 
from that machine. 

o Park staff and directors are overwhelmingly supportive of the project. 
 

Promotion 

• Minneapolis Park and Recreation worked with vendors to offer taste testing of 
new machine options at some parks.  Other promotional steps included signage in 
support of the healthier machines and comment boxes for community feedback. 

Profile: Minneapolis, MN 

Guidelines: 
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Evaluation Process 

• Vending machines have been photographed at various stages of the process.  
Overall revenue has included some gains and some losses.  

 

Sustainability 

• The pilot will hopefully become self-sustainable and be used to create a written 
healthier vending policy or citywide system-change that will promote healthier 
vending. 

 

Minneapolis Recommendations 
• Do 100% healthier vending from the beginning.  Having a lower than 100% 

expectation requires too much management of machine content. 
• Contract with one vendor, and outline product expectations beforehand.  

 

Contact 
Sarah Reuben Meillier, Project Specialist: Statewide Health Improvement Program 
Minneapolis Department of Health and Family Support 
sarah.reubenmeillier@ci.minneapolis.mn.us 
 
Minneapolis Department of Health and Family Support 
250 South 4th Street, Room 510 
Minneapolis, MN 55415 
(612) 673-2301 
 

More Information 

See appendix for: 
! Minneapolis Park & Recreation healthier vending guidelines 
! Vending machine before-and-after photographs 
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Overview 

New York City (NYC) implemented a healthier beverage vending policy in 2008.  The 
policy affects all beverage vending machines on NYC property, including machines in 
government buildings and in parks. 
 

 

 

• The policy affects machine button placement, 
quantity of buttons for certain drink, size of 
drinks, caloric content labeling, use of 
promotional space, and pricing. In addition, 
more stringent restrictions apply to beverage 
vending machines in locations regularly 
frequented by children aged 18 and under 
and/or children aged 12 and under. 

 

 

 

• Buttons for purchasing water must be located in the position of highest selling 
potential. 

• Each beverage vending machine must display the caloric content of every item it 
sells. 

• Beverages sold in areas regularly frequented by children 18 and under can only 
include: water, unsweetened milk, and/or beverages with 25 or fewer calories per 
8oz. 

 

Implementation Process 

The policy development was a collaborative process between the NYC Department of 
Health, the NYC Department of Education, and the NYC Department of Parks and 
Recreation.  The initiative to develop the healthier vending program came from within 
the city government and was not the result of any outside funding source. 

• Obstacles 

o Integrating the healthier beverage vending standards into NYC’s new and 
pre-existing contracts required careful coordination, but the policy was 
ultimately implemented across many different agencies at the same time. 

• Successes 

o The City needs to wait for a formal evaluation to cite successes of the 
program. 

 
Promotion 

• Promotional space on beverage vending machines may only depict healthier 
beverages and/or healthy activities. 

 

Profile: New York City, NY 

Examples: 

Policy Guidelines: 
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Evaluation Process 

• No formal evaluation has taken place as of yet, but unofficial measures indicate 
both some financial successes as well as some losses of revenue. 

 

Sustainability 

• The City is committed to the healthier beverage vending program, and is 
considering adopting healthier snack vending machine standards in the future. 

 

New York City Recommendations 

• N/A 
 

Contact 
Joel Metlen, Deputy Director of Concessions 
New York City Department of Parks and Recreation 
Joel.Metlen@parks.nyc.gov 
 
The Arsenal 
Central Park 
830 Fifth Avenue 
New York, NY 10065 
(212) 639-9675 
 
More Information 

See appendix for: 
! NYC Citywide Beverage Vending Machine Standards 
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Overview 

Portland instituted a healthier snack and beverage vending policy in June 2010.  The 
policy applies to 10 vending machines that are owned and stocked by Portland Parks and 
Recreation. 
 

 

 

• The snack and beverage vending policy affects total 
calories, sugar content, and fat content such as saturated 
fats and trans fats. 

 

 

 

• Snacks must contain 250 calories or less per serving, one 
serving per item. 

• Snack sugar content cannot be more than 35% of snack 
weight. 

• Beverage vending options include water, 100% 
fruit/vegetable juice, plain/flavored milk, or other 
beverages 20oz or smaller, with fewer than 8 calories an 
ounce. 

 

Implementation Process 

• Development of the healthier vending policy began when some Portland residents 
approached city government about making changes to vending machine options.  
In 2009, Portland Parks and Recreation created a committee that developed 
vending criteria modeled after the bill HB2650, Healthy Foods for Oregon 
Students, which regulates food sold in schools.  The Parks and Recreation 
Department promoted the healthier vending options through signage next to the 
machines. 

o Obstacles 

! Portland Parks and Recreation experienced some pushback from 
park staff on the new regulations.  The department worked with the 
Oregon Nutrition Policy Alliance to provide more nutrition 
information for staff. 

! Children often frequent stores located near Portland community 
centers that sell junk food.  They bring the food into parks and are 
then less likely to purchase from park healthier vending machines. 

o Successes 

! Parents have thanked the department for providing healthier 
vending options. 

 

Profile: Portland, OR 

Policy Guidelines: 

Examples: 
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Promotion 

• Portland Parks and Recreation developed informational materials for the public 
about the new vending policy.  They also used signs to support the vending 
options. 

 

Evaluation Process 

• No formal evaluation process happened.  However, Portland Parks and Recreation 
has seen lower revenue since the policy change.   

 

Sustainability 

• Portland Parks and Recreation is committed to the healthier vending policy.  In 
their opinion, the health benefits of having healthier vending outweigh the current 
decrease in revenue. 

 

Portland Recommendations 

• N/A 
 

Contact 
Doug Brenner, Zone Manager 
Portland Parks and Recreation 
Doug.Brenner@portlandoregon.gov 
 
Portland Parks and Recreation 
1120 SW Fifth Ave #1302 
Portland, Oregon 97204 
(503) 823-7529 
 
More Information 

See appendix for: 
! Healthy Snacks Nutrition Standards for Portland Parks & Recreation’s 

Community Centers and Pools 
! Informational handout: Specifics of Proposed Nutrition Standards 
! Promotional sign
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Overview 

In March of 2006, the County of San Diego Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) 
implemented a healthier vending policy for all county parks.  Later, the County of San 
Diego Department of Health and Human Services Agency took the lead in adapting the 
DPR policy to become a countywide policy that now covers all vending machines on 
county property. 
 

 

 

• The policy regulates pricing, advertising, and total calories, as well as fat, sodium, 
sugar, and fiber content.  Machines in recreation centers and sports facilities must 
comply with healthier standards with 100% of items, while machines in parks and 
open spaces need only 50% healthier items. 
 

 

 

• Sports drinks can only be 100 calories 
or less. 

• All drinks (except for water) should be 
12oz or smaller in size. 

• Snacks must not contain more than 
360mg sodium per serving. 

 

Implementation Process 

A team of DPR staff worked with the San Diego Nutrition Network to develop the 
language for a healthier vending policy after attending a “Step Up To Health” summit. 

• Obstacles 

o DPR moved from multiple vending contracts to a single contract, creating 
some tension with prior venders. 

o DPR initially met with resistance from employees who wanted old snack 
options back.  Taste testing was helpful in addressing some of the 
employee concerns. 

• Successes 

o The healthier vending policy initiated by DPR was eventually adopted for 
the entire County of San Diego. 

 

Promotion 

• DPR regulates advertising on vending machines.  For example, the vendor is not 
allowed to advertise soda on the sides of any of its beverage machines. 

 

Profile: San Diego, CA 

Policy Guidelines: 

Examples: 
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Evaluation Process 

• The San Diego County Childhood Obesity Initiative, through grant funding, is 
currently conducting an in-depth evaluation of the vending program.  Informal 
evaluation shows that neither overall use of vending machines nor vending 
machine revenue has changed significantly since beginning healthier vending. 

 

Sustainability 

• Moving the policy to a county-wide level has increased sustainability.  In addition 
to vending machines, DPR has also embraced healthier concessions vending. 

 

San Diego Recommendations 
• Study 12 month’s worth of data when evaluating a vending program, so as to 

account for seasonal fluctuation in park attendance. 
• Consider the non-financial advantages of a commitment to healthier vending. 

 

Contact 
Christine Lafontant, Recreation Program Manager 
County of San Diego Department of Parks and Recreation 
Christine.Lafontant@sdcounty.ca.gov 
 
County of San Diego Department of Parks and Recreation 
9150 Chesapeake Dr., Suite 200 
San Diego, CA 92123 
(858)-694-3030 
 
More Information 

See appendix for: 
! County of San Diego, California Board of Supervisors Policy: Healthy Choice 

Options in Vending Machines on County Property 
! Product list 
! Informational handout: Healthy Vending Machine Policy 
! Promotional sign and photographs of vending machines
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Overview 

In 2007, Seattle/King County’s Public Health 
Department received a grant from the CDC to 
promote community health.  Part of the grant 
was used by Seattle Parks and Recreation 
(SPR), starting in 2010 under the program 
Healthy Parks/Healthy You, to improve vending 
machine nutrition among 40+ sites, with a focus 
on 26 community centers and 10 pools.  
 

 
 

• The vending criteria regulate caloric, fat, sodium, and carbohydrate content.  The 
criteria also include suggestions for caffeine content and carbonation.  Intake 
levels are divided into “healthier” and “healthiest.” 

 
 

 

• Items in the “healthiest” category cannot contain more than 3 total grams of fat 
per serving, whereas items in the “healthier” category may contain up to 5 total 
grams of fat per serving. 

• Juice offerings should consist of only 100% juice. 
• Caffeinated beverages are discouraged. 

 

Implementation Process 

• Community volunteers, public health staff, and SPR staff assessed the 300+ 
vending machines in the system before any changes were made.  Promotional 
materials and talking points were developed for healthier vending sites. 

o Obstacles 

! SPR received some initial complaints from community and staff, 
which they worked to address through promotional materials and 
informational talks at healthier vending sites. 

! Leadership turnover within City government led to some 
continuity issues. 

! Nearby convenience stores and fast food restaurants reduce 
incentive to purchase from healthier vending machine options. 

o Successes 

! Healthier vending has increased from 40%-100% within a year of 
program implementation. 

! SPR has worked with the vendor to involve youth in stocking 
machines, and is beginning to see positive behavioral changes 
around food choices. 

Profile: Seattle, WA 

Policy Guidelines: 

Examples: 
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Promotion 

SPR gave talks, developed information sheets, and displayed promotional materials in 
support of the healthier vending options.  These efforts have been directed at community 
members as well as SPR staff. 
 

Evaluation Process 

• No formal evaluation process has happened yet, but informal information shows: 
1. Stable initial revenue, now beginning to show profits. 
2. Patrons have begun to request some of the healthier items. 
3. Patrons requesting less-healthy options are receiving educational information 

about the healthier vending program. 
 

Sustainability 

• SPR is committed to the program, and has plans for expansion. 
 

Seattle Recommendations 
• Leadership needs to remain steadfast and seek support from different levels of 

city government.  Ideally, partner with business interests for promotional and 
financial support, and with public health or private health organizations for 
nutritional support. 

• The contracts manager needs to be financially responsive in order to manage costs 
and avoid loss of revenue. 

• Be sure to maintain affordable options.  Do not “price out” any patrons. 
 

Contact 
David Jensen, Manager 
Seattle Parks and Recreation 
David.Jensen@seattle.gov 
 
Seattle Parks and Recreation 
100 Dexter Ave North 
Seattle, WA 98109 
 
More Information 

See appendix for: 
! Healthy Vending Guidelines: Seattle Parks and Recreation 
! Sample of product list 
! Information handout: Frequently Asked Questions about the Healthier Snack 

Program 
! Promotional sign



 18 

 
 
Common obstacles 

• Resistance from park staff to change in vending options. 
• Nearby stores with unhealthy food reduce incentive for youth to purchase 

healthier snack items within parks and community centers. 
• Difficulties in managing multiple vending contracts or transitioning to vending 

with a new company. 
• Turnover or reorganization in city government which affects healthier vending 

projects. 
 

Common successes 

• Original program expanded either in scope or size. 
• Most vendors transitioning to healthier options did not see a large decrease in 

sales. 
• Support for healthier vending program from within city government and/or the 

community. 
• Commitment to continue healthier vending in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 
• Develop literature and/or talking points for the public which explain the reasons 

for shifting to healthier vending and what can be expected under the new 
guidelines. 

• Work with park staff to address any concerns about the healthier vending options. 
• Utilize resources from multiple departments within Chicago city government, 

such as the Chicago Department of Public Health. 
• Use funding from grant monies to support healthier vending promotion, taste 

testing, and product experimentation. 
• Work closely with the vendor to ensure financial sustainability of healthier 

vending options. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Chicago and other cities considering healthier vending should look to the information and 
recommendations found in these profiles for developmental guidance. Childhood obesity 
is reaching epic proportions in the U.S. and individual cities can use healthier vending as 
a gateway for addressing obesity-related community health issues.  Healthier vending has 
the potential to improve food access not only through physically providing healthier 
options, but also through developing the infrastructure and leveraging resources needed 
to make other healthier changes in the future. 

Summary 

Best Practices for Chicago 

Conclusion 
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