
In Victoria, 
ALMOST ONE 
IN 20 DEATHS can be attributed 
to high salt intake; this is six times 
higher than the annual road toll. 

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

PROJECT OVERVIEW

CONSUMER AWARENESS

In response to high population salt consumption, the Victorian Salt 
Reduction Partnership (VSRP) was established in 2014 by VicHealth. 
The partnership is comprised of peak public health organisations: 

The VicHealth Salt Reduction Partnership devised a multi-faceted 
strategy comprised of four key intervention components with the 
Heart Foundation leading the delivery of three.

The Unpack the Salt 
campaign aimed to raise 
awareness about the 
importance of reducing 
salt intake for better health, 
educating consumers to 
read the label and pick 
the low salt option when 
choosing processed and 
packaged food products 
found in supermarkets.

Consumer awareness findings should be interpreted in the setting of campaign exposure, context and purpose, and not in terms of a pass/fail of sustained behaviour change at a population level. 

Most of the public health-oriented food media during the period of the campaign was focused on sugar from a nutrient perspective (not salt), and obesity.  

While this campaign was no where near the spend and profile required to achieve the effect of significant and sustained behavior change like other notable behavior change campaigns in Australia e.g. smoking, it kept salt on the radar.  
It is a good example of the key elements required for an effective behaviour change campaign.

How we 
UNPACKED THE SALT
in Victoria

hbprca

Each day Australians consume 
around 9.6 grams (g) of salt, 
close to double the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) recommended 
maximum daily intake of 5g.

Excess salt can increase the risk of 
high blood pressure, which is a major 
risk factor for Cardiovascular Disease 
and attributes to 60% of all strokes and 
50% of all heart disease.

More than 4 million Australian adults 
have high blood pressure with 3 million 
unaware they had it.  Concerning, as nearly 
50% of heart disease deaths in Australia are 
attributable to high blood pressure.

75% of the salt we consume is hidden 
in packages and processed foods.

Salt reduction strategies considered 
‘best buy’ for the prevention of non-
communicable diseases by WHO.

Australia has committed to meet the 
WHO’s global target of a 30% reduction 
in population salt intake by 2025.

If Victorians alone reduced their salt intake to 5g per day, 
in line with WHO recommendations, this could SAVE AROUND 
800 LIVES AND $50 MILLION in healthcare costs each year.

The Heart Foundation was funded in 2016 
to deliver a consumer awareness campaign 
‘Don’t trust your taste buds’ which ran 
from 8 June 2016 to 31 July 2016 and was 
primarily a digital campaign supported by 
media relations. Due to the success further 
funding was received from 2017 through to 
2020 to raise consumer awareness, engage 
industry stakeholders and advocate to 
government for policy changes.

Both campaigns targeted parents/caregivers 
of children aged 0-12 years who are generally 
the primary purchaser of household groceries 
and have the most influence over the diets of 
the entire family. The aim was to encourage 
parents of younger aged children to reduce 
the family’s salt intake. It provided a ‘best 
buy’ opportunity for long-term, generational 
change in a key population’s dietary habits.

Consumer 
Awareness

Advocacy and 
Government 
engagement 

Research

THE MEDIA CAMPAIGNS CENTRED AROUND 
THE RELEASE OF FOOD CATEGORY REPORTS:
2016 Unpack the Salt 
- Don’t Trust Your Tastebuds
2017 Bread (World Salt 
Awareness Week)
2017 Cooking Sauces
2017 Ready Meals
2017 Dips and Crackers
2018 Processed Meats 
(World Salt Awareness Week)
2018 Asian-style Sauces

2019 Fast Food Kids’ Meals 
(World Salt Awareness Week)
2019 Meat Alternatives 
2020 Savoury Snacks 
(World Salt Awareness Week)
In addition, we released 
topical media stories on:
Back to School - 2018 & 2019
Ask the Doctor ABC TV featured 
a salt segment during their 
‘Heart’ episode

Launch unpackthesalt.com.au 
and launch of Unpack the Salt 
2017/18 and Unpack your Lunch 
18/19, with 257,909 visits
Resources for Download 
and sharing such as cooking 
guides and salt swaps

Blogs (31) 
from Dietitian Sian Armstrong

Recipes Created a bank of 
(66) Low salt recipes 

Stakeholder Packs to disseminate 
key messages: Victorian Salt 
Reduction Partnership members, 
Parents Voice, Better Health Channel, 
Department of Health, Victorian 
Healthy Eating Enterprise (VHEE) 
members, Victorian Politicians.

ADVERTISING CAMPAIGNS 
AND KEY RESOURCES DEVELOPED:

KEY IMPACTS AND ACHIEVEMENTS: 

11% INCREASE 
(target of 5%) in awareness of 
the recommended maximum 
daily salt intake.

5% INCREASE (target of 5%) 
in awareness that 75% of the salt in 
our diets comes from processed and 
packaged foods.

6% INCREASE (target 3%) in target 
markets understanding of how to easily and 
conveniently reduce salt consumption without 
the need to sacrifice taste or convenience.

Unpack the Salt media coverage across 5 years resulted in a total 
cumulative audience reach of 47.7 million people, 3406 stories 
including syndicated stories (1348 unique items) for a total 
cumulative advertising space rate of $8,419,539.

Industry 
engagement



KEY IMPACTS AND 
ACHIEVEMENTS:

THE FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT TO:
Implement an effective National Nutrition 
Strategy which should include strategies to 
reduce the amount of salt in processed and 
packaged foods, including:
Setting, implementing and monitoring targets 
to reduce salt in food categories identified by 
Healthy Food Partnership.

Measuring and monitoring changes in population 
salt intake.

Delivering a national healthy eating campaign, 
which includes a focus on the importance of 
reducing salt consumption.

CONSUMERS TO:
‘Read the label’ and pick the lower salt 
option when shopping in the supermarket.
Options with less than 120mg of sodium per 
100g are the best, and options with less than 
400mg of sodium per 100g are good choices.

We want them to be aware that excessive 
salt intake can lead to high blood pressure, 
increasing the risks for heart disease and 
stroke.

THE FOOD INDUSTRY TO:
Reformulate to reduce salt/sodium levels 
in their processed and packaged products.
Our Reformulation Readiness Guide is available 
online to assist small to medium manufacturers 
looking to reformulate.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR 
THE VICTORIAN SALT 
REDUCTION PARTNERSHIP?
The partnership held their final meeting in 
February 2020.

The Federal Department of Health have indicated 
they will use Unpack the Salt resources such as 
the Reformulation Readiness Guide and tools 
on the website as part of the implementation 
program of the Healthy Food Partnership salt 
targets.  This is an excellent outcome in regards 
to the legacy of this project. 

54 Food Manufacturers 
contacted in total, of which 
43 were contacted prior to 
the release of a Food Category 
Report that named them as 
having a high salt product.

19 Food manufacturers 
engaged with the VSRP 
resulting in 47 face to face 
meetings between June 
2017 and July 2019

These meetings resulted in 
the development and 
publication of 6 case studies, 
highlighting reformulation 
progress and success which 
included these manufacturers: 
Woolworths, Unilever, Pepsico, 
Nestle, Kellogg’s and Barilla.

MAJOR SUCCESS: Barilla 
stated that as a direct result of 
being highlighted in our food 
category report for having the 
highest salt pasta sauce they 
reformulated their Olive Pasta 
Sauce to contain 50% less salt. 

Developed, published and 
launched a comprehensive 
How-to-Reformulate Guide 
for Food Manufacturers – 
first of its kind in Australia. 

Held 3 events for Food 
Manufacturers, with 190 
in attendance across all 
events including: 
1.  Networking Breakfast 2018

2.  How-to-Guide Launch 
launch May 2019. 

3.  9 Steps to Reformulation 
Webinar July 2019

Breakfast forum 
on leadership for salt 
reduction as part of World 
Congress on Public Health 
Conference on 4 March 
2017.

Development of joint 
Partnership Position 
Statement launched in 
March 2018.

Parliamentary Breakfast 
held in Canberra on 14 
August 2018. Attended by 
senior Government and 
Opposition representatives:

Senator the 
Hon Bridget McKenzie

The Hon Catherine King MP 

Representation on and 
continuous engagement 
with the Healthy Food 
Partnership, including the 
Reformulation Working 
Group.

Heart Foundation’s 
2018-19 Pre-Budget 
Submission reflected 
advocacy for a National 
Nutrition Strategy.

Heart and Stroke 
Action Plan 
Consultation Draft 
includes: Develop and 
fund a new National 
Nutrition Policy (including 
food reformulation and 
education campaigns)

Heart Foundation’s 
2019 pre-election 
policy paper includes 
a recommendation: 
Deliver a National 
Nutrition Strategy.

FOOD INDUSTRY ENGAGEMENT

ADVOCACY AND GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT

WHAT’S NEXT FOR SALT REDUCTION IN AUSTRALIA?

A diverse portfolio of engagement tactics were employed to encourage the production of lower salt food, 
influence the adoption of low salt practices and reduce sodium in processed foods. 

The aim was to raise awareness and generate leadership debate around the need for 
sodium reduction in the food supply in order to protect the heart health of Australians. 

Measuring the value of advocacy work over the course of 
the project has proved challenging as it involves long term 
relationship building and influencing. Advocating for food policy 
change at a state level was not an effective way to create 
change in a national food supply so in early 2018 the decision 

was made to shift focus to the Federal Government.  While this 
improved clarity from a project perspective, sodium is but one 
of many health messages that different organisations are trying 
to get on the radar of the Government – so the single nutrient 
focus made it hard to gain traction.

We see the reformulation of processed foods as an essential opportunity to improve the health of the Australian population 
and to reduce the burden of non-communicable diseases like heart disease. As the project concludes we want...

Industry engagement is not 
a short-term undertaking, 
relationships with business 
takes months and sometimes 
years to develop. In saying this 
we were able to build a number 
of meaningful relationships 
throughout the course of the 
intervention.  

KEY IMPACTS AND 
ACHIEVEMENTS:

Industry want public health and Government 
policy makers to understand the competing 
priorities for food manufacturers but there is
SUPPORT FOR VOLUNTARY TARGETS 
AND CLEAR GUIDANCE

COST OF REFORMULATION 
IS HIGH Manipulating the 
nutrient profile of the whole 
product is complex; it’s not as 
simple as removing salt. 

Many Australian 
MANUFACTURERS ARE 
REFORMULATING however 
they are reluctant to talk 
about it.

KEY LEARNINGS:

The Heart Foundation acknowledges the support of VicHealth and The George Institute for Global Health as delivery partners on this project.  

All information included in this document is correct at the time of publication, April 2020.


