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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has disrupted food systems worldwide, affecting
food security and the nutrition of rural and urban populations and
challenging the resilience of the global food system (Clapp & Moseley, 2020;
Nemes et al., 2021). The severe blow inflicted on the entire food sector by the
pandemic, along with the climate change crisis, exposed the need to develop
food systems that are healthier, more sustainable, equitable and resilient
(Bakalis er al., 2020; Steiner er al., 2020). Moreover, their effects made it
essential to create stronger policies designed to increase economic funding
and to make access to such funding easier for food companies (Rockstrom
et al., 2020; Steiner et al., 2020). The goal is to help such enterprises in the
transition from ‘old way’ business models towards more sustainable ones that
are capable of reducing the high social and environmental burden associated
with supply chains, in line with current international agreements (i.e.
Agenda 2030) and European strategies (i.e. From Farm to Fork) (European
Commission, 2020). The total amount of investment required each year for
the transformation of food systems by 2030 is estimated to be $300-350
bn (Steiner et al., 2020; The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019), which
is divided into 10 key aspects: healthy diets, productive and regenerative
agriculture, protecting and restoring nature, healthy and productive oceans,
diversifying the protein supply, reducing food loss and waste, local loops
and linkages, harnessing the digital revolution, stronger rural livelihoods and
gender and demography (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019).

The healthy diets dimension plays a key role in the ecological
transformation of our society by 2030. Thus far, current food systems
(geared towards the production and consumption of high-quantity, affordable
foods that are of low nutritional value) have resulted in huge hidden costs,
especially with regard to human health. Indeed, they are a major cause
of malnutrition and health diseases, in particular obesity (Abdeen et al.,
2017; FAO, 2018; Guyomard et al., 2012; Hall, 2018; NCD Risk Factor
Collaboration, 2016), cardiovascular diseases, diabetes and cancers (Danaei
et al., 2014; Pearson-Stuttard et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2011). A simulation
performed in 2011 revealed that if there had not been a prompt change in the
growth rate of such healthy diseases, the combined medical costs associated
with their treatment would have increased by $48-66 bn/year in the USA and
£1.9-2 bn/year in the UK by 2030 (Wang et al., 2011). Incoherent policies and
guidelines, current marketing strategies and public investment decisions have
been the main drivers of the high consumption of unhealthy foods (The Food
and Land Use Coalition, 2019).

Shifting to human and planetary health diets requires annual investments
equal to nearly $30 bn, which can, in turn, lead to nearly $2 tn of annual
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business opportunities (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019). Such
investments are fundamental to 1) orient people’s diets towards more
protective food, limiting the consumption of unhealthy and ultra-processed
food high in salt, sugar or saturated fats; 2) support small and medium-
sized enterprises in adopting business activities that prioritise the availability,
desirability and quality of safe and nutritious food; 3) redirect public finance
towards healthy foods, while discouraging at the same time the production
and consumption of unhealthy food through taxes and fiscal transfers;
4) stimulate innovation to harness the power of business and orient it towards
nutritious and sustainable food product lines thanks to access to investments;
and 5) promote behavioural change through new marketing strategies
guaranteeing better visibility for healthy and nutritious foods (The Food and
Land Use Coalition, 2019).

Another dimension to consider regarding the ecological transformation
of our society is building local loops and linkages. According to the Ellen
McArthur Foundation (2019), 80% of all food will be consumed in cities by
2050. Nowadays, the production of food intended for cities is highly linear,
with huge environmental and social impacts mainly caused by conventional
farming practices that prefer quantity over quality (Ellen McArthur
Foundation, 2019). Moreover, such production is usually located beyond
regional or national boundaries, generating additional environmental impacts
in terms of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions during transportation. Despite
the proliferation of initiatives, there are still major barriers to overcome
to initiate such a transformation, including the absence of local sourcing
strategies by major retailers, the shortage of infrastructure and logistic
investments (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019), the low level of
economic and financial autonomy of farmers (Pereira et al., 2018) and a lack
of political support (Zivkovi¢ et al., 2022).

The annual economic investment required to transition towards strong,
efficient and local sustainable food economies amounts to nearly $10 bn,
which can, in turn, lead to nearly $215 bn of annual business opportunities
by 2030 (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019). Expanding local supply
will mean shorter distribution networks, resulting in a decrease in the
related GHG emissions (Enjolras & Aubert, 2018); the wider and faster
availability of nutritious food to help tackle obesity and undernutrition
(The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019); economic gains from the lower
transport costs of shorter supply chains, direct sourcing from local farmers
and the creation of new jobs through product innovation (Galli & Brunori,
2013); food security by reducing import dependency on raw materials
grown at the global level (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019); and
the promotion of a closer relationship between producers and consumers
(Enjolras & Aubert, 2018).
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To prepare food systems for a sustainable transition, it is imperative to
identify those industrial sectors that have significant negative social and
environmental impacts and then redesign them and adapt them to
sustainability principles. One such sector that ought to be reconsidered and
redesigned for the future is vending. Thus far, research studies that discuss
how to transform the vending sector based on sustainability principles are
quite scarce. Therefore, the aim of the present study is to fill this research
gap by considering ‘healthy diets’ and ‘building local loops and linkages’
as future possible development perspectives for the Italian sector, which
is the largest market among the European member states. This study is
organised as follows: 1) an introduction to the role of vending in our daily
lives, its economic importance at the European and Italian levels and the
reasons why it cannot be considered a sustainable sector; 2) the presentation
of an Italian case study about a local healthy sweet snack as an alternative
to traditional vending food and a discussion of the main barriers that the
promotion and sale of this sustainable snack currently face; and 3) discussion
and conclusions regarding what alternative financial model, along with policy
commitments, can be used to guarantee that sustainable snacks developed
specifically for the vending sector obtain the success they deserve.

1. The vending sector

The vending sector is nested within the food supply chain, and its role is to
provide low-cost food and beverages for immediate consumption. Although
other retail services exist (e.g. supermarkets, grocery stores, coffee shops),
vending has two unique characteristics: it is widespread in cities within public
(e.g. universities, hospitals), private (e.g. companies, offices) and hybrid (e.g.
malls, gyms) spaces, and it provides — through vending machines — quick and
easy access to different types of food and beverages while meeting consumer
needs. Since its global spread during the 1960s and 1970s, the vending
sector has owed its success to its ability to exploit certain social dynamics.
For example, vending machines are not merely a way to supply food and
beverages, but they also serve as meeting places for people to exchange ideas
while taking breaks from working or studying. When humans work or study
intensely for a long time, their brains require about 12% more energy than
usual to do the extra work, and carbohydrates (especially sugar) are their
quickest source of energy (Peters, 2019). This is why many feel an irresistible
desire for sweets on such occasions, and vending machines often present the
nearest solution. Another situation in which people often use vending services
is when they are bored. Boredom is powerful enough to encourage people to
have a snack when they are not otherwise able to occupy their minds (Braden
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et al., 2018; Koball et al., 2012). This is why vending machines are always
placed close to spaces such as waiting rooms, airports or hospitals. Last but
not least, vending machines are a convenience, as they allow people to find a
wide variety of foods and drinks without having to remember to bring them
from home.

The European and Italian markets

The ability of the vending sector to reach any geographic region while
providing people with what they want when they want it has created
considerable economic gains. It is estimated that the total revenue of this
sector in Europe reached €17 bn in 2019 (EVA, 2020). Sales of hot beverages
represented the driving force, accounting for nearly €11 bn of revenue (62.5%
of the total), followed by cold beverages (22%), snacks (12.5%) and food
(3%) (EVA, 2021). Overall, in less than 10 years (2011-2019), the European
market significantly expanded its offering within a higher number of public
and private sites, increasing, in turn, its revenues by 21%. However, the entire
sector has been heavily affected by the Covid-19 crisis owing to the closure
of sales channels, with significant falls in both the number of vends and
profits. In 2020, the total European revenue of the vending sector is estimated
to have dropped by 30% (VendingMarketWatch, 2021) compared to the 2019
figures.

Italy is the largest vending market among the European member states,
with more than 800,000 vending machines across all its regions. According
to a market analysis, the total revenue of the sector in 2019 reached nearly
€2 bn, with nearly 5 bn products sold. As in all other European states, the
Italian market was also highly affected by the Covid-19 crisis in 2020, with
drops in both consumption and revenue of 30.4% and 31.95%, respectively.
Nevertheless, recent economic data show a slight, albeit slow, recovery
of the sector due to the effects of the Covid-19 crisis, which is, above all,
linked to new habits of use of the environments most closely linked to the
sector, such as schools, hospitals and offices. Indeed, despite still being
substantially lower than the 2019 figures, in 2021, the total revenue (€1.4
bn) and consumption (more than 3.5 bn) increased at rates of +12% and
+10%, respectively, compared to the 2020 situation. Similar to in the pre-
pandemic situation, hot beverages represented the largest market share in
2021, equal to 68% of the entire revenue (nearly €950 million), with coffee
being the most consumed product (more than 2 bn consumptions). Cold
beverages (i.e. mineral water, soda, tea, energy drinks, juices) comprised
the second most consumed product category, sharing 18% of the market,
with a total revenue of almost €250 million. Finally, the third most
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consumed product category was sweet and salty snacks, sharing 14% of the
market, with a total revenue of nearly €200 million.

A still unsustainable sector

Financing for sustainable food systems: the role of the vending sector

Despite the slow economic recovery, the Covid-19 crisis highlighted
how static and fragile the vending industry is in the face of large-scale
imbalances. This event has led the industry’s major associations to think
about how they can transform it and make it agile in view of future
challenges. A topic that has recently emerged in Europe (EVA, 2021a, 2021b)
and Italy is the greater attention being paid to business aspects related to
sustainability, particularly to human health and the environment. The actual
vending sector cannot be considered sustainable for two main reasons. The
first one is linked to the type of products sold and the second one to its
supply chain.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, people have considered vending machines as
one of the symbols of modern consumerism as well as one of the possible
contributors to unhealthy eating habits and, consequently, the increase in
diseases (Segrave, 2002). This accusation was supported in subsequent
years by well-established nutritional and clinical evidence of 1) the very
low nutritional profile of the foods and beverages sold (i.e. high in energy,
saturated fat or trans fats, sodium and/or added sugars and low in fibre and/or
vitamins) (Byrd-Bredbenner et al., 2012; Faris et al., 2021; Grech et al., 2017;
Rahi et al., 2022) and 2) a possible relationship between the consumption of
such products and the risk of developing overweight and obesity (Bertéus
Forslund et al., 2005; Fox et al., 2009; Ludwig et al., 2001; Malik et al.,
2006; Minaker et al., 2011; Raposo et al., 2018). A recent study also revealed
a significant lack of sustainable food products within vending machines
(Bertossi et al., 2022), that is, food products that are not only ‘nutritionally
adequate, safe and healthy’ but also ‘protective and respectful of biodiversity
and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and
affordable, while optimizing natural and human resources’.

Despite such evidence, over the years, companies have had to constantly
source huge quantities of such junk foods and make them quickly available
to meet the exponential increase in demand. The production of massive
quantities requires huge amounts of raw materials grown mainly in
developing countries, where working conditions are often inadequate to
provide people with a decent lifestyle (this is the case, for example, for four
main raw materials used in vending products, i.e. cocoa, sugar, coffee and
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tea) (ILO, 2017, 2020b, 2020a; Whoriskey & Siegel, 2019) and intensive
cultivation techniques are used, causing the degradation of natural systems.
Along the food supply chain, agriculture is responsible for GHG emissions,
land use, imbalances in the soil carbon cycle and the eutrophication of
oceans and freshwaters (Amundson et al., 2015; Crippa et al., 2021,
Notarnicola et al., 2017; Ritchie & Roser, 2020). The environmental impacts
associated with the remaining supply chain phases (i.e. industrial processing,
transportation, packaging, retail, use and end of life), although considerably
lower (Notarnicola et al., 2017), are equal to 18% of the total emissions of the
entire system (Ritchie & Roser, 2020).

2. Learning from the past to shape the future

Evidence of the high degree of unhealthiness of food products sold in
vending machines was (and still is) the main driving force behind several
types of interventions that aim to encourage consumers to make nourishing
choices, the most common of which concerns the replacement of unhealthy
products with healthier solutions (Gorton et al., 2010; Grech & Allman-
Farinelli, 2015; Griffiths er al., 2020; Yan et al., 2019), sometimes combined
with the use of promotional signs (e.g. labels) (Hua et al., 2017; Rosi et al.,
2017; Viana et al., 2018). On the other hand, in terms of the environmental
unsustainability of the sector, only one research study aimed to develop a
supply chain that was shorter than the existing one (Pereira et al., 2018).

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, research papers that discuss the
development of food products that are both healthy and environmentally
sustainable are still lacking. In the next section, we will briefly present what
can be considered an example of a sustainable snack developed specifically
for the vending industry as testimony to the existence of sector initiatives
to attain a sustainable transition based on the dimensions of ‘healthy diets’
and ‘building local loops and linkages’. Moreover, we will present the main
obstacles that the snack has faced since its introduction and that other similar
food products could encounter as well.

The Italian ‘SCUISIT’ snack

‘Raw materials and pastry know-how on the one hand, quality automatic
distribution on the other, interconnect, showing love for the territory,
respect for values, genuine and authentic taste and attention to the green
economy. From this base comes the precious and delicious content of the
SCUISIT snack, thus expressing the synthesis of Friulian excellence’. This
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is how the Friulian vending company presents its new snack on its webpage'.
‘SCUISIT’ is a sweet Italian snack launched in 2022 and developed in Friuli-
Venezia Giulia, a region located in the northeast of Italy. It is the result of a
collaboration between two local actors: a vending company and a chocolate
shop. Respect and love for the Earth and the surrounding environment, a
sense of belonging, collaboration and the will to serve the local community
with seriousness and quality are the commitments shared between them.
SCUISIT is different from other traditional products not only because of the
name it bears, which is obligatorily Friulian, but also because of the choice of
top-quality local raw materials: in fact, it is made with wheat flour, hazelnuts,
gianduja and cocoa cream exclusively produced and processed within the
region. The sustainability of the snack also goes beyond its ingredients; by
purchasing it, consumers can support a local association that helps patients
suffering from eating disorders and their families.

Overall, SCUISIT represents an attempt to create a regenerative local
value chain in line with circular economy principles that will have a positive
impact on the environment. In parallel, it endeavours to support the social
community with a sweet product made using seasonal raw materials, with
50% fair trade cocoa beans and only natural ingredients.

Despite its features, since its introduction, SCUISIT has not received the
success it deserves. Below we will provide four possible (but not conclusive)
reasons by referring to the existing literature.

The first reason is linked to both impulsive needs (e.g. hunger or the
desire for something sweet) (Cheval et al., 2017; Hoffmann et al., 2019)
and the ‘fear of novelties’ (also called neophobia) (Rabadidn & Bernabéu,
2021). The majority of consumers purchase food from vending machines
because of hunger (Ng et al., 2019). Hunger can generally motivate food-
seeking behaviour and unhealthy food consumption through its direct effect
of wanting for food (Cheval et al., 2017), while hindering consumers from
choosing sustainable products due to its influence on taste evaluation and a
preference for specific foods (Hoffmann et al., 2019). Moreover, consumers
often rely on their past experiences when making food selections (Ogundijo
et al., 2021). Therefore, it is possible that when consumers face vending
machines in a state of hunger or ‘craving- for-sweets’, they tend to choose the
‘conventional’ and ‘unhealthy’ products they already know will satisfy their
cravings over a new product, even if the new product (in this case, SCUISIT)
is perceived as healthier and more sustainable.

The second possible reason, which is linked to the first one, regards
marketing and promotion. The influential effect of brand logos, product

1. https://cda.it/projects/arriva-scuisit-la-nuova-mirinde-furlane-al-distributore-automatico.
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advertisements and shelf placement on food and beverage consumption is
quite well known in the literature (Boyland et al., 2016; Chandon & Wansink,
2012; L. Harris et al., 2020). In their work, L. Harris er al. (2020) found
that the products of major companies received significantly more in-store
marketing support, including displays and price promotions, than the products
of minor companies. The same strategy can be observed within vending
machines; that is, famous (and generally unhealthy) food products are present
in higher quantities (Byrd-Bredbenner et al., 2012; Faris et al., 2021; Grech
et al., 2017; Rahi et al., 2022) and are generally more visible compared to
healthier and sustainable options. However, SCUISIT is currently only sold
by the vending company responsible for its development and production,
and it is very likely that this company has positioned it within its vending
machines in a way that makes it highly visible to consumers. Therefore, it
is possible that the real reason for its lack of success concerns the high costs
associated with its promotion rather than its visibility. The success of famous
unhealthy food products generally derives from expensive advertisement
campaigns financed by international companies with certain amounts of
money (Potvin Kent et al., 2022). For example, in Canada alone, it was
estimated that nearly $492.9 million of the $628.6 million food and beverage
advertising expenditures in 2019 was spent on ‘unhealthy’ food advertising
(Potvin Kent et al., 2022). Small food companies usually do not have enough
money to finance large advertising campaigns, which leads to the failure to
promote their products to consumers.

The third reason is linked to SCUISIT’s price, which is quite high
compared to that of an average snack. The cost of foods and beverages is
one of the main drivers of food selection (Ogundijo et al., 2021). Generally,
healthier food products have higher costs compared to unhealthy solutions
(Darmon & Drewnowski, 2015), and this trend has been observed for
vending products as well (Ng et al., 2019; Shi et al., 2018). Regarding
consumer behaviour, the scientific literature has very divergent ideas on the
topic (Dolgopolova & Teuber, 2018); some authors have demonstrated how
consumers tend to restrain themselves from purchasing and paying more for
healthy and sustainable products, while other scholars obtained contradictory
evidence. In terms of the vending sector, price manipulation strategies are
common (Bos et al., 2018; Grech & Allman-Farinelli, 2015), and most
authors agree that consumers express higher willingness to purchase more
healthy and sustainable products if their prices are lowered (Grech &
Allman-Farinelli, 2015; Ng et al., 2019).

The fourth reason concerns the difficulties in managing new local supply
chains. A short supply chain can be defined as ‘a supply chain involving a
limited number of economic operators, committed to co-operation, local
economic development, and close geographical and social relations between
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producers, processors and consumers’ (Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013).
Despite being simpler compared to a traditional chain, hidden complexities
exist for short supply chains. In their work, Pereira er al. (2018) analysed a
case study on a local supply chain of fresh milk sold at vending machines.
The aim of their research was to evaluate whether the milk supply chain
through vending machines had lower environmental impacts compared to
traditional supermarket supply chains. Despite the shorter supply chain
achieving 45% lower environmental impacts compared to traditional ones, the
initiative did not work for many socioeconomic reasons, such as the farmers’
lack of processing and marketing capacities, the difficulty of networking and
collaborating with other key stakeholders, the necessity of raising consumer
awareness of the benefits of pasteurised milk and the limited range of dairy
products offered. Other reasons were found by Zivkovi¢ e al. (2022), who
reported that the main problems small food producers face when trying
to implement a short food supply chain are 1) the lack of knowledge and
expertise to deal with regulatory issues, 2) insufficient policy support at the
EU level and 3) unfavourable subsidy policy.

3. Discussion

SCUISIT demonstrates how, even in complex and uncertain times,
it is possible to contribute to the creation of environmental and social
value through local collaboration and the sharing of a common dream.
It is likewise an ambitious attempt to contribute to revolutionising the
vending sector and orienting it towards more sustainable business models.
However, some socioeconomic barriers can hinder vending from completely
transitioning towards new patterns by selling healthy and local food products,
such as SCUISIT. Such products generally possess higher prices compared
to the average (and consumers usually restrain themselves from purchasing
them), they have to compete with more traditional and famous snacks usually
preferred by consumers, they are produced by small and medium-sized
enterprises without enough money to finance strong advertising campaigns
to promote them to potential consumers and they are the result of local
partnerships, which could become difficult to manage. All these obstacles
could be overcome through both financial investments along the entire supply
chain and the development of strong institutional policies.

As discussed previously, nearly $30 bn of annual investments are needed
to encourage consumers to choose more protective foods by employing new
marketing strategies that guarantee better promotion and by motivating SMEs
to invest in new business models and orient them towards nutritious and
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sustainable food product lines (The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019). An
additional $10 bn would be needed to expand and strengthen local supply
chains, with huge environmental and social benefits (Enjolras & Aubert,
2018; Galli & Brunori, 2013; The Food and Land Use Coalition, 2019). In
this context, the Italian PNRR (National Recovery and Resilience Plan) will
allocate €1.2 bn for the development of sustainable agri-food supply chains
by 20262 In particular, such a plan aims to finance those business activities
committed to making food production and processing more sustainable and
develop a marketing, promotion and research programme for sustainable
products. However, alternative ways should also be defined since access
to finance can be a key obstacle for SMEs involved in collaborative short
food supply chains (Kneafsey et al., 2015). In their work, Behrendt et al.
(2022) proposed community-based financial models involving citizens and
consumers as potential ways to address both sustainable food production
and consumption. The authors discussed the role of proximity in fostering
community investments in local activities and markets. Proximity refers
to ‘being close’ and comprises both geographical and non-geographical
dimensions. Therefore, it seems that consumers and citizens who feel close to
a certain local food activity will be more willing to invest in such an activity
and pay more for food products owing to the establishment of trust and the
presence of shared values. Apart from financial considerations, community
financing can also serve as a marketing tool, helping to build or intensify
customer relationships. This financial model can be considered an alternative
to traditional models, which are too focused on the maximisation of profits
(Stephens et al., 2019). The positive effects that can derive from such models
have been discussed by Stephens et al. (2019), who stated that they can help
increase prosperity, build adaptive capacity, increase social capital and foster
innovation in rural communities where local food activities are common.
Such financial models could also help small and medium- sized vending
enterprises (which constitute the majority of this type of activity in Italy) to
scale their business models and contribute to the sustainable development of
their surrounding contexts through sustainable food products. Moreover, they
could help sustainable snacks obtain the success they deserve.

A strategy based only on financial interventions, however, risks being
ineffective without adequate institutional commitment to give sustainable
food greater visibility and access. As for vending, green public procurement
(GPP) plays a key role. GPP is an important tool in the context of sustainable
food consumption and production through which public authorities are
encouraged to integrate various sustainability criteria into their tenders

2. www.italiadomani.gov.it/content/sogei-ng/it/it/Interventi/investimenti/sviluppo-logistica-
per-i-settori-agroalimentare-pesca-e-acquacoltura-silvicoltura-floricoltura-e-vivaismo.html.
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and select suppliers whose food offerings show greater compliance with
these criteria. Despite the criteria having been updated in 2019 (European
Commission, 2019), most products found in vending machines today
have nutritional and production characteristics that are not in line with
European guidelines. Although there may be numerous explanations for
this fact, one certainly crucial element is the lack of an institutional policy
oriented towards sustainable development. Such a policy is defined by an
organisation’s mission, vision, objectives and operational strategies. Without
a clear policy, any institution (e.g. a university) will have serious difficulties
in identifying a sustainable plan, an operational strategy and the necessary
interventions to achieve a sustainable development condition (Blanco-Portela
et al., 2017), including making proper use of GPP (Cheng et al., 2018).
Several studies in the literature have shown how the creation of institutional
policies geared towards improving consumers’ health has led to a sharp
decrease in unhealthy products found inside vending machines in various
locations. For example, in their work, Blake et al. (2021) discuss the effects
of a university policy called the “Deakin Food Charter”, which was created
with the goal of providing healthy, nutritious and sustainable foods that could
meet both the needs of the university community and the commercial needs
of the vendor, while at the same time creating as stimulating an environment
as possible for the adoption of new lifestyles. In the two years of monitoring,
the adoption of such an inclusive and integrated policy has brought several
benefits, both nutritional and economic. But the most important point is that
such commitment on the part of Deakin University has motivated the service
manager not only to adapt to the new university policy but also to improve
it and implement the interventions made on campus in other contexts as
well. This shows how important it is to create clear, ambitious and inclusive
policies, which can also have positive effects in relationships with service
providers. However, the commitment to sustainable development should
concern not only institutions but also the vending companies themselves.
Therefore, for the society of the future, vending companies should reconsider
their position as mere passive suppliers of food and beverages, become
more proactive and actively collaborate with local institutions in developing
policies and interventions that 1) provide an enabling environment for
learning healthy preferences; 2) overcome barriers that prevent the expression
of healthy preferences; 3) encourage people to re-evaluate their existing
unhealthy preferences; and 4) stimulate a positive food systems response
(Hawkes et al., 2015).
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Conclusions

Financing and policies are key aspects for initiating the necessary
ecological transition of the entire agri-food industry. Although all the sectors
that are part of the agri-food chain should be included in development
plans and programmes, there are still some that do not receive the attention
they deserve. The vending sector falls into this group, and little is still
known about its dynamics and how it could contribute to sustainable
development, despite it being a staple in the daily lives of many of us.
Most academic research focuses on how to steer consumers towards buying
healthier products, and only one study discusses the development of a local
short supply chain market as an alternative to traditional ones. However,
virtuous examples exist of companies that are constantly engaged in the
sustainable development of the sector. This study discussed SCUISIT, which
represents an attempt to create a regenerative local value chain in line with
the principles of the circular economy with a positive impact on regional
development. This impact concerns not only environmental aspects (reduction
of GHG associated with transport), but also economic (development of
partnerships and business collaborations), social (creation of new jobs),
and nutritional (development and consumption of healthier products). The
SCUISIT case also shows how even a largely ignored sector, such as vending,
can play its part. Circularity, health, and wellness are three of the main topics
included within the European Vending and Coffee Service Association’s
strategy for building a strong, innovative, and sustainable vending sector
(EVA, 2021b). What are missing, however, are both a concrete commitment
and a set of tools that can help this sector realise its new sustainable
potential. SMEs in the sector often struggle to create local and circular
supply chains associated with the sale of healthy and sustainable products,
as access to the substantial funding required is complex. Nonetheless, Italy is
undertaking to create development programs in line with European directives
that can help businesses cope with these difficulties.

As previously discussed, this article aims to initiate a discussion on this
issue, bringing to light several problems to be addressed and the potential to
be cultivated in the future. Unfortunately, its originality is, at the same time,
its main limitation, as it prevents a comprehensive and definitive discussion.
Future academic research could use this study as a starting point to
demonstrate the importance and effectiveness of different types of financing
and policies and how the vending industry can use them to transform itself
towards more sustainable dimensions. At the policy level, on the other hand,
more effort is needed both in not neglecting parts of the food supply chain
with great potential and in creating innovative financing programmes, also
for those SMEs that are embedded in local contexts and represent a point of
reference for the community.
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