Grocery data reveals stark food deserts and oases in London, highlighting impact of socioeconomic disparities
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New research analysing grocery purchasing data from 1.6 million London residents has revealed stark disparities in diet quality across the capital, identifying clear 'food deserts' where access to nutritious food is limited, and conversely 'food oases' where healthier eating prevails. The study, published in PLOS Complex Systems, used Tesco Clubcard purchase records to map nutritional patterns across boroughs, offering a more precise picture of food access than traditional supermarket location data.
The analysis highlighted large clusters of food deserts predominantly in London’s east end boroughs such as Newham, Redbridge, Barking and Dagenham, along with parts of west London including Ealing and Brent. Residents in these areas tend to buy higher quantities of sugar, refined carbohydrates, and ultra-processed foods, which are linked to negative health outcomes like obesity, heart disease, and diabetes. In contrast, inner north-west boroughs such as Kensington and Chelsea, Hammersmith and Fulham, Westminster, as well as parts of Southwark, Wandsworth, Camden, and Islington, showed purchasing patterns rich in fruits, vegetables and fish, characteristic of food oases.
Lead researcher Tayla Broadbridge from the University of Nottingham emphasised the importance of focusing on actual food purchases rather than simply the presence of food stores. “A map of food stores only shows potential access – food purchase data shows the reality, revealing where Londoners' diets are nutritionally deficient,” she said. The study found that food deserts correlate strongly with socioeconomic factors, particularly income levels, with lower-income households more likely to purchase less healthy foods. Additionally, these areas have a higher proportion of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic residents, illustrating an intersection of dietary inequality with social and ethnic disparities.
The researchers pointed out that shopping at smaller Tesco Express stores, more common in these food desert areas, tends to be about 10% more expensive than larger supermarkets. This cost differential can amount to over £800 annually, highlighting financial barriers as a key driver of unhealthy diets. They advocate for targeted, localised interventions to address this, rather than one-size-fits-all solutions struggling to account for the complex socioeconomic and geographic factors influencing food choices.
The study’s findings resonate with previous public health research linking limited access to affordable, nutritious food with higher rates of obesity and associated diseases. In London, over 61% of adults are classified as overweight or obese, and childhood obesity rates exceed the England average. Researchers from the University of Nottingham and the University of Adelaide emphasise that rapid urbanisation, increased availability of processed foods and shifting lifestyles are contributing to these dietary changes in sprawling urban environments.
Moreover, this approach to understanding food deserts through purchase data expands on earlier geospatial analyses that connect poor access to supermarkets in socioeconomically disadvantaged neighbourhoods with unhealthy eating patterns. It also supports broader calls for public health policies aimed at increasing healthy food availability and affordability in underserved communities, including investment in supermarkets and healthy food options in convenience stores and corner shops.
Indeed, nationwide studies have shown that growing up in low-income, low-food-access neighbourhoods increases the risk of childhood obesity, underlining the importance of early interventions. By providing evidence-based, finely grained insights on where nutritional deficits persist in London, this latest research can help policymakers and public health organisations tailor strategies to improve diet quality and reduce health inequalities across the city.
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