London study reveals complex social factors shape diet quality despite supermarket proximity
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Eating a nutritious diet rich in fruits and vegetables is crucial for maintaining good health and preventing diseases such as heart disease and stroke. However, achieving this is often more complicated than simply having access to supermarkets or grocery stores. Traditionally, the concept of "food deserts" has been used to describe areas where residents lack access to affordable, healthy food, usually due to a scarcity of nearby supermarkets or poor transport links. This definition, focused largely on physical proximity, originated in the late 1990s to address food access issues in underserved urban zones.
Recent research, however, challenges the simplicity of this view. A new study published in PLOS Complex Systems reveals that food deserts can exist even in affluent and cosmopolitan urban areas surrounded by local shopping options. The study analysed hundreds of millions of Tesco supermarket transactions in London and uncovered surprising dietary patterns that varied considerably across different parts of the city. Two distinct purchasing trends emerged: one marked by the purchase of sugary, highly processed foods and another characterised by higher intake of fresh fruits, vegetables, and meat.
Mapping these purchasing behaviours demonstrated a clear geographic divide in diet quality. Inner northwest London residents tended to buy healthier food with more fruit and fish, whereas east and outer west London areas showed preferences for sugary snacks and soft drinks, despite the availability of supermarkets. This illustrates that the lack of nutritious food in some neighbourhoods does not result solely from the absence of stores but also from complex social and economic factors influencing consumer behaviour.
Socioeconomic status, in particular income level and the proportion of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic populations, emerged as strong predictors of diet quality. Lower income was consistently linked to the purchase of less nutritious foods, especially in certain areas of east and west London. Strikingly, factors often expected to heavily influence healthy eating , such as car ownership and walk time to stores , showed minimal or inconsistent effect. This suggests that affordability, social disadvantage, and cultural factors shape dietary choices more profoundly than physical access alone.
These findings resonate with broader definitions of food deserts, which increasingly recognise that food access is not just about geography but also includes economic, cultural, and social dimensions. Encyclopaedia Britannica notes that the concept originated with a geographic and socioeconomic lens, linking poor access to nutritious foods with adverse health outcomes like obesity and cardiovascular diseases. Yet, it acknowledges the complexity in defining food deserts, which must consider food availability, affordability, cultural appropriateness, and other factors beyond mere distance.
Moreover, the problem of poor diet and limited healthy food access is not confined to the UK. Similar patterns exist in other highly urbanised nations, such as Australia, where poor diet is a leading cause of preventable disease, with rising obesity rates among adults and children and decreasing fruit and vegetable consumption. Applying data-driven methods , like analysing anonymised grocery transactions from supermarket loyalty programs , could prove valuable for exposing nutritional inequalities in Australian cities and beyond.
It is also important to differentiate food deserts from related phenomena such as food swamps, which describe areas with an overabundance of unhealthy food outlets like fast-food restaurants and convenience shops. Whereas food deserts denote a lack of healthy options, food swamps highlight the overwhelming presence of unhealthy choices, both contributing to poor nutrition and chronic health conditions. This distinction underscores that food environments are multifaceted, requiring tailored interventions.
Overall, this research emphasises that the solution to healthier diets and equitable food access is not one-size-fits-all. By focusing on actual purchasing behaviour rather than just store locations, policymakers can better understand specific community needs and design targeted, culturally appropriate interventions that improve diet quality in diverse urban settings. This nuanced approach is crucial to addressing nutrition-related health disparities in cities worldwide.
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