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I n t he UK , hea lt hier  foods  ar e t hr ee t imes  mor e 
expens ive per  ca lor ie t han unhealt hy foods 3

Food insecur ity... 
 'the state of being without r eliable access  to a sufficient quantity of 

 affor dable, nutr itious food’1

Appr ox. 8 million adults  and 3 million childr en2

The FIO Food Project

15% UK  hous eholds  ar e exper iencing food 
ins ecur it y in 20 242

The exis t ing food s ys t em negat ively impact s  
t he envir onment 5

Sustainable, healthy diets  should be pr omoted and affor dable for  all 

limits  dietar y choices to a low-pr ice, high-ener gy combination, which can 
pr omote weight gain 4



WP 1 Objec tive: C apture the lived experienc e of  food 
shopping in people liv ing with obesity  and food insec urity . 

K ey  milestones :
E stablish P P I groups

UK P rolif ic  quantitative survey
R etail sec tor qualitative study

Lived experienc e qualitative study

Over a ll Aim: 
To provide actionable evidence for policy on retail strategies to address dietary inequalities 
in people living with obesity and food insecurity, to support sustainable and healthier food 

choices in the UK food system. 

The FIO Food Project



FIO Food WP1:
Qualitative Research

Aim: 
To understand  the lived experienc e of  people liv ing 
with obes ity  and food insec urity   when shopping for 

food in the supermarket c ontext

1. What are their  experiences  of  shopping in a supermarket 
environment (in-store or  online), for  foods that meet their  
personal weight loss  or  maintenance goals?

2. What helps  or  hinders  them to purchase healthier , 
environmentally  sustainable food items whils t shopping?



Participants: 
Recruitment & demographics

Age: major ity aged 35-44 

Gender : 72% female

Ethnicity: 65.6% white

BMI : median 35.5kg/m2



The Conscious Consumer

R es ult s

The Restricted Consumer

Main t hemes

Analysis Method: Thematic analysis  (Braun & Clarke, 2022)6

• Searching, planning and preparing

• A good knowledge of food prices

• Checking the labels: Engaging and actively 

disengaging with nutritional information 

• Healthy options off the table

• Shop where you can, not where you want

• Sustainability: A little bit of what I want to do 

and a little bit of what I can afford to do

• The emotional toll of restriction



R es ult s : 
What are the exper ienc es  of  people liv ing with obesity  and food insec ur ity  when shopping in a 
supermarket environment for  foods  that meet their  personal weight loss  or  maintenanc e goals?

'We look at the lists, I 've got  lik e 10 0 0  cas h back  apps  on my phone so we look thr ough those things, we militar ily decide a ll t hes e 

t hings  t hat  we'r e get t ing, we figur e out  r ecipes  we'r e going t o do... we’ll get  a ll t he deals , we’ll do t he club car d pr ices , we’ll 

r un t he voucher s , we'll do pr et t y much ever yt hing to make sur e that this  wor ks  out and I 'm t a lk ing ever yt hing' 
(Par ticipant 18) 

‘on Lidl, on t he webs it e t hey have lik e, er m, lis t s  of foods  t hat  ar e dis count ed for  t hat  par t icular  week  like er m, like chickens 

and like apples , or anges, you know, br occoli, s tuff like that. So, usually I  t r y and lik e, mak e t he s hopping lis t  and t he r ecipe 

ar ound t hos e par t icular  t hings  t hat  ar e gonna be dis count ed t his  week .’
(Par ticipant 15)

Sear ching, planning and pr epar ing

‘lots  of people s ay, oh, s hop ar ound but that's  alr ight if you live in a city wher e ever ything's  r eadily access ible but 

we live in a mar ket town...if  I  want  t o go a  place wher e t her e is  an Aldi and a  lar ge Tes co and a  s mall As da  

t hat 's  an 8-mile dr ive t her e and s o you'r e wor k ing out  t he pet r ol pr ices  as  well so, you know.’ 
(Par ticipant 36)

The Cons cious  Cons umer



‘f is h wa s  lik e £ 2.50  to buy two of them,  now 

t hey'r e £ 4.50 ...Befor e it  us ed t o be lik e buy t wo of 

t hos e pa ck et s  for  lik e £ 4, now t hey'r e ver y r a r ely 

on offer ’ 
(Par ticipant 10 ) 

‘sometimes for  my own sanity I  will go into Waitr ose and look 

at the cheap stuff and get it . But you know, t heir  s a r dines  a r e 

15p dea r er  t ha n ot her  pla ces ’
(Par ticipant 0 8)

A good k nowledge of food pr ices

‘the other  day...it  was £ 2 s omet hing a  

k ilogr a m for  cour get t es , a nd I  jus t  t hink , 

t ha t  us ed t o be lik e 30 p a  k ilo, for  like a 

cour gette, you know.’
(Par ticipant 35)

Check ing t he labels : Engaging and 
act ively dis engaging wit h 
nut r it ional infor mat ion 

'I  t r y a s  much a s  pos s ible t o ma k e um, t he bes t  pos s ible 

choices ...mor e often than not now I , I 'm look ing a t  t he nut r it iona l 

infor ma t ion a nd jus t  k ind of clos ing my eyes  a  lit t le bit  to what's  

on ther e. Which ma k es  me feel pr et t y s a d beca us e I 've a lwa ys , I 've 

a lwa ys  pr evious ly been quit e on s t uff lik e t ha t  but , um, a nd it 's  

ma t t er ed but I  find I 'm s t ill look ing but  t hen ha ving t o ma k e, lik e 

t ur n a  blind eye'
(Par ticipant 11)

‘I  do look  a t  t he...lik e t he r ed a nd t he yellow a nd t he gr een...but 

sometimes, you know, I  might look at the nutr itional kind of 

infor mation a nd t hen t her e's  a  pr oduct  next  t o it  lik e on pr omot ion 

a nd it 's  a  lot  chea per  a nd t ha t  a lwa ys  s eems  t o k ind of win over .’ 
(Par ticipant 44) 

The Cons cious  Cons umer

R es ult s : 
What are the exper ienc es  of  people liv ing with obesity  and food insec ur ity  when shopping in a 
supermarket environment for  foods  that meet their  personal weight loss  or  maintenanc e goals?



Healt hy opt ions  off t he t able

‘High pr oces s ed goods  in s uper ma r k et s  a r e a lwa ys  t he 
chea pes t  a nd a r e pr et t y much wha t  I  live off of now. So I 
know I 'm doing myself har m. I  know it 's  not gonna make me any 
better . I t 's  not  gonna  help me los e weight  ‘ca us e t hey’r e 
a lwa ys  high fa t ’

(Par ticipant 0 2) 

 ‘I  us ed t o buy loa ds  of fr uit  and a t  t he minut e I  t end t o jus t  
buy lik e ma ybe one or  t wo. I  don't  even buy ba na na s  
a nymor e beca us e t he k ids  will jus t  s it  a nd ea t  t hem in one 
go, which I  think, gr eat, like fr uit  but it 's ...gone lik e wit hin five 
minut es ’ 

(Par ticipant 17) 

‘’I 've gone t o buy chick en and I , I 've only got  a  £ 1.50  budget 
and I  can't , t he only chick en or  t ur k ey t ha t  I  ca n get  wit hin 
t ha t  pr ice r a nge is  a  B er na r d Ma t t hew's  t ur k ey, br ea ded 
t ur k ey es ca lope... I  could get two of them r educed fr om £ 1.99 
t o £ 1, so that's  within my budget but  it 's  nowher e nea r  a s  
hea lt hy a s  jus t  buying t he pla in chick en’ 

(Par ticipant 54) 

Shop wher e you can, not  wher e you want

'I  find like Lidl and Aldi quit e vis ually, er m, it 's  jus t  quit e a  
confus ing exper ience...t he check out s  t end t o be a  bit  

s peedier  and people s eem t o be a  bit , maybe a  bit  mor e 
impat ient  in gener al...I  sor t of do a bit  of an intake of br eath 
befor e I  go in to say the Lidls  and Aldis  ...of cour se if you walk  

int o s omewher e lik e a  Wait r os e, ever yt hing's  dis played 
beaut ifully, t he s t aff ar e s o helpful and fr iendly, er , 

t her e's  s pace t o s or t  of br eat he and act ually look  at  s t uff'
(Par ticipant 11)

The R es t r ict ed Cons umer

R es ult s : 
What are the exper ienc es  of  people liv ing with obesity  and food insec ur ity  when shopping in a 
supermarket environment for  foods  that meet their  personal weight loss  or  maintenanc e goals?



‘when I  had a  full- t ime job, I  would look  at  wher e t hings  came fr om and I  wouldn't  buy t hings  if 
t hey wer e wr apped in exces s ive plas t ic which, some places  used to do...it  is  a , s omet hing t hat  I 'm 

int er es t ed in but  I  can't  s us t a in mys elf fr ank ly Emma, on this  budget. So, yeah, t hat 's , t hat 's  gone 
out  of t he window.’ 

(Par ticipant 0 8) 

Sustainability: A little bit of what I want to do and a little bit of what I can afford to do

‘So I do try and do things that help the planet , I have started looking at the packaging on things. Um... it's a little bit of what I 
want to do and a little bit of what I can afford to do , so if I see something in a plastic bottle and then right to it is 

something that comes in just a cardboard box, so  then I know, hey, I can recycle all the packaging, there's nothing going 
in landfill and they are the same price or close enough the same price, I'm gonna pick the one that's not the plastic ‘

(Participant 06)

‘I try and buy British  when I could, you know, I used to think about, you know, how far things had to travel . I used to 
kind of, you know, look at things that maybe had better packaging that I could kind of recycle , and all those kind of 

things, but a lot of that freedom seems to have kind of gone . You know, I'm not, I wish I could be more driven like that but, 
you know, again, all the promotions they're not, they're not ever taking things like that into account.’ 

(Participant 44) 

Results: 
What are the exper ienc es  of  people liv ing with obesity  and food insec ur ity  when shopping in a 
supermarket environment for  foods  that meet their  personal weight loss  or  maintenanc e goals?

The R es t r ict ed Cons umer



The emot ional t oll of r es t r ict ion

'I find myself mak ing choices  wher e I  ignor e, s us t a inabilit y, envir onment al impact s  in favour  of 
get t ing t he cheapes t  pos s ible t hing...Which mak es  me feel s o as hamed saying that because no, I  never  

used to be like that, ur gh' 
(Par ticipant 11) 

‘t he pr ice of t he food is  r idiculous . I 've got four  childr en, I 'm a  dis abled s ingle mot her  and I  t hink  t hat , ver y, it 's  ver y 
dis t r es s ing and ther e's  not, it  used to be fun. I  used to enjoy going shopping...you'r e looking for  goodness , you'r e looking for  
vegetables  and you cannae affor d the pr ice of vegetables  cause it 's  gone sky high and I  find that r idiculous, and that's  what 

causes  me anxiety, causes  me depr ess ion as  well, r eally makes me down’
(Par ticipant 58)

'it 's  effin mis er able k nowing t hat  I 've only got  lent ils  and t he eggs  ava ilable. You know, that, it ’s  r epet it ivenes s  is  
a  cr apper ... I  don't  even r ecycle s t uff s omet imes , caus e I  cannot  be ar s ed. I 've got t a  s ave my leg ener gy jus t  for  

exis t ing and that, phew, that's  just a…I 'm sur e I 'm not the only per son who lives  like this '
(Par ticipant 0 8)

The R es t r ict ed Cons umer

R es ult s : 
What are the exper ienc es  of  people liv ing with obesity  and food insec ur ity  when shopping in a 
supermarket environment for  foods  that meet their  personal weight loss  or  maintenanc e goals?



S hopping involves  c onscious 
dec is ions and effortful prac tic es  for  
people liv ing with obes ity  and food 

insec urity

The c onsc ious  c onsumer

The restr ic ted c onsumer

H igh food pr ices  and low income 
restr ic ts  the purchase of  healthy , 

sustainable food in the supermarket and 
takes  an emotional toll  on indiv iduals  

Conclus ions



This  research was funded through the Transforming the U K  Food S ystems for  H ealthy  P eople and a H ealthy  
E nvironment S P F P rogramme, delivered by  U K R I, in partnership with the Global Food S ecurity  P rogramme, 

B B S R C , E S R C , M R C , N E R C , Defra, DH S C , OH ID, Innovate U K  and FS A

Thank y ou for  lis tening
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