
Background 

Understanding people's everyday food consumption 
practices is essential in achieving the transition towards 
more healthy and sustainable diets. Because of the 
complex and context-specifi c nature of food practices, 
there is a prevalence of qualitative research. As these 
results are often based on small-scale datasets, the impact 
of social practice research on public policy is still limited. 
Larger datasets on food purchasing are often unavailable 
for scientifi c research, as they are often held by commercial 
companies. However, the collaboration with data analyst 
Mezuro allowed me to analyze aggregated and anonymised 
mobile phone location data of Dutch residents, which 
enabled me to explore the potential contribution of this 
big data source for consumer research. The aim of this 
study is to determine if and how mobile phone location 
data can be of value for researching food purchasing when 
applying a social practice perspective. 

Methods

First, the characteristics of mobile phone location data 
from data analyst company Mezuro is described in 
detail. Hereafter, the data is applied to research 
regarding food purchasing practices in the Dutch city 
of Almere. The mobile phone location data is integrated 
with information about the food retail environment and 
sociodemographic profi les of the residents of Almere 
from the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) and 
the Flows of Food research project. Two perspectives 
are considered: the food retail outlets and the residents 
of Almere.

Results

The output is generated for groups of more than 15 
individuals. Datasets are origin, destination, and population 
density. Available variables are the number of people 
present, origin, travel frequency, share of residents at home 
and away, distance travelled and weather data. Data can 
be collected on different spatial- and temporal levels.
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In Almere, most food retail outlets are visited on Satur-
days by visitors from the near vicinity (46-63% locals). 
Purple outlines indicate days with open-air markets. Spe-
cifi c food retail outlets are too detailed for analysis: data is 
most reliable for trips of >5 km. 

The residents of Almere travel mostly within their home 
neighbourhood or other areas within Almere. Another 
popular destination is Amsterdam. Although the reasons 
for travel cannot be known, it is likely people travel there 
for work purposes. Relatively more residents stay close to 
home during weekends than on weekdays. Most residents 
are frequent visitors, especially to Almere and Amsterdam.

Residents of neighbourhoods with a larger distance 
to the nearest food retail outlet, more cars and a 
higher income per household tend to travel further 
than average.

Conclusion

Mobile phone location data can serve as an addition 
to the toolbox of research on food consumption 
practices. It generates large-scale insights into the 
mobility and movements of the masses. With this, 
real-time outputs on multiple spatial scales can be 
used to confi rm fi ndings from qualitative research 
or to discover hidden behaviour patterns. The more 
qualitative research methods can, in turn, comple-
ment mobile phone location data by adding insights 
into the complexity and context of daily life.  Mo-
bile phone location data is most reliable on a larger 
geographical scale. Because of this, and strict privacy 
regulations, countries other than NL might provide 
more detailed insights into specifi c food retail out-
lets. Besides food consumption, the data can be used 
for a wide range of applications: urban planning, 
infrastructure, and mobility. 

When combined with different sources and research 
methods, mobile phone location data can provide 
reliable and large-scale data, applicable in many 
different contexts. This research provides a mere 
glimpse of how big data can be used to generate 
valuable information about real-world events.


