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One in five children and adolescents in Amsterdam are overweight or obese  
(23% in Zuidoost District, Bijlmer City Centre in 20171). There are increasing  
indications that the wide availability of unhealthy food has a significant influence 
on consumer behaviour. In order to gain more insight into the factors that deter-
mine residents' eating and drinking behaviour, the project Families & Food was 
launched in November 2019. This participatory research study and campaign puts 
the spotlight on food availability along high-traffic routes (work, school, leisure).

At the start of the study participants were drawn from 21 households with at  
least one child aged 5-12 and living in Bijlmer City Centre, Amsterdam Zuidoost. 
The project is being conducted in collaboration with Stichting Alexander and local 
social welfare organizations. Results of the study will be used to see whether the 
food environment in Bijlmer can be changed in order to promote healthy food 
choices, and if so, how.

1  https://www.amsterdam.nl/sociaaldomein/aanpak-gezond-gewicht/onderzoeken-trends-cijfers/ 
#h3c0af06a-61af-b8e7-d817-782349ea9252. Weight and lifestyle of children in Amsterdam, July 2019
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Eating and drinking behaviour is determined by a  
person's situation and environmental factors.

Personal circumstances:
 n  Stress stimulates unhealthy food 

choices; for example, wide availability 
and lack of time or money, increased 
hunger pangs and cravings for  
unhealthy food due to poor sleeping 
patterns. Parents and caregivers  
underestimate the level of unhealthy 
food their children are eating.

Child-raising strategy:
 n  A child-raising strategy oriented 

towards healthy food demands time, 
attention, patience, knowledge and 
skills. This is not easy especially in 
combination with difficult personal 
circumstances.

Physical food environment:
 n  Residents say that too much unhealthy 

food is available in Bijlmer City Centre.
 n  Most people cook at home because of 

the high cost of eating out.
 n  Food offered at the Amsterdam  

Foodbank is not healthy enough.
Personal food environment:

 n  Unhealthy food is the easy choice, due 
to its abundance, low price and quick 
preparation.

 n  Healthy food is felt to be expensive.
Social food environment:

 n  Grocery choices depend on shop sales; 
unhealthy food is on sale more often.

 n  Children (often) decide what will be 
eaten.

 n  Frequently take-away food is ordered 
late at night even though the family 
had an evening meal.

 The primary influences on the respondents' eating  
and drinking behaviour were found to be the physical 
and personal food environments. In order to further 
extend the results, we looked at ways of making the 
food environment healthier. Given the influence of the 
physical food environment on consumer buying and 
consumption, it is clear that amendments to laws and 
regulations are extremely important. 

The table below draws on the ideas of residents and 
several professionals given during a first brainstorming 
session.

What? By/with whom?
Make a wider variety of healthier food available

1.  Make food environment 
healthier Make healthy food available at the Amsterdam  Local businesses/administrators

Foodbank, e.g. Social Supermarket pilot

What? By/with whom?
Support in raising children: for example, choosing For example, Healthy School (combined with fighting 
different rewards for children poverty) and OKT (parent-child teams)

2.  Break patterns of  Promote healthy choices by means of posters,  Local businesses/administrators
behaviour advertisements, activities

More specials and sales of healthy food Supermarket owners/store managers

What? By/with whom?
Lower prices for healthy food

3.  Amend laws and  Create a balance between healthy and  
regulations unhealthy food Food lobby/national & international governments

Limit processed food
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Influence of routes and routines on 
eating and drinking behaviour
Abcouderpad is the most heavily used road in the  
district but there is no food available along it. The 
shopping centres Amsterdamse Poort, Venserpolder 
and World of Food are where consumers purchase 
food. In addition to shopping for groceries, daily  
routines – like going to work, school or leisure activities 
– have a significant influence on consumer food buying 
and consumption. When travelling coincides with  
mealtimes this especially leads to eating out or  
take-away. In order to stimulate healthy food choices, 
the participants would like to see more healthy food 
marketing in the area, plus healthy cheap food  
available for lunch and dinner. The children who went 
along on the field day can also see that mostly  
unhealthy food and drink is available in their  
neighbourhood, and suggested having a ‘Fruitland’  
instead of candy stores and other unhealthy food 
shops as a possible solution.

If we look at consumer buying and consumption in 
combination with the domains of Positive Health it is 
difficult to draw direct conclusions. Some participants 
said that they made unhealthy choices more often if 
they were unhappy, but there were also respondents 
without difficult personal circumstances who exhibited 
unhealthy or very unhealthy eating patterns. Many 
participants depend on the foodbank. Not all the food 
available at the Amsterdam Foodbank can be  
considered healthy and some of the choice is left up  
to the patron (depending on the foodbank location).  
A possible solution might be found in the pilot  
programme at the Voedselmarkt Zuid: the social super-
market2. In order to make the healthy choice the easy 
choice, healthy products could be offered at cheaper 
prices. They could also be given a more prominent 
shelf for higher visibility, similar to the way sale items 
are offered in the supermarkets.

Discussion
DThe majority of participants in the study indicated 
that usually they cook at home, the most important 
reason for this being the expense of eating out. Their 
choices in the supermarket are determined by affor-
dability, quality and shop location. The majority of 
the respondents shop for groceries at different super-
markets in order to benefit from the shop sales.  
Often traditional meals are prepared or traditional 
dishes are given a personal twist or less complicated 
recipes are modified. It was noticeable that a number 
of households ordered take-away meals late at night 
even though they had eaten dinner that evening. 

When making choices for an evening meal, many 
parents take their children's food preferences into 
account. For example, they give them two options to 
choose from or usually cook things that they know the 
children like. The participants mentioned quite a few 
different ways they use to stimulate their children to 
make healthy food choices both at home and outside 
the home. If there are explicit rules about food they 
deal with the amount of candy, white bread or snacks 
allowed after dinner. A much-heard argument for 
buying relatively unhealthy food and drinks is to reward 
children and to ‘let them feel like kids’ again. These 
beliefs arise from our own ideas about what a reward 
should be and what makes children happy.  

The majority of respondents think that the amount of 
food available in the shopping centres, in addition to 
the supermarkets, is too much, and that there is too 
much fast food available. They would prefer a more  
varied and healthier choice of food in the shopping 
centres. The most important reasons for ordering food 
to be delivered or as take-away are that it is an easy 
and fast meal. In general, meals that are quickly  
prepared and cheap (or on sale and thus cheap) are  
unhealthy, whether available offline or online, which 
often makes food choice unhealthy by definition. 

Many respondents indicated that they practically only 
shop sales when buying food and drink, regardless  
of the shop location or if the items are healthy or  
unhealthy. Studies show that nudging consumers to 
make healthy choices does actually lead to more  
healthy choices3. This does not automatically mean that 
less unhealthy food is purchased, but that the principle 
of ‘tempting’ can in fact lead in two different  
directions. Advertisements for unhealthy food,  
however, have the upper hand: consumers are  
constantly receiving push messages about the deals 
fast-food chains are offering and not about the healthy 
alternatives4. Supermarkets also overwhelmingly put 
their unhealthy products on sale. As a consumer you 
therefore practically don't get the chance to even  
consider a healthy meal. Healthy food should be  
promoted more and become a much larger segment  
of the food available both offline and online. As long  
as healthy alternatives are not made affordable,  
quick/easy and readily available, unhealthy snacking 
will remain the norm.

2 https://amsterdam.voedselbank.org/werken-bij/voedselmarktzuid/ 
3 https://nagf.nl/projecten/nagf/ga-voor-kleur-lab 
4 Apps like ‘Too good to go’ are more the exception than the rule.
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