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Exploring the food environment of young people: Is there a relationship
between out of home food outlets and dietary intake?
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Obesity is a significant problem in young adults; about one third of 16–24 year olds are overweight or obese(1) and this figure is predicted
to rise(2). Relatively little is known about the environmental factors which may influence the food choice and eating habits of young
adults(3). Food choices are made within the food environment, which encompasses any opportunity to obtain food or influence food
choice(4). Eating outside of the home is associated with higher intakes of energy and fat, and lower micronutrient intakes(5). This study
aimed to identify the sources of food most commonly used by young people and investigate the relationship between out of home food
outlets and dietary intake.
Participants (n = 45; mean age = 17 years; 17 males, 28 females) completed detailed 4-day food diaries. Mean daily intake of food and

nutrients was calculated for each participant and the food source (home, friend, school, work, food outlet) was recorded for each eating
event. Where the food source was a food outlet, additional information such as the business name and location were recorded. Food
outlets were then categorised using a 15-point classification tool(6).
A total of 1040 eating events were recorded by participants (mean = 5.8/person/day, range = 2.75–10.25). The home was the main

source of food (62%), followed by food outlets (20%). Ninety-six per cent of participants used a food outlet at least once over the 4-day
period (mean = 1.2 visits/person/day, range = 0–13). Of these, food was most commonly sourced from takeaway and fast food outlets
(28 users, 54 eating events), convenience stores (28 users, 38 eating events), supermarkets (18 users, 30 eating events), and restaurants
(15 users, 26 eating events). Total number of food outlet eating events was positively associated with mean daily energy density intake
(r = 0.329, p = 0.03). No other significant correlations between food outlet eating events and individual dietary intake were found.
No previous research has linked individual eating behaviour to the food environment with respect to where food is obtained, or the

number and type of food outlets which an individual visits. The home is the primary source of food for young adults; however, food for a
fifth of eating events is obtained from out of home food outlets. Identifying the types of outlets young people use is required in order to
target interventions encouraging healthier food environments and choices.
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