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The rise of food access research is intimately tied to availability of GIS technology and data on store 

locations. This presentation discusses the importance of mapping technology in shaping food desert 

research as well as research on the environmental impacts of health in general, as well as the use of 

food desert in popular communication. Much of the power of the term lies in the use of maps. The food 

access or “desert” concept visualizes inequality through the use of GIS. The fact that studies of food 

access often begin and end with easily accessible store address data, which is also easy to put into a 

map, has promoted the analysis of food access data by academics and non-academics alike. This 

presentation will discuss basic findings of GIS and qualitative food access projects in Chicago. The 

presentation will then focus on issues with these and many other food access research projects, as well 

as debates about how to analyze them, which are often overlooked in public discussions. The 

presentation continues by addressing the history of popular discourse on food deserts and the 

importance of community-based work in addressing food access issues, and finally gives suggestions for 

future research and action. 
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