
   

Will digital technologies change the way we buy our food? 
Mark Wilson, PhD researcher at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research 

 
Innovation was a key theme at this year’s Oxford Real Farming Conference, particularly the 

growing role of ICT (information and communication technology) in both food production and 

food distribution. For instance, farmers can now monitor the health of their soil using a new app 

called Sectormentor. This information can be used to achieve environmental goals, such as 

becoming carbon negative or supporting biodiversity. 

Perhaps the most interesting development, however, is how ICT can facilitate new food 

distribution networks. A number of online producer-consumer hubs have sprouted up, such as 

Farmdrop or Open Food Network UK. These digital marketplaces allow people to buy directly from 

multiple producers on one website, offering a much greater variety than the uninspiring veg boxes 

of yesteryear. The produce is then delivered to your door or picked up from a local collection 

point, usually on a weekly basis.  

This technology benefits producers in a number of ways. Farmers can harvest to order, resulting in 

less food waste. They can reach new customers who may want to buy local but do not have a free 

Wednesday afternoon to meander through a farmers’ market. They can increase their profit 

margins by selling direct to consumers rather than to wholesalers or supermarkets. Finally, they do 

not have to invest precious time into building and hosting a customer website.  

For consumers, these ICT-hubs offer novel attributes such as the ability to personalise their 

shopping by using a range of ‘filters’. You can now select food according to your values or 

preferences; this could be the farming practices which match your views on animal welfare, or 

buying only local produce, or viewing all the items crafted by your favourite cheesemaker. 

Supermarket websites provide filters to cater for dietary requirements, but they do not offer 

consumers such a degree of choice beyond broad production method categories such as organic 

vs non-organic, or eggs laid by free-range rather than caged hens. This could be due to the 

supermarkets’ complex aggregate supply chains and their emphasis on product standardisation. 

Another important feature is that ICT-hubs provide some context about where your food comes 

from. They tell the story of the farmers and their own thoughts and feelings about the food they 

produce, similar to the information found on packaging for some brand items. This transparency is 

appealing to consumers who may have concerns about the negative environmental and social 

impacts of our current food system. 

It is early days for ICT-enabled producer-consumer hubs, but they offer a novel alternative to 

buying food from mainstream supermarkets. Digital technology can now bring the farmers’ market 

to your home.  

http://www.oxfordrealfarmingconference.org/
https://soils.sectormentor.com/
https://www.farmdrop.com/
https://openfoodnetwork.org.uk/

