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There is a perception that healthy food costs more – but does it really? It all depends on
how you measure the cost. This blog post looks at some of the different metrics and
suggests that we need to consider several of them to get a better understanding of this
important issue.

 

Monitoring the price of foods allows us to see if a healthy diet is affordable, and to advocate
for fiscal policies that encourage consumption of healthy foods and discourage consumption
of less healthy foods. However, there seems to be little consensus on how best to measure
price – per calorie? Per gram? Per serve size? This blog post explains how the use of
different price metrics changes the result. It also goes on to outline a more robust measure
– costing healthy vs less healthy diets, rather than individual foods, with research underway
at the University of Auckland to measure this. That said, comparing the price of specific
foods over time is also useful to monitor relative price changes and this blog post discusses
recent monitoring over a decade from the UK that showed the rise in price was steeper for
healthy food.



Price metrics

There is currently no consensus in the literature about the best way to measure the cost of
healthy versus unhealthy foods. Table 1 outlines commonly used metrics and summarises
the pros and cons of each.

Table 1: Pros and cons of price metrics

So how do shoppers measure price? Measuring foods per 100g and per serve reflects the
information available at point of purchase – is this box of breakfast cereal cheaper? Which
yoghurt is cheaper per 100g and thus provides best value for money? Some shoppers will
be looking for food to fill their families at the lowest possible price. Even though the price
per calorie is not available at the point of purchase, most shoppers instinctively know which
foods are cheap and filling. A very cheap, healthy menu can be constructed but a diet with
lots of cabbage, lentils and rolled oats doesn’t hold much appeal for the average NZ
household. Wilson et al (2013) (1) identified a low-cost diet for NZ$3.17 a day but when
more familiar foods were added the cost increased. All metrics have some relation to the
way shoppers make purchasing decisions.

The issue of how to measure price change was recently highlighted in a paper by Jones et al
(2014) (2). Changes in the price of 94 common individual food items from the UK Consumer
Price Index (CPI) were assessed in 2002 and 2012. Foods were categorised according to
nutrient profiling. In 2012 the healthy foods were on average, three times more expensive
than the unhealthy foods per 100 calories and the rise in price over the decade for the
healthy foods was steeper. In addition, foods were assigned to a food group. Price per
calorie was highest for fruit and vegetables, lowest for grains, and second lowest for ‘foods
and drinks high in fat and/or sugar’. The authors concluded that healthier foods and
beverages have been consistently more expensive than less healthy ones.

Cost per calorie

Other authors report similar findings. Davis and Carlson (2014) (4) used a simple regression
model to test the relationship between food price and energy density for 4430 foods. For
almost all of the foods the relationship between food price and energy density was due to
the way the data units were constructed – not from any direct relationship between food
price and energy density.



Comparing the price metrics

The USDA Economic Research Service (Carlson & Frazao 2012) (5) compared a range of
price metrics (per 100g, per serve, per 100 calories) for core and discretionary foods (foods
high in saturated fat, sodium (salt) and/or added sugar) to see if there was any consistency
between metrics (Figure 1). Grains were one of the least expensive groups for all metrics.
Protein foods were the most expensive per 100g and per serve, but ranked in the middle
per 100 calories. Vegetables were the most expensive per 100 calories, but one of the less
expensive per 100 grams and per serve. Discretionary foods ranked in the middle for price
per 100 calories and 100 grams but were one of the most expensive groups per serve. The
overall rankings of food prices were statistically different between each metric with price
per 100 calories differing the most from the other two. The authors concluded that the
metric used has a large effect on which foods are more expensive.

Figure 1: The prices of healthy versus less healthy foods vary with the measurement
method.
Carlson, A. Frazao, E. Economic Information Bulletin. Are Healthy Foods Really More
Expensive? It depends on How you Measure the Price. USDA ERS, 2012. (5) (US$)

I reached a similar conclusion after exploring different metrics for the cost of common foods
and drinks in the NZ Food Price Index (Figure 2). Food items were categorised into core
food groups and discretionary foods according to our NZ Food and Nutrition guidelines. The
average price of nine commonly consumed vegetables was $0.47 per 100g yet $1.97 per
100 calories. The cost of discretionary foods (including snacks, sweets, beverages and
takeaways) was $1.51 per 100g yet $0.59 per 100 calories. So which is really more
expensive – vegetables or takeaways?



Figure 2: Cost ($NZ) of selected foods from NZ Food Price Index (2014)

It is easy to calculate the cost per 100g but this doesn’t reflect the amount of a food that is
typically eaten. For example, a typical serving of marmite might be 5g (1 teaspoon), and a
typical serving of bread might be 80g. However, these two foods would have equal
weighting when creating an average price per 100g. Instead, the cost per serve can be
calculated but this is difficult to standardise – the amount of marmite one person puts on
their bread could be quite different to another person. The price per calorie relates better to
food poverty, but is price per calorie the right measure considering our high rate of non-
communicable diseases, and our obesogenic environment where people often eat more
energy than required?

A New Zealand study found that substitution of commonly purchased supermarket food
items with a similar healthier item did not substantially alter the cost of the overall basket
of food, but healthier options were more expensive for meat and poultry, butter and
margarine and cheese (6). Fruit and vegetables were not included in either study as it is
difficult to find an unhealthy comparator.

So how should NZ researchers and agencies measure prices?

One aspect that all researchers agree on is that food prices should be routinely monitored
in a standard, systematic way to inform possible economic policy to ensure a healthy diet is
affordable. In New Zealand the Food Price Index monitors the price of a basket of food
monthly (7). Also, the annual University of Otago Food Cost Survey (8) calculates the cost
of a healthy diet (basket of food) for a household for one week. The diet is based on the NZ
Food and Nutrition Guidelines using common foods consumed in the NZ Adult Nutrition
Survey.

However there is currently no routine monitoring which compares the cost of healthy food



to unhealthy food, and there is no consensus on which price metric to use. Instead, the cost
of a healthy diet, relative to the cost of the current population diet, should be considered.
Very few studies have constructed menus and shopping baskets to do this. Researchers in
Australia are currently investigating the cost of a healthy food basket and a typical food
basket (higher in saturated fat, added sugar and sodium, lower nutrient density) that will
feed a household for a week. INFORMAS (International Network for Food and Obesity / Non-
communicable Diseases Research, Monitoring and Action Support) aims to monitor,
benchmark and support public and private sector actions to create healthy food
environments. I am currently developing the INFORMAS food prices module to measure the
cost of a healthy and a less healthy diet in a standardised way over time and between
countries for my doctorate with the University of Auckland.

Measuring the cost of healthy and less healthy diets is a more transparent way of
answering the question – does healthy food cost more? For now, next time you see a
headline about the cost of food, you could look closely at how the cost of food was
measured, if all food groups were included or was the cost of the diet measured. Measuring
the cost of specific foods is useful for monitoring changes in prices of healthy and less
healthy foods over time but the cost of the entire diet needs to be measured to determine if
a healthy diet costs more. This has not been done in New Zealand so you will need to be
patient and wait for the results of my research next year to find out if a healthy diet costs
more.

Finally, it is recognised there are many other important factors in assessing the price of
food, which although outside the scope of this blog, are important to consider. These
include food wastage and the impact of food production on the environment. Buying cheap
fruit is not a bargain if you throw half of it away. A thorough analysis of the cost of food
should account for the cost of greenhouse gas emissions, polluted waterways and loss of
biodiversity from food production. Currently, the price paid by the consumer won’t reflect
the ‘real’ cost of the food.
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