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Agricultural Policies Have Little Effect on U.S. Calorie Consumption

Many observers--including prominent 
economists, nutritionists, journalists, and 
elected officials--speculate that agricul-
tural policies contribute to increased U.S. 
obesity rates by making certain farm 
commodities more abundant and therefore 
cheaper. They claim that farm program 
subsidies that lower prices for corn and 
wheat result in greater consumption of 
fattening foods and growing waistlines. 
However, a recent study by researchers at 
ERS, the University of California at Davis, 
and Cornell University finds that the 
effects of farm subsidies, when combined 
with the effects of other agricultural poli-
cies that restrict supply such as acreage set-
asides or import barriers, have little impact 

on the amount of calories consumed by an 
average American adult.

The researchers used a model to 
simulate the effects on consumption of a 
hypothetical removal of all subsidies on 
food grains and oilseeds in 1992, 1997, 
and 2002. The model estimated changes in 
consumption of seven food groups, away-
from-home foods, and alcoholic beverages.  
Results show that removal of subsidies 
would lead to a decrease in production of 
food grains and oilseeds and an increase 
in prices for these commodities. However, 
given how small a share agricultural 
commodities contribute to food costs, espe-
cially for more highly processed products, 
price increases for the various food groups 

would be minimal. Consequently, calorie 
consumption would decrease minimally 
as well--roughly between 1,000 and 1,800  
calories per capita annually, or somewhere 
between a third and a half pound in body 
weight for an adult of average weight over 
a 5-year period. Cereals and bakery prod-
ucts and food away from home would see 
the largest decreases in calorie consump-
tion, while the dairy and fruit and vegeta-
bles groups would see the largest increases.  

Researchers also estimated changes 
in food consumption in the three time 
periods in response to removing all U.S. 
farm program subsidies, including subsi-
dies for fish and aquaculture, and indirect 
subsidies provided by trade barriers that 
apply to U.S. imports of fruit, vegetables, 
sugar, and dairy products. Model results 
show that removing all agricultural subsi-
dies would result in decreases in consump-
tion of six of the nine food categories, but 
these declines were not enough to offset 
increases in consumption of dairy products, 
fruit and vegetables, and food away from 
home. Thus, with all subsidies removed, 
total caloric intake would increase between 
3,100 and 3,900 calories per capita annu-
ally, or about 1 pound in body weight over 
a 5-year period.  

Abigail M. Okrent,  
aokrent@ers.usda.gov

This finding is drawn from… 

“How Have Agricultural Policies Influenced Caloric 
Consumption in the United States?” by Bradley 
Rickard, Abigail Okrent, and Julian Alston, in Health 
Economics, 2012, DOI: 10.1002/hec.2799.

The effects of removing agricultural subsidies on Americans’ average 
calorie intake vary by food group

Food category Food grains and oilseeds only All agricultural policies

1992 1997 2002 1992 1997 2002

Annual change in per capita caloric intake (kcal)

Food at home       

Cereals and bakery -810 -1,472 -927 -3,663 -4,813 -3,624

Meat 8 21 19 -1,320 -1,338 -1,207

Eggs -7 -7 -27 -436 -722 -584

Dairy 150 213 264 7,274 10,050 7,853

Fruit and vegetables 49 79 28 1,857 1,967 1,674

Other food -106 -58 -313 -1,222 -2,407 -1,458

Nonalcoholic beverages 0 -9 25 -1,420 -2,332 -2,068

Food away from home -264 -580 -425 2,355 3,521 2,509

Alcoholic beverages -13 -32 -62 -15 -65 -35

Total -995 -1,846 -1,419 3,410 3,860 3,061

Change in per capita body weight over 5 years (pounds) 

Weight change -0.3 -0.5 -0.4 1.0 1.1 0.9

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service analysis based on consumer tax equivalent measure 
of support reported in tables VII and VIII in Rickard et al. (2012). 


