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SUMMARY

Black households spend less per capita on food at home and food away from home
than White households. They spend less on cereal and bakery products, dairy products,
fresh fruits and vegetables, processed fruits, sugar and other sweets, fats and oils,
nonalcoholic beverages, and miscellaneous prepared foods. However, they spend more on
pork, poultry, fish and seafood, and eggs.

These differences reflect to some extent their lower average incomes. For in-
stance, given a $10 increase in weekly income, a Black household would increase its
food purchases by 70 cents, while a White household would increase food purchases only
60 cents.

Black and White households exhibit almost the same differences in their food
selections, moreover, even when they receive the same incomes. When earning the same
incomes as Whites, Blacks generally spend more on beef, pork, poultry, fish and sea-
food, but less on cereal and bakery products, dairy products, sugar and other sweets,
nonalcoholic beverages, and miscellaneous prepared foods. However, Black and White
households with equal incomes would increase their food purchases by the same amount
if their incomes increased equally.

Generally, location of residence (region and urbanization) has little effect on
the differences in food expenditures between Black and White households.
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Black households spend less per capita on food at home and food away from home
than White households. They spend less on cereal and bakery products, dairy products,
fresh fruits and vegetables, processed fruits, sugar and other sweets, fats and oils,

nonalcoholic beverages, and miscellaneous prepared foods. However, they spend more on
pork, poultry, fish and seafood, and eggs.

These differences reflect to some extent their lower average incomes. For in-
stance, given a $10 increase in weekly income, a Black household would increase its

food purchases by 70 cents, while a White household would increase food purchases only
60 cents.

Black and White households exhibit almost the same differences in their food
selections, moreover, even when they receive the same incomes. When earning the same
incomes as Whites, Blacks generally spend more on beef, pork, poultry, fish and sea-
food, but less on cereal and bakery products, dairy products, sugar and other sweets,
nonalcoholic beverages, and miscellaneous prepared foods. However, Black and White
households with equal incomes would increase their food purchases by the same amount
if their incomes increased equally.

Generally, location of residence (region and urbanization) has little effect on
the differences in food expenditures between Black and White households.
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The Impact of Race on Consumer Food Purchases

Larry E. Salathe, Anthony E. Gallo, William T. Boehm*

INTRODUCTION

The population growth rate among racial groups has differed in the past and is

expected to continue doing so (_3 ) . 1/ race affects food purchases, then changes in

the racial composition of the U.S. population will influence future food consumption
and prices. This report analyzes the impact of race on consumer food purchases. Eco-
nomists and agents within the food system will find the information useful to predict
future growth in consumer demand for food resulting from changes in the racial compo-
sition of the U.S. population.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics' Consumer Price Index (CPI) is widely used as a

measure of changes in the cost of living. Prices are collected on a wide variety of

food and nonfood products to develop the CPI. These prices are multiplied by weights
designed to reflect the purchasing patterns of a typical urban household. The weights
may not reflect the purchasing patterns of various socioeconomic and demographic
groups within the U.S. population because they are based on average food purchasing
patterns. As a result, movements in the CPI for food may not provide meaningful
indications of food-cost changes faced by those groups.

The impact of race on food expenditure patterns is especially significant to the
South (as defined by the Census Bureau) and to a lesser degree, the West. Those
regions are the least homogeneous in terms of racial composition. Blacks comprised
about 11.5 percent of the U.S. population in 1975, but nearly one out of every two

Blacks resided in the South (table 1). 2^/ About one out of every five persons in the
South was Black, compared with only 1 out of about 10 in the Northeast and North
Central regions (A-) .

Minority races other than Black made up less than 1.7 percent of the population.
The socioeconomic composition of this group is extremely diverse. Japanese Americans,
for instance, have the highest per capita income of any socioeconomic group in the
country, while American Indians have the lowest. As a result, interpretations of

income and consumption data for other racial groups have less meaning than those of

Blacks or Whites.

*The authors are agricultural economists with the Economics, Statistics, and
Cooperatives Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture.

_1/ Underscored numbers in parentheses refer to references listed at the end of
this report.

2/ This report focuses on the difference in food purchases between Black and White
households . Growth in the Hispanic population may cause changes in consumer demand
for food, but no data exist on food purchases made by that racial group.

1



Table 1—Regional dispersion of U.S. population,
by race of head of household, 1976

Region White Black : Other

Percent

Northeast 23.9 19.4 13.6

North Central 28.3 20.2 12.4

South : 29.5 52.4 15.2

West : 18.3 8.0 58.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: (4^).

DATA SOURCE

Data for this analysis are primarily from the 1972-74 Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) Consumer Expenditure Diary Survey (CEDS) . Those data are the most current

and comprehensive available on household purchases. The survey, which has been taken
every 10 to 12 years (1950, 1960-61, 1972-73), is the largest Government survey of its

type; it covers 23,000 households. This massive data base, which took 2 years to

collect, took over 4 years to prepare for public use. BLS released the data tapes for
public use in 1978. ESCS, since then, has been preparing the data for analysis. The
next survey will probably not be released for several years. As of January 1, 1978,
the data have provided a basis for establishing expenditure weights in the Consumer
Price Index.

Data collected in the 1972-74 CEDS are used to compare the food purchasing be-
havior of White and Black households. The Bureau of Labor Statistics classified the
race of the household head into only two categories when it released the 1972-74 CEDS

public-use tape. This was done to limit the possibility of disclosing individual
household records. The categories were: (1) Black, and (2) White and other than
Black. The ability to investigate differences in purchasing patterns between Whites
and Blacks should not be adversely affected, since the racial group defined as neither
Black nor White accounted for only about 1.3 percent of the total population, and
about 1.4 percent of the racial group defined as White and non-Black during 1972-74.
Thus, the estimated differences in expenditure patterns between Black and non-Blacks
will primarily reflect differences in purchase patterns between Black and White
households

.

The 1972-74 CEDS data were collected in two separate 12-month periods (5) . Data
collected in the second survey period are used to investigate differences in food
purchasing behavior between Black and White households. In the second survey, 10,298
household records contained complete data on income and food purchases. Sixty of

those household records contained expenditure data that probably were not representa-
tive of their normal purchasing patterns, so they were excluded ^rom this analysis. _3/

3^/ A description of these households is presented in (J.).
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Black households accounted for 1,142 of the total households used in this analy-
sis. These households had an average per capita (before-tax) income of $55.82 per
week. White and non-Black households (9,096) had an average per capita (before-tax)
income of $91.04 per week.

Average per capita weekly food expenditures of White (including non-Black) and
Black households are presented in table 2. kj Statistical tests were performed to

determine if these mean per capita weekly food purchases differed between the two
racial groups, bj The statistical tests indicate that these averages are different
for all food expenditure categories except beef, other red meats, and processed
vegetables.

Black households, reflecting in part their lower average income, spent a larger
share of their income on food than White households. Black households spent an aver-
age of $11.67 per person per week (20.9 percent of their income) on food. On the
other hand. White households spent an average of $14.32 per person per week (15.7 per-
cent of their income) on food. Black households spent less on both food at home and
food eaten away from home.

Race also appears to affect the allocation of the food-at-home dollar. Black
households had larger per capita purchases of pork, poultry, fish and seafood, and
eggs than did White households, but they had significantly lower average per capita
purchases of the remaining food groups except beef, other red meats, and processed
vegetables.

FOOD PURCHASING PATTERNS

Differences in food purchasing behavior may be attributable to differences in
income or location of residence (region and urbanization) between White and Black
households, so the effects of income and residence on food purchase behavior were
isolated by estimating separate econometric models for each racial group. The models
expressed per capita weekly food expenditures as a function of per capita weekly in-
come, per capita weekly income squared, and a series of 0 to 1 dummy variables
defining the household's location of residence.

The econometric model for each racial group was estimated using ordinary least
squares regression. The estimated multiple regression parameters are presented in
appendix table 1. A statistical (Chow) test was performed on each food group to

determine whether the regression parameters differed between the two racial groups. 6^/

Equality of the regression parameters was rejected for all items except total food at

home, other red meats, fresh and processed fruits, fresh and processed vegetables,
and fats and oils. Ij The differences in the food purchasing behavior between Black
and White households for the remaining food groups may be due to differences in the
manner additional income (income response) is spent.

Income Response by Race

Marginal propensities to spend were calculated for each racial group to determine
if White and Black household food expenditure-income responses are different. These

kj White household hereafter refers to both White and non-Black households.
bj Background information on this test is given in (6_, p. 156).

6^/ See iX) for information regarding this test.

Ij A 99-percent level of confidence was used to determine whether the regression
parameters were significantly different between Black and White households.
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Table 2—Average weekly per capita food purchases by race of head
of households used in the analysis

Item White 1/ : Black 2/

Dollars

Total food 14.32 11.67*
"Pnnd at" hnine > 10.09 9. 47*

Beef 1.42 1. 29

r.pTPfll And bfllcpTv products 1.21 1.02*

Dairy products 1.40 .97*

.27 .33*

Fats and oils .31 .26*

Fish and seafood .27 .38*

Ffpcih fTiixts .41 .33*

Fresh vegetables .48 .44*

Miscellaneous prepared foods.
rnnd 1 TTiPTTt' s and seasoninffs .83 .53*

Nonalcoholic beverages .76 .63*

Other red meats .46 .46

Pork .84 1.29*

Poultry .47 .77*

Processed fruits .32 .24*

Processed vegetables .33 .33

Sugar and other sweets : .31 .20*

Food away from home 4.23 2.20*

1/ White includes White and non-Black households

2^/ Asterisk indicates that means are different between Black and T-^ite households at

the 99-percent confidence level.

marginal propensities to spend measure the change in food purchases resulting from a

$1 increase in household income. These marginal propensities to spend vary with
household income, and Black households had considerably lower average incomes than
White households, so the marginal propensities to spend were computed at the average
per capita income of all households in the sample. They were also computed at the
average per capita income of each racial group. The estimated marginal propensities
are presented in table 3.

The marginal propensity to spend on total food was an average of 0.07 for Black
households and 0.06 for White households. Thus, a Black household with a $10 increase
in weekly income would increase its food purchases by 70 cents: 24 cents in at-home
food purchases and 46 cents in away-from-home food purchases. An average White house-
hold with the same increase in income would increase total food purchases by 60 cents:
17 cents in at-home food purchases and 43 cents in away-from-home food purchases.

The higher marginal propensity to spend on total food for Black households seems
to reflect their lower incomes. The marginal propensity to spend on total food for
both racial groups was 0.06 when the marginal propensity to spend on total food for
each racial group was computed at the average income of all households used in the
analysis. The difference in the marginal propensity to spend on food at home also
diminished considerably. However, the difference in the marginal propensity to spend

4
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on food away from home diminished only slightly. Given the same income, Black
households had a lower marginal propensity to spend on food away from home than
White households.

The marginal propensities to spend on fats and oils, beef, pork, and poultry were
considerably larger for Black than for White households. However, the marginal pro-
pensities to spend on cereal and bakery products, fish and seafood, and sugar and
sweets were considerably lower for Black than for White households. These differences
did not diminish appreciably when the marginal propensities to spend were evaluated at
the average per capita income level of all households used in the analysis.

Expenditure-income elasticities calculated at the mean per capita income and
expenditures of all households and for each racial group are presented in table 4.

These elasticities measure the percentage change in household food expenditures
resulting from a 1-percent change in household income.

The total food expenditure-income elasticity was 0.337 for an average Black house-
hold and 0.381 for an average White household. The food-at-home expenditure-income
elasticity was slightly lower for an average Black household, but the food-away-from-
home expenditure-income elasticity was substantially higher. When these elasticities
were computed at the average per capita income of all households. Black households had
a somewhat higher food-at-home income elasticity, but a somewhat lower food-away-from-
home income elasticity. Major differences existed in the expenditure-income elasti-
cities for beef, poultry, eggs, sugar and sweets, and fats and oils. These differen-
ces did not diminish considerably even when the elasticities were computed at the
average per capita income and expenditures for all households.

Tables 3 and 4 generally indicate that the income-expenditure responses of Black
and White households differ considerably. However, these comparisons ignore the
uncertainty or degree of error surrounding the multiple-regression parameters. A
series of statistical tests were conducted to determine whether the income-expendi-
ture response can be judged statistically different, after considering the error
surrounding these parameters. These statistical (Chow) tests were used to determine
whether the coefficients of per capita income and per capita income squared are dif-
ferent for Black and White households for each food-expenditure category. The results
of these tests indicate that for all items except total food, food away from home,
beef, and poultry, the equality of income coefficients could not be rejected. ^/
Thus, the differences in the expenditure-income elasticities and the marginal pro-
pensities to spend probably cannot be attributed to racial differences in food
purchasing behavior for the remaining food groups.

Food Expenditures by Race and Location of Residence

Parameter estimates in appendix table 1 were used to estimate food expenditures
for each racial group depending on the household's location. Both racial groups were
assumed in these calculations to have a per capita income equal to that of all house-
holds used in the analysis. Estimated weekly per capita food expenditures by Black
and White households in each location are presented in table 5.

The estimated weekly per capita food expenditure for a White household in the
urban West was $14.34, compared with $13.47 for a Black household from the same loca-
tion. Per capita weekly food expenditures of Black households averaged $2.65 less
than that of White households before adjusting for differences in their per capita
incomes (table 2). Thus, differences in income explain most of the observed differ-
ence in total food expenditures between Black and White households. Given the same

8^/ A confidence level of 0.95 was used as the rejection criterion.
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per capita income, per capita weekly food expenuxi.ui.«=o uy oxacR households residing in
the urban West and urban South were 87 and 45 cents less, respectively, than their
White counterparts. However, Black households in the urban North Central and urban
Northeast regions spent 25 and 76 cents more per person per week on total food,
respectively, than similar White households.

Per capita weekly at-home food purchases by Black households averaged 62 cents
less than that of White households before adjusting for differences in their incomes.
Per capita weekly at-home food purchases of Black households residing in the urban
North Central, urban South, and urban Northeast were 74, 25, and 76 cents more, re-
spectively, than for their White counterparts after adjusting for differences in their
incomes . /

Cereal and bakery product purchases were lower for Black households than for
White households even after adjusting for income differences. Per capita weekly pur-
chases of this food group ranged from 12 to 36 cents lower for Black households,
depending upon household location.

Per capita weekly beef purchases by Black households averaged $1.29, compared
with $1.42 for White households before adjusting for income differences. Black
households were found to spend more on beef than their White counterparts after con-
trolling for income differences. Major differences in beef purchases existed between
Black and White households located in the West and North Central regions, with Black
households spending about 50 cents more per person per week on beef than their White
counterparts

.

Pork purchases were higher for Black households than for similar White households.
Holding income constant. Black households spent from 8 to 67 cents more per person per
week on pork than their White counterparts, depending on the household's location.

Per capita weekly poultry purchases averaged 30 cents mou for Black households,
and remained higher after adjusting for differences in incomes. Per capita weekly
poultry purchases by a Black household in the urban Northeast were 46 cents higher
than for its White counterpart, the greatest difference among all locations.

Fish and seafood purchases remained higher for Black than for White households
even after controlling for differences in incomes. Purchases by urban Black house-
holds were considerably above those by urban White households. Fish purchases by
rural Black households were only moderately above those by their rural VJhite

counterparts.

Per capita weekly egg expenditures averaged 27 cents for White households and

33 cents for Black households. Controlling for differences in incomes indicates that

rural Black and White household egg purchases are very similar except for households
located in the rural West. Urban Black households spent from 1 to 14 cents more per

person per week on eggs than their urban White counterparts.

Large differences in dairy-product purchases existed between Black and White
households. Holding income constant, per capita weekly dairy-product expenditures

by Black households ranged from 32 cents less than White households in the urban
South to 57 cents less in the rural Northeast.

Average per capita weekly expenditures for fresh fruits, fresh vegetables, and

processed fruits were significantly lower for Black households than for White house-
holds before adjusting for differences in incomes. Generally, average expenditures

on these food groups vary only slightly between Black and White households after

controlling for differences in incomes.

9



Per capita weekly expenditures on sugar and other sweets remained higher for
White than for Black households even when both households had the same income. Per
capita weekly expenditures on this food group ranged from 6 to 23 cents higher for
Whites than for their Black counterparts, depending on the household location.

Only minor differences existed in per capita weekly expenditures on fats and oils
by racial group. Per capita weekly expenditures on fats and oils by Black households
ranged from 1 cent to 5 cents lower, after controlling for differences in incomes.

Black households located in the urban Northeast and urban North Central were the
only ones to spend more on nonalcoholic beverages than their White counterparts,
given the same income. All other Black households spent from 4 to 20 cents less per
person per week on nonalcoholic beverages than similar White households.

Per capita weekly expenditures for miscellaneous prepared foods were higher for
White than for similar Black households, ranging from 16 cents more in the urban
Northeast to 43 cents more in the rural West.

Per capita weekly away-from-home food purchases averaged $2.03 less for Black
households than for White households. Much of this difference can be explained by
differences in their incomes. Given the same income, per capita weekly away-from-home
food purchases by urban Black households ranged from the same as urban White house-
holds in the Northeast to 70 cents less in the South. Per capita weekly expenditures
on food away from home by rural Black households ranged from 34 cents to $1.03 more
than for rural White households.

The effect of region and urbanization on food-purchase decisions seems to differ
considerably between White and Black households. The results in table 5, however,
ignore the degree of uncertainty surrounding the parameter estimates. Statistical
(Chow) tests were conducted to determine whether region and urbanization affect Black
and White household food purchases differently. The results of these statistical
tests suggest that equality of the region and urbanization coefficients for Black and

White households cannot be rejected except for beef, poultry, eggs, and nonalcoholic
beverages. 9^/ These results indicate that the difference in expenditures between
Black and White households for the remaining items does not change significantly by
household location.

9_l A confidence level of 0.95 was used as the rejection criterion.
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