
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


Bangladesh J. Agric. Econ. XIV, 2 (December 1991) 1-26 

FOOD PREFERENCE AND CALORIE INTAKE BEHAVIOUR 
IN BANGLADESH 

R. K. Talukder and J.J. Quilkey 
 

ABSTRACT 

Food-specific and total calorie intake functions were estimated with respect to six selected food items - 
rice, wheat, potato, pulses, fish and edible oil- using the 1981-82 Bangladesh Household Expenditure Survey 
data. All the food-specific calorie price coefficients had expected sign except for pulses in the case of urban 
households. While calories from all other food items were normal goods, those from wheat were inferior goods 
for all the classes of households. Rice price had greater impact on total calorie intake for urban than for rural 
households. The income elasticity of demand for total calorie was higher for rural than for urban households. An 
account of quality preference revealed that people would substitute high-cost for low-cost-calorie foods with 
rising income even at the lower level income. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Bangladesh, like many other less developed countries, is characterized by widespread 
malnutrition of the large segment of the population. Although total availability of food roughly 
corresponds to the minimum nutritional needs (1800 calories per capita per day)1, the 
distribution of calorie intake points to a wide range of variation in intake among different social and 
economic classes of people. According to the 1983-84 Household Expenditure Survey, per 
capita daily calorie intake ranged from as low as 829 to 2112 calories among the lower 75 
per cent of the expenditure group and 2278 to 2850 calories among the upper 25 per cent of the 
expenditure group of households (Shahabuddin 1989). If 1800 calories are taken as the 
minimum nutritional requirement, more than 40 per cent people in Bangladesh consume 
calories below this requirement (BBS 1986). 
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National goals are often set to alleviate nutritional deficiencies of the masses of 
people. The attainment of such goals through selective price and/or income policies 
requires information on peoples' food preference pattern. A particular food is 
demanded not only for its nutrient content, but also for other characteristics such as 
taste, colour, odor and social value attached to its consumption. 

 

The pattern of preference for nutritional and non-nutritional characteristics of 
food is not unique for societies with respect to their state of social and economic 
development. While Silberberg (1985) identified considerable weight being 
attached to non-nutritional characteristics in comparison with nutritional 
characteristics of food in the context of highincome people of the United States, Shah 
(1983), and Greer and Thorbecke (1984) conjectured similar evidence in the context of 
low-income people of India and Kenya. In a situation where non-nutritional 
characteristics weigh heavily in the demand for a particular food item, food demand 
parameter can not be a reliable proxy for nutrient consumption parameter, and the former 
can represent a gross overestimation of the latter. In order that the impact of 
price and/or income changes on consumption of a particular nutrient is to be fairly 
accurately determined, the analysis of policy has to be based on the relevant 
nutrient consumption parameters. 

 

This paper uses the 1981-82 Bangladesh Household Expenditure Survey data to 
estimate both food-specific and total calorie intake response with respect to 
changes in relative prices and incomes of different social and economic classes of 
households in Bangladesh. An appropriate demand model for estimation of the relevant 
parameters is presented in section II. The special characteristics of the data are also 
discussed in this section. In section III the parameter estimates are presented and their 
implications for policy are discussed. Some conclusions are drawn in the final section 
of the paper. 

II. SPECIFICATION OF THE DEMAND MODEL 
 

         Estimation of nutrient consumption parameters can be done in two ways: (i) derivation 
of the parameters indirectly from the food demand equations by using a fixed food-
nutrient conversion factors'(Murty and Radhakrishna 1981, Strauss 1982, Pitt 1983), 
and (ii) estimation of the relevant parameters from 
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calorie price elasticities. The absolute value of the own-price elasticity of calories from 
rice of the rural households was twice that of the urban households. For wheat-
calories, however, the absolute value of the urban elasticity was four tim9s that of the 
rural elasticity. Thus for urban consumers, price policy, c6teris paribus, seems to be 
an effective instrument for augmenting calorie consumption from wheat, one of the 
lowest-cost sources of calorie. 

 

As can be inferred from the values of income elasticity, while rice calories 
are a necessity for rural, urban and all households in Bangladesh, calories from 
wheat are an inferior good for all the above categories of households, the degree 
of inferiority being much stronger for rural than for urban households. While 
calories from potato and oil are a luxury for rural households, for urban 
households they are a necessity.. The sign of the coefficients of these food-specific 
calorie equations followed the coefficients of the individual food demand models 
(Talukder 1990), and only the magnitudes varied to some extent. 

 

Parameters were also estimated for some selected disaggregated income groups. As 
mentioned earlier, data were available for six income groups each for rural and urban 
households. These groups were rearranged into three categories- low-income, 
middle-income and high-income. The coefficient estimates of the food-specific calorie 
consumption functions for low, middle and high-income groups are presented in the 
Appendix Tables A-4, A-5 and A-6 respectively. Some of the variables included in the 
overall model were dropped as they were not found significant in the specific contexts. For 
ready reference of the coefficients of particular interest, the own-price and income 
elasticities of calories from the selected food items for the three income groups 
are presented in Table 2. 
 

       No systematic order of magnitude was observed in the own-price elasticities 
of calories across the income groups. The income elasticities of calorie from all the food 
'items consistently decreased with rising income levels of the households. Except for 
wheat, all the food items were superior as indicated by the positive income elasticities 
of calorie from the food items. For wheat-calorie, the absolute value of the negative 
income elasticity consistently increased from low-income to the high-income households 
implying that wheat was an. inferior good more for the high-income than for the 
low-income households. While calories from potatoes, pulses, fish and oil were luxuries 
for 
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where Pc1, Pc2, Pc3, Pc4, Pc5 and Pc6 represent price per (1000) unit of calorie from rice, wheat, 
potato, pulses, fish and oil respectively. Other variables and parameters are as described 
earlier. 
 

       The coefficient estimates of the model for both rural and urban households are 
presented in Table 3. Except for rice in the rural and urban samples, and pulses in the 
urban sample, no other single price had any remarkable impact on total calorie intake. 
Also, rice price had greater impact on total calorie intake for urban than for rural 
households, although the absolute value of the own-price elasticity of rice-calorie for rural 
households was twice that of the urban households (Table 1). The greater value of the 
own-price elasticity for rural households implies that lower price of rice would cause 
substitution of rice for other calorie-rich foods in greater proportion for rural than 
for urban households. Thus, although as a result of fall in the price of rice, total calorie 
intake of both will increase, the increase will be greater for urban than for rural 
households. 
       The results of Table 3 indicate that the prospect of an income induced change in total 
calorie intake would be greater for rural than for urban households. Again, the 
positive and statistically significant coefficient of the household size variable is an 
indication that there were economies of size with respect to total calorie intake and that 
such an effect was stronger for rural than for urban households. Also, the 
household composition variable was positive and statistically significant for both 
rural and urban households implying that the presence of adult members contributed 
positively to per capita total calorie intake of the households.  
 
        The estimated coefficients of total calorie intake function of the three income classes 
of households are presented in Table 4. As with the rural and urban estimates, among the 
price variables, rice price was the single major determinant of total calorie intake for 
all. the income groups. The net impact of rice price change on total calorie intake was 
lowest for the low-income group, although the own-price elasticity of rice-calorie was 
the highest for the group (Tables A-4, A-5, A-6). The positive rice price coefficient 
in the wheat equation was highest for the low-income group. Thus the higher (negative) 
own-price and (positive) cross-price effects for rice may have been instrumental 
in effecting greater substitution of rice for wheat and, other 
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The results of the estimates indicate that while quality elasticity is minimal within 

the individual food items, it increases and reaches a substantial magnitude for the total food 
intake. Thus people, in choosing from among the broad range of food items, substitute 
high-cost items for low-cost ones as their incomes rise. More interestingly, the 
magnitude of such preference for the low-income households is one of the highest 
among the classes of households, as is evident from Table 5. The results corroborate the 
evidence provided by Shah (1983) from India that even at low levels of income, taste 
dominates the decision to allocate income to different foods. 
 

 
IV. CONCLUSIONS 

 
       The consumption parameters obtained from this study indicate the differential 
impacts of a particular policy choice on different classes of people. Besides, different 
own and cross-price effects interact in such a complex manner that the net 
impact of a policy choice on nutritional intake becomes difficult to be determined. 

The disaggregated estimation of parameters reveals that while rural and urban 
parameters were structurally different, the source of difference was the high-income 
households. Thus implications of price and/or income policies for the low-income 
households could be taken as invariant with respect to their rural-urban locations. 

The negative income and positive price coefficients of wheat-calorie for the low-
income households pose a real problem for policy especially in view of the fact that the 
national policy goal seeks to divert preference from rice and other food items to wheat, 
the low-cost source of calorie and protein. The additional concern for policy is the 
overall food preference pattern of different classes of households, especially the low-
income households. An assesment of quality preference revealed that even the low-
income households placed considerable weight on subjective taste-related 
characteristics in allocating their incomes to different food items. 
 
        Such preference patterns would place severe restrictions for policy planners 
contemplating to alleviate nutritional problems through selective price and/or income 
policies. Solution to the problems relate, to some extent, to 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


