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Food Spending

Household Characteristics
Affect Food Choices

Steven M. Lutz, James R. Blaylock, and David M. Smallwood

ational trends in food con-

sumption often mask the

fact that the eating habits
of some American households run
counter to those trends.

Food supply data suggest that,
overall, Americans are eating
fewer animal products and more
crop products. Consumption of
most crops has increased steadily
in the past 20 years, especially
grains, fruit, and vegetables. In
comparison, Americans are con-
suming less whole milk, eggs, and
red meat. For example, per capita
beef consumption in 1991 was
about 25 pounds lower than the all-
time high of 89 pounds in 1976.
These decreases in some animal
products have been tempered by
increases in the consumption of
lowfat milk, cheese, poultry, and
fish.

Household characteristics, such
as income, type, and size, influence
the type and quantities of foods
used. For instance, the lowest in-
come households have decreased
their consumption of fresh vegeta-
bles by 22 percent between 1977-78
and 1987-88, compared with a re-
duction of 12 percent for the high-
est income households. Upper
income households increased their
consumption of poultry, fish, and
shellfish by 20 percent during this
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period, while poorer households in-
creased consumption by 11 per-
cent.

Between 1977-78 and 1987-88,
households with children parented
by a single female (“female-headed
households”) decreased their con-
sumption of most commodity
groups, except fruit and vegetable
juices and other beverages.

Larger households, containing
more children, consume less food
per person than do smaller house-
holds. Exceptions include fresh

fluid milk, flours and cereals, and
sugars—foods prevalent in chil-
dren’s diets.

These changes in food consump-
tion may have implications for the
nutrition and health of particular
groups. The 1988 Surgeon General’s
Report on Nutrition and Health con-
cluded that diet and health are
linked. For example, it is generally
agreed that reducing fat intake, par-
ticularly saturated fats, can help re-
duce the risk of health problems,
such as coronary heart disease.

Food supply data indicate that Americans have been shifting their eating patterns
away from animal products and toward crop products. However, food consumption
data suggest that certain households have not followed all the national frends.
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Given knowledge about the
health risks from consuming too
much fat and the benefits of a diet
rich in vitamins, minerals, and die-
tary fiber, certain socioeconomic
groups of Americans may be at a
greater risk of chronic diet-related
diseases than is the population as a
whole. Food program administra-
tors, food and nutrition educators,
and health professionals can use in-
formation on the eating patterns of
different households to target nutri-
tion education and food assistance
programs toward high-risk groups.

This article presents results from
analysis by USDA’s Economic Re-
search Service of the 1977-78 and
1987-88 Nationwide Food Con-
sumption Surveys (NFCS) on
household food consumption. In
the survey, respondents reported
the households’ consumption of
foods and beverages at home and
on picnics and in packed lunches
prepared from home supplies. We
adjusted the data to account for dif-
ferences in the number of house-
hold members and for meals eaten
away from home (see box).

The data in this article reflect the
fact that only a single factor influ-
encing the household’s food con-
sumption was considered at a time.
But many factors—such as income,
season of the year, household age,
and household composition—com-
bine to influence food consump-
tion. Because these factors vary
among households within a group,
food consumption within the
group is also likely to vary. For ex-
ample, a single-person household
could be a 24-year-old male or an
elderly widow. These individuals
will likely choose different foods.

Dairy Products

Consumption of most dairy
products was down in 1987-88
from 1977-78 levels, except cheese.
Cheese consumption increased sub-
stantially with income. In 1987-88,
households with the lowest income
ate about 26 percent less cheese

Table 1

Overall, Americans Are Eating Less Red Meat and Eggs,

More Pouliry and Entree Mixtures

Food group

Dairy (fresh equivalent)
Fats and oils

Flour and cereals

Bakery products

Red meat

Poultry, fish, shellfish

EQgs (fresh equivalent)
Sugars, sweets

Potatoes, sweet-potatoes
Fresh vegetables

Fresh fruit

Canned vegetables and fruit
Frozen vegetables and fruit
Vegetable and fruit juices
Dried vegetables and fruit
Beverages

Soups, sauces, gravies
Nuts, condiments

Dinner mixtures

than did the Nation as a whole.
Households with the highest in-
come ate about 26 percent more
cheese. Higher income households
generally consumed more dairy

Table 2

Per person change in
consumption, 1977-78 to 1987-88

Percent

-3.6
12,4
-12.0

-4.3
-20.8

19.2
-24.6
-18.3
-10.3
-16.2

24
-20.4

18.0

17.1
=74

34.6
-18.0

0.7

68.5

products in both 1977-78 and 1987-
88.

Single-person households con-
tinued to consume more dairy

Female-Headed Households Decreased Consumption of Most Food Groups

Food group

Dairy (fresh equivalent)
Fats and oils

Flour and cereals

Bakery products

Red meat

Poultry, fish, shellfish

Eggs (fresh equivalent)
Sugars, sweets

Potatoes, sweet-potatoes
Fresh vegetables

Fresh fruit

Canned vegetables and fruit
Frozen vegetables and fruit
Vegetable and fruit juices
Dried vegetables and fruit
Beverages

Soups, sauces, gravies
Nuts, condiments

Dinner mixtures
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Per person change in consumption,
1977-78 to 1987-88

Female-headed Two-parent Other
households households
Percent

-9.5 2.5 -1.5
-18.7 -11.8 -13.2
-19.3 -9.8 -13.9
-10.6 -4.9 -1.4
-21.8 -19.1 -24.9
-3.2 22.6 16.4
-26.7 -22.4 -29.5
-7.2 -16.3 -24.9
-10.7 -10.4 -10.1
-28.5 -14.0 -18.1
-19.6 2.3 -3.2
-21.6 -18.6 -24.9
-4.5 25.0 1.5
10.8 21.3 9.6
-34.7 -11.9 -21.5
46.0 28.7 381
-36.8 -23.7 -8.0
-8 -11.2 .8
421 877 95.9
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products per person during the
1980’s than did larger households.
However, single-person house-
holds decreased consumption of
cheese about 9 percent, and house-
holds with more than one person
increased consumption by about 8
percent.

Female-headed households con-
sumed about 10 percent fewer
dairy products in 1987-88 than in
1977-78 (table 2). This may be be-
cause these households are also
consuming less breakfast cereal,
which is usually served with milk.

Red Meat, Poultry,
and Fish

Consumption of red meat, on av-
erage, declined dramatically dur-
ing the 1980’s. Single-person
households led the decline by con-
suming about 31 percent less red
meat in the late 1980’s than they
did in the late 1970’s (table 3). In
1977-78, consumption of red meat
rose with income, but the opposite

Table 3

was found in 1987-88. In fact, the
poorest households went from con-
suming about 6 percent less red
meat than the national average to
about 5 percent more.

properly stored eggs and to their
relatively high cholesterol level. Al-
though the poorest households con-
sumed about 8 percent more eggs
than did the Nation as a whole in

Middle income households led
the Nation in increases in consump-
tion of poultry, fish, and shellfish
(table 4). While poorer households
increased consumption of poultry,
fish, and shellfish about 11 percent,
this is a drop from consuming 6
percent more than the national av-
erage to consuming 3 percent less.

1987-88, their consumption de-
creased about 22 percent in the
1980’s. The wealthiest households
decreased consumption about 29
percent, making them the group
with the lowest consumption of
eggs. Single-person households
maintained the highest per person
level of consumption.

Female-headed households de-

creased consumption of poultry,
fish, and shellfish about 3 percent.
But, two-parent households re-
mained the smallest consumers of
poultry, about 8 percent less than
did the Nation as a whole.

Eggs

All households substantially de-
creased consumption of fresh eggs
during the 1980’s, partly due to
press reports on salmonella in im-

Fats and Oils

The survey data show a de-
crease in the use of fats and oils in
the 1980’s, while ERS food supply
data suggest consumption in-
creased. This disparity probably
stems from our assumption in the
analysis of the survey data that
foods eaten away from home were
consumed in the same relative
amounts as at home. However,
many people eat more fried foods
at restaurants and fast-food estab-

Larger Households Consume Less Food Per Person—Except Food Prevalent in Children's Diets

Food group

Dairy products

(fresh equivalent)
Fats and oils
Flour and cereals
Bakery products
Red meat
Poultry, fish, shellfish
Eggs (fresh equivalent)
Sugars, sweets
Potatoes, sweet-potatoes
Fresh vegetables
Fresh fruit
Canned vegetables and fruit
Frozen vegetables and fruit
Vegetable and fruit juices
Dried vegetables and fruit
Beverages
Soups, sauces, gravies
Nuts, condiments
Dinner mixtures

Per person change in consumption, 1977-78 to 1987-88

One- Two- Three- Four- Five or more
person person person person person
households households households households households
Percent
-4.7 -1.3 -4.5 -2.0 -4.7
-20.2 9.9 -19.2 -11.3 -12.9
-14.5 -10.4 -12.3 -12.0 9.3
-5.2 /] 9.2 -4.8 -5.9
-30.5 -24.9 214 -18.5 -18.3
12.2 18.1 13.7 215 11.9
-36.3 -28.8 -23.6 -22.6 -23.5
-28.1 -20.9 -29.6 -12.9 -6.6
-11.2 -8.6 -17.0 -7.6 -8.9
-24.5 -17.2 -18.0 -20.5 -17.8
-4.9 -6.2 -6.1 -8.0 -5.7
-23.6 -25.6 -21.3 -20.2 -19.3
6.9 3.6 ol 7 11.0 21.2
3.0 8.9 13:6 19.1 16.9
-21.9 -16.5 -256.5 -20.7 -8.1
232 46.0 32.2 26.4 16.1

-6.8 -16.5 -19.2 -30.3 -26.7
2.4 3.6 -7.7 -7.3 -17.9
90.1 89.2 46.6 70.0 42.4
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lishments than they do at home. In
addition, the fats and oils used as
ingredients in commercially pre-
pared bakery products and other
foods eaten at home would be re-
ported as bakery products rather
than as fats and oils in the survey
data.

Single-person and three-person
households decreased their con-
sumption of fats and oils relative to
the rest of the Nation, while con-
sumption by other sized house-
holds remained relatively flat. The
largest increase was seen in two-
person households.

A look at specific foods suggests
people may be changing their food
preparation practices as well as
their food choices. For example, sin-
gle-person households decreased
their use of shortening (used to fry
foods and make desserts) by over
67 percent, but used more salad
dressings.

Flours and Cereals

Consumption of flour, cereal,
and bakery products declined in
the 1980’s, according to the survey
data. However, as with fats and
oils, ERS food supply data suggest
consumption increased during the
decade. Again, this disparity is
probably due to our adjustment
procedure used to account for
foods eaten away from home. For
example, if someone picks up
doughnuts on the way to work, the
flour in the breakfast choice would
be missed in the survey.

The highest income households
increased their total use of flours
and cereals about 2 percent, de-
spite 39- and 35-percent decreases
in their use of flour and flour
mixes, respectively. These house-
holds increased their consumption
of breakfast cereals by over 24 per-
cent.

In female-headed households,
consumption of breakfast cereals
declined about 9 percent—making
them the lowest per person con-
sumers of breakfast cereals. This

may be partially due to the rela-
tively high price of breakfast cere-
als coupled with the typically low
income of these households. Fe-
male-headed households also de-
creased consumption of bakery
products about 11 percent, making
them the group eating the fewest
bakery products.

More Details
Available

Changes in Food Consump-
tion and Expenditures in Ameri-
can Households During the
1980’s contains more details
on the data source, tabulation
procedures, and results—as
well as more comprehensive
information about the con-
sumption and expenditure
data from the survey. A joint
publication by USDA’s Eco-
nomic Research Service and
Human Nutrition Informa-
tion Service, the full report ex-
amines consumption and
expenditures for the 19 broad
food groups presented in this
article, plus 64 more specific
food groups.

The full report examines
food consumption and expen-
ditures by household size,
type, income, race, geographi-
cal region, and urbanization
area. In addition, tables pre-
sent the percentage of house-
holds consuming each of the
64 food groups in a typical
week.

To obtain a copy, call toll-
free from the United States
and Canada, 1-800-999-6779.
Other areas, please dial (703)
834-0125. Ask for Changes in
Food Consumption and Expendi-
tures in American Households
During the 1980’s, SB-849.
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Fruit and Vegetables

The survey shows an overall de-
cline of fresh vegetable and fruit
consumption of about 10 percent
during the 1980’s. However, over-
all consumption of dark-green
vegetables (including spinach, col-
lards, and kale) increased about 30
percent during the decade, but this
varied widely across income
groups.

Households generally con-
sumed more fresh vegetables as in-
come rose. For example, the
wealthiest households increased
their consumption of dark-green
vegetables about 75 percent, while
consumption by the poorest house-
holds fell about 22 percent. An ex-
ception was fresh potatoes—
consumption generally decreased
as income rose.

Frozen vegetable consumption
increased about 20 percent in the
1980’s, with middle-income house-
holds showing the largest increases.

Fresh fruit consumption de-
clined over the decade in all but
the wealthiest households, where it
increased about 8 percent. The
wealthiest households consumed
about 40 percent more fresh fruit in
1987-88 than did the Nation as a
whole; the poorest households con-
sumed about 27 percent less fresh
fruit.

Consumption of fresh fruit and
vegetables declined sharply in fe-
male-headed households between
1977-78 and 1987-88. Most of the
decline was accounted for by light
green vegetables and citrus fruit.
Female-headed households de-
creased their consumption of citrus
fruit about 49 percent over the dec-
ade. This is significant because the
data show the consumption of
fresh fruit and vegetables, well-
known sources of vitamins and nu-
trients, in these households was
already substantially below the na-
tional average in 1977-78.

The consumption numbers for
fresh fruit and vegetables do not ac-
count for total consumption since
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USDA’s Nationwide Food Consumption Survey

The results presented in this
article are based on data from
the household portion of the
1977-78 and 1987-88 Nationwide
Food Consumption Surveys
(NFCS) conducted by USDA’s
Human Nutrition Information
Service (HNIS). The survey con-
tains two parts—household food
consumption and individual in-
takes.

In the household portion, in-
formation was collected on vari-
ous socioeconomic and demo-
graphic characteristics of the
households, as well as detailed
records on the value, type, and
quantity of food used from
household food supplies. The
data provide food expenditures
as well as food use for a whole
week.

The second component in-
volved specific information
about the individuals in the
household and detailed records
on the types of food—both at
home and away from home—for
each member of the household
over a 3-day period. The value of
the foods was not recorded.

This article is based on the
household portion to measure
consumption of foods brought
into the household (sometimes
called food use). These data do
not reflect actual ingestion. Con-
sumption of food in a dietary
sense is measured by the individ-
ual intake component of the sur-
vey. A forthcoming article will
analyze the food expenditure
data from the survey.

The survey data contain a
wealth of information on the so-
cioeconomic and demographic
characteristics of American
households and is the only major
public survey that couples this
information with detailed infor-
mation on the quantities and

value of foods used in the house-
holds. The surveys sampled
households in the contiguous 48
States and focused on food con-
sumption at home.

The household survey does
have some limitations. Ameri-
cans have been eating more of
their food in restaurants, fast-
food establishments, and sand-
wich shops. The NFCS data
include food purchased at food-
service establishments, but only
if it is carried home for consump-
tion. We assumed household
members would consume foods
away from home in the same
relative proportions as they did
at home. This may be a valid as-
sumption for many foods, but
not so for others. For example,
there has been a dramatic in-
crease in the number of salad
bars in restaurants and fast food
places over the last decade and
people may be eating relatively
more fresh vegetables away
from home than at home. There-
fore, it is difficult to measure ac-
tual food consumption using

only data on foods eaten at home.

There has been a considerable
shift from consuming individual
food items to foods in mixtures
(such as pizza, frozen entrees,
and salads from grocery stores).
Overall, households increased
their consumption of mixtures
by 68 percent. Households par-
ticipating in the survey can re-
port these foods as mixtures
rather than each individual food.
This would tend to underesti-
mate the consumption of certain
food groups. For example, the
pork sausage used on pizza is re-
ported as pizza, not pork—un-
derestimating red meat con-
sumption.

Another drawback is the rela-
tively low response rate. A num-
ber of households selected for
the surveys chose not to partici-

FoodReview

pate. This may cause statistical
bias problems if many house-
holds chose not to participate
and if there was a systematic dif-
ference in their consumption be-
havior from those who did
respond.

For example, if a large portion
of single-person households
chose not to participate and
those households also ate more
frozen dinners and less fresh
vegetables than did the single-
person households that did par-
ticipate, frozen dinner consump-
tion would be underestimated
and fresh vegetable consump-
tion would be overestimated.
The lower the participation rate,
the greater is the potential of
nonparticipation bias. Sampling
weights that adjust for nonpar-
ticipation were used in the calcu-
lations. The response rate was
about 57 percent in the 1977-78
survey, dropping to about 37 per-
cent in the 1987-88 survey.

To determine the impact of
nonresponse on the NFCS'’s rep-
resentation of the U.S. popula-
tion, HNIS compared descriptive
statistics of the 1987-88 survey to
several other surveys. Also, a
panel of experts evaluated the
impact of the response rate on
the accuracy of the data. The U.S.
General Accounting Office exam-
ined the reliability of the data.

All three groups concluded
that it is not possible to deter-
mine if those not responding to
the survey differed systemati-
cally from those who did. But,
they were concerned about esti-
mates based on small subgroups
of people. The subgroups we ex-
amined all had over 400 house-
holds. For this reason, we
believe nonresponse bias has
minimal effect on the estimates
in this article.
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Table 4

Upper Income Households Increased Their Consumption of Pouliry,
Fish, and Shellfish by 20 Percent, While Poorer Households Increased

Consumption by 11 Percent

Food group

Dairy products (fresh equivalent)
Fats and oils

Flour and cereals

Bakery products

Red meat

Poultry, fish, shellfish

Eggs (fresh equivalent)
Sugars, sweets

Potatoes, sweet-potatoes
Fresh vegetables

Fresh fruit

Canned vegetables and fruit
Frozen vegetables and fruit
Vegetable and fruit juices
Dried vegetables and fruit
Beverages

Soups, sauces, gravies

Nuts, condiments

Dinner mixtures

canned and frozen items are a sepa-
rate category. However, the con-
sumption trends for canned or
frozen fruit and vegetables were
similar to the fresh produce.

More and more fruit and vegeta-
bles are being consumed in mix-
tures, such as frozen prepared
dinners and pizza. Further re-
search into the amount of fruit and
vegetables in mixtures is needed
before we can determine if overall
fruit and vegetable consumption
has decreased as indicated by the
survey data for fresh fruit and
vegetables.

Sugars and Sweets

Consumption of sugars and
sweets declined about 18 percent
in the 1980’s. But this figure does
not include, for example, sugar
used in soft drinks or presweet-

Per person change in consumption,
1977-78 to 1987-88

Lowest Middle Highest
income income income
households households households
Percent

0.3 -4.7 -7.7
-10.9 -5.5 -13.6
-15.7 -13.0 1.7

-1.2 -4.2 -3.4
-11.4 -20.6 -31.0
50 24.7 20.0
-21.5 -20.5 -28.6
-6.6 -22.4 -18.3
-5.1 -6.6 9.5
-22.2 -12.9 -12.4
-5.9 -10.1 7.8
-14.9 -15.0 -29.8
-1.4 18.4 T3
24.3 27.6 11.4
-28.3 -26.9 -5.1
3741 33.7 254
-31.2 -8.2 -7.0

3.0 -7.3 -2.6

374 63.1 113.8

ened breakfast cereals. Decreases
were larger in middle- and higher
income households than in the low-
est income groupings (table 4).
Consumption fell about 25 percent
in households without children.
While consumption of sugars and
sweets declined about 7 percent in
female-headed households, they
still consumed about 10 percent
more than the national average.

Beverages

Increased beverage consump-
tion in the 1980’s was led by a 68-
percent increase in soft drink
consumption by female-headed
households. However, households
without children maintained the
highest consumption levels for bev-
erages as a whole and overtook
other households as the largest con-
sumers of soft drinks.

Fruit and vegetable juice market-
ers enjoyed a strong increase in the

May - AU%JSf 1993
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consumption of their products, par-
ticularly in two-parent households.
Households without children, how-
ever, still led the way in juice con-
sumption, by consuming about 15
percent more than the national av-
erage.

Implications

Food supply data indicate that
Americans have been shifting their
eating patterns away from animal
products and toward crop prod-
ucts. However, food consumption
data suggest that certain house-
holds, such as low-income Ameri-
cans, have not followed all the
national trends.

Food choices are determined by
many socioeconomic charac-
teristics of the household, as well
as prices of food and cultural eat-
ing habits. Recognizing these influ-
ences and identifying the factors
affecting food choices will help
policymakers develop more effec-
tive farm and nutrition education
programs.
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Changes in Food Consumption...At a Glance

A Look at Specific Foods Within Major Food Groups Suggests Not Only Changes
in Food Consumption, But Also the Influence of Demographic Characteristics

Meat, Pouliry, and Fish

Per person percent change, 1977-78 to 1987-88

80 -

25

50

25

Household income

[ Lowest income
Il Middle income
Il Highest income

Fish and
shellfish

Poultry

Red
meat

Beef

Dairy Products

h Household size
= One

Il Two

I Three

= Four

B Five or more

Dairy Fresh,
products  fiuid milk

Cheese

Frozen
desserts

Processed
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50 -

25

50

25

Fresh Fruit

Household type
1 Female-headed
I Two-parent
Bl Other

Other vitamin-c

rich fruit Other fruit

Fresh Vegetables

Household type
[ Female-headed
Il Two-parent
Bl Other

Other
yellow Light Vvegetables
green

Tomatoes
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