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frrDi Consumer Research

Expenditures on 
Nutritious Foods 

Laura Blanciforti 
(202) 447-8707

A 
1977 U.S. Senate report found Ameri
can consumers tended to be confused 

about nutritional needs and took unneces

sary health risks because of the foods they 
chose to eat. Health professionals fear that 

this behavior is more common among 

certain age groups. If so, nutrition educators 
can target their efforts to those groups that 

can gain the largest benefits. 
In 1979-80, a USDA economist and two 

University of California (UC) economists 

completed a study that helped to confirm the 

nutritionists' suspicions. The study analyzed 

food purchases of households with different 

compositions to determine what foods each 
type of household would buy as their 

incomes increased. 
This study found that if a childless house

hold with the wife over 40 years of age 

received an increase in income, a greater 

proportion of relatively more nutritious 

foods would be purchased for at-home 

consumption. Households where the average 

age of the children was over 17 years would 
spend the greatest portion of an increased 

income on relatively less nutritious foods. In 
fact, as the average age of children in 

households increases, a greater portion of an 

income increase is spent on foods that make 

up less nutritious components of the diet. 

The implications are that older people 

without children would spend additional 

income on nutritious foods and thus need 
less nutrition education, whereas, relatively 

less nutritious foods have more appeal to 

teenagers and young adults who may benefit 

from increased nutrition education efforts. 
The researchers reached these conclusions 

by classifying households according to seven 

life cycle stages (see table I). They classified 

different households at various stages of life, 

not the same households moving through the 

different stages. The second year of the 1972-

73 Consumer Expenditure Survey, the most 

recent in this series, conducted by the Bureau 

of Labor Statistics served as the data source 

for income and expenditures. 

Respondents to the survey answered ques

tions about their before-tax income and 

food-at-home expenditures on specific food 

items. The researchers divided at-home food 

expenditures into three groups: all food; 

relatively more nutritious foods; and rela

tively less nutritious foods. This classifica-
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tion was based upon an analysis of the 

nutritive composition of the food items. 

"Nutritious" food had to contain percent

ages of the 1974 Recommended Daily 

Allowance (RDA) requirement for four or 
more nutrients equal to or greater than the 

proportion of the energy ( calories) provided 

by that food, or these foods had to contain 

certain percentages of the requirements of 

two or more nutrients m twice the 

proportion for that food. 

This definition of nutritious was the rec
ommended definition from a I 976 survey of 

a sample of members of the Society for 

Nutrition Education. In the USDA-UC 

study, the eight key nutrients used for food 

selection were folacin, vitamin B-6, panto

thenic acid, magnesium, vitamin A, calcium, 

iron, and vitamin E. The presence of these 

key nutrients in sufficient amounts are 

indicators of the adequacy of a larger group 

of essential nutrients. Furthermore, if a 

person consumes the suggested daily intake 

of these key nutrients from natural foods and 

follows a few other dietary suggestions, then, 

the diet is considered to be adequate in 

approximately all essential nutrients. 

The income and expenditure data were 

then adjusted using an adult-equivalent 
scale, thereby excluding variations in age 

and sex of household members on food 

expenditures and income. The adult equiva

lent scale provides a specification similar to 

per capita, but accounts for differences in 

household composition by converting all 
household members in each life cycle stage 

into a standard adult male unit. Food 
expenditure-income relationships were then 

estimated. 

Elasticity Comparisons 

In the USDA-UC study, the researchers 

used a more general mathematical procedure 
than is normally used to represent food 

expenditure-income relationships. The esti

mates of the income elasticity at the average 
income and expenditure for all seven life 

cycle stages for all food, and nutritious foods 

are reported in table 3. Here, income elastic
ities measure the responsiveness of food-at

home expenditures to increases in income. 

For all food, the highest income elasticity 

derived was for stage 4. The implication is 

that households will spend a greater propor

tion of an increase in income on all food 

when there are teenagers in the household. 

For relatively more nutritious foods, the 
income elasticity was highest for stage 6 ( no 

children present and the housewife was over 

40 years of age), indicating that older house
holds without children will spend a greater 

proportion of additional income on relatively 

more nutritious foods. For foods that are 

relatively less nutritious, the income elastic

ity was highest for life cycle stage 5, when the 
average age of the children is over 17 years. 

In other words, households having older 

children and young ar'ults spend, on the 
average, the greatest pr, ·tion of additional 

income, for relatively !es, .tritious food. 

Generally, as households move from 

"single persons" to "married with small 

children" (under 6 years), they spend a 
greater portion of an increased income on 

each of the three food expenditure classifica

tions. This increased food expenditure 

response continues for relatively less nutri

tious foods throughout child-rearing ages 

and decreases for older person-households 
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Table 1. Life Cycle Stages 

Life Cycle Stage 

0 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Contents 

all not included in groups 1 

through 6, i.e., single men, 

single women, etc. 

no children are present 

and the housewife is 40 

years of age or less 

average age of children is 

less than 6 years 

average age of children is 

between 6 and 12 years 

average age of children is 

between 12 and 17 years 

average age of children is 

over 17 years 

no children are present 

and the housewife is over 

40 years of age 

when children are gone. However, for all 

foods and foods that are relatively more 

nutritious, the food expenditure response is 
more volatile. When children are between 6 

and I 2 years, there is a noticeable decline in 

the income elasticity for these two food 

classifications. This response rises and 

reaches a peak when children are in the 

teenage years. declines again when children 

are over 17 and increases for older-person 

households. 

Postscript 

Since this study was done, information 
from the USDA Nationwide Food Con

sumption Survey 1977-78 (NFCS) and an 

early 1980 ERS Nationwide Consumer 

Study (ERS-NCS) have supported these 

conclusions. Young adults and women in 

particular seem to be at a nutritional risk in 

both surveys. The NFCS survey data show 

that young adults, aged 15 to 22 years, now 

consume more soft drinks than any other age 

group. Young women, ages 19 to 22, were 
below their 1980 RDA for the average intake 

Winter 1982 

Consumer Research 

Table 2. Average Annual Household Income and Food Expenditures At Each Stage of 
the Life Cycle 

Life Cycle 

Stage 

0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

All 

Income 

6,603.96 

12,610.41 

11,369.33 

12,901.33 

14,002.51 

14,716.19 

10,551.08 

11,316.97 

All Food 

1,207.92 

2,025.05 

2,885.97 

3,743.19 

4,009.24 

3,461.66 

2,570.11 

2,772.01 

More 

Nutritious Food 

1,037.68 

1,740.28 

2,478.17 

3,187.67 

3,511.75 

2,958.41 

2,203.64 

2,372.26 

Less 

Nutritious Food 

170.24 

284.77 

407.80 

564.52 

587.49 

503.25 

366.47 

399.75 

Source: 1972-73 Consumer Expenditure Survey, U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 

Statistics. 

Table 3. Income Elasticities for All Food, Relatively More Nutritious, and Less 
Nutritious Food 

Life cycle All food per Relatively more nutritious Relatively less nutritious 

stage adult equivalent food per adult equivalent food per adult equivalent 

All .050' .048 .049 

0 -.009 -.011 -.025 

1 .005 -.013 .025 

2 .063 .0582 .071 

3 .046 .036 .071 

4 .101 .094 .074 

5 .083 .077 .077 

6 .096 .098 .043 

1 lncome elasticities measured at the mean value of income and consumption for each of the 

life stages. 
2An income elasticity of .058 indicates that if income for stage 2 households increased by 10 

percent, then their expenditures on relatively more nutritious foods per adult equivalent would 

increase by .58 percent. A negative income elasticity indicates a decrease in expenditures when 
income is increased. 

of 6 nutrients-calcium, iron, magnesium, 

vitamin A, vitamin B, and thiamin. ■
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