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Consumer Attitudes\{iward Food Price Increases

Y
Larry D.Lignes, Loys L?\Mather, and John Gibbs*

Consumers most frequently blamed government, food marketing agencies,
inflation, and corporate ?rofits for rising food prices. Solutions
favored by consumers for slowing the rise in food prices included
decreased government spending, export restrictions, and price controls.
Age, sex, education, and income were found to most frequently influence

consumer attitudes.
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Consumer Attitudes Toward Food Price Increases

Tnis paper reports the methods used and results obtained of
research which examine_ﬁ consuner attitudes and beliefs ragaidi’ng rising
food prices, and how rising :f‘oéd ’prs;'c:e-s uight be -slawed.‘ Various soclo-
demographic characteristics were Qomlated with conmef attitudes and
beue:s \’zega.zding thé role of economic institutiocns and economic fb’mes
v w;nich may have influenced rising food prices.

| Background

Historieally, food .p;oéucts have been ’plentit'u]; and relatiﬁely
less expenzive tﬁan other geods and services. .For. example, from 1952
to 19?2,‘ food prices lncreased 47%, whils housing costs were up 65, )
tmsportaticn had increased 55% in price, and medical costs had risen
123 (U, s, negaament of Labor, 1574). | |

The trends of adequate qmtities of focd and the relatively ‘s}.ow
rise ir; food prices iiere reversed in 1973. Spot shortages of food
occurred, Food prices increased more rapidly th:%n prices of other so-
ealled necessities (U. S. Depa*ctmen*%.}of Agricﬁlture, 1974),

Breimyer (1969} conducted a similar study. However, the Missourl
stuly was conducted four years prisr to ihe rapid escalaiion‘vin food |

prices. More recenily Warland and ¥emann (1973) indicated that two-



thirds of those sufveyed felt that food prices were too high. Related
eurveys have been conducted by Dietrich (1973). Phcér. Inca.(1973),
and the Independent uzocers Assoc;ation (1973) Howaverg these suzv?ys ‘
aid not attempt to axinthe the statistieal reiationship between consumer
sttitudes and consumar profile charactsristics.

Hethodology
Data Required |

This research posed three baslic questions to consumers, including:
(1) what 1nstitutioﬁs do you hold responsible for 1ncrea§ing food
prices; (2) what economic {orces do you think contribute to rising
food prices; (3) what solutions do you favor for slowing the rise in
food prices? | |

The proviously clted studles suggested sltemative institutional
and economic variables to be included in a quesiionnaire.} Institutional
variables inciuded famers, fam organizations, food manufacturers, food
uholesalérs and retailers, consumers s, go»ernmént labor unions, and food
éxporters. Sconomic fo*ces inciuded inflation, wage rates, fuel cosvs.
fam costs, famm profit, corporate profit, population, consumer income,

and retail food zervices



. Alternative solutionfs for slowing the rise in food prices wgra '
incorporated in the Quééﬁibﬁnéim. These inclbded imposed price controls,
decreased goveﬁmsht spendmg, increased té.xes, decreased taxes, lower
interest rates, removed production controls, imposed exporit restrictions,
reduced retail food eervices, reduced environmental controls, and reduced
food guality controls. Various éocia-demogmph;c charactaristic# were
collectéd on respondents including age, seox, level of education, income,
[size of city iIn which the respondent was raised, the primary purchaser

of food, and the employment of the wife outside the household.

Data Collection Methods

Primary data we¥e obtained by personsl interview of liQO househclds
in the Lexington, Kentucky Standard Metropolitan S-tatistica.l. Area, |
Lexington was chosen ;beca.use of its ceniral location, the varied demographic
characteristics of 'the ropuliation, and because of its proximity to the
University of Kentuaky;

The Lexington area was stratified by income levels., Census tract
data cf Fayette County for 197C were used to obtain mediian i_ncome levels
for each of the County's 42 census tracts., Census tracts were listed in
~ oxder of increasing median inccme. Ten lncome s.tr;ata were then formed

from the census iracts.



The kob huﬁséholds ware ailéqat;d riépoz%ionately among the 10
strata. Census tiabf data wers used £d,ébt$in the total number of house-
holds in ea&h»trﬁct, and, therefore, the'tétal number of households in
each‘stratum. %hé px5p§xtion of hoﬁéehﬂlég in each stratum as a percent
of the total in 21l strata was then detemined. This pﬁoyortion was
applied to the sanple size cf 400 to obtain the number of households to
be surveyed In each stratum.

Street blocks for sampling were selected at random in sach stratum,
‘A txan#parent grid was placed over a map of Lexington and the surrounding
area, Falrs cf::andcm numbers were cbtained frxom a randonm ﬁumber genexater.
Bach ;andcm ﬁumber pair located a point on ths grid which was on or near
a2 sfecific street‘block. Two households were surveyed per street block.

Each se;ected street block and corresponding addresses was 1ocat§d
in the Lexington city dlrectory., To sliminate enumerator btias, a randem |
'number table-was usad to obtain two addresses per blcok as random starting
polnts. If these‘addzesses yielded no response, enumerators moved clockwise
from the selscted address until a zéspnase was obtalined.

Obtained daia were first summarized by percent distribution‘of
Yesporases, Contingency tables and chi-square analysis were used to detemine

the association batween rrofile characteristics and consumer attitudes.



Results

Institut;ons.ﬁelﬂ:Respoﬁsibie for Riéiﬁg,Fbo& Fri;es

| Tﬁose donéﬁmefs éﬁrvé&éd most fieQﬁenfiy Slamed government and
food méﬁeimg agénczes for rising food prices {Table 1). Fammers,
fam Qiganizations, and consumers were least often held resppnﬁible.

The size of the~city in which the respondent was raised was found
to influence consuner attitudes toward faxmgrs and fam oxganizations.
ihose respondents_raised in cities of 1000 orx fewer.people were.most
1ikely to hold fazméxs and famm organizations accountable., Those respondents
which were raised in towns of one to fifteen thousand people were least
1ikely to blame farmers and famm organizations.

Hales were found to be more likely tc blame manufacturers and
wholesalers/retailers for rising food prices than were females. As
education levels increased, éeoplé were more likely itc hold manufacturers,
and wholesalers/retailers responsible. In a simllar mannexr consumers with
‘higher incomes were more likely to fault food marketing agencies for rising
food prices.

Significant differences in attitudes toward consumers as a cause
for higher food prices were observed among the educational levels. A4s
education increased,\those surveyed were nor§ likely to hold consumers,

in general,'responslble.



TABLE I

THE EXTENT OF AGREEMENT AS TO THE INSTITUTION

RESPONSIBLE FOR FOOD PRICE INCREASES

Stfoag ly

. Strongly

o Don't Know or |
‘Disagree D™ yndecided  AE°  agree
| e mmme oot percent ——e—aae -
Government 0.5 4.2 10.2 44.4 40.7
Wholesaler/ . -
Retailer 1.6 10.9 12.2 - 49.6 25.7
Manufacturers 1.3 9.6 18.2 56.5  14.3
Labor Unions 4.7 18.2 25.0 37.8  14.3
Exporters 1.6 11.0 21.8 46.7 18.9
Consumers i7.6 30.0 19.5 28.4 4.5
Farm _ v
Organizations 10.4 41.3 26.0 17.9 4.4
Farmers 23.6 51.9 10.4 0.8

13.2




No differences in attitudes tosa;d government could be attiributed
to ‘_the selected profile characteristics, Consumers of all socio-demographic
backgrounds held government most respronsidble for rising foed prices.

Age, se;:, edi_métiea, and income wera fouml to have a significant
effect on the attitudes towaxd '1;bor unions asla reason for rising food
ﬁrmes. Genexally those that blamed labor unions were males between 31
and 60 years of ha-ge with a celleée-degme, and had incomes §ver $20,000,

Economic Forces Ma;gt‘ Responsible for Rising Food Prices

Infiation, corrorate profits, rising wage rates, and increasing
transportation charges were most frequently blamed as economic reasons
for rising focd prices (Table 2)., Famm programs and fam profits were
least of ten blamed. |

Males wers found tc be more likely to blame inflatlon for rising
food prices and did females. Age differences expla.iﬁed a portion of
the differences in attitudes toward increased farm costs, fa.m profit,
and exports. Consumers under the age of 60 were most likely to blame profits
and fam costs for rising food prices, whereas, those over 60 were mbre |
likely to name food exporis as 2 reason for rising food priées.

Differences in education accounted for attltude variances towand

increasing fuel costs and corporate profit., As Veducatian levels increased,



TABLE 2.

THE EXTENT OF AGREEMENT AS TO THE ECONOMIC
FORCES CAUSING FOOD PRICE INCREASES

T IR S s

Don't Know or Strongly

Strongly e
Disagree Disagree .. Undecided Agree Agree
- vemwm DRYCEDE ~-- -- '
Inflation i.6 5.7 8.3 57.9 26.5
Corporate Profit

{(mfg., Wholesaler, ‘ ,

retailer) 0.0 7.8 1.5 49.0 31.8
Domestic Shortages

of Food Due to

Exports _ 2.9 - 25.8 ‘ 15.9 36.7 18.8
Increased Miz. &

Distributor Costs ,

{(e.g., Wages) 2.6 8.8 8.9 67.4 1.7
Increased Mfg., &

Distributor Costs

(e.g., Fuel,

Transportation) 1.8 6.8 6.8 67.3 17.7
Higher Consumer

Incomes : 3.9 25.2 13.5 48 .6 8.8
Population Increnses 5.0 34.2 15.9 392.7 5.2
Reiail Store Services 2.9 19.8 16.7 49.5 11.2

~ Increased Farm , »

COS‘LS 1-8 15”-6 <. 11 l4 61 03 9.9
Farm Profit 14.8 46.4 18.2 18.8 1.8
Shortages of

Food Due io _ -

Natural Causes 7.8 - 41.6 19.2 28.1 3.4

Farm Oryanization
Programs 6.2 44.9 25.7 20.5 2.6



the respondents were more likely‘to_blame rising focod prices on higher
' tzanspoxtation.costs.. In a similar manrer, as educational levels
increazed, those blaming cétpoigie p:éfit also incréasad.

As income levels increased, people were more likely to blame
rising wage rates and rising transportation costs for the increase in food
rrices, However, highex.income consumers wore less likely to bl#me
food exporters for rising food prices,

The»Sizevof city in which one was ralséd was the only profile
factor resulting in significant differences of opinion towaxrd higher
consuner incomes aﬁd retail stgre sexvices as causes of £ising focd prices,
Individusls from large citles and from famm Sackgxounds were more likely

tb blame consumer incemes and retail store sexvices for rising food prices.

Solutions to Risine Food Prices

Solutions that were favored for slowing the rise in food prices
included decreased government spending (?&%), restrﬁctioné on food exports
(66%), ard price conircls {62%), (Table 3). Generally those interviewed
didvnot favor a reduétion'in environmental controls or food quality
conirols. Similariy, they did not f;v§r 1ncreésed taxes,

kge, sex, education, and clty size resulied in significant differences
of épinion towaxﬁ ;mice contxols as a solution to rising food prices,

Older peoyple were mosi Likely to favor price controls. Males were more



~

. TABLE 3

THE EXTENT OF AGREEMENT AS TO WHAT ARE

SOLUTIONS TO SLOW RISING FOOD PRICES

Strongly e Don't Know or _ Strongly
Disagree D% rjecided BT Agree
‘ me————————————————— DeTCent - e e e
Price Controls 7.3 21.2 9.4 51.0 11.0
Decreasing Govern-
ment Spending (1o
slow inflation) 1.0 9.1 11.5 57.2 21.1
Increased Taxes
(to slow inflation) 26.4 48.0 12.8 12.0 6.8
Decreased Taxes 3.9 24.2 26.0 33.6 12.2
Lower Interest
Rates 2.1 11.3 23.9 50.1 12.6
Remove all Pro-
duction Quotas 3.4 17.5 29.8 36.0 - 13.3
Expori Restrictions 2.3 12.8 8.8 45.6 20.6
Reduced Retail ‘
Services 3.2 23.7 21.1 39.2 12.8
Reduced Environ- .
mental Controle  14.1 40.6 24.9 18.1 2.4
Reduced Quality
Controls (e.g.,
Meat Inspection
Programs, Pro-
cessed Food _
Standards) 35.9 48.7 7.8 1.6

6.0




1tkely to favor price controls than females. As education levels increased,
thoss surveyed vere less 1ikely to favor price controls. Peosle ratesd
on fms or coming from a rural background were usually rore opposed to
mc; controls as & solution for slowing the rise in food prices.

Middle age groups of the mspo:ﬁahta wers most likey to fawvor
duczeued gavexﬁmﬁt syan@ding than the ot%m: age groups. Those masmn
in umr income brackets were most lik@ly favor decreased sovommt
gpea%ing. Older consumers mst ofmv favored removing production quotas,
while export restrictions were favored as education lsvels incrsased.

: 'Bmae with relatively fewer ywm of education and with lower inconmes
were most likely to favor zelsxed quality controls. Pm:sona favoring

| cnvimmonm controls were over &0 yeam of age. male, had fewer yeaxo
of admtlan, low income, and came from towns of more than 5000 pecrle.

Conclusions and Isp;ieations

1. -Permers and fara organizations have traditionally been concerned about
| their public image, especially during the period of rising food prices.
Ba.sed on this 'st's.ﬁy,i‘ the further consumers were removed from famers or
a.lmza.l ‘comgunity} background, ihe less likely they were to hold falmers
responsible for higher food prices, Famers and farm organizations
public relations prograzs, then, may need to give further consideration

to those people who came from rural-uali city backgrounds,



2. Jovernment was moéf freéuently cited as the ihstitution’ﬁost “
~ responsibla for rising food prices. Most sclutions the reSpenéents
favored to alleviate rising food prices required governmental - ‘
action. It is noteworthy that they strcngly.favored a decrease
in government sp@ﬁﬁiﬁg rather than a method invelving more personal,
short-run sacrifice such as an increase in taxes. Also, most ¢onéumers
- were unaillihg to accept solutions which would reduce thevquality
of products or environmental quallty.v
3. Inflat;on and corporate prcfxts were most frequently cited as -
the primary economic factors respansxble for rising food prices.
Factors such as farm profit and farm orgaalzatlon programs were
@%%g; blamed by most of the respondents.
4. Consumers were usually consistent in their opinions. When an
institution was @ousidaréd responsible for rising foed prices (e.g.
manufactérers,and retaileré) the economic fa;tors associated with
~ the institution were also cited (e.g. corporate profits).
‘5. Recently, consideration has been given to the possibility of
an investigstioa Qf the feood industry as a follow-up to the Nationai
Commission on Food Marketing. Given the attitudes observed in |
this study, there coaad well be support from consumers for such an

- investigation.
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