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Consumer Attitudes,oward Food Price Increases 
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Consumers most frequently blamed government, food marketing agencies, 

inflation., and corporate profits 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, an~ income were found to most frequently influence 

consumer attitudes • 
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Cons'Ulller Attitudes Toward Food. Price Increases 

This pa.per reports the methods used and ?."esul ts obtained of 

zeaearch which examined consumer attitudes and beliefs xegal.'di.ng rising 

food prices, a.t'J.d how r.1.slng focd prices might be sl~wed. Various socio­

dmogl.'3.phic cha.racterlstics were corr.1lated with consumer attitudes and 

belief's rega.l'ding the role of economic institutions and economic fo:cces 

which may have influenced. rising food prices. 

~kground 

ru.storlcally, food products have been plentiful and :relatively 

less expensive th1n other goods a.~ sexvices •. For example, from 1952 

to 1972, food prices increased. 47%, while housing costs were ui: 6~, 

transportation had L"lcrea.sed. 5.5% 1n price, and medical costs had risen 

12~ {U. S. Department of Labor, 1974). 

The trends of adequate quantities o:f' f'oC'i a:1d the relatively slow 

rlse in food prices were reversed. in 197J. Spot shortages of food 

occurred. Food prices increased more rapidly than prices ot other so­

called necessities (U. S. Depa.rt.'nent of Agriculture. 1974). 

l3r,imyer (1969) conductt..-d. a similar study. However, the Missouri 

atuiy was conducted four yea.n prior ·to t?1e rapid escalation in food 

pri.eea. More recEmtly Wa:rlan1 and ~e::man.11 (197J) i:1dicated that two-
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t..lulXls of those surveyed !'el t that food pric~s wert too high. Related 

- . . -. 

di.d nbt attempt tll •xamit1.e the stat1st1Ml :teia.tionship between consumer 

atti tud.es L"ld consumer pro:tile chan.cter1st1cs. 

This research posed three basic questions to cons~ers, including, 

(1) what institutions do you hold responsible for increasin5 food 

prices; (2) what economic ~orces do you think c:ontribute to rising 

f'ood prices; (J) what solutions do you favor for slowing the rise 1n 

food prices? 

The :prav1ously cited studies suggested alternative institutional 

and economic variables to be included. in a. questionnaire. Institutional 

va.rl.ables inclad.ed faxme:rs, fam organizations, food. manufacturers, food 

wholesalers and retailers, consumers, government, labor Ui."'lions, a.'1d food 

exp:>rters. Economic forces included. inflation. wa.ge ra.tes, fuel costs, 

fam costs, £am profit, corponte profit, population, consumer income, 

and. retail foorl ~ervices 
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Alternative solutions for sl~wing the rise in food pric~s were 

1ncorp;,rated in the questionna.1xe. These 1nel\.d.ed imposed prl.ce contmla, 

decmased gove:mment spending, increased taxes, decreased taxes, lower 

1n:terast rates, removed production controls, imposed export restrictions, 

reduced retail food ~erY'ices, reduced environmental controls, and Nducod 

food quality controls.. Various socio-de111ographic cha.raeterlatics wen 

collected on respondents including age, sex, level of education, income, 

size of city 1n which the respondent was raised, the primary pu:chaser 

of food, and the employment of the wife out~ide the household. 

Data Collection Methods 

Primary data were obtained. by personal interview 0£ 400 household:, 

1n the Lexington, Kentucky Stand.am Met:ro{lOlitan Statistical Area. 

Lexington was chosen because of its central location, the varied demogn,phic 

chamcterlstics of the population, and because of its yxoximity to the 

. University of Kentueky. 

The Lexington area was stratified. by income levels. Census tract 

data of Fayette County for 1970 we:re used to obtain median income levels 

for each cf the County' a 42 census tracts. Census tracts wexe listed in 

om.er of incxea.sing median income. Ten income strata ~:re then foxmed 

from the census tl'a.Cts. 



Tile 400 households w,,-,:re ailoc.ated :proportlonately among the 10 

' .; ,I : 

strata. Census tr.a.et data were used to obtain the total number ot house-

. . 

holds in each tta.ct, and, therefore, the total number of households 1n 

eai:h stmtum. The p:tbf;Ortion of househoids 1n ea.ch stratum as a pei:eent 

of' the total in all strata. was then dete:mined* 'Ibis p:mportion was 

1tppl1ed. to the sample size of 400 to obta.1.n the mm.ber of households to 

be sun-eyed in each stmtUl'lt. 

Stxeet blocks for sampling were selected at zandom in ea.ch stra.tU111. 

A transparent grld was p1ac84 over a 111ap of Lexington and the surxounding 

area. .Pairs of random numbers were obtained from a. random number generator. 

Each :r;andol!l number pa.ir located a. point on the grld which was on or near 

& specific street block. Two. households were surveyed per st?.'Set block .. 

Each selected. street block and corresponding addresses was located 

1n the Lexington city directory. To eliminate enumemtor bias, a. :random 

number table.was used to obtain two addresses per blcok a.s random startl.n& 

points., If these addresses yielded no response, enumerators moved clockwise 

from the selected address untU a response was obtained. 

Obtained data we:re first s:Jmmarlzed by percent distribu.tior1 of 

respor.aes. Contingency tables 1nd chi-square analysis were used to detemine 

the association between r,i,,file chaxacte·rl.stics and consumer attituies. 
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ltesttl.ts 

. . . 

Institut!@~ ;Held ResPQJt,s1bie for lUsirJs Food. 1:rl.ce!! 

Thoise consumers surveJed most frequently blamed govemment and 

food marlteting agencies for rising food prices (Table 1). Famers, 

:faxm 6:rganiza.tions, and cons~era were least often held resp:,nsible. 

The size of the city in which the xespondent was raised was found 

to influence conswor attitudes towal:d fa:tmers attd :fam o:rganizations. 

Those respondents mi:sed irl oi ties of 1000 or fewer people w1're most 

likely to hold fanners and fa:rm organizations accountable. Those resl'(>ndenta 

which were raised in towns of one to fift':en thousand. people were least 

likely to blame fa.mers and fam o~anizat.ions. 

Males were found to be more likely to blame manufacturers and 

wholesalers/retailers for rising food prices ~ban were females. As 

education levels increased, people were more likely to hold :manufacturers, 

and wholesalers/retailers responsible. In a similar manner consumers with 

· higher incomes were more likely to fault food marketing agencies for rising 

food pr.tees. 

Significant differences in attitudes towa:ro. consumers as a cause 

for higher food prices were observed a.t:1ong the educational levels. As 

education increased, those surveyed were more likely to hold consumers, 

in general, resPQnslble. 



TABLE I 

nIE E :xnri:r OF ~\ORBEl\IENT AS TO THE JNSTITUTION 
RESPONSIBLE f"Olt FOOD PRICE INCREASES 

Strongly 
Disagree Don't Know or Agree · Disagree Undecided 

Strongly 
Agree 

----------------------percent-~--~-----------~-~ 
Government 0.5 4.2 10.2 44.4 40.7 

Wholesa.ler/ 
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 17.6 30.0 19.5 28.4 4.5 

Farm 
Organizations 10.4 41.3 26.0 17.9 4.4 

Farmers 23.6 51.9 10.4 13.2 0.8 
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No differences in atti t\Jdes towatd govemment could be attributed 

to the selected profile chara.cterlst1cs. Consumers of all socio-demographic 

'backgrounds held gove:m.ment moat .responsible for rising food. prices. 

Age, sex, education, and income wem 'found to have a significant. 

effect on the attitudes towaxd labor unions as a reason for rising food 

prlces. Generally those that blamed labor unions were males between )l 

and 6o years of age with a college·degree, and had incomes over $20,000. 

~conom.iq Forces M~st Responsible for Rising Food Prices 

Inflation, corporate p:rofits, rising wage xates, and increasing 

tmnsportation charges were most frequently blam.ed. as economic :re~sons 

for rising food prices (Table 2).. Fa.1.,n pmgrama and. fa.:m pzofita were 

least often blamed. 

Males were found to be more likely to blame inflation for rising 

food prices and did females. Age differences explained a portion of 

the differences in attitudes tova.m increased. farm costs, fa.rm pxofit, 

and exports. Cons~"i1'3rs tuid.er the age of 60 were most likely to bla.1ae pz:ofits 

and faDn costs for rising food prices, whereas, those over 60 were mo:re 

likely to na,;ne fo·:.xi exports as a reason for rising food prices. 

Differences in education account~d for attitude V-driances towa.m 

increasing fuel cost$ and corporate p.rofit~ As educati?n levels increased, 



TABLE 2.. 

nIE :EXTENT OF AGREE:-.IENT AS TO THE ECONOMIC 
FORCES CAUSlliG FOOD PUJC.E L.'l{CREASES 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Don ~t Know or 
Agree 

Disagree Undecided 
Strongly 
Agree 

-- ------·-----------~!fillt"• · .I)8l"Cent ___ ..., _______________ 

Inflation 1.6 5.7 8.3 57.9 26.5 

Corporate Profit 
(mfg., Wholesaler, 
retailer) o.o 7.8 11.5 49.0 31.8 

Domestic Shortages 
of Food Due to 
Exports 2.9 25.8 15.9 36.7 18.8 

Increased Mfg. & 
Distributor Costs 
(e.g. , Wages) 2.6 8.3 9.9 67.4 11.7 

Increased :.Ifg. & 
Distributor Costs 
(e.g., Fuel, 
Transportation) 1.6 6.8 6.8 67.3 17.7 

Higher Consumer 
Incomes 3.9 25.2 13.5 48.6 s.s 

Popufation lncre:ises 5.0 34.2 15.9 39.7 5.2 

Retail Store Services 2.9 19.8 16.7 49.5 11.2 
• 

Increased Fn:rm 
Costs 1.8 15-.6 11.4 61.3 9.9 

Farm Profit 14.8 46.4 18.2 18.8 1.8 

Shortage$ of 
ltood Due t.o 
Natural Cau.ses 7.S 41.6 19.2 28.l 3.4 

Farm Ort~anizution 
Programs 6.2 44.9 25.7 20~5 2.6 



the respondents wen mom likely to.blue rising food prices on higher 

transportation costs. In a similar manner, a.s educational levels 

. ' 
increased, those blaming co't'P(>ra.te profit s.lso increased. 

As income levels increased., people were more likely to blame .·. 

rising wage ra.tesand rising transp.,rta.tion costs for the increase in food 

prices. However, higher income consumers were less likely to blue 

f'ood exporters for rising food prtcea. 

The size.of city in which one was r.aised. was the only pxofile 

factor :resulting in significant differences of opinion to11-a.:rd. higher 

consumer i..'lcomes and. :retail store services as cau$8s of rising food prices. 

Individuals :f'mm large cities and fxom fa.m backgrounds we:ce more likely 

to blue consumer incomes ar..d retail store services for rlsing food prices. 

Solutions to R1s!-Ag Fogd Prices 

Solutions tha.t 1orere favored for slowing the riae 1n food prlces 

in~luded decreased. government spending (78%), restrictions on food exports 

(6&.t), and price contrcls (62%), (Table J). Generally those interviewed 

did not favor a reduct.ion· in environmental con txols or food qual.1 ty 

cont.l'Oln. Similarly, they did not favor inc:rea.sed taxes. 

A€.e,· sex, education. and city size resultec in significant diff'erencea 

of 6p1n1on toward price ccnt:rols a.s a solution to rising food prices._ 

Older people were most likely to i'a,.vor price cont:rols. Males we:r:e more 
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TABLE 3 .. 
THE EXTENT OF AGREE:\(CN'f AS TO WHAT ARE 

SOLUTIONS TO SLOW RISING .FOOD PRICES 

Strongly 
Disagree Don't Know or 

Agree 
Strongly 

Disagree Undecided Agree 

--------------------- ,pe,rcent --.------• ... -------------

Price Controls 7.3 21.2 9.4 51.0 11.0 

Decreasing GO\rern-
mcnt Spending (to 
slow inflation) 1.0 9.1 11.5 57.2 21.1 

Increased Taxes 
· (to slow inf btion) 26.4 48.0 12.8 12.0 o.s 

Decreased Truces 3.9 24.2 26.0 33.6 12.2 

Lower Interest 
Rates 2.1 11.3 23.9 50.1 12.6 

RemovP. all Pro-
duction .Quotas 3.4 1'1.5 29.8 36.0 . 13.3 

Export Restrictions ·2.3 12.s 18.8 45.6 20.6 

Reduced Retail 
Services 3.2 23.7 21.l 39.2 12.8 

Reduced Emiron-
mental Controls 14.1 40 .. 6 24.9 18.1 2.4 

Reduced Quality 
Controls (C .g., 
Meat Inspect.ion 
Programs, Pro-
cessed Food 
StandQ.rds) 35.9 48.7 6.0 7.8 1.6 
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lll:~y t.o fa'VOr price contmla t.b&n tftll••• Aas tducation levels 1ncziaaacl, 

tho,e aurveyed wre leaa 11kel.y to fawr pdc• contmla. People raised 

on tam• or coaing fzoa a mnl background were uau.lly aore oppond. to 

prtqe contmla u a. solution for slowing the r1• 1n food pricea. 

Kiddle age groupa of the nspondanta were aoat 11key to favor 

cl..:~ governacmt spe\14ing than the other 24e groups. Those oons\llen 

1n u:pper tncome bncketa were aoat lik.Gly to fa:,or decZ8U811 governaent 

•pend.hlg. Older consm,.ers aoat often tavond reaoving pmduction quotu, 

nUt IJP,rt restrleUons wen f'awred u education levels 1ncnaaed. 

'lhoao with fflatively fewer years of -~~tion ard with lover incomea 

wen aoat likely to fav_or :elaxecl qua.11 ty controls. Fenona favol:'ing 

env1mraental ccntrola •re over 6o yean of age, aale, bad fen% ye~ .. ·.•··" 

of educat1on, low income, and cue f'roa towns of more than 5000 }le()ple. 

qonclusiona and Illplicationa 

1 .. -1'aimera am fa.m oigania.tiona have tndlt1onally been cOD.c•med about 

their public luge, espectally during the period of rising food prices. 

Baaed on this stu:ly:, thfl further consumers vere removed fzo11 famera or 

a Nzal co~unity ba.cft&mund, the less likely they- we:re to hold famera 

1'N})Onslble tor higher food pricea. Fa.me:rs and fa.xm oxganizationa 

public :r:elationa pmg~e, then. aay need to give further considemtion . 

to those people who came f'l!\')ll rural-aaall city ba.ckgxounde. 
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2. vevernment was most frequently cited as the instit~tion most 

responsible for rising food prices. Most solutions the respondents 

favored to alleviate rising food prices required governmental 

action. It is noteworthy that they strongly favored a decrease 

in government spending rather than a method involving more personal, 

short-~uu sacrifice such as an increase in taxes. Also1 most consumers 

were unwilling to accept solutions which would reduce the quality 

of.products or environmental quality. 

3. Inflation and corporate profits were most frequently cited as 

the primary economic factors responsible for rising food prices. 

Factors such as farm profit and farm orga.~ization programs were 

W blamed by most of the respondents. · 

4. Consumers were usually consistent in tileir opinions. When an 

institution was -{!onsidered responsible for rising food prices (e.g. 

manufacturers and retailers) the economic factors associated with 

the institution were also cited (e.g. corporate profits). 

S. Recently, consideration has btMn g!ven to the possibility of 

an investigation of the food industry as a follow-up to the National 

Comission on Food Marketing. Given the attitudes observed in 

this study, there could ~ell be support from consumers for such an 

· investigation. 
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