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Americans Still Can Meet Fruit and Vegetable Dietary
Guidelines for $2.10-$2.60 per Day

by Hayden Stewart and Jeffrey Hyman

Every 5 years, USDA and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services release a new version
of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans with information and recommendations about how individuals
can achieve a healthy diet. During 2019, the 2020 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee—
composed of nutritionists, physicians, and public health researchers—has been meeting to discuss
new research and advances, which might be incorporated into the upcoming, next version of the
guidelines.

The current 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends that people needing 2,000
calories per day include 2 cups of fruit and 2.5 cups of vegetables in their daily diets. USDA food
consumption surveys find that the average American falls far short—consuming only 0.9 cups of fruit
and 1.4 cups of vegetables per day. Individuals choose foods based on taste, convenience, cost, and
other factors, in addition to Federal dietary recommendations. Cost, in particular, has been cited as a
possible barrier to higher fruit and vegetable consumption, especially for low-income households.

To inform policymakers, nutritionists, and other researchers about how much money it costs
Americans to eat a sufficient quantity and variety of fruits and vegetables, ERS researchers
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periodically report average costs per cup equivalent for a large set of commonly purchased fresh and
processed fruits and vegetables. ERS updated these costs in 2018 using 2016 retail price data.

ERS Calculates Average Cost To Consume Over 150 Fruits and Vegetables

At the grocery store, fruits and vegetables are sold in many forms, including canned, frozen, dried,
juiced, and fresh products. ERS researchers calculate average costs to consume 24 fresh fruits, 40
fresh vegetables, 38 processed fruits, and 52 processed vegetables (including legumes), measured
in cup equivalents. When the Dietary Guidelines recommends daily cups of fruits and vegetables, it is
referring to cup equivalents. For most fruits and vegetables, a cup equivalent is the amount of the
edible portion of a fruit or vegetable (e.g., minus pits or peels) that will fit in a standard 1-cup
measuring cup. But not always. Some foods are more concentrated, and some are more airy or
contain more water. A cup equivalent for lettuce and other raw leafy vegetables is 2 cups; for raisins
and other dried fruits, it is one-half cup.

ERS’s 2016 fruit and vegetable cost estimates are based on data from IRI, a market research
company. IRI collects scanner sales data from grocery stores, supermarkets, supercenters, and other
types of food retailers. ERS researchers use these data to calculate average retail prices per pound
(or per pint for juices) for fruits and vegetables across different types of retail outlets, package sizes,
brand names, and seasons. Average retail prices are separately calculated for many fruits and
vegetables in different forms, such as whole grapes, boxed raisins, and bottled grape juice.

To convert average retail prices into costs per cup equivalent, ERS researchers adjust for inedible
parts and any loss that may occur in cooking prior to consumption. For example, fresh potatoes when
baked in their skins lose about 19 percent of their weight. For a fresh orange, weight adjustments are
made to account for the inedible peel and seeds.

Fruit and Vegetable Costs Vary Widely

Eight out of 62 fresh and processed fruits cost less than 40 cents per cup equivalent in 2016, and
another 21 fruits cost less than 80 cents per cup equivalent. Fresh whole watermelon, at 20 cents per
cup equivalent, and apple juice (made from concentrate), at 26 cents, were the lowest priced fruits,
while fresh blackberries, fresh raspberries, and canned cherries were the most costly.
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The cost of fruit ranged from $0.20 to 52.53 per cup equivalent in 2016
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Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, Fruit and Vegetable Prices dala product.
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A greater share of vegetables (77 percent) than fruits (47 percent) cost less than 80 cents per cup
equivalent. Among all 92 fresh and processed vegetables examined, ERS researchers found that
heads of Romaine lettuce, fresh whole carrots, canned green beans, and 13 other products cost less
than 40 cents per cup equivalent in 2016, while 55 vegetables, including canned whole kernel corn,
fresh whole mushrooms, and canned tomatoes, cost between 40 and 79 cents. Fresh asparagus, at
$2.47 per cup equivalent, was the priciest of the 92 vegetables examined, and dried pinto beans were
the least expensive, at $0.17 per cup equivalent.
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Three out of four vegetables cost less than B0 cents per cup equivalent in 2016

Mumber of vegetables
o

55

50 4

40

20 1
16

10

13
$0.17-0.39 | $0.40-079 | S$0.80-1.19 | $1.20-1.89 | $2.00-2.47

1

Retail cost per cup equivalent (2016 dallars)

Notes: Includes 92 fresh and processed vegetables (3 of the fresh vegetables were priced in
both their raw and cooked forms). A cup equivalent is the edible portion that will generally fit in a
1-cup measuring cup; 2 cups for lettuce and other raw lealy greens.
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A Consumer’s Costs To Meet Fruit and Vegetable Recommendations

Recommended eating patterns depend on a person’s age, gender, and level of physical activity.
Fresh, canned, frozen, dried, and 100-percent juice count equally toward recommended intakes for
both fruits and vegetables. However, Americans are encouraged to consume more whole fruit (raw,
canned, or frozen) than juice to raise intake of dietary fiber. They are also encouraged to eat a variety
of vegetables from each of five subgroups: legumes, dark green vegetables, red and orange
vegetables, starchy vegetables, and other vegetables.

Using estimates of each product’s 2016 cost-per-cup equivalent, ERS researchers priced out different
combinations of popular fresh and processed fruits and vegetables that would satisfy
recommendations for a person on a 2,000-calorie-per-day diet. Each daily combination includes 2
cup equivalents of fruit and 2.5 cup equivalents of vegetables, distributed among different vegetable
subgroups, such as dark green, red and orange, and starchy vegetables, as recommended in the
Dietary Guidelines. A previous ERS analysis based on 2013 prices revealed that 2 cups of fruit and
2.5 cups of vegetables could be obtained for about $2.10 to $2.60. Retail fruit and vegetable prices
rose 2.2 percent from 2013 to 2016, and then a modest 0.4 percent during 2017 and 2018. The
analysis using 2016 price data indicated it was still possible to satisfy the Dietary Guidelines’ fruit and
vegetable recommendations, based on a 2,000-calorie diet, for about $2.10 to $2.60 per day.
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Four examples of how a consumer on a 2,000-calorle diet could satisty fruit and vegetable

recommendations over 1 day

Cup equivalents Cost
Crange juice, ready-to-drink 1.0 S0.42
Pratisgines® 1.0 $0.59
Fomapang befluce, head, fresh® 05 20a7
Carmrots, whole, fresh 0.5 2012
Tomato, large round 0.5 5041
Com, whole kermel, canmngd 0.5 $0.24
Cucurmber, fresh 05 5017
4.5 5212
Cup equivalimes Casl
Apples, lresh 1.0 044
Strawberries, frash 1.0 £0.B5
Brocooli florets, boiled from fresh 0.5 $0.40
Buttemut squash, baked from frash 0.5 50.41
Patato, bailed rom lresh 05 £0.10
Green beans, frozen 05 2028
Lantils, dried 0.5 20,11

4.5
Cup equivalens_ Coal
Apples, frash 1.0 £0.44
Orange, fresh 1.0 $0.66
Mustard greens, canmgd 1.0 2042
Sweal polato, boled irom fresh 1.0 2057
Mushrooms, whole, frash 0.5 $0.28
4.5 237
Cup equivalents Cost
Watermelon, frash 1.0 50,20
Pears, canned (packed in juice) 1.0 $0.57
Spinach, bolled trom lrozen 0.5 £0.43
Tomalo, canmed 1.0 2049
Potato, boiled from fresh 0.5 50,10
Black beans, cannad 0.5 50.28
4.5 5247

Motes: Costs reflect prices in 20416,

A cup equivalent is generally the edible portion of a fruit or vegetabhe that will fit na 1-cup
measuning cup; 2 cups for lettuce and other raw leafy greens; 1/2 cup for raisins. and other
i ruit,

Sourca: USDA, Economic Research Servica, Fruit and Vegelable Prices data product.
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This article is drawn from...

Fruit and Vegetable Prices , by Hayden Stewart and Jeffrey Hyman, USDA, Economic
Research Service, August 2019

You may also be interested in...

The Cost of Satisfying Fruit and Vegetable Recommendations in the Dietary Guidelines , by
Hayden Stewart, Jeffrey Hyman, Andrea Carlson, and Elizabeth Frazdo, USDA, Economic
Research Service, February 2016
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