
Recent studies show that  
the cost of high-calorie foods  
are less likely to be affected  
by inflation and, on average,  
cost less than low-calorie foods.  
With obesity plaguing the 
United States, this trend may 
hinder low-income families 
from adopting a low-calorie 
diet. Funding from USDA’s 
Cooperative State Research, 
Education, and Extension 
Service (CSREES), enabled 
researchers at the University  
of Washington to examine  
the price trends of different 
food choices. >>

Adam Drewnowski, director of the 
Center for Public Health and Nutrition  
at the University of Washington, and 
colleagues checked the prices of 372 
foods sold at local supermarkets in  
the Seattle area, comparing the prices  
with calorie density. High-calorie foods 
included items like peanut butter and 
granola, while the lowest-calorie foods 
were mostly fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Defined this way, low-calorie foods 
tend to be rich in nutrients like vitamins 
and minerals. Conversely, high-calorie 
foods are rich in calories, but tend to  
be low in nutrients. The study found  
that lower-calorie foods cost more per 
calorie, while more calorie-dense foods 
showed a lower cost per calorie. Bargain 

shoppers get a better deal purchasing 
high-calorie foods rather than low-
calorie foods. This study then explored 
the effect of inflation on the lower- 
versus higher-calorie foods.

 The researchers found the price of 
calorie-dense food was less likely to rise 
as a result of inflation. During the 2-year 
study, the price of high-calorie food 
decreased by 1.8 percent, whereas the 
price of low-calorie foods increased by 
19.5 percent. Considering most bargain 
shoppers are trying to stretch their 
incomes as far as possible, the findings 
may help explain why the highest rates 
of obesity are among people in lower-
income groups.

continued next page >>

Healthy, Low Calorie Foods 
Cost More on Average

National Research Initiative (NRI)  
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Right: Energy cost was inversely associated 
with energy density. The plot shows the 
relationship between monetary cost of 
dietary energy ($/1,000kcal) and energy 
density (kcal/g) of 372 foods for which 
nutrient and energy data were available.  
The data were fit by a linear regression: 
r2 = 0.38. Retail prices for 372 foods  
and beverages were for 2006.

Credit: Adam Drewnowski



NRI awards grants for research, 
education, and extension 
activities that address key 
problems of national and 
regional importance in 
biological, environmental, 
physical, and social sciences 
relevant to agriculture,  
food, the environment, and 
communities on a peer-
reviewed, competitive basis.  
For more information, visit: 

http://www.csrees.usda.gov/
funding/nri/nri.html

Based on a standard 2000-calorie 
diet, the researchers found a diet 
consisting primarily of calorie-dense 
foods costs $3.52 a day, but a diet 
consisting primarily of low-calorie  
food costs $36.32 a day. The average 
American eats a variety of foods 
throughout the day, spending $7 a day. 

“If you have $3 to feed yourself,  
your choices gravitate toward foods 
which give you the most calories per 
dollar,’’ Drewnowski said. “Not only are 
the empty calories cheaper, but the 
healthy foods are becoming more  
and more expensive. Fresh vegetables 
and fruits are rapidly becoming  
luxury goods.”

Those facts may better explain  
the popularity of calorie-dense foods  
in the food selection patterns among 
groups with limited economic  
resources. Nutrition education  
programs can address this challenge 
and provide additional help for  
planning healthy meals. 

The USDA’s Cooperative State 
Research, Education, and Extension 
Service (CSREES) funded this research 
project through the NRI Human 
Nutrition and Obesity program. CSREES 
advances knowledge for agriculture,  
the environment, human health and 
well-being, and communities by 
supporting research, education and 
extension programs in the Land-Grant 
University System and other partner 
organizations. For more information,  
visit www.csrees.usda.gov.
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>> continued from previous page
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Above: Adam Drewnowski,  
Director of the Center for Public Health and 
Nutrition at the University of Washington. 

Credit: Bev Winter Eben

Above: Low-energy-density foods showed the 
highest 2-year inflation rate. Bar graph shows 
mean 2-year inflation rate by energy density 
quintile for 341 foods (31 caloric and non-caloric 
beverages excluded). Inflation rate was highest 
for the low-energy density group at 19.5% 
compared to –1.8% for the high-energy density 
group. Asterisk indicates P< 0.05 compared  
to the high-ED group.

Credit: Adam Drewnowski
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