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Abstract
Does the cost of healthy foods pose a barrier to a healthy eating?
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IMPLICATION FOR EXTENSION: 
There is emerging evidence that healthful foods cost more than less healthful foods.  This is of concern because the gap may keep many Americans from consuming a diet that is consistent with dietary recommendations that are known to reduce risk of obesity and chronic disease.  However, there are dietary patterns that can be followed to eat healthfully without excessive spending. Oklahoma Cooperative Extension educators are in a prime position to provide Oklahomans with knowledge and skills necessary to eat healthfully while maintaining a food budget.

Based on the reported research suggested strategies include:
· Plan more meals around plant based proteins such as nuts, soy and beans, and whole grains.
· When planning meals around animal based proteins, plan for smaller portions.  Fill more of the plate with fruits, vegetables and whole grains.
· Use moist cooking methods for less costly cuts of meats.  
Other strategies that may be useful include:

· Cook and eat more meals at home.  There is evidence that meals cooked and eaten at home are less costly and have higher nutrient content.  Educators may need to teach families how to plan meals, grocery shop, read labels and use leftovers. 

· Purchase fresh fruits and vegetables that are in season.  Purchase canned and frozen types to reduce the number of trips to the grocery store.  Look for canned fruits packed in water or fruit juice and canned vegetables with low or no sodium.  Look for frozen fruits and vegetables without added sauces or syrups.
· Plan meals to include oatmeal and breads made with corn meal, such as corn bread and corn tortillas.  This will help families add whole grains to their diets.

Introduction:  
There is increasing concern that economic constraints may pose a barrier to healthful eating, and as such, limit the impact of dietary guidance especially for low socioeconomic populations.  Researchers have found that the price gap between nutrient-rich foods and foods that are energy-dense is increasing (Monsivais et al., 2010; Bernstein et al., 2010).  Nutrient-dense foods are those that provide more nutrients per calorie, making it possible for consumers to meet nutrient requirements without exceeding calorie needs. These foods typically include whole grains, lean meats, low-fat dairy products, vegetables and fruit (USDA & USDDHS, 2010). In contrast, energy-dense foods are those with solid fats and added sugars and generally include grain-based desserts (cakes, cookies, and pastries), full-fat dairy foods, processed meats, fried foods and sugar-sweetened beverages (USDA & USDHHS, 2010).  
Evidence:
Monsivais and colleagues (2010) followed the price of 384 foods and beverages over a 4 year period.  The items represented all food groups in the USDA MyPyramid. Prices were obtained from three supermarkets representing 60% of the retail grocery market in the Seattle metropolitan area from April/June 2004 to May/June 2008. The foods were classified as either nutrient-dense or energy-dense (based on 9 nutrients to encourage and 3 nutrients to limit) and compared to food costs. They found that energy-dense foods cost less and nutrient-dense foods were associated with higher costs.  For example, the most nutrient-dense foods cost $27.24 per 1,000 calories while the most energy-dense foods cost $2.82 per 1,000 calories. Furthermore, the foods highest in nutrient-density increased at a higher pace than energy-dense foods over the 4 year period.  For example, high nutrient-dense foods had an average increase of 29% compared to an average price increase of 12% for high energy-dense foods.  The researchers concluded that, based on prices in a metropolitan area, food prices rose substantially over a 4 year period, and that the most nutrient-dense foods increased the fastest and at the greatest rate. 
The cost differences are also characteristic of rural areas and are related to the types of stores in which people shop. Liese and colleagues (2007) found supermarkets and grocery stores offering healthful and lower-cost food items were outnumbered by convenience stores in rural areas of South Carolina.  Of the 13 food items found in all three types of stores, 9 were substantially more expensive in the convenience stores.  In addition, the convenience stores were less likely to offer a variety of healthful foods causing rural populations to drive further in order to have access to a variety of healthful foods.

Data from the Nurses’ Health Study was analyzed by Bernstein and colleagues (2010) to evaluate the cost of dietary patterns associated with lower rates of chronic disease, especially cardiovascular disease, among women in the United States.  The women’s diets were given a score based on the Alternative Healthy Eating Index (AHEI) with higher scores reflecting healthier dietary patterns.  The scores were compared to the cost of food prepared at home each day.  The researchers found that study participants with the highest AHEI score spent 24% more money each day on food prepared at home compared to those with the lowest AHEI scores. Participants with higher scores had higher intakes of fruits and fruit juice, vegetables, poultry and fish, nuts, soy and beans, whole grain and alcohol, and lower intakes of red and processed  meat, high-fat dairy, grain, and snacks and sweets. Spending and dietary patterns did not appear to vary across states. The researchers also looked at spending on each food group and found that study participants with the highest AHEI scores spent more on nuts, soy, beans and whole grains.  In contrast, study participants with the lowest AHEI scores spent more on red and process meat and high-fat dairy foods. This finding provides important evidence that although spending more money is associated with a healthier diet, large improvements can be achieved without increased spending.  As such, the researchers concluded that increased spending on plant-based foods such as nuts, soy and beans, and whole grains and fewer purchases of red and processed meats and high-fat dairy can result in good dietary health without increased spending.  

Conclusion:

While there is strong evidence that healthful foods cost more than less healthful foods there are dietary patterns that can be followed to eat healthfully without increased spending. 









