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Letters to the Editor

Food cost and nutritional quality
In reaction to the paper by Katz and colleagues

First published online 20 November 2012

Madam

In a paper published in Public Health Nutrition entitled

‘A cost comparison of more and less nutritious food

choices in US supermarkets’, Katz et al. compared the

cost of foods from a given food category according to

their nutritional quality(1). Foods were classified as ‘more

nutritious’ (n 68) or ‘less nutritious’ (n 63) using sub-

jective and objective criteria based on information on the

packaging. The authors found that the average price for

more nutritious foods did not differ significantly from that

of less nutritious foods.

We fully agree with their assertion that ‘improving dietary

choices does not invariably cost more’. The possibility of

modelling low-cost nutritious diets has been known for a

while(2) and is routinely used by the US Department of

Agriculture to design the Thrifty Food Plan(3). We also agree

with Katz et al.’s proposal that ‘objective measures of overall

nutritional quality might be used for direct comparison of

nutrition per dollar’. In fact, we demonstrated the validity of

such a measure, based on French data(4).

However, we disagree with their statement that before

their study ‘no other study has investigated the price

differences of foods within food categories’. A previous

study in the UK analysed and compared the contents

of energy, fat, minerals and vitamins in branded and

‘economy line’ simple foods (canned tomatoes, orange

juice, sliced bread, fresh potatoes and sausages) and

found that prices of foods with similar nutrient contents

could differ fourfold(5). Another study conducted in

France analysed the relationship between the nutritional

quality and price of 220 food products in seventeen

different categories(6). Within a given category, branded

products cost 2?5 times more than the low-cost products

with an equivalent energy and lipid content; they also

had a slightly higher (1?3) ingredient quality score, sug-

gesting that the lower price could be due in part to the

replacement of higher-quality, higher-cost ingredients

(meat, fish, fruit, vegetables) with poorer-quality, cheaper

ingredients such as sugars, fats (including hydrogenated

or partially hydrogenated vegetable fats), refined starch,

salt, polyphosphates, certain food additives, colorants

and texturizing agents. Other studies have analysed the

difference in price between regular food items and

their better-nutritional-quality equivalents (low-fat and/or

low-salt and/or more fibre) in Canada(7) and Australia(8)

and found that the healthy options were significantly

more expensive than the regular ones. Yet more recent

studies conducted by the French Observatory for Diet

Quality (http://www.oqali.fr/oqali/), particularly on dairy

products(9), show that cheaper products are not always

the more energy-dense, saltier or sweeter options.

Too few studies have rigorously examined whether the

nutritional quality of foods is associated with their prices

within the same category. In addition, these studies have

used different methods to estimate the nutritional quality of

food and different definitions of what is a food category,

perhaps explaining why conflicting results were obtained.

As poor people’s food choices are highly influenced by food

prices, whether or not there is a difference between the

nutritional quality food products according to their price is

an important issue in the fight against health inequalities.
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F-13385 Marseille, France

Email: nicole.darmon@univ-amu.fr

doi:10.1017/S1368980012005022

References
1. Katz DL, Doughty K, Njike V et al. (2011) A cost

comparison of more and less nutritious food choices in
US supermarkets. Public Health Nutr 14, 1693–1699.

2. Stigler GJ (1945) The cost of subsistence. J Farm Econ 27,
303–314.

3. Carlson A, Lino M & Fungwe T (2007) The Low-Cost,
Moderate-Cost, and Liberal Food Plans, 2007. Report no.
CNPP-20. Alexandria, VA: US Department of Agriculture,
Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion; available at
http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/Publications/FoodPlans/MiscPubs/
FoodPlans2007AdminReport.pdf

4. Maillot M, Ferguson EL, Drewnowski A et al. (2008)
Nutrient profiling can help identify foods of good nutri-
tional quality for their price: a validation study with linear
programming. J Nutr 138, 1107–1113.

5. Cooper S & Nelson M (2003) ‘Economy’ line foods
from four supermarkets and brand name equivalents: a
comparison of their nutrient contents and costs. J Hum
Nutr Diet 16, 339–347.

6. Darmon N, Caillavet F, Joly C et al. (2009) Low-cost foods:
how do they compare with their brand name equivalents?
A French study. Public Health Nutr 12, 808–815.

7. Ricciuto L, Ip H & Tarasuk V (2005) The relationship
between price, amounts of saturated and trans fats, and
nutrient content claims on margarines and oils. Can J Diet
Pract Res 66, 252–255.

r The Authors 2012

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980012005022 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980012005022

