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about individual behaviour change.5 The solution is to use ready-made 
databases or even market research for the current food prices. The best 
alternative would be having this information in the surveys. However, 
this is not always possible, the questionaire would take more time to 
be completed due to substatial increase in the number of questions, 
and, consequently, the cost of the survey, besides the engagement of 
the participant.

We have a relevant alternative, in a recent methodological study in 
Latin America, which used the Brazilian Household Budget Survey 
as data pairing model, in order to extract food prices.6 Robustness 
and greater correspondence between databases were ensured for the 
most reliable possible model considering data matching on the key 
pairing criteria (location/year/household income per capita/number 
of residents/family profile). The matching process between databases 
was based on a set of criteria for matching the prices of food items 
obtained from the Brazilian Household Budget Survey in relation to 
the foods consumed by the individuals interviewed in the “Inquérito 
de Saúde de São Paulo” (ISA-Capital). Correction factors and 
appropriate cooking indices were applied to each food consumed to 
obtain the prices per gram of food in the form of final consumption 
recorded in the 24-hour dietary recall (24HR). Prices were converted 
into whole raw food based on the quantity purchased (in grams or 
milliliters). Finally, the direct cost per calorie of each individual’s diet 
was calculated from the prices per gram (in Reais, R$) and quantities 
of food consumed, updated for the reference period (July 2020), using 
the Broad Consumer Price Index and Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) 
conversion factors for Brazil, both for each of the food items and for 
income, available on the World Bank website. With these information 
linked we can start the studies, but with attention to the following 
paragraphs. 

The economic studies revealed to be established in three 
major groups, with emphasis on: consumer food choices; dietary 

improvements, recommendations and public policy development; and 
economic studies of dietary quality. It is remarkable that for economic 
evaluation of nutrition interventions and policy makers, studies 
should include robust methodological features and strategies to foster 
their use, reach feasible conclusions, and improve statistical models.3

We must select the central point of our studies based on these study 
topics. Once established, first, we must appropriate the metrics of 
comparison, i.e., mass, portion, or energy.7 Prices/mass are indicated 
in studies of consumer choice: comparison between similar foods, 
two products that will serve the same purpose within their diet differ 
in price. Prices/portion is indicated in studies of food policy, dietary 
guidelines, and recommendations: comparison of prices in the context 
of direct substitutions of one food for another. Prices/energy are 
indicated in studies of dietary quality: comparison of prices in the 
context of public health and food security.7

Second, once the comparison metric is chosen, you shall recall that 
the price of food mass is calculated excluding the parts of the food that 
are actually eaten, since shells, seeds, bones are usually discarded. 
For this purpose, use properly the established correction and cooking 
factors for the food where applicable.7,8

Third, be aware that when using a database from a different year than 
the one of your study, it will be necessary to escalate the prices of each 
food item, as well as the income, considering the CPI, which corrects 
the values for inflation and shows the changes.9 Remember that each 
country has its own CPI. Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) is important 
considering the possibility of comparison on the diet costs across 
international studies. Perform the conversion of the monetary values 
from the local currency unit (in the case of Brazil, Brazilian reais, 
R$) to the international currency unit in PPP, i.e., the International 
Monetary Units (IMUs).6
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Communication: Public health nutrition studies should 
consider incorporating the use of food prices and dietary costs into 
analyses.

Many efforts have been concentrated on providing parameters, 
guidelines, and dietary recommendations focused on healthy eating 
habits. However, we are facing a public health problem, the so-called 
global syndemic accompanied by poor diets that still seem to fall short 
of recommendations.1,2 In this way, the relationship between nutrition 
(what food people buy and their eating habits) and economics (food 
prices and diet costs, for instance) is undeniable, both in the individual 
and the social sphere.3,4 Prices are one of the main determinants in the 
causal pathway between socioeconomic status and diet quality; thus, 
they are particularly important for nutrition in public health studies.1,3,4

Research about cost of diets is not straightforward, because of 
issues, like: dietary data from national surveillance or epidemiological 
individual-level surveys often do not collect and include a specific 
section about food prices paid or expenditures; population-level 
consumption data are not disaggregated and sales data poorly reveal 
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The fouth point is comparability, for this we use purchasing power 
parity, which is an exchange rate responsible for prices equalization of 
identical goods (or baskets of goods) in different countries.10

The expansion of public health nutrition research on economic 
issues can benefit society by defining and implementing public 
policies, as well as at the individual level by guiding better choices. The 
recommendation for the use of price information in nutrition studies 
of dietary quality, consumer food choices and food policy should be 
based on the choice of the most appropriate metric of comparison, the 
use of correction and cooking factors where applicable, in addition to 
CPI and PPP. We can extend potential benefits to discussions within 
the academic community, as is the case in undergraduate nutrition and 
public health courses, which mostly if not almost all do not include 
courses and discussions about perspectives related to food and 
nutrition in the economic context.
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