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Abstract  

With obesity and nutritional deficiencies being major causes for disease around the world, access 

to nutrition is a growing issue. Based on previous research done by Elizabeth Eisenhaur and Mariane 

Fahlman, we hypothesized that race and socioeconomic status (SES) could lead to issues concerning the 

access to nutritional foods. For this study, our group took a trip to Whole Foods Market, a grocery store 

typically found in higher income areas, and to Kroger, a grocery store readily available in lower income 

areas, in order to compare the prices per ounce and the variety of brands available in each grocery store. 

Specifically, we looked at prices and varieties of yogurt, peanut butter, and spaghetti. Although it was 

found that prices were generally higher at Whole Foods Market and that there were more organic and 

natural brands present at this grocery store, it was still possible to find healthy options at Kroger. In 

conclusion, we found that despite the discrepancy between Whole Foods Market and Kroger, there are 

still nutritionally available products that consumers can afford at both grocery stores. This paper 

investigates whether low SES and minority groups have lack of access to nutrition.  

Introduction 

The problem investigated by our group is the disparities in access to nutrition. These seem to be 

significantly related to SES and race, especially when considering the distribution of low-income 

minorities in urban centers as opposed to the higher income Caucasian populations in suburban areas. 

Lack of access to affordable nutritious foods in low SES and minority groups can lead to a multitude of 

other health problems, such as obesity, diabetes, and heart disease.  

Nutrient-dense foods such as fresh organic produce tend to be more expensive than energy-dense 

processed foods derived from highly processed corn, which is highly subsidized by the U.S. government. 

This makes it difficult for members of low SES groups and minorities to have economic access to 

nutrient-dense foods, and they tend to consume energy-dense foods instead. Additionally, businesses 
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offering high quality nutrient-dense foods tend to open stores in areas where people of higher SES, who 

coincidentally tend to be Caucasian, reside such as the suburbs. Conversely, stores offering mostly 

energy-dense foods are more likely to be found in urban areas. This makes it difficult for low SES and 

minority groups to have physical access to healthy foods. Further complicating the problem is the lack of 

knowledge of what foods are healthy among low SES and minority groups. Hence, even if they have 

access to such food, they have problems identifying what is truly beneficial for them. For the action 

component of the study, our research group visited Kroger and Whole Foods Market to investigate the 

ease of accessibility of nutrient-dense food. We compared variety and prices of three commonly 

consumed foods: vanilla yogurt, peanut butter, and spaghetti noodles.   

Literature Review 

 The literature we reviewed discussed race and socioeconomic status, and how those two topics 

influence access to nutrition. The following study will separately discuss race and SES in regards to 

nutrition; it will also address how race and SES intersect with one another as combined factors leading to 

lack of access to nutrition. This paper also discusses some ways in which the reviewed pieces of literature 

could be improved.  

The literature that was reviewed demonstrated that disparities in nutritional behavior have a lot to 

do with one’s socioeconomic status. Individuals of a lower SES are less likely to have access to 

nutritional foods, while those of a higher SES are more likely to have such access. Eisenhauer found that 

declining health and inadequate food access are problems in poor communities [2]. These problems have 

been persisting over the years, and have surged from factors like deteriorating perceptions about 

America’s inner cities, fewer resources for urban infrastructure, and declining welfare programs [2]. In 

The economics of obesity: dietary energy density and energy cost, the researchers determined that obesity 

is a socioeconomic issue in America. Nutrient-dense foods are generally more expensive than energy-

dense foods. Furthermore, energy-dense foods tend to be less satiating and may induce weight gain as a 

result [1]. These pieces of literature suggest that unhealthy food options not only induce obesity, but also 
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are more likely to be consumed by people of a lower SES, as it may be their only economically viable 

option. 

This socioeconomic and minority issue carries over to the actual and practical access to nutrition, 

especially when it comes to the point in which consumers are faced with a choice of food products. In 

Poor Health: Supermarket Redlining and Urban Nutrition, Eisenhauer [2] suggests that race and racism 

are to blame for the deteriorating perceptions about America’s inner cities and for the declining resources 

for urban infrastructure and welfare programs. According to this study, there has been a decline in health 

and food access because of the negative effect race has on the health of a community [2].  

Not only does low SES and being part of a minority place obstacles in the actual access to 

nutrition in supermarkets or stores, but they also imply there is a knowledge and education barrier. In 

Racial and Socioeconomic Disparities in Nutritional Behaviors: Targeted Interventions Needed, specific 

research was done among black and white students concerning nutritional values. The results of the study 

show that black students scored lower than white students in areas such as dietary knowledge and dietary 

behaviors. This study shows that race could have an impact on a community concerning their views on 

elements of nutrition. Similarly, in a study done by Fahlman et al., findings showed that there was a large 

discrepancy in dietary knowledge, behaviors, and self-efficacy between black students of low SES and 

white students of higher SES [3]. It appears that those of a lower SES and minority race are at a 

disadvantage when it comes to nutrition in general. This means that this issue is an issue that is a wide 

concern. Eisenhauer argues that low social status and limited economic opportunities are the interacting 

pathways that give rise to the process of unequal distribution of wealth and access to nutrition [2]. 

These studies suggest that health and nutrition disparities are related to the intersection between 

socioeconomic status and race in the United States. The literature as a whole makes it apparent that in 

terms of nutrition, SES and race intersect with one another as factors that impact access to specific types 

of food. Studies reveal that African Americans from lower SES backgrounds have less knowledge on 

food and nutrition, thus suggesting they have fewer opportunities to access a balanced and healthy food 

diet on a daily basis. At a larger scale, because certain neighborhoods are perceived negatively due to low 
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SES and belonging to racial minorities, there has been a decline in the availability of supermarkets in 

those areas. All in all, a combination of SES and race are affecting access to nutrition in certain 

neighborhoods and cities in the United States. This creates disparities in dietary health, to which every 

person, regardless of social categories, should have access. 

After doing extensive literature review, we believe that this area of study could be improved by 

extending the focus to other racial/ethnic minority groups in order to determine if the same principles 

apply for them as well. It might also be beneficial to study white students of low SES to determine 

whether race or SES is the primary factor affecting nutrition. Furthermore, research could be done 

comparing students of different races but similar SES, such as both black and white students of low SES, 

to see if the aforementioned differences between black and white youths persist.  

Methods 

The entire group made the decision to look for and compare the same three items at Whole Foods 

and Kroger that would essentially fit within the three meals of the day: breakfast, lunch and dinner. We 

chose vanilla yogurt for breakfast, peanut butter for lunch and spaghetti noodles for dinner. 

On Sunday, March 17th at 2pm, two members of the our group took a small trip to Whole Foods 

in Ann Arbor (Washtenaw) to collect data for our study on access to nutrition. We took the AATA bus, 

and after arriving to Whole Foods, we went to the pasta, peanut butter, and yogurt section to compare 

three variables of each: price, brand variety, and nutrition labels. We took pictures of the selection of each 

type of product as a whole, of the nutrition labels, and of individual products. We then recorded our 

findings in a spreadsheet for analysis. We also took note of the racial/ethnic background of shoppers, as 

well as whether there were any employees making kitchen demonstration, or if there was a variety and 

abundance of sale items. 

On Monday, March 18th at 5:45pm four other members of the group took AATA Bus 6 to the 

Kroger at 1919 S Industrial Hwy in Ann Arbor, MI. Once at Kroger, the group split up and went to look 

for the three specified products: vanilla yogurt, peanut butter and spaghetti noodles. Once all items were 

located, the group took note of their prices and determined which brands were the cheapest and which 
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brands were the most expensive for each item. Group members took pictures of all of the items, as well as 

corresponding nutrition labels and price stickers. The group’s findings were recorded in a spreadsheet in 

which was also used by the Whole Foods group. Group members also made brief observations of the 

customers’ racial/ethnic background and age. 

 
Results 

Whole Foods Data 

Product Brand Weight (ounces) Price Specifications 

Vanilla Yogurt Wallaby Organic 6 $.99 Organic, 1.5% 
milk fat 

 SO Delicious 6 $1.99 Dairy Free 

 Siggi’s 6 $1.99 strained non-fat 
yogurt, 0% milkfat 

Peanut Butter 365  18 $4.99 No sugar added 

 Cream Nut: 
Natural 

16.5 $6.99 Made with flax 
seed, hemp seed, 
all natural, 
smooth, low stir 

 Naturally Nutty 15 $8.99 Made with 
hydrogenated oils 

Spaghetti  Bella Terra 
Organic 

16 $2.39 USDA Organic 

 BioNature: 
Organic 

16 $2.99 Organic, 100% 
whole wheat, 
USDA Organic,  

 Lundberg 10 $3.69 Brown Rice pasta 

 TruRoots 8 $4.39 gluten free 

 
Kroger 

Product Brand Weight (ounces) Price Specifications 

Vanilla Yogurt Kroger  32 $1.99 Vanilla flavored 
plus other natural 
flavors 

 Dannon 32 $3.49 All natural with 
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other natural 
flavors, 1.5% 
milkfat 

Peanut Butter Kroger 18 $2.69 N/A 

 Smucker’s Natural 16 $4.09 Made without 
hydrogenated oils 

 Santa Cruz 
Organic 

16 $6.19 Organic, made 
without 
hydrogenated oils 

 Arrowhead 
Organic 

16 $7.99 Organic 

Spaghetti  Kroger 16 $1.00 enriched 

 Simple Truth 
Organic 

16 $2.19 USDA Organic 

 Mueller’s 16 $2.39 N/A 

 
 

At Whole Foods, our research group took note of the price range, brand and nutrition values for 

vanilla yogurt, peanut butter, and spaghetti noodles. The variety of brands within the store was all 

organic. For the vanilla yogurt, the section contained six different brands of organic yogurt. We recorded 

that Wallaby Organic Yogurt was $.99 for 6 ounces, SO Delicious was $1.99 for 6 ounces, and Siggi’s 

Yogurt was $1.99 for 5.3 ounces. For the section of peanut butter, the Cream Nut brand was $6.99 for 

16.5 ounces. For the Whole Foods brand of peanut butter, 18 ounces was $4.99. For the Naturally Nutty 

brand of peanut butter, 15 ounces was $8.99. 10 brands of spaghetti pasta was present on the shelf. For 

examples, Lundenberg (10 oz.) was $3.69, the TruRoots Organic Ancient Grain Spaghetti (8 oz.) was 

$4.39, and BioNature Whole Wheat Organic Spaghetti (16 oz.) was $2.99, and the BellaTerra Organic 

Spaghetti (16 oz.) was $2.39. 

The group at Kroger recorded data on four different aspects of each product. This group recorded 

the brand, size, price, and nutrition label for each of the three chosen food items. Vanilla yogurt had a 

price range of $1.99-$3.49. The cheapest type of vanilla yogurt found was a 32 ounce container of Kroger 
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brand regular vanilla yogurt. A 32 ounce container of Dannon brand regular vanilla yogurt was $3.49. 

Peanut butter however had a lot of variation in price and type. The prices for creamy peanut butter in 16-

18 ounce containers ranged from $2.69-$7.99. An 18 ounce container of Kroger brand Creamy Peanut 

Butter costs $2.69 and 16 ounces of Smucker’s Natural Creamy Peanut Butter costs $4.09. The Kroger 

group also recorded data on organic creamy peanut butter. A 16 ounce jar of Santa Cruz Organic Creamy 

peanut butter costs $6.19 and a 16 ounce jar of Arrowhead Organic Creamy peanut butter costs $7.99. 

The price range for white pasta spaghetti noodles was $1.00-$2.39. A 16 ounce box of Kroger brand Thin 

White Spaghetti cost $1.00, a 16 ounce box of Simple Truth Organic White Spaghetti cost $2.19, and a 16 

ounce box of Mueller’s White Spaghetti cost $2.39. 

Other Observations 

At Whole Foods Market, we also paid attention to demographics, specifically racial and ethnic 

compositions of the shoppers that we encountered. We observed that shoppers at Whole Foods were 

mainly Caucasian. A few of them were families and there were few students. The cashiers and employees 

were mostly White, although there were a few that were Asian and Black. Also, upon entering the grocery 

store, a sign for free valet parking was exhibited. The Kroger group made several observations aside from 

food items that included demographics of customers and availability of staff support. Group members 

observed that many customers were of a minority group in terms of race and ethnicity (i.e. African 

American and Asian). There were also a lot of students and several overweight people. The group did not 

observe any employees walking around to assist customers. 

Discussion 

Analyzing the data from the tables presented, it was difficult to directly compare the prices of 

yogurt because of the weight of each product did not match properly. In general, however, even the 

products that were sold at Whole Foods were proportionally more expensive than those sold at Kroger. 

For instance, a 6oz yogurt cup was $1.99, while a 32oz yogurt cup was $1.99. Moreover, the fact that the 

products at Kroger were larger in quantity than those at Whole Food reflect the differences in the target 

audience; people with lower income might tend to buy products in larger quantities at lower prices. As for 
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peanut butter, an 18oz 365 Whole Foods brand peanut butter jar was $4.99 at Whole Foods, while a 

Kroger brand 18oz peanut butter jar was $2.69. Overall, all prices for peanut butter were higher at Whole 

Foods. Finally, spaghetti was also more expensive at Whole Foods, prices ranging from $2.39 to $4.39, 

while it cost from $1.00 to $2.19 at Kroger. 

As for variety of brands, we found that the brands at Whole Foods included healthier and organic 

options when compared to those found in Kroger. Although there are healthy options at Kroger as well, 

the brands found at Whole Foods Market had a more of a variety of natural ingredients. For example, 

Cream Nut: Natural Peanut butter was made using flax seed and hemp seed, while organic options at 

Kroger only went to the extent of the elimination of hydrogenated oils. This shows that although there are 

healthy options readily available at both grocery stores, Kroger has a smaller selection of organic, natural 

foods when compared to Whole Foods Market, which has a wider variety and more extensive selection of 

organic, natural foods.  

We learned that Kroger sells items with more familiar name brands such as Jiffy, Smuckers and 

Dannon. Whole Foods tends to sell lesser known brands including Wallaby, Siggi’s, TruRoots and had 

their own brand called 365. We had originally hypothesized that Whole Foods would have more higher 

quality, organic foods and while this was observed, our group also discovered a great deal of organic food 

at Kroger. However, Kroger’s organic food section was only about four aisles compared to an entire store. 

Kroger’s organic food section was also harder to find and pushed off to the side. Organic and non-organic 

items were not really intertwined. For example, organic peanut butter and non-organic butter were found 

in separate aisles. We learned that Whole Foods’ prices were often more expensive than that of Kroger’s. 

However, in both stores the organic items were always more expensive. Through brief observations we 

also discovered that the demographics of customers at Whole Foods and Kroger varied.  

One of the limitations of our action was that we separated our group into two sub-groups. 

Although we discussed how Whole Foods and Kroger were different after the trips, we could not directly 

compare them since we each went to one store. The other limitation was that even though we examined 

the demographics at both stores, we did not formally conduct a survey to support our observation. Finally, 
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we only went to one Kroger and one Whole Foods, which could have affected the demographics, 

customer services, etc.  

If we were to repeat the action component of the project, we would focus on improving the 

limitation mentioned above. It would be crucial that we visit the stores together so we would be able to 

compare them directly as a group. We should also visit at least two stores each. While it would be ideal to 

visit as many stores as possible to ensure that the data is not affected by other variables such as location, 

we do not have the transportation required to do so. Lastly, we would conduct a survey on demographics 

at both stores so we would have more reliable data.  

Implications 

From our observations, it is apparent that organic foods are more expensive than non-organic 

foods. In addition, the organic products can be difficult to locate at times as they are separate from the 

non-organic products. If there is an interest in encouraging customers to eat better, it may be helpful to 

put the all organic products on the same shelves as the non-organic products so that customers can see the 

options in one place and be in a better position to make decisions. On a broader policy scale, local or 

national governments could subsidize the more nutritious or organic foods so that they are more 

accessible to customers of low SES. This could potentially help combat broader issues such as obesity 

and diabetes and prevent many health care costs.  

Reflection on the Group Process 

After collectively reflecting on the process of completing the Research Action Project, our group 

came to conclusions about our dynamics and how we work together. During meetings, the group found it 

helpful when someone took up the leadership role to help guide and facilitate the group process. It was 

also beneficial to maintain communication among members outside of our required weekly meeting time. 

Group emails were helpful to keep everyone connected and informed on the progress of our project until 

the next CG meeting. Group members were also very understanding of everyone’s schedules and 

commitments and therefore tried to accommodate one another. 
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Both groups, Whole Foods and Kroger, felt that their action was completed successfully in terms 

of findings and work distribution among members. Group members took on different roles during the 

action component, whether that meant recording findings, organizing transportation or taking pictures of 

items and group members. The group agreed that each member brought a different perspective to the 

group and that proved beneficial when communicating about roles and actions to be taken. 

As a group we concluded that there are several improvements that could be made for future 

research. We would have liked to have organized and completed our action component earlier in the 

semester. Additionally, it would have been helpful to designate specific roles to members so that we made 

sure deadlines were met and work was completed on a consistent basis.  

Conclusion  

 Realizing the prevalence of obesity in society, our group sought to explore disparities in the 

access to nutrition. We specifically focused on how socioeconomic status and race related to the nutrition 

and food sources one may access. After reviewing literature and making two separate research trips to 

different grocery stores, we concluded that organic and nutrient-dense food are available to all 

socioeconomic statuses. However, it is more accessible and likely to be utilized by those of higher 

economic status. Organic, as opposed to processed food, are more expensive and therefore targeted at 

those in a higher socioeconomic class that have the financial means to buy these higher-quality foods. 

Despite limitations such as having to divide into separate groups during the research process, we were 

still able to derive conclusions about how socioeconomic status and possibly race, affect access to 

nutrition. That only economically advantaged classes in society can afford the most nutritious foods is a 

curious social justice issue that deserves more attention.  
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