GROCERY PRICE COMPARISON STUDY

A longitudinal study in partnership with Sustain: The
Australian Food Network

Rationale

Fresh fruit and vegetable prices vary widely
across rural and regional Victoria, with limited
retail options, supply chain challenges, and
socio-economic disadvantage affecting
affordability in many communities.

As part of a three-year partnership between
the Loddon Mallee Public Health Unit
(LMPHU) and Sustain: The Australian Food
Network, this study addresses a key evidence
gap by examining how these factors influence
food access, affordability, and health equity.

The collaborative research compares fresh
food retail environments across metropolitan
and regional communities, with a particular
focus on the unique conditions of the Loddon
Mallee region.

The aim of the project was to understand the
variation in fresh food costs across the

Loddon Mallee Region. The project was
initially planned to cover four local government
areas surrounding Bendigo; however, the
project was expanded to cover all local
government areas across the region based on
an analysis of socio-economic data.

At A Glance

e Year One regional price
comparison completed

o 166kg of food donated to
community food pantries
and food relief
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Objectives

The project compares fresh food basket costs
across different retail environments, including
supermarkets, greengrocers, and
independent retailers.

It examines how prices vary within and
between communities based on levels of
socioeconomic disadvantage and geographic
location.
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e Developed produce quality
tool

¢ 31 food retailers assessed

e Findings to inform future
healthy food system
planning
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What we did

Over a two week period, Masters of Dietetics
students and staff collected grocery price
data from selected retail outlets and assessed
the quality of fresh fruit and vegetables using
a newly developed produce quality tool. Data
was analysed to compare food affordability,
quality and availability between the locations.

A produce quality assessment tool was
developed and tested in a regional setting,
providing valuable feedback to strengthen
future data collection and support ongoing
healthy food monitoring.

Findings were shared with regional
stakeholders via a webinar delivered in
partnership with Sustain.

Outcome

Across 31 retail environments, findings
highlighted significant variation in food price
and quality across the Loddon Mallee,
including gaps in culturally important produce
and limited promotion of locally grown food
(only one retailer identified).

Supermarkets generally offered lower-priced
baskets than independent retailers, with
notable differences across locations, Swan
Hill recorded the lowest prices, while
Campaspe had the highest quality.

The project also supported community
benefit, with 166kg of purchased food
donated to local food relief.

Delivered through a three-year program, the
study builds an evidence base to support a
more equitable, affordable and resilient
healthy food system.
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Lessons learned

Supermarkets generally offered lower per
kilogram prices than independent retailers,
though basket weights were also lower.

Independent retailers had higher and more
variable costs, particularly across levels of
neighbourhood disadvantage.

Distance from metropolitan areas generally
equated to higher grocery prices.

Aromatics were the most inconsistent items
in price, availability, and quality.

The region’s large geographic area also
created challenges for the two-week data
collection period, which will be addressed
through improved scheduling and stronger
stakeholder engagement in the next phase.

Next Steps

The LMPHU will use findings to inform
future healthy food system initiatives and
repeat the study in year two to monitor
changes in food affordability and produce
quality across the region.

For more information about this project,
visit: Loddon Mallee Public Health Unit /
Health Food Systems
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