
Which? Shorts: Truth behind food inflation

Hello and welcome, I’m Rob Lilley and this is the Which? Shorts podcast.

In these episodes we give you the chance to listen to our very best articles from us here at Which?

We’re the UK’s consumer champion, so please do remember to subscribe, tell a friend, and we’d also
love it if you’d leave us a review and rating too, wherever you’re listening.

This week we hear how food inflation is rising fast.

With Which? crunching more than 1.9m prices, we reveal which groceries are seeing the largest
increase.

To read this article, written by Ellie Simmonds, I’ll hand you over to Charlotte Gifford…

***

You don’t need to be an economist to know grocery prices are rising sharply – anyone doing a regular
supermarket shop will have noticed at the checkout.

The news is full of headline inflation figures, but these only tell part of the story. Inflation isn’t
one-size-fits-all, it varies significantly depending on what and how you buy. We crunched more than 1.9
million prices to reveal the truth about food inflation – and uncover the sneaky tricks supermarkets use to
disguise it. Our statisticians analysed the prices of more than 21,000 groceries across two years –
comparing the average prices at eight major supermarkets between the start of December 2021 and the
end of February 2022 with the same period two years previously.

Grocery inflation was 3.14% on average over that period – but this masked huge changes in some
prices. Some 265 groceries had price rises of more than 20%, including items from brands such as
Flora, Cathedral City and Kellogg’s, as well as own-label items such as chicken breast fillets. Fizzy
drinks had the biggest price rises – 5.85% on average. This was followed by butters and spreads (4.9%),
energy drinks (4.8%) and milk (4.6%). Groceries with the lowest inflation included chocolate (1.4%),
fresh fruit (1.6%), biscuits (1.8%) and vegetables (1.9%).

Increasing the shelf price of groceries is just one way supermarkets manage inflation. In fact, it’s usually
one of the last resorts. Fewer discounts, smaller products (at the same price) or smaller savings on sale
items are some of the sneakier tricks they use. And of course, some supermarkets and some product
lines will be able to absorb some increases in costs before passing them on to shoppers directly. We
looked at how inflation varied between supermarkets – and the results may surprise you. Morrisons had
the highest inflation on the products we analysed across two years, at 4.08%, followed by Asda (3.97%),
Tesco (3.48%), Aldi (3.2%), Sainsbury’s (3.07%), Lidl (2.92%), Ocado (2.9%) and Waitrose (1.61%).



Different supermarkets have different supply chains and contractual obligations, which might mean some
find it easier to minimise costs than others. Morrisons is the UK’s largest fresh food manufacturer which
may mean it finds it harder to switch suppliers than some other supermarkets. In April, it warned its
profits were likely to take a significant hit this year due to inflation and supply issues.

Our investigation also found the number of promotions has reduced dramatically over the past two years
across almost all items. We found fewer promotions in every one of the 20 categories of popular-selling
groceries we looked at – the number of discounts on bottled water was down 14.69%, vegetables down
11.01% and energy drinks down 10.8%. The size of saving in promotions that did still happen had also
been cut in three quarters of the categories we looked at. This was most pronounced for butters and
spreads where the saving was reduced by 3.59% across the two years, followed by vegetables (3.45%)
and crisps (2.88%).

How inflation affects you personally will depend on what you buy, when you buy, where you shop and a
range of other factors. People who are able to shop around, buy in bulk and adapt their behaviour are
likely to be able to control how much inflation affects them more than those who can’t.

We looked at how inflation has affected different ranges of own-label groceries. Happily, own-label
budget ranges had the lowest level of inflation, at just 0.2%. Standard ranges rose in price by 2.84% and
the highest inflation was seen in own-label premium ranges which saw 3.15% inflation across the two
years our investigation focused on. Again, it’s not simply about price. Whether those budget items are in
stock, at an easily accessible store at the right time will also play a big part in making those lowest prices
available to those who need them. To see if availability might be an increasing issue, we looked at how
often budget own-label items were out of stock. We found they were out of stock on three times as many
days during the most recent three-month period, compared to two years previously.

While we found inflation on our 21,000 groceries was 3.14%, other ways of measuring inflation result in
different figures. Market analysts Kantar found take-home food price inflation was 5.9% in April,
compared to the same four weeks a year earlier. This was the highest level since December 2011. The
Kantar figure is based on more than 75,000 identical products compared year-on-year in proportions
bought by British shoppers. It covers more products but over a shorter time than our calculations.

Inflation overall (including other items, not just groceries) was 7% in March. The Bank of England
expects it to hit 8% later this spring and predicts it could go even higher later this year. No matter how
you measure it, we know 69% of people have been affected by increased food prices recently. A
nationally representative survey of 2,088 people conducted for us in Feb 2022 by Yonder, found 43% of
people bought cheaper groceries in response to rising prices and 35% bought extra items when they
were on promotion. Some 34% shopped around in other supermarkets, different stores or online. 19%
have gone without some foods, 10% have skipped meals, 7% have prioritised meals for other family
members, 3% have used a food bank.

Inflation isn’t likely to fall this year, but there are ways to control the effect on your grocery bill. These
include joining a loyalty scheme, choosing own-label over branded groceries and avoiding convenience
stores.

As Ellie Simmonds - the Senior Researcher at Which? behind this piece says, he grim truth is that it’s not
just food prices that are rising sharply. Fuel prices are at record highs, and energy costs have rocketed.
Government statistics show 83% of adults reported an increase in their cost of living in March 2022
compared with 62% in Nov 2021. Things are already tough for people – but we’re only at the start. The
war in Ukraine is likely to send prices soaring further and for longer, with commodities such as wheat,
fertiliser and sunflower oil particularly affected. Many price increases in shops are being staggered



because manufacturers generally ‘hedge’ costs by buying supplies in advance at lower prices. But these
short-term arrangements will start to unravel in the coming year with further costs being passed on to
consumers. Those who can make changes such as switching supermarkets or shifting down a range in
own-label products are lucky: there are many people who aren’t able to do so. So it’s more important
than ever that those that need support are able to access help quickly and easily.

Here’s our top tips for how to save money on groceries;

Firstly, shop around. We analyse thousands of prices each month to find the cheapest supermarket on
everything from bread to toothpaste. In April for example there was £9.14 difference between Lidl, the
cheapest and Waitrose, most costly, for a basket of 18 items.

Avoid convenience stores, you could be paying 9.5% more a year for exactly the same groceries by
shopping at a Sainsbury’s Local rather than one of its supermarkets. So it’s worth thinking twice about
where you go for smaller shops.

Own-label is often cheaper. We taste test everything from cornflakes to hot chocolate to see how
well-known brands fare against own-label choices. For example, supermarket own-label crunchy peanut
butter and baked beans beat bigger brands recently.

If you can stock up, do. When we crunched more than one million prices, we found the costs of branded
products in supermarkets can fluctuate by up to 284%. This so-called ‘yo-yo’ pricing means it’s worth
snapping up a good deal when you see it.

You could save between 50p - that’s with Sainsbury’s Nectar - or £5 at Iceland - for every £100 you
spend with a supermarket loyalty scheme. But the savings could easily be cancelled out if the shop’s
prices are higher than competitors’.

And keep an eye on use-by dates. Food with a use-by date must be consumed by midnight of its stated
expiry date or it could be unsafe. However, food near or even past its best-before date is usually
perfectly fine to eat and often heavily discounted.

***

Thank you to Charlotte, and thank you to Ellie Simmonds too, the journalist behind that original piece of
writing.

Remember you can find more articles you’ll find useful every day on everything from money and
technology to home and garden advice by signing up to one of our many free email newsletters at
which.co.uk/newsletters.

We’ll be back next week for another episode of Which? Shorts. Thanks for listening.

Which? Shorts was produced by me, Rob Lilley, while the Exec Producer was Angus Farquhar.


