Shopping for the Thrifty Food Plan

*Please refer to the CD included in the front pocket of this booklet for electronic versions of necessary documents*
1. Identify the store from which you will collect data.

2. Before you enter the store, make sure you have these 2 items with you:

a. “Data collection form_TFP food list.” A blank Excel Spreadsheet that will let you record items, brand name, price, container size, and make notes. 

b. Box C-2 from Appendix C from “USDA Community Food Security Assessment Toolkit.” This tells you which items you may—and may not—substitute in case an item is missing or not carried.

3. Obtain consent from management. When you enter the grocery store, you should ask for the manager and explain your purpose in doing the price check. The following is an example of what to say:

a. “My name is ___________________ and I am doing research for _________________ by looking at food prices in your store. I won’t disrupt the flow of business and my findings will remain confidential. If you have any questions, you may contact me at ____________________.”

4. With your data collection form in hand, walk around the store and collect prices. You will probably start with produce first, because it is often in the front in many grocery stores.

5. Make sure the price you record is the lowest price among the same food items. This requires looking for foods that are generic, bulk, or on sale. 
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6. Record both the unit price (per pound, per quart, etc) and the price per actual package, the size of the container in which it is sold. Even for produce that may be sold by the single item (oranges, melons, a bag of celery, etc), please weigh all the produce so you can estimate a per pound price. Don’t worry if the actual size of the container doesn’t match the “unit desired at store.”

7. Take note of any factors that might affect the price or nutritional quality of a food item such as sale, organic, local, bulk, frozen, cut of meat/fish, or if an item is not low-sodium or low fat. If an item is on sale, please use the sale price rather than the regular price. 

8. Be patient as you collect data. If you need help finding something, ask an employee of the store. If customers ask you questions about the location of food, explain to them that you’re not an employee but you’re just checking prices. 

9. If an item is missing but is usually carried, copy down the price listed on the tag on the shelf. If an item on the list is not usually carried at the store, locate a store of similar size and selection in the area and try to find the price of the item. If this is not possible, refer to the algorithm for pricing missing items in the “data calculation workbook.” 

10. After collecting the data, you should put the numbers into an electronic version of the shopping list “Data Collection Form_TFP Food List” so you have a typed copy of food prices.

