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Comparative prices and affordability are key issues that drive the daily food choices for many 

Americans.  Products perceived to be higher in price often languish on supermarket shelves 

while lower cost foods can capture the attention of the increasingly large percentage of 

consumers that focus first on value for the dollar.   

Health and wellness experts agree that fresh produce is essential for a nutritious and well-

balanced diet.  Yet a perception exists among the American public, ranging from individual 

consumers to the media to politicians, that fresh produce is more expensive than many 

nutritionally empty processed foods, and therefore unaffordable for some middle and lower 

income Americans.  

Quantifying the cost per serving of fruits and vegetables is more challenging than documenting 

the prices of packaged, processed foods.  Fruits and vegetables are seasonal with prices that 

fluctuate based on crop conditions, production, quality, growing region and other factors 

including the cost of similar substitutes.  In addition, a portion of many produce items must be 

discarded such as the skin, core, rind, etc.  Yet the cost of the “waste “portion is included in the 

total price paid by the consumer.  Finally, the majority of fruits and vegetables are sold in 

supermarkets as “random weight.”  The products sold by weight, or “per pound,” make cost-per-

servicing calculations even more challenging; for example, a small apple could be a single 

serving while a larger apple might contain two or more servings.  Thus, actual “per serving” cost 

for fruits and vegetables are all the more difficult to calculate. 

In order to provide greater clarity on the true cost per serving for fruits and vegetables, the 

Produce Marketing Association (PMA) commissioned the Perishables Group to conduct a study 

using its national supermarket fresh foods database.  The goal: Determine the lowest average 

cost at any given time during the year for a consumer to meet dietary recommendations by 

purchasing nine servings of fresh fruits and vegetables per day, while having variety in her diet.   

Data Collection and Methodology 

The Perishables Group data universe includes more than 13,000 stores nationally.  The data for 

fresh fruit and vegetable sales include dollars, volume and average retail price for each 

customer transaction.  Since the transactions cover both everyday priced items as well as 

purchases made on sale, the true cost paid by consumers—regardless of season—can be 

calculated.   

The analysis included point-of-sale (POS) data for all fresh fruits and vegetables at the store 

level, by week and by item for the 52 weeks ending June 30, 2010.  In addition, data was 



aggregated to provide a regional analysis (West, East, South, Central) as well as by calendar 

quarter. 

To ensure that the products identified as “optimal low cost items” are widely available to 

consumers during any selected time period and region, the Perishables Group  established a 

distribution threshold.  Only those fresh produce items with distribution in a minimum of 25 

stores during the 52-week period and those with sales of $1,000 or more were included in the 

analysis (all stores combined).  Items with a retail price below 1.5 cents per serving were 

excluded, as these very low prices indicate a product that is somehow distressed and being sold 

at an extreme discount to drive sales and prevent retail shrink.     

Finally, only fresh items typically eaten as a fresh serving were included. Produce items typically 

used as ingredients (hot peppers, garlic and herbs, etc.) were not included. 

To convert produce pounds to servings, the Perishables Group applied an “edible portion” factor 

to each fruit and vegetable to ensure that only the edible portion of each fruit and vegetable was 

included in the study.  This “edible factor” was formulated using the USDA SR22-Page Reports.   

PG then aligned the POS sales of fruit and vegetable transactions with a cooking conversion 

calculator based on USDA serving sizes developed by gourmetsleuth.com.      

The result is that the Perishables Group was able to provide an exact calculation of the average 

retail price paid by consumers (including everyday and sale prices) per serving for each fruit and 

vegetable item, by fiscal quarter, for stores in each region of the United States. 

Seasonality and Promoted Pricing  

Seasonal price fluctuations are a reality for supermarket shoppers.  Prices of many fruits and 

vegetables often drop considerably at the peak of harvest when supplies are plentiful.   

Conversely, prices for individual fruits or vegetables can be comparatively high during the “off” 

season when the only source for consumers may be from imports.   In addition, temporary price 

discounts, or “sales,” are common.  In any given week, approximately 30% of all produce 

transactions involve “sale” items.  As a result, consumers focusing their fruit and vegetable 

purchases on lower priced items can achieve significant cost savings.  Recognizing that 

consumers shopping both lower cost items and fruits and vegetables on “sale” will likely be able 

to drive down the cost per serving, the Perishables Group  developed cost averages of the 

potential savings available to consumers that focus purchases on seasonal and/or promoted 

items. 

Results 

On average, the cost for one consumer to purchase nine servings of fruits and vegetables from 

a traditional grocery store is $2.18.  This includes the average of both full price and sale items. 

The average cost for a serving of fruit is 28 cents while a serving of vegetables is 21 cents.  This 

data shows that a consumer, on average, will pay 25 cents per serving of fruits or vegetables.  

So even without benefit of sales or seasonal buying, fruits and vegetables offer consumers 

remarkable value.  



Fruit and vegetable costs per serving are lowest in the fourth quarter for the total U.S. and in all 

regions of the country.  However, the price fluctuation by quarter is relatively minor.   The 

average cost for the total U.S. for nine fruit and vegetable servings peaks in the second quarter 

at $2.31 compared to $2.20 in the first quarter, $2.15 in the third quarter and $2.08 in the fourth 

quarter.  

Average Fruit/Vegetable Cost per Serving 

Total U.S. Fruits Vegetables   9 Svgs
    

52 Weeks  
Ending 6/30/10  $0.28     $0.21          $2.18
    

Q3 2009 $0.27     $0.21          $2.15 
Q4 2009 $0.27        $0.20          $2.08 
Q1 2010 $0.29        $0.21          $2.20 

Q2 2010 $0.29        $0.23          $2.31 
 

On a regional basis, the East had the lowest combined cost to purchase nine servings while the 

South had the highest cost.  The cost in the East is $2.08 compared to $2.30 in the South.  The 

average cost in the Central region is $2.09, with the West falling in the middle at $2.12.  

What else can consumers do to save money?  Production costs generally cause some products 

to be consistently lower in price while others are at the higher end of the scale.  Consumers can 

enjoy considerable savings by focusing purchases on the fruit and vegetable items that are 

consistently lower in price.  For example, watermelon averages only 14 cents per serving while 

bananas average 16 cents, compared to the average for all fruit at 28 cents.  For vegetables, 

consumers can purchase cabbage at 8 cents per serving and potatoes at 11 cents per serving, 

versus the average for all vegetables at 21 cents.   

If consumers focus their purchases on the lower cost fruit and vegetable categories, the total 

daily cost for nine servings  drops by 35% from $2.18 to $1.40.   

 



 

This analysis shows that with a bit of planning and focused shopping, any consumer can find 

fresh fruits and vegetables to be affordable on a daily basis.  

Fruit Cost Per Serving Vegetable Cost Per Serving

1 Watermelon $0.14 1 Cabbage $0.08

2 Bananas $0.16 2 Potatoes $0.11

3 Apples $0.20 3 Lettuce/Salad $0.15

4 Pears $0.24 4 Eggplant $0.16

5 Pineapple $0.25 5 Prepared Cooking Greens $0.16

6 Peaches $0.27 6 Summer Squash $0.19

7 Oranges $0.29 7 Carrots $0.19

8 Tangerines $0.29 8 Tomatillo $0.20

9 Nectarines $0.30 9 Winter Squash $0.21

10 Prepared Papaya $0.32 10 Greens $0.22

11 Grapefruit $0.33 11 Root Vegetables $0.23

12 Grapes $0.34 12 Onions $0.25

13 Plums $0.37 13 Prepared Broccoli Slaw $0.26

14 Prepared Pears $0.39 14 Beans $0.26

15 Mango $0.40 15 Prepared Broccoli $0.27

16 Avocados $0.40 16 Cucumbers $0.28

17 Honeydew $0.43 17 Broccoli $0.29

18 Prepared Peaches $0.43 18 Celery $0.30

19 Prepared Oranges $0.44 19 Prepared Cabbage $0.31

20 Cherries $0.44 20 Brussel Sprouts $0.31

33 Bell Peppers $0.47

34 Tomatoes $0.49

Total U.S. - 52 Weeks Ending June 20, 2010

Top 20 Least Expensive Servings

 

Do Supermarket Promotions on fruits and vegetables offer additional value? 

The final question involves the value for consumers of focusing purchases of fruits and 

vegetables that are "on sale” in the weekly food page advertisements (newspaper ads, mailers, 

loyalty card promotions, etc.)  The Perishables Group found that when isolating the items on 

sale, an average consumer can purchase their nine servings of fruits and vegetables for just 88 

cents per day.  This represents a discount of nearly 60% from the overall average for the 

produce department.  This is a remarkably low cost when compared to the cost per serving for 

most processed foods, fast food restaurants and even vending machine snacks.  

A Sample Basket 

Regular Seedless Watermelon $0.03

Branded Pineapple $0.15

Bananas $0.15

Red Globe Grapes $0.17

Fruit Total $0.50

Romaine Lettuce $0.05

Green Cabbage $0.06

Red Potatoes, 5 Lb Bag $0.07

Eggplant $0.10

Collard Greens $0.11

Vegetable Total $0.38

9 Servings Total $0.88

Example basket from 2009-Q3:

8/15/09 - Store A


