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Taking a Bite Out of Your Grocery Bill
Food Prices Keep Rising, but Savvy Shoppers Can Keep their Grocery Budgets Under Control
Story by S. Kay Bell

M

aybe it happened when you tossed that bag of
chips into your shopping cart. Or when you swiped
your credit card at checkout. Or transferred items
from your shopping bag to your pantry.
You realized that your grocery bill had skyrocketed.
Last year, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture,
food prices rose 4%. That’s the biggest jump in nearly two decades, and it isn’t likely to stop climbing any time soon. The
USDA’s Economic Research Service says the Consumer Price
Index for all food is expected to increase by 3-to-4% in 2008,
too. If there’s any consolation, at least the food that’s taking
such a big bite out of our budgets is consuming less of our
time.
Dan Hamermesh, a University of Texas at Austin economics
professor, has studied the decisions that consumers, specifically married couples, make when it comes to eating. Hamermesh looked at expenditures of not only money, but also time
spent shopping for, preparing and eating food, as well as cleaning up afterward.
In analyzing data gathered between 1985 and 2003, Hamermesh found that over the years, our time spent on food-related
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activities dropped by nearly 30%. He also confirmed something
that almost every wife already knew: Husbands spent only
around a third as much time as their spouses in this overall
process.

The Evolution of Food Shopping
Part of the reason for the drop in time spent on grocery
tasks by both partners, said Hamermesh, is that the shopping
process has gotten easier. “Supermarkets are a relatively new
phenomenon,” he noted. “People used to go to a bunch of different stores to do their shopping – the green grocer, butcher,
baker. Now we have one facility. And those are getting larger.”
Case in point: Wal-Mart. The world’s largest retailer started
selling food in 1988 and in four years was the nation’s largest
grocer. Other big-box stores, such as Target, also sell foodstuffs. And wholesale stores like Costco and Sam’s Club lure

93% of us buy grocery items we never use. Most of these “cabinet
castaways” were purchased for recipes that were never made.

shoppers with bulk price promises. Traditional grocery
chains are fighting back. The Austin area has seen HEB
Plus stores spring up in local shopping centers and Randall’s, owned by California-based Safeway, has upgraded
many of its area stores. Austin also is home to the natural/organic grocery mothership, Whole Foods, which has
expanded its reach via acquisition of Wild Oats markets.
There’s local competition in the gourmet/specialty food
sector, too, with similar, and similarly popular, HEBowned Central Markets and the new-to-the-area Oakville
Grocery Co.
You’d think with such a variety of grocery shopping
options, shoppers would be able to pick-and-choose to
stay within food budgets. But sometimes a selection cornucopia creates, rather than solves, shopping problems.
Cornell University’s Food and Brand Lab conducts extensive grocery shopping research. Among its findings:
• More variety increases the quantity consumed.   
• 93% of us buy grocery items we never use. Most of
these “cabinet castaways” were purchased for recipes
that were never made.
• While large packages are generally less expensive per

ounce than smaller ones, they end up costing more if
you waste an oversized product.

10 Money-Saving Grocery
Shopping Tips
Don’t feel bad if you’ve made these, and other, costly
mistakes. You’re not alone. But there are ways to be a more
financially savvy grocery shopper. Here are 10 easy tips:
1. Look through local store flyers. If you don’t get them
in the mail or newspaper, you can find them online.
2. Make a list. Use the flyers as a guide, and do a pantry inventory. Also plan as many of the week’s meals
as possible and add those ingredients to your list.
3. Eat before you go. Hungry shoppers are impulse
buyers who end up with substantially more in their
carts.
4. Clip coupons. In addition to those shiny pages in
Sunday papers, you can download coupons for products you intend to buy. And make sure you use them
See Worth on page 86
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Courageous Women from page 17

Gomez-Martorell works in a medium known as intaglio printing. She
first etches the drawing into a plate
of copper, which is then used to
transfer the image onto a fine type of
Japanese paper. The result is a blackand-white image that is beautiful in
its detail and contrast. She has a special affinity for wolves, in part because they have been labeled as “bad”
due to their predatory nature. To
Gomez-Martorell, wolves and other
animals have a special place in the
world, as well as in art. “Animals
have symbolic meanings of strength,
freedom, danger, feminine and masculine power, and life cycle.”
As for her unexpected move to the
United States, Gomez-Martorell says,
“I am lucky to live in a western culture
where women are respected and we
have rights,” she continues, “but I feel
we are still not taken seriously
enough.” Gomez-Martorell finds inspiration all around her. “Things come
to me,” she says. “Art is a reflection of
what is happening in the society.”
Both Wilson and Gomez-Martorell
are busy with new plans for the future. Wilson has a book of her art,
which will be published soon, and
Gomez-Martorell is seeking a teaching position with a Texas university
in hopes of extending her work visa.
Until April 13, visitors can experience the art of Wilson and GomezMartorell, along with other artists,
in the Back Gallery of Mexic-Arte
Museum. Both artists also have
works on display in The People’s Gallery at City Hall.

MORE INFO
Liliana Wilson
www.lilianawilson.com
Teresa Gomez-Martorell
www.flatbedpress.com

gay ratliff from page 19

homes. Sally Rosen of 20th Century
Collections in Dallas will showcase
some beautiful items from the
1930-to-1970 era.”
Antiques Show director Lori Martin said working with Ratliff on the
event for the past two years has been
very rewarding. “Gay is full of ideas
and very supportive, making herself
available 24/7 for the staff, volunteers and co-chairpersons.”
Ratliff refused to take credit for
the success of the Antiques Show. “It’s
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not about me, but about an amazing
group of women and men. My cochairs for this year’s show are Jan
Bullock and Penny Burck, who have
both been community volunteers and
fundraisers for a very long time,” said
Ratliff. “Jan was instrumental in the
opening of the Bob Bullock Texas
State History Museum and was on the
board of the Texas Historical Commission, too. Penny has worn many
hats, such as creating the Blanton Museum Gala with her daughter, Terry
Quinn, and spearheading the first
Cattle Baron’s Ball. Preservation and
the decorative arts are our passions.”
Ratliff agreed that the popular PBS
program, Antiques Roadshow, has
brought a renewed appreciation for
history and antiques to the general
public. “It’s a great show. Anything
any of us can do to make people realize the importance of preserving our
precious landmarks, neighborhoods
and unique historic treasures will
benefit the whole community.”

MORE INFO
2nd Annual Heritage Society of
Austin CIRCA Antiques Show
Palmer Events Center
900 Barton Springs Rd.
Apr. 18 – 19: 10 a.m. – 6 p.m.
Apr. 20: 12 – 5 p.m.
Preview Party: April 17, 2008:
7 - 10 p.m.
512.474.5198
information@hsaustin.org
www.circaantiques.org

Worth from page 39

		 wisely. Buying a $4 product you
don’t want just to save 75 cents
is a money-losing transaction.
5. Leave the kids at home. You’ll
save time and probably money
since you won’t give in to pleas
for appealing packages that
catch your youngsters’ eyes.
6. Look for unadvertised specials.
This is the exception to the
stick-to-the-list rule. If you find
a truly good bargain on an item
you can use or which can be
stored for future meals, buy it.
7. Compare unit prices. Bigger is
not always better or cheaper,
even here in Texas. Pull out
your reading glasses and compare those tiny numbers on the
shelf stickers.
8. Shop during off-hours. If possible,

go early in the morning or later
at night. Weekdays are better
than weekends. At these times
you can zip through the store
unimpeded by other shoppers.
The less time you’re in the store,
the less likely you’re to fall prey
to impulse buys.
9. Don’t dawdle. Regardless of
when you go, don’t wander the
aisles. Again, you’ll finish your
shopping sooner and without
being tempted by a product not
on your list.
10. Schedule your shopping: By following a regular shopping routine, for example, once a week,
you can more easily plan meals
and create a comprehensive
grocery list.

Breaking the Store Mold
These 10 tips are easy to follow
when you shop at a conventional
grocery store. Many Austinites, however, opt for another grocery venue,
the farmers’ market. As interest in
environmental issues and organic
foods has grown, so has the popularity of these open-air grocery gatherings. Market aficionados cite the
freshness of the food, the vendors’
ecologically friendly farming and
livestock production methods and a
desire to support local producers.
But the market atmosphere also is a
big draw; enough to offset what are
usually higher prices.
On a recent Saturday, Sunset Valley Farmers’ Market in south Austin
was packed and the camaraderie was
evident. Parents pushed strollers,
stopping to talk with longtime
friends or make new ones. Senior
shoppers conversed with twentysomethings. Toddlers stood eye-toeye with canine “customers.” Gardeners examined potted plants and
herbs. Food and craft vendors welcomed regulars and chatted up firsttimers. And, since this is Austin, a
guitarist serenaded one and all.
Samantha Hunter, joined by her
husband and their four youngsters,
said her brood regularly visits several area farmers’ markets. She acknowledged that the products cost a
bit more, but “they’re fresher and
last longer.” Plus, the variety of activities – in addition to the music,
Sunset Valley has a children’s play
area and this day kids were getting
their faces painted – makes for a nice
family outing.

The wide variety of foods brings
market regular Audra Wert to Sunset
Valley most Saturdays. “There are so
many different types of foods, different ethnicities, things you probably
wouldn’t find or try otherwise. Where
else could you get bison?” she asked.
Wert also appreciates the enthusiasm
of the vendors. All are eager to tell
shoppers about their products, Wert
said, and she’s picked up several new
recipes from some of the merchants.
But the prime attraction for Wert,
as it was with the Hunter family, is
fresh, organic, locally grown produce. That more than makes up for
the higher prices. “I’m paying a bit
more, but I’m reducing my green
footprint,” said Wert. “I’m not asking
as much of my environment.”

MORE INFO
If you’ve yet to visit a farmers’
market, here are three Austin
options:
Austin Farmers’ Market
Saturdays: 9 a.m. – 1 p.m.
Republic Square Park
(4th + Guadalupe)
Wednesdays: 4 – 8 p.m.
Triangle Park, 46th between Lamar
+ Guadalupe
www.austinfarmersmarket.org
512.236.0074
South Austin Farmers’ Market
Saturdays: 9 a.m. - 1 p.m.
(2910 South Congress)
www.austinfarm.org/safm
512.285.4758
Sunset Valley Farmers’ Market
Saturdays: 9:30 a.m. - 1 p.m.
Toney Burger Center
(3200 Jones Road)
www.sunsetvalleyfarmersmarket.org
512.280.1976
Farmers’ Market Shopping Tips
Once you arrive, take your time
and enjoy the ambiance. Start
with a leisurely stroll through the
grounds to get an idea of what’s
available before you buy.
Bring your own shopping
bags. A good-sized canvas tote
will help you easily consolidate
your purchases.
Carry cash, preferably in
several denominations. Some
vendors might accept credit or
debit cards, but currency, and
especially exact change, is always
appreciated.
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