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It's never been cheaper, but home coJking has fallen off
the menu

Our love affair with processed food is behind an obesity epidemic and it is a problem that
even money cannot solve
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Despite the efforts of the nation’s favourite TV chefs, from Delia to Jamie, Nigella to Nadiya,
home cooking has been in decline for decades, even though it is getting cheaper.

The cost of ingredients has fallen considerably more than that of ready-to-eat meals, according
to a study by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, but that has not encouraged people to cook from
scratch.

The findings go to the heart of the obesity debate and suggest that trying to price consumers
out of eating processed food will have little effect.

The study, “A structural analysis of the decline of home-cooked food”, which was due to be
presented at this month’s now cancelled Royal Economic Society annual conference, suggests
that a big increase in the number of women entering the workplace between 1980 and 2000 is
the main reason.



In the UK, almost two-thirds of the average household’s food budget was spent on raw
ingredients in 1980 but by 2000 it was less than a third, broadly similar to today. Over the same
period, the average family’s expenditure on prepared food rose from 26% to 44%, while
spending on eating out almost tripled, from 4.7% to 15%.

Meanwhile, the proportion of women in the labour market rose from 55% to 85%. The average
weekly hours of a working woman increased from about 22 to 33 hours.

The economists conclude that time spent cooking has become more costly in terms of forgone
earnings, even though the price of raw ingredients fell by almost 35%, compared with a 25% fall
for prepared food.

Rachel Griffith, research director at the Institute for Fiscal Studies and one of the study’s
authors, said that the answer to tackling obesity lay in analysing the impact of food advertising
and encouraging schools to teach cooking.

The last recession, in 2008, led to a rise in home cooking. Griffith predicted Covid-19 might
have a similar effect. “People got healthier during the last recession. I’'m sure we’ll see that
happen again.”

And, of course, more men at the kitchen stove would help too!

Since you’re here...

... we’re asking readers like you to support our open, independent journalism. In these
frightening and uncertain times, the expertise, scientific knowledge and careful judgment in
our reporting has never been so vital. No matter how unpredictable the future feels, we will
remain with you, delivering high quality news so we can all make critical decisions about our
lives, health and security. Together we can find a way through this.

You’ve read 25 articles in the last four months. We believe every one of us deserves equal
access to accurate news and calm explanation. So, unlike many others, we made a different
choice: to keep Guardian journalism open for all, regardless of where they live or what they can
afford to pay. This would not be possible without the generosity of readers, who now support
our work from 180 countries around the world.

We have upheld our editorial independence in the face of the disintegration of traditional
media - with social platforms giving rise to misinformation, the seemingly unstoppable rise of
big tech and independent voices being squashed by commercial ownership. The Guardian’s
independence means we can set our own agenda and voice our own opinions. Our journalism
is free from commercial and political bias - never influenced by billionaire owners or
shareholders. This makes us different. It means we can challenge the powerful without fear
and give a voice to those less heard.

Your financial support has meant we can keep investigating, disentangling and interrogating. It
has protected our independence, which has never been so critical. We are so grateful.

We need your support so we can keep delivering quality journalism that’s open and
independent. And that is here for the long term. Every reader contribution, however big or
small, is so valuable. Support the Guardian from as little as £1 - and it only takes a minute.
Thank you.



