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Highlights 

Missouri citizens look kindly on farmers. When almost 1,000 of them 
were interviewed by the Public Opinion Survey Unit of the University of 
Missouri - Columbia, they generally absolved farmers from blame for the high 
price of food; they declared that most farmers are under-rewarded (though 
thinking the largest farmers do all right); they expressed their doubt that 
federal farm programs add much to the cost of food; they approved of 
farmers' getting together to bargain for the prices of their p·roducts; and 
they emphatically preferred that farming stay in the hands of individual far
mers rather than move into large corporations. 

The poll was taken in the fall of 1968. Already at that time Missouri 
citizens were sensitive to rising costs of food. Four out of five told the in
terviewers that people were spending "a greater part" of their income for 
food than 10 years before. 

As to what underlay the higher food costs, a very smal I fraction gave 
higher prices to farmers as the number one reason. The most common target 
was extra services and sales devices. Reported almost as often was higher 
ware rates paid employees in food processing and retailing. 

Retailers and processors were blamed about equally for contributing to 
higher prices of food, Retailers came in for criticism by lower income 
people, but were defended by families with higher incomes. 

Three-fourths of Missouri citizens thought farmers to be underpaid. 
But more than two-thirds regard a large farm as profitable enough. The 
medium sized and small farms are the ones that fail to yield a fair return to 
the farmer, the public believes. 

Should farmers band together to bargain for the prices of their pro
ducts? Of the persons interviewed, 57 percent said yes, 36 percent replied 
no, and the rest had no opinion. 
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Four out of five persons in the state want to keep farming in the hands 
of individual farmers. Only one out of eight favors big-corporation agricul
ture. The rest do not know which is better. 

The Survey 

In the fall of 1968 interviewers of the Public Opinion Survey Unit of 
the University of .Missouri-Columbia polled nearly 1,000 citizens of Mis
souri. Persons interviewed were of al I ages, locations, walks of I ife. 

It was a carefully stratified sample. Questions were asked on a wide 
range of subjects. Several pertaining to farming and farm affairs were in
c I uded. The responses obtained are reported herein. 

Data have been summarized as state-wide averages and by several 
categories such as location, sex, occupation, and income level. This report 
wil I touch on the more important or more interesting differences that were 
found among various groups of the population. 

Food Costs and Income 

Even in the fall of 1968 Missouri citizens thought food was priced 
high. Moreover, when asked whether people were spending "a greater part, 
about the same part, or a smaller part" of their income for food than they 
did 10 years before, 80 percent said they spent a greater part and only 6 
percent replied that they spent a smaller part. 

Some persons replying to the question may have been uncertain 
whether "a greater part" meant more dollars out of income, or a higher 
percent of income. But in any case they looked on food costs as pretty 

high. 

In reality, food costs had not gone up as much as incomes. U.S. 
data, which also apply to Missouri fairly accurately, show that in October
December, 1968, a year's "market basket" of food cost $1,128 at retail. 
In 1958 the same quantity of food cost $1,009. The increase was 12 per -
cent. Meanwhile, average take-home incomes had risen 60 percent. 

Cost of food in restaurants went up more than at retail, of course. 
Even so, consumers' total expenditures for food in October-December, 1968, 
were 17 percent of their incomes, compared with 21 percent in 1958, 
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Responses of various groups of Missourians show how sensitive they are 
to food costs, but they also reveal something about how well they are in
formed, 

Although 80 percent of all persons thought food took a bigger part of 
the budget than 10 years earlier, there were differences among groups, The 
chart shows the differences according to the eight separate grouplngs that 
were made.1 People living in towns and large cities were more sure that 
food costs had gone up relative to income than were those I iving elsewhere; 
women more so than men; housewives more so than persons who are self
employed (many of them farmers). 

Although those persons who cal led themselves "lower class" were 
quick to say food costs were up, the biggest differences were shown for 
family income. Almost 88 percent of the lowest income families thought 
food costs had gone up more than income, but less than 60 percent of the 
highest income people thought so, To be sure, it is likely that lower in
come people had not experienced much rise in income. 

Missouri readers are less likely to believe that food costs have risen 
out of proportion with income than are non-readers. This is true for both 
newspaper and magazine readers. On the other hand, radio and TV habits 
present the opposite resu I ts. Persons who watch or I isten comparatively 
I ittle th ink that food costs are not up so much. Those who spend 15 or more 
hours per week at the radio or TV believe food costs have increased in 
terms of income. 

Causes for Higher Food Prices 

Even though food prices have not gone up as much as the buying 
power of families, they have increased considerably. Missouri citizens 
were asked two kinds of questions as to who and what underlie higher food 
prices. 

One set of questions inquired about (a) higher wages, vs. (b) extra 
services and promotion, vs. (c) higher prices to farmers. As figure 2 shows, 
number one among these was (b), "more services and sales devices like ad
vertising and packaging, stamps, raffles, etc." A close second was (a), 
"higher wages paid by food processors and retailers to employees." Only 
a few people said higher prices to farmers were the most important reason 
for higher food prices. 

1 Data for the same groupings were obtained for the responses to all ques
tions. Only selected results are shown herein for the other questions. 
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Figure 1-Percent of Missouri citizens who said people spent a larger 
part of their income for food (in fall of 1968) than 10 years earlier. 
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Figure 2-Question: What is the most important reason for the increase 
in food costs? 
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Families in large cities were more inclined to blame prices to farmers. 
Large city and suburban people were less quick to attack wage rates. But on 
the whole there were no big differences in these attitudes among places of 
residence. 

On the other hand, the survey turned up such patterns as that the 
"upper class" is more critical of wage rates and less so of extra services; 
and that the middle income people and the readers are more sensitive to 
services and promotion as elements in food costs. 

A second set of questions probed for opinions as to which food in
dustry group may get too much of the final price of food -- food processors, 
or food retailers, or farmers. About equal numbers think processors and 
retailers get too much. A much smaller part of the population -- only 4 
percent -- think farmers get too much (Figure 3). 

One discovery is that persons in small cities are less likely to criti
cize anyone. They respond less than others when considering processors, or 
retailers, or farmers. Residents of large cities are most antagonistic to re
tailers. The same people throw a few darts at farmers too. But as a rule, 
except for the calmness of small city families there were not many 
differences among rural, town, and city people's opinions. 

The biggest differences in attitudes toward the three groups are found 
among income classes. Notably, the lower one's income, the more he dis
trusts retailers. Of families with incomes under $8,000, about 48 percent 
think retailers get too much out of the consumer's food dollar; of families 
getting $15,000 or more, only 25 percent think so . 

The highest income group is the most likely to think farmers get too 
much. 

When attitudes of men and women are compared, it is found that 
women are more likely to criticize retailers and men, processors. But 
women are also the more prone to withdraw into a "no opinion" response. 

Form Programs and Food Costs 

On the whole, the Missouri public is not quick to get excited about 
whether farm programs such as price support have put extra costs into their 
food bills. Only one person in six thinks they have added "a great deal." 
Persons in large cities and suburbs are a little more critical, but their ratio 
is scarcely one person in five (Figure 4). 
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Figure 3-Question: Which food industry groups get more than they 
should of the final price of food? 
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Figure 4-Question: How much have federal farm programs added to 
the cost of food? 
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Higher income people are more antagonistic than those with modest 
incomes. Among persons earning more than $15,000, one in four laid the 
"a great deal" charge against farm programs. 

On most questions, form of employment did not bear much relation to 
attitudes toward farmers and farm matters -- except that housewives some
times had ideas different from employed persons. As has been noted, house
wives are more certain that food costs have skyrocketed. They are a little 
defensive of retailers. With regard to farm programs, they are not too con
cerned about any addition made to food costs. But one clear finding was 
that persons who work for government (federal, state or local) are the most 
likely to accuse farm programs of making food cost more. Also, they are 
the most likely to hold an opinion of some kind on this subject. (Overall, 
one person in 8 had no opinion of any kind on farm programs.) 

Farmers' Rewards 

Are Farmers Underpaid? 

Rural and farm people are the most certain that farmers are under
rewarded. f-.i..ore than 86 percent of them say this. But two-thirds of large
city people agree (Figure 5), 

Also agreeing are the highest income families; and persons who read a 
lot. Even a majority of housewives agree -- two-thirds do -- though they 
are not as sure as employed persons are, 

Size of Farm 

Three questions dug into ideas as to whether size of farm affects ad
equacy of rewards. Probably most significant is that although most people 
thought a large farm yields a fair return, farmers themselves are hardest to 
convince. Scarcely more than half of rural and farm people believe a 
large farm does all right by the person who farms it (Figure 6), 

Only 37 percent of all people regard a medium-sized farm as profit
able enough. Among rura I residents and farmers, a mere 26 percent agree . 

About 80 percent say that a smal I farm does not return enough to work 
and investment, 12 percent say it does, and 8 percent do not have an 
opinion. 
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Figure 5-Question: How much return should farmers receive for their 
work and investment, compared with what they now get? 
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Figure 6-Question: Which, if any, size of farm yields a fair return for 
work and investment? 
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Figure 7-Question: Do you think farmers should band together to bar
gain for prices, or sell independently? 
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Figure 8-Question: Which would be better-having many independent farm
ers, or a few large corporations, doing the farming? 
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Issued in furtherance of cooperative extension work, acts of May 8 and 
June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the United States Department of Ag
riculture. C. B. Ratchford, Vice-President for Extension, Cooperative Ex
tension Service, University of Missouri, Columbia, Mo. 65201. 
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