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Junk food tax 'would help fight obesity' 
February 25, 2010 - 11:14AM  

Taxing high-fat and sugary junk food is a more effective way to 
fight obesity than making healthy foods like fruit and vegetables 
more affordable, a US study published on Wednesday shows. 

Researchers at the University of Buffalo in New York, led by psychologist Leonard Epstein, gave 42 mothers just over 
$US22 ($A22.30) to spend at a "supermarket" set up in a room at the university and stocked with images of everything 
from bananas to whole wheat bread to cola drinks and cookies. 

The women were told to imagine that they had no food in the house and that they were going to the supermarket to get 
the week's shopping for their family. 

In the simulated supermarket, the women had the choice of 30 healthy and 30 junk food items, four healthy beverages -
two types of juice, skim milk and water - and four sugary drinks, all represented in images. 

The women went shopping five times. The first time, the prices of all the food and drink items were on par with those 
in a local supermarket. 

Twice, the prices of healthier foods - those that deliver more nutrients for fewer calories - were lowered, and on the 
remaining two shopping trips, the prices of the unhealthy food and drink items were raised. 

The researchers found that hiking the price of junk food, as would happen with a so-called "sin tax," was more effective 
at getting the women to buy a week's shopping that was lower in overall calories than was cutting the price of the 
healthy food items. 

In fact, cutting the prices of healthy foods like broccoli, yoghurt, grapes, eggs and fish actually increased the overall 
calorie value of the foods and drinks the women put in their shopping carts. 

"It appears that mothers took the money they saved on subsidised fruits and vegetables and treated the family to less 
healthy alternatives, such as chips and soda pop," said the authors of the study, published this week in Psychological 
Science. 

"Subsidising broccoli and yoghurt ... may be unlikely to bring about the massive weight loss the nation now requires," 
they said. 

Around a third of US adults older than 20 and nearly one in five US kids aged six to 19 are obese, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Taxing junk food, on the other hand, seemed to do the trick. The mothers cut back on high-calorie, low-nutrient foods 
and bought more healthy foods that were lower in calories. 

In the experiment, taxing junk foods by 10 per cent resulted in the shoppers buying 14.4 per cent less high-fat and 
sugary foods and drinks. That meant their week's shopping contained 6.5 per cent fewer calories, the study said. 

This story was found at: http://news.smh.com.au/breaking-news-world/junk-food-tax-would-help-fight-obesity-20100225-p4hn.html  
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