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CHANGES IN STUDENTS’ FOOD PURCHASING BEHAVIOUR
UNDER THE IMPACT OF PRICE INCREASES

Radivoj Prodanovié!, Nebojsa Kojic’, Dragan Paji¢®, Dragan Ivanisevic¢?!

Abstract

In the context of a pronounced increase in food prices, the student population
faces challenges in maintaining the quality of nutrition while optimizing limited
financial resources. The aim of the study was to identify changes in students’
behavior when purchasing food products during the recent period of significant
price growth, using a questionnaire survey (n = 274). Results indicate that most
Students combine studies with employment, with the main sources of income
being their salaries and family support. Students most frequently purchase dairy
products, fruit, vegetables and cheese, while ready-made meals and fish are
less represented in their shopping baskets. Food is mainly purchased in large
supermarkets. Price is ranked as a highly important criterion when making
purchasing decisions, immediately after taste and freshness. Large proportion of
students reported that, due to rising prices, they had to reduce the frequency of
purchases, choose cheaper alternatives, and pay more attention to discounts and
promotions. Findings also suggest that students adapt to economic challenges
through consumption rationalization, demonstrating strong price sensitivity and
pragmatic approach to shopping. Behavioral changes include price monitoring,
switching to lower-cost products, giving up certain food items, and devoting more
attention to meal planning. Digital purchasing channels (online orders), although
present, are not yet the dominant choice, possibly reflecting geographical and
infrastructural constraints.
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Introduction

Studying consumer behavior allows for an understanding of the processes by
which individuals make purchasing decisions, starting from information search and
selection of products or services, all the way to final consumption and evaluation
of the product (Kotler et al., 2014). Understanding consumer behavior enables
the identification of key factors influencing product choice and purchase, which
is significant not only for companies’ marketing strategies but also for broader
economic conclusions.

One of the fundamental concepts within consumer behavior theory is the notion
of the consumer basket, which defines the set of products and services regularly
purchased by an individual or household. Analyzing the consumer basket
allows for the identification of consumption patterns, product choice priorities,
and deviations in purchasing habits (Blackwell et al., 2006). Researching the
consumer basket of students is particularly important, given their specific
demographic and socioeconomic situation.

Students are characterized by limited financial resources, variable needs, and
high sensitivity to pricing and promotional activities (Schiffman & Kanuk,
2010). Consequently, they are often subject to flexible and adaptive purchasing
patterns, reflecting a range of motives from economic constraints to the desire for
social belonging or trend-following behavior (Smakotina & Melnikova, 2018).
Compared to other consumer groups, students demonstrate higher mobility in
consumption and a propensity for novelty, combined with a pronounced need to
“get the most” from a limited budget (Stani¢, Burilo, 2011).

The rise in food prices in recent years represents one of the most significant
economic challenges. According to areport by the FAO (2025), global food prices
have reached their highest level in the last decade. At the local level, economic
reforms, rising energy and raw material costs, and geopolitical factors have
played a significant role in increasing the price of food products (Veselinovi¢,
2012). In this context, consumers are forced to reassess their purchasing habits
and make trade-offs between price and quality.

For students, whose monthly income is often substantially lower than a net
wage, price increases pose a direct challenge to their ability to meet basic dietary
needs. Research has shown that students living independently significantly
reduce food expenditures by opting for cheaper sources of calories (Kovljeni¢
& Savi¢, 2017).
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Although several studies have been published examining consumer patterns
from the perspective of price sensitivity, few focuses exclusively on student
behavior under conditions of pronounced price increases. Most approaches
in the literature have concentrated on general household behavior, while the
specificities of the student consumer basket remain partially unexplored. On
the other hand, it is particularly important to consider student behavior in the
context of health and quality of life. Inadequate nutrition, often a consequence of
reduced food budgets, can lead to nutritional deficiencies and long-term health
problems (Stanojevic et al., 2022; Kujundzi¢, 2025). Therefore, it is essential
to consider the implications of rising food prices on students’ dietary quality.

Observing categories of food products can reveal which items are most
frequently eliminated or substituted (Stanojevi¢ et al., 2022). Some studies
indicate that young consumers, including students, value the sensory properties
of food over its nutritional aspects, as long as price does not become the
dominant variable (Miti¢ & Ognjanov, 2014). When prices rise significantly,
consumers shift to cheaper alternatives (e.g., instant cereals instead of fresh
fruit) (Jeavans, 2013).

Digital transformation significantly affects consumer behavior. An increasing
number of students use online platforms for grocery shopping. According to
a report by the National Bank of Serbia, over 81 million online purchases
were made in the Republic of Serbia during 2024 (D. K., 2025). Digital
channels facilitate easier price comparisons, tracking of promotions, and
cost optimization, while also providing opportunities for impulse purchases.
Delivery conditions, delivery time, and product reviews on the platform
become important factors shaping students’ purchasing habits (Alibasi¢, 2024).

In a broader context, the continuous rise in food prices can stimulate changes in
habits, not only in purchasing behavior but also in students’ lifestyles, affecting
academic performance, social interaction, and perceptions of overall economic
stability. For example, increased food costs may lead to reduced budgets for
other necessities-textbooks, social activities, or sports which can negatively
impact motivation and psychological well-being (Weaver et al., 2020).

Literature Review

According to fundamental economic theories, consumers possess limited financial
resources, and their purchasing decisions are based on desires, needs, and
capabilities (Sethna & Blythe, 2019). Purchase decisions result from a trade-
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off between perceived benefits and costs, where total benefit encompasses the
personal, functional, and image-related value of a product (Zeithaml, 1988).

Market segmentation allows for an understanding of the diverse needs of
consumers, who are grouped according to geographic, psychological, behavioral,
and demographic characteristics (Engel et al., 1995). Students, as a distinct
demographic segment, stand out due to their limited income and greater sensitivity
to price changes. Their food purchasing behavior often reflects balance between
financial capacity and the need for nutritious diet (Droll, 2021).

The purchasing process involves five stages: problem recognition, information
search and evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, consumption and
evaluation, and future purchase decisions (Ili¢, 2010). Depending on the
complexity of the decision and purchase frequency, there are routine, limited,
and extensive problem-solving approaches (Madhavan & Kaliyaperumal,
2015). Food, as a frequently purchased low-risk product, generally falls under
routine purchases.

Purchase decisions are influenced by individual, psychological, and environmental
factors (Engel et al., 1995). Among individual factors, the consumer’s resources
time, money, and available information—play a significant role. Psychological
factors include knowledge, attitudes, and motivation, while social factors
encompass family, culture, and the opinions of others. Emotions, lifestyle, and
values significantly contribute to the formation of attitudes towards products, and
consequently, to purchasing decisions (Sethna & Blythe, 2019).

Consumer behavior in food purchasing is also linked to preferences and taste.
Khan and Hackler (1981) identified several groups of factors affecting food
choices: personal, socio-economic, educational, cultural, and external. Personal
factors include expectations, emotions, and personality; socio-economic factors
cover income, food prices, and the symbolic meaning of meals; educational factors
relate to nutritional awareness and education level; and cultural and religious
elements influence the type and origin of food selected (Sijtsema et al., 2002).

According to Feldmann & Hamm (2015) and Kovécs et al. (2022), consumers
increasingly value freshness, quality, and local origin of food, while price, though
important, is not the decisive criterion. Studies in Serbia (Miti¢ & Colovi¢, 2022)
show that higher-income consumers plan food purchases in advance and shop less
frequently, whereas students and younger consumers buy more often in smaller
stores and select more affordable products.
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Technological development has further changed purchasing patterns. An
increasing number of consumers use online platforms for food shopping, which
saves time and facilitates price comparison (Ravindran et al., 2022). Nevertheless,
product choice remains strongly influenced by consumer emotions, habits, and
trust in the point of sale.

The rise in food prices in recent years has significantly affected consumer
behavior. Research indicates that inflation growth leads to more pronounced
consumption rationalization, delayed purchases, and switching to cheaper
alternatives (Muniady et al., 2014; Kovacevi¢ & Jelocnik, 2022). In conditions
of economic uncertainty, consumers pay closer attention to price per unit, reduce
impulse buying, and priorities essential products.

Thus, purchasing behavior becomes an adaptive mechanism in changing economic
conditions. While qualitative motives (taste, origin, and health) are crucial under
stable market conditions, during periods of price increases, purchasing decisions
are predominantly influenced by price and available income. Understanding these
changes is vital for producers and retailers, as well as for broader analyses of the
socio-economic consequences of inflation.

Aim of the Study

The aim of the research was to determine how the rise in food prices has affected
students’ consumer behavior, with particular focus on their habits, selection criteria,
and adaptation to the new economic situation.

Research Method and Sample

A quantitative research method was used to examine students’ purchasing behavior
when selecting food products under conditions of rapidly rising prices. The research
sample consisted of students from the Faculty of Economics and Engineering
Management in Novi Sad. Data were collected using a survey questionnaire
administered via Google Drive Forms. The survey was sent to 274 different email
addresses from the unified information system on 7 May and remained open for
responses until 14 May 2025. During this period, 48 valid questionnaires were
received. Microsoft Excel was used to analyze the results.

175



Results and discussion
Profile of Respondents

The section on general information consisted of six questions, which, in addition
to the level and type of study, examined the respondents’ household, employment
status, sources of income, and the amount of net income per household member.

Among the students who participated in the study, 37 were enrolled in undergraduate
programmes, while 11 were pursuing master’s studies. 14.6% of respondents
were full-time students, whereas the majority (85.4%) were part-time students
combining work and study (Table 1).

Table 1. General information of respondents

Variable Category Frequency Per::,/n)t age
(1)
First Year Undergraduate 6 12.5
Second Year Undergraduate 10 20.8
I;ar\(;el :rnf Third Year Undergraduate 10 20,8
B Fourth Year Undergraduate 11 22,9
Master’s Studies 11 22.9
Mode of Full-time Students 7 14.6
Study Part-time Students (employed while studying 41 85.4

The research results showed that student households mostly consist of a partner
or spouse (29.2%), but a significant proportion also includes households with
a partner or spouse and one or more children (Figure 1). Most undergraduate
students live primarily with a partner, whereas the majority of master’s students’
households include children in addition to a partner. 14.6% of students live alone.

| Ieve with my pariner/spouse and child/chidren | 10

I I with my childichikdren e

I v with my parner/spouse 5 12

| e With & frignd’roommate
1
| livee with. my parentsirelatives St 4
| v e e &
1] 5 10 15

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
| M5¢ B UG

Figure 1. Households of students who responded to the survey
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The survey revealed that only a small number of students live alone, meaning
that the majority are influenced by the wishes and needs of other household
members when making purchasing decisions. Many student households also
include children, whose needs must be considered. Engel (1995) noted that
advice from others is often sought when making purchase decisions, and Sethna
& Blythe (2019) highlighted the family as one of the key factors in the study of
consumer behavior.

Students were also asked whether they work and, if so, to what extent. The
responses showed that 68.8% of students work full-time, while 18.8% work part-
time. The main reason for students working is economic. Economic changes have
put students in a situation where working while studying is no longer merely an
option to earn extra money, but a necessity. Students were further asked about
other sources of income. Figure 2 shows that, in addition to salaries, transfers from
parents are also an important source of income.

Child/family allcwance | 3

o
=
S Dinvidendts from the company :
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= Grants 1
v rants = 1 10
w Scholarships B — 5
?:-g' Sl 10
;‘: Bianes 1 M
& Family financial support ik g
0 3 10 13 10 23
NUMBEHR OF RESPONDENTS
| M&c | UG

Figure 2. Sources of students’ income

The income of undergraduate students also largely depends on financial support
from their families, which was mentioned by master’s students only once. The
research results are consistent with Droll (2021), who also highlighted that
students rely on financial support from their parents. In the survey, master’s
students specifically mentioned child benefits. Children are an important part
of master’s students’ households, and related benefits are also significant as a
source of income.

The net income of the majority of students (25%) per household member
ranged from €901 to €1,200. 14.6% of respondents reported a net income range
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of €1,501—€1,800. Two students chose not to answer this question. Defining
income levels is important because it directly influences consumer purchasing
behavior. Engel (1995) also emphasized consumer resources, including money
and the limitations of this resource, as a factor affecting purchasing decisions.

Student Consumer Basket and Places of Purchase

The second part of the questionnaire consisted of four questions, aimed at
investigating the frequency of food purchases, the student consumer basket, the
most important criteria for selecting food products, and places of purchase.

The survey showed that the majority of students (52%) purchase food 2 to 3
times per week (Figure 3). 25 students buy food once a week, while 4 students
purchase food daily. There were no respondents who bought food less than
once a week or several times a day. The results regarding the frequency of food
purchases indicate that food shopping is generally conducted 2 to 3 times per
week. Due to rising food prices, purchases are more carefully considered, and
shopping has become less emotional.

it
=

5

0 . - - 0

Lessthan  Once a week 2-3 times 4-5 timas Every day Several hmes
onca A waek A waek awock o day

= = B R

NUMBER OF
RESFPOMDENTS
oo DL S

FOOD PURCHASE FREQUENCY

Figure 3. How often do you go grocery shopping?

To examine the student consumer basket, a table was prepared in which respondents
could indicate how frequently each food item was added to their basket for each
food group. The classification of food groups also included categories such as
“prepared food” and ““specialty food.”
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Figure 4. How often do you purchase the following food items?

Figure 4 shows that students most frequently add milk to their basket (52%).
Cheese (39.6%) and other dairy products (37.5%) are also very commonly
included. After milk, the second most frequently purchased item is vegetables
(43.8%). While 2 students reported that they never buy milk, no respondents
selected this option for vegetables.

Figure 5 shows that students rarely purchase ready-made meals and sweets.
Similarly, only a few students buy specialty foods, such as lactose-free or gluten-
free products. Soft drinks and juices are also infrequently purchased. The survey
revealed that students buy fish less often than meat and meat products.

The results indicate that the student consumer basket is relatively healthy, with
vegetables, dairy products, and fruit ranking at the top, while ready-made meals
and pastries are at the bottom. A potential concern is that fresh meat and other meat
products appear more frequently in the basket than fish, which is an important
component of a healthy diet.
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Figure 5. How often do you purchase the following food products?

Based on the research, it is not possible to draw comprehensive conclusions
about students’ diets and consumption. Some food products, such as dried meat
and fruit, tea, and coffee, may appear at the bottom of the table because they are
purchased less frequently, consumed in smaller quantities, and have a longer
shelf life than, for example, dairy products. However, general conclusions can be
drawn regarding the composition of the student consumer basket and how often
specific items are purchased. Since student households also include partners, and
many have children (Figure 1), the preferences of other household members also
influence the composition of the basket.

Figure 6 shows that students consider the taste of food to be the most important
purchasing criterion (79.2%). Another highly important criterion was food
freshness (60.4%).

Tasle

Freshnass 16 [ i
2 Curality: | i i r—
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Figure 6. How important are the following criteria when choosing food items?
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Affordable price and food quality were equally chosen as very important
criteria, each mentioned 19 times, although quality was highlighted more as an
important factor.

Students consider an affordable price to be a more important criterion than health,
which is somewhat understandable given the rapid rise in prices. As a result of
the survey, students selected the country of origin of the food product as the least
important among the given criteria, although the most common response for
this criterion was “neutral.” For example, for fruits such as bananas, which are
mostly imported, the country of origin is not as important as it is for dairy and
meat products.

Figure 7 shows that the most popular places for students to purchase food are large
supermarkets (56.3%). Food is rarely bought at markets (39.6%) and occasionally
in catering establishments (39.6%). Among all purchase locations, the least popular
are food delivery services, which are used very frequently by 6.3% of students,
while 43.75% do not use them at all.

i Big stores | A g 20
g Local store I 11 I 11 6 [
E Food delivery service BEIDE 8B 14 I il |
g Market BETST] 14 14 3 ]
E Flaces with food GESIN] 19 18 [ ——
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Figure 7. How often do you purchase food at these locations?

Researchrevealed that food shoppingis primarily conducted inlarge supermarkets.
Although online food ordering is on the rise (Sugirtham, 2021), this study found
that students rarely or never use this service, which was somewhat surprising.
One possible reason for these results is the students’ place of residence. Most
students study while working (Table 1.), meaning they may live in locations
where food delivery services are less accessible. Similar conclusion can be
drawn from the results regarding popularity of shopping at local stores. In many
parts of city, there is only one grocery store available, which limits consumers’
freedom to choose between different shopping locations.
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Students’ Purchasing Behaviour When Choosing Food Products

The aim of the third part of the questionnaire was to investigate changes in
students’ behaviour when purchasing food products due to rising prices. It also
sought to examine the impact of increasing food prices on students’ financial well-
being. Figure 8 shows that price is an important factor when making purchasing
decisions. The majority of students (52%) consider price to be fairly important,
while 37.5% regard it as important. No respondent disagreed with the statement
that price is a significant factor in purchasing decisions.

Erice is not important
Frice is pretty much

2
unimgortant SR 1
| can't answeor DI 7

Prices b5 quite important B e 15
Price is important 3
] 2 4 & ] 10 12 14 16

HUMBER OF RESFONDENTS

m MSe |G

Figure 8. How important is price when considering a purchase decision?

Although price is not considered the most important criterion when purchasing
food (Figure 8), the survey revealed that it still plays a significant role. Khan also
identified food price as a factor influencing food preferences (Khan, 1981, ref.
Sijtsema et al., 2002). The survey further indicated that master’s students consider
food price more important than undergraduate students. The difference in responses
between study levels may be due to the fact that master’s students generally have
more members in their households than undergraduates.

The majority of respondents (52%) reported that they sometimes did not purchase
a food product due to its high price (Figure 9). Three master’s students indicated
that they very often had to forgo buying food because of high prices, whereas
undergraduate students stated that this had not been the case so far. No respondent
selected the option “never.”

The results can be linked to Figure 8, which shows that price is more important for
master’s students than for undergraduate students. The responses suggest that high
food prices are one of the reasons for forgoing purchases. If food is not purchased
due to high prices, this is a key indicator of changes in consumer behavior resulting
from price increases.
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Figure 9. How often have you forgone purchasing a food item due to its high price?
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Figure 10. How do you behave when purchasing food during price increases?

To assess how students’ purchasing behavior has changed due to rising prices, a
statement-based question was prepared. The statement that students monitor price
per kilogram of products in response to price increases was the most common,
selected by 56.3% (Figure 10).

Comparing alternative products before purchase has also become more frequent
among students. The survey showed that students are not willing to compromise on
food quality despite rising prices and do not reduce the quantity of food purchased
as a result.

The survey results revealed that most consumers consider the price per package
and per kilogram when purchasing food. The survey also found that, due to rising
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prices, students increasingly compare alternative products. Bareham (1995)
highlighted that consumption of alternative products increases when food prices
rise. Muniady et al. (2014) also emphasized the increased comparison of alternative
products during economic changes and noted that consumers most often choose
the lower-priced option. Making purchase decisions at lower-priced locations,
monitoring promotions, and seeking discounted products were also observed in
the study.

Although rising prices affected students’ purchasing behavior, food consumption
did not decrease. This is due to the essential nature of food and nutrition. Sijtsema
(2002) described the importance of food for humans as a physical, psychological,
and physiological need. Although consumers have a choice in how to spend their
resources (Sethna & Blythe, 2019), food is a product that must be purchased. This
explains why food consumption has not significantly decreased despite rising
prices.

Heady maals ISR 15 4 14
Fish and fish products S M
Eggs T k]
Mineral water, soft drinks and juices IS E mn

Tea, coffes and cocos IR a0
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Figure 11. Assess the change in grocery shopping over recent years

Figure 11 shows that food purchasing and consumption have remained largely the
same despite price increases in recent years. Price increases had the least impact on
milk, dairy products, and vegetables. However, the purchase of ready-made meals
has decreased among students, with 18.8% of respondents in this group reporting
that they no longer buy ready-made meals at all.

Although the price of milk has risen dramatically, students have not reduced their
milk purchases. The survey showed that they have started buying less fish and
fish products, eggs, and mineral water, soft drinks, and juices. The survey also
indicated that all food groups are represented in the student basket. While price
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increases have had an impact, students have not reduced the overall amount of
food purchased. A reduction in purchases is noticeable only in certain groups. For
example, buying less ready-made food suggests that students prefer to prepare
meals themselves.

In recent years, home food delivery services have become very popular. Therefore,
the survey included a question on how price increases have affected the use of such
services. Figure 12 shows that rising prices have not positively influenced the use
of food delivery services. Only 4.2% of students order more due to price increases,
while 41.7% do not order food at all.

The survey demonstrated that food delivery services are not particularly popular
among students. This may be due to the previously mentioned locations of student
residences, which limit access to these services. Nevertheless, it can be stated
that price increases have affected food delivery usage, as the number of students
ordering food through these services is lower than before. Students who have
ordered food in the past are more likely to continue ordering the same quantity.
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Figure 12. How has the rise in prices affected food ordering?

Students were asked about the impact of rising prices on eating out, for example in
restaurants and cafés. The survey results were evenly split: 43.75% of respondents
eat the same amount of food when eating out despite price increases, while 43.75%
eat smaller portions (Figure 13). None of the respondents reported eating more
food outside than before.
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Figure 13. How has the rise in prices affected eating out?

Responses regarding changes in eating outside the home show a similar trend
to food ordering. A large proportion of students continue to eat out despite
rising prices, but 21 respondents reported eating out less. Although eating out
has not significantly decreased, price increases may have influenced this form of
food consumption by prompting students to choose cheaper restaurants or less
expensive meals.

To determine whether and how rising prices affected students when purchasing
food, two related questions were prepared. One question asked whether price
increases had influenced their food purchasing decisions. All survey participants
responded to this question. The second, open-ended question asked students to
briefly describe how rising prices had affected their purchases. There were 35
responses to the open-ended question. Price increases affected the majority of
students (70.8%) when buying food (Figure 14), while 27.1% of respondents
answered “no.”

However, the majority of students believe that rising food prices have affected
them, so the survey results can be used to draw conclusions about the impact of
price increases on students’ food purchasing behavior.

BYes EMo 51 cant say

Figure 14. Has the rise in prices affected your food purchases?
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However, in the open-ended question, students mentioned six times that “the
price increase did not affect them.” Although Figure 12 shows that students have
not changed their food consumption habits due to rising prices, certain specific
food products were still mentioned in the open responses as being purchased less
frequently or no longer at all because of price increases. Students listed several
products, including tomatoes, fish, soft drinks, and sweets. Many also noted changes
in their shopping behavior. The following responses were mentioned seven times
in the open question: “I choose cheaper products.” The same number of mentions
was recorded for: “I compare different products.” A few times, students wrote:
“less impulsive buying.”

The changes in purchasing behavior described by students correspond with
those outlined in Barecham (1995) in response to rising food prices, which also
highlighted the selection of cheaper alternatives and the reduction in purchases of
certain food products. Students now spend more time and money in stores and plan
their shopping and menus in advance. The results can be used to draw conclusions
about both the importance of price in food choice and the changes in students’
purchasing behavior due to rising prices.

A multiple-choice question was designed to investigate the impact of rising food
prices on students’ financial well-being. Half of the students (50%) reported that
rising food prices had a significant impact on their financial situation (Figure
15). The survey also revealed that the price increase had a particularly strong
effect on master’s students. Undergraduate students were less affected by the
price increase. The results show that the majority of students noticed a negative
impact of rising food prices on their financial situation. Although most of them are
employed, they still consider that rising food prices have negatively affected their
finances. Differences between master’s and undergraduate students also appear in
this question, which may be attributed to differences in household composition
between the two study levels.
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Figure 15. How do you assess the impact of rising food prices on your well-being?
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While a survey conducted in 2021 revealed that a quarter of students rated their
financial situation as very poor (Droll, 2021), rapidly rising food prices further
exacerbate students’ financial difficulties. Increases in food prices affect price-
sensitive consumers the most, such as students. Although the results of this study
indicate that rising food prices have a negative impact on students’ economic
well-being, continuous price increases will raise the cost of students’ food baskets,
further deteriorating their overall financial situation.

Conclusion

Purchasing behavior regarding food products is a complex process studied to
understand how and for what purposes consumers make choices and allocate their
resources. In the case of students, the main difference compared to other consumers
is considered to be their more challenging economic situation.

The results of the survey conducted among 48 students showed that most of them
buy food two to three times a week, mainly in large supermarkets, with dairy
products, fruit, and vegetables being the most prevalent items in their baskets. The
most important criterion in choosing products was taste, while affordable price and
quality also played a significant role.

The majority of students indicated that rising prices had influenced their purchasing
behavior: they monitor prices more closely, compare products, and buy items on
discount. Master’s students, in particular, showed a greater tendency to forego
purchasing more expensive products.

In conclusion, rising food prices have negatively impacted students’ financial
well-being and led to cost rationalization. The shopping process has become
more demanding, requiring more time and attention in planning, selecting, and
comparing food products.
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