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As a part of the second quarter of the Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey (farmdoc

daily, August 18, 2022), we surveyed US consumers about their views of inflation. This article reviews the
results of the survey, with a focus on views about the causes of inflation and government policies. The
survey was conducted using Qualtrics Panels in August 2022 and included approximately 1,000
participants, recruited to match the US population in terms of gender, age, income, and geographic region.

What Consumers Think Is to Blame for Inflation

Before reviewing the survey responses from consumers, a brief review of the national discussion about
what is causing inflation is informative. A review of the Bureau of Labor Statistics monthly consumer price
index highlighted just how many different causes are behind the recent run of inflation, although energy
costs appear to be the largest and most consistent driver (CBPP, August 2022; Fowers, July 26, 2022).
The COVID-19 pandemic is much to blame, both for causing disruptions in supply chains but also
because policy responses provided consumers with money to spend while the pandemic changed
spending behavior, at least temporarily (compare, Bivens, February 7, 2022; Rubin and Chaney Cambon,
August 10, 2022). Like the pandemic, inflation is currently a global problem and offers reasons against
blaming US policies for inflation (Bivens, Banerjee, and Dzholos, August 4, 2022). There remains
significant debate about the main drivers of inflation and how policymakers, including The Federal
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Reserve, should respond (see e.g., Kuhn, Ellis and Cohen, August 29, 2022; Agarwal & Kimball, April 7,
2022; McCausland, February 16, 2022; Bourne, February 1, 2022; Baker, January 29, 2022;).

With little agreement amongst experts, economists, and policymakers, it would not be surprising that
consumers would also have a variety of causes for inflation; a premise we tested in this survey. We asked
consumers, “In your opinion, what is MOST to blame for inflation?” Participants were able to choose
either supply chain issues, the COVID-19 pandemic, energy prices, corporate profits, government policy,
or consumers’ stockpiling. The options were presented in a random order for each participant.
Participants were also able to select other as an option, where they were able to write their own answer.
Table 1 presents these results. Government policy was the most commonly selected option (30.6%),
followed by the COVID-19 pandemic (22.0%). More than 10% of consumers thought corporate profits
(15.3%), supply chain issues (14.9%), or energy prices (10.7%) were most to blame. Few consumers
thought consumer stockpiling was primarily to blame (2.7%).

Table 1. What US Consumers Think Is Most to Blame for Inflation

% of Respondents

Supply chain issues 14.9%
COVID-19 pandemic 22.0%
Energy prices 10.7%
Corporate profits 15.3%
Government policy 30.6%
Consumers' stockpiling 2.7%

Other 3.9%

Consumers thoughts about the cause of inflation were quite different across political ideology. Figure 1
shows the proportion of liberals (n=339), moderates (n=416), and conservatives (n=295) that think each
option is most to blame for inflation. We find that 57.0% of conservatives blamed government policy most,
compared to 27.2% of moderates and 11.8% of liberals. Liberals and moderates were both more likely to
blame supply chain issues or the COVID-19 pandemic than conservatives. Liberals were also more likely
to blame corporate profits (24.8%) than moderates (13.7%) or conservatives (6.8%).
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Figure 1. What US Consumers Think Is Most to Blame for Inflation across Political Ideology
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Consumer Views about Government Support during Inflation

We also asked participants whether government assistance for certain groups should increase due to
rising costs. In particular, we asked two questions — one about consumers and one about farmers:
“Should government assistance for food programs (for example SNAP or WIC) increase due to rising
costs of food?” and “Should government assistance for farmers increase due to rising costs of agricultural
inputs?” The order of these policy questions was randomized for each participant (both policy questions
were asked prior to the question looking at what was to blame for inflation, discussed above). We find that
overall, over three quarters of consumers supported increasing funds for food programs (77.3%) and
farmers (76.8%) due to rising costs. Responses to these questions differed by political ideology. Table 2
shows the proportion of liberal, moderate, and conservative consumers who supported increasing funds
food programs and farmers.

Table 2. Proportion of Us Consumers across Political Ideologies Who Support Increases in
Government Support for Farmers and Consumers Due to Rising Costs

Liberal Moderate Conservative

Percent of respondents who agreed government
assistance for farmers should increase due to rising | 85.3% 77.4% 66.4%
costs of agricultural inputs

Percent of respondents who agreed government
assistance for food programs (for example SNAP or | 90.2% 76.0% 64.4%
WIC) should increase due to rising costs of food

We find over 60% of consumers — across political ideologies — supported increases in funding for both
food programs and farmers. Liberals had the highest rates of support for both, with 90.2% supporting
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increased funding for food programs and 85.3% supporting increased funding for farmers. Conservatives
had lower levels of support for both (although still, quite high), with 64.4% supporting increased funding

for food programs and 66.4% supporting increased funding for farmers. Moderates were somewhere
between liberals and conservatives, with 76.0% supporting increased funding for food programs and 77.4%
supporting increased funding for farmers.

Discussion and Concluding Thoughts

We surveyed approximately 1,000 consumers about their views on inflation to better understand public
perception of the causes of inflation and whether the government should increase support for farmers and
consumers facing rising prices. Overall, we find that government policies (30.6%) and the COVID-19
pandemic (22.0%) receive the most blame for inflation. These responses differ considerably by political
ideology (see Figure 1). 57.0% of conservatives and 27.2% of moderates blame government policy as the
primary driver of inflation, compared with just 11.8% of liberals. There may be multiple reasons for this,
beginning with the general understanding that the ideology (or political party) that is out of power is more
likely to blame negative outcomes on the ideology or party in power. This could also be magnified by
partisan media sources. Liberals and moderates were more likely to blame the COVID-19 pandemic.
Liberals were also more likely to blame corporate profits.

We also found that most respondents think government assistance should increase in response to
inflation for both farmers and food assistance. Although these responses differed by political ideology too,
more than 60% of consumers across political ideologies supported both policies.

It appears somewhat contradictory that consumers would most frequently blame the government for
inflation and support increased spending for two government programs. Digging deeper into the
responses of consumers who blamed government policy most for inflation, we find that 71.0% of these
respondents supported increasing payments for farmers and 64.8% supported increasing payments for
food programs. This disconnect may be the result of multiple factors or combinations of factors.
Consumers may blame government policy generally and not connect that blame to specific policies for
helping farmers or food assistance. They could also attribute blame to specific government policies such
as pandemic relief payments, paycheck protection loan program (see, USAspending.gov, Covid-19
Spending through July 31, 2022; Pandemic Oversight). That blame would likely not transfer to other
government policies increasing payments for farmers and consumers using food programs.

In addition, the results could indicate a recognition that people need to buy food and farmers need to
produce food, even under inflationary pressures. The public’s support of both policies could be a valuable
insight for farm bill debates. It could be more valuable as the Federal Reserve undertakes important but
painful efforts to combat inflation (see e.g., Cox, August 26, 2022; Horsley, August 26, 2022); Rugaber,
August 26, 2022). Such pain is likely to hit consumers directly and harm the poor and least advantaged
the most, just as the pain of inflation is concentrated among them (see e.g., Srikrishnan, July 8, 2022;
Smialek, July 27, 2022; Stewart, July 28, 2022; Behsudi, August 3, 2022; Weber and Paul, August 7,
2022). In that view, consumers could view federal government policies and actions both to blame for
inflation and necessary to support food insecure consumers and farmers facing rising prices.

The causes of inflation are varied and complex, and it appears unlikely that the issue of inflation will
recede in the near future. Inflationary pressures continue to affect our food system — for farmers and
consumers. Inflation will continue to impact politics and policy, driving the need for more perspectives on
the views of voters and consumers. We will continue to evaluate the topic for future survey panels and
guestions.

References

Agarwal, Ruchir and Miles Kimball. “Will Inflation Remain High?” International Money Fund, April 7, 2022.
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/fandd/issues/2022/03/Future-of-inflation-partl-Agarwal-kimball

4 farmdoc daily September 1, 2022


https://www.usaspending.gov/disaster/covid-19?publicLaw=all
https://www.usaspending.gov/disaster/covid-19?publicLaw=all
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/26/powell-warns-of-some-pain-ahead-as-fed-fights-to-lower-inflation.html
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/26/1119604922/federal-reserve-jerome-powell-inflation-interest-rates-recession
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/powell-fed-could-keep-lifting-rates-sharply-for-some-time
https://publicintegrity.org/inside-publici/newsletters/watchdog-newsletter/low-income-households-losing-inflation/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/27/business/economy/interest-rate-inflation-impact.html
https://www.vox.com/the-goods/23169673/fed-interest-rate-hike-inflation-recession-stock-market-debt
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/08/03/the-feds-global-problem-00048745
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/aug/17/inflation-is-causing-real-pain-but-raising-interest-rates-will-make-it-worse
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/aug/17/inflation-is-causing-real-pain-but-raising-interest-rates-will-make-it-worse
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/fandd/issues/2022/03/Future-of-inflation-partI-Agarwal-kimball

Baker, Dean. “More Thoughts on the Great Inflation Debate.” Center for Economic and Policy Research,
January 29, 2022. https://cepr.net/more-thoughts-on-the-great-inflation-debate/

Behsudi, Adam. “Where the Fed’s Inflation-Crushing Campaign May Hurt the Most.” Politico, August 3,
2022, https://www.politico.com/news/2022/08/03/the-feds-global-problem-00048745

Bivens, Josh, Asha Banerjee, and Mariia Dzholos. “Rising Inflation Is a Global Problem, U.S. Policy
Choices Are Not to Blame.” Economic Policy Institute, August 4, 2022. https://www.epi.org/blog/rising-
inflation-is-a-global-problem-u-s-policy-choices-are-not-to-blame/

Bivens, Josh. “Inflation and the Policy Response in 2022.” Economic Policy Institute, February 7, 2022.
https://www.epi.org/blog/inflation-and-the-policy-response-in-2022/

Bourne, Ryan. “Why Economists Disagree on Whether Inflation Was a Supply or Demand Problem.”
CATO Institute, February 1, 2022. https://www.cato.org/commentary/why-economists-disagree-whether-
inflation-was-supply-or-demand-problem#

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. “Energy Key Factor in Current Inflation.” August 30, 2022.
https://www.cbpp.org/energy-key-factor-in-current-inflation

Coppess, J., M. Kalaitzandonakes and B. Ellison. "Gardner Food and Agricultural Policy Survey: 2nd
Quiarter, Initial Results.” farmdoc daily (12):123, Department of Agricultural and Consumer Economics,
University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign, August 18, 2022.

Cox, Jeff. “Powell Warns of ‘Some Pain’ Ahead as the Fed Fights to Bring Down Inflation.” CNBC, August
26, 2022, https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/26/powell-warns-of-some-pain-ahead-as-fed-fights-to-lower-
inflation.html

Fowers, Alyssa. “What Is Causing Inflation: The Factors Driving Prices High Each Month.” The
Washington Post, July 26, 2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2022/07/26/inflation-causes/

Horsley, Scott. “Jerome Powell Says Fed Is Resolved to Fight Inflation Even If It Brings Economic Pain.”
NPR, August 26, 2022, https://www.npr.org/2022/08/26/1119604922/federal-reserve-jerome-powell-
inflation-interest-rates-recession

Kuhn, Casey, Niclole Ellis, and Jenna Cohen. “WATCH: 2 Economists on Where the U.S. Economy is
Headed Now.” PBS News Hour, August 29, 2022. https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/these-2-
economists-are-optimistic-about-the-future-of-the-economy-heres-why

McCausland, Phil. “What is Causing Inflation? Economists Point Fingers at Different Culprits.” NBC news,
February 16, 2022. https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news/whats-causing-inflation-
economists-point-fingers-different-culprits-rcnal6156

Pandemic Response Accountability Committee. “Pandemic Oversight.”
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/

Rubin, Gabriel T. and Sarah Chaney Cambon. “How High Is Inflation and What Causes It? What to Know.”
The Wall Street Journal, August 10, 2022. https://www.wsj.com/articles/inflation-definition-cause-what-is-
it-11644353564

Rugaber, Chris. “Federal Reserve’s Inflation Fight Could Bring ‘Pain’ and Job Losses Warns Powell.” PBS
News Hour, August 26, 2022, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/powell-fed-could-keep-lifting-rates-
sharply-for-some-time

Smialek, Jeanna. “Inflation Is High. How Will Rate Increases Fix That?” The New York Times, July 27,
2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/27/business/economy/interest-rate-inflation-impact.html

5 farmdoc daily September 1, 2022


https://cepr.net/more-thoughts-on-the-great-inflation-debate/
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/08/03/the-feds-global-problem-00048745
https://www.epi.org/blog/rising-inflation-is-a-global-problem-u-s-policy-choices-are-not-to-blame/
https://www.epi.org/blog/rising-inflation-is-a-global-problem-u-s-policy-choices-are-not-to-blame/
https://www.epi.org/blog/inflation-and-the-policy-response-in-2022/
https://www.cato.org/commentary/why-economists-disagree-whether-inflation-was-supply-or-demand-problem
https://www.cato.org/commentary/why-economists-disagree-whether-inflation-was-supply-or-demand-problem
https://www.cbpp.org/energy-key-factor-in-current-inflation
https://farmdocdaily.illinois.edu/2022/08/gardner-food-and-agricultural-policy-survey-2nd-quarter-initial-results.html
https://farmdocdaily.illinois.edu/2022/08/gardner-food-and-agricultural-policy-survey-2nd-quarter-initial-results.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/26/powell-warns-of-some-pain-ahead-as-fed-fights-to-lower-inflation.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/26/powell-warns-of-some-pain-ahead-as-fed-fights-to-lower-inflation.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2022/07/26/inflation-causes/
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/26/1119604922/federal-reserve-jerome-powell-inflation-interest-rates-recession
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/26/1119604922/federal-reserve-jerome-powell-inflation-interest-rates-recession
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/these-2-economists-are-optimistic-about-the-future-of-the-economy-heres-why
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/these-2-economists-are-optimistic-about-the-future-of-the-economy-heres-why
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news/whats-causing-inflation-economists-point-fingers-different-culprits-rcna16156
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news/whats-causing-inflation-economists-point-fingers-different-culprits-rcna16156
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/inflation-definition-cause-what-is-it-11644353564
https://www.wsj.com/articles/inflation-definition-cause-what-is-it-11644353564
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/powell-fed-could-keep-lifting-rates-sharply-for-some-time
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/powell-fed-could-keep-lifting-rates-sharply-for-some-time
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/27/business/economy/interest-rate-inflation-impact.html

Srikrishnan, Maya. “Low-Income Households on Losing End of Inflation Fight.” The Center for Public
Integrity, July 8, 2022, https://publicintegrity.org/inside-publici/newsletters/watchdog-newsletter/low-
income-households-losing-inflation/

Stewart, Emily. “Stopping Inflation Is Going to Hurt.” Vox, July 28, 2022, https://www.vox.com/the-
goods/23169673/fed-interest-rate-hike-inflation-recession-stock-market-debt

U.S. Dept. of Treasury. “The Federal Response to COVID-19.” USASpending.gov, July 31, 2022,
https://www.usaspending.gov/disaster/covid-19?publicLaw=all

Weber, Isabell and M. Paul. “Inflation Is Causing Real Pain. But Raising Interest Rates Will Make It
Worse.” The Guardian, August 17, 2022,
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/aug/17/inflation-is-causing-real-pain-but-raising-
interest-rates-will-make-it-worse

6 farmdoc daily September 1, 2022


https://publicintegrity.org/inside-publici/newsletters/watchdog-newsletter/low-income-households-losing-inflation/
https://publicintegrity.org/inside-publici/newsletters/watchdog-newsletter/low-income-households-losing-inflation/
https://www.vox.com/the-goods/23169673/fed-interest-rate-hike-inflation-recession-stock-market-debt
https://www.vox.com/the-goods/23169673/fed-interest-rate-hike-inflation-recession-stock-market-debt
https://www.usaspending.gov/disaster/covid-19?publicLaw=all
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/aug/17/inflation-is-causing-real-pain-but-raising-interest-rates-will-make-it-worse
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/aug/17/inflation-is-causing-real-pain-but-raising-interest-rates-will-make-it-worse

