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Market Basket Survey Data 
Limitations 
When interpreting the results of this survey, a number of issues must be considered. These include 
the following: 

• The MBS measures the variety, quality and availability of some healthy food items; it makes no 
attempt to measure the quantities available or purchased. 

• A letter was sent to store managers prior to the survey period informing them that their store 
would be surveyed in the coming months. Prior notice may have influenced store prices and 
availability of foods during the survey period.  

• A team of surveyors collects survey data across the NT. To minimise data collection error, 
surveyors undertake training prior to conducting the survey and are provided with detailed 
instructions to conduct the survey, however data collection errors may still occur.  A store 
management group reviewed the data collected for their stores in the 2021 survey and found 
some discrepancies with data that was available through their computer systems. Reasons for 
the discrepancies include: incorrect recording of price or weight of item by the surveyor; 
incorrect price on display; and/or incorrect choice of product by the surveyor. These were 
corrected. 

• Surveyor’s record the shelf price labels of products where available. While displaying the correct 
price of food on shelf labels is a legal requirement it is possible the shelf label price does not 
always accurately reflect the cost of an item at checkout. 

• When conducting the survey, surveyors record the price of a particular brand and pack size for 
each item in the food basket. For occasions when the standard brand and pack size is not 
available, surveyors are provided a set of instructions on which alternative product to price (i.e. 
a different brand or pack size). Therefore on some occasions a larger or smaller pack size (of 
different brand) may be priced in a remote store compared to district centre stores. This may 
have a notable impact on the price of the basket in some individual store reports; however the 
impact will be lessened when data is aggregated to the NT level. 

• As described previously, surveyors are asked to record the price of a particular brand and pack 
size for many items. This is not necessarily the cheapest option for some items and actual food 
costs could be lower in all store types than is reported in this survey. 

• When the price for an item is not available, or the item is not usually stocked, a calculated 
average price based for this item is used.  In remote stores, the average price of the missing item 
in other remote stores in that region is used.  In district centre stores, the average price of the 
missing item in other district centre stores of the same type is used.   

• Items in the food baskets are chosen from those commonly found in remote stores. This limits 
the occasions when the price for a substitute product is recorded and minimises inaccuracies in 
price comparisons between stores. It does however, limit the number of items which can be 
included in the survey, particularly as some stores are in small communities and stock a smaller 
range of foods than larger stores and supermarkets. 
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• The food basket contains a relatively small number of items (41). The prices of these items are 
then multiplied by varying amounts to provide the total cost in each of the food baskets. 
Therefore significant changes in the price of one or two items may have an unduly inflated effect 
on the total cost of the basket. An example of this occurred in 2006 and 2011 when banana 
crops in Queensland were destroyed by tropical cyclones, resulting in an increase in the price of 
bananas. As a result, the cost of the ‘fruit’ portion of the basket in NT supermarkets increased by 
45% in 1996 and 68% in 2011, compared to the preceding years. 

• The survey is conducted over a three month period. During this time frame there is the potential 
for variation in the prices of fresh fruit and vegetables. To reduce the impact of this variation 
surveyors are encouraged to conduct the district centre supermarket surveys in the middle of 
the survey period as these stores are used as a benchmark. 

• While efforts are made to include the same stores in the survey each year this is not always 
possible.  For example, some surveys in the Big Rivers region could not be conducted due to 
staffing constraints and the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2021 survey.  

 


