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Unit 5: Meal Planning and Food Budgeting

1. Introduction
Meal planning and food budgeting are two of the most practical and important components of nutrition education. It is not
enough to know nutrients and dietary requirements in theory; one must also learn how to convert nutritional knowledge
into actual daily meals that are acceptable, affordable, balanced, and suitable for individuals and families. This is the field
where nutritional science meets domestic management, public health, economics, and daily life.

In every household, institution, hostel, school, hospital, or community setting, food has to be selected, purchased,
prepared, served, and distributed within certain limitations. These limitations may include income, time, family size, food
availability, seasonal variation, fuel cost, cooking facilities, religious preferences, and health conditions. Meal planning and
food budgeting help in making the best possible nutritional use of the resources available.

For beginners, it is important to understand that meal planning is not merely deciding “what to cook.” It is a thoughtful
and systematic process of arranging foods for one or more meals in such a way that nutritional needs are met, meals are
attractive and satisfying, and wastage is minimized. Similarly, food budgeting is not simply restricting expenditure. It is
the art of spending wisely on food so that the family obtains maximum nutritional value within its economic capacity.

Thus, meal planning and food budgeting are essential for maintaining health, preventing malnutrition, ensuring food
security, and managing household resources efficiently.

2. Meaning of Meal Planning
Meal planning may be defined as the systematic arrangement of foods for individuals or families over a given period in
such a way that the meals are nutritionally adequate, economically suitable, palatable, attractive, and adapted to the age,
activity, health condition, and preferences of the consumers.

This definition shows that meal planning is a multidimensional activity. A good meal plan must answer several questions at
once:

Does the meal provide enough nutrients?
Is it suitable for the person’s age and health condition?
Is it acceptable in taste and appearance?
Is it practical to prepare?
Is it affordable?
Does it use locally available foods wisely?

A meal plan, therefore, is not judged only by its taste or variety, but also by its nutritional value and suitability to the
circumstances.

3. Objectives of Meal Planning
The purpose of meal planning is much broader than merely filling the stomach. Proper meal planning serves multiple
objectives.

3.1 To provide nutritional adequacy

The first and most important objective is to ensure that the diet supplies all essential nutrients in proper amounts. Meal
planning should support energy needs, body-building requirements, protective nutrients, water, and fibre according to the
needs of the individual or family.
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3.2 To maintain health and efficiency

A well-planned meal pattern promotes growth in children, maintains body tissues in adults, supports immunity, improves
mental concentration, and enhances physical work capacity.

3.3 To satisfy appetite and food habits

Meals must be enjoyable and culturally acceptable. Even a nutritionally excellent meal plan may fail if the food is
monotonous, unattractive, or against the food habits of the family.

3.4 To use available resources efficiently

Meal planning helps the family use money, fuel, time, labour, and available food materials in the best possible way.

3.5 To avoid wastage

Proper planning helps reduce excess purchase, spoilage, repeated cooking, and leftover wastage.

3.6 To adapt to special needs

Meal planning is also useful in adjusting diets for children, pregnant women, elderly persons, patients, workers, students,
or people with special dietary restrictions.

Thus, meal planning is both a nutritional and a managerial skill.

4. Factors Affecting Meal Planning
Meal planning is influenced by many factors. A sound meal plan cannot be made without considering the real-life
conditions of the people for whom the meal is being prepared.

4.1 Age

The age of the individual greatly influences food selection, consistency, quantity, and nutrient density. Infants require soft,
easily digestible foods. Children need growth-supporting diets. Adults need maintenance diets, while the elderly may
require softer, lighter, and more digestible meals.

4.2 Sex

Nutrient requirements differ between males and females, especially during adolescence, pregnancy, lactation, and
menstruation-related iron loss.

4.3 Physical activity

A sedentary person, a student, a manual labourer, and an athlete cannot all be given the same meal plan. Energy
requirement must match the level of activity.

4.4 Physiological state

Pregnancy, lactation, illness, recovery from disease, surgery, and other physiological or pathological states demand
suitable dietary adjustment.

4.5 Economic condition

Income has a major effect on food purchase. A good meal planner must know how to obtain maximum nutrition at
minimum reasonable cost without compromising health.

AYURVEDBHARATI.O
RG



© Ayurvite Wellness Pvt Ltd. All rights reserved. This PDF is for personal use only. Unauthorized reproduction, distribution,
or commercial use is strictly prohibited.

PDF generated on 21 Apr 2026, 03:30 pm IST

4.6 Food availability and season

Meals should be planned according to locally available and seasonal foods. Seasonal foods are often fresher, more
affordable, and nutritionally superior.

4.7 Food habits, culture, and religion

Dietary patterns vary according to family traditions, caste, religion, region, and personal preference. A meal planner must
respect these factors while maintaining nutritional adequacy.

4.8 Family size and composition

A family with young children, elderly grandparents, and working adults will require more thoughtful planning than a
household of only adults.

4.9 Time, fuel, and labour availability

Busy households may need simpler preparations. Limited fuel or labour also affects the choice of recipes and number of
dishes.

4.10 Knowledge and skill of the cook

Meal planning must be realistic. A theoretically excellent menu is of little use if the cook does not know how to prepare it
properly.

These factors show that meal planning is not purely theoretical. It is a practical process shaped by human and social
conditions.

5. Principles of Meal Planning
Certain basic principles should be kept in mind while planning meals. These principles help ensure that the final diet is
balanced, appealing, and workable.

5.1 Nutritional balance

The meal should include foods from different groups so that all major nutrients are represented. Cereals, pulses, milk or
alternatives, vegetables, fruits, fats, and other suitable foods should be combined properly.

5.2 Variety

Variety is essential both nutritionally and psychologically. Repeated use of the same foods may reduce appetite and lead
to limited nutrient intake. Variety may be introduced through food group selection, colours, textures, cooking methods,
and flavours.

5.3 Simplicity

Meals need not be elaborate to be nutritious. Simple combinations of common local foods can provide excellent
nourishment if wisely planned.

5.4 Satiety value

A good meal should satisfy hunger and keep the person comfortable until the next meal. Very light meals may fail to
satisfy, while excessively heavy meals may impair digestion and reduce efficiency.
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5.5 Digestibility

Foods should be chosen according to digestive capacity. Extremely oily, spicy, or heavy meals may not suit children,
elderly persons, or patients.

5.6 Attractiveness

Colour, aroma, taste, arrangement, and texture affect food acceptance. A nutritionally perfect meal served in an
unattractive way may not be liked.

5.7 Economy

The meal should fit the budget. Expensive foods are not always necessary for nutritional adequacy. Low-cost foods such as
pulses, seasonal vegetables, groundnuts, curd, and millets can provide high nutritive value.

5.8 Suitability to occasion and climate

A meal suitable in winter may not be ideal in peak summer. Festive meals differ from routine meals. School lunches differ
from therapeutic diets.

5.9 Proper spacing of meals

Meal timing and frequency are important. Long gaps may reduce energy efficiency and encourage overeating, while very
irregular meal patterns may affect metabolism and appetite.

6. Steps in Meal Planning
Meal planning becomes easier when it is done in a systematic manner. The following steps are generally useful.

6.1 Know the nutritional needs

The first step is to understand the age, sex, activity, health status, and special needs of the person or family. This
determines total energy, protein, and micronutrient needs.

6.2 Assess available resources

The planner should evaluate budget, kitchen facilities, local market availability, seasonal produce, cooking time, fuel, and
storage capacity.

6.3 Select food groups wisely

The meal should include a combination of staple foods, body-building foods, and protective foods. It should also consider
affordable alternatives.

6.4 Decide the number of meals

Some families follow three main meals, while others prefer three meals with one or two snacks. School-going children and
elderly persons often benefit from meal distribution across the day.

6.5 Plan the menu

Menus should be planned in a way that avoids repetition, maintains variety, and fits the family routine. Breakfast, lunch,
dinner, and snacks should complement each other nutritionally.
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6.6 Estimate quantities

Portion sizes should be appropriate. Excess preparation causes waste, while inadequate preparation may result in
insufficient intake.

6.7 Check for balance and cost

After planning, the menu should be reviewed to see whether it is nutritionally adequate and within budget.

6.8 Modify if needed

Meal plans should remain flexible. If a food item is unavailable or too costly, suitable alternatives should be used.

Thus, meal planning is a cycle of assessment, selection, arrangement, and adjustment.

7. Food Groups in Meal Planning
Meal planning becomes easier when foods are grouped according to their nutritional role. Though different classification
systems exist, the following broad food groups are practical for everyday planning:

cereals and millets
pulses and legumes
milk and animal protein foods
vegetables
fruits
fats and oils
sugars and sweeteners
nuts and seeds

A balanced meal generally includes:

a staple food for energy
a protein-rich accompaniment
at least one vegetable
fruit where possible
some visible fat in moderation
milk or curd when suitable and affordable

Using food groups helps ensure completeness and reduces the chance of neglecting any important nutrient category.

8. Importance of Breakfast in Meal Planning
Breakfast is often called the most important meal of the day because it breaks the overnight fast and provides energy for
morning work and mental activity. For school children, students, and working adults, breakfast has a strong influence on
concentration, stamina, and metabolic comfort.

A good breakfast should contain:

an energy-giving cereal or grain
a protein source such as milk, curd, pulses, egg, or nuts
fruit or another protective food where possible

Skipping breakfast may lead to fatigue, overeating later in the day, irritability, and reduced efficiency. Therefore, in meal
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planning, breakfast should never be treated as optional.

9. Planning Meals for Different Family Members
One of the common challenges in household meal planning is that not all family members have the same needs. For
example:

a young child may need soft and energy-dense foods,
a pregnant woman may need more protein and iron,
a diabetic elder may need controlled carbohydrate intake,
a labourer may need greater energy quantity.

A practical meal planner tries to design a common basic family meal and then make suitable modifications for individuals.
For example:

the same dal may be used for all, but the child’s portion may be mashed,
extra salad may be added for the adult with weight concerns,
an additional glass of milk or protein serving may be added for the pregnant woman,
salt or spice level may be reduced for the elderly if needed.

This method saves time, cost, and effort while still meeting individual needs.

10. Meaning of Food Budgeting
Food budgeting refers to the planning and control of expenditure on food so that a person or family can obtain a
nutritionally adequate diet within the available income. It involves thoughtful purchase, selection, storage, and utilization
of foods in order to get the maximum value from the money spent.

Food budgeting is extremely important because food usually takes up a significant part of household expenditure,
especially in low- and middle-income families. However, a high food budget does not always guarantee good nutrition, and
a modest budget does not necessarily mean poor nutrition. Much depends on planning, food choice, purchasing skill, and
management.

Thus, food budgeting is the economic side of nutrition management.

11. Objectives of Food Budgeting
Food budgeting aims to:

ensure sufficient and nutritious food for the family
keep expenditure within financial limits
avoid unnecessary spending on low-value foods
reduce waste and spoilage
promote better purchasing habits
use local, seasonal, and economical foods effectively
distribute food expenditure rationally across the month

A wise budget supports both family health and financial stability.
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12. Factors Affecting Food Budgeting
Several factors influence the amount of money spent on food.

12.1 Family income

Naturally, income level influences the total amount available for food. However, the percentage of income spent on food
may be high even in low-income households.

12.2 Family size

Larger families usually require larger total food budgets, though cost per head may sometimes be reduced through bulk
purchase and common cooking.

12.3 Type of foods purchased

Packaged, branded, processed, and convenience foods often cost more than basic raw ingredients. Frequent purchase of
snacks, sweets, or restaurant foods increases cost without always improving nutrition.

12.4 Food prices and season

Food prices vary according to market conditions and season. Seasonal produce is generally cheaper and more nutritious.

12.5 Place of purchase

Buying from wholesale markets, local producers, cooperatives, or weekly markets may reduce costs compared to small
retail outlets.

12.6 Storage and preservation capacity

A family that can safely store grains, pulses, and staples may benefit from bulk purchase. Lack of storage can increase
repeated small purchases and cost.

12.7 Food habits and preferences

Choice of foods based on brand, prestige, or habit may increase spending unnecessarily.

12.8 Cooking fuel and related costs

The cost of fuel, transport, refrigeration, and cooking method also influences the real cost of food management.

13. Principles of Food Budgeting
Sound food budgeting is based on certain practical principles.

13.1 Plan before purchasing

A shopping list based on the weekly or monthly meal plan prevents impulsive buying and helps maintain budget control.

13.2 Prefer nutritious low-cost foods

Affordable foods such as pulses, seasonal vegetables, curd, roasted gram, peanuts, jaggery, millets, and local fruits often
provide excellent nutrition.
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13.3 Use seasonal and local foods

These are usually fresher, cheaper, and better suited to the climate.

13.4 Avoid unnecessary processed foods

Packaged snacks, soft drinks, sweets, and highly processed foods often consume a large part of the budget without
offering nutritional benefit.

13.5 Purchase according to storage capacity

Staples may be bought in larger quantities if proper storage is possible, but perishable items should be bought in suitable
amounts to avoid spoilage.

13.6 Reduce waste

Peels, leftovers, stale bread, curd, and cooked vegetables can often be used creatively. Waste reduction is an essential
component of budgeting.

13.7 Compare value, not just price

A cheaper food is not always more economical if it has poor nutritive value or low edible portion. Similarly, a slightly costly
food may be worthwhile if its nutritional contribution is high.

13.8 Maintain balance

Trying to save too much money by severely reducing diet quality is harmful. Budgeting should never compromise essential
nutrition.

14. Low-Cost Nutritious Food Choices
One of the most valuable skills in food budgeting is the ability to identify foods that are both nutritious and economical.
Examples include:

cereals and millets as staple energy foods
mixed pulses for protein
roasted gram and groundnuts as inexpensive protein snacks
curd and buttermilk as economical milk derivatives
seasonal vegetables and fruits
sprouted legumes for added vitamin value
jaggery in moderation as a source of energy and some minerals
local green leafy vegetables
soybean where acceptable

These foods often provide better nutritional value than many costly processed products.

15. Meal Planning and Budgeting in Relation to Food Waste
Food waste directly affects both nutrition and household economy. Improper planning may result in:

purchase of too much perishable food,
repeated leftovers that go unused,
spoilage through poor storage,
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trimming or peeling away edible nutritious portions,
cooking excess food frequently.

To reduce waste:

plan quantities carefully,
use leftovers wisely,
store foods properly,
rotate old stock before buying new stock,
use edible peels and stalks where suitable,
avoid over-serving.

A good food budget is protected by good food management.

16. Sample Daily Meal Planning Approach for a Family
A practical family meal plan may be developed by first arranging the day into meals:

Breakfast

Should provide energy and protein for the day’s beginning. Example: poha with peanuts and curd, or chapati with
vegetable and milk, or idli with sambar.

Midday meal / Lunch

Usually the main meal. Should include cereal, pulse/protein, vegetable, and curd or fruit when possible.

Evening snack

Should be simple but nourishing, especially for children and workers. Example: roasted chana, fruit, sprouts, buttermilk, or
homemade snacks.

Dinner

Should be balanced but not excessively heavy. May include chapati/rice, dal, vegetable, and salad or curd.

This planning pattern can then be adapted according to budget, taste, and nutritional needs.

17. Institutional and Community Relevance of Meal Planning
Meal planning is not only a household activity. It is highly relevant in:

schools and hostels
hospitals
anganwadis
old-age homes
industrial canteens
relief camps

In these settings, the challenge is even greater because planners must provide nutritional adequacy to large groups within
limited funds. Therefore, the principles of meal planning and budgeting have strong applications in public health nutrition
and food service management.
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18. Common Mistakes in Meal Planning and Budgeting
Students should be aware of certain common errors:

overdependence on cereals without enough protective foods
buying expensive foods for prestige rather than nutrition
ignoring breakfast
excessive spending on tea, snacks, sweets, and soft drinks
poor meal timing
lack of variety
purchasing without planning
wastage of cooked food
failure to consider special needs of children, pregnant women, or the elderly

Recognizing these mistakes is the first step toward improvement.

19. Educational Value of Meal Planning
Meal planning teaches several important life skills beyond nutrition:

decision-making
financial discipline
resource management
family care
health awareness
practical application of scientific knowledge

For this reason, it is one of the most useful applied topics in nutrition education.

20. Summary of the Unit
Meal planning is the systematic arrangement of meals so that they are nutritionally balanced, economical, palatable, and
suitable for the needs of the individual or family. It is influenced by age, sex, activity, health condition, food habits, family
composition, resources, and local food availability. Sound meal planning aims to provide adequate nutrition, maintain
health, satisfy appetite, reduce waste, and make best use of available resources. Food budgeting is the careful
management of money spent on food in order to secure maximum nutritional value within available income. It requires
wise purchase, use of seasonal and local foods, selection of economical nutritious ingredients, reduction of waste, and
balance between economy and adequacy. Together, meal planning and food budgeting form the practical foundation of
healthy household and institutional nutrition management.

21. Review Questions
Define meal planning and explain its importance.1.
Discuss the main objectives of meal planning.2.
Explain the factors affecting meal planning in a household.3.
Describe the principles of good meal planning.4.
What are the steps involved in planning a balanced family meal?5.
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Define food budgeting and explain its significance.6.
Discuss the factors affecting food budgeting.7.
Explain the principles of wise food budgeting.8.
Write a note on low-cost nutritious foods useful in meal planning.9.
Discuss the relationship between food waste, meal planning, and food budgeting.10.
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