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Children, 3 or more ser•in9s doi y 
THna9•rs, 4 or mor• Hr•in9s daily 
Adults,2 or more dailr 

A Dally Food Guide 

Vege9able- Frul• Group 

4 or more servings 
Include -

A citrus fruit or other fruit 
or vegetable important for 
vitamin C 

A dark-green or deep-yellow 
vegetable for vitamin A - at 
least every other day 

Other vegetables and fruits, 
including potatoes 

Mea• Group 

2 or more servings 

Bread-Cereal 
Group 

Miik Group 

4 or more servings 

Circular 81 l 
Cooperative Extension Service 
Hevised February 1968 

Some milk for everyone 
Children ••••• 3 to 4 cups 
Teen-agers • 4 or more cups 
Adults •••••• 2 or more cups 

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 
30, 1914, in cooperation with the U. S. Department of Agriculture. W. E. Skel-
ton, Director of Extension Service, Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Blacksburg, 
Virginia 24061. 



Buying Food 

Revised by 
Marjorie A. Porter, Extension Specialist, 

Food and Nutrition 

An Adequate Diet 

An adequate diet is more important to your family than money. 
Their health and happiness depend on having enough of the right food. 
Planning your family's food supply helps you get the mqst value from 
every dollar you spend for food. 

The kinds and amounts of food you need to buy depend on a 
number of facts about your family. 

How many are in your family? Larger families (more than 4) 
tend to spend less per person for food than smaller families. 

What are the ages of family members? As children grow older, 
it costs more to feed them. It costs more to feed an 18 year old 
boy than to feed his father. After age 20 the food cost per person 
tapers off gradually. 

How many males and females are in the household? It costs 
more to feed men and teenage boys than women and teenage girls. 

How active are family members? An active person needs more 
food than one who gets little exercise. 

What is your family's income? As incomes rise, families tend 
to spend more for food. Although higher income families spend 
more for food, the proportion of their income spent on it is smaller. 

Do you produce any food at home? If so, plan to use these foods 
in family meals. 

How many meals does the family eat away from home? If most 
family members buy lunch away from home your grocery bill should 
reflect it. 

How much time can you spend in the kitchen? Time available 
for food preparation also influences the kinds and amounts of foods 
you need to buy. If you haven't much time to spend in the kitchen, 
you will buy· more convenience foods than someone who can spend 
a great deal of time on food preparation. 

Is your family getting the kinds and amounts of foods that it 
needs? Check your meals with the Daily Food Guide on page 2. 
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The Cost of an Adequate Diet 

You can estimate how muchitshouldcostyou to feed your family 
for a week on a low-cost, moderate-cost, or liberal plan by using 
estimates established by the Agricultural Research service of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

A description of these plans is given below. 

Table 1--Food Groups and Approximate Servings per Person 
per Week on a Moderate Cost Plan. 

FOOD GROUP 

Milk (in terms of fluid milk) 

Meat, poultry, fish 
Eggs 
Dry beans, peas, nuts 

Breads and cereals 

Citrus fruits, tomatoes 
Dark-green and deep yellow 
Potatoes 
Other fruits ·and -vegetables 

SERVINGS PER WEEK 

Children under 10, 3-~ cups per day 
Boys & girls over IO, 3·% to 4 cups per day 
Pregnant women, I -quart per day 
Lactating women, 1-~ quarts per day 
Other adults, 2 cups a day 

9-13 servings (3 oz. cooked lean meat) 
6-7 a week or in cooking 
1-2 servings 

Bread every meal, cereal once a day 

6-8 servings per week 
2-3 servings per week 
4-10 servings per week 
18-23 servings per week 

The low cost plan includes smaller quantities of milk, eggs, 
meats, fruits, and vegetables. This plan uses less expensive foods 
within a group. For example, in the meat group more dried beans 
and peas will be used. Cereals would be kinds to cook at home 
rather than ready-to-eat varieties. 

The liberal plan includes a greater variety of animal products 
and fruits and vegetables. There is some difference in the number 
of servings in the various food groups but more expensive choices 
within the groups will account for most of the greater cost. 

Which food plan is most like the food pattern that you use? After 
you decide this, you can estimate how much this type food plan 
should cost for your family. 
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Table II--Cost of Food at Home Estimated for Food Plans at 3 Cost 
Levels, September 1967 U.S. Average 

I 

Cost for 1 week 
Low-cost Moderate I Liberal 

Individuals plan cost plan plan 

Dollars Dollars Dollars 

Children, under 1 year 3.10 4.10 4.30 
1-3 years 4.00 5.10 5.90 
3-6 years 4.60 6.20 7.10 
6-9 years 5.50 7.40 8.80 

Girls, 9-12 years 6.30 8.50 9.50 
12-15years 7.00 9.40 10.90 
15-20 years 7.30 9.50 10.80 

Boys, 9-12 years 6.50 8.70 10.00 
1-2-15 years 7.50 l~.30 11.70 
15-20 years 8.80 11.60 13.30 

Women, 20-35 years 6.60 8.70 10.00 
35-55 years 6.30 8.40 9.70 
55-75 years 5.40 7.30 8.30 
75 years and over 4.90 6.50 7.60 
Pregnant 7.90 10.20 11.50 
Nursing 9.10 11.70 13.00 

Men, 20-35 years 7.50 10.00 11.80 
35-55 years 6.90 9.30 10.80 
55-75 years 6.30 a.so 9.70 
75 years and over 5.90 8.20 9.40 

i 

Add up the cost for each person (from Table II) in your family. 
Then make these adjustments for family size. 

Number in family 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 or more 

Adjustment 
add 20% 
add 10% 
add 5% 
no adjustment 
subtract 5% 
subtract 10% 

Keep a list of what you spend for food each week. Remember to 
subtract the cost of non-food items from the total that you pay at 
the supermarket. Soaps, detergents, paper products, pet foods, 
magazines, drugs, cosmetics, and other non-food items are not 
included in these estimates. 
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Are you spending more or less than the estimated amounts? If 
you're spending much less than the low cost plan you should check 
with the Daily Food Guide to see if your family is getting all of the 
foods that they need. If you're spending much more perhaps there 
are ways to reduce the amount of money you're spending for food. 

Getting the Most for Your Food Dollar 
Shopping is a challenge since there are approximately 7 ,000 items 

in the grocery store and you must decide which ones are best for 
you. You want to choose those that will enable you to get the most 
nutrition for your food dollar. 

Good nutrition is important but it's also important for your 
family to enjoy their food. Uneaten meals won't supply any nutri-
ents. How can you get the most nutrition and enjoyment from your 
food dollars? 

Before You Shop 

Sit down and plan. Make a plan for meals for the family for a 
week. Use the Daily Food Guide as a basis for planning these meals. 
For more information about meal planning refer to Extension Leaflet 
299, "Meal Planning.,, 

From your meal plan make a list of the kinds and amounts of 
foods that you will need for the week. 

Check specials. While you're planning, refer to grocery store 
advertisements in the newspaper. Planning some of your meals 
around the specials offered on meat is a good way to stretch the 
food dollar. 

A study by Economic Research Service of USDA of weekend 
specials for a period of one year showe"d that chuck roast was off er-
ed on special 20 weekends. The special prices ranged from 33 to 
49~ a pound. If a family bought 5 lbs. of chuck roast each weekend 
that it was on sale it would have cost them $39.30. If they had 
bought the meat when it was not on sale it would have cost $62.30 
or $23 more. 

In the Store 

Choosing a store. Your choice of grocery store will also affect 
your food bill. Consider location, services, and quality as well as 
actual cost of food when making this choice. It's good to do most of 
your shopping where prices are lowest. Traveling miles to get a 
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bargain on just a few items may not result in any savings. Stores 
that give credit or trading stamps may or may not charge higher 
prices. Specialty stores that carry a limited number of items may 
charge higher prices. 

Stick to your list when you get to the store. However, it should be 
flexible enough for you to make substitutions if you find an excep-
tionally good buy. The substituted food should have the same food 
value as the food you had intended to buy. 

Sticking to your list or making wise substitutions for items on it 
is important. Impulse buying makes the food bill go upl 

Read labels. The label tells you what's in the package. It gives 
the name of the product, the manufacturer. the ingredients in cases 
where the government has not set a standard of identity, and the 
quantity of the contents. This information can be useful to you when 
you decide how much you need to buy and when you compare costs. 

The label describes the quality of the food. This information 
should help you decide which to choose. 

Choose a quality which is suitable for the intended use. A few 
canned fruits and vegetables are graded. The various grades are 
alike in food value. Grade A is fancy quality and always the most 
expensive. Grades B and C are less expensive. These grades of 
vegetables, such as tomatoes, are suitable for soups and casseroles. 

Brand names may be more often used as indicators of quality. 
One producer may pack the various qualities of a product under 
different brand names. If you are familiar with different brands you 
can choose the quality suitable for your use. 

Red salmon and white tuna are more expensive than pink and 
chum salmon and dark tuna or bonita. You may want to use more 
expensive kinds for salads and less expensive kinds in casseroles 
and cooked dishes. Chunk, grated, or flaked tuna or salmon are 
cheaper than solid pack and are suitable for many uses. 

Compare costs. To compare 2 foods, figure cost per serving. 
This type of comparison gives a truer picture of cost than price per 
pound in most cases. For example, if you were comparing the cost 
of frozen and fresh peas you'd need to know that you could get 4 
servings from a 12-ounce package of peas and 2 from a pound of 
fresh peas. Thus a comparison of cost per pound would not be ac-
curate. 

When comparing various cuts of meat, consider the amount of 
bone and fat you'll be getting. Count on getting about 4 servings per 
pound from boneless cuts; 2 servings from bone-in cuts; and 1 from 
bony cuts such as spare ribs. Learning to recognize a package that 
contains enough of a particular cut to serve your family will help 
you to compare costs. 
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Buy in quantity if you can use a large amount of the food and if 
the cost per serving is less. Remember that a bargain isn't a bar-
gain if you can't or won't use it. Before you buy a large quantity of 
a brand or food thatyouhaven'tusedbefore it's a good policy to see 
if its quality is acceptable to you. 

Prices vary with package size. Larger packages may cost less. 
For example, one brand of cornflakes come in eight I-ounce pack-
ages (39~), an 8 ounce package (25~) or an I8 ounce package (43~). 
Calculating the cost of a I-ounce serving from each you'd find that 
the cornflakes in individual packages cost 5~ per serving, in 8 oz. 
packages, 3~ per serving, and in I8 oz. packages 2-I/2~ per 
serving. 

You might ask what difference 2- I/ 2~ makes. If a family of 6 had 
cornflakes for breakfast every day for a week (42 servings) they 
could save $1.05 a week by using the I8 oz. package rather than 
individual packages. 

Be willing to try different things. If you see a less expensive 
brand of a product that you have used, try it to see if it is acceptable. 

Don't serve the same things all the time. While beef is perhaps 
the most popular meat, don't neglect other kinds. Veal, lamb, or 
pork offer good buys and interesting as well as nutritional meals. 
By using all types of meat you will be able to take advantage of more 
specials. 

Know what you're paying for. Many food products available to-
day are convenience foods. You may or may not have to pay for the 
built-in maid service that you get with these foods. The service may 
range from very little, such as measuring of ingredients in hot roll 
mixes, to almost complete preparation of the product. Brown and 
serve rolls are an example of this. It's up to you to evaluate the 
cost, quality, and the time that these products may save you in re-
lation to your wants and needs and those of your family. 

Choose the best values from each of the Four Food Groups of 
The Daily Food Guide. 

Fruits and Vegetables 

Buy fruits and vegetables at the peak of their supply. The prices 
of some fruits and vegetables vary with season. Apples are less 
expensive in late summer and early fall when the supply is greatest. 

Compare cost per serving of fresh, frozen, canned, or dehy-
drated forms to see which is the best buy. A one half cup portion 
or a portion usually served, such as an apple, a banana, or potato, 
is considered to be one serving. 
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Evaluate the condition of perishable fruits and vegetables and 
the storage facilities that you have at home before deciding how 
much to buy. Be sure fruits and vegetables are fresh. Vegetables 
that are limp or wilted have lost much of their vitamin C. Those 
that show signs of bruising probably have lost vitamin A as well. 
Treat vegetables gently, getting them onto the table or into the 
refrigerator as soon as possible. 

For a change and for economy, canned tomatoes, tomato juice, 
fresh tomatoes in season, green pepper, broccoli, cabbage and 
"greens", as well as cantaloupe and strawberries in season, can 
replace citrus fruits as sources of vitamin C. Apricot, apple, 
pear, prune, and pineapple juices are not substitutes for citrus 
fruits. 

Breads and Cereals 

Buy enriched or whole-grain breads and cereals. Choosing the 
enriched product ensures more nutrients for your money. 

Meats 

Meat takes about 25~ of each food dollar. Fortunately, low cost 
cuts may have as much food value as the more expensive ones. 

Beans, Peas, and Nuts 

Beans, peas, and nuts offer the most protein per dollar spent and 
may be used as substitutes for meat. The quality of the protein is 
not quite as good as that from animal sources, however. 

Poultry and Eggs. 

Poultry and eggs are usually economical sources of protein. A 
large chicken or turkey is often a good buy because you get more 
meat in proportion to the bone. A whole chicken is less expensive 
than cut-up chicken or that packaged by the piece. 

Milk 

How much milk does your family need in a year? You might like 
to calculate the cost of this quantity of milk. 
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Milk is available in a variety of forms. By using the most 
economical form or a combination of forms you may be able to save 
a considerable sum of money in a year. 

For example, a family of 6 with 4 children ages 8 to 16 needs 
1,643 quarts of milk a year to get the number of servings suggested 
in the Daily Food Guide. The following table shows how much it 
would cost to buy this quantity of various forms of milk. 

Milk, whole fresh 
Milk, skim, fresh 
Non-fat dry milk 
Half fresh skim and 

half non-fat dry milk 

Price per Quart 

28¢ 
23¢ 
10¢ 

17.5¢ 

Fats and Sweets 

Cost per Year 
1643 quans 

$460 
378 
164 

271 

Eat these foods only after you have had all the others your body 
needs and then only if your budget and waistline allow. Sweets such 
as sugar, jellies, cakes, and pastries add interest to your meals but 
are high in calories and may be expensive. If added calories are 
needed for growing youngsters and underweight persons, wholesome 
desserts may fill this need. Some of the essential foods for the day 
may be used for dessert in the form of milk puddings, ice cream, and 
fruit desserts. 

Butter and margarine are equal in food value and are the only fats 
containing vitamin A. 

Salad dressings made at home may cost less than commercial. 

Summary 
To get the most from your food dollars plan carefully. Consider 

the needs of your family and the amount of money that you can spend 
for food. Then carry out your plan. Make substitutions if necessary 
to get the best quality and the most value for each dollar that you 
spend. 

But above all, enjoy good meals. Good nutrition is simply eat-
ing a variety of foods each day so as to get the necessary food nutri-
ents. It doesn't require a lot of expensive or exotic foods. A well-
planned selection of everyday foods will do it. 
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