
EATING HEALTHILY EVEN WHEN MONEY IS TIGHT  by Wanda Jeanty 

We can offer many excuses or create psychological barriers as to the reason it may be difficult to 

eat healthily such as: “I don’t have time, I have children and I will buy what they like, I buy what 

is convenient for me to cook, or I am overwhelmed with a lot of information that I end up buying 

what I know is unhealthy! Do you recognize any of the above phrases that you may have said to 

yourself?  So, the questions that we have to ask are:  Is it possible to eat healthily even when 

money is tight?  If so, how do we do it?  The answer to the first question is “Yes” and the one to 

the second one is: plan, buy, and cook. 

Planning is the first step in anything that we want to accomplish.   So, here’s a guide to follow on 

your next food shopping trip: 

• don’t leave home without a grocery list and eat first.  When we are hungry, we tend to 

buy items that we do not need or are unhealthy.  Know how much you are going to spend  

• look at weekly flyers and compare prices from different stores to see which ones carry 

cheaper items or advertise sales 

• cut coupons for food normally consumed; don’t use the ones for items that you do not 

use  

• involve children in the planning process  

After planning, you are ready to go food shopping.  So, where do we go?  Wholesale clubs (such 

as Costco, BJ’s, etc.)? Farmers’ markets? Did you know that Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program benefits are now accepted at many farmers’ markets?  Depending on which one we 

decide, the price of food will be one of the major factors to choose one versus another. What 

about cooperatives and supermarkets?  With cooperatives, consumers can join Community 

Supported Agriculture groups (CSA works like a membership). According to the New Entry 

Sustainable Farm Project (www.nesfp.org), “CSA is where consumers buy fruits and vegetables 

from farms at the beginning of the season and even before they are sown).  Each part of the 

harvest is known as a “share”.  Last but not least, the supermarket is where most consumers 

will go. For most of us, this is where consumers need to pay attention to the marketing of foods 

and layout: 

• first, walk around the perimeter of the store. This is where fruits, vegetables, dairy 
products (milk, cheese, etc.), and eggs are displayed.   

• fresh vegetables and fruits bought in season will be cheaper and a trip to a farmer’s 
market can save you money.  For example, buying strawberries in winter can be more 
expensive than purchasing them during the summer.  If you want to purchase frozen 
vegetables or fruits, you can do so as an alternative. Try to limit canned fruits or 
vegetables especially if they swim in syrup or a questionable liquid (at the very least, if 
you do buy them, rinse them and if you must, buy fruits in water)   

http://www.nesfp.org/


•  a variety of beans/peas can help in cooking different meals.  Red and black beans are 
staples in many cultures.  

• grains are just as versatile as beans: oats, quinoa, millet, etc. 

• in order to find the best value for your money, follow these tips:   

o compare the prices between national and store brands.  Consumers can save 
much by choosing the latter.  Store brands are nothing more than the same item 
packaged differently.  Find out for yourself!  I did and I have saved so much 
more. 

o Understand what unit prices are and save even more.  The "unit price" tells you 
the cost per pound, quart, or other unit of weight or volume of a food package. 
It is usually posted on the shelf below the food.  Some foods can come in bigger 
sizes and may offer a good deal; however, they don’t always save you money or 
give you a better value.  For example, a can of tuna is part of the grocery list and 
two of them are displayed:  one with the unit price of $3.58 per pound for a 5-oz 
at $1.12 and the other with the unit price of $4.12 per pound for a 12-oz at 
$3.09.  The better value is the 5-oz one.  You can purchase two smaller cans for 
$2.24 instead of buying one large can at $3.09. 

o Buy in bulk when the item is on sale (make sure you will use it and can store it):  
drumsticks, chicken breasts, for example. 

o Stay out of the aisles where processed foods are displayed.   

Once you are done with food shopping, preparing meals require some planning.  Did you know 
that one meal can create different ones if you cook in large quantities?  For example, cooking a 
pot of chili can result in 3 different dishes (or more) for the week:  use the leftovers for sloppy 
joes, add vegetables, add different beans to the chili, change it to a soup by adding what you 
like.  What about grains?  Oatmeal is a great source of fiber and carbohydrate and does not 
take long to cook.  Add fruits to it instead of buying the processed one with sugar in it (it will 
cost you more).  Cut fruits and vegetables and mix them together for a refreshing salad during 
the summer – there is no need to buy the precut version (convenience does not equal value or 
money saved).  Create your own snacks.  Have you ever eaten kale chips?  Do you get the idea? 

With a little ingenuity, eating healthily can be achieved. Stay within your budget by eliminating 
processed foods from your shopping cart.  Cooking real food instead of opening a box can only 
help you in the long run.  Keep it simple, become a savvy consumer; your children and spouse 
will thank you.   

Sources:  https://snaped.fns.usda.gov/snap and  www.nesfp.org 
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