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What is the best way to eat healthy and save time? Hire a personal chef? The realistic answer is 
meal planning! Why should we plan? Well, as Benjamin Franklin said, “By failing to prepare, you 
are preparing to fail”. 

 
Meal planning has many benefits, but when losing weight, there are specific reasons that meal 
planning leads to better weight loss. Here are a few: 

 
1. Meal planning gives the day structure and direction. You’ll have less time to think about the 
foods you’re craving if you already know what you’re having for your next meal or snack. 

 
2. Speaking of cravings, meal planning prevents you from getting overly hungry and can help you 
reduce portion sizes. When meals and snacks are pre-planned, you can measure them out to make 
sure they fit your weight loss program. 

 
3. Can you think of any other benefits to meal planning? Save money! For most of us, there will be 
times when money is tight and you’ll need to stretch your food budget. Careful budgeting and 
meal planning will help save money at the grocery store and reduce eating out, which adds up over 
time. 

 
4. Another way meal planning helps you save money is by reducing food waste. Think about every 
time you’ve bought something at the grocery store, only to let it spoil in your fridge. Each time you 
throw away food, you are basically throwing out dollar bills. 

 
5. With meal planning, you’ll have a game plan that takes leftovers into account, so food is rarely 
wasted. Plus, you’ll only be buying the ingredients you need. 

 
6. Meal planning makes healthy eating easier! Eating nutrient dense, healthy foods is vital for good 
health, but it does take some planning. 

 
7. With meal planning, you won’t find yourself in a bind without any healthy choices around since 
you’ve already planned ahead and have them available. 

 
8. The final benefit of meal planning is that it adds variety to your diet and life. Families are more 
likely to eat the same meals over and over if they do not plan. Meal planning can add variety by 
rotating family favorites, trying new recipes, or choosing seasonal recipes. 
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Now, we know the benefits of meal planning, but how do we get started? For some, meal planning 
seems pretty hard. Maybe you’ve tried it in the past and it didn’t work out. Many people develop 
weekly meal plans, but you can meal plan for any amount of time; plan daily or plan for a whole 
month. Keep that in mind as we focus on weekly meal planning. 

 
Here are a few things to remember to help you simplify the meal planning process. 

 
1. Have a Template 
If you want to meal plan weekly, where do you start? Can you just sit down with a blank piece of 
paper, and magically a weekly plan and grocery list will appear? Unfortunately, no. Rather than 
starting from scratch each week, have a template for the types of foods you’ll cook, and change 
recipes week-to-week. A sample template might look like this: 2 beef meals, 2 chicken meals, 1 fish 
meal, 1 pork meal, and 1 egg meal. 

 
2. Focus on Core Recipes 
As you find recipes your family enjoys, move them to a special vault of core recipes which gets re- 
used every few weeks. Rather than using the weekly template, you can choose five of your core 
meals, then try new recipes for the other two. If you feel really motivated, build up to 20 core 
meals for each season using seasonal produce, and rotate with the seasons. Seasonal produce 
helps you save money at the grocery store. If you aren’t sure what is in season in your area, let the 
produce aisle show you. The cheapest produce is usually what is in season at the moment. 

 
3. Stretch Your Protein 
Proteins are typically the most expensive part of a meal. Use less expensive cuts of meat and 
stretch them, either within a recipe or over several meals. A slow cooker or pressure cooker is a 
good method for cooking tougher, cheaper cuts of meat to make them more tender. Adding beans 
to a meal is another good way to keep a recipe protein-rich, while using less meat. When buying 
beans, buy low-sodium canned or dried, and cook from scratch. Also, consider how you’re buying 
your proteins. Choosing frozen meats or fish will usually save money compared to buying fresh at 
the meat counter. Buying in bulk saves money as well. If you know your family loves chicken 
breasts, buy a large bag of frozen chicken breasts at a warehouse store and keep them in your 
freezer, only pulling out what you need as you go. 

 
4. Mix It Up with Spices 
A basic recipe can taste completely different by changing the spices in it; consider those frozen 
chicken breasts. You can use Italian seasoning, taco seasoning, or lemon juice and herbs. All three 
meals will be completely different. Keep dry spices on hand and experiment with them; they add so 
much flavor to meals without adding additional calories. 
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5. Travel the World in Your Kitchen 
Meal planning can allow you to travel the world in your kitchen. With a little research and some 
healthy adjustments, you can create recipes from around the world. Have you always wanted to 
visit Paris, but never had the chance? Look for French recipes you can create at home and have a 
themed dinner with your family or friends. By experimenting with flavors, you may be surprised 
that your family enjoys different cuisines, such as Indian or Thai food. 

 
6. Eat Leftovers for Breakfast and Lunch 
Another way to simplify meal planning is to eat leftovers for breakfast and lunch. Save time by 
cooking extra food to serve again at other meals. Most foods can be scrambled with eggs for 
breakfast or added to a salad for lunch. For example, if you have leftover taco meat, it can be 
added to a burrito bowl or a taco salad. This method expands your meal options without much 
additional work. 

 
7. Write It Down 
Write recipes on 3×5 index cards or in your phone note app. For each ingredient, write the 
amount needed per person for a single recipe. Adjust the recipe up or down depending on the 
number of people. For example, here are the ingredients needed for a single meal portion: 1 
chicken breast, 1/4-pound broccoli, 1 sweet potato, 1/4 tsp salt, and 1/4 tsp basil. To make this 
recipe for a family of four, multiply the per-person number by 4 (4 chicken breasts, 1-pound 
broccoli, 4 sweet potatoes, 1 tsp salt, and1 tsp basil.) As you try new recipes, be sure to leave 
yourself notes about any substitutions or changes you made. You’ll then be able to remember 
what you did last time which made it taste so great. 

 
 

8 Action Steps for Beginners 
 
 

1. Look at your schedule for the next week and plan your meals around it. 
 

2. Decide what days you will need very simple solutions (like 15-minute meals, freezer meals, or 
slow cooker meals). 

 
3. Choose simple recipes with few ingredients. 

 
4. Choose two or three foods, and add variety by using different spices or herbs. Think back to the 
frozen chicken breasts. 
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5. Create a shopping list of ingredients you’ll need for your menu once it’s done. Consider what is
already in your pantry, fridge, and freezer as you make your list.

6. Fill out your menu, indicating the recipe and time needed to prepare. Match preparation time to
your schedule.

7. Post your menu on the refrigerator or on a calendar that’s accessible to you every day.

8. Refer to it daily to ensure food is thawed at the right time (about 2 days before use), and
consider anything else that needs preparation time (like cooking dried beans).

Meal planning is key to successful lifelong weight management without weight regain. Planning 
ahead makes you feel less vulnerable to social, internal, and external cues that could lead to 
unplanned eating events. Keep in mind the benefits we’ve discussed, ways to make meal planning 
easier, and the 8 tips for a meal planning beginner. 

Here is to your continued health journey—we’re in this together! 


