
 
Mission of the Month: “Hunger” November 2010 

 
Ages: 10 years and up 
 
Time: 20-60 minutes 
 

 
Eating on $4.50 A Day 
 
Plan your daily menu: breakfast, lunch, dinner and snacks and see 
if you can live on $4.50 a day, the average amount available 
through food stamps to feed a person.   
 

 
SUPPLIES NEEDED  
 
 Computer with printer and Internet access 
 Cardstock (preferable) or paper to print Food Choices, 

Daily Menu Chart, and Pyramid 
 Scissors or paper cutter (to cut Food Choice squares) 
 Play money, to allow youth to purchase their menu 

selections for the day (optional) 
 Pencils or pens to record nutrition and cost information  
 Calculators to help youth compute their daily food costs 

  

 Daily Menu Chart http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-CYFAR/mom/11-10-Hunger/chart.pdf  
 Food Choices http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-CYFAR/mom/11-10-Hunger/choice.pdf  
 MyPlate Poster http://www.choosemyplate.gov/print-materials-ordering/order-

online.aspx 
 
Background information 
For people living in poverty, starvation and malnutrition are often realities of life. If your living 
condition means you have limited access to kitchen appliances, storage and utensils, it can be 
difficult to adopt the strategies often recommended to save money (buy in bulk, cook from 
scratch rather than purchase mixes or highly processed foods, avoid ‘fast food’ options). A good 
resource on the costs of convenience and fast foods over cooking from scratch, is:  
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/pub__8822711.pdf 
 
Malnutrition is as much an issue as starvation.  If we do not eat a healthy diet, we may become 
obese, and our physical health will be impaired. Yet when money is limited, we tend shop first for 
foods that fill us up, and secondly to worry about the nutritional value of these foods.  Adam   
Drewnowski of the University of Washington researched the costs of different foods.  After 
examining 1387 foods for their calories, serving size, unit price, serving price and energy cost, he 
found:  

- Grains and fats food groups were the lowest cost suppliers of dietary energy (calories) 
- Energy cost (cost per calorie) for vegetables was higher than for any other food group 

except fruit  
- Serving sizes increased with water content (vegetables and fruit tend to have more water 

than other foods, and thus a larger serving size) 
- Serving size decreased with the energy density of foods  (so the serving size of fats, 
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sugars, and grains were smaller than those of vegetables and fruits) 
- Highest prices per serving were for meats, poultry and fish  
- Lowest prices per serving were for the fats category  

Drewnowski concluded that the grains and sugars food groups were cheaper than vegetables and 
fruit per calorie, and cheaper than fruit per serving. Calorie for calorie, junk food cost less than 
fruits and vegetables. And, junk foods are less likely to rise as a result of inflation. He found that 
a 2,000 calorie diet would cost just $3.52/day if it consisted of junk food, compared with 
$36.32/day for a more nutritious diet based on vegetables, proteins and fruits.  Most people eat a 
variety of foods (both junk and nutritious), with the average American spending about $7/day on 
food. This price difference may help to explain why people with lower incomes choose the lower-
cost higher-calorie foods. But it is easier to over-eat junk food (because it tastes good and you 
most consume greater amounts to feel full). The relatively nutrient-poor, lower cost, and need to 
eat more to fell full adds to our understanding of malnutrition and obesity in lower income 
people. His study can be found at: http://www.ajcn.org/cgi/content/abstract/ajcn.2010.29300v1  
 
Instructions 

1. Make one copy of the Daily Menu Chart and the Food Choices handout per participant 
youth.  (If there are 5 or more youth, you make slightly fewer copies of the Food Choices 
handout).  

2. Cut the Food Choices handout into squares.  
3. Post a copy of the MyPyramid appropriate for the age range of participants. 
4. Talk about: What foods do participants usually eat each day?  Do they eat breakfast, lunch 

and dinner?  Do they snack between meals? Do they eat at home, or eat out?  Use vending 
machines? Do they think they eat a healthy diet?  Do they have enough food?   

5. Using the Food Choices food squares (and a few blanks, if needed), ask participants to 
place the foods they would normally eat on the Daily Menu Chart, filling in the lines for 
each meal and snack. What was the cost of your “usual” daily food intake?  Did it exceed 
$4.50?  How did it rate nutritionally, when compared it to the MyPyramid standards?   

6. Now remove food choices or replace your usual food choices with other cheaper options 
as necessary to get to the $4.50 spending limit.. Can you do it?  Examine your low cost 
diet.  What do you think of it?  Will you have enough to eat? Is it nutritionally balanced? 
What are you lacking? What do you have too much of? 

7. Reflection Questions:  
- Was it difficult to get enough to eat when your spending limit was $4.50? 
- Was it difficult to eat nutritiously when your spending limit was $4.50?  
- What would change about your usual eating habits if you had $4.50 to spend on food per 

day? 
-  Could you live on $4.50 for food per day for weeks or months at a time?  
- Could you live on $7.00 for food per day for weeks or months at a time? 

 
Mention or display of a trademark, proprietary product or firm in text or figures does not 
constitute an endorsement by CYFERnet, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture, or National 4-H Headquarters and does not imply approval to the 
exclusion of other suitable products or firms. 
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