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Abstract:-  

This study is embedded within a larger research project gathering 24-hour dietary recall 

data on 50 Ohio women.  In an effort to further explore the primary study’s findings, which link 

a monthly rise and fall economic pattern to a similar rise and fall caloric intake pattern to high 

obesity rates in a low SES population, this thesis examines the financial implications of the 

subjects’ food preparation methods.  By addressing the cost effectiveness of the current approach 

and possible alternatives, this study aims to mitigate these sharp spikes and their confounding 

impact on obesity.  Data examination has shown that many of the subjects regularly eat ready-

made meals.  For the purposes of this study, ready-made meals are defined as foods whose 

ingredients are pre-assembled into the final product, require minimal or no cook time in order to 

fulfill heating or mixing directions, and are intended to be consumed as packaged.  Ready-made 

meals include foods from restaurants and foods that are commercially prepared in frozen or 

boxed formats.  These ready-made meals, however, can also be produced by minimal assembly 

of their separately sold, packaged-food components.  For the purposes of this study, packaged-

food components are defined as the individually purchased, but already prepared, ingredients that 

can be combined to create the equivalent ready-made meal.  The construction of meals from 

packaged-food components requires assembly and some cook time.  This thesis compares the 

economics of ready-made versus packaged-food component meals. Based on unit price per 

ounce, the cost differentials between to the two categories were evaluated.  Through this process, 

it was determined that the majority of Package-Food Component Meals are less expensive than 

their comparable Ready-Made Meals.  These findings have possible implications for the target 

population’s financial, personal, and weight related wellbeing.



Introduction 

“Obesity in America is, to a large extent, an economic problem.” 
1
  This statement from 

Dr. Drewnoski, author of “Obesity and the food environment: dietary energy density and diet 

costs,” introduces the obesity and poverty paradox.  Specifically, Dr. Drewnoski cites the 

reciprocal relationship between food costs and energy density as a major contributing factor to 

the high rates of overweight and obesity observed in America’s low SES population.  As food 

prices decrease, the energy per unit weight increases.  The fiscally restricted population then 

responds to their own limited food budgets and this established energy-cost relationship by 

relying on the less expensive, but higher calorie, food options.  

The complex association between food insecurity and obesity was further explored by Dr. 

Hugo Melgar-Quinonez in his study “Food Insecurity and Obesity: A Paradox Emerges,” which 

serves as the foundation for this study 
2
.  Here, Dr. Melgar-Quinonez investigated the 

relationship between the food insecure woman’s fluxing monthly food dollars and her fluxing 

caloric consumption.  The study is based on the premise that there is a cyclic pattern in the 

women’s monetary resources, with an increase in the beginning of the month and continual 

decrease through the end of the month.  This financial flow is then paralleled by the women’s 

calorie intake, with an over compensated spike in calorie consumption in the month’s times of 

monetary abundance and a continuous decline into a slight calorie deprivation through the end of 

the month. Here, this cyclic pattern is cited as another contributing factor to the high obesity 

rates seen in food insecure populations and yet again reveals the intimate connection between 

obesity and economics.   

 The magnitude of this problem can be seen in America’s rising overweight and obesity 

rates.  A solution, however, is more complex than simply prescribing a healthier, more nutritious, 



and lower calorie diet to this vulnerable low income population. The problem is rooted in the 

family’s financial resources 
1
, and addressing the family’s food budget should, therefore, be a 

critical component in approaches to combat the obesity-food insecurity paradox.  

The objective of this study is to explore a possible approach to altering the family’s 

allocation of food dollars in an effort to extend their limited monetary resources and lessen the 

amplified effect of restricted financial options combined with the low cost-high calorie 

framework.  The low income family’s habitual consumption of in these inexpensive but energy 

dense foods often translates to diets high in prepackaged foods 
1
.  This study compares the cost 

of these ready-made foods with their packaged-food component equivalents to determine if this 

population can approach food preparation in a more cost effective way to save money and 

elongate their monthly food budget.  This approach may help smooth the cyclic spikes in 

monetary resources and the resulting ebb and flow of caloric surges described by Dr. Melgar-

Quinonez 
2
.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Literature Review 

The article “The domestic foodscapes of young low-income women in Montreal: cooking 

practices in the context of an increasingly processed food supply” provides insight into the 

dietary patterns of food insecure women and explores the factors that contribute to these 

women’s dietary decision making process.  Dr. Rachel Engler-Stringer, author of the study, 

facilitated a discussion among 22 low income Montreal women, who offered an intimate picture 

of their food related experiences.  These women, and other women in their demographic, live in 

a culture where heavily processed, high calorie, low cost foods are the established norm 
3
.  The 

participants, however, expressed feelings of dissatisfaction when discussing the choice to rely on 

prepackaged foods such as Kraft Dinners or frozen breaded chicken pieces.   

While feeling unhappy and guilty about their dietary staples, the participants cited many 

factors, including cooking ability and financial restrictions, as reasons for their reliance on 

convenience foods.   First, many of the women felt they had inadequate cooking skills and 

therefore, chose products with little to no preparation in an effort to avoid ruining foods and 

wasting money spent on the ingredients 
3
.  Price was also cited as a top factor that impacted the 

women’s food purchasing and consumption decisions 
3
.  Because of their limited food dollars, 

the women turned to prepackaged foods that appeared to the most cost effective.   

Dr. Engler-Stringer also addressed food budgeting from the women’s perspective.  

Participants recounted their experiences with the monthly money/calorie cycle described by Dr. 

Melgar- Quinonez in “Obesity- Insecurity: an Emerging Paradox.” As described earlier, the 

women noted that there was a rise and fall pattern in their household food abundance that 

paralleled the monthly rise and fall pattern of their financial resources 
3
.  The women offered a 

reason for, and a possible solution to, alleviating the sharp peaks and plunges in their food 

availability.  According to the participants, poor budgeting skills were seen to be at the root of 



their inability to extend money throughout the entire month 
3
.  From this article, food dollar 

budgeting should be further investigated as a possible component in reducing the obesity-food 

insecurity paradox 

Another article, “The art of grocery shopping on a food stamp budget: factors influencing 

the food choices of low-income women as they try to make ends meet,” also reviewed the factors 

that contribute to low income women’s food purchasing and consumption decisions.  This study, 

which included 92 low SES mothers, was based on a focus group approach and a grocery 

purchasing activity that monitored women’s food choices with a specified value of restricted 

food dollars.  Therefore, the women’s actual food choices and the reasoning behind them were 

examined by the research.   

The purchasing activity verified that ready to eat foods held a significant role in the 

participants’ dietary habits.  Here, 48% of women cited buying these products on a regular basis 

and 79% of women would regularly buy these items with increased financial resources 
4
.  These 

values reaffirm the pattern of high prepackaged food consumption seen in the “Obesity: Food 

Insecurity: An Emerging Paradox” subject population. The influence of ready to eat foods on 

low income women’s food dollars and nutritional intake is therefore a common theme with 

implications for an overwhelming percentage of the group.     

This article also reiterated the results discussed in Dr. Engler-Stringer’s article by citing 

food prices as a critical factor in purchasing decisions and food budgeting as a critical, but 

underdeveloped, tool.  Participants felt restricted by their fiscal resources when considering what 

items to purchase 
4
.  While many expressed the desire to obtain perishable items such as milk, 

fruits, and vegetables, the women were unable to maintain a regular stock because of the high 

prices of such foods.  As discussed in previous literature, food dollars of low income women did 



not last the entire month.  Instead, funds commonly diminished by week 2 or 3 of the month 
4
.  

The women did recognize the importance of financial planning and employed approaches to food 

dollar budgeting.  Despite their efforts, they were unable to fully extend their resources, which 

shows this low income population’s budgeting skills are inadequate.  Further development of this 

tool could, therefore, improve their food purchasing and dietary patterns. 

From the two previously discussed studies, it is apparent that prepackaged foods 

comprise a large proportion of the food insecure woman’s diet.  The article “Cost of eating: 

whole foods versus convenience foods in a low-income model” further examines this 

consumption habit by addressing the financial and caloric load of ready to eat items.  Cost per 

calorie was used to compare the money spent for calories obtained in convenience and whole 

food options. Specifically, values were collected from fast food restaurants, to represent 

convenience foods, and from grocery stores, to represent whole foods.  The data collected 

reflects the consumption habits of low income, single parent families with one child.   

Unit prices for grocery store items in each of the dietary recommendation groups (grains, 

lean meat, fruit, vegetables, and diary) were collected from three stores and averaged together. 

To determine the money spent on a month’s worth of consumption, the values were multiplied to 

meet the dietary recommended intake of 1800 calories per day for 25-30 year old females.  

Prices for convenience items were collected from a national fast food restaurant chain.  To 

determine the money spent on a month’s worth of consumption, meals were formulated based on 

regular fast food consumption patterns (sandwich, side, and drink per meal) for 3 meals per day. 

In total, data collected indicates the total monthly cost of “healthy” whole food grocery 

store items to have a lower total expense and lower cost per calorie than “convenience” fast food 

restaurant items.  Healthy items had an average daily cost of $7.48, average daily calories of 



1,786, and cost-per calorie of $0.004188 
5
.  Convenience items, however, had an average daily 

cost of $15.30, average daily calories of 2, 709, and cost per calorie of $0.005484 
5
.  

While this study does have limitations due to its lack of meal item and source variation, it 

illustrates the importance of further food cost investigation.  The costs of prepared foods, based 

on grocery stores items, and the costs of prepackaged foods, based on fast food and other ready-

made items, should be evaluated in a more applicable way.  This will explore the realistic cost 

implications to low income families when choosing their food preparation habits.  

Price of transportation, specifically gasoline prices, must also be taken into account when 

considering food costs.  Because different food preparation methods have varying implications 

for travel time and distance, they hold a valid role in this thesis’s price comparison conclusions.  

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic’s 2010 US Consumer Unit Expenditures report, 

gasoline and motor oil and food away from home accounted for 4.8% and 5.4%, respectively, of 

the average family’s yearly income
6
.  However, within a low income population, these 

percentages would comprise an even greater proportion of the total income and place a more 

significant strain on familial resources.     

The U.S. Department of Energy’s Gas Mileage Tips help family’s manage these costs 

and recommend combining trips to reduce mileage and save money.  The group states that 

“several short trips taken from a cold start,” which would include multiple weekly trips to fast 

food restaurants, “can use twice as much fuel as a longer multipurpose trip covering the same 

distance when the car is warm” 
7
.  Therefore, a food preparation method that is based on limited 

trips to a grocery store versus a multitude of restaurant visits is consistent with the department’s 

suggestion and would decrease the travel distance and associated gasoline expenses.   



A 2009 article titled “Does modifying the household food budget predict changes in the 

healthfulness of purchasing choices among low- and high-income women?” examined the 

potential nutritional impact of altering low income women’s food dollars.  Inglis et al explored 

purchasing habits under various financial conditions (participants’ current resources, increased 

resources, and decreased resources.)  First, 74 women from both low and high income sectors 

were asked to choose food items under each hypothetical situation. The healthiness (high, 

moderate, and less healthy) of the foods chosen under each condition was then compared to 

identify the impact of monetary resources on dietary choices and nutritional adequacy.   

The low income women’s heavy reliance on unhealthy foods under their current financial 

situations is explored through the researchers’ shopping simulation.  Under their current 

monetary conditions, the low income group cited spending 47% of their food dollars on healthy 

items, 31% on moderately healthy items, and 22% on less healthy items 
8
. This is in contrast to 

the high income group who cited spending 59% on healthy items, 30% on moderately healthy 

items, and 11% on less healthy items 
8
. From these figures, the low income group’s tendency to 

choose items such as frozen meals, hamburgers, and chips, which all fell in the “unhealthy 

category,” is illustrated.   

Researchers also found that increasing financial resources caused a significant increase in 

the healthfulness of low income participants’ food choices in comparison to the food choices of 

high income participants. With an increase in financial prosperity, low income participants cited 

spending 42% on healthy items 
8
.  However, high income participants decreased the percentage 

of healthy items purchased and cited spending only 33% on foods in this category
 8

.  

The implications of the above study, and the others previously cited, support food 

budgeting as a critical component to help reduce the obesity-insecurity paradox and increase the 



nutritional adequacy of the typical low income diet.  While this solution is introduced in many 

articles, possible strategies to apply budgeting tools must be examined further.  These 

approaches must be applicable to the population and in accordance with their food preferences 

and lifestyle patterns.   

This study, which examines food preparation as a means to budget limited financial 

resources, compliments the recommendations of the reviewed articles. The approach in this 

paper offers one method to reallocate food dollars in a manner that levels the current monthly 

caloric intake / financial resources relationship, is consistent with limited cooking skills, and 

compliments a desire to change food preparation methods.   



Methods 

This study is a secondary analysis of data collected by Dr. Hugo Melgar-Quinonez in his 

study “Obesity Food Insecurity: An Emerging Paradox.”  Here, Dr. Melgar-Quinonez tested the 

hypothesis that the cyclic financial-food intake pattern discussed earlier contributes to high rates 

of obesity in the food insecure population.  To examine his thesis, the study analyzed food 

consumption habits, food security status, and weight status of 53 low income, Ohio women.  The 

participants, who all resided in three counties (Butler, Huron, and Richland), were recruited 

through their local Family and Nutrition Program.  Dr. Melgar-Quinonez and his colleagues 

limited their study to women because the issues of obesity and obesity/food insecurity 

predominate in this group.  

In an effort to identify a relationship between obesity and food insecurity, volunteers 

were classified based on their BMIs (not obese or obese) and food security status (secure or 

insecure).  A comparison of these groups would, therefore, allow researchers to isolate any 

significant trends between food prevalence and body weight.   

A temporal method of data collection was followed to account for seasonal eating 

patterns among participants.  Specifically, groups of women were followed for a full 3 months 

before another cohort of women began their participation in the study 

The women provided data at the beginning and end of each month for a period of 3 

months total.  This information included 24 hour food recalls and questionnaires that were 

executed in an in-person interview format between the participant and a trained Family and 

Consumer Sciences (FCS) Extension Educator or Program Assistant.  The data collected here 

became the springboard for this current thesis: 

   

 



Most consumed ready-made meals: 

Based on the 24 hour food recalls collected, the participants’ consumption of ready-made 

meals was determined as follows.  The characteristics of a ready-made meal were first outlined 

to ensure a consistent analysis.  For the purposes of this study, ready-made meals are defined as 

foods whose ingredients are pre-assembled into the final product dish, require either no or 

minimal cook time in order fulfill heating or mixing directions, and are intended to be consumed 

as packaged.   

After reviewing all participants’ 24 hour recalls, the frequency, time, and amount of each 

ready-made meal was logged, and the top 5 most frequently consumed items were determined. 

These items were purchased from restaurants (Ready-Made Restaurant Meals), from grocery 

stores in frozen formats (Ready-Made Frozen Meals), and from grocery stores in boxed formats 

(Ready-Made Boxed Meals).  

 

Recipes: Assembly of packaged food components  

These ready-made meals can also be produced by minimal assembly of their separately 

sold, packaged food components.  For the purposes of this study, packaged-food components are 

defined as the individually purchased, but already prepared, ingredients that can be combined to 

create the ready-made meal.  The construction of ready-made meals from packaged food 

components requires only assembly and minimal cook time. For example, McDonalds French 

Fries versus potatoes and oil.   

Because of this population’s perceived lack of cooking skills, the alternative, semi-

homemade preparations from packaged food components are based on easy to follow recipes.  

The development of these recipes was based on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 



Program’s Recipe Guidelines. Recipes included are, therefore, consistent with the women’s 

financial, cooking, and equipment constraints. The guidelines used are listed below
9
: 

1. Recipes are compatible with the US Dietary Guidelines for Americans.  

2. Recipe must include yield. Serving size is preferred but not mandatory.  

3. Recipes appear to be accurate/tested.  

4. Recipes use low cost, readily available ingredients.  

5. Recipes use precise and simple measurements.  

6. Recipe instructions follow the order of ingredients.  

7. Recipes can be prepared relatively quickly. Those that include an estimated amount of 

time to prepare and cook are given preference.  

8. Recipes are easy to read with clear and few instructions.  

9. Recipes use no more than 15 ingredients.  

10. Recipes list basic equipment needed.  

Unit Pricing: 

Once again, the purpose of this study is to compare the unit price of ready-made meals to 

the unit price of combined packaged-food components. Therefore, unit prices for each ready-

made meal were collected and compared to unit prices for the equivalent packaged food 

component meal.   

Because there were varying approaches to purchasing the same food items, this study 

addresses a range of buying habits to ensure the results are representative of its population. To do 

this, prices were collected from many establishments, in many sizing options, and in both generic 

and name brand formats.       

The prices came from Bulter County, Ohio grocery store and fast food restaurants 

because the majority of participants in Dr. Melgar-Quinonez’s study resided in this area.  To 

identify the most applicable locations, 24 hour food recalls were reviewed for reference to 

restaurants and grocery stores, and a list of the most frequently visited locations was developed 

and visited.  This resulted in the grocery stores: Aldi, Kroger, and Walmart, and the restaurant 



establishments: McDonalds, Arby’s, Burger King, Chick Fillet, Long John Silver’s, Wendy’s, 

Papa John’s, Dominos, Donatos, Larosas, Littler Caesar,  and Pizza Hut. 

Unit prices from the above locations were then recorded.  From grocery stores, prices of 

both generic and name brand versions of each item in comparable quantities were collected.  

From fast food stores, prices of the multiple portion options were collected.  

After the data collection was complete, a price comparison and analysis was conducted to 

identify the relationship between food preparation methods.   

 



Results: 

 

Most Consumed Ready Made Meals: 

 

Food Number of Times Consumed 

French Fries  69 

Pizza 52 

Cheeseburger 47 

Breaded Chicken 34 

Macaroni and Cheese 23 

 

 

  



Recipe  Yield 

(servings) 

Time 

(Prep, 

Cook) 

Ingredients Equipment Instructions 

Skinny French 

Fries
10

 

8  45 (5, 40) 4 medium potatoes 

2 Tablespoons Vegetable 

Oil 

Oven 

9x13 inch 

baking pan (or a 

similar size pan) 

Knife 

Tablespoon 

measuring 

utensils 

 

1) Preheat oven to 450 degrees 

2) Lightly Oil a 9x13 inch pan 

3) Cut potatoes into strips 

4) Pat dry potatoes on towel 

5) Spread strips of potatoes in one layer in pan 

6) Distribute remaining oil evenly over potatoes 

7) Bake for 30 to 40 minutes until potatoes are golden brown 

and tender 

a. Turn potatoes frequently 

 

Super Duper 

Chicken 

Patty
11

 

4 20 (15,5) 1 cup vegetable oil 

3 cups bread crumbs 

4 boneless chicken breasts 

1 cup all purpose flour 

2 eggs 

 

Stove 

Deep Skillet 

3 bowls 

Utensil to safely 

remove chicken  

from hot oil 

(such as tongs or 

fork and spatula) 

 

1) Pour vegetable oil into a deep skillet, place on stove. 

2) Preheat oil until it is hot but not smoking. Test by placing 

a droplet of water into oil.  The oil is ready when water 

sizzles.   

3) Beat eggs 

4) Place flour, eggs, and bread crumbs into 3 separate bowls 

5) Cover each chicken breast evenly in flour, making sure 

they are fully coated  

6) Submerge each chicken breast in the eggs, making sure 

they are fully coated 

7) Let excess egg drip off 

8) Cover each chicken breast in bread crumbs, making sure 

they are fully coated 

9) Place chicken breasts into hot oil and fry until they are 

golden  brown 

10) Remove from fryer and allow chicken to drain on paper 

towels 

 

Family 

Favorite 

Pizza
12

 

8 25 (10,15) 1 ½ cups Bisquick or 

similar baking mix 

1/3 cups very hot water 

½ cup pizza sauce 

Oven 

9x13 baking pan 

(or similar size 

pan) 

1) Move oven rack to lowest position in oven. 

2) Preheat oven to 450 degrees 

3) Grease 9x13 inch baking pan 

4) In a medium bowl, stir baking mix and very hot water 

Comparable Packaged-Food Component Meals: 
 



2 cups mozzarella cheese 

1 teaspoon vegetable oil 

Medium bowl 

Cheese spreader 

 

until soft dough forms 

5) Quickly beat dough for 20 strokes 

6) Press dough into baking pan.  Pinch edges of dough to 

form raised crust 

7) Spread pizza sauce over dough 

8) Spread mozzarella cheese and sprinkle over dough 

9) Bake 10 to 12 minutes or until crust is golden and cheese 

is bubbling 

 

Classic 

Cheeseburger
13

 

4  20 (5,15) 1 1/2 pounds ground beef 

4 hamburger buns 

4 slices of American cheese  

 

Stove Top 

Skillet 

Spatula 

 

1) Lightly shape ground beef into 4 even patties 

2) Place skillet on stove.  Turn on stove and wait until skillet 

is hot.   

3) Place patties into pan.  

4) Cook on side 1 for 4 minutes.   

5) Use spatula to flip patty and cook for an additional 4 

minutes on side 2.   

6) Place cheese on patty and allow to cook for an additional 

minute. 

7) Remove patties from cooking surface. 

8) Place burgers onto each bun 

Easy Mac and 

Cheese
14

 

9 20 (5,15) 18 oz macaroni 

¼ stick butter 

1 cup cheddar cheese 

Stove 

Cooking bowl 

Cup measuring 

utensils 

 

1) Fill cooking bowl with water and place on active stove 

top. 

2) When water begins to boil, place uncooked macaroni into 

bowl.  

3) Allow macaroni to cook.  Remove from stove top and 

drain.   

4) Shred cheddar cheese. 

5) Combine cooked macaroni, butter, and cheese in cooking 

bowl. 

6) Place back on stove top 

7) Stir until cheese is melted and ingredients are combined. 

8) Remove from heat and serve. 

 



Units Pricing: 

 

Item: French Fries  Price/Ounce Approach* 

Aldi Generic 0.016 1 

Walmart Generic 0.016 1 

Walmart Name Brand 0.023 1 

Kroger Generic 0.024 1 

Kroger Name Brand 0.025 1 

Aldi String FF- Generic 0.06 3 

Walmart Breakfast Potatoes-Generic 0.06 3 

Aldi Breakfast Potatoes-Generic 0.07 3 

Walmart Steak FF-Generic 0.07 3 

Walmart String FF-Generic 0.07 3 

Kroger Breakfast Potatoes-Generic 0.07 3 

Kroger Steak FF- Generic 0.07 3 

Kroger String FF-Generic 0.07 3 

Walmart Breakfast Potatoes-Name Brand 0.08 3 

Walmart Steak FF-Name Brand 0.09 3 

Walmart String FF-Name Brand 0.09 3 

Aldi Steak FF-Generic 0.12 3 

Kroger Breakfast Potatoes-Name Brand 0.12 3 

Kroger Steak FF-Name Brand 0.12 3 

Kroger String French Fries-Nambe Brand 0.13 3 

Arby-Lrg 0.29 2 

Arby-Med 0.32 2 

Arby-Small 0.33 2 

McDonald-Lrg 0.33 2 

Burger King-Lrg 0.33 2 

Wendy’s-Med 0.34 2 

Wendy’s-Lrg 0.34 2 

Wendy’s-Small 0.36 2 

McDonalds-Med 0.36 2 

McDonalds-Small 0.4 2 

Burger King-Med 0.41 2 

Chick Fillet-Med 0.41 2 

Chick Fillet-Lrg 0.41 2 



Chick Fillet-Small 0.48 2 

Burger King-Small 0.53 2 
*Approach 1: Packaged-Food Component Approach 

  Approach 2: Ready-Made Restaurant 

  Approach 3: Ready-Made Frozen  

 

Item: Breaded Chicken Price/Ounce Approach* 

Aldi Generic 0.1 1 

Walmart Generic 0.12 3 

Kroger Genric 0.1266 1 

Aldi Generic 0.14 3 

Walmart Generic 0.14989 1 

Walmart Name Brand 0.15 3 

Walmart Name Brand 0.18 1 

McDonalds-Small 0.2 2 

Wendy’s-Small 0.2 2 

Kroger Name Brand 0.208 1 

Arby-Small 0.25 2 

Kroger Generic 0.25 3 

Kroger Name Brand 0.28 3 

McDonalds-Med 0.38 2 

Burger King- Med 0.45 2 

Chick Fillet-Med 0.47 2 

Wendy’s-Med 0.49 2 

Arby- Med 0.51 2 
*Approach 1: Packaged-Food Component Approach 

  Approach 2: Ready-Made Restaurant 

  Approach 3: Ready-Made Frozen  

 

Item: Cheeseburger Price/Ounce Approach 

Aldi Generic 0.11 1 

Kroger Generic 0.118 1 

Walmart Generic 0.12 1 

Kroger Name Brand 0.127 1 

Walmart Name Brand 0.158 1 



McDonald's- Med 0.21 2 

Burger King-Med 0.21 2 

Wendy's-Small 0.22 2 

Burger King-Small 0.23 2 

McDonald's-Small 0.25 2 

Burger King-Large 0.32 2 

Wendy's-Med 0.33 2 

Wendy's-Large 0.35 2 

McDonald's-Large 0.43 2 
*Approach 1: Packaged-Food Component Approach 

  Approach 2: Ready-Made Restaurant 

 
 

Item: 12'' Cheese Pizza Price/Ounce Approach 

Aldi Generic 0.08 1 

Walmart Generic 0.09 1 

Kroger Generic 0.11 1 

Walmart Name Brand 0.11 1 

Kroger Name Brand 0.12 1 

Aldi Generic 0.13 3 

Walmart Generic 0.13 3 

Little Caesar 0.15 2 

Kroger Generic 0.187 3 

Walmart Name Brand 0.26 3 

Kroger Name Brand 0.2879 3 

Papa John's 0.29 2 

Pizza Hut 0.31 2 

Donato's 0.35 2 

Larosa's 0.38 2 

Domino's 0.41 2 
*Approach 1: Packaged-Food Component Approach 

  Approach 2: Ready-Made Restaurant 
  Approach 3: Ready-Made Frozen  

 

Item: Macarroni and Cheese Price/Ounce Approach 

Aldi Generic 0.05 3 

Aldi Generic 0.07 1 

Kroger Mac/Cheese Generic 0.07 3 



Walmart Mac/Cheese Generic 0.07 3 

Walmart Generic 0.09 1 

Aldi Velvetta Generic 0.11 3 

Kroger Mac/Cheese-Name Brand 0.11 3 

Kroger Generic 0.11 1 

Walmart Name Brand 0.11 1 

Walmart Mac/Cheese-Name Brand 0.12 3 

Walmart Velvetta-Name Brand 0.12 3 

Aldi Easy Mac-Generic 0.13 3 

Kroger Easy Mac-Generic 0.13 3 

Kroger Easy Mac-Name Brand 0.13 3 

Kroger-Name Brand 0.13 1 

Kroger Velvetta-Generic 0.13 3 

Kroger Velvetta-Name Brand 0.13 3 

Walmart Velvetta-Generic 0.16 3 

Walmart Easy Mac-Generic 0.23 3 

*Approach 1: Packaged-Food Component Approach 

   Approach 3: Ready-Made Boxed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

• Figure 1: Unit Price per  Ounce of Packaged Food Component  French Fries, Ready-

Made Frozen French Fries, and Ready-Made Restaurant French Fries  

 

 
 

• Figure 2: Unit Price per  Ounce of Packaged Food Component  Breaded Chicken, Ready-

Made Frozen Breaded Chicken, Ready-Made Restaurant Breaded Chicken  

 

 

 

Packaged-

Food 

Component 

Ready-Made 

Frozen 

Ready-Made 

Restaurant 

Packaged-

Food 

Component 

Ready-Made 

Frozen 

Ready-Made 

Restaurant 



 
 

• Figure 3: Unit Price per  Ounce of Packaged Food Component  Cheeseburger and Ready-

Made Restaurant Cheeseburger  

 

 
 

• Figure 4: Unit Price per  Ounce of Packaged Food Component  Cheese Pizza, Ready-

Made Frozen Cheese Pizza and Ready-Made Restaurant Cheese Pizza  

 

Packaged-

Food 

Component 

Ready-Made 

Frozen 

Ready-Made 

Restaurant 

Packaged-

Food 

Component 

Ready-Made 

Restaurant 



 
 

• Figure 7: Unit Price per  Ounce of Packaged Food Component  Macaroni and Cheese and 

Ready-MadeBoxed  Macaroni and Cheese  

 

 

 p <0.05 (t-test) 

 

• Figure 8: Average Price Per Ounce of Packaged Food Component  Meals and Ready-

Made  Meals  

Packaged-

Food 

Component 

Ready-

Made 

Boxed 



Limitations: 

Despite the promising conclusions found by the study, its does have some practical 

limitations.  As discussed by the women interviewed in  (3), their eating habit decisions are not 

strictly economic.  These choices are made within a complex framework and are most noteably 

affected by the women’s cooking skill self efficacy.  While this thesis took cooking skills and 

cooking equipment resources into account, the realistic implimentation of preparing food in the 

proposed manner requires more than a simple cost benefit analysis.  Community support that 

would enable this population to gain confidence in basic cooking skills would be critial in the 

succesful adoption of packaged-food component cooking.   

 This study compared unit pricing to rank food costs, which accurately represents the 

relaitonship between items and the potential saivngs that could be achieved. This approach, 

however, does not reflect the initial costs of each item.  For example, the unit price of preparing 

french fries from a packaged-food componment approach was shown to be less than the ready-

made rrestuarent approach.  However, participants would need  to spend an initial amoutn of  

$2.50 for the potatoes and only $1.00 for the order of fries.  The concept of unit pricing could 

therefore be conterintuitive and limit its adoption. 

Packaged food component cooking has a few associated costs that were not taken into 

account by this analysis.  Specially, fuel cost associated with cooking  and economic value to 

time to purchase, prepare, and serve packaged-food component meals were not addressed.  Both 

of these values would increase the total cost of consuming each packaged-food component meal.   

 

Conclusion: 

In this comparison of unit prices for varying prepartion methods, packaged-food 

components were found to be significantly less expensive than their ready-made meal 



eqiuavalents.  This is a strong and consistent relationship, which shows that on average 

packaged-food components recipes are 54% less expensive than their counterparts.  This value 

indicates that participants consuming a packaged food component diet could extend their 

monthly food dollars almost twice as far in comparison to the ready-made meal diet.  These 

findings have important implications regarding the monthly finacial flow-caloric intake pattern 

described by Dr. Melgar-Quinonez.  Participants who once had diminishing food dollars by week 

2 of the month could now extend their monies into week 4.  The relationship between resources 

and intake indicates that this stabilization in money can, therefore, help the target population 

avoid surges and declines in their monthly food consumption habits and combat its compounding 

effect on their obestity rates.   

The impact of these resutls extends beyond the budgetary findings and would possibly 

effect the target population’s emotional wellbeing.  As discussed earlier, because of economic 

constraints, women in this group often rely on the ready-made approach to provide food for 

themselves and their families.  The emotions surrounding this choice, however, are not pleasant 

and include feeling such a guilt and decreased confidence in their maternal roles.  By 

approaching food preparation in this packaged-food component method, the women would be 

able to capitalize on providing for their families in a more involved and econmically sound way.  

This could improve their self esteem and familial interactions.         
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