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The $100 Family Meal Plan:
Four Weeks of Real Dinners

No One Hates
A rotating Sunday-prep system that kills the 5pm panic and keeps

your grocery bill honest

For: Exhausted parents of 2-3 kids (late 20s–early 40s) who are quietly ashamed their
grocery bill keeps creeping up, have tried meal planning before and abandoned it by week

two, and desperately want variety without becoming a short-order cook every night
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Why Your Grocery Budget Keeps Losing
The Clock Hits Five and Everything Falls Apart

You open the fridge at 5pm, stare at a block of cheese, some wilting spinach, and leftover rice

from Tuesday, and your brain goes completely blank. So you order pizza. Or you drive through

somewhere. Or you throw together a sad pasta that two kids refuse to eat and one tolerates under

protest.

This is the 5pm panic, and it is costing you more than you think.

Every time a meal decision gets made at 5pm instead of Sunday morning, it gets made under the

worst possible conditions — you're tired, the kids are loud, your judgment is shot. That's when you

overpay. That's when the expensive convenience items jump in the cart. That's when the delivery

app wins. A single panic decision might cost $25–$40 on its own. Do that two or three times a

week and you've silently added $50–$80 to your weekly food spend without buying a single extra

meal.

Winging It Has a Dollar Amount

Most families aren't blowing their grocery budget on fancy ingredients. They're bleeding out in

small cuts: the rotisserie chicken because there's nothing planned, the snack run because dinner

fell apart, the "let's just grab something" that somehow costs $60 for four people.

Research and common sense agree — families without a dinner plan spend roughly $40–$80
more per week than families with one. That's $160–$320 a month. That's a real number.

Why Meal Plans Usually Fail Anyway

Here's the part most planning systems skip: families don't abandon meal plans because they're

lazy. They abandon them because the plans are boring. By week two, everyone's noticed the

pattern. The kids are begging for anything that isn't Tuesday Taco Night again. You start skipping

the plan to keep the peace, and within a month you're back to 5pm chaos.

Variety isn't a luxury — it's what keeps the whole system alive.

What's Different Here



HogTron Factory Page 4

This system fixes the problem structurally, not with willpower. Instead of a rigid weekly menu you

repeat forever, you get a rotating 4-week dinner template — 28 different dinners before anything

repeats. Variety is built in. No one notices a pattern because there isn't one.

And instead of cooking every single night, you front-load the week in one 90-minute Sunday
session that turns every weeknight into a 20-minute assembly job.

Your Quick Self-Audit

Before you go any further, take 90 seconds on this:

1. What did you spend on groceries last week? $______

2. How many times did you order out or grab fast food? ______ times × average $______ =
$______

3. Add those together: $______

4. Subtract your target of $100: $______ — that's your panic premium

If your panic premium is above $50, you don't have a spending problem. You have a planning

problem. And that's the kind that actually has a fix.
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Build Your $100 Budget From the Ground Up
Where the $100 Actually Goes

Let's put the money on the table right now. Here's how a realistic $100 weekly dinner budget

breaks down for a family of four:

• Proteins: $40 (the biggest lever — we'll work this hard)

• Produce: $25 (fresh and frozen, not just fresh)

• Pantry staples: $20 (canned goods, grains, oils, sauces)

• Dairy and eggs: $10

• Buffer: $5 (for a price difference you didn't expect, or a bag of chips because you're human)

This covers dinner for seven nights. Breakfast and lunch math is its own conversation — this

system is scoped to the meal that causes the most daily stress.

The 15-Staple Pantry Foundation

The first week costs more. That's normal and expected. You're buying infrastructure, not just

groceries. Once these 15 items are in your kitchen, most weeks they're already there:

1. Olive oil or neutral cooking oil

2. Canned crushed tomatoes (4 cans)

3. Canned black beans and chickpeas (3–4 cans each)

4. Canned coconut milk (2 cans)

5. Chicken or vegetable broth (32 oz cartons, 2)

6. Dried pasta (two shapes)

7. White or brown rice (2 lb bag)

8. Dried lentils

9. Soy sauce or tamari

10. Hot sauce or chili flakes

11. Garlic (fresh bulb or jarred minced)
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12. Onions (3 lb bag)

13. Flour and cornstarch

14. Cumin, smoked paprika, Italian seasoning

15. Panko breadcrumbs

First-week pantry stocking typically runs $35–$50 on top of your normal budget. Think of it as a

one-time setup fee. By week three, you'll barely touch that line.

Protein Price-Per-Serving Math

Protein is where budgets bleed out. The fix is knowing your numbers. Target under $1.50 per
serving — that's one portion for one person.

| Protein | Approx. Cost | Servings | Cost Per Serving |

|---|---|---|---|

| Whole chicken thighs (bone-in) | $6–$7/pack | 6–8 | ~$0.90 |

| Canned tuna (5 oz) | $1.50 | 2 | $0.75 |

| Frozen ground turkey (1 lb) | $4.50 | 4 | $1.10 |

| Dried lentils (1 lb bag) | $2.00 | 8–10 | $0.22 |

| Eggs (dozen) | $3.50 | 6 (2-egg servings) | $0.58 |

| Frozen shrimp (1 lb) | $7.00 | 4 | $1.75 |

Notice shrimp just barely clears the threshold. It earns its spot once every two weeks as a
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The 4-Week Rotating Dinner Template
Why Theme Nights Work (And Don't Feel Repetitive)

The secret isn't variety for its own sake — it's structure that hides itself. When you assign a

loose theme to each night (pasta night, protein + sheet pan, soup or stew, Mexican-style, quick

protein + grain, egg-based, and one wildcard), your brain registers "taco Tuesday" as familiar

comfort while the actual fillings, proteins, and sides rotate completely. You never eat the same

dinner twice in 28 days, but you're never starting from scratch either.

Think of it like a playlist with genres instead of specific songs. Same vibe, totally different tracks.

Week 1 — The Foundation

• Monday: Sheet pan chicken thighs + roasted broccoli + rice (~$7)

• Tuesday: Black bean tacos with cabbage slaw + salsa (~$5)

• Wednesday: Spaghetti with meat sauce + garlic bread (~$6)

• Thursday: Lentil soup + crusty bread (~$4)

• Friday: Beef stir-fry over noodles (~$8)

• Saturday: Baked potato bar with toppings (cheese, sour cream, beans) (~$5)

• Sunday: Egg fried rice with frozen peas and carrots (~$4)

Week 1 dinner total: ~$39

Week 2 — Same Pantry, Different Plates

You already have olive oil, garlic, canned tomatoes, and rice. Week 2 leans on those without

repeating a single meal.

• Monday: Pork tenderloin + roasted sweet potatoes + green beans (~$9)

• Tuesday: Chicken quesadillas + corn salsa (~$6)

• Wednesday: Baked ziti with ricotta (~$7)

• Thursday: Chicken tortilla soup (use pantry canned goods) (~$5)

• Friday: Salmon patties + mashed potatoes (~$8)
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• Saturday: Homemade pizza on store-bought dough (~$6)

• Sunday: Shakshuka (eggs poached in tomato sauce) (~$4)

Week 2 dinner total: ~$45

Week 3 — One New Thing

Week 3 introduces one cuisine or technique your family hasn't tried together. Pick one — not five.

A simple coconut curry, a Korean-style rice bowl, or a basic Thai peanut noodle is enough to break

the monotony without requiring a specialty grocery run.

• Monday: Sheet pan sausage + peppers + potatoes (~$7)

• Tuesday: Ground turkey taco bowls with cilantro lime rice (~$6)

• Wednesday: Pasta e fagioli (pasta and white beans) (~$4)

• Thursday: Thai peanut noodles with shredded rotisserie chicken (~$8) ← the new thing

• Friday: Fish tacos + simple coleslaw (~$7)

• Saturday: Chicken and rice casserole (~$6)

• Sunday: Veggie frittata (~$4)

Week 3 dinner total: ~$42

Week 4 — Use What You've Built

By now your pantry has depth: extra canned beans, a half-jar of peanut butter, leftover rice, frozen

proteins. Week 4 deliberately draws those down so nothing expires and you hit the month's end

without waste.

• Monday: Bean and cheese burritos (canned beans, pantry cheese) (~$4)

• Tuesday: Pasta with white beans and sautéed greens (~$5)

• Wednesday: Chicken soup with whatever vegetables remain (~$5)

• Thursday: Sheet pan shrimp fajitas (~$8)

• Friday: Fried rice remix (use any leftover grains + frozen veg) (~$3)

• Saturday: Homemade burgers + oven fries (~$8)

• Sunday: Loaded grain bowls — rice or farro, roasted veg, fried egg on top (~$4)
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Week 4 dinner total: ~$37

Breakfasts and Lunches — Handled Without a Separate Plan

Don't build a second system. Keep a standing breakfast rotation: oatmeal, eggs (scrambled or

fried), toast with peanut butter, yogurt with granola. Rotate through those four options freely — no

schedule needed. Lunches are leftovers by default. Cook slightly more at dinner than you need

and portion into containers before anyone goes back for seconds. That one habit eliminates the

midday meal planning problem entirely.

Your Fridge Template

Print or write this on an index card and stick it up:

| Night | Theme |

|---|---|

| Monday | Sheet Pan or Oven Meal |

| Tuesday | Mexican-Style |

| Wednesday | Pasta or Grain |

| Thursday | Soup, Stew, or Slow |

| Friday | Quick Protein (fish, eggs, patties) |

| Saturday | Family Favorite / Pizza / Burgers |

| Sunday | Egg-Based or Grain Bowl |

The specific meal changes every week. The slot stays the same. That's the whole system.
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The Sunday Prep Playbook
The goal isn't to cook Sunday dinner five times over. It's to do about 90 minutes of smart prep so

that each weeknight, you're doing assembly, not cooking from scratch. Here's how to make that

happen without turning your Sunday afternoon into a catering shift.

The 90-Minute Rule: Prep Less Than You Think

Not everything needs to happen on Sunday. The rule: prep anything that takes more than 10
minutes mid-week, and leave anything that takes less than 5 minutes for the night of. Slicing

a bell pepper is a weeknight job. Cooking a full pot of rice or browning two pounds of ground beef

is a Sunday job.

What's almost always worth doing Sunday:

• Cooking whole grains (rice, farro, quinoa) in large batches

• Browning or roasting your two main proteins for the week

• Washing and chopping raw vegetables that won't oxidize (carrots, celery, broccoli, cabbage —

yes; avocado, cut tomato — no)

• Making one sauce or marinade that pulls double duty across two meals

• Portioning snacks and lunch components while you're at it

The Batch-Cooking Hierarchy

Not all batch cooking pays off equally. Prioritize in this order:

1. Grains first — Start a big pot of rice or grains as soon as you enter the kitchen. It cooks

hands-free while you do everything else.

2. Proteins second — Cook your highest-use protein (usually ground meat or a whole chicken

thigh tray) while grains are going. A sheet pan of seasoned thighs at 425°F takes 25 minutes and

works in three different dinners.

3. Vegetables third — Chop and roast a tray of whatever root vegetables show up in this week's

meals. Raw-chopped veggies go into labeled bags.

4. Sauce last — A simple tomato base or stir-fry sauce made in 10 minutes acts as a flavor

shortcut twice this week.
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Your Sunday Prep Checklist

Print this and stick it to the fridge:

COOK

• [ ] Grains (pot on stove, hands-free)

• [ ] Protein #1 — sheet pan or stovetop

• [ ] Protein #2 — if needed for week

• [ ] Roasted vegetables (one tray)

CHOP

• [ ] Onions and garlic for the week

• [ ] Any hard vegetables (carrots, broccoli, peppers)

• [ ] Fresh herbs — rough chop, damp paper towel wrap

PORTION + LABEL

• [ ] Divide grains into containers by meal (label with day or dish name)

• [ ] Store proteins flat in shallow containers

• [ ] Label everything with a masking tape strip and marker

SAUCE

• [ ] One base sauce or marinade for two meals

Fridge and Freezer Staging

The fridge has a pecking order. Use it Monday through Wednesday first — those components

go on the middle shelf, eye level. Thursday-Friday meals use freezer-stored proteins you'll move

to the fridge Thursday morning. Cooked grains keep four days refrigerated; anything you won't use

by Wednesday goes straight to the freezer after cooling.

Soggy prevention: store cooked grains and proteins separately from any wet sauces. Combine at

reheat, not at storage.

Bring the Kids In
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Assigning one task to a capable kid buys you roughly 10 minutes of uninterrupted work and gives

them a stake in dinner. Simple jobs that actually help:

• Ages 4–6: Washing vegetables, tearing lettuce, handing you items

• Ages 7–10: Measuring and rinsing grains, stirring a sauce, peeling garlic with a flat-press

method

• Ages 11+: Chopping soft vegetables with supervision, labeling containers, loading the

dishwasher as you go

Kids who helped make it are statistically more likely to eat it. That's not a parenting lecture — it's a

dinner survival tactic.

When Sunday Gets Blown Up: The Monday Rescue

It happens. You have 20 minutes Monday evening and zero Sunday prep. Do this:

1. Start a pot of instant rice or microwave pouches (3 minutes).

2. Cook one protein fast — ground beef or canned beans in a skillet, seasoned simply (10

minutes).

3. Pull whatever raw vegetables are in the crisper and either serve them raw with dip or toss them

in the pan for the last 3 minutes.

4. Dinner is a grain bowl. Everyone gets a topping station. Done.

The system isn't broken because you missed one Sunday. You just ran the backup plan.
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Your Complete Week-by-Week Grocery Lists
How to Read These Lists

Every list below is organized the way you actually walk through a store: produce first, then meat,

dairy, dry goods, and frozen. Each item has a target price next to it — sourced from mid-range

grocery chains in a typical U.S. metro area as of 2024. Your store might be 10% higher or lower.

That's fine. The structure still works.

A few ground rules before you shop:

• Prices marked with `~` are estimates that vary most by region. Check your store app the night

before.

• Items marked [P] are pantry staples. Buy them in Week 1; you likely won't repurchase them

until Week 4 or later.

• If a price at your store is higher than listed, note it in the Price-Check Worksheet at the end of

this section.

---

Week 1 — Build the Pantry Foundation

This is your biggest spend week because you're stocking the pantry. Don't panic at the total.

Produce

• Broccoli crowns, 1.5 lb — $2.50

• Bagged coleslaw mix — $1.79

• Yellow onions, 3 lb bag — $2.99

• Garlic bulb — $0.89

• Russet potatoes, 5 lb — $3.49

• Baby spinach, 5 oz — $3.29

Meat & Protein

• Ground beef, 2 lb (80/20) — $8.99
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• Bone-in chicken thighs, 4 lb — $7.49

• Canned tuna, 4-pack — $5.99

Dairy

• Shredded cheddar, 16 oz — $4.49

• Butter, 1 lb — $4.29

• Eggs, 1 dozen — $3.49

Dry Goods & Pantry [P]

• Olive oil, 16 oz — $5.99

• Soy sauce, 10 oz — $2.49

• Canned diced tomatoes, 4 cans — $5.16

• Dried pasta, 2 lb — $2.79

• Chicken broth, 32 oz — $2.99

• Cumin, chili powder, paprika (if needed) — $5.00

• Rice, 2 lb — $2.49

• Canned black beans, 3 cans — $3.87

• Panko breadcrumbs [P] — $3.29

• Cornstarch [P] — $1.99

Frozen

• Frozen corn, 12 oz — $1.79

• Frozen peas, 12 oz — $1.79

Week 1 Total: ~$88–$96

If you're landing above $96, pull the panko or one can of tomatoes — you can grab those next

week.

---

Week 2 — The Pantry Kicks In
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You already have oil, spices, broth, rice, pasta, and canned goods. This week's list is noticeably

shorter.

Produce

• Bell peppers, 3 — $3.49

• Zucchini, 2 medium — $2.00

• Limes, bag of 6 — $1.99

• Cilantro — $0.89

• Sweet potatoes, 3 lb — $3.29

Meat & Protein

• Pork tenderloin, ~1.5 lb — $7.99

• Shrimp, frozen, 12 oz — $7.49

• Ground turkey, 1 lb — $5.29

Dairy

• Sour cream, 16 oz — $2.99

• Eggs, 1 dozen — $3.49

Dry Goods

• Flour tortillas, 10-count — $3.49

• Salsa, 16 oz jar — $2.99

Week 2 Total: ~$71–$79

Yes, really. The pantry is doing the heavy lifting now.

---

Week 3 — Two Splurges, Both Worth It

This week has two ingredients that cost a bit more: salmon fillets and coconut milk. They make

two dinners feel genuinely special. If the budget is tight, here are the swaps.
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| Splurge Item | ~Price | Cheaper Swap | Swap Price |

|---|---|---|---|

| Salmon fillets, 1.5 lb | $11.99 | Canned salmon, 3 cans | $6.99 |

| Coconut milk, 2 cans | $4.98 | Chicken broth + 2 tbsp butter | $0.50 extra |

Produce

• Cabbage, small head — $1.99

• Green onions — $1.29

• Cucumber — $0.99

• Roma tomatoes, 4 — $2.49

• Ginger root — $1.49

Meat & Protein

• Salmon fillets, 1.5 lb — $11.99

• Italian sausage links, 1 lb — $5.49

• Canned chickpeas, 2 cans — $2.58

Dairy

• Parmesan, 4 oz — $3.49

• Milk, 1 qt — $1.99

Dry Goods

• Coconut milk, 2 cans — $4.98

• Pita bread, 6-pack — $3.29

• Egg noodles, 12 oz — $2.29

Week 3 Total: ~$83–$94 (with salmon) | ~$76–$82 (with swaps)

---

Week 4 — Leanest Week of the Month
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By now your pantry has oil, spices, canned tomatoes, broth, rice, pasta, and condiments. You're

essentially shopping for fresh protein and produce only.

Produce

• Kale or chard, 1 bunch — $2.49

• Mushrooms, 8 oz — $2.99

• Carrots, 1 lb bag — $1.49

• Yellow squash, 2 — $1.99

• Celery, 1 bunch — $1.99

Meat & Protein

• Whole rotisserie chicken — $7.99

• Ground beef, 1 lb — $4.99

• Canned kidney beans, 2 cans — $2.58

Dairy

• Eggs, 1 dozen — $3.49

• Shredded mozzarella, 8 oz — $2.99

Dry Goods

• Diced tomatoes, 2 cans (replenish) — $2.58

• Pasta, 1 lb (replenish) — $1.49

Week 4 Total: ~$61–$70

That gap from your $100 ceiling? Bank it, or use it to restock anything you've run low on for Month

2.

---

Adapting for Dietary Needs

Meat-free swap: For any ground beef or chicken in the lists, substitute an equal weight of cooked

lentils (cheapest), canned black beans, or a 12 oz block of firm tofu. Tofu runs ~$2.49 and absorbs
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every sauce you throw at it.

Dairy-free: Swap shredded cheese for nutritional yeast (2 tbsp per serving, ~$5 for a bag that

lasts all month). Swap butter for olive oil 1:1. Coconut milk is already dairy-free — it's a feature, not

a bug.

---

Price-Check Worksheet

Before your first shop, take 5 minutes to fill this in from your store's app or weekly circular. It takes

one trip to calibrate and then you'll know exactly where you stand.

| Item | List Price | My Store's Price | Difference |

|---|---|---|---|

| Ground beef, 2 lb | $8.99 | ________ | ________ |

| Chicken thighs, 4 lb | $7.49 | ________ | ________ |

| Olive oil, 16 oz | $5.99 | ________ | ________ |

| Canned tomatoes, each | $1.29 | ________ | ________ |

| Eggs, 1 dozen | $3.49 | ________ | ________ |

| Rice, 2 lb | $2.49 | ________ | ________ |

| My adjusted Week 1 total | | ________ | ________|

If your adjusted total is more than $10 over the list, look first at the meat column — that's where

regional price swings hit hardest. A bone-in cut or a store-brand swap almost always closes the

gap.
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Keep It Going Beyond Week Four
The four weeks are done. The question now isn't whether the system works — it's whether you

keep working it. Here's how to keep it alive when real life pushes back.

The One-In, One-Out Swap Rule

Want to try a new dinner? Great — just retire one first. Pick a meal from your current rotation that

got the least enthusiasm, cross it off the master list, and slide the new one into that same slot

(same night type: pasta night swaps for pasta night, protein-and-two-sides swaps for the same).

Before you add it to the grocery list, do a quick budget check:

• Write down the new meal's estimated ingredient cost

• Compare it to the meal it's replacing

• If it costs more than $3 extra, find one small swap — a cheaper protein, a seasonal vegetable

— to close the gap

This one rule keeps you from "just this once" creep that quietly doubles your bill by week six.

Build Your Family Shortlist

After each dinner, take ten seconds. Ask the table: thumbs up, thumbs down, or meh? Write it on a

sticky note on the fridge. At the end of the month, transfer the thumbs-up meals to your Keeper
List — a simple running note on your phone or a paper on the inside of a cabinet door.

Template to steal:

> Meal: ________________ Cost per serving: ______ Family vote: ■ / ➡ / ■

After three months you'll have 15–20 proven dinners your family actually likes. That list becomes

your fallback when you're too tired to think.

Handling Breaks, Guests, and Holidays

Don't abandon the system — shrink it. During school breaks or holiday weeks, plan just three

dinners instead of seven. Fill the other nights with a "pantry meal" (pasta with whatever's in the
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cupboard) or a planned takeout night that you budget for intentionally — say, $25 max — rather

than defaulting to it out of exhaustion.

For guests, pick one dinner from your Keeper List that scales easily (a big tray bake, a pot of chili)

and simply double it. You already know the cost per serving, so doubling is just doubling the

grocery line — no surprise bill.

Track Your Actual Spend

Once a month, add up your grocery receipts and write the total in a simple tally:

| Month | Grocery Spend | vs. $400 Target | Running Savings |

|-------|--------------|-----------------|----------------|

| Month 1 | | | |

| Month 2 | | | |

Watching those savings compound — even imperfectly — is the most motivating thing you can do.

A $40 overage in month two matters a lot less when you see you're still $60 ahead for the year.

Signs It's Working (and When to Adjust)

The system is working when: Sunday prep feels automatic, weeknight cooking rarely exceeds 25

minutes, and the family stops asking "what's for dinner?" with that particular dread in their voice.

If the bill creeps back up, check these three things first:

• Are you adding meals without removing them?

• Are mid-week "quick" grocery runs happening more than once a week?

• Has your protein choice drifted toward more expensive cuts?

One fix at a time. You don't need to restart — you just need to tighten one variable.

The Shift That Makes It Stick

Meal planning fails when it feels like homework. It survives when it becomes a ritual with a payoff
you can feel. Your Sunday 90 minutes buys you five calm evenings, a predictable bill, and the
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quiet confidence of knowing exactly what's for dinner. That's not a chore. That's one of the better

trades available to a busy parent. Protect it like you would any other hour that genuinely makes

your week easier.


