
Constructing 

Balanced 

Meals

discover. cook. nourish.



Before nutritional guidelines

A balanced meal was determined by:

 Where you lived – Food was hunted, foraged or grown nearby 

 What was available – Grains, dried beans, root vegetables and 
preserved foods were the staples. Seasonal variations dictated 
what kinds of foods would fill out the meal (fresh fruits and 
vegetables, and meat)

 Wisdom about what was healthy
was passed down through 
family and community



The USDA offers guidelines

 The United States Department of Agriculture was 
formed in the late 1800’s

 Purpose was threefold:

 Support farmers in providing food for Americans

 Support the emerging meat and dairy industries 

 Provide nutritional information for U.S. citizens

 Conflict of interest became apparent early as 
nutritional information reflected business goals of 
food industries



USDA Basic 7 Food Groups 
1943-1955 

Compromised Information

In her book Food Politics,
nutrition expert 
Marion Nestle exposes 
just how intense the 
conflict of interests 
are for the USDA in 
formulating its 
food guides.



Ever-evolving USDA guidelines



Science influences guidelines

 Most nutrition experts  design meals scientifically by 
portioning out the macronutrients:

 Carbohydrates

 Protein

 Fat

 Vitamins and minerals

 Water

 All of these nutrient groups should be part of every meal

 All of these provide energy and/or important nutrients



Carbohydrates

 The most efficient fuel for the body, especially muscles

 Brain cells must have glucose (carbohydrate) for energy; the 
rest of the body can also use protein and fat for energy 

 Carbohydrates are the only 
group with FIBER



Protein

 Used by the body for growth and repair

 Proteins act as hormones, enzymes and antibodies. These 
are important to every aspect of a healthy body, especially 
the immune system and cell function



Fats

 Twice as energy-dense as carbohydrates 
and protein

 Used to build cell walls, make hormones, 
absorb, transport and store fat-soluble nutrients, cushion and 
insulate the body, especially organs 

 The brain is 60% fat, and fats help nerves conduct signals

 In cooking, fats and 
oils boost flavor, 
carry nutrients, and 
help us feel full and 
satisfied



Vitamins and minerals

 Keep our bodies working smoothly

 Are found in the greatest quantity in fruits and 
vegetables, but also in protein and fat-rich foods

 No need to take supplements if you eat a wide variety 
of foods, especially fruits, vegetables and whole grains 
(unless you have a diagnosed deficiency)



By blending nutritional science 
with intuitive menu planning, 
we offer two meal-planning 
outlines:

 Traditional healthful meal

 Healthy vegetarian meal

Balance using science and art 



Traditional healthful meal

Well-balanced meal based on animal protein

 Fish, eggs, chicken, pork or beef

 Starchy vegetable or whole
grain

 Vegetable (leafy green)

 Vegetable/Fruit

 Something raw, fermented, 
cultured, pickled



Healthy vegetarian meal

Well-balanced meal for a 
vegetarian or vegan:

 Whole grain

 Legume or soy food

 Vegetable (leafy green)

 Vegetable/Fruit

 Something raw, fermented, 
cultured or pickled

(if meal is vegan, include a B12 source)



Misguided vegetarianism

 Based on white flour, sugar, 
cheese and other processed 
foods

 Very nutrient deficient

A healthy vegetarian diet is 
based on whole grains, 
beans, nuts or seeds, 
vegetables and fruit



Other components of balance

 Color 

 Texture

 Seasonality

 Harmonious cultural 
flavors

 Beauty



Balanced Behavior

 Cooking and eating 
together

 Sitting down to eat

 Tasting and enjoying 
food without 
distractions from TV 
or phones

Remember to express gratitude.


