
Ingenious Ingenious 
✢✢

Grocery
Shopping
Grocery

Shopping
TricksTricks

OK00195824

SAVE
Time, Effort, and

a Small Fortune

When Buying

Food

IGSTcover.qxp  6/28/07  9:13 AM  Page 1



I n g e n i o u s
Grocery 

Shopping
T r i c k s

b
The Reader’s Digest Association, Inc.

Pleasantville, NY / Montreal

Copyright ©2007 by The Reader’s Digest Association, Inc.

All rights reserved. Unauthorized reproduction, in any manner, is prohibited.

Reader’s Digest and the Pegasus logo are registered trademarks of The Reader’s Digest Association, Inc.

Note to Readers: The information in this book has been carefully researched, and all 
efforts have been made to ensure its accuracy and safety. Reader’s Digest Association, Inc., 

does not assume any responsibility for any purchase made or for any injuries suffered or 
damages or losses incurred as a result of following the instructions in this book.

ISBN:  978-0-7621-0746-9
Printed in the United States 

Peas

Grocery 
Shopping
Grocery 

Shopping



contents
How to Be a Better Shopper  3

Shopping Wisely  4
Grocery Shopping 101  4

Fresh, Canned, or Frozen?  5

Buying Prepared and “Convenience” Foods  9

Saving Money  12
Get Maximum Mileage Out of Coupons  12

Take Advantage of Loyalty Cards 
and Other Gimmicks  14

To Buy (or Not to Buy) in Bulk  15

Making Healthy Choices  18
Good Foods, Bad Foods: What to Buy, 

What to Avoid  18

Stick-to-Your-Diet Shopping Strategies  20

How to Read a Nutrition Label  24

Outsmarting 
the Supermarket  26
Navigate the Grocery Store Like a Pro  26

5 Steps to Building a Great Shopping List  28

Avoid Super Marketing Traps  29

Peas

Peas

Peas

Peas



How to Be a Better Shopper
Grocery shopping: Everybody does it, but few people give 
a second thought as to how it can be done better, faster, 
and more economically. But we should think about this 
task—because unlike other daily household tasks, the simple 
act of going to market affects our schedules, our pocketbooks, 
even our health. The same can’t be said of cleaning house or 
walking the dog.

We have put together this amazing collection of hints and tips 
to show you just how much sanity, money, and calories you 
can save by doing your shopping just a little bit differently 
than you’re doing it now. Imagine going to the store and not 
having to bump carts with a thousand other shoppers or wait 
in a long checkout line. Imagine your weight and cholesterol 
level dropping magically the next time you go to the doctor for 
a physical. Imagine filling your cart with $50 worth of grocer-
ies and leaving the store with change in your pocket from the 
$10 bill you gave the cashier. Reader’s Digest will show you 
how to achieve all of these “accidental” benefits from smart 
shopping. Some of our methods are just plain common sense, 
while others are unbelievably clever. 

Though improving you health and saving time and money 
are all great benefits of being a smarter shopper, what’s most 
important is the sense of empowerment that you’ll get from 
taking control: You’ll always know what you’re looking for, 
where you’re going, how much things should cost, and how to 
take a stand if you don’t get what you want. This newfound 
confidence, we’re sure, will have long-lasting, positive effects 
on other parts of your life, too.
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Shopping 
Wisely

Grocery Shopping 101
Shop on a full stomach. We’re sure you’ve heard this one 
before, but it’s worth repeating. Walking through the grocery 
store with your tummy growling can make you vulnerable to 
buying things you shouldn’t. 

Go to the store alone. It’s much harder to stick to your budget 
and your grocery list (for tips on building a list, see page 28) if 
you’re taking orders from a spouse or demanding kids. 

You calculate the savings. One bag of chips is $1.49, and a 
seemingly same-sized bag is $1.79. The cheaper one is the bet-
ter deal, right? Not necessarily, if in reality, the higher-priced 
bag has a couple more ounces of chips. When comparing 
prices at the store, always compare price per pound (or per 
gallon, for liquids). It’s the only objective way to compare 
costs. Most stores put that number in the small print of the 
shelf product tags; get used to comparing those numbers, not 
the total price. And keep a calculator with you—it makes 
comparison shopping a breeze.

Peas
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Keep your eyes open at the checkout counter. Surely you’ve 
seen those investigative shows that uncover just how many 
errors supermarket scanners make—the numbers are stagger-
ing. Knowing this, keep a watchful eye on the cashier’s display 
as he scans each product. Make sure that discounts for sales 
and coupons are applied. Make sure that the clerk keys in the 
proper produce codes for perishables without price tags, so that 
you’re not paying for exotic mushrooms when you’re buying 
green peppers. And make sure that the register is logging items 
with price tags correctly—when there’s a mistake, many stores 
give you the product for free when you point out their errors. 

Hold on to your receipts. This is a good practice for a few 
reasons: If the item is on sale but doesn’t ring up with the sales 
price, you can bring the receipt back to the store for a refund. 
(Some stores may refund you the difference if that grocery 
item is on sale at a competing store, too.) If you get home and 
find out that one of your items is damaged or has a broken 
seal, you can easily return it. Finally, many register tapes are 
printed with valuable local coupons on the reverse side. Read 
carefully and keep saving!

Fresh, Canned, or Frozen?
Buying fresh is your best option for almost every food. 
There is no simpler, no easier, no plainer measure of the 
healthiness of your food than whether it comes in boxes and 
cans or is fresh from the farm or the fields. If more than half 
your groceries are prepared foods, then you need to modify 
your cooking and eating habits by picking up more fresh 
vegetables, fruits, seafood, juices, and dairy products. A few 
tips to remember:
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The Bare-bones Pantry
Putting meals together is simple, if you always keep our top 

10 staples, condiments, spices, and canned goods on hand. 

These are regularly used things that you should stock up on 

when there’s a good sale.

nonPerisHaBle staPles

Cereal

Coffee

Cornstarch

Flour 

Pasta (dried spaghetti, linguine, 
penne—whatever you favor)

Rice (long-grain, basmati, arborio)

Sugar

Tea

Whole-wheat fl our

Yeast

canned and Jarred goods

Beans and legumes (black, pinto, 
kidney, garbanzo, and lentils)

Chicken, beef, and/or 
vegetable broth

Chopped garlic

Evaporated milk

Olives

Jelly, jam, or fruit preserves

Peanut butter

Tomatoes

Tuna

Soups or stews

condiments

Barbecue sauce

Honey

Hot red pepper sauce

Ketchup

Maple syrup

Mustard

Oils (olive, canola, peanut, 
sesame)

Soy sauce

Vinegars (apple cider, red wine, 
white wine, balsamic)

Worcestershire sauce

sPices

Black peppercorns

Cayenne pepper (or 
dried pepper fl akes)

Cinnamon

Chili powder

Curry powder

Garlic powder

Kosher salt

Oregano

Paprika

Thyme
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Buy in season. Sure, it’s tempting to buy strawberries in 
December, and once in a while that’s fine. But fresh fruit and 
vegetables are best when purchased in season, meaning they’ve 
come from relatively close to home. They often cost less, are 
tastier, and have less risk of pathogens such as E. coli. 

Select food that’s just a few days away from being ripe. 
There’s no point in trying to buy fresh vegetables and fruits 
for your family if the bananas turn brown and the peaches 
mushy two days after you get them home. Buy fruit that’s 
still a day or two behind ripeness. It will still be hard to 
the touch; bananas will be green. For a real taste treat, if 
you’re going to eat them within the next couple of days, 
pick up a bunch of vine-ripened tomatoes. There’s just no 
comparison.

In many instances, frozen makes a lot of sense. Frozen 
foods are convenient, usually economical, and are typically 
more nutritious than their canned counterparts.

Frozen fruits and vegetables are often flash frozen at 
the source, locking in nutrients in a way fresh or canned 
can’t compete with. Stock your freezer with bags of frozen 
vegetables and fruits. You can toss the veggies into soups 
and stews, microwave them as a side dish with dinners, or 
thaw them at room temperature and dip them into low-fat 
salad dressing for snacks. Frozen fruits and veggies can cost 
less during the off season than fresh versions. (Be sure to 
buy these foods in bags, rather than in boxes—as you use 
them, they’ll take up less space.)

Frozen meat and poultry work well (think about it—
don’t you often buy fresh chicken only to wrap it up and 
put it in your freezer to eat later?). If using frozen meats, 
make sure it doesn’t have “freezer burn” from improper 

✱
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storage and give yourself ample time to defrost it (prefer-
ably overnight in the refrigerator—not on the counter). 

Frozen juice concentrates are great bargains. You can save 
from half to three-fourths the price of juice by purchas-
ing juice concentrates and reconstituting them. They are 
just as nutritious, you’ll find a wide variety, and they are 
smaller to store, so you can buy in bulk when they’re on 
sale. Look for those that are made from 100 percent juice 
and avoid juice “drinks”—they have way too much added 
sugar.

Frozen fish and seafood is usually cheaper than the fresh 
(but previously frozen) wares your fishmonger sells, but 
when it’s frozen in rock-hard slabs and then defrosted at 
home, the texture changes a little. Poach it, marinate it, 
roast it, or serve it with sauce (or even in soup). But if 
you’re making a fancy fish dish in which the seafood is 
barely cooked (seared salmon or scallops, for example) or 
raw (as in seviche, sushi, or raw oysters), spend the extra 
money and buy the best that your fishmonger has.

In some circumstances, canned food is a good option. If 
you’re making a tuna salad, a casserole, or another dish, there’s 
nothing wrong with using canned fish. But by and large, 
canned veggies aren’t the best idea. They often contain added 
sugar and sodium, thereby reducing the nutritional benefit 
vegetables would otherwise offer. But here are a few of our 
favorite exceptions. 

Tomato products. Studies find that tomato sauces and 
crushed and stewed tomatoes have higher amounts of the 
antioxidant lycopene than fresh, because they’re concen-
trated. Canned tomatoes are a godsend when it comes to 
quick dinners in the kitchen. Warm up a can with some 

✱
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crushed garlic for a chunky pasta sauce; pour a can over 
chicken breasts and simmer in the slow cooker; add to 
stews and sauces for flavor and extra nutrients.

Canned beans. Although they may have a bit more 
sodium than we like, that’s easy enough to get rid of with 
a good rinse in the sink. Beans can be mixed with brown 
rice, added to soups and stews, or puréed with garlic into 
hummus for dipping. The soluble fiber in beans lowers 
blood sugar and insulin, making the combination of 
pasta and beans a healthful—as well as delicious—dish. 
Best of all, you save the time it takes to soak and cook 
dried beans.

Buying Prepared and 
“Convenience” Foods
Skip to-go entrées that contain mayo and other very 
perishable ingredients. It’s one thing to buy roasted potatoes 
at your supermarket’s deli counter, but take a pass on the 
mayonnaise-laden potato salad. Mayonnaise-heavy foods are 
generally unhealthy, but more important, you don’t know 
how long ago the food was made or if it has been kept at the 
proper temperature. If the dish isn’t fresh or isn’t cold enough, 
it can make you sick. Opt instead for dishes that have minimal 
sauces and spreads. Avoid dairy and seafood.

Choose prepared foods with short ingredient lists. Always 
remember: The shorter a food’s ingredient list, the healthier the 
food usually is. (And you should be able to recognize the names 
of ingredients—“whole wheat” is a better option than some 

✱
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chemical you can’t pronounce.) If the ingredient list contains 
fatty items like heavy cream and lard, choose a different item. 

Skip pre-marinated meats and other “for your conve-
nience” items. Buying steak or kebabs from the butcher that 
are already coated in marinade may sound like a real time-
saver, but resist the urge. Hiding meats in dark-colored sauces 
is an easy way for grocers to disguise less-than-fresh merchan-
dise. Buy your meat and poultry without bells and whistles, so 
that you can see what you’re getting.

Slice, season, and package it yourself. Don’t buy packages of 
seasoned rice and noodles; they cost more and contain too much 
salt. Cook plain rice in low-sodium broth and add fresh or dried 
herbs or spices. Cook fresh noodles and toss with a little olive oil 
or butter and herbs. For a really quick fix, toss pasta with a little 
salad dressing. Or make your own seasoned rice mix to keep 
on hand for quick fixes. Buy blocks of cheese, and grate them 
yourself. Buy plain cottage cheese and plain yogurt and stir in 
fresh or canned fruit or even a little homemade jam. 

Take advantage of prepackaged fresh veggies. When it 
comes to prepared veggies—bagged salads, prewashed spinach, 
peeled and diced butternut squash, washed and chopped 
kale—we’re all for them, even though they may be expensive. 
Numerous consumer studies find that we’re more likely to use 
bagged salads and other produce. In fact, the introduction of 
bagged, prewashed spinach in the late 1990s is touted as the 
main reason spinach consumption increased 16.3 percent in 
the United States between 1999 and 2001.



11

Seasonal Shopping Guide 
Fruits and vegetables in season not only offer superior fl avor, 

they’re also better for you, and they cost less. Farmers’ mar-

kets, which sell locally grown produce, offer great bargains, but 

your grocery store can also provide penny-pinching prices on 

scrumptious seasonal produce. 

fruit PeaK season

Apples September to 
March

Apricots June and July

Blueberries July

Blackberries June to August

Cantaloupes June to August

Cherries, sweet June and July

Cranberries September to 
December

Figs June to October

Grapefruit October to May

Nectarines July and August

Peaches July and August

Pears, Anjou October to April

Pears, Bartlett July to October

Plums May to September

Raspberries July

Rhubarb May

Strawberries April to June

Watermelon June to August

vegetaBle PeaK season

Acorn squash October to 
November

Artichokes March to May

Asparagus April and May

Beans, snap June to September

Beets June to October

Broccoli October to April

Brussels sprouts September to 
February

Caulifl ower October

Corn May to September

Eggplant July to October

Endive, Belgian October to May

Leeks October to May

Okra June to August

Peas May to September

Peppers, green July to November 

Summer squash July to August

Sweet potatoes September to 
December

Tomatoes May to August
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Saving 
Money

Get Maximum Mileage 
Out of Coupons
Use the newspapers. Few of us have the time (or the gasoline) 
to go tooling around town checking grocery prices from one store 
to the next. Many local newspapers devote a section one day a 
week to food and restaurants, and that is usually also the day the 
grocery stores include their ads or inserts. Use that day to sit down 
and armchair-compare prices before you go shopping.

Organize your offers carefully. Organize your coupons the 
way you organize your shopping list: in the same order as the 
store aisles. Some people use a plain envelope, some people use 
recipe boxes with dividers—fi nd the way that works best for 
you. If you are organized, you’ll fi nd the coupons you want 
more quickly and will be less likely to overlook a useful one. 
As you clip them, put each coupon in a product category. 
Within each category, put them in expiration order, putting 
the ones closest to expiration on top.

Don’t toss out expired coupons. Stores will often accept (and 
double) them—it doesn’t hurt to ask!

Peas
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Seek out stores that double or triple coupons. Some grocers 
double coupons up to $1 in face value; others triple coupons 
regularly (or on certain days of the week). 

Pile on the savings. If an item on your shopping list is on 
sale, see if you have a coupon for it, too, and you’ll get the 
item for a song. Say a $1.99 package of taco shells is on sale for 
$1.49. If you have a 50-cents-off coupon and the store doubles 
coupons, you’ll only pay 49 cents for it!

Know when small packages can yield the biggest dis-
counts. Buying the largest size of most items is usually the 
thriftiest option, but calculating bargains might work out dif-
ferently when using coupons (especially “two-fer” coupons that 
require you to buy two of the same item to get your discount). 
Using a coupon and buying two smaller-sized items may yield 
you a better price per pound.

Beware of coupon catches. Although coupons can indeed 
save you money, they can also fool you into spending money 
on foods you normally wouldn’t buy—and doing that may 
actually cost you more in the long run. Here are some money-
saving maneuvers to consider when using coupons:

Big dollar-off coupons look good, but those coupons are 
generally for expensive items. Do the math before you grab 
it off the shelf.

Think twice about using a coupon on a brand you don’t 
use. There may be a significant savings between the sale 
brand and your regular one, but what if you don’t like the 
product? 

Don’t use coupons to buy junk food that you wouldn’t 
otherwise eat. Buying it inexpensively doesn’t make it good 
for you!

✱

✱

✱
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Even doubled coupons sometimes can’t compete with store 
brands’ rock-bottom prices. Don’t forget to check the cost 
of the store brands before buying. 

Sometimes a tie-in offer gives you an item free or at a 
bargain price if you stock up on another product at a regular 
price. But if the freebie isn’t exactly what you want, it can 
take a bite out of your week’s budget, and it may never be 
used.

Take Advantage of 
Loyalty Cards and 
Other Gimmicks
Save rain checks for a rainy day. This trick works best when 
you shop at a popular, high-volume grocery store: Say the sales 
circulars come out on Thursdays for sales that begin on Friday. 
There’s a great deal on 12-packs of cola, but you don’t have 
the money (or the space) to stock up on it this week. If you go 
shopping on Saturday or Sunday, these sale items are probably 
already out of stock. Good—that’s exactly what you want. Ask 
for a rain check on the sold-out bargains, and you can take 
advantage of those sales when it’s convenient for you.

Cash in on store courtesy cards. A relative newcomer in the 
savvy shopper’s arsenal, store courtesy cards (also called “bonus 
club cards” or “rewards cards”), which are issued by supermar-
kets, give you additional savings on certain items. They’re the 
modern answer to clipping in-store coupons out of the weekly 
circulars—just give the cashier your card and the “coupons” 
are deducted from your bill. Supermarkets offer the cards in an 

✱
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effort to make you a regular shopper, but the savings can really 
be significant. As with manufacturer’s coupons, you should have 
a rough idea of the going prices of items you typically buy to 
recognize the best bargains. 

Make time for refunds and rebates. Claiming rebates takes time 
and patience, but if you are buying something that you were going 
to buy anyway, the money you’ll save is worth the effort. 

As soon as you get home from the supermarket, fill out 
that refund paperwork: Remove the part of the package 
designated as proof of purchase. Be sure to send exactly 
what has been specified or you’ll be disqualified—if the 
instructions say “staple the receipt to this form, and fill 
the form out in black ink,” do just that. Make sure your 
handwriting is legible, and mail the form out that same 
day. The longer you wait to do this, the less likely it is that 
you’ll actually remember to do it and get your money back.

In a notebook, keep a log of the refunds you have 
requested, listing the item, the company’s name and 
address, what was requested, and when you mailed it. 
Better yet, keep a photocopy of the receipt and rebate form 
for your records. 

To Buy (or Not to 
Buy) in Bulk
Shop at stores that have “bulk” bins. “Bulk” bins, or bins 
in which you can scoop out as much or as little of a product as 
you want and you’re charged by weight, are great if you only 
need a little something. What’s the use of buying a 5-pound 

✱
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bag of rarely used rye flour if your recipe only calls for a 
quarter cup?

Only buy “family packs” if you’ll really use them. Boneless 
chicken breast at $1.50 a pound is a great bargain, isn’t it? 
Not if you have to buy 12 pounds of it! While economy packs 
can be a boon for huge families, skip them if you don’t have a 
freezer or if you don’t use the products very frequently. It’s not 
a bargain if half of the “family pack” gets thrown away.

Ask the butcher for a break. If you live alone, want ham-
burger for tonight’s dinner, and you only find a three-pound 
package, you don’t have to buy the whole thing and freeze 
what you don’t need. Just bring the shrink-wrapped pack-
age to the meat counter and tell them how much you want. 
Supermarkets that value their customers will happily accom-
modate those who want a smaller quantity.

Know when price clubs will work for you. We all know 
those big-box stores where you can buy a pack of 40 rolls of 
toilet paper, but do they really save you money? Yes, they do, 
if you use them well. You have to know the price per pound 
or the price per item of things you formerly bought in other 
stores, such as traditional supermarkets or drugstores, so you 
can compare costs at a price club. And you have to buy things 
that you use and that you have room to store. But you can 
net yourself a tidy savings by buying in bulk such things as 
meat and poultry, canned and other shelf-stable items, paper 
goods, toiletry items (body soap, shampoo, toothpaste, and 
sunscreen), juices, breakfast cereals, and coffee. You just have 
to be an informed consumer. 
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Finding Coupons and  
Grocery Deals on the Internet
Did you know that you can do your grocery shopping online  

and have your food delivered to your door? Peapod.com and 

Netgrocer.com are great options if you are homebound, don’t 

have a car, or if you just don’t want to carry heavy grocery bags.

In addition to the sites listed below, you might find more cou-

pons and deals on supermarket chains’ sites, and even those of 

individual food manufacturers. 

www.nesteggz.com At nesteggz.com, you can save money at 

the register and put money into a savings account. With its “Account 

Credit” coupons, you only get about 10 cents off at the supermarket 

register, but the full value of the coupon is deposited into an online, 

interest-bearing savings account, and you can withdraw the cash value 

at any time. The site also offers regular “Instant Cash” coupons on all 

kinds of items. 

www.smartsource.com SmartSource is actually one of the 

companies that insert coupon circulars in newspapers. Free registration 

is required to download coupons and coupon printing software.

www.coolsavings.com You have to register and fill out a short 

questionnaire to become a member of this site, but members have ac-

cess to printable coupons, free samples, and other offers.

www.centsoff.com Tired of buying the Sunday paper only to find 

that you’d never use the coupons inside? At Centsoff.com, you can 

custom order the coupons you want, and they’ll be mailed straight to 

your door. The site charges just $7.50 per order of 50 coupons—that’s 

about the cost of a month’s worth of Sunday papers.



1�

Making Healthy 
Choices

Good Foods, Bad 
Foods: What to Buy, 
What to Avoid
Remember the code words for sugar. The only way to know 
if the processed food you’re buying contains sugar is to know 
its many aliases or other forms. Here are the common ones: 
brown sugar, corn syrup, dextrin, dextrose, fructose, fruit 
juice concentrate, high-fructose corn syrup, galactose, glucose, 
honey, hydrogenated starch, invert sugar maltose, lactose, 
mannitol, maple syrup, molasses, polyols, raw sugar, sorghum, 
sucrose, sorbitol, turbinado sugar, and xylitol. 

Reject foods and drinks made with corn syrup. Corn syrup 
is a calorie-dense, nutritionally empty sweetener, perhaps even 
worse than refi ned sugar. A shocking number of foods and 
drinks are thick with it, including such apparently healthy 
foods as fruit juices, pre-made spaghetti sauces, and even 
bread. Some experts argue that corn syrup is one of the main 
causes of America’s obesity problem. If a food has corn syrup 

Peas
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in its first four ingredients, then it lacks the wholesomeness 
and healthiness you want.

When it says “wheat,” make sure it’s whole wheat. Sure, 
a wheat bread is made from wheat. But if the first ingredient 
is refined wheat flour, then it’s made from the same wheat as 
white bread—which means, stripped of fiber and nutrients, 
and in some cases, dyed brown for a fake healthy appearance. 
What you’re really looking for are the words “whole wheat.” 
If it says multigrain, seven-grain, nutra-grain, cracked wheat, 
stone-ground wheat, or enriched wheat, it’s not whole wheat, 
and thus is lacking some of the vitamins and minerals, not to 
mention fiber, of whole grains. 

Try some of the new whole-grain alternatives. Today you 
can find wonderful whole-grain pastas and couscous, instant 
brown rice that cooks in 10 minutes instead of 50, even whole-
grain crackers. Hodgson Mills makes a delicious whole-wheat 
pasta with flaxseeds. It really tastes great, and you can scarcely 
do any better when it comes to nutrition. While you’re at 
it, pick up a bag of whole-wheat flour and experiment with 
replacing white flour as much as possible.

Try a new juice. Orange juice, although quite healthy, often has 
20 grams of sugar in the average 8-ounce glass. Instead, try guava 
juice. It has three times more vitamin C and is loaded with potas-
sium (a great blood pressure regulator) and beta-carotene. 

Shop in the diabetic aisle. Even if you’re not diabetic, these 
foods are good, healthy options. Given that 1 tablespoon of 
ketchup can contain about 1/2 teaspoon sugar, buying sugar-free 
condiments can make a big dent in your sugar consumption. 
Most condiments and other packaged foods for people with 
diabetes are made without sugar or with sugar substitutes. 
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Spend some time in the condiment aisle. With the fol-
lowing basic ingredients, you have the underpinnings for 
wonderful sauces, low-fat marinades, and low-salt flavorings. 
These delightful flavorings enable you to stay away from the 
less-healthy condiment items, such as mayonnaise, butter, 
margarine, creamy salad dressings, and so on: flavored ketchups 
and barbecue sauces (look for sugar-free varieties), horseradish, 
mustards, flavored vinegars, extra-virgin olive oil, jarred pesto 
sauces, capers, jarred olives, sun-dried tomatoes, jarred spaghetti 
sauce, anchovies, roasted red peppers, Worcestershire sauce, 
chili sauce, hot pepper sauce, soy sauce, sesame oil, walnut oil, 
teriyaki sauce, jarred salsas, and various kinds of marmalades. 

Stick-to-Your-Diet 
Shopping Strategies
Buy foods that do double duty. Foods that offer essential vita-
mins, protein, or fiber, and are inexpensive—those are our kinds 
of vittles! Some of our favorite bang-for-the-buck foods include:

Soy. Full of protein without the animal fats, soybeans 
are the only vegetable source to contain all the necessary 
amino acids. They’re a good source of calcium and iron, 
too. Soy comes in lots of forms, including soy milk, tofu, 
and snackable edamame (soybeans).

Salmon is a good source of omega-3 acids and protein. 
Sure, the wild, fresh stuff can be expensive, but you can 
also buy it canned!

Leafy green vegetables are packed with folate, iron, cal-
cium, and vitamins A and C. They’re usually inexpensive, 
too, and can be cooked in a variety of ways (or eaten raw).

✱
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Berries are loaded with fiber, Vitamin C, folate, and other 
nutrients. In addition, some (like blackberries) are high in 
antioxidants, which neutralize free radicals.

Think small. There’s nothing wrong with saving a few bucks 
by buying groceries in bulk. But if it’s hard for you to stop 
eating an indulgent snack once you open a fresh pack (say, of 
cookies or chips), buy the smallest package you can—prefer-
ably a single-serving size. If you buy jumbo sizes to save 
money, divide them into single-serving packets the minute you 
get home from the grocery store.

Read the fine print. Most processed and packaged foods are 
required to be labeled with ingredient and nutritional informa-
tion. If your goal, say, is to lose weight, the number you should 
be paying attention to is calories per serving. The key is to pay 
close attention to what they say an actual “serving” is–one box 
may say ¾ cup, another just ¼ cup. Do the math so that you’re 
comparing like serving sizes. Some foods may look as if they’re 
low in calories until you discover that a serving size would fit 
in a thimble.

Buy your own healthy add-ins for plain cereals. These 
include raisins, fresh berries, dried berries, almond slivers, 
pumpkin seeds, sesame sticks, and bananas. The best break-
fast-cereal strategy is to buy unsweetened cereals and then add 
your favorite flavors. That helps you bypass all the empty, sug-
ary calories—and lets you enjoy the cereal more. For ease, keep 
a wide-mouth, well-sealed jar on your counter with shelf-stable 
ingredients for quick mix-ins. Keep a scoop and ziplock plastic 
bags handy, and you’ve got a handy, nutritious meal or snack 
for home or on the go.

✱
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Find alternative ground. Whenever you find yourself reach-
ing for a package of ground meat, check the poultry section 
instead and pick up ground turkey or chicken, or look for soy 
crumbles, which may be found in the produce section of your 
store. They work just as well as ground beef for meatballs and 
many other recipes. This little substitution can cut more than 
30 percent of the calories and at least half of the fat in a three-
ounce serving. When it’s smothered in a zesty tomato sauce or 
flavored with seasonings, you’ll never know the difference. 

Read between the lines on food packaging. Have you ever 
wondered just what packaged foods promise when they say 
they’re “low fat” or a “good source” of vitamins or minerals? 
Here are the Food and Drug Administration’s rules on just 
what those claims have to deliver:

Healthy. This means that the food is low in fat (especially 
saturated fat and trans fat) and has limited amounts of 
cholesterol and sodium.

Free (for example, “sugar free”). The food contains only 
tiny amounts of fat, sugar, sodium, or calories per serving.

Good source. One serving provides 10 to 19 percent of 
your total daily needs for a specific nutrient.

Low sodium. One serving has 140 mg of sodium or less.

Low cholesterol. One serving has 20 mg of cholesterol or 
less and 2 grams or less of saturated fat.

Low fat. One serving contains 3 grams of fat or less.

Reduced (for example, “reduced fat”). One serving has 
25 percent less fat, saturated fat, sugar, sodium, cholesterol, 
or calories per serving than the regular version of the food.

Light (also “lite”). One serving has 50 percent less fat or 
one-third fewer calories than the regular version.

✱
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The Ins and Outs of Fat
There are three naturally occurring types of fat: monoun-

saturated, polyunsaturated, and saturated. A fourth type of 

fat—“trans fats”—is manmade. Here’s what you need to know 

about each one, minus all the science.

monounsaturated fat. This is the 

fat you want to eat, in moderation. It 

stars in the so-called Mediterranean 

diet, proven to lower cholesterol and 

reduce the risk of heart disease. 

A primary source of “mono” fats 

is olive oil. Other good sources 

include canola oil, seeds, nuts, and 

avocados. These fats lower total 

cholesterol and LDL cholesterol (bad 

cholesterol) and increase the HDL 

cholesterol (good cholesterol).

Polyunsaturated fat. This form 

of fat is prevalent in vegetable oils, 

nuts, fish, and some leafy green 

vegetables. There are two main 

types of the “polys”: omega-6s, 

which we tend to get plenty of 

through corn and other vegetable 

oils, and omega-3s, found primar-

ily in fish and certain seeds and 

nuts, which we rarely get enough 

of. Focus on increasing the amount 

of omega-3 fatty acids in your 

diet while reducing the amount of 

omega-6s. Like monounsaturated 

fats, polys lower total cholesterol 

and LDL cholesterol.

saturated fat. This form of fat is 

found in the highest amounts in 

animal products, as well as palm 

and coconut oil. You’ll know a fat 

is heavy on the saturated side if 

it’s solid at room temperature, like 

shortening or lard. Saturated fat 

raises levels of LDL cholesterol 

and can increase your risk of heart 

disease. 

trans fats. There’s a reason that 

fast-food restaurants have stopped 

using these fats: Trans fats are 

polyunsaturated fats gone bad. 

They don’t exist naturally but are 

created when polyunsaturated fats 

are whipped with hydrogen to make 

them solid at room temperature. 

They not only increase LDL levels, 

but they can decrease HDL levels. 

They’ve been implicated in heart 

disease and breast cancer. No 

trans fats are safe. Yet they’re 

everywhere you find processed 

foods, including many crackers, 

cookies, baked goods, snacks, and 

other packaged foods. 
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How to Read a Nutrition Label
Serving Size and Servings Per Container

Serving sizes are standardized to make it easier to compare similar foods; 
they are written in familiar units (number of pieces, cups, etc.) followed by the 
metric amount (number of grams). Take note of the serving size and then ask 
yourself, “How many servings am I consuming?” If the “servings per container” 
is two and you ate the whole box, you’ve just doubled your intake of fat, calo-
ries, and so on.

Calories and Calories from Fat
These fi gures measure how much energy you get from a serving of food. 
Watching calories can help you manage your weight. Eating foods that are 
high in “calories from fat” means that you’re eating a lot of calories that aren’t 
giving you the protein and minerals you need. And eating too many calories in 
a day is linked to obesity.

Limit these: Try to keep your intake of these nutrients as low 
as possible (and certainly within the guidelines at the bottom of the 
Nutrition Facts label). Eating too much fat, saturated fat, trans fat, 
cholesterol, or sodium may increase your risk of heart disease, some 
cancers, or high blood pressure. For more specifi c details on fat, see 
the box on page 23.

Get more of these: Most Americans don’t get as much of 
these nutrients in their diets as they should. They can improve health 
and reduce the risk of some diseases and conditions. For example, 
adequate calcium intake can reduce the risk of osteoporosis. Look for 
foods that contain a high percentage of these nutrients in the “% Daily 
Value” column.

Look for fi ber: Fiber promotes healthy bowel function. You want 
at least 1 to 2 grams of fi ber for every 100 calories you consume. If 
partially hydrogenated oil or trans fats are listed on the label, put the 
box down. 

The “% of Daily Value” column is based on the FDA’s Daily 
Value recommendations for key nutrients based on a 2,000-calorie 
diet. This information is also useful in other ways: It helps you make 
comparisons between two similar products (say, if you’re deciding 
between two types of tomato sauce). It’s also useful in helping you 
make dietary trade-offs as you plan your daily meals—when you see 
that a food you like is high in fat, balance it out later in the day with 
foods that are lower in fat.

Limit these: 
as possible (and certainly within the guidelines at the bottom of the 
Nutrition Facts label). Eating too much fat, saturated fat, trans fat, 
cholesterol, or sodium may increase your risk of heart disease, some 
cancers, or high blood pressure. For more specifi c details on fat, see 
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Get more of these: 
these nutrients in their diets as they should. They can improve health 
and reduce the risk of some diseases and conditions. For example, 
adequate calcium intake can reduce the risk of osteoporosis. Look for 
foods that contain a 

2

Look for fi ber: 
at least 1 to 2 grams of fi ber for every 100 calories you consume. If 
partially hydrogenated oil or trans fats are listed on the label, put the 
box down. 

3
The “% of Daily Value”
Value recommendations for key nutrients based on a 2,000-calorie 
diet. This information is also useful in other ways: It helps you make 
comparisons between two similar products (say, if you’re deciding 
between two types of tomato sauce). It’s also useful in helping you 
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Quick Tip
In terms of the “% Daily Value” column, 5 percent 
or less is low. Twenty percent or more is high.

Nutrition FactsServing Size 1 cup (248g)
Servings Per Container 4

Amount Per ServingCalories 150 Calories from Fat 36
 

% Daily Value*

Total Fat 4g 

6%
Saturated Fat 2.5g 

12%

Cholesterol 20mg 
7%

Sodium 170mg 

7%

Total Carbohydrate 17g 
6%

Dietary Fiber 0g 
0%

Sugars 17gProtein 13g

Vitamin A 4% • Vitamin C 6%
Calcium 40% • Iron 

2%
* Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000 

calorie diet. Your daily values may be higher or 

lower depending on your calorie needs:
 

Calories 2,000 2,500
Total Fat Less than 65g 80g

Sat Fat 
Less than 20g 25g

Cholesterol Less than 300mg 300mg

Sodium 
Less than 2,400mg 2,400mg

Total Carbohydrate 
300g 375g

Dietary Fiber  
25g 30g

Calories per gram:Fat 9 • Carbohydrate 4 • Protein 4

{

1

}

4

{

3

}

2
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Outsmarting 
the Supermarket

Navigate the Grocery 
Store Like a Pro
Go in with a sense of purpose. Know what you are going 
to buy when you enter the store, and leave the store with just 
that. It’s so obvious, yet we so often go astray.

Make a beeline for the back of the market. Ever notice how 
the milk department is at the very back of the store? That’s no 
accident—supermarkets’ layouts are designed such that you 
have to walk by all the “nice to have” snack and gourmet foods 
before you get to essentials like milk, bread, and eggs. Make a 
beeline to the back of the store, and try to avoid the tempting 
center aisles. And then …

Shop the perimeter of the store. Food essentials (produce, 
meats, dairy, and bread) are usually located around the store’s 
perimeter. The middle aisles have the more costly prepared 
foods. The more you concentrate your shopping on the edges of 
the store, the healthier and cheaper your purchases will be.

Be familiar with your grocer’s aisles. Every store has an aisle 
or two that has no temptations for you (pet food, paper goods, 

the Supermarket

Navigate the Grocery 

 Know what you are going 
Peas



2�

baby supplies, cosmetics, and so forth). Make that aisle your 
passageway to the departments you need at the back of the store.

Head for the middle of the aisle. Food companies pay big 
money for grocery stores to place their products prominently 
on the ends of aisles (also called “endcaps”), where you can’t 
help but see them. Sometimes these endcaps display genuinely 
good deals on nonessential products, but pantry staples are 
usually smack dab in the middle of the aisles. Grocers reason 
that you’ll seek out the staples you really need, and in so 
doing, you’ll have to pass (twice!) all the extras they want you 
to buy.

Look up, look down, look all around. Generally, the most 
expensive brand-name items are on shelves at eye level. Less 
expensive store brands are on the upper and lower shelves. 

Skip food samples and other unnecessary stops. Going to 
the market often feels like you’re going through a maze, and 
that’s just how grocers like it. The more stacks and displays 
they put in the aisles for you to maneuver around, the more 
slowly you have to do your shopping. Pretty displays and free 
food samples may also tempt you to stop—prime time for you 
to browse and start piling things in your cart.

Stay up all night. Try shopping during off hours if your store 
is a 24-hour operation. The supermarket will not only be less 
crowded with schoolchildren, but you might just show up while 
the overnight crew is replenishing loss-leading sale items that sell 
out quickly. Whatever you need to buy is yours for the asking!
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    Steps to Building a 

             Great Shopping List
Keep a stack of scratch paper in your kitchen with a pen next to 

it. As soon as you deplete your stock of a pantry item or are getting 
close to using up an everyday item (such as coffee or milk), add it 
to the list. Whenever you’re ready to go to the market, your list will 
be ready. Or, if you fi nd yourself buying the same groceries every 
month, make a “master list” of all items that you typically buy, 
photocopy it, and just circle the items you need for each weekly 
shopping trip. 

When your local grocery stores’ circulars are published, circle 
the sale items you want and clip the circular to your shopping list. 
(Clip the corresponding coupons you need, too!) This is especially 
handy if a sale item doesn’t ring up correctly at the register—you 
have the proof in hand.

Organize your shopping list so that it corresponds to the store’s 
layout—this will help you get in and out of the store quickly and will 
help prevent impulse buying. Try to make the produce section your 
last stop before checking out so that your fresh fruits and vegetables 
won’t be crushed under other food while you shop.

Leave the “like-to-have” items on the bottom of the list. If you’re 
on a budget, as most people are, indulge in them if the basics are 
covered and you still have a few dollars left over.

Make sure you have enough food on the list to last until your 
next trip. Try not to visit any one grocery store more than once a 
week—and aim for a once-a-month big shop at a price club (such 
as Sam’s or Costco) to stock up on pantry items. You might need 
to visit your local supermarket every two or three days for quickly 
used or highly perishable items, such as milk and fresh fruit and 
vegetables, but wise planning will keep you well stocked in the 
meanwhile.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Avoid Super 
Marketing Traps
Go into the store for the “loss leader,” then get out. Like 
putting a cute puppy in a pet shop window, supermarkets 
have to do something to entice you into their stores. Usually, 
the tactic is to advertise a couple of items every week in their 
circulars that are at unbelievable rock-bottom prices. These 
sale items are called “loss leaders” because markets sometimes 
actually lose money by selling them to you at such low prices. 
That’s okay for them, because loss leaders draw customers into 
the store, and these customers then spend enough money on 
other items to more than make up for the loss the stores take 
on the sale items. When you see a great bargain that warrants 
a special trip to the store, buy that one item, and hightail it out 
of the store without spending another dime.

Study your store’s selling patterns for sales. Grocery store 
sales often occur in patterns. For example, we know of a 
grocery store that puts our favorite ice cream on a “buy one, 
get one free” sale on the third week every month. On the first 
week of the month, it’s only a dollar off. Learn the patterns 
(and keep track of them in a notebook). Hold off buying 
these items until you know that they’ll be at their lowest 
prices—then buy enough of it to last you until the great sale is 
run again. 

Just buy one. You know those sales deals that say, “buy two 
for $5”? That’s just a ploy to get you to buy more than one of 
the item. In almost all cases (check the sales circular carefully), 
you can just buy one and pay $2.50. Don’t buy more than you 
need because you think you have to.

Peas
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Grab a basket, not a cart. Sometimes it’s hard to find hand-
held grocery baskets—they are usually tucked into a corner 
at the store’s entrance. You feel like a cart is your only option, 
and that’s what the grocers want. Once you have a cart, they 
reason, you won’t even think twice while filling it up. If you 
only need a few things, seek out the baskets … and stick to 
that shopping list!

Weigh it yourself. Pre-weighed produce is convenient, but you 
should always reweigh it. A 5-pound bag of carrots can end up 
weighing anywhere from 4.5 pounds to 6 pounds—you may as 
well buy the heavier bag!



Your Best Resource for Everyday 
Advice Is Reader’s Digest
Every month, more than 100 million people around the globe turn to 
Reader’s Digest books and magazines for clever, proven advice on manag-
ing their health, home, kitchen, and yard. The following Reader’s Digest 
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