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Overview	
	
The Thrifty Food Plan Calculator is a tool for learning about tradeoffs between the nutrition quality and costs of foods available in the United States.  Your challenge is to create a nutritious, affordable, and tasty model food plan that meets nutrition policy goals that you choose.  

This challenge is similar to the task faced by USDA nutritionists and economists when they developed the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP).  The maximum benefit level in the Food Stamp Program is based on the cost of the TFP.  Every several years, USDA’s Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNPP) revises the TFP to take account of new trends in food prices, food characteristics, and consumer spending behavior. USDA’s most recent TFP revision is: The Thrifty Food Plan, 2021 (USDA, 2021). To create this food plan, USDA used a mathematical algorithm that selected quantities for each food group.  The quantities were chosen to be as similar as possible to the current average consumption of low-income Americans, while simultaneously meeting a cost target, nutrition standards, target levels for broad categories of foods (such as meats, dairy foods, fruits, and vegetables), and other constraints.  

Our TFP Calculator is based on the same price, consumption and nutrition data that USDA used to create the official 2021 food plan.  You can design your own new food plan by choosing monthly spending levels for 97 food categories.  The TFP Calculator provides information on how your plan performs in terms of cost, dietary quality, and similarity to current consumption.

The Calculator and a User Guide will be posted by Feb 2025: https://sites.tufts.edu/tfpcalculator/.

The Calculator allows you to investigate choices between food groups.  For example, what happens if the quantity of dark green vegetables is raised and the quantity of tomatoes is lowered?  The Calculator is not sufficiently detailed to investigate distinctions within one food group, such as the quality difference between organic and conventional dark green vegetables, the cost difference between a farmer’s market and a grocery store, or differences between two varieties of dark green vegetables.

A good way to begin using the worksheet is to think about your own policy goals.  Consider the similarities and differences between your goals and the goals set by USDA.  Will you try to meet the USDA cost target, or a different one that better represents your assessment of a reasonable budgetary goal?  Will you use USDA’s constraints on total servings from broad food categories, or choose your own goals (such as more or less red meat or fruits and vegetables), or remain agnostic about broad food categories (preferring instead to find the most affordable diet that provides adequate nutrients)?  

You may find this tool helpful for thinking quantitatively about some important policy-relevant questions:
· Is the high cost of healthy food a plausible contributor to unhealthy diets for Americans?
· What amount of money does a representative low-income person need to afford an adequate diet?  Is the current maximum food stamp benefit sufficient?
· For your own policy goals and priorities, what is the best food plan?

You may also be able to shed light on more specific technical questions:
· Does USDA’s measure of the distance from current average consumption serve well to distinguish more appealing diets (lower distance) from less tasty diets (greater distance)?
· What is the lowest amount of money that would suffice to provide good nourishment for a motivated family that cooks at home?
· How is the cost of the plan related to the constraint one puts on particular categories, such as the total for red meats, dairy, fruits, or vegetables?

Instructions are provided in the User Guide to send us feedback on the worksheet itself, and also on what you learned from this tool about the affordability of nutritious food in the United States.

Objectives
· To reflect on the tradeoffs between the nutrition quality and costs of foods available in the United States.
· To understand the Thrifty Food Plan cost constraint, which serves as a basis for the SNAP benefit amount.
· To understand how the Thrifty Food Plan represents utility or food desirability using a “distance function”, reflecting the difference between a model diet and actual food consumption patterns.
· To have fun developing a new model diet.

Procedures
The activity has 4 stages.
1. Preparation. Before class, the instructor should try out the exercise and learn how to use the calculator spreadsheet. Also before class, have some students download the spreadsheet from the TFP Calculator website to laptop computers. During class (5 minutes): assign students to groups of 2 or 3 students each, where each group has access to a computer shared by group members.
2. Review the User Guide.  10 minutes. In lecture format, briefly explain how to get started changing the default spending values for the individual food groups. Show the impact of change on the cost estimate, distance function, and nutrition qualities shown in the right column of the main sheet.
3. Student activity. 20 minutes. Students can choose their own goal, such as the following: (a) develop a model diet with less meat than the TFP, to investigate whether one can get enough protein, (b) develop a model diet that costs much less than the TFP, to investigate the impact of SNAP benefit cuts, or (c) develop a model diet that is tastier than the TFP diet, to investigate the possible consequences in terms of higher cost. Then, the students can change the default spending values to see if they can meet their goal. The User Guide explains how to use the supplemental tabs with reference values for particular nutrients (for example, showing the top 10 least expensive sources of protein or whole grains). Typically, students cannot complete a satisfactory food plan in 20 minutes, but they can learn enough to develop good questions for discussion.
4. Discussion. 20 minutes. Open-ended question and comment session.
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