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The American Diet 

Finding Best Buys Among 
Meats and Alternates 

Dianne D. Odland 
(301) 344-2513 

M
eat, poultry, and fish are sources of

high-quality protein. Together they 

supply nearly half of America's total protein 

intake. In addition, they provide several B 

vitamins, iron, zinc, and certain other 

minerals. Several of these nutrients fall 

short of recommended levels in U.S. diets. 

However, most meat, poultry, and fish 

items are expensive relative to other foods, 

accounting for over a third of all money 

spent on food used at home. Careful selec

tions among these items, nevertheless, can 

mean savings. 

If additional savings and variety are 

desired, some meat can be replaced with 

meat alternates, such as dry beans, dry 

peas, peanut butter, and eggs. Meat alter

nates are usually less expensive than meat, 

yet provide protein and many other 

nutrients found in meat, poultry, and fish. 

In fact, it's nutritionally beneficial to vary 

choices among meats and meat alternates 

since each of these foods has distinct ad

vantages. 

Comparing Costs 
One way to find the best buys among 

meats and meat alternates is to compare the 

cost of foods that provide 20 grams of 

protein-about a third of the Recommended 

Dietary Allowance for a man and nearly 

half for a woman (table 1). This is the ap

proximate amount of protein in a single 

serving (about 3 ounces) of cooked lean 

beef, pork, lamb, veal, chicken, turkey, or 

fish. 

The cost of 20 grams of protein from the 

various meats and meat alternates reflects 

differences in retail prices and in the 

amount needed to provide 20 grams. For 

example, turkey at 35 cents for 20 grams of 

protein is a better buy than bacon at $1.01. 

The average retail price of turkey was 
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Table 1. Recommended Dietary 
Allowances for Protein 

Grams of 
protein 

Age per day 

Children 1-3 23 
4-6 30 
7-10 34 

Males 11-14 45 
15-18 56 
19 and older 56 

Females 11-14 46 
15-18 46 
19 and older 44 
Pregnant 75 
Lactating 65 

Source: National Academy of Sciences, "Recommended 

Dietary Allowances."' Ninth Edition. 1980. 

$ 1. 05 a pound in 1985, versus $1. 94 for 

bacon. Furthermore, only one-third of a 

pound of turkey is needed to provide 20 

grams of protein, compared with over half 
of a pound of bacon (table 2). Equal to 

about 10 slices of bacon, this is well over 
the usual serving size. 

For some other meats and alternates, well 
over a serving is also required for 20 grams 

of protein: four frankfurters, three and a 

half eggs, or four and a half tablespoons of 

peanut butter, for example. (Generally, 

smaller amounts of these foods can be used 

with other protein sources to provide the 
day's needs.) 

Regional variation in protein costs for 

specific items is due to differences in retail 

prices. For some products, canned tuna or 
peanut butter for example, the cost differ

ence among regions in 1985 was very 

small-2 to 3 cents per 20 grams of pro

tein. For other products, such as smoked 
ham or chicken breasts, the difference was 

much greater-9 cents per 20 grams (table 

2). 

Price differences among meats and meat 

alternates within regions can make some 

items a better buy in one area than another. 

The I 985 average retail price of canned 

salmon, for example, was much lower in 

the West than elsewhere. As a result, 

salmon ranked as the eighth cheapest source 

of protein in the West, but twelfth in other 

regions (table 3). 

Though the order of best buys among 

meats and their alternates is not identical 

for the United States and each region, eggs, 

beef liver, peanut butter, whole chicken, 

regular ground beef, frozen turkey, and 

canned tuna were consistently among the 

top seven in 1985. These products ranged 

from a U.S. average of 22 cents for 20 

grams of protein from eggs to 36 cents for 

canned tuna. Among the most expensive 

sources of protein for each region were ba

con, rib roast, and porterhouse steak, all 

three posting a U.S. average of more than a 

dollar for 20 grams of protein. 

Looking at Other Meat Alternates 
Dry beans and peas are economical 

sources of protein. (About 1-1/3 cups of 

cooked dry beans or peas provide 20 grams 

of protein). In fact, past studies using prices 

for just Washington, D.C., showed these 

foods to be the best protein buy. However, 

these meat alternates were not included in 

the latest Human Nutrition Information 

Service estimates because nationwide prices 

were not available. 

In addition to protein, dry beans and 

peas, like meat items, are good sources of 

other nutrients-some of them below recom

mended levels in many diets. Dry beans and 

peas are also excellent sources of starch and 

dietary fiber-two substances stressed in the 

latest version of the Departments of 

Agriculture and Health and Human Serv

ices' Dietary Guidelines for Americans (see 

NFR-33). 

Like meat, dairy products are good 

sources of high-quality protein. Some, such 

as milk, are among the most economical 

protein sources; others, such as yogurt, are 
as costly as the more expensive cuts of 

meat. While cheese and yogurt are used as 

main dishes at some meals, they are not 

considered meat alternates because they are 
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relatively poor sources of several minerals. 
For example, red meat is an important 
source of iron in the diet, but milk and 
milk products are low in this nutrient. 

Although grain products are generally not 
used as meat alternates in meals, they do 
provide protein. However, this protein is 
lower quality than that in meat, because it 
does not supply as complete an assortment 
of amino acids-the building blocks of 
protein-as animal products do. However, 
grain products contain several other impor
tant nutrients for which meats and alternates 
are valued, including iron and niacin. 

Furthermore, most grain products are 
economical and can be used in many ways 
to help stretch the food dollar. For exam
ple, bread and other grain products, such as 
pasta and rice, can be used in a main dish 
along with a small amount of meat, poultry, 
fish, or cheese. In such combinations. the 
lower quality protein in the grain product is 
complemented by the higher quality protein 
in meat. 

Other Considerations 

May Affect Choices 

The cost of protein is only one considera
tion in selecting meats and meat alternates. 

Table 2. From Eggs to Steak: Cost of 20 Grams of Protein Varies1 

Percent of 
market Cost of 20 grams of protein 

Market unit to give 20 
Food unit grams of United States Range for 

proteins2 regions 

Percent Dollars 

Eggs, large (grade A) doz. 28 .22 .20-.253 

Beef liver lb. 25 .24 .23-.24 
Peanut butter 18 oz. 14 .24 .23-.26 
Chicken, whole, ready-to-cook lb. 42 .32 .30-.35 
Ground beef, regular lb. 27 .33 .31-.37 
Turkey, whole, frozen lb. 33 .35 .34-.36 
Tuna, light chunk, canned 6½ oz. 42 .36 . 36-.383 

Ground chuck lb. 25 .42 .40-.46 
Ham, half, smoked, bone-in lb. 33 .42 .39-.48 
Chicken breasts, bone-in lb. 27 .45 .42-.51 
Chuck roast of beef, bone-in lb. 29 .46 .44-.49 
Salmon, pink, canned 15½ oz. 22 .50 .47-.523 

Round roast of beef, bone-out lb. 23 .57 .55-.60 
Round beefsteak, bone-out lb. 22 .62 .58-.64 
Ham, canned (3-5 lb.) lb. 26 .67 .65-.68 
Frankfurters, all meat lb. 39 .71 .65-.73 
Pork chops, center cut, 

bone-in lb. 32 .75 .71-.79 
Sirloin beefsteak, bone-in lb. 26 .77 .75-.803 

Haddock fillets, frozen lb. 26 .78 .64-.813 

Bologna lb. 38 .80 .77-.90 
Pork sausage, bulk lb. 47 .82 .78-.873 

Bacon, sliced lb. 52 1.01 .98-1.07 
Rib roast of beef, bone-in lb. 32 1.05 1.03-1.08 
Porterhouse beefsteak, 

bone-in lb. 30 1.21 1.18-1.24 

'Based on 1985 average monthly retail price of food items collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. U.S. Department of 

Labor, and the National Marine Fisheries Service, U.S. Department of Commerce. 2About one-third of the daily recommended 

allowance for a man. 3Price data available in only three regions. 

NFR-34 
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Although they are rich sources of protein 
and other important nutrients, some also 
contain considerable amounts of fat and 
dietary cholesterol. The Dietary Guidelines 
suggest, among other recommendations, that 
consumers "avoid too much fat, saturated 

G()ing Shopping? 

USDA's Human Nutrition Informa
tiobServiceC(B.NIS)·.·e�t,imiites,rof'the 
costci,f protein provide guidelines for 
finding the best buys among meats and 
meiit,iilternates. But grices d? yi1ry
among citiesand supermarkets within 
city; What's more, the costs of items 
are>lieavily influenc�d by "sp�ials.': 
Therefore, the most meaningful com
parisons are those consumers make 
whert.ithey �hop. .·.>>

To compare protein costs from

different so�rces, m�ltiply theretail 
price by the part oLa pound or other 
market unit .that results in 20 grams of 
protein (see ·•'percent of market unit''

.. cql'IJ,l]Jn in table 2) .. f pr example, if 
whole chicken costs 69 cents a pound,; 
the calculation would be .69 x 42 
percent = 2�cents per 20 gn:ims of 
protein 

Twice each year, HNIS publishes na
tioptide cos.ts of m'iats and �t\afaltet� 
nates. For a free copy of the most 
recent cost .comparisons, contact the 
Hu.rtian Nutrition InformationService, 
Room 325A, 6505 Belcrest Road, 
Hyattsville, Maryland 20782. Further 
inf�rmation 9r\ findi�g best buys in 
meats and other foods is provided in 
Home and Garden Bulletin Number 
183; "Your Money's Worth in Foods" 
and in Home and Garden Bulletin 
Number 244, "Thrifty Meals for Two: 
Making Food Dollars. Count." These 
publications may be purchased from 
the Consumer Information Center, 
Pueblo, Colorado 81009 at a cost of 
$2.25 and $2.50, respectively. 
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Table 3. Ranking the Costs of Meats and Alternates 

Food United 

States Northeast Midwest South West 

Order of cost1 

Eggs, large (Grade A) 1 3 NA 

Beef liver 2 1 2 2 1 

Peanut butter 3 2 3 3 2 

Chicken, whole, ready-to-cook 4 4 4 4 4 

Ground beef, regular 5 6 5 6 3 

Turkey, whole, frozen 6 5 6 5 5 

Tuna, light chunk, canned 7 7 NA 7 6 

Ground chuck 8 8 7 10 7 

Ham, half, smoked, bone-in 9 9 9 8 9 

Chicken breasts, bone-in 10 10 8 9 11 

Chuck roast of beef, bone-in 11 11 10 11 10 

Salmon, pink, canned 12 12 NA 12 8 

Round roast of beef, bone-out 13 13 11 13 12 

Round beefsteak, bone-out 14 14 12 14 13 

Ham, canned (3-5 lb.) 15 16 14 15 14 

Frankfurters, all meat 16 17 13 16 15 

Pork chops, center cut, 

bone-in 17 18 15 17 16 

Sirloin beefsteak, bone-in 18 19 16 21 NA 

Haddock fillets, frozen 19 15 NA 20 17 

Bologna 20 20 17 19 18 

Pork sausage, bulk 21 NA 18 18 19 

Bacon, sliced 22 21 19 22 20 

Rib roast of beef, bone-in 23 22 20 23 21 

Porterhouse beefsteak, 

bone-in 24 23 21 24 NA 

1From least to most costly. NA - Price data not available. 

Source: Based on costs per 20 grams of protein calculated from 1985 average monthly retail price of food items collected by 

�;,:�:�:�. 
of Labor Statrstrcs, U.S. Department of Labor, and the National Marine Fisheries Service, U.S. Department of 

fat, and cholesterol.'' Here are suggestions 
to implement this guideline: 
• Choose lean meat, poultry, fish, and dry
beans and peas as protein sources. 
• Trim visible fat from meat before cook
ing. Remove skin from poultry.
• Broil, roast, or simmer meat, poultry,
and fish without adding fat. Drain off fat
that accumulates during cooking.
• Moderate use of egg yolks and organ
meats (such as liver). They are high in
cholesterol.
• Use skim and lowfat milk and milk
products.

22 

• Moderate use of large amounts of fat as
an ingredient in foods you prepare and as
spreads for breads.

Comparative preparation time is another 
factor to consider in selecting meats and 
meat alternates. Foods in this study covered 
a wide range of preparation times-from lit
tle or none for peanut butter and tuna to 2 
to 3 hours or more of cooking time for 
some larger cuts of meat. 

Some of the lower cost selections are also 
low in fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol, 
but take longer to prepare-dry beans and 
peas, for example. On the other hand, foods 
such as eggs, liver, and peanut butter are 
economical and quick, but are relatively 
high in either cholesterol or fat. □
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