Thrifty Grocery Shopping Tips
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How to Save Money at the Grocery Store

And Feed Your Family 

Healthy, Delicious, and Easy-to-Prepare Meals

By Ashley Funk and Ada Nelson

Before Shopping

Clean out your refrigerator; it will help you know what items you have to work with and it will be much easier to put away groceries.

Use the Ads

Just because an item has the word "SALE" on it, doesn't mean you are getting it for a lower than normal price. Refer to your price book to confirm. When supermarkets put things on special offer, such as ‘buy one and get one free’ people think this is a great deal. Sometimes it is, but this may make you simply consume more so you really won’t be saving much at all.  The best ‘two for the price of one’ offers are on things that you can only consume at a certain rate like bathroom and cleaning products, such as toothpaste and soap powder. 

Learn the sales cycle and know when to expect certain items to go on sale (e.g. condiments in early summer and baking supplies just before Christmas).

"Loss Leaders" are the low-priced sale items that the grocery stores advertise to get you into their stores. Loss leaders are most often found on the front and back pages of a store’s ad.  They are hoping that as you stop by for the sale items, that you will do all of your shopping in their store. Don't. Get the sale items and leave. 

Go through all of your fliers and mark the items that you find to be a particularly outstanding buy. With this information you can do one of three things. One would be to go to each of these individual stores just to pick up what you feel is an extremely good deal. This would take a lot of gas and a lot of effort.  Two would be to find a store that matches prices (Wal-Mart does this). All you would need to do would be to bring your flier into the store and ask them to meet the price on the items you are purchasing. Third would be to simply pick the store with the absolute best deals and make that your shopping destination. 

Establish a network of friends to help you.  By working together you can learn about deals you may otherwise have missed and can share bulk items.  

Plan your meals

· Create a master menu list of family favorites—be sure to include quick and easy meals to help you resist the urge to buy take-out meals and sabotage your money-saving efforts.   Searching cookbooks or ask family and friends for recipes that are economical, nutritious, and quick and experiment to find new recipes.

· Decide how often you plan to go to the grocery store and plan meals for the appropriate length of time.  Be sure to include items for all daily meals, plus side dishes and desserts.

· Build your meals around what you already have (especially soon-to-spoil items) and what fresh items are in season and on sale.

· Plan meals that combine ingredients to eliminate waste.  For creative ways to use leftover ingredients, search www.allrecipes.com by ingredient.

Make a list

· Create a shopping list using your menu plan.  List only ingredients you do not already have on hand.  

· Organize your list by aisle/department to minimize shopping time.

· Make notes on your list if you are looking for specific sale or coupon items.

· Don’t forget staples such as eggs, milk, and bread.  You won’t want to make a special trip to the store for these items later or you will probably end up buying more on impulse!

The Shopping Trip

Where to Shop

· Due to volume discounts, larger stores are generally cheaper than smaller ones.  Avoid trips to the "corner store". 

· Try a "salvage" store like Big Lots. They resell damaged goods and store close-outs at substantial discounts. 

· You don't have to go to the same store each week.  Loyalty to a grocery store will probably cost you a lot of money.  Remember that no particular store has the lowest price on all items.

· Shop at ethnic stores.  Mexican and Asian supermarkets often have great deals on meat, seafood, and produce.  

· Look for great sales on produce at Sprouts.  On Wednesdays, both the previous and current week’s specials are valid.

· Find discount breads, chips, and snack foods at a bakery outlet. 

When to Shop

· Shop for items BEFORE you run out of them. If you run out of an item you'll have to pay whatever the store is charging that week.

· Generally, if you go to the supermarket early in the morning (before 9am) you have a better chance of getting mark down items.  Be sure to ask individual department managers when they typically mark down items.

· You have heard this before, but it is so true ... don't shop for groceries on an empty stomach.

· Avoid spontaneous shopping trips to reduce impulse buying.

· Give yourself enough time to shop so that you can evaluate prices and purchasing decisions. 

How to Shop

· Make a price book, and frequently refer to it. 

· Take a calculator to compute the unit price of goods.

· Shop alone. "Helpers" will only add to the grocery cart. Send the more disciplined spouse to avoid impulse purchases.

· Watch for unadvertised specials. 

· If a product you use is on sale, buy enough to last you until the next sale. This is a BIG money saver!

· Buy in bulk when the unit price is less. Larger sizes do not always mean lower prices.  If the unit price is the same, buy smaller packages to preserve freshness.

· Setting a dollar limit for impulse buying will help soothe the craving without busting the budget.

Department Specifics

Get to know the department managers and be willing to ask for discounts for items that may be less attractive to other shoppers (meat near its expiration, marred produce, smashed bakery items).  Find out when mark-downs are usually made and what unadvertised specials they have available.

Meat

· Buy when meats are heavily marked down; use the same day or package and freeze immediately.

· Many Thanksgiving turkeys and Easter hams won’t be sold and they will all have similar expiration dates.  Mark this date on your calendar and find out what time of day meat is likely to be marked down.

Produce

· Buy and use in season veggies and fruit. Check out seasonal cookbooks at the library for recipe ideas.  

· When out of season, buy frozen fruits and veggies.  Since frozen produce is picked at the peak of freshness and flash-frozen, its nutrient value is high and its cost low.

· Pre-bagged produce (like potatoes) is usually significantly individual items.  The listed weight on the bag is the minimum amount it contains, so it’s often an even better deal than it appears.  Items like onions can be chopped and frozen to eliminate waste.

· Buy 100% consumable produce (zucchini and potatoes).  When buying partially consumable produce (watermelon), you are paying for a lot of waste.

· Buy produce items that last longer than their counterparts. 

· Ask for a sample to check for ripeness and flavor.  Most stores will “plug” a watermelon to be sure it’s good.  Don’t be afraid to return items that are not good.

· Look for a discount bin of marred produce.  

Dairy

· Use your freezer to stock up when there is a sale on frozen or dairy items, such as cheese, butter and milk.

· Always check the expiration date on dairy products.

Bakery

Shop at bakery outlets.  Breads and rolls freeze very well.

Deli

Look for heavily discounted convenience foods near their expiration dates.

Non-perishables

· Most bargains are found on the higher and lower shelves.  The most expensive brands are placed at eye level to get your attention.

· Buy in bulk bins.  Items like nuts, grains, and cereals are usually much cheaper this way.

· Don't be afraid to try generic or store brands.  These products are almost always processed by national brands and thus are equal in quality.  Most stores will refund your money if you are not satisfied.

Check-out Tips

Always ask for a rain check if an advertised special is out of stock. While you are waiting for the product to come back in, look for more coupons for that product.  By using rain checks, you are able to extend the sale.  When they ask the quantity you are planning to buy when you come back to the store always aim high. It will never hurt for you to say that you need more then you do, but it will really hurt your wallet if you have to buy more then what you stated.

Watch the Scanner.  First, this will keep the cashier more alert. Secondly, it will allow you to stop the checkout process if an item is showing the incorrect price or you are charged for the wrong quantity. Keeping the store circular nearby is helpful in disputing an incorrect price. You can also ask the cashier to stop ringing while you accompany the employee to the aisle to check the price of an item.  Many stores will give you the item for free if the scanned price is incorrect.

Always check your receipt and return a product that is spoiled.
After Shopping: Conserving

One of the easiest ways to save money on your grocery bill requires no extra work or deprivation. What is it? Stop wasting food.  Here are some ideas on how to help you to stop the waste:

· Only fill a child's glass half full if they normally don't drink it all. You can always give them more when that is gone. If they do have leftover milk or juice at the end of the meal, put it in the fridge for them to finish at another time.

· When you get ready to cook a piece of meat like a roast or chicken, plan ahead for using the leftovers in other meals. 

· Make one night a week as leftover night.  Set out all your odds and ends of leftovers for everyone to polish off. This is especially good if you do it the night before you buy groceries because this leaves your fridge empty for the new things you are buying tomorrow.

Put frozen foods away immediately and then those items requiring refrigeration.  Freeze items in meal-size portions.

Meat is a good source of protein but it can be expensive. Here are a few ways to cut costs:

· Eat less meat.  Try to think of meat as an accent to the dinner rather than the main course. If this is too difficult, try cutting portion sizes of meats and adding more side dishes to compensate. 

· Buy less expensive meats.  Less tender cuts of beef can be cooked longer to tenderize.  Ground turkey can be substituted for ground beef.

· Stretch Meats. You may be able to get away with extending your meat by mixing in extra veggies, beans, grains, sauce or even TVP (textured vegetable protein). TVP is made from soybeans and there are quite a few restaurants that use it, so it may be more familiar than you think (it's also very healthy). It comes in chunks or crumbled. You can hide it best in ground beef dishes, especially, dark ones, like chili. 

· Substitute other protein-rich foods.  Cheese, poultry, eggs, peanut butter, dried peas, beans, lentils, and some fish are less expensive and excellent sources of protein.  

Additional tips:

· Substitute (or eliminate) expensive ingredients for less expensive ones.  Does the recipe have to be made with the expensive item? Can a cheaper version be found and taste just as good? Can you eliminate the ingredient all together?  If you just can't live without that certain something in your recipe, try cutting the amount in half and see how it tastes. Keep cutting down the amount until the recipe starts to suffer, then add a little back in, until it tastes the way you like. You may be surprised at how little you actually need.

· Fill up on healthier foods. Offer veggies, fruit and popcorn as snacks, rather than junk food. Buy whole grain breads only and make whole wheat or half white/half whole grain baked goods. Whole grains and healthy foods fill you up and nourish you. You will eat less and crave less because your body is nourished more. 

· Avoid convenience foods. Cooking from scratch is not only tastier and healthier, it’s also cheaper.

· Cut out junk food (soda, pizza, chips, cookies, candy, dessert, etc.).  If you can't totally cut out junk foods, make them yourself. 

· Use your leftovers.  If you think you will forget about them, label them and freeze. On leftover night, have a smorgasbord. You can also create "party trays" with smidgeons of this and that arranged prettily. Restaurants offer these, why can't you? 

· Make breakfast. You can make French toast, oatmeal, eggs, toast, pancakes, omelets, and biscuits for a lot less than cereal!

· Pack your lunches. This is a great way to use up leftovers. Lunches don't have to be boring. Think of items you might order at a deli and duplicate them at home. 

· Take a big jug or bottles of water with you on outings, especially during the summer months -- this will help you resist the temptation of stopping at a fast food joint and ordering an overpriced, under nourishing soda. 

Using Coupons

· "On sale" without a coupon is usually cheaper than regular price with a coupon. For the best deal, match store sales/coupons with manufacturer's coupons for the same item.  

· Double coupon offers are not necessarily a good deal.  The stores that offer this are generally more expensive markets.

· Only use coupons for items you would buy anyway.

· Check comparable brands to be sure you are getting a bargain.

· Keep coupons in the car, and restaurant coupons in the wallet.  Since you don’t go out without your car or your wallet, you won’t go out without the coupons either. 
Making a Price Book

A Price Book is a powerful tool used by smart shoppers to help them save money. It is a practical technique used to record prices of frequently purchased items.  Consumers armed with a current Price Book will know if an advertised "special" is truly a bargain or not. Costly mistakes can be avoided, and much money can be saved by knowing how much to pay for items used most often.  A Price Book is a personal item created by each individual shopper. There are various formats and suggestions one can follow, but the effectiveness of a Price Book is determined by the way it is prepared, and if it represents the typical purchases of the individual who created it. 

I use a three-ring binder and looseleaf paper. At the top of each page, I put several column headings: Date, Store, Item Description/Brand, Size, Price, Unit Price. At the top right hand corner of the paper, I put the name of the item (such as "bread", "milk", "cereal", etc) and file them alphabetically. When I see a sale or even a regular price, I write it down in the price book. This can be done easily at home with store receipts or ads.  After a few months of tracking prices, you will know what is a good deal and what is not. The most important section of the price book is the unit price, because that tells you, no matter what size the item, how much you are actually paying per pound or ounce or other unit of measure.

After visiting several stores, you will be able to see which ones consistently have the lowest prices on the products you purchased. However, you will probably also find that no one store has the lowest prices on everything. In order to buy at the lowest prices, you have to shop at several stores, and be willing to use many brand names. Unfortunately, it’s hard to save money by being brand loyal. You will also be able to discover the lowest price that you could pay for your regular purchases, and how to avoid paying over that amount. By investing your time and efforts in a price book, you will no longer deceived by false advertising claims. 

Helpful Links

http://homeparents.about.com/od/groceryshoppingtips/

http://grocery.lifetips.com/
http://www.creativehomemaking.com/articles/030600d.shtml
http://couponing.about.com/cs/grocerysavings/a/groceryshoptips.htm
http://www.fabulousfoods.com/school/cstips/cutgrocerybill.html
http://www.grocerysavingtips.com/grocerytips.htm
http://www.lifescript.com/channels/food_nutrition/nutrition_tips/stretch_your_dollars_at_the_grocery_store.asp
http://www.healthcastle.com/grocery-shopping-nutrition-tips.shtml
http://print.coupons.com/gmsa/offers.asp?UID=0&lgn=0&sgn=&pid=12582&ZID=ad89&NID=10&X=1
http://www.valpak.com/vpcol/home.do
http://www.couponchief.com/
http://www.sideroad.com/Budgeting/grocery-prices-grocery-bill.html
http://www.cozi.com/
http://www.healthcastle.com/nutrition-food-label.shtml
