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Calculating the True Cost of a Meal 

To an average customer, the cost of a meal is generally assumed to be the cost of the 

food, but as school nutrition professionals know, the true cost of a meal is much more 

than just the price of the ingredients.  In addition to the cost of food, other factors that 

contribute to the true cost of a meal include labor and benefits, indirect cost of utilities 

and equipment maintenance, supplies to serve the food such as paper napkins, serving 

trays, plastic utensils, equipment to prepare the food, and even cleaning supplies.  Other 

components that can impact the cost of a meal include the use of USDA foods, and 

program food loss due to theft or preparation mistakes.  To calculate the true cost of a 

meal, add all expenditures and then divide by the number of meals served. 

 

Why Does the Cost of a Meal Increase? 

The true price of a meal can increase due to changes in employee benefits, as most 

recently seen in mandated increases in benefits, and any labor cost increases such as 

raises or adding newly hired staff.  Additionally, the cost of food can increase due to 

more servings of foods with whole grain ingredients, providing larger fresh fruits and 

vegetable portion sizes, and associated fuel prices with transport and delivery of all 

foods.   

 

In Conclusion 

School Lunches reflect the latest nutrition science by the Institute of Medicine and 

Dietary Guidelines for Americans.  In this period of rising food costs, a comparison of a 

lunch brought from home with the school lunch prices shows the school lunch is a 

nutritious bargain. 

 

 


