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Food Equals Mood
Low Energy Meals on a Budget

A gentle guide for days when cooking feels hard

Fourteen flexible meal ideas with no-cook, microwave, one-pan, breakfast, and
convenience options. Use the ingredients you have and the energy you can
spare.

Start with what is possible

A meal does not have to be homemade or complete in every way to count. Cereal, a
frozen meal, and a snack plate all count. It is okay to make the easiest choice today.

Name ___________________________ Date ___________________
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A simple way to begin
When you can, combine an energy food, a protein food, produce, and a flavor you
enjoy. You do not need every part at every meal.

Energy

Bread, cereal, rice, pasta, potatoes, crackers, fruit, tortillas

Protein

Eggs, beans, cheese, yogurt, milk, seed butter, tuna, tofu

Produce

Fresh, frozen, canned, dried, or packaged fruit and vegetables

Flavor

Sauce, seasoning, cheese, dip, or a favorite drink

Choose your starting point

• No stove? Try a snack plate or yogurt bowl.

• A microwave available? Try rice and beans, soup, or a potato.

• A pan available? Try quesadillas, pasta, or fried rice.

• Too tired to add anything? Eat the easiest available food.

One food I can manage today
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Keep a few easy foods nearby

Pantry

Oats or cereal; bread or tortillas; peanut or seed butter; crackers; canned beans, soup, or
tuna; rice or pasta; fruit cups; shelf-stable milk.

Refrigerator

Eggs; yogurt; cheese; hummus; baby carrots; bagged salad; easy-to-eat fruit.

Freezer

Frozen vegetables or fruit; frozen meals or burritos; bread; precooked protein.

My short shopping list

A low-cost swap I already have
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No Cook Meals

1. Peanut Butter Banana Toast

YOU NEED
• Bread, toast, bagel, or tortilla
• Peanut butter or other nut/seed butter
• Banana

MAKE IT
• Spread peanut butter on bread, toast, a bagel, or tortilla.
• Add sliced banana or eat the banana on the side.

EASY SWAPS
• Use applesauce, apple slices, raisins, or frozen fruit that has thawed.
• Add cinnamon, honey, or a few chocolate chips if desired.

Carbohydrates, protein, and fat in one easy meal with no cooking beyond optional toasting.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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No Cook Meals

2. Yogurt Bowl

YOU NEED
• Yogurt
• Cereal, granola, oats, or crackers
• Fruit, applesauce, or fruit cup

MAKE IT
• Put yogurt in a bowl.
• Add cereal or granola.
• Add fruit, applesauce, or a fruit cup.

EASY SWAPS
• Use dairy-free yogurt.
• Add peanut butter, nuts, seeds, or trail mix for more staying power.

If opening a yogurt is all you can do, that is enough for now.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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No Cook Meals

3. Hummus Snack Plate

YOU NEED
• Hummus
• Crackers, pita, pretzels, or tortillas
• Baby carrots, cucumber, bell pepper, or fruit
• Optional cheese, olives, nuts, or hard-boiled egg

MAKE IT
• Put everything on a plate, napkin, or container.
• Eat without needing to cook or prepare more.

EASY SWAPS
• Use bean dip, guacamole, peanut butter, or cheese spread instead of hummus.
• Use any available fruit or vegetable.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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No Cook Meals

4. Tuna or Chickpea Crackers

YOU NEED
• Canned tuna or chickpeas
• Crackers or bread
• Mayonnaise, mustard, relish, lemon juice, or seasoning if available

MAKE IT
• Drain tuna or chickpeas.
• Mash with a fork and add mayonnaise, mustard, or seasoning if desired.
• Scoop onto crackers or bread.

EASY SWAPS
• Use canned chicken, salmon, mashed beans, or leftover cooked protein.
• Add a fruit cup or baby carrots on the side.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Microwave Meals

5. Bean and Cheese Rice Bowl

YOU NEED
• Microwaveable rice or leftover rice
• Canned beans, drained and rinsed if possible
• Shredded cheese
• Salsa, hot sauce, or seasoning
• Optional frozen vegetables or avocado

MAKE IT
• Heat rice according to package directions.
• Add beans and heat until warm.
• Top with cheese and salsa.
• Add frozen vegetables if available.

EASY SWAPS
• Use tortillas instead of rice.
• Use lentils, chickpeas, chili, or leftover meat instead of beans.
• Use plain yogurt or sour cream if cheese is unavailable.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Microwave Meals

6. Microwave Potato Meal

YOU NEED
• One potato or sweet potato
• Canned beans, chili, cheese, yogurt, or tuna
• Optional frozen broccoli or other vegetables

MAKE IT
• Wash the potato and poke it several times with a fork.
• Microwave until soft, usually 4 to 8 minutes depending on size and microwave power.
• Split open and add beans, chili, cheese, yogurt, tuna, or any leftovers.

EASY SWAPS
• Use a microwaveable mashed-potato cup.
• Add salsa, hot sauce, butter, olive oil, or seasoning for flavor.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Microwave Meals

7. Upgraded Ramen or Noodle Bowl

YOU NEED
• Ramen or instant noodles
• Frozen vegetables
• Egg, tofu, canned chicken, or beans
• Optional sesame oil, hot sauce, lime, or green onion

MAKE IT
• Prepare noodles according to the package directions.
• Add a handful of frozen vegetables during the last few minutes.
• Stir in an egg, tofu, beans, or cooked protein.
• Use as much or as little seasoning packet as you prefer.

EASY SWAPS
• Use pasta, broth, or canned soup.
• Add peanut butter and a small amount of soy sauce for a creamy noodle bowl.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Microwave Meals

8. Soup Plus

YOU NEED
• Canned soup, chili, or stew
• Bread, crackers, tortilla, or microwave rice
• Optional cheese, beans, frozen vegetables, or fruit

MAKE IT
• Heat the soup.
• Add beans, frozen vegetables, or leftover protein if available.
• Serve with bread, crackers, rice, or a tortilla.

EASY SWAPS
• Add a cheese stick, yogurt, or glass of milk for extra protein.
• Keep it simple: soup alone is still a meal.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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One Pan Meals

9. Egg and Bean Quesadilla

YOU NEED
• Tortilla
• Canned beans
• Shredded cheese
• One or two eggs
• Salsa or hot sauce, if desired

MAKE IT
• Scramble the egg in a skillet.
• Add beans and heat through.
• Place mixture and cheese in a tortilla.
• Fold and warm in the skillet until the cheese melts.

EASY SWAPS
• Skip the egg and use extra beans.
• Use leftover chicken, tofu, or canned chili.
• Add frozen spinach or vegetables if available.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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One Pan Meals

10. Pasta With Sauce, Beans, and Vegetables

YOU NEED
• Pasta
• Jarred pasta sauce
• Canned white beans, chickpeas, or lentils
• Frozen vegetables
• Optional cheese

MAKE IT
• Cook pasta.
• Warm pasta sauce, beans, and frozen vegetables in the same pot or a skillet.
• Combine with pasta.
• Add cheese if desired.

EASY SWAPS
• Use any noodles, rice, or grain.
• Add canned tuna, chicken, tofu, or leftover ground meat instead of beans.

Prepare enough for leftovers. Tomorrow’s meal can be reheated instead of made from scratch.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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One Pan Meals

11. Fried Rice With Whatever You Have

YOU NEED
• Cooked rice or microwave rice
• Frozen vegetables
• Egg, tofu, beans, or leftover meat
• Soy sauce or another favorite seasoning
• Optional oil or butter

MAKE IT
• Heat oil or butter in a skillet if using.
• Add frozen vegetables and cook until warm.
• Add rice and protein.
• Season with soy sauce, garlic powder, hot sauce, or any preferred seasoning.

EASY SWAPS
• Use noodles, quinoa, or leftover potatoes instead of rice.
• Use a frozen vegetable blend to avoid chopping.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:



JULIE RENEE / RESOURCES

JulieRenee.org • © 2026 Julie Renee 15

Breakfast for Dinner

12. Scrambled Eggs, Toast, and Fruit

YOU NEED
• Eggs
• Bread or toast
• Fruit, applesauce, or fruit cup
• Optional cheese or frozen vegetables

MAKE IT
• Scramble eggs in a skillet or microwave-safe bowl.
• Serve with toast and fruit.
• Add cheese or frozen vegetables if desired.

EASY SWAPS
• Use tofu scramble, beans, yogurt, or a cheese sandwich if eggs are unavailable.
• Add peanut butter to toast for extra energy.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Breakfast for Dinner

13. Oatmeal With Add-Ins

YOU NEED
• Oats or instant oatmeal
• Milk or water
• Peanut butter, nuts, seeds, or yogurt
• Banana, applesauce, raisins, or frozen fruit

MAKE IT
• Prepare oatmeal according to package directions.
• Stir in peanut butter or yogurt.
• Top with fruit, raisins, nuts, or seeds.

EASY SWAPS
• Use cereal with milk if oatmeal feels like too much work.
• Add cinnamon, cocoa powder, or a little maple syrup for comfort and flavor.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Freezer and Convenience

14. Frozen Meal Upgrade

YOU NEED
• A frozen meal, frozen burrito, frozen pizza, or boxed meal
• One easy add-on: fruit, yogurt, frozen vegetables, bagged salad, or milk

MAKE IT
• Heat the frozen meal according to package directions.
• Add one side item if available.

EXAMPLES
• Frozen burrito + applesauce
• Frozen pizza + bagged salad
• Frozen pasta meal + frozen vegetables
• Frozen breakfast sandwich + banana
• Boxed macaroni and cheese + canned peas or tuna

Convenience foods are tools. They can make nourishment possible when energy, time, or access is
limited.

Make it work for me

An ingredient I could swap or leave out:

A way to make this easier next time:
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Five minute meal templates

The bowl

Grain or starch + protein + produce + sauce
Rice + beans + salsa; oats + yogurt + banana.

The plate

Crackers or bread + protein + produce
Crackers + cheese + grapes; hummus + pita + carrots.

The wrap

Tortilla + protein + spread or cheese + produce
Beans + cheese + salsa; peanut butter + banana.

The soup

Soup + bread or crackers + an optional add-on
Tomato soup + grilled cheese; vegetable soup + beans + toast.
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Make eating easier this week
Pick one action that fits your time, budget, and energy. You can change your plan later.

□ Keep three low-energy meals stocked.

□ Place easy snacks where you can see them.

□ Freeze bread, leftovers, or tortillas.

□ Choose canned or frozen produce when useful.

□ Pack a snack before work, school, or appointments.

□ Ask someone for help with groceries or food preparation.

My three reliable foods

One meal I can make in five minutes

One food to keep stocked
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My low energy plan

Three foods I can usually tolerate

A no cook meal I can make

A microwave or convenience meal I can use

One person or resource that may help with food access

A gentle safety note

If you cannot keep fluids down, are fainting or severely weak, or have eaten or drunk very little for an
extended period, seek prompt medical care. If you are concerned about an eating disorder, ask for
specialized support. If you might harm yourself or cannot stay safe, contact local emergency or crisis
services.

You deserve nourishment on easy days and difficult days.


