
Hi there! You’re listening to episode #6 of the In the Kitchen with Cook Smarts podcast. I’m Jess 
Dang the Founder of Cook Smarts and I’m here to help you become a more confident and 
organized cook in the kitchen. 
 
In today’s episode, I will cover the 5 most common meal planning mistakes I see people make 
and easy ways to fix them. 
 
But first let’s back up a bit. If you asked me 10 years ago if I would be a meal planning expert, 
my response would have been, “What does that even mean?” But now that I’ve become a meal 
planning expert, it makes total sense. I’ve always been someone who has loved organizing. I 
run my life using spreadsheets, and I am always trying to think of ways to be more efficient. 
However, I am also a highly creative person and love thinking about design so meal planning 
actually turned out to be a pretty perfect profession for me.  
 
It’s about organizing your week and your life. If done well, it means you get to save time and 
money. And while it doesn’t have to involve creativity, clearly as recipe developers, we get to 
use that part of our brains to make sure your meal plans are interesting and fun every week.  
 
So as someone who’s been doing this for quite awhile and for thousands of families each week, 
I’ve learned quite a lot about what makes a good meal plan, and I’ve also received hundreds of 
emails over the years from people trying to do it themselves but just not quite getting it right. 
 
Now our meal plan service tries really hard to get it right every week but even if you use our 
meal plan service, there are still some great tips in today’s episode for you to take away. If 
you’re someone who’s been struggling with meal planning, this episode will be a game changer 
for you but also just check out our meal plan service to see how we the professionals do it. 
Head over to cooksmarts.com and grab your free meal plans. There’s no payment info required 
to get started. 
 
Alright, now let’s dive into the good stuff. 
 
The first mistake I want to cover is for those who are making their meal plans too complicated, 
and this actually happens a lot and can take many forms. It might mean you filled your meal 
plan up with all new meals that you’ve never cooked before. Now even if you’re a really 
seasoned cook, it still takes a bit of time to get to know a new recipe. You have to spend more 
time reading the directions. Depending on the quality of the recipe, you may have to spend time 
troubleshooting. 
 
A too complicated meal plan can also be filling your meal plan with recipes that are just too 
complicated -- there are too many ingredients that need to be prepped or too many steps. 
 
When you have too complicated of a meal plan, it’s likely to result in a very frustrated, stressful 
week of cooking. Maybe you thought dinner could be done in 45 minutes but it ends up taking 

1 



more than an hour and everyone is hangry by the time dinner is served. Or because there were 
so many ingredients and steps, you end up with a ton of dishes to do after dinner and that’s the 
last thing you want to deal with after a long cooking session. 
 
And when your meal plan is too complicated, it’s probably less likely you’ll fully execute your 
plan. Maybe by Wednesday, you’ve run out of energy, and you just decide to scrap the rest of 
your plan and opt for takeout or something instead, which means you end up with wasted 
groceries and spending more money than you planned for the week. 
 
Now I love this mistake because it just means you were over enthusiastic about meal planning. 
You found all these new meals that you were excited to make. I also love this mistake because 
it’s such an easy one to fix. 
 
Remember no one is judging or grading your meal plan based on complexity or sophistication. A 
good meal plan is one that can be executed and has just enough variety that you don’t feel like 
you’re in a dinner rut.  
 
Every good meal plan needs to have a few easy meals that you can make in your sleep without 
consulting an actual recipe. I mentioned this tip in our first episode, which was all about helping 
new parents create a meal planning system before their baby arrives. I told them that they 
should put together a list of meals that require very little prep and they also felt comfortable 
cooking without a recipe. If you don’t have a list like this, make one this week. It doesn’t have to 
be a super long list, but clearly the longer the list, the more recipes you have to rotate through. 
And these meals can be as simple as Instant Ramen with frozen veggies and some cut up tofu, 
eggs, bacon, and a fruit salad, or frozen pizza with roasted frozen broccoli on the side. Or they 
can be a step above that. If one of your family’s favorite go-to meals is spaghetti and meatballs 
and you can make that meal without looking up a recipe, put it on your list.  
 
Now let’s talk about how you create your doable meal plan for the week. I like to start with the 
new recipes first. You know your schedule and cooking aptitude best, so if you still feel like a 
novice in the kitchen and also are a busy working parent, maybe start with trying 1 to 2 new 
meals a week. If you’re fairly comfortable in the kitchen, maybe you choose 3 new meals. Then 
fill out the rest of your meal plan with those meals from your easy, no-recipe needed meal list.  
 
Schedule the meals based on your personal schedule. If there’s an evening that you know you’ll 
be working late or one of your kids has a swim lesson, then schedule the easy meals for those 
days. If your schedule is pretty regular from day to day, we hear from our meal plan service 
members that they love starting and ending the week with an easy meal, and we try our best to 
follow this rule too with our menus. It makes total sense though that getting an easy win on a 
Monday night just helps you start the week off on the right foot and gives you the motivation you 
might need to continue that streak for the rest of the week. 
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Another way to avoid the mistake of an over-complicated meal plan is to make sure to read 
through the new recipes you’re considering. So many of us just react to a photo and title on 
Pinterest and don’t actually go to the recipe itself and look through the ingredient list and steps 
to ask, “Is this something that I can do on a busy weeknight?” You don’t necessarily have to 
read through the entire recipe, but a quick browse will usually help you answer that question.  
 
In creating our meal plan service, helping you all avoid this mistake is definitely something we 
consider. Now clearly our members would be pretty unhappy with our service if we put frozen 
pizza and frozen broccoli as one of your menu options but that doesn’t mean you can’t pick a 
few of our meals for the week and then supplement with meals from your easy meal list. I 
promise one of these days, we’ll make it possible for you to add your grocery list items so that 
you can mix and match more easily from our recipes and your own. 
 
And of course one of the reasons we give you Archive access is some of those easy meals 
might actually come from there. You can always add meals from the Archives, meaning your 
week can have some new meals for variety and also old meals that you’re super familiar with. 
And that’s actually how our members who have been with us the longest use it. They’ll pick 
maybe 2 of the meals from the current week’s menu and then fill out the rest of the week with 
previous favorites that they know their family loves and they can easily cook. 
 
Now onto the next meal planning mistake I often see, which is not building enough breathing 
room into your meal plan. You all know I’m so pro home cooking but I also don’t think you 
should be cooking every single night. We need breaks! Every meal plan needs some space for 
nights where something else comes up -- like a last minute dinner with an old friend you want to 
catch up with. 
 
When we overplan, we’re just not being as efficient as we can with our time. Plus, when 
something comes up and you don’t get to the meal you planned for that night, you might end up 
not getting to those groceries, and they spoil and we throw them away. So overplanning also 
can result in food waste at times.  
 
But this is such an easy mistake to fix. And again, I love this mistake for the same reason I 
loved the first one. It just shows your enthusiasm for a home cooked meal. So if you find 
yourself overscheduled with the cooking, there are a couple of ways you can be more efficient 
with your time and your money. Build in a leftover night, a freezer night, or even a treat yourself 
night if budget allows. 
 
Let’s start with the leftover night because I think this is the most useful. Choose a meal that 
easily scales for leftovers so you can cook it on Monday and eat it again on Thursday night. 
That way there’s some space between having the same meal. I also like to make sure the 
leftover meal easily freezes in case something comes up. Maybe you end up at a happy hour 
that Thursday and just don’t end up needing that meal. Well now you can freeze it and have it 
for a future week and that also can save you from a night of cooking. 
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This bring us to the freezer night. So I understand that not all of us want to spend our weekends 
making dedicated freezer meals. Now if you do, that’s great -- it just means you have a stock of 
meals that you can choose from on nights where you’re taking a break from cooking. What I find 
is more efficient for me is just scaling up on a night when I’ll be cooking any way and set aside 
some servings for freezing, so very similar to what you’d do for leftover night but the intention of 
the extra servings is for freezing vs. eating later that week.  
 
When you are storing meals away in a freezer, I highly recommend getting a magnetic white 
board that you can put on your freezer. Every time something goes in, a soup, bulk chicken you 
bought, write it down so that you have an inventory of what’s in there. It will make it so much 
easier to actually remember what’s in there and put it to good use for a future meal plan.  
 
And I think all of us know what a treat yourself night is. If it’s in your food budget, I encourage 
you to do the same, but I would pick a meal that you wouldn’t cook at home so that it feels like 
something really special and ends up being worth your money. I love eating most nights at our 
family dining table but I also really love exposing my kids to ethnic restaurants (and also giving 
myself a break), so once a week, usually on a Saturday or Sunday night, we’ll go out as a 
family, and that’s built into our meal plan. It’s not something that we didn’t plan for and end up 
doing because I’m too tired to cook what was planned. It’s a built in break and really helps me 
stick to cooking most of the other nights. 
 
So if you are cooking every single night, you are not giving your meal plan enough breathing 
room. Schedule any of these three nights in -- a leftover night, a freezer night, or treat yourself 
night -- to make your meal plan more flexible and also less exhausting.  
 
The third mistake I often see people making in their meal planning is not looking for ingredient 
efficiencies, which usually results in food waste. And here’s an example of what I mean by this: 
one of the meals you pick might require 2 cups of sliced cabbage. Now for anyone who’s ever 
seen what a head of cabbage looks like, you know that it’ll yield more than 2 cups of sliced 
cabbage, even the smallest head. So the mistake happens when you don’t look for another 
recipe that requires cabbage or another way to use up that cabbage, and it ends up spoiling and 
you have to toss it. 
 
Now tossing some cabbage isn’t the end of the world but I promise you, you will feel so good if 
you design a meal plan that makes use of everything you bought. Like one of the most 
satisfying feelings I get is at the end of the week, I open my fridge and it’s empty because 
everything I bought was put to productive use, and I get to fill it up again.  
 
So there are 2 easy ways to solve this problem. One is to just read through the ingredients with 
an eye for, “What might be leftover at the end of the week?” So for this cabbage example, you 
could look for another recipe that uses cabbage or simply just add it to another recipe even if 
the recipe doesn’t tell you to. I talk about going beyond recipes and making them their own all 
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the time, and I know it scares people but just like with everything we do in life, the more you 
practice, the more it just becomes habit, and it just stops being a big deal. 
 
The more you pay attention to the recipes you’re cooking, the more patterns you’ll pick up. I 
know that cabbage can be easily added to a soup, a stir-fry and it’s often the base of a slaw, 
and I know these things just because I’ve paid attention to the recipes I cook. So look at your 
meal plan and see if there’s a meal that would benefit from the extra crunch and sweetness of 
cabbage or needs a side slaw and just use up the rest of your cabbage that way. 
 
This is something we definitely do when creating Cook Smarts meal plans. We try to help you 
use that entire head of cabbage or bunch of cilantro. Now it doesn’t always work that way and 
really depends on how our members have customized the menus for themselves. But the 
important part is to just get into that habit of looking for ways to use up everything you buy. 
 
The other way to solve this problem is to build in a “Clean Out the Fridge” night. So at the end of 
the week, just gather all the perishable ingredients that you have leftover that won’t last until the 
following week and use it up in a stir-fry, a soup, a salad, a frittata, a wrap or any sort of meal 
where you can combine a random assortment of ingredients, and it just works. For these kind of 
meals, you just need to learn the cooking formula or template. So what are the basic steps to a 
stir-fry, a soup or a frittata and then you can mix and match any ingredient to make it work. 
 
Again, this is scary for a lot of folks but it’s all about practice. I get so happy when our members 
post clean out the fridge posts in our Facebook group because they’re so proud of themselves -- 
that they got to be creative and they got to empty out their fridge and just feel incredibly 
resourceful. 
 
Now onto mistake #4 that I see: packing your menu with too many perishable ingredients, which 
again results in food waste. So if your meal plan just includes ingredients that all spoil in a short 
amount of time, by the time you go to cook your Thursday or Friday meal, you might have wilted 
chard or limp asparagus.  
 
Now this is also such an easy fix. Our team has a Produce Shelf Life Guide that we consult 
when creating our menus. We’ll link to it in the show notes, but basically the rule is to schedule 
meals using more perishable ingredients first, and meals with less perishable ingredients later 
on in the week. This will force you to have a wider variety of ingredients based on perishability 
but also if something happens in the week and you don’t get to those later meals for one reason 
or another, those less perishable ingredients probably won’t spoil and you can still use them the 
following week.  
 
Perishability of ingredients is something a lot of people don’t think about and it can result in 
wasted food, so show off your meal planning knowledge by using our easy fix. 
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The last mistake we’ll go over today is not making a grocery list. Now a meal plan can take 
many different forms, but to me, the most essential part of the meal plan is actually the grocery 
list. In our meal plan service, the fact that an automatic grocery list is generated for you when 
you pick your meals is maybe our most loved feature, because it can be a pain in the butt to 
make one but also really important to do. 
 
I think you can actually have a meal plan that’s just a grocery list but a meal plan without a 
grocery list sorta defeats the purpose of planning for me. I’ve seen people go through the effort 
of making a meal plan but then not taking the time to turn that list of meals into a list of groceries 
that are needed and just heading to the grocery store without a clear checklist.  
 
So then what happens is you don’t buy everything you need and you end up having to go back 
to the store, which of course is a total waste of your time. If you’ve meal planned well, you will 
only need to make 1 trip to the store. Like I mentioned in mistake #4, your meal plan has 
enough ingredient perishability variety that you will have ingredients that last throughout the 
week and if you’ve made a list, you’ll pick up everything you need in just 1 go.  
 
If you are the person who is making multiple trips to the store, you won’t need to do that 
anymore. Take the tips we offered in response to all of these mistakes, make your list, and just 
shop once. You might need to go to more than 1 store but get your grocery shopping out of the 
way in one errand run and you’ll be shocked how much time you’ll save in your week. I make 
my meal plan menu and list on Thursday, and then shop later that afternoon, which means I get 
to go into the weekend errand free, and it’s wonderful. 
 
If you’re making any of these meal planning mistakes, it’s totally ok. I mean there were so many 
life skills that none of us were taught. Maybe you saw your parents do some sort of meal 
planning but it’s unlikely that they ever sat you down and explained their process to you. But 
that’s what we’re here for! Clearly, there are easy fixes to all of these common meal plan 
mistakes, so take our solutions and make your meal plan more efficient time and money wise 
and more practical for your busy life. 
 
And again, if you’re not a member of our meal plan service, check it out. You have nothing to 
lose and probably will learn a thing or two about meal planning. Just head to cooksmarts.com to 
get 3 weeks of free meal plans. 
 
Thanks so much for listening to today’s episode. If you’re loving all the great tips we offer, 
please help us spread the word by leaving a review on iTunes. It really makes a huge difference 
and helps more people discover this show, which means we will create lots more smart, 
organized, and confident cooks in the world!  
 
Until next time, happy cooking from your kitchen cheerleader!  
 
 

6 


