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Menu Planning Requirements 
The Dietary Guidelines are a critical tool used by professionals to help Americans make healthy choices 
in their daily lives with a goal of preventing chronic disease and enjoying a healthy diet. In an effort to 
remain current and to assure that menus meet the recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans, 2020-2025 and MyPlate, the diets in this manual have been adjusted to follow the Dietary 
Guidelines.  

Considerations in Menu Planning for Post-acute and Long Term Care Settings 
Many professionals are concerned that the volume of food needed to meet the Guidelines would be 
almost impossible for most individuals living in post-acute and long term care settings to consume. Other 
concerns include customer satisfaction, increased food waste and increased food and labor costs. 
Planning menus for health care facilities can be challenging especially with person-centered care being 
an emphasis. Menus must:  
• Contribute to quality of life,

considering food preferences
and personal choice.

• Meet regional, cultural and
religious preferences (4).

• Provide therapeutic diets and
consistency alterations with
the most individualized and
least restrictive diet possible,
to encourage intake (5).

• Provide eye-appealing and
tasty meals to encourage food
intake.

• Meet Recommended Dietary
Allowances (RDAs)/Adequate
Intakes (AI) for many nutrients.
RDAs are the nutrient intake
level that meets the
requirement for nearly all
people in a specific age
group/gender. AI is the level of
nutrient intake of healthy
people assumed to be
adequate.

• Meet the needs of people who
feel the volume of food is
overwhelming.

• Provide sufficient nutrients for
those with acute and chronic
illnesses who are at risk for
malnutrition and other
complications.

• Meet all state and federal
regulations.

Food Patterns for Menu Planning and Good Health 
Nutrition practitioners often use food patterns to create menus and help assure menu adequacy. It is ideal 
to use a combination of menu patterns for basic menu development, followed by computerized nutritional 
analysis. However, not everyone has access to programs that accurately analyze menus for nutritional 
adequacy. For these reasons, this Diet and Nutrition Care Manual uses diet guidelines based on food 
patterns that were developed using the Healthy U.S.-Style Dietary Pattern, DASH Diet, the Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025 and MyPlate recommendations. 

The use of a menu pattern does not guarantee adequacy of the menu or adequacy of the diet actually 
consumed. Patterns are generally based on an average nutrient content of foods within each food 
grouping with a goal of meeting nutrients/food components of public health concern (dietary fiber, vitamin 
D, calcium, iron and potassium) and limiting excess sodium, added sugar and saturated fats (1). The 
Institute of Medicine (IOM) recommends a menu planning method that considers the intake of the group 
rather than just the food served (some populations may require a target higher than the RDA/AI levels). 

A healthful diet can be achieved by following any of the three healthy dietary patterns recommended by 
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025: Healthy U.S.-Style Dietary Pattern, The Healthy 
Vegetarian Dietary Pattern and the Healthy Mediterranean-Style Dietary Pattern. More information on 
healthy dietary patterns can be found in the Guidelines at https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/. Links to 
sample dietary patterns for several different calorie levels based on these patterns are included in the 
Appendix. The DASH Eating Plan is another example of a healthy dietary pattern (6). See Chapter 4: 
Cardiovascular Health for a full description of the DASH Diet and a sample menu. 

A menu checklist for health care facilities (both acute and post-acute care) will help ensure nutrition and 
regulatory requirements are met. A sample menu checklist and lists of Foods and Equivalents for the 
major food groups (vegetables, fruits, grains, dairy, protein foods, oils and saturated fats, sugars and 
alcohol) can be found in the Appendix. 

https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/
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	Healthy Physical Activity Patterns
	In tandem with dietary recommendations, Americans of all ages (children, adolescents, adults and older adults) should meet the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, 2nd Edition
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	A healthy dietary pattern can help people meet the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025 and its Key Recommendations. The Guidelines recommend three food patterns based on the types and proportions of foods Americans typically consume, but in nu...
	 The Healthy U.S.-Style Dietary Pattern
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	Cup and Ounce Equivalents
	Protein Boosters (4)
	Sample Nutritional Supplement Schedule (4)

	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Breakfast

	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g 
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Breakfast
	2 PM
	2 PM
	2 PM
	2 PM
	2 PM
	2 PM
	2 PM
	PM
	PM
	PM
	PM
	PM
	PM
	PM


	Sample Daily Meal Plan for a Well-Balanced Finger Food Diet
	Finger Food Ideas for Food Groups* (4)

	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories

	Foods to Limit/Avoid 
	Foods Allowed
	(This should be based on individual tolerance)
	Protein Foods
	All except those listed under Foods to Limit/Avoid.
	Dairy
	Fruits
	Vegetables 

	Snacks and Desserts
	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Foods Allowed (Read all Labels)
	Foods to Avoid 



	Protein Foods (Low fat as appropriate)
	Fresh meat, fish, shellfish and poultry 
	Real shell eggs organ meats 
	Dried beans, legumes 
	Aged hard cheeses 
	Dairy (Low fat as appropriate)
	Buttermilk, skim milk, low fat milk, whole milk
	Evaporated and condensed milk, whipping cream, half-and-half
	Gluten free non-dairy creamer
	Ice cream with allowed ingredients
	Fruits 
	All fresh, frozen canned and dried fruit, fruit juice 
	Fruit thickened with tapioca or cornstarch
	Vegetables 
	Fresh frozen and most canned, dried peas and beans

	Snacks and Desserts (Low fat as appropriate) 
	Gluten free only. Avoid any made in pans “dusted” with gluten-containing ingredients.
	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g 
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Breakfast
	PM Snack
	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g 
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Breakfast
	Afternoon Snack
	Evening Snack

	Recommended Nutritional Composition
	Fiber 25-35 g 
	Carbohydrates
	45-65% of calories 
	Sodium³ 2300 mg 
	Protein² 
	Fat 20-35% of calories
	Foods Allowed
	Foods to Limit/Avoid
	Protein Foods (Low fat as appropriate)
	Any non-kosher meat or poultry.
	Note: Milk and milk products may not be consumed with meat.
	Dairy (Low fat as appropriate)
	Dairy is served only when meat is not served.
	Note: Meat may not be consumed with milk and milk products.
	Milk may be consumed immediately before a meat meal but not with a meat meal. One must wait 6 hours after consuming meat to drink milk.
	Fruits
	Any canned or frozen fruits which are not identified as kosher.
	Vegetables (Low fat as appropriate)
	Non-kosher vegetable products (canned or frozen).
	No sauces containing dairy are allowed when meat is served.
	Grains (Low fat as appropriate)
	Fluids
	Animal fats (bacon grease, lard)

	Breakfast
	P.M. Snack

	Nutritional Composition
	Fluids based on individual needs
	Carbohydrates*
	Sodium*
	Protein 
	>75 g
	Fat*

	Nutritional Composition
	Fluids based on individual needs
	Carbohydrates2 Varies 
	Sodium2  Varies 
	Protein2  Varies 
	Fat Minimal unless specialized clear liquid supplements are used
	Supplies
	Clear Liquid
	Full Liquid

	Soft Drinks
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