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Jenny Tschiesche is a respected nutritionist, author of several family cookbooks and founder of LunchboxDoctor.com. Her lunchbox recipes have been shared thousands of times online and praised for the way they add variety to family diets and liven up lunchtimes.
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1   Introduction

Why You Should Read this Book

You may have picked up this book for several reasons. You may be one of the growing number of people taking their own lunches to school or work already, but you are running out of healthy ideas. You may be a parent who is keen to improve the nutritional balance of your child’s packed lunches, but you either don’t have the time or perhaps they don’t share your enthusiasm for change. You may be teetering on the edge of making the decision to take your own lunches to work or school, but you’re not really sure what to put in or even what equipment to buy to transport the food safely. Whichever of these best describes you, this book can help you take the next step. It is designed to explain the advantages of real lunchtime food, what constitutes a nutritionally balanced lunchtime meal and how best to transport this meal to work or school. Along the way you’ll discover lots of top tips and ideas to help overcome hurdles and objections from those more particular about their lunchtime foods and brands.

For the past ten years I have been running lunchbox workshops all over the world, both as part of corporate wellbeing programmes and within schools. I am a UK-based nutritionist known as the Lunchbox Doctor. I shall bring to bear a wealth of knowledge on the subject of real food lunches and how to make lunch a healthier, more enjoyable and more nutritious meal.

What is Real Lunchtime Food?

Packed lunches provide you with an opportunity to eat foods that not only taste delicious but also provide nutritional and health benefits. Think food and not just fuel. Real food is minimally processed and maintains its natural integrity. Obvious examples include an apple, some milk or a boiled egg. Processed lunchtime foods such as crisps, cereal bars and pasties are the opposite of real lunchtime food.

While this book will certainly provide suggestions for shop-bought real foods, there are also numerous simple recipes. Where shop-bought real foods are concerned there’s a simple rule of thumb – look for those with the fewest and most recognisable ingredients. An example would be lightly salted tortilla chips compared to a well-known brand of tangy cheese tortilla chips. The lightly salted tortillas contain more recognisable ingredients and fewer of them. These are a better option than the more processed tangy cheese flavour tortillas. See the ingredients labels below:

LIGHTLY SALTED

Whole Yellow Corn Kernels (75%), Sunflower Oil, Sea Salt (0.75%)

TANGY CHEESE

Corn (Maize), Vegetable Oils (Sunflower, Rapeseed, in varying proportions), Tangy Cheese Flavour [Flavourings (from Milk), Wheat Powder (from Milk), Wheat Flour (contains Calcium, Iron, Niacin, Thiamin), Salt, Cheese Powder (from Milk), Buttermilk Powder, Potassium Chloride, Flavour Enhancer (Monosodium Glutamate), Milk Protein, Dextrose, Acids (Lactic Acid, Citric Acid), Colours (Paprika Extract, Annatto, Plain Caramel), Spice, Sugar, Skimmed Milk Powder]

As far as recipes are concerned, here’s a flavour of what to expect: crustless quiches, beetroot hummus, pea and mint soup, raspberry chia flapjacks and tuna tacos. There are real food and drink recipes galore, but allow me to reassure you that the focus is on maximum output for minimal input. Few of us have the time nor the inclination to spend hours creating a culinary masterpiece for our own lunch and certainly not our children’s lunches too.

Why Should We Eat Real Foods?

We ‘eat with our eyes’, which to my mind means foods that look colourful and tasty in the lunchbox are far more likely to be consumed and enjoyed. But the most colourful part of the lunchbox-suitable foods on offer in supermarkets is often the packaging, and not the food itself. At the heart of this book is the guiding principle that we have an innate desire as human beings to want to eat foods that look more visually appealing. A study in the late 1970s showed that when we find food more visually appealing, not only do we enjoy it more, we also absorb more nutrients from it.

Multiple studies show improvements in afternoon performance and in schoolchildren’s test scores when we have consumed a nutritionally balanced lunch. This is such an important association to make. The right food choices can make a difference to how well we can do our jobs or how efficiently our children can concentrate and study in the afternoons. In short: making better food choices makes for a better, more productive us.

What’s Wrong with ‘Unreal’ Foods?

Supermarkets offer meal deals designed for convenience and value – they are often the cheapest way to buy the largest quantity of food. Yet, the options available tend to be limited to a sandwich, a sugary snack and a drink. At the same time the number of bakery retailers and fast food franchises offering their own lunchtime meal deals is on the rise. These seem to limit the range of foods on offer predominantly to sandwiches, pasties and pasta salads. Meanwhile, the most common children’s lunchbox foods are ham or cheese sandwiches on white bread, a packet of crisps and a cake or biscuit, with the odd piece of fruit which often comes home uneaten.

Pick any one of these combinations – the white-bread cheese or ham sandwich, crisps and chocolate biscuit combination or the chicken mayonnaise baguette and fruit juice combination, for example – and you’ll find a meal distinctly lacking in vegetables, quality proteins and complex (slow-releasing) carbohydrates. What these meals will provide is an instant energy hit followed by an energy low as the refined carbohydrates turn into sugar (glucose) in the body, and the body responds in kind, bringing energy levels down with it. Furthermore, these meals are unable to contribute health-giving nutrients due to being predominantly processed foods, designed for enjoyment at the time of eating but not for long-term energy nor health.

Where school or work canteens are concerned, the range of foods on offer is often not optimally balanced because their focus is on providing the food they believe most people will eat – they are a business in their own right, so they don’t want waste. If the majority of people will eat what’s on offer, even if it’s not ideal nutritionally, then the caterers don’t end up throwing food away. For this reason, many schools have removed or no longer fill the salad bar, and pizzas and paninis are increasingly on offer throughout the lunchtime period, if not beyond.

Packed Lunches are Here to Stay

Increasing numbers of adults are taking packed lunches to work and we’re talking about our lunch more than ever. The hashtags #lunch and #lunchbox receive tens of millions of hits on Instagram year after year and are growing in popularity. Adults are increasingly moving away from the traditional sandwich, crisps and fruit combination, opening a world of nutritional possibilities. It’s not uncommon to take leftovers from the previous evening’s meal in an insulated flask to work. That’s certainly something to be encouraged from a nutritional and effort perspective. Increasingly, adults are also looking for influences from other food cultures, such as the use of Japanese bento boxes and Indian tiffin boxes, as well as taste influences from Asia, the Middle East and the Mediterranean. These influences are slowly finding their way into children’s lunchboxes too.

While the number of children taking lunches to school is fairly stable, the focus on a healthier lunch for children is certainly increasing. As parents become more aware of the negative impact on energy levels, satiety and even immunity of poorer food choices, such as crisps and chocolate, so there is a greater focus on adding vegetables to lunches and reducing sugary snacks. There has also been a rise in the number of social media groups that have sprung up to provide ideas and support. In some schools a packed lunch is the only option, as there is no canteen and so the focus must be on that meal being a nutritionally balanced one.

Packed Lunches are a Global Phenomenon

Although they go by different names in different countries they’re based on the same concepts. They are cost effective, easily packed and transported to work or school. In the US, they’re known as ‘bag lunches’, Matpakke in Norway and certain regions even have their own name for a packed lunch, such as the ‘pack up’ in Yorkshire in the UK. In India, couriers known as ‘dabbawallas’ take the tiffin (lunchboxes) to workers all over the city of Mumbai from their homes in time for lunch. In Japan, a bento box is used to present the fresh foods in a visually appealing and easily accessible way for workers and school children alike. These lunches are designed to make people’s lives simpler and to ensure that lunchtime is not a wasted meal opportunity. That’s exactly what this book aims to do for you. To show you how easily portable lunches (whatever name you want to give them) can be created and transported to work so that they’re still nutritious, enticing and delicious come lunchtime.

Packed lunches have come a long way since their humble beginnings. Once the only option for blue-collar workers like miners and builders during the late 1800s for cost reasons, the packed lunch has been through a roller-coaster ride through the years. Not only has it waxed and waned in terms of its popularity, but the sorts of foods you’d find in a lunch have almost come full circle. Now people are getting back to the foods once taken to work in the mines or building sites by those blue-collar workers, foods like hard-boiled eggs, raw egetables, meat, pies and sourdough bread (because that is all that would have existed then). Added to that is a new trend looking towards other food cultures and adopting their ‘best practices’ as our own is appearing. Rice paper wraps in place of dough-based wraps, adding probiotic-rich kefir to a ‘milkshake’ or serving root vegetable-based hummus might not have been common back in the early days of lunchboxes but these are the sorts of ideas you are going to find here. This book is about time-saving, delicious, real-food lunchbox ideas that are nutritionally balanced.

Think Food Not Fuel

If we think of food not as fuel but as nourishment, we start to think of the lunchbox in a different context. We are not just looking for foods to provide the calories we need or the energy we require but also the nutrients – vitamins, minerals, antioxidants – that can nourish the body. For example, calcium helps build bones, regulates blood pressure, keeps cells communicating and keeps muscles working optimally. Magnesium plays an important role in energy production, blood sugar control and muscle and nerve function. Anthocyanins in red and purple foods have neuroprotective effects and improve vision. None of these nutrients provide fuel. They do nourish the body though. We don’t want to miss out on the opportunity that lunchtime provides to nourish, not just refuel.

The information in this book should not be overwhelming. The contents are designed simply to explain why anyone might want to make changes to their packed lunches or those of their children. There are sections that will address any questions or concerns you may have. There are chapters outlining what to look for in terms of healthier products in shops and supermarkets. There’s information on how best to transport your lunch to work or school, from a practical and environmental standpoint. There are recipes galore, but they are not overcomplicated. They have been designed to fit into our already busy lives, with simple, clear steps and few ingredients.

Over the past ten years, since my eldest child first went to school and I went out to work as a nutritionist running events and workshops all over the country, we’ve made countless lunchboxes as a family. After setting up Lunchbox Doctor, a business specialising in nutrition education, I feel like I have answered every conceivable question and objection regarding the subject of healthy lunchboxes. This book truly reflects that depth and breadth of experience.

If you are looking for lunchbox inspiration and want to focus on taste and health when it comes to lunchtime choices, but don’t have much time on your hands, then keep reading. This is the book for you.


2   Lunchbox Planning

Lunchbox Planning Made Easy

Planning a balanced lunchtime meal doesn’t need to be difficult. However, the task is made harder by the number of foods marketed as ‘ideal for lunchboxes’ available in supermarkets and take-away food outlets, many of which are made up of refined carbohydrates, of low or poor protein value and lacking in nutrient density. It’s the misleading information and alluring messaging that surrounds us that makes balanced lunches harder to achieve. Yet, if we have learned one thing about nutrition from mainstream media in recent years, it is that refined carbohydrates leave us feeling low in energy just hours after we have eaten them and often lead us to crave more of the same.

We need to be careful not to load our packed lunches with crisps, breads, cakes, biscuits, and, of course, we need to avoid too many added sugars. It’s also important to make sure we have enough protein, calcium, some vegetables, fruit and a drink too. There’s a mental checklist to go through so that you ensure your lunch is nutritionally balanced. Our lives are sufficiently busy already though, so if you find using a mental checklist adds to the load, then using a physical lunchbox-planning template can really help.

Lunchbox Bingo – a New Lunchbox Planning Framework

Lunchbox Bingo is a really simple planning template to help you make nutritionally balanced packed lunches. You might not use it for ever but it’s a great way of getting into the habit of planning a well-rounded, healthy meal on a daily basis. Lunchbox Bingo is also a great way of reinvigorating things whenever you find your lunches are becoming samey or when you find yourself falling back into familiar habits of sandwich plus accompaniments. An additional benefit to using this planning template is that you tend not to waste food because each day you know what is going into each lunchbox and you can buy the right amounts of the right kinds of food accordingly.

Lunchbox Bingo is as useful a planning tool for children as it is for adults. In fact, I initially developed it because I wanted to find a way of getting my own children both involved in and empowered by the decision-making process when it came to packing their lunches. After some time and through trial and error this worksheet proved to be our lunchbox planning saviour. It’s a great way to give them a say in what they eat. They could choose their own lunches provided they wrote down what they wanted – in the early days I helped them with the writing part – and so long as each of the food groups had at least one tick in it for each day of the week. We still use this system today and I recommend it to adults and children alike. It can be used in physical form to write up lunchbox menu plans a week at a time but when you’re used to the format you might choose to use it simply as a checklist when shopping or making lunches.

The Six Components of a Balanced Lunchbox

For those new to the process the six components of a balanced lunchbox fall into the following categories, each providing a predominant health benefit:


1 CARBOHYDRATE – energy foods

2 PROTEIN – repair and growth foods

3 CALCIUM – for strong teeth and bones

4 FRUIT – to boost immunity

5 VEGETABLE – to boost immunity

6 DRINK – to improve concentration



How to Use Lunchbox Bingo

This process should inspire you to think of foods you’d like to eat each day of the week, while also ticking off the food groups that each food belongs to. For example, a Tuna Pasta Salad would tick off the following boxes: carbohydrate, protein, and if there were vegetables in there then the vegetable box too:












	 

	Carbohydrate

	Protein

	Calcium

	Fruit

	Vegetable

	Drink




	DAY

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	Tuna pasta salad

	✔

	✔

	 

	 

	✔

	 





Ensure that on each day of the week there is at least one tick in each column so each of the food groups is covered. That equates to a full house in lunchbox bingo!

A whole lunchtime meal might look like this:












	 

	Carbohydrate

	Protein

	Calcium

	Fruit

	Vegetable

	Drink




	DAY

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 




	Tuna pasta salad

	✔

	✔

	 

	 

	✔

	 




	Hummus and carrot sticks

	 

	✔

	✔

	 

	✔

	 




	Apple with yogurt and honey

	✔

	✔

	✔

	✔

	 

	 




	Water

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	✔





In order to effectively plan real lunchtime meals using the Lunchbox Bingo template, it helps if you can develop an understanding of which foods fall primarily into which food group. For example, chicken is a protein and carrots are vegetables, while hummus is both a protein and provides calcium. A fruit and vegetable smoothie would be fruit, vegetable and a drink.

Which Food for Which Group?

In order to select those foods you enjoy most from each food group, use the following as a prompt:

Lunchbox Carbohydrates

Filled pitta pockets

Baked pitta chips

Traditional flatbreads – always read the ingredients label. Those with fewer and more recognisable ingredients are preferable to those with an extensive list of less recognisable ingredients

Sourdough or rye bread

Wholegrain or gluten-free pasta with a choice of sauce

New potatoes in their skins, as mini jacket potatoes with fillings or in a potato salad

Flapjacks

Crackers, oatcakes, rye crackers, buckwheat crackers

Popcorn – home-made or shop-bought

Lightly salted tortilla chips

Root vegetable crisps/chips – home-made or shop-bought

Roasted root vegetables

Root vegetable soups

Lunchbox Proteins

Cold, lean roasted meats, such as beef, pork, lamb or chicken

Chorizo, ham, bacon, sausages, bresaola, Parma ham

Dips made from pulses, for example hummus or white bean dip

Cheese, cream cheese, cottage cheese, quark, yogurt, kefir

Good-quality sausages – ideally 90 per cent meat or more

Eggs – boiled, or made into an omelette, frittata or savoury slices

Seeds or nuts

Pulses – lentils, chickpeas, beans and peas

Tofu or tempeh

Lunchbox Calcium Sources

Carton of milk

Yogurt or kefir, as a dessert or as part of a dip

Cheese, cottage cheese, quark

Dark green lettuce leaves

Kale chips

Spinach, as part of a cooked dish

Broccoli spears

Sesame seed bars

Seed bars

Hummus

Nut bars

Flapjacks with seeds and nuts

Note: Always check that nuts are allowed in your child’s school.

Lunchbox Vegetables

Crudités, for example carrots, peppers, cucumber sticks, sugar snap peas, baby sweetcorn

Vegetable muffins and flapjacks

Olives

Root vegetables








Lunchbox Fruits













Lunchbox Drinks







Lunchbox Bingo Chart


Lunchtime Bingo












	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Sample Menu Plan #1

Lunchtime Bingo












	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Sample Menu Plan #2

Lunchtime Bingo












	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	















	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Lunchbox Making Basics

Going Shopping









Ingredients


STORE CUPBOARD
















































Equipment












5 Ways to Stress-free Packed Lunches


1  Plan lunchboxes before you go food shopping


2  Prepare food in advance








3  Make double




4  Freeze for later









5  Saviour foods
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