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Research highlights that a wallanaged school meal system can improve public health
and reduce inequalities. School foodEisglan®2d € F NASad LlJzof AO aSOG2NJ T
with nine million children consuming a third of their daily intake at school. However,
little is known about how procurement contract types affect food quality. This thesis
explored the influence of procurement tyvact typeson school food quality through
three consecutive interlinked studies: (1) systematic scoping review of exiptin
evidence; (2) mixed method typologgnerationand documentary analysis of daba
provision and qualityfrom schools, caterers, public health teams, websites and
contractsin a Yorkshire case studgnd (3) qualitativenterviews with school food
caterers public health representatives and advocates. Ovefialtlings suggested that

the main drivers ofmproved quality were perceiveds: supportivepower dynamics
monitored, robust standardstransparent effective funding and dedicated skilled
people rather than procurement contract typaVithout these, school food is unlikely

to be optimised for childvellbeing.A lack of peereviewed academic evidence linking
procurement contract type with school food provision existed, with literature revealing
inconsistent and sometimes conflicting outcomeBrovision wascomplex and
fragmented following migration from local authority catering to commercial providers.
A systemic lack of transparency and conflicting priorities were revealed, along with an
ineffective funding system, leaving a fifth of schools without financially viable provision.
Quiality was inconsistently defined and interpreteften related to standards perceived
asoutdated, ineffective and unsupportedVith reform, including child input, a more
equal and consistent school food system may address the exdtitigrys for children

in terms of quality. Extending free school meals may remove the need for caterers to
compete with unhealthy external food environments, supporting a more aligned system
prioritising child health, and improving access to a high quailtyritious, enjoyable

schoolmealfor all children.
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Twenty years ago, Jamie Oliver shocked the ndiypexposngthe quality of UKschool
meals.His Feed Me Better campaign motivated public sector investment and created a
legacy of public advocacy for a more effective and egclabol foodsystem. A few years
later, | began my first term as a primary school governor with responsibility for school
food and high expectations of, as the head teacher describé itizf £ & WI ¥A SQR
| clearly recall standing in the dinner queue with a class-yédrolds being asked to
choose between an apple and a huge chocolate muffin with pink sparkles. | wrestled for
a moment with my decision and, as | took my delicious muffin, it struck mevrowg

it was to ask afyearold child to make that choice and expect the apple to prevail. As |
worked with the caterers and local authority over the next few years, | became
increasingly aware of the impact that the commercialisation of the school sezaice

and general food environment was having on the quality of food served to children.

School meals werermginally conceived as a welfare provision to nourish children and
improve health However, as political focus, economic priorities, and societal changes
generated an increasing demand for cheaper, more convenient food, the original
purpose has gradually beemoded coinciding with a deepenirahild health and obesity
crisis.As a mothelanda nutritionist L~ 'Y LI a&aA 2yl 0SS | o2dzi S@S
quality food and; as a businesswoman and former school governor, | felt thatthead
necessary insight and skills to investigate and understaindther the type of

procurement contract in operation could influence this.

This thesis documents my efforts to unravel the complexities of the school food
procurement system anexplore the forces at play identify potential for better policy

and practice Along the way, | have encountered inspiring individuadssionate about
feeding children better, despite challenging conditions and low levels of pay and
appreciation.l havediscovered multiple conflictsf interest and a fundamental lack of
transparency which help to explain why tlsehool food provisionn Englands not

currently optimised for child health

11



| hopethat this researclyenerateddiscussiorandgalvanises chang8y ethinking high
guality school food as a vital investment in our children gagulation health, rather
than as a basic obligation to be met quickly and chedlpé/evidence has reinforcady

belief that school mealsan reach their potential asleverfor better health and brighter

futuresfor all children

12
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my findings.
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ChapterlYy . I O1 AN2 dzy R

1.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the background for the work in the Rfpovidesa summary of

the literature and theory surrounding issues with dietary health and the current food
system, and the relationship to the policy and procurement practice in the school food
system. This summary of information was used to identify research gaps and to
understand areas where further studies could influence future policy and practice. It
also informed the development of research questions and the establishment of

appropriatemethods for the subsequent studies in this thesis.

Global population and planetary health are in criise impact of the ongoing conflict

in Ukraine and crop failuresttributed to climate changecontinue to undermine food
security which, when combined with thése in noncommunicable disease (NCand
growing inequalities, threaten the global health of the population, planet, and economy
(United Nations, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Ward and Goldie, 202i4}orically human
planetaryand economidealth have been viewed separatehut evidence of common
issues linking the is now a focus of severaprominent, national and international
strategicreviews such asthe Eat Lancet reportintergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change Food Security Repodnited Nations(UN) Sustainable Development Goals
Report andthe National Food StratedWillett et al., 2019; Dimbleby, 2021; Shukla et
al., 2019; United Nations, 2022) 2021 United Kingdonof Great Britain JK) study
appling greenhouse gas emissiots dietary recall datafor over 200 adultslinked
healthier diets consisting of predominantly fruit and vegetables, wholegrains, legumes,
nuts, and unsaturated fatsvith lower emissiongRippin et al., 2021)These findings
suppot others highlightedn a systematic revieyof high qualiy studies,that healthier
dietary patternswere associated with a lowemvironmental impact than thaverage
United States of Ameriq@ 3A) diet atthat time (Nelson et al., 2016Yhis is important

as poor diet is estimated to cause 11 million early deaths, 255 million disability adjusted
life yearsandto contribute approximately a third of greenhouse gas emiss{&ippin

et al., 2021; Afshin et al., 2019; Shukla et al., 2019)
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A transformation of the existing food systesh population levelwas called foat the
UN Food Systems Summit in 202tb, reverse these negative impacts and enable
planetary and human health to recovgiVon Braun et al., 2021Yhis transformation
was envisaged tosupport increased biodiversity and planetary resiligneéhilst
simultaneously providing nutritious, affordable fodd reduce inequaliies and NCD
and benefit the economy, education and attainmefMon Braun et al., 2021Yhe
landmark Eat Lancet commission empbadithat "Food is the single strongest lever to
optimise human health and environmental sustainabiljigtoposing five key strategies:
promoting healthy diets, priorising food quality over quantityincreasinghigh quality
output, improving governangeand reducing food wastg¢o enhance population and
planetary health(Willett et al., 2019) This view issupported globally by thdJN
sustainable development goals, decade of action on nutrition 20185, andthe many
strategic policies of the World Health Orgaation (WHO)United Nations, 2015, 2023;
World Health Organization, 2024tgupportis also evident nationally through the UK's
commissioning of The National Food Strategy to better understand the issue and explore
potential solutions(Dimbleby, 2021)However, the complexity of the food system with
its many interrelated parts, all influencdyy differingeconomic, environmental, health,
social and political agendameans that transformation drivers wilkely need to be

multi-faceted and address the system at all its different levels.

Note: the use of the term stakeholder has been criticised for its links to colonialism and
use in corporate hierarchig®hipps, 2022; Hafferty, Pool and Obani, 20R4)derstand

and acknowledge the problematic aspects of its use and, where possible, alternatives
were substituted in this thesis. However, in a few isolated circumstances the word was

used as the most appropriate descriptor for the particular context imsateration.

1.2 Dietary health

1.2.1 Dietary health in the UK

The UK is particularly affected by poor dietary health with rapidly rising levels of obesity
(NHS England Digital, 2024nd the worst obesity ratesin Western EuropgWorld
Health Organization, 2022cApproximately twothirds of the adult populationin
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Englandive with overweight orobesity(Office for Health Improvement and Dispatrities,
2024) Almost 90% of English deaths are attributable to N@DS8ice for Health
Improvements and Disparities, 2021yhich are strongly associated with poor diet
(Uusitupa et al., 2019and social inequalitie@Vietcalfe and Sasse, 2023; Candio, Mujica
and Frew, 2023)urthermore, he UK consumes more ultrocessed food (UPF) than
any other Western European countgnd whilst evidenceassociaing UPFRwith higher
levels of obesity and chronic health issugdimited, it continues to groyMonteiro et
al., 2018; Touvier et al., 2023)wo randomised control trial®one in USAHall et al.,
2019) and one in Englan@Dicken et al., 2025¥ound adverse weight outcomem
participants consuming UPEompared to those consumingutritionally matched
minimally processed food#nalysis of datdor 350,000 participantsn a multinational
longitudinal cohort studyositively associated UPF consumption with weight gaier
fiveyearsand an increased riskverweight and obesityCordova et al., 2021iResearch
alsocorrelatesUPF consumption with deprivati@tatus(Coyle et al., 2022; Heuchan et
al., 2025)A large Austrilan study oftonsumerdata for 10,000 househds, found that
UPF purchasesere significantly highen lower income familiescompared tothose of
familiesin higherincome quintilegCoyle et al., 2022)n the UKanalysis ofood diary
dataof over 3,00Cchildrenin a longitudinal cohorstudy,found thatenergyconsumed
from UPFwas higher for children from more deprived background$ieuchan et al.,
2025) This is important aoobd insecurity is increasing in the UK, with 6% of households
affected (Department for work and pensions, 202®ates are highgf0% in families
with children(The Food Foundation, 2024b)

The National Health Service (NHS) in the UK is overburdened by the declining health of
the nation (Darzi, 2024)The£6.5bn cost of NHS obesity treatment is only part of the
overwhelmingsocial and economic cqsihich is estimated tdoe between £29bn and
£580n (Metcalfe and Sasse, 2023h 202223 there were over 3,300 daily obesity
related hospital admissions, 23 of them relating to children under 16, a 323% increase
in 10 yeargNHS Digital, 2023However, despite the evidence, tiessons fronthe
COVID pandemi@and the subsequent cost of living cridise National Food Strategy
noted that little progress has been made to revise our food cultusrddress the

obesogenic food environmentr reduce diet related inequality and food insecurity
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(Dimbleby, 2021)The issuef anobesgenic food environmenvasalso highlighted in

a systematic review and me&nalysisfinding differences in obesity levels associated
with the retail food environmentsuch aghe proximity to fast food or fresh fruit and
vegetablegPineda et al., 2024%50vernment policy in the UK has, to date, focused on
influencing personal choice of individualer example through labelling and healthy
eating education and guidance, when consumer choi¢bdaght to beinfluenced by
commercial pressures of the food indus(fMozaffarian et al., 2018; Theis and White,
2021) Bvidence froma 2021 systematic reviewfound thatthe use ofnutrition labek
and warningswas associatedvith an improved selection of healthy productsnd
reduced energy intakéSong et al., 2021However, theevidence camenainly from
randomised control tria inlaboratory ®ttings which whilst methodologically robust,
may not adequately represent the realworld. This limitation in the evidenceis
potentially reflected inthe lack of success of thlicy approachin practice with no
subsequentreduction in overweight andobesity prevalencein England(Office for
Health Improvement and Disparities, 202&3washighlighted by the recent House of
Lords Food Diet and Obesity Commiti@he House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity
Committee, 2024)The committee also recommended a systematic apprpodused

on the impact the current food system is having on the most vulnerable in our society,

in particular, children.

1.22¢KS OdzZNNByid aidlFaS 2F OKATft RNByYyQa
Approximately 10% of English children are already living with obesity when they start
primary schoglmore than doubling to 2% when they leave aged INHS England
Digital, 2024)The most deprived are particularly affected, wéltmigherprevalenceof
obesity in the lowest incomdedle (12.9%at age4-5, and29.2%at age 1), more than
double those in the highest inconuedle (6.0%at age4-5, and 13.0%at age 1) (Office

for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2028K children has'the highest level®f
obesity in Western Europ@Vorld Health Organization, 202218) systematic review and
meta-analysidound that dildren living with obesityvere more likely than children of a
healthy weight to suffer from comorbiditiesuch as praliabetes, high blood pressure

and nonalcohol fatty liver disease (NAFLSharma et al., 2019Hospital admissions
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for obesity related conditions are rising, with over 8,000 children admitted to hospital
annually in Englan(NHS Digital, 2023urthermore, there are other indications of the
health impact of poor diet on UK children, such as their shorter height compared to
peers in most other high income countri@§CD Risk Factor Collaboration (NRIEC),
2020) Researchn the UK usingthe large National Child Measurement Programme
dataset alsofound that short stature was associated with deprivatjevith prevalence

in the most deprived decile almost double that of the least deprived d¢Cite et al.,
2021)

Whilstthe evidence does not demonstrate causalttyere arestudiesassociaing poor
diet with chronic diseaseespecially among the most deprivéiskandari et al., 2022;
Goisis, Sacker and Kelly, 20182022 systematic review anaheta-analysisfound a
statisticallysignificantassociation betweemood insecurity and obesityn high income
countries (Eskandari et al., 2022Yhe studysynthesized findings frorhigh quality
qualitative and quantitative studiesnd noted thatthe high costand low accessibility
of hedthy food, supported increased consumption @fergy densgnutrient poor foods
amongst the food insecuréeskandari et al., 2022\ mhort study ofover 9,000UK
children found thatobesity prevalencéor five year olds in the lowest income quintjle
was almostloublethat of five year olds in the highest income quintigad the disparity
increasego over two and a half times highat agell, with dietaryrisk factorssuch as
fruit and breakfast consumptioassociated wittattenuating inequalities (Goisis, Sacker
and Kelly, 2016)English children consume more than recommended amounts of
nutrients of concernsuch as free sugars and saturated fatrsd do not eat enough fruit
and vegetables(Office for Health Improvements and Disparities, 202Bgspite
recommendations that over a third of the diet should come from fauitl vegetables
almost a third of primary school children eat less than one portion of vegetables per day
(Public Health England, 2018a, 2Q20he quality of the vegetables consumed by
children is als@f concern with processed vegetables accourg for over a third, half
of which comes from pizza and baked bedPRsiblic Health England, 2014pther
indicators of dietary qualityn the UKfor children aged 410, are low levels of fibre and
red and processed meat consumptigeven though there is a difference in the

nutritional quality of red and processed meat they are often grouped together in
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nutritional recommendatios) (Office for Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025)
I KAt Rwige@ansumption of fibre is only 5¢.of the 20g required daijjand red
and processed meat consumption is excessivd@at daily when total daily protein
recommended for a 10 year old is only 2@ublic Health England, 2016; Office for

Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025)

The growing evidence for the negative impact of UPF consumption on healbked
above hasalsobeenstudied inrelation to children through ananalysis of food diaries
and adiposity measures of 9,000 children ila@eUKIlongitudinalcohort study(Chang

et al.,, 2021) Whilst the observationalmethods did not addresscausality higher
consumption ofUPFwas associated witimeasures of adiposity (Bly Massindex Fat
Massindex weight and waist circumferenc€Chang et al., 2021The diet of UK children

is highly processed, with 75% of energy coming from (BRakiber et al., 2019)vhich

likely replaces nutritionally beneficial foods such as vegetables and legufheavier et

al., 2023) However, remedial action at a national level has been protracted due to
concern over the evidence on UPF coming from observational studies, a difficulty in
demonstrating causalityand a lack of a practical definition of Ui8eientific Advisory
Committee on Nutrition, 2023)Considering these scientific debates, it is likely that the
health of UK childrenis affected with favourable social determinants for UPF
consumption in the UKsuch as preferences for convenient cheap f@wdl requiring

little skill or time to preparemaking it the food of choice fanany familiegdDimbleby

and Lewis, 2023; Monteiro et al., 2018; Henney et al., 20Rdismay help to explain

the UK having thenighest UPF purchase rate in Europe at 50.7%, compared to only
14.2% by French familiéMonteiro et al., 2018)Hencedescaping the junk food cyéle
was a key theme of theecommendations coming from thBlational Food Strategy

(Dimbleby, 2021)

Children from lower sockeconomic groups in the UK suffer the most from poor diet,
consuming more URBNndsimultaneoushexperiencindiigher rates ofnalnutrition and
obesity (Marmot, 2010; Public Health England, 2017a; Eskandari et al., .20BAR)
phenomenon has resulted in a revisiortlogé definition of malnutrition to include those
ocarrying too much weiglgtor éat risk of chronic diseases due to excess intake of sugar,

salt, or fat (International Food Policy Research Institute, 20H&althier food products
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have been found to benore expensiveand less accessihl® those living in deprived
areaswhichis likely tocontribute to the decline in the nutritional quality of food in those
householdgPlaczek, 2021; Hoenink et al., 202Z3hildren in the lowest income quintile
consume 2% less fruit and vegetable®]% less oily fisrand 26%less fibre than those

in the highest quintilgOffice for Health Improvements and Disparities, 20R4geting

0KS NBO2YYSYyRIGA2ya Ay GKS | Y 3Ime@ENy YSy
more than the average UK food expenditfecott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018pr
householdsn the lowesttwo income decilesthis represents 42% of their disposable

income after housing cost$cott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018)

Poor nutrition and unhealthy diets are associated with adverse outcomes for children,
likely impacting future employment and economic prospeesd their contribution to

the economy(Dimbleby, 2021; World Health Organization, 2016)proving dietary
quality and satiety for childregoes beyond physical health aischssociated with better
attendance and academic resultwith research including two systematic reviews,
linking increased consumption of fruit and vegetahlesxd meeting recommended
dietaryintakes to highereducational attainment anéarning potentialBurrows et al.,
2017; Orme et al., 2010; Cohen et al., 202Mreover, esearch shows that dietary
habits formed in childhoodanimpact health outcomes in adulthogdnd that obesity

can transfer between generation€hang et al., 2021; The, Richardson and Gerdon
Larsen, 2013)Thiswould support influencing dietary health and wellbeing at an early
lifecycle stage to address the current population and planetary health issues
(Department of Health & Social Care, 2018; World Health Organization, .21 &)
centralised compulsory school system in England is well placed to influence child health
through developing good food habits and using national standards to drive nutritional
improvement strategiegKovacs et al., 2020)herefore, alongside a whole school
approach to food, as recommended in The School Food, Bten UK government
levelling up white paperand by the WH@Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Department
for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; World Health Organization, 1997)
the school meal system provides an opportunity to influence health outcomes at a

population level.
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1.2.3 The role of school meals in child dietary health

Looking at health in its broadest sense, research supports the provision of nutritious
school meals and whole school approaches to food to improve the health, wellbeing and
security of the childrenwith the potential to impact society as a whqlBryant et al.,

2023; World Health Organization, 202This approach is ratified by the inclusion of
school food in key global strategic policy and research recommendations bj\hed

WHO (United Nations, 2022; World Health Organization, 2021, 2@h@)nationally by

the House of Lords Food Diet and Obesity Committee and the National Food Strategy
(The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024; Dimbleby, 2H&1)
Sustainable Development Goals identifigeghargies between the provision of healthy
school meals and goals, outcomes, and outputs to address poverty, hunger, health and
wellbeing, education, work & economic growth, inequalities, and responsible
consumption and productiorfUnited Nations, 2022)The school settingtherefore,
provides the opportunity to promote and protect the health of children in an equitable
way, with access to children from all backgrounds to support behavioural changes

potentiallyleading to desirable health and academic outcomes.

We know thatine million children inEnglandattend school for approximately 190 days
each year, consuming 30% to 50% of their food th@tathan et al., 2019; Office for
National Statistics, 2022; Department for Education, 202%hgrefore, school meals
are an ideal method of providing nutritious, tasty food at this key stage in the mental,
educational, and physical developmeuoit children and an opportunity to create the
demand for healthy, sustainable food as the diet of choice for future generations.
those in the most deprived areas, it may be their only substantial or hot meal that day
61 L O1AY3AZ HANHHT BS5AYO0f So0&3 H,nhigMightingt k& / KA f RNEB
importance of the quality and accessibility of school meals for all childr@ase study

of 130 low income families inJK, Portugal and Norwayighlightedthe perceived
importance ofhealthy and inclusive school meals farents ancchildren in low income

famiieso h Q/ 2y y St f. SG | f ®X HAHHD

Prioritising school foochas the potentiato improve standards, witlone Englishstudy

of 70 schoolshowingtwice as many schools achieving Ofsted outstanding ratings after
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participating inthe Food for Lifgorogram compared to the period before participation
(Orme et al., 2010)Beneficial school food practicdsave beenlinked to improved
nutrition, wellbeing, and social environments for childrienobservationaldata from
surveys of over 2,000 UK childrériang et al., 2022andin observations and informal
interviewsin 20 school dining halls in a region of Engléalrt, 2016)School mealsan

also support healthy eating by fostering social interactions in a healthy food setting,
potentiallyshielding children from obesogenic environments outside scfitapetanaki

et al., 2019) Beyond improving child health, school meatsy offer economic
advantages by promoting sustainable procurement from local suppliers through public
sector spending(Parsons and Barling, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Molin, Martin and
Bjorklund, 2021; Sabet, 2022)hilst there is little academievidence evaluating the
economic impacbf school meals, onlargelongitudinal Swedish studgundthat pupils
benefitting from a FSMprogram throughout primary schoohad 3% highelifetime
incomethanthose not exposetb the intervention(Lundborg, Rooth and AldXxetersen,
2022) Aligning school meals with healthy dietary patterns by reducing meat, dairy, and
sugary foods camlsobenefit planetary health, thesengredients were calculated to
contribute most to dietrelated greenhouse gag&HGemissions alkeit acknowledging
studylimitations withusingdietary recalldata and GH@stimates (Rippin et al., 2021)
Including vegetarian optionsiay support betterchoice andhealth, andwas found to

reduce emissions by 59one study(Rippin et al., 2021)

Although nost children attend school in the UK, declining school meal uptake sirece
responsibility shifted fromlocal government areas (known aslocal authoritiesin
England)to school leadersmay havereduced their health impac{Dimbleby and
Vincent, 2013a)The introduction of universal infant free school meals (UIFSM) in 2014
improved the potential to influencethe health and wellbeing of children up to age
seven but eligibility beyond this age is limited to the most disadvanta@separtment
for Education, 2024bchool mealake up level¢of FSMYoseto 75% aftetUIFSMvas
introduced but drop to just % once meals have to be paid {&¥oliny et al., 2015)
This sthought to bebecauseschool lunches areften seen as unaffordable, undesirable
or offer worse value for money than packed lunchesth parentsperceived toprefer
G2 NBGFAY GKS FoAftAdGe G2 O2y i NRDewbury R
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evidence albeit from a limited number of studiesyggestshat school lunches are more
nutritious than packed lunches, with fewer calories from UPF (61.0% vs. §Hakey
et al.,, 2022; Evans et al., 2020; Parnham et al., 20&#) interventionsto improve
packed lunchewerefound tohave had limited succegsa systematic review and meta
analysigNathan et al., 2019)

Whilst the importance of good quality nutrition for childreand the potential for school
meals to provide thisis generally agreedthere are economic, social and political
difficulties and differences to overcomect®ol catereranayfacea dilemma oftrying

to deliver asocialservice within the financial and operational constrainfscontracts
written to suita commerciamarket place, and have beetescribed ashealth workers
in disguisé (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008 addition,the constraintsand complexityof
the current food systemmeans it ischallengingto implement an effectiveand equal
provision, and a systems approadhlikely to beneededto support positive health and

wider outcomes for all childre(Bryant et al., 2025)

1.3 Food systems

1.3.1 Food system dynamics

A system is an organised collection of indivigdumlt interdependent components
working together as a unified whaqléowards a central objectiv€Zhang and Ahmed,
2020) In the case ofthe food system,this refers to the combination of all the
participants and their activities to produce, process, market, distribute, consume and
dispose of our foodDimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations, 2018)I'he parts of the system are driven by, often conflicting and
complex, economic, environmental, health, social and political agemdash will vary
across different stakeholderand the system magvendevelop its own behavioural
pattern (Parsons, 2020; Meadows, 2008herefore,using arholistic systemsipproach
enablesresponses to dynamic opportunities and issues in their entji@gyopposed to
addressing individual parts of the system in isolativhich can lead to system

dysfunction(Parsons, 2020; Meadows, 2009)
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Our food system is a complex global network, spanning from farm to wasteisand
shaped by factoreanging frompolicyto consumer demand. By 2050jstestimatedhat

it will need tofeed nearly 10 billion people, posing a significant challengekoeve this
sustainably(Willett et al., 2019) Given the current damage to human and planetary
health, solutions must be regenerative rather than merely preventaiideherty et al.,

2022; United Nations, 2022The current food systerwasdeveloped to address the

need to feed a growing population from a scarce planetary reso(lbeebleby and

Lewis, 2023; Morgan, Marsden and Murdoch, 2006)L Yy 2 @I G A @S &2 f dzi A
including the mass agriculture of high yielding mono craugpported by chemical
pesticides and fertilisers, were acknowledged as preventing mass staryhtibare

now known b be damaging to both human and planetary heglEhmbleby and Lewis,
HANHOT {LISOG2NE HAHHT ! YAGSR blrGA2Yya. LYGS
This agricultural revolution was followed by innovations in food productiod changes

to consumer social and purchasing behaviplrsy ( KS M dT fi@maximiseR M g
convenience for a working population. Timajority of foodpurchasesnoved from small
independent producers to large supermarkedasd the processing of food moved out of

the domestic kitchen and into factorigshifting focus from quality to palatability
convenienceand profit(Griffith, Jin and Lechene, 2022; White et al., 2020; Monteiro et

al., 2018; Touvier et al., 2023)/omenbecame moreable to work and contribute to the
economy, buthis could also have contributed toreduction indomestic cooking skills,

a longer and less transparent supply chain, anéhareased use dJPHMartins et al.,

2020; Monteiro et al., 2018)A large part of our food system is ngwedominantly
controlled by commercial enterprisesnany of which aredriven by profit without
necessarilytaking responsibility forthe potential costs of any damage their foodnay

cause to human or planetary healftWhite et al., 2020; Friel et al., 2023; Touvier et al.,
2023) Another effect of this food systems revolutiaa a reduction in the relative cost

of food from 23% of incomein 1970to 9% of incomein 2023 (Department for
Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2016; Office for National Statistics,,2@#4h may
contributeto a culture where foodhas beerdevaluedon the whole andincreased food

wasteis perpetuated.
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Using the recommendekolisticapproach to improvinghe food systemconsideringall
stakeholders, relationships, opportunities and issue causdldayg been suggesteas a

key wayto manage any detrimental impact of changes alh parts of the system
(Meadows, 2009; Friel et al., 2023 addition, applying complex systems thinkiag
believed tofacilitate interventions that add value to the system as a whole, helping to
avoid the historic problemBom theoretical approachesuch as value chain or market
systemswhich consider parts of the system in isolatiMeadows, 2009; Bryant et al.,
2025) An example is the development of a profitalaled convenienfood system value
chain, delivering foodjust in timet from large producers to supermarketshich is likely

to neglect negative effects like reduced diversity, weakened resilience of small
producers/retailers, and environmental was{®imbleby and Lewis, 2023Another
example of the market system approachs the shift to compulsory competitive
tendering, which moved school meal provision from local authorities to the free market,
achieving cost reductions buikely compromising meal qualittMorgan and Sonnino,
2008) Hence, many global and national government policies have recommended
systems approaches to address the problems of dietary and planetary health in recent
years.Examples inthe Uiicludead @ 3 G SY& | LILINR | OK (2 AYLINRGZAY3I (
knowledge of food through a whole school approach to f@bdpartment for Levelling

Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; Bryant et al., 2@G28ystems approach to obesity
prevention(Public Health England, 2018nd adsystemic respongeto the challenges

LX F OSR 2y GKS ylFiA2yQa KS(THeHéusedLordskddd, 02 YY SNDA
Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024)his systems approacto identify leverage points
where strategic changes can have a greater impeaat be used to make the most of
limited public resources in food systeifMeadows, 1999)t can help prevenproblems

that havearisenin the past, such as simplistic obesity interventions targeting individuals
in isolation, whichdid not create an infrastructureeomplexenough towithstand the

variety presented bythe overallfood system(Bryant et al., 2025; Rutter et al., 2017)
1.3.2 The English school food system
The following section summarises thievelopmentof the English school fooslystem

based on data fronthe Soil AssociationThe Food Foundatignand research by
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Passiore and Harrisand Gillard(Soil Association, 2003; The Food Foundation, 2023;
Passmore and Harris, 2004; Gillard, 2008gss specified otherwis@hese reports and
reviewssummarisehistorical events and perceptionghich may have been writtefor
advocacy purposes rather thao provide an independent evaluatiorof evidence
Therefore the intention of this section is toprovide an indicativecontext for the

researchwhilst acknowledging thpotential limitations of the information

{OK22t YSIfta KIFI®gS 6SSy dzaSR G2 YlylF3aSsS Lk
when Manchesterand BradfordLocal Authories introduced them for poor and
undernourished childrenSince then, school meal provision, funding and uptake has
varied in line with health and education priorities of the government in ($ttgure 11).

A 50% grant from central government in 1914 further increased the numbers of children
having school mealfiowever, the grants were cut during the great depression in the
1920sand uptake fell. TheegativeA YLJ- Ot 2 F NI GA2y Ay 3 RdzNRA vy 3
nutrition and health led to the introduction of nutritional standards in 1944nd in

1944, a requirement fordcal authorities to provide a school meal sufficietat be the

main meal of the day at no more than the cost of the ingredieAtbid to cutthe cost

of central governmenfinancial support for school meails the 1950scausd the price

to rise, andthe financial responsibility for school meals was devolved tallagthorities

in 1967 giving them the ability to set the price and influence the provisionis T
continued untill980 6 KSy al NEHI NBG ¢KIF §OKSNRa 9 RdzOF G 7
charge and minimum nutritional standardsemoung the requirement for thelocal

authorities to provide school meals.

The introduction of compulsory competitive tendering in 1988 requioadlauthorities

to open up school meal provision to the private sectord award contracts based on

criteria which were heavily biassed towartise lowest cost provisionSchool meal
provision shifted from a child healthnd welfare service to a commercial model,
lowering food quality by replacingopmeskilled cooks and fresh cooking facilities with
costefficient equipment and labour for reheating processed fo@ddsrgan and Morley,

2014; The Food Foundation, 2023; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Passmore and Harris,
20040 { OK22t fdzy OK dzLJil 1S FStf FTNRY | LILINRE
Ay GKS f whénSchamgibs to Bedefits made many children from-loeome

27



families ineligible foFSM(Figure 11) (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Department for
Education, 2024a)Compulsory competitive tendering prioséid low costs over food
quality, with some local authorities allocating only 35p of the £1.60 cost to ingregjient
half the recommended 70p needed for adequate nutrition and sustainalfiéarce et

al., 2005) The austerity following the financial crisis of 2008 exacerbated the prgblem
with a lack of funding allocated to school food. The standard of school food provided,
and subsequently expectations, reduced slowly over time without stakeholders really
noticing, in a reinforcing system feedback logpimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Meadows,
1999)dzy GAf OSt SoNRGE OKST WFYAS hiwhadENDa
believed to be unacceptaby} low standards(Channel 4, 2005Despite his continued
advocacyor better quality school mealsdditional public funding was not forthcoming

Meal uptake fell to a low of 37% in 2009
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Theimprovementof UK school food waaddressed ir2013 in the School Food Plan
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b)he plarecommenckd that all primary school children

be givenFSM School Food Standardgere introduced, and cooking food became part

of the national curriculum. In 2014JIFSMwere introduced, but only for pupils aged
four to sevenincreasingnealuptake from 40% to 85% for this age grqepartment

for Education, 2024a; Wollny et al., 201%)espite improvements, a 2019 report
revealed a postcode lottery in London school food quality, disproportionately impacting
disadvantaged childre(Cookwise, 2019)t found significant gaps in compliance, noting
that "School Food Standard@sxist on paper but not on platefCookwise, 2019)'he
introduction of academies in England in 2002 enabled schools to operate independently
from local authority contrglwhilst still receiving funding from the sta{®lale, 2022)

This wasperceived to have increasethe fragmentation of school meal provisign
allowing academies to redirect school meal profits to other budget areas, such as

staffing(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020; Hacking, 2022)

The National Food Strategy went on to highlighttoatinuedL,J2 2 NJ a G G6S 2 F
health, including the rise in childhood obesitgnd the large number of families unable

to afford school mealdue tothe stringent eligibility criteridor aFSMof £7,400annual
household incomdor children aged eight and ovébimbleby, 2020; Department for
Education, 2024b)lhe government did not implement the recommendation to increase

the provision ofFSM believed toleawe childrenwho arenot currently eligible folFSM

at risk of food insecuritp 5A Yot S6&€%X waumT | Fy3a Sa.Ift oz
Campaigns byootballer Marcus Rashfordand the Food Foundationharity (2020)
highlighted the issuef food insecue children The London Mayocommitted to FSM

for all primary schoolged childrerfor a limited period(London City Hall, 2023)his

was funded througt.ondon's unbudgeted business rate income, due to a strong central
economy Thisis unlikely to be replicable in areas like Yorkshirkich do notbenefit

from the same levels of business taxgsoducing a postcode lottery of FSM
implementation for childrenWithout national funding, universal free meal likely to

remain unfeasible, worsening inequalities for children in underfunded reghinere

action is possibleat a regional leveineal uptakeis likely to increasejemondrated by
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the introduction ofUIFSMn 2014(The Food Foundation, 2023; Holford and Rabe, 2022;
Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b)

Research shows that this historical development of the school food system has left a
fragmented and complesystem in placevith many different factors influencing school
food (Figure 1-2) (Bryant et al., 2023Ultimate responsibility for school fogdncluding
a whole school approach to food and compliance with School Food Standavdsests
with Head Teachers and governing bodigko have to navigate this system witmited
time and resources and competing priorities(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b;
Department for Education, 2014; Creagh et al., 2025; Tintoré et al., 282y when
beneficial initiativesand support exists foschool leaderso developtheir whole school
approach to food a perceived burdencost, andlack of compliance monitang or
enforcement, means thatit may not be prioritised (Bryant et al., 2023; Tintoré et al.,
2022)

More recent developments, such as the growth in automatically enrolling eligible
children for FSM (as opposed to relying on parental applications), and increased
advocacy for universal FSM provides the potential to increase take sghobl meals
further (The Food Foundation, 2024a; Oxley et al., 20d4jere remain gaps in
knowledge regarding the current provision of school meals and the wider levers that

may impact health and inequalities.
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Figurel-2 Systems map showing the complexity of factors influencing school food and their
relationship

(Bryant et al., 2023)
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1.4 Food quality

9adlroftAaKAYy3I | dzy A@SNEIff& | O0SLitotS RSTAY)
challenging. The inherent subjectivity, controversy and contextual influences

surrounding the topic often preclude a consensus among the diverse actors within the

food system(Harvey, McMeekin and Warde (Eds), 2008he UK legal framework

primarily addresses food quality through the lens of public safety and the prevention of

fraudulent representation, for example through labelling and health claim regulations

(Food Safety Act, 1990 the wake of systemic failures, such as the Bovine Spongiform
Encephalopathy (BSE) crisis, the UK introduced a combined system of private and public

governance of food safety, largely overseen and enforced by the Food Standards Agency

(Food Standards Agency, 2026; Barling, 2004)

In academic literature, food quality is frequently framed through the lens of consumer
perceptions and acceptability, focusing on sensory and physical attributes such as
appearance, taste, texturéVaclavik, Christian and Campbell, 2020; Petrescu et al.,
2022) However, food quality also goes beyond functional characteristics to encompass
health and safety, convenience and methods of procesdngnsg, Fjord and Grunert,
2002)and broader political, social, and religious dimensi{Bsrlingame and Pineiro,
2007) Beyond regulated food safety, food quality is often defined by the industrialised
supply chain which, in the UK, is largely dictated by retaistarsden, 2004) This
evolution of the food system towards industrial standardisation has prompted
O2yadzYSNE (2 ljdzSadAazy ¢KIFIG NBLINSBaSyda a3az22Ré
products with higher environmental, cultural, and social credentials, through

traceabilityand a reconnection with the point of origiiMurdoch and Miele, 2004)

5STAYAYA aydziNRGA2Yy Ll f ljdzZ tAGeéd Ay GKS O2yGSEQ
increasingly important to public health policy, to address the associations between

modern diets and industrial processing and rising health issues and food insecurity.

Recent evidence presented to the House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee

(The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 20@l)ghted a consensus

on the need for intervention yet revealed ongoing debates regarding what constitutes

GA22R ljdzZr ft Adee F22Rd LYy LINI OGAOSIT ydziNARGAZ2Y L §
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that evaluate the presence of specific nutrients, such as fats, fruit and vegetables, and

whole graingGorgulho et al., 2016)

When viewed in the context of wider societal goals of health, equality, and
sustainability, food quality emerges as a multidimensional concept and more than the
product characteristics or safe(runsg, Fjord and Grunert, 2002; Harvey, McMeekin

and Warde (Eds), 2004t is influenced by complex social processes and personal
context operating at multiple levels of the food system and covers both expectations

and experiencgBrunsg, Fjord and Grunert, 200Z}herefore, single product can be

Of  aAAFASR A G3I22Ré AYy 2yS RAYSYaAzy |yl
achieve high sensory quality due to salt content that simultaneously diminishes its
nutritional value through the increased risk otharse health outcomegHarvey,

McMeekin and Warde (Eds), 2004)

PfGAYFGStEes GKS O0AYIFENRE OflFaaATAOIGAZ2YE 21
context of food, are complex and lacking in adequate practical definition. Social
constructs and determinants of high quality, such as organic, fresh or unprocessed
foods, are often inaccessible to lower socioeconomic groups which likely conflict with

the social and economic reality of feeding families and childRarsons, 2015)For

these families, the emotional burden of food provision may result in a tafflevhere
nutritional quality is sacrificed for the convenience of fast food to preserve quality family
time6t F NE2Y A HAaMpT hQ/2yyStfs YYyAIKEG YR

1.4.1 The quality of school food served in England

Taking a systems approach to school food quality woatdditate consideation ofthe
many factors of influence iRigure 12, includingschool leadership priorities, the food
environment, policy and regulation and stakeholder prioritidhilst these factorsay

all have the potential to influence the quality of school meals, thaye been shown to

be difficult to influence at scal@ryant et al., 2023; Mclsaac et al., 2019; Dimbleby and
Vincent, 2013a)The external food environmetttasbeenperceivedtio havea powerful

influence onchildren's tastes, preferencesikely influencing their expectations and

33



choicesand ultimately school meal uptakéDewbury Redpoint, 2019; Wills, Danesi and
Kapetanaki, 2016)

The quality of theschool foodprovisionhas been postulated to begarticularly affected

by rising costgHacking, 2022)Highly processed foodsvhich are also high in salt,
refined carbohydrates, sugar and fagd low in fibre costless than half the price of
minimally processed food¥andevijvere et al., 2020)hese foodsvere foundto make

up 72.6% of calories in primary school lunc{fearnham et al., 2022A typical catering
budget for school foodwvas just 60p per pupilat the time of writing, with many
organisationsstating thatquality and nutritionare likely neglected in favour of lower
cost alternativegHouse of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee,
2021; Soil Association, 2018nere isno publicly available datan the costof providing
school mealsHowever, a recent reportuseddata provided bya sample ofschools,
caterers and suppliergand applied assumptiorte estimatethat the food element of a
meal costs £1.10and when added to labour and overheambsts gives a total cost of
£3.27 whichcomparesto the government-SMfunding of £2.53School Food Matters,
2024) There isa set pricecharged to parentsof approximately £2.50 for a full mem

an Englistprimary schoolwith two or three limited meal choicegor children Given
that schoolsare alreadylikely toface financial challenges following reductions to school
budgets(Stein and Polychronakis, 2024¢hool leadersnayhave to decide whether to
subsidise the provisionf school mealérom already tight school budgets, oonsider
chargng paying parents morewhich could reducemeal uptake.Researchcollecting
views of school caterersoted that without a feasible option ofncreasng prices to
parents, reducing the qualitwasusuallyperceived aghe only option for caterers to
maintain profit margins(Hacking, 2022)Reducing quality is likely tompact meal
uptake and once uptakes fall below 0% or a minimum of 150 mealkerveddalily,
evidence aggeststhat the serviceis unlikelyto financiallybreak even and aegative
feedbackcycle ensues requiring further cuts and reductions to qudliprgan and
Morley, 2014; School Food Matters, 2024; Dimbleby and Vincent, 200Ragover,
FSMbudgets are not ringfenceavhich means thathe funding available may be spent
on areas other than school fog#iacking, 2023; Quince, 2024; HartgenWalker and Lally,

2023) A lack ofmonitoring or reporting means that the extent of this practice is not
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clearly quantified or understood and is likely to affect qualltye Soil Association (2018)
has called for at least 60% weighting of quality to cost in tendersschool meal
provision but the definition, measurement and enforcement tiis criterion would

likely present a significant challenge the current school food system

School meal uptake and quality are linked through factors like financial viability, staff
engagement, and pupil enjoymeriiVoliny et al., 2015; Hacking, 2022; Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2022; Cohen et al., 2021a; Gilmour, Gill
and Loudon, 2021)The UN School Food and Nutrition GloBation Planprovided
guidelinedo increase the quality andptakeof school foodo support child health, food
security, and the service's financial sustainab{lfigod and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations, 2022Vith school meal uptake approximatelyd0%, children are
alsoinfluenced bya greater number opeers bringing packed lunches due to cost or
perceptions of appealKapetanaki et al., 201QVhilst some studies highlight ehildQ a
preference for fresh, healthy meals, others show that children often decide against
school meals, wittsomeparentsalsofavouring packed lunchess aperceivedway to
monitor their child'sdied 9y al FF3 . dzyiGAy3a YR hQal K2yeézx
Chelius et al., 2025parentsare estimated tospend approximately £1bn per annum on
packed lunchegDimbleby and Vincent, 2013ayhich could support the financial
viability and quality of school meals if redirected. Howeteis evidence suggests that
improving school meal uptakéely requires better resources, funding, and enhanced
parental perceptions of their qualifand aligns with perceptiongatheredfrom Welsh
school food stakeholdetsy UK charity NestéBone, 2022)

1.4.2 School Food Standards

The Shool Food Sandards set by the Department for Educatiois, the key guidance
relating to the provision of school food in Englafizepartment for Education, 2014)
They werefirst introduced inthe 1940s and have undergone a series of changes (and/or
removal) since then. The 2014 standards moved towards a more food based model
following the publication of The School Food Rl@mbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Stein
and Polychronakis, 2024p improve school food by mandating minimusechool Food

Standard® ¢ KS& ¢SNB GRSAAIYSR (G2 KSf LJanOKAf RI
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ensure that they have the energy and nutrition they need to get the most from their
gK2tS AQER22K RYESYLKIAAA 2y 0O221Ay3 F22R F2NJ
GFradsSa eparfmémn Brazducation, 202Mowever, he regulation does not
contain a definition af or even the word dgualitye, leaving the interpretation and
application to the catererTheefore, the quality and nutrition of school lunches in
Englishprimary schools is largely driven by what the caterer serVag standardslo
contain regulations for servings of starchy foods; fruit and vegetables; milk and dairy;
meat, fish, eggs, beans, and other nrdairy sources of protein; foods high in fat, sugar,
and salt; healthy drinks; and recommenide use of fresh, sustainable, and locally
sourced ingredient§Department for Education, 2022)Jnlike Scotland and Wales
which have food and nutrient based standards,the time of writing EnglishSchool
Food Standardare food based onl{Mcintyre et al., 2022; Department for Education,
2022)

If applied well and monitored correctlyh¢ following studiesuggest thastandardscan
havean important influence on the quality of school food providatthough the stugks
were notdesigredto establish causalityTherequirements for reduced sugar, saturated
fats and confectioneryerefound to have improved the nutritional quality of the foods
on offer since deregulatiom a studyanalysingmealsfor 2,600 studentserved ina
region of the UKEnsaff, Russell and Barker, 2QHBgning with findingé a systematic
review and metaanalysigMicha et al., 2018)n an observational cohort study of 4,800
students in 40USA states lower dbesity rateswere found in those stateswith more
rigorous nutritional standards, such #sose requiring specific numbers of fruit and
vegetables, minimum amounts of whole grains and reduced trans fats, particularly in
students eligible for free or subsidised lunch@&ber et al., 2013)Robust well
resourced systems for implementing nutritional standards into meralsng with
beneficial canteen environments and supervisidmave been foundto improve
nutritional quality and intake of school mealgith adherence tdSchool Food Standards
linked with lower rates of obesityTregear et al., 2022Adherence toSchool Food
Standardss used as an approximatidar school food quality in Englarcintyre et

al., 2022) however, there are limitations with this approach, most importantly:
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A Standards can be misinterpretéMurphy et al., 2023)particularly by deskilled staff
or caterers may serve less healthy, cheaper and more convenient options in
competition with compliant optiongCookwise, 2019; Doran et al., 2023)

A Food servedmeeting the standardsan vary in nutrient qualityand the standards
allow noncompliance due to reasons of cost. Some academies and free schools are
exempted albeit with an expectation from government that they will voluntarily
comply(Department for Education, 2016@nd may treat the standards as guidance
rather than mandatoryCookwise, 2019; Department for Education, 2014; Pallan et
al., 2024)

A The monitoring of compliance with School Food Standards Englandis the
responsibility of the school governing bodRepartment for Education, 2016b)
Research has found that complianegth the standardsis variable across school
types with many schools found to be neompliant (House of Commons
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Cookwise, 2019; Murphy et
al., 2023; Pallan et al., 2024; Food Standards Agency,;2024)

A hildren may not eat what is served on their plategich may also be different from
what ispresentedon the menusThe standards could be updated to reflect current
pupil preferences to encourage higher consumption and less w@sbae, 2022;
Cookwise, 2019; Ensaff, Russell and Barker, 20h8)problemmay beexacerbated
by perceivedchild preference for less healthy URKhich aremanufactured and
marketed to bedifficult to resist(Gearhardt et al., 2023)hildren may have easy
access to thigboth inside and outside of schq@nd may dfill upé with gunke snack
products in preference to a school mg&limbleby and Lewis, 2023; Tregear et al.,
2022; Cookwise, 2019This leaes the caterer competing wita demand for this
familiar food from childrenwhich may explain whigbre rich fruit, vegetables and
starchy carbohydrates provided in school meats often wasted (Dimbleby and
Lewis, 2023; Tregear et al., 2022; Cookwise, 2019)

A The overallschool lunchexperienceis perceivedto have an impact on what the
children consume, particularly high quality lunchtime supervision and time to eat
properlywith friends(Bone, 2022; Wills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016)

A School Food Standardsave rot been updated to reflect the climate agenda

regarding the amount of meat and dairy served and plamsed alternatives, the
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current food environment, or the latest nutritional researdor example on free
sugars, fat and fibréBone, 2022; House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs Committee, 2021; The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee,
2024) In addition, recommended portion sizes do not reflect the differen@nergy
requirements for the age range in primary schodlie¢to 11, which is likely to affect
satiety forolder children(Public Health England, 2016; Department for Education,
2022)

Despite these limitationsschool mealsneeting School Food Standarcan provide a
higher level ofnutrition compared to the alternative of packed lunchés.research
exploring compliance witlturrent school food nutritional standardenly 1% of packed
luncheswere found to meet the standards often containing white bread sandwiches
and UPF marketed specifically for lunch box€sokwise, 2019; Evans et al., 2010;
Parnham et al., 2022)

1.4.3 Monitoring and certification

To ensure standards are being mat compulsory and dedicated measurement and
certification system was a recommendation of the School Food Plan, howevenathis
not yet been rolled outin England(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013aResearch has
highlighted theperceivedimpact of this lack of specific monitoring of compliance with
School Food Standards the quality of food servedand the lack of transparency for
stakeholdergMclintyre et al., 2022; Passmore and Harris, 2004)

The Office for Standards iEducation, Childre® Services and Ski(®fsted is the UK
government departmentesponsible for inspecting the standariisschools, however,

it does not specifically assess the qualitysofiool lunches Ofsted doesreview the
evidence gathered by school governors confirming statutory duties are being fylfilled
and there have been calls to extend this to include school food standard compliance
(Bone, 2022; House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021;
Soil Association, 2019; Cookwise, 20IBe Ofsted Common Inspection framewoyrk
which sets out how government inspectors carry out and evaluate schools in England,

looks for indicators of the quality of food provision in the following areas:
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A A culture of exercise and healthy eating with evidence oéwhole-schoof food
policy shared widely with stakeholders;

A Astrategy or references to healthy eating in the School Development Plan;

A Pupil premium spending promoting healthy eating and learning;

A school meal uptake;

A Senior leadership and governor engagement with what children are eating and
drinking;

A Awards and quality assured schemes suclrasd for Life, CK A f R eI ir@stior
Healthy Schools;

A Independent verification thatSchool Food Standardsnd relevantGovernment
Buying Standardare met;

A Making water freely and easily available;

A An attractive happy and calm dining environment where staff and children eat

together and catering staff are happy and engaged with staff and children.
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Department for Education, 2016a)

In Scotland health and nutrition inspectorscheck compliance withSchool Food
Standardsand in England pilot scheme by the Food Standards AggrS&Alsed food

safety officers to conduct additional School Food Standards checks at the same time as
food hygiene inspections. Whilst the pilot demonstrated the potential to undertake the
checks, there were some areas of concern that they identified in thegaameedingto

be addressd:

A The difficulty in consistently applying definitions suclimeat products or éstarchy
foods cooked in ait

A A lack of support in some areas for schools to addresscoeompliance;

A Only a sample ofhree standards were checked per school, usthgee or four
guestions from one ofhree question setsand officers often noticed areas abn-

compliance outside of their particular question set.

(Food Standards Agency, 2024)
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Although the monitoring of compliance with School Food Standards not yet
mandatory, the Food for Life Partnership, led ag organisation calledhe Soil
Association, offers a recommended award scheme with strict criteria, adopted by
around 50% of schools before the cost of living cfldmuse of Commons Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Soil Association, 2069overs all
Departmentfor Environment and Rural AffairBEFRAbalanced scorecard categories

of animal welfare, environment, food safetydhygiene, authenticity, traceability, fair
and ethical trade, equalityand diversity, and inclusion of SMEs, plus nutrition, variety
and seasonality. There are three levels: Bronze requires fewer additives, no
hydrogenated fats, farrassured meat, cagiee eggs, and Pbof dishes to be freshly
prepared; Silver additionally requires a range of local and orgamtsitsustainable fish,
poultry meat, eggs and pork that comply with stringent animal welfare standards, and
at least one fair trade product; and Gold additionally requires at lea% drganic and
50% local food, increased fair trade and vegetarian fpadd greater emphasis on
animal welfare(Soil Association, 201%lowever, budgetary pressures and rising costs
of ingredients in recent years has led to lower usage of the scheme by caterers and
schools(Hacking, 2022; Soil Association, 20Z5iyen ths lack of robust monitoring,
caterers are effectively left to sefhanage standards interpretation and compliance.
Thislikely provides caterers witthe ability to be the primarynfluence on the quality

and nutrition of the food servedand therefore consumedy primary school children
There are key differences between public sector procurement and private sector
purchasing relating to regulation, standards and values or g@aiandia and Volker
(Eds), 2023)and the drivers of quality may be different for eachherefore,it is
important to understandwho provides school mealand the associateddrivers of
procurement in this contextin order to support optimal school food quality for all

children

1.5 Procurement

As discussed abovénd food system has many complex and interrelated p&@ie part
having a considerable impact on the quality of school food is procurement. It is through

this process that the key decisions on price, quality and the source of food provided to

40



children are madelt has been suggested thatdére may bean opportunity to provide
more sustainable, better quality, nutritious meals without increasing,dmstooking at
procurement, consumption, and was{8tein and Polychronakis, 202Researcln one
London boroughobservedthat 10% to 30% of school meals were wasted by most
children, with nearly half wasted in 20% of schools, predominantly nutritious vegetables
(Cookwise, 2019)nnovative procurement thinking is demonstrated in other places,
includingCopenhagenwhere they haveeduad the level of meatand increasd fruit

and vegetablecontent, which are alsaheaper enablingexisting meal pricesto be
maintained (European Commission, 2014urthermore,it has beentheorised that
improving food qualitysuch asising seasonal ingredients and cooking from scratch, can
boost uptake enough to be financially viable without extra budg8tein and

Polychronakis, 2024; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a)
1.5.1 Public procurement

t dzof AO LINRPOdAZNBYSYy iz aiKS LINPOS&Aa GKNPRdIzAK
YR &aSNIBAOSa (2 Fdzf FAf GKSANI Fdzy Ol ABYy &aéx
of global gross domestic product (GDR)th food and drinkpublic procurement in
Englandcosting £1.2bn (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,
2021b; Bonfield, 2014; Arrowsmith et al., 2010his level of expenditure makes it a
powerful tool to drive and influence social, economic, and environmental change
Government and policy makers are starting to use it strategically to deliver their
mandates for the good of the populatipmcluding driving transformative development

of local food systems with integrity, accountability, equality & fairness, and efficiency
(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021b; Swensson, 2018;
Smith et al., 2016; Morgan and Morley, 2014; De Schutter, 2014; Arrowsmith et al.,
2010) Its global importance is recognised in the BlistainableDevelopmentGoal 12.7

G2 Gt NRBRY23GS Llzof AO LINRPOdZNBYSyYy(d LINF OlGAOS:
VEGAZ2YIE LIR2fAOASAE YR LINA2NAGASEEUntedy R Y I
Nations, 2015; Dimbleby, 202@eyond financial transactions, intangible benefits like
sharing ideas, values, and understandang theorised tdoster demand stability, brand

awareness, innovation, and product development, benefiting smaller local producers
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(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a; Dimbleby, 2021,
Bryant et al., 2025)Procurement policycan influence the broader food system, as
commercial businesses align with government standaodwin public sector workas
demonstratedby the UK's sustainable fish practices and Denmark'’s shift to 60% organic
food through public sector contrac{&ood and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations, 2021a; Dimbleby, 2021; Bryant et al., 2025)

There are many differentheoretical models of public sector procurement which
attempt to simplify the very complex process of the practical application of p&aiye
chain models, which involve lofgrm networks of partnering businesses working
together to maximize value, may be particularly suited to public sector procurement due
to their emphasis on partnerships, participant welfare, added value, trust, aackdh
governance(Morley, 2020; Stevenson and Pirog, 200Bpwever, large corporate
suppliersmay presenttheir enthusiasm for, and compliance witthese valueswhich
may ultimately conflict with their key business objectives of profit and shareholder
value and potentially result in a lower quality than expected by schofNietta and
Gorgitano, 2016; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Ebdon and Chen, .ZDi&)Institutionalist
model examines how poliayaking is influenced by orgamations like the government
(Genovese et al., 2020; Lever, Sonnino and Cheetham, .201@hgland, this hdseen
devolved to individual schools, which now hold responsibility tfegir own food
procurement policiesAnewer model of dynamic food procuremeniahubs and social
enterprise partnerships witthocal authorities, has emerged recently. The emphasis of
this model is on the whole value of the service rather than profit, with flexible criteria
such as splitting lots and allowing excessawonkye vegetables However, dynamic
procurement modelsneed more attention to become financhgl sustainable as
evidence suggestsiost currently rely on support from government or lottery funding
to continue (Morgan and Morley, 2014; Sonnino, 2010jials in Bath and Northeast
Somerset and East Ayrshire have sh@@mesuccess in enabling small businesses to
supplygood qualityschool food. The National Food Strategy recommended extending
this model to reduce the dominance of larger supplié@smbleby, 2021)However,
without ongoing government financial support, operation outside a trial environment

may prove challenginfalloway et al., 2022)
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While the potentialexistsfor the substantialpublic sectorexpenditure to impacthe

food systemand deliver various benefits, balancing the pressures of health, economics,
sustainability, acceptability, and social equality is complex and often not @etimi
(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020; Morgan and Morley, 2014) particular, the
requirement for value for money, a key criterion in public sector procurement, is often
defined as lowest costvhich may not support other priorities such as theality of
provision(House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021,
Swensson, 2018; Deloitte, 200Blpwever institutionalfood procurement programmes
(IFPPsyith preferential criteria can leverage state purchasing power to shift focus from
financial gain to achieving social, health, and environmental benefits, countering the
previousemphasis oow cost(House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
Committee, 2021; Swensson, 2018; Morley, 20E)blic sector procuremermian lead

to a lack of variety or quality througieducedaccessibility to a wide enough range of
suppliers.For examplesmall local businessese believed to struggle witha lack of
skills and resource to complete complex and burdensome tendering procedures; price
weightingsof 60-80% in award criteria; onerous certification or audit requirements; and
insufficient supply capacit{Galloway et al., 2022; House of Commons Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Swensson, 2018; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008;
Deloitte, 2009)Moreover, tie processnay benefitfrom anupdate to considecriteria

such asdeadline compliance, seasonality, and reduced time between harvest and
delivery, to improve quality(House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
Committee, 2021; Swensson, 2018; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)

1.5.2 School meal procurement

School food and catering is the largest area of public sector food spend and accounts for
approximately £700m, 29% of the annual £2.4bn public sector food and catering spend
in the UKfeeding 3.1 million children every déjiouse of Commons Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Bonfield, 2014; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b)
School food is a popular topic with the general publico may beemotionally invested

in feedingthe mostvulnerablein society includingchildren(Morgan and Morley, 2014)

In addition, the current government have pledged to make this thleealthiest
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generation evef to addressthe escalatingsocial and economicosts of diet related
diseasg(The Labour Party, 2024)heFood and Agriculture Organization the United
Nations(FAQ refers to public food procurement initiatives, including school meals, as
ogamechangers due to their ability to influence food consumption, healthy diets, and

more sustainable food systenfSwensson et al., 2021)

Schools are ultimately responsible for the provision of school feddch is mostly
procured through one of four sourcdscalauthority providersjputsourcedcommercial
suppliers;groups such ascademytrusts orin-housechefs, all of which have differing
cost structures, funding and prioritieimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Morley and
Morgan, 2021)However, there is no central record of which provider schools aise
little is known abouthe impact of the procurement contract type on outcomes of diet
quality or child healthThe importance of the role of the school food catering provider
to the health of UK childremwvas recognised by the Chief Medical Officer recommending
a national approach to supporting schools and local authorities to commission and
manage healthy catering supplié®@avies, 2019Each procurement contract type has
benefits and drawbacks$arge orgarsationshave been thought toeduce costs through
purchasing power, but managing large volunmeay lack the flexibility to source from
smaller local producersyhich may be easier fan-house catering team@& hiaverina et
al., 2023; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008hismay beimportant because local food is
perceived to be better quality in terms of seasonality and freshn&agh and
Fernandes, 2018)in addition, tie outsourcing of public sector services to private
companiesto improve financial efficiengyasbeen perceived to havied to a focus on
profit and competition being the dominant forcest the expense of other social values
such as dietary healtfiFood and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a;
Chandler et al., 2015A 2019bservational study in one London borougiported that
food quality wagerceived adess linked to provider type or sizand more influenced

by exceptional individuals like passionate school leaders or catering te@msvere
thought to havemore impact than structure, policy and guidan@@ookwise, 2019)
These situations often incorporate a whole school approach to ,feddch may be
effective in improving dietary pattern®ryant et al., 2023; World Health Organization,
2014; Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022)
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With declining school meal uptake and quality, awdrsening child health post
devolution,there isa theoreticaldebate over whether school meals showgerate as

a commercial enterprisprioritisingprofit, serve as a welfare service for national health,
or attempt to balance both objectivegMorgan and Morley, 2014)The political
structure in the UKnaymake this conflict more apparent than in other countriegich

are also struggling to make the school meal system vigdggan and Morley, 2014)
There are some examples of nations being more successful in achieving these aims
through an institutional model of public control over school fpsdch as Copenhagen
and France(Swensson et al., 2021; Chandler et al., 20M\syreover, peferential,
indirect, or reservation procurement schem@ghere the eligibility criteria is set to
exclude certain organisation types such as large, national busindesasgnabled local
small businesses and diverse labour models to succeed in open competition for public
food tenders in Brazil and Paragu@wensson and Tartanac, 2020utsourcingschool
meal provisiorhasalsobeen successful, where the tendering process properly specifies
the requirements e.g. nutrition, sourcing or sustainability ggdsrgan and Sonnino,
2008) The focus is important, aggcurement contracts specifying low cost have been
found to provide less fruit and vegetablesnd more processed meathan those
specifying local sourcin@regear et al., 2019Yhough there are pockets of innovation

in UK school food procurement, wider implementatiorthsught to be hindered by
misunderstood and conflicting perceptions of value for money, extending betfund
more straightforward financial considerationdlorgan and Morley, 2014)if school
meals are to become dhealth promoting service for alla switch in focus from
profitability to health, social and environmental values is nee(ddrgan and Morley,
2014)

However, he school food procurement process faces challenges, particularly the
emphasis on low cost, wittecentprice pressures from the war in Ukraine and BREXIT
perceived tdead to a focus on cheaper alternatives at the expense of quality, nutrition,
and menu varietyHacking, 2022; Soil Association, 20J8pancial stability has been
reported to becompromised with dinner money debt increasing in 60% of caterers
surveyed(Hacking, 2022)School food services need over 50% uptakdinancially

break even, but this is hard to achieve when cost is prsedtiover quality, as parents
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may view packed lunches as better, despite school meals bfogd to be more
nutritious (Haney et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2010; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Parnham
et al., 2022)

Caterershavealsoexpressed atruggle to recruit and retain staff in competition with

supermarkets and the hospitality sect@nd disclosedthat increased administration

costs from regulationsi dzOK & bl GF aKI Q& ,hdsaddgiyothef f SNASyY f
resource burden(Hacking, 2022)Infrastructure issuesire also likely to impact the

ability of caterers to deliver good quality meals such as: a lack of kitchens and cooking

skills in schools; financial issues such as the need to generate profit from the food

service; a lack of consistency in policies and standards e.g.iomtrocurement issues

such as fragmented supply; and procurement skills in those responsible for public

procurement(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020)
1.6 Policy and regulation

The narratives around school food procurement have continually changed depending
on the health, economic, environmerandsocial policies of the party in government at
the time. Theimportance ofpublic food procuremenpolicy and regulation was noted
bythe FAGK A Y A (0 A | (1 A detimental i scBo@Sijbredifhot accompanied by

I RSljdzl 4 S & dzLJ(BaodJnd Ag8dulturdz8id§ahization of the United Nations,
2021a) However, he issueof assigning responsibility for policy and regulatiisn
complicated by the fact that school food does not fit neatly into one area of policy
Education, health, treasury, social welfare and environment allehaasted interests

and differing policies, priorities, budgets and political agendwsking it difficult to gain
significant traction and make comprehensive changesl this can vary between local

authorities(Morgan and Morley, 2014)

Theoretically public procurement policyand legislation are shaped by public
procurement principles of transparency, competition, and equality to achieve value for
money (Arrowsmith et al., 2010)n legislation this is often defined by cost, integrity,
accountability, equality, fair treatment of suppliers, and efficignaehereas policy is

often more focused on social, economic, and environmental gadilen assessing value
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for money (Swensson, 2018; Arrowsmith et al., 201Qkegislation occurs at the
international or national level, whereas policy can be at any level in the system as

discussed below.
1.6.1 The English policy framework for school food

The school food policy framework is complaith policy set and in operatigrat a
macro level through international or national governments, at a meso level with regional
local authoritiesand at a micro level in the schools and caterers themseRelcy can
influence healthy eating in schools if accountability, budgets, and uptakasdaguately
addressed(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2022; He and
Mikkelsen, 2014)Meanwhile, the norstatutory nature of food policy allows flexibility
and integration with other welfunded areas, but inconsistent standardse believed

to hinder new suppliers and policy objectivéRarsons, Lang and Barling, 2021; Bonfield,
2014)

Over the lasthree decades, almost 700 national policies have been proposed to address
the obesity crisis without meaningful succ€¥he House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity
Committee, 2024; Theis and White, 202he longterm health benefits of school food
contrastswith shortterm political cyclestheoreticallyleading toa lower prioritisation
(Oostindjer et al., 2017)Addressing dietary health imbalancaad improving social
mobility was central to the last government's levelling up white paper, while the current
government aims to create théhealthiest generation yé&t(Department for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; The Labour Party, 202dyever, past
government policiesmay have inadvertently facilitated the mass production of
inexpensive processed commoditjdmsed on historic requirements for food security,
economics and tradelespite growing evidence of their association with the diet related

disease epidemi(Mozaffarian et al., 2018)

Usinga holistic food systems approach to access the significant potential of public food
procurement to impact social, economic, environmental and health benefitsugh
influencing consumption and productiois, likely torequire suitable policies at national,

local, and operational levels to address the issues which would arise from singular policy
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instruments (Parsons and Barling, 2022; Bryant et al., 20E6pd policy is part of a
wider system of policy and governance institutipmghich is complicated by power
dynamics, lobbying, budgetary priorigconstraints and party politic$School food is
inextricably linked with both education and healtineaning there is no one authority
with full responsibility for what children eabr with a complete understanding of the
impact of food on their health, wellbeing and achievemefRarsons, 2021)This can
lead to singular policy instruments resulting in inefficiencies in practice from duplication,
unaddressed issueand undesirable or unintended consequences for other policy areas
(Parsons, 2020, 2021; Dimbleby and Lewis, 20B8nhger and food securityand
nutrition, obesity and incomeare thought to beparticular areas of disconnect with no

one department taking accountabiliffParsons, 2020, 2021; Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023)

Food fits within many of the central government departme(fgyure 13) with the key

responsibilities as follows:

A Department for Educatior{DfE): The Requirements for School Food Regulations
2014, School milk and Fruit & Veg sche@ésted

A Department for Health and Social SecuiBHSShow Department for Health and
Social Care (DHSChildhood Obesity Plagovernment Buying Standar@sptional
for schools), School milk and Fruit & Veg scheme;

A Department for Environment, Food and Rural AffgiBEFRA): Government Buying
Standardgoptional for schools), School milk and Fruit & Veg scheme, National Food

Strategy.

Responsibilitiesare alsadelegated to other agencies and ngovernment organisations

as follows:

A Office for Health Improvementand Disparities (OHID): Healthier and more
adzadlrAYyFofS OFGSNAY3AY bdziNAGA2Y LINAYOALX Sa
Healthy Eating Recommendations 2018, Eatwell plate;

A Food Standards Agen@ySA)Pilot of School Food Standard compliance;

A Food for Life Catering MarRrovides independent endorsement that food providers
are meeting theSchool Food Standardmnd serving food prepared from fresh

sustainableand locally sourced ingredients;

48



A Local AuthoritiesResponsible for improving the health of their population and public

health services since 201Bhey lave their own guidance and regulations.

The IHS@r DfEdid not include food in their goakst the time of writing(Parsons, 2020)
despite obesity School Food Standardend healthy eating beingamongst their
responsibilities.The absence of central oversigland cohesioris reflected at a local
authority level, withdiverselocal food strategies(Parsons, 2021)lhe devolution of
school food procurement to individual schodiss led tofurther fragmentationin
provision andlikely increasednconsistency ipolicy and practicéMorley and Morgan,
2021) Since the devolution of school meal$centralgovernment policy has focused
on the reformulation ofoodssuch as salt and sugar reductjdallowing guidance from
the independent Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutriti@8cientific Advisory
Committee on Nutrition, 2015, 2003At a local authority level,hie priority of food
budget and policyaries considerablyFor examplelLondon's Food Board addresses
health, social welfare, and environmental goals through policies, funding, and guidance,
with food prioritised in seven statutory mayoral strategjeend FSMgranted for all
primary children(London City Hall, 2023; Parsons, Lang and Barling,.ZD24nefore,
the devolution ofschool food policyo local authoritieshasfacilitated an unequal and
fragmented system, with areas like London having greater capaaity business
revenue to influence outcomes, such as providebigher proportion oFSMo families

than the national provisioiiParsons, Lang and Barling, 2021; Cairney, 2019)
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The fragmentation and inequalities in school food provision are compounded further
where policy is driven by individual schodshoolsare requiredto have a school food
policy and a lead governaresponsible forfood and its quality(Department for
Education, 2022)However, this is not monitoregdanda 2019 studyound that 57% of
London inner city schools surveyed didt have a School Food Standard compliant
school food policy{Cookwise, 2019)While policy goals often include valu#,is likely
that the definition of the word could encompass financial, economic, social, or
environmental aims and haspreviouslybeen taken to represent lowest co@¥lorgan
and Sonnino, 2008Whilst the importance and impact of policy was demonstrated by
the innovative approach taken in Brazil to food and nutrition secuiitglso highlighted
the need for anadequate infrastructure to measure compliance to the policies and
impacts of the interventiongFood and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,
2021a) Theefore, thesuccess of public food procurement policissikely torequire a
robust regulatory frameworko determine how the policies relating to food will be
implemented (i.e. what is purchased, how and from whand how quality and value
are defined. Research hasoted that a favourable regulatory frameworkligned with

the goals of public procurement policiesan facilitate the role of public food
procurementin transforming the food system(Swensson, 2018; Morgan and Sonnino,
2008; Swensson and Tartanac, 20Frthermore, studies the U& have shown that
stronger regulation of school food nutritiowere associated witthealthier eating
behaviours and lower levels of overweight / obegBanjeevi et al., 2020; Hennessy et
al., 2014)

Public food procurementegulations for school fooohainly focus on contractual design
rather than menus or dishes he ability for caterers to opt oudbf compliance for
reasons such as cos$eavesprovidersable tointerpret regulation, such athe School
Food Standard¢o decide what, from whom, and how to purcha@éorley, 2020) The
removal of any explicit mention of food from the recent Schools and Levelling Up and
Regeneration billsmaymean that any resulting policies are unlikely to have regulatory
support (Denton and Yap, 2023and therefore the current issues of poor
implementation and compliancare unlikely to be resolvedrhe importance of School

Food Standards and compliance therewith were discussed in detail above and therefore
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have not been repeated here. However, the following regulatiand mechanismare

also key to the provision of high quality school food.
1.6.2 Government Buying Standards féood andCatering Services

Government Buying Standarfisr Food andCatering Services(GBSR)vere introduced

in 2011 and updated in 2021specifying mandatory and best practice guidance for the
nutritional quality and environmental standards for public sector food purchases
(Department of Health & Social Care, 20Z)er aim was to ensure healthier and more
sustainable food and drink options available across the public sewfith better
opportunities for provision from small and medium enterprises (SNDE})pite the UK
Chief Medical Officer's recommendation for mandatory compliance, these standards are
not required for schools, the largest public sector spend awamplianceis not
enforced andvaries across local authoriti€Bonfield, 2014; Department of Health &
Social Care, 2021; Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021; Dimbleby,
2021) Ownership is complexwith overall responsibility resting with DEFRA, but
responsibility for nutritional standards with DHSC @tdID The standardvas heralded

as an example of connected food polibpwever, local implementation of the national
policy was found to be inconsistersts many local authorities delegated their decision
making powers to contract caterers leading to variations in standards and compliance

(Parsons, 2021)

DEFRA introduce@ balanced scorecardn 2014 which was a methodology for
evaluating contract tenders thasimed to help public sector procurers include non
financial areas like health, quality, sustainability, and secionomic value in contract
awards.However the ability to opt out due to cost means it may not be widely used,
and without effective monitoring, its usage is unclg®arsons and Barling, 2022; House
of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2024r) environment

of rising costs and budgetary constraints, the Government Buying Standagdde
ineffective where organisations take advantage of the ability to exempt themselves due
to cost(Ehgartner, Kluczkovski and Doherty, 202%)e government responded to the
2024 House of Lords Food, Diet, and Obesity Committee repmrdommendationto

include schoolsand provide guidance for healthy catering services procuremaynt
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pointing to an existing DEFRA review which has been ongoing for a number of years

without conclusionDepartment of Health & Social Care, 2025b)
1.6.3 Crown commercial services frameworks

Frameworks are available for the public sector to purchase fioooh a list of pre
approved supplierswvith agreed termsand prices. For examplthe BuyingBetter food

and drink framework enables public sector organisations to buy food and drink from a
single access pointfrom suppliers which meet public sector goals such as
environmental, social and dvernment Buying Sandards criteria. However, these
frameworks are not mandatory, anl i A a GKS f20F€ | dzi K2 NR G
them. The pices chaged for goodscan be better than direct purchasing because
suppliers can sell larger volumes of their products and services than if they were
supplying a single public procurer. Suppliers are vetted and contracts are already in
place including the requirement to comply with public sector procurement regulations
(Crown Commercial Service, 2029Jithout monitoring in placeit is not clear how

widely these frameworks are used in the school setting.
1.6.4 The contract for school food provision

The management of public sector procurement is usually through a procurement
contract containing the legal, operational and financial rules under which the goods and
services will be providedRobust contractual terms and specifications are important to
ensure that performance can be managed and monitonealrticularly in situations
where there may be a conflicf priorities between the procurer and the supplier, such
as cost and quality in the case of school mé@at®d and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations, 2021aMoreover,research has notethe importance of the contract

as adiving documend, proactively informing and guiding the relationship between the
parties and therefore optimising performan¢&randia and Volker (Eds), 2028)nce

the devolution of responsibility for school food procurement from local authortites
individual schools the contractual negotiation and management is now the
responsibility of school leaders. Howevechsol leaders are usually educational

experts andmaylack the legal knowledge, negotiation skills and confidence to manage
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complex procurement contracts without expert guidance to check specificatant

set and monitor targets andey performance indicatorsKPI$ (Cookwise, 2019;
Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013aJhey may also lack the resource to manage more
frequent retenders which arethought to influence better quality food provision
(Cookwise, 2019)Getting the contract right was identified as a key factor to success in
The School Food PlgDimbleby and Vincent, 2013and in more recent literature
(Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Quince, 2024; Ebdon and Chen, 2017,
Parsons and Barling, 2021; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,
2021a) However, with the likely increased usage of commercial contractors for school
food reported previouslyDimbleby and Vincent, 2013a)is unclear what the terms of

the contracts are for school food provision and how they influence the quality of food

provided.
1.7 Chapter summary

This chapteprovided a broad review of the existing literature and theory in relation to
school food provision. presentsthe background as to why it is important to provide
children withgood quality, health supportingnealsand how school meals are an ideal
opportunity to do this. It also describes the complexity of the food system and policy
framework and the procurement and regulation issues surrounding school,fand

how that may affect the ability to optimise school food to achieve health aiesal
goals. Healthy school meals provide the opportunity for a virtuous cyake welt
nourished children perform better at schoand better educated families are more
likely toearn more ancconsumemore nutritious food. In turn this hasthe potentialto
impact the health of the population, the economic contribution of the workforaed

the sustainability of our food choicgpresenting the opportunity tesimultaneously
address the current health, economic and planetary crig@gsspite theconvincng
evidence that nutritious food is key to the health, wellbeing and achievement of one of
the most vulnerable groups in sociefghildren, we have a complex, fragmented,
opaque and unmonitored school food system whichinkelyto be properly supporting

these goals. The current state of the system likkedy compounded thadisagreement,
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debate and political inactivitpreventing there-introduction of a robust school food

system whichis needed taealisethe potential of the school food
1.7.1 Gaps in the evidence

Using public procurement to influence social, health and economic policies is starting to
gather pacehowever, it has been noted that academic research in this area is limited

and thee is aneed for further research on institutional food procurement to advance

these goalsAlack of researclon systems approachés school food has been noted by

others to havdikelyhinderedthe development of a fully supportive school food system
(Bryant et al., 2023)in addition, a2021 WHO scoping review recommeed further
NBaSI NOK Ay indtrition{stin8ards &r pré&cOréndent golicies that determine

0KS ljdzt £t Ade 27F 7T 2veoRd Hedlilr Ordanizatiors 2081y & OK2 2 &

Researchsupports the beneficial impact of good quality school mealsough the
relationship between nutritious foodnd child outcomedHowever Jittle is knownabout

the procurement contractypesin operationand their impact orthe quality of food
provided Without a central record of school food providers, it is impossible to develop
effective policy and practice to support and manage what we do not know or
understand. Furthermore, a lack of a consistently defined, monitored and supported
quality framework dten leawes the standard of provision to the interpretation and
integrity of the catereymaking it important to understand how they define and manage

quality.
1.8 Thesisaim, objectives and research questions

The work in this thesis was part of the overarching UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)
funded FixOurFood programnfEixOurFood, 2028) ¢ KA & LINP3INI YYS FAY
the Yorkshire food system to one that is regenerative, benefitting both human and

LI I ySGIFINBE KSIfOGKéd ¢KS NBaSINOK Aa 2NBHI Y.
WCAEhdzZNC22R Ay { OK22f alQ focusimb on &hé Ndpactyands K A O
outcomes of the school food systeffihe aim of this thesialigned to the FixOurFood

programme byproviding research to supporthealthy eating foryoung childres,
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throughthe provision ofttasty, good quality, sustainatsieschool foodas the édefault

for all childrerg (Doherty et al., 2022 he research in this thesis was complimentary to,
but separate from, the other projects in FixOurFood, including a concurrent project to
collect observational data on the school food environment and food served to children.
The study collected and analysed thatritional content of school mealsising over
MaInnn LIK23G23INFLKE 2F OKAf RNByQa aoKz22f VYSIf
work in this concurrent study will provide an objective measure of the nutritional quality
of the meals served, therefore, | chose to concentrate the worgtudy three of this
thesis on the subjective perceptions of key stakeholders and procurement contract
types as this was not already being undertaken elsewhere on the programme. The work
on the nutritional content of school meals was still ongoing at tingetof writing and

has the potential, through further research, to provide insight into whether objective
nutritional quality measures align with the subjective perceptions identified in this

thesis

The thesis objectiveaddresghis aim by exploringhe potential to leverage the school
food system through the provision of high quality school me#tsaddress the current
health crisis. fie primary objective of this thesigas toprovide evidence to address the
gap in knowledge relating to the current school food procurement contract types in
operation in the school food systemand to investigatehow this mightimpact the

quality of food provision for primary school children

Research question 1 (RQHopw might school food procurement contract type

impact the quality of food provided to primary school children?

The secondary objectiwgas to provide evidence to establish the quality definitions in
operation for school foogandto investigae whether theprocurement contract types

an important influence over the quality of foddr primary school children

Research question 2 (RQ®Jhat are the perceptions of the importance of school
food procurement contract typend their impacon the quality of food provision

for primary school children?
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This vwas achieved through three consecutive studies; the methods of which are

described in Chapter @ndillustrated in Figure 4.

1. Study 1A scoping review (Chapter 3) addressing RQ1 through the following sub
question:
Research question 1la (RQ1la): What is the existing evidence linking school food

procurement contract type with school food provision?

The systematic scoping review summagisand synthesisedthe existing

evidence in order to inform the two subsequent empirical studies.

2. Study 2:A typology and documentary analysis (Chapter 4) addressing RQ1

through the following sub questions:

Research question 1b (RQMWhat school food procurement contract types exist

for primary schools in the 15 local authorities in Yorkshire?

Research question 1c¢ (RQ1c): How do those contract types define / specify

quality?

3. Study 3Qualitative interviews and thematic analysis (Chapter 5) addressing RQ2

through the following sub questions:

Research question 2a (RQ2a): What do school food providers, public health
representatives and advocates in the school food system believe to be high

quality food for children?

Research question 2b (RQ2b): What do school food providers, public health
representatives and advocates perceive the influence of the school food contract

to be on the quality of food provided?

The empirical researdddedto the existing body of evidence drww school food
is procured and the potential impact on tlggiality of food served in school#

providessupport for policy and practide the hope that it will contribute to a food
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system which will facilitate the procurement of health supporting meals for all
children to tackle the three key crises of our times, dietary health, climate change

and inequalites

QUESTIONS

RQ1: How might school food RQ2: What are the perceptions of the importance of
procurement contract type impact | school food procurement contract type and their impact on the
the quality of food provided to quality of food provision for primary school
primary school children? children?

Literature review

Study 1 RQ1a: What is the existing evidence linking school food procurement
Y contract type with school food provision?

.| Arskey & O'Malley 5 stage

—— “| framework for scoping review
Scoping review with | -
narrative syntheisis |

. =

Popay et al 4 elements of
narrative synthesis to tell the
story of the findings

\ 4

RQ1b: What school food procurement contract types

exist for primary schools in the 15 local
Study 2 authorities in Yorkshire?

[ RQ1c: How do those contract types ]

define / specify quality?

Cross sectional
l mapping with
descriptive statistical
analysis to develop
typology

Mixed Methods |
Quantitative Descriptive |
Statistics

Creswell 4 step
explanatory

i sequential mixed
Qualitative Documentary mathods ]
& Thematic Analysis | Cross sectional

(- J documentary analysis
Bowen 3 stages

RQ2a: What do school food providers, public health
representatives and advocates in the school food system believe
Study 3 to be high quality food for children?

RQ2b: What do school food providers, public health
representatives and advocates perceive the influence of the
school food contract to be on the quality of food provided?

| Qualitative Interviews & |
Thematic Analysis

Semi structured interviews & Braun
& Clarke 6 phase inductive reflexive
thematic analysis

Figurel-4 Summary of thesis methods
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Chapter2Yy aS{iK2Ra&

2.1 Introduction

The literature review (Chapter 1) highlighted the potential for school food to impact
health and wellbeing on a population scalile also supporting economic, social, and
environmental goals. It established that the school food system in England is complex
andthe role of the procurement contract type determining food quality for children

is under researched and poorly understoofichool food and cateringepresentthe
largest area of public sector fo@kpenditureaccountngfor approximately £700nm29%

of the annual £2.4bn public sector food and catering spéhekpite the magnitude of
public sector spend on school foahd its potential impactthe evidence available was
scarce. The theories, debates and identified knowledge gaps in the literature review
were used to inform and develop the research questigMagnusson and Marecek,
2015) along with a clear aim and plan to address these questions and build on previous
findings(Ritchie et al., 2014)

This chapter presents the methods used in three consecutive stfiigarel-4) to
explorethe potential impact of school fooghorocurement contract typesn the quality
of food provided to primary school childretn order to supporimore effectivepolicy
and practice recommendations, twadalifferent perspectives detailed with the
corresponding research questions below, were utilised to enalsisanced exploration

of school food procurement practices

How might school food procurement contract type impact the quality of food

provided to primary school childre(RQ1)

This questiorexploredthe effectsof the different procurementcontract types on food
guality, through analysing the mechanisms and structures that influence food quality

based on thgrocurement contract typessed.
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What are the perceptions of the importance of school food procurement contract

typeand their impacbn the quality of food provision for primary school children?

(RQ2)

This question examirtkthe perceptions of those responsible for school food provision
regarding food quality and the importance focurementcontract typeslt soughtto
understand how these perceptions influence opini@m&l decisiongbout food quality

andhow that may work in practice.

Together, these questions providan holistic view of the underesearched impact of
procurementcontract types orschoolfood quality, aligning with theomplexsystems

thinking discussed in Chapter 1.
2.2 Summary of studies

The first study was designed &stablishthe breadth and extent of available evidence
linking school food procurement contract types with the quality of food provided. It
sought to map and clarify key conceptnd identify knowledge gaps through a
systematic scoping revie(Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018a; Tricco et al., 2016)
A scoping review is a popular arelevant methodfor understanding the concepts a
broad and complex topic such as school foodcprement and provisioriThe method
enabled the consideration of a range of study desigddressing school food quality
and public sector procurement togethérh Q. NA Sy S |t & HamcT
/[ 2 f1jdzK2 dzy | Yy R. TheGsedddd Styidy soughimbuild on Study 1 by
understandng who providel the school mealsand how those providers defigeor
specifed food quality A mixed methods approach was employed, combining a
guantitative typology study with qualitative documentary analygis. empirical case
study of approximately 1,800 primary schools in Yorkshiveas supplemented by
secondary data from websites and contracts of the school food providiars enabled

a rigorous quantitative assessment of provider tysesd aqualitative contextuabation

and analysi®f quality definitions and specificatiorf€reswell and Plano Clarke, 2018)
The third empirical study sought to understand what those responsible for influencing

school food provision beliedeto be high quality foodgatheiing their perceptions of
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the influence of the procurement contract type on quality. An applied qualitative design
using semstructured interviews was appropriate for exploring beliefs, understandings

and accounts of practigBraun and Clarke, 2013)

2.3 Methodology

2.3.1 Philosophy and positionality

Addressing the research questions on the effects of mechanisms and structures in the
school food system, as well as the beliefs and perceptions of actors witknithtthe

aim of creatingeal world impactyrequired careful consideration of the ontological and
epistemological positioning of both participants and the researcfi@vers, 2013)
Ontology covers theories of reality and is the subject of much debate in academia
(Levers, 2013 wSIFfAayY LINPFFSNE GKIFIG GKSNB A&
perception, and the opposing theory, relativism, that multiple truths exastd are
defined by the subjective experience of individuélevers, 2013)Critical realism
accepts that there is a middle ground and that an independent truth exists, but it may
differ depending on the circumstance or individual i.e. a contextual tfuélvers, 2013)
Thisamiddle ground approach allows a flexibility and complexity of thought through a
lack of attachment to a particular paradigmhich could lead to greater impact on the
complex food system which this PhD work seeks to influ¢hieadows, 1999; Bhaskar,
2020; Bryant et al., 2025Epistemology theorises how we think it is possible to know
and how we can access that knowledge. inductively building that knowledge from
our observations or deductively starting with a thepfyom which a hypothesis is
formed to be confirmed or rejected through observational resedRitchie et al., 2014)
However, Ritchie et al., (2014) point out that it may not be as simple as a choice between
two opposing positions and that the experiences, behaviour and influence of the
researcher and participants will interact and evolve throughout the study. Thereéor
third option of abductive reasoning may be used where logical inference is used to
formulate the most likely, simple explanation from the specific observations rather than
using a generalised theofidalpin and Richard, 202This research adoptsmagmatist

epistemology whichregardsthe value of knowledgas inseparable from its practical
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application and its capacity to address what works within a specific cor(@@itespie,
Df N@S|I ydz I yR RS .Rragrafisins fiot cdeNdied tb Anyoen@sysiem
of philosophy oreality, andis less concerned with trutthan knowledge whichevolves
with experiencebased on its practical utilitg DA f £ SALIASS Df N@SI ydz | yR
2024) A pragmatist approach taesearchis therefore driven byattempting to solve a
problem through the information and methodswhich best facilitate this, rather than
using predetermined theoretical constructsor arriving at a judgementthrough
individual reasoning(Kaushik and Walsh, 20190his flexible approach enablesthe
consideation of multiple or singularealities and methodsandis often associatedvith
mixed methodsesearch(Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018)agmatisms particularly
appropriate for social researchhrough its rigorous and systematicquestioning of
conceptsthat may otherwise be taken for grantedhrough preconceivedtheories or

individualperceptionsof reality (Seale, 2007)

Critically reflecting on the impact of my own position and experience throughout the
process formed an important part of the interpretive resear@flagnusson and
Marecek, 2015; Braun and Clarke, 2013)ave the benefit of experiencing a working
class, northern upbringing where, despite both parents working, low income and
reliance on free school meals formed part of my childhood. The quality of school food
was a luxury we did not have the chgjoe ability, to influence. Through education and
hard work, | built a successful professional caresabling me to experience a more
privileged perspective of a financially stable, but time poor, parent. Quality of school
meals became an important factor ithe choice of whether school meals were the best
option for my own children. As a nutritionist and former chair of governors with
experience of school food refornh also have a higher level of understanding of the
overall school food system. My former career as a commercial finance professional
brings an irdepth understanding of the commercial and economic drivers of different
organisation types operating in theclsool food market. Whilst this wide range of
experience facilitated a deeper understandingtioé issues and appropriate data for
collection and analysig could also bring preconceived ideas or judgements. However,
my work as a finance professional brings extensive experien@optied problem

solving professional detachment and minimal interference in data collection and
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interpretation, including qualitative interview data, which may minimise any risk of

misreporting findings.

Examininghe impact of school foogrocurement contract typeen school foodquality
through a critical realisnontologicallens acknowledges éreak objective provision
structure affecting food qualitywhile recognising that th@knowledge of quality is
subjective shaped by the beliefs and circumstances of system actincal realisr® a
layered ontology suggestthat reality consists of three layergeal (underlying
mechanisms, structures and powerartual (what happens)and empirical(what we
observe)(Fletcher, 2017)Thisworkswell with a pragmatisnepistemologyto identify
actionable knowledgend practical insightsnto the multi-dimensional nature othe
complex food system which involves a dynamic interplay of social, economic,
environmental, and political factord hisapproachreveak underlying power structures
and policiesnfluendngfood provision and quality at various system leestsl pairs this

with practical recommendations fquolicy and practice

In order to consider how the data were collected and interpretedas influenced by

30 years of corporate experience where | used qualitative interviews and data to explain
or add context to quantitative financial datandto understandwhat works and why

This was complemented by additional PhD training. In my previous, ritlegas
commonly accepted that individuals have théuersion or belied of the truth which

may be addressed by triangulation with alternative data availablduding views of
other participants. This often established aulti-perspective approach to
understandinga given problem or gap in knowledgadto identify potential solutions
Triangulation could be through validation if a definable or controllable variable existed,
for example the existence or value of an asset can be evaluateddnlack or whit&
manner with a definitive answer or a small rangepossible answersAlternatively,
beliefs which cannot be definitively measured or validated, such as future sales
predictions, are reflected bgfunctionaladequacy and usually result in a larger range

of possible answersin these cases, beliefs collected through interviews would be
compared to data from other sources and participgmdsform a view on credibilitand

appropriatenes$o answering the question or solving the problem in hand.
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For the complex and subjective area of understanding school food quality, my personal
position is thatwhile a 'real' standard of quality existalbeitwith different definitions
depending on thandividualand context,(ontology), our knowledge of it igsefully
constructed by examining the practical consequences of different procurement models
(epistemology). This Pragmatist lens prisgt actionable knowledge over abstract
certainty. Furthermore, the availability and presentation of information, beliefs and
perception will be influenced by the social and professional context of actors in the
system, in particular how their experiences and influences shape their opinion and
sharing ofwhat they take to be realityand how this works practicalljor them
(Magnusson and Marecek, 201%) this study, there are many factors which would be
relevant, such as their socEconomic status, cultural background, moral and political
stance on child health and school meals, employer requirements and mission etc.
Therefore, the definition of qudy in school meals is likely to differ fibrose responsible

for the provision of school foadn addition, school food quality may mean something
different, andrequire a different application for a child health advocate interested in
nutrient composition, health supporting fopdnd social interactioncompared to, say,

a caterer likely to be more interested fmacticalcompliance, acceptability, and financial
viability. Moreover, the requirement or desire to share data in an objective and
transparent manner may be different for local authorities whose purpose is to support
public health and wellbeing, to that of commeakttaterers whose purpose is to satisfy

shareholders.

This understanding was used to inform the methods for the styddesollect data in a
way which will enable the findings and interpretation to be robust and useful for future

policy and practice recommendatiofBletcher, 2017)
2.3.2 Theoretical underpinnings

Understanding the currenschool foodprocurement contract types in operation and
their impacton school foodquality through critical realismontology and pragmatism
epistemologylensesenabled a comprehensive exploraticend alignmenbf theoretical
insightsand practicafindings gained across the three diverse study types in this thesis.

This approach was particularly relevant for addressing the research questions requiring
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an understanding of how the mechanisms and structures of school food procurement
contract types, shaped by differing provider contexts, migfaicticallyinfluence school
meal quality.Together, aitical realismand pragmatisnfiacilitated an exploration of how
quality may be practically influenced by the differing provider contextslocfl
authorities with responsibility for regional population heajthn-house aterers
concerned with their schoo(s) and pupils; and commercial cateres driven by
shareholder satisfaction and financial prioritidBy recognising thereak objective
LINR @A & A 2 Vlikely imdati xdis @bty and the subjectid&nowledgé of
various actors in the system, this lens provided richer, deeper understanding into how
those different contexts resulted in varied quality outcomesractice Adoptingthis
approach facilitated practical and relevant conclusions and recommendations for
addressing the complexity of the school food system as detaileGhapter 6.The
relevanceof a critical realismontology andpragmatismepistemologyapplicationto

each study is discussed in each of the relevant sections below but in summary:

1 Study 1: Scoping review with narrative synthesi€ritical realismand pragmatism
supported exploring diverse study typesand integratng findings from varied
methodologiesto identify the underlying structures of procurement contract types
and their real world influence on food qualityThe synthesisuncoveed deeper
insightsrevealingwhat works inpolicy andoracticeand thecontextualfactors driving
the observed patternsn the evidence;

1 Study 2: Mixed methods- The integration of quantitative and qualitative data
revealedhow the objective practicd, structure of school food provisigmdentified
by the quantitative datawas influenced by the contextuakal world nuances from
the subjective data from the qualitative documentary analy§lstical realismand
pragmatismtherefore identified not only the more visible outcomes but also the
deeper, often hiddepmechanisms influencing school food qualBy combining the
"what" (quantitative outcomes) with the "how" (qualitative documentary nuances),
the study provided @racticaloutline of the food service landscape

1 Study 3: Qualitative interviews with reflexive thematic analysgsCritical realism
and pragmatismsupported rich and diverse insightd§rom the reflexive thematic

analysistreating participant accounts not just as subjective reflections, bsoaslly
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situated tools for navigating the school food systefhis allowed the research to
identify which procurement mechanismnmsay befunctionally suited, or in need of
improvement to optimise school food quality Therefore, uacovering the
mechanisms through which procuremermontract types influence operational

realities and the resulting quality of food provided in schools.

Existing theoretical approaches relevant to the research questions came primarily from

the fields of procurement and food systems. A prominent example is the 3P model

(Grandia et al., 2023which provides a circular model for the public procurement
LINPOS&aad LG OFGS3aI2NRaSa (GKS 06dz2 SNRa LINROSaa A

A Prepare: Understanding market needs, defining goals, and developing tender
specifications
A Purchase: Assessing bids and executing the formal acquisition of;goods

A Perform: The ongoing management and evaluation of the contract

Other relevant work regarding outsourcing, theorises how institutional environments
influence procurement behavioufFlynn and Davis, 2014\Vhilst these frameworks
offer valuable insights into the mechanics of purchasing, they risk imposing a narrow
procurement lens through prioritising the transactional aspect of school food. This
approach would be less likely to uncover the complex, secanomic, and nutritional

nuances required from an exploratory study.

A broader perspective could come from established work in systems behaviour.
aSIFR2¢ga4Q wmu tflFO0Sa G2 LYGSNBSYyS Ay | {e&adSy
ranging from considering practical aspects of numbers and standards, to more profound
transcendee of paradigms(Meadows, 1999) These theoretical interventions,

including information flows, feedback loops, and infrastructures, have already been

adapted for public health contex{®olton et al., 2022)However, applying an abstract

systemic lens may lead to a ta@own analysis which does not prioritise the aim of

creating practical impact from this research.

There was an opportunity to create new academic thebom the data gathered

through a Grounded Theory approa¢Blaser and Strauss, 201 Hhowever, this was
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disregarded as it was unsuited to the aim of creating impactful, podigrant outputs.

An applied approach was, therefore chosen, over being bound by existing theoretical
constraints, or the process of theory building. This provided more flexibiliadtvess

the exploratory nature of the research questions and identify factors that may fall
between the gaps of procurement and systems theory. Therefore, the research
remained focused on the school food landscape as a lived reality rather than as a purely

theoretical construct.

The selection of a research framework for this thesis required a consideration of
established academic theory and a pragmatic, applied approach to generating real
world impact. While the fields of public procurement and systems thinking edfer
robust lenses through which to view school food, a purely thabiyen or theory
generating approach was ultimately discounted favour ofan applied approachor

the exploratory and impaebriented nature of this study.

Study I Sought to addresRQ1How might school food procurement contract type
impact the quality of food provided to primary school childréh@ studywas intended

to establish the breadth and extent of available evidence, map and clarify key concepts,
and identily knowledge gap$o inform the direction of the PhD research systematic
scoping reviewwas selected as the mostlevant method for understanding the
concepts ofthe broad, complexand noveltopic of school food procurement and
provision. The ability to incorporate a wide range of study designs, including qualitative
and quantitative studie) h Q. NA Sy SiG | f ®X wHamcT ¢NAOO2
h Q. NA S yas appmopriatedgiven the wide range of study types addressing school
food and public sector procurementhis was important given that grey literature
formed the majority of the background information and available data in this area.
Methodologically rigorous scoping review principles are recommended to address
etiological questiongdMoola et al., 2015) as in thisstudy, to explore whether a
relationship exists between the school food procurement contract typethadjuality

of the food provision The flexibility of a critical realism philosophypd pragmatism
epistemologysupports the exploration of a diverse range of study types el

synthesis of findings from different methodologies for this complex topic.

67



Scoping reviews are suitabler establising the breadth and extent of available
evidence,offering a potentially quick, and therefore cesffective, wayto map and
clarify key concepts, set research boundaries, and identify knowledgegefess et al.,
2020b; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2Q183oping reviews still follow a systematic
approach to present existing evidence, identifying the main findings and key themes,
information sources and gaps for further resear€Fricco et al., 2016; Arksey and
hQal t t S &heir ability1tp address broader questioaad provide more timely
analysis of large amounts of literatyreparticularly in areas without existing
comprehensive reviews or with complex, heterogeneous literature or characteristics
has increased their popularity in recent yegsderson et al., 2020; Khalil et al., 2016;
Tricco et al., 2016 However, it should be noted that they do nosuallyaddress the
guality of information gatheregor provide a critically appraised synthesasd they are

not intendedto answer research questienon effectiveneséPeters et al., 2022; Munn

et al., 2018a; Tricco et al., 201@hismeans that the findings included in the eligible
studies are usually taken at face value without further detailed and specific evaluation.
However, this potential weakness was addressed by using a critical reahsim
pragmatismapproach to explore causatiand functionalexamplesandto add depth
through a narrative synthesis identifying the factors driving the observed patterns in the

literature (Lawani, 2021)

Study 2 also sought to address RQ1 by establishit@t procurement contract types
exisedfor the provision oschool mealsn the circa 1,800 primary schools in Yorkshire
and how those providers defimeor specifed food quality Amixed methods approach
was employed combining atypology study using descriptive statisticsand a
documentary analysisThecollecton, and statisticalanalysisof dataon the prevalence
and characteristicof the procurement contracttypes in exisence is quantitative in
nature. However, qualitative methods are better suited to address the complefitiie

provision add context to the findings, andstablishhow quality is defined / specified.

Descriptive statisticare commorly used tosummarise and organisguantitative data
to identify and compare distribution patternsand relationships for categorical
variables of interest (Bhattacherjee, 2019)This was deemed to be the most

comprehensive way to establish what the key categories of procurement contract types
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were, acrosghe large number oprimary schools ifYorkshire Documentary analysis is

the systematic review of documents and the interpretation of the contents to
understand and gain empirical knowledge of the subject gi@awen, 2009) These
documents can take a wide variety of foryrend the process involves their initial
selection, appraisal of the conterdaind synthesis of the resulting da(Bowen, 2009)
Establishing the nuances of the school food provision and how school food providers
defined or specifed food quality could also have been explored through qualitative
interviews with key stakeholderdt this early stage in the research, documentary
analysis was chosen to providebroadrange of evidence that could also be uged
inform questions for the qualitative interviews in Study 3, facilitating richer data from

those interviewgBowen, 2009)

Whilst qualitative documentary analysiand quantitativestatistical analysismethods

have different epistemological and ontological assumptjotiey were effectively
combined in a single study by using a thirgtthod, mixed methods This method
balances the strengths and weaknesses @fiantitative and qualitative methodand
facilitatescorroboration or triangulatiorof findings(Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018;
HesseBiber and Johnson, 2015; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 2007; Tashakkori
and Creswell, 2007Wsing diverse approachet address a research problecan bea

more practical and applied philosophy than focusing on metaphysical concepts such as
truth and reality or forcing a choicdetween epistemological theorieCreswell and
Plano Clarke, 2018gitical realismand pragmatism suppothe use of both qualitative

and quantitative methods to capture the complexity and depth of the phenomena being
studied andwhere the research question is more important than either the method or
philosophy underlying ifTashakkori and Teddlie, 2003he ability of mixed methods

to include objective and subjective knowledge suits the more practically aligned
research in this study by providingultiple ways of seeing, hearing and making sense

of the social world (Greene, 2007) The termdmixed methods has become shorthand

for describing any scenario where more than aesearchmethod is usegdbut for this

thesis the termmixed methodwill mean the methods and process as described by

Creswell and Plano Clari@reswell and Plano Clarke, 2018)
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Study 3 Sought to addresRQ2What are the perceptions of the importance of school
food procurement contract typand their impacton the quality of food provision for
primary school childrenPhe studyused a qualitative approach to explore the subjective
beliefs and perceptions ofthose influencing school food provisiofocusing ontheir
perceptions oschool food quality and thmfluence of the procurement contract tyge
thereon. Qualitative research has many applicable theories and methods available and
preeminent authors often offer conflicting approach@tchie et al., 2014; Magnusson
and Marecek, 2015)Ritchie et al., (2014) advocate a pragmatic approach of selecting
the most appropriate research tool to address the research question without being
constrained by aligning methods to specific theoretical paradi(Ritshie et al., 2014)

This approach of understanding what you want to know, what you think is possible to
know, and what assumptions are used, is a practical method that | have used
successfully for many years in corporate research and analysis. Braun and Clarke,
however, viev certain methods as more aligned to particular ontological and
epistemological assumptionand whilst supporting a flexible approach would regard
some methods as less compatible with certain paradigBnaun and Clarke, 2021 &)or
example, they advise caution when applying qualitative techniques, such as thematic
analysis, within a realist (or positivist) paradigm. This may also appfitical realism

if the researcher is seeking objectivity or reliabi{Braun and Clarke, 2021a)

Acknowledging this debate, critical realismorks wellwith pragmatismas apractical
alternative to the extremes of realism and relativism by taking the best of both
approaches. It acknowledges reality as separate from the obsdsuéproffers that it

can only be accessed through the interpretation of the obsef®tchie et al., 2014)
and prioritisesfunctional sutability over metaphysicé DA f f SALIA ST Df N@GSI| ydz |y
Laurent, 2024)Theoretical concepts and frameworks focusing on reliability, validity and
replicability are not suitable for evaluating the rich and subjective data for the
interpretive research in this stud§Magnusson and Marecek, 2015)herefore, the
widely accepted practice of thematic analysis, compatible with a number of
epistemological and theoretical conceptend suitable for data analysis of subjective
beliefs and understandings, was used to ensure quality of the an@iyisis, 2014; Braun

and Clarke, 2006 )Critical realismand pragmatismwork well with reflexive thematic

7C



Fylrteara | OOSLIWAYy3I GKFG RFEGEF NBFESOGa F
their reality influenced by their worldviews and contef@raun and Clarke, 2021a)
resulting in a rich, varied understandifiitchie et al., 2014nd a real worldpractical
knowledgeé DAt £ SALIASS Df N@S | y dz TheyléxibilRyDf tHemaktio/ G [ |
analysis, in that it is not bound to theory like other qualitative methods of describing
patterns(Braun and Clarke, 20Q@hakes it particularly suitable for exploring an under
researched area such as this topic. Regarding the research questions, it aligns with my
position that thedtruth € of quality is highly subjectivendis less important than the aim

of creating practical impacitt supported data collection and analysis from a variety of
school meal providerpublic health representativeand national stakeholders, offering

a rich depth of data from differing perspectives. For the purpose of this stndyional
stakeholderg were public health advocates whose main strategic purpose was to

educate policy makers and the public on matters relating to school food provision.
2.3.3 Research context

This PhBought toprogress research relating to the UK school meal sytém t@ A £ A (0 «
address the impact of poor diet on population healiihe research questioim Study 1

(RQ1a)s an exploration of available existing evidence ,aasl academic literature on

this topic in the UK is scarcthe eligibility criteria was expanded to gather useful
findings from similar situations in an international context. It was expected that
international findings would help to inform recommendations relevant to the dllkeit

with the consideration that they may not be entirely generalisable.

The lack of centralrepository of datameant that mapping the school meal provision

for the whole of the UK would not be possible within the timeframe and budget of this
PhD. Therefore, Study 2 used a case study of Yorkshire and The Humber (Yofkskire).
wasaligned toa concurrent programme of work aimed at transforming food systems in
Yorkshire oFixourFood (Doherty et al., 2022)With 481,000 children in state funded
primary and nursery schoo(©ffice for National Statistics, 2023)orkshire represents

just over 10% of the 4.7m English cohort and is therefore an ideal case study for

understanding school meal provisiohlthough the findings may not fully represent the
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UK provision, they offer valuable insights into issues affecting the school meal system's

potential to achieve public sector health, environmental, and economic goals.

For the purpose of this study, Yorkshire was defined as the area governed by the 15 local

authorities in the Yorkshire and Humber regiéiigure2-1):

Barnsley Kingston Upon Hull North Yorkshire
Bradford Kirklees Rotherham
Calderdale Leeds Sheffield
Doncaster North East Lincolnshire Wakefield

East Riding of Yorkshi  North Lincolnshire York

1200

1000

- 800

persons/km?

- 600

400

200

(C) OpenStreetMap contributors (C) CARTO

Figure2-1 Map of Yorkshire and The Humber by population density

At the time of writing Yorkshire was thdifth largest region of England by area and
seventhlargest by populationCity population, 2021)lt is a large and diverse area
containing large cities such as Leeds, Sheffield, Bradford andldaty with large rural

areas including the Yorkshire Dales and North York Moors. Approximately 20% of
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residents live in areas classified as the most deprived decile, and nine of tloeal5
authorities are in the top 25% dEnglishlocal authorities ranked by highest income
deprivation level(Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2021; Office for
National Statistics, 2021Particularly Hull, which is rankesixth (Office for Health
Improvement and Disparities, 2021; Office for National Statistics, 20219 contrasts

with the affluence in some areawith two of the 15 local authorities in the bottom 25%

of English local authorities ranked by highest income deprivation I@#&lce for
National Statistics, 2021Half of children (49.9%) live in households with income below
the minimum acceptable standard of livingith child poverty rates being highest in
Bradford (38%Hull (36%)Kirklees (36%and Sheffield (36%). However, York and some
areas of North Yorkshire have relatively lower child poverty rates at between 20% and
25%(Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 202lhe overall percentage of
white British is 80.9%however, this varies widely by local authorjtwith Bradford at
56.7% and parts of North Yorkshire at 95.6%. Indicators of poor dietary health such as
obesity and diabetes prevalence are higher than the national avei@gid desity
prevalence in Yorkshire is 9.9% (England, 9.2%) in recepinuh24.10% (England,
22.7%) in year §Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 202Lhis varies
widely by area with the lowest obesity levels in York (7.8% in reception and 18.7% in
year 6) and the highest indxth EastLincolnshire in reception (11.6%) and Doncaster in
year 6 (27.7%). Diabetes prevalence is 8.1% in Yorkshire (England witd%pspital
admissions for under 19 year olds at a rate (per 100,000 population) of 54.8 compared

to England at 52.40ffice for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025)
2.4 Study 1¢ Systematic scoping review methods

Both systematic reviews and scoping reviews offeégald standard robust and
systematic approach ensag that all relevant literature is captured to address a
research question, however, the most appropriate choice of method depends on
whether the question relates to effectiveness or evidence breadth. Usirygtaraatic
reviewof effectiveness was discounteals they are morsuited to addressing relatively
precise questions relating to the feasibility or effectiveness of a particular treatment or

intervention (Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018bhe research questioRQla
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What is the existing evidence linking school food procurement contract type with school
food provision?relates to establishing what information or evidence exisend a
scoping reviewwas, therefore, more appropriate(Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al.,
2018b)

2.4.1 Design

A rigorous, reproducible, andransparent methodology was adopted based on
appropriate comprehensive guidance specifically relating to scoping reviews in The
Cochrane Handbook, Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Manual and RBt®Mzhecklist
(Peters et al., 2022; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2018; Higgins et al., Z822)
Cochrane Handbook and Joanna Briggs Institute have a similar methodological approach
to undertaking scoping reviews in a robust systematic \{&ycco, 2017and were
considered in the design of this scoping revigliggins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2020a,
2022) The PRISMACR checkligAppendixA) was also considered toensure that all
relevant processes were followed atalinform the content of the final report from the

study (Tricco et al., 2018)The criteria in these guidelinagere addressed through the
LINSSYAYSyld ! NJaSe g hQalfftSe 6unnpov FNIYSH2N]

Stage 1: Identifying the research question

Stage 2: Identifying the relevant studjes

Stage 3: Study selectipn

Stage 4: Charting the data

Stage 5: Collating, summarisjragnd reporting the results

Thiswassupplemented with recommendations from Tricco et al., (2016) enhancing the

guidance on each of the individual framework stages, such as contextualising findings

and presenting them in a clear and concise manner with key messages highlighted.

There is a notable difference in the timing of defining the eligibility criteria between the

PRISMA Ow OKSOlftAad IyR 0KS ' NjJasSe FyR hQaltftfSe
thisstudyi KS ! NJ] aSeé FyR hQalffSe NbpaebdSyRIGAZ2Y &I

74



Narrative synthesis techniques were used to identify themes which enabled a clearer
presentation and understanding of the underlying structures and mechanisms in
operation and a more credible discussion of the resulis the context of the

procurement contract typegPopay et al., 2006)
2.4.2 Stage 1: Identifying the research question

The Population Exposure Outcome (PEO) model is recommended to robustly address an
etiological issue of understandirtgvhether and to what degree a relationship exists
between two or more quantifiable variablésnd to minimise risk of error and bias
(Munn et al., 2018b; Moola et al., 2013Relevant characteristics of the population
should be detailedalong with an understanding of the exposure characteristics and
outcomes which reflect the aim and objectives of the revidihalil et al.,
2016) Following the PEO model, ascommended clarified the key aspects of the
research question antelped to define thanclusion and exclusion criterasdetailed
below. In summarypopulationrelated toeducational institutiongor children aged five

to 16, exposure related to the procurement contract typend outcomes of interest
relatedmainlyto nutritional quality, dietary health, uptakeandeducationalattainment

The wide approachrecommended by Arksely Y R h Qwaads takeS(Arksey and
hQal f f §andthereseaehuquestiofor this studywas defined agollows:

What is the existing evidence linking school food procurement contract type with

schoolfood provisionTRQ1a).

For the purpose of this study, provision of school meals refers to the offer of a full meal

for a child on the school premises at lunchtime
2.4.3 Stage 2: Identifying the relevant studies

2.4.3.1 Eligibility criteria

¢CKS I'NJaSe IyR hQalff Se fihaidetieSehgbility crittdis O2 Y'Y
later in the process using an iterative approagh NJ 4 S& |y R ,hw@sal £ f S
followed in this study, however, the criteria are presented hareline with usual

practice for systematic reviewt® aid reader understandind.helater approach enable
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the criteria to be informed by a growing familiarity with the literatuteveloped during

the process.In addition, aniterative approachenables further applicable criteria
becoming apparent during the reviewo be included(Anderson et al., 2020 riteria
from the PEO modeglelevant to the review question and objectivdetermined the
eligibility of the studiegHiggins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2022, 2020b; Munn et al.,
2018b)

Population(Schools)For the purpose of this study, educational institutions for children

aged between five and 16 were considered as schools. Whilst there are distinct

differences in school meal provision in different types of schools, for example, between

primary and secondg schoolsor private and state funded schools, the parameters

were kept wide to enable a breadth of relevant studies to be captured (Arksey and
hQalfftSexX Hnnpo® | @AYy I gARSNI RSFAYAGAZ2Y ¢
structure of the educational system may vary, to be captured and add to the breadth of

evidence.

Exposure (Procurement contract typehn this study, the procurement contract type
related to the type of organisation through which school meals were procured by the
school. For example, common procurement contract types in England would be for
schools to procure meals through a contract witkhal government catering services or
with a private caterer.Contract characteristics, such as the responsibility for the
provision of kitchen staff, identified in the review were consideréal ensure a
consistent ad justifiable categorisation of any potential anomalies and identification of

any limitations.

Outcome (Food provision)Stakeholders in the school food system often cite food
provision as an important aspect of outcomes for children, including the nutritional
quality of the food provided, dietary healtmeal uptake, absence, and attainment
(Bryant et al., 2023; World Health Organization, 20&pecifying outcomes within a
scoping review strategy is seen as a helpful addition rather than a requirefReters

et al., 2020b) The outcome search terms that were selected for this scoping review,
related to the broadest factors of interest to increase sensitivity. These related to food,

nutrition, diet, healthy, Body Mass IndexBMI), quality, meal uptake, absence,
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education attainment, and resultQuality is often defined in different ways, for
example, nutrient composition or meeting nutritional requirements, guidelines or
standards. For the purpose of this study, a sensitive approach was taken to include
papers lased on their own definition of quality. Furthermore, the review sought to
establish if further guidance was given in the literature for the quality of food in the

context of school food prmurementcontract types.
Inclusion

As the study sought to establish the breadth of literature availzsdnhel gather a range

of papers within the topiareaof school food procurement contract typgée inclusion
criteria were set to be more sensitive than speciffunn et al., 2018a)All study
designs, e.g. qualitative reviews, trials, and cohort stugiese eligible for inclusion

and scientific papers or letters, articles, book chapters or reports from grey literature
searches for reputable agencies and government departments as ddfigled were
eligible.Documentsn Englishdated from the devolution of school lunch procurement
in 1988(beingthe point where the provision model changed in the)iKthe date of

the searchwere included Eligibility was expanded to international studies to capture
relevant findings from other countriehowever, only sources written in English were

included due to a lack of resources for translation.

Population Homogeneity of samples is importaiiiMoola et al., 2015and thiswas
achieved by selecting studies relating to primary and secondary scl®iatlies from all

countries including low and middle income countriegere included.

Exposures Studieswere restricted to those addressing school lunches in the school
setting only as drivers to influence food provided by the home or by other community

organisations or retailers are distinctly different.

Outcomes The important outcomes of interestelating to school food provision
identified in Chapter 1 wereonsidered In this caseoutcomes of interest includi
those related to nutritional quality, dietary health,meal uptake or educational

attainment.

77



Exclusion

Literature published prior to the defining policy change in 1@88vritten in a language
other than English, conference abstracts, student dissertations or theses and protocol

papers vere notincludedo ! NJ 4S@ | yR .hQalftftSe@X Hnnpo

Populatiort Any studies not relating to primary or secondary schpads their
international equivalents,were excluded e.g.nurseries, preschools, colleges or

universities, or adult settings.

ExposuresAny studies not relating to school lunch provisicomprising of a full meal

for the child,or procurement contract typefor the provision of that school luncivere
excluded e.g. purchasing by the student, home or family, packed lunches, beverages and
snacks, vending machines and tuck shops, marketing or advertising, food related
education, physical activity, after school and breakfast clubs, childcare settings, or

nutrition / education interventions or studies.

Outcomes any studies not related tahild health or academic achievemewntere
excluded e.g. addictive substances, child abuse, food allergies, COVID, food borne or
other nondiet related diseases, eating behaviours or disorderselated standard
compliance, policies or guidancPapers focused on global sustainability and food
systems were excludednless they also included research focused on areas that may
relate to food quality. Operationally, this included those with data on food waste and

organic/ local sourcing that also discussed food qualifaur et al., 2021)
2.4.3.2 Search criteriaand terms

Search criteria were developed based thie standardised PEO framewodbove,to
enable transparency and repeatabilifyioola et al., 2015)nformal ®nversations with
25key stakeholders from local authorities, private caterers, school leaders, children and
industry experts were heldetween September 2022 arddine 20230 inform the initial
search criteria0! NJ] aS@& | Yy R hThese tdv@dians teok /place at
engagemenevents,in meetingover zoomand during school visitand covered wide

range of subject matterrelated to the provision of school food and its qualityhis
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engagement elicited guidance on suitable organisations, reports and literature to read
for background or include in the search criteria. For example, relevant background and

data was obtained from the School Food Plan evidence pack provided by a contributo

Search termgTable 21) were determinedfrom the searchcriteria above and were

trialled in Medline(AppendixG), to establish the appropriateness of the search teyrms

and to ensure amanageable volume of papes! NJ] aS@é | yR .MWhad f f S@
necessary, changes were made tlee specificity of search termso change the
sensitivityd ! NJ aSe& YR .hQalffS@&s% nwnnpbo

Populationwassearched using overarching terms of child and any extended variations,
the institutional setting being school or education and the element being primary and

secondary with alternatives of junior, infant, elementary and high.

The exposures of interest (independent variablejas kept broadto capture the full
range of procurement contract types for the provision of school fo@derarching
terminology of purchase, procure, contraend buy along with the key components of

catering and school meal provision being lunch, dinner, and meas used

Outcomesof interest (dependent variableyvere based on factors which could link
school food provision with child health and academic results. These were related to

food, nutrition, diet, healthy, BMI, quality, uptake, absence, attainment, and results.

The final searchvas conducted to return papers with the search termsTiable 21
present in the title, abstract or keywords. The function to map terms to subject headings

(MeSH)wasused for further precision resul{aumann, 2016)
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Table2-1 Search terms

Population child*.mp. AND (education*.mp OR school*.mp.) A
(unior*.mp. OR infant*.mp. OR elementary*mp (
primary*.mp. OR middle*.mp OR high*.mp OR second*.
AND

Exposure (meal*.mp. OR dinner*.mp. ORenu*.mp OR cater*.mp. O

(independent lunch*mp) AND (procure*.mp. OR purchas*.mp.

variable) contract*.mp. OR buy*.mp.) AND

Outcome (food*.mp. OR nutrition*.mp. OR diet*.mp. OR health*.mp.

(dependent BMI*.mp. OR qualit*.mp. OR uptake*.mp. OR absence*.mp

variable) attainment*.mp. OR result*.mp.

2.4.3.3 Databases

The following databasegere searched for peer reviewed articles and the reference lists
of these articlesvere scanned for further applicable evidence. The databases, being the
preeminent databases for health and education research, were selected following

advice from the University of York Librarian as recommended by Peters et al., (2022).
T Medline

1 Web of Science

1 Scopus

1 Education Resources Information Center (ERIC)

2.4.3.4 Grey literature

Grey literature searching is recommended to enhance the completeness if applicable to
the question or objectivéHiggins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2020b, 2022; Paez,.2017)

There are many government and third sector organisations concerned with the food
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system, public sector procuremerand school foods. Therefore, much of the research
on public sector procurement and school meals is found in grey literature and this was

an important source of information for this review.

Googlewasused to search for grey literaturesing anew google profilevith location
services disabled to prevent results being influenced by previous searches or location
(Piasecki, Waligora and Dranseika, 2088)arch terms iffable2-1 were inputted into

the advanced search option using Boolean logie first 50 Google hits, being the 50
most relevant according to the search engine relevancy ranking, were reviewed for

eligibility as is typical in systematic revie(ksaddaway et al., 2015)

Web pages for organisations involved in school food or public sector procurement are
also a useful sourc€Kugley et al., 2017)Therefore, the following websitesvere

included in the search:

1 Professional associations: LAG#e school food -catering associatiorgnd
Assaociation for public service excellenéé>SEbeing the predominanprofessional

associations for public sector catering in schaolthe UK

1 Government websites and agencieSOVUK and WHO being the predominant

associationgovering child health in the UK and globally

1 Charities: The Food Foundati@amd School FoodMattersbeing the predominant

associations for school food advocacy in the UK;

Websites do not generally have advanced searching capability, and relevant documents
were located using searches for keywords such as school food and procurement. An
AGSNY GAGS LINRPOS&da a NBO2YYSwaiuSdd andl the | NJ &
websites of any additional relevant organisations identified during the seaech also

reviewed.
2.4.3.5 Other sources
Relevant literature recommendednd providedy stakeholders and experts in the field

as discussed aboweasreviewed along with hand searching reference lists of eligible
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literature to identify any further appropriate literatur@Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al.,

HAHHY HAHNOT YKFEAEf SG FEdX wanmcT I NJasSe FyR

The literature search was completed on 10 September 282perpilesoftware was

used to store all relevant literatur@aperpile, 2025)
2.4.4 Stage 3: Study selection

2.4.4.1 Literature selection

All documents returned by the searchegere uploaded intothe reliable Covidence
software (Veritas Health Innovation, 2024)he software enableligibility criteria at
both the title and abstract stag® be considered by a primary (NN) and an experienced
second reviewer (LP) to simultaneously revié@ ofstudies. A title screenwas
performed to exclude any papers clearly not meeting the eligibility crit@batracts of
the remaining paperws/ere then screened teexcluderemaining papers not meeting the
eligibility criteria. Studiesfor whichthere was uncertainty about eligibilityyere left in

for a full text review(e.g. wrether the purchasing referred to was by the caterer or the
child).

Papers deemed potentially eligible after the title and abstract screere read in full

and data relevant to the research questiarere extracted.Guidance from Arksey and
hQalftSe oHnnp0X ¢KS /20KN}rYyS | FyRo221 YR
reviewed ateachstage(Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2022, 2020adhis review,

due to availability of resources, 10% of studieere selected using a random number
generator for second reviewer screening against the eligibility criteria at both the title
and abstract stageand the full text stage. Not having a second review of all papers at
both stages was found to be a common practice by Tricco et al., (2016) with second
reviews only undertaken in 36% of title and abstract reviews and only 29% at the full
text stage. To iorease reliabilitya second reviewemith experienceof undertaking
scoping reviewsvas invited to take partAn interrater reliability kappa scorevas
calculated to establish that the eligibility critesasapplied consistently and accurately
(McHugh et al., 2020)An interrater reliability score of 75%fTricco et al., 2016 as

required to determine whether a further 10% of papers need to be reviewediftids
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also returreda score of less than 75%third reviewemwould have beemsed to decide

on document inclusionThe third reviewer would have been an experienced senior
researcheyworking with the first two reviewers taliscuss and agree on eligibility of
papers, andncrease precision of the screenirl studies excluded at the point of full
text reviewwererecorded in a spreadsheet including the reason for exclusion, being the
first apparent reason for ineligibility, as recommended by the JBI manuacfiping
reviews(Peters et al., 2020aptudies identified in languages other than Englisre

included asa supplementary fil§Appendix H.
2.4.5 Stage 4: Charting the data

JBI recommends that the charting of data is donéAayor more independent reviewers
(Peters et al., 2020ahowever this was not feasible within the scope ofdfstudy and

data were only charted onceTricco et al., (2016) fourttiat independent data charting
by more than one reviewewas not common practicand only happened in 30% of

cases.

Standard informatiorfAppendix Byvasextracted and collated from each eligible paper
to provide a comprehensive summary of the evideagailable to address the research
question This information relatetb; (1) characteristics of theource datasuch as study
date, aimsand methodology(2) the population studiedsuch as child age and school
type, (3 exposure details such as meal or service t{ghe outcome measured in the
study, such as nutrient quality of meals or attainment scors] (5) tke key findings

and conclusions.
2.4.6 Stage 5: Collating, summarising and reporting the results

Levac et al., (2010yecommends addescriptive numerical summary and thematic
analysis but Peters et al., (2020) noted that in many casbkssic descriptive analysis

is all that is required with thematic analysis being outside the scope of a scoping review.
Furthermore, scoping reviews are ngguallyintended to critically analyse or synthesise
the results of the existing eviden¢Beters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018a; Arksey and
hQal f f S Bdwevernarmtive synthesis has been used alongside scoping reviews

in other studiesto arrange and summarise resultand is particularly useful for
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synthesising different types of eviden€Eillbrook et al., 2022; Ristau, Oett#Rpl3 and
Bischer, 2021; BarneRage and Thomas, 2009Jhe four elements of narrative

synthesis identified by Popay et al., (200&re considered this study as follows:

T Outlining the types of school food procurement contraictshe dataand how they

are relevant to outcomes for children;

1 Developing a preliminary synthesis of findings of the included studies to identify
patterns and commonalities arising from the data using draft extraction fields in

Appendix B

1 Exploring relationships in the data and considerinductive factors which may

explain any similarities or differences in the evidence presented;

1 Assessing the robustness of the synthesis by considering the relevance of findings to

the context of the research question and noting any important limitations.

A narrative synthesisan develop inductive descriptive commonalities in the types of
evidence in a methodologically rigorous weyth reference to data returned alongside
the study objectives and the research quest{®eters et al., 2020b; Popay et al., 2006)

In this study,narrative synthesisvas used to uncover aicher understanding of the
underlying structures and mechanisms of the procurement contract tygr@phasising

the diversity of findingsaand the complex realitiesfluendng school food qualityhat

they represent.Unlike prescriptive content analysis, which merely describes and
categorses findings, narrative synthesis aligns with critical reaksmh pragmasm by
integrating diverse perspectives to reveal deeper insights into the underlying factors

influencing the datdo build practical knowledgfor real world application

As thecharacteristics andutcomes relating to the provision models and contracts from
the papers fulfilling the eligibility criteria were being tabulated, common themes and
patterns were identified and highlighted. These themes were groupggrocurement
contract type into broad categoriesof health outcomes standards, policies and
guidelines, sustainability and waste, nutritional and health interventions, academic

attainment, economics, and cost. Findings were highlighted in a different colourdbr ea
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of the groups.The papers were reead with a focus on the relationships between the
themes, factors which might explain differences or similarities in findiagsl to
establish if there were any additional patterns of interest in the d&w@apay et al., 2006)

The themes were refined further to the final reported themes of nutritional quality or
guidelines, chronic disease, culture, economic factors, policies and regulation, and a
category for other factors which related to less commbut relevant findings such as

academic attainment, school leadership attitudes, and meal acceptance by the children.

Scoping reviews include all material reviewed and presenting this volume of data in a
useful format is a challengé ! NJ a S& | y R .[l@giloduferBedt>ontraatn p 0
types and provisionsvere categorised and mapped against the outcomes of interest
where possibleto explore where evidence currently exists and to identify gaps in the
research. Results were summarised using a combination of narrative and tabular
representations tcaddress the objectives of the study in aocessite formatfor the
reader. A study flow diagram to include the decision process, search results, selection
process resultsand final number of sourcewas alsoincludedas recommended by
Cochrane and J@Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2022, 2020b; Tricco et al.,.2018)
line with accepted scoping review methodolote quality of information gatheredas

not formally appraisegdhowever the limitations of the studiewere considered with
particular reference to the scoping review research questzm any points of concern
noted (Peters et al., 2022; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2016)

2.5 Study 2¢ Typology and documentary analysis methods
Considering the influence of the school food caterer, the importance of high quality food
F2NJ OKAf RNXB Y, and theRabsencé dfl& ceri<rdl Fetoid Kf provision, Study 2

aimed to provide further information to address RQ1. This was done through the

following research questions:

85



Research questidlb (RQ1bH: What school food procurement contract types exist

for primary schools in the 15 local authorities in Yorkshire?

Research questiodc (RQ13: How do those contract types define / specify

quality?
2.5.1 Design

2.5.1.1 Mixed methods

The complexityof school food provisiondentified in Chapters 1 an8, indicated that
understanding provision, with all its nuanceswould not be achieved through
guantitative statisticalanalysis aloneSimilarly,qualitative methods are not suited to
the processingf large quantities of statistical dataeeded tooutline the provision in
Yorkshire as a whal@ herefore a mixedmethod study designwas deemed to be the
most suitable.Creswell and Plano Clarke (2018) identifiee key purposes of mixed
methods as follows(1) triangulation of data by comparing the findings from the
gualitative and quantitative datd2) mmplementarity of data to provide further detail
and clarification of findingg3) development by using the results to inform the other
research; (4) nitiation of paradoxes and contradictions between the findin¢s)
expansion of the breadth and range of the studdata from both quantitative and
gualitativereseard strandswvereused to corroborate, describe and explain the findings
in each part of this studylhis was t@rovide a more comprehensive understanding of
the underlying structure of school food provision through the procurement contract
types in existenceand their definition / specification of qualitfCreswell and Plano
Clarke, 2018)

An explanatory sequential mixed methods desiga described by Creswell and Plano
Clark (2018)where a second, qualitative phase is used to explairadd context to
results obtained ina first qualitative phase was deemed most appropriate for
addressing theeresearch questios (RQ1b and RQJ1t)rough application oftheir four-

step procedure

1. Design and implement the quantitative strgnd
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2. Use strategies to connect from the quantitative results
3. Design and implement thgualitativestrand
4. Interpret the connected results

2.5.1.2 Data sources

Source Data
Survey
(Quantitative)
n=70 schools
‘ Provider type
Documents * Local Authority
(Quantitative) Caterer

Provider & Public » Commercial Caterer

health lists
n=1,243 schools a
Websites
n=252 schools

In-house Caterer

Unknown

(Qualitative)
Websites
n=20 providers
Contracts

n=9 providers School Characteristic

# Size

* Type
Government # * Deprivation
(Quantitative) Ethnicity

n=1,772 schools

Geography

Figure2-2 Study 2 data and sources

Figure 22 shows the data and sourcdar the study. Quantitative mformation on the
school meal catering provider, and the provider type, was sought for each state funded
primary school in Yorkshire, along with the key characteristics of each school (size, type,

FSMAb, English as additional languag€AL% and geographical status). Further
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gualitative information from the providers identified, in relation to the operational
aspects of providing school meals, and the definition / specification of quality, was then

pursued.

Note: In this study FSM% and EAL% were used as readily available proxies for deprivation
and ethnicity respectivelyllie, Sutherland and Vignoles, 2017; Strand, Malmberg and
Hall, 2015) It is accepted thatwhilst FSM eligibility maype associated with socio
economic disadvantagé may not identify all children living in deprived households and
that speaking a different language at home may not be an accurate measure of ethnicity
However, the key reason for the use of these metrics in this study was to indicate
financial viability, and potential complexity of provision, in the absence of actual
financial data and menu$:SM eligibility is an indicator of the financial viability of the
provision as it influences meal uptak€ohen et al., 2021and additional funding is
received through pupil premium for every child registered to receive means tested FSM
(Department for Education, 20241FAL% is an indicator of the need t@yide meals

to cater for cultural and religious food preferen¢edthough itmay not capture all

relevant scenarigdor example, traditional Catholics requiring fish on Fridays

2.5.1.3 Quantitative typology

The researclveganby quantitatively addressing who the providengre, the different
types of provider, and their prevalence through a crssstional mapping of the
provision of the school foadThis was addresseid a case study area df5 local
authorities in Yorkshirasing a variety of triangulated approaches; (1) school survey, (2)
lists and documentsfrom caterers and public health teams, (3) ddémlsed website
review. Crossectional data on school characteristics of sihge, deprivation,
geographyand ethnicity were gathered from a central government databggfice

for National Statistics, 2023and compared to establish differences between
procurement contractypes These factors were selectddr inclusion as indicators of
financial viability and provision complexitgs theymay influence decisions made by

catererson the food providedpotentially affecting food quality.
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2.5.1.4 Qualitative documentary analysis

Quantitative datawere used to develop a set of categories (typology) to inform the
design of the qualitative researcthhrough documentary analysis this study(Caracelli

and Greene, 1993; Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2Db8uments haveraimportant role

in the transfer ofinformation (Prior, 2008) and te documents conveying the
information relevant to food quality in this contextere, contracts, service level
agreements and website$his studysoughtto use qualitative documentary analysis to
collect data from commercial contracts and agreements for the provision of schoql food
which arenot publicly availablgalongside data more readily accessible by the public,
through the websites of local authorities, commercial providers, schools, and academy
trusts. Thetypologycategories wereised toy RA OF 1S g KA OK LINR @A RSN,
be most relevant to school food provision in Yorksh&ed to consider strategies for
how they might best be accesseBHor exampleidentifyingthe man caterers serving
Yorkshire schoolsindicated whichO I i S N@bitEs 30 review and to contact to
request contractual documentationEstablishng nuances in provision typesuch as
kitchenstaff provision,facilities, responsibilies, and flexibility of the provision etc and
how food quality is defined or specifiets exploratory in nature. Therefor@ cross
sectional qualitative documentary analysis was considered @n@ppropriate method

for synthessing a large amount of data fronthe websites and available contractual
documentation of school food provideesross Yorkshirdocumentary analysis cost
effective, efficient, and particularly well suited toehvebsitesvhere documentation is
readily availabl¢Bowen, 2009)The purpose of thelata collected in thalocumentary
analysis was twofold: (1) to addreRQ1bby establishing what the documentsntain
about the school food procurement contract types in existence for the primary schools
in Yorkshire and; (2) to addres¥Q1cby establishing how they defined or specified
guality. Whilst documentary analysis of publicly available data is growing in popularity
there is little published literature using the method for documentkich are not
accessible to the publigSheard, 2022)Documentary analysis has been criticised for a
lack of rigour and substance in the identification, selection and reporting of documents
in this method(Cleland, MacLeod and Ellaway, 202B) reducethis risk this study

followed the prominent three stage process of Bowen (200@nd usel the
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methodologically robust CARDA chedklippendixQ (Cleland, MacLeod and Ellaway,
2023)

2.5.2 Recruitment and ample

2.5.2.1 Recruitment

All 1,772 schools in Yorkshire were contacted by etoaikquestinformation on their
school food provisiotthrough completion of a surveylo obtain the lists of suppliers
and contracts,all 15 local authorities and the prevalent contract caterers (as they
became apparent in the datayere recruited directly through existing contacts within
the FixOurFood teamwhere these exisid, and/or through repeated emails and

telephone calls to the school food catering lead or public health professionals.
2.5.2.2 Sampleand eligibility

One method of determiningasnple size for qualitative documentary revigws to
continue to analyse new documents until insight saturation ocedrand no new
insights ame from collecting further datéMerriam and Tisdell, 2015n this study the
samplepool was informed bythe quantitative data collectiorwhich establishedhe
numberand namesf caterers in operation in Yorkshire primary schoéls the size of
the sample pool was smal(15 local authorities and five commercial caterees)d
commercial documents are difficult to obtain, it was decided to keep the eligibility
criteria broad and accept documents from any caterer providing primary school meals
in YorkshireTheefore, thewebsites of all 15 local authorities Workshire and those of
the topfive (by prevalence) commercial catereegcountngfor 78% of the outsourced
primary schoolcatering in Yorkshirewere reviewed. Thesame sample pool and
eligibility criteria was applied to theontractual document revieyhowever, in this case,
the review sample vas limited by how many caterersvere willing to share their

contractual documentation
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2.5.3 Data collection

2.5.3.1 Yorkshire primary school population

Yorkshire has 1,2Z7state funded primary schoqlén 15localauthorities, attended by
481,000 children. This study included data from state maintained schools and academies
but excluded special schools, independent schools and pupil referral Uihigsarea
providedastudy population with a@iverse range of procurement methodgographical
settings deprivation factors, Ofsted ratings, ethnicitieand school sizes. This
population represents just over 10% of the 4.7m childrethi& 17,000state funded
primary and nursery schools in Englai@ffice for National Statistics, 2023)t is of a

size where good contacts for data collection and a controllable data set could be
established The provision in Yorkshire may not accurately reflect the national (or
international) provision; however, in the absence of any other current data, mapping
the provision of 10% of the English primary school population proviaeuseful
approximation for research, policy and practicEherefore, understanding who
provided the school mealsand to what qualityin Yorkshire fi#d a significant gap iour

knowledge of the wider school food system
2.5.3.2 Quantitative data

The full list of state funded primary schools in Yorkshire was downloaded from the
GOV.UKTregister of schools and colleges in Engléndpartment for Education, 2025b)

to an excel spreadsheéMicrosoft® Excel® for Microsoft 365 MSO Version 2405 Build
16.0.17628.20006)School characteristics of headcount (using form entry sigespol

type (using local authority maintained or academy stgiugeprivation (using FSM
eligibility%), ethnicity (using EAL%) and geography (using urban or rural classification)
were downloadedfrom the same sourcend added to tis spreadsheetof primary

schoolgOffice for National Statistics, 2023)

The name and type of school food provideas collected using a variety of triangulated
approaches(Figure2-2). All 1,72 schools were contacted through surveysent by
email in February 2023, and every school term thereafter until July,28dng for the

name and type of their school food provid@mofacilitate datacollecion from as many
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schools as possible in the time availglilata from an existingurvey(Appendix Djrom
the FixOurFood programmeere usedl had a key role in thimitial design, distribution
and data collection relating to the surve®nly two of the 12 questionsn the survey

were relevant to this study as follows:

1 Please tell us who is responsible for your catering (if you are a through school
please select provision for primary only)

In-house team

Academy trust catering provision
Outsourced caterer

Local Authority

i Please tell us the name of the above caterer

Given that participation rates from schools in surveys has been found to bleyvet

al., 2022no criteria for eligibility of responses was imposed at this stage. This approach
increased the risk of participation bias, with schools with similar characteristics more
likely to respondDey et al., 2022Methods to increase engagemestuch as an online
Quialtricsdesign, short completion time of less than 10 minytasd simple multiple
choice questions ere used (Liu and Wronski, 2018Yhe use of incentives has been
associated with increased survey response rdidsltom et al.,, 2022)To address
challenges in recruiting schools with limitéche and competing prioritigsincentives

like prize draws for tomato growing kits, wormeries, and educational trips to events such
as the Great Yorkshire Show were offered. Additional support was also provided for their

whole school food policies

In addition the catering and public health departments for all 15 local authorities and
the five largest commercial caterers were contacted to requedistaof all schools
provided. Thaewvebsitesfor all schoolsvhich had not responded to the survey been
includedin the lists from public health teams and caterdog July 2024were reviewed

to establish if the caterer could be identified from menus, parent information pages or
newsletters. The provider type was derived from the source document or from the
provider website where this was not included on the documentati®he mean values

for the key characteristics (headcount, FSM% and EAL%) for any schools where it was

not possible to establish data were compared to the mean values for the other schools
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using independent sample-tésts to establish if they were representative of the

population as a whole.
2.5.3.3 Qualitative data

Data relating to the definition and specification of qualitgnegathered fromcatering
contracts, agreements and websites using qualitative documentary analysis as
recommended byBowen (2009) A copy of the publicly available website pages relating
to school food for thel5 local authorities and five largest commercial catenses
downloadedbetween January 2023 and April 2024 as the providen® identified. The

text from any page relating to school meal provision was copied ifiaceosoft Word
document for review. The conterdn the websitesraried by providerbut examplesof
relevant textwere in relation ta the type of meal service, cost of the meals, standards
and policies, menus, nutrition and quality, special diets, and stakeholder engagement.
Therefore, data availability was determined by what each provider had chosen to
include on their websitewhich was not consistent across providerbsepotential bias

that may have occurred bselectng documents to review(Bowen, 2009yvasavoided

by reviewing the website®f all 15 local authoritiesand thefive largest commercial
caterers in Yorkshire@ntracts and service level agreements for the provision of school
mealswere requestedrom all local authorities with catering servicés=10) and the

five largestcommercial providerghat were identified from the survey and website
review. Thecontractualdocuments vere requested either by email or in persevhere
possible, for example at meetings or evemswide range of documents from different
provider types vas pursued rather than a largeampleto increase the breadth and
richness of the evidenc@owen, 2002)To encourage release of the commercially
sensitive documentsall caterers were given assurances in writingd the offer of a
binding agreement from the universityconfirming that their data would be kept
confidential and that only higHevel generalised findings would be released. It was
anticipated thaf even with these assurancemany providers may not share their
documentation which increased thesk of participation biasTherefore,the key
characteristics of the participants wepdanned to becompared to the sample pool and

differences highlighted in the findings.
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2.5.4 Analysis of data

The explanatory sequential design followed in this studydusee typology from
guantitative data analysis to inform the qualitative documentary analysigch was
used to understand, explain, and add context to the statistical analysis of the
guantitative data(Creswell and Plano Clarke, 201Bjis five-step method vasused to

ensure rigour and validity whilst integrating the analysis from besearchstrands
2.5.4.1 Step 1: Quantitative analysis of data

As thelist of schoolswith correspondingcharacteristics gfschool meaprovidername,
provider type, school sizeschooltype, deprivation, ethnicity and geographwas
numerical in nature, descriptive statistical analysis was considered to be the most
appropriate method to establish the frequency of each of the procurement contract
types and to map the pattern of school food provisicand associated school
characteristicsin the sampleThelist of schoolswith their characteristics listed aboye
were input into an excelspreadsheet(Microsoft, 2025) and uploaded to SPSEBM,
2025)for analysis The data weresorted by provider name and ptarement contract

type and reviewed to gain an understanding of the data set anestablish common
categories of providersThelist of schoolsvasthen sorted by deprivation, ethnicity,
school size and geograplayndthe datachecked for accuracy by reviewing histograms
and any potential errors, missing data and outliers were checked back to source data.
One school was removed as its data was found to relate to both secondary and primary
pupils and separate data for primary pupils was not available. The data were tested for
normality using histograms and the Shapwblk tests suitabldéor large datasetse25).

The variables of interest returned normal distribution curves on the histogram and
ShapireWilks scores of >0.05 for headcoum®=0.965), FSM%P£0.944), and EAL%
(P=0.682). Descriptive statistics for distribution (frequency), central tendency (mean)
and variation (standard deviation) for headcount, FSM% and EAL% were run for

procurement contractype and local authority area.

The significance of differences between the continuous dependent variables of

headcount, FSM% and EAL% and the independent categorical variablewfgmnent
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contracttype were tested. Whilst there was independence of observation in that no one
school could have more than one provider, there were no remaining significant outliers,
YR GKS RFGF YSGO (Sada F2NI y2N¥YItAGes [ S
homogenous for althree characteristics tested; headcour®£0.012), FSM%£0.001),

and EALY%0.001). Therefore, Welch Anova with Gariwsvell post hoc analysis was

performed.

Data were summarised by school food prorement contractype and used to develop
an initial typology of the provision in Yorkshiféhe summary statistics for categorical
variablesof school numbersschool typeand geography werpresented as numerical
values (n) and percentages (%dr examplethe percentage of schools serviced by each
procurement contractype within each local authorityand in total wascalculated to
provide a summary in the form of a table and pie chidrthe continuous variablesf
headcount FSM% and EAL%%e summary statisticavere presented in a table of
distribution, central tendency, variation, and relationshijhis enabled an examination
of the potential differences in financial viability and meal complexity between
procurement contract typs by analysing key characteristgisch as school sizgpe,
deprivation, location(financial viability)and ethnicity (complexity) The mean values of
the key characteristics (headcount, FSM%, EAL%) of the séboae¥hich data were
available were compared to those of the population of schools as a wholensure
that there were no significant differences, and that the data collected was a

representative sample.

2.5.4.2 Step 2:Determine how the qualitative researchcan address the gap in

knowledgefrom step 1

The quantitative typologfrom Step Jestablished the name of the school food providers
for all schools across Yorkshipait did not supply the context or detail needed to
establish the nuances and complexity of the procurement contract ,tyfpe a
comprehensive map of provision (RQ1b). It also did not establish how those providers
defined or specifed quality (RQ1c)The missing context andetail of procurement and
guality was available, at least in part, throughhe websites and contractual

documentationof the providers For examplethe typologyrevealed that a number of
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schools were serviced by a particular local authority catering serhioeever the
review of thelocal authoritywebsiterevealed thatthis local authorityoutsourced tke
provision to a commercial catering servicend the contract revealed that the

commercialorganisationwasresponsible for the meal quality
2.5.4.3 Step 3: Qualitative analysis of data from documents

Documentary analyiswas conducteaf the websites (n=20)and contract§n=9) (Figure

2-2) following the three stage process of skimming, reading and interpretdBanven,
2009) The information provided in commercial contracts and service level agreements
is commercially sensitivand therefore the data ere attributed to the pracurement
contracttype rather than individual provider3hecontractual documents and website
pageswere first skimmedto gain familiarity with the documentsand to identify
sections, paragraphs, statements or words which might provide evidence of the how the
provision operatd, YR k 2NJ 6KS LINRPGDARSNDaA RSTAYyAGAZ2Y 2F
guestions(Dalglish, Khalid and McMahon, 202This process was entirely inductive

line with the exploratory nature of the research questiamd both implicit and explicit
data were capturedo ensure a balance between objectivity and sensitiyBpwen,
2009) For example, measurable datauch as adherence to dietary guidelines or
nutrient content would be included along with more subjective dasach as taste or
presentation to bring a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the data.
The documents were then nead in detailto understand the content and identify
patterns within the dataWords and phrases from the documents which desaibew

the provision of the meals worland / or those which may relate to the quality the
provision of schol food, were copied and pasted into a Microsoft word table for ease
of analysis and interpretation.rB8ad themes relating to qualityere refinedandquotes
roughly sored. The final stage of the process sought to interpret the dat establish

how each group of providers defider specifia quality in relation to their provision of
school food. Thisvasto capture a rich description of the entire data set for analysis
taking account of even subtle cuemformation relating to the operation of the
provision was described and considered alongside the data from the quantitative

analysisto add a depth of description to the findings and enable discussion of the effect
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of the underlying structures and mechanisms on quality. The markers of quality used by
0KS LINPJARSNE 6SNB AYISNILINBGSR | YR 3INERdzLJ

2.5.4.4 Step 4: lllustrate the connected results

Key findingsof both quantitative and qualitativeresearch strandswvere reviewed
G23SGKSNI F2ff26Ay 3 { OK ®Iysh&afeonerRinfetracestor LIK | &
the study overall(Schoonenboom, 2022)This was toestablishhow, when viewed
together, individual claimsform an integrated claim which providel a deeper
understanding or explanation of the connected findingkating to particular themes.
These themes were developed inductively during the multiple reviews of the ciaichs
claims were identified as being contradictory confirmatory or exfanatory
(Schoonenboom, 2022)The results were summarised in a matéerence table
(Chapter 4)and a visual map of provisiomas produced(Chapter 4) Thisenabled the
findings to beviewed in an holistic mannemdto enable a better qualitgnd rigourof
inference from the result¢Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009; Schoonenboom, 2028)
triangulation of data in this wageneratedadditional insightfrom the findings which
may not have been apparent from viewing each strand separé@igswell and Plano
Clarke, 2018; Schoonenboom, 2022; Younas et al., 28@&)rought clarity to the

presentation of result$Ostlund et al., 2011)
2.5.4.5 Step 5: Interpretation of results

The interpretation of results focused on thealue added from the contextualisation of
the quantitative data through the qualitative explanatio(Greswell and Plano Clarke,
2018) Thisprovided a richer explanation of the complexity of school meal provision and
markers of quality across YorkshiF®r example,he findingsrevealed an inconsistent
definition of quality in school food provisipgomplicating the design of policies and
practice seeking to ensure a consistent standard of high quality meals for all children.
Thiswasreflected onin light of otherresearch in this areancluding thescopingreview

in Study 1 and usedo support the design of Study 3.
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2.6 Study 3¢ Qualitative interviewsmethods

Giveni KS a0K22f , FRR LIODOOSRENEEQOt GK 2FFAOAIT & K
I R@2 Q influénhdeCon the quality of food served to childteih is important to

understand their views on good quality school foadd the influence of the contract in

defining or specifying qualityThis study aimed togather views on quality and

understand perceptions of the influence of the contract on the quality of the food

provided through the following research questions:

Research questiofa (RQ@a): What do school food providerpublic health
representatives andadvocates in the school food system believe to be high

quality food for children?

Research questiofb (R@b): What doschool food providers, public health
representatives and advocatpsrceive the influence of the school food contract

to be on the quality of food provided?
2.6.1 Design

A qualitative design to gather data using sestructured interviews (analysed using

inductive thematic methodsWwas considered most appropriate due to the exploratory

YIEGddz2NBE 2F GKS NBAaASINOK ljdSadAz2yade ¢KAa RSaAdy
own beliefs and understandings suitable for the research questions relating to

experience, understandings and rpeptions and accounts of practicéBraun and

Clarke, 2013)Interviews are defined aéa conversation with a purposgWebb and

Webb, 1932)g KA OK Ol y Ol LJidzZNBE NAOK RIFGF FyYyR GKAO]
experiences with school food. They are a common qualitative research tool relevant to
understandng beliefs and experienceeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019; Braun and

Clarke, 2013)and enable the collection of data in an interpretable foffatick, 2014)In

this instance, interviews were chosen over focus groupsrder to capture the range

of complex experiences from different perspectives without the blending of opinions

and influence of others opinions which can arise in a group seffititghie et al., 2014)

An individual interview enables the chance to clarify and obtain a depth of
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understanding for complex systerfRitchie et al., 2014%uch as school foodEnabling
participants to communicate in their own words offered the opportunity to collect rich
and detailed data for interpretatioiMagnusson and Marecek, 2015)stablishing and
reflecting on the subjective beliefs and understandingthote with the opportunity to
directly influence the qualitgf food served to childreywas deemed t@rovidevaluable
insighsto addresghe gap in knowledgwith respect to quality and the influence of the

procurement contract thereorfRitchie et al., 2014)

The design was selected to be flexible and itera@i®wing for the review of methods
as the study developed to take advantage of data capture as it related to the research

guestion(Ritchie et al., 2014)
2.6.2 Sample and recruitment

2.6.2.1 Sample selection

A combination of purposive and theoretical sampling was chosen to capture a diversity
of data from all relevant types of school food providéR#chie et al., 2014; Magnusson
and Marecek, 2015)A heterogeneous samplgbased onthe procurement contract
types identified inStudies 1 and )2targeted school food providers and public health
advocates with differing contract characteristics and food systems experiasitavas
considered to offer the best chance of obtainagliversity of opinion key to answering

the exploratory research questiondhe school food providers were purposively
selected for the characteristics of their job role and organisation type, which was
predetermined at the srt of the study, and the public health advocates were
theoretically selected for their knowledge of the topwhich developed the sample

from the knowledge gained as the study progreséeédyne, 1997)
2.6.2.2 Sample size

It is accepted that deep understanding may be gained from a smaller sample than that
possible in quantitative studie@Baker, Edwards and Doidge, 201bwever, there is
no generally accepted rule as to what sample size is required to achieve a suitable depth

of data (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006; Magnusson and Marecek,.20hB)
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approach is to continue to gather data unt@mpirical saturation is reachédBaker,
Edwards and Doidge, 2012)he point at which saturation is achieved is affected by the
homogeneity of the sampl@Baker, Edwards and Doidge, 2012; Braun and Clarke, 2021b;
Hennink and Kaiser, 202ahd, therefore, understanding the relevance to the research
guestion of including a variety of participants is importahere is also an important
difference to be considered between no new thematic issues requiring codes being
identified (suggested to be atine interviews) and no new depth of understanding
being identified (suggested to be at 16 to 24 interviefknnink, Kaiser and Marconi,
2017) This focus on the quality, richness and relevance of the datas@hfmrmation
powere is recommended by Braun and Clgniaher than seeking saturatiofBraun and
Clarke, 2022)The decision alsthas practical implications, for examplea terms of
YFE{Ay3 GKS 06Said dzasS 2 7F G(RrSun hida Gl&ke RIRAIENI &
concept of information power states that the more information the sample contains the
lower the amount of participants are needed to develop new knowlefldalterud,
Siersma and Guassora, 2018lggested numbers from research to achieve a balance of
sufficiently covering the topic without impractical and prohibitive levels of gatage

from 12 to 60(Baker, Edwards and Doidge, 2012; Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006)

Factors toconsider according to Baker, Edwards and Doid@aker, Edwards and

Doidge, 2012)include

1 Availability and accessibility of relevant participants: This was likely to be a key factor
in this study as school food isacknowledgedto be underfunded and under
resourced therefore, stakeholders were likely to be too busy to prioritise research
participation;

1 Homogeneity and the need to cover groups with different perceptighgnnink and
Kaiser, 2022)hich, in this caserelated to a requirement to include the different
procurement contractypes and advocates with regional and national overviews;

1 External requirements: typically from fundensas not applicable in this case;

1 Available resources: which in this case was one researcher;

1 Norms for the discipline: theravas no direct precedent;
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1 The availability of other evidence to support the findings: in this caasprovided

by the literature review and findings from Studies 1 and 2,;
2.6.2.3 Eligibility criteria

The eligibility criteria were kept deliberately broad to capture a diversity of perceptions.

tF NOAOALI YydGa ySSRSR (2 KI@S 4 tSrad 2y
school food systenrelated to the direct provision of school meals in primary school
settings or detailed knowledge thergofas (a) a provider, (b) a public health
representative or (c) a national school food advocacy organisaflibiis experience

needed to be within the lastwo years. Eligible roles were those related to the
commissioning or procurement of school meals, the delivery of school meals, including

the cooking of the meals on site, the setting or implementation of policy relating to the

procurement or delivery of a school meal or supporting advisory or advocacy roles.
2.6.2.4 Recruitment

The key providers in Yorkshire were identified in Studyard the public health
advocates through networking with fellow researchers and experts in the field
(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015pr the purpose of this study, the terépublic health
advocates related to organisations whose main strategic purpose was to educate policy
makers and the public on matters relating to school food provisibme relevant
characteristics for purposive sample and selection were individuals in roles relating to
the commissioning or procurement of school meals, the delivery of school meals,
including the cooking of the meais the schoolsetting To ensure a rich and varied
dataset within the sample of 2Q 25 participants, recruitment of the school food
providers included; the top five catering companies, five local authority catering
services, and five thouse chefs who were invited to participate in the interviels.
addition, a theoretical sample of 10 individual experts were selected for their knowledge
and experience of school meal provision at a higher regional or nationa| ileslelding

their individual subjective interpretation of that systefflick, 2014)Usingthis variety

of participants,sought to access an overview of the issues from a system perspective

adding context and a richer level of data. Where applicable snowballing was used to find
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additional individuals with relevant experience, this is a useful method in situations
where the participants are likely to know other useful participants and be able to provide
an introduction to them (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015Fthical approval
(HSRGC/2024/636)G&vas sought from the University of York department of Health
Sciences Research Governance Committee for the collection of data prior to
recruitment. Target participants were professionals being interviewed in their work
capacity and the research did not seek personal information or involve vulnerable
individuals. The subject matter was not sensitive; howevér,was acceptedthat
recruitmentof time poor professionals to discuss a topic which may reveal shortcomings
in their own, 2 NJ S Y L)pdicie$ ahid @ractices would be difficuNonethelessthe
relevance and richness of these participant perceptions could uncover novel data of
importance to policy and practic€Collett, 2023) To encourage open and honest
responses anonymity was offered to all participants. A participant information sheet and
consent form were sent to all participants in advastoeallow time for full consideration

and for any concerns to be addressed. Informed consent was obtained prior to any

interview as detailed below.
2.6.2.5 Recruitment strategies
National stakeholdergn=5)

Existing contacts within the research team were used to give the best chance of a
response(Collett, 2023) Where possible, the individuals were approached in person
during meetings or events initiallyo establish their willingness to participate in the
study. The individuals were then contacted by email to confirm their agreement and

establish availability.
Local authoritiegCaterers n=4, Public health n=3)

| had built relationships with several local authorities during the PhD, and these were
used for the initial contactWhere possible, the individuals were approached in person
at events or in meetingsitially, to establish their willingness to participate in the study.

The individuals were then contacted by email to confirm their agreement and establish



availability.Experience shows that response rates can be slow, and time was built into

the schedule to allow for repeated contact.
Commercial caterergn=3)

The caterers were emailed to establish their willingness to participate in the study.
Where possible existing contacts were asked to provide an email introduction to
facilitate a higher likelihood of a response. In order to encourage recruitment of
participants from commercial caterersvho are hard to engage in researcthe

anonymity of their participation was emphasisg@@raun and Clarke, 2013)
In-house caterergn=3)

Schools which had been visited as part of the FixOurFood observation days were

contacted by email to invite the catering manager or chef to participate in an interview.
Suppliers(n=2)

Suppliers were approached at events to estabtigtir willingness to participate in the
study. The individuals were then contacted by email to confirm their agreement and

establish availability
Catering consultantgn=2)

The catering consultants were recommended by other participants who provided an
introduction and established their willingness to participate in the study. The individuals

were then contacted by email to confirm their agreement and establish availability.
2.6.3 Data collection and management

2.6.3.1 Data capture

Data were captured using sessiiructured interviews, as they alled the collection of
rich data exploring what those responsible for influencing the provision of food to
children believd to represent quality in a practical and theoretical context. The

participants were professionals able to articulate their experiences without the need for
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the support of a group setting to draw out their opinions and were more likely to

respond to an individual interview timed to suit their schedule.

Interviews were undertaken between September 2024 and February 2025. A topic guide
of open, clear and nofeading questions and prompts was devised in advance
(AppendixE) to capture context, as well as perspectiviéis guided the interview in a
systematic but flexible way, enabling further exploration of issues arising during the
conversation where useful to the researcRitchie et al., 2014; Magnusson and
Marecek, 2015)However, e topic guidevas used as a guide ongnd was not always
strictly adhered tgas preserving the flow of the conversation took prioff§agnusson

and Marecek, 2015)The guide started with an introduction of the researcher and
project along with any ethical considerations and conséMagnusson and Marecek,
2015) This was followed with a general question about the role and experience of the
participant to build rapport and enable them to start talking about the topic easily
(DeJdonckheere and Vaughn, 2019; Ritchie et al., 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2013;
Magnusson and Marecek, 2019) was then followed with a short number of simple
core questions to establish the information required for the stualpng with prompts

to probe into further detail where necessafipeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019)

The interviews soughto gather opinions on the quality of foodind to establish

LI NGAOALN yiQad SELISNASYyOSa sAGK (GKS LINROA&AAZ2Y
opinions on the quality of that food. Additionally, theterviews sought to establish
what participants understood about the contractual relationships for school faod

how they believed these influenced the quality of school food served. Where necessary,
further unplanned follow up questions were asked to request clarification
(DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 20D®)expansion. This was achieved with a follow on
guestion such adl would like you to tell me more about th&abr écan you describe an
example of that (Magnusson and Marecek, 2019)he last question was a freeform
option for the participant to add any other information they felt to be relevétaun

and Clarke, 2013; Magnusson and Marecek, 204 pjlot interview was conducted with

a national stakeholder to identify any problematic wordings and identify any gaps in
responses relating to important topicdMagnusson and Marecek, 2015)he pilot

participant confirmed that the questions were easy to understand, relevant to the topic
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and enabled them to fully discuss their views and beliefs, #mefefore, no changes
were made. The topic guide was reviewed again following the first few interviews to
establish if the data being collected was sufficient to address the research question
(Braun and Clarke, 2013)

The interview style was based on the responsive conversational style advocated by
Rubin and RubirfRubin and Rubin, 2012yhich utilisedmy previous experience to
convey credibility, build rapport and encourage a free sharing of experience to develop
rich data from the participant. The experience and ability of the researcher to convey
their competence to engage in a two way conversaigrecommended aparticularly
important for interviews withcelite¢ participants such as those with board level or

senior management positior(§lick, 2014)

Active listening was employed to establish when to use additional prompts to explore
comments further(Ritchie et al., 2014; Magnusson and Marecek, 20I6hg with an
attitude of nonjudgemental interest to encourage participants to continue talking
(Braun and Clarke, 2013Jowever] drew onmy experience of conducting professional
interviews to ensure that the base data was the experience and perception of the
participant with minimal interference frormyself The interviews were planned to last
approximately 40 minutes and werall conducted byme to enable a depth of
understanding and analysis and ensure a consistency of apprdegithe target
participants were professionals likely to have limited time the interviews were
conducted virtually through zoom, as most useideo conferencing in their daily
working lives. This method is easy to arrange for time poor people, convenient,
empowering, and cost and resource effectimeaking larger samples possil{ldanna

and Mwale, 2017) In situations where the participant may not be familiar or
comfortable with zoom from their professional roles, for example kitchen staff, an
alternative of an irperson interview was offeredThe interviews were recorded on
zoom and transcribecby a University of York approved transcription serviaéth the
author checking the automatic transcription for accuracy and correcting any gaps or
misrepresentations immediatelfMagnusson and Marecek, 2019)he purpose of this
was to ensure a verbatim record whilst enabling the interview to flow without the taking

of notes disrupting the rapport built and to enable the full richness and detail of the data
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to be captured(Braun and Clarke, 2013 digital consent formwas sent to the
participantbefore the interview and verbal consewastaken, and recordedbefore the
interview commenced. Notes of the overall impression of the interyialeng with
observations on the relationship with the participant, perceived reactions to the content
and key points arising were recorded in a journal immediately following the interview

to facilitate reflexivity(Ritchie et al., 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2013)
2.6.3.2 Data management

Dataand interview consent formgere stored on the University of York secure server

in an access limited folder. A password protected spreadsheet was used to replace
personal identifiers (e.g. name, email address, organisatonall documentsvith a

data identifier comprising of a sequential number and participant type which was used
for naming files (N& National Stakeholder, L&Local Authority Caterer, GQContract
Caterer, IC¢ Inhouse Caterer, PH Public Health, SU Supplier, CQg Catring
conailtant). This prevented participants being identified from the file names

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015)

All audio recordingsvere uploaded tothe University of York secure serveiith
authorised team member accesalyand deleted immediately from the original source.
Once transcribed, all recordinggere also deleted from the departmental network.
Archiving folloved the procedures outlined in University of York data protection
policies, including guidance on the Data Protection Act: University Policy, Procedures

and Guidelines.
2.6.4 Analysis of data

¢CKS ylrfeadAaolrf FTNIYSg2N] o6+ a OK2aSy I FGSNI 02y
theory underpinning the research, the transparency, simplicity and clarity of the process

and communication for procedures and findinfdagnusson and Marecek, 2015)

Thematic analysis is a useful method to identify, analyse and report patterns within the

data collected (Bowen, 2008@nd, asit is not bound to a specific theoretical construct

it is applicable in a multitude of different study desigistchie et al., 2014)hematic

analysis is well suited to a critical realismtology and pragmatism epistemology
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(Fletcher, 2017and can offer a simple and clear process to capture the complexity and
nuance of school lunch quality through exploring and identifying relevant patterns in the
perceptions of providers and public health advocates. However, there are many forms
of thematic analysis requiring the researcher to actively choose how they wish to engage

with the data(Trainor and Bundon, 2021)

Theprominentsixphase process of Braun and ClafReaun and Clarke, 200&asused

in this study as it offers a frameworko establish flexible inductive themes in a
transparent, repeatable, robust, ansystematicmannerwhilst enabling refinements
and iteration as necessar@f thethree methods described by Braun and Cla(Beaun
and Clarke, 2022yeflexive thematic analysi@raun and Clarke, 2019)as the most
appropriate to this study as it sought to interpret the beliefs and opinions of
participants acknowledging that the experience and knowledge of the researcher is a
valuable tool in gathering, analysirand interpretingthat data. The other two methods,
coding reliability and codebogkvere discountedor this study. This was because their
focus a accuracy, reliabilityand replicability of measurement of codirtrough using
predetermined or early established codesas deemed lesselevant to a research
questionabout beliefs and perceptionshan the dinterpretive deptte from reflexive
thematic analysis. Therefore, the method supported theagmatismapproach of
balancing context and perspectitkrough developing the themes during the coding
process taouild practical knowledge througbatterns of shared meaning in this study.
My own thoughts and reflectiongrom the interviewjournal were usedto facilitate
reflection of the impact ofmy own positionality on the collection, analysis and

interpretation of the data(Sheard, 2022)
. NI dzy | y $xphadedofialgsiFdllowed:

1. Familiarisation with the data by readingnd rereading the transcripts of the
interviews noting points of angotential codes which could relatbe data item or

dataset

2. Generating codes from the initial review in a systematic manbgridentifying
interesting features in the data set which could indicate or refer to the quality of food

provided and collating data for each code in a table;



3. Searching for themes which connect individual codes and organising the data

relevant to each theme in a table for analysis;

4. Reviewing the themes identified and checking that they work with the coded extracts

from the data set as a whole;
5. Defining and naming themes with clear and distinct names;

6. Producing a report by selecting and analysing the extracts for each theme in relation

to the research questianand the findings from the previous studies

Whilst thesixphases are separate, an iterative process moving back and forth between
the phases as the data was analysed and interpreted helped to develop and add depth

to the procesgTerry et al., 2017)
2.6.4.1 Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data

The transcriptswere uploaded intoNVivo (Lumivero, 2024)read several times and
relevant phrases or words highlighted. These words and phrases were reviewed through
a table of codes in NViybelping to identify words, meanings, and patterns relevant to
food quality. This was done with the research questions in mind to enable a systematic

approach to extracting data from the transcriggidagnusson and Marecek, 2015)

2.6.4.2 Phase 2: Generation of codes

The generation of codegas inductiveprganic and recursive, evolving as trenscripts

were reviewed multiple times and drawing ony own experience in the field of study

to interpret and determine the relevance of dai@heard, 2022; Braun and Clarke, 2019;
Magnusson and Marecek, 2015he coding table was continually revisited to reflect on
the language used and the ideas being expres®¢dilst frequency of occurrence of
codeswasnoted, it did not drive the selection of the themgu and Zammit, 2020;
Braun and Clarke, 2006As a reflexive approachastaken, a second coder as not

used as the purposeas to usemy knowledge and experience to interpret and engage
with the data rather than to establish accuracy or check process (Braun and Clarke,

2019).
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Simple semantic codes from the coding table were noted or highlighted on the
transcripts to represent the explicit meaning of the data. Analytically useful ideas that
help to capture shared perceptions of the participants were sought to allow the relevant

constructs to develop inductively from the daflagnusson and Marecek, 2015)
2.6.4.3 Phase 3: Theme identification

The data were systematically reviewed to establish inductive thgBesun and Clarke,
2022) because the purpose of the research question is to establish the participants
beliefs and understandings rather than apply or test an existing thddwy/processof
collecting the codes in a table wased to reflexively develop patterns of shared
meaning, themes, in the dathooking for shared meaning requires interpretation rather
than a collection of specific words or phrases and results in a richer story through
drawing on the experience and expertise of the researcher in the {i\d&nusson and
Marecek, 2015) Asmy own knowledge, experience and influence time research
formed part of the data the interview journal was consulted to aid reflexivity

throughout the proces¢Braun and Clarke, 2021a)

The lack of existing research in this area lends itself to the use of an inductive approach
to establish what patterns in the data are uncovered. The coding table was used to group
similar words, phrases, and concepts together and establish patterns. Pagtsens

were used to develop themes. There was an evolution from the simple semantic codes
in the initial review to latent themes adding a higher level of interpretation of what the

participants articulated.
2.6.4.4 Phase 4: Review of the themes

The resulting inductive themes, selected according to relevance to the research
guestiors, were used to organise and analyse the data and report findings (Braun and
Clarke, 2006)Where necessary, themes were broken down into sub themes for clarity

of reporting. This was an iterative process, and themes continued to be reviewed and

refined throughout the process.



2.6.4.5 Phase 5: Defining and naming themes

Themes were influenced by code prevalenbat the judgement and experience of
myself, aghe researcherin terms of the relevance to the research question were the
key determinantgBraun and Clarke, 2006}iven the lack of research in this area, the
themes needed to represent the data as a whole to capture the range of participant
views as well as the rich detéBraun and Clarke, 2006)his was done by developing
the table from Phase 3to visualise the themes and links between them to assist in

assigning a label which clearly represented that theme.

2.6.4.6 Phase 6: Interpretation of results and reporting

The themes werenputinto Nvivo, and the codes relevant to each theme were attached
to that theme. The provider contract type characteristic was assigned to each
participant record to enable comparison between the gro(dagnusson and Marecek,
2015) Text may have been coded multiple times if it related to more than one theme
(Magnusson and Marecek, 201%yVivo was used to interpret the data to inform and
synthesse the findings in relation to each theme in a systematic {#ggnusson and
Marecek, 2015)An exploration of links and unifying constructs syntsesthe findings

to take the analysis beyond a simple summ@hagnusson and Marecek, 201%) final

step as recommended biagnusson and Marecek (2018)as used to verify the
analysisby rereading each story and considering whether it corrobataieopposel

the other participant stories and checking whether the essence of the story was
adequately captured in the summary. Furthermore, using my experience in professional
detachment enabled me to step back and look at the data in a way which would report
findings driven by what was said by the participaather than being overly influenced

by my own perception of what was important to repoifhe report summarised what

the participants believed to be high quality food for children (RQ2a) and how the
contract influenced this (RQ2b).

11C



Chapter3Y { (nfdAB2LImMy 3 NB DA SS

3.1 Summary

The literature review (Chaptet) highlightedthe urgent need to address the impact of
poor diet on population health in the Ulkdnd the ability of school meals to facilitate
improvement It revealed a gap in our understanding the different procurement
contract types governing the provision of school mealkich this study sought to
explore further Understanding how these contracts are linked to the quality of food
provided and outcomes for childrennformed the further researchin this PhDto
support the development ofelevant and impactful policy and practice. Thigpter
presents the results, discussion and conclusion from the systematic scoping review and

narrative synthesis addressing the following research question:

What is the existing evidence linking school food procurement contract type with

school food provision(RQ.a).

The study revealeda lack of anysubstantial body of peer reviewed research linking
school food procurement contract type with fooguality or outcomes ofnterest.
Documents reveale@ complex and fragmentedchool meal provision systemand
inconsistent evidence relating to the outcomes of interddbst studies focused on
sustainability or nutrition / guideline compliance and the manocurement contract
types for school food provsion discussed were commercial contractors, local
authorities and idhouse cateers. However, there was a lack of clarity in contract
specifications and definitions of qualjtand documents highlightedconcern over
inadequatecompliance monitoring and financial viability impactopggality. The review
was published in PLoS One on 19 March 2025 T01371/journal.pone.030568and

the paper is includedt Appendix~

3.2 Aims

Thisstudy aimedo establish what is known imoth academic and grey literature about

the types of contracts that exist for the procurement of school meatsl to identify


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0305685

existingevidence that linkshese procurementcontracttypes with the quality of food

provided and the outcomesfor school children.
3.3 Methods

A systematicscoping review was conducted to establish the breadth and extent of
available evidence in this complex, but novel, area. It investigated, charted and
described what evidence exedtrelating to the procurement contract types in force for
food served in schoolsalong with any associated outcomelarrative synthesis
techniques were used to analyse and present the resklis.the purpose of this study,
provision of school meals refers to the offer of a full meal for a child on the school
premises at lunchtimeand key outcomes relate to child health and academic results.

Full methods are detailed i@hapter 2.
3.4 Findings

3.4.1 Literature search

The databasesearch citation review and google search returned 1,288 papers and
reports. After removing 433 duplicatethe titles and abstracts of 854 papers and
reports were screened for eligibility. This excluded 713 documemnis the full texts of

the remaining 141 documents were assessed for eligibility, identifying 30 papers and
reports which fulfilled the eligibility criteria. Reasons for excluding documents in the full
text screen are included in the PRISMA diagraigure3-1. Six studies were excluded
for being in a language other than English, these are detailéppendix HOver half

of the papers (58%) wemxcluded for not meeting the exposure criteria, mainly due to
focusingon procurement (purchases) by the student food other than school lunch,

or for examining education or nutrition interventions which were unrelated to school
lunch provision or procurement contract type. A furttdr (1999 studieswere excluded

for noneligible outcomes, such as eating behaviours or disora@engolicies, standards

or guidance notes unrelated to the specific outcomes of this stoeing child health or

academic aclkivement
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References removed (n = 433)
Duplicates identified manually (n = 0}
Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 433)

Studies & reports screened (n = 854) —=— Studies & reports excluded {n = 713}

Studies & reports sought for retrieval (n = 141) —={ Studies not retrieved (n = 0)

Studies & reports excluded (n = 111)

—=1 Duplicate, date, language or document type (n=22]
Populatian Non-School setting (n = 4)

Exposure Procuremaent by child or family (0 =25]

Expasure Linrelated to schoal lunch procurement cantract
type [n=39)

Dutcome Eating behavigurs {n =7)

Dutcome Unrelated guidance, standards or policies (n =12]
Quteome Emissions] [n =2

Screening

Studies & reports assessed for eligibility (n = 141)

Studies & reports included in review (n = 30)

Figure3-1 PRISMA flow chart of the literature selection process
3.4.2 Overview of included documents

The remaining 30 documents comprised 16 academic papers, 11 grey literature reports

and 3 bookgTable 31).

There was international coverage in the academic papers and books from South America
(n=2)(Goncalves et al., 2019; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,

2021a) Europe (n=19jLassen et al., 2019; He, Pefézeto and Mikkelsen, 2014; He
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and Mikkelsen, 2014; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Galli et al., 2014; Lavall et al., 2020; Tregear
et al., 2022; Brinck, Hansen and Kristensen, 2011; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young,
2005; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006; Hacking, 2022; Dimbleby and VirtE3d; 2

Soil Association, 2003; Expert Panel On School Meals, 2002; Food Matters, 2014; RSM,
2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations, 2021aNorth America (n=9)jTaylor et al., 2014; Anderson,
Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Rylander, 1999;
Robinson, 1996; Williams et al., 2021; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Morgan and Sonnino,
2008; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nati@@®la) Asia (n=3)
(Shabhril et al., 2000; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a;
Chang, 2014and Australia (n=1(Hill et al., 2023)However, the grey literature related
exclusively to the USA, UK, and IrelgdRylander, 1999; Nicholas, Powell and Smith,
2006; Robinson, 1996; Williams et al., 2021; Hacking, 2022; Dimbleby and Vincent,
2013a; Soil Association, 2003; Expert Panel On School Meals, 2002; Food Matters, 2014;
RSM, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021)

The dates of the academic papers and articles covered 23 years from 2000 to 2023 with
the majority (75%, n=12)Goncalves et al., 2019; Lassen et al., 2019; He, rretn

and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2014; Taylor et al., 2014; Chiaverina et al., 2023;
Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Chang, 2014; Hill et al., 2023; Galli et
al., 2014; Lavhet al., 2020; Tregear et al., 202i2) the previousdecade. The grey
literature and books were dated between 1996 and 2022 with half (50%,(Walllams

et al., 2021; Hacking, 2022; Food Matters, 2014; RSM, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Ebdon and
Chen, 2017; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 202129

previousdecade.

Thel6academic papers and articles were not necessarily focused on the comparison of
health outcomes by procurement contract type, though it was described and therefore
included as eligible. One paper did focus on this was framed as lowcost vs local
sourcing rather than provider contract tyg@&regear et al., 2022¥5ustainability relating

to organic procurement and waste, was a key focus of half of the pdfsatt et al.,

2014; Tregear et al., 2022; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Lassen et al., 2019; He, Perez
Cueto and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2014; Chiaverina et al., @0PRre
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mainly concerned with nutrition or guideline compliangessen et al., 2019; Taylor et

al., 2014; Shabhril et al., 2000; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Hill et al., 2023; Lavall et al., 2020;
Tregear et al., 2022; Brinck, Hansen and Kristensen, 2011; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012;
Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young, 208%) with body weight and diseag&oncalves

et al., 2019; Chang, 2014nd one with academic achievemeffinderson, Gallagher

and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018)ifferent types of food provision were describ@geTable

3-1): outsourced vs ifhouse (n=5)Lassen et al., 2019; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Chang,
2014; Hill et al., 2023; Lavall et al., 2Q21)) premises meal preparation vs off premises
(n=1)(Goncalves et al., 20LPrganic vs non organic (e and Mikkelsen, 2014; He,
PerezCueto and Mikkelsen, 20%4¢ontractor vs local community (n=(Shahril et al.,

2000} healthy vendor vs not (h={Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 20a®&)

cost vs local sourcing (n={)regear et al., 2022)ncluding these papers captured
important characteristics of each contract tygoviding context and understanding of

how the contract type links with food quality and outcomeBhe studies were
observational in nature, mainly gquantitative analyses of ciessional survey data
collected in large regional or national studies, smaller menus reviews or qualitative case

studies.

The 11 grey literature reports were mainly commissioned, fand funded by
government departments or advocacy organisations to evaluate and inform policy.
Therefore, they were more concerned with providing overall economic, planetary and
population health related insight, as opposed to comparing specific outcomes by
procurement contractypes. Most gave general background information, only one made
comparisons between outsourced andhouse provisior{Rylander, 1999)Two looked

at food service management companigsbinson, 1996; Williams et al., 202hd one

at local authoritiegNicholas, Powell and Smith, 2008wo of the three books were
mainly concerned with sustainable school meal provision and did not compare different
procurement contract types (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, 2021ape specifically looked at the outsourcing

of provision and made comparisons tehouse provisiorfEbdon and Chen, 2017)
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3.4.3 School meal prourementcontract types

Documents revealed a variety of school food procurement contract types betvaeen
within, different geographical areas. These fell into broad overall categories of
government provision, Hnouse catering and outsourced commercial provision. This
varied by school type, geographical area, or political orientaffohiaverina et al., 2023;
Goncalves et al., 2019; Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Ebdon and Chen,
2017; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen
and Young, 2005; Robinson, 1996) most European countries, the school was
responsible for choosing the food prmarement contract type (Mikkelsen, Rasmussen

and Young, 2005however, European school food systems were found to be commonly
managed at a higher level than the schauatich could be at a national or regional level

of government(Tregear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; He, Rénezto and Mikkelsen,
2014) Countries including England, Finland, France, Scotland, Italy and Sweden
provided a hot lunchtime mealeither through the school, local government or an
outsourced catering contrac{Tregear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; Morgan and
Sonnino, 2008; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young, 2@@Bpol meals were also
prepared in different locations, with some cooked on sitied others prepared in central
kitchens for transportation to the schoglshich could be by outsourced catering teams

or in house staff or voluntee 3 regear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; Shabhril et al., 2000)

Differences also existed within prorementcontract types. For example, one AiSudy

found several variations of outsourcing school meal provision such as, private company
providing the meals, but the school empéxythe staff; private company providing the
meals and the staff; private company provileonsultation services only; and on rare
occasions (1%) another public school district progittee meals(Anderson, Gallagher

and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018)here was no peer reviewed scientific research on the
provision contract types in England. The School Food @anbleby and Vincent,
2013a)provided the most comprehensive picture of provision; however, this report is
now over a decade old. The report noted the complexity of school meal provision. This
could be contracted by thivcalauthority but provided irhouse through local authority

catering services, or through a private caterer. Alternatively, it could be contracted
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through the school which may use the local authority, a private caterer, or cater in

house.

Identified papers indicated that good practice existed across the differertypement
contract types regardless of whether provision was executed by a private caterer, in
house staff, or a local authority catering servié@de synthesis of findings highlighted
severakey themedinking the school food purementcontract type with food quality
and outcomes for childrenincluding; contractual relationships, economic factors,
nutritional quality and guidelineshealth outcomes academic achievementulture,

policies and regulatioand child acceptability
3.4.4 Contractual relationships

The importance of the contractual relationship and having binding, monitored, and
evaluated specifications was noted to help to manage a complex situation, \ghaliéy

and outcome priorities may differ by procurement contract typ@r example, there
could be conflicting priorities of profitability for private contractors compared to social,
economic, and environmental principles for authoriti€gfood and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, 2021a; Galli et al., 2024)ack of precision in
contractual terms such ascbest valug, was thought to haveallowed caterers to
interpret this in a way that suited their business goadgher than the stated aim of
providing a high quality nutritious catering servigeood Matters, 2014)Substandard
contracts without legally binding detailed specificatigwgere thought to impact school
food take up, profitability, food quality and prices, amxpensive specialist legal
knowledgeis likely tobe required to renegotiate or exit the contra@@imbleby and
Vincent, 2013a)Tender design and contract negotiatiere identified as kegpecialist
skills which public sector officials and school leaders may not hdespite their
responsibility for the contractual relationships with large public sector suppliers
(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)his could affect qualityhrough outsourced contracts
being awarded at financially unviable rates, or too much (or too little) market
competition driving flawed costing mode(€hiaverina et al., 2023; Ebdon and Chen,
2017) Differing views on contract lengths were presented, with long term contracts

thought to facilitate contractor complacency and profit prioritisatiaver quality
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(Hacking, 2022and converselyto facilitate capital investment in facilities which is not

financially viable over shorter contract teriSM, 2022)
3.4.5 Economic factors

The low levels of available spend for ingredieatsd the impactinancial viabilityhad

on nutritional quality was highlighted in severpbpers andeports(Shabhril et al., 2000;
Chiaverina et al., 2023; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young,
2005; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006; Hacking, 2022;
Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Soil Association, 2088jritional quality of food was
related to the available budgetvith convenience and price sensitivipgrceived to be
driving the increased use of cheaper processed fast food over more expensive fresh
food, along withconsiderations such ake expense of reverting to an infrastructure
supporting scratch cookin¢Chiaverina et al., 2023; Hill et al., 2023; Lawrence and
Liquori, 2012; Shahril et al., 200@xamples of spending varied widedyd ranged
between 32p and £10 per meal serve@©imbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Lawrence and
Liquori, 2012; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006; Soil
Association, 2003)Hacking(2022) reported that caterers, from all prurement
contract types, claimed that rising costs were impacting quality and menus as caterers
reduced costs to compensate. This included reducing labour costs by prioritising time
saving food over nutritious food, more regular use of cheaper processed food and
packet mixes and reducing the variety of food offered. In addition, food costs were cut
by reducing portion sizes and limiting more expensive healthy food such as protein and
fish. Overcoming a ¢k of funding included a need to be creative by mixing high and

low-cost menu itemgShabhril et al., 2000)

There was a large per meal price differentiatween the meals in Italyperceived to be

highquality,s KA OK ¢SNB 0S06SSYy ep YR € (Tegesrs | YR LINR
et al., 2022) Studies found priceis the rest of Europt&Nd Y 3SR FNRY ,om®nu Ay {
€ HOHY A(TregéaKebal., 2022 he price charged for English school lunches was
reported to be insufficient to cover production costs, particularly affecting smaller
schools unable to meet a breakeven rate of serving 100 meals peiDaanpleby and

Vincent, 2013a)Documents highlighted that the expectation and pressure for school
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food to generate profit in the UK and A fluenced policy decisions to prioritise cost
savings over food qualitfHacking, 2022; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Nicholas, Powell
and Smith, 2006)TheSoil Association(2003)reported that successful local authority

catering became unviable as profits were redistributed to education budgets.

Cost reduction was discussed as a key reason for outsourcing the school meal provision
in several documentsand there was an expectation that outsourcing provision would
reduce costgWilliams et al., 2021; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Robinson, .198@)ever,

in practice the perceived cost effectiveness, efficiencies and economies of scale were
deemed to be outweighed by higher costs for contract tendering, management, and
monitoring (Chiaverina et al., 2023; Ebdon and Chen, 200ne study found mixed
perceptions of whether costs reduced with outsourgingting thatécontractors did not
always keep their promiségEbdon and Chen, 2017Conversely, Robinsof1996)
found that costs and deficits were reduced after contracting out services, but the
reduction was only enough to bring them in line with food authorities not using
contractors.A 2013 report also stated that the prorement contract type did not
determine the cost of providing the meals schools with an thouse provision had a
similar overall cost to local authoritieslespite catering for much lower volumes
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a&jowever, there was no comparable data for outsourced
private caterers(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013aRSM IrelandRSM, 2022jhoted that
excess profits could be made by corporate providers at the expense of the public purse,
however, providers needed an adequate economic return to ensure quality was

maintained for the lifetime of the contract.
3.4.6 Nutritional quality and guidelines

Most of the papers (n=1(Lassen et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2014; Shahril et al., 2000;
Chiaverina et al., 2023; Hill et al., 2023; Lavall et al., 2020; Tregear et al., 2022; Brinck,
Hansen and Kristensen, 2011; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and
Young, 2005) discussed nutritional quality or guidelines however, there was
inconsistency in the markers of nutritional quality used. Measures included compliance
with standards and guidelines, which differed by country, for items such as content /

servings of fruit and vegetables, fish, whole grains, highnfeat and dairy, sodium
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content, energy, protein, fat, vitamins and minerals, fried dishes, red meat content,
processed foods, pulses and starches, pastries and cakes, confectionary, desserts and
added sugars. Two papefdnderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Lawrence
and Liquori, 20123pecifically noted the difficulty in defining and accurately measuring
nutritional quality within the complexity and practical difficulties of school food

provision.

Factors influencing the nutritional quality of meals in the different meacprement
contract types were addressed in some studwgh in-house providers noted to be
affected by a lack of resources, nutritional menu planning expertise and administrative
flexibility, and private contractors noted to be affected by contractual ambiguity,
unsuitable selection processes and management bu{@maverina et al., 2023; Ebdon
and Chen, 2017)However, the results relating to quality outcomes were also
inconsistent. Three studies found no significant evidence linking theupement
contract type with the markers of nutritional quality test¢dill et al., 2023; Tregear et
al., 2022; Lassen et al., 2019hree studies found that ihouse facilities performed
better than outsourced catering. One related to reduced sodium levels through
replacingtheat and servémodels with scratch cookin@aylor et al., 2014)Two found

that outsourced caterers had higher levels of operating, contract management, and
overhead costsand an overall focus on reduced costs which led to including less of the
expensive foods such as fruit and vegetahl€hiaverina et al., 2023; Shabhril et al.,
2000)

Included grey literaturereports indicated that the quality of food from outsourced
catering was impacted through offering cheaper, more palatable, but less healthy
alternatives in competition with the more expensive healthy optiotts influence
consumption patterns prioritising profit over healfBoil Association, 2003Yonversely,

one study found that when considering the four most important nutritional quality
criteria, as defined in national guidelines and relating to fruit vegetable and meat
content, outsourced canteens performed bett¢Chiaverina et al., 2023yhich could
indicate a more commercial ability to prioritise contractual compliance. Moreover,

Italian schools, which mainly outsourced their provision, were more likely to serve
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nutritionally calculated meals and recommend healthier choices than Finnish schools

which had lower levels of outsourciige, PereCueto and Mikkelsen, 2014)

The use of commercial market forces and practices to influence choice in Neysadrk
as making healthy food resemble fast food, creating a brand for school foatl
marketing the food to the children @sustomers, was said to raise the nutritional value
of the food (Morgan and Sonnino, 20Q8jlowever, more commercialised food and a
higher prevalence of UPF in privately catered schootenpared to state catered
schools was an indicator of reduced nutritional quality elsewhéfe@oncalves et al.,
2019)

Two studies found that higher levels ofganic producewere an indicator of better
nutritional quality, due to the increase in fruit and vegetable content and additional
training needed for creativity in menus to accommodate the more expensive
ingredients(Chiaverina et al., 2023; Lassen et al., 20H8yever, there was no robust
evidence that organic procurement policies led to healthy eatorgcompliance with
nutritional recommendationsin the two studies addressing this toide, PereCueto

and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2014)

3.4.7 Health outcomes

In terms ofchronic conditions the papers only addressed obesity, overweight and
hypertension and findings were inconsistent. Two studies found that the characteristics
of the school food environment, including the provision type, were associated with
overweight and obesitywith lower levels present when meals were preparedhouse
(Goncgalves et al., 2019; Chang, 20H9wever, one study found that hypertension was
higher in those schools preparing mealshimuse(Goncalves et al., 2019Fonversely,
Anderson et al.,(2018) found no evidence of obesity rates being impacted by
procurementcontract type. The authors noted that this could be because all models in
the study (healthy, standard, dnouse) were subject to the same calorie requirements.
One study noted that the association between increased body weight in children

attending schools that outsourced mealmay be due to competition between

121



outsourced caterers to make their meals more palatable to childrempared to school

nutritionists prioritising health over tast@Chang, 2014)
3.4.8 Academic achievement

Only one study measured the impact of healthy school meal provision on academic
results, finding that schools contracting with a healthy meal vendor achieved modestly
better academic results than schools withhinouse cateringand the impact was larger

for disadvantaged childrefAnderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 20%$8)ne
reports and studies noted that schools prioritised academic results over quality food
provision,for example, throughreducing the length of lunch breaks, reducing funding

or using school meal budgets subsidise education budget shortfalts outsourcing

the provision to concentrate resource on the core education provi@idrton and Chen,
2017; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Soil Association, 2003; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012;
Rylander, 1999)

3.4.9 Other factors influencing quality and outcomes

Other factorswvhich were not dependent on pourementcontract type were also noted

to influence the quality and outcomes from school meals. These included leadership
attitude to food provision(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013ahability to recruit and retain
experienced staffEbdon and Chen, 2017; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2606)
administrative burder{Williams et al., 2021; Robinson, 1996)

The impact otulturewas highlighted in two studigdlikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young,
2005; He and Mikkelsen, 201d4hd one book(Morgan and Sonnino, 20Q8pespite
extensive public funding and resources devoted to school meals in Copenlbagen%

of pupils bought a school lunch due to Danish cultural preferences for packed lunches
(He and Mikkelsen, 2014%imilarly, a cultural prioritisation of education over school
food in the UKwas believed tchaveled to a reduced focus on qualiffMorgan and
Sonnino, 2008)The stronger food culture in Italy was felt to underpin the quality of the
school food provision, which also incorporated environmental credentials, curriculum
compatibility, local cultures and traditions, freshness & organic providorgan and

Sonnino, 2008)



Several documents addressed the complexitgalicies and regulatiofor the provision

of school food of an appropriate nutritional qualityhich were found to be a challenge

for providers and, consequently, led to a lack of implementation and compliance. Key
issues included resource constraints, lack of understanding, and a lack of adequate
monitoring or consequences for naxompliancgChiaverina et al., 2023; Hacking, 2022;
Williams et al., 2021; Lavall et al., 2020; Lassen et al., 2019; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012;
Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)S5ome studies found that the existence of policies,
regulations, and guidelines per se did not influence outco(@saverina et al., 2023,

He and Mikkelsen, 2014; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2018a)e study found that the
procurement contract type did not impact compliance with state menu guidelines
which was low for all prmurementcontract types testedHill et al., 2023)Concerns over

the ability to understand regulations and demonstrate compliance was a key reason for
outsourcing provisionand a robust standards regime was a priority for ensuring
nutritional quality (Tregear et al., 2022; Williams et al., 2021; Ebdon and Chen,.2017)
The monitoring of compliance was found to vary considerably. Italy maedais high
quality standards with strict compliance monitoring in every sci{@allli et al., 2014;
Morgan and Sonnino, 2008 contrast, England, Wales, Australia, and USA were found
to have no compulsory compliance monitoring in pléddl et al., 2023; Williams et al.,

2021; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2Q06)

The difficulty of increasinghild acceptabilityof healthy meals in a food environment
where childrerwere perceived tgrefer fast food to the compliant reduced salt, sugar,
and fat healthy foodwas noted regardless of the prorementcontract type(Ebdon

and Chen, 2017Moreover, Tregear et al2022)found that the best nutritional quality
Italian menus also generated the most plate waste (38%) and the Croatian métius

the highest level of noncompliance with nutrient standgrdenerated the least plate
waste (12%)indicating that the nutritionally balanced meals may not be appealing to
the children. One report noted that healthier menus reduced the number of children
taking a school meal in secondary schools but increased the number of children taking

a school mal in primary schodINicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006)
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Table3-1 Summary of documents included in the review

Document Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
Type Aim / Overall Sample size,| Provision Outcome Study findingsthemesand relevant points
objective approachto | Age, type, Meal measured &
Author, Date,| as stated in| collecting the | Ethnicity, service, method
Journal the data Socie Financial &
abstract economic Contractual
status, details
Location
Paper To Quantitative | Circa 73,000 | Meals Hypertension | School meals may be provided by the governmeni
characteris | analysis of adolescents | prepared on | and obesity public schools or by commercial establishmer
Gongalves et| e the food | data collected | aged 1217 premises vs | prevalence. Characteristics of the school food environment (individ
al., environme | in 2013/14 in | from 1,247 | not Measurements:| and contextual) were found to be associated w
nt in the self Brazilian hypertensive = | hypertension and obesity.
2019Public | schools and administered | publicand | Contextual | blood pressure
health identify ERICA nationg private characteristic | x d¥'p 1 Ultra Processed Food was frequently availablg
nutrition individual | school based | schoolsin | s of school eg| percentile, the schools.
contextual | survey. 122 location, obese = &core 1 Almost all public schools in the study (97.9
(Goncalves | ¢5:10rs municipalitie | administrativ | >2 using BMI offered meals prepared on the premises in li
etal., 2019) | associated s serving e for age index. with guidelines.
with areas with | dependence, f Commercialised foods for purchase in a cafets
hypertensi >100k offer, sale was predominant in private schools.
inhabitants. | and
advertisemen
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on and t of foods
obesity. School meal Obesity prevalence was lower in schools where the m
provision were prepared on the premises vs not; 7.8%, (95%ClI
type. 8.4), vs 11.0%, (95% Cl 9.7, 12.3). Students had 35%
odds of obesity in the schools offering prepared me
Obesity prevalence was lowein schools with ng
commercialisation 7-3% (95 % CI 6-6, 8-2) than in sc
where foods were sold in the cafeteria 9-2% (95 % ClI
9.9).
Conversely, there was higher levels of hypertension wh
the meals were prepared in house 9.7% (95% CI1 9.1,
vs 9.1% (95% CI 8.1,10.1). Individual characteristics
more influential than the school context on hypertensi
(86.2% vs 13.8%).
Paper To test Quantitative | All California | Healthy Schoolby- Most schools had an ihouse provision for school mea
whether differencein- | USApublic Eating Index | gradelevel with only 12% provided through contracts with exterr
Anderson et | offering differences schools over | (HEI) vendor | standardized | vendors.
al., healthier style a fiveyear VS not test results
meals regressions period (STAR test) Four different models of outsourcing supply exist
2018Journal | affects using variation Breakfast and
of public student public lunch vendors 1 Private company provides the meals but sch
economics | gchieveme | taking elementary, | at the school employees cook, handle and serve the food
nt as advantage of | middle, and | level 1 Private company provides the food and the staff
measured | frequent meal | high schools | classified as cook, handle and serve it

12t



Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology

(Anderson, | by test vendor with norn+ healthy or 1 Private company provides consultation services or

Gallagher scores. contract missing state| standard 1 Another public school district provides the meq

and Ramirez turnover. test score using a provision (this accounted for only 1%)

Ritchie, data modified HEI.

2018) (approximat | A vendor was Estimating the effect of healthy meal providers
ely 9,700 classified as academic performancés challenging due to difficulties
schools KSIf (K¢ accurately measuring nutritional quality. Howevq
across 900 | HEI score was students from schools with healthy meal vendors H
districts) above the slightly higher STAR test results (0.03 to 0.04 stan

median score deviations) relative to in house provisions, especi

for all among economically disadvantaged students. There

vendors in no impact on test scores from schools with stand

the sample. vendors. Healthier meals did not increase meal upt
indicating that food quality, not quantity, improve
academic results. No decrease in obesityesawas
observed, possibly because all vendors adhered to
same calorie requirements.

Paper To Quantitative | 2,017 Outsourced |/ KA f RNJX| There are three different types of school meal progra

investigate | data analysis | Taiwarese | vsinhouse for elementary schoolchildren in Taiwan: no school lu

Chang 2014 | the of nationwide | elementary Data adjusted | programs; school lunch programs with meals fr

association | survey dataset| school School lunch | for time spent | restaurants outside of school; school lunch programs v

International | petween | (Nutrition and | children provision TV watching, | meals prepared in osite kitchens aschool.

Food and school Health Survey | aged 612 in eating

Agribusiness| |unch in Taiwan for | 102 schools breakfast, Children attending schools serving lunches prepare

programs | Elementary parental house have lower weight on average (BMI, 16.18)

12¢



Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology

Managemen | and School No lunch characteristics, | were less likely to beverweight (24.2%) than childrer
t Review children's | Children Provider, In | home and attending schools purchasing lunch from outsourg

body (NAHSITC) house, school size caterers and restaurants (BMI, 19.29, overweight, 28.
(Chang, weight using a mixed or children bringing a packed lunch (BMI, 17.
2014) multinomial or overweight 26.1%).

logit model Outsourced

Paper To examine| Cross sectiong 680Danish | Outsourced | Compliance The inclusion of organic food was associated with mee

compliance| study using canteens in | vs inhouse with guidelines | all 5 criteria, minimum fruit and vegetable content, a
Lassen et al.| with food | self public and limiting high fat meat servings.
2019 service administered Canteen Servings of fruit

guidelines | questionnaires| private characteristic | and vegetables; Outsourcing to external contractors was associated V
International | for . Data elementary | sinclude the compliance of high fat meat and navhole grain product
journal of analysed using schools use of organid fish, wholegrain| limits. There was no significant difference gaideline
environment | hot meals descriptive (enrolling food, having | product and compliancebetween outsourced and in house cantee
al research | as well as | statistics and | children a meal policy,| high fat meat | except for noswhole grain products 0.50 (0.33, 0.7,
and public | self multiple aged £16 | number of and dairy P=0.001.
health evaluated | |ogistic years), public daily products.

focus on regression upper Most canteens focused on reducif@pd wasteespecially,
(Lassen et | food waste | models. secondary | lunch meals | Food Waste | those using organic produce and having written m
al., 2019) reduction schools Served, ReductiorSelf pOIiCieS.

(enrolling serving




Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
students system and | assessed surve
aged 1819 | outsourced to| questions.
years) and | external
public and contractors
private vs. those
workplaces | operated by
the
workplace/sc
hool.
Paper To Comparative | School food | Organic vs Attitudes of Non-organic schools were 0.14 times less likely to ad
investigate | crossnational | coordinators | non organic | SFC to: food and nutrition policies (P<0.001), WHO heal
He et al., whether survey in (SFCs) in promoting policies (P<0.001) and have canteens
public 2009/10 using | public Organic organic food | 0.017) than organic schools.
2014Public | organic primary sourcing and healthy
health food web-based policy aiming | eating; creation| Finnish schools and organic schools were most likel
nutrition procureme | questionnaire | and/or for defined of an have canteens (P=0.001 and P=0.017 respectively). I
nt policies | on attitudes, secondary proportion of | environment schools were most likely to serve nutritionally calcula
(He, Perez | have the intentions and | schools organic conducive to meals (P< 0.001) and recommend healthier food cho
Cueto and potential to | actions (children ingredient in | healthy eating; | (P< 0.001). No associatiaras found between school typ|
Mikkelsen, | inquce towards aged 615) in | school meals.| and how the (organic / nonorganic) and the existence of nutritiona
2014) changes in | organic school| Finland(250 school supportg calculated menus, or enforcement of nutrition
the school | food schools recommendations.
food provision. Part| nationwide),

12¢€



Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
service of the ORE Germany these attitudes | All SFCs supportearganic procurementand promoting
environme | Research Pilot| (122 schools and intentions. | child health, regardless of the school type, but school fi
nt. from Hesse) systems are managed at a higher level, limiting §
Project, andltaly influence and ability to make changes.
innovative (215 schools
Public Organic| from eight Quiality of food is a high priority in Italy
food provinces).
Procurement There is a gap in knowledge of effects of public org
for Youth food procurement policies on healthier school fo
(iPOPY). environments.
Paper To Cross 179 school | Organic Attitudes, Danish schools do not typically have a publicly organ
sectional food purchasing intentions/polic | food service and most children take a packed lunch
He et al., examine guantitative policy vs not | ies and actions | school. Organic food policiesin schools may hav
2014 b the analysis of coordinators in relationto | potential to support a healthier school food environme
. possible | datafroma | (SFCs)in 83| Presence of | organic and More organic schools had a food and nutrition policy (F|
Perspectives| influence of| web-based Danish Public healthy foods | 80% vs 57% in newrganic schools and were more like
in public organic questionnaire | public Organic Food| served inthe |to apply nutritional recommendations indicating
health food using the primary Procurement | schools prioritisation of healthy eating. More organic schog
sourcing theory of schools (615 | (POP) policy recommended healthier eating to their students than Rg
(He and policies on | planned years). committing organic schools. However, there was little evidence
Mikkelsen, | the behaviour to a having an organic purchasing policy was directly relate
2014) developme | model. proportion of healthy eating in the school. Very fewffdiences in
nt of organic attitudes to healthy eating existed between differe
healthier types of schools.
school food




Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
environme content in
nts. school meals.
Paper To describe| Descriptive School No Reduction in Onsite cafeterias in 2 schools also prepared meals for
environme | deskbased administratio | comparison | sodium in remaining 3 schools. Kitchen equipment and staff s
Taylor et al., | ntal change| evaluation of | nand food | justinhouse | schoolmeals |& dzLJLJ2 NIiSR (G KS WKSI G Y/
2014 strategies | the service staff commercially produced food is reheated and served
implement | environmental | in 5 Public Health students. Equipment was upgraded and tragigiven to
Journalof | edto change Anderson | partnership enable high volume, efficient, scratch cooking.
public health| reduce strategies Union High
managemen | sodium in School to (1) Initial concerns of participants included higher costs i
t and school District facilitate limited availability of low sodium ingredients ar
practice meals schools in changes to resistance to change from food service employe
rural, meal Training and education on nutrition, health effects of h
(Taylor et al., northern preparation sodium diets and scratch cooking veegiven. Purchasin
2014) California practices, (2) co-operatives were used to increase purchase volume
USA Serving | improve lower prices and increase availability of low sodium ite
approximatel| cafeteria
y two infrastructure The strategies toeduce sodiumin school meals in 201
thousand ,(3) provide led to an implementation of scratch cooking and improy
9th-to 12th- | training and procurement strategies which successfully redug
grade assistance to sodium levels in school meals.
students. improve
procurement
strategies.
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
Paper To evaluate| Cross Primary Contractor vs | Meal quality Most schools (84.5%) used a contract canteen oper
the sectional school local measured by | with 1-2 year contracts. Others used local food cater
Shahril, et | implement | study, part of | children (7 | community | nutrient and one school had teachers prepare the fodahod
al., 2000 ation of the | a larger study | 12 years), | SSFP Food | content from | quality was better with voluntary staff or food catere
. School to assesses th{ parents, from 10 sample meals | due to lower operating and overhead costs.
Malaysian Supplemen| implementatio | headmasters| recommende | compared to
Journal of | t Feeding | n of SSFP and| /mistresses, | d menus Malaysian Nutrient content was proportional to the budget per ch
Nutrition nutritional heads of the | prepared by | recommended | with more expensive menus having considerably hig
_ Program status of school (1) daily intake nutrient content. Some menus did not me
(Shahril et (SSFP) supplemented | committees, | contracted recommendations for certain nutrients, possibly due
al., 2000) school teachers and| operations | Financial cooking and preparation methods.
children using | food (local management
a operators at | community | and budget | Operators stayed within budget by mixing high and-
questionnaire | 129 schools | members) disbursement | cost menus and sometimes served a@rommended
and qualitative| (77 national | and (2) foods preferred by the children.
interviews type, 31 voluntary Food _ _
with the Chinese and | operations preparation Slow (_jllsbursement of funds to schop_ls caused finar
school 21 Tamil (including and menu instability affectm.g operatoi@ ability to meet
leadership and| vernacular) | teachers) selection recommended quality standards.

food operator

in four
different
regions
(northern,
eastern,
centrd and
southern) of
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
Peninsular
Malaysia

Paper To assess | Literature Primary Outsourced | Nutritional and | Comparisons of the inhouse model of meal provision {

the review on schools in vs inhouse environmental | delegated (to private contractors) model showed mix
Chiaverina et nutritional | school 101 Parisan quality of results. Pooquality arose from contractual ambiguity an
al., 2023 quality and | canteen meal | inner Management | school meals. | unsuitable selection processes in meals from priv

the carbon | nutritional suburban mode caterers and a lack of resource, nutrition expertise g
Journal of | footprint of | quality and municipalitie Nutritional administrative inflexibility in house providers.
AgriCUIturaI carbon S Socio quallty
& Food school footprint. economic and measured Lower quality found in outsourced canteens W
Industrial menus. political through menu | potentially attributed to predatory pricing strategies 1
Organization Review of orientation of | compliance win contracts on an unsustainable cost base, contrac

Including | primary school municipality | with 2011 complexities and higher management costs leading
(Chiaverina | the relative | menus national reducing levels of the more expensive hbglfoods such
etal., 2023) downloaded Education guidelines: as fruit and vegetables.

merits of: | from websites level and

canteen size | (1) for the In house canteens scored significantly better

(1) direct whole criteria | nutritional quality on the 15FC (mean 12.99 vs 12.22)

manageme (15FC) not on the 4FC (mean 3.52 vs 3.57). Larger facilities

nt by better capacity to provide healthier menus wi

o (2) for the four | economies of scale enabling better managet and

municipaliti most nutrition resources.

es (in nutritionally

hous_e_ Higher levels of organic produce could lead to hig

provision) nutritional quality due to the additional training needed
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prep to year

(2) important implement more creative menus to offset the cost
outsourcin criteria (4FC) | organic produce.
g the
catering
service
(delegated
provision)
Paper To analyse | Quantitative | 48 primary | Outsourced | Adherenceto | In Australia school lunches are typically brought fr
the analysis of a | (elementary) | vs inhouse government home or purchased from a school canteen which n
Hill et al., healthiness | crosssectional | schools in Collected guidelines for | prepare the food in house or outsource provision tq
2023. and price | sample of Victoria characteristic | provision of commercial provider.
of items canteen Australia S: food and drinks
Public health| available in| menus using in primary No evidence of association between school characteris
nutrition schools and descriptive (2) school and healthinessor pricing of food except for regiona
association | statistics and remoteness; | canteens. centres which had the highest proportion of (blag
(Hill et al., s with regressions (2) sector Dieticians banned items. Unhealthy items were cheaper than hea
2023) school (government | classified alternatives. Compliance with state menu guidelines \
characterist or individual low. The food service policy for schools is not form
ics. Catholic/inde | menu item as | monitored and it is not mandatory for negovernment or
pendent) ;(3) | W3 NB S y Q| independent schools
type (prepto | W Y6 S NI
year6 (aged |2 NJ Wo f |
5¢12years) | onits
or combined | nutritional

content, using




12 (aged §

the state policy

18 years); (4) | traffic light
size; system
(5) socie
economic
status.
Paper To Case study Pisaltaly No Sustainability | Most (74%) Italian municipalities subcontract school mg¢
understand | with comparison | and child to caterers with their own structures and staff, 15% ¢
Gallietal., |the exploratory health provided by public administration with full control ov
2014. reciprocal | semk School meal facilities and staff and 11% are a mixture of the t
relationshi | structured The main service models.
Sustainabi“t p between interviews StakehOIderS participation
y: Science | professiona involved in National guidelines for school catering services incl
Practice and | |s and userd drawing from | the school guidance on technical specifications for tenderi
Policy of school | the theory of | meal service procurement to support a variety of seasormistainable
meal co-production. | (The Canteer ethical and fresh ingredients to improve nutrition
(Gallietal,, | gervices as Committee) quality. Qualityis monitored to reduce waste particular
2014) a driver to | The collection of fish and vegetables and local farmer contracts supj
mobilize of general the local economy and improve quality.
new information
resources | on the service A58 SI NE emcY O2y (N OG Aa
that steer | through access price (35%) and quality (5%). Two thirds of meals
service to relevant prepared off site and transported to the schools. Trust &
innovation | documents
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and a shift | and on the working relationships can be impacted by the tremfé
towards projects being between price and quality of the service.
more developed
sustainable
practices.
Paper To perform | Quantitative | 4 public School Nutrient There are several contract types for school food provig
a descriptive schools with | kitchen vs content of food | in Spain with a trend for outsourcing to extern
Lavall etal. | nutritional | statistical different company companies either preparing the food in its own Kkitch
2020 assessmeni analysis of management| kitchen (ie 15 samples (63.6%) or with a kitchen in the school (36.4%)
N of the nutrient models as | Outsourced | analysed in
Nutrition menus content of well as vs inhousg laboratory There was a large variation in calorific content betws
served in | menus. different using common | schools and between days.Compliance with
(Lavalletal.,| school can supply Catering nutrient recommendations varied with all schools providi
2020) teens and patterns contract type | extraction adequate protein but only 3 schools meeti
to verify menus methods carbohydrate recommendations. Energy intake from f
their 3 collective was higher than recommendation in 2 schools, lower
effects on catering school, and compliant in the other. In all eassodium
the companies recommendations were exceeded, with the highest ley
nutrition of offering ~53 in menus with precooked dishes and processed meat.
schoolchild 500 menus
ren. per day in
369 schools
in Valencia
Spain
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
Paper To measure In depth Case | Ten primary | Low-cost Nutrient Primary focus was osustainability but 1 of 3 aims als(
and studies school model (LOW) | content from a | addressechutrition
Tregear et alj compare capturing catering or local sample of 20
2022 the different services in | sourcing menus across 2 No consistent patterns were identified linking th
environme | procurement | Croatia, model (LOC) | seasons using | procurement model and the nutritional quality of th
Journal of | ptal, model types. | Greece, or in the case| the national menus. Rather, the nutritional quality of the menus w
cleaner economic, Italy, Serbia, | of Italy food driven by robust adequately resourced implementation
production | and Qualitative in | UK organic composition nutritional standards with the help of uglified
nutritional | depth model and | database for | nutritionists.
(Tregear et | 5 tcomes | interviews and local organic | each country
al., 2022) of different | quantitative model and evaluated | Croatia: national nutrition standards exist, scho
models of | analysis of against nationa| manage contracts except for core items like milk g
school nutritional nutrition bread arranged by theouncil. Meals are usually cooke
meals meal standardsfor |2Y &aAdS G emoun Sk OK®
procureme | composition, primary school . P oA )
nt economic after DNBSOSY &GS FdzyRSR YSt
impact and adjustment for | contract private firms to prepare and transport meals.
carbon plate waste national nutrition guidelines.
footprint.

Italy: high quality meals and nutritional standards w,
regional legislation supporting local, organic produ
Meals are organised municipally often contracted
private firms for preparation and transportation. Prices
OFrasS aitdzRASa H6SNB ecodmy
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Serbia: national nutrition standards exist. Procurem
polices favour the lowest cost tender. Meals are organi
at school level, often outsourced to private compani

t NAOS&a NIy3aS FTNBY emMPdPnH

UK: case studies show meals either contracted to pri
OF GSNBENAR LINBLI NRY3I YSI 3
FdziK2NAGASAE O221SR 2y &aak

Results indicated suboptimal nutrition from menus. Pl
waste was high (30%), mostly fruit, vegetables and sta
foods affecting fibre, energy and carbohydrate intake. ]
most nutritious Italian menus generated the most pla
waste (38%) while Croatianenus with the most nutrient
noncompliance had the least plate waste (12¥dicating
that nutritionally balanced meals may not be appealing
the children.

Paper

Brinck et al.,
2011

To present
a
governmen
t-planned
interventio
n concept
of 40 days
of free

Semi
structured
gualitative
interviews
based on a
phenomenolo
gicat

hermeneutical

35
headmasters
and 5 school
meal
suppliers in
35Danish
schools

No
comparison

Intervention
to provide
funding for
40 days free

Establishment
of a healthy
school meal
system

A lunch bag provided from home and eaten in {
classroom is the usual school lunch provision in Denn
and canteen facilities are rare.

Most schools (33) chose an external provider with limi
involvement of the schools and only 2 chose to prod
them in house. After the free provision ended take up
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Perspectives| school design seeking school meals to unsustainable levels and many commercial suppl
in public meals the for all pupils withdrew services.
health intendedto| & G { SK2
kick-start own Suppliers cited a lack of experience in school f
(Brinck, the understanding provision as an issue and headteachers mentioned the
Hansen and | implement | with analysis of flexibility of and accessibility of the wdiased ordering
Kristensen, | ation of based on systems. Other factors were a lack of. stakehol
2011) healthy implementatio involvement; diversity of meal clice; support materials
school n theory and kitchen facilities and skills in the schools; and a
meal the financial viability for the provider.
systems in | construction
Danish of a program
schools. theory.
Paper Describes | N/A USA No N/A The procurement infrastructure is now favours lar
key comparison national commercial organisations making it expens
Lawrence dimensions and complex to revert to smaller producers. Increased
and Liquori | of the work of processed fast food is driven by convenience price
2012 of sensitivity with public institutions now operating a he
collaborativ and serve model rather than cooking from scratch.
Childhood e network
obesity School Definingfood quality is challenging due to the complexi
Food of school food services and differing opinions on w
FOCUS to O2yaitAidziSa woSUGUSND F22
support production processes, economic, environmental &
procureme
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(Lawrence | nt change social justice goals, personal and cultural influences,
and Liquori, | towards marketing messages from the food industry.
2012) cost
effective, FOCUS defined serving better food in schools as:
healthful
and 1 More healthful, based on meal pattern guidance;
sustainably 9 More regionally sourced;
produced 1 More sustainably produced
school
food. Key challenges in providing quality foodsahools:
1 Only $1 to spend on ingredients;
1 School food expected to contribute to budgets rath
than be funded;
1 Complexity of policies and regulation;
1 Academic focus reducing lunch periods to less thal
minutes.
Paper To present | Forum of 15 European| No N/A ORAG2NARLIE NB@GASg yGAy13
and discuss| nutrition countries comparison organisation, operation, and finance of school fo
Mikkelsen et | the findings| experts to provision across participating countries. Close-
al., 2005 of the discuss the operation between stakeholders is a key factor of succ
European | results of a
Food Service Network of | survey WLG Aa y20 0GKS NBaLRyaig
Technology | Health exploring the alone to take responsibility fdrealthy eatingA y & O
_ Promoting | provision of
(Mikkelsen, | schools | food in In most countries schools organise their own fo
Rasmussen provision. Some have clear national policies; oth

13¢



and Young,
2005)

group and
its
implication
s for school
food
service in
the future;
to discuss
how
schools can
become a
more active
arena for
the
promotion
of healthy
eating, and
how food
service can
contribute

schools across
Europe, to find
out how food
provision is
linked with
nutrition
education in
primary and
secondary
schools and to
study the
extent to
which the
provision of
food and
nutrition
education are
embedded in
the Whole
School
Approach.

delegate to regional or local authorities some have
tradition of providing school meals

Primary schools typically offer traditional meals or pac
lunches. Secondary schools have varied options, incly
traditional meals, packed lunches, vending machines
cash cafeterias.

In cultures like Spain and Belgium, children go home
lunch. Countries like England, Finland, France, Scot
and Sweden provide hot meals through school
outsourced caterers.

The financing models vary with some countries
subsidising meals for all children and others for spe
groups such as socio economically disadvantaged chilg
Subsidies can be national, regional, local, or scl
provided.

Adequate pricing is needed to cover costs and avoid sg
unhealthy but profitable products to maintain financi
viability.
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Grey
Literature
Report

Rylander
1999

Food for
Thought:
Ideas for
Improving
School Food
Service
Operations.
Texas State
Comptroller
of Public
Accounts,
Austin

(Rylander,
1999)

Shared
examples
from

school

NB JA S
reduce cost
of auxiliary
services,
like food

& SNIDA (
to channel
more
education
dollars to
the
classroom,
where it
0SSt 2y1

N/A

TexadJSA

Outsourced
vs inhouse

N/A

N/A

Guide for Texas school districts from Comptroller of pu
accounts focused oncost savingsfor school mea
provision.

T

Check if outsourcing provides better service at loy
cost, with regular evaluation, monitoring, ar
contractor accountability

Include mutually agreed performance standards
contracts to incentivise good performance such
improving quality and controlling cost and to penal
poor performance.

Conduct tough contract negotiations and thorougl
review terms and conditions before renew
considering costs of conducting those same serv
in-house.

Privatisation can reduce costs, and improve upt
quality, service, customer satisfaction and employ
care.
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
1 Service teanqguality and their understanding of thg
Grey To gather | Mixed Wales No N/A issues are key factors for school meal provision.
literature evidence | methods o comparison 1 Various procurement methods and selection critel
Report onlocal | including Qualitative | LA only exist including LA procurement collaborations.
I | L 1 Jen proceses e oo o s
_ quality, and other criteria such as servig
al., 2006 approaches| recent personnel in sustainability, local produce, capacity and traceabi
Review of Tr(? 25;22?; I:r?cljslatlon i ;zgiilty C}:)'fst:quality ratiol_varied from 70:30 to 40:60 with
the school __| toinform published (LA) SChOQ' 1 ielvtetlgwgiwc:js qmu:tlr?(/).ds of quality control differg
?nedalostﬁg:wce :Eg moerllfsr?f :ﬁﬁ:&hign ?nedalgsewlce between LAs with some relying on school staff 3
school Assembly | schools, two | & OK 2 2 € envwonmgnta! health departmelnts.
nutritional Govermnmen questior’maire and 1 The service is un_derfunded impacted by 40‘“.5F
issues in { Schools | surveys to students. stradtegles following  compulsory  competitiy
Wales Food Task | gather tencering. " h
and Finish | quantitative Survey 1 To remain competitive LAs r_educed costs by reheg
National Grou data and questionnair and serving processed food instead of scratch cook
Foundation P. alitative o from 10 lowering quali'Ey anEJ meal uptakev. A
For interviews Welsh LAs T t NRA Y_I- NE aOK22faQ YSIf
Educational with a range | @nd 79 £1.65 with less than_4pp spent on the food. 70% of
Research of schools. make a loss subsidising school meals from of
budgets such as education. Pressure for profitab
(Nicholas, stakeholders. influences policy decisions.
Powell and 1 Choice and food quality influence uptake but resy
Smith, 2006) and views on quality were mixed.
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
1 Onsite food preparation is perceived better qualit
but funding and facilities are lacking.
1 Otherquality determinants include outsourcing 1
private providers under PFlI agreements, s
recruitment and retention issues, and inadequg
nutritional standards, legislation and funding.
Grey To examine| Quantitative | 1,175USA No N/A US General Accounting Office (USGAO) report
Literature data from food comparison congressional committees
Report (1) extent | questionnaires| authorities FSMC only
to which and analysis of contracting {1 Outsourcing was mainly fdmancial reasons, aiming
Robinson schools use| a random with Private to increase revenues and cost effectiveness, red
1996 private sample of 68 | Food Service administrative burdens, increase uptake and imprg
companies | contracts. Companies nutritional value of meals.
School Lunch to operate (FSMC) 1 Costs and deficits were reduced and take up increg
Program: their lunch with FSMC but was not better than nautsourcing
Role and program 765 US authorities.
Impacts of | and the food f Fee structures varied, mostly cegsius fixed fee
Private Food impact on authorities annually or per meal.
Service the not f Many contracts did not comply with the feder
Companies | National contracting requirements, particularly in retaining control ov
United School with FSMC meal services.
States Lunch f  Schools using FSMC were more likely to offer br
General Program; 1,887 U8 name fast foods, such as pizza, subs and burr
Accounting | (2) terms public school increasing from 2% to 13% in 5 years. The main re
Office and
conditions
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(Robinson, | in contracts cafeteria was to increase uptake, while narifering schools
1996) between managers cited nutritional quality.

schools and

food

service

companies
Grey To identify | Quantitative | Nationally No N/A Report for UB Department of Agriculture, Food an
Literature and data from a representati | comparison Nutrition
Report describe web-based ve sample of | FSMC only

SFA survey and USASchool 1 Cost(31.4%) was the main factor driving contract ty
Williamset contractual | qualitative Food followed by servicequality (21.2%) and produg
al., 2021 practices | interviews Authorities consistency (17.3%). Fixed price contracts w

with FSMCg with a subset | (SFA) selected in 57.6% SFAs for cost control. Cost was
Study of of survey main factor influencing procurement method (63.1
School Food respondents. quality did not feature on the list. Tender documer
Authority included specifications forquality, serving size
Procurement volume, and nutritional content, with 68.5
Practices monitoring contractual performance.
u.s. f 26.2% of SFAs use FSMCs, with 51% managit
Department procurement and 37% managing some aspects. (
of _ 52.5% examined FSMC management of qui
Agriculture, goods/services and 18.6% did not know how F§
Food and

performance was monitored, if at all.
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Nutrition  Small SFAs used FSMCs more due to the red

Service administrative burden, cost and difficulties meeti
nutrition guidelines.

(Williams et f Reasons for using FSMi@cluded; procurement

al., 2021) compliance (57.1%); delivery management (49.§
coordinating all procurement (48.7%); procur
products (48.5%); lower prices (42.9%pnsistent
prices (41.4%); year round product availabi
(38.8%); past use (38.5%); hiring staff (38%); F
already in place (32.7%)

1 10 SFAs reported issues with communication, g

management, food quality and menus.

Grey To Quantitative | England No N/A Report for All Party Parliamentary Group on School Fg

Literature establish descriptive Survey comparison

Report how the statistics and | responses: | caterers as a The risingcost of providing a school meal has made t

costof- narrative local whole school meal service increasingly unsustainable.
Hacking living crisis | summary of | authority
2022 and rising | data from an | caterers With 10% of caterers reporting reducingality.
cost of online survey | (21.98%) .

APPG on food was school Impact of cost pressures on quality and menus:

school food | impacting caterers _ _

report- school (19.23%) 1 Long term contrgcts with ca’Ferer_s means compla_l

impact of food. parents are no_t dealt with and profit prioritised over chi

food cost on (15.38%) wellbeing;

school school staff, 9 Time saving food prioritised over nutritious food;

meals 1 Processed food and packet mixes used more regul

14%



Association
for Public
Sector
Excellence

(Hacking,
2022)

(13.74%)
private
sector
caterers
(8.79%)
charity / not
for profit
organisation
(7.14%)
frontline
catering staff
(1.65%)
school
governors
(1.10%)
School
Business
Managers,
school food
suppliers,
grandparents
, trade
unions and
other local
authority

= =

=A =4 =4 -4 -8 -9

School food standards not being fulfilled;

Portion sizes reduced and expensive healthy f
limited;

Difficulties creating dishes on budget;

Protein and fish being reduced / removed,;

Variety reduced and menus simplified,;

Debt rising;

Food cost per meal per day rising from 88p to 95p;
Catering company cancelled financially unvig
contract in small rural school and other cateri
companies would not tender;

Underfunding pushing catering companies away fr
the market and families towards unhealthier pack|
lunches;

UIFSM and other budgets being used to fund
deficit in school meal provision.
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
officials
(10.99%)
Grey Recommen| Independent | England N/A N/A Overall, 32% of meals were private catered, 56%
Literature dations and| Report for the catered and 12% school catered. School meal provisi
Report action plan | Department of complex and varies widely by region
to Education to
Dimbleby transform | recommend 1 Getting the contract right is cruciagrving notice or
and Vincent | the English | what the a substandard contract takes specialist le
2013 school food| government knowledge and can incur penalties, a good contf
service to | can do to get can increase profitability anguality.
School Food provide children to eat 1 In house services are not more expensive tf
Ple_ln & tasty well at school. external caterers with similar average costs. There
Evidence nutritious | Detail of no evidence that academies taking catering in ho
Pack food analysis by without the mandatory compliance with school fog
_ available to| consultants standards had impacted the quality of the food.
(Dimbleby | 4| children.| OC&C to 1 ¢KS KSIR GSFOKSNRa | ddi
and Vincent, support food culture regardless of the provision contract tyj
2013a) Data pack | development 1 School lunch prices (£1.93 primary, £2.03 second
to support | of the school do not cover production costs (£2.30 primary, £2
the food plan. secondary) with a 10% deficit covered by school o
developme budgets. Provision contract type did not determi
nt of the the costs, costs of ihouse provision were similar t
school food LAs despite lower volumes. There were no comparz
plan figures for private caterers.




T

The removal LA funding allocation has reduced tl
involvement in school food, impacting financ
viability particularly for smaller schools

Grey
Literature
Report

Soil
Association
2003

Food for Life:
Healthy,

organic, local
school meals

(Sall
Association,
2003)

Review of
the school
food
provision
and
recommen
dations for
governmen
tto
improve
the quality
of school
meals

N/A

United
Kingdom

No
comparison
caterers as a
whole

N/A

Advocacy report from the Soil Association and Orgi
Brands plc

T

T

Poorquality school meals raise concerns about ch
health and low service uptake. Meals mainly consig
low-quality processed foods. Skilled cooks
NELX F OSR o0& t2¢ LI AR
reheat food with unknown provenance using sal
powders, cake xes and frozen food.

LA catering services spend approximately 35p
meal on ingredients whereas private companies sp
as little as 31p per meal to make a profit.

Contract caterers offered meals compliant w
standards but also served fast food options. Healtl
diets were not prioritised with cheaper, less healt
alternatives enabling caterers to balance t
consumption in their favour.

t NAGIFGS OF pickiNg Ndiafve E#trady
made some LA services unviable. Private se
catering contract details are difficult to access
schools to manage to.
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1 In house food provision could improve quality a|
uptake.

Grey Expert N/A Scotland No N/A Provision methods and facilities vary between LAs
Literature panel on comparison schools with some preparing hot meals in house
Report school caterers as a others using central kitchens. Meakice and subsidy
meals whole levels also vary between LAs
Expert Panel| recommen
2002 ding the Partnership approaches with a whole school approac
introductio food supported by the leadership and stakeholderg
Hungry For | f of recommended.
Success: A | monitored
whole school| nytrient Key factors influencing uptake arguality, choice,
approach to | pased queuing, peer group choices, and food environment.
school meals| standards
in Scotland | supported Good practice excludes obvious commercial branding
by scrlool meaAIs., Chqnge; peedv an envifonrrlent free f
(Expert Pane guidance to YO2YLISUAUALDS O2YYSNDOAI§
On School | caterers
Meals, 2002)
Grey Evaluation | Qualitative 29 primary | N/A N/A Food matters is a nebr-profit advocacy organisatio
Literature of the interviews, schools in focusing on creatingustainableand fair food systems.
Report effectivene | workshops Richmond
ss of the and England Appointing a catering contractor committed to stg
2007 to documentary training and an improved food environment was key
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Food
Matters.
2014

School Food
Matters
Evaluation
report:
primary
school meals
improvement
campaign in
Richmond;
2007 to 2011

(Food
Matters,
2014)

2011
school food
matters
campaign

analysis and
guantitative
data analysis

success. Changing contractor was influential on
improvement of thequality of meals.

Contract specification of best value

1
1

A contract precisely specifying food quality, nutrition, g
ingredient sourcing requirements without the ability f
open interpretation by the contractor led to improve
facilities, staff training and motivation, better quality at
lower prices.

was not clearly defined allowing caterers to interp
them to their advantage.

aim was to provide high quality nutritious cateri
service, but focus was on minimum acceptal
standards

no specification regarding where the meal was to
prepared allowed meals to be prepared in Wal
frozen, and then distributed via a hub to scho
where they were reheated.

often interpreted as lowestostleading to low quality
poor uptake, and a financially unviable operation.
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Grey
Literature
Report

RSM Ireland
2022

Department
of social
protection
Evaluation of
the School
Meals
Programme

(RSM, 2022)

Independe
nt
evaluation
of school
meals
programme
by RSM
Ireland for
the
Departmen
t of social
protection

Surveys,
interviews,
focus groups
and
workshops
with
stakeholders
across the
school meals
programme
using a theory
of change
approach

Ireland

No
comparison
caterers as a
whole

N/A

Irish schools choose their meals provider on the o]
market and the contractual relationship is between t
school and the caterer. The process is governed by p
procurement rules and compliance with nutrition
standards but there is little if any @ctical state
involvement in the process. Most schools do not h:
cooking facilities or canteens and most food is delive
in.

Characteristics of the model:

1 Increased concerns regardingaste generated from
packaging and uneaten food.

1 The freedom to choose their model of provisi
facilitated innovation

1 Wide variation in the experience and provision of
school meal service.

I Investment in kitchen facilities was difficult f
contracts less than 5 years as it was not enough {
to pay back the capital commitment.

Recommendations

1 A new system of procurement to enable better cont
over the tendering process and to establish a struct]
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to monitor and evaluate quality and value for mon
of the meals provided.

1 Realistic pricing to provide quality school food wh
remaining a financially viable business. Additio
compensation required for more expensive provisid
such as small rural schools.

1 Mandatory open book accounting to prevent excg
profits being made by corporate providers at t
expense of the public purse and to ensure that th
receive adequate economic returns to provide
quality provision for the lifetime of the contract.

Grey
Literature
Report

Dimbleby
2021

National
Food
Strategy: The
Plan

(Dimbleby,
2021)

To
understand
how the
food
system
works for
population
and planet
health and
preventativ
e
interventio
ns.

Independent
review of the
food system
for the UK

government.

England and
the United
Kingdom

No
comparison
caterers as a
whole

N/A

Just four contract caterers hold 61% of the public se
market. This reduces the power of the state to drive h
quality and further competition in the market is needed
increase standards.

The current tender evaluation process has a 50% to
rating based on price which does not facilitate t
provision of highguality food.

School children are highly dependent on publicly procu
food with up to half of their daily food coming from schq
and for some children representing their only substan
meal of the day.
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
Book To examine| Exploratory 15 School Outsourced | (1) Reasons for| Evidence for cost savings from the privatisation of pu
Chapter the impact | anonymous districts in vs In house | contracting services is inconsistent and perceived levels
of the gualitative Nebraska (7) competition and associated cost savings do not alw
Ebdon and | privatisatio | interviews and Florida | Food service | (2) Contracting | materialise. Privatisation is criticised for lack
Chen 2017 | n of school | with school (8) provision vs internal transparency and accountability, reducdexibility and
food district and type in house | operations control and lowerquality. Both contracted and interna
The services on| private food USA (8) or provisions had difficulty with uptake of healthy meals d
Intersection | school food| service contracted | (3) Contracting | to student preferences for fast food.
of Food and | ¢ost and company Small sample out (7) process and
Public quality. To | managers and| Size which terms Features of Contracting: Full responsibility for operatio
Health: explore the | documentary | may not be service and compliance; Financial efficiency, purcha
Current rationale | review of generalisable (4) Effects of | power and economies of scale; Resources and expe
Policy for, and the | financial contracting (e.g. nutritionists); Professional management to red\
Challenges | penefits statements, costs and manage staff, Ofte purchase nationally
and and procurement impacting local community and economy; Comp
Solutions challenges | policies and contracting and transition process ; Contractors may
of, contracts. WYl SSLJ GKSANI LINPYAASEAQZ
(Ebdon and | ¢gniracting consuming and costly; Management fees can incre
Chen, 2017) | s internal costs; Misaligned goals, mwwactor focuses on profit an
school food school on education and wellbeing.




Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
service Features of Internal operation: Retain control over mer
provision and operation; Alignment goals with long term educati
and student needs; Supports longer term investm
decisions; Connection between food and educati
Personalised service from a better knodde of the
school, community and students; Can be cheaper wit
good internal director.
Contract types identified were fixed price (n=5) or ¢
reimbursement (n=2) and ranged in length from 1 yea
over 20 years.
Book To explain | Case studies g Schools, Not stated No comparison| In the U& and UK. A % yearly retendering cycle fq
why the school meal | governments| but includes | caterers asa | school meals focuses on reducing prices and there
Morgan, and | locally provision , and meal | historical whole quality. Additional nutritional standards complicate tl
Sonnino sourced providers in | context, process. Financial viability depends on uptake, with m
2008 school policies, Sustainable UK local authority caterers breaking evéd2%) or making
meal, such New York legislation, development | a loss (51%). Rising operating costs and falling up
The school | 3 simple (NYC), and culture | through the make the service nowiablefor many private contractors
food confection Rome, provision of Public sector procurement officials can lack the busir
revolution: | in theory, London, locally sourced | experience and understanding to manage and des
public food | turns out South ingredients tenders, negotiate favourable terms and conditions w
and the to be Gloucestersh large private sector suppliers.
challenge of | surprisingly ire, (operationalise
sustainable Carmarthens d through 3 In Rome external contractors manage most services,
development principles of | tenders designed by LAs and supported by the cer
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Document | Study Aims| Study Population | Exposure Outcome Results
Methodology
. London: complex in hire and East economic department of education. Essential service quality critq
Earthscan practice Ayrshire. development, | requires mainly fresh organic fruit and vegetables. Aw
democracy and| criteria is based on price (51%), service (30%)
(Morgan and environmental | environmental criteria (15%) with the remainder for fo
Sonnino, integration education and interventions.Officials worked with
2008) required to OFGdSNBNE G2 YI1S YSIta F
sustain a food | per meal. There is very strict compliance monitoring
system over every school.
time and how a
carefully Good practices exist in both private and LA provisions,
planned and effective change is more likely where the public servig
managed food | good as it can reach a greater number of schools. A la
system can LA control and influence hinders reform.
impact the
implementatio | Cultural differences impact food quality philosophy, w
n of those 3 UKS | YoQaa SORR aQudzf G dzNB O2y u |
principles) culture. UK and Uscaterers compete with cheaper, ar
potentially more appealing, junk food unlike Italy, Finlg
and Sweden where school meals are seen as a p
investment in health. NYC and Greenwich UK sq
healthy food styled like fast food emphasizing brand
and marketing in a dining hall looking like a franch
restaurant rather than an institutional feeding centre.
Book To provide | Systematic North and No N/A Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nati
evidence literature South comparison (FAO) publication focused mainly sustainability and
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Food and
Agriculture
Organization
of the United
Nations,
2021a

Public Food
Procurement
For
Sustainable
Food
Systems And
Healthy Diets

(Food and
Agriculture
Organization
of the United
Nations,
2021a)

on
sustainable
food
systems
and
support
the
practical
implement
ation of
sustainable
public food
procureme
nt
initiatives.

review and
case studies
on the
contribution
of public food
procurement
to food and
nutrition
security

America,
Europe, Asia,
and Africa

caterers as a
whole

other public sector procurement principles unrelated
school food contract type.

The length of public procurement contracts a
monitoring systems are important for the stability ai
nutrition outcomes.

Catering services are concerned with profitability and n
not be convinced that there is a business case for redu
food loss and waste if sustainable development goal (§
principles are not contractually binding and monitored
evaluated. The relatnship with suppliers and contrg
over food provision is delegated to the catering servi
company and the school or local authority will have les
any, ability to align this with goals unless they
important to the contractor or specified contragilly.
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3.5 Discussion

3.5.1 Summary

The aim of this scoping review was to establish what is known about the types of
contracts that exisd for the procurement of school mealand to identify existing
evidence that linkdthese pra&urementcontract types with the quality of food provided
and the outcomes for schoalhildren. Although these findings highligiata lack of
consistent evidence, they indicatéhat good practice auldexist in each of the different
school meal prourementcontract types of private caterers,-louse and local authority
provisions. The wideanging differences in results and opinions suggeghat the
individual choice of provider may be more influential than the qan@ment contract

type for the quality of school meals. The decline in uptake and quality of schogl food
YR GKS NARaAS Ay OKAfRNBYyQa KSIfiK AaadzsSa
in Englandgivesrise to a larger debate over whether the provision of school meals
should be a commercial enterprise for profit, or a welfare service for the health and
wellbeing of the nation, or if both can be possibl®lorgan and Morley, 2014)
Moreover, the magnitude and urgency of the population health crisis necessitates a

solution thathas the potential tadrive change on a population scale

The paucity of substantive peer reviewed academic research linking school food
procurement contract type with food provisiomas not surprising given that a recent
systematic review on the much broader terms dgublic procuremernt and dfoode
yielded only 63 articlegFood and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,
2021a) This review highlighted the potential of public food procurement to improve
food and nutrition securityand influence the food chajrhowever, it also noted
inconsistences findingsand isolated cases of best practi€gnsultants RSM Ireland
(RSM, 20223lso noted a lack of quality literatune their review of evidence supporting

the effectiveness of school meal programmeBhe low number of academic studies
returned, and a lack of primary focus on marementcontract type makes it difficult

to draw robust conclusions on outcomes based on consistent evidence from several

different sources.



It is commonly agreed that the quality of our diet is important to he&iforld Health
Organization, 2022d)ut this research highlighted a lack of a common agreement on, or
definition of,quality with regards to school foadrhis makes it difficult to establish and
understand the impact of different pourementcontract typeson this key outcome for
stakeholders. Most studies based their definition on guideline or standard compliance
which varied per countrygndwhilst there were some common themes such as level of
fat, sugar, fruit and vegetables the requirements differed in each.chise methods
used to define quality in the research were often subjectisech as opinions on
compliance or comparison to mean values in the same study rather than to independent

data (Hill et al., 2023; Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie,.2018)

Preparation of meals off site has been linkedUt®Fcontent and poor qualityGoncalves
et al., 2019)However, the higklguality Italian school foodystem was shown to prepare
food off site at central hubgGalli et al., 2014which would indicate that the issuaay

relate to preparation methodrather than the physical location.

School caterers have a powerful influence over the food served to, and consumed by,
children and are therefore a key contributor to improving diet related outcomes for
children(World Health Organization, 20228)he economic pressures of school meals
having to financially breakeven, or even generate profits, found in this review, along
with aset meal price for primary school meals in Englgmdcludes caterers from using
pricing policies to encourage healthier choices. However, there are local policy
opportunitiesrecommendedor caterers who prioritise healthiness through using other
methods to positively influence health, for exampbg placing the fruit and vegetables

at the front of the servery in attracte configurationgdMetcalfe et al., 2020; World
Health Organization, 2022d)h addition,catererscan promote increased vegetable and
fibre consumption with innovative ways of incorporating vegetables and wholegrains

into meals where skilled staff and facilities all@@ohen et al., 2021a)

One study in this revieWl regear et al., 2022)vhich weighed plate waste and analysed
the nutritional content of menus in 10 primary school meals services across five
countries,found that date waste, contaiimg nutritionally important vegetables, was at

higher levels in the bettequality Italian menusand lowest in the less nutritionally
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compliant Croatian menugdigh levels of waste, particularly relating to vegetables, was
also noted in the surveys analysed in another Italian study in this ref@ahi et al.,
2014) Thereforeyaising an important difference between provision and consumption
further research is needed to understand whettihrs is the case more widely, and if
the difference in praurementcontract type influenced that outcom&@hese findings,
which mayindicate that children prefer the less healthy processed fast food, highlight
the difficulty for caterers to compete when offering a healthy menu in an obesogenic
food environment geared towards convenience and manipulated palatailitggear

et al., 2022; Ebdon and Chen, 201There is a need to consider the power and
importance of including the child in the design of any solution to ensure acceptability
(Bryant et al., 2023)

The research highlighted theomplexity and fragmented natur@f school meal
provision. Whilst positive outcomes were seen in all ggr@ment contract types
Morgan and Sonnin008)noted that where the local government service is goitsl
greater reach provides a more effective vehicle for reform. If outsourcing, the
appointment of a catering contractor who would invest and commit to improvement
has been considered key to the success of school meal proyisoaad Matters, 2014)

The lack of consistency in provision type is exacerbated by a lack of local government
influence or control and no central government department having responsibility for
food (Parsons and Barling, 202R) addition, compliance with School Food Standards
Englands not yet measured, monitored, reported on, or enforced. All this means that
an holistic systems solution is difficult to initiate, fund, action, monitor and evaluate
(Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Parsons, 2021, 2020; Morgan and Morley, and4)
therefore improving school food is often not prioritis@@ryant et al., 2023Whilst the

UK government has mandatory buying standards for food and catering services, they do
not apply to schools and the nutrition requirements can be overridden if they are not

cost effective(Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021)

The importance of robust and detailetntractual terms and specificatiofscused on
supporting beneficial health, academic and financial outcomes was another key theme
of the studies in this research. Since devolution in the 198@sultimate responsibility

for school food in England rests with Head Teachers and Governing Bod@dseby
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and Vincent, 2013a)School leaders are usually educational experts and may not have
the time, resources, legal knowledge, or negotiation skills, to agree and manage complex
procurement contracts and tendering proces¢€sokwise, 20198imilarly, the skills of
public sector officials in negotiating and managing contracts may put them at a
disadvantage when dealing with large corporate providers with more extensive
commercial experience and resource. Consequently, sergdishschoolswere noted

to be committed to onerous contracts with commercial supplievgitten to fulfil
commercial objectives of financial viability and shareholder value, witkely take

priority over quality food provision for childrgDimbleby and Vincent, 2013a)

Theeconomicof school food provision were also showathis studyto be complicated

by conflicting priorities of profit and qualitgnd a requirement for school food to be a
profit generating contributor to school budge(sood and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations, 2021a; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a;
Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Nicholas, Powell and Smith,
2006; Rylander, 1999Much of the researchwhich was mainly conducted in Europe
and USA, with the exception of one Malaysian stymynted to issues of low budgets
and inadequate spend affecting quality, but did not provide comprehensive, recent,
detailed costings to evaluate the extent of the problem or potential solutidh® data

in the studies came mainly from surveys and interviews, only the Malaysian study
(Shabhril et al., 2000and one UK grey literature repofitiacking, 2022were primarily
concerned with understanding the impact tfe costs of the school meals service,
therefore the findings may not be generalisable to a wider cont@kte costings
available were mainly for public sector provisipasid the lack of transparency of
private caterers led t@onsultants RSM Ireland recommending an open book system
where costing information is made available for review by the state to ensure excessive
profits are not being made by private sector caterers on school meal proRiSM,
2022) The one examplen this studypf private sector catering being transparent on
costs came from lItalian stakeholders working together to agree a level of pricing and
cost to support high quality food without generating excessive prg¢Msrgan and
Sonnino, 2008)TheMalaysian study compared the nutrient content of five high and low

budget menus and found thatlow budget had a significant impact dime nutritional
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gualityof mealg(Shabhril et al., 2000Whilst the context and size of this study is different

to the UK it aligns with perceptions from UK grey literatuitdacking, 2022; Dimbleby
and Vincent, 2013auggesting thatinless more children take a school meal to reduce
the fixed cost per meabr prices or subsidies are increaséuere is a need for school
cooks to be highly skilled and creative to produce high quality food on a low budget. The
typical UK catering budget for school food ingredienfgust 60p per pupijlis likely to
facilitate quality and nutrition being neglected in favour of lower cost alternatives
(House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Soil
Association, 2018)JPF, high in salt, refined carbohydrates, sugar, and fats and low in
fibre are, on averagegver half the price ohealthier foods(Vandevijvere et al., 2020)
and, this may help to explain whihey make up 73% of primary school lunch calories

when budgets are tighiParnham et al., 2022)

The quality and nutrition of school lunchesknglishprimary schools is largely driven by
the caterer, with a set meal price charged of approximately £2.50 for a full meal, and
children usually limited tbwo or three meal choicesCaterers, surveyed in a 2022 report
on the impact of rising food costs on school meals, noted thatgins on school meals
are low, and without the ability to increase prices, profit margar® often maintained

by reducing qualityHacking, 2022)Thisis likely toimpact uptakeand once uptakes fall
below 5560% the service fails to break even, and a vicious cyaleensue requiring

further cuts and reductions to qualifjvorgan and Morley, 2014)

As noted above, the evidence from papers and reports in this review highlighting the
impact of economies of scale of the schools on financial vigbd#tgne mainly from
surveys and interviews with caterers and local authorities, rather than an analysis of
costings. However, perceptions thdte more profitable large schools were able to
take advantage of attractive deals from private caterers wanting to win these lucrative
contracts or bring the service iFhouse to generate profi{Dimbleby and Vincent,
2013a) aligns with accounting theory on volume driving profitabi{rury, 2018) Ths
retreat of schools away from purchasitogal authority services, was perceived by local
authorities surveyed in a 2020 UK report, to leave thersubsidise smalloss making
schools withoutsufficient budget to do so(Association for Public Service Excellence,

2020) A one size fits all approach may not be suitablgh additional compensation
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required for more expensive provisions such as small rural sciB&M, 2022)The
fragmented provisiopand removal of the local authority role in the allocation of funding
to schoolsmakes it difficult to manage the economics of the area as a whole. Historically
this was done by using profits from the larger schools to subsidise the spiafier
making schools ando improve school food qualityrather than for financial gain or
subsidisation of other budget areasuch asducation(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a;

Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)

Without fully understanding how the current complex and fragmented school meal
provision influences outcome is difficult to develop an efficient and effective change
strategy. This gap in knowledge may provide some explanation for the current situation
in Englandwhere despite the weltesearched potential health benefitschool food is

not seen as policy priority(Parsons and Barling, 2022; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)
3.5.2 Further research and implications for policy

More research is needed toetter inform robust regulation, monitoring and standards

to improve outcomes from school foodhis links to the UK government mission to
break down barriers to opportunity, giving children the best start in life through
supporting every child to achieve and thrive at schHgtM Government, 2024The lack

of evidence and inconsistent findinigsthis study mean it is not possible to recommend
the use of one procurement contract type over the others. The findings suggest that
good, (and poor), practice is possible in all typEserefore research is needed to
establish whether a particular pcorementcontract type is more suited to leverage the
magnitude of public sector spend on school meals to simultaneously impact
environmental, social, and economic objectivadditionally, many shortcomingm
areas of good practice were identifiea this scoping reviewyhich wouldinform the
design of future policy and practice relating to the provision of school meals. For
example, school leaders and public sector procurement offisialsld benefit from
access to specialist commercial support to design, tender, negotiate and manage
detailed and binding school food contracts. However, to optimise the benefit of this,
there needs to be a clear, current and mandatory definition of school food quality to

include in the specifications.



Additionally, work to fully understand the current cost of providindiigh quality,
nutritious school meal is needed which does not rely on the use of chedapéfor
financial viability. An adequate economic return for providevkich is transparently
monitored and reported and does not result in excessive profits at the expense of the
public purseis needed. The modelould benefit fromadaping to differing sizes and
locations of school which affect profitability areddring fence& of funding for meal
provision to prevent use for other budget areas. Further, the current model of voluntary
participation of children in school meals in the UK should be considered. This contrasts
with some other European countries which require all children to have a soheal or

have auniversal free school megkovisionto better influence dietary healthThis has

the potentialto enabk caterers to focus on providing health supporting meeadsher

than competing for business against heavily marketed, more appealing alternatives in

an obesogenic food environment.
3.5.3 Strengths and limitations

The robust and systematic nature of the search strategy pravadenprehensive and
reproducible data on what is known about contract types for the provision of school
meals and their impact on outcomes for children. The inclusion of a narrative synthesis
to explore the relationshipmeans that findings are likehetter placed toinform policy

and practice However, most studigdentifiedwere not specifically designed to address
the differences in outcomes by prarementcontract type and therefore mayat be
ideally suited to address the research questidm.line with common practice and
available resource,ata werecharted by one reviewemrather thanthe recommended

two or more independent reviewergPeters et al., 2020a)less than half of the
documents were academic peer reviewed studies. The grey literature reports written
for advocacy organisationsere likelywritten with a specific purpose in mind, which
may or may not include all available information, or be written with equipoise. The
findings in some studies may not be generalisable, as some geographic areas may not
translate to the English cultural systetm line with usual scoping review procedure
(Peters et al., 2022}he quality of the included studies was not evaluated, however, it

should be noted that some studies were sm@llegear et al., 2022; Lavall et al., 2020;
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Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Taylor et al., 20lethers were limited by missing and
incomplete data(He, Perexueto and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2@i4)
others used subjective measurement metho@&nderson, Gallagher and Ramirez
Ritchie, 2018)

3.6 Conclusion

There was limiteexistingresearch linking school food procurement contract type with
food provision for primary school children. However, results inddateat good
practicewas possible across different procuremerdntract types which broadlydil

into the categories of private caterers;lmuse caterers and local authority provisions,
albeit with further complexities. Although the research shows that differences in
outcomes existd by procurement contract type, findings across studies were
inconsisteit and dd not support robust conclusions on the benefits of using any one
particularprocurementcontract type over another, indicating that the individual choice
of provider may be more influential than the prarement contracttype. The grey
literature and books poirdd to a system with clear potential to impact health on a
population scale through school meals. Howevéere was a lack of robust research
evidence in this space. In additiathe complex and fragmented nature of the system
and the underying conflict between cost and quality makes it difficult to define an
efficient and effective strategy on a population scale. There was no clear definition of
food quality and compliance with guidelines was often used as a benchnvargh
makes the widescale lack of compliance found in studies concerning. Given the
magnitude of public sector spending and the need for urgent improvements to the

dietary health of the nation, this presents a significant gap in our knowledge.
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The typology part of this study was submitted for publicatiordéarnal of Nutritional
Scienceon 21 July2025 andat the time of submitting this thesis waunder reviewthe

manuscript is included a&ppendixl.
4.1 Summary

Asoutlined in Chapter 1the centralised compulsory school system in England is well
placed to reach children at the optimum time for developing good food haditd for

the implementation of nutritional improvement strategigthrough national standards
(Kovacs et al., 2020)vith 4.7 million English primary school children consuming around
30.0% of their daily food at school, the school lunch caterdikedy positioned to
influence child dietary healttiDepartment for Education, 2024&piventhat dietary
intakes in children do not meet recommendatioi@ffice for Health Improvements and
Disparities, 2025)there is a pressing need to ensure thaethchool food provision
results in an appropriate level of food quality being providddwever, with no central
record of school food provision in England, little is known about who provides school

meals or how they define / specify quality.

Thelimited evidencefound in the scoping review (Chapter 3)oted that there was no
clear or standard definition of qualifypr school food The review also founthat good
practice existed in different procurement contract typ&gth the individual choice of
provider potentially more influential than the provision typéNixon et al., 2025a)
Without a formal system ottompliancemonitoringin Englangschool foodproviders

are effectively left to selssess the acceptability of the quality of their provisiand

their compliance withschool foodstandards.Furthermore, the review highlighted a
conflict between cost and quality for providers, and issues with the financial viability of

the school meals service. THigely requires the caterers to interpret what is an
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acceptable quality of school meatglyingon their integrity to provide this in a climate
of rising costs and issues with the financial viability of provisSitverefore, the school
food provider and the terms under which they operatbave the potential to bea
considerableinfluence over the quality of school food consumed by primary school

children(Nixon et al., 2025a)

Previous survey data collected on school lunch 1ady the School Food Trust and the
Department for EducatioiWollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012)sover a decade

old at the time of writingthis thesis The difficulty in obtaining data on school food
provision was highlightedwvith both surveys noting #éower-than-expectedresponse

rate. The Department for Education surv@yollny et al., 2015pentified three models

of catering provision; (1) local authority catered, (2) private company catered, and (3)
in-house catered, and noted differences by school type with more academies choosing
commercial or irFhouse catering services. The School Foagst surveyNelson et al.,
2012)collected data from local authorities and, therefore, did not include all data for
those schools not using the local authority catering service. The report identified six
models of catering provisigrwith the three models above further divided to show
whether the caterer was contracted by the local authoritybyrthe school. This data
was used by the Department for Education for the 2013 review of the English school
food provision, The School Food P(&mmbleby and Vincent, 2013a)ithout an up to

date understanding of the current provision, it is difficultunderstand whethepublic
funding is optimised to support child dietary healémdto put in place effective policies

to manage such a complex system to meet and support public health Jbalsefore,

it is important tounderstandwho provides the school food amebw they specify / define

food quality.

This chapter presents the results, discussion and conclusion from a mixed methods study

addressing the following research questions:

What school food procurement contract types exist for primary schools in the 15

local authorities in YorkshirdRQ1b).

How do those contract types define / specify qual{iy®1c).
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The complex and fragmented school food system revealed in the case study area of
Yorkshire was in line with the international findingsGhapter 3 Furthermore, the
international findings were reflected in a lack of up to date, specific, and mandated

markers of quality and the absence of a robust system of monitoring and support.

4.2 Aims

This study airad to establish whatchool foodprocurement contract typegxised for
primary schoolsacross Yorkshirand how those providers defieor specifed food
quality at the time Given therecommendation tamprovethe nutrition of children, to
address the rise inhild obesityprevalence(World Health Organization, 201.&nd the
ability of the school food caterer tafluence the food children are offered at lunchtime

it is important to address the gap in knowledge of who provides our school meals
Furthermore, the ability of the school food providers to influence the nutritional quality
of food served to children means it is important to investigabev they define / specify
food quality.Thestudyalso aimed taestablish if there were differences in indicators of
financial viability and, therefore, the potential quslpf school meals between the types

of providers identified, including school headcount (size), deprivation (FSM%),
geography (urban or rural), ethnicity (EAL%) and school type (local authority maintained

or academy).

4.3 Methods

Full methods are detailed i@hapter 2In brief, amixed methodsstudy collected data
through aquantitative typology(using a variety of triangulated approaches; (1) school
survey, (2) lists from caterers and public health teams, (3)-taskd website revieyv
and a crosssectional qualitative documentary analysisf websites and contractual

documentation.



4.4 Findings

Data weresourced to describe school meal procurement in allddal authoritiesin
Yorkshire(n=1,772 schoolg)albeit with differing levels of detailThe majority of
guantitative data were captured from listef schoo$ servicedprovided by catering
providers and public health departments (n=1,243 schools), followed by theladessd
website review (n=252 schools) with the survey establishing data for 70 schools. This left
206 schools for which no data was available, hereinaftéerred to aséunknowrg.
Qualitative data for the documentary analysisvere collected from nine provider
O2yiN¥ Ola x &aASNBAOS S@St FINBSVUSIgcala | yR
authorities with a catering service provided a copy of theirtcaet / service level
agreement. Howeverthe commercially sensitive nature of the documentatilkely
explainsvhy only oneof the fivecommercial cateres contactedprovided a copy of their
contract despite assurances on data security, offering formal -dmclosure
agreements andonfirminganonymity of published dataA second commercial contract

was provided by a school that used another caterer. In addition, a catering consultant,
which assists schools with their tendering process and contractuairdentation for
school meal procurement, provided a copy of thentracttemplate. Thewebsites for

all 15 local authorities and the fidargest commercial contractors wereviewed and

data on theschool meal provision were collected.

4.4.1 The procurement contract types in existence for primary schoals

Yorkshire

The study identified three main provider contract types serving 1,771 state funded
primary schools inYorkshire: (1) local authority caterer(49.3% of schools)(2)
commercial catere(30.2% of schoolsand (3) irhouse catere(8.9% of schoo)gFigure
4-1). Nine local authority caterers accounted for 99.3% of the local authority catering
provision includingone local authorityoffering a partial provision where the school
employs the kitchen staf{11.3% of the local authority catering provisio®)f the
remaining six local authorities, four had withdrawn their service completely, one

outsourcedprovisionto a commercial providerand another serviced less than five
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schools. Each local authority area tended to have one particularly prominent
commercial caterer.Just five companies accounted for 78.3% of the commercial
catering service varying in size and structure from family businesses to global

corporations.

Local authority caterers

Commercial caterers
Rest 1

1%

Rest 1

22% 22% Yorkshire
C

1,771
Primary Schools

13% 2 30%
19%

12%
12%

W Local Authority Commercial B In-house ! Unknown

Figured-1 Profile of state funded Yorkshire primary schoolprogurement contractype.

The yellow circle shows the breakdown of the289of commercial provision between the top
five providers and the remainder of the providers. The blue circle shows the breakdown of the
49.3% of local authority catered provision between thertime providers and the remainder

Mapping the supply of school meaks/ provider and prourement contractype, in the

area illustrated how complex and fragmented the provision wasarkshire (Figure$
2,4-3,4-4). Figure 4.2 illustrates the complexity and fragmentation of the school food
system in Yorkshire. A further breakdown of this picture is given in Figures 4.3 and 4.4,
with all drcles and arrows sized in proportion to the number of schools they represent.
Figure 4.3 shows the local authority catered provision; thekdlue circles represent

the 15 local authority areasand thelight blue circlesrepresent the local authority
caterers This figure illustrates that wherelool meals were provided by localtharity
caterers they usually serviced schools in one, or maybe two, local authorities. Figure 4.4
shows thecommercialcatering provision, witithe yellow circlesrepresentingeach
individual caterer This figure illustrates the extra level of complexity in the commercial
supply, with the smaller circles illustrating that the commercial providers supply less
schools than some of the local authority caterers, however, they tend to service schools

in multiple local authorities.In local authorities that had a local authority catering
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service except for onethey served mosfbetween 49.4% and196%) of theschools in

their area. Where there was no local authority catering service in operation, schools
were able to outsource to a local authority caterer from a different authority, or to a
commercial caterer, or take provision-iouse. Even in the areas whibhd their own

local authority catering service, some schools used a local authority caterer from
another area. Thenelocal authority area with the most schools using a local authority
catering service (A@, 91.6%) was the only local authority catering service to be
awarded Foodor Life silver status. Commercial caterers serviced the most schools in
three of the local authorities without a local authority catering service (80.9%, 78.8%
and 64.0%) and the local authority where the service was outsourced (69.9%). The other
two areaswithout an active local authority catering service had high levels of unknown
providers (52.4% and 49.3%). It is possible these weneuse cateredas the praiders
could not be identified from the school websiteBhere were marginally more local
authority maintained schools (51.7%), than academies (48i8%)prkshire A larger
proportion of the academies used commerciaterers(39.9%), or irfhouse caterers

(13.1%), compared to local authority maintained schools (21.1% and 5.0% respectively).

A review of the provider websites revealed that where schools used the local authority
catering service, it usually included responsibility for the whole service, including menu
planning and recipes, procurement, and the provision of staff (with the onepion).

The caterer also usually provided finance support (excluding collection of dinner
money), legislation compliance (e.g. health and safety, hygiene, food standards), and
repair and upkeep of the heavy kitchen equipment (although the amafiinarcial
contributionwas sometimes capped, and parties had slightly different responsibilities).
The commercial caterers offered varying models of service, and the responsibility of the

caterer may differ dependent on the level service chosen by the school.
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Figure4-2 School meal provision in Yorkshire state funded primary sghmdiscal authority
area andprocurement contractype

Dark blue circles represetite 15local authority areas sized in proportion to the number of
schools in the areaeach local authority is denoted by a different numisgehool meals were
provided by local authority caterers (light blue circdlesoted with LAC plus a sequential number
for each individual catergrcommercial caterers (yellasirclesdenoted with CC plus a sequential
number for each individual cateleor in-house caterers (one red circdenoted with IBL Circles
and arrows are sized irrg@portion to the number of schools they represent
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Figure4-3 Focused map of local authority catering school meal provision in Yorkshire state
funded primary schools by local authority area

Dark blue circles represent the 15 local authaaityas,and each local authority is denoted by a
different number. Light blue circles represent school meals provided by local authority caterers
denoted with LAC plus a sequential number for each individual caterer. Circles and arrows are
sized in proportion to thaumber of schools they represent.
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The characteristics ofschoolsize, school type,FSM% EAL%and geography of the
schoolsby each provider typds summarisedn Table4-1 with a further breakdown by

local authority area showm Appendix] The number of primary schools within each
local authority area ranged from 47 schools to 298 schamld schools varied widely in
size fromfive to 789 children = 271,SD= 147)(Table 41, Figure 45). TheFSM%or
schools ranged fronzeroto 77.1% M = 23.8%,SD= 15.3) and this wide variation
occurred across all local authorities and provider types. There were also wide ranges in
EAL%with zeroto 97.3% of children using English as a second langivagelé.2%SD

= 20.2) in all local authoritiesand provider types. The split of schools between urban
and rural by local authority area varied widely from 26 @%chools in urban locations

in one areato another local authority with 100.0% of schools in urban locations. The
majority of schools (71.9%) were in urban areas reflecting the large cities and towns in
Yorkshire, with commercial caterers having a higher proportion of urban schoal&4)/8.
compared to local authority caterers (66.9%le majority of rural schools (65.9%) were
local authority maintained with the remainder (34.1%) being academPARSVA testing
established that theravas no significant difference in the mean characteriste€905)

of the unknown category compared to that of the remaining population, being local

authorities, commercial caterers and-iouse / academy trust providers.
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Table4-1 Numberand percentag®f state maintained primary schools in Yorkshire and characteristics by school oweakprent contractype: headcount;
deprivation (FSM eligibility %), ethnicity (EAL %), geograpityschool type

_I;;Z\Qder Schools Headcount FSM% EAL % Geography School Type
Rural Urban Maintained Academy
Count % Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Count % Count % Count % Count %
Local

authority 873 493 254 149 22.0¢ 143 144 208 289 163 584 330 610 344 263 14.9
caterer

Sa?;nrrenrerc'a' 534 302 287 135 247 156 148 199 117 66 417 235 193 109 341 193
'Cr;the(;gfe 158 89 288 165 259 165 145 219 45 25 113 64 46 2.6 112 6.3

Unknown 206 11.6 281 141 272 164 118 173 47 2.7 159 9.0 67 3.8 139 7.8

Total 1,771 100 271 147 238 153 142 20.2 498 281 1,273 719 916 51.7 855 483
P-value <0.001 <0.001 0.338 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Minimum 47* 5 o* o* 0* 26.2* 1.4* 22.8*
Maximum 298* 789 77.1 97.3t 73.8* 100* 77.2* 98.6*

abMean values within a column with unlike superscript letters were significantly different (P<0.05)
*Relates to datgperlocal authorities
"Relates to datgerschools
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Figure4-5- Profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schoolbbglauthority andprocurement
contracttype

4.4.2 Key characteristics of Yorkshire schools

The data indicated that the profitability potentiadnd therefore ability to provide high
quality food, was likely to differ by prourement contracttype, with significant
differencesbetween headcount and FSM% by puoement contractype (F-479=7.132
P<0.001 andrs470=8.813 P<0.001respectively). For examplepf the three pracurement
contracttypes local authority caterersvere more likely to cater fosmall, rural schools
with the lowest levels of FSM% entitlement, which is the least potentially profitable
profile. By contrast, the commercial caterers had the most potentially profitable profile,
with the biggest proportion of large, urban schools andhigher mean FSM%
entitlement. There was no significant differenceBAL%f the children by prourement
contracttype (Rz-492=1.458 P=0.2295, indicating that the complexity arising from cultural

and religious food requirements may be similar betweengorement contractypes.
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4.4.2.1 Headcount

Headcountserves asan important indicator othe financial viabilityof school mead
servicedn the absence of actual financial dg@imbleby and Vincent, 20134alhe size

of schoos varied widely by local authoritgFigure 46), with headcounts ranging from
just five to 789 pupils per schooM = 271,SD147) (Table4-1). The largest range in
school headcount®y local authority,was 722 from 67 to 789 pupils The smallest
range, which s still considerable, w&s 389, from 75 to 464 pupils There were 372
primary schools (21.0%in Yorkshirewith fewer than the 150 pupilestimated as
necessary to financially breakevé€achool Food Matters, 2024)he majority of these
schools were local authority maintained (69.9%) and local authority catered (61.3%).
The two local authoritgatererswith the highest proportion of rural schools, (73.8%d
67.7%0) also had the highest proportion of schools with less than 150 pupils at 61.5%
and 47.5% respectively. The 25 smallest schools were all in rural locations situated in
two of the 15 local authoritiesand 17 of these25 schools were catered by the local
authority. Commercial caterers supplied only 20.2%moéller school§<150pupils) The

local authorities with the thredargestcities had fever of their schoolswith less than

150 pupilg3.8%,5.0% and5.1% respectively)l.ocal authority and commercial caterers
had similar proportions of larger schools at 5.2%, 5.4% respectively, thduse
caterershad 8.9%of their portfolio with over 500 pupil§Figure4-7). Overall, the
difference in headcount means between proement contractypes was significant §F
479=7.314,P<0.001), with local authorities providing meals to much smaller cishi

= 254) than commercial and-house M = 287, 283 respectively). These significant
findings in headcount were driven by differences between the two largest categories of

local authority and commercial caterers.
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Figure4-6 Headcount of state funded primary schools by local authority in Yorkshire

The blue barsepresent the interquartile rang@QR)of the dataon headcount by local authority
with the bold line showing the median data valudhe whiskers repsent the minimum and
maximum values which are not outliel®utliers are represented by circléeshools with a

headcountbetween 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQfelow Q1 or above Q¥r asteriskgschools with
a headcount3.0 times IQR
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Figure4-7 Profile of Yorkshire state funded school size bgyrementcontracttype

4.4.2.2 Geography

Geography is another indicator of financial viability which may affect a school food
LINE GARSNRAa FoAftAde G 2(Dinde® ZahdR GincektA Z2DK3a; |j dzl
Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 20d4)e majority (71.9%) of state
funded primary schools in Yorkshire wereunban areasreflecting the large cities and

towns in the area. Thiocal authorities with thehree largest cities were194%, 2.3%

and 97.7% urban respectivebnd thelocal authorities with théwo smaller cities were

100% and 72% urban. However, two local authorities were predominantly rural (73.8%
and 64.2% respectively). The split of schools between urban and rural by local authority

area varied widely as shown Figure4-8.
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Figure4-8 Geographical profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools by local authority

Mean rural headcount varied considerably between local authorities with
predominantly rural areas tending to have smaller schoMean wral headcount
ranged from 109 in the authority with the highest percentage of rural schools (73.8%)
to 238 in the city with the lowest percentage of rural schools (2.&@)luding the city
which is 100% urbarihe majority oschools with less than the 150 pupil threshold for
financial viability(n=301, 80.%%)were inrural locations. Rural schools also had much
lower mean FSM% at 14.4% compared to urban schools with 27.4%. Similarly, their
potential ethnic diversity was lower with mean EAL% of only 2.6% compared to urban
schools with 18.7%.
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Figure 4-9 Geographical Profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools yrproent
contracttype

The distribution by pscurement contractype also varieqFigure 49) with commercial
caterers having the highest proportion of urban schools at 78.1% followed-foyuise
caterersat 71.5%. Local authorityateredschools had the lowest proportion of urban
schools at 66.9%.

4.4.2.3 Deprivation

The percentage of FSM eligibility (FSM%) was also used as an indicator of the financial
viability of the provisionas it influencedmeal uptake (Cohen et al., 2021bxnd
additional funding received through pupil premiuor every child registered to receive
means tested FSNDepartment for Education, 2024byhe additional pupil premium

funding received by the school may mean that there is less pressure for the school meal
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service to generate profit for the schoody it may provide funds to enable the
subsidisation of the meals service from the school budg&M% ranged from 0to 77.1%
between schoolsM = 23.8%SD= 15.3) and the wide variation occurred across all local
authorities (Figure4-10). Schools with a higher proportion of children eligible F8M
were less likely to have a local authority catering proviflédr= 22.0% SD= 14.3%,)
compared to commercial caterertM(= 247, SD= 156). Though it catered for fewer
schools, iFhouse catering provided more food torfalies with the highest levels of
FSM%M = 25.9 SD= 165). The difference in FSM% by puvsement contracttype
(Figured-11) was statistically significant{k70=8.813, P<0.001)which may indicate that
local authorities have a reduced potential to provide a financially viable service than in

house and commercial caterers
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Figure4-10Deprivation profile (represented BysMeligible %) of Yorkshire state funded primary
schools by local authority

The yellow bars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on FSM% by local authority,
with the bold line showing the median data value. The whiskers represent the minimum and
maximum values which are not outliers. Outliers are represented gsofschools with a FSM%
between 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQR, below Q1 or above Q3) or asterisks (schools with a FSM%

>3.0 times IQR).
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Figured4-11 Deprivation profile (represented BysMeligible %) of Yorkshire state funded primary
schools by prmurement contractype

The yellow bars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on FSM%chyeprent
contracttype, with the bold line showing the median data value. The whiskers represent the
minimum and maximum values which are not outliers. Outliers are represented by circles
(schools with FSM% between 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQR, below Q1 or above Q3)sksasteri
(schools with FSM% >3.0 times IQR).

4.4.2.4 Ethnicity

Ethnicity, represented by E#d_was used in this study as an indicator of the complexity
of providing meals to cater for cultural and religious food preferenaeseptng that
there are limitations with this approadstrand, Malmberg and Hall, 201EAL% ranged
from 0 to 97.3% between schoold € 14.2%SD= 20.2)and there was a wide variation
across all local authorities, with many outliers as demonstrated bycihgdesand

asteriskdn Figure4-12.

Commercial caterers had the lowest proportion of ethnically diverse schools according
to EAR6(M = 148%,SD=19.9). The wide variation and large number of outli@fggures

4-12, 4-13) indicated that the data distribution was skewedhaking meaningful
comparisons difficult There was no significant difference between pusement
contracttype (Fz-492=1.458, P=0.225) indicating that pr@urementcontracttypeslikely

faced a similar level of complexity due to cultural and religious food preferences.
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Figure4-12 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of Yorkshire
state funded primary schools by local authority

Theorangebars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on EAL% by local authority,
with the bold line showing the median data value. The whiskers represent the minimum and
maximum values which are not outliers. Outliers are represented by circlesl¢safitboEAL%
between 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQR, below Q1 or above Q3) or asterisks (schools with EAL% >3.0
times IQR).
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Figure4-13 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of Yorkshire state
funded primary schools by prarement contractype

Theorangebars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on EAL% byrenaent
contracttype, with the bold line showing the median data value. The whiskers represent the
minimum and maximum values which are not outliers. Outliers are represented by circles
(schools with EAL% between 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQR, below Q1 or above Q3)sis asteri
(schools with EAL% >3.0 times IQR).

4.4.3 How do thecaterersdefine or specify qualit§

The level of detail and content relating to the definition and specification of quality
varied widely inthe/ Ay S LINR GARSNJ O2y (N} Oia k aSNBAO
websites reviewedThe source of thevebsitesreviewed in this sectiofs annotated as

follows: local authority (LA); local authority caterer (LAC); commercial caterer (CC);
catering consultant (CQpnlong witha sequential numbeto differentiate between
providers of the same typeNo identifier is attached to thedata extractedfrom
contracts andservice level agreements line with the undertaking that all information

would be high level and anonymised
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The content of the nine contractual documents reviewed in relation to quality varied
widely, ranging from one or two sentences referring to food standards, nutrition
guidelines, or Food for Life accreditatidn a detailed list of specifications. All of the
contracts provided were written in a clear and understandabplain Englishstyle, with

the exception of one commercial contract written using legal terminology and language
This terminologys likely to be unfamiliar andherefore, more difficult ér school staff

to understand without legal advice and support.

¢tKS O2yGSyid 2F (GKS wn OFGSNBENRAE ¢So0aridsSa NBEG)
food provision Five local authorities (LA3, LA6, LA9, LA12, LA14) included no detail on

their websitesother than instructions on free school meal eligibility and the associated

application process. Of the remaining 15 websites that were reviewed, 10 were local

authority catering services and five were commercial cater8is.of thee caterers

provided detailed information (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC4, CC2, CCl), ddseiiyyiey

of food provided, where it came from and how it is prepgratbng with additional

information on the importance of food in the school d&juality food was mentioned

on all websites as being of importancé, ¢ KS ljdzZt f AGeé 2F (GKS FT22R 65 2
A Y L2 NI | (CAC9)and asdming offerediith local, fresh, great quality food being

Fd GKS KSI NILA21J We] Krovitle higlsquatignétritious food our young

Odza G 2 YS NA (CENWdrds Shick éelc be associated withod quality were
FNBljdzSyadte dzaSR 2y GKS LINPOARSNDa ¢gSoaAridsSaz 7

of the websites included a specific definition of what constitutes food quality.

Whilst there were no specific definitions of food qualitythe contracts and websites
reviewed there were many phrases and words which could be indicative of food quality.
These words and phrases were recorded and grouped into broad themes for analysis
and interpretation as follows: healthiness of food; standards and compliance; food
preparation; pocurement and provenance; awards and accreditations and staff training

(Figure4-14).
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Figure4-14 Common themes of school food quality identified from documents reviewed

4.4.3.1 Healthiness of food

The healthiness of food was described by all providers on their websites in terms of the
menus and ingredients usedhe key specifications for healthiness in the contracts
related tg daily servings of vegetables, salad, fresh fruit (nsajad bar (n2), no
artificial colours, preservatives, sweeteners, additigeetically modified ingredients
mechanically recovered meat (ns%ariety (n=3), andminimum choice of main courses

/| desserts (n8). All providers used health related descriptors such dasalthyg,
onutritiousé, awholesomé&. The word éfreshé was commonly used by both local
authority (n=5) and commercial caterers (n=5) (LAC8, LAC5, LAC6, LAC4, LACSA,CC5,
CC4, CC2, CC1) to describe their food. However, there was no definition provided for any

of these terms which could all be open to different interpretation.

oExciting choice of healthy, fresh fabLAC5)

GhdzNJ YSIf & dzaS FTNBAKACRAIK ljdzZh f Ade Ay3l



Some of the descriptors used for food were related to evidelnaged quality markers.

For example, being low in nutrients of concern such as salt, sugar and fat was mentioned
by three local authority caterers (LACS8, LAC3, LAa@d)ne commercial caterer (CC5).
Containing beneficial wholegrains or oily fish was mentioned by one local authority
caterer (LAC4). Nutritionally important fruit and vegetable content or additional salad
being offered was mentioned by three local autitprcaterers (LAC&AC2L.AC4) and

two commercial caterers (CC5, CC3)ecal authoritysuggestedusing innovative

ways of increasinfjuit and vegetablesn meals (A13.

o{We] limit foods high in fat, sugar and salt such as deep fried foods and items
O2y GFAYAY3a LI &aidNR® 2SS AyOfdzRS 2Af& TFAAKI
(LAC4)

GhdNJ YSydz AyOf dzRS RIAfe& ASNIRACHE 2F @838

G2 SUNB | R20FGSa F2N) 0KS tdzowftAO I SFHEGK 9y13
have gone beyond the 20% reduction targets in all categories for recipes on our
YSydzl OK RAAK O2ydFAyAy3a G €SIrad Geg2 LN
(CC5)

Compared to local authorities, commercial caterers also tended to use more emotive

and less evidenebased language and phrases such as
GKS FT22R FTNNAGSaE qaeMa oAy 3d gAGK I22RySaas
G. NAIKGSYAyYy 3 LIzLIAf 4aQ YGOHR&E& U KNRdAzZAK y 2 dzNA & K
a lt, fat and sugar content is kept to a minimum across the whole WAC3)

Onlyone local authority caterer (LAC®¥entioned dminimal use of processed foodls
one commercial caterer (CC2) stated no powdered sauces or mixes would handed
there wasno specificmention of UPF by argaterer. However, eight caterers (n46°C,
n=2 CCjtated that food was free from unnecessary additives and preservat({&sC3,
LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LACY9, LACL, CC5,fam€4pentioned limiting or excluding
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genetically modifiedoods (LAC5, LAC2, LAC9, C@&hjl three mentioned limiting or
excluding hydrogenated or trans faisAC5, LAC2, LAC1)

G ¢ KSNB | Ngenetcalym2dzh & ASW o6 Da O(LAE2RA 2y 2

oQur food is free from controversial additives like aspartame and éM 8lBof

our food is free fromtransfadsg & R2y Q0O dzA S E¢AC5Da Ay AN

There were also several appeal related descriptors used by caterers stattrastivet,
dtastye, dtemptingg, ddelicioug which could also be regarded as a marker of food

quality.
4y ONBRAOGE S RAX®S)A FyR Tl @2 dzNAE
GhdzNJ GFadte aoOKz22f YSIHfaxr LINPAGHRS f20a

Appropriate, popular or appealing menu&s also specified in the contradis=1 LAC,
n=1 CC, n=1 C@Jong withpresentation iranattractive manner to encourage healthier

choices (n=2 LAC)
4.4.3.2 Standards and compliance

Standards, guidance and compliance was mentioned by all providers, however, there
was some inconsistency regarding how compliance was defifibd. school food
standards were the most commonly mentioned on the websites, by four local authority

and three commercial caterers (LAC8, LAC3, LAC9, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC1). In the contract:
it was specified by two local authorities, one commercial caterer and one consultant.
Four caterers included statements related to compliance wéifibod and nutrition
standardg on their websites (LAC5, LAC2, CC3, CC4) without further clarification as to
which particular standards they were. Other terms used wigred / government /
nutritional guidelinedLACS5, LAC6, LAC2) and government food plan (LAC4). There was
no specific mention of the Government Buying Sandardson any of the websites

reviewed



i N2 y 3 thdolFboR KaSdddBs,wé thakd sure our meals have
Fff G0KS SaaSydAlf yduAeRASyiGa FT2N OKA

O0We take on full responsibility for compliance with current government

a0FyRIFENRE F2N) AaQR&3PE f dzy OK LINR DA aA?2
G! £t 2dzNJ YSydza O2YLX @& 6A0K QuaeHBY i
G2S 2LISNIX 4GS Ay fAYS GAGK ydzZiINRGAZ2YI
aill yRLACRA ¢

f RNBy
Yy £

F22R |y
f 3IdzARS

Two commercial caterers proffered to surpass the requirements of standards or

guidelines but did not include an explanation of how they did, tbrof the impact it

had on the food quality as served.

GhdzNJ ljdzl t AGe 2FFSNI &dzNLJ a4ASR GKS ydzZiNARGAZ2Y

government announced them and before the formation of the School Food
¢ NUZE@O3%

o{We] create meals and recipes that are delicious, seasonal and haaltnd
GKAOK 32 FTIN oSe2yR (KS D2g8Nyp¥8yuQ

Only three providers (LAC1, CC3, CC4) spebhidw their compliance with standards
or guidelinesvas monitored.

Ga2yAl2NAYy3 2FFAOSNBR @AaAd SIFOK aokK
OF NNB 2dzi I(LACHGOKSY I dzRAG €

G! NBI al yFr3aSNAR NB3Idz F NI & S| ahdayiaytics A
FNRY 2dzNJ 2 ((ECB)Y S &aeaidsSvyas

G ¢ K[Soédfor Life]audit us to make sure we're using fresh ingredients which
are free from undesirable additives and trans fats, are better for animal welfare,
FYR O2YLX e gAGK ylLae4qlt ydzZiNARGAZ2Y
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Similarly details of quality monitoring was only mentioned in three of thiee contracts

reviewed.
4.4.3.3 Food preparation

Food preparation was generally referred to on the websites in the contdwriafbeing
fresh, freshly prepared or freshly cookdd\C8|.AC5AC6LLAC4|LAC9, CC3, CC2, CC4,
CC1)However, fesh prepaation was only specified in three of the contracts reviewed.
It was not clear in the contracts or on the websites, whetbieeshe referred to the age

of the produce, the level of processimg to some other definitionNo caterer refered

to the age of the ingredients, one local authority caterer mengididminimal use of
processed foods(LAC9) and one commercial caterer sththey do not use packet

sauces, soups or mixes (CC2). There was no specific mentigttof

Food preparation could also refer to where and how the food was prepddadthe
websites, peparation on site was mentioned by seven caterers (LAC8, LAC5, LAC4, LAC1,
CC3, CC2, CC1). One local authority caterer referred to food made from scratch (LAC5)

in contrast to three of the commercial caterers (CC3, CC2, CC1).
0Our meals are freshly prepared in the school kitchen each mérthiAg8)

AWe make more than 75 per cent of our meals from scratch in our own kitchens
(LACS)

G2 KSNB Ll2aaArofsS 2dzNJ RAaKSa | NB(LAQH & Kt ¢

dazal 2F GKS RStftAOA2dza FT22R ¢S sieSNDS
1TAG0OKSYZ gKAOK YSIya o0SGHIECE FTNBaKSNI

Presentationwas noted in a recent systematic revieoking atthe impact ofcolour

and shapeon taste perceptiors, to be an important consideration of food preparatipn
which couldtherefore be regarded as a marker of qual{tylotoki, Spence and Velasco,
2023) The presentation of the food was mentioned by two commercial caterers (CC5,
CC3).
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0As making sure our moutivatering school meals look as appetising as they
GFraagsS Aa 1Se 2 SyO2dzN)y IAy 3T (@a8LIIAT & G2 GNB

CdzNII KSNXY2NB>X (KS LA O dzhdsods alp pfocutiefaéht cantractS NENR Q & ¢
types reviewedfeatured colourful, attractive mealwith plentiful fruit and vegetables

and happy children.
4.4.3.4 Procurement and provenance

Relevant words related to local or regional sourcing of ingredients were used by most
caterers on their websites (n=11) (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LACY9, LAC1, CC5, CC3,
CC2, CC4). In addition, five local authority caterers and four commercial catek€r8,

LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC4, CC1l) mentioned using seasonal produce.
Sourcing according to recognised industry quality assurance or certification schemes

such as Red Tractor, Free Range, Marine Stewardship Council or Farm Assured was
mentioned by siXdocal authorities and three commercial caterdtsAC8, LAC5, LAC2,

LAC4, LACY, LAC1, CC3, CC4,@eaterer(LAC4¥pecifically included organic food.

G2S a2dz2NOS Fa YdzOK 2F 2dzNJ Foriedvestudl2Y 201 f
great control over quality, whilst supporting local jobs and cutting down on food

Y A t (BACS)

GhdzNJ YSydza N NBOA&ASR (sAO0S | &SN (G2 Sya
aStazylrf LINPRdAdEAEZ) INRgy f20Ftfe¢

oMost of our produce is sourced locallyltof the meat we use is UK reared &

red tractor assuregl(LAC8)

GCNRY GKS FTNBaAaK3IX K2YSZx®Rangoniagl@NBRASYyGa ¢S
& dzLILJ(CCS5)NA €

G2S LINARS 2dz2NEStf @Sa 2y dzaay3a €f20Fffe& &dzLIL
LINE RdzOS T 2 NJ&2pdeNy QaSNTUSWSINE2EF 2 dzNJCER 2 R A &  LJdzN

In the contracts, the specifications relating to provenance weveall supply (n3);

seasonal menus (13% highest quality supply contracts (n=1)K, EU or NZ meat only
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(n=2); farm assured meat, free range eggs, marine stewardship fisP);(and meat,

poultry and fish must be accredited @)
4.4.3.5 Awards and accreditations

dFood forLife€ was the quality accreditation scheme cited by the most caterers on their
websites butwas only mentioned by four of them. Two local authority caterers held
bronze(LAC8LAC5and one held silvgilLAC4)only one commercial caterer mentioned
the scheme (CC4).

GC22R F2NJ[AFS /FTGSNARAYy3 alN] A& &2dzNJ
jdzt t A& FYyAYlFf FTNASYRIAGS) F22R A& | f gl

Sx caterers(LAC8LAC5L AC4] AC1, CC4, CC2) referredit®% of food being freshly
prepared in the school kitchénwhich is a key Food for Life criteridespite not all
mentioning membership of the scheme. Some authorities had their own healthy
a0K22f &aQ I, and ot talked hbbut @wards from industry bodies such as
those through LACA membersiIpAC8LAC1L, CC5, CC3).

ALACYisthemultiawardg A Y Y Ay 3 OF G SNRA Y 3 adzLILIX A SNJ I

Food for life was only specified by two caterers in the contracts reviewed, both were

local authorities.
4.4.3.6 Staff training

Staff skill levels have an important influence on the quality of food provideand Ko,
2023; Cohen et al., 2021and training was mentioned by most caterers on their
websites. Five local authority caterers mention the importance of staff training (LAC3,
LACS5, LAC2, LAC4, LAa1ig four commercial caterer€C5 CC3CC4LCC1Yalk about

staff training,CC3CC4and CC1lin detail. However, it was only specified in three of the

contractsreviewed by two local authorities and one commercial caterer.

AWe have intensified our efforts to develop the talents of our catering workforce.

This training provides our staff with the skills to make better use of our quality
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food ingredients and helps ensure that the overall lunchtime experience is
OK2NRdzAKf & Sycz2eSRAE | ff 2dzNJ Odzad 2 YSNA €

GhdzNJ NI AYyAy3 F20dzaSa 2y O2WACAYy dz2dza RSOSE 2

G2S AGNARGS G2 SyadaNB (GKI G 2 dzNdr@rgelldA OS Aa R
provides our staff with the skills to make better use of our quality food
ingredientst (LAC3)

OBy training our staff to meet the high demands of our se&/{EC3)

GhdzNJ KAIKf & GNIAYSR LIS2LX S 02Y0AyS SELISNIA
I RSGSNXAYILGA2Y (2 R2 gKFGSOSNI AG Gl 1Sa i:
(CC4)

Specific professional qualificatigrsaich as nutritionists and dieticiangere included by
three commercial caterers (CC5, CC1, G®#y one local authority (LACihcludedthe

use of nutrition softwardo evaluate menus.

OWe provide a menu that is nutritionally analysed, as well as being checked by a
Registered Nutritionist(LAC1)

oMenu development team for primary schools that is supported by our
LIN2E OdZNBEYSY i | YR FT22RLACHR ydziNARGAZ2Y &aLISOAL f

o{We] use nutritional software to analyse our menus to ensure they comply with

OdINNByYy i C22R {0l yRINRBACHYR tfSNESY AYyT2NY

Particular reference was given to kitchen staff on the websites by the commercial
caterers, CC8nentions training kitchen staff including menus, cookargl ordering

with refresher training throughout employmentCC4mentions highly trained and
upskilledstaff without the detail ofwhat that training isin. CC1talks of training staff to
promote and deliver nutrition, healthand wellbeing and to understand education
outcomes Three of the commercial caterers referred to chefs (CC5, CC2wWbDErbas

none of the local authority caterers did.
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4.4.3.7 Other

Other relevant points were present in the documents which, whilst not directly a marker
of quality, may influence food quality. These related to stakeholder involvement,
integrating food into the curriculumand the eating environmenfWills, Danesi and
Kapetanaki, 2016; Bryant et al., 202ZBhe provision ofdod tastingand healthy eating

lessonswere specified in only onéocal authoritycontract.

Stakeholder consultatiowas specified itwo local authority contracts however, on the
websites six local authorities and all five commercial caterers included reference to
stakeholder engagement (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC4, LAC9, LAC1, CC5,CC3,CC2, CC4,C
The engagement related tobtainingpupil views(LACS8, LAC3, LACS5, LAC4, LAC2, LACY9,
LAC1, CC5, CC3, Cplvingparents / carer§LACS8, LAC5, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC4,
CC2, CClpr schoolstaff (LAC4, LACY, LAC1, C@ayvever, only LAC1 talke about

involving the school cook¥heme days and promotionsere also a common strategy

to engage pupils anthake trying new food fufLAC3, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC2, CC4)
G! OGA@Ste tAAGSYAYy3d (G2 2dzNJ (®ZBAf & A& |

Only four local authority caterers (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LA&dl referenceon their
websites to integrating food into the curriculum and educationvhereas all five

commercial caterers gave details of educational programmes and resources.

The eating environment and making the dining area more attractive to childras
FY203KSNI AYLRNIFYyG O2yaARSNIGAZ2Y I OO0O2NRAY:
CC5, CC3, CC2, CC1). One commercial contract mentiocmed a&gng staff to eat with

children

WAGKAY | FNASYRf&@IAEGHE O2YAYy3I | Y2aLKS

~

G2SUff FROAAS @2dz K2g (2 YIS @AEBNI RAY
GONBSFGAY3I AYALANARY@CSH20A1ET SYOBANRYYSY(:

7 A AN

G2S 0StASPS (K RAYAYy3 SELISNASYyOS SEI
(CC3)
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G2S 0StAS@S aoOKz22f YR O02fftS3S RAYAyYS3
GAONI yi LXccowsSa G2 Sl G¢
4.4.4 Mixed methods findings
The following metanference table (Table 4-2) presents a synthesis of th&ey
guantitative and qualitative findings discusséatther in section 4.5. ThHs process
facilitated the drawingof comprehensive conclusions and recommendations for policy

and practice which would not have been possible through analysing each data strand in

isolation(Schoonenboom, 2022; Younas et al., 2025)
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Table4-2 Meta inferences from typology and documentary analysis

Issue Quantitative findings Quialitative findings Meta inferences
Catering provision See provision mafrigures4-2to 4-4). | Several local authority caterin Confirmatory: The school foo
complexity services had ceased to operate | provision in  Yorkshire i

Where a local authority still had | were offering hybrid services i fragmented and complex makin
catering service, they supplied mg conjunction with commercial or in it more challenging to influenc|

schools in the area. However, th house catering. and establish the quality of foo
proportion of schod serviced varieg provided.

widely by area.

Most caterers (including local authori
and commercial caterers) serve
schools in more than one local authori
area.

School characteristics varied wide
between schools, areas and provid

types.

! Meta-inference is an underdeveloped yet important area in mixed methods resgamst mixed methods studies do not include a meta inference table
and therefore best practice presentation was difficult to determine. The table is presented as the last finding before the discussewith lexemplar
studiesfollowing different mixed methods approach@éounas et al., 2025)
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Issue

Quantitative findings

Qualitative findings

Meta inferences

Transparency

There was a lack of transparency oy
provision for 1.6% of schools.

In two areas without a local authorit
catering service half of therocurement
contract types vere unknown.

The commercial caterers were le
willing to share their contractug
documentation.

There was often a lack of clear
consistent definition for markers ¢@
guality in documents reviewed.

No mandatory, robust, monitores
system of compliance  wit
standards waglearly described a
beingin operation.

Explanatory: The lack
monitoring and transparency |
unlikely to support consistentl)
high-quality meals for children.

Caterers are left to seliegulate
and quality is dependent o
individual caterer interpretatior
and application of standards.

The lack of transparency maki
it difficult for public health
authorities to oversee an
influence the quality of schod
meal provision.

Contracts not optimising
quality

The school meal provision for a third
schools is outsourced to commerc|
providers.

The language of contracts differe
ranging from plain English t
complex legal terminology.

Explanatory: Without suppor
school leaders may not have tf
skills to negotiate and manag
contracts to optimise the qualit)
of their school meals.
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Issue

Quantitative findings

Qualitative findings

Meta inferences

Viability

There were significant differences

those characteristics indicating financ
viability of the school meal servig
between procurement contract types.

Local authorities serviced more of tt
smaller, rural schools with <150 pup
needed to breakeven.

Commercial and Hmouse catererg
serviced more of the larger, urbg
schools with higher FSM% and grea
potential profitability.

Choice of provider in some are
was limited due to local authorit
catering services ceasing to operg
or providing limited services.

School leaders were able to choo
their provider and negotiate term
based on the profitability of thei
individual school.

Caterers offered different levels (¢
service for schools which were likg
to differ in quality.

Explanatory:  Differences i
potential  profitability — may
explain the withdrawal of locg
authority catering services |
some areas. As local authori
caterers exit the marke
competition is reduced ani
choice is limited as schoo
cannot return to their pevious
local authority provider. Thi
may compromise the quality ¢
food served.

Many schools with better profi
potential appeared to havs
taken advantage of the ability f|
negotiate better deals for thei
catering to generate profit fol
their school.




Issue

Quantitative findings

Qualitative findings

Meta inferences

Provider choice

There was a wide variation in é
characteristics of schools which differ
significantly by prourement contract

type.

There was a lack of consistency
markers of quality and detail @
specifications used Ithe providers
identified.

Inconsistent  terminology an
reference to quality standards we
evident between providers.

Explanatory: Individual choice {
provider may be more influentie
than procurement contractype.
A lottery of quality of mea
provision may exist for childre
impacting their dietary health.

Quality leverage

The majority of school meal provisid
(72.6%) was through 14 providersr{e
local authority caterers and five
commercial caterers).

Quality was noted to be importar
to all caterers.

Confirmatory: An opportunity
exists for public healtt
authorities to work
collaboratively with a relatively
small number of providers ti
better understand and influenci
the quality of school meals.
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4.5 Discussion

4.5.1 Summary

Given the significant public sector investment in financing school meals, approximately
£700m(Bonfield, 2014)the link to improved child health outcoméklolford and Rabe,
2022) and the currenpopulationhealth crisigDimbleby, 2021; NHS Digital, 2028)s
surprisingthere is no central record of who provides school medlse pra@urement
contract types identified in this studyf (1) local authority caterers, (2) commercial
caterers, and (3) Hmouse catererswvere consistent with existing, but outdated, data for
EnglandWollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012he complex and fragmentedchool

meal system in operation throughout Yorkshjmevealed in this study, was algoline

with the previousinternational researchidentified inthe scoping review(Chapter 3
(Nixon et al., 2025a) hese findingsnay mean that the individual choice of provider is
potentially more influential than the prmurement contractype. Furthermore, the lack

of oversight and transparency in provision found in this study may have perpetuated a
system where quality and compliance with standards is not consistently prioritised,
measured or addressed. The lack of transparency and accolitytatas also noted on

an international level to be a barrier to improving child nutrition through school meals
(Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2022jilst he quality of

food was mentioned to be of importance by all catererthe documentatiorreviewed

there was a lack of specific definitidor manymarkers of qualityand differences in
interpretationbetween providersThis was of particular importance given the increased
advocacy angommitmentto the expansion of the public funding of free school meals
as an intervention to address food insecurity and inequality for childfér® House of
Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024; Department for Education, 2025c)
These shortcomings in the current system could conflict with public health objectives to

address the current child health crisis.
4.5.2 The provision of school meals in Yorkshire

In line withprevious findings(Nixon et al., 2025a; Morley and Morgan, 2021; Wollny et

al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012he provision of school meals fell into three categories of
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procurement contracttypes: local authority caterer @3% of provision), commercial
caterer (302% of provision) and thousecaterer(8.9% of provision)Thecurrent study
indicated that the proportion of provision across these three catering typed ttzanged
considerablyin Yorkshiresincethe ShoolFood Plan was publishedn 2013(Dimbleby

and Vincent, 2013b; Nelson et al., 20{Rijgure 415), with fewer schools now serviced

by local authority caterers (49.3% compared to 81.6%). More schools are now serviced
by commercial caterers (30.2% compared to 14.8%) or hateuse caterers (8.9%
compared to 3.5%). This study also provided a more complieture of the region than
previous surveygWollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 201@)th data for all 15 local
authorities and commercial caterers includdde change in provisiowould indicatea
large-scale migration (34%) away from local authority catering services to commercial

and inhouse catering over the last decade.

2013 2024
. Local Authority
145 308, Commercial
4% - 99 e In-house
12% Unknown

Figure4-15 Change incontract provider typdor school meals in Yorkshire between 2013 and
2024

Source of 2013 datd’he School Food Plaridence packDimbleby and Vincent, 2013b)

The structure of the provision has also changedur of the 15 local authorities hth
withdrawn their own local authoritycatering servicefor schools entirelywith the
numbers of another so low thdinancial viabilitywas unlikely, and two more operated
hybrid models in collaboration with commercial orlinuse providersOneexplanation
for this migration could be the academisation of schoa¥hich allowed state funded
schools to operate independently of local authority contfdale, 2022) Academies
manage their own budgets and operatigesiabling school leaders to cut costs or make
a profit from their school meal servidélacking, 2023; Male, 2022)hilst academies

existedat the time of theSchoolFood Plan in 2013, the numbers were relatively small



(1,000 schools representing 6.0% of English state funded primary schaadsjheir
prevalence has increased dramaticglale, 2022) Of the 1,771 schools in this stydy
48.3% were academiesompared to 7.0% in 201®epartment for Education, 2024a)
although this varied considerably by local authari®f these academies, 30.8% were
serviced by local authority caterers, 39.9% by commercial caterers, and 13.1% had an
in-house caterer which compared to a split of 66.6%, 21.1%, and 5.0% respectively for
local authority maintained schools. The 2015 Departtrfen Education survegWollny

et al., 2015plso noted that, on a national basis, more (61.0%) local authority maintained
schools had a contract with a local authority caterer and that academies had a more
diverse service (41.0% local authority catering, 35.0% private catering, and 22.0% in
house catering. There was also a lack of transparency over provision for 11.6% of
schoolsin this study where it was not possible to identify the provider from publicly
available recordghis hasincreagd from 0.1% since the last survey data was collected
for the School Food Pla(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Nelson et al., 2012)is
decrease in transparency has coincided with the increase in academisation, with
unknown data for academies more than double that of local authority maintained
schools in this study (16.3% and 7.3% respectivElyk igparticularlyimportant in the
context of school food quality aslespite government guidance stating that all schools
must comply with School Food Standards, ceréaiademiesformed between 2010 and
2014,are exemptandtheir compliances voluntary(Pallan et al., 2024; Department for

Education, 2025d; Department for Education, 2014; Murphy et al., 2020)

In Yorkshirearound a third(30.2%) of primaryschools had their school meals provided

by commercial caterers, with jugive catering companies supplying .3% of these
schools. The five commercial caterers varied in size and structure from family businesses
to global corporationswith turnover ranging from £46m to £31hi€ompanies House,
2024) Previous researclin the USA with survey data from over 550 school food
authorities and100 interviewsnoted that reasons for using commercial caterers were
often related to decreasing the cost of meal provision through market competition and
economies of scal@Villiams et al., 2021)r'his was also noted in a 20#8ernational

review along with a view thathis did not always occur in practice, essts for the

management of the contraanay offset any economies of scale from the contractors
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andwinning the contract at too low a price could lead to costly renegotiations and some
contractorsmay not meet expectations on cost or qualifZhiaverina et al., 2023)n

the UK similar concerns were reported from smaller online surveyf diverse
participants, such as caterers, school staff, pareatg] charitiesfocusing on school
meal costgHacking, 2022Research has found that good practice was possible across
all procurement contracttypes and the individual choice of provider may be more
important than the typgNixon et al., 2025aHowever, the issues over financial viability
and the reduction in local authority provision found in the current stuaigan that
choice of provider for schools may be more limited in the futa®the ability for any
dissatisfied schools to return to their previous public sector serareelikely tohave
disappeared. This could have an undesirable impact on quasitgompetition reduces

in an unmonitored marketplace where providers are left to-setjulate.

In this study it was not possible to identifwho supplied11.6% of theschools from
publicly available information.Better records and a more collaborative and
comprehensive approacbetween providers and public health teamsould likely
increaseunderstandng to more effectively manage school food quality in such a
complex and fragmented system. Without thisretmainsdifficult to fully understand
whether school mealadequately support public sector health goats to devise an

appropriate and effetive strategy to address any shortcomings

4.5.3 Impact of the structure of school meal provision on the quality of

meals provided

The wide variation irthe size of theprimary schoolsfound across Yorkshire aed
further complexity to the provisiomAs the complex and fragmented system growing out
of the devolution of the provisigrand academisation poli¢ys unlikely to be reversed,

a similarly complex systems approach to understand and govern this sysli&eiyigo
beneeded(Bryant et al., 2025As21.0%0f schoolgn=372) hadess than the %0 pupils
estimated to beneeded for a school meal service to financially break é%ehool Food
Matters, 2024)this may impact on the quality of school medi4oreover, if a typical
70% uptake figure is applied to the 150 meals ser&zhool Food Matters, 2024he

total number of pupils required in a school for a financially viable school meals service

204



increases to 215and suggests that 41.2% (n=729) of Yorkshhigary schools are
unlikely to break evenrThis is likely to have exacerbated in recent years as food prices
have risen andcaterers have been forced to cut codfidacking, 2022)The local
authority catering provision profile found in this study, whereby local authority caterers
were more likely to serve rural, small schools with lower levels of deprivation, was likely
to affect their financial viability. In the past, this may hdeen managed on a whole
portfolio basis, whereby profits made from the larger schools could be used to fund the
meal service in the smaller schoglorley and Morgan, 2021; Dimbleby and Vincent,
2013a) Schools with greater registration of means tested FSM can increase uptake of
school meals to more profitable levels, and the school receives linked additional pupil
premium funding for every child who is registered for F$NIs would suggest that the
provision ofFSMmay have a role to play in supporting the financial viability of the school
meals service through increased uptaRéis study found a higher proportion of FSM
eligibility in the schools catered-tmouse and commerciallgompared to those exved

by local authority caterers. These key indicators of school meal profit potential may
signal that local authorities are more likely to struggle with the financial viability of their
provision offering a potentiakxplanation as tevhy four of the Yorkshire authorities no
longer have their own catering servic& potential connection between the financial
viability of the school meals service, and the quality of food provided, has been noted
by several other researchers in the UK recently, howevkxcks conclusive evidence

(Passmore and Harris, 2004; Devine et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024; Pallan et al., 2024)

Many school leaders have théeedomto choosethe providerof their schoolmeals
enabling larger schools with higher meal uptak@and therefore higher potential
profitability), to either outsource their provision to a commercial provider to cater
in-house to generate additional income for tkehool(Williams et al., 2021; Ebdon and
Chen, 2017)This is supported by the study findings thathmuseand commercially
catered schools were larger and had higHfeéeMa The financial records of the
commercial caterers reveal they were profitable ovef@bmpanies House, 2024hich
was in direct contrast to the local authoritieeported to be operating school meal

services at breakeven or lo@dacking, 2023)
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Researchfrom a survey capturing the perceptions of 180 UK local authority caterers,
private sector caterers, not for profit organisations, school staff and canetsd that
quality was often compromised where school meal provision was not financially viable
(Hacking, 2022)Whilst not peer reviewed, the report collected perceptions of a wide
cross section of actors in the school meal systéhe.impact on quality was perceived

in part, to relate to the relative expense of healthy foaghich other UK research,
looking at consumer pricing, found to cd¥.81 per 100 kcal compared to £0.33 per
100 kcalfor less healthy alternative@loenink et al., 2024)ood insecurityhasrisenin

the UK(Department for Work and Pensions, 202&hd a large scalenalysis 08,000

UK childrendund thatchildren in thebottom income quintile had an increased risk of
obesity, compared to those in the top income quinti{&oisis, Sacker and Kelly, 2016)
TheC22R C2dzyRIF A2y Q& . NB{ Sy tdifférah&® inthB L2 NI | f & 2
proportion of disposable income needddr families with childrento eat inline with

the government recommended Eatwell Gui@@ublic Health England, 2018lyith
thosein the bottom income quintilerequiring70% of disposable incomeompared to
12%for thosein the highest incomeuintile (The Food Foundation, 202%urthermore,

the lack of ringfencing ofF SMfunding, means thatschool leaders can chooséere to
spend the fundgeceived from central governmer{t.ong and Roberts, 2025 sthe
fundingdoes not have to be spéwn food, it could be used tsupplement other budget
areas, such as educatiprnvhich would likely impact school food qualitResearch
analysingchild body weight and heighdlata, from the National Child Management
Programme in Englandpre and post UIFSMHolford and Rabe, 202Zpund that
providing high qualityfFSM subject to rigorous nutritional requirementseduced the
prevalence of obesity and BMI within a ye¥rhilst theresearch citeds not extensive,

it would support the provision of high qualifgod in schoolsparticularly for the food
insecure However, thecomplex and fragmented systeinighlighted in this studynakes

it challengngto fully understand the level of meal qualityrrently being provided for

children.

The suitability of a devolved model for the provision of key public services, such as
school food and the impact on the quality of meals provided is debé&@nnel 4,

2005; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Morley and Morgan, 20&h)lst all praurement
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contract types were perceivedto struggle tooperate a financially viable service in
competition with écheap junk food (Morgan and Sonnino, 20Q08}here were
differences in organisationarivers which could impact  LINE @ttituRéStdldards

food quality For example previous research noted thahe competing prioritiesof
commercial providersncluded the potentially conflicting purpose of making a profit
(Galli et al., 2014} ocal authoritiesvere perceived to beconstrainedn terms of budget
availability higher staff costand responsibility for subsidising small schools which are
not financially viabl€Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Morgan and Sonnino, 2@®er
evidence from a small USqualitative studynoted that in-house cooksvere perceived

to lackthe purchasing power to keep supply costs lamd may have limited access to
nutritional and operational supporfEbdon and Chen, 2017Yhis may not be
generalisable to UK primary schools, and further research would be needed to establish
if this was the case. However, it aligns with recommendations in The School Food Plan,
that better support is needed for school catering staff of allqn@ment contract types
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013aln addition, some eademy trustsmay have more
flexibility if they have not chosen tfwllow governmentexpectations and/oluntarily
comply with school food standard@allan et al., 2024; Murphy et al., 202@jithout a
transparent and collaborative system it is difficult to establish hdvp@viderscould
receive adequate economic returns to facilitateighquality provision without making

an excessive profit at the expense of scarce public fUR&M, 2022; Morgan and

Sonnino, 2008)
4.5.4 Markers of quality

The documents reviewedh this studyrevealed a wide variation in the depth of
information on qualityranging from very little or no mention of quality to detailed lists
of specifications. This lack of consisterayd specificitywas unsurprising given that
previous research also highlighted the difficulty in defining qudlitgwrence and
Liquori, 2012; Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018)s disparity and
inconsistency in the documentation surrounding the quality of food provisias
reflected in the quality oéchoolfood provided in practicat could lead to a lottery for

children in terms of their dietarjpealth. The documents often referred to items which



were recommended in the 20138chool Food Plan to improve school food quality
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a)hese related to providing tasty, appetising food in an
attractive environment with a good atmosphere. The plan also referred to externally
verified quality monitoring which was not consistently seen in the documents reviewed
in this study. Despite a |lkcof consistency, there were commadhemesacross the
documents reviewed whickelated toquality as followshealthiness of foopstandards

and compliance; food preparation; procurement and provenance; awards and

accreditations and staff training.
4.5.4.1 Healthiness of food

In this study, the healthiness of the menus and ingredients were important indicators of
the nutritional quality of food and were mentioned by all provideatng with health
related descriptors such adreshé, chealthy€, onutritiousé, dwholesomé&. However,
these terms could all be open to different interpretation without a specific definition.
For examplegfreshé could relate to the age of food or asan alternativeto frozen or
canned TheShoolFood Sandards did not provide a definition and referred to fruit and
vegetablescof all types, whether fresh, frozen, canned driedé (Department for
Education, 2014)These recommendations are appropriatgven that food which is
canned or frozen soon after harvest can equal or exceed the nutrient content of fresh
food which has been kept for longer perigdsmdmay becheaper(Rickman, Bruhn and
Barrett, 2007; Miller and Knudson, 2014he lack of definition is not necessarily the
case in other areas, for exampla Romemenu design wasund to bebased onfour
specific and measurablguality markers seasonality (mostly fresh food served within
three days of harvest)variety (no dishserved more than once everyive weeks)
territoriality (prioritising certified meat products and bread no longer than 12 hourg old
and nutritiousness (lunch must guarantee 35% of recommended daily nutrition intake

for children)(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)

The Englistschool Food Sandards are food based rather than nutrition based and
require minimum servings and a variety, starchy foods and wholegrains, fruit and
vegetables, meat, dairy and oily fish. They also restrict servings of foods high in fat, salt

and sugar such as pastry, deep fried, battered and breadcrumbed foods and drinks other
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than water, low fat milk (including plaftased milks), 150ml fruit juice, tea, coffee and
hot chocolate(Department for Education, 2022Fhis was reflected in the categories of
foods mentioned in the documents by the caterers, but the specific food categories
differed between caterers with fruit and vegetables being the most commonly
mentioned by five caterers. This reflectshe useof fruit and vegetable content as a
proxy for a good quality dietas noted in alarge internationalreview for the

Organisation for Economic @peration and Developmer{Placzek, 2021)

Most caterers in this study recognised that food should be free from unnecessary
additives, preservatives, genetically modified ingredients and trans fats. However, there
was no specific mention diPFby any of them. This was unsurprising given it is not
included in theShool Food Sandards as there is currently insufficient eviderme
causalityto warrant its inclusionScientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition, 2023)
However, there is growing concern about the potenyialegative impact of these foods

on health and wellbeingThe House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024)
its place as a marker of poor dietary qualiBlizabeth et al., 2020and the prevalence

Ay 020K aoOKz22ft Y S(Pdrrbam, MilRtt addKVarhaR, RER§: RainhdfA S
et al., 2022; Rauber et al., 2019; Goncalves et al., 20A8)Ist research on UPF
consumption in childrers limited, one studgnalysing thé&JK NDNSlata(NatCen Social
Research, 2025jor almost 2,000 primargchool childrenfound that UPF accounted
for an average 72.6% of lunch kcéds primary school childreiParnham et al., 2022)
Another study, also usingDINS datafound that this was reflective dhe wider diet
where UPFnade up approximatel$5%of BritishO K A { Kibt&@r@daiet al., 2021)

Further research is needdd enable more robust conclusions to be drawn

Theeisarequirement to create demand for school meals in the commercial operational
environment in the UKat a level sufficient to support financial viabil{iimbleby and
Vincent, 2013h)The uptake of school mealsasfound to bekey to the financial viability

of meal provisionin this studyand other researcl{School Food Matters, 2024nd
therefore, there is likely tobe a risk thaimealsare influenced by gerception of what
food would be popular with childrenas opposed to whatvas nutritionally beneficial
(Devine et al., 2023; Day et al., 2015; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Chang, \X0ilg)

healthier versions of popular dishesutd be made from scratcthisis likely to benore
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expensive and time consumingnd the ability to do thiswould depend on the
resources, attitude and priorities of the providefhisis in direct contrast tofindings
from international case studies, italy, where therewas no choice on whether to have
school mealsand Finland and Swedgewhere school mealwere funded by the state as
part of its health and social polici€Morgan and Sonnino, 2008Research froma
nationwide USA study, examining the impacbf local food purchasing in schopls
suggesed that without sufficient demand raising levels of uptakess healthy foods
were likely to be provided to increase uptak®lotta, 2019) This aligns witldata
collected from surveys and interviewsthe UK suggesting thathe financial viability of
the schoolmeak servicemay bemaintained by reducingpod quality or prioritising less
healthy food which sells we{Hacking, 2022; Devine et al., 2023; Pallan et al., 2024;
Murphy et al., 2024)

The requirement to make the meals attractive to children was reflected by the presence
of many appeal related descriptors in this studgmonstrating the importance placed
on children regarding the food as tastyhis was also noted iother UK research
exploringpupil food choices througfocus groupgDevine et al., 2023; Day et al., 2015)
Concerns have been raised abdui preferencedor unk fooct in The NationbFood
Strategy (Dimbleby, 2020)and the likely but under evidenced,connection to the
declining health of the natiorA 2023 article in the British Medical Jourr{@earhardt

et al., 2023) discussed the results of two systematic revieafsevidence on food
addiction in the context of UPFone found a 12% prevalence of food addiction in
children and the otherassociatd adversechild weight statuswith food addiction
(Praxedes et al., 2022; Yekaninejad et al., 20Ph¢ articlenoted that whilst UPFmay

be addictive there were issues with the researdbcusing on single UPF components
rather than their interactionas a whole foodand problemswith the suitability of the
NOVA classificatioof UPHor analysisChildrenhave beemerceivedto favour theless
healthy foodin several studiegMorgan and Sonnino, 2007; Ebdon and Chen, 2017;
Waddingham et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2Gll&¥trated by reduced plate waste for
less nutritious mealf an international case study comparisffregear et al., 2022)
This would suggest thahe healthier menu choices could benefit from more attractive

descriptionsand presentatiorto encourage take uprhis is important asbservational
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researchin the (K and USAhas found thatwhilst the meals offered may have been
nutritionally balancedwhat the children were consuming was n@nsaff, Russell and

Barker, 2013; Johnson et al., 2015)
4.5.4.2 Sandards and compliance

It was interestingo note that the key documents governing the provision of school food

in England G KS {OK22f C22R {dFyRIFNRAT (KS 32
school food standards; the government buying standards for food and catering services;
and the Healthier and more sustainable catering: nutrition principlésndt use the

word oquality€ or provide aspecificdefinition of food quality(Department for Education,
2021; Department of Health & Social Care, 2021; Public Health England, 2017b;
Department for Education, 20145urthermore the UN sustainable development goals
(2022) refered to quality in the context of data, air and water, health services and
education but not foodThe School Food Sandards, set out in the 2014 School Food
RegulationgDepartment for Education, 2014yere the statutory standards applicable

to the provision of school meals in Englaatdhe time of this studyand whilst they did

not explicitly define quality, their recommendations included factors which affect the
quality of food served. These included: restricting or increasing certain food groups or
nutrients, increasing variety, and the use of fresh, sustdi@ and locally sourced
produce(Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 20lH4grefore,

they were used as the benchmark for the quality of school food in théHaKey et al.,
2022)and were the most commonly mentioned standardedght of the 15 caterers in

this study. Howeverthis study found thathere was inconsistency amongst the other
catererswho referred to food and nutrition standards or guidelines without further
clarification as to what these were. Thigngportant given the statutory nature of the
ShoolFood Sandards versus the advisory status of other guidelines. Without clarity on
which standard was being adhered to, it was not possible to effectively monitor or

ensue accountability.

An international systematic review and megaalysifound that school meal standards
AYLINRQOSR GKS ljdzr ftAGe YR ydziNARGA2Y T @) f
intake and reduced fat and sodiu@licha et al., 2018)although anotherUK study
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found that the nutritional benefit was limited to a reduction in confection@Pallan et

al., 2024) However, theEnglishstandardsare outdated and do not reflect recent
scientific findings, such as the impact on satiety and health of loCfatgkas et al.,
2019; Maher and Clegg, 2018} the growing concern aboutPHDicken et al., 2025;
Hall et al., 2019; Parnham, Millett and Vamos, 2028 requirement for meat also
conflicts with the goal to reduce consumption to support human and plandiagfth
(Committee on Climate Change, 20Z0he mention of complianceonitoring by only
three of the 15 providers was in line with oth&lKresearch which found thatEnglish
secondary schooldo na fully comply with School Food Standaf@allan et al., 2024)
andfindingsfrom the USA and Australjghat a lack of monitoringvas perceived téteave

the providers to seffegulatethe quality ofthe provision(Hill et al., 2023; Williams et
al., 2021) Whilst school governors are responsible for ensuring School Food Standards
are met, guidance may reinforce this selfaluation by requiring the caterer to provide
GKS a0Kz22fQa 3I20SNYAy3 o @epartmenkforicduSatbh, RSy OS 2 F
2021) A robust system of compliance monitorihgs beerrepeatedly recommended

by experts and advocatescluding theChief Medical Officethe House of Lords, and
the National Food StrategfThe House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee,
2024; Davies, 2019; Dimbleby, 202jithout this, there was no understanding of the
quality of food served to childreor ofthe impact of other elements of the food system
such as procuremenMcintyre et al., 2022)Furthermore, a 2024 pilot run by tHeSA
noted that even with a compliance monitoring scheme, there still needed to be clarity
over responsibility for rectification of issueand sufficient local authority resource to
support improvement(Jebb, 2024) The Food folife scheme provides compliance
monitoring for members; however, only four caterems this study mentioned

membership which is likely taeflect the drive to cut costéHacking, 2022)

Shool foodis exempt from thenandatoryGovernmentBuyingSandards which aimed
to impose minimum standards for food procured using public fufidispartment for
Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021)s therefore unsurprising that no caterers in
this study mentioned theSovernmentBuying Sandards. The National Food Strategy
called for school complianagith the Government Bying Sandardsto be mandatory

in order to improve quality(Dimbleby, 2021)Whilst these standards have been



criticised for their focus on cost over quality, a lack of compliance monitosimd) the
ability to waive requirements due to cqshey do provide a useful basic starting point

(Dimbleby, 2021; Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021)
4.5.4.3 Food preparation

Most caterers in this study referred to food preparation in terms of it being fresh but did
not define or specify what this meant. As discussdmbve this could be open to
interpretation, and in this case, may have referred to its production for immediate
consumption, or to preparation from scratch, or as an alternative to processed food.
Preparation on site was mentioned by seven caterbtg only five of the 15 caterers
referred to food being made from scratch. There is a lack of quality research on the
impact of cooking from scratch in the context of school meblswever,there is
research in the home settingncluding a systematic reviemoting an association with
positive dietary markergMills et al., 2017)and alarge cross sectional study in Brazil
usingdietary recall andx cooking skills indeassociaing home cookingvith a reduced
consumption of UPEMartins et al., 2020)The potential for scratch cooking in a school
setting may be hindered by requiring a level of skill and equipnvemth may no longer
present in school kitchens following the focus on cost cut{ifige Food Foundation,
2025; Morgan and Morley, 2014Three of the commercial caterers referred to chefs
within their teams whereas none of the local authorities did. This may have been a
reflection of having larger teamer the differing pay structures. The use afgfessional
chefs in schoolsas beerobserved in a small USstudy,to increasefruit and vegetable
and wholegraircontent (Zellner and Cobuzzi, 201 7he food pictured on the caterers
websites was in line wittimited findingsfrom U\ studiesincluded ina systematic
review, that attractive presentation, prelicing and increased choigeof fruit and
vegetables were associated with increased selection and consum(fiohen et al.,

2021a)
4.5.4.4 Procurement and provenance

The majority of caterers in this study referred to local or regional sourcing and
seasonality of ingredients. A 2021 scoping reviewploring evidence of local food

procurement in schoolsmainly from observational studies oUSA Farm to Shool

215



programmes, noted that local procurementwas perceived toprovide fresher, more
seasonalfood, whichwasalsoperceived asastier andmore nutritious(Galloway et al.,
2022) Local foochasalso beemassociated with a higher intake ffiit and vegetables
in a large USAbservatioral study of over 11,000 school medlsropp et al., 2018)
However,another recent systematic reviewighlightedthat whilg local food has been
linked to better health through fresher, less processed fqahd increased fruiind
vegetables they found no causal evidence, ansuggested thatsupply chain
characteristics and seasonality may be more importemtnutritional quality than
geographical proximityEnthoven and Van den Broeck, 2020therresearch focused
on school foodnoted that anarrow interpretation of value for money arfdcus on cost
of public sector catering team&ad led to food being supplied by the lowest quality
parts of the food chainwhere provenance can be unknown or undesirgiM®rgan and
Sonnino, 2008)Research has alswted a lack of consisten@nd definition of local in
literature reviewed and highlighted &rriersto local procurementincludngfood safety
concerns, ability to provide consistent supply, cost, and a lack of facilities and skills in

the kitchen (Galloway et al., 2022)
45.4.5 Awards and accreditations

Theuse of an external accreditation schepte monitor school food qualityhas been
recommended in several government repo(Bimbleby, 2021; Dimbleby and Vincent,
2013a; The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee,, D@2vEver, this was
never made mandatorin EnglandResearclin Hong iK&ng compared obesity ratefor

over 100,000 studentgpre and posta state healthy eatingaccreditationscheme and

found a significanteductionin obesity ratesin accreditedschoolscompared tonon-
accredited school§Fu et al., 2019)nthe UKIKS { 2Af | 3a20AF A2y Qa @2f c
Life scheme providea set criterion for food qualitywith detailed guidance and
compliance monitoring. This included compliance with national standards or guidelines,
75% of dishes on the menu being freshly prepared on site from unprocessed ingredients,
meat, fish and eggs from named accredited providers, no undesirable additives, trans
fats or genetically modified ingredients, in season and local procaroéstaff trained

and skilled in fresh food preparatiq®oil Association, 2019 2010 evaluation of the

effectiveness of thé-ood For Lifscheme analysing data fronpupil questionnairesn
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over 100 English schogise and post scheme implementatiofound increases in fruit
and vegetable consumptiowere associated witmembership othe schemgOrme et

al., 2010) Whilst the Food for Liferiteriawasregarded as best practig¢lorgan and
Sonnino, 2008; Dimbleby, 2021he cost of membership malgave prevented wider

use as the increasing costs for caterers in recent years has led to a reduction-in non
mandatory spending such as tlfldacking, 2022)The scheme was thought to be used
in approximately 50% of schoo{slouse of Commons Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs Committee, 2021)put recent Soil Association data suggests that this has fallen
to 25% in English primary scho¢®&oil Association, 2025)his may explain whiy was

only mentioned by four of the 15 providers in this stuéhowever, he Food for Life
a75%prepared fresh from unprocessed ingrediehtsiteria was cited by half of the
caterers in this studyespite only four of them mentioning membership. It is possible
that the caterers were using the quality criteria without paying for the memberghip.

is important to note that without membership there would be no independent

compliance audijtmeaning that the provider was left to setianagecompliance

Ten of the caterers in the current study also mentioned sourcing according to industry
recognised accreditation schemes suchRad Tractor or Farm Assured but only one
mentioned organic food. Organic food was a key component in the high quality schools
meals in Rome and Denmaind in the Food for Life scheme in the (Bforgan and
Sonnino, 2008; Soil Association, 2003; He and Mikkelsen,.20hdgrvational research

in Denmark has highlighted that higher levels of organic produce were perceived to be
an indicator of better nutritional qualitydue to the increase in fruit and vegetable
content, and the additional training needed for creativity in menus to accommodate the
more expensive ingredientd assen et al., 2019; He and Mikkelsen, 20Hbwever,
these studies also noted the lack of a national Danish school meal programme and the
dpacked lunch culture which mean that the research may not apply to the established
UK school meal system. Furthermore, the data in these studies were from surveys and
relate to subjective perceptions, therefore, the evidence did not robustly demonstrate
that organic procurerant policies led to healthy eatingr compliance with nutritional

recommendations.
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4.5.4.6 Saff training

Staff training was regarded as important by most caterers in this study. In particular,
three of the commercial caterers talked about specific professional qualifications in
relation to menu planning and kitchen stafthis would indicate thatkilled staff were
perceived to bemportant, likelyto enable complex menu planning to meet school food
standards on very low budgetand able to cook fresh food from scratchOther
interested parties, mainly pupils and parentgere mentioned by 11 of the 15 caterse
who recognised the importance of their involveme@ase studies iNew York, Rome
and four areas of the Ukhighlighted the perceived importance of stakeholder
engagement in improving the quality of school médMsrgan and Sonnino, 2008)lore
recent qualitative studies havecused on gathering views and perception&Jéf school
food stakeholdersto better understand the school food systef8pence et al., 2024;
Bryant et al., 2023)ut the effectiveness of this approach has yet to be tested.

Integrating food into the curriculum as part of a whole school approach to food has been
recommendednternationallyby the WHQandnationally bythe National Food Strategy

to support pupils in a healthy lifestyl& 2022 systematic review and mesaalysis
found positive increases in fruit and vegetable consumption associated with a whole
school approaclho food, albeit from a limited number of studieslying mainly on self
reported intakes(Medeiros et al., 2022)It was interesting to note that alfive
commercial catererf this studytalked aboutwhole school approachebut only four

of the 10 local authority caterers mentioned it.
4.5.5 Further research and implications for policy

This study aliged with the overarching thesis objective of exploring the potential of
leveraging the school food system to address the current population health crisis. It
provides valuable insights into the provision of school meals in Yorkshire primary
schoolsfulfilling the primary thesis objective by bridging the knowledge gap regarding
the types of procurement contracts in operatioand their potential impact on the

quality of food offered to children in the case study area.
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The findings serve as a foundation for further researc@€mapter 5which tackles the
secondary thesis objectiyaddressing the absence of a standardised definition for food
quality and the reliance on the caterer's interpretation and integrity. Investigateg
perceptions and experience tiose responsible fothe food quality will establish the
potential influence of the procurement contract types on the nutritional quality of meals
provided and help to determine whether the school food system effectively supports
the provision of higtguality meals for primary school childrefhis is important, given
the significant public sector investment and urgent requirement to improve child health

in England.

When the findingsfrom this studyare taken in conjunction with no one central
government department being responsible for school f¢Pdrsons and Barling, 2022)

it may explain why such an influential lever to address the current health crisis has
remained largely unmanaged and untapped to date. Given that local authorities are
tasked with supporting public interests, there are opportunities to link social, haatth
environmental goals through a watilanaged school meal provision. Furthermore, the
majority of public sector provision (49.3% of schools are serviced by local authority
caterers) angmall number of commercial providers (jdiste companies accountefbr
78.3% of the commercial provisiomay facilitate a transparent, beneficial working
relationship with public health department$his magupporta high quality school meal
provision at an acceptable level of remunerati@s was previously demonstrated in

Italy (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008)

This study explored the markers of qualiéag communicated bythe school meal
providers. Whilst this provided a useful understanding of the types of matlsad; in
orderto provide the depth needed forguality framework useful to policy and practice,
the views of other relevant stakeholders should be included. In particular, the voice of
the children was not explored in this study. This is importast understanding and
improving the quality of food offered may not have the desired impact on population
health, if the children did not choose or consume the higbality items. Further
research is needed to understand whether these markers of quality are reflected in the

food as selected and consumed by the children.



A more holistic systemsview would likely be beneficialto address the shortcomings

identified in this studyand other researchas follows:

1 A central register of school meal provider;

1 A mandatory and specific framework for school food quality incorporating the latest
scientific findings on nutritioysuch adJPFand the importance of appropriate meat
and fat content. It should contain more detail and guidance for the interpretation of
important definitions such aéfreshly prepared,;

1 A robust, mandatory and independent system of compliance monitoring;

1 Consistent centrally funded support forlocal authorities,schools and caterers to

address shortcomings in compliance.
4.5.6 Strengths andimitations

This study addressed the gap in knowledge relating to who provides the school meals
across a large geographical area (Yorkshinedugh mapping an wpo-date picture of
provision by triangulation of a variety of sources. The urgency of the child health crisis
and increased advocacy for extending free school meaésans the research is both
timely and relevant. The provision in Yorkshire may not accurately reflect the national
(or international) provision; however, in the absence of any other current,aaggpping

the provision of 10.0% of the English primary school population provides a useful

approximation for research, policy and practice.

The lack of public recosthnd difficulty obtaining information from individual schools,
where busy school leaders have many other priorities, makes this research novel and
valuable. However, these difficulties also meant that a complete data set could not be
included. To mitigatehe risk of the incomplete data not being representative of the
Yorkshire primary school provision, characteristics from the missing schools were

compared to the population as a whole to ensure they were representative.

The nuances in provision required assumptions to be made with the categorisation of
procurement contractypes. There were 76 schools outsourced by the local authority
which were included in the commercial caterer category. Arguably, they could have

been classified as local authority; however, it was felt that the commercial catering

21¢€



category better aligned with the type of provision because the commercial caterer was
providing the meals on a dag-day basis. To reclassify these schools as provided by the
local authority would increase the local authority catered to 53.6% and redoee t
commercial catered to 25.9%. Similarly, the 97 schools with local authority catering
support to inhouse staff employed by the schoaelere classified as local authority
provision for the purpose of this study as the majority of the service was proviged
the local authority. To reclassify these schools as droirse provision would increase
the in-house catered to 14.4% and reduce the local authority catered to 43.8%. If the
two hybrid categories were considered as separate provider types the prowisald

present as followg¢Table 43):

Table4-3 Revised provision profile for Yorkshire primary school meals to include hybrid models

Procurement contract type Number of schools Percentage
Local authority caterer 776 43.8%
Commercial caterer 458 25.9%
In-house caterer 158 8.9%
Hybrid local authority / commercig 76 4.3%
caterer

Hybrid local authority / ifnouse caterer 97 5.5%
Unknown 206 11.6%
Total 1,771 100%

This study collected the markers of quality used by caterers which, given the lack of a
specific definition of school food quality at the time of writing, could provide the basis

for further research and / osupporta framework for policy and practice.



The limitations include a risk of bidsnly certaindocumentswere selectedo review,

for example those which were easy to obtain from existing conigotsng a view which

was not representative of the population as a whole. This was addressed by including
documents from all providers in the eligibility criteria. However, the lack of public record
and access to key documents meant that all relevant médron could not be included.

One limitation of documentary analysis is that access to documenysomaeliberately
blocked due to the commercially sensitive nature of the contracts, aslikalythe case

in this studyThe lack of engagement from most of the commercial providers meant that
a fuller picture ofthe definitions and specifications of quality from their contractual

documentation could not be included in the research.

The contractual relationship for the provision of school food between the schools and
the school meal provider would normally be documented in a catering contract or
service level agreement. Formal written documentation is an important method in
bureaucratc public sector situations such as the procurement of school (Sagnsson

et al., 2021; Galli et al., 2014)he UK governmerfDepartment for Education, 2021)
states that compliance with the school food standards must be specified in the contracts
with caterers who must also provide evidence that their menus are
compliant. However, commercially sensitive documents such as these are not available
for public examinationand may be limited to the legal terms of the contractual
relationship as opposed to operational detail such as food quality. A more accessible
form of information on the quality of food provided is often contained on the public
websites of the pviders.L & &dK2dz R 6S y2GSR GKIFG GKS
designed with the purpose of explaining the quality of the meals on fet therefore

key information may be missing or interpreted differently in this context.

4.6 Conclusion

This study addressed the lack of knowledge over who provides school meals to children.
It confirmed findings from existing, but often outdated, research that the school food
system is complex and fragmented. The large migration from a public sector sobalol

provision, mainly to commercial caterers, occurring over the last decade has contributed
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to a lack of transparency for public health teams. Furthermore, the significant
differences in school characteristics by puoement contracttype, and subsequent
issues with financial viabilitare likely to affect the quality of meals served to children.
The current opaque system could perpetuate the provision of jgo@dity mealswhich

do not meet the nutritional needs of childrewithout public knowledge or redress. The
increased fragmentation in the provision makes it more difficult to monitor and establish
the quality of school food being provided to childremd to devise an effective strategy

to discover and address arshortcomings The relatively small number of caterers
operating inthe area provides potential for adequately resourced public health teams
to work collaboratively, monitor quality and address any shortcomings. The findings
from this study can be used tsupport a systems approach to policy and practice
appropriate to this complex and fragmented systewhich will be more likely to
optimise the potential for public sector investment in school meals to address declining
child health.

Whilst the quality of food was mentioned to be of importance by all catererthe
documentationreviewed there was a lack of specific definition and consistency in
markers of quality between providers. If this disparity and inconsistency in the
documentation surrounding the quality of food provisiaas reflected in the quality of
food provided in practicgat could lead to a lottery for children in terms of their dietary
quality. The lack of up to date, specific, and mandated markers of queditybined with

the absence of a robust system of monitoring and suppuodant that school food was

unlikely to fulfilits potential to improve the dietary health of English children.
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5.1 Summary

The previouschapters in this thesis have highlighted the importance of improving
dietary health on a population scale and the untapped potential to leverage the school
food system to achieve this. Whilst there have been many political commitments from
the UK governmento combat malnutrition(Theis and White, 2021which includes
obesity (World Health Organization, 2024ahe lack ofprogress to achieve thiwas
highlightedby the House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Commiffgee House of
Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 20Z%)e policy priority for school food
differs throughout the UKand was described asdpolitical footbalk in England, which

is in contrast to Scotlanduniversal free school meals meception, infant and the
following two years)and Wales(universal free school meals all primary schoa),
where there is greater public sector involvement and support for high quality school
meals (Stein and Polychronakis, 2024t the time of writing, the UK governmeat
mission was to create théhealthiest generation evérand dgive children the best start

in life€ with a focus on the most disadvantagedrough high standards in scha@Vise,
2024; HM Government, 20248 KS 32 @SNy YSy dQa LIX Iy (2 NBF2NY
included a shift frontsickness to preventianandan aim to end the obesity epidemic
(Department of Health & Social Care, 202%2aP023 meteethnographyof qualitative
studies focusing on food insecure househaldg&urope found shools to beperceived

asa critical part of ayprotective network of caré (Bell et al., 2023)In addition,the
desire and moral obligation felt by catering staff to promote healthy eating has been
highlighted in a number of smal qualitative studies(Murphy et al., 2024; Day et al.,
2015; Devine et al., 2023However, the findings from Studies 1 andr@garding a
complex system, lack of oversight, inadequate funding and a lack of any consistent
definition of school food qualitywould suggest that theschool foodsystemdoes not
adequatelysupport this. The law requires schools in England to provide food for children

(Department for Education, 2014)owever, the key documents governing the provision
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of school food in Englantdeing the School Food Standards and related guidaloceot
specifically mentionor clearly definefood quality(Department for Education, 2025d;
Department for Education, 2014Despite this, mch of the existing international
literature has based its definition of quality on guideline or standard compli@kb®n

et al., 2025a) There were some common themes in the literature suchea®ls of fat,
sugar, fruit, and vegetables, however, the requirements differed on alogsase basis
(Nixon et al., 2025a)ithout a robust standard definition of quality in operation, it is
important to understand what underpins the quality of food provided to children in

Englandthrough establishing what the key providers understand and apply in practice.

This chapter presents the results, discussion and conclusion from a study exploring the
perceptions of school food caterers, public health representatives and advocates on
school food quality, and the influence of tlsehool food procurementontracttype
thereon. The studysed qualitative semistructured interviews to address the following

research questions:

What do school food providers, public health representatives and advocates in

the school food system believe to be high quality food for childfR@?2a).

What do school food providers, public health representatives and advocates
perceive the influence of the school food contract to be on the quality of food
providedARQ2b).

The studyhighlighted several issugsbased on participant perception§yr caterers
seeking to provide high quality food@heseperceptionsincluded: conflictingpriorities
and a lack of power to influenaghild dietary health a lack of oversight and monitoring
of standardsan economic frameworknlikely to prioritise food quality, anda reliance

on themotivation and ability of individuals.

5.2 Aims

This study airad to establish and reflect onthe beliefs and perceptions of definitions

and influences of school fooduality. Data were collected fronthose with the
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opportunity to directly influence the qualitpf food served to childrenit sought to
provide evidenceto address the gap in knowledgeom alack ofa standard quality
definition in operationandareliance on the interpretation and integrity of the cateyer

identified in the previous studies in this thesis.
5.3 Methods

Full methods are detailed i@hapter 2In brief, anpiricaldata were collected through
semistructured interviews with a variety of participantseaving aresponsillity for
influencing school food provisionConfidentiality was maintained at the point of
transcription and the following identifiers are used in this chapter along with a
sequential number: PH (public health official); LA (local authority caterer); CC
(commercial caterer); IC @mouse caterer); NS (National stakeholder); CO (catering

consulant); SU (supplier).
5.4 Findings

There were 22 participants in this study representing the three main procurement
contract types identified in Study, &f local authority caterer, commercial caterer and
in-house catererplus individuals with relevant experience of the provision from a public
health or national advocacy perspecti@able 5-1). Due to the confidential and
commercially sensitive nature of the data, the promise of anonyaitg the relatively
small school food provision netwqgrkthe participant characteristics have been
presented in total rather than individuallyand have been limited torganisation type

and experienceto avoid potential identification of individuals or organisations. Most
participants had held multiple roles in the school food systetnoperational and
managerial levelsn a variety of organisations such as caterers, consultants, advocates

and government departmenigadding to the richness of data collected.
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Table5-1 Participant characteristicg Organisation type, and experience of the 22 participants
in the study

urren T < 5 o . - 9 S =
organisation| £ €0 o O i €2 S &
IO E O o o 9o < 7 e
type 2 - ® E ®© < T £ c 5
o @ O o © c o Z © (@] (7}
o O &
i
(PH) (LA) (CC) (1C) (NS) (CO) (SU)
Count 3 4 3 3 5 2 2
(%) (14%) | (18%) | (14%) | (14%) | (22%) (9%) (9%)
()] (%) (%) 8 (%)
TimeinRole] w F S o S = s
vV o b O S O Qo
> > = > 3 >
Count 4 8 7 3
(%) (18%) | (36%) | (32%) | (14%)

In total, 18 hours and 29 minutes of data were collected from online stmctured
interviews conducted between September 2024 and February 2025, using the topic
guide attachedat AppendixE The interview duration was planned for 40 minutes,
however, most participants continued talking after the allotted tinaed interviews

ranged from 42 minutes to 77 minutes with an average of 50 minutes.

The results of the six phase process of iterative coding and theme develogBranin

and Clarke, 200&)re summarised ifigureb-1, with additional detail provided in a table

of key quotesn AppendixK The key themes related to the power dynamics influencing
the quality of food served, the standards in operation to inform and monitor quality, the
economic framework in place to support the provisiamd the importance of people
and their roles to deliver quality. The results reflect the variety of thoughts, feelings and
personalities captured in the interviews from all participants. My own personal
viewpz Ayid gl a O2ydAydaffte Y2RAFASR o6& (KS
perceptions which ranged widely from: desperation over a lack of power to fix a

Ol dziA2dza 2LWAAYAAYT (G2 &aKSSNJ

results presented below therefore represent the subjective beliefs of the participants

ébroken systerdT (i 2
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through the lens of my own subjective interpretatidrom engaging ina reflexive
approach to the researchMy interpretation wasinfluenced byreflecting onmy own

lived and professionaxperiences of the school food system; as a child recipient of free
school meals, arofessionahutritionist, a chair of governors and as a businesswoman.
The findings revealed that, whilst the opinions and priorities differed between the
participants, there was a general perception that the school food system does not
adequately support or incentise a high quality food provisiphecause it is driven by
factors which do not prioritise child health. These factors related to the power dynamics,
standards, economi¢cand people operating in thechool foodsystem. There were also
common themes identified which provide a useful understanding for establishing,
monitoring and evaluating school food quality. There was agreement about the
importance of the contract to specify, monitor and enforce quality, butat felt that

in a fragmented, dysfunctional, and unmonitored systeéhat dedicatedpeople were

more influential to school food quality than the procurement contract type.
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5.4.1 Power dynamics, control and conflict

G{ OK22f F22R OFGSNAYy3-COp ol aA0Ftfte GKS 2Af

The power dynamics in the UK school food system \wereeivedto be conflicting and
often driven by factors which do not prioritise child health through high quality meals.
The discussions on power and responsibility driving school food guakiyly related

to the complex system in place since the devolution of responsibility from local
authorities to school leaders, and the roles that the caterer, local authority public health
teams and school leadership now pl&jowever, the child was also identified in this
study asperceived tohawe considerable influence oveschool food quality. The
conflicting needs and priorities of these system actors were felt to have compounded,
resulting in a school meal service dominated by cheap, converirdtoften unhealthy
2LIA2yad ¢KS 1Se O2yFtA0ta 2F AyiSNBaid
welfare; allocation of time and resource by educational rather than health specialists;
and the importance of ensuring children do not go goneven though child preferences

mean the food chosen is often not healthy.

d don't think that we universally accept that the quality of school food is

generally not very goagd éNR)H
5.4.1.1 The voice of the child

Many participantsspoke abouthe problems resulting from a need to provide children
with food they wanted to eat, and this was the most discussed topic after standards. It
was mainly driven, either by a humane desire to avoid hunger, or a financial motive of
increasing meal uptak&.he need to fill a child with food and prevent hunger was, at
times, felt to be more important than the quality of that food@hiswas perceived to
place the child in a position of power to influence the food offexeith childpreference

dominating the mealservedregardless of the healthiness of those meals.

Concern was expressed over the impact that the food environment outside of school
had on the ability of the school meal service to provide high quality food. This mainly

related to how it was believed that poor dietary habits at home may foster a ladkldf ¢

22¢€

ARSY (A"



FLEYAEAFNRGE 6A0GK K Sperteivétprefefecg R@nore lfayhikar | O
convenience or fast foods.
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All participants noted that processed food was a marker of poor quality, however, the
provision of processed food was common in school fguetceived to belue largely to

pupil preference, convenience and cost.

a 2e will provide this because that's what children eat. But actually, is that quality

food? Probably nét eNS)H

Children were perceived to be risk averse when choosing unfamiliar ioaése they

did not like it and were hungry. This wést to be particularly important for those
children who may not have access to another daily meal out of school. Offering free
tasters to encourage children to try something new without taking a risk on a whole
meal was agreed to be a good ideaut it was perceived asnot frequently or
consistently offered due to time and cost. Younger children were thought to be more

open to at healthier food, where the time to support and encourage was available.
5.4.1.2 Public health jurisdiction

Key perceptions were that since the devolution of responsibility for school food from
local authorities to school leaders, power and responsibility for child health were not
properly aligned. Despite their responsibility for the health of children in tiea,docal

authority public health teams felt powerless to oversee and influence the quality of
provision without any legal obligation for caterers to report or engage, leaving the

provision largely sefnanaged and poorly understood.

& lée local authority loses the contracts for the, you know, for the school meals,
and we then have no say over thEnt's a real lever, and it's one that is just out
of my reach, and | can't seem to get hold of that lever to do anything akbut it

(20-PH)



A lack of central government support meant that the priority of school food in the local
authority strategy could be a key driver of quality in the area. However, the ability of
local authorities to provide resourcesuch as school food improvement officers and
subsidised school mealwas noted to vary widely between areas. In addition to a lack
of local authority resource, structures were felt to be complaxh school food of
interest to multiple departments such as procurement, public health, envirmial

health and, local authority catering (where this service remained).

Participantsthought it would be inequitable to expect local authorities to provide
support, free of chargeto thoseschoolsthat had chosen to opt out of paying ftocal

authority cateringservices and outsouedheir school food provision instead.

The lack of power of public health teams to oversee and enforce school food quadity
perceived tocontrast with their ability to oversee and enforce food safety regulations.
Food safety was discussed only briefly by participamtsch may be because it relates
to food more widely rather than school food specifically, and its more rigorous

enforcement regime may mean compliance is accepted as a given in schools.

GCKAA Aad 2dzad I RAFFSNBYyid {AYR 2F F22R
(12-NS)

Participantsperceivedthat better regulation would improve the quality of school food.
Enforcing a legal requirement to comply with standaraeng with consequences for
non-compliance was thought to provide a stronger incentive to complyhe
Government Buying Standards were specifically mentioned by only one participant, a
consultant. None of the caterers or public health representatives mentioned them as a

marker of quality, which is likely to be because they are not mandatory for sthool

A
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5.4.1.3 School leadership

The statutory power to control school food quality, through the choice and oversight of

the catering provision, rests with school leaders. However, ghdicipants noted a
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general underfunding of schools and the many competing priorities for the school
leadership teamfeelingthat issues such as safeguarding and academic achievement,

took priority over managing the quality of the food provision.

df you ask them for their top 20 priorities, | honestly don't think it would make
any of their listglike, it's standards, it's safeguarding, | mean, | think it should be
considered part safeguardinthat's another thingbut it's totally not on there.

It's so low on their ligst  NS)T

School leadershitaking ownership for school food quality and allocating it as a key role
for a senior leader in the same way, for example, as safeguarding, was felt to be key to

high quality,as was the importance of school food to school leaders.

a k [head teacher]said, | don't care what it tastes like. | won't be eating it

(10-LA)

The presence of school leaders in the dining Wak perceived teignal a prioritisation

of school food qualitywith a higher likelihood of better monitoring and challenge if
standards were not as expected. Furthermore, the involvement of a school governor
was seen as important, but there was felt to be a lack of engagement and understanding
of governor roles andesponsibilities for school food quality. In addition, the lack of
power of governors in academy settings was seen as problematic, as thenacade

trustee holding responsibility for school food was often distanced from the school.

a bt all school governors resdi it's part of their role under th&hool Food
Sandards to monitor the standards of food. In fact, I'm pretty sure some school

governors don't even know where the dining roon is €N8)H
5.4.1.4 The domain of the caterer

The dayto-day operational provision of school foodas felt to be delegated to the
caterer. Whilst there were some differences noted in the way that the three main
procurement contract types operated and prioritised school food quality, these opinions
were inconsistent and often related to negative impressions of compgetiontract

types. The general view from participants was that every sector had examples of good
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and poor quality, and that the procurement contract type was not the main determinant

of school food quality.

atls absolutely not determined on which category you fall in, because there's

good and bad in all those categories for sure €C@)n

In addition to this overall generalised view, there were particular characteristics
perceived to relate to each of the procurement contract types. In practice,litety
means that all three types had the power to influence the quality of food in schools,

both positively and negatively, by virtue of their nature:

Local authority caterers Being held accountable to public sector values, strategic goals
and the electorate was perceived to influence quality through transparent procedures

and rigorous checks and balances for public spending.

¢Because the Council is answerable to its elected representatives, then they will

OFff Ay aONdHziAye 2y (GKIF{G X f 20FX | dzi K2 N&
there's more checks and balances in termssgiublic money being spent, people

OFy &aONXzi ANS) &S GKFGéE o6nmw

However, this process and rigor may also lead to less freedom, for example, to amend
menus or change suppliers. Local authority catevezse thought tohavethe benefit of
stronger working relationships with public health departmerdsad access to public
sector nutritionists and dieticians. A lack of investment, funding, and budget cuts was
felt to have reduced standards and suppahd to also affect staff morale. There was
an acceptance that local authority caterers operate in a commercial marketplaese

they need to compete on price and serviddowever, different financial operating
models exist, with some local authority catergpmeaking abouhaving to make a profit,
others having to break even, and some still being subsidised by the local autibety.
perceivedinability of local authority caterers to competdth commercial providers on
pricewasthoughtto have led to somécal authority caterersxiting the marketLabour
costs were felt to be prohibitively high due to public sector pensiosts and benefits

such as sick pay, although the better pay and benefits may result in more dedicated,



focused and motivated staff. The service was felt by some participants télde

fashioned and supported by cooks rather than professional chefs.

Commercial caterersA lack of transparency and willingness to engage in public health
initiatives was noted by some participants, along with a concern that the need to make
a profit could interfere with the quality of food provided. Low pay and conditions for
staff was thoght to result in poor skills and staff motivation. Conversely, commercial
caterers were perceived to have better resourcesich asdevelopment chefs,
marketing teamsand technology system®nabling them to be more dynamic and
innovative. However, theexpertise in selling was referred to ofteand examples were
presentedof promiseggivento win tenders not being followed throughnd subsequent
dcorner cutting to maintain profitability. There was perceived to be a difference in the
food quality and service offered by the different commercial provision typésarge
facilities management companies and small family caterers. Smaller companies were
felt to be more transparent and to have more focus on variety and freshness, whereas
larger companies werfelt to have more focus on profit leading to poorer quality and

less variety.

GLUGS KIFER ljdA(GS LRAAGADBS SELISNASYyOS 4
been kind of a lot more attention to variety and visuals and pupil engagement

and food freshness, whereas the larger contract caterers are the ones where I've
seen more of théeige and more of the paninis and meal deals, which wouldn't
ySOSaalNAt& 2FFSNIIRNSjdzr S {AYR 2F ydz

However, larger companies were noted to be able to reduce costs through better buying
power. A new commercial model of provision was identified as being of corioern
participants where prepreparedadairline styl& meals are delivered to schools to be

reheated and served. This was felt to be poor quality food by participants.

In-house Smaller teams were felt to have less support and ability to take time out for
training and development than the other procurement contract types, thereby limiting
innovation and continuous improvement. Quality in this model of provision was

perceived tobe more inconsistent than the other provider typesith some being
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underinvested and uninspired, and others taking advantage of their freedom to

creatively adapt as needed.

dn-house massive differences, you know, you occasionally get a really good
catering manager and a really switched on school business maragkyou've

got a really good service. But again, as a gensadin, it can be a bit hit and
misg €COH

Some participants thought that school leaders taking the responsibility for provision in
house demonstrated good motiveand a caring and engaged school leadership that
prioritised school food. There was also a difference noted in the economics, with some
in-house caterers required to make a profit, others to break even, and others being

subsidised by the school or academy trust.
5.4.2 Standards and compliance

5.4.2.1 Fitfor purpose?

Standards and compliance were the most discussed t@aidicularly by participants
representing and advocating for public healthvhilst all participants perceived
compliance withthe School Food Standards (Standards) to be a marker of quality, they
all also questioned whether they were fit for purpose. Improved and updated Standards

were noted as an important lever for improving school food quality.

dSchool food standards are really just a minimum cattle barrier, aren't thiey?

you're not doing that, then it's probably pretty pod@4d-CGQ

A lack of monitoring and enforcement was thought to inhibit compliance with the
Sandards and facilitatérule bending (seesection5.4.2.2 below) In addition, it was
felt that this led to responsibility for compliance not being fully understood or

prioritised.

aflthey knew they were going to be checked against it and verified and inspected,
| think obviously it would give them that impetus to make sure itja@®pliant],
wouldn't it% (08-PH
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The Standards were often referred to as a higvel tick box rather than an embedded
regulator of quality, with concerns expressed that the menu overall could be compliant

but what the children were eating was not.

aflwe're given all these standards, but then the bit that's going in the child's

mouth is still the bit that they don't want, and what's the point of th&n(il8-
10

The Standards were felt to be out of date and not reflective of current scientific
knowledge, modern diets or changes in the marketpJasach as the rise in

vegetarianism and processed convenience foods.

d don't know what you do if you're a vegetarian school. | have no idea. You fail
them instantly because you don't serve the oily fish and the other the meat thing

science has moved on in 12 years, and they're out oEdatéN8)T

Participants also thought that some of the terminology in the Standards was unclear or

confusingwhich may lead to misinterpretation or manipulation.

0So your averagprimary schoolcook, who's a mum, they wouldn't understand
what a starchy food, cooked in fat and oil, wi's. just not human like language
(17-Cqg

5.4.2.2 Accountability and monitoring

All participants felt that the lack oAny monitoring ofthe quality of the provision
affected the quality of school food providegahd that robust monitoring would improve

quality.

d think monitoring and accountability, when in place aatewell, can improve

qualitye¢ ~ eNS)m

The present system of monitoring was described ab@g with most caterers referring
to their own inhouse systems which involved a variety of methadsh agkitchen staff
sending in pictures of the food before service, site visits from catering management and

periodical audits. In the absence of sufficient resource for local authorities to provide
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school food improvement officers, other organisations that were deemed as being able
to perform monitoring were Ofsted and Food for Life. The FSA was also discussed, mainly
in the context of the more robust regulatory food safety monitoring by environmlenta
health officers (EHOs). The FSA had more recently piloted using EHOs to assess
compliance with Standards which was felt to be useful if enhanced to cover more checks
with relevant training. It was acknowledged thastrong foundation could be created
through Ofsted checing that governors were fulfilling their responsibilitiesnd EHOs
monitoringa sample of compliance criterilowever, to effectively assess food quality,
participants felt that monitoring should be the role of someone with a professional

understanding of food quality and menwsich as a nutritionist or catering manager.

oHow many schools are actually failing to meet basic school food standards? And
it poses the bigger question of what's the purpose of them? If we're not actually
maybe doing anything by law or holding schools to account for them and caterers

to accounf  €PH)M™

The compliance to Standards was viewed in the context of the menu overall rather than
the individual dishesso it was possible, and easy, for children to choosecmnpliant
options. There were many examples given where the actions of caterers were not in the
best interests of the children, either through a lack of knowledge and understanding
obending the ruleé Which was going unchecked because of the lack of monitoring.

Examples included:

1 An overemphasis omperceivedchild preferred processed fogar heavy or
sugary dessertso increase meal uptake;

1 MeetingSandards on paper but not in practice, for examplédferences in the
menu offering to what is serve@r having additional servings of fried food or
pastry;

1 Manipulating the menu or using lower quality ingredients for lower cost or staff
convenience;

1 Placing more expensive or less popular, but healthy, items against child
favourites; a common example would be salmon placed against pizza or fish

fingers.
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& ou might havelike, a wedge on one too many times, or like you might not have
the salmon on because they just throw it in the bin anyvpay salmon fish cakes

on the same day as fish fingers, make two of them and throw them én bigC@)t

Whilst a robust system of monitoringas felt to beneeded, & a more basic level
measuring meal uptake and obtaining feedback from staff/parents/pupits seen as

an easier and effective way to indicate whether food quality was acceptable.
5.4.2.3 Quality markers

Any update of the Standards requires the inclusion of robust andimfelimed markers
of quality. However, there was an acknowledgement that qualitythe context of
school meals was difficult to defineg with nine of the participants specifically

highlighting this in the interviews.

dYou definitely can't just use the word quality without a link to somewhere,
because it just, what is it? It's subjective, righittu know, | think it needs to be
defineE  eNB)T

Subjectivity in defining food quality was thought to depend on school characteristics
(such as cultural diversity), and pupil preferenaelsether (or not) thesewere deemed

to be healthy. There was also a difference in opinwith what some individuals classed

as good, others found unacceptable, for example, the provision of dess®oine
participants noted that it was easier to understand what poor quality was and work back

from there.

atls actually somewhat eliminating some of the bad things, really, with a view

to, sort of looking at the good sort of comes after that €PH)y

It was accepted that, whilst the markers of quality were subjective, and therefore likely
to differ by individual, there wersevencommon themesdentified of: compliance with
standards; preparation methods; lunch experience; meal presentation; function;
ingredients; and menugFigure 52). Each of these common markers inductively
generated from the data were raised by most participants, presenting an understanding

of what is used in practice by providers to define qualitgrédients generated the most

237



discussion, followed by menus atite lunchexperience. There was a difference in the
focus on markers which can be useddszlE a mea) being presentation, preparation,
and menusby the commercial caterers in comparison to local authority catemeh®
tended tofocusmore on compliance Figure5-2 summarises the seven key markers of
guality, and the associated key perceptions of the participants in this saslgletailed

further below.

Monitored, measured,
reported and enforced
standards using qualified

third party assessors

Time to make from
scratch from fresh
raw ingredients,
where appropriate

School
food

Hot meal of
age appropriate
portion size to
provide at least ¥ of
daily nutritional
recommendations

Figure5-2 Markers of school food qualigs perceivedthy participants of Study 3

Ensuring that there was enough time to propephgpareand cook the food, especially
vegetables, so they were neither undercooked nor overdone, was seen as a key
determinant of quality. Making from scratch or hom@ade was frequently discussed

with many participants talking about cooking their own saucezgszand breafrom
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wholegrain or 50:50 flourHowever, there appeared to be some confusion over the
terminology or definitionwith those same caterers stating that they cooked most items
from scratch also mentioning buying in multiple processed items such as burgers, pre
battered fish or fish fingersOne commercial caterer felt that it would not be possible

to tell the difference between meals cooked from fresh on ,sitethose cooked the

same way off siteg KA OK O2y GNF a0SR gAGK 2 dpkepadatl LI NI

meals reheated on site represented poor quality.

The commercial caterers, plus one consultant and one national stakeholder, talked
about the importance of having consistency across all kitchedistaad standard, to
ensure a consistent level of quality. This was supported with manuals and step by step
picture recipes. However, the 4mouse caterers felt that freedom and creativity
provided a better opportunity to influence quality. Flavour and taste were higtddyh

as important although the subjectivity of preferences was acknowledged. The ability to

adapt menus to suit differing tastes in individual schools was considered essential.

GLOYEA LISNFSOGEte LkRaaraoftsS G2 YF1S GF afd:z

F2NIAG G2 06S KSFHEiNKR FyR GKSY G2 tA1S

9F GAy3a fdzyOK ¢l a TSt ( .Reepiinoss ofthigh dbaditymehl NI
experiencancluded the ability for children to choose their food, have it served to them
with care, and then to havenoughtime to eat it whilst enjoying social time with their

friends.

! fdzy OKGAYS SELISNASYOS A& yz2iG 2adal
FSStAy3a | yR (KS SEOAGSYSyidé¢ onm

Most participants commented that children were not generally given enough time to
eat. Reasons given for this were: trying to feed too many children in too short a time to
cut costs(through needing staff for less tingethe hall being needed for another use;

teaching time being prioritised; playtime being at the same time as lunch; and children

attending lunchtime clubs and activities.
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So, what they need to be able to do is let the kids run around first and then bring

them in so that, you know, so they're not sort of scrambling to eat so they can

get outsR S ¢ -N8)m ¢

Some caterers talked of not being able to offer second portions due to a lack of time,

resulting in wasted food which they felt could have fed hungry children.

2SS 320 aid2LIISR R2Ay3I aSO2yR&a&axX 06SOldaS 46KI
another thing that | disagree with, it was eating into teaching time if they were
SFiAy3a a2y Raé¢ o6wmn

Choice was generallyerceivedto reflect ahigh qualityexperience but participants
noted thatit needed to be backed up with enough time and resource to support the

children to feel secure in their choices.

aLiYa (22 YdzOK F2NJ GKS ftAdGfS 2ySaov  2dz 1Yy
oAlG fA1S NrooAla Ay KSIFIRfAIKGEA az2yYSdiAaySax
IC)

By contrast whilst the child having agency to choose something they liked to eat was

desirable, child preference falless healthy options or caterers influencing choice

through price, placement or appearance, was thought to reduce the quality of the meal

consumed.
GLF GKS OK202fl0S oNRgyASQa onll FyR GKS 7
RSLINS&aaAy3a yR 320 | tAGGfS alrR 0A0 2F YSt
NS)

The importance of service was also empbadgiin terms of the relationship between

the catering staff and the childremnd in terms of the dining environment. The staff

GSNB (K2dAKG G2 KF@S GKS FoAtAde G2 AyTtdzsSyoOf
quality, if they had the nutritional knowledge and time to do so. A desirable eating

environment was described as pleant and bright, like an informal restaurant, but

participants sometimes referred to school dining araaxhaotic or too loud in practice.
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Serving the meals onprison style tray§ rather than using plates and bowleias
thought to represent low qualityput some caterers thought they were the only option

to feed so many children in the short amount of time available.

Participants also reflected on the UK food culture, pointing tpeaceivedlack of
importance given to taking time to sit and eat a good quality meal together, and how
this culture affects the school lunch provisi@taff present and eating in the dining hall
affirmed the importance of lunch and indicated that the food was more likely to be good

quality.

Thepresentationof food on the serveryand whether it looked good on the plate was
discussedwith good quality food being attractive and interesting. The texture and smell
of the food was mentioned, but it was colour thappeared to beof most importance

with poor quality food described as anaemic, beige or grey and good quality food as

vibrant and colourful.

¢colouris a massive thing. So you kndw me, a poor quality plate of food or
dish lacksolour, looks bland  €COH

Accessibility and presentation were felt to facilitate better quality choices, especially for

younger children.

G¢KSe R2y Ul glyd G2 Lzt Ad walfl R8 2y
G2L) 2F | NRFadNS)2NJ I aLJ 3 o62t¢ onrt

G+S3ASGFrofSa KFr@gS G2 06S ONHzyOKeé | yR I f
OKAf RNBY tCCy S GKSYE¢ owmn

At its most basic level high qualitymeal needs to fulfil itfunction of providing a
nutritious meal to enable a child to learn and thrive in school. The importance of a hot
meal was emphasise@specially where it may be the main / only meal of the day for
some children. Many caterers also provided sandwiches as an alternative to the child
bringing packed lunches, but they were generally seen as something provided to boost

meal uptake. Satietgppeared to bekey to the participants, noting that the paon size
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to be arisk as costs increase.

All participants felt that the quality of thimgredientsused in school food was reflected
in the meal quality. However, ensuring high quality ingredients wattightbudget was
noted asnot always easy. Certification schemes such as Red T{&&drTractor, 2025)
and Marine Stewardship CounfWlarine Stewardship Council, 202%Iped to ensure
quality, as did Food for Lifg-ood for Life, 2025)t was thought that organic food was

unaffordable for most school meal providers.

Fresh food was perceived to be important to quality, with the word frdsfined by
participants aselating to food prepared from raw ingredients, or as opposed to frozen,
canned or premade. The quality of some frozen products was deemed to be acceptable,
for example, peas. All participants thought that processédPH high fat, salt, sugar
(HFSS) food was a sign of pgomlity. Thisvas described by participants asludng
reheating preprepared frozen meals, processed items such as sausagestafidders

and convenience food such as readymade sauces.

A¢CKS @gFraid YlI22NA{Ge 2F NBFIReéYFIRS LINRRdIzOGaAa R
(12-NS)

Somepatrticipantsacknowledged that a limited level of processing may be acceptable,

for example, where kitchen facilities did not allow cooking from scratch.

The inclusion of fruit and vegetables, including salad, was seen to be reflective of better
meal quality. Multiple choices of vegetables and fruit was preferRrdvenance, as in
sustainable, seasonal, local, and farmed as orgamés important to participants
although they accepted that this sometimes had to be compromised in the difficult

economic climate.

Menus to support dietary health were discussed by participants in terms of being
balanced, varied and catering for special dietary requiremend they were generally
in agreement that high quality school food would incorporate all three. Baleefeered

to the nutritional content of meals and included macro nutrient content such as



carbohydrates and protein, and the provision of fruit and vegetables with all meals. The
need for a healthy amount of carbohydrates was emphasised as school meals were often
felt to contain excessive pasta and other white carbohydrates. Protein was more
controversial with some patrticipants talking about red meat being part bigh quality

meal, whereas others thought it should be reduced given the impact on planet and
population health. Fish was noted to be usually provided through processed fish fingers
as fresh fish was too expensjvand childrenwere perceived tonot like oily fish.
Concerns were raised that plabased proteins were usually ultra processed. Variety
was less cleamwith some participants referring to the number of daily choices offered
for children; others picked up on having the same rotation of meals each week, for
example, pizza on Monday, roast dinner on Wednesday, fish and chips on Friday; and
others spoke of arying the ingredients, for example, different types of potatoes each
day, or the lack of variety in vegetables. Vegetables offered were noted to be mainly
peas, sweetcorn and broccoli. Variety also included more adventurous or inventive
options, such as noodles or street fopdnd ensuring that there issomething for

everyone.

LG G4SyRa (G2 oS LAITI 2y | a2yRIF&3x NI
CNARI-EG®. O0MM

Special dietsvere discussed focultural or religious requirements, vegetarian or vegan
or ingredient allergens. The provision of allergen information or halal meat where
required appeared to bean expectation but there was a concern that vegetarians /

vegans had a limited choice of jacket potatoes, oulira-processedneat alternative.

There was a distinct difference in opinion over the place that desserts should hold in
school meals. It was the most mentioned meal component after fruit and vegetables.
Some patrticipants regarded desserts as potentially problematic due to the healthtimpac
of traditional heavy, chocolate, sugar laden recipes which were thought to be offered
too frequently, at excessive portion sizes, or eaten at the expense of the healthier, but

more expensiveforms of dessertsuch as fruit and yoghurt. However, theirgdarity
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with childrenwas noted toprovide potential to increase hidden fruit and vegetable
content or calcium intake, and some held the opinion that they have a place as a
RS&ANI0fS k SEOAGAY3I LINL 2F | OKAfRQ&

used by caterers to increasneal uptake.

AWhilst they [puddings] looked lovely, they were huge and just so calorific and so
adAal NE KSIF@gAate RSy YR gAGKI @&2dz
(08-PH)

GL 2dzald GKAYy1l GKS ARSI GKIFG ¢S ySSR
antiquated- sometimes they put the heavy puddings on because they think that's
GKIG oAttt ads) GKS YSIt¢ onwm

5.4.2.4 Support system

Asystemof support, including resources for practical help and guidance for schools and
caterers to ensure a high quality food provisiamsspoken about more by participants
whose role and responsibility depended on them (i.e. public health and consultants)
There wasless emphasis othis by commercial and ihouse cateing participants,
possibly because they had their owasources and processes place.Where the
provision was outsourced to caterers by the school leadershipctinéractwas seen as

an important mechanism to agree and keep the caterers accountable for its quality.
Having detailed specifications of quality in the contract was felt to be important, as was
a robust system of monitoring, measurement and enforcement of key performance
indicators (KPI). However, in many cases, participants felt that the contract was not used
as adliving document to manage the provision and was rarely referred to unless there
was a problem. There was also concern that the school leadership team were adiyusu
trained commercial negotiators @ontractmanagers, and professional help may not be
easily accessible or affordable. There was a feeling that this was particularly risky in an
environment where school leaders have little time or resource to undertake trgiaomg

to manage the contract in detail. Some schools used consultants to manage the tender
process and / or monitoring, however, others managed the process themselves without
support, and examples were given of schostsickin contracts where theuality was

poor, and the school was unable to do anything about it.
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a &lying a lot on our school business managers to be able to contract manage,

and they've got no time, no training, no experéige€d-N9

The term of the contract was also seen to be important. Shorter term contraets
noted to givethe school morecontrol andmay keep the caterer more engaged in
keeping the quality high to retain the contract at the end of the year. However, in
practice, many contracts came with a capital investment from the caterer. For example,
to buy new equipment or improve dining facis, which often required a three to five

year term for the contract to generate enough profit to cover that investment.

aflyou sign a caterer up for 5 years, they'll probably fall asleep for 4, and wake

up in time for the retendér(14-CQ

Some organisations were mentioned as available to support schools in protiidimg
quality food, however, they were not felt to be consistently or fully embedded in the
school food culture. Support was provided by charities and third sector organisations,
such aséChefs in Schods without enough resource to reach all schools needing
support. Furthermoresupport from external organisatioried to be soughtlirectly by

the school and was felt to be less accessible outside of London.

Wellfunded public health teams with school food improvement officers weneeived
to be ideal to provide consistent and w4iformed support for schools or caterers,
particularly where they were not providing good quality or complying witltle
Sandards. Thisupportvaried by local authoritywith some having allocated resource
and some providing no support other than food safety where thees monitoring,

enforcement and support backed by robust regulation.

TheFood forLife schemewas seen as a valuable suppgrarticularly by local authority
caterers and public health teamand @mpliance with the Food for Life standardasv
thought to have improved quality historicalljowever,the experience of some of the
participants suggested thahe membership, and therefore reach of the scheme, had
faltered more recently due to the cost of commission and compliainca difficult

economic climate.
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By contrastsomeschool leaderslid not see the value in paying for certificationany
schools could not afford the organic produce, and some public health teams had
struggled to engage all schools and caterers despite having paid for the certification

centrally.
5.4.3 Economics

The economics of the school food system and its impact on quality was raised repeatedly
by all participants. Their concerns related to broad themes of: funding through budgets
and subsidies; the financial viability of the service; a lack of investmengramdlexible
supply chain. There was recognition that school food presents an opportunity to better

utilise public spending to support population, economic and planetary health.

a llot of public money goes into free school meals so it would make sense that
it's aligned and we can ensure that the children are getting thoggh quality

foods at lunch  éPH)m

The school meal servicevas often discusseih the context of a moral or ethical
obligation to provide children with good quality mealaising the questiomf whether

the provision of school meals is a welfare sensoited to a commercialmodel of
provision.This was a particular focus of local authority catering participants. Some felt
there was a clear conflict of interest from the requirement to make money out of

providing food for vulnerable children using public funds.

a don't believe that private sector should make excess profit from public §ector
(04-CO).

Participants spoke passionately about the value of providing high quality school food,
but, noted that this was often a struggle within an under resourced system with

conflicting priorities for funding.

24¢€
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aflme and you were talking about safeguarding providers, we would never say,

how can we make money out of the safeguarding of the young pebpled\NS)T

The methodof funding school meals through a central government price per meal
subsidy directly to the school was perceived to be flawed. One reason was that central
funding had not increased in line withflation infood costs, energy and labour rates.
Some participants pointed out that a restructure of funding to a fixed rate per provision
plus a smaller rate per mealould enable the existing level of funding to better support

a more equal system. Thisag thought tabe of particular helpto smaller shools which

are not currently financially viable under the existingdingmethod. Meal uptake was
noted to be key to financial viabilityvith concern expressed that this is not always

possible in a small school.

G atering is all about quantities, you know. Blinald's don't open their outlets

in villages, and there is a threshold at which you start losing nioidyCGQ

It was also noted that cost was sometimes used by caterers as an excuse to opt out of

the Standards compliance and serve poor quality food.

d have eaten some of the best funded school meals in the UK, and they've been
some of the worst school meals I've eatéve eaten some of the best school
meals I've ever eaternd they've been, you know, like aadl with rice and some
cauliflower on the sideand it's been, like, really nutritious, really tasty, and cost
about 65p to put on the platg(12-N9

In addition participants suggested thale lack ofingfencing ofunding for school meal
provision has led to the money intended for school food being spent on other budget
areas by the school. This was felt to be particularly beneficial for large schdas
could contract out theschool measervice for less than the funding they were receiying
and use the surplus to fund items such as extra staff or urgent capital projects.
Conversely, some school meal services vgeiesidised fronother budget areas held by
the school and/or the local authority. This unequal syst&as felt to affect quality, both
positively and negatively, through the differing amounts available to spend on meals

and it may incentivise the school to choose a caterer on cost rather than quality.

247



The financial viability ahe school meals service was perceived to be a concern to all
participants. In addition to the lack of funding above, it was felt this influenced offering
ingredients and meals basexh cost and popularity witlthe children, rather than on

quality and nutrition.

a lge things that lose money are the fresh cooked from meals, and the things that
make money are packeted gootisvhat is actually the priority of the catering
company in that situatio®... what if, then the categr says, well, actually, if we
could just sell this item, we could stop taking money out of your budget each
month, you know what cash strapped head is not going to think th&q it's

quite corrosive (07-N9

Thesupply chain wasonsidered to impact financial viability and therefore quality. It
was felt to need more transparency, with some suppliers charging inflated prices to the
school kitchen which were later reimbursed to the academy trust or catdmeugh
rebates.The choice of supplier for some caterers could be limited, as the contract may
be too large for local suppliersr too small for bigger wholesalers. Practices, such as
bulk and forward buying, could lower the price for larger caterers, howetés led to

a lack of flexibility in ingredients and less control for kitchen staff. The issue with
allergens was perceived to be another barrier to supply chain flexibility, with the larger
national suppliers able to label and provide the necessarynmition more easily. The
fragmentation of provision was also thought to prevent obtaining better volume
discounts for the total public sector spend on school food, émchot encourage

compliance with Government Buying Standards.

Some participants raised concerns over the more recent movertd breakfast rather
than school lunches. Whilst they were supportive of the need for children to have a good
breakfast, concerns related to those most in need of help not attending voluntary

breakfast clubsand the provision of poequality processed food.

a goking at breakfast clubs, we always look at Kellogg'sg@aeprocessed,

processed, processed dQ) y
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There was also concern expressed that the high cost of British meat had led to meat
being sourced from th&ar East, which may affect quality}/ariety ofthe foods offered
for children were also affected with somenore expensiveitems noted to have

disappeaed from menus such as beef, eggs, fish, custard, and fruit.

a 2ehave to take fresh fish off our menu. A lot of them will not sell cod or haddock

anymore because it's too expens@6-SU

The risan labour costsvas perceived to haveesulted in less time to prepare fopand
an increase in the prevalence of convenience food to reduce costs, even though healthy

ingredients can sometimes be cheaper than processed.

aflyou're producing home cooked food, you've got a bit of washing up&o do

(03-10).

A lack ofinvestment inequipmentwas also felt tdimit the quality of mealswith some
schools having no kitchen, others having old, inefficient or broken ovens, insufficient
storage or fridge/freezer space, or uninviting dining areas. Some catering providers
offered a level of capital investment as part of the contract; howetrgg was often
reflected in the length of contract and price to enalitee caterer to recover their

investment.

AWe need to start thinking about what we feed kids in schools as being important,

y20G 2dzad ra o0SAy3 tA1S H2Rad GKrG 68
5.4.4 People and roles

All participants spoke of the importance of the people involved in school food proyision
and it was often noted that this waserceived to bemore influential to quality than the
procurement contract type. It was felt that theedication drive and skills of people

were the key to high quality school food.

0Anybody that's actually not giving that child the opportunity to eat a nutritious
meal, then they need to hold their heads in shame, because we need to look after
these kids (10-LA)
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This related to people throughout the school food systémesluding catering staff and
the school leadership. Thedicationfor providing children with high quality meals was
evident throughout the interviews, all participants were clearly supportive of the value

and importance of catering staff.

dYou can absolutely tell when you walk in somewhere where you've got a
passionate cook who loves cooking and who loves the children and just wants
what's best for them, and then you go into others, and it's just somebody going

through the motions  €COH

The relationships that catering staff formed with the children was felt to be important
G2 I OK kofea® theirlméal, &ndl tH éncourage childrenfinish their meaknd

try new things. Knowing the children and understanding their needs was noted to
provide a level of care and support to childrevhich was particularly important for

vulnerable children.

G¢eKSe gAff 1y2s GKS 1ARa GKIFG FNB KdzyaNk o
I 61 GOKCE@YE OmMM

However, staff faced multipldifficultieswhen trying to provide a high quality meal in
the current system. They were oftdrlt to be constrained by a lack of support, poor

facilities, insufficient budgets and not enough time to prepare good food.

a ad food doesn't mean to say it's been done by a bad person. It could be a
particularly good person that's troupering on with an appalling situation to work
withiné  €CO)n

People carried a high level of worry and stress about theipowermentand ability to

provide the children with high quality food in the current system.
atlkeeps me awake at night €PH)n

Having adequately trained and qualified staff was seen as important throughout the
system, including nutritionists to plan the menus and monitor quality, and kitchen staff

able todcook from scratch Cookingkillswere seen to be key to the quality of the food,

25C



however, there was a difference in opinion over what this should look like in practice.
Some thought that this could be managed through standardisation and manuals
whereas others thought it should be more creative and dynamic. There was general
agreement that the ability of the kitchen staff to cook, rather than reheat prepared food,
increased food quality, however, opinion on whether this required a chef diff€hdfs

were felt to improve quality through creativity, innovation and better training foe th
responsibility and complexity of the role. Some kitchen leads were descriligdusss

or ddinner hall supervisoeswho may or may not have the necessary qualifications,
training and support for such a complicated and responsible role. However, it was also
felt that many of those cooks had valuable experience from preparing school food for

decades and were of a genel@ where cooking from scratch was a common skill.

aflyou give a recipe to 10 cooks, you'll get 10 different dishes. If you give a recipe
to 10 chefs, you'll get 10 fabulous disbes €CO)n

There was consensus that most school catering staff were undertaking a responsible and
difficult role, above what should be expected for their minimum wage pay grade. In
more recent times, the role had become more complex due to the rise in allergens,
requirements for special diets, and reduced budgets. This was thought to affect the
ability to recruit and retain staff, compounded by high staff turnover, as many leave for
easier work in supermarkets or hospitality. Absence rates were also noted to be high,
and it was felt that high quality would come from catering staff being better valued and

integrated as key members of school staff.

& kere might be only about 3p difference in in salaryd the responsibility for
unit manager, in terms of food safety, staff management and the competencies

and skill set to run kitchen well, is massive d.Aj) o

A lgeir pay is rubbisk | mean, if you've got responsibility to get in, to feed 300
pupils every single day, to manage a team of people to do that, and you're being

paid under 20 grand a year. | mean, jog on, that's so muchavorkiQy y

An integrated team with a shared goal of providing high quality food was noted to be

important, butwasoften complicated by the employer of the staff being different to the
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organisation providing the service. For example, the lunchtime supervisors were often
employed by the schogpfor a few hours each dawnd were perceived to have to rush
the children through so they could clean up before their shift endedher than

encouraging the children to sit for longer and finish their meal.

a lée midday assistanthey've got the crown jewels, they've got the observation
of what the children are eatinghey've got the will to encourage the child to eat

moree  €C@)T

5.5 Discussion

5.5.1 Summary

Gathering the perspectives of experienced professionals covering all aspects of the
schoolfood provision and contract typeprovided a rich and thougkrovoking insight
into the quality of school foocand the key factorperceived toinfluence the quality of
provision. The findings from this study were consistent with those of the previous
studies in this thesjsdepicting a complex, fragmented, unmonitored school food
system with unclear markers of quality and issues with financial viabiityich ae
unlikely to optimise high qualitgchoolfood for children.This study further examined
those challengesrevealing theperceivedpower dynamics in play, where the power to
make changemay not directly align with a prioritisation of child healtbr the daily
choice of food provided.he complexity and limitations of existing standards, support
networks, and economic frameworksas perceived tglace an inordinate reliance on
individuals to influence and oversee qualitpnprovements ardikely hindered by the
conflicting priorities, a lack of resourcand the subjectivity and difficulty associated
with effectively defining schoobbd quality, highlighted in this studand Sudy 2 This
wasalsopreviouslynoted inareview anddiscussio of the American School Food Focus
national collaborative which aimed to improvethe quality of school mealgLawrence

and Liquori, 2012)A more recent reviewor the World Bank(not peer reviewed)
looking at available evidence relating to the usieschool meal programs to tackle
health, social and economic issuesimilarly noted a lack of agreement on what

constitutes diet quality for school aged children, and digghlightedshortcomings in
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existing standards, guidelines, metrics and models for quality measurefAltd@rman,
Bundy and Gelli, 2024In this study, hild preferencesperceived to benfluenced by
the food culture outside of school, amdedicatedindividuals were identified as key
drivers of quality in the absence of clear lines of power and responsilBiliticipants
in this study felt that lhe procurement contract type was nbkely to bethe key driver
of quality, with good practice possible in each of the different typesne with Study 1
findings(Nixon et al., 2025a)

When discussing school foddorgan and Sonnin{2008)had previously highlighted a
dilemma ovewhether quality is driven bthe dconsumeé or dproducek. Thisdilemma
wasalsoreflected inthis study in the perceptions of the power dynamics agdestiors

over whether the child or the catererhasthe most influence ovefood quality. The
findings from this study suggest that both have a complex and interrelated role in driving
school food quality; however, the findings also indicated that neither may have child
health as their priority. This raises the question as to what the purpésehool meals

is. If it seeks to address the nutritional health of children, then the shift of the power
dynamics away from l@t authority public health teams may not adequately support
this as a goahnd it may rely too heavily on thaedicationand ability of individuals. It

is important to note that the factors identified in this study are interrelateshd
improving child dietary habitBkely requires collaboration from multiple stakeholders
(Taylor et al., 2012)An overall systems approachré&commendedo address complex
problems, such asnsuiing a high quality school food provisidBryant et al., 2025)
However, to enable an effective and efficient plan for transformatibare is aneed to
establish key points of leverage within the syst@nyant et al., 2025)The findings from

this study suggest that all actors in the system want to provide children with high quality
food, but the dynamics of the system do natequatelysupport this. This aligns with
other systems research, noting that when parts of the system are driven by complex and
conflicting agendas viewed in isolation, the system may even develop its own

dysfunctional behaviour patter(Parsons, 2020; Meadows, 2009)
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5.5.2 Power dynamics, control and conflict

This study found gerceiveddisconnect between the responsibility for public health
resting with the local authorities, the power for change held by school leadadsthe
daily influence over food provision coming mainly from the caterers and the child. This
is likely tofacilitate an unequal and untransparent system where competing interests,
rather than adherence to a unified and well enforced policy, influences the quality of
meals served. A child has a fundamental right to adequate nutritious toited
Nations, 1990and theSchoolFood Plan recognised the importance of placing tttald

at the centre of driving school food qualiflpimbleby and Vincent, 2013dj the UK,
compulsory attendance places schools in an ideal position to influence child headth
schools have been highlighted as a critical part@fratective network of caréfor food
insecure childreriBell et al., 2023)This was reflected in an overall feeling, noted in this
study, of a moral or ethical obligation to provide children with good food, particularly
where it may be their only hot meal of the dayhese perceptiongere consistent with
thoseof catering staff from aifferent, albeit smallUK study that interviewed sixstaff

from two UKsecondaryschoolsabout their perceptions of aschool foodarchitecture
intervention (McSweeney et al.,, 201®) CdzNI KSNXY 2NB X GKS LI NI AOA LI Yy
the protective effect of school meals for the most vulnerabléhis studyhas also been
demonstrated in otheiobservationalUKstudies, with school meafound to beoften
better nutritional quality than the alternative of packed lunch@¢aney et al., 2022;
Evans et al., 2020This was tested in a large scal&K wide comparison of NDNS data
(Haney et al., 20229nd a smaller scalstudy weighingood portionsbefore and after
eating(Evans et al., 2020Another UKstudy, using NDNS data to evaluate UPF intake
found that the difference in thehigher UPFcontent of packed lunches compared to
school mealswas more marked for those in the lowest income gro{ijparnham et al.,

2022)

A conflict was identified in this study between the moral need to avoid hunger by
feeding children food that they liked, and a concern that the food they wereeived
to be familiar with, and preferred, was often not the healthy option. Thethical

dilemm& was also highlighted bgatering managers iseveral other UK studies
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consistentlyreferring tofeeding children the food they wantetb avoidhunger, even
though it wasnot nutritious (Day et al., 2015; Devine et al., 2028)other studies, both
parents and catering staff thought it was unacceptable to risk a child going hungry by
giving a child food that they did not want, even if the alternative was feeding them
unhealthy foodd h Qw2 dzZNJ S S | f ®3 . Fhigikelyflaces he@cNiBinS G |
a position of power to influence the food offereavithout necessarily having the
understandingor desire to align that with health goals. Thierceivedinfluence of the

child was also noted in a 202@opingreview, finding sevenqualitative studies in UK,
Canada and Australiaf parental perceptions shaping the contents of packed lunches
6h Qw2 dzNJ S . Spérceivéd @il apatimy Howards the health status of fopahd
preference for the unhealthy optionsyasnoted by participantsin the currentstudy;,

andin other research(Devine et al., 2023; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 20Bbjvever,

this conflicts with pupil perceptions in other qualitative studiesthe UK and the USA
where pupils expressed a desire to eat healthily at sckibal et al., 2015; Chelius et

al., 2025) It wasnot clear from this studyor the othersreferred to here, whether the
perceptionsof interview participantsvere based orstaff asking children about their
preferences or whether it wasfrom waste observance which may be linked to other
matters such as a desire to go outside and pkyrther research is needed tather

and analysedata from the children tdurther understandtheir preferencesand the

underlying influences

The ethical dilemma of feeding childrénod of poor nutritional qualityo avoid hunger

was reflected throughout th currentstudy. All participants descried processed food

as poor quality, and whilst most caterers talked about the importance of cooking from
scratch, they also went on to talk about regularly providing fish fingers, sausage, nuggets
and other processed items. This was thought to be influengethb UK food culture,
where children are often introduced to hyper palatall#’F from a young agthrough

heavy marketing to both children and parerfiéenney et al., 2024¢oncurrent withthe
consumption ofhigh levels of UPFOnita et al., 2021pand low levels of fibre and
vegetableg(Public Health England, 2020) t | NI A OA LJ yGaQ LISNDS LI

food dietary habits are likely to be reflected on the school plages also been illustrated
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by the high levels of UPF noted in school meals in both qualitative studies and research
using NDNS dai@evine et al., 2023; Parnham et al., 2022; Murphy et al., 2024)

The devolution of responsibility for school food provision to school leaders leaves the
local authority public health teams with responsibility for dealing with poor public
health, but without any real power to influence and oversee school mé&atsin and
Polychronakis, 2024)V/hen combined with findings from Study 2 regarding a lack of
transparency of the provision, the ability of public health teams to influence or oversee
the quality of school food ikelyrestricted. Public health participants in this study felt
that they had greater ability to influence provision in those schools catered by the local
authority, however, the decline in this method of provision in the last decade (Study 2)

has reduced thaability to influence quality through that route.

When writing The School Food Pl&nmbleby and Vincent (2018)ghlightedthat the
attitude of the head teacher to school foodas key to providing appetising and
nutritious food and this was also found to be a key theme 10 years later in research by
Bryant et al., (2023)This is important, as the school leadership holds the power to
decide on the school food provider, specify and negotiate the contractual terms
governing the provisionand manage the caterer. The participants in this study
postulated that school leaders often lacked time and resources, leading to a lack of
priority for school food. Educational outcomes and safeguarding were felt to take
priority, without enough awareness or consideration that the provision of good quality
food contributes to both (Bell et al., 2023)In addition, research has suggested that
school leaders feel that the responsibility for healthy diets sits with par@Résngen et

al., 2023)or the caterers(Murphy et al., 2023)The views of the participants in this
study, that governors did not usually take an active role in fulfilling their statutory
responsibility for school food by checking compliance of meals with the Standards, aligns
with other UKresearch finding that only 33% of governors viewed this as their role
(Murphy et al., 2023)There is somgalbeit limited,evidencefor positive associations
between school lunches and improved academic performammed ina systematic
review (Cohen et al., 2021band acomparisonof test scores in one region of the USA
(Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 208)erresearch hasuggested anore

joined up approach of incentivising school leaders by linking school food to academic
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performanced h Qw2 dzNJ S véhith magindiEnced prioritisation in the limited

time and resource availabte school leaders

The lack of training and support for school leaders and business managers, when
negotiating and managing contracts for school food, may lead to a poorly specified
contract which makes it very difficult to subsequently manage and influence
substandard meabuality. Therefore, what could be a useful and effective quality
management toolaybecome a barrier to change leaving schools trapped in contracts
and children without the high quality meals envisaged by school leaders. The
increasingly blurred lines dween public and private provision of public services
(Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2028re echoed by participants in this study, noting that
local authority caterers and commercial caterers are both operating in the same

commercial environment.

The perception that larger commercial caterers and local authorities were often
constrained by having to buy from poetermined approved suppliers lists and working
to centralised menuswas also noted in other resear¢Murphy et al., 2024; Grandia
and Volker (Eds), 2023; Sabet, 20&)me examples of local authorities still subsidising
schoolmeals and having more transparent and accountable local authority catering
services aligned with other research(Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2023Ylany
participants expressed concern that the continued reduction in the local authority
catering provision will affect the ability of schools to return to a public sector service in
future. Commercial caterers were generally felt to have better resoytmgisthere was

a discomfort expressed by all provider types in this studggarding the potential
conflict of needing to make a profit. This was also ndiggarticipantsn an Italian case
study documenting and reflecting onthe process ofoutsourchg the school meal
provisionin one provincgGalli et al., 2014)n addition,a more transparent system of
financial accountability was recommended following a, state commissioned,
comprehensiveevaluation ofthe school mealgrovisionin Ireland(RSM, 2022)The
perceived difference between the quality in meals provided by larger facilities
management companieversus the smaller family companje®ted by participants

had been previously highlighted in a 2016 Italian st(Mgietta and Gorgitano, 2016)

Despite noting some differences pertaining to the contract types, there was an overall
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perception in this study that all procuremeobntracttypes had examples of both high
guality and poor quality mealsn line with Study I(Nixon et al., 2025a)This would
suggest that choosing the provider wedind managing the provision through a well

specified contractis key.
5.5.3 Standards and compliance

Compliance with the t8ndardswas identified as both an important marker of quality
and, if updated to reflect the current environment and accompanied by better
monitoring and enforcement, as a potential lever for better quality school fbgdall
participants in this study. In England, the Standards are the preeminent regulation
governing the provision of food to school childréoncerns raised in this study relating

to the Sandards being outdated and often used astick box rather than a relevant

and embedded framework for quality, mirror findings frasurvey data and interviews
from school leaders and caterersather UK researctMurphy et al., 2023)Tte current
study highlighted some changes in dietary habits and the food environment since the
Standards were introducedrhisincluded a move to reduce meat consumptipwhich

has beenassociated withpopulation and planetary healthn researchexploring
greenhouse gagmissionsby dietary pattern(Rippin et al., 2021)in addition, the
participantsnoted a rise in planbased diets and URRsfound in the UK more widely
through analysis of the UK biobar{Chang et al., 2024pespite these not featuring in

the Standardsplant-basedandUPKwere a key component in many school food menus
and without adequate guidanceften fell short of what participants felt to be high
quality. For example, concerns were raised by participants over the inadequacy of
options available for vegetarians and vegamdiich is importantgiven that Dutch
research modellingnutrient intakesfor plantbased dietsfound that some essential
nutrients were belowrecommendationgSeves et al., 2017)n addition participants
were concerned thatvegans and vegetarianwere often offered ultra processed
alternatives which other research notesnay not be as nutritionally beneficial as meat

or pulsegFarsi et al., 2022)

Despite the association of standards with improved diet quality and nutritional intake

(Micha et al., 2018; Adamson et al., 201f8)dings in this study concurred with concerns
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in other research, that even if the meals offered are compliant, they may not reflect
what the children are actually eatin@allan et al., 20240ther studies in the UK and
USAhave also pointed to the children not consuming a nutritionally balanced meal even

where it was offered in scho@Ensaff, Russell and Barker, 2013; Johnson et al., 2015)

Whilst strong regulation (laws) of school food nutrition have been associated with
healthier eating and better weight statSanjeevi et al., 2020insufficient regulation

is noted to hinder the ability of public procurement to fulfil its potential to support this
(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020his was also reflected in the documents reviewed in
Study 2 (Chapter 4and in other research finding that monitoring of, and compliance
with, Standards was loWPallan et al., 2024and varied widely throughout the UK
(Adamson et al., 2013Yherefore, the effectivenessf what could be a useful tool for
providing healthy and balanced meais likely to be compromiseds also noted in
other UK studiegMurphy et al., 2023, 2024; Capper et al., 2019)

Compliance with Standards waseviouslyfound to be lowest for those Sandards
restricting fat and sugar and energy dense foods in a 2024 UK @Radgn et al., 2024)

which reflects the views in this study that desserts were often too large and sugary.
Issues with compliance were also highlighted in the practices described in this study to
manipulate the menus by placing expensive, unpopular, but compliant, optiocis,asu

oily fish, against preferred cheaper options, such as pizza or fish fingers. This means that
whilst compliant meals are offered, children are less likely to be consuming them. The
lack of clarity and understanding tfe School Food Standards, noteyglparticipants in

this study, may also have facilitated misrepresentation. The difficulty in understanding
the terms wasalsohighlighted in a 2023 FSA pilot to monitor compliance, and a 2019

study in Northern IrelandCapper et al., 2019; Food Standards Agency, 2024)

The confusion noted would support the need to ke8andards simple, however,
participants in this study highlighted the benefit of including specific nutrient
requirements. A combination of food and nutrient based requirements has also been
noted, in other English researclio provide more food variety than nutrient based
standards alonéHaroun et al., 20110ther countries such as Italy and Ameridaave

successfully used school meals to guarantee a percentage of child nutritional
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recommendationgMorgan and Sonnino, 2008) more recentUKstudy, of 3,000child
food diariesfrom the NDNSused the previous nutrient based standar(dsutritional
Standards and Requirements for School Food Regulations, 2088%ess school food
and packed lunch qualitfHaney et al., 2022)The studyanalysedsevennutrients of
interest: fibre, vitamin C, calcium, iron, nemilk extrinsic sugar, and saland
determined thatthe nutritional quality of school meals was higher than packed lunches
particularly for younger childrerut neither fully met recommendationsThis may

support the need to refocus on the nutrient content of school meals

The need to update the Standartlkely requires a flexible and practical definition of

quality. Seven markers of quality were highlighted in this study: compliance with

standards; preparation; experience; presentation; function; ingredients; and menus

(Figure5-2). Schools participating in the ChefsSthools programmégChefs in schools,

2025)were noted by participants to offer high quality focghd the markers identified

in this studyalsoreflect those in their School Food Chart®tarkersof quality such as

freshness, taste, appearance, nutritiowariety and provenancealso align with

consumer perceptiorresearch(Petrescu, Vermeir and Petresbag, 2019; Baiardi,

Puglisi and Scabrosetti, 2018)ssibly due to b NIi A OA LI y (i Q& of ualify S E LIS NRA Sy (

as food consumersnd / or viewing quality through the lens of the child as a consumer.

There was an emphasis on the preparation of meals from scratch in this study, with
participants linking it to influencing quality through including fresh ingredients. This is
consistent with the perceptions of caterers, pupils, and school leaders in odkearch

in the UK and USA noting that fresh, homemade food, and the ability to include hidden
vegetables, was perceived to support improved healthiness / dietary gélitglius et

al., 2025; Day et al., 2019Jhe majority of participants felt that it was important to cook
FTNBAK FT22R 2y aAi0Ss gKAOK Aa adzZJll2 NI SR o6& LidzL
prepared off site is less healtlfipay et al., 2015; Chelius et al., 2025{udy 1 (Chapter

3) noted conflicting evidence on the quality of food prepared off site, with high quality
Italian meals prepared off site in a central facilfiyorgan and Sonnino, 20087 his
could indicate that the preparation method, rather than the physical location, may be
the key influence on quality. These qualitative studies explored subjective perceptions

of quality and did not compare the nutrient content of meals prepared tawgith those
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prepared off site. To my knowledge, there is no academic study making this comparison
for school food, however, a study analysing supermarket ready meals in the North of
England found them to be high in saturated fat and ¢8kmnant and Adams, 2015)
Without detail of the ingredients and preparation methqdisis not possible to draw
robust conclusions on whether the perceptions on the healthiness of food made off site

are reflective of the food quality in practice.

The lunch experience was clearly highlighted as beirmgeofeivedimportance to the

quality of a school meal in this study, as in other research which described it as being
more than its basic function of providing a méah Qw2 dzNJ S Sid Ff @ Hn
2020) The importance of a calm, bright and supportive canteen environpvemere

children want to spend timenoted in the current study echoes findingsn an
ethnographic case study in seven Scottish schanislving over 600 childre(Wills,

Danesi and Kapetanaki, 201&heparticipants in the current studyalsonoted how the

school meal experience included enjoying time to socialise with friemdish wasalso
highlighted inthe Scottish case studyhere socialising was seen as more important than

the food by childrenfWills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016)another studyNorthern

Irish dhildren irterviewed in focus groupgreferred dgraband g& convenienceoptions
regardless of their healthinesgy enable them to spend more time with their friends
(Devine et al., 20231 key finding of th currentstudy, that children do not have enough

time to eat, has also been noted in several other studidsawee the potentiato impact

0KS ljdzr f AGé 2F OKAfRNBYyQa RASGAD Ly LI NI
to play out and recommendations from thiand other studiesare that playing outside

should precede the eating of luncha dzN1JK& S | f ®> wnanunT 9yal
Hamy T w2y 3aSy S FfdX HAHOT hQw2dz2N] S .Sd | €
Reasons for the insufficient time to eat highlighted, in this study and others, related to
trying to serve too many children in a short period of tiiMcSweeney et al., 2019;
Murphy et al., 2024)the multifunction of the school hall, classroom time taking priority,

and the cost of staff to supervise lunch breaks. Choice was seen to be important in this
study and othergRongen et al., 2023; Cohen et al., 202Tewever, children often

need support and encouragement to choose healthy options with taster sessions
thought to help(Day et al., 2015; Nicholas et al., 2013; Devine et al., 20283 is
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particularly important given th@erceivedneed to overcome child preference for, and

familiarity with, the less healthy options noted above.

Better presentation of food is recommended to encourage healthier chaidés1d
Health Organization, 2022a)he olour and vibrancef food, noted by participantsn

the current study was alsoperceivedas key to child selection of healthy foodsy
caterers interviewedn another UK studyMurphy et al., 2024)The importance of
incorporating presentationin healthier dishesjs supported byother qualitative UK
research noting thatpupils often chose less healthy options prioriisg taste,
appearance, and familiarity over healthine@Bevine et al., 2023)In addition to
encouraging choice, colourful meals also have the potential to offer a wider variety of
nutrients (Blumfield et al., 2022)

The most basic function of a high quality school meal is satiety, however, there is a
potential conflict where satiety takes precedence over nutritional quality. This is
especially important for hungry childreand may add to inequalities as food insecure
children already have worse overall diet quality and var{@&gll et al., 2023)Despite
evidence suggesting thébre rich whole foods, suchuit, mayoffer greater (and more
longterm) satiety tha sweeter, more processedalternatives (Njike et al., 2016;
Krishnasamy et al., 2020}here was a perception rbm some participantsthat
traditional and heavierésponge and custagdtype dessertsprevent children from
becoming hungryThis was in line with perceptions in another UK study whHari was
perceived to offer less satie(Devine et al., 2023)The portion size of thedeaditional
desserts was perceived to be excessive i thrrent studyand by some pupils and
caterers in anther UKgualitative studyDay et al., 2015 Concerns overxessive sugar
intake is also consistent withfindings in a UK analysis of NDNS datafirming that
children consuming school meals exceeded recommendations for sugar (iHakey

et al., 2022) and an observationaimenu evaluation(Pallan et al., 2024)This would
suggest thatthere is the need, andopportunity, to reduce sugar consumption by

reducing tle portion sizesf desserts

The findings in tle currentstudy of the importance of providing a hot meal, reflects

other UKresearch where hot meals served to children were found to be nutritionally
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superior to cold ongscompared using a nutrient based meal quality in(iéixale et al.,
2023) This is importantas participants in the current study also referredpimviding
cold sandwich optiongo protect meal uptakewhich may be closer in nutritional quality
to the poorer quality packed lunches they are seeking to rep(&laney et al., 2022;

Evans et al., 2020and therefore,may affect overall diet quality

Ingredients were discussed in depth and, the key points of interest were fruit and
vegetables, freshness and UPF. OtherduHlitative research has noted high quality
ingredients as a factor to increase pupil acceptance of school meails pupils
requesting more fresrhomemade food and greater quantities and variety of fruit and
vegetablegDay et al., 2015)This is consistent with child perspectives from a 2033
study, wanting a fresh and healthy school meahichwasdefined as: containing fruit
and vegetables; prepared on site; with less unhealthy, processedpauieaged and
frozen food(Chelius et al., 2025)

There was also emphasis in this study on balance and variety in relation to yndmcis
were mentioned more briefly in Study 2. Balance related to nutritional content, which
was felt to be more difficult to achieve in fodzhsed standards looking at the menu
overall rather than individual dishes. This was noted to leave the qualibegirovision
open to misunderstandingor manipulation by caterers and driven towards the less
desirable child preferences as discussed above. It was very clear frompaentscthat

oily fish wagerceived agxpensive and unpopular, and other alternatives for om8ga
andvitamins A and D could be explored such as, chia, pumpkin or flax seeds, walnuts or
soya beans(British Dietetic Association, 2025Pesserts in particular need to be
reviewed, however theiperceivedpopularity and importance as a driver of uptake
makes this difficult, in addition even yoghurts, which are considered to be a healthy

option, often contain high levels addded suga(Moore, Horti and Fielding, 2018)

Whilst variety was highlighted as a marker of quality in this study and in other research
(Cohen et al., 2021ait was also noted to be rare in practice with most schools serving
pizza on Monday, a roast dinner on Wednesday and fish and chips on Friday. This
repetitive cycle was also noted in other UK resedi2@vine et al., 2023dlespite pupils

asking for more varietfDay et al., 2015and this discordance between pupil views and
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over the lack of variety for vegetarians by providing a better choice of appealing, tasty,
and unprocessed medtee dishes may help to resolve this. Furthermore, idtroing a
requirement for more rotation, as in Rome where a dish could only appear once every
five weeks(Morgan and Sonnino, 20Q8)ould increase varietyincreasing variety in

this way may contrast witperceptionsfrom the current studythat children like foods

they are familiar with and the concept that repeated exposure to food increases
acceptability which has limited evidencérom two USA systematic reviewSpill et al.,

2019; Fisher et al., 20243tructuring the menu by increasing the prevalence of healthy
items and reducing prevalence of the unhealthy ones may increase healthier food
consumption as noted in an analysis of school meal purchasing by Brazilian school
children which whilst based on a large sample atiilee years of datamay not be
generalisable to a UK setting\ndretti, Goldszmidt and Andrade, 202However,
findings from this study would indicate that this principle is not being optimised, and is
often applied in reverse, with cateresgrvinghealthy itemsat the same time amore
popular, but less healthy, options such as pizza, battered fish and sausage, to reduce
costs or increase uptake, as also noted in other rese@vidore et al., 2010; Day et al.,
2015) The lack of monitoring and enforcement means that these practikel/ go

unnoticed and unchecked.

As noted in Study 2 (Chapter 4) a more robust system of monitoring has been repeatedly

called for by experts and advocates. Compliance monitoring noted in this study was felt
tobeadk2O | yYRYX gKSNB LINBaSydsz LI NI Thstmay KS OF & SNX
reflect a general lack of public transparency and oversight over the provision of meals

by caterers outside of the local authority catering servicecK A f a0 OF G SNBEND&a 2 F (¢
compliance as part of their rol@urphy et al., 2023)there is a clear conflict of interest

where potential exists for noowompliant items to be offered to increase financial

viability (Pallan et al., 2024; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 20Piis form of selévaluation

may not adequately focus on, or remedy, situations where the menu architecture

intentionally or inadvertently encourages suboptimal choices for child heaitial

evaluationis likely to be more effective when undertaken by independent third parties

(Maietta and Gorgitano, 2016Yhis study also noted that thedependentthird party
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organisation or individuahould be seen to be appropriately qualified and experienced.
Whilst value was seen in school food quality checks being part of the remit of Ofsted
and the FSA(HartgenWalker and Lally, 2023) was thought by participants in the
current study to need additional appropriate trainingor support in nutrition and

catering to be optimised.

A robust system of compliance monitoring is likely to take some time to implement,
however, a simple measure of reporting school meal uptake numbers was
recommended by participants in this studds a broad indicator of qualityvhich has
been used in other nations such as Scotlgddamson et al., 2013At the time of
writing, Englishschoolsonly report annualdata for free school meals taken on census
day (Department for Education, 2025dj line with findings from the 2024 FSA pilot
(Food Standards Agency, 202#is study highlighted the need for an adequate system
of enforcement andsupportfor school and caterers to remedy any shortcomings in the
school food provisionPreviously effective support mechanisrasch as local authority
school food improvement officers, and Fofud Life have considerably reduced in line
with funding shortage$Stein and Polychronakis, 202&pod forlife has been cited as

a model of best practicBMorgan and Sonnino, 2008; Dimbleby, 208a¢ to its tested
ability, albeit on dimited scale, to improve food quality through increased fruit and
vegetable intakgJones et al., 2017; Orme et al., 2010he studycompared fruit and
vegetableportions consumedexcluding those contained in composite disheself
reportedin a surveyby children inover 1,000schoolswhere theFood for Life scheme
had been commissioned by the local authontyth consumption ira similar number of
schoolswhich were no part of the scheme(Jones et al., 2017)The other study
compared 1l1schools pre and post enrolment in the schentkrough 4,600 child
guestionnairegOrme et al., 2010 he reliance on seleported consumption datand
focus onlimited indicators of dietary healthmeans thatthe findings fronthese studies
may notfully representthe schem® inpact onchild dietary health Furthermore, the
methodology used in the studies does not tesiusality The reduction in the reach of
Food for Life noted in this study is in line findings in Studyn@ Soil Association data
showing membership to have halved from 50% of English primary schools in 2019

(House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, t2023%b in
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2025 (Soil Association, 20253 whole school approach to food was mentioned briefly
to be supportive of better quality, in both studies 2 and 3, and in other resg@chen

et al., 2021a; Bryant et al., 202%jowever, it may be challenging for children to choose
well, if conflicting messages are given about the importance of healthy food in the
classroom not aligning with being offered unhealthy options at lunch{iieSweeney

et al., 2019)

5.5.4 Economics

The economicsof providing school food was perceived to be complicated, and often
flawed and ineffective, by participants in this study. Whilst there was a difference in
opinion over the adequacy of the overall level of funding from central government, all
participantsagreed that caterers were struggling to afford to provide high quality food
in the current devolved funding system. This aligns vpiénceptions fromprevious
research in both the UK and U8#acking, 2022; Motta, 201,9nd the high percentage

of schools found tde unlikely tohave sufficient headcount thnanciallybreak even in
Study 2 (Chapter 4). The apparent conftitinterest, where schools and caterers can
generate profit and / or use school meal monies for other budget areaspesmeived

to be problematic by participants in this studgerceptions drawn from participants in
other UKqualitative studies have pointed to similar issyeghere food that sells well
takes precedence over providing high qualitytritious, food (Devine et al., 2023;
Murphy et al., 2024)For example, in one study cake and pizza were pointed out to be
dgncome generatorshby caterers reluctant to remove less healthy itefrean menus as

it would affect uptake of meals and therefore financial viabi{Murphy et al., 2024)
Findings from tk currentstudy also highlighted a lack of transparency over profits,
subsidies, budgets and hidden rebates, and the lack of reporting and monitoring found
means that there is no public sector oversight of where central school meal funding
goes. Therefore, it inot possible to assess the adequacy of school meal fundimg)
whether calls for an increase are justified. The difference in opinion over the adequacy
of funding when taken with the lack of transparency foynday signal that thre is
sufficient funding, but it is not being spent on providing high quality food for children.

The body of evidence whilst based mainly omerceptions, highlights that tighter
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controls and a better understanding are needed to ensure that public funding reaches
the plates of childrenTheperceivedconcernsare, however, supportetly thefindings
in Study 2that a high quality school meals serviceimikely to befinancially viable for

providers in all schools.
5.5.5 People and roles

In such a complex, fragmented system without a robust monitoring system (Study 2)
there islikely to be an over reliance on individuals as a key driver of a high quality
provision as also highlighted in The School Food Rmbleby and Vincent, 2013a)
The reliance on theledication ethics, relationships and cooking skills of individuals
featured strongly in this study and was felt to be more influential than the procurement
contract typeby participants A 2019UKreport, commissioned by a charity to review
school food provision across 60 schools in inner city Lonaleo, surmisedhat food
quality was less linked to provider typstructure, policy and guidangcandwasmore
influenced by exceptional individuatich aspassionate school leaders or catering
teams (Cookwise, 2019)This report was not peer reviewed and findings may not be
generalisable in a wider context, however, in the absence of a more substantial and
robust body of evidence, it serves as a useful indication that the findings in this study
were notentirely isolated. The role of peoplavasperceivedas particularly important

for vulnerable childrenby participantsin the current study. Catering staff were
perceived to act in a safeguarding role using their knowledge of the pupils to understand
which children needd bigger portionsgor example due to age, size or deprivation which
hasalsobeen noted in other international and UK reseafClay et al., 2015; Bell et al.,
2023) Whilst there was agreement that adequate training is needed for catering staff
in line with findings in Study 2, there was a difference in opinion between participants
in this study as to whether professional chefs were essential for high quality food.
Professional chefs have been shoyatbeit in one small USA studg,increase fruit and
vegetables and wholegrains offered in school me@sliner and Cobuzzi, 2017)
however, some participants felt that school cooks were able to fulfil the role. It is

possible that cooks require more support and time than chefs to be able to cook



creatively from scratchand that they may be struggling to do this in an environment

where costs have been continually cut.
5.5.6 Further research, recommendations and implications for policy

The findings of this study support the need for an update to$lcbool Foo&tandards

G2 AYONBIFraS GKSANI STFFSOGAGSySaa Ay FlLOAtAGE G,
dietary health. Some of the markers of quality found in this study were more tangible
and easier to incorporate in robust, monitored, regulatory standards) sisca required
nutrient content of meals in line with dietary recommendations. However, some were
more subjective and harder to precisely define, such as presentation or experien
There is a need for more specific research to establish the best way to incorporate the
more subjective requirements in a clear, measurable manner within a flexible
framework which supports creative use of seasonal, local produce to cater for diverse
and variable preferences. The updat&hndardswould likely benefit from a robust,
independent process for monitoring, reporting and enforcing compliandtd greater
public health resource and authority to inspect and support compliance and best

practice in all contract provision models.

The importance of prioritising high quality school fobg school leadersincluding
governorscould also be emphasised by its inclusion in the checks performed by Ofsted
and the FSAas these inspections are seen to have more robust enforcement and
consequences for school leaders. As these checks are limited, and remedial actions are
unsupported, they should be in addition to the more detailed monitoring recommended
above. However, thir inclusionwould signify a systemsased priority and act as an

earlywarning for more detailed monitoring and support.

The difficulties and problems identified for school leaders to negotiate and manage a
contract, would benefit from the central development and mandatory adoption of a
standard contract for school meal provisjozontaining the required definitions and
specifications in line with the updategandards. This would ensure a consistent and
equal base point for all providers and school leaders and, if the focus of the contract is

on the quality of the provision, it should lead to a better quality meal for alidicdm.
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More research and reporting are needed to better understand &pplication of the
overall funding model for school meals practice The currentéper meaf system
unfairly benefits large schogland the lack of transparency and ability to spend funding

on other budget areas means it is not possible to properly assess the adequacy of central
funding of school meals. The current system conceals funding shortfalls in other
education budgets and endds commercial profits at the expense of the public pulse.

is likely that other funding models, such as a 1fiegced fixed cost taperate the
kitchen plus a smaller rate per meahay result in a more equal and consistent high

quality food provision.

As a key influence of financial viabijiasnd improved nutrition (versus packed lunches)
school meal uptake should be a key measure reported and monitored by schools in the
same way as academic results. Furthermore, it should be investigated whether the
revision of the funding model recommended above would facilitate the public funding
of a geater number of free school meals. Thias the potential tosimultaneously
improve the financial viability of the servicanprove the dietary health of more
vulnerable children, and reduce the incentive for caterers to offer more unhealthy meals

to encourage meal uptake.

The importance of the peopldighlighted in this study and other&ould support the
need to invest in ensuring they are adequately trained, equipped and supported to
undertake their role. Whether that investment is in paying a higher salary for aahef

in additional nutrition and skillbased training for cooks, is a topic for further research

and it is possible that both situations would improve the quality of food for children.
5.5.7 Strengths and limitations

This study built on the findings from the previous two studirethis thesisby providing
novel research orschool foodquality which adds to a small but valuable field of
literature on this topic. In particular, school food research from the viewpoint of the
provider is limitegand this study is one of the first to explore perceptions of school food
quality from the perspective of such a wide rangegyofviders andoles. The inclusion

of all main school food procurement contract typesus public health representatives



and advocatedn this studywill increase the understanding of the wider system, albeit
from the perspectives a22 paricipants improving the likelihood of recommendations
being applicable and effective. Findings were consistent with previous reseatihe

I dzii K2 N & S E LIS NM&vgverStherehdthioKeSistidgSseaiicBisNabking
with most of the limited number ofstudiesreporting perceptionsor published by
advocacy organisationsindingfhiave not been more widely tested studiesneasuring
effectiveness.This could be for a number of reasorssich as a difficultly engaging
schoolsand childrenin research, a reluctance from caterers to release commercially
sensitive information in a competitivmarketplace and the cost of largscale studies.
Notwithstanding these difficulties, furthemcademiaesearchon the impact of school
food procurement contract types on food quality needed to suppotthe limited body

of evidencecurrently availableFor example, & independentmeasurement of the
nutrient content of meals served and consumed in pragticeonfirm orrefute existing

evidence from perceptions and sefported surveys.

5.6 Conclusion

The findingsof this study align with those of previous studies, whstlggest that the
school food system does natlequatelysupport or incentivise high quality food because

it is likely driven by factors which do not prioritise child health and nutrition.
Furthermore, the lack of reporting, monitoring and enforcement mean that we do not
NBIFffe 1y2¢ oKIFG ljdadtAaGe 2F F22R A4 aSNUSR
mission is taxreate the healthiest generation eveand tackle inequalities by giving all
children thedbest start in lif€, then the evidence points to the leverage of a high quality
school food provision to support this. A wdkfined, monitored and managed school
food contractwas perceived tthave the potential to support high quality food, but this
was likely hindered by the lack of transparency, resource and commercial, skilth
support. For the school food system to fulfil its potential, transformational change is
needed to address the many fundamental and interrelated compromises andatenfi
highlighted in this study. This transformation needs to look beyond what is offered by
schools and catererandbetter facilitate the selection and consumption of high quality

food by children. A muHiaceted approachwould be beneficialith a realignment of

27C



the power dynamics to prioritise child health. The lack of independent central oversight
and responsibility places a high reliance on tleelication skills and motivation of key
individuals in the system to influence food quality. As the level ofyss/not perceived

to reflect the role and responsibilityand the required skills and training ved by
provider, the lack of value and consistency is likely to contribute to the lottery in
provision for children. There is the potential for a more collabe@nd transparent
way of working within the current systenfior example,if the local authority public
health teams were given the power and resource to oversee, support and enforce
quality. If backed by a standard mandatory contraghere all caterers operate from

the same high quality specificatiaribis has the potential toeduce the risk and burden

for school leaders when procuring their school food provision. Theraegd to review

and revise the current School Food Standards and economic framewioiéh do not
adequately protect children from practices whilikely prioritise preference and profit
over their health. A better understanding of the funding model is key to ensure that
central funding is directed at an equal,nsistently high quality service, rather than
being available tdolster funding shortfalls elsewherer support excess commercial
profits. The evidence in this study suppsthe needto change the culture around the
importance of school food, with children able to prioritise time to eat a high quality
nutritious meal, and compliance with robust and relev&aindards given a key position

in policies, practice and reportingVithout this,d OK22f F22R A& dzyf A |

potential to improve populabn health.
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The discussion of findinder all three studiess detailed in therespectivechapter for

that study (Chapters 3, 4 and 5). This chapgt@nsiderghe findings from the PhD as a
whole, to synthesiseappraiseand highlight the areas of key importanead how they
might be used to influence policy and practice for a school food system better optimised
for child health. The strengths and limitations of the PhD as a whole, are also presented
along with recommendations for future research. My own refleesion the process of
trying to understand a complex and fragmented system, where a lack of transparency
and engagement from the actors is common, are also included. Finally, the chapter
draws an overall conclusion to address the research questions poskd atart of the

process:

RQ1How might school food procurement contract type impact the quality of food

provided to primary school children?

The findingsndicaed that the procurement contract type was not necessarily ke
driver of school food qualitywith good (and poor) practiceoted to bepossible in all
types. Whilst there were differences inoutcomes by procurement contract type
described in the existing literaturethe evidence was limited andindings were
inconsistent meaning that robust conclusiomm the impact on qualitcould not be
drawn. In addition the school food system was found this thesisto be complex and
fragmerted, with significant differences inomeschoolcharacteristicdy procurement
contract type which had the potentialto impact the quality of food providedlhese
included indicators of financial viabilitysuch asschool size FSM eligibility and
geographicallocation, and a change irthe market structure with local authority
catering providerdosing market share to commercial providerSurthermore, quality

itself was noted to be poorly and inconsistently defined in the context of school food.

RQ2:What are the perceptions of the importance of school food procurement
contract type and their impact on the quality of food provision for primary school

children?



Perceptions wergthat whilst there were key differences in theperational driversand
methodsof the procurement contract typeshis was notikely to bethe most important
factor impacting the quality of foofbr primary school childretMore influential factors
were perceived to bethe power dynamics in the systerautdated, unmonitored and
unsupportedstandards; an unequal and ineffective funding systand overreliance on
the dedication of individualsFurthermore perceived inconsistencies and confusion
surroundinga definition of qualitywere likely toimpact the meals served to children
However, common markers of qualitand potential methods for better oversight
existed acrosthe procurement contractypeswhich merit consideration irpolicy and

practice includingrevisedschoolfood standards

6.1 Discussion

6.1.1 Summary

The work of this thesis revealed thathilst the procurement contract type had the
ability to influence the quality of food provided to primary school childrematy not

be the main driver of quality. There were generalised operational differences between
the procurement contract types identified in all three studiedich had the potential

to influence quality, such as economics, resources and monitardogever, all three
studies concluded that the overall evidence did not support using anypmeirement
contract type over the others. Findings from Studies 1 and 2 were reinforced by
perceptions fromstakeholders inStudy 3 that robust, monitored, and enforced
standardsgffective funding, andledicatedindividuals werdikely to bemore impactful
than the procurement contract type. Overall, the majority of findings from all three
studies highlighted key shortcomingsthe provision ofschool foodin EnglandThese
related to the school food system being complex, fragmentgtmonitoredand non
transparent, with the key actors in the system having interrelated, and sometimes
conflicting, priorities which meant that school food qualisas unlikely toreceive

enough attenton or resource.

A perceivedack of prioritisation of school foodigonsistent and undefined markers of

guality, the absence ofobust monitoring, and issues with financial viability for school
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food providerswere foundto have the potential tampactquality in all three studies
Similarly, the importance of standards to influence qualitgs emphasised in all three
studies, however, the primary regulation for school fotlde School Food Standards,
(Department for Education, 2014 outdated. Study 3 highlighted that it was perceived
to be easily misinterpreted and manipulateghd therefore no longer fit for a purpose

of defining and upholding high quality school food for all children. The importance of
monitoring and oversight of quality was identified in Study 1, however, the increasing
fragmentation and move away from the use of local auity catering services,
identified in Study 2, is likely to make this difficwitith moreproviders to overseand

an arbitrary connectionwith local authority public health team3his was corroborated

by stakeholdemperceptions in Study 3, that the oversight and monitoring of school food
qualitywas felt to beinconsistent and inadequate. Therefore, without a single, publicly
accountable, body responsible for overseeing, monitoring, reporting and enforcing

school food qualitywe do not know what quality of food is served to children in England.

The perceivedinfluence of the external food environment on child preferences for
unhealthy, processed food over healthier alternatives, was highlighted in Study 1 and
wasalso discusseth Study 3 This was thoughto motivate caterers to provide poor
guality school food to limit hunger, maintain meal uptake, and support the financial
viability of the service. Therefore, instead of harnessing the potential of school meals to
protect vulnerable children from the darga of the food environment, Study 3
highighted how theperceivedpower of the child in the school food system may
inadvertently perpetuate harrby reflecting the external environment and prioritising

those same unhealthy foods.

The impact of the funding system was a key finding in all three studies. Studies 1 and 2
highlighted the potential impact of financial viability on the quality of fpaad Study 3
explored perceptions that funding was unequal and opaque, facilitating mercenary
behaviours through excess profits and bolstering of other budget areas in some schools,
whilst simultaneously under funding other schools. Overall, the work is tthesis
revealed a school food system where supporting child health through highygteod

is not alwaysincentivised orprioritised. Furthermore, the lack of oversight and

monitoring mean that behaviours which conflict with this goal are likely to go unnoticed.
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It is, therefore, unlikely that the substantial public sector investment in school, fmod

support health improvement and equality gogks being optimised.

Despite the shortcomings identified, it was clear that the potential exists for a
transformed school food system to impact health and inequalities on a population scale.
Study 3 highlighted the dedication and skill of individuals in the school food syateim,
their ability to influence quality, which had not featured in the previous two studies.
Studies 1 and 3 noted the potential for school food to impact outcomes for children with
good practice possible, and existing, in all procurement contract typesgly 2
established the relatively small number of providers servicing the majority of schools,
providing the opportunity to work more collaboratively with public health teams to
ensure that good practice was more consistently applied. Furthermore, addgetis
financial inequalities and ineffective funding mechanisentified in Studies 2 and, 3

may release funding to extend and make the provision more equitable.
6.1.1.1 Existing literature

Existing academic research on the impact of the procurement contract type on school
food quality was limited, and the studies identified in the scoping re\{&tudy 1had
inconsistent and sometimes conflicting outcon{dsxon et al., 2025aComparison and
evaluation of the impact of the procurement contract type was not the main focus, or
included in the design, of most studies. Whilst there were general criticisms and benefits
noted in existing studies for particular procurement types,hsas a focus on profit by
commercial providers or an inflexible, bureaucratic local authority provision, there was
insufficient evidence that using any particular procurement contract type was more
beneficialfor food qualitythan the others. This was supged by the empirical evidence
gathered in Studies 2 and 3, however, the evidence being from a regional case study
(Study 2) and from perceptions of individual stakeholders (Study 3) mean that findings
may not be fully generalisable to the overall schmd system in England, or more

widely.

There was no recent, existing academic literature mapping the provision of school meals
by contract type since the devolution of provision from the local authorities. The most

comprehensive picture of provision came from the grey literature School Foad Pla
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evidence pack which wamera decade old at the time of writing this thegBimbleby

and Vincent, 2013b)n addition,data from the School Food Plan wegathered before

the substantial growth in academisation; therefore, the provision was still
predominantly through local authority caterefata were historically collected by the
School Food Trusthrough surveys seribcal authorities but this ceased in 2012nd

the last surveyoted problemswith responses ratesollecingdata from 99 out of 152
authorities (Nelson et al., 2012)The lack of more recent research on procurement
contract types is likely to be because there is no central public recombligation for
schools to report on who provides their school meals. This means that data must be
gathered from individual schools or caterePsevious research hadso notedthat the
commercial sensitivity of the data in a competitive market place means that caterers are
often reluctant to provide dataand it is difficult to persuadebusy schools to engage
with research(Murphy et al., 2024)Thismay explain why academic studies are scarce
and often designed as smaltale regional case studjesr qualitative interviews in
specific areas. Regional case studies, on an international scale, rexmved by
Morgan and SonningMorgan and Sonnino, 2008put this research is almogwo
decades old and focused more on sustainable procurement than quality. There were a
small number of more recent qualitative studies looking at the perceptions of quality
from the perspectives of UK pup{lBicSweeney et al., 2019; Day et al., 2015; Devine et
al., 2023)and school and catering staffilcSweeney et al., 2019; Murphy et al., 2024;
Day et al., 2015; Devine et al., 20238hese studies were mainly in secondary school
settings, with only one in a primary school sett{i@y et al., 2015None of the studies
were designed to include caterers from all three procurement contract typed the

type of caterer was not discussed or disclosed in the studies. Three of the studies
investigated child choice or choice architectyBevine et al., 2023; McSweeney et al.,
2019; Murphy et al., 2024and the other one looked at perceptions of the school meal
provision(Day et al., 2015)

Whilst much of this small body of research on UK school food quality is based on
gualitative studiesthere have been two recent UK studies using NDNS data to establish
UPF content and nutritional quality of school food and packed lunHasey et al.,

2022; Parnham et al., 2022)he studies werdarge scale with data fromover 3,000
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children However, the NDNS datavas collectedhough food diaries which research
notes may dbe prone to misreporting (Ravelli and Schoeller, 2020)he risk of
misreported data may alsbe exacerbatedy the compleion of diariesby guardians

on behalf ofthe children in some casesBoth studiesconcluded that school meals
offered better nutrition than packed lunchelut that there was still a need to improve

the quality of school food. Neither study was designed to compare data by, or establish

the impact of, the procurement contract type in operation on quality.

Therewere more grey literaturereports availablecovering school food procurement
and food quality. Theseanged from large scalegovernment sponsoredeviews such

as The National Food Strateflyational Food Strategy, 20219 research undertaken
by not for profit associationssuch asthe Association for Public Service Excellence
(Association for public service excellence, 20@Agharitable organisationsuch as'he
Food FoundatioiThe Food Foundation, 2024%hilst these reports contained relevant
detail, and sometimes datdhey werenot peer reviewed and werenainly writtento
support advocacy goslThere is a greater risk of bias the findings presented in these
reports, however, in the absence of more robust acadehtgature, they servel as a

useful indicatiorof factorsof interest tothis thesis
6.1.2 Implications forknowledge policy and practice

This PhD presented novel research to support the topical and key area of leveraging the
potential of school fooghrocurementto address the dietary health and inequality crisis.
Thisis particularly useful in thebsence of anyther substantial body of academic
literature focusing on the impact of school food procurement contract type on food
quality. The policy interest in this areéhas grown, as demonstrated bythe UK
government bod strategy for England(Department for Environment, Food & Rural
Affairs, 2025)and the work in this thesis is well placegd support this, and other,
evidencebased policy decisionsThe implications of the findings in relation to the
current structure of the system, and the factors which influgrased likely perpetuate
behaviours leading to substandard quality food for childrenveicee ranging Therefore,

this work makes an important contribution tmowledge practice and policy as follows:



6.1.2.1 Knowledge

The literature reviewm(Chapter 1) revealed thain the absence of any central record of
school foodproviders,there was no an up to date picture of school food provision in
England In addition, little was known about theprocurement contrat types in
operation, and their impact onthe quality of food provided for childrenThe work
presented in this thesiprovided new knowledg®n the procurement contract types
servicing schoolsn a case study area of Yorkshireyvealingthe dructure of the
provisian and the differences inthe characteristicsof the schools servicebetween
thosetypes(Study 2) Tomy knowledgethis type of data hasot been collected to this
level ofdetail previously.The last School Food Trust survey in 2N&son et al., 2012)
is over a decade oJ@ndcollected data from 13 of the 15 local authorities in Yorkshire
Thesurveydid not seek to obtain data from commercial provideasdthe datawas not
analysed in the context of thechool characteristic§ herefore, ®w insight was gained
through this Phdn howthe profile of provision had changedith the mass migration
away from the predominantly local authority catered provisiwhich was in place
decade ago The analysis ofchool characteristicsby procurement contracttype
provided newempiricalevidenceto support anecdotaperceptionsthat school food
guality may be compromiseth certain situations. Foexample new knowledgewas
provided about the potentiafinancial viability ofthe school meals service fahe

different procurement contract typesand overall

Novel dataon school food qualityvasalsocollected and analysed in this thesis from
documents (websites and contracts) each ofthe procurement contract typeéStudy

2), andfrom the perceptionsof awide range of stakeholders in the school food system
(Study 3) Again, © my knowledgethere is noother studyfocusing on school food
quality through the lens ahe full range of procurement contract typeBheaefore, the
collection ofperceivedinfluences on, andharkers of quality from those responsible for
school food provision, is nelinowledgewhich adds to the small, but important, body
of evidenceon school food qualitymentioned above As a result of thisvork, it is

possible to better understandhat defines andnfluences school food quality
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6.1.2.2 Practice

Thework in this thesigprovided a better understanding of theracticesemployed by
school food caterersacross all school food procurement contract typehjch were
likely to affect the quality of meals serveathering dataon the full range of
procuremnent contract types in operation eans that the findings from these studies are
more likely to be applicable and effective in practi&e perception that quality was
predominantly driven byactorsother than the prioritisatiorof child healthrevealedin
this thesis has important implications for practiceCaterers competing with perceived
child preferencedor unhealthy foodto maintainuptake and financial viability of the
service in a system wthout independent oversighbr consequencgslikelyto result in
suboptimalfood qualityin practice This finding would suppotthe need for updated
standards with a robust system of monitoring, enforcement and suptm. work also
supports the need for a better understanding of how thehool foodfunding system
works in practice with Study 2 finding issues with financial viability for a fifth of
Yorkshire schooldn addition,perceptionsfrom Study 3 highligled that funding does
not support a fair and agal provisionwith small schoolgarticularly unable tacover

the costs of providing a high quality school meal.

The findings of this PhBuggest that any practical intervention iimprove school food
quality will need to be able tmfluence thecomplex andragmentedschool food system
revealed in this thesisThe markers of qualityand underlying practices of caterers
revealedby this workprovides important and useful information in the light of the
announcement toupdate the School Food Standar{Bepartment for Education,
2025c) In particular understandinghe impactof the lack of monitoring and oversight
on the practices employely caterersfound in Study 3has the potential to improve
quality in practice For example identifying andrectifying practices likéhe placing of
expensive but compliant meal items, such as oily fish, against more p@ndaheaper

meals, such as pizpa fish fingers

The reliance on school leaders to fulfil their stébry duty to procure and manage the
school foodprovisionwas perceived tde poorly understood supportedand under

prioritised. In practicea centraly drafted,mandatory, standard contract, with detailed
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specifications for all school leaders to use when engaging a new prostdadprovide

a practical platform for a consistent, high qualityeal provision with the ability to take
remedial action where caterers fail to meet standards. A more practical prioritisation of
the school lunch through a whole school approach to foodldlead to an elevation of

the importance of school fogdvhere children take the time to eat and enjoy meals
whilst learning about food. In practicthis may need a rethink of the current focus of
rushing children through lunch to get them to eat, play odésiand be back in the

classroom within one hour.

6.1.2.3 Policy

The work in this thesis has the potential to support pot@ymprove food quality for
school children and has already begart of the evidence provided for policgakersat
various levels in the school food syst€fable6-2). This has included support at central
level for the House of Lordsood Diet and Obesity Committesnd at a regional level
through varioudocal authority invited expert presentation¥he findings in this study
of a perceived disconnect between thgower to influence the food seed and the
responsibility for child healtrsupportsthe recommendations to allocate responsibility
to one central government department, revise the School Food Standardsd
introduce independent monitoring, reporting and enforcementThe complexity,
fragmentation and lack of financial viabilitgr many schodrevealedin Studes?2 and

3, provides previously unavailable empiricaVidenceto supporta review of the overall
school food funding poligyowardsa more equal and consistent provision. Thaek of
oversight and understanding of school food qualitymbined with the perceptions that
poor practiceis likely to go unnoticedevealed in these studies would support policies
and funding for better monitoring and support to rectissuesboth at a national and
regional level.The perceived reliance on the dedication of individual stafid their
ability to make a difference to qualitywould advocate foimprovedpolicies at caterer

and school levahroughstaff training, support aneétngagement
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6.1.3 Key findings

The key overall findings and recommendations of the work are summarigedure 6

1 and discussed below

KEY FINDINGS

The role of the school lunch
is not prioritised

Inconsistent understanding
and application of quality

through standards

Unmonitored and
unmanaged system

Complexity, fragmentation
and lack of transparency

Lack of support for school
leaders to manage quality

Ineffective funding
mieCchanism

The role of people is key

RECOMMENDATIONS

Elevation of the importance
of food

A flexible overarching
framework for guality

A robust system of
compliance monitoring,
enforcement and support

A funding system fit for
purpose

An understanding of
consumption in relation to
quality

Figure6-1 Key findings and recommendations from the work in the thesis overall

6.1.3.1 The role of the school lunch is not prioritised

The poor dietary health of UK childrehpught to bedriven by the food environment

and inequalities, needs urgent improvemegiMetcalfe and Sasse, 2023; Touvier et al.,

2023) This research adds to an existing body of evidence highlighting the untapped

potential for the school food system in England to support health on a population scale
(Holford and Rabe, 2022; Haney et al., 2022; Morley and Morgan, .2B@yever,

despite this widescale acknowledgement of its importance to dietary quality, and

protective and beneficial effects for childrénh Qw2 dzNJ S S

F £ @ , HaH A
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on the wholeresearch in this thesisonfirmed thathigh quality school food is néikely

prioritised throughout the system.

CKS JI20SNYYSyiQa YAiaarazy (2 ,ONBIFAaA8QaKE)l K@ Fa
change do not specifically mention the school lun¢pflM Government, 2024; The
Labour Party, 2024)This lack of prioritisation in a key strategic document from central
government aligns with views in Studya®d previous research thatkool food is not

a policy priorityin EnglandParsons and Barling, 2022; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Stein
and Polychronakis, 2024lHowever, policies haveore recently evolved to ensure a
wider reach by increasing the eligibility of FSM to all families in receipt of universal
credit, including a commitment to revise school food standa(@&partment for
Education, 2025c)Based on case studies ltaly and Nordic countriesvorgan and
Sonnino(2008)argud that the integration of school meals intevider health and social
policies,facilitated higher quality mealsthrough leveraging public sector procurement
frameworks However the work did not formally testand comparemetrics for
nutritional quality between countries The lack of priorityof school foodn England is
likely to be reflective of the difficulties experienced in English society more widely,
where dietary helih has proven difficult to influencéThe House of Lords Food, Diet
and Obesity Committee, 2024§Diet related ill health is seen as an issue that is
important but not urgen¢ (Van Tulleken and Dimbleby, 2028)mnilarly, Study 3 noted

that the quality of school food waserceived to bemportant, however, it was not seen

as urgent in the same way as safeguarding or academic achievement.

The lack of actiorwas perceived t@ontinue all the way through the system to the local
authorities whose budgets have been cut, and power to ovetkeequality of school
food provision reduced, as schools continue to opt out of local authority services
(Studies 2 and 3). School leaders are responsible for the quality of school fodleyput
were perceived to lack the time and resource to prioritise it in Study 3ecent
systematic reviewand meta ethnographyanalysed the perception®f over 800
partidpants inqualitative studiesfrom European high income countrieBnding that

poor dietary qualitywas perceived to impadhe health and wellbeing dbod insecue
childrenand their ability tolearn at schoo(Bell et al., 2023)r'herefore prioritising high

guality foodis likely toalign withthose issuesperceived by participants in Study 3 to
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receiwe prioritisation by school leaderssuch as education and safeguardittpad
teachers and governors were perceived to often view school lunch as a necessary
function, rather than as a key part of the school day, and therefadendt always take

an active role or prioritise their responsibility for school food quality (StudwBich

was also noted in research by othgidcSweeney et al., 2019; Murphy et al., 2024,
Rongen et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 20ZBhis may be &eflection of other perceptions

in the study thatwider polices do not prioritise child healtfior example as school

leaders are monitored and measured academic standardsnd not food quality

This thesis highlightethat the children themselvesvere thought to be unlikely to
prioritise food quality, with their preference for, and familiarity with, unhealthy fast
food perceived to influence what appears on school lunch plates (Studih&efore a
cultural shiftis likely requiredo fully address thisEvidence from Study, 8hat satiety
was prioritised ovenutritional quality, through a fear of children going hungigue to

an aversion or reluctance to eat healthy fgpdas consistent wittperceptionsfrom
other UK qualitativeresearch(Devine et al., 2023; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 20Ptis
¢ethical dilemma played out in practice witlprocessed foodvidely acknowledgeas
poor quality, yet dominating menus, with schools frequentipoted to be serving
repetitive, lowquality mealssuch agizza and fish and chigStudy 3). Therefordikely
exacerbating inequalities fahosefood-insecure childrerwho aremore reliant on the
nutritional quality of school meal®ell et al., 2023)hese issues are also likely to relate
to fundingand financial viability, discussed belowith caterersin this studyreferring

to balanéng nutritional quality with maintaining uptakeand often a requirement to
make a profit Furthermore, findings in Study 3 that children prioritise socialising and
playing with their friendsis consistent with othemualitative research in the UK
analysingperceptions from over 600 childrgfwVills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016)a
system which pitches playtime against time to eat, childega unlikely to devote

sufficient time to eating a nutritious meal.

The increased advocacy and attention on the expansion of the public fundir®j\bas
an intervention to address food insecurity and inequality for childweould signal the
appreciation of its importance to socieffhe House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity

Committee, 2024; Department for Education, 202%t)weverthe lack ofa substantive
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body ofevidencedemonstrating cause and effeanakes it challenging tensurethat

high quality school food is embedded as a priority through national and regional.policy
Without this evidence bas@&ational policy priority an@versightthose with the power

to make changes, currently school leaders, are unlikebetmcentivised ta@onsistently
prioritise school food qualityMoreover, in a system whiabften relies on child choice
between healthy or unhealthy food, and time to eat or time to play, welikedy to be

unrealistically expecting children to prioritise what best sugpdineir health.
6.1.3.2 Inconsistent understanding and application of quality through standards

The difficulties with defining and accurately measuring school food quality has been a
key finding of all three studies in this thesis. International literature noted that quality
often equated toguideline or standard compliancdout that definitionsvaried per
country (Nixon et al., 2025a)Findings from asystematic review and metanalysis
suggesed that school meal standardsayimprove the quality and nutritional value of
OK A f R NXE vhardy thr@ugls iicéeased fruit intake and reduced fat and sodium
(Micha et al., 2018@lthoughcompliance in England is not measured and is thought to
be low (Pallan et al., 2024)n the fragmented system without public health oversight
identified in this thesis (Studies 2 and 3), thés aneed for clear, relevant and robust

standards.

The School Food Standards are the primary operational standard in England, however,
whilst their introduction in 2013 waseen asa key steptowards better quality food

their relevance to the current times and food environment was questioned in this
research (Study 3pand that of others(Pallan et al., 20240utdatedstandardswere
thought to be more likely to based as ctick box rather than a relevant and embedded
framework for qualityin Study 3 mirroring findings from otherqualitative researchin

the UK(Murphy et al., 2023)Practical applicatiomas noted to beconfusingand open

to interpretation (Study 3)meaning that,in an under resourced and fragmented
system, thecurrent foodbased guidelines may ndatirect providers towards a high
guality and healthy provisiarror example, theatering practices identified in this thesis
(Study 3) of manipulating choice through placing expensive, unpopular, but compliant,

options, such as oily fish, against preferred cheaper options, such as pizza or fish fingers,
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are likely to undermine nutritional goals. Whilst the government waits for additional
high qualitycausakvidence on the impact of feeding UPF to child{@aientific Advisory
Committee on Nutrition, 2023)this thesis provides further acknowledgement that
caterers consider it to be poor quality food (Study 3). This would suggest that the high
levels of UPF found in school food from an analysis of NDN$Riatsham et al., 2022)
shouldbe addressed in any revision of the standards. Furthermore, the growing concern
over links between high levels of UPF consumption and increasgght/ disease in
recent studiegTouvier et al., 2023; Dicken et al., 2025; Hall et al., 20d®)Id indicate

that using public funds to provide UPF in schools may be counterproductive to efforts

to reduce the burden of disease on the N{@&rzi, 2024)

A greater focus on nutrition ischool meal$ias beensuccessfully usealbeit in limited
case studiesto guarantee a percentage of child nutritional recommendationsther
countries(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008yhich may be particularly relevant in England
where children are not consuming recommended nutrient ley@lsblic Health England,
2020) A systematic reviewandmeta-analysisincluding high quality studies mairflpm
high income western countriesiound that school meal standardand policieswere
associated withncreased fruif and reduced fat and sodium intakesoncluding that
policiescan beuseful toimprove dietary healtiMicha et al., 2018)The existing food
based standardsy Englandare not perceivedo drive sufficient variety, with the same
weekly rotation of pizza, roast dinner and fish and ctppscdved to be common in
English schools (Study 3)céAmbination of food and nutrient based requirements has
been noted in other research to provide more food variety than nutrient based
standards alongHaroun et al., 2011)and would merit consideation in the updated

standardgfor England.

A revision of the standardsould alsobenefit from incorporaing better guidance on
defining a high quality meal as noted in Studies 1 areix&ting dietary indices such as
the Healthy Eating Indgx).S. Department of Agriculture, 2025)d Mediterranean Diet
Score(Trichopoulou et al., 199%re well studied markersf a balanced dieto support
health (Miller et al., 2020)but they are notdesignedto assess single meals like school
lunches. New scoring systems, such as Meal IQ, could provide better oversighter,

the existing research noted difficulty in assessing compliance from meny\dit¢dde et
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al., 2023) The common themesf quality identified in Study 2 and further developed in
Study 3, provide a useful framework of considerations for updating the existing
standards to include the following seven markers of quatigmpliance with standards;
preparation; experience; presentation; function; ingredients; and merlusvever,
further work is needed to incorporate more detailed metrics for each marker to optimise

practical application and effective monitoring.
6.1.3.3 Unmonitored and unmanaged system

All three studies in this thesis highlighted the need for a robust system of monitoring
and enforcement to support school food qualithrough increased accountability for
school leaders and caterers. The lack of monitoring, reporting and independent
oversight found has also been noted in several other studies to affect q(aatian et

al., 2024; Adamson et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2023, 2024; Capper et al., 20d Das
been called for repeatedly by advocates and experts, including the Chief Medical Officer,
over the last decad€imbleby and Vincent, 2013a; The House of Lords Food, Diet and
Obesity Committee, 2024; Davies, 2019; Dimbleby, 2@igervational data indicate

that strong regulation of school food nutritionagassociated with healthier eating and
better weight statusn U schools(Sanjeevi et al., 2020and insufficient regulation

has beennoted to hinder the ability of public procurement to fulfil its potential to

support this(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020)

Several studies have provided credible evidentsupport of awell monitored and
robust standardgegime for ensuring nutritional qualityn school food(Micha et al.,

2018; Spence et al., 2013; Pallan et al., 2024; Adamson et al., 2013; Tregear et al., 2022)
A systematic reviewand metaanalysisfound that school meal standards were
associated withncreased fruit and reduced fat and sodiym studies in USUK and
CanadaMicha et al., 2018)This would support findings fromhetailed case studies of

10 primary school meals servicas five European countriegsoting that robust, well-
resourced regimes for implementation of nutritional standard#/as the strongest
driver of nutritional quality of school meaf$regear et al., 2022\ more recent large
scale,English studyanalysing Shool Food Sandard compliance using selfreported

nutrient intake found that noncompliancewith School Food Standads was high and
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surmisedthat monitoring and support may be requirdd remedy this(Pallan et al.,
2024) These findinggeflect observationsin a review of the four different UK School
Food Sandards regimes in operatiomwhichnoted the importance of robust monitoring

to ensurestandardsare dtaken seriously (Adamson et al., 2013)n addition the need

to introduce more robust monitoringf standards has been recommendedtionallyin
recent government reviews and strategic documeriBimbleby, 2021; The House of
Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024; House of Commons Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs Committee, 202The need to improveversightwas also reflected

in Study 3 where compliance monitoringwas perceived to bead-hoc and often
managed by caterers themseljeas school leaders and governors either do not engage,
or delegate their statutory responsibility to the caterer. Thi®ates a conflict of
interest, as noted in other studiegshere financiabnd operationamotivationsmay take
precedence over child heali{pay et al., 2015; Devine et al., 2023; Moore et al., 2010)
This was facilitated through thegerceivedability to manipulate themenu architecture

to encoura@ profitable, but suboptimal choices for child healthoted in Study 3, and

other UK researcfPallan et al., 2024; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 2021)

The migration away from a local authority catering provision (Studies 2 and 3) has
6SF1SYSR (KS Lldzo f A Bflueiice OvieracNdol KoSdprbaiirkmerit, S | Y & ¢
reducing their ability taoverseequality (Study 3). The appointment of amdependent

body offers one way tharesponsibilitycan be takerfor school food qualitythrough
overseeng monitoringand enforcement. This likely tobe more effective, and have a
greater impact for food insecure children, if supported®fsted and the FSia their
existinginspectionsas noted in Study 3 and a UK parliamentary brigfitagtgenWalker

and Lally, 2023)This couldact as an early warning for more detailed support with
adequate nutritional and catering expertisas recommended in Study. Viore
immediate steps, such as publicly reporting school meal uptakere also
recommended in Study 3 fwrovide a simple yet effective indicator of quality sieady

seen in Scotlan@Adamson et al., 2013)



6.1.3.4 Complexity, fragmentation and lack of transparency

All three studies in this thesis highlighted the increasingly comftagmentedand
opaqueprovisionof school mealsThe lack of transparency and accountabifigted
above is not likely toincentiviseschool leaders and caterers to prioritise qualithe
fundamental change in the structure of school food provision to an increasingly
commercial provision (Study ,2has occurred without the implementation of an
effective system of monitoring and reporting which has reduced transparency (Study 3).
Study 3 also noted an apparendisconnect between the power and resource to
influence the school meal qualityand the responsibility for dealing with the
consequences of feeding children poor quality foddis is important ashe local
authority public health teamswith responsibility for dealing with poor public health
have no regulatory ability t@oversee or enforcement powers tinfluence quality in
such a complex and opaque environmehhis disconnectvas also highlighted in other

UK researcliParsons, 2020)

A lack of transparency and accountability wiaentified by others asa barrier to
improving child nutrition through school mealsluring a large scale review of
international case studies ithe USA and Europein both urban and rural locations
(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008 he researctwas observational in nature@nd, whilst
based onperceptions of actors irthe case studies anthe opinions of experienced
researchers in thesubject areathe researchwas not formallydesigned totest
transparency and accountabilignd thereforemay notfully representthe state of
affairs.In the UK case studieblorgan and Sonnin¢2008)alsonoted that where the
local government servic&as good its greater reach providita more effective vehicle

for reform, however, they acknowledged that this was already declining two decades
ago and Study 2 evidenced a further move away from public sector provisien
increasingly blurred lines between public and private provision of public services noted
on a theoretical leve{Grandia and Volker (Eds), 202&as echoed by participants in
this study observing that local authority caterers and commercial caterers are both
operating in the same commercial environment. All three studies established that the
procurement contract type was ngierceived to behe main driver of the quality of

school meals, with variable practice possible, and existing, in all three models identified.
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This indicates that the issue with a devolved responsibility for school meal quality is
likely to be funding allocation, complexifyublicaccountability and a lack of oversight
rather than the organisation typdearing in mindhat these issues were perceived to
impact the different organisation types to different degreasad in different waysThe
continued reduction in the local authority catering provision (Studies 2 and 3) limits the
ability of schools to return to a public sector service in futiksen combined with the
growth in academisation evidenced in Study 2, this means that the system is likely to
become increasingly fragmented. Therefore, any proposed solutions need to be
collaborativeand suitable for the system as a wholdth all its complexity, consistent
with recommendations in other researdfitarsons and Barling, 2022; Bryant et al.,
2025)

6.1.3.5 Lack of support for school leaders to manage quality

The responsibility for managing school food quatit{Englandests with school leaders
who are primarilyeducational expertsThere is a lack of existing evidence specifically
addressing the impact of responsibilityr school foodesting withhead teacherswho

may not have the necessary skilts time, to perform the duty to a high standard.
Notwithstanding thisthe need to support school leaders with this responsibility was
addressed in The School Food Rlalongwith some guidance and limited resrces,
such as checklists, providé®imbleby and Vincent, 2013&§tudy 3 highlighted that
school leadersnay not have the time, resources, legal knowledge, or negotiation skills,
to agree and manage complex procurement contracts and tendering progesheh

was also noted in older UK reseai@®horgan and Sonnino, 20Q8}onsequently, some
schoolswere perceived to becommitted to onerous contracts with commercial
suppliers written to fulfil commercial objectives of financial viability and shareholder
value which take priority over quality food provision for childi&tudy 3) A poorly
specified contractvas noted in Study 3 tmake it very difficult tesubsequentlynanage

and influence substandard meal quality. Therefore, what could be a useful and effective
quality management toolmnay become a barrier to change leagi schools trapped in
contracts and children without thdigh qualitymeals envisaged by school leaders.
Examples of schools requiringcpensive specialist legal knowledge attempt to

renegotiate or exit the contraaivenin Study 3was also noted at the time of the School
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Food PlanDimbleby and Vincent, 2013a)helack of training and support for school
leaders and business managersegotiating and managing school foads highlighted

in both Studies 1 and.3he impact of this could be considerably reduced with the
introduction of a mandatory standard contracentrally drafted to protect schools and
drive a high quality food provisiohe support available from local authorities for
schools dealing with nenompliance was perceived to depend on the resource and
funding available and was inconsistent beem authorities (Study 3). Without better
support the substantial public sector investment in procuring high quality school food is
unlikely to be optimised, if left to unsupported school leadets may bell equipped

to effectively fulfil this duty.

6.1.3.6 Ineffective funding mechanism

School food quality in Englamdas perceivedby participantsin Study 3 to beneavily
impacted bythe funding structure with the dper mea& central subsidy unfairly
benefitting large schools, whilst small schools are unable to provide a financially viable
meal service aalsofound in Study 2. Theedolutionof responsibility to school leaders
has removedocal authority control ovethe distribution of funding (Education Act,
1980; Department for Education, 2014)pcal authorities are unable to ensure an equal
provision in all schools ankrger schoolsan outsource provision or run inhouse
cateringservicesto generateadditional incomeas evidenced in Studies 2 anchBdas
highlighted in the School Food PléDimbleby and Vincent, 2013d&urthermore, the
school food budget does not have to be spent on school medieh mayincentivie
school leaders to cut costs in school food to prop up shortfalls in other budget,areas
such as staffing, as highlighted in Study 3. Therefore, the provision of schoolmagals
have shifted from a welfare service to improve population health, to a potentially
lucrative income generator for some schodi&ely perpetuating anunequal system
with alower quality provision for children in smaller, less jadfle schoolor where

school leaders do not prioritise school faod

There is a lack of peer reviewpdblishedevidence examining the funding structure or
costs associated with the provision of a school mEaémost comprehensiveummary

of the English school food funding system availallethe time of writingjs from the
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School Food Plan which is now over a decadgDiohbleby and Vincent, 2013a)he
calculations of the cost of a school meal were updatedbehalf of the charity School
Food Mattersusing data from interviews, focus groups amtimited amount of costing
data from school food organisatioiSchool Food Matters, 2024he report identified

a funding gap of over 38 pence per meahd afinancialbreakevennumber of daily
meals served of 150 per school. Whilst the report was funded publishedby an
advocacy organisatigrn the absence of independdwptevaluated studiest serves as a
useful indication of costs per meal, however further academic research is needed in this
area.Theperceivedconflicting priorities of profit and qualifyidentified in Study 3, are
likely to undermine efforts to improve nutrition, red insteadincentivise convenience
and costsaving measuresuch as the provision of food which sells well rather than that
which supports health Thishas also been noted in other Ugualitative research
gathering perceptionform caterersstaff and pugs (Devine et al., 2023; Murphy et al.,
2024)andit was noted as a potential reason for a lack of compliance with School Food
Standardsn a study analysingglfreported nutrient intake in English secondary schools

(Pallan et al., 2024)

All provider types wergerceivedto struggle to operate a financially viable service
Study 3which wassupported by data in Studyhere school meals services aver a
fifth of Yorkshire primary schoolgere unlikely to be financially viabl&his varied widely
with local authority caterers identified as more vulneraldieancially than other
procurement contract types in Study 2. All three studieghlightedthat the economics
of providing school fooavascomplicated, and often flawed argliboptimal Studies 2
and 3noted the likely negative impact on quality, particularly for smaller schools, in the
current devolved operational structure of school food provision in Englahd lack of
transparencywith hidden subsidies, rebates, and long investment tertmgecover
capital investments,complicatel comparisons andlikely reduced performance
incentivesfor caterers, as highlighted by both Studies 2 andl'Berefore, a more
equitable structure of funding is needed in Englantlichisappropriate for he existing
fragmented and devolved structure of provisidacilitating a financially viable, high
quality, meal provision for all school sizes. Tlatacts need to balance financial

sustainabilityfor caterers without enabling excessive profitg the expense of public
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funds which was noted in Studies 1, 2 and 3, aakigns with previous expert
recommendhtions foropenbook costing for catererasing public sector funddRSM,
2022) Without publicoversight and monitoringf the funding allocationo-one knows
what is actually spent on school meals, ahdemains impossible to assess funding

adequacy or ensurkigh quality equitable school meals for all children.
6.1.3.7 The role of people is key

The findings from this thesis suggest that tlsehool food system in England relies
heavily on individuals to maintairmeal quality. The dedication of individuals was
perceivedtio be more influential to quality than the procurement contract type in Study
3. Both dudies 1 and 3 evidenced this applying throughout the system watioasl
leaders'dedicationfor prioritising food qualityperceived toplay a key roleThis would
reinforce a need to emphasise thpositiveassociation witracademic performanceas
found in two systematic review®urrows et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2021b)increase
commitmentfrom all school leaderss also noted imn article published in The Lancet
describing the impact of schooh child health and academic outcom@surdan et al.,

2021)

Similarly atering staffwere perceivedn Study 3to play a key safeguarding role in
supportingvulnerable children, using their knowledge to adjust portion sizes for those
in needand encouraging children to choose healthier optiomkisfinding adds to
evidence in another small UK stydyatheringperceptions of the school meals service
from catererqdDay et al., 2015andaligns with findings frora larger metaethnography

of international studies on food insecurifgr children(Bell et al., 2023)The roleof
catering staffwas perceived tohave grown increasingly complex due to allergen
management and special diets, contributing to recruitment and retention difficulties
(Study 3) Highstaffturnover andperceivedstress levels among catering stafbmbined
with low rates of payound in Study 3indicatethat they arelikely to beundervalued
and overburdenedat times Whether chefs or cooks are necessary to ensure a high
quality provision was debated in this thesis (Studies 2 andu)whichever model is
chosen, theSchool Food Plamecommendedthat people need to be adequately

supported, trained and remunerate(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013apoth cooks and
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chefsoften work within severe financial limitationsequiringcomplex menu planning
to meet school food standards on very low budga$snoted inperceptions fromStudy
3. Without systemic changes, reliance awdicated individuals willlikely persist,
perpetuating inconsistenguality which isvulnerable to financial pressures rather than

prioritising children's health.
6.1.4 Recommendations and further research

The findings from the studies in this thesis suggest that all procurement contract models
can provide high quality fogdut that there needs to be an up to date and relevant
quality standard, rigorously enforced through a mandatory, independent and robust
system of monitoringin the same way that other food safety is regulated. This needs to

be backed by public sector support for schools and catewith a better structured

funding systemto ensure that all children have a consistent and equal highityuaeal

provision. The key recommendations arising from these findings are summarised below
FfAdyAy3a Ofz2asSte sAGK (GKS { OK22dangeftd R wS
the school food systeniCapstick, 2021)By advocating for mandatory, independent
Y2YAG2NARAY3IT GKAA NB&aSIHNODK NBAYF2NOSa GKS
compliance with updated quality standards. The findings suggest that elevating school
food to a central government departmentatiprity, with a central register and Ofsted

/FSA SR 2@0SNARAAIKGZ | RRNBaasSa GUKS alyaAFSadaz
national health and education strategy. Furthermore, the recommended transition from

a "permeal” funding model to a rinfenced, transparent system directly supports the

al yATSad2Qa LIMzNBEdzAG 2F FAYEFYOALFE @GAIFOATLA
integrity. By highlighting the "power dynamics" of child choice and the potential of
Universal Free School Meals, tNilS 4 S| NOK LINE GARSa SOARSYyOS
GrAaA2Y 2F | Y2NB SldzAadGrofS aoOKz22ft F22R
2dzi O2YSaszs IAPAYI SOSNE OKAfR GKS 2LJJ2 NI dz

In addition, concerns that children often do not choose healthy options, even when
provided, supports the need for further research iftehaviours and power dynamics
to better inform and improve the potential for effective changes to policy and practice.

In addition, furtherresearch into thempact of involving the child in decision makioy
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the healthiness othoiceswould better inform policy and practicdhenovely of this
research and the absence of othevidence,means that further research would be
useful to corroborate or contradict the findings from this thesiad provide further

evidence on the impact of the procurement contract type on school food quality.
6.1.4.1 Elevat the importance of school food

Thefindings of this thesis suggest that theportance of high quality school food needs
to be central to strategic policy goals at all levels from central government to the
individual schools. Making one central government department wholly responsible for
school food quality woulthave a better chanct address the current issue of rane

GFr1Ay3a FdzZ& f NBaALRYyaAoAfAle yYyR IALBS alOKz22f F2

A central register of school meal providend school meal uptakeould likely helpto
facilitate a more transparent oversight of the school meal provisiaa key influence

of financial viability and improved nutrition (versus packed lunclsetiool meal uptake
should be a key measure reported and monitored in the same way as academic results.
Being a reported, monitored and reviewed statistic WKEly elevate its importance

throughout the system.

Including basic school food checks existing Ofsted and FSA auditing is likely to
incentivise school leaders to prioritise their responsibility for school food quglitgn

the more robust enforcement and consequences associated with these agencies. For
example, Ofsted checking that an appropriate policy is in place with a named governor
responsible for, and overseeing, school food quaktyd FSA rolling out their pilot
School Food Standards compliance scherhe.ificlusiorof school food quality inhtese

audits wouldlikely signify a systemsbased priority and act as an early warning tioe

more detailed monitoring and supporecommendecdbelow.

Thepotential impact ofpeopleand their roleshighlightedin this thesiswould support
the need toprioritiseinvesimentin ensuring they are adequately trained, equipped and
supported toinfluence school food qualitWWhether that investment is in paying a

higher salary for a chedr inadequate remuneration anddditional nutrition and skills
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based training for cooks, is a topic for further research andikag/that both situations

would improve the quality of food for children.

Removing the exemption fowschool food from mandatoryGovernment Buying
Sandardsis alsolikely to signify the importance of public investment in school food

quality.
6.1.4.2 Introduce aflexible overarching framework for quality

Thefindingssupportthe ongoing update to theschool Food Standardshich would
benefitfrom areflection of current dietary preferenceshe latest scientific findings on
nutrition and the need to counterbalance the effects of an obesogenic food
environment for childrenThe research suggests that a combination of nutrient and
food-based standards (as in Scotland and Wates)d be beneficial, wittclear,and
measurabledefinitions for the seven markers of high quality food identifiectudy 3.
Howeve, the existing foodbased standards were introduced for simplicignd some
confusion wasstill perceivedto exist by participants inSudy 3, therefore, further
research is neeeld to establishan optimal balance betweeadequatedetail andease

of understandingHexihility within a frameworkwould likelysupportthe creative use of
seasonal, local producand cater for diverse and variable preferenceghin schools
Further research is needed to establish acceptable parameters for associated metrics
for eachquality marker, which will aid clarity and monitoring. For examjpées in Rome
where a dish could only appear once evive weeks(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008his

is likely toincrease varietynd address the issue of the same weekly rotation of dishes
highlightedin Study 3

The revised standardsould benefit fromincorporaion within a centrally drafted,
mandatory standard contract for school meal provision containalh required
definitions specificationsaand KPIs and clear, easily enforceable, consequences fer non
compliance. This likely toreduce the burden on school leaders and address the risk of
schools being stuck in contracts with suboptimal school meal qualitpnsistent and
equal base point for atlaterersand school leaderis more likely t@xistand, ifthe focus
of the contract is on the quality of the provision, it should lead to a bejtelity meal

for all children.
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6.1.4.3 Introduce arobust system of compliance monitoring, enforcement and

support

The findings of this thesis highlight that if updated standards are to have the desired
impact on quality, they need to be backed hyrobust, independent process for
monitoring, reporting and enforcing compliancehis is likely to requirgreater public
health resourceand powersfor localauthoritiesto inspect and support compliance and
best practice irall procurementcontracttypes in operationDespite the fragmentation

of the system identified in Study 2, the relatively small number of caterexsmgemost
meals provides the potential of working collaboratively in a more transparent and
effective school meal system. Without this, the current lack of accountability and apathy
towards compliance in some areas, is likely to persist, perpetuatingatiery for

children in relation to school food quality.
6.1.4.4 Revise thdfunding systento be fit for purpose

More research and reporting are needed to better understéuagv the funding model

for school mealss applied in practicéAs identified in this thesishe currentdper meaé
fundingsystem unfairly benefits large schodlis addition, he lack of transparen¢ynd

ability to spendschool meafunding on other budget areameans it is not possible to
properly assess the adequacy of central funding of school meals. The current system
conceals funding shortfalls in other education budgetsd commercial mfits at the
expense of the public purserhilst over a fifth of schools are unable to cover their costs
(Study 2)lt is likely that other funding models, such as a +iegced fixed cost to run

the kitchen plus a smaller rate per meadayresult in a more equal and consistent high
quality food provisionwith lessrelianceon the use of cheapepoor qualityfood for

financial viabilityor profit generation

Mandating the purchase afertainequipment and ingredients, through a government
sponsored dynamic purchasing platform, may provide better prices for all school food
caterers through an overall volume discount for the total public spend. Dynamic
procurement may better provide freedom within a framework of checked and
authorised supplierswith a stable and supportive system of quality for caterdts

would alsolikely providea more transparent and equitable pricing and supply chain
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without hidden rebates and subsidieand support government goals of sustainable

local procurement.

The current model of voluntary participation in school metds childrenin the UK
where pmarents/children decide whether to have a school lunch or bring a packed lunch
from home,should beevaluated and, if appropriateeconsidered Theevidence from
Study 3 suggests thatigwvoluntary modelikelyforces caterers to prioritise food which

IS not in the best interests of child dietary healtio maintain uptake and financial
viability. Roviding universalFSMcould enabk caterers to focus on providing h&h
supporting mealsrather than competing for business against heavily marketed, more
appealing packed lunchalternatives in an obesogenic food environmetrther work

is needed toinvestigate whether the revision of the funding model recommended
above would facilitate public funding of a greater number E&Mwithin the existing
budget Extending-SMmaysimultaneously improve the financial viability of the service,
improve the dietary health of more vulnerable children, and reduce the incentive for
caterers to offer more unhealthy meals to encourage meal upthllosvever, to optimise

the effectiveness of any additional funding, it would need to be accompanied by the

updated standards and monitoring, enforcement and support recommended above.
6.1.4.5 Investigateconsumption in relation to quality

The recommendations aboveuld improve the quality of meals offered to children,
however,improving the quality of food offered may not have the desired impact on
population health if the children did not choose or consumesthhigh qualityitems.
This is important in the light of the findiegf this thesis that some stakeholders
perceivechildren often do not want, or like, the healthy options. Further research is
needed togatherdata, includingperceptions from childrento understand whathey
choose and consume from their school médadw this compares to recommendations
and whether thar involvement in decision makingpuld improve the healthiness of

those choices.



6.1.5 Impact and dissemination of work to date

The work in this thesis has added to the available research literature and has been used
to inform wider policy and practice through the following publications, reports and

dissemination activitie§Tables 61 and 62).

Table6-1 Publications and conference abstracts

Study Publication and Date

Study 1 | Scoping review published ind&. e journal, January 202Nixon et al.,
2025a)

Study 1 Abstract and poster presented at UK Congress on Obesity October
and Transforming UK Food Systems conference January 2025

Study 2 OC35. Who is feeding our children? A Yorkshire based overvie
primary school food provisiofNixon et al., 2025b)

Typology study presented at the Nutrition Society Conference Jar]
2025 and abstract published in the Proceedings of the Nutrition Soc
Abstract OC35Presentation won the best oral presentation prize.

Study 2 Typology study submitted for publication tdournal of Nutritiona
Scienceluly2025, currently under review.

Thesis Contributions tathe following publications

overall
Evidence submitted to the House of Lords Food, Diet and Ob

Committee in support of session 13 March 2@RK Parliament, 2025
Summary of PhD evidence requestedBayoness Walmsley (Committe
Chair) July 2025

Understanding and applying food systems approaches to imp
dietary health published in Proceedings of the Nutrition Soci
February 202%Bryant et al., 2025)

Transformative action towards regenerative food systems: A laogée
case study published in & Sustainability and Transformati
November 2024Buckton et al., 2024)
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Study

Publication and Date

The regenerative lens: A conceptual framework for regenerative so
ecological systems published in One Earth, July 2B@skton et al.,
2023)

Breakfast clubs: A Yorkshire based review, published by The
Foundation, August 2024Gansallo et al., 2024)Also presented a
Nutrition Society Conference January 2025 and abstract published
Proceedings of the Nutrition Socie#bstractOCIO.

Nutrition Society Conference abstract published in the Proceeding
the Nutrition Society January 2025, AbstradC29. Understandin
nutrient intake in schools: The gap between served and consu
meals January 2028Caferoglu Akin et al., 2025)

Cost of a school meal: calculating the cost of a healthy and sustai
school lunch. Published by School Food Matters, October g8@dool
Food Matters, 2024)

Table6-2 Expert invitations

Date and Event Contribution

April 2024 Quince revie\| Interviewed by KPMG on behalf of DEFRA to explair

experience of public sector procurement relating
school food, discuss early findings of my research
make recommendations for future policy and practice.

May to October 2024 Invited as an expert member of the Project Advis
School Food Matters Co| Group to inform the development of research questid
of a school meal project| and methodologyand to advise on policy and practig

recommendations for optimally nutritious an
sustainable mealswith a future recommended cost of
school meal.

May 2024 YPO Food al Invited presentation on my research demonstrating t
Catering Show impact of procurement on quality of school meals.




Date and Event

Contribution

Jun 2024 LACA world |
procurement

Invited presentation on the school food provisi
mapping process.

October 2024 Yorkshir
local authority public
health leads

Invited presentation on the impact of school fo
procurement contract types on healthy weight a
nutrition.

November 2024 North
Yorkshire food for oul
future partnership

Invited expert on school food for input into the log
authority food strategy.

November 2024 to Apri
2025 Sustain Follow th
carrot project

Invited expert member of the Project Advisory Group
guide a project looking at a value chain analysis of sc
meal ingredients. The project assessed and modelled
volume uplift and sustainability impact for the U
economy of using more British irggtients in schoo
meals.

February 2025 Nutritior
Society Academy

Invited expert to record a webinar on my research
school food.

July 2025Bremner& Co
School Food Fundin
Models

Invited experton a panel to investigate and prese
potential alternative school food funding models to t
Department for Education

October 2025 FooO(
Standards Agend§SA)

Invited presentation to FSA to outlinfindings from thig
thesis on the school food procurement systenin
operationand issues relating to quality

6.1.6 Strengths and limitations

The specific strengths and limitations relating to each Study has been discussed in the

applicable chapters. This section relates to the broader strengths and limitations of the

thesis as a whole.
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6.1.6.1 Key strengths

The rovel workin this study provides up to date evidence of the structure and operation
of the school meal provisigmo inform more effective and relevant strategies for policy

and practice.

Thelack of public record and difficulty obtaining information from individual schools,
where busy school leaders have many other priorities, makes this reseagihaland
valuable It adds to a small but importariteld of literature on this topicin particular,
school food research from the viewpoint of the provider has been limited. The inclusion
of all main school food procurement contract typesus public health representatives
and advocatesin this study will increase the understanding of théder system,

improving the likelihood of recommendations being applicable and effective.

The work is timely given the current advocacy and commitment to exte8Min
Englandandupdate theSchoolFood Standard@epartment for Education, 2025&nd
important given the child health crisis and recent recommendations of the National
Food Strategy, Quince review, Darzi review and House of Lords Com(Diitekleby,

2021; Quince, 2024; Darzi, 2024; The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee,
2024)

The work provides empirical evidence to cover the gap in academic literature on school
food procurement contract typegpreviously filled by grey literaturghe majority of
which is now outdatedThe work is already having an impact through expert invitations
and publications and isf practicaluse throughout the whole school food system from

internationalpolicy makergo the school kitchen

This study collected the markers of quality used by caterers which, given the lack of a
specific definition of school food quality at the time of writing, could provide the basis
for further researchProvidingamore substantial evidence base is importémsupport
improvednutritional standardsandinform amore effectivea framework for policy and

practice.
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6.1.6.2 Key limitations

The novelty of this area of research, noted as a strength above, also came haitk of
peer reviewedacademic researchand therefore grey literature formed mosof the

background information and data in this area

The lack of publicly available dataffidulties with data collection and engagement of
caterers, and potential differences in geographical areas and cultures, means that
findings may not be fully generalisable. However, in the absence of any other empirical
data on this topic, even the reduced scale of this research provides a useful evatel
indication of the structure and operation of the school food systeamd an

approximation for research, policy and practice

The commercially sensitive nature of thepic and moral / ethical connotations
associated with feeding children and using public fynalsans that data may have been
restricted or presented in a manner deemed more acceptable by providésing a
critical realisnmontologicalapproach meant that my own interpretation and experience
influenced the findingshowever, this was a purposeful process add value tothe
findings in line with the methodologes chosen For example,through a deeper
understanding of thecontextual factors driving the patternsbserved in the evidence
from the scoping reviewexploringthe hidden mechanisms influencirgality in the
typology study and from the perceptions of participantiterviewed. Furthermore,
there was a reliance on perceptions from a limited number of participants (Study 3) and
a case study area representing 10% of national provision (Study 2). However, the
triangulation of the various data sources, the knowledge and experiericéhe
researcher, and other literature, placed the findings in the context of the wider system

for the reader.

6.2 Meeting the objectives and addressing the research

guestions

This PhD aimed to provide evidence to supploet potential to leverage the school food

system to address the current health cridikis was approached through addressing the
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research questionsto understand how the school food procurement contract type
might impact the quality of food provided to primary school childramd exploring the
related perceptions of those responsible for the provision. The initial literature review
(Chapter 1) identified the multiple benefits pfoviding children withhigh quality meals

to support child healthand the potential of the school meals system to facilitate this. It
revealed that little is known about the influence on quality of thiéedlent procurement
contract types in operation since the devolution of responsibility for school food to
school leaders, and that there is no central record of provision in the UK. It highlighted
the complexity of the fragmented, unmonitored and opaquéaa food system and
policy framework providing a challenging environment which may not support high

quality school meals.

The primary objective of this thesisas to provide evidence to address the gap in
knowledge relating to the current school food procurement contract types in operation

in the school food systenand to investigate how this might impact the quality of food
provision for primary school childreihe scoping review, Study 1 (Chaptemp2pyvided
further evidencethat existing research on school food procurement contract types was
limited, and that findings on the differences in outcomes affecting quality by
procurement contract type was inconsistent. The review also highlighted the potential
of school meals to impact health on a population schig that this wadikely hindered

by a conflict between cost and qualignd the lack of a consistent operational definition

of quality. Examples of @pod practicewere noted acrossthe different school food
procurementcontract types identified, beingprivate caterers, irhouse caterers and
local authoritycaterers albeit with further complexitiesThe typology andocumentary
analysis, Study 2 (Chapter 4), provided evidence of a complex and fragmented school
food system in operation in the case study area of Yorkshire. Mapping the school meal
provision established the procurement contract types in opergtiand identified
significant differences in the characteristics of the schools in the region by procurement
contract type. These differences welikely indicative of issues with the financial
viability, and therefore the quality, of the meals provided. The evideota lack of
transparency in the provision, driven by the move away from local authority catering

services, was likely to compound the difficulty for public health teams to understand
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and oversee the quality of school food being provided, and to address any shortcomings.
In addition, the documents reviewed revealed inconsistent and poorly defined markers

of quality.

The secondary objectivef this thesis wa to provide evidence to establish the quality
definitions in operation for school food and tovestigae whether the procurement
contract typewas perceived to be an important influence over the quality of fémrd
primary school childrenStudy 3 (Chapter 5) provided evidence of multipézceived
conflicts for caterers and school leaders, and an inadequate funding mechanism in the
school food system, meaning that high quality food was not alvpeyseived to be
prioritised. Whilst the procurement contracgpe waghoughtto be one driver of school
food quality, it was not perceived to be as powerful as child preferenceedicated
individuals. The lack of power of public health teams to oversee and influence quality
was perceived to hinder a consistently high standard of provision across the
procurement contract types. The most common operational benchmark for school food
quality was identified as the School Food Standards. However, the standards were felt
to be outdated and ineffective through a lack obnitoring, enforcement and support,

and the ability for caterers to demonstrate compliance whilst feeding children poor
quality food. The markers of quality in operation were collated, along with
recommendations for improvements, and presented in a usefinitions diagram

(Chapters) toaid future policy and practice.
6.3 Reflexivity following study completion

As most of the research in this PhD was designed within a qualitative methodology it
was important to continually reflect on my position in the process. | was conscious of
the continual criticism of the quality of school meals in research since JamieN@lige
revelation of the poor state of the food provided 20 years ago, which was likely to make
caterers unwilling or nervous to provide information. In addition, a public averseness to
private companies making profit from what is essentially a welfare isgrvmay
influence the subjectivétruthse in this researcheither positively or negativelyas

commercial caterers either did not engage or were selective in the information they
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provided Having professional skills and experience ashameleos able to adapt and
frame myself as the most appropria@persore for my surroundings had been key in my
previous commercial roleso engage and extract information from people of many
different backgrounds. For example, my experience as a wokass child benefiting
from FSM along with my experience as a working mother helped me to create a rapport
and identify with kitchen staff, and my experience as a finance professional, nusitioni
and chair of governors helped me to identify with the executive professionals and civil
servants. | also drew on my previous experience of networking to immerse myself in the
school fooddspacé, giving presentations at seminars and events to build relationships
and a reputation as an expert which improved access to data and engagement with
stakeholders. However, my experiences and nutrition qualifications also gave me a pre
existing understandingf the quality of school foodvhich had the potential tanfluence

my interpretation of the data.

A key challenge for me was to maintain equipoise in an emotive area, particularly
affecting vulnerable and disadvantaged children. Regular meetings and feedback from
my supervision team helped to remind me to reflect more on this aspect. | was also able
to draw on my experience of operating from multiple viewpoints throughout my life,
and during the process, which enabled me to acknowledge my own subjectivity and
apply a degree of professional detachment to the data collection and analysis processes
where gpropriate. In addition, | used triangulation of data to other data in my own
studies and the research of others, where possible, to understand the level of
subjectivity potentially attached to any findings. This approach was in line with my own
critical realist vigvpoint that there is adtrue¢ school food qualitybut that this is
subjective and therefore differs by the individual actors in the school food system. It was
difficult to work with the lack of societal protection for the most vulnerable chitdre
GKSNBE (KS OKAfRQA &dzo02SOUAOBS GASg 27F | dz
environment without consideratiofor the impact on their health. | was inspired by the
dedicationof people in the school food system wanting to protect and nurture children
but troubled by theinevitae level of concession tperceivedchild preferences for
unhealthy foodsand lack of political motivation to address this. | leave the process

feeling that the work | have done to address my research questibas mae@ a
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considerable contribution to the academic knowledge base on the procurement
contract types in operation in the school food system, and their impact on the quality of

food served to children.

6.4 Conclusion

Advocacy continuefr a greater publisectorinvestment inFSM however,to really
influence child health and reduce inequaliti¢sere is a pressing need to ensure that
increasing the number of children taking a school nieallts in an appropriate level of
food quality being providedThe evidencegatheredin this thesisdemonstrated that
achieving this is compleandthat there is a lack oBufficientsubstantive evidence in
some areago support decision makingsuch as UP&nd alternative fundingnodels
Theschool food procurement contract type was naérceived by participantsin this
study, to be the most likelydriver of quality, with good practickighlighted agossible

in all types. The key factors which influence the quality of food served to childfen,
child preference, inconsistent application and monitoring of standards, ineffective
funding anddedicatedpeople were common across all procurement contract types,
albeit with different nuances. The increasing fragmentation over the last decade and
move away from a predominantly public sector provisievas perceived to have
resulted in an opaqueand largely unmanageaystem in England. Consequently-no
one knows whether the quality of school meafsEnglands adequate, whether meals
comply with standards, how many children are eating them, what they are eating, or
indeed, how much of the considerable public sector funding is actually spent on the
food. Whilst the structure of the school food system has gehdramatically over the

last decade, the funding, monitoring and support has not been updated to facilitate the
management and oversight of school food quality. These shortcomings were perceived
to perpetuate unnoticed and uncheckdzehaviours throughout the school food system
resulting in suboptimaduality of mealsdriven by fundamentalanflicting prioritiesfor
those responsible for provisionh& school, thechild and the caterer have a complex
and interrelated role in driving school food qualibyt none necessarily prioritises child
health. This raises questions about timended purpose of school meals and whether

shifting power away from local authority public health tean@scompromise&l goakto
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support the nutritional health of childrenin the absence of a wetlontrolled and
monitored system, the quality of school foodlikely left to the dedication ethics and
talent of individuals, many of whom arperceived to beoperating at levels of

responsibility considerably above their minimum wage pay grade.

There is little doubt as to the benefits of a high quality diet for addressing the population
health crisis and tackling rising inequalities, and the potential exists for awaglaged
school food system to support this.whole system transformatiors likely neededo
prioritise the provision of high quality food. This transformatiwould benefit from
mandatory, updated, robustly monitored, and enforced standarfisese should be
backed by a strategic central prioritisation of school food quaitih a clear alignment

of responsibility for school food with health and equality goals and an adequate system
of funding and support. Stronger powers and resource for public health teeoutd
enable themto oversee and potentiallyimprove the quality of school food through a
more collaborative relationship with all procurement contract types. The funding
mechanism need$urther researchand revison to a more transparent and effective
model, where the public money invested results in a high quality meakofit OKA f R
plate, equally supporting all schools to provide this. Placing all schools and procurement
contract types on an equal footing regarding funding, transparency, monitoring and
complianceis more likely tooffer a true choice for school leadef@nd is less likely to
incentivisecompromising on quality. This creates the opportunity for a more equal and
consistent systemaddressing theexistinglottery for children in terms of school food
quality. Systemically rpritising time and resource to guardee all children a high
quality, nutritious, and enjoyable school meal, can reinforce 8 OK2 2t FT22RQA&
optimisinghealth andequality. Without this, the considerable potential of the school
food system to impact health and inequalities likely toremain untapped and the

substantial public sector investment in school food unoptimised.
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Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and M&aalyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMER) Checklist

Note: page numberselate to published paper Appendix F

REPORTED
ON PAGE #

SECTION ITEM | PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM

TITLE
Title 1 Identify the report as a scoping review. 1,3,29
ABSTRACT
Provide a structured summary that includes
(as applicable): background, obijectives,
Structured 5 eligibility criteria, sources of evidence, 93
summary charting methods, results, and conclusions
that relate to the review questions and
objectives.
INTRODUCTION

Describe the rationale for the review in the

] context of what is already known. Explain
Rationale 3 ] ] o 3

why the review questions/objectives lend

themselves to a scoping review approach.

Provide an explicit statement of the

guestions and objectives being addressed
Objectives 4 with reference to their key elements (e.g., 4

population or participants, concepts, and

context) or other relevant key elements used
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SECTION

METHODS

Protocol and

registration

Eligibility criteria

Information

sources*

Search

Selection of
sources of

evidenceA

Data charting

processy

10

PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM

to conceptualize the review questions and/or

objectives.

Indicate whether a review protocol exists;
state if and where it can be accessed (e.g., a
Web address); and if available, provide
information,

registration including the

registration number.

Specify characteristics of the sources of
evidence used as eligibility criteria (e.g.,
years considered, language, and publication

status), and provide a rationale.

Describe all information sources in the

search (e.g., databases with dates of
coverage and contact with authors to identify
additional sources), as well as the date the

most recent search was executed.

Present the full electronic search strategy for
at least 1 database, including any limits

used, such that it could be repeated.

State the process for selecting sources of
evidence (i.e., screening and eligibility)

included in the scoping review.

Describe the methods of charting data from
the included sources of evidence (e.g.,
calibrated forms or forms that have been

tested by the team before their use, and

REPORTED

ON PAGE #

Yes, access via
corresponding
author

3,4

3,4

10.09.2023

Supporting file
S1

4,5
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SECTION

Data items
Critical appraisal
of individual
sources of
evidence§
Synthesis of
results

RESULTS
Selection of
sources of
evidence

Characteristics of

sources of
evidence
Critical appraisal

within sources of
evidence

11

12

13

14

15

16

PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM

whether data charting was done
independently or in duplicate) and any
processes for obtaining and confirming data

from investigators.

List and define all variables for which data
were sought and any assumptions and

simplifications made.

If done, provide a rationale for conducting a
critical appraisal of included sources of
evidence; describe the methods used and
how this information was used in any data

synthesis (if appropriate).

Describe the methods of handling and

summarizing the data that were charted.

Give numbers of sources of evidence

screened, assessed for eligibility, and
included in the review, with reasons for
exclusions at each stage, ideally using a flow

diagram.

For each source of evidence, present
characteristics for which data were charted

and provide the citations.

If done, present data on critical appraisal of
included sources of evidence (see item 12).

REPORTED

ON PAGE #

3,4,5

Click here to

enter text.

4,5

Figure 1, P7

5-29
Table 1

including

Click here to

enter text.
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SECTION

Results

of

individual sources 17

of evidence

Synthesis

results

DISCUSSION

Summary

evidence

Limitations

Conclusions

FUNDING

Funding

of
18
of
19
20
21
22

PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM

For each included source of evidence,
present the relevant data that were charted
that relate to the review questions and

objectives.

Summarize and/or present the charting
results as they relate to the review questions

and objectives.

Summarize the main results (including an
overview of concepts, themes, and types of
evidence available), link to the review
guestions and objectives, and consider the

relevance to key groups.

Discuss the limitations of the scoping review

process.

Provide a general interpretation of the results
with respect to the review questions and
objectives, as well as potential implications

and/or next steps.

Describe sources of funding for the included
sources of evidence, as well as sources of
funding for the scoping review. Describe the

role of the funders of the scoping review.

REPORTED

ON PAGE #

Table 1

6-29 including
Table 1

29-31

32

32

1
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JBI = Joanna Briggs Institute; PRISMA-ScR = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews.

* Where sources of evidence (see second footnote) are compiled from, such as
bibliographic databases, social media platforms, and Web sites.

A A more inclusive/heterogeneous term
evidence or data sources (e.g., quantitative and/or qualitative research, expert opinion,
and policy documents) that may be eligible in a scoping review as opposed to only
studies. This is not to be confused with information sources (see first footnote).

y The frameworks by Arksey and O6Mall ey
guidance (4, 5) refer to the process of data extraction in a scoping review as data
charting.

8 The process of systematically examining research evidence to assess its validity,
results, and relevance before using it to inform a decision. This term is used for items 12
and 19 instead of "risk of bias" (which is more applicable to systematic reviews of
interventions) to include and acknowledge the various sources of evidence that may be
used in a scoping review (e.g., quantitative and/or qualitative research, expert opinion,
and policy document).

From:Tricco AC, Lillie E, Zarin W, O'Brien KK, Colguhoun H, Levac D, et al. PRISMA Extension for

used

(6)

Scoping Reviews (PRISMASCcR): Checklist and Explanation. Ann Intern Med. 20184160:467

doi: 10.7326/M18085Q
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Data Field Data Type Description

Source data

Author citation Text Author(s) of paper/ document in Harvard styl

Date of study Date Year of publication

Location of study Text Country if international and county if UK bas

Document type Category Eg peer reviewed research or grey literaty
including type of literature

Study aims Text The aim of the study as stated in the abstrac

Study methodology Category The overall approach to collecting the data

Source Category Eg Journal, grey database, Google

Web search URL Text URL link to websit# available

Web search date ¢ Date Date evidence was accessédpplicable

access

Population

Population Text Population and sample size if applicable

Age Category Age of children studied if given

School type Category Primary or secondary school if given

Ethnicity Category Ethnicity of children studied if given

Socie economic status | Category Deprivation factors of children dgfiven

Exposure

Contract type Category Procurement contract type e.g. Local Authori
Outsourced Caterer, Academy Trust Provis
In house Chef if given

Mealor service type Category E.g. Plated meatanteenstyle, organidf given

Financial details Text E.g. Cost of meals, ingredients spend, pr
margins if given

Contractual details Text E.g. length of contract, specifications on qual

or standards compliance if given
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Data Field Data Type Description

Outcome

Outcome Category Outcome measured, e.g. those relating to
themes of food, nutrition, health, attainmen
quality and uptake

Measurement method | Category How outcome is measured

Results

Study findings Text The overall findings or conclusions of the sty

as stated in the abstract
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Section and topic

Title

Abstract

Rationale

Objectives

Eligibility criteria

Document corpus

51 OKSO{fAadl

Checklist item Page

Identify the study involved in documen 85
analysis.

Identify the methods as mixed (listing th 86
methods) or solely document analysis.

Describe the rationale for the use of documen 89
in the study.

Provide an explicit statement of the researc86
objective(s) or question(s) of the study.

Specify the eligibility criteria for includin(90
documents as data in this specific study.

Specify the nature of the documents in th 93
corpus:

T How many documents there were.

1 What kinds of documents were
involved (e.g., local curriculum guides
and national policy papers).

1 The documents' media (print,
electronic etc.).

1 The original purposes of the documen
where existing documents were used
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Section and topic

Document provenance

Checklist item Page

(e.g., Target audience. Who produced
them, when and why?)

Include a table or equivalent documentation ¢
all the documents used (either in the paper (g7
as a supplementary table).

State whether the documents were study93
specific or elicited (created as part of dat
collection, e.g., field notes and diary entries)
existing (extant) documents (e.g., meetir
minutes, prospectuses, policy or historic
documents).

Where documents were studspecific, specify:

1 How they were elicited and from
whom.

1 Whether they were researcheor
participantcreated. For example,
where diary entries or reflective
writing are used and explain why the
rationale behind the target group of
participants and the guidance given to
participants in respect of producing
texts.

T  When the documents were created
and when they were collected as part
of the study (e.g., January 2020 to the
end of December 2020).

Where existing documents were used, specif

1 How the documents were identified
(e.g., archives or websites searched).
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Section and topic

Checklist item Page

1 If appropriate, present the full search
strategies for document identification,
including any filters and limits used
(e.g., English language only and
particular websites only).

1 The data limits of any searches and th
rationale for these data limits.

Document collection How documents were obtained, managed et(93

and management

Document quality

Report if any of the documents used argg
publicly available and where they can be foun

/| 2y aARSNJI GKS aljdzk £ A G93
the relation of document quality to the study
objectives.

For existing documents:

1 Were they complete?

1 Were there gaps in the documents?
Were they redacted?

T Did you need to do more searching or
rely on additional documents than
planned?!

1 Were some documents not available ¢
accessible?

For elicited documents:

1 Did participants engage in the process
as intended?

1  Were the data comprehensive or
sparse?


https://asmepublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/medu.14964?msockid=0d61d9c0c2f764fd143aca5ec3ee659c#medu14964-bib-0011

Section and topic Checklist item Page

T How much researcher effort was
required to elicit the data, and what
might be the implications of researche
interventions (e.qg., frequent
reminders)?

Reflexivity/positionality Role and experience of researchers, experier 61
(may be placed in the in DA and positionality.

methods or discussion . ' 62
section of your paper) Consider the potential presence ¢

positionalities, both in a document (links bac
to #8) and of the researcher(s).

Preliminary data Specify the approach to preliminary c94

analysis organising data analysis, the methods used
collect data from the documents (e.g., Bowen
GFANEEBE R2O0dzYSy (i NER®.
using variations on thematic or conten
analyses).

Specify if any automation tools were used
the process (e.g., AntConc and Wordsmith).

Document analysis Outline the analytical steps takerwhat 94
methodology or methods were involved?

Explain whether the analysis focused ¢
content, latent content, linguistics or SOMig,
other document content or characteristics.

To what extent and in what ways did analys
immerse or attune themselves to the conten
style, subtexts and other dimensions of th
documents they analysed?

65
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Section and topic

Results directly relate
to research questions
or goals

Findings directly relate
to DA

Findings are balanced

Consequences for D/
methods

Checklist item Page

Was a theoretical lens used to ensuiNo
transferability?

97
How were findings synthesised to arrive

findings?

General: ensure what is presented is set out 185
a logical order and aligns with the resear«
guestion.

Clarify how the document data informed th(97
results/findings including whether
contextual, triangulation or as the primary dat
source or the object of the researcl
approach?!

If using quotes, link back to the document ¢
you would when referencing a publication (e.c
document name and page number).

yes

Results and balanced and proportional to tryes
form of DA used and the nature of the corpus

In MMR, DA component should be represente
in results according to its weighting within th
study as a whole

Be clear about what the document analys89
added to the study.

What did the study add to DA?
218

Consider the strengths and limitations of th
use of DA.


https://asmepublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/medu.14964?msockid=0d61d9c0c2f764fd143aca5ec3ee659c#medu14964-bib-0031

Section and topic Checklist item Page

DA in context Provide a general interpretation of the resultN/A
in the context of other DA studies.

Overall Are the details provided sufficient to yes

a. reproduce the study?

b. evaluate every stage of the study?

(Cleland, MacLeod and Ellaway, 2023)
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in Schools

FixOurFood School Surye

We are building a network of primary schools in Yorkshire to be part of an exciting
project to transform the Yorkshire food system for dietary and planetary health. This
network will provide valuable input to our research and have the opportunity to engage
with farmers, businesses and local authorities to ensure good quality, sustainable food

is eaten by children in schools and early year settings.

This survey will take approximately-16 minutes to complete. There are 12 questions.

This survey is best accessed through a computer or laptop rather than a mobile device.

Email:

Please review the following agreement prior to taking part:

Collaboration agreement

The FixOurFood in Schools network is part of a project aiming to transform the Yorkshire
food system for dietary and planetary health. This study is being carried out by the
''YAGSNBAGE 2F _2N] FYyR Aa&a FTdzyRSR o0& (KS

aeaidsSvyaqQ LINRPRANI YYSo

This collaboration agreement indicates your school is agreeing to take part in the
FixOurFood in Schools network and the purpose of this is to record your agreement to

be involved, as follows:
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. Your contribution to the FixOurFood in Schools network will be conducted to the

highest professional and ethical standards, and will comply with all laws, regulations,
approvals or codes of practice that may apply.

. You will comply with all reasonable requests of "Univeif . 2 NJ ¢ Ay NBfFGA2Y
study, and will give the study researchers such access, and assistance as it may
reasonably require for the purpose of the FixOurFood in Schools Study

. Throughout the study you should continue with all operations as usual within the
school (i.e. we are not asking you to change anything you would normally do except
that we may influence how children collect and return their lunch meals if you are part
of the school researcher visits).

. You will ensure that school teachers and staff have sufficient opportunity to
participate in the study (if willing) and, if part of the school researcher visits, the
member of staff chosen to take part in the interview has sufficient time available
duringtheir working hours.

. In the course of the FixOurFood in Schools study, a range of data from the schools will
be collected. This data will be gathered and stored in accordance with the FixOurFood
in Schools protocol and requirements of the Research Ethics Committee (RE@drequir
by the research funding body.ou agree that collected data will belong to the

University.

. You are able to generate any relevant publicity regarding your participation in the

FixOurFood in Schools network, but we would ask you to share this with the research
team. We would also ask you to acknowledge the FixOurFood project.

. You may withdraw from the FixOurFood in Schools network, with agreement of all
involved.

By continuing with this form you are confirming your agreement to the terms of this
collaboration agreement, for authorisation of the study in your school.
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Please state your name:

Please state the name of the school you work at:

Please state your position at this school:

O Headteacher

O Deputy Headteacher
O Teacher

O Business Manager

O Other

1.a) Does your school work with any external food related accreditation
schemes (such as the Food for Life Schools Award)?

(O Yes
() No

O Do not know

1.aii) Please state these below:

1.b) Is there a lead governor responsible for school food?

(O Yes
O N

1.c)s there a lead staff member responsible for school food?

32¢



O Yes
(O No

2.) Please tell us about your current availability of school committees and clubs (Please

tick all that apply):

D School council
D Global ambassadors

D Food committees

D Other

D None

3.a) Is foodprovided at breakfast or after school clubs? (If you do not offer either,
please leave this question blank)
Are Government School Food Standards applied to the food provided?

Yes
No

Breakfast club D D

i H

After school club

3.b) Are breakfast and after school clubs run by an external provider or by the school?
(If youdo not offer either, please leave this question blank)

External provider

School
Breakfast club O O
After school club O O

4) Please tell us about any clubs or activities provided to children (including those from

the wider community) either after school or outsidé school term times?
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Are Government School Food
Standards applied to the food provided?

Food is provided at club

Sports clubs D
Creative clubs
Nutrition/food specific

Gardening/growing club

O 00 OO0

O
O
O
Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) O

No additional club D D

5.a) Please tell us who is responsible for your catering (if you are a through school please
select for primary only)

O In-house team

O Academy trust catering provision
O Outsourced caterer

O Local Authority

5.aii) Please tell us the name of the above caterer

5.b) What do food preparation facilities look like in your school?

O 1) You have full catering facilities
O 2) You have facilities to heat or+4eeat food only
O 3) You have no food preparation facilities

5.bii) Does your school have sufficient space for a full kitchen?

O Yes
O No
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5.biii) Do you have funding allocated already, or would you require additional funding
to build a kitchen in your school?

O Already have funding allocated

O Would require additional funding

5.c) Please use this space to provide any additional information about school menus or

school caterer (eg. any issues, difficulties or benefits)?

6.a) If you have a nursery, does your catering arrangement differ from your
Early Years food?

O Yes
O No

O No nursery

6.ai) How does your catering arrangement differ from your Early Years food? (Please tick

all that apply):

No meals in nursery
No hot meals in nursery
Nursery eat separately from rest of school

Different caterer for nursery

o000

Other

6.b) If you have a nursery, which guidelines do you follow for

Early Years Provision? (please tick all that apply)
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D Eat Better Start Better
D School Food Standards
D Public Health England Example Menus for Early Years Settings

D Other

D None

6.c)Are meals provided within the nursery at any of the following times? (Please
tick all that apply)

O Breakfast

O Lunch

O After school

6.d) If a charge is made to parents/carers for nursery food, how much is
this? (Fill in as appropriate)

Breakfast

Lunch

After school

7.a) On average, what would you say is the quality of the fruit and vegetables that you

receive via the School Fruit and Vegetable Scheme?

1 = Very poor quality (e.g. rotten, mouldy)

7 =Very good quality (e.g. fresh and vibrant colours)
Slide to appropriate number



7.b) How much do you agree that the School Fruit and Vegetable Scheme provides a
means for all children in your school to have at least one portion of fruit and
vegetables a day?
(O strongly disagree
O Somewhat disagree
O Neither agree nor disagree
O Somewhat agree

O Strongly agree

7.c)Any other comments on the School Fruit and Vegetable Scheme:

8.aWhat is the split of children bringing packed lunches and children having school
meals?

Would you prefer to input:

O Whole numbers
O Percentage %
8.b) Split between packed lunches and school meals:
Nursery KS1
KS2

Packed lunch

School meal
Nursery KS1
KS2
Total number of
children

8.c)Split between packed lunches and school meals:
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Nursery KS1

KS2

% Packed lunch

% School meal

Number of children

8.di) In any school year, do any children go home for lunch?

O Yes
O No

8.dil)  How many children go home for lunch and which year?

9.a\Which of the following policies or guidance does your school have?

Packed lunch policy

Packed lunch guidance

Morning break policy

Morning break guidance

Water only policy

Healthy food incentives

No food rewards

Whole school approach to food policy
Other

Oo000000g

9.b) How much do parents/carers pay for school meals at your school (if
they are not eligible for free school meals)?




9.c)f known, what is the price paid to the caterer per meal?

9.d) Please upload a copy of the contract, service agreement or any
summary documentation you hold for the provision of school meals in your
school here:

10.) How many hours per year are dedicated to food education across the school

(excluding nursery)?

(O Up to 10 hours

(O 11-20 hours

(O 21-30 hours

(O More than 30 hours

11.a) On a scale ot1l0, to what degree does your school leadership prioritise whole

school approaches to food?

(Examples include: Priority is given to school food in addition to education; Your school
actively seeks opportunities to lead a school food strategy alongside senior leadership
team, teachers, parents, governors and children; Your food has a named $obdol

champion)

1 = Not at all
10 = Fully prioritises

Slide as appropriate

O

11.b) On a scale of-10, to what degree is food incorporated into the curriculum

learning about food (or with food) as well as learning how to cook?
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(Examples include: Teachers attend training on how to incorporate food into wider
curriculum (outside of minimum requirement within design and technology
programme); You have a named food champion to lead across the curriculum across all
subjects; You havexplored funding opportunities to enhance learning about food (e.g.

to purchase equipment)

1 = Minimum incorporation

10 = Fully incorporated

Slide as appropriate

O

11.c) On a scale of10, to what degree do you feel your school provides high quality

food with high school lunch uptake?

69EI YL Sa Ay Of dzR S Y -hquse dQeitérnalycstetiggicankractStat |y
provides nutritious and tasty food; Your kitchen staff are skilled/well equipped to
provide healthy, tasty and culturally appropriate food; You consult with children iumen

design)

1 = Not at all
10 = To a great extent

Slide as appropriate

O

11.d) On a scale of-10, to what extent is your dining space pleasant/appealing and

enjoyable?
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(Examples include: Head teachers and other teachers dine with the children on a regular
basis; Your staff use innovative approaches to encourage children to try new food (e.g.

taster sessions/samples); You have a strategy to avoid long queues and ovengypwd

1 = Not at all
10 = To a great extent

Slide as appropriate

O

11.e) On a scale of1l0, to what extent does your school implement policies that foster

a positive food culture?

(Examples include: You school uses non food rewards for good behaviour; Your school
has a policy for celebration foods (e.g. discouraging sweets/cakes brought in for

birthdays); You have policies in place for snacks and packed lunches)

1 = Not at all
10 = To a great extent

Slide as appropriate

O

11.f) On a scale of-10, to what extent does your school engage with parents, children

and other stakeholders in food decisions?

(Examples include: Your school actively involves parents in food related decisions; You
share new policies or guidelines about food with parents; You encourage key messages

about food to be mirrored at home)
1 = Not at all
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10 = To a great extent

Slide as appropriate

O

11.g) On a scale of1l0, to what extent does your school use food to provide pastoral

care for children and families?

(Examples include: Your school offers food events to bring families together (e.g.
religious festivals); Your staff are trained to support children with eating behaviours of

concern; You ensure that free school meals and paid school meals are indistaide)sh

1 = Not at all
10 = To a great extent

Slide as appropriate

O

11.h) On a scale of10, how much do you, as a priority, adopt sustainable school food

practices?

(Examples include: Composting food waste; Growing food in school gardens to learn
about and with food; Learning about the carbon footprint of school food and

greenhouse gas emissions of school food)

1 = Not at all
10 = Sustainable school food practices are a priority

Slide as appropriate

O
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12.a) If available to you, please enter your most recent data from the National Child

Measurement Programme for children in Reception and Year 6? (%)

Reception Year

6

Underweight %

Healthy weight %

Overweight %

Obese %

Severely obese %

12.b) Please use this space to provide any comments about your NCMP data:

You have reached the end of the survey. Clicking on the right button below will submit

your answers. Thank you for your participation.
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FixOurFood: School Food Procurement & Perceptions of Quality Project

Thank you for attending today to take part in the interview. | am a PhD researcher at the
University of York involved in the FixOurFood project. | am gathering data to establish
the perceptions on the importance of school food procurement contract typéseon
quality of food provided to primary school children and how stakeholders perceive these
contracts impact the quality of food served. You have been invited to take part in this
interview as | would like to hear about your experience of school foodsimoand to
explore your views on what high quality food is, whether it is being provided and how
the procurement contract type might impact this. The interview should last around 40
minutes.

Could you please confirm if you have had a chance to read the participant information
sheet?

Do you have any questions?

| would like to make an audio recording of our discussions as this will help me with the
analysis of the data and ensure that we have a full account of everything that is said.
After the interview, the interview will be transcribed and any informatiort ttwuld
identify you will be removed. | will record what you say but not who says it. Similarly,
names of any other people that you mention will also be blanked out or changed so that
both you and they can remain anonymous. All data will be stored dgcatrehe
University of York. Before we start, can | just confirm that you are happy with that?

[Begin recording]

I will now need to take your consent for taking part in the study. This will involve me
reading a statement aloud and you will need to verbally state whether you are happy
with the statement. This will be recorded and stored as a record that you understand
what is involved and are happy to take part.

[Conduct verbal consent process]
[Stop recording]
Thank you, | will now begin with the interview questions.
[Beginnew recording]

Firstly, I would like to collect some background information about yourself.
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Could you please tell me which of the following age ranges you are in?

Less than 20 years
20-30 years
30-40 years
40-50 years
50-60 years

Over 60 years

How would you describe your gender?

How would you describe your ethnicity?

What is your role in the provision of school food?
How long have you had this job role?

Thank you, | would now like to hear about your views of what constitutes high quality

food and whether you feel it is being provided

StakeholderQuestions

1. Can you tell me about your experience with the provision of school food?

Prompt: What organisations or provider types have you worked with (i.e., Local
Authority, outsourced caterer, in house provision, advocacy or advisory)?
Prompt: What were your specific responsibilities in relation to school food
provision?

Prompt: How did your responsibilities relate to the quality of the food

provided?

2. What do you think good quality school food looks like?

Prompt: What markers of quality are important?

Prompt: How would you describe a good quality meal?

Prompt: What specific ingredients or types of ingredients would you expect to
see in a good quality meal?

Prompt: What other factors would influence the quality of the food provided?
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3. When have you experienced or seen good quality school food?

Prompt: Can you describe what you saw?

Prompt: Who was responsible for the provision of the food?

Prompt: What was it about this food that led you to believe it was good
quality?

4. What do you think poor quality school food looks like?

Prompt: What markers of quality do you think poor quality food lacks?

5. When have you experienced or seen this?

Prompt: Can you describe what you saw?
Prompt: Who was responsible for the provision of the food?
Prompt: What was it about this food that led you to believe it was poor quality?

6. What (if any) formal methods of quality definition have you seen or experienced

with respect to school foo@

Prompt: Can you describe what quality definitions were followed?

Prompt: What processes were in place to encourage or monitor compliance?
Prompt: What did you think about the effectiveness of these quality standards
and controls?

7. To what degree do you feel that the provision and quality of school food is

determined by the provider type (e.g. Local authority, private caterer, in house chefs)

and what is your experience of this?

Prompt: Can you describe what you saw?
Prompt: What specific differences did you notice?
Prompt: How did these differences affect the quality of the food?

8. From your experience, what do you think influences whether a caterer provides high

guality food?

Prompt: What factors might influence a caterer to increase food quality?
Prompt: What factors might influence a caterer to decrease food quality?
Prompt: How do you think these factors might differ between types of catering
provider?

Prompt: Who do you feel is responsible for the quality of the food?



9. Can you describe how the contractual relationships work for school food provision?

Prompt: Is the relationship direct with a school or through a local authority or
intermediary?

Prompt: What services are provided e.g. staff, ingredients, menus, equipment?
Prompt: Who decides on the menus?

Prompt: Who decides on the ingredients?

Prompt: How is quality defined and monitored?

Prompt: What are the consequences for rommpliance and are these

enforced?

Prompt: How do you think this influences the food provided?

FOR SCHOOL LEADERS ONLY

Prompt: Did you negotiate the contract yourself or did you seek help?
Prompt: Were you confident in your ability to conduct these negotiations?
10. From your experience do you believe that defining and specifying quality in the

contract is important?

Prompt: Can you describe how contractual specifications have influenced the
quality of school food provided?
Prompt: Can you give an example of when this has been used successfully?
Prompt: Can you give an example of when the contract terms have not had the
intended effect?
Prompt: What might be a better way of ensuring high quality food?

11. Would you like to share any other comments about the quality of school food or

differences in contract provider type that we have not yet discussed?

Thank you for answering those questions, we have come to the end of the questions |
would like to ask but before the interview ends is there anything you would like to add

or clarify?

[stop recording]
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Abstract

Objective

School food and catering constitutes the largest arsa of public sector food spend in the
LIK, with the potential b influence health on & populaton scale. This rsiew soueghl 1o
understand and map the exiating evidence linking school meals contrects for food pro-
curament with the quality of food provided and health and academic cutcomes for schoal
children,

Design

A stoping reviaw of the paer reviewad and grey literature published between 1988 and
2023 was conducted, The strategy searched in Medline, Web of Science, Scopus, ERIC
and Google, using key words related to population, exposure and outcomes.

Setting
Uk and [mermational,

Participants
School meal services.

Results

Thirty documents weare included representing 16 papers, 3 books and 11 reports, Docu-
ments ravaaked a complex and fragmentad school meal provision systam and inconsis-
went evidence relating to the outcomes of interest, Most studies focused on sustainability
of nutrition' guideline compliance and the main types of food providers discussed wara
cormmencial contractors, [ooal authorities and in howse catering Howaeeer, Thens was b lack
of clarity in contract specificetons and definitions of quality and concerns over compli-
ance monitoring and financial viability impacting qualits Wa found no substantial body of
peer reviewed research linking school food procurement contract Type with lood quality o
outcomes of interest,
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Conclusions

The lack of research in this area (and conflicting findings) meant that it was Impossible
o draw robust conclusions on the banefits of using any particular contract provision type
avir anather, Given the magnitude of public sector spending and the need Tor urgant
Improswements o the dietary health of the nation, this presents a significant gap n ouwr
knowledge.

Introduction

The social and econemic cost of poor dietary health in the UK is overwhelming. with markers
of diet related chronic disease, such as overweight and obesity, evident as early as the primary
school years [1-3]. Poor nutrition and unhealthy diets are associated with adverse outcomes
for children, impacting their future health, sconomic prospects, and contribution to society
[3.4]. Approsimately 8% of annual UK healthcare spend, £15 billion, is spent on diet related
illness [ 2], Besearch has shown a correlation between fruit and vegetable consumption and
educational attainment, with improved dietary quality and satiety for children associated
with better school attendance and academic results [3,6]. Addressing the imbalance in dietary
health is a key theme of the government’s levelling up white paper [7].

Research alse demonstrates that dietary habits formed in childhood impact health out-
comes in adulthood and that the risk of obesity can transfer between generations [4,89]. This
wonld justify support for better dietary health and wellbeing during childhood to address cur-
rent population health issues [4,10], In the UK, 9 million children attend school, where they
consume MM Lo 3% of their daily food intake [2,11,12]. Therefore, school meals are an ideal
muethed of providing nutritions, tasty food at this key stage in children's mental, educational,
and physical development, and an epportunity to impact population health [11,13-15], The
importance of quality and accessibility of schoal meals, particularly for children in the most
deprived arcas has been highlighted in rescarch and by advocates [ 2,5,16]. However, there is
i standard definition for distary quality.

Al approximately E700m, schiol food catering is the lirgest area of public sector food
spend in the UK. accounting for 29% of the annual £2.4bn expenditure [17-1%9]. The Food
and Agriculture Organisation refers to public food procurement initiatives, including school
mels, as ‘game-changers’ due to their ability o infleence food consumption, healthy diets,
and more sustainable food systems [20].

School meal provision in the UK changed considerably in the 1980' with the devolution
of responsibility from bocal autherities (i.e, local government] to individual schools and the
introduction of compulsory competitive tendering, opening school meal provision to the
private sector [19,21], Since then, school food is wsually provided by local antherity catering
services or large commercial catering companies with a smaller proportion of scheols using
their own staff or small caterers. All children in the UK are offered a meal at lunchtime which
is state funded for all children in the first 3 years of school and for disadvantaged children
wisder the age of 16, Parents can choose o send their child with a packed lunch if they prefer.
Primary school children are usually offered a full meal whereas secondary school children are
usually offered a canteen style service. Procurement contracts for the supply of school meals
are often pat out for tender and awarded on ceiteria that are heavily biased towards the lowest
cost provision te improve financial efficiency, leading to profit and competition being the
dominant forces at the expense of ather values such as dietary health and quality [20]. This
iy have had & substantial impact on school food quality since the devolution of responsi-
bility from the local autharities as many kitchen facilities and skilled cooks whe were capable
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of conking from scratch with fresh ingredients were replaced with equipment and staff more
suitable fer reheating cheaper processed convensence foods [21-23].

Given the urgent need to address the impact of poor diet on population health in the UK
and the ability of school meals to facilitate improvement, it is important fo establish what
is known about the contract types governing the provision of school meals, Understanding
how these contracts are linked to the quality of feod provided and outcomes for children will
support further research to enable relevant and impactful policy and practice to be developed,
This literature review sought to establish what is known about the types of contracts that exist
for the procurement of school meals and to identify existing evidence that links these provi-
siom contract types with the r|_||a|ir:,rn’|'ﬁ:md pnm.'id.gd and the 1cq- outcomes for schonl chil-
dren. For the purpose of this study, provision of school meals refers to the offer of a full meal
for a child on the school premises at lunchtime and key outcomes relate to child health and
academic results,

Methods

A scoping review was conducted to establish the breadth and extent of available evidence in
this complex, but novel area [24—26]. A rigorous, reproducible, and transparent methedology
was adopted based on appropriate puidance from The Cochrane Handbook, Joanna Briggs
Institute (1B1} Manual and PRISMA-ScR checklist [24,25,27], Criteria in these guidelines were
addressed through the preeminent Arksey & O'Malley | 28] framework as fellows: Identifving
the research question; Identifying the relevant studies; Study selection; Charting the data; and
Collating, summarising, and reparting the results. This was supplemented with recommen-
datlons from Tricco et al., [29] enhancing the guidance on exch of the individual framework
stages, such as contextualising findings and presenting them in a clear and concise manner
with key messages highlighted. Narrative synthesis techniques were used w identify themes
which enabled a clearer presentation and credible discussion of the results [30].

Literature search strategy and selection criteria

The search criteria were developed based on a standardised Population, Exposure, Outcome
{PEQ) framework to enable transparency and repeatability [31]. Population was searched
using overarching terms of child and any extended variations, the institutional setling being
achool or education and the element being primary and secondary with alternatives of junior,
infant, elementary and high. The exposure of interest (independent variable) was kept broad
tercapture the full range of procurement contract types for the provision of school food. Over-
arching terminology of purchase, procure, contract, and buy, along with the key components
of catering and meal provision being lunch, dinner, and menu was used. Outcomes of interest
{dependent variable) were based on facters which could link schoold food provision with child
health and academic results. These were related to food, nutrition, diet, healthy, BMI, quality,
uptake, absence, atminment, and results, Quality is often defined in different ways, for exam-
ple, nutrient composition or meeting nutritional requirements, guidelines or standards. Fos
the purpose of this study a sensitive approach was taken to include papers based on their own
definition of quality, The review also sought to establish if further guidance was given in the
literature for the guality of foed in the context of school feod provision contract types,

The fellowing databases, being the preeminent databases for health and education research,
were selected [24]: Medline; Web of Science; Scopus: Education Resources Information Center
{ERIC). These were searched for peer reviewed articles and the reference lists of these articles
were scanned for further applicable evidence. Google was used to search for grey literature,

A new google profile was set up and location services were disabled to prevent results being
influenced by previous searches or location [32]. Search terms (Supplementary Table 1) were
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inputted into the advanced search option using Boolean logic, The first 30 Google hits, being
the 50 maost relevant according to the search engine relevancy ranking, were reviewed for
eligibility as ks typlcal in systematic reviews | 33]. Web pages for organisations involved in
school foed or public sector procurement are also a wseful source of information relevant o
this study: [14] therefore, the following websites were included in the search: Professional
assoclations: LACA (the school food catering association) |35]. Asseclation for Public Service
Excellence [36]; Government websites and agencies; GOV,UK [37], World Health Organisa-
tion |34]; Charities: The Food Foundation [39], School Food Plan [40]. The literature search
was completed on 10 September 2023,

Criteria from the PEO madel relevant to the review question and objective were used to
determine eligibility of the studies [24,41-43]. All study designs, eg.. qualitative reviews, trials,
and cohort studies were eligible for inclusion and scientific papers or letters, articles, reviews,
hook chapters or grey literature reports from reputable agencies and government departments
were eligible. Conference abstracts, student dissertations or theses and protocol papers were
not included. Documents dated from the devolution of school lunch procurement in 1985 to
date of the search were included, as this is the paint where the provision madel cha:rl.ucd. in the
UK. Eligibility was expanded to international studies to capture relevant findings from other
countrics however, only sources written in English were included, due to a lack of resources
for translation. Ay studies not rl:l.ating oy pnpuhl.ilyrls of primary or sn:umlar:,r school chil-
dren were excluded (eg. preschool children, colleges or universities, ar adults). Any stadies
with expasures not relating 1o school lunch provision comprising of a full meal for the child
OF PTOCUremEent contract type fior the provision of that schoal lunch were excluded [N
purchasing by the student, home ar family, packed lunches, beverages, and snacks, vending
machines and tuck shops, marketing or advertising, food related education, physical activity,
after school and breakfast clubs, childcare settings, or nutrition education interventions or
studies). Any studies with outcomes not related to child health or academic achieverment were
excluded {e.g., addictive substances, child abuse, food allergies, COVID, food borne or other
non-diet related diseases, eating behaviours or disorders, unrelated standard cl:mpl'ia:rme.
policies or guidance). Papers focused on global sustainability and food systems were excluded
unless they also included research focused on areas that may relate to food quality, Orper-
atiuna"}f.. this included thase with data on food waste and 1rrsani|.'|' local mmn:ing that also
discussed food quality [44]. An Rerative approach was used in case further applicable criteria
became apparent during the review [43].

Data extraction and analysis

Covidence systematic review software was used to ensure reliability, whereby the eligibility
criteria at both the tithe and abstract stage were congidered by a primary (NN} and experi-
enced second reviewer (L) to simultaneously review 10% of studies, which were selected
using a randem number generator, This process was repeated at the full text stage, At both
stages, an inber-rater reliability score of 75% [26] was required 1o determine whether further
papers needed 1o be reviewed or a third reviewer utilised.

Papers deemed potentially eligible after the title and abstract screen were read in full and
data relevant to the research question were extracted and analysed using basic descriptive
qualitative methods [42]. Whilst scoping reviews do not usually seek to synthesise the results
of the existing evidence [28,42.43] a narrative synthesis was used to identify themes bringing
homaogeneity o the presentation of the results and to highlight the differences and similar-
ities in the findings of the studies reviewed [46]. This approach has been particularly useful
for synthesising different types of evidence in other studies [46—48] and was used to develop
inductive dul.'li.pli'p‘\e themes ina nn:l:huﬂuh:gicau:r' FgOrous way with reference to data
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returned alongside the study objectives and the research question [30,42], Marrative synthesis
as proposed by Popay etal, [30] was used 1o bring together findings and highlight key points.

Results
Literature search

The databases, citation review and google search returned 1,288 documents. After removing
433 duplicates, the titles and abstracts of 854 documents were sereened for eligibility. This
excluded 713 documents and the full texts of the remalning 141 documents were assessed for
cligibility, identifying 30 papers and reports which fulfilled the eligibility criteria. Reasons for
excluding documents in the full ext screen are included in the PRISMA diagram (Fig 1), Over
half of the papers (58% ) were excluded for not meeting the exposure criteria, mainky due to
focusing on procurement [purchases) by the student, or of food other than school lunch, or
for examining education or nutritien interventions which were unrelated 1o school lunch pro-
viskon or procurement contract type. A further 19% were excluded for non-eligible cutoomes,
such as eating behaviours or disorders or policies, standards or guidance notes unrelated to
the specific outeomes of child health or scademic achievement.

Overview of included articles
The remaining 30 documents comprised 16 academic papers, 11 grey literature reports and 3
books (Table 1)

There was international coverage in the pRpers, and baoks from South America {n=2:l
| 20,49, Eusope {n=19) [3,19,20,23,50-54], North America (n="9) [20,64-71], Asta (n=13)
[20,72,73] and Australia (n= 1) [74], However, the grey literature related exclusively to the
LISA, UK, and Ireland.

The dates of the academic papers covered 23 years from 2000 to 2023 with the majpority
(75%, n= 12) [49-56.65,56.75,74] in the last decade. The grey literature and books were dated
between 1996 and 2022 with half {50%, n="7) in the last decade [3,20,60,62,63,70,71].

Sustainability, relating to organic procurement and waste, was a key focus of seven of the
papers [30-34.56,67], ten were mainly concerned with nutrition or guideline compliance
|5i1,53,55—58,65,67,72.74], twa with |:u1|:|]' weigh! and disease [19,73] and one with academnic
achbevement [66]. Different types of food provision conteact types were described (see Table
1)z outsourced vs in-house (n= 5} [30,53,55,73.74]: on premises meal preparation vs off prem-
ises {n=1) [49]; organic vs non organic (n=2 [51,52]; contractor vs lecal commanity (n=1)
[22]; healthy vemndor va not {n= 1) [&4]; low cost vs local sourcing (n=1) [35]. Five papers
gave hackground information only and did not compare cutcomes by provision contract
type [54,57,58,65,67]. The academic papers were not necessarily focused on the comparison
of health outcomes by procurement contract type, though the cutcomes and procurement
contract type were described and therefore the papers were included as eligible, One paper
clid focus on a Clamparisn bt framed it as low-cost v bocal sourcing rather than ini.der
contract type [36]. Including these papers captured Important characteristics of each contract
type providing context and understanding of how the contract type links with food quality
and outeomes.

The 11 grey Herature reports were mainly commissioned and funded by government
departments or advecacy organisations to evaluate or inform policy. Therefore, they were
mare concerned with providing overall economic, planetary and population health related
inslght, as opposed to comparing specific outcomes by provider types, Only one report made
comparisens between outsourced and in-house provision [53]. Two looked at food service
management companies [69,70] and one at local authorities [39]. Two of the three books were
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mainly concerned with sustainable school meal provisien and did not compare different pro-
vision contract types |20,64]; one specifically looked at outsourcing the provision and made
comparisens to in-house provisien [71].

School meal provision contract types

Drcuments revealed a variety of school food provision contract types between and within dif-
ferent geagraphical areas. These fell inte broad sverall categaries of government provision, in
house catering and cutsousced commercial provision. This varied by school type, geograph-
ical area, or pelitical orientation [19,4%,53,58,64.66,69.7 ]| In mast European countries, the
schoal was n:xpunxil'ﬂ! fur uhmlxinﬁ the food provision contract type |58]; hivweever, European
achool food systems were found to be commaonly managed at a higher kevel than the schosl
which could be at a national or regional level of government [51.54,56], Countrizs such as
England, Finland, France, Scotland, taly and Sweden provided a hot lunchtime meal, either
through the schael, local government or an outsourced catering contract [ 24.56,58,64]. School
meals were prepared in different locations, with some conked on site and others prepared in
central kitchens for transportation to the schools which could be by sutsourced catering teams
of in howse staff or velunteers |54,56.72].

Differences also existed within provision contract types. For example, one US study found
several variations :‘rl’fm'hiuumin& schaaol meal pm-.-igiun such as, Frivulz chmpany pmviﬂing
the meals, but the school employs the staff; private company providing the meals and the staff;
private company provides consultation services only; and on rare occasions (1%) another
public school district provides the meals [86]. There was no peer reviewed scientific research
o the provislon contract types in England. The Scheol Food Plan | 19] provided the mast
comprehensive picture of provision; however, this report is now over a decade old, The report
noted the complexity of school meal provision. This could be contracted by the local autherity
bt provided in house through local authority catering services or through a private caterer.
Alternatively, it could be contracted through the school which may use the local authority, a
private caterer, or cater in house.

Identified papers indicated that good practice existed across the different provision con-
tract types regardless of whether provision was executed by a private caterer, in-house staff,
o a local authority catering service. The synthesis of findings highlighted a number of key
themes linking the school food provision contract type with food quality and cutcomes for
children including contractual relationships, economic factors, nutritional quality, disease,
culture, scademic achievement, policies and regulation and child acceptability.

Contractual relationships

The impamance of the contractual relatlonship and having binding, monitored, and evaluated
specifications was noted to help to manage o complex situation where quality and outcome
privrities may differ h:.l procurement contract type, Fasr uu:mp]u,ﬂwr\e could be |.'l:||1.|'.|i.clirL5
priorites of profitabllity for private contracters compared to social, econemic, and environ-
mental principles for authorities [20.54], A lack of precision in contractual terms such as best
value' had allowed interpretation by caterers 1o suit their business goals rather than the stated
alm of a high quality nutritious catering provision [£2]. Substandard contracts without legally
binding detailed specifications were thought io impact scheol food take up, profitability, food
quality and prices and expensive specialist legal knowledge would be required to renegoti-

ate or exdt the contract [ 19]. Tender design and contract negetiation were identified as key
specialist skills which public sector officials and school leaders may not have despite their
responsibality for the contractual relationships with large public sector suppliers [&4]. This
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Studies from databases/reglsters (n= 1228)

Seopus = 452) References from other sources [n= 53)
Wt of Sclence {n = 415) Citation saarching |n = 10}

MEDLINE (n = 232) Google search (n = 45)

ERIC (n = 89)

Aeferences remaowed (o= 433)
Daplicates identilied manusly (n =0}
Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 433

Studies & reports screened [n = 854) Studies & reports excluded [n = 713)

Studies & reports sought for retrieval [n= 141) =1 Studies not retrieved [n= 0)

Studies & repoms escluded {n= 111)

Studies & reports assessed for eligibility [n = 141) - Duplicate, date, language or document type (= 21)
Pegulaton Non-School setting [n = &]

Expoaure Proourement by child or family (n =29)

Empagure Unrelated 10 schaol lundh procurement contract

tygse |n = 5)

Ohicome Eating behasdours (n =7]

Chncome Linnelsted puidance, stardands or policies (= =13)

Cuncome Emissons (s =2)

-
=

Studies & reports included in review (n = 30)

Figg 1. PRISMA finw chart af thi literatwee seloction pracess. FRISM A disgram showing the smrch and sbection preees for the scoping rviee
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