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!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 

Research highlights that a well-managed school meal system can improve public health 

and reduce inequalities. School food is EnglandΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŦƻƻŘ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜΣ 

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 contract types on school food quality through 

three consecutive, interlinked studies: (1) systematic scoping review of existing 

evidence; (2) mixed method typology generation and documentary analysis of data on 

provision and quality from schools, caterers, public health teams, websites and 

contracts in a Yorkshire case study; and (3) qualitative interviews with school food 

caterers, public health representatives and advocates. Overall, findings suggested that 

the main drivers of improved quality were perceived as: supportive power dynamics; 

monitored, robust standards; transparent, effective funding; and dedicated, skilled 

people; rather than procurement contract type. Without these, school food is unlikely 

to be optimised for child wellbeing. A lack of peer-reviewed academic evidence linking 

procurement contract type with school food provision existed, with literature revealing 

inconsistent and sometimes conflicting outcomes. Provision was complex 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. 

Quality was inconsistently defined and interpreted, often related to standards perceived 

as outdated, ineffective and unsupported. With reform, including child input, a more 

equal and consistent school food system may address the existing άlotteryέ 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 quality, nutritious, enjoyable 

school meal for all children. 

 



 
3 

¢ŀōƭŜ ƻŦ /ƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................... 2 

PREFACE ........................................................................................................................... 11 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...................................................................................................... 13 

DECLARATION ................................................................................................................... 14 

CHAPTER 1 : BACKGROUND ............................................................................................... 15 

1.1 INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................ 15 

1.2 DIETARY HEALTH .......................................................................................................... 16 

1.2.1 DIETARY HEALTH IN THE UK.................................................................................................. 16 

1.2.2 THE CURRENT STATE OF CHILDRENΩS DIETARY HEALTH ............................................................... 18 

1.2.3 THE ROLE OF SCHOOL MEALS IN CHILD DIETARY HEALTH ............................................................. 22 

1.3 FOOD SYSTEMS ............................................................................................................ 24 

1.3.1 FOOD SYSTEM DYNAMICS ..................................................................................................... 24 

1.3.2 THE ENGLISH SCHOOL FOOD SYSTEM ...................................................................................... 26 

1.4 FOOD QUALITY ............................................................................................................ 32 

1.4.1 THE QUALITY OF SCHOOL FOOD SERVED IN ENGLAND ................................................................ 33 

1.4.2 SCHOOL FOOD STANDARDS .................................................................................................. 35 

1.4.3 MONITORING AND CERTIFICATION ......................................................................................... 38 

1.5 PROCUREMENT ............................................................................................................ 40 

1.5.1 PUBLIC PROCUREMENT ........................................................................................................ 41 

1.5.2 SCHOOL MEAL PROCUREMENT .............................................................................................. 43 

1.6 POLICY AND REGULATION ............................................................................................... 46 

1.6.1 THE ENGLISH POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR SCHOOL FOOD .............................................................. 47 

1.6.2 GOVERNMENT BUYING STANDARDS FOR FOOD AND CATERING SERVICES ..................................... 52 

1.6.3 CROWN COMMERCIAL SERVICES FRAMEWORKS ........................................................................ 53 

1.6.4 THE CONTRACT FOR SCHOOL FOOD PROVISION......................................................................... 53 

1.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY ..................................................................................................... 54 

1.7.1 GAPS IN THE EVIDENCE ........................................................................................................ 55 

1.8 THESIS AIM, OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS ............................................................. 55 



 
4 

CHAPTER 2 : METHODS...................................................................................................... 59 

2.1 INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................ 59 

2.2 SUMMARY OF STUDIES .................................................................................................. 60 

2.3 METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................................... 61 

2.3.1 PHILOSOPHY AND POSITIONALITY ........................................................................................... 61 

2.3.2 THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS .............................................................................................. 64 

2.3.3 RESEARCH CONTEXT............................................................................................................. 71 

2.4 STUDY 1 ς SYSTEMATIC SCOPING REVIEW METHODS ............................................................. 73 

2.4.1 DESIGN ............................................................................................................................. 74 

2.4.2 STAGE 1: IDENTIFYING THE RESEARCH QUESTION ...................................................................... 75 

2.4.3 STAGE 2: IDENTIFYING THE RELEVANT STUDIES ......................................................................... 75 

2.4.4 STAGE 3: STUDY SELECTION .................................................................................................. 82 

2.4.5 STAGE 4: CHARTING THE DATA .............................................................................................. 83 

2.4.6 STAGE 5: COLLATING, SUMMARISING AND REPORTING THE RESULTS ............................................ 83 

2.5 STUDY 2 ς TYPOLOGY AND DOCUMENTARY ANALYSIS METHODS .............................................. 85 

2.5.1 DESIGN ............................................................................................................................. 86 

2.5.2 RECRUITMENT AND SAMPLE .................................................................................................. 90 

2.5.3 DATA COLLECTION ............................................................................................................... 91 

2.5.4 ANALYSIS OF DATA .............................................................................................................. 94 

2.6 STUDY 3 ς QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS METHODS .................................................................. 98 

2.6.1 DESIGN ............................................................................................................................. 98 

2.6.2 SAMPLE AND RECRUITMENT .................................................................................................. 99 

2.6.3 DATA COLLECTION AND MANAGEMENT ................................................................................. 103 

2.6.4 ANALYSIS OF DATA ............................................................................................................ 106 

CHAPTER 3 : STUDY 1 - SCOPING REVIEW ......................................................................... 111 

3.1 SUMMARY ................................................................................................................ 111 

3.2 AIMS ....................................................................................................................... 111 

3.3 METHODS ................................................................................................................ 112 

3.4 FINDINGS ................................................................................................................. 112 

3.4.1 LITERATURE SEARCH .......................................................................................................... 112 

3.4.2 OVERVIEW OF INCLUDED DOCUMENTS .................................................................................. 113 

3.4.3 SCHOOL MEAL PROCUREMENT CONTRACT TYPES ..................................................................... 116 



 
5 

3.4.4 CONTRACTUAL RELATIONSHIPS ............................................................................................ 117 

3.4.5 ECONOMIC FACTORS ......................................................................................................... 118 

3.4.6 NUTRITIONAL QUALITY AND GUIDELINES ............................................................................... 119 

3.4.7 HEALTH OUTCOMES .......................................................................................................... 121 

3.4.8 ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT .................................................................................................. 122 

3.4.9 OTHER FACTORS INFLUENCING QUALITY AND OUTCOMES......................................................... 122 

3.5 DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................. 157 

3.5.1 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................... 157 

3.5.2 FURTHER RESEARCH AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY ............................................................... 162 

3.5.3 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS ............................................................................................ 163 

3.6 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................. 164 

CHAPTER 4 : STUDY 2 - SCHOOL FOOD PROCUREMENT TYPOLOGY AND DOCUMENTARY 

ANALYSIS OF QUALITY DEFINITION AND SPECIFICATION ................................................... 165 

4.1 SUMMARY ................................................................................................................ 165 

4.2 AIMS ....................................................................................................................... 167 

4.3 METHODS ................................................................................................................ 167 

4.4 FINDINGS ................................................................................................................. 168 

4.4.1 THE PROCUREMENT CONTRACT TYPES IN EXISTENCE FOR PRIMARY SCHOOLS IN YORKSHIRE ........... 168 

4.4.2 KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF YORKSHIRE SCHOOLS ...................................................................... 176 

4.4.3 HOW DO THE CATERERS DEFINE OR SPECIFY QUALITY? ............................................................. 185 

4.4.4 MIXED METHODS FINDINGS ................................................................................................ 196 

4.5 DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................. 201 

4.5.1 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................... 201 

4.5.2 THE PROVISION OF SCHOOL MEALS IN YORKSHIRE ................................................................... 201 

4.5.3 IMPACT OF THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOL MEAL PROVISION ON THE QUALITY OF MEALS PROVIDED .... 204 

4.5.4 MARKERS OF QUALITY ....................................................................................................... 207 

4.5.5 FURTHER RESEARCH AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY ............................................................... 216 

4.5.6 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS ............................................................................................ 218 

4.6 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................. 220 

CHAPTER 5 : STUDY 3 ς PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL FOOD QUALITY AND THE IMPACT OF 

CONTRACTS THEREON ..................................................................................................... 222 



 
6 

5.1 SUMMARY ................................................................................................................ 222 

5.2 AIMS ....................................................................................................................... 223 

5.3 METHODS ................................................................................................................ 224 

5.4 FINDINGS ................................................................................................................. 224 

5.4.1 POWER DYNAMICS, CONTROL AND CONFLICT ......................................................................... 228 

5.4.2 STANDARDS AND COMPLIANCE ............................................................................................ 234 

5.4.3 ECONOMICS ..................................................................................................................... 246 

5.4.4 PEOPLE AND ROLES ............................................................................................................ 249 

5.5 DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................. 252 

5.5.1 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................... 252 

5.5.2 POWER DYNAMICS, CONTROL AND CONFLICT ......................................................................... 254 

5.5.3 STANDARDS AND COMPLIANCE ............................................................................................ 258 

5.5.4 ECONOMICS ..................................................................................................................... 266 

5.5.5 PEOPLE AND ROLES ............................................................................................................ 267 

5.5.6 FURTHER RESEARCH, RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY ................................. 268 

5.5.7 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS ............................................................................................. 269 

5.6 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................. 270 

CHAPTER 6 : DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION .................................................................... 272 

6.1 DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................. 273 

6.1.1 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................... 273 

6.1.2 IMPLICATIONS FOR KNOWLEDGE, POLICY AND PRACTICE ........................................................... 277 

6.1.3 KEY FINDINGS ................................................................................................................... 281 

6.1.4 RECOMMENDATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH ....................................................................... 293 

6.1.5 IMPACT AND DISSEMINATION OF WORK TO DATE .................................................................... 298 

6.1.6 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS ............................................................................................. 300 

6.2 MEETING THE OBJECTIVES AND ADDRESSING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS ................................... 302 

6.3 REFLEXIVITY FOLLOWING STUDY COMPLETION ................................................................... 304 

6.4 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................. 306 

APPENDIX A PRISMA-SCR CHECKLIST ............................................................................... 308 

APPENDIX B DRAFT EXTRACTION FIELDS BASED ON CRITERIA OF RELEVANCE ................... 313 



 
7 

APPENDIX C CARDA CHECKLIST ........................................................................................ 315 

APPENDIX D QUALTRICS SURVEY ..................................................................................... 321 

APPENDIX E INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE .............................................................................. 335 

APPENDIX F PLOS ONE PAPER .......................................................................................... 339 

APPENDIX G SAMPLE SEARCH CRITERIA AND RESULTS ..................................................... 375 

APPENDIX H SCOPING REVIEW STUDIES EXCLUDED AS NOT IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE ......... 377 

APPENDIX I JOURNAL OF NUTRITIONAL SCIENCE MANUSCRIPT ........................................ 378 

APPENDIX J SCHOOL CHARACTERISTICS TABLE ................................................................. 403 

APPENDIX K KEY QUOTES FROM PARTICIPANTS ............................................................... 411 

ABBREVIATIONS .............................................................................................................. 433 

REFERENCES .................................................................................................................... 435 

 

  



 
8 

List of Tables 

Table 2-1 Search terms ................................................................................................... 80 

Table 3-1 Summary of documents included in the review ........................................... 124 

Table 4-1 Number and percentage of state maintained primary schools in Yorkshire and 

characteristics by school meal procurement contract type: headcount; deprivation (FSM 

eligibility %), ethnicity (EAL %), geography; and school type ....................................... 175 

Table 4-2 Meta inferences from typology and documentary analysis ......................... 197 

Table 4-3 Revised provision profile for Yorkshire primary school meals to include hybrid 

models ........................................................................................................................... 219 

Table 5-1 Participant characteristics ς Organisation type, and experience of the 22 

participants in the study ............................................................................................... 225 

Table 6-1 Publications and conference abstracts ......................................................... 298 

Table 6-2 Expert invitations .......................................................................................... 299 

 

 

 

 

  



 
9 

List of Figures 

Figure 1-1 Long term trend in take up of school meals 1970 ς 2012 ............................. 28 

Figure 1-2 Systems map showing the complexity of factors influencing school food and 

their relationship ............................................................................................................. 31 

Figure 1-3 Government responsibilities for food policy making in England, by 

department ..................................................................................................................... 50 

Figure 1-4 Summary of thesis methods .......................................................................... 58 

Figure 2-1 Map of Yorkshire and The Humber by population density ........................... 72 

Figure 2-2 Study 2 data and sources ............................................................................... 87 

Figure 3-1 PRISMA flow chart of the literature selection process ................................ 113 

Figure 4-1 Profile of state funded Yorkshire primary schools by procurement contract 

type. .............................................................................................................................. 169 

Figure 4-2 School meal provision in Yorkshire state funded primary schools, by local 

authority area and procurement contract type ............................................................ 171 

Figure 4-3 Focused map of local authority catering school meal provision in Yorkshire 

state funded primary schools by local authority area. ................................................. 172 

Figure 4-4 Focused map of commercial catering school meal provision in Yorkshire state 

funded primary schools by local authority area. .......................................................... 173 

Figure 4-5- Profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools by local authority and 

procurement contract type ........................................................................................... 176 

Figure 4-6 Headcount of state funded primary schools by local authority in Yorkshire

 ....................................................................................................................................... 178 

Figure 4-7 Profile of Yorkshire state funded school size by procurement contract type

 ....................................................................................................................................... 179 



 
10 

Figure 4-8 Geographical profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools by local 

authority ........................................................................................................................ 180 

Figure 4-9 Geographical Profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools by 

procurement contract type ........................................................................................... 181 

Figure 4-10 Deprivation profile (represented by FSM eligible %) of Yorkshire state funded 

primary schools by local authority ................................................................................ 182 

Figure 4-11 Deprivation profile (represented by FSM eligible %) of Yorkshire state funded 

primary schools by procurement contract type ........................................................... 183 

Figure 4-12 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of 

Yorkshire state funded primary schools by local authority .......................................... 184 

Figure 4-13 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of 

Yorkshire state funded primary schools by procurement contract type ..................... 185 

Figure 4-14 Common themes of school food quality identified from documents reviewed

 ....................................................................................................................................... 187 

Figure 4-15 Change in contract provider type for school meals in Yorkshire between 2013 

and 2024........................................................................................................................ 202 

Figure 5-1 Keywords, codes and themes ...................................................................... 227 

Figure 5-2 Markers of school food quality as perceived by participants of Study 3 .... 238 

Figure 6-1 Key findings and recommendations from the work in the thesis overall ... 281 

 

  



 
11 

tǊŜŦŀŎŜ 

Twenty years ago, Jamie Oliver shocked the nation by exposing the quality of UK school 

meals. His Feed Me Better campaign motivated public sector investment and created a 

legacy of public advocacy for a more effective and equal school food system. A few years 

later, I began my first term as a primary school governor with responsibility for school 

food and high expectations of, as the head teacher described it, άŦǳƭƭȅ WŀƳƛŜΩŘ ŘƛƴƴŜǊǎέ. 

I clearly recall standing in the dinner queue with a class of 5-year-olds being asked to 

choose between an apple and a huge chocolate muffin with pink sparkles. I wrestled for 

a moment with my decision and, as I took my delicious muffin, it struck me how wrong 

it was to ask a 5-year-old child to make that choice and expect the apple to prevail. As I 

worked with the caterers and local authority over the next few years, I became 

increasingly aware of the impact that the commercialisation of the school meal service 

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

School meals were originally 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 been eroded, coinciding with a deepening child health and obesity 

crisis. As a mother and a nutritionist, L ŀƳ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƎƻƻŘ 

quality food and; as a businesswoman and former school governor, I felt that I had the 

necessary insight and skills to investigate and understand whether 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 and explore the forces at play to identify potential for better policy 

and practice. Along the way, I have encountered inspiring individuals, passionate about 

feeding children better, despite challenging conditions and low levels of pay and 

appreciation. I have discovered multiple conflicts of interest and a fundamental lack of 

transparency which help to explain why the school food provision in England is not 

currently optimised for child health.  
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I hope that this research generates discussion and galvanises change. By rethinking high 

quality school food as a vital investment in our children and population health, rather 

than as a basic obligation to be met quickly and cheaply, the evidence has reinforced my 

belief that school meals can reach their potential as a lever for better health and brighter 

futures for all children. 
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Writing this thesis has been one of the biggest challenges in a long career of very big 

challenges. I hope that my work will support a move to a healthier, happier and more 

equal life, through better quality school meals available for all children to enjoy.  

I would like to especially thank my supervisory team, Professor Maria Bryant, Professor 

Bob Doherty, and Dr Laura Sheard, for their support, challenge, inspiration and expertise 

throughout this process. I would also like to thank my thesis advisory panel and 

progression chair Dr Ariadne Kapetanaki, Dr Ulrike Ehgartner, and Professor Helen Elsey 

for their constructive challenge, guidance, and ideas for improvement. In addition, the 

wider FixOurFood and Public Health teams have been an incredible support and 

inspiration, it has been a highlight of my career being part of this groundbreaking team 

of experts. I am grateful to the University of York and NIHR Transforming UK Food 

Systems programme for the funding to undertake the work, and for the support to share 

my findings. 

I come to the end of this work in admiration of everyone in the school food system 

whose unwavering passion to do the best for our children, in often difficult 

circumstances, goes largely unnoticed. I am genuinely appreciative of the participants in 

this study who took the time to share their experiences with me, and to the school cooks 

and catering teams who welcomed me into their world.  

Finally, I am truly grateful to my family (Andrew, Liv and Harry) and too many friends 
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Chapter 1 Υ .ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the background for the work in the PhD. It provides a 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 

appropriate methods for the subsequent studies in this thesis. 

Global population and planetary health are in crisis. The impact of the ongoing conflict 

in Ukraine, and crop failures attributed to climate change, continue to undermine food 

security which, when combined with the rise in non-communicable disease (NCD) and 

growing inequalities, threaten the global health of the population, planet, and economy 

(United Nations, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Ward and Goldie, 2024). Historically, human, 

planetary and economic health have been viewed separately, but evidence of common 

issues linking them is now a focus of several prominent, national and international 

strategic reviews, such as: the Eat Lancet report; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change Food Security Report; United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 

Report; and the National Food Strategy (Willett et al., 2019; Dimbleby, 2021; Shukla et 

al., 2019; United Nations, 2022). A 2021 United Kingdom of Great Britain (UK) study 

applying greenhouse gas emissions to dietary recall data, for over 200 adults, linked 

healthier diets, consisting of predominantly fruit and vegetables, wholegrains, legumes, 

nuts, and unsaturated fats, with lower emissions (Rippin et al., 2021). These findings 

support others highlighted in a systematic review, of high quality studies, that healthier 

dietary patterns were associated with a lower environmental impact than the average 

United States of America (USA) diet at that time (Nelson et al., 2016). This is important, 

as poor diet is estimated to cause 11 million early deaths, 255 million disability adjusted 

life years, and to contribute approximately a third of greenhouse gas emissions (Rippin 

et al., 2021; Afshin et al., 2019; Shukla et al., 2019).  
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A transformation of the existing food system at population level, was called for at the 

UN Food Systems Summit in 2021, to reverse these negative impacts and enable 

planetary and human health to recover (Von Braun et al., 2021). This transformation 

was envisaged to support increased biodiversity and planetary resilience, whilst 

simultaneously providing nutritious, affordable food to reduce inequalities and NCD, 

and benefit the economy, education and attainment (Von Braun et al., 2021). The 

landmark Eat Lancet commission emphasised that "Food is the single strongest lever to 

optimise human health and environmental sustainability", proposing five key strategies: 

promoting healthy diets, prioritising food quality over quantity, increasing high quality 

output, improving governance, and reducing food waste, to enhance population and 

planetary health (Willett et al., 2019). This view is supported globally by the UN 

sustainable development goals, its decade of action on nutrition 2016-25, and the many 

strategic policies of the World Health Organization (WHO) (United Nations, 2015, 2023; 

World Health Organization, 2024b). Support is 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 influenced by differing economic, environmental, health, 

social and political agendas, means that transformation drivers will likely 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 hierarchies (Phipps, 2022; Hafferty, Pool and Obani, 2024). I understand 

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 in consideration.    

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, 2024) and the worst obesity rates in Western Europe (World 

Health Organization, 2022c). Approximately two thirds of the adult population in 
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England live with overweight or obesity (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 

2024). Almost 90% of English deaths are attributable to NCDs (Office for Health 

Improvements and Disparities, 2021), which are strongly associated with poor diet 

(Uusitupa et al., 2019), and social inequalities (Metcalfe and Sasse, 2023; Candio, Mujica 

and Frew, 2023). Furthermore, the UK consumes more ultra-processed food (UPF) than 

any other Western European country, and whilst evidence associating UPF with higher 

levels of obesity and chronic health issues is limited, it continues to grow (Monteiro et 

al., 2018; Touvier et al., 2023). Two randomised control trials, one in USA (Hall et al., 

2019), and one in England (Dicken et al., 2025), found adverse weight outcomes in 

participants consuming UPF, compared to those consuming nutritionally matched, 

minimally processed foods. Analysis of data for 350,000 participants in a multinational 

longitudinal cohort study positively associated UPF consumption with weight gain over 

five years, and an increased risk overweight and obesity (Cordova et al., 2021). Research 

also correlates UPF consumption with deprivation status (Coyle et al., 2022; Heuchan et 

al., 2025). A large Australian study of consumer data for 10,000 households, found  that 

UPF purchases were significantly higher in lower income families, compared to those of 

families in higher income quintiles (Coyle et al., 2022). In the UK, analysis of food diary 

data of over 3,000 children in a longitudinal cohort study, found that energy consumed 

from UPF was higher for children from more deprived backgrounds (Heuchan et al., 

2025). This is important as food insecurity is increasing in the UK, with 6% of households 

affected (Department for work and pensions, 2023). Rates are higher (20%) 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 

overwhelming social and economic cost, which is estimated to be between £29bn and 

£58bn (Metcalfe and Sasse, 2023). In 2022-23 there were over 3,300 daily obesity 

related hospital admissions, 23 of them relating to children under 16, a 323% increase 

in 10 years (NHS Digital, 2023). However, despite the evidence, the lessons from the 

COVID pandemic, and the subsequent cost of living crisis, the National Food Strategy 

noted that little progress has been made to revise our food culture, address the 

obesogenic food environment, or reduce diet related inequality and food insecurity 
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(Dimbleby, 2021). The issue of an obesogenic food environment was also highlighted in 

a systematic review and meta-analysis, finding differences in obesity levels associated 

with the retail food environment, such as the proximity to fast food or fresh fruit and 

vegetables (Pineda et al., 2024). Government policy in the UK has, to date, focused on 

influencing personal choice of individuals, for example, through labelling and healthy 

eating education and guidance, when consumer choice is thought to be influenced by 

commercial pressures of the food industry (Mozaffarian et al., 2018; Theis and White, 

2021). Evidence from a 2021 systematic review, found that the use of nutrition labels 

and warnings was associated with an improved selection of healthy products and 

reduced energy intake (Song et al., 2021). However, the evidence came mainly from 

randomised control trials in laboratory settings, which, whilst methodologically robust, 

may not adequately represent the real-world. This limitation in the evidence is 

potentially reflected in the lack of success of this policy approach in practice, with no 

subsequent reduction in overweight and obesity prevalence in England (Office for 

Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025), as was highlighted by the recent House of 

Lords Food Diet and Obesity Committee (The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity 

Committee, 2024). The committee also recommended a systematic approach, focused 

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

in particular, children. 

1.2.2 ¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘŀǊȅ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ 

Approximately 10% of English children are already living with obesity when they start 

primary school, more than doubling to 22% when they leave aged 11 (NHS England 

Digital, 2024). The most deprived are particularly affected, with a higher prevalence of 

obesity in the lowest income decile (12.9% at age 4-5, and 29.2% at age 11), more than 

double those in the highest income decile (6.0% at age 4-5, and 13.0% at age 11) (Office 

for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025). UK children have the highest levels of 

obesity in Western Europe (World Health Organization, 2022b). A systematic review and 

meta-analysis found that children living with obesity were more likely than children of a 

healthy weight to suffer from comorbidities, such as pre-diabetes, high blood pressure 

and non-alcohol fatty liver disease (NAFLD) (Sharma et al., 2019). Hospital admissions 
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for obesity related conditions are rising, with over 8,000 children admitted to hospital 

annually in England (NHS Digital, 2023). Furthermore, 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 countries (NCD Risk Factor Collaboration (NCD-RisC), 

2020). Research in the UK, using the large National Child Measurement Programme 

dataset, also found that short stature was associated with deprivation, with prevalence 

in the most deprived decile almost double that of the least deprived decile (Orr et al., 

2021).  

Whilst the evidence does not demonstrate causality, there are studies associating poor 

diet with chronic disease, especially among the most deprived (Eskandari et al., 2022; 

Goisis, Sacker and Kelly, 2016). A 2022 systematic review and meta-analysis found a 

statistically significant association between food insecurity and obesity in high income 

countries (Eskandari et al., 2022). The study synthesized findings from high quality, 

qualitative and quantitative studies, and noted that the high cost and low accessibility 

of healthy food, supported increased consumption of energy dense, nutrient poor foods 

amongst the food insecure (Eskandari et al., 2022). A cohort study of over 9,000 UK 

children, found that obesity prevalence for five year olds in the lowest income quintile, 

was almost double that of five year olds in the highest income quintile, and the disparity 

increases to over two and a half times higher at age 11, with dietary risk factors such as 

fruit and breakfast consumption associated with attenuating inequalities (Goisis, Sacker 

and Kelly, 2016). English children consume more than recommended amounts of 

nutrients of concern, such as free sugars and saturated fats, and do not eat enough fruit 

and vegetables (Office for Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025). Despite 

recommendations that over a third of the diet should come from fruit and vegetables, 

almost a third of primary school children eat less than one portion of vegetables per day 

(Public Health England, 2018a, 2020). The quality of the vegetables consumed by 

children is also of concern, with processed vegetables accounting for over a third, half 

of which comes from pizza and baked beans (Public Health England, 2014). Other 

indicators of dietary quality in the UK for children aged 4-10, are low levels of fibre and 

red and processed meat consumption (even 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 recommendations) (Office for Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025). 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ average consumption of fibre is only 14.5g of the 20g required daily, and red 

and processed meat consumption is excessive at 40g daily when total daily protein 

recommended for a 10 year old is only 28g (Public Health England, 2016; Office for 

Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025).  

The growing evidence for the negative impact of UPF consumption on health, noted 

above, has also been studied in relation to children, through an analysis of food diaries 

and adiposity measures of 9,000 children in a large UK longitudinal cohort study (Chang 

et al., 2021). Whilst the observational methods did not address causality, higher 

consumption of UPF was associated with measures of adiposity (Body Mass Index, Fat 

Mass Index, weight and waist circumference) (Chang et al., 2021). The diet of UK children 

is highly processed, with 75% of energy coming from UPF (Rauber et al., 2019), which 

likely replaces nutritionally beneficial foods such as vegetables and legumes (Touvier 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 causality, and a lack of a practical definition of UPF (Scientific Advisory 

Committee on Nutrition, 2023). Considering these scientific debates, it is likely that the 

health of UK children is affected, with favourable social determinants for UPF 

consumption in the UK, such as preferences for convenient cheap food and requiring 

little skill or time to prepare, making it the food of choice for many families (Dimbleby 

and Lewis, 2023; Monteiro et al., 2018; Henney et al., 2024). This may help to explain 

the UK having the highest UPF purchase rate in Europe at 50.7%, compared to only 

14.2% by French families (Monteiro et al., 2018). Hence άescaping the junk food cycleέ 

was a key theme of the recommendations coming from the National Food Strategy 

(Dimbleby, 2021).  

Children from lower socio-economic groups in the UK suffer the most from poor diet, 

consuming more UPF, and simultaneously experiencing higher rates of malnutrition and 

obesity (Marmot, 2010; Public Health England, 2017a; Eskandari et al., 2022). This 

phenomenon has resulted in a revision of the definition of malnutrition to include those 

άcarrying too much weightέ or άat risk of chronic diseases due to excess intake of sugar, 

salt, or fatέ (International Food Policy Research Institute, 2016). Healthier food products 
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have been found to be more expensive, and less accessible, to those living in deprived 

areas which is likely to contribute to the decline in the nutritional quality of food in those 

households (Placzek, 2021; Hoenink et al., 2024). Children in the lowest income quintile 

consume 27% less fruit and vegetables, 81% less oily fish, and 26% less fibre than those 

in the highest quintile (Office for Health Improvements and Disparities, 2025). Meeting 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 9ŀǘǿŜƭƭ DǳƛŘŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ three times 

more than the average UK food expenditure (Scott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018). For 

households in the lowest two income deciles, this represents 42% of their disposable 

income after housing costs (Scott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018).  

Poor nutrition and unhealthy diets are associated with adverse outcomes for children, 

likely impacting future employment and economic prospects, and their contribution to 

the economy (Dimbleby, 2021; World Health Organization, 2016). Improving dietary 

quality and satiety for children goes beyond physical health and is associated with better 

attendance and academic results, with research, including two systematic reviews, 

linking increased consumption of fruit and vegetables, and meeting recommended 

dietary intakes, to higher educational attainment and earning potential (Burrows et al., 

2017; Orme et al., 2010; Cohen et al., 2021b). Moreover, research shows that dietary 

habits formed in childhood can impact health outcomes in adulthood, and that obesity 

can transfer between generations (Chang et al., 2021; The, Richardson and Gordon-

Larsen, 2013). This would 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, 2016). The 

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 strategies (Kovacs et al., 2020). Therefore, alongside a whole school 

approach to food, as recommended in The School Food Plan, the UK government 

levelling up white paper, and by the WHO (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 children, with the potential to impact society as a whole (Bryant et al., 

2023; World Health Organization, 2021). This approach is ratified by the inclusion of 

school food in key  global strategic policy and research recommendations by the UN and 

WHO (United Nations, 2022; World Health Organization, 2021, 2016) and 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, 2021). The 

Sustainable Development Goals identified synergies 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 production (United Nations, 2022). The school setting, therefore, 

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 

potentially leading to desirable health and academic outcomes.  

We know that nine million children in England attend school for approximately 190 days 

each year, consuming 30% to 50% of their food there (Nathan et al., 2019; Office for 

National Statistics, 2022; Department for Education, 2024a). Therefore, school meals 

are an ideal method of providing nutritious, tasty food at this key stage in the mental, 

educational, and physical development of children, and an opportunity to create the 

demand for healthy, sustainable food as the diet of choice for future generations. For 

those in the most deprived areas, it may be their only substantial or hot meal that day 

όIŀŎƪƛƴƎΣ нлннΤ 5ƛƳōƭŜōȅΣ нлнмΤ ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ нлмнύ, highlighting the 

importance of the quality and accessibility of school meals for all children. A case study 

of 130 low income families in UK, Portugal and Norway, highlighted the perceived 

importance of healthy and inclusive school meals for parents and children in low income 

families όhΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлннύ.   

Prioritising school food has the potential to improve standards, with one English study 

of 70 schools showing twice as many schools achieving Ofsted outstanding ratings after 
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participating in the Food for Life program, compared to the period before participation 

(Orme et al., 2010). Beneficial school food practices have been linked to improved 

nutrition, wellbeing, and social environments for children in observational data from 

surveys of over 2,000 UK children (Yang et al., 2022), and in observations and informal 

interviews in 20 school dining halls in a region of England (Hart, 2016). School meals can 

also support healthy eating by fostering social interactions in a healthy food setting, 

potentially shielding children from obesogenic environments outside school (Kapetanaki 

et al., 2019). Beyond improving child health, school meals may offer economic 

advantages by promoting sustainable procurement from local suppliers through public 

sector spending (Parsons and Barling, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Molin, Martin and 

Björklund, 2021; Sabet, 2022). Whilst there is little academic evidence evaluating the 

economic impact of school meals, one large longitudinal Swedish study found that pupils 

benefitting from a FSM program throughout primary school had 3% higher lifetime 

income than those not exposed to the intervention (Lundborg, Rooth and Alex-Petersen, 

2022). Aligning school meals with healthy dietary patterns by reducing meat, dairy, and 

sugary foods can also benefit planetary health, these ingredients were calculated to 

contribute most to diet-related greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, albeit acknowledging 

study limitations with using dietary recall data and GHG estimates  (Rippin et al., 2021). 

Including vegetarian options may support better choice and health, and was found to 

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

Although most children attend school in the UK, declining school meal uptake since the 

responsibility shifted from local government areas (known as local authorities in 

England) to school leaders, may have reduced their health impact (Dimbleby and 

Vincent, 2013a). The introduction of universal infant free school meals (UIFSM) in 2014 

improved the potential to influence the health and wellbeing of children up to age 

seven, but eligibility beyond this age is limited to the most disadvantaged (Department 

for Education, 2024b). School meal take up levels (of FSM) rose to 75% after UIFSM was 

introduced, but drop to just 36% once meals have to be paid for (Wollny et al., 2015). 

This is thought to be because school lunches are often seen as unaffordable, undesirable 

or offer worse value for money than packed lunches, with parents perceived to prefer 

ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ (Dewbury 
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wŜŘǇƻƛƴǘΣ нлмфΤ 9ƴǎŀŦŦΣ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƘƻƴȅΣ нлмуύ. This is important because, 

evidence, albeit from a limited number of studies, suggests that school lunches are more 

nutritious than packed lunches, with fewer calories from UPF (61.0% vs. 81.2%) (Haney 

et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2020; Parnham et al., 2022), and interventions to improve 

packed lunches were found to have had limited success in a systematic review and meta-

analysis (Nathan et al., 2019).  

Whilst the importance of good quality nutrition for children, and the potential for school 

meals to provide this, is generally agreed, there are economic, social and political 

difficulties and differences to overcome. School caterers may face a dilemma of trying 

to deliver a social service within the financial and operational constraints of contracts 

written to suit a commercial market place, and have been described as άhealth workers 

in disguiseέ (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). In addition, the constraints and complexity of 

the current food system means it is challenging to implement an effective and equal 

provision, and a systems approach is likely to be needed to support positive health and 

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

1.3 Food systems 

1.3.1 Food system dynamics 

A system is an organised collection of individual, but interdependent, components 

working together as a unified whole, towards a central objective (Zhang and Ahmed, 

2020). In the case of the food system, this refers to the combination of all the 

participants and their activities to produce, process, market, distribute, consume and 

dispose of our food (Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations, 2018). The parts of the system are driven by, often conflicting and 

complex, economic, environmental, health, social and political agendas, which will vary 

across different stakeholders, and the system may even develop its own behavioural 

pattern (Parsons, 2020; Meadows, 2009). Therefore, using an holistic systems approach 

enables responses to dynamic opportunities and issues in their entirety, as opposed to 

addressing individual parts of the system in isolation, which 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 waste and is 

shaped by factors ranging from policy to consumer demand. By 2050, it is estimated that 

it will need to feed nearly 10 billion people, posing a significant challenge to achieve this 

sustainably (Willett et al., 2019). Given the current damage to human and planetary 

health, solutions must be regenerative rather than merely preventative (Doherty et al., 

2022; United Nations, 2022). The current food system was developed to address the 

need to feed a growing population from a scarce planetary resource (Dimbleby and 

Lewis, 2023; Morgan, Marsden and Murdoch, 2006)Φ LƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎΣ 

including the mass agriculture of high yielding mono crops, supported by chemical 

pesticides and fertilisers, were acknowledged as preventing mass starvation, but are 

now known to be damaging to both human and planetary health (Dimbleby and Lewis, 

нлноΤ {ǇŜŎǘƻǊΣ нлннΤ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ CǳƴŘΣ нлнрύ. 

This agricultural revolution was followed by innovations in food production, and changes 

to consumer social and purchasing behaviours, ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎ ŀƴŘ мфулΩǎ, to maximise 

convenience for a working population. The majority of food purchases moved from small 

independent producers to large supermarkets, and the processing of food moved out of 

the domestic kitchen and into factories, shifting focus from quality to palatability, 

convenience and profit (Griffith, Jin and Lechene, 2022; White et al., 2020; Monteiro et 

al., 2018; Touvier et al., 2023). Women became more able to work and contribute to the 

economy, but this could also have contributed to a reduction in domestic cooking skills, 

a longer and less transparent supply chain, and an increased use of UPF (Martins et al., 

2020; Monteiro et al., 2018). A large part of our food system is now predominantly 

controlled by commercial enterprises, many of which are driven by profit without 

necessarily taking responsibility for the potential costs of any damage their food may 

cause to human or planetary health (White et al., 2020; Friel et al., 2023; Touvier et al., 

2023). Another effect of this food systems revolution, is a reduction in the relative cost 

of food from 23% of income in 1970 to 9% of income in 2023 (Department for 

Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2016; Office for National Statistics, 2024), which may 

contribute to a culture where food has been devalued on the whole, and increased food 

waste is perpetuated. 
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Using the recommended holistic approach to improving the food system, considering all 

stakeholders, relationships, opportunities and issue causality, has been suggested as a 

key way to manage any detrimental impact of changes on all parts of the system 

(Meadows, 2009; Friel et al., 2023). In addition, applying complex systems thinking is 

believed to facilitate interventions that add value to the system as a whole, helping to 

avoid the historic problems from theoretical approaches, such as value chain or market 

systems, which consider parts of the system in isolation (Meadows, 2009; Bryant et al., 

2025). An example is the development of a profitable and convenient food system value 

chain, delivering food άjust in timeέ from large producers to supermarkets, which is likely 

to neglect negative effects like reduced diversity, weakened resilience of small 

producers/retailers, and environmental waste (Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023). Another 

example, of the market system approach, is the shift to compulsory competitive 

tendering, which moved school meal provision from local authorities to the free market, 

achieving cost reductions but likely compromising meal quality (Morgan 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 in the UK include a ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

knowledge of food through a whole school approach to food (Department for Levelling 

Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; Bryant et al., 2023), a systems approach to obesity 

prevention (Public Health England, 2019), and a άsystemic responseέ to the challenges 

ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ (The House of Lords Food, 

Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024). This systems approach, to identify leverage points 

where strategic changes can have a greater impact, can be used to make the most of 

limited public resources in food systems (Meadows, 1999). It can help prevent problems 

that have arisen in the past, such as simplistic obesity interventions targeting individuals 

in isolation, which did not create an infrastructure complex enough to withstand the 

variety presented by the overall food system (Bryant et al., 2025; Rutter et al., 2017).  

1.3.2 The English school food system 

The following section summarises the development of the English school food system 

based on data from the Soil Association, The Food Foundation, and research by 
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Passmore and Harris, and Gillard (Soil Association, 2003; The Food Foundation, 2023; 

Passmore and Harris, 2004; Gillard, 2003) unless specified otherwise. These reports and 

reviews summarise historical events and perceptions, which may have been written for 

advocacy purposes rather than to provide an independent evaluation of evidence. 

Therefore, the intention of this section is to provide an indicative context for the 

research whilst acknowledging the potential limitations of the information.  

{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ мутлΩǎ 

when Manchester and Bradford Local Authorities introduced them for poor and 

undernourished children. Since then, school meal provision, funding and uptake has 

varied in line with health and education priorities of the government in situ (Figure 1-1). 

A 50% grant from central government in 1914 further increased the numbers of children 

having school meals; however, the grants were cut during the great depression in the 

1920s and uptake fell. The negative ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǊŀǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ LL ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

nutrition and health, led to the introduction of nutritional standards in 1941, and in 

1944, a requirement for local authorities to provide a school meal sufficient to be the 

main meal of the day at no more than the cost of the ingredients. A bid to cut the cost 

of central government financial support for school meals in the 1950s caused the price 

to rise, and the financial responsibility for school meals was devolved to local authorities 

in 1967, giving them the ability to set the price and influence the provision. This 

continued until 1980, ǿƘŜƴ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ ¢ƘŀǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ !Ŏǘ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛȄŜŘ ǇǊƛŎŜ 

charge and minimum nutritional standards, removing the requirement for the local 

authorities to provide school meals. 

The introduction of compulsory competitive tendering in 1988 required local authorities 

to open up school meal provision to the private sector, and award contracts based on 

criteria which were heavily biassed towards the lowest cost provision. School meal 

provision shifted from a child health and welfare service to a commercial model, 

lowering food quality by replacing some skilled cooks and fresh cooking facilities with 

cost-efficient equipment and labour for reheating processed foods (Morgan and Morley, 

2014; The Food Foundation, 2023; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Passmore and Harris, 

2004)Φ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǳǇǘŀƪŜ ŦŜƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ тл҈ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфтлΩǎ ǘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ по҈ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулΩǎ, when changes to benefits made many children from low-income 
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families ineligible for FSM (Figure 1-1) (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Department for 

Education, 2024a). Compulsory competitive tendering prioritised low costs over food 

quality, with some local authorities allocating only 35p of the £1.60 cost to ingredients, 

half the recommended 70p needed for adequate nutrition and sustainability (Pearce et 

al., 2005). The austerity following the financial crisis of 2008 exacerbated the problem, 

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 loop (Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Meadows, 

1999) ǳƴǘƛƭ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅ ŎƘŜŦ WŀƳƛŜ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ нллр ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ, what he 

believed to be, unacceptably low standards (Channel 4, 2005). Despite his continued 

advocacy for better quality school meals, additional public funding was not forthcoming. 

Meal uptake fell to a low of 37% in 2009.  

 

Figure 1-1 Long term trend in take up of school meals 1970 ς 2012 

Percentage of pupils (primary and secondary combined) annotated with key influencing events. 

Based on data and image from School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b) 
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The improvement of UK school food was addressed in 2013, in the School Food Plan 

(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b). The plan recommended that all primary school children 

be given FSM, School Food Standards were introduced, and cooking food became part 

of the national curriculum. In 2014, UIFSM were introduced, but only for pupils aged 

four to seven, increasing meal uptake from 40% to 85% for this age group (Department 

for Education, 2024a; Wollny et al., 2015). Despite improvements, a 2019 report 

revealed a postcode lottery in London school food quality, disproportionately impacting 

disadvantaged children (Cookwise, 2019). It found significant gaps in compliance, noting 

that "School Food Standards exist on paper but not on plates" (Cookwise, 2019). The 

introduction of academies in England in 2002 enabled schools to operate independently 

from local authority control, whilst still receiving funding from the state (Male, 2022). 

This was perceived to have increased the fragmentation of school meal provision, 

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 highlight the continued ǇƻƻǊ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

health, including the rise in childhood obesity, and the large number of families unable 

to afford school meals due to the stringent eligibility criteria for a FSM of £7,400 annual 

household income for children aged eight and over (Dimbleby, 2020; Department for 

Education, 2024b). The government did not implement the recommendation to increase 

the provision of FSM, believed to leave children who are not currently eligible for FSM 

at risk of food insecurity ό5ƛƳōƭŜōȅΣ нлнмΤ ¸ŀƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлннΤ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлннύ. 

Campaigns by footballer Marcus Rashford, and the Food Foundation charity (2020), 

highlighted the issue of food insecure children. The London Mayor committed to FSM 

for all primary school aged children for a limited period (London City Hall, 2023). This 

was funded through London's unbudgeted business rate income, due to a strong central 

economy. This is unlikely to be replicable in areas like Yorkshire, which do not benefit 

from the same levels of business taxes, producing a postcode lottery of FSM 

implementation for children. Without national funding, universal free meals are likely to 

remain unfeasible, worsening inequalities for children in underfunded regions. Where 

action is possible at a regional level meal uptake is likely to increase, demonstrated by 
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the introduction of UIFSM in 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 complex system in place, with many different factors influencing school 

food (Figure 1-2) (Bryant et al., 2023). Ultimate responsibility for school food, including 

a whole school approach to food and compliance with School Food Standards, now rests 

with Head Teachers and governing bodies, who have to navigate this system with limited 

time and resources, and competing priorities (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; 

Department for Education, 2014; Creagh et al., 2025; Tintoré et al., 2022). Even when 

beneficial initiatives and support exists for school leaders to develop their whole school 

approach to food, a perceived burden, cost, and lack of compliance monitoring or 

enforcement, means that it 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 up of school meals 

further (The Food Foundation, 2024a; Oxley et al., 2024). There 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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Figure 1-2 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 

9ǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŦƻƻŘέ ŀƴŘ άŦƻƻŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƛǎ 

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), 2004). The 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). In 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, texture (Vaclavik, 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 processing (Brunsø, Fjord and Grunert, 

2002) and broader political, social, and religious dimensions (Burlingame 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 retailers (Marsden, 2004). This 

evolution of the food system towards industrial standardisation has prompted 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ άƎƻƻŘέ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ 

products with higher environmental, cultural, and social credentials, through 

traceability and a reconnection with the point of origin (Murdoch and Miele, 2004). 

5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ άƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

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, 2024) highlighted a consensus 

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

άƎƻƻŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ŦƻƻŘΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ŘƛŜǘŀǊȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŜǎ 
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that evaluate the presence of specific nutrients, such as fats, fruit and vegetables, and 

whole grains (Gorgulho 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 safety (Brunsø, Fjord and Grunert, 2002; Harvey, McMeekin 

and Warde (Eds), 2004). It is influenced by complex social processes and personal 

context operating at multiple levels of the food system and covers both expectations 

and experience (Brunsø, Fjord and Grunert, 2002). Therefore, single product can be 

ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άƎƻƻŘέ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άōŀŘέ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΤ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ Ƴŀȅ 

achieve high sensory quality due to salt content that simultaneously diminishes its 

nutritional value through the increased risk of adverse health outcomes (Harvey, 

McMeekin and Warde (Eds), 2004). 

¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛƴŀǊȅ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǊ άōŀŘέΣ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅέ ƻǊ άǳƴƘŜŀƭǘƘȅέΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

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 children (Parsons, 2015). For 

these families, the emotional burden of food provision may result in a trade-off where 

nutritional quality is sacrificed for the convenience of fast food to preserve quality family 

time όtŀǊǎƻƴǎΣ нлмрΤ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΣ YƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀƴƴŜƴΣ нлмфύ. 

1.4.1 The quality of school food served in England 

Taking a systems approach to school food quality would facilitate consideration of the 

many factors of influence in Figure 1-2, including school leadership priorities, the food 

environment, policy and regulation and stakeholder priorities. Whilst these factors may 

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

be difficult to influence at scale (Bryant et al., 2023; McIsaac et al., 2019; Dimbleby and 

Vincent, 2013a). The external food environment has been perceived to have a powerful 

influence on children's tastes, preferences, likely influencing their expectations and 
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choices and ultimately school meal uptake (Dewbury Redpoint, 2019; Wills, Danesi and 

Kapetanaki, 2016).  

The quality of the school food provision has been postulated to be particularly affected 

by rising costs (Hacking, 2022). Highly processed foods, which are also high in salt, 

refined carbohydrates, sugar and fats, and low in fibre, cost less than half the price of 

minimally processed foods (Vandevijvere et al., 2020). These foods were found to make 

up 72.6% of calories in primary school lunches (Parnham et al., 2022). A typical catering 

budget for school food was just 60p per pupil at the time of writing, with many 

organisations stating that quality and nutrition are likely neglected in favour of lower 

cost alternatives (House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 

2021; Soil Association, 2018). There is no publicly available data on the cost of providing 

school meals. However, a recent report used data provided by a sample of schools, 

caterers and suppliers, and applied assumptions to estimate that the food element of a 

meal costs £1.10, and when added to labour and overhead costs gives a total cost of 

£3.27, which compares to the government FSM funding of £2.53 (School Food Matters, 

2024). There is a set price charged to parents, of approximately £2.50 for a full meal in 

an English primary school, with two or three limited meal choices for children. Given 

that schools are already likely to face financial challenges following reductions to school 

budgets (Stein and Polychronakis, 2024), school leaders may have to decide whether to 

subsidise the provision of school meals from already tight school budgets, or consider 

charging paying parents more, which could reduce meal uptake. Research, collecting 

views of school caterers, noted that without a feasible option of increasing prices to 

parents, reducing the quality was usually perceived as the only option for caterers to 

maintain profit margins (Hacking, 2022). Reducing quality is likely to impact meal 

uptake, and once uptakes fall below 55-60%, or a minimum of 150 meals served daily, 

evidence suggests that the service is unlikely to financially break even and a negative 

feedback cycle ensues requiring further cuts and reductions to quality (Morgan and 

Morley, 2014; School Food Matters, 2024; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Moreover, 

FSM budgets are not ringfenced, which means that the funding available may be spent 

on areas other than school food (Hacking, 2023; Quince, 2024; HartgenWalker and Lally, 

2023). A lack of monitoring or reporting means that the extent of this practice is not 
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clearly quantified or understood and is likely to affect quality. The Soil Association (2018) 

has called for at least 60% weighting of quality to cost in tenders for school meal 

provision, but the definition, measurement and enforcement of this criterion would 

likely present a significant challenge in the current school food system. 

School meal uptake and quality are linked through factors like financial viability, staff 

engagement, and pupil enjoyment (Wollny 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 Global Action Plan provided 

guidelines to increase the quality and uptake of school food to support child health, food 

security, and the service's financial sustainability (Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations, 2022). With school meal uptake at approximately 40%, children are 

also influenced by a greater number of peers bringing packed lunches due to cost or 

perceptions of appeal (Kapetanaki et al., 2019). Whilst some studies highlight a childΩǎ 

preference for fresh, healthy meals, others show that children often decide against 

school meals, with some parents also favouring packed lunches as a perceived way to 

monitor their child's diet ό9ƴǎŀŦŦΣ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƘƻƴȅΣ нлмуΤ YŀǇŜǘŀƴŀƪƛ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмфΤ 

Chelius et al., 2025). Parents are estimated to spend approximately £1bn per annum on 

packed lunches (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a), which could support the financial 

viability and quality of school meals if redirected. However, this evidence suggests that 

improving school meal uptake likely requires better resources, funding, and enhanced 

parental perceptions of their quality, and aligns with perceptions gathered from Welsh 

school food stakeholders by UK charity Nesta (Bone, 2022).  

1.4.2 School Food Standards 

The School Food Standards, set by the Department for Education, is the key guidance 

relating to the provision of school food in England (Department for Education, 2014). 

They were first introduced in the 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 Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Stein 

and Polychronakis, 2024), to improve school food by mandating minimum School Food 

StandardsΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ άŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ, and 
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ensure that they have the energy and nutrition they need to get the most from their 

ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Řŀȅέ, ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƻƻƪǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǘŀǎǘŜǎ ŘŜƭƛŎƛƻǳǎέ (Department for Education, 2022). However, the regulation does not 

contain a definition of, or even the word, άqualityέ, leaving the interpretation and 

application to the caterer. Therefore, the quality and nutrition of school lunches in 

English primary schools is largely driven by what the caterer serves. The standards do 

contain regulations for servings of starchy foods; fruit and vegetables; milk and dairy; 

meat, fish, eggs, beans, and other non-dairy sources of protein; foods high in fat, sugar, 

and salt; healthy drinks; and recommend the use of fresh, sustainable, and locally 

sourced ingredients (Department for Education, 2022). Unlike Scotland and Wales, 

which have food and nutrient based standards, at the time of writing, English School 

Food Standards are food based only (McIntyre et al., 2022; Department for Education, 

2022).  

If applied well and monitored correctly, the following studies suggest that standards can 

have an important influence on the quality of school food provided, although the studies 

were not designed to establish causality. The requirements for reduced sugar, saturated 

fats and confectionery were found to have improved the nutritional quality of the foods 

on offer since deregulation in a study analysing meals for 2,600 students served in a 

region of the UK (Ensaff, Russell and Barker, 2013), aligning with findings in a systematic 

review and meta-analysis (Micha et al., 2018). In an observational cohort study of 4,800 

students in 40 USA states, lower obesity rates were found in those states with more 

rigorous nutritional standards, such as those requiring specific numbers of fruit and 

vegetables, minimum amounts of whole grains and reduced trans fats, particularly in 

students eligible for free or subsidised lunches (Taber et al., 2013). Robust well-

resourced systems for implementing nutritional standards into menus, along with 

beneficial canteen environments and supervision, have been found to improve 

nutritional quality and intake of school meals, with adherence to School Food Standards 

linked with lower rates of obesity (Tregear et al., 2022). Adherence to School Food 

Standards is used as an approximation for school food quality in England (McIntyre et 

al., 2022); however, there are limitations with this approach, most importantly: 
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Å Standards can be misinterpreted (Murphy et al., 2023), particularly by deskilled staff, 

or caterers may serve less healthy, cheaper and more convenient options in 

competition with compliant options (Cookwise, 2019; Doran et al., 2023);   

Å Food served meeting the standards can vary in nutrient quality, and the standards 

allow non-compliance 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, 2016b), and may treat the standards as guidance 

rather than mandatory (Cookwise, 2019; Department for Education, 2014; Pallan et 

al., 2024);  

Å The monitoring of compliance with School Food Standards in England is the 

responsibility of the school governing body (Department for Education, 2016b). 

Research has found that compliance with the standards is variable across school 

types with many schools found to be non-compliant (House of Commons 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Cookwise, 2019; Murphy et 

al., 2023; Pallan et al., 2024; Food Standards Agency, 2024); 

Å Children may not eat what is served on their plates, which may also be different from 

what is presented on the menus. The standards could be updated to reflect current 

pupil preferences to encourage higher consumption and less waste (Bone, 2022; 

Cookwise, 2019; Ensaff, Russell and Barker, 2013). The problem may be exacerbated 

by perceived child preference for less healthy UPF, which are manufactured and 

marketed to be difficult to resist (Gearhardt et al., 2023). Children may have easy 

access to this, both inside and outside of school, and may άfill upέ with άjunkέ snack 

products in preference to a school meal (Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023; Tregear et al., 

2022; Cookwise, 2019). This leaves the caterer competing with a demand for this 

familiar food from children, which may explain why fibre rich fruit, vegetables and 

starchy carbohydrates provided in school meals are often wasted (Dimbleby and 

Lewis, 2023; Tregear et al., 2022; Cookwise, 2019);     

Å The overall school lunch experience is perceived to have an impact on what the 

children consume, particularly high quality lunchtime supervision and time to eat 

properly with friends (Bone, 2022; Wills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016); 

Å School Food Standards have not been updated to reflect the climate agenda 

regarding the amount of meat and dairy served and plant-based alternatives, the 
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current food environment, or the latest nutritional research, for example, on free 

sugars, fat and fibre (Bone, 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 difference in energy 

requirements for the age range in primary school of five to 11, which is likely to affect 

satiety for older children (Public Health England, 2016; Department for Education, 

2022). 

Despite these limitations, school meals meeting School Food Standards can provide a 

higher level of nutrition compared to the alternative of packed lunches. In research 

exploring compliance with  current school food nutritional standards, only 1% of packed 

lunches were found to meet the standards, often containing white bread sandwiches 

and UPF marketed specifically for lunch boxes (Cookwise, 2019; Evans et al., 2010; 

Parnham et al., 2022).  

1.4.3 Monitoring and certification 

To ensure standards are being met, a compulsory and dedicated measurement and 

certification system was a recommendation of the School Food Plan, however, this has 

not yet been rolled out in England (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Research has 

highlighted the perceived impact of this lack of specific monitoring of compliance with 

School Food Standards on the quality of food served, and the lack of transparency for 

stakeholders (McIntyre et al., 2022; Passmore and Harris, 2004).  

The Office for Standards in Education, ChildrenΩs Services and Skills (Ofsted) is the UK 

government department responsible for inspecting the standards in schools, however, 

it does not specifically assess the quality of school lunches. Ofsted does review the 

evidence gathered by school governors confirming statutory duties are being fulfilled, 

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, 2019). The Ofsted Common Inspection framework, 

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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Å A culture of exercise and healthy eating with evidence on a άwhole-schoolέ food 

policy shared widely with stakeholders; 

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

Å Pupil premium spending promoting healthy eating and learning; 

Å School meal uptake; 

Å Senior leadership and governor engagement with what children are eating and 

drinking; 

Å Awards and quality assured schemes such as Food for Life, CƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Food Trust or 

Healthy Schools; 

Å Independent verification that School Food Standards and relevant Government 

Buying Standards are met; 

Å Making water freely and easily available; 

Å 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 inspectors check compliance with School Food 

Standards, and in England a pilot scheme by the Food Standards Agency (FSA) used 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 the process needing to 

be addressed: 

Å The difficulty in consistently applying definitions such as άmeat productsέ or άstarchy 

foods cooked in oilέ; 

Å A lack of support in some areas for schools to address non-compliance; 

Å Only a sample of three standards were checked per school, using three or four 

questions from one of three question sets, and officers often noticed areas of non-

compliance outside of their particular question set. 

(Food Standards Agency, 2024)  
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Although the monitoring of compliance with School Food Standards is not yet 

mandatory, the Food for Life Partnership, led by an organisation called the Soil 

Association, offers a recommended award scheme with strict criteria, adopted by 

around 50% of schools before the cost of living crisis (House of Commons Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Soil Association, 2019). It covers all 

Department for Environment and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) balanced scorecard categories 

of animal welfare, environment, food safety and hygiene, authenticity, traceability, fair 

and ethical trade, equality and diversity, and inclusion of SMEs, plus nutrition, variety 

and seasonality. There are three levels: Bronze requires fewer additives, no 

hydrogenated fats, farm-assured meat, cage-free eggs, and 75% of dishes to be freshly 

prepared; Silver additionally requires a range of local and organic items, sustainable 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 least 15% organic and 

50% local food, increased fair trade and vegetarian food, and greater emphasis on 

animal welfare (Soil Association, 2019). However, 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, 2025). Given this lack of robust monitoring, 

caterers are effectively left to self-manage standards interpretation and compliance. 

This likely provides caterers with the ability to be the primary influence on the quality 

and nutrition of the food served, and therefore consumed, by primary school children. 

There are key differences between public sector procurement and private sector 

purchasing relating to regulation, standards and values or goals (Grandia and Volker 

(Eds), 2023), and the drivers of quality may be different for each. Therefore, it is 

important to understand who provides school meals, and the associated drivers of 

procurement in this context, in order to support optimal school food quality for all 

children. 

1.5 Procurement 

As discussed above, the food system has many complex and interrelated parts. One 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 
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children are made. It has been suggested that there may be an opportunity to provide 

more sustainable, better quality, nutritious meals without increasing cost, by looking at 

procurement, consumption, and waste (Stein and Polychronakis, 2024). Research in one 

London borough observed that 10% to 30% of school meals were wasted by most 

children, with nearly half wasted in 20% of schools, predominantly nutritious vegetables 

(Cookwise, 2019). Innovative procurement thinking is demonstrated in other places, 

including Copenhagen, where they have reduced the level of meat, and increased fruit 

and vegetable content, which are also cheaper, enabling existing meal prices to be 

maintained (European Commission, 2014). Furthermore, it has been theorised that 

improving food quality, such as using seasonal ingredients and cooking from scratch, can 

boost uptake enough to be financially viable without extra budget (Stein and 

Polychronakis, 2024; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a).  

1.5.1 Public procurement 

tǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘΣ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ǿƻǊƪǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ ŀǘ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ мо% 

of global gross domestic product (GDP), with food and drink public procurement in 

England costing £1.2bn (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021b; Bonfield, 2014; Arrowsmith et al., 2010). This 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 population, including 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 UN Sustainable Development Goal 12.7 

ǘƻ άtǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ CƻƻŘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ (United 

Nations, 2015; Dimbleby, 2020). Beyond financial transactions, intangible benefits like 

sharing ideas, values, and understanding are theorised to foster 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 policy can influence the broader food system, as 

commercial businesses align with government standards to win public sector work, as 

demonstrated by the UK's sustainable fish practices and Denmark's shift to 60% organic 

food through public sector contracts (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations, 2021a; Dimbleby, 2021; Bryant et al., 2025).  

There are many different theoretical models of public sector procurement which 

attempt to simplify the very complex process of the practical application of policy. Value 

chain models, which involve long-term 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, and shared 

governance (Morley, 2020; Stevenson and Pirog, 2008). However, large corporate 

suppliers may present their enthusiasm for, and compliance with, these values, which 

may ultimately conflict with their key business objectives of profit and shareholder 

value, and potentially result in a lower quality than expected by schools (Maietta and 

Gorgitano, 2016; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Ebdon and Chen, 2017). The Institutionalist 

model examines how policy making is influenced by organisations like the government 

(Genovese et al., 2020; Lever, Sonnino and Cheetham, 2019). In England, this has been 

devolved to individual schools, which now hold responsibility for their own food 

procurement policies. A newer model of dynamic food procurement, via hubs and social 

enterprise partnerships with local 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 excess or άwonkyέ vegetables. However, dynamic 

procurement models need more attention to become financially sustainable, as 

evidence suggests most currently rely on support from government or lottery funding 

to continue (Morgan and Morley, 2014; Sonnino, 2010). Trials in Bath and Northeast 

Somerset and East Ayrshire have shown some success in enabling small businesses to 

supply good quality school food. The National Food Strategy recommended extending 

this model to reduce the dominance of larger suppliers (Dimbleby, 2021). However, 

without ongoing government financial support, operation outside a trial environment 

may prove challenging (Galloway et al., 2022). 



 
43 

While the potential exists for the substantial public sector expenditure to impact the 

food system and deliver various benefits, balancing the pressures of health, economics, 

sustainability, acceptability, and social equality is complex and often not optimised 

(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020; Morgan and Morley, 2014). In particular, the 

requirement for value for money, a key criterion in public sector procurement, is often 

defined as lowest cost, which may not support other priorities such as the quality of 

provision (House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; 

Swensson, 2018; Deloitte, 2009). However, institutional food procurement programmes 

(IFPPs) with preferential criteria can leverage state purchasing power to shift focus from 

financial gain to achieving social, health, and environmental benefits, countering the 

previous emphasis on low cost (House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Committee, 2021; Swensson, 2018; Morley, 2020). Public sector procurement can lead 

to a lack of variety or quality through reduced accessibility to a wide enough range of 

suppliers. For example, small local businesses are believed to struggle with: a lack of 

skills and resource to complete complex and burdensome tendering procedures; price 

weightings of  60-80% in award criteria; onerous certification or audit requirements; and 

insufficient supply capacity (Galloway et al., 2022; House of Commons Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Swensson, 2018; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; 

Deloitte, 2009). Moreover, the process may benefit from an update to consider criteria 

such as deadline 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 UK, feeding 3.1 million children every day (House of Commons Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021; Bonfield, 2014; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b). 

School food is a popular topic with the general public, who may be emotionally invested 

in feeding the most vulnerable in society, including children (Morgan and Morley, 2014). 

In addition, the current government have pledged to make this the άhealthiest 
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generation everέ to address the escalating social and economic costs of diet related 

disease (The Labour Party, 2024). The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO) refers to public food procurement initiatives, including school meals, as 

άgame-changersέ due to their ability to influence food consumption, healthy diets, and 

more sustainable food systems (Swensson et al., 2021).   

Schools are ultimately responsible for the provision of school food, which is mostly 

procured through one of four sources, local authority providers; outsourced commercial 

suppliers; groups such as academy trusts or in-house chefs, all of which have differing 

cost structures, funding and priorities (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Morley and 

Morgan, 2021). However, there is no central record of which provider schools use, and 

little is known about the impact of the procurement contract type on outcomes of diet 

quality or child health. The importance of the role of the school food catering provider 

to the health of UK children, was recognised by the Chief Medical Officer recommending 

a national approach to supporting schools and local authorities to commission and 

manage healthy catering supplies (Davies, 2019). Each procurement contract type has 

benefits and drawbacks: large organisations have been thought to reduce costs through 

purchasing power, but managing large volumes may lack the flexibility to source from 

smaller local producers, which may be easier for in-house catering teams (Chiaverina et 

al., 2023; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). This may be important because local food is 

perceived to be better quality in terms of seasonality and freshness (Singh and 

Fernandes, 2018). In addition, the outsourcing of public sector services to private 

companies, to improve financial efficiency, has been perceived to have led to a focus on 

profit and competition being the dominant forces, at the expense of other social values 

such as dietary health (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a; 

Chandler et al., 2015). A 2019 observational study in one London borough reported that 

food quality was perceived as less linked to provider type or size, and more influenced 

by exceptional individuals like passionate school leaders or catering teams who were 

thought to have more impact than structure, policy and guidance (Cookwise, 2019). 

These situations often incorporate a whole school approach to food, which may be 

effective in improving dietary patterns (Bryant 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, and worsening child health post-

devolution, there is a theoretical debate over whether school meals should operate as 

a commercial enterprise prioritising profit, serve as a welfare service for national health, 

or attempt to balance both objectives (Morgan and Morley, 2014). The political 

structure in the UK may make this conflict more apparent than in other countries, which 

are also struggling to make the school meal system viable (Morgan 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 food, such as Copenhagen 

and France (Swensson et al., 2021; Chandler et al., 2015). Moreover, preferential, 

indirect, or reservation procurement schemes (where the eligibility criteria is set to 

exclude certain organisation types such as large, national businesses) have enabled local 

small businesses and diverse labour models to succeed in open competition for public 

food tenders in Brazil and Paraguay (Swensson and Tartanac, 2020). Outsourcing school 

meal provision has also been successful, where the tendering process properly specifies 

the requirements e.g. nutrition, sourcing or sustainability goals (Morgan and Sonnino, 

2008). The focus is important, as procurement contracts specifying low cost have been 

found to provide less fruit and vegetables, and more processed meat, than those 

specifying local sourcing (Tregear et al., 2019). Though there are pockets of innovation 

in UK school food procurement, wider implementation is thought to be hindered by 

misunderstood and conflicting perceptions of value for money, extending beyond the 

more straightforward financial considerations (Morgan and Morley, 2014). If school 

meals are to become a άhealth promoting service for allέ a switch in focus from 

profitability to health, social and environmental values is needed (Morgan and Morley, 

2014). 

However, the school food procurement process faces challenges, particularly the 

emphasis on low cost, with recent price pressures from the war in Ukraine and BREXIT 

perceived to lead to a focus on cheaper alternatives at the expense of quality, nutrition, 

and menu variety (Hacking, 2022; Soil Association, 2018). Financial stability has been 

reported to be compromised, with dinner money debt increasing in 60% of caterers 

surveyed (Hacking, 2022). School food services need over 50% uptake to financially 

break even, but this is hard to achieve when cost is prioritised over quality, as parents 
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may view packed lunches as better, despite school meals being found to be more 

nutritious (Haney et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2010; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Parnham 

et al., 2022). 

Caterers have also expressed a struggle to recruit and retain staff in competition with 

supermarkets and the hospitality sector, and disclosed that increased administration 

costs from regulations, ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ bŀǘŀǎƘŀΩǎ ƭŀǿ ƻƴ ŀƭƭŜǊƎŜƴ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ, has added to the 

resource burden (Hacking, 2022). Infrastructure issues are 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. nutrition; procurement 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, environment, and social policies of the party in government at 

the time. The importance of public food procurement policy and regulation was noted 

by the FAO άƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ detrimental to schoolchildren if not accompanied by 

ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎέ (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021a). However, the issue of assigning responsibility for policy and regulation is 

complicated by the fact that school food does not fit neatly into one area of policy. 

Education, health, treasury, social welfare and environment all have vested interests 

and differing policies, priorities, budgets and political agendas, making it difficult to gain 

significant traction and make comprehensive changes, and this can vary between local 

authorities (Morgan and Morley, 2014).  

Theoretically, public procurement policy and legislation are shaped by public 

procurement principles of transparency, competition, and equality to achieve value for 

money (Arrowsmith et al., 2010). In legislation this is often defined by cost, integrity, 

accountability, equality, fair treatment of suppliers, and efficiency, whereas policy is 

often more focused on social, economic, and environmental goals, when assessing value 
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for money (Swensson, 2018; Arrowsmith et al., 2010). Legislation 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 complex, with policy set and in operation, at a 

macro level through international or national governments, at a meso level with regional 

local authorities, and at a micro level in the schools and caterers themselves. Policy can 

influence healthy eating in schools if accountability, budgets, and uptake are adequately 

addressed (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2022; He and 

Mikkelsen, 2014). Meanwhile, the non-statutory nature of food policy allows flexibility 

and integration with other well-funded areas, but inconsistent standards are believed 

to hinder new suppliers and policy objectives  (Parsons, Lang and Barling, 2021; Bonfield, 

2014).  

Over the last three decades, almost 700 national policies have been proposed to address 

the obesity crisis without meaningful success (The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity 

Committee, 2024; Theis and White, 2021). The long-term health benefits of school food 

contrasts with short-term political cycles, theoretically leading to a lower prioritisation 

(Oostindjer et al., 2017). Addressing dietary health imbalances and improving social 

mobility was central to the last government's levelling up white paper, while the current 

government aims to create the άhealthiest generation yetέ (Department for Levelling 

Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; The Labour Party, 2024). However, past 

government policies may have inadvertently facilitated the mass production of 

inexpensive processed commodities, based on historic requirements for food security, 

economics and trade, despite growing evidence of their association with the diet related 

disease epidemic (Mozaffarian et al., 2018).   

Using a holistic food systems approach to access the significant potential of public food 

procurement to impact social, economic, environmental and health benefits, through 

influencing consumption and production, is likely to require 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., 2025). Food policy is part of a 

wider system of policy and governance institutions, which is complicated by power 

dynamics, lobbying, budgetary priorities, constraints and party politics. School food is 

inextricably linked with both education and health, meaning there is no one authority 

with full responsibility for what children eat, or with a complete understanding of the 

impact of food on their health, wellbeing and achievements (Parsons, 2021).  This can 

lead to singular policy instruments resulting in inefficiencies in practice from duplication, 

unaddressed issues, and undesirable or unintended consequences for other policy areas 

(Parsons, 2020, 2021; Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023). Hunger and food security, and 

nutrition, obesity and income, are thought to be particular areas of disconnect with no 

one department taking accountability (Parsons, 2020, 2021; Dimbleby and Lewis, 2023).  

Food fits within many of the central government departments (Figure 1-3) with the key 

responsibilities as follows: 

Å Department for Education (DfE): The Requirements for School Food Regulations 

2014, School milk and Fruit & Veg scheme, Ofsted; 

Å Department for Health and Social Security (DHSS) now Department for Health and 

Social Care (DHSC): Childhood Obesity Plan, Government Buying Standards (optional 

for schools), School milk and Fruit & Veg scheme; 

Å Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA): Government Buying 

Standards (optional for schools), School milk and Fruit & Veg scheme, National Food 

Strategy. 

Responsibilities are also delegated to other agencies and non-government organisations 

as follows: 

Å Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID): Healthier and more 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎΥ bǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ нлмтΣ ! vǳƛŎƪ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

Healthy Eating Recommendations 2018, Eatwell plate; 

Å Food Standards Agency (FSA): Pilot of School Food Standard compliance; 

Å Food for Life Catering Mark: Provides independent endorsement that food providers 

are meeting the School Food Standards and serving food prepared from fresh, 

sustainable, and locally sourced ingredients; 
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Å Local Authorities: Responsible for improving the health of their population and public 

health services since 2013. They have their own guidance and regulations. 

The DHSC or DfE did not include food in their goals at the time of writing (Parsons, 2020) 

despite obesity, School Food Standards and healthy eating being amongst their 

responsibilities. The absence of central oversight and cohesion is reflected at a local 

authority level, with diverse local food strategies (Parsons, 2021). The devolution of 

school food procurement to individual schools has led to further fragmentation in 

provision, and likely increased inconsistency in policy and practice (Morley and Morgan, 

2021). Since the devolution of school meals, UK central government policy has focused 

on the reformulation of foods such as salt and sugar reduction, following guidance from 

the independent Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (Scientific Advisory 

Committee on Nutrition, 2015, 2003). At a local authority level, the priority of food 

budget and policy varies considerably. For example, London's Food Board addresses 

health, social welfare, and environmental goals through policies, funding, and guidance, 

with food prioritised in seven statutory mayoral strategies, and FSM granted for all 

primary children (London City Hall, 2023; Parsons, Lang and Barling, 2021). Therefore, 

the devolution of school food policy to local authorities has facilitated an unequal and 

fragmented system, with areas like London having greater capacity, and business 

revenue, to influence outcomes, such as providing a higher proportion of FSM to families 

than the national provision (Parsons, Lang and Barling, 2021; Cairney, 2019). 
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Figure 1-3 Government responsibilities for food policy making in England, by department 

(Parsons, 2020) 

 



 
51 

The fragmentation and inequalities in school food provision are compounded further 

where policy is driven by individual schools. Schools are required to have a school food 

policy and a lead governor responsible for food and its quality (Department for 

Education, 2022). However, this is not monitored, and a 2019 study found that 57% of 

London inner city schools surveyed did not have a School Food Standard compliant 

school food policy (Cookwise, 2019). While policy goals often include value, it is likely 

that the definition of the word could encompass financial, economic, social, or 

environmental aims and it has previously been taken to represent lowest cost (Morgan 

and Sonnino, 2008). Whilst the importance and impact of policy was demonstrated by 

the innovative approach taken in Brazil to food and nutrition security, it also highlighted 

the need for an adequate infrastructure to measure compliance to the policies and 

impacts of the interventions (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021a). Therefore, the success of public food procurement policies is likely to require a 

robust regulatory framework to determine how the policies relating to food will be 

implemented (i.e. what is purchased, how and from whom, and how quality and value 

are defined). Research has noted that a favourable regulatory framework, aligned with 

the goals of public procurement policies, can facilitate the role of public food 

procurement in transforming the food system (Swensson, 2018; Morgan and Sonnino, 

2008; Swensson and Tartanac, 2020). Furthermore, studies in the USA have shown that 

stronger regulation of school food nutrition were associated with healthier eating 

behaviours and lower levels of overweight / obesity (Sanjeevi et al., 2020; Hennessy et 

al., 2014).  

Public food procurement regulations for school food mainly focus on contractual design, 

rather than menus or dishes. The ability for caterers to opt out of compliance, for 

reasons such as cost, leaves providers able to interpret regulation, such as the School 

Food Standards, to decide what, from whom, and how to purchase (Morley, 2020). The 

removal of any explicit mention of food from the recent Schools and Levelling Up and 

Regeneration bills, may mean that any resulting policies are unlikely to have regulatory 

support (Denton and Yap, 2023) and therefore, the current issues of poor 

implementation and compliance are unlikely to be resolved. The 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 regulations and mechanisms are 

also key to the provision of high quality school food.  

1.6.2  Government Buying Standards for Food and Catering Services 

Government Buying Standards for Food and Catering Services (GBSF) were introduced 

in 2011, and updated in 2021, specifying mandatory and best practice guidance for the 

nutritional quality and environmental standards for public sector food purchases 

(Department of Health & Social Care, 2021). Their aim was to ensure healthier and more 

sustainable food and drink options available across the public sector, with better 

opportunities for provision from small and medium enterprises (SME). Despite the UK 

Chief Medical Officer's recommendation for mandatory compliance, these standards are 

not required for schools, the largest public sector spend area, compliance is not 

enforced and varies across local authorities (Bonfield, 2014; Department of Health & 

Social Care, 2021; Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021; Dimbleby, 

2021). Ownership is complex, with overall responsibility resting with DEFRA, but 

responsibility for nutritional standards with DHSC and OHID. The standard was heralded 

as an example of connected food policy, however, local implementation of the national 

policy was found to be inconsistent, as many local authorities delegated their decision-

making powers to contract caterers leading to variations in standards and compliance 

(Parsons, 2021). 

DEFRA introduced a balanced scorecard in 2014, which was a methodology for 

evaluating contract tenders that aimed to help public sector procurers include non-

financial areas like health, quality, sustainability, and socio-economic 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 unclear. (Parsons and Barling, 2022; House 

of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021). In an environment 

of rising costs and budgetary constraints, the Government Buying Standards may be 

ineffective where organisations take advantage of the ability to exempt themselves due 

to cost (Ehgartner, Kluczkovski and Doherty, 2025). The government responded to the 

2024 House of Lords Food, Diet, and Obesity Committee report recommendation to 

include schools, and provide guidance for healthy catering services procurement, by 
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pointing to an existing DEFRA review which has been ongoing for a number of years 

without conclusion (Department of Health & Social Care, 2025b). 

1.6.3 Crown commercial services frameworks 

Frameworks are available for the public sector to purchase food from a list of pre-

approved suppliers, with agreed terms and prices. For example, the Buying Better food 

and drink framework enables public sector organisations to buy food and drink from a 

single access point, from suppliers which meet public sector goals such as 

environmental, social and Government Buying Standards criteria. However, these 

frameworks are not mandatory, and ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ 

them. The prices charged for goods can 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, 2025). Without monitoring in place, it 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 provided. Robust contractual terms and specifications are important to 

ensure that performance can be managed and monitored, particularly in situations 

where there may be a conflict of priorities between the procurer and the supplier, such 

as cost and quality in the case of school meals (Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations, 2021a). Moreover, research has noted the importance of the contract 

as a άliving documentέ, proactively informing and guiding the relationship between the 

parties and therefore optimising performance (Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2023). Since 

the devolution of responsibility for school food procurement from local authorities to 

individual schools, the contractual negotiation and management is now the 

responsibility of school leaders. However, school leaders are usually educational 

experts, and may lack the legal knowledge, negotiation skills and confidence to manage 
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complex procurement contracts without expert guidance to check specifications, and 

set and monitor targets and key performance indicators (KPIs) (Cookwise, 2019; 

Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). They may also lack the resource to manage more 

frequent re-tenders which are thought to influence better quality food provision 

(Cookwise, 2019). Getting the contract right was identified as a key factor to success in 

The School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a), and 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 previously (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a), it 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 chapter provided a broad review of the existing literature and theory in relation to 

school food provision. It presents the background as to why it is important to provide 

children with good quality, health supporting, meals and 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 food, and 

how that may affect the ability to optimise school food to achieve health and societal 

goals. Healthy school meals provide the opportunity for a virtuous cycle, as well-

nourished children perform better at school, and better educated families are more 

likely to earn more and consume more nutritious foods. In turn, this has the potential to 

impact the health of the population, the economic contribution of the workforce, and 

the sustainability of our food choices, presenting the opportunity to simultaneously 

address the current health, economic and planetary crises. Despite the convincing 

evidence that nutritious food is key to the health, wellbeing and achievement of one of 

the most vulnerable groups in society (children), we have a complex, fragmented, 

opaque and unmonitored school food system which is unlikely to be properly supporting 

these goals. The current state of the system has likely compounded the disagreement, 
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debate and political inactivity preventing the re-introduction of a robust school food 

system, which is needed to realise the 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 pace; however, it has been noted that academic research in this area is limited 

and there is a need for further research on institutional food procurement to advance 

these goals. A lack of research on systems approaches to school food has been noted by 

others to have likely hindered the development of a fully supportive school food system 

(Bryant et al., 2023). In addition, a 2021 WHO scoping review recommended further 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ άǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ nutrition standards or procurement policies that determine 

ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ (World Health Organization, 2021).  

Research supports the beneficial impact of good quality school meals, through the 

relationship between nutritious food and child outcomes. However, little is known about 

the procurement contract types in operation and their impact on the 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 often leaves the standard of provision to the interpretation and 

integrity of the caterer, making it important to understand how they define and manage 

quality. 

1.8 Thesis aim, objectives and research questions 

The work in this thesis was part of the overarching UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) 

funded FixOurFood programme (FixOurFood, 2025)Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀƛƳǎ άǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ 

the Yorkshire food system to one that is regenerative, benefitting both human and 

ǇƭŀƴŜǘŀǊȅ ƘŜŀƭǘƘέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǳō ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ΨCƛȄhǳǊCƻƻŘ ƛƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǎǳō ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀlly focused on the impact and 

outcomes of the school food system. The aim of this thesis aligned to the FixOurFood 

programme by providing research to support άhealthy eating for young childrenέ, 
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through the provision of άtasty, good quality, sustainableέ school food as the άdefault 

for all childrenέ (Doherty et al., 2022). The 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 the nutritional content of school meals using over 

млΣллл ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŜǎ άŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘέ ŀƴŘ άŀŦǘŜǊ ŜŀǘƛƴƎέΦ ¢ƘŜ 

work in this concurrent study will provide an objective measure of the nutritional quality 

of the meals served, therefore, I chose to concentrate the work in Study 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 the time of 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 objectives address this aim by exploring the potential to leverage the school 

food system, through the provision of high quality school meals, to address the current 

health crisis. The primary objective of this thesis was to provide evidence to address the 

gap in knowledge relating to the current school food procurement contract types in 

operation in the school food system, and to investigate how this might impact the 

quality of food provision for primary school children.  

Research question 1 (RQ1): How might school food procurement contract type 

impact the quality of food provided to primary school children? 

The secondary objective was to provide evidence to establish the quality definitions in 

operation for school food, and to investigate whether the procurement contract type is 

an important influence over the quality of food for primary school children. 

Research question 2 (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? 
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This was achieved through three consecutive studies; the methods of which are 

described in Chapter 2 and illustrated in Figure 1-4.  

1. Study 1: A scoping review (Chapter 3) addressing RQ1 through the following sub 

question:  

Research question 1a (RQ1a): What is the existing evidence linking school food 

procurement contract type with school food provision?  

 

The systematic scoping review summarised and synthesised the 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 (RQ1b): What 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 3: Qualitative 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 research added to the existing body of evidence on how school food 

is procured and the potential impact on the quality of food served in schools. It 

provides support for policy and practice in 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 inequalities. 

 

Figure 1-4 Summary of thesis methods 
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Chapter 2 Υ aŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

2.1 Introduction 

The literature review (Chapter 1) highlighted the potential for school food to impact 

health and wellbeing on a population scale, while also supporting economic, social, and 

environmental goals. It established that the school food system in England is complex, 

and the role of the procurement contract type in determining food quality for children 

is under researched and poorly understood. School food and catering represent the 

largest area of public sector food expenditure accounting for approximately £700m, 29% 

of the annual £2.4bn public sector food and catering spend. Despite the magnitude of 

public sector spend on school food, and its potential impact, the evidence available was 

scarce. The theories, debates and identified knowledge gaps in the literature review 

were used to inform and develop the research questions (Magnusson 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 studies (Figure 1-4) to 

explore the potential impact of school food procurement contract types on the quality 

of food provided to primary school children. In order to support more effective policy 

and practice recommendations, two different perspectives, detailed with the 

corresponding research questions below, were utilised to enable a nuanced exploration 

of school food procurement practices:  

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

provided to primary school children? (RQ1) 

This question explored the effects of the different procurement contract types on food 

quality, through analysing the mechanisms and structures that influence food quality 

based on the procurement contract types used.  



 
60 

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? 

(RQ2) 

This question examined the perceptions of those responsible for school food provision 

regarding food quality and the importance of procurement contract types. It sought to 

understand how these perceptions influence opinions and decisions about food quality 

and how that may work in practice.  

Together, these questions provided an holistic view of the under-researched impact of 

procurement contract types on school food quality, aligning with the complex systems 

thinking discussed in Chapter 1.   

2.2 Summary of studies  

The first study was designed to establish the 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 concepts, and identify knowledge gaps through a 

systematic scoping review (Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018a; Tricco et al., 2016). 

A scoping review is a popular and relevant method for understanding the concepts of a 

broad and complex topic such as school food procurement and provision. The method 

enabled the consideration of a range of study designs addressing school food quality 

and public sector procurement together όhΩ.ǊƛŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ ¢ǊƛŎŎƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ [ŜǾŀŎΣ 

/ƻƭǉǳƘƻǳƴ ŀƴŘ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ нлмлύ. The second study sought to build on Study 1 by 

understanding who provided the school meals, and how those providers defined or 

specified food quality. A mixed methods approach was employed, combining a 

quantitative typology study with qualitative documentary analysis. An empirical case 

study of approximately 1,800 primary schools in Yorkshire was supplemented by 

secondary data from websites and contracts of the school food providers. This enabled 

a rigorous quantitative assessment of provider types, and a qualitative contextualisation 

and analysis of quality definitions and specifications (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018). 

The third, empirical, study sought to understand what those responsible for influencing 

school food provision believed to be high quality food, gathering their perceptions of 
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the influence of the procurement contract type on quality. An applied qualitative design 

using semi-structured interviews was appropriate for exploring beliefs, understandings 

and accounts of practice (Braun 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 within it, with the 

aim of creating real world impact, required careful consideration of the ontological and 

epistemological positioning of both participants and the researcher (Levers, 2013). 

Ontology covers theories of reality and is the subject of much debate in academia 

(Levers, 2013)Φ wŜŀƭƛǎƳ ǇǊƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ 

perception, and the opposing theory, relativism, that multiple truths exist, and are 

defined by the subjective experience of individuals (Levers, 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 truth (Levers, 2013). 

This άmiddle groundέ approach allows a flexibility and complexity of thought through a 

lack of attachment to a particular paradigm, which could lead to greater impact on the 

complex food system which this PhD work seeks to influence (Meadows, 1999; Bhaskar, 

2020; Bryant et al., 2025). Epistemology theorises how we think it is possible to know 

and how we can access that knowledge, i.e. inductively building that knowledge from 

our observations or deductively starting with a theory, from which a hypothesis is 

formed to be confirmed or rejected through observational research (Ritchie 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. Therefore, a 

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 theory (Halpin and Richard, 2021). This research adopts a pragmatist 

epistemology, which regards the value of knowledge as inseparable from its practical 
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application, and its capacity to address what works within a specific context (Gillespie, 

DƭŇǾŜŀƴǳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜ {ŀƛƴǘ [ŀǳǊŜƴǘΣ нлнпύ. Pragmatism is not committed to any one system 

of philosophy or reality, and is less concerned with truth than knowledge, which evolves 

with experience based on its practical utility όDƛƭƭŜǎǇƛŜΣ DƭŇǾŜŀƴǳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜ {ŀƛƴǘ [ŀǳǊŜƴǘΣ 

2024). A pragmatist approach to research, is therefore driven by attempting to solve a 

problem through the information and methods which best facilitate this, rather than 

using predetermined theoretical constructs or arriving at a judgement through 

individual reasoning (Kaushik and Walsh, 2019). This flexible approach enables the 

consideration of multiple or singular realities, and methods, and is often associated with 

mixed methods research (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018). Pragmatism is particularly 

appropriate for social research through its rigorous and systematic questioning of 

concepts that may otherwise be taken for granted through preconceived theories or 

individual perceptions of reality (Seale, 2007). 

Critically reflecting on the impact of my own position and experience throughout the 

process formed an important part of the interpretive research (Magnusson and 

Marecek, 2015; Braun and Clarke, 2013). I have 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 choice, or ability, to influence. Through education and 

hard work, I built a successful professional career, enabling me to experience a more 

privileged perspective of a financially stable, but time poor, parent. Quality of school 

meals became an important factor in the 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 reform, I also have a higher level of understanding of the 

overall school food system. My former career as a commercial finance professional 

brings an in-depth understanding of the commercial and economic drivers of different 

organisation types operating in the school food market. Whilst this wide range of 

experience facilitated a deeper understanding of the issues and appropriate data for 

collection and analysis, it could also bring preconceived ideas or judgements. However, 

my work as a finance professional brings extensive experience in applied 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.  

Examining the impact of school food procurement contract types on school food quality 

through a critical realism ontological lens acknowledges a άrealέ objective provision 

structure affecting food quality, while recognising that the άknowledgeέ of quality is 

subjective, shaped by the beliefs and circumstances of system actors. Critical realismΩǎ 

layered ontology suggests that reality consists of three layers, real (underlying 

mechanisms, structures and powers), actual (what happens), and empirical (what we 

observe) (Fletcher, 2017). This works well with a pragmatism epistemology to identify 

actionable knowledge and practical insights into the multi-dimensional nature of the 

complex food system which involves a dynamic interplay of social, economic, 

environmental, and political factors. This approach reveals underlying power structures 

and policies influencing food provision and quality at various system levels and pairs this 

with practical recommendations for policy and practice.  

In order to consider how the data were collected and interpreted, I was influenced by 

30 years of corporate experience where I used qualitative interviews and data to explain 

or add context to quantitative financial data, and to understand what works and why. 

This was complemented by additional PhD training. In my previous roles, it was 

commonly accepted that individuals have their άversion or beliefέ of the truth which 

may be addressed by triangulation with alternative data available, including views of 

other participants. This often established a multi-perspective approach to 

understanding a given problem or gap in knowledge and to 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 evaluated in a άblack or whiteέ 

manner with a definitive answer or a small range of possible answers. Alternatively, 

beliefs which cannot be definitively measured or validated, such as future sales 

predictions, are reflected by άfunctional adequacyέ and usually result in a larger range 

of possible answers. In these cases, beliefs collected through interviews would be 

compared to data from other sources and participants, to form a view on credibility and 

appropriateness to 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 that while a 'real' standard of quality exists, albeit with different definitions 

depending on the individual and context, (ontology), our knowledge of it is usefully 

constructed by examining the practical consequences of different procurement models 

(epistemology). This Pragmatist lens prioritises 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 of what they take to be reality and how this works practically for them 

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). In this study, there are many factors which would be 

relevant, such as their socio-economic status, cultural background, moral and political 

stance on child health and school meals, employer requirements and mission etc. 

Therefore, the definition of quality in school meals is likely to differ for those responsible 

for the provision of school food. In addition, school food quality may mean something 

different, and require a different application, for a child health advocate interested in 

nutrient composition, health supporting food, and social interaction, compared to, say, 

a caterer likely to be more interested in practical compliance, 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 commercial caterers whose purpose is to satisfy 

shareholders. 

This understanding was used to inform the methods for the studies, to collect data in a 

way which will enable the findings and interpretation to be robust and useful for future 

policy and practice recommendations (Fletcher, 2017).  

2.3.2 Theoretical underpinnings 

Understanding the current school food procurement contract types in operation and 

their impact on school food quality through critical realism ontology and pragmatism 

epistemology lenses enabled a comprehensive exploration and alignment of theoretical 

insights and practical findings 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, might practically influence school 

meal quality. Together, critical realism and pragmatism facilitated an exploration of how 

quality may be practically influenced by the differing provider contexts of local 

authorities with responsibility for regional population health; in-house caterers 

concerned with their school(s) and pupils; and commercial caterers driven by 

shareholder satisfaction and financial priorities. By recognising the άrealέ objective 

ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩǎ likely impact on food quality and the subjective άknowledgeέ of 

various actors in the system, this lens provided richer, deeper understanding into how 

those different contexts resulted in varied quality outcomes in practice. Adopting this 

approach facilitated practical and relevant conclusions and recommendations for 

addressing the complexity of the school food system as detailed in Chapter 6. The 

relevance of a critical realism ontology and pragmatism epistemology application to 

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

¶ Study 1: Scoping review with narrative synthesis - Critical realism and pragmatism 

supported exploring diverse study types and integrating findings from varied 

methodologies to identify the underlying structures of procurement contract types 

and their real world influence on food quality. The synthesis uncovered deeper 

insights revealing what works in policy and practice and the contextual factors driving 

the observed patterns in the evidence; 

¶ Study 2: Mixed methods - The integration of quantitative and qualitative data 

revealed how the objective, practical, structure of school food provision, identified 

by the quantitative data, was influenced by the contextual, real world, nuances from 

the subjective data from the qualitative documentary analysis. Critical realism and 

pragmatism therefore identified not only the more visible outcomes but also the 

deeper, often hidden, mechanisms influencing school food quality. By combining the 

"what" (quantitative outcomes) with the "how" (qualitative documentary nuances), 

the study provided a practical outline of the food service landscape;  

¶ Study 3: Qualitative interviews with reflexive thematic analysis ς Critical realism 

and pragmatism supported rich and diverse insights from the reflexive thematic 

analysis, treating participant accounts not just as subjective reflections, but as socially 
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situated tools for navigating the school food system. This allowed the research to 

identify which procurement mechanisms may be functionally suited, or in need of 

improvement, to optimise school food quality. Therefore, uncovering the 

mechanisms through which procurement contract 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., 2023), which provides a circular model for the public procurement 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ Lǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǳȅŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜǎΥ 

Å Prepare: Understanding market needs, defining goals, and developing tender 

specifications; 

Å Purchase: Assessing bids and executing the formal acquisition of goods; 

Å Perform: The ongoing management and evaluation of the contract. 

Other relevant work regarding outsourcing, theorises how institutional environments 

influence procurement behaviour (Flynn and Davis, 2014). Whilst 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, socio-economic, and nutritional 

nuances required from an exploratory study. 

A broader perspective could come from established work in systems behaviour. 

aŜŀŘƻǿǎΩ мн tƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ LƴǘŜǊǾŜƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ {ȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ 

ranging from considering practical aspects of numbers and standards, to more profound 

transcendence of paradigms (Meadows, 1999). These theoretical interventions, 

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

adapted for public health contexts (Bolton et al., 2022). However, applying an abstract 

systemic lens may lead to a top-down analysis which does not prioritise the aim of 

creating practical impact from this research.  

There was an opportunity to create new academic theory from the data gathered 

through a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 2017), however, this was 
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disregarded as it was unsuited to the aim of creating impactful, policy-relevant outputs. 

An applied approach was, therefore chosen, over being bound by existing theoretical 

constraints, or the process of theory building. This provided more flexibility to address 

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 offered 

robust lenses through which to view school food, a purely theory-driven or theory-

generating approach was ultimately discounted, in favour of an applied approach, for 

the exploratory and impact-oriented nature of this study. 

Study 1: Sought to address RQ1 How might school food procurement contract type 

impact the quality of food provided to primary school children? The study was intended 

to establish the breadth and extent of available evidence, map and clarify key concepts, 

and identify knowledge gaps to inform the direction of the PhD research. A systematic 

scoping review was selected as the most relevant method for understanding the 

concepts of the broad, complex and novel topic of school food procurement and 

provision. The ability to incorporate a wide range of study designs, including qualitative 

and quantitative studies, όhΩ.ǊƛŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ ¢ǊƛŎŎƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ [ŜǾŀŎΣ /ƻƭǉǳƘƻǳƴ ŀƴŘ 

hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ нлмлύ was appropriate given the wide range of study types addressing school 

food and public sector procurement. This 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 questions (Moola et al., 2015), as in this study, to explore whether a 

relationship exists between the school food procurement contract type and the quality 

of the food provision. The flexibility of a critical realism philosophy and pragmatism 

epistemology supports the exploration of a diverse range of study types and the 

synthesis of findings from different methodologies for this complex topic.  
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Scoping reviews are suitable for establishing the breadth and extent of available 

evidence, offering a potentially quick, and therefore cost-effective, way to map and 

clarify key concepts, set research boundaries, and identify knowledge gaps (Peters et al., 

2020b; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2016). Scoping reviews still follow a systematic 

approach to present existing evidence, identifying the main findings and key themes, 

information sources and gaps for further research (Tricco et al., 2016; Arksey and 

hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. Their ability to address broader questions and provide more timely 

analysis of large amounts of literature, particularly in areas without existing 

comprehensive reviews or with complex, heterogeneous literature or characteristics, 

has increased their popularity in recent years (Anderson et al., 2020; Khalil et al., 2016; 

Tricco et al., 2016). However, it should be noted that they do not usually address the 

quality of information gathered, or provide a critically appraised synthesis, and they are 

not intended to answer research questions on effectiveness (Peters et al., 2022; Munn 

et al., 2018a; Tricco et al., 2016). This means 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 realism and 

pragmatism approach to explore causation and functional examples, and to 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 establishing what procurement contract types 

existed for the provision of school meals, in the circa 1,800 primary schools in Yorkshire, 

and how those providers defined or specified food quality. A mixed methods approach 

was employed, combining a typology study using descriptive statistics, and a 

documentary analysis. The collection, and statistical analysis, of data on the prevalence 

and characteristics of the procurement contract types in existence, is quantitative in 

nature. However, qualitative methods are better suited to address the complexity of the 

provision, add context to the findings, and establish how quality is defined / specified.  

Descriptive statistics are commonly used to summarise and organise quantitative data, 

to identify and compare distribution patterns, and 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, across the large number of primary schools in Yorkshire. Documentary analysis is 

the systematic review of documents and the interpretation of the contents to 

understand and gain empirical knowledge of the subject area (Bowen, 2009). These 

documents can take a wide variety of forms, and the process involves their initial 

selection, appraisal of the content, and synthesis of the resulting data (Bowen, 2009). 

Establishing the nuances of the school food provision and how school food providers 

defined or specified food quality could also have been explored through qualitative 

interviews with key stakeholders. At this early stage in the research, documentary 

analysis was chosen to provide a broad range of evidence that could also be used to 

inform questions for the qualitative interviews in Study 3, facilitating richer data from 

those interviews (Bowen, 2009).  

Whilst qualitative documentary analysis and quantitative statistical analysis methods 

have different epistemological and ontological assumptions, they were effectively 

combined in a single study by using a third method, mixed methods. This method 

balances the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative methods and 

facilitates corroboration or triangulation of findings (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018; 

Hesse-Biber and Johnson, 2015; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 2007; Tashakkori 

and Creswell, 2007). Using diverse approaches to address a research problem can be a 

more practical and applied philosophy than focusing on metaphysical concepts such as 

truth and reality, or forcing a choice between epistemological theories (Creswell and 

Plano Clarke, 2018). Critical realism and pragmatism support the use of both qualitative 

and quantitative methods to capture the complexity and depth of the phenomena being 

studied, and where the research question is more important than either the method or 

philosophy underlying it (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). The ability of mixed methods 

to include objective and subjective knowledge suits the more practically aligned 

research in this study by providing άmultiple ways of seeing, hearing and making sense 

of the social worldέ (Greene, 2007).  The term άmixed methodsέ has become shorthand 

for describing any scenario where more than one research method is used, but for this 

thesis the term mixed method will mean the methods and process as described by 

Creswell and Plano Clarke (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018).  
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Study 3: Sought to address 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? The study used a qualitative approach to explore the subjective 

beliefs and perceptions of those influencing school food provision, focusing on their 

perceptions of school food quality and the influence of the procurement contract types 

thereon. Qualitative research has many applicable theories and methods available and 

preeminent authors often offer conflicting approaches (Ritchie 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 paradigms (Ritchie 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 I have used 

successfully for many years in corporate research and analysis. Braun and Clarke, 

however, view certain methods as more aligned to particular ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, and whilst supporting a flexible approach would regard 

some methods as less compatible with certain paradigms (Braun and Clarke, 2021a). For 

example, they advise caution when applying qualitative techniques, such as thematic 

analysis, within a realist (or positivist) paradigm. This may also apply in critical realism, 

if the researcher is seeking objectivity or reliability (Braun and Clarke, 2021a).   

Acknowledging this debate, critical realism works well with pragmatism as a practical 

alternative to the extremes of realism and relativism by taking the best of both 

approaches. It acknowledges reality as separate from the observer, but proffers that it 

can only be accessed through the interpretation of the observer (Ritchie et al., 2014) 

and prioritises functional suitability over metaphysics όDƛƭƭŜǎǇƛŜΣ DƭŇǾŜŀƴǳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜ {ŀƛƴǘ 

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 study (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). Therefore, the 

widely accepted practice of thematic analysis, compatible with a number of 

epistemological and theoretical concepts, and suitable for data analysis of subjective 

beliefs and understandings, was used to ensure quality of the analysis (Flick, 2014; Braun 

and Clarke, 2006). Critical realism and pragmatism work well with reflexive thematic 
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ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Řŀǘŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

their reality influenced by their worldviews and context (Braun and Clarke, 2021a), 

resulting in a rich, varied understanding (Ritchie et al., 2014) and a real world, practical, 

knowledge όDƛƭƭŜǎǇƛŜΣ DƭŇǾŜŀƴǳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜ {ŀƛƴǘ [ŀǳǊŜƴǘΣ нлнпύ. The flexibility of thematic 

analysis, in that it is not bound to theory like other qualitative methods of describing 

patterns (Braun and Clarke, 2006), makes it particularly suitable for exploring an under 

researched area such as this topic. Regarding the research questions, it aligns with my 

position that the άtruthέ of quality is highly subjective and is less important than the aim 

of creating practical impact. It supported data collection and analysis from a variety of 

school meal providers, public health representatives, and national stakeholders, offering 

a rich depth of data from differing perspectives. For the purpose of this study, άnational 

stakeholdersέ 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 PhD sought to progress research relating to the UK school meal systemΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ to 

address the impact of poor diet on population health. The research question in Study 1 

(RQ1a) is an exploration of available existing evidence and, as academic literature on 

this topic in the UK is scarce, the 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 UK, albeit 

with the consideration that they may not be entirely generalisable.  

The lack of a central repository of data meant 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 (Yorkshire). This 

was aligned to a concurrent programme of work aimed at transforming food systems in 

Yorkshire, άFixourFoodέ (Doherty et al., 2022). With 481,000 children in state funded 

primary and nursery schools (Office for National Statistics, 2023), Yorkshire represents 

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

understanding school meal provision. Although 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 region (Figure 2-1): 

Barnsley 

Bradford 

Calderdale 

Doncaster 

East Riding of Yorkshire 

Kingston Upon Hull 

Kirklees 

Leeds 

North East Lincolnshire 

North Lincolnshire 

North Yorkshire 

Rotherham 

Sheffield 

Wakefield 

York 

 

Figure 2-1 Map of Yorkshire and The Humber by population density 

At the time of writing, Yorkshire was the fifth largest region of England by area and 

seventh largest by population (City population, 2021). It is a large and diverse area 

containing large cities such as Leeds, Sheffield, Bradford and Hull, along 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 the 15 local 

authorities are in the top 25% of English local authorities ranked by highest income 

deprivation level (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2021; Office for 

National Statistics, 2021). Particularly Hull, which is ranked sixth (Office for Health 

Improvement and Disparities, 2021; Office for National Statistics, 2021). This contrasts 

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

of English local authorities ranked by highest income deprivation level (Office for 

National Statistics, 2021). Half of children (49.9%) live in households with income below 

the minimum acceptable standard of living, with 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, 2021). The overall percentage of 

white British is 80.9%; however, this varies widely by local authority, with 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 average. Child obesity 

prevalence in Yorkshire is 9.9% (England, 9.2%) in reception, and 24.10% (England, 

22.7%) in year 6 (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2021). This varies 

widely by area with the lowest obesity levels in York (7.8% in reception and 18.7% in 

year 6) and the highest in North East Lincolnshire in reception (11.6%) and Doncaster in 

year 6 (27.7%). Diabetes prevalence is 8.1% in Yorkshire (England, 7.7%), with hospital 

admissions for under 19 year olds at a rate (per 100,000 population) of 54.8 compared 

to England at 52.4 (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2025).  

2.4 Study 1 ς Systematic scoping review methods 

Both systematic reviews and scoping reviews offer a άgold standardέ robust and 

systematic approach ensuring 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. Using a systematic 

review of effectiveness was discounted, as they are more suited to addressing relatively 

precise questions relating to the feasibility or effectiveness of a particular treatment or 

intervention (Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018b). The research question RQ1a: 
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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 exists, and a 

scoping review was, therefore, more appropriate (Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 

2018b).  

2.4.1 Design 

A rigorous, reproducible, and transparent methodology was adopted based on 

appropriate comprehensive guidance specifically relating to scoping reviews in The 

Cochrane Handbook, Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Manual and PRISMA-ScR checklist 

(Peters et al., 2022; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2018; Higgins et al., 2022). The 

Cochrane Handbook and Joanna Briggs Institute have a similar methodological approach 

to undertaking scoping reviews in a robust systematic way (Tricco, 2017) and were 

considered in the design of this scoping review (Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2020a, 

2022). The PRISMA-ScR checklist (Appendix A) was also considered to ensure that all 

relevant processes were followed and to inform the content of the final report from the 

study (Tricco et al., 2018).  The criteria in these guidelines were addressed through the 

ǇǊŜŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ϧ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ όнллрύ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ 

Stage 1: Identifying the research question; 

Stage 2: Identifying the relevant studies; 

Stage 3: Study selection; 

Stage 4: Charting the data; 

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

This was supplemented 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-{Ŏw ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ 

this study, ǘƘŜ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀǎ explained below. 
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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 results in the context of the 

procurement contract types (Popay 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 understanding άwhether and to what degree a relationship exists 

between two or more quantifiable variablesέ and to minimise risk of error and bias 

(Munn et al., 2018b; Moola et al., 2015). Relevant characteristics of the population 

should be detailed, along with an understanding of the exposure characteristics and 

outcomes which reflect the aim and objectives of the review (Khalil et al., 

2016). Following the PEO model, as recommended, clarified the key aspects of the 

research question and helped to define the inclusion and exclusion criteria as detailed 

below. In summary, population related to educational institutions for children aged five 

to 16, exposure related to the procurement contract type, and outcomes of interest 

related mainly to nutritional quality, dietary health, uptake and educational attainment. 

The wide approach recommended by Arksey ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ was taken (Arksey and 

hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ, and the research question for this study was defined as follows: 

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

school food provision? (RQ1a). 

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 

¢ƘŜ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ finalise the eligibility criteria 

later in the process using an iterative approach ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ, was 

followed in this study, however, the criteria are presented here, in line with usual 

practice for systematic reviews, to aid reader understanding. The later approach enables 



 
76 

the criteria to be informed by a growing familiarity with the literature developed during 

the process. In addition, an iterative approach enables further applicable criteria 

becoming apparent during the review to be included (Anderson et al., 2020). Criteria 

from the PEO model, relevant to the review question and objective, determined the 

eligibility of the studies (Higgins 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 secondary schools, or private and state funded schools, the parameters 

were kept wide to enable a breadth of relevant studies to be captured (Arksey and 

hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύΦ IŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

structure of the educational system may vary, to be captured and add to the breadth of 

evidence.   

Exposure (Procurement contract type): In 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 with local 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 considered, to ensure a 

consistent and 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 health, meal uptake, absence, and attainment 

(Bryant et al., 2023; World Health Organization, 2021). Specifying outcomes within a 

scoping review strategy is seen as a helpful addition rather than a requirement (Peters 

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 Index (BMI), quality, meal uptake, absence, 
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education attainment, and results. Quality 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 based 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 procurement contract types. 

Inclusion  

As the study sought to establish the breadth of literature available, and gather a range 

of papers within the topic area of school food procurement contract types, the inclusion 

criteria were set to be more sensitive than specific (Munn et al., 2018a). All study 

designs, e.g. qualitative reviews, trials, and cohort studies were eligible for inclusion, 

and scientific papers or letters, articles, book chapters or reports from grey literature 

searches for reputable agencies and government departments as defined below were 

eligible. Documents in English, dated from the devolution of school lunch procurement 

in 1988 (being the point where the provision model changed in the UK) to the date of 

the search, were included. Eligibility was expanded to international studies to capture 

relevant findings from other countries; however, only sources written in English were 

included due to a lack of resources for translation. 

Population: Homogeneity of samples is important (Moola et al., 2015) and this was 

achieved by selecting studies relating to primary and secondary schools. Studies from all 

countries, including low and middle income countries, were included. 

Exposures: Studies were 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 interest relating to school food provision 

identified in Chapter 1 were considered. In this case, outcomes of interest included 

those related to nutritional quality, dietary health, meal uptake, or educational 

attainment.  
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Exclusion  

Literature published prior to the defining policy change in 1988, or written in a language 

other than English, conference abstracts, student dissertations or theses and protocol 

papers were not included ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ.  

Population: Any studies not relating to primary or secondary schools, or their 

international equivalents, were excluded e.g. nurseries, preschools, colleges or 

universities, or adult settings. 

Exposures: Any studies not relating to school lunch provision comprising of a full meal 

for the child, or procurement contract types for the provision of that school lunch, were 

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 to child health or academic achievement 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 

compliance, 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.  Operationally, this included those with data on food waste and 

organic / local sourcing that also discussed food quality (Kaur et al., 2021). 

2.4.3.2 Search criteria and terms 

Search criteria were developed based on the standardised PEO framework above, to 

enable transparency and repeatability (Moola et al., 2015). Informal conversations with 

25 key stakeholders from local authorities, private caterers, school leaders, children and 

industry experts were held between September 2022 and June 2023 to inform the initial 

search criteria ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. These conversations took place at 

engagement events, in meetings over zoom, and during school visits, and covered a wide 

range of subject matter related to the provision of school food and its quality. This 
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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 contributor.  

Search terms (Table 2-1) were determined from the search criteria above, and were 

trialled in Medline (Appendix G), to establish the appropriateness of the search terms, 

and to ensure a manageable volume of papers ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. Where 

necessary, changes were made to the specificity of search terms to change the 

sensitivity ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. 

Population was searched 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 variable) was kept broad to capture the full 

range of procurement contract types for the provision of school food. Overarching 

terminology of purchase, procure, contract, and buy, along with the key components of 

catering and school meal provision being lunch, dinner, and menu, was used.  

Outcomes of interest (dependent variable) were 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 search was conducted to return papers with the search terms in Table 2-1 

present in the title, abstract or keywords. The function to map terms to subject headings 

(MeSH) was used for further precision results (Baumann, 2016).  
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Table 2-1 Search terms 

Population child*.mp. AND (education*.mp OR school*.mp.) AND 

(junior*.mp. OR infant*.mp. OR elementary*.mp OR 

primary*.mp. OR middle*.mp OR high*.mp OR second*.mp) 

AND 

Exposure 

(independent 

variable) 

(meal*.mp. OR dinner*.mp. OR  menu*.mp OR cater*.mp. OR 

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

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

Outcome 

(dependent 

variable) 

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

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

attainment*.mp. OR result*.mp. 

2.4.3.3 Databases 

The following databases were searched for peer reviewed articles and the reference lists 

of these articles were 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).  

¶ Medline 

¶ Web of Science 

¶ Scopus 

¶ 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 objective (Higgins 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 procurement, and 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.  

Google was used to search for grey literature, using a new google profile with location 

services disabled to prevent results being influenced by previous searches or location 

(Piasecki, Waligora and Dranseika, 2018). Search terms in Table 2-1 were inputted into 

the advanced search option using Boolean logic. The 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 reviews (Haddaway et al., 2015).   

Web pages for organisations involved in school food or public sector procurement are 

also a useful source (Kugley et al., 2017). Therefore, the following websites were 

included in the search:  

¶ Professional associations: LACA (the school food catering association) and 

Association for public service excellence (APSE) being the predominant professional 

associations for public sector catering in schools in the UK; 

¶ Government websites and agencies: GOV.UK and WHO being the predominant 

associations covering child health in the UK and globally; 

¶ Charities: The Food Foundation and School Food Matters being 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 

ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ όнллрύ was used and the 

websites of any additional relevant organisations identified during the search were also 

reviewed.   

2.4.3.5 Other sources 

Relevant literature recommended and provided by stakeholders and experts in the field 

as discussed above was reviewed, along with hand searching reference lists of eligible 
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literature to identify any further appropriate literature (Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 

нлннΣ нлнлōΤ YƘŀƭƛƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ !ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. 

The literature search was completed on 10 September 2023. Paperpile software was 

used to store all relevant literature (Paperpile, 2025).  

2.4.4 Stage 3: Study selection 

2.4.4.1 Literature selection  

All documents returned by the searches were uploaded into the reliable Covidence 

software (Veritas Health Innovation, 2024). The software enables eligibility criteria at 

both the title and abstract stage to be considered by a primary (NN) and an experienced 

second reviewer (LP) to simultaneously review 10% of studies. A title screen was 

performed to exclude any papers clearly not meeting the eligibility criteria. Abstracts of 

the remaining papers were then screened to exclude remaining papers not meeting the 

eligibility criteria.  Studies for which there was uncertainty about eligibility, were left in 

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

child). 

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

and data relevant to the research question were extracted. Guidance from Arksey and 

hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ όнллрύΣ ¢ƘŜ /ƻŎƘǊŀƴŜ IŀƴŘōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ W.L aŀƴǳŀƭ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 

reviewed at each stage (Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2022, 2020a). In this review, 

due to availability of resources, 10% of studies were selected using a random number 

generator for second reviewer screening against the eligibility criteria at both the title 

and abstract stage, and 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 increase reliability, a second reviewer with experience of undertaking 

scoping reviews was invited to take part. An inter-rater reliability kappa score was 

calculated to establish that the eligibility criteria was applied consistently and accurately 

(McHugh et al., 2020). An inter-rater reliability score of 75% (Tricco et al., 2016) was 

required to determine whether a further 10% of papers need to be reviewed and, if this 
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also returned a score of less than 75%, a third reviewer would have been used to decide 

on document inclusion. The third reviewer would have been an experienced senior 

researcher, working with the first two reviewers to discuss and agree on eligibility of 

papers, and increase precision of the screening. All studies excluded at the point of full 

text review were recorded in a spreadsheet including the reason for exclusion, being the 

first apparent reason for ineligibility, as recommended by the JBI manual for scoping 

reviews (Peters et al., 2020a). Studies identified in languages other than English were 

included as a supplementary file (Appendix H). 

2.4.5 Stage 4: Charting the data 

JBI recommends that the charting of data is done by two or more independent reviewers 

(Peters et al., 2020a), however, this was not feasible within the scope of this study and 

data were only charted once. Tricco et al., (2016) found that independent data charting 

by more than one reviewer was not common practice and only happened in 30% of 

cases.   

Standard information (Appendix B) was extracted and collated from each eligible paper, 

to provide a comprehensive summary of the evidence available to address the research 

question. This information related to; (1) characteristics of the source data, such as study 

date, aims and methodology, (2) the population studied, such as child age and school 

type, (3) exposure details such as meal or service type, (4) the outcome measured in the 

study, such as nutrient quality of meals or attainment scores, and (5) the key findings 

and conclusions.  

2.4.6 Stage 5: Collating, summarising and reporting the results 

Levac et al., (2010), recommends a άdescriptive numerical summary and thematic 

analysisέ but Peters et al., (2020) noted that in many cases, άbasic descriptive analysisέ 

is all that is required with thematic analysis being outside the scope of a scoping review. 

Furthermore, scoping reviews are not usually intended to critically analyse or synthesise 

the results of the existing evidence (Peters et al., 2020b; Munn et al., 2018a; Arksey and 

hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. However, narrative synthesis has been used alongside scoping reviews 

in other studies to arrange and summarise results, and is particularly useful for 



 
84 

synthesising different types of evidence (Tillbrook et al., 2022; Ristau, Oetting-Roß and 

Büscher, 2021; Barnett-Page and Thomas, 2009). The four elements of narrative 

synthesis identified by Popay et al., (2006) were considered this study as follows: 

¶ Outlining the types of school food procurement contracts in the data and how they 

are relevant to outcomes for children;      

¶ 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; 

¶ Exploring relationships in the data and considering inductive factors which may 

explain any similarities or differences in the evidence presented; 

¶ 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 synthesis can develop inductive descriptive commonalities in the types of 

evidence in a methodologically rigorous way, with reference to data returned alongside 

the study objectives and the research question (Peters et al., 2020b; Popay et al., 2006). 

In this study, narrative synthesis was used to uncover a richer understanding of the 

underlying structures and mechanisms of the procurement contract types, emphasising 

the diversity of findings and the complex realities influencing school food quality that 

they represent. Unlike prescriptive content analysis, which merely describes and 

categorises findings, narrative synthesis aligns with critical realism and pragmatism by 

integrating diverse perspectives to reveal deeper insights into the underlying factors 

influencing the data to build practical knowledge for real world application.  

As the characteristics and outcomes 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 grouped, by procurement 

contract type, into broad categories of health outcomes, standards, policies and 

guidelines, sustainability and waste, nutritional and health interventions, academic 

attainment, economics, and cost. Findings were highlighted in a different colour for each 
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of the groups. The papers were re-read with a focus on the relationships between the 

themes, factors which might explain differences or similarities in findings, and to 

establish if there were any additional patterns of interest in the data (Popay 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 common, but 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 challenge ό!ǊƪǎŜȅ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ нллрύ. The procurement contract 

types and provisions were categorised and mapped against the outcomes of interest 

where possible, to explore where evidence currently exists and to identify gaps in the 

research. Results were summarised using a combination of narrative and tabular 

representations to address the objectives of the study in an accessible format for the 

reader. A study flow diagram to include the decision process, search results, selection 

process results, and final number of sources was also included as recommended by 

Cochrane and JBI (Higgins et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2022, 2020b; Tricco et al., 2018). In 

line with accepted scoping review methodology, the quality of information gathered was 

not formally appraised; however the limitations of the studies were considered, with 

particular reference to the scoping review research question, and any points of concern 

noted (Peters et al., 2022; Munn et al., 2018b; Tricco et al., 2016). 

2.5 Study 2 ς Typology and documentary analysis methods 

Considering the influence of the school food caterer, the importance of high quality food 

ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘŀǊȅ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ, and the absence of a central record of provision, Study 2 

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

following research questions:  
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Research question 1b (RQ1b): What 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? 

2.5.1 Design 

2.5.1.1 Mixed methods 

The complexity of school food provision, identified in Chapters 1 and 3, indicated that 

understanding provision, with all its nuances, would not be achieved through 

quantitative statistical analysis alone. Similarly, qualitative methods are not suited to 

the processing of large quantities of statistical data needed to outline the provision in 

Yorkshire as a whole. Therefore, a mixed method study design was deemed to be the 

most suitable. Creswell and Plano Clarke (2018) identified five key purposes of mixed 

methods as follows: (1) triangulation of data by comparing the findings from the 

qualitative and quantitative data; (2) complementarity of data to provide further detail 

and clarification of findings; (3) development by using the results to inform the other 

research; (4) initiation of paradoxes and contradictions between the findings; (5) 

expansion of the breadth and range of the study. Data from both quantitative and 

qualitative research strands were used to corroborate, describe and explain the findings 

in each part of this study. This was to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

the underlying structure of school food provision through the procurement contract 

types in existence, and their definition / specification of quality (Creswell and Plano 

Clarke, 2018).  

An explanatory sequential mixed methods design, as described by Creswell and Plano 

Clark (2018), where a second, qualitative phase is used to explain or add context to 

results obtained in a first qualitative phase, was deemed most appropriate for 

addressing these research questions (RQ1b and RQ1c), through application of their four-

step procedure: 

1. Design and implement the quantitative strand; 
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2. Use strategies to connect from the quantitative results; 

3. Design and implement the qualitative strand; 

4. Interpret the connected results. 

2.5.1.2 Data sources 

 

Figure 2-2 Study 2 data and sources 

Figure 2-2 shows the data and sources for the study. Quantitative information 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, 

FSM%, English as additional language (EAL)% and geographical status). Further 
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qualitative 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 respectively (Ilie, Sutherland and Vignoles, 2017; Strand, Malmberg and 

Hall, 2015). It is accepted that whilst FSM eligibility may be associated with socio-

economic disadvantage, it 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 menus. FSM eligibility is an indicator of the financial viability of the 

provision as it influences meal uptake (Cohen et al., 2021a) and additional funding is 

received through pupil premium for every child registered to receive means tested FSM 

(Department for Education, 2024b). EAL% is an indicator of the need to provide meals 

to cater for cultural and religious food preferences, although it may not capture all 

relevant scenarios, for example, traditional Catholics requiring fish on Fridays. 

2.5.1.3 Quantitative typology 

The research began by quantitatively addressing who the providers were, the different 

types of provider, and their prevalence through a cross-sectional mapping of the 

provision of the school food. This was addressed in a case study area of 15 local 

authorities in Yorkshire using a variety of triangulated approaches; (1) school survey, (2) 

lists and documents from caterers and public health teams, (3) desk-based website 

review. Cross-sectional data on school characteristics of size, type, deprivation, 

geography, and ethnicity, were gathered from a central government database (Office 

for National Statistics, 2023) and compared to establish differences between 

procurement contract types. These factors were selected for inclusion, as indicators of 

financial viability and provision complexity, as they may influence decisions made by 

caterers on the food provided, potentially affecting food quality.  

 



 
89 

2.5.1.4 Qualitative documentary analysis 

Quantitative data were used to develop a set of categories (typology) to inform the 

design of the qualitative research, through documentary analysis, in this study (Caracelli 

and Greene, 1993; Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018). Documents have an important role 

in the transfer of information (Prior, 2008), and the documents conveying the 

information relevant to food quality in this context were, contracts, service level 

agreements and websites. This study sought to use qualitative documentary analysis to 

collect data from commercial contracts and agreements for the provision of school food, 

which are not publicly available, alongside data more readily accessible by the public, 

through the websites of local authorities, commercial providers, schools, and academy 

trusts. The typology categories were used to iƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ 

be most relevant to school food provision in Yorkshire, and to consider strategies for 

how they might best be accessed. For example, identifying the main caterers serving 

Yorkshire schools, indicated which ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ websites to review, and to contact to 

request contractual documentation. Establishing nuances in provision type, such as, 

kitchen staff provision, facilities, responsibilities, and flexibility of the provision etc and 

how food quality is defined or specified, is exploratory in nature. Therefore, a cross 

sectional qualitative documentary analysis was considered to be an appropriate method 

for synthesising a large amount of data from the websites and available contractual 

documentation of school food providers across Yorkshire. Documentary analysis is cost 

effective, efficient, and particularly well suited to the websites where documentation is 

readily available (Bowen, 2009). The purpose of the data collected in the documentary 

analysis was twofold: (1) to address RQ1b by establishing what the documents contain 

about the school food procurement contract types in existence for the primary schools 

in Yorkshire and; (2) to address RQ1c by establishing how they defined or specified 

quality. Whilst documentary analysis of publicly available data is growing in popularity, 

there is little published literature using the method for documents which are not 

accessible to the public (Sheard, 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, 2023). To reduce this risk, this study 

followed the prominent three stage process of Bowen (2009), and used the 
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methodologically robust CARDA checklist (Appendix C) (Cleland, MacLeod and Ellaway, 

2023).    

2.5.2 Recruitment and sample 

2.5.2.1 Recruitment 

All 1,772 schools in Yorkshire were contacted by email to request information on their 

school food provision through completion of a survey. To obtain the lists of suppliers 

and contracts, all 15 local authorities and the prevalent contract caterers (as they 

became apparent in the data), were recruited directly through existing contacts within 

the FixOurFood team, where these existed, and/or through repeated emails and 

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

2.5.2.2 Sample and eligibility  

One method of determining sample size for qualitative documentary reviews is to 

continue to analyse new documents until insight saturation occurred and no new 

insights came from collecting further data (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). In this study the 

sample pool was informed by the quantitative data collection which established the 

number and names of caterers in operation in Yorkshire primary schools. As the size of 

the sample pool was small, (15 local authorities and five commercial caterers), and 

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 Yorkshire. Therefore, the websites of all 15 local authorities in Yorkshire and those of 

the top five (by prevalence) commercial caterers, accounting for 78% of the outsourced 

primary school catering in Yorkshire, were reviewed. The same sample pool and 

eligibility criteria was applied to the contractual document review; however, in this case, 

the review sample was limited by how many caterers were 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 1,772 state funded primary schools, in 15 local authorities, attended by 

481,000 children. This study included data from state maintained schools and academies 

but excluded special schools, independent schools and pupil referral units. The area 

provided a study population with a diverse range of procurement methods, geographical 

settings, deprivation factors, Ofsted ratings, ethnicities, and school sizes. This 

population represents just over 10% of the 4.7m children in the 17,000 state funded 

primary and nursery schools in England (Office for National Statistics, 2023), yet 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 provided a useful 

approximation for research, policy and practice. Therefore, understanding who 

provided the school meals, and to what quality, in Yorkshire filled a significant gap in our 

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.UK register of schools and colleges in England (Department for Education, 2025b) 

to an excel spreadsheet (Microsoft® Excel® for Microsoft 365 MSO Version 2405 Build 

16.0.17628.20006). School characteristics of headcount (using form entry sizes), school 

type (using local authority maintained or academy status), deprivation (using FSM 

eligibility%), ethnicity (using EAL%) and geography (using urban or rural classification) 

were downloaded from the same source and added to this spreadsheet of primary 

schools (Office for National Statistics, 2023). 

The name and type of school food provider was collected using a variety of triangulated 

approaches (Figure 2-2). All 1,772 schools were contacted through a survey sent by 

email in February 2023, and every school term thereafter until July 2024, asking for the 

name and type of their school food provider. To facilitate data collection from as many 
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schools as possible in the time available, data from an existing survey (Appendix D) from 

the FixOurFood programme were used. I had a key role in the initial design, distribution 

and data collection relating to the survey. Only two of the 12 questions in the survey 

were relevant to this study as follows: 

¶ 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 

¶ Please tell us the name of the above caterer 

Given that participation rates from schools in surveys has been found to be low (Dey et 

al., 2022) no 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 respond (Dey et al., 2022). Methods to increase engagement, such as an online 

Qualtrics design, short completion time of less than 10 minutes, and simple multiple-

choice questions were used (Liu and Wronski, 2018). The use of incentives has been 

associated with increased survey response rates (Holtom et al., 2022). To address 

challenges in recruiting schools with limited time and competing priorities, incentives 

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 request a list of all schools 

provided. The websites for all schools which had not responded to the survey or been 

included in the lists from public health teams and caterers, by July 2024, were 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 documentation. The 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 t-tests 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 quality were gathered from catering 

contracts, agreements and websites using qualitative documentary analysis as 

recommended by Bowen (2009).  A copy of the publicly available website pages relating 

to school food for the 15 local authorities and five largest commercial caterers was 

downloaded between January 2023 and April 2024 as the providers were identified. The 

text from any page relating to school meal provision was copied into a Microsoft Word 

document for review. The content on the websites varied by provider, but examples of 

relevant text were in relation to: 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 website, which was not consistent across providers. The potential bias 

that may have occurred by selecting documents to review (Bowen, 2009) was avoided 

by reviewing the websites of all 15 local authorities, and the five largest commercial 

caterers, in Yorkshire. Contracts and service level agreements for the provision of school 

meals were requested from all local authorities with catering services (n=10), and the 

five largest commercial providers that were identified from the survey and website 

review. The contractual documents were requested either by email or in person where 

possible, for example at meetings or events. A wide range of documents from different 

provider types was pursued rather than a large sample to increase the breadth and 

richness of the evidence (Bowen, 2009). To encourage release of the commercially 

sensitive documents, all caterers were given assurances in writing, and the offer of a 

binding agreement from the university, confirming that their data would be kept 

confidential, and that only high-level generalised findings would be released. It was 

anticipated that, even with these assurances, many providers may not share their 

documentation which increased the risk of participation bias. Therefore, the key 

characteristics of the participants were planned to be compared 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 study used the typology from 

quantitative data analysis to inform the qualitative documentary analysis, which was 

used to understand, explain, and add context to the statistical analysis of the 

quantitative data (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 2018). This five-step method was used to 

ensure rigour and validity whilst integrating the analysis from both research strands 

2.5.4.1 Step 1: Quantitative analysis of data 

As the list of schools, with corresponding characteristics of; school meal provider name, 

provider type, school size, school type, deprivation, ethnicity and geography, was 

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 provision and associated school 

characteristics, in the sample. The list of schools, with their characteristics listed above, 

were input into an excel spreadsheet (Microsoft, 2025), and uploaded to SPSS (IBM, 

2025) for analysis. The data were sorted by provider name and procurement contract 

type and reviewed to gain an understanding of the data set and to establish common 

categories of providers. The list of schools was then sorted by deprivation, ethnicity, 

school size and geography and the data checked 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 Shapiro-Wilk tests suitable for large datasets (n>25). 

The variables of interest returned normal distribution curves on the histogram and 

Shapiro-Wilks scores of >0.05 for headcount (P=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 contract type and local authority area.  

The significance of differences between the continuous dependent variables of 

headcount, FSM% and EAL% and the independent categorical variable of procurement 
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contract type 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, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƳŜǘ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΣ [ŜǾŜƴŜΩǎ ǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŀǊƛŀƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

homogenous for all three characteristics tested; headcount (P=0.012), FSM% (P=0.001), 

and EAL% (P<0.001). Therefore, Welch Anova with Games-Howell post hoc analysis was 

performed.   

Data were summarised by school food procurement contract type and used to develop 

an initial typology of the provision in Yorkshire. The summary statistics for categorical 

variables of school numbers, school type and geography were presented as numerical 

values (n) and percentages (%). For example, the percentage of schools serviced by each 

procurement contract type within each local authority, and in total, was calculated to 

provide a summary in the form of a table and pie chart. For the continuous variables of 

headcount, FSM% and EAL% the summary statistics were presented in a table of 

distribution, central tendency, variation, and relationship. This enabled an examination 

of the potential differences in financial viability and meal complexity between 

procurement contract types by analysing key characteristics such as school size, type, 

deprivation, location (financial viability) and ethnicity (complexity). The mean values of 

the key characteristics (headcount, FSM%, EAL%) of the schools for which data were 

available, were compared to those of the population of schools as a whole, to ensure 

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 research can address the gap in 

knowledge from step 1 

The quantitative typology from Step 1 established the name of the school food providers 

for all schools across Yorkshire but did not supply the context or detail needed to 

establish the nuances and complexity of the procurement contract type, for a 

comprehensive map of provision (RQ1b). It also did not establish how those providers 

defined or specified quality (RQ1c). The missing context and detail of procurement and 

quality was available, at least in part, through the websites and contractual 

documentation of the providers. For example, the typology revealed that a number of 
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schools were serviced by a particular local authority catering service, however, the 

review of the local authority website revealed that this local authority outsourced the 

provision to a commercial catering service, and the contract revealed that the 

commercial organisation was responsible for the meal quality.   

2.5.4.3 Step 3: Qualitative analysis of data from documents 

Documentary analysis was conducted of the websites (n=20) and contracts (n=9) (Figure 

2-2) following the three stage process of skimming, reading and interpretation (Bowen, 

2009). The information provided in commercial contracts and service level agreements 

is commercially sensitive, and therefore the data were attributed to the procurement 

contract type rather than individual providers. The contractual documents and website 

pages were first skimmed, to gain familiarity with the documents, and to identify 

sections, paragraphs, statements or words which might provide evidence of the how the 

provision operated, ŀƴŘ κ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

questions (Dalglish, Khalid and McMahon, 2021). This process was entirely inductive, in 

line with the exploratory nature of the research question, and both implicit and explicit 

data were captured to ensure a balance between objectivity and sensitivity (Bowen, 

2009). For example, measurable data, such as adherence to dietary guidelines or 

nutrient content, would be included along with more subjective data, such as taste or 

presentation, to bring a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the data. 

The documents were then re-read in detail to understand the content and identify 

patterns within the data. Words and phrases from the documents which described how 

the provision of the meals work, and / or those which may relate to the quality of the 

provision of school food, were copied and pasted into a Microsoft word table for ease 

of analysis and interpretation. Broad themes relating to quality were refined and quotes 

roughly sorted. The final stage of the process sought to interpret the data and establish 

how each group of providers defined or specified quality in relation to their provision of 

school food. This was to capture a rich description of the entire data set for analysis 

taking account of even subtle cues. Information relating to the operation of the 

provision was described and considered alongside the data from the quantitative 

analysis, to 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 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘ ΨǘƘŜƳŜǎΩΦ 

2.5.4.4 Step 4: Illustrate the connected results 

Key findings of both quantitative and qualitative research strands were reviewed 

ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ {ŎƘƻƻƴŜƴōƻƻƳΩǎ н ǇƘŀǎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ to generate meta-inferences for 

the study overall (Schoonenboom, 2022). This was to establish how, when viewed 

together, individual claims form an integrated claim, which provided a deeper 

understanding or explanation of the connected findings relating to particular themes. 

These themes were developed inductively during the multiple reviews of the claims and 

claims were identified as being contradictory, confirmatory or explanatory 

(Schoonenboom, 2022). The results were summarised in a meta-inference table 

(Chapter 4) and a visual map of provision was produced (Chapter 4). This enabled the 

findings to be viewed in an holistic manner and to enable a better quality and rigour of 

inference from the results (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009; Schoonenboom, 2022). The 

triangulation of data in this way generated additional insight from the findings, which 

may not have been apparent from viewing each strand separately (Creswell and Plano 

Clarke, 2018; Schoonenboom, 2022; Younas et al., 2025), and brought clarity to the 

presentation of results (Östlund et al., 2011).  

2.5.4.5 Step 5: Interpretation of results 

The interpretation of results focused on the value added from the contextualisation of 

the quantitative data through the qualitative explanations (Creswell and Plano Clarke, 

2018). This provided a richer explanation of the complexity of school meal provision and 

markers of quality across Yorkshire. For example, the findings revealed an inconsistent 

definition of quality in school food provision, complicating the design of policies and 

practice seeking to ensure a consistent standard of high quality meals for all children. 

This was reflected on in light of other research in this area, including the scoping review 

in Study 1, and used to support the design of Study 3.  
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2.6 Study 3 ς Qualitative interviews methods 

Given ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎΩ, ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ κ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎΩ, influence on the quality of food served to children, it is important to 

understand their views on good quality school food, and the influence of the contract in 

defining or specifying quality. This study aimed to gather 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 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?   

2.6.1 Design 

A qualitative design to gather data using semi-structured interviews (analysed using 

inductive thematic methods), was considered most appropriate due to the exploratory 

ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

own beliefs and understandings suitable for the research questions relating to 

experience, understandings and perceptions, and accounts of practice (Braun and 

Clarke, 2013). Interviews are defined as άa conversation with a purposeέ (Webb and 

Webb, 1932) ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǊƛŎƘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛŎƪ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ 

experiences with school food. They are a common qualitative research tool relevant to 

understanding beliefs and experiences (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019; Braun and 

Clarke, 2013), and enable the collection of data in an interpretable form (Flick, 2014). In 

this instance, interviews were chosen over focus groups, in order 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 setting (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

An individual interview enables the chance to clarify and obtain a depth of 
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understanding for complex systems (Ritchie et al., 2014), such as school food. Enabling 

participants to communicate in their own words offered the opportunity to collect rich 

and detailed data for interpretation (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). Establishing and 

reflecting on the subjective beliefs and understandings of those with the opportunity to 

directly influence the quality of food served to children, was deemed to provide valuable 

insights to address the gap in knowledge with respect to quality and the influence of the 

procurement contract thereon (Ritchie et al., 2014).  

The design was selected to be flexible and iterative, allowing for the review of methods 

as the study developed to take advantage of data capture as it related to the research 

question (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 providers (Ritchie et al., 2014; Magnusson 

and Marecek, 2015). A heterogeneous sample, (based on the procurement contract 

types identified in Studies 1 and 2), targeted school food providers and public health 

advocates with differing contract characteristics and food systems experience, as it was 

considered to offer the best chance of obtaining a diversity of opinion key to answering 

the exploratory research questions. The school food providers were purposively 

selected for the characteristics of their job role and organisation type, which was 

predetermined at the start of the study, and the public health advocates were 

theoretically selected for their knowledge of the topic, which developed the sample 

from the knowledge gained as the study progressed (Coyne, 1997). 

2.6.2.2 Sample size 

It is accepted that a deep understanding may be gained from a smaller sample than that 

possible in quantitative studies (Baker, Edwards and Doidge, 2012). However, 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, 2015). One 
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approach is to continue to gather data until άempirical saturation is reachedέ (Baker, 

Edwards and Doidge, 2012). The point at which saturation is achieved is affected  by the 

homogeneity of the sample (Baker, Edwards and Doidge, 2012; Braun and Clarke, 2021b; 

Hennink and Kaiser, 2022) and, therefore, understanding the relevance to the research 

question of including a variety of participants is important. There is also an important 

difference to be considered between no new thematic issues requiring codes being 

identified (suggested to be at nine interviews), and no new depth of understanding 

being identified (suggested to be at 16 to 24 interviews) (Hennink, Kaiser and Marconi, 

2017). This focus on the quality, richness and relevance of the dataset or άinformation 

powerέ is recommended by Braun and Clarke, rather than seeking saturation (Braun and 

Clarke, 2022). The decision also has practical implications, for example, in terms of 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ (Braun and Clarke, 2022). The 

concept of information power states that the more information the sample contains the 

lower the amount of participants are needed to develop new knowledge (Malterud, 

Siersma and Guassora, 2016). Suggested numbers from research to achieve a balance of 

sufficiently covering the topic without impractical and prohibitive levels of data, range 

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

Factors to consider, according to Baker, Edwards and Doidge (Baker, Edwards and 

Doidge, 2012), include: 

¶ Availability and accessibility of relevant participants: This was likely to be a key factor 

in this study, as school food is acknowledged to be underfunded and under 

resourced, therefore, stakeholders were likely to be too busy to prioritise research 

participation;  

¶ Homogeneity and the need to cover groups with different perceptions: (Hennink and 

Kaiser, 2022) which, in this case, related to a requirement to include the different 

procurement contract types and advocates with regional and national overviews; 

¶ External requirements: typically from funders, was not applicable in this case; 

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

¶ Norms for the discipline: there was no direct precedent; 
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¶ The availability of other evidence to support the findings: in this case was provided 

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. 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

school food system, related to the direct provision of school meals in primary school 

settings or detailed knowledge thereof, as (a) a provider, (b) a public health 

representative or (c) a national school food advocacy organisation. This experience 

needed to be within the last two 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 Study 2, and the public health 

advocates through networking with fellow researchers and experts in the field 

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). For the purpose of this study, the term άpublic health 

advocatesέ related to organisations whose main strategic purpose was to educate policy 

makers and the public on matters relating to school food provision. The 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 meals in the school setting. To ensure a rich and varied 

dataset within the sample of 20 ς 25 participants, recruitment of the school food 

providers included; the top five catering companies, five local authority catering 

services, and five in-house chefs who were invited to participate in the interviews. In 

addition, a theoretical sample of 10 individual experts were selected for their knowledge 

and experience of school meal provision at a higher regional or national level, including 

their individual subjective interpretation of that system (Flick, 2014). Using this 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, 2015). Ethical approval 

(HSRGC/2024/636/G) was 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; however, it was accepted that 

recruitment of time poor professionals to discuss a topic which may reveal shortcomings 

in their own, ƻǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ, policies and practices would be difficult. Nonetheless, the 

relevance and richness of these participant perceptions could uncover novel data of 

importance to policy and practice (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 advance, to allow 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 stakeholders (n=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 initially, to establish their willingness to participate in the 

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

establish availability. 

Local authorities (Caterers n=4, Public health n=3) 

I had built relationships with several local authorities during the PhD, and these were 

used for the initial contact. Where possible, the individuals were approached in person 

at events or in meetings initially, to establish their willingness to participate in the study. 

The individuals were then contacted by email to confirm their agreement and establish 
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availability. Experience shows that response rates can be slow, and time was built into 

the schedule to allow for repeated contact. 

Commercial caterers (n=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 caterers, who are hard to engage in research, the 

anonymity of their participation was emphasised (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

In-house caterers (n=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 establish their willingness to participate in the 

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

establish availability. 

Catering consultants (n=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 semi-structured interviews, as they allowed the collection of 

rich data exploring what those responsible for influencing the provision of food to 

children believed 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 non-leading questions and prompts was devised in advance 

(Appendix E) to capture context, as well as perspective. This guided the interview in a 

systematic but flexible way, enabling further exploration of issues arising during the 

conversation where useful to the research (Ritchie et al., 2014; Magnusson and 

Marecek, 2015). However, the topic guide was used as a guide only, and was not always 

strictly adhered to, as preserving the flow of the conversation took priority (Magnusson 

and Marecek, 2015). The guide started with an introduction of the researcher and 

project along with any ethical considerations and consents (Magnusson 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 

(DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019; Ritchie et al., 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2013; 

Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). It was then followed with a short number of simple 

core questions to establish the information required for the study, along with prompts 

to probe into further detail where necessary (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019).  

The interviews sought to gather opinions on the quality of food, and to establish 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

opinions on the quality of that food. Additionally, the interviews sought to establish 

what participants understood about the contractual relationships for school food, and 

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, 2019) or expansion. This was achieved with a follow on 

question such as άI would like you to tell me more about thatέ or άcan you describe an 

example of thatέ (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). The last question was a freeform 

option for the participant to add any other information they felt to be relevant (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013; Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). A pilot interview was conducted with 

a national stakeholder to identify any problematic wordings and identify any gaps in 

responses relating to important topics (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). The 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 and, therefore, 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 Rubin (Rubin and Rubin, 2012) which utilised my 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 conversation is recommended as particularly 

important for interviews with άeliteέ participants, such as those with board level or 

senior management positions (Flick, 2014).  

Active listening was employed to establish when to use additional prompts to explore 

comments further (Ritchie et al., 2014; Magnusson and Marecek, 2015), along with an 

attitude of non-judgemental interest to encourage participants to continue talking 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013). However, I drew on my experience of conducting professional 

interviews to ensure that the base data was the experience and perception of the 

participant with minimal interference from myself. The interviews were planned to last 

approximately 40 minutes and were all conducted by me to enable a depth of 

understanding and analysis and ensure a consistency of approach. As the target 

participants were professionals likely to have limited time the interviews were 

conducted virtually through zoom, as most used video conferencing in their daily 

working lives. This method is easy to arrange for time poor people, convenient, 

empowering, and cost and resource effective, making larger samples possible (Hanna 

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 in-person interview was offered. The interviews were recorded on 

zoom and transcribed (by a University of York approved transcription service), with the 

author checking the automatic transcription for accuracy and correcting any gaps or 

misrepresentations immediately (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). The 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). A digital consent form was sent to the 

participant before the interview and verbal consent was taken, and recorded, before the 

interview commenced. Notes of the overall impression of the interview, along 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 

Data and interview consent forms were 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, organisation) on all documents with a 

data identifier comprising of a sequential number and participant type which was used 

for naming files (NS ς National Stakeholder, LA ς Local Authority Caterer, CC ς Contract 

Caterer, IC ς Inhouse Caterer, PH - Public Health, SU ς Supplier, CO ς Catering 

consultant). This prevented participants being identified from the file names 

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015).  

All audio recordings were uploaded to the University of York secure server with 

authorised team member access only and deleted immediately from the original source. 

Once transcribed, all recordings were also deleted from the departmental network. 

Archiving followed 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 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

theory underpinning the research, the transparency, simplicity and clarity of the process 

and communication for procedures and findings (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). 

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

data collected (Bowen, 2009) and, as it is not bound to a specific theoretical construct, 

it is applicable in a multitude of different study designs (Ritchie et al., 2014). Thematic 

analysis is well suited to a critical realism ontology and pragmatism epistemology 
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(Fletcher, 2017) and 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).  

The prominent six phase process of Braun and Clarke (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used 

in this study, as it offers a framework to establish flexible inductive themes in a 

transparent, repeatable, robust, and systematic manner whilst enabling refinements 

and iteration as necessary. Of the three methods described by Braun and Clarke (Braun 

and Clarke, 2022), reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2019) was 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, analysing, and interpreting that data. The other two methods, 

coding reliability and codebook, were discounted for this study. This was because their 

focus on accuracy, reliability, and replicability of measurement of coding, through using 

predetermined or early established codes, was deemed less relevant to a research 

question about beliefs and perceptions, than the άinterpretive depthέ from reflexive 

thematic analysis. Therefore, the method supported the pragmatism approach of 

balancing context and perspective through developing the themes during the coding 

process to build practical knowledge through patterns of shared meaning in this study. 

My own thoughts and reflections from the interview journal were used to facilitate 

reflection of the impact of my own positionality on the collection, analysis and 

interpretation of the data (Sheard, 2022). 

.Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ six phases of analysis followed: 

1. Familiarisation with the data by reading and rereading the transcripts of the 

interviews, noting points of and potential codes which could relate the data item or 

dataset; 

2. Generating codes from the initial review in a systematic manner, by identifying 

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; 
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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 questions and the findings from the previous studies. 

Whilst the six phases 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 process (Terry et al., 2017).  

2.6.4.1 Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data 

The transcripts were uploaded into NVivo (Lumivero, 2024), read several times and 

relevant phrases or words highlighted. These words and phrases were reviewed through 

a table of codes in NVivo, helping 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 transcripts (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). 

2.6.4.2 Phase 2: Generation of codes 

The generation of codes was inductive, organic and recursive, evolving as the transcripts 

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

to interpret and determine the relevance of data (Sheard, 2022; Braun and Clarke, 2019; 

Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). The coding table was continually revisited to reflect on 

the language used and the ideas being expressed. Whilst frequency of occurrence of 

codes was noted, it did not drive the selection of the themes (Xu and Zammit, 2020; 

Braun and Clarke, 2006). As a reflexive approach was taken, a second coder was not 

used as the purpose was to use my 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 data (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015).  

2.6.4.3 Phase 3: Theme identification 

The data were systematically reviewed to establish inductive themes (Braun 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 theory. The process of 

collecting the codes in a table was used to reflexively develop patterns of shared 

meaning, themes, in the data. Looking 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 field (Magnusson and 

Marecek, 2015). As my own knowledge, experience and influence on the research 

formed part of the data, the interview journal was consulted to aid reflexivity 

throughout the process (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. These patterns 

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 

questions, 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. 
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2.6.4.5 Phase 5: Defining and naming themes 

Themes were influenced by code prevalence, but the judgement and experience of 

myself, as the researcher, in terms of the relevance to the research question were the 

key determinants (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Given 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 detail (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This was done by developing 

the table from Phase 3, to 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 were input into 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 groups (Magnusson and Marecek, 

2015). Text may have been coded multiple times if it related to more than one theme 

(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). NVivo was used to interpret the data to inform and 

synthesise the findings in relation to each theme in a systematic way (Magnusson and 

Marecek, 2015). An exploration of links and unifying constructs synthesised the findings 

to take the analysis beyond a simple summary (Magnusson and Marecek, 2015). A final 

step as recommended by Magnusson and Marecek (2015) was used to verify the 

analysis, by rereading each story and considering whether it corroborated or opposed 

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 participant, rather than being overly influenced 

by my own perception of what was important to report. The report summarised what 

the participants believed to be high quality food for children (RQ2a) and how the 

contract influenced this (RQ2b).



Chapter 3 Υ {ǘǳŘȅ м π {ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ 

3.1 Summary 

The literature review (Chapter 1) highlighted 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 revealed a gap in our understanding of the different procurement 

contract types governing the provision of school meals, which this study sought to 

explore further. Understanding how these contracts are linked to the quality of food 

provided and outcomes for children, informed the further research in this PhD to 

support the development of relevant and impactful policy and practice. This chapter 

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? (RQ1a). 

The study revealed a lack of any substantial body of peer reviewed research linking 

school food procurement contract type with food quality or outcomes of interest. 

Documents revealed a complex and fragmented school meal provision system, and 

inconsistent evidence relating to the outcomes of interest. Most studies focused on 

sustainability or nutrition / guideline compliance and the main procurement contract 

types for school food provision discussed were, commercial contractors, local 

authorities and in-house caterers. However, there was a lack of clarity in contract 

specifications and definitions of quality, and documents highlighted concern over 

inadequate compliance monitoring and financial viability impacting quality. The review 

was published in PLoS One on 19 March 2025 DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0305685 and 

the paper is included at Appendix F. 

3.2 Aims 

This study aimed to establish what is known in both academic and grey literature about 

the types of contracts that exist for the procurement of school meals, and to identify 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0305685
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existing evidence that links these procurement contract types with the quality of food 

provided, and the outcomes, for school children.  

3.3 Methods 

A systematic scoping 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 existed relating to the procurement contract types in force for 

food served in schools, along with any associated outcomes. Narrative synthesis 

techniques were used to analyse and present the results. 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. 

Full methods are detailed in Chapter 2. 

3.4 Findings 

3.4.1 Literature search 

The database search, citation review and google search returned 1,288 papers and 

reports. After removing 433 duplicates, the titles and abstracts of 854 papers and 

reports were screened for eligibility. This excluded 713 documents, and 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 diagram, Figure 3-1. Six studies were excluded 

for being in a language other than English, these are detailed at Appendix H. Over half 

of the papers (58%) were excluded for not meeting the exposure criteria, mainly due to 

focusing on procurement (purchases) by the student, or food other than school lunch, 

or for examining education or nutrition interventions which were unrelated to school 

lunch provision or procurement contract type. A further 21 (19%) studies were excluded 

for non-eligible outcomes, such as eating behaviours or disorders, or policies, standards 

or guidance notes unrelated to the specific outcomes of this study, being child health or 

academic achievement.  
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Figure 3-1 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 books (Table 3-1).  

There was international coverage in the academic papers and books from South America 

(n=2) (Gonçalves et al., 2019; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021a), Europe (n=19) (Lassen et al., 2019; He, Perez-Cueto 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 Vincent, 2013a; 

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, 2021a), North America (n=9) (Taylor 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 Nations, 2021a), Asia (n=3) 

(Shahril et al., 2000; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a; 

Chang, 2014) and Australia (n=1) (Hill et al., 2023). However, the grey literature related 

exclusively to the USA, UK, and Ireland (Rylander, 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) (Gonçalves et al., 2019; Lassen et al., 2019; He, Perez-Cueto 

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; Lavall et al., 2020; Tregear et al., 2022) in the previous decade. The grey 

literature and books were dated between 1996 and 2022 with half (50%, n=7) (Williams 

et al., 2021; Hacking, 2022; Food Matters, 2014; RSM, 2022; Dimbleby, 2021; Ebdon and 

Chen, 2017; Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021a) in the 

previous decade.  

The 16 academic 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 but was framed as low-cost vs local 

sourcing rather than provider contract type (Tregear et al., 2022). Sustainability relating 

to organic procurement and waste, was a key focus of half of the papers (Galli 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., 2023), ten were 



 
115 

mainly concerned with nutrition or guideline compliance (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), two with body weight and disease (Gonçalves 

et al., 2019; Chang, 2014), and one with academic achievement (Anderson, Gallagher 

and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018). Different types of food provision were described (see Table 

3-1): outsourced vs in-house (n=5) (Lassen et al., 2019; Chiaverina et al., 2023; Chang, 

2014; Hill et al., 2023; Lavall et al., 2020); on premises meal preparation vs off premises 

(n=1) (Gonçalves et al., 2019); organic vs non organic (n=2) (He and Mikkelsen, 2014; He, 

Perez-Cueto and Mikkelsen, 2014); contractor vs local community (n=1) (Shahril et al., 

2000); healthy vendor vs not (n=1) (Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018); low 

cost vs local sourcing (n=1) (Tregear et al., 2022). Including these papers captured 

important characteristics of each contract type, providing context and understanding of 

how the contract type links with food quality and outcomes. The studies were 

observational in nature, mainly quantitative analyses of cross-sectional survey data 

collected in large regional or national studies, smaller menus reviews or qualitative case 

studies. 

The 11 grey literature reports were mainly commissioned for, and 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 contract types. Most gave general background information, only one made 

comparisons between outsourced and in-house provision (Rylander, 1999). Two looked 

at food service management companies (Robinson, 1996; Williams et al., 2021) and one 

at local authorities (Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006). Two 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, 2021a); one specifically looked at the outsourcing 

of provision and made comparisons to in-house provision (Ebdon and Chen, 2017).    
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3.4.3 School meal procurement contract types 

Documents revealed a variety of school food procurement contract types between, and 

within, different geographical areas. These fell into broad overall categories of 

government provision, in-house catering and outsourced commercial provision. This 

varied by school type, geographical area, or political orientation  (Chiaverina et al., 2023; 

Gonçalves 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). In most European countries, the school was 

responsible for choosing the food procurement contract type (Mikkelsen, Rasmussen 

and Young, 2005); however, European school food systems were found to be commonly 

managed at a higher level than the school, which could be at a national or regional level 

of government (Tregear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; He, Perez-Cueto and Mikkelsen, 

2014). Countries including England, Finland, France, Scotland, Italy and Sweden 

provided a hot lunchtime meal, either through the school, local government or an 

outsourced catering contract (Tregear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008; Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young, 2005). School meals were also 

prepared in different locations, with some cooked on site, and others prepared in central 

kitchens for transportation to the schools, which could be by outsourced catering teams 

or in house staff or volunteers (Tregear et al., 2022; Galli et al., 2014; Shahril et al., 2000). 

Differences also existed within procurement contract types. For example, one USA study 

found several variations of outsourcing school meal provision such as, private company 

providing the meals, but the school employed the staff; private company providing the 

meals and the staff; private company provided consultation services only; and on rare 

occasions (1%) another public school district provided the meals (Anderson, Gallagher 

and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018). There was no peer reviewed scientific research on the 

provision contract types in England. The School Food Plan (Dimbleby 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 the local authority but provided in-house 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 different procurement 

contract types regardless of whether provision was executed by a private caterer, in-

house staff, or a local authority catering service. The synthesis of findings highlighted 

several key themes linking the school food procurement contract type with food quality 

and outcomes for children, including; contractual relationships, economic factors, 

nutritional quality and guidelines, health outcomes, academic achievement, culture, 

policies and regulation and 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, where quality 

and outcome priorities may differ by procurement contract type. For example, there 

could be conflicting priorities of profitability for private contractors compared to social, 

economic, and environmental principles for authorities (Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, 2021a; Galli et al., 2014). A lack of precision in 

contractual terms, such as άbest valueέ, was thought to have allowed caterers to 

interpret this in a way that suited their business goals, rather than the stated aim of 

providing a high quality nutritious catering service (Food Matters, 2014). Substandard 

contracts, without legally binding detailed specifications, were thought to impact school 

food take up, profitability, food quality and prices, and expensive specialist legal 

knowledge is likely to be required to renegotiate or exit the contract (Dimbleby and 

Vincent, 2013a). Tender design and contract negotiation were identified as key specialist 

skills, which public sector officials and school leaders may not have, despite their 

responsibility for the contractual relationships with large public sector suppliers 

(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). This could affect quality through outsourced contracts 

being awarded at financially unviable rates, or too much (or too little) market 

competition driving flawed costing models (Chiaverina 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 prioritisation over quality 
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(Hacking, 2022), and conversely, to facilitate capital investment in facilities which is not 

financially viable over shorter contract terms (RSM, 2022). 

3.4.5 Economic factors 

The low levels of available spend for ingredients, and the impact financial viability had 

on nutritional quality, was highlighted in several papers and reports (Shahril 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, 2003). Nutritional quality of food was 

related to the available budget, with convenience and price sensitivity perceived to be 

driving the increased use of cheaper processed fast food over more expensive fresh 

food, along with considerations such as the expense of reverting to an infrastructure 

supporting scratch cooking (Chiaverina et al., 2023; Hill et al., 2023; Lawrence and 

Liquori, 2012; Shahril et al., 2000). Examples of spending varied widely, and ranged 

between 32p and £1.10 per meal served (Dimbleby 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 procurement 

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 lack of funding included a need to be creative by mixing high and 

low-cost menu items (Shahril et al., 2000).  

There was a large per meal price differential between the meals in Italy, perceived to be 

high-quality, ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ϵр ŀƴŘ ϵсΦмуΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ (Tregear 

et al., 2022). Studies found prices in the rest of Europe ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ϵмΦлн ƛƴ {ŜǊōƛŀ, to 

ϵнΦну ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y (Tregear et al., 2022). The 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 per day (Dimbleby and 

Vincent, 2013a). Documents highlighted that the expectation and pressure for school 
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food to generate profit in the UK and USA influenced policy decisions to prioritise cost 

savings over food quality (Hacking, 2022; Lawrence and Liquori, 2012; Nicholas, Powell 

and Smith, 2006). The Soil 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 documents, and there was an expectation that outsourcing provision would 

reduce costs (Williams et al., 2021; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Robinson, 1996). However, 

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, 2017). One study found mixed 

perceptions of whether costs reduced with outsourcing, noting that άcontractors did not 

always keep their promisesέ (Ebdon and Chen, 2017). Conversely, Robinson (1996) 

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 procurement contract type did not 

determine the cost of providing the meal, as schools with an in-house provision had a 

similar overall cost to local authorities, despite catering for much lower volumes 

(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). However, there was no comparable data for outsourced 

private caterers (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). RSM Ireland (RSM, 2022) noted 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=10) (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, high fat meat 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 papers (Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018; Lawrence 

and Liquori, 2012) specifically 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 meal procurement 

contract types were addressed in some studies, with 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 burden (Chiaverina et al., 2023; Ebdon 

and Chen, 2017). However, the results relating to quality outcomes were also 

inconsistent. Three studies found no significant evidence linking the procurement 

contract type with the markers of nutritional quality tested (Hill et al., 2023; Tregear et 

al., 2022; Lassen et al., 2019). Three studies found that in-house facilities performed 

better than outsourced catering. One related to reduced sodium levels through 

replacing άheat and serveέ models with scratch cooking (Taylor et al., 2014). Two found 

that outsourced caterers had higher levels of operating, contract management, and 

overhead costs, and an overall focus on reduced costs which led to including less of the 

expensive foods such as fruit and vegetables (Chiaverina et al., 2023; Shahril et al., 

2000).   

Included grey literature reports 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 options, to influence 

consumption patterns prioritising profit over health (Soil Association, 2003). Conversely, 

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 better (Chiaverina et al., 2023) which 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 outsourcing (He, Perez-Cueto and Mikkelsen, 2014). 

The use of commercial market forces and practices to influence choice in New York, such 

as making healthy food resemble fast food, creating a brand for school food, and 

marketing the food to the children as άcustomersέ, was said to raise the nutritional value 

of the food (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). However, more commercialised food and a 

higher prevalence of UPF in privately catered schools, compared to state catered 

schools, was an indicator of reduced nutritional quality elsewhere (Gonçalves et al., 

2019). 

Two studies found that higher levels of organic produce were 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., 2019). However, there was no robust 

evidence that organic procurement policies led to healthy eating, or compliance with 

nutritional recommendations, in the two studies addressing this topic (He, Perez-Cueto 

and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2014).   

3.4.7 Health outcomes 

In terms of chronic 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 obesity, with lower levels present when meals were prepared in-house 

(Gonçalves et al., 2019; Chang, 2014). However, one study found that hypertension was 

higher in those schools preparing meals in-house (Gonçalves et al., 2019). Conversely, 

Anderson et al., (2018) found no evidence of obesity rates being impacted by 

procurement contract type. The authors noted that this could be because all models in 

the study (healthy, standard, in-house) were subject to the same calorie requirements. 

One study noted that the association between increased body weight in children 

attending schools that outsourced meals, may be due to competition between 
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outsourced caterers to make their meals more palatable to children, compared to school 

nutritionists prioritising health over taste (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 with in-house catering, and the impact was larger 

for disadvantaged children (Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018). Some 

reports and studies noted that schools prioritised academic results over quality food 

provision, for example, through reducing the length of lunch breaks, reducing funding 

or using school meal budgets to subsidise education budget shortfalls, or outsourcing 

the provision to concentrate resource on the core education provision (Ebdon 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 factors which were not dependent on procurement contract type were also noted 

to influence the quality and outcomes from school meals. These included leadership 

attitude to food provision (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a), inability to recruit and retain 

experienced staff (Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006), and 

administrative burden (Williams et al., 2021; Robinson, 1996). 

The impact of culture was highlighted in two studies (Mikkelsen, Rasmussen and Young, 

2005; He and Mikkelsen, 2014) and one book (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). Despite 

extensive public funding and resources devoted to school meals in Copenhagen, only 7% 

of pupils bought a school lunch due to Danish cultural preferences for packed lunches 

(He and Mikkelsen, 2014). Similarly, a cultural prioritisation of education over school 

food in the UK was believed to have led to a reduced focus on quality (Morgan 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 provision (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008). 
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Several documents addressed the complexity of policies and regulation for the provision 

of school food of an appropriate nutritional quality, which 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 non-compliance (Chiaverina 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). Some studies found that the existence of policies, 

regulations, and guidelines per se did not influence outcomes (Chiaverina et al., 2023; 

He and Mikkelsen, 2014; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). One study found that the 

procurement contract type did not impact compliance with state menu guidelines, 

which was low for all procurement contract types tested (Hill et al., 2023). Concerns over 

the ability to understand regulations and demonstrate compliance was a key reason for 

outsourcing provision, and 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 maintained its high 

quality standards with strict compliance monitoring in every school (Galli et al., 2014; 

Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). In contrast, England, Wales, Australia, and USA were found 

to have no compulsory compliance monitoring in place (Hill et al., 2023; Williams et al., 

2021; Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006).   

The difficulty of increasing child acceptability of healthy meals in a food environment, 

where children were perceived to prefer fast food to the compliant reduced salt, sugar, 

and fat healthy food, was noted regardless of the procurement contract type (Ebdon 

and Chen, 2017). Moreover, Tregear et al., (2022) found that the best nutritional quality 

Italian menus also generated the most plate waste (38%) and the Croatian menus, with 

the highest level of noncompliance with nutrient standards, generated 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 meal in primary school (Nicholas, Powell and Smith, 2006).  
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Table 3-1 Summary of documents included in the review 

Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

Type 

Author, Date, 
Journal 

Aim / 
objective 
as stated in 
the 
abstract 

Overall 
approach to 
collecting the 
data 

Sample size, 
Age, 
Ethnicity, 
Socio-
economic 
status, 
Location 

Provision 
type, Meal 
service, 
Financial & 
Contractual 
details 

Outcome 
measured & 
method 

Study findings, themes and relevant points 

Paper 

Gonçalves et 
al.,  

2019 Public 
health 
nutrition 

(Gonçalves 
et al., 2019) 

To 
characteris
e the food 
environme
nt in 
schools and 
identify 
individual 
contextual 
factors 
associated 
with 
hypertensi

Quantitative 
analysis of 
data collected 
in 2013/14 in 
the self-
administered 
ERICA national 
school based 
survey. 

 

Circa 73,000 
adolescents 
aged 12-17 
from 1,247 
Brazilian 
public and 
private 
schools in 
122 
municipalitie
s serving 
areas with 
>100k 
inhabitants. 

Meals 
prepared on 
premises vs 
not 

Contextual 
characteristic
s of school eg 
location, 
administrativ
e 
dependence, 
offer, sale 
and 
advertisemen

Hypertension 
and obesity 
prevalence. 
Measurements: 
hypertensive = 
blood pressure 
җфрth 
percentile, 
obese = Z-score 
>2 using BMI 
for age index. 

School meals may be provided by the government in 
public schools or by commercial establishments. 
Characteristics of the school food environment (individual 
and contextual) were found to be associated with 
hypertension and obesity.  

¶ Ultra Processed Food was frequently available in 
the schools. 

¶ Almost all public schools in the study (97.9%) 
offered meals prepared on the premises in line 
with guidelines.  

¶ Commercialised foods for purchase in a cafeteria 
was predominant in private schools.  
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Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

on and 
obesity. 

 

t of foods 
School meal 
provision 
type. 

 

Obesity prevalence was lower in schools where the meals 
were prepared on the premises vs not; 7.8%, (95%CI 7.3, 
8.4), vs 11.0%, (95% CI 9.7, 12.3). Students had 35% lower 
odds of obesity in the schools offering prepared meals. 
Obesity prevalence was lower in schools with no 
commercialisation 7·3% (95 % CI 6·6, 8·2) than in schools 
where foods were sold in the cafeteria 9·2% (95 % CI 8·6, 
9·9). 

Conversely, there was higher levels of hypertension where 
the meals were prepared in house 9.7% (95% CI 9.1, 10.5) 
vs 9.1% (95% CI 8.1,10.1). Individual characteristics were 
more influential than the school context on hypertension 
(86.2% vs 13.8%).  

Paper 

Anderson et 
al., 

2018 Journal 
of public 
economics 

To test 
whether 
offering 
healthier 
meals 
affects 
student 
achieveme
nt as 
measured 

Quantitative 
difference-in-
differences 
style 
regressions 
using variation 

taking 
advantage of 
frequent meal-

All California 
USA public 
schools over 
a five-year 
period 

public 
elementary, 
middle, and 
high schools 

Healthy 
Eating Index 
(HEI) vendor 
vs not 

Breakfast and 
lunch vendors 
at the school 
level 
classified as 

School-by-
grade-level 
standardized 
test results 
(STAR test) 

 

Most schools had an in-house provision for school meals 
with only 12% provided through contracts with external 
vendors.  

Four different models of outsourcing supply exist 

¶ Private company provides the meals but school 
employees cook, handle and serve the food  

¶ Private company provides the food and the staff to 
cook, handle and serve it  
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Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

(Anderson, 
Gallagher 
and Ramirez 
Ritchie, 
2018) 

by test 
scores.  

 

vendor 
contract 
turnover. 

 

with non-
missing state 
test score 
data 
(approximat
ely 9,700 
schools 
across 900 
districts) 

healthy or 
standard 
using a 
modified HEI. 
A vendor was 
classified as 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ 
HEI score was 
above the 
median score 
for all 
vendors in 
the sample.   

¶ Private company provides consultation services only  

¶ Another public school district provides the meals 
provision (this accounted for only 1%) 

Estimating the effect of healthy meal providers on 
academic performance is challenging due to difficulties in 
accurately measuring nutritional quality. However, 
students from schools with healthy meal vendors had 
slightly higher STAR test results (0.03 to 0.04 standard 
deviations) relative to in house provisions, especially 
among economically disadvantaged students. There was 
no impact on test scores from schools with standard 
vendors.  Healthier meals did not increase meal uptake 
indicating that food quality, not quantity, improved 
academic results.  No decrease in obesity rates was 
observed, possibly because all vendors adhered to the 
same calorie requirements.  

Paper 

Chang 2014 

International 
Food and 
Agribusiness 

To 
investigate 
the 
association 
between 
school 
lunch 
programs 

Quantitative 
data analysis 
of nationwide 
survey dataset 
(Nutrition and 
Health Survey 
in Taiwan for 
Elementary 

2,017 
Taiwanese 
elementary 
school 
children 
aged 6-12 in 
102 schools 

Outsourced 
vs inhouse 

School lunch 
provision 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .aL 

Data adjusted 
for time spent 
TV watching, 
eating 
breakfast, 
parental 

There are three different types of school meal programs 
for elementary schoolchildren in Taiwan: no school lunch 
programs; school lunch programs with meals from 
restaurants outside of school; school lunch programs with 
meals prepared in on-site kitchens at school. 

Children attending schools serving lunches prepared in 
house have lower weight on average (BMI, 16.18) and 
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Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

Managemen
t Review  

(Chang, 
2014) 

and 
children's 
body 
weight 

 

School 
Children 
(NAHSITC) 
using a mixed 
multinomial 
logit model  

 

No lunch 
Provider, In 
house,  

or 
Outsourced 

 

 

characteristics, 
home and 
school size   

were less likely to be overweight (24.2%) than children 
attending schools purchasing lunch from outsourced 
caterers and restaurants (BMI, 19.29, overweight, 28.6%) 
or children bringing a packed lunch (BMI, 17.92, 
overweight 26.1%). 

 

Paper 

Lassen et al., 
2019  

International 
journal of 
environment
al research 
and public 
health 

(Lassen et 
al., 2019) 

To examine 
compliance 
with food 
service 
guidelines 
for 

hot meals 
as well as 
self-
evaluated 
focus on 
food waste 
reduction  

Cross sectional 
study using 
self-
administered 
questionnaires
. Data 
analysed using 
descriptive 
statistics and 
multiple 
logistic 
regression 
models.  

680 Danish 
canteens in 
public and 

private 
elementary 
schools 
(enrolling 
children 
aged 5ς16 
years), public 
upper 
secondary 
schools 
(enrolling 

Outsourced 
vs inhouse 

Canteen 
characteristic
s include the 
use of organic 
food, having 
a meal policy, 
number of 
daily 

lunch meals 
served, 
serving 

Compliance 
with guidelines 

Servings of fruit 
and vegetables, 

fish, wholegrain 
product and 
high fat meat 
and dairy 
products. 

Food Waste 
Reduction Self-

The inclusion of organic food was associated with meeting 
all 5 criteria, minimum fruit and vegetable content, and 
limiting high fat meat servings.  

Outsourcing to external contractors was associated with 
compliance of high fat meat and non-whole grain product 
limits. There was no significant difference in guideline 
compliance between outsourced and in house canteens 
except for non-whole grain products 0.50 (0.33, 0.75) 
P=0.001.  

Most canteens focused on reducing food waste especially 
those using organic produce and having written meal 
policies.  
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Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

students 
aged 15ς19 
years) and 
public and 
private 
workplaces 

system and 
outsourced to 
external 
contractors 
vs. those 
operated by 
the 
workplace/sc
hool. 

 

assessed survey 
questions.  

Paper 

He et al.,  

2014 Public 
health 
nutrition 

(He, Perez-
Cueto and 
Mikkelsen, 
2014) 

To 
investigate 
whether 
public 
organic 
food 
procureme
nt policies 
have the 
potential to 
induce 
changes in 
the school 
food 

Comparative 
cross-national 
survey in 
2009/10 using   

web-based 
questionnaire 
on attitudes, 
intentions and 
actions 
towards 
organic school 
food 
provision. Part 

School food 
coordinators 
(SFCs) in 
public 
primary 

and/or 
secondary 
schools 
(children 
aged 6-15) in 
Finland (250 
schools 
nationwide), 

Organic vs 
non organic 

Organic 
sourcing 
policy aiming 
for defined 
proportion of 
organic 
ingredient in 
school meals. 

Attitudes of 
SFC to: 

organic food 
and healthy 
eating; creation 
of an 
environment 
conducive to 
healthy eating; 
and how the 
school supports 

Non-organic schools were 0.14 times less likely to adopt 
food and nutrition policies (P<0.001), WHO health-
promoting policies (P<0.001) and have canteens (P = 
0.017) than organic schools. 

Finnish schools and organic schools were most likely to 
have canteens (P= 0.001 and P= 0.017 respectively). Italian 
schools were most likely to serve nutritionally calculated 
meals (P< 0.001) and recommend healthier food choices 
(P< 0.001). No association was found between school type 
(organic / nonorganic) and the existence of nutritionally 
calculated menus, or enforcement of nutritional 
recommendations. 



 
129 

Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

service 
environme
nt. 

 

 

of the ORE 
Research Pilot 

Project, 
innovative 
Public Organic 
food 
Procurement 
for Youth 
(iPOPY). 

Germany 
(122 schools 
from Hesse) 
and Italy 
(215 schools 
from eight 
provinces). 

 

these attitudes 
and intentions. 

All SFCs supported organic procurement and promoting 
child health, regardless of the school type, but school food 
systems are managed at a higher level, limiting SFCs 
influence and ability to make changes.  

Quality of food is a high priority in Italy 

There is a gap in knowledge of effects of public organic 
food procurement policies on healthier school food 
environments. 

Paper 

He et al., 
2014 b  

Perspectives 
in public 
health 

(He and 
Mikkelsen, 
2014) 

To 

examine 
the 
possible 
influence of 
organic 
food 
sourcing 
policies on 
the 
developme
nt of 
healthier 
school food 

Cross-
sectional 
quantitative 
analysis of 
data from a 
web-based 
questionnaire 
using the 
theory of 
planned 
behaviour 
model.  

 

179 school 
food  

coordinators 
(SFCs) in 83 
Danish 
public 
primary 
schools (6-15 
years). 

Organic 
purchasing 
policy vs not 

Presence of 
Public 
Organic Food 
Procurement 
(POP) policy 
committing 
to a 
proportion of 
organic 

Attitudes, 
intentions/polic
ies and actions 
in relation to 
organic and 
healthy foods 
served in the 
schools 

Danish schools do not typically have a publicly organised 
food service, and most children take a packed lunch to 
school. Organic food policies in schools may have 
potential to support a healthier school food environment. 
More organic schools had a food and nutrition policy (FNP) 
80% vs 57% in non-organic schools and were more likely 
to apply nutritional recommendations indicating a 
prioritisation of healthy eating. More organic schools 
recommended healthier eating to their students than non-
organic schools. However, there was little evidence that 
having an organic purchasing policy was directly related to 
healthy eating in the school. Very few differences in 
attitudes to healthy eating existed between different 
types of schools. 
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Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

environme
nts. 

content in 
school meals. 

Paper 

Taylor et al., 
2014  

Journal of 
public health 
managemen
t and 
practice 

(Taylor et al., 
2014) 

To describe 
environme
ntal change 
strategies 
implement
ed to 
reduce 
sodium in 
school 
meals  

Descriptive 
desk-based 
evaluation of 
the 
environmental 
change 
strategies 

School 
administratio
n and food 
service staff 
in 5 
Anderson 
Union High 
School 
District 
schools in 
rural, 
northern 
California 
USA. Serving 
approximatel
y two 
thousand 
9th- to 12th-
grade 
students.  

No 
comparison 
just inhouse 

Public Health 
partnership 

to (1) 
facilitate 
changes to 
meal 
preparation 
practices, (2) 
improve 
cafeteria 
infrastructure
,(3) provide 
training and 
assistance to 
improve 
procurement 
strategies. 

Reduction in 
sodium in 
school meals 

Onsite cafeterias in 2 schools also prepared meals for the 
remaining 3 schools. Kitchen equipment and staff skills 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾŜΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
commercially produced food is reheated and served to 
students. Equipment was upgraded and training given to 
enable high volume, efficient, scratch cooking. 

Initial concerns of participants included higher costs and 
limited availability of low sodium ingredients and 
resistance to change from food service employees. 
Training and education on nutrition, health effects of high 
sodium diets and scratch cooking were given. Purchasing 
co-operatives were used to increase purchase volumes to 
lower prices and increase availability of low sodium items.  

The strategies to reduce sodium in school meals in 2011 
led to an implementation of scratch cooking and improved 
procurement strategies which successfully reduced 
sodium levels in school meals. 
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Paper 

Shahril, et 
al., 2000  

Malaysian 
Journal of 
Nutrition 

(Shahril et 
al., 2000) 

To evaluate 
the 
implement
ation of the 
School 
Supplemen
t Feeding   

Program 
(SSFP)  

Cross-
sectional 
study, part of 
a larger study 
to assesses the 
implementatio
n of SSFP and 
nutritional 
status of 
supplemented 
school 
children using 
a 
questionnaire 
and qualitative 
interviews 
with the 
school 
leadership and 
food operator 

Primary   
school 
children (7-
12 years), 
parents,  
headmasters
/mistresses, 
heads of the 
school 
committees, 
teachers and 
food 
operators at 
129 schools 
(77 national 
type, 31 
Chinese and 
21 Tamil 
vernacular) 
in four 
different 
regions 
(northern, 
eastern, 
central and 
southern) of 

Contractor vs 
local 
community 
SSFP Food 
from 10 
recommende
d menus 
prepared by 
(1) 
contracted 
operations 
(local   
community 
members) 
and (2) 
voluntary 
operations 
(including 
teachers)  

Meal quality 
measured by 
nutrient 
content from 
sample meals 
compared to 
Malaysian 
recommended 
daily intake 

Financial   
management 
and   budget    
disbursement 

Food 
preparation 
and menu 
selection 

Most schools (84.5%) used a contract canteen operator 
with 1-2 year contracts. Others used local food caterers, 
and one school had teachers prepare the food. Food 
quality was better with voluntary staff or food caterers 
due to lower operating and overhead costs. 

Nutrient content was proportional to the budget per child 
with more expensive menus having considerably higher 
nutrient content. Some menus did not meet 
recommendations for certain nutrients, possibly due to 
cooking and preparation methods.  

Operators stayed within budget by mixing high and low-
cost menus and sometimes served non-recommended 
foods preferred by the children.  

Slow disbursement of funds to schools caused financial 
instability affecting operatorsΩ ability to meet 
recommended quality standards. 
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Peninsular 
Malaysia  

Paper  

Chiaverina et 
al., 2023 

 Journal of 
Agricultural 
& Food 
Industrial 
Organization  

(Chiaverina 
et al., 2023) 

To assess 
the 
nutritional 
quality and 
the carbon 
footprint of  

school 
menus.  

Including 
the relative  

merits of:  

(1) direct 
manageme
nt by  

municipaliti
es (in 
house 
provision) 

Literature 
review on 
school 
canteen meal 
nutritional 
quality and 
carbon 
footprint. 

Review of 
primary school 
menus 
downloaded 
from websites   

Primary 
schools in 
101 Parisian 
inner 
suburban 
municipalitie
s 

 

Outsourced 
vs inhouse 

Management 
mode  

Socio 
economic and 
political 
orientation of 
municipality 

Education 
level and 
canteen size 

Nutritional and 
environmental 
quality of 
school meals.  

Nutritional 
quality 
measured 
through menu 
compliance 
with 2011 
national 
guidelines:  

(1) for the 
whole criteria 
(15FC)  

(2) for the four 
most 
nutritionally 

Comparisons of the inhouse model of meal provision to a 
delegated (to private contractors) model showed mixed 
results. Poor quality arose from contractual ambiguity and 
unsuitable selection processes in meals from private 
caterers and a lack of resource, nutrition expertise and 
administrative inflexibility in house providers.  

Lower quality found in outsourced canteens was 
potentially attributed to predatory pricing strategies to 
win contracts on an unsustainable cost base, contractual 
complexities and higher management costs leading to 
reducing levels of the more expensive healthy foods such 
as fruit and vegetables. 

In house canteens scored significantly better for 
nutritional quality on the 15FC (mean 12.99 vs 12.22) but 
not on the 4FC (mean 3.52 vs 3.57). Larger facilities had 
better capacity to provide healthier menus with 
economies of scale enabling better management and 
nutrition resources.  

Higher levels of organic produce could lead to higher 
nutritional quality due to the additional training needed to 
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(2) 
outsourcin
g the 
catering 
service 
(delegated 
provision) 

important 
criteria (4FC)  

implement more creative menus to offset the cost of 
organic produce. 

Paper 

Hill et al., 
2023.  

Public health 
nutrition 

(Hill et al., 
2023) 

To analyse 
the 
healthiness 
and price 
of items 
available in 
schools and 
association
s with 
school 
characterist
ics. 

 

  

Quantitative 
analysis of a 
cross-sectional 
sample of 
canteen 
menus using 
descriptive 
statistics and 
regressions 

  

 

48 primary 
(elementary) 
schools in 
Victoria 
Australia 

Outsourced 
vs inhouse 
Collected 
characteristic
s:   

(1) 
remoteness; 
(2) sector 
(government 
or 
Catholic/inde
pendent) ;(3) 
type (prep to 
year 6 (aged 
5ς12 years) 
or combined 
prep to year 

Adherence to 
government 
guidelines for 
provision of 
food and drinks 
in primary 
school 
canteens. 
Dieticians 
classified 
individual 
menu item as 
ΨƎǊŜŜƴΩΣ 
ΨŀƳōŜǊΩΣ ΨǊŜŘΩ 
ƻǊ ΨōƭŀŎƪΩ ōŀǎŜŘ 
on its 
nutritional 
content, using 

In Australia school lunches are typically brought from 
home or purchased from a school canteen which may 
prepare the food in house or outsource provision to a 
commercial provider. 

No evidence of association between school characteristics 
and healthiness or pricing of food except for regional 
centres which had the highest proportion of (black) 
banned items. Unhealthy items were cheaper than healthy 
alternatives. Compliance with state menu guidelines was 
low. The food service policy for schools is not formally 
monitored and it is not mandatory for non-government or 
independent schools  
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12 (aged 5ς
18 years); (4) 
size;  

(5) socio-
economic 
status. 

the state policy 
traffic light 
system  

Paper 

Galli et al., 
2014.  

Sustainabilit
y: Science 
Practice and 
Policy 

(Galli et al., 
2014) 

To 
understand 
the 
reciprocal 
relationshi
p between 
professiona
ls and users 
of school 
meal 
services as 
a driver to 
mobilize 
new 
resources 
that steer 
service 
innovation 

Case study 
with 
exploratory 
semi-
structured 
interviews 

drawing from 
the theory of 
co-production. 

The collection 
of general 
information 
on the service 
through access 
to relevant 
documents 

Pisa Italy 

 

The main 
stakeholders 
involved in 
the school 
meal service 
(The Canteen 
Committee) 

No 
comparison 

School meal 
service 
participation 

Sustainability 
and child 
health  

Most (74%) Italian municipalities subcontract school meals 
to caterers with their own structures and staff, 15% are 
provided by public administration with full control over 
facilities and staff and 11% are a mixture of the two 
models. 

National guidelines for school catering services include 
guidance on technical specifications for tendering, 
procurement to support a variety of seasonal, sustainable, 
ethical and fresh ingredients to improve nutritional 
quality. Quality is monitored to reduce waste particularly 
of fish and vegetables and local farmer contracts support 
the local economy and improve quality.  

A5-ȅŜŀǊΣ ϵмсƳ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ƛǎ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ όср҈ύ 
price (35%) and quality (5%). Two thirds of meals are 
prepared off site and transported to the schools. Trust and 
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and a shift 
towards 
more 
sustainable 
practices.  

and on the 
projects being 
developed 

working relationships can be impacted by the trade-off 
between price and quality of the service.  

Paper 

Lavall et al., 
2020  

Nutrition 

(Lavall et al., 
2020)  

To perform 
a 
nutritional 
assessment 
of the 
menus 
served in 
school can- 
teens and 
to verify 
their 
effects on 
the 
nutrition of 
schoolchild
ren. 

Quantitative 
descriptive 
statistical 
analysis of 
nutrient 
content of 
menus.  

 

4 public 
schools with 
different 
management 
models as 
well as 
different 
supply 
patterns  

3 collective 
catering 
companies 
offering ~53 
500 menus 
per day in 
369 schools 
in Valencia 
Spain 

School 
kitchen vs 
company 
kitchen (ie 
Outsourced 
vs inhouse) 

Catering 
contract type 
menus 

Nutrient 
content of food 

15 samples 
analysed in 
laboratory 
using common 
nutrient 
extraction 
methods 

There are several contract types for school food provision 
in Spain with a trend for outsourcing to external 
companies either preparing the food in its own kitchen 
(63.6%) or with a kitchen in the school (36.4%) 

There was a large variation in calorific content between 
schools and between days. Compliance with 
recommendations varied with all schools providing 
adequate protein but only 3 schools meeting 
carbohydrate recommendations. Energy intake from fats 
was higher than recommendation in 2 schools, lower in 1 
school, and compliant in the other. In all cases sodium 
recommendations were exceeded, with the highest levels 
in menus with precooked dishes and processed meat. 
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Paper 

Tregear et al. 
2022  

Journal of 
cleaner 
production 

(Tregear et 
al., 2022) 

To measure 
and 
compare 
the 
environme
ntal, 
economic, 
and 
nutritional 
outcomes 
of different 
models of 
school 
meals 
procureme
nt. 

In depth Case 
studies 
capturing 
different 
procurement 
model types.  

Qualitative in-
depth 
interviews and 
quantitative 
analysis of 
nutritional 
meal 
composition, 
economic 
impact and 
carbon 
footprint. 

Ten primary 
school 
catering 
services in 
Croatia, 
Greece, 
Italy, Serbia, 
UK 

Low-cost 
model (LOW) 
or local 
sourcing 
model (LOC) 
or in the case 
of Italy 
organic 
model and 
local organic 
model 

Nutrient 
content from a 
sample of 20 
menus across 2 
seasons using 
the national 
food 
composition 
database for 
each country 
and evaluated 
against national 
nutrition 
standards for 
primary school 
after 
adjustment for 
plate waste 

Primary focus was on sustainability but 1 of 3 aims also 
addressed nutrition  

No consistent patterns were identified linking the 
procurement model and the nutritional quality of the 
menus. Rather, the nutritional quality of the menus was 
driven by robust adequately resourced implementation of 
nutritional standards with the help of qualified 
nutritionists.   

Croatia: national nutrition standards exist, schools 
manage contracts except for core items like milk and 
bread arranged by the council. Meals are usually cooked 
ƻƴ ǎƛǘŜ ŀǘ ϵмΦнл ŜŀŎƘΦ  

DǊŜŜŎŜΥ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŀǘ ϵнΦнн ŜŀŎƘΦ aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 
contract private firms to prepare and transport meals. No 
national nutrition guidelines. 

Italy: high quality meals and nutritional standards with 
regional legislation supporting local, organic products. 
Meals are organised municipally often contracted to 
private firms for preparation and transportation. Prices in 
ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ϵсΦму ŀƴŘ ϵр.  
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Serbia: national nutrition standards exist. Procurement 
polices favour the lowest cost tender. Meals are organised 
at school level, often outsourced to private companies. 
tǊƛŎŜǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ϵмΦлн ǘƻ ϵмΦнм 

UK: case studies show meals either contracted to private 
ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƭǎ ƻƴ ǎƛǘŜ ŀǘ ϵнΦну ƻǊ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƻƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ϵнΦнм ǘƻ ϵнΦнтΦ 

Results indicated suboptimal nutrition from menus. Plate 
waste was high (30%), mostly fruit, vegetables and starchy 
foods affecting fibre, energy and carbohydrate intake. The 
most nutritious Italian menus generated the most plate 
waste (38%) while Croatian menus with the most nutrient 
noncompliance had the least plate waste (12%), indicating 
that nutritionally balanced meals may not be appealing to 
the children. 

Paper 

Brinck et al., 
2011  

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

Semi-
structured 
qualitative 
interviews 
based on a 
phenomenolo
gical-
hermeneutical 

35 
headmasters 
and 5 school 
meal 
suppliers in 
35 Danish 
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 the 
classroom is the usual school lunch provision in Denmark 
and canteen facilities are rare.  

Most schools (33) chose an external provider with limited 
involvement of the schools and only 2 chose to produce 
them in house. After the free provision ended take up fell 
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Perspectives 
in public 
health 

(Brinck, 
Hansen and 
Kristensen, 
2011) 

school 
meals 
intended to 
kick-start 
the 
implement
ation of 
healthy 
school 
meal 
systems in 
Danish 
schools.  

design seeking 
the 
ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ 
own 
understanding 
with analysis 
based on 
implementatio
n theory and 
the 
construction 
of a program 
theory. 

school meals 
for all pupils 

to unsustainable levels and many commercial suppliers 
withdrew services.  

Suppliers cited a lack of experience in school food 
provision as an issue and headteachers mentioned the lack 
of flexibility of and accessibility of the web-based ordering 
systems. Other factors were a lack of: stakeholder 
involvement; diversity of meal choice; support materials; 
kitchen facilities and skills in the schools; and a lack 
financial viability for the provider. 

Paper 

Lawrence 
and Liquori 
2012  

Childhood 
obesity 

Describes 
key 
dimensions 
of the work 
of 
collaborativ
e network 
School 
Food 
FOCUS to 
support 
procureme

N/A  USA No 
comparison 

N/A The procurement infrastructure is now favours large 
national commercial organisations making it expensive 
and complex to revert to smaller producers. Increased use 
of processed fast food is driven by convenience and price 
sensitivity with public institutions now operating a heat 
and serve model rather than cooking from scratch. 

Defining food quality is challenging due to the complexity 
of school food services and differing opinions on what 
ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊΩ ŦƻƻŘΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ 
production processes, economic, environmental and 
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(Lawrence 
and Liquori, 
2012) 

nt change 
towards 
cost 
effective, 
healthful 
and 
sustainably 
produced 
school 
food.  

social justice goals, personal and cultural influences, and 
marketing messages from the food industry. 

FOCUS defined serving better food in schools as: 

¶ More healthful, based on meal pattern guidance;  

¶ More regionally sourced; 

¶ More sustainably produced 
 
Key challenges in providing quality food in schools: 

¶ Only $1 to spend on ingredients; 

¶ School food expected to contribute to budgets rather 
than be funded; 

¶ Complexity of policies and regulation; 

¶ Academic focus reducing lunch periods to less than 20 
minutes. 

Paper 

Mikkelsen et 
al., 2005  

Food Service 
Technology 

(Mikkelsen, 
Rasmussen 

To present 
and discuss 
the findings 
of the 
European 
Network of 
Health 
Promoting 
Schools 

Forum of 
nutrition 
experts to 
discuss the 
results of a 
survey 
exploring the 
provision of 
food in 

15 European 
countries 

No 
comparison 

N/A 9ŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ΨŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
organisation, operation, and finance of school food 
provision across participating countries. Close co-
operation between stakeholders is a key factor of success.  

ΨLǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ 
alone to take responsibility for healthy eating ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ 

In most countries schools organise their own food 
provision. Some have clear national policies; others 
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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 no 
tradition of providing school meals 

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

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

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

Adequate pricing is needed to cover costs and avoid selling 
unhealthy but profitable products to maintain financial 
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 
ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎ άǘƻ 
reduce cost 
of auxiliary 
services, 
like food 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΧ 
to channel 
more 
education 
dollars to 
the 
classroom, 
where it 
ōŜƭƻƴƎǎέ  

N/A Texas USA Outsourced 
vs inhouse 

N/A 

N/A Guide for Texas school districts from Comptroller of public 
accounts focused on cost savings for school meal 
provision. 

¶ Check if outsourcing provides better service at lower 
cost, with regular evaluation, monitoring, and 
contractor accountability 

¶ Include mutually agreed performance standards in 
contracts to incentivise good performance such as 
improving quality and controlling cost and to penalize 
poor performance.  

¶ Conduct tough contract negotiations and thoroughly 
review terms and conditions before renewal 
considering costs of conducting those same services 
in-house.  

¶ Privatisation can reduce costs, and improve uptake 
quality, service, customer satisfaction and employee 
care.  
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Grey 
literature 
Report 

Nicholas et 
al., 2006 

 Review of 
the school 
meals service 
and other 
school 
nutritional 
issues in 
Wales 

National 
Foundation 
For 
Educational 
Research 

(Nicholas, 
Powell and 
Smith, 2006) 

To gather 
evidence 
on Local 
Authority 
and school 
approaches 
to nutrition 
in schools 
to inform 
the work of 
the Welsh 
Assembly 
Governmen
t Schools 
Food Task 
and Finish 
Group. 

 

Mixed 
methods 
including 
literature 
review of 
recent   
legislation   
and   
published   
research on   
nutrition in   
schools, two 
questionnaire 
surveys to 
gather 
quantitative 
data and 
qualitative 
interviews 
with a range 
of 
stakeholders. 

 

Wales 

Qualitative 
interviews 
with key 
personnel in 
8 Local 
Authority 
(LA) school 
meal service 
and 9 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǎǘŀŦŦ 
and 
students. 

Survey 
questionnair
e from 10 
Welsh LAs 
and 79 
schools. 

 

No 
comparison 
LA only 

N/A 
¶ Service team quality and their understanding of the 

issues are key factors for school meal provision. 

¶ Various procurement methods and selection criteria 
exist including LA procurement collaborations.  

¶ Tendering processes are common to assess cost, 
quality, and other criteria such as service, 
sustainability, local produce, capacity and traceability. 
Cost:quality ratio varied from 70:30 to 40:60 with a 
shift towards quality. 

¶ Levels and methods of quality control differed 
between LAs with some relying on school staff and 
environmental health departments.  

¶ The service is underfunded impacted by low-cost 
strategies following compulsory competitive 
tendering.  

¶ To remain competitive LAs reduced costs by reheating 
and serving processed food instead of scratch cooking, 
lowering quality and meal uptake.  

¶ tǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ƳŜŀƭ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ϻмΦпл ǘƻ 
£1.65 with less than 40p spent on the food. 70% of LAs 
make a loss subsidising school meals from other 
budgets such as education. Pressure for profitability 
influences policy decisions. 

¶ Choice and food quality influence uptake but results 
and views on quality were mixed.  
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¶ On-site food preparation is perceived better quality, 
but funding and facilities are lacking.  

¶ Other-quality determinants include outsourcing to 
private providers under PFI agreements, staff 
recruitment and retention issues, and inadequate 
nutritional standards, legislation and funding.  

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Robinson 
1996  

School Lunch 
Program: 
Role and 
Impacts of 
Private Food 
Service 
Companies. 
United 
States 
General 
Accounting 
Office 

To examine 

(1) extent 
to which 
schools use 
private 
companies 
to operate 
their lunch 
program 
and the 
impact on 
the 
National 
School 
Lunch 
Program; 
(2) terms 
and 
conditions 

Quantitative 
data from 
questionnaires 
and analysis of 
a random 
sample of 68 
contracts. 

1,175 USA 
food 
authorities 
contracting 
with Private 
Food Service 
Companies 
(FSMC) 

765 USA 
food 
authorities 
not 
contracting 
with FSMC 

1,887 USA 
public school 

No 
comparison 
FSMC only 

N/A US General Accounting Office (USGAO) report to 
congressional committees 

¶ Outsourcing was mainly for financial reasons, aiming 
to increase revenues and cost effectiveness, reduce 
administrative burdens, increase uptake and improve 
nutritional value of meals. 

¶ Costs and deficits were reduced and take up increased 
with FSMC but was not better than non-outsourcing 
authorities.  

¶ Fee structures varied, mostly cost-plus fixed fee 
annually or per meal. 

¶ Many contracts did not comply with the federal 
requirements, particularly in retaining control over 
meal services. 

¶ Schools using FSMC were more likely to offer brand 
name fast foods, such as pizza, subs and burritos, 
increasing from 2% to 13% in 5 years. The main reason 
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(Robinson, 
1996) 

in contracts 
between 
schools and 
food 
service 
companies  

cafeteria 
managers 

 

was to increase uptake, while non-offering schools 
cited nutritional quality.  

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Williams et 
al., 2021 

Study of 
School Food 
Authority 
Procurement 
Practices. 
U.S. 
Department 
of 
Agriculture, 
Food and 

To identify 
and 
describe 
SFA 
contractual 
practices 
with FSMCs  

  

Quantitative 
data from a 
web-based 
survey and 
qualitative 
interviews 
with a subset 
of survey 
respondents. 

Nationally 
representati
ve sample of 
USA School 
Food 
Authorities 
(SFA) 

No 
comparison 
FSMC only 

N/A Report for USA Department of Agriculture, Food and 
Nutrition 

¶ Cost (31.4%) was the main factor driving contract type 
followed by service quality (21.2%) and product 
consistency (17.3%). Fixed price contracts were 
selected in 57.6% SFAs for cost control. Cost was the 
main factor influencing procurement method (63.1%) 
quality did not feature on the list. Tender documents 
included specifications for quality, serving size, 
volume, and nutritional content, with 68.5% 
monitoring contractual performance. 

¶ 26.2% of SFAs use FSMCs, with 51% managing all 
procurement and 37% managing some aspects. Only 
52.5% examined FSMC management of quality 
goods/services and 18.6% did not know how FSMC 
performance was monitored, if at all.  
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Nutrition 
Service 

(Williams et 
al., 2021) 

¶ Small SFAs used FSMCs more due to the reduced 
administrative burden, cost and difficulties meeting 
nutrition guidelines.  

¶ Reasons for using FSMC included; procurement 
compliance (57.1%); delivery management (49.8%); 
coordinating all procurement (48.7%); procures 
products (48.5%); lower prices (42.9%); consistent 
prices (41.4%); year round product availability 
(38.8%); past use (38.5%); hiring staff (38%); FSMC 
already in place (32.7%) 

¶ 10 SFAs reported issues with communication, staff 
management, food quality and menus. 

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Hacking     
2022  

APPG on 
school food 
report - 
impact of 
food cost on 
school 
meals. 

To 
establish 
how the 
cost-of-
living crisis 
and rising 
cost of 
food was 
impacting 
school 
food. 

Quantitative 
descriptive 
statistics and 
narrative 
summary of 
data from an 
online survey 

England 
Survey 
responses: 
local 
authority 
caterers 
(21.98%) 
school 
caterers 
(19.23%)  
parents 
(15.38%) 
school staff, 

No 
comparison 
caterers as a 
whole 

N/A Report for All Party Parliamentary Group on School Food 

The rising cost of providing a school meal has made the 
school meal service increasingly unsustainable.  

With 10% of caterers reporting reducing quality. 

Impact of cost pressures on quality and menus: 

¶ Long term contracts with caterers means complaints 
are not dealt with and profit prioritised over child 
wellbeing; 

¶ Time saving food prioritised over nutritious food; 

¶ Processed food and packet mixes used more regularly; 
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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 

¶ School food standards not being fulfilled; 

¶ Portion sizes reduced and expensive healthy food 
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 unviable 
contract in small rural school and other catering 
companies would not tender; 

¶ Underfunding pushing catering companies away from 
the market and families towards unhealthier packed 
lunches; 

¶ UIFSM and other budgets being used to fund the 
deficit in school meal provision. 
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officials 
(10.99%)   

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Dimbleby 
and Vincent 
2013 

School Food 
Plan & 
Evidence 
Pack 

(Dimbleby 
and Vincent, 
2013a) 

Recommen
dations and 
action plan 
to 
transform 
the English 
school food 
service to 
provide 
tasty 
nutritious 
food 
available to 
all children. 

Data pack 
to support 
the 
developme
nt of the 
school food 
plan 

Independent 
Report for the 
Department of 
Education to 
recommend 
what the 
government 
can do to get 
children to eat 
well at school. 
Detail of 
analysis by 
consultants 
OC&C to 
support 
development 
of the school 
food plan. 

 

England N/A N/A Overall, 32% of meals were private catered, 56% LA 
catered and 12% school catered. School meal provision is 
complex and varies widely by region  

¶ Getting the contract right is crucial; serving notice on 
a substandard contract takes specialist legal 
knowledge and can incur penalties, a good contract 
can increase profitability and quality. 

¶ In house services are not more expensive than 
external caterers with similar average costs. There was 
no evidence that academies taking catering in house 
without the mandatory compliance with school food 
standards had impacted the quality of the food.  

¶ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
food culture regardless of the provision contract type.  

¶ School lunch prices (£1.93 primary, £2.03 secondary) 
do not cover production costs (£2.30 primary, £2.41 
secondary) with a 10% deficit covered by school or LA 
budgets. Provision contract type did not determine 
the costs, costs of in-house provision were similar to 
LAs despite lower volumes. There were no comparable 
figures for private caterers.  
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¶ The removal LA funding allocation has reduced their 
involvement in school food, impacting financial 
viability particularly for smaller schools  

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Soil 
Association 
2003  

Food for Life: 
Healthy, 
organic, local 
school meals 

(Soil 
Association, 
2003)  

Review of 
the school 
food 
provision 
and 
recommen
dations for 
governmen
t to 
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 Organix 
Brands plc 

¶ Poor quality school meals raise concerns about child 
health and low service uptake. Meals mainly consist of 
low-quality processed foods. Skilled cooks are 
ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻǿ ǇŀƛŘ ΨŦƻƻŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǘƻ 
reheat food with unknown provenance using sauce 
powders, cake mixes and frozen food. 

¶ LA catering services spend approximately 35p per 
meal on ingredients whereas private companies spend 
as little as 31p per meal to make a profit.  

¶ Contract caterers offered meals compliant with 
standards but also served fast food options. Healthier 
diets were not prioritised with cheaper, less healthy 
alternatives enabling caterers to balance the 
consumption in their favour.  

¶ tǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŜǊǊȅ-picking lucrative contracts 
made some LA services unviable. Private sector 
catering contract details are difficult to access for 
schools to manage to. 
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¶ In house food provision could improve quality and 
uptake. 

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Expert Panel 
2002 

Hungry For 
Success: A 
whole school 
approach to 
school meals 
in Scotland 

(Expert Panel 
On School 
Meals, 2002) 

Expert 
panel on 
school 
meals 
recommen
ding the 
introductio
n of 
monitored 
nutrient 
based 
standards 
supported 
by 
guidance to 
caterers 

N/A Scotland No 
comparison 
caterers as a 
whole 

N/A Provision methods and facilities vary between LAs and 
schools with some preparing hot meals in house and 
others using central kitchens. Meal price and subsidy 
levels also vary between LAs 

Partnership approaches with a whole school approach to 
food supported by the leadership and stakeholders is 
recommended.  

Key factors influencing uptake are quality, choice, 
queuing, peer group choices, and food environment. 

Good practice excludes obvious commercial branding for 
school meals. Changes need an environment free from 
ΨŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎΩ   

Grey 
Literature 
Report   

Evaluation 
of the 
effectivene
ss of the 
2007 to 

Qualitative 
interviews, 
workshops 
and 
documentary 

29 primary 
schools in 
Richmond 
England 

N/A N/A Food matters is a not-for-profit advocacy organisation 
focusing on creating sustainable and fair food systems. 

Appointing a catering contractor committed to staff 
training and an improved food environment was key to 
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Food 
Matters. 
2014  

School Food 
Matters 
Evaluation 
report: 
primary 
school meals 
improvement 
campaign in 
Richmond ς 
2007 to 2011 

(Food 
Matters, 
2014) 

2011 
school food 
matters 
campaign 

analysis and 
quantitative 
data analysis 

success. Changing contractor was influential on the 
improvement of the quality of meals.  

Contract specification of best value  

¶ was not clearly defined allowing caterers to interpret 
them to their advantage.  

¶ aim was to provide high quality nutritious catering 
service, but focus was on minimum acceptable 
standards  

¶ no specification regarding where the meal was to be 
prepared allowed meals to be prepared in Wales, 
frozen, and then distributed via a hub to schools 
where they were reheated.  

¶ often interpreted as lowest cost leading to low quality, 
poor uptake, and a financially unviable operation. 

A contract precisely specifying food quality, nutrition, and 
ingredient sourcing requirements without the ability for 
open interpretation by the contractor led to improved 
facilities, staff training and motivation, better quality and 
lower prices.  



 
151 

Document Study Aims Study 
Methodology 

Population Exposure Outcome Results 

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 open 
market and the contractual relationship is between the 
school and the caterer. The process is governed by public 
procurement rules and compliance with nutritional 
standards but there is little if any practical state 
involvement in the process. Most schools do not have 
cooking facilities or canteens and most food is delivered 
in.  

Characteristics of the model:  

¶ Increased concerns regarding waste generated from 
packaging and uneaten food. 

¶ The freedom to choose their model of provision 
facilitated innovation  

¶ Wide variation in the experience and provision of the 
school meal service.  

¶ Investment in kitchen facilities was difficult for 
contracts less than 5 years as it was not enough time 
to pay back the capital commitment. 

Recommendations 

¶ A new system of procurement to enable better control 
over the tendering process and to establish a structure 
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to monitor and evaluate quality and value for money 
of the meals provided.  

¶ Realistic pricing to provide quality school food whilst 
remaining a financially viable business. Additional 
compensation required for more expensive provisions 
such as small rural schools. 

¶ Mandatory open book accounting to prevent excess 
profits being made by corporate providers at the 
expense of the public purse and to ensure that they 
receive adequate economic returns to provide a 
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 sector 
market. This reduces the power of the state to drive high 
quality and further competition in the market is needed to 
increase standards. 

The current tender evaluation process has a 50% to 80% 
rating based on price which does not facilitate the 
provision of high-quality food. 

School children are highly dependent on publicly procured 
food with up to half of their daily food coming from school 
and for some children representing their only substantial 
meal of the day.  
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Book 
Chapter 

Ebdon and 
Chen 2017  

The 
Intersection 
of Food and 
Public 
Health: 
Current 
Policy 
Challenges 
and 
Solutions.  

(Ebdon and 
Chen, 2017) 

To examine 
the impact 
of the 
privatisatio
n of school 
food 
services on 
school food 
cost and 
quality. To 
explore the 
rationale 
for, and the 
benefits 
and 
challenges 
of, 
contracting 
vs internal 
school food 

Exploratory 
anonymous 
qualitative 
interviews 
with school 
district and 
private food 
service 
company 
managers and 
documentary 
review of 
financial 
statements, 
procurement 
policies and 
contracts. 

15 School 
districts in 
Nebraska (7) 
and Florida 
(8) 

USA 

Small sample 
size which 
may not be 
generalisable 

 

Outsourced 
vs In house 

Food service 
provision 
type in house 
(8) or 
contracted 
out (7) 

 

 

(1) Reasons for 
contracting 

(2) Contracting 
vs internal 
operations 

(3) Contracting 
process and 
terms 

(4) Effects of 
contracting 

Evidence for cost savings from the privatisation of public 
services is inconsistent and perceived levels of 
competition and associated cost savings do not always 
materialise. Privatisation is criticised for lack of 
transparency and accountability, reduced flexibility and 
control and lower quality. Both contracted and internal 
provisions had difficulty with uptake of healthy meals due 
to student preferences for fast food.   

Features of Contracting: Full responsibility for operational 
service and compliance; Financial efficiency, purchasing 
power and economies of scale; Resources and expertise 
(e.g. nutritionists); Professional management to reduce 
costs and manage staff; Often purchase nationally 
impacting local community and economy; Complex 
contracting and transition process ; Contractors may not 
ΨƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎΩΣ ǊŜ ǘŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ 
consuming and costly; Management fees can increase 
costs; Misaligned goals, contractor focuses on profit and 
school on education and wellbeing. 
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service 
provision  

Features of Internal operation: Retain control over menus 
and operation; Alignment goals with long term education 
and student needs; Supports longer term investment 
decisions; Connection between food and education; 
Personalised service from a better knowledge of the 
school, community and students; Can be cheaper with a 
good internal director. 

Contract types identified were fixed price (n=5) or cost 
reimbursement (n=2) and ranged in length from 1 year to 
over 20 years.  

Book 

Morgan, and 
Sonnino 
2008  

The school 
food 
revolution: 
public food 
and the 
challenge of 
sustainable 
development

To explain 
why the 
locally 
sourced 
school 
meal, such 
a simple 
confection 
in theory, 
turns out 
to be 
surprisingly 

Case studies of 
school meal 
provision 

Schools, 
governments
, and meal 
providers in 

New York 
(NYC), 
Rome, 
London, 
South 
Gloucestersh
ire, 
Carmarthens

Not stated 
but includes 
historical 
context, 
policies, 
legislation, 
and culture 

 

 

No comparison 
caterers as a 
whole 

Sustainable 
development 
through the 
provision of 
locally sourced 
ingredients 

(operationalise
d through 3 
principles of 

In the USA and UK. A 4-5 yearly retendering cycle for 
school meals focuses on reducing prices and therefore 
quality. Additional nutritional standards complicate the 
process. Financial viability depends on uptake, with many 
UK local authority caterers breaking even (42%) or making 
a loss (51%). Rising operating costs and falling uptake 
make the service non-viable for many private contractors. 
Public sector procurement officials can lack the business 
experience and understanding to manage and design 
tenders, negotiate favourable terms and conditions with 
large private sector suppliers. 

In Rome external contractors manage most services, with 
tenders designed by LAs and supported by the central 
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. London: 
Earthscan 

(Morgan and 
Sonnino, 
2008) 

complex in 
practice 

hire and East 
Ayrshire. 

economic 
development, 
democracy and 
environmental 
integration 
required to 
sustain a food 
system over 
time and how a 
carefully 
planned and 
managed food 
system can 
impact the 
implementatio
n of those 3 
principles) 

department of education. Essential service quality criteria 
requires mainly fresh organic fruit and vegetables. Award 
criteria is based on price (51%), service (30%) and 
environmental criteria (15%) with the remainder for food 
education and interventions. Officials worked with 
ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ϵпΦно ŜǳǊƻǎ 
per meal. There is very strict compliance monitoring in 
every school. 

Good practices exist in both private and LA provisions, but 
effective change is more likely where the public service is 
good as it can reach a greater number of schools. A lack of 
LA control and influence hinders reform.  

Cultural differences impact food quality philosophy, with 
ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ Ŏƻǎǘ-ōŀǎŜŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛƴƎ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŦƻƻŘ 
culture. UK and USA caterers compete with cheaper, and 
potentially more appealing, junk food unlike Italy, Finland 
and Sweden where school meals are seen as a public 
investment in health. NYC and Greenwich UK serve 
healthy food styled like fast food emphasizing branding 
and marketing in a dining hall looking like a franchise 
restaurant rather than an institutional feeding centre.  

Book To provide 
evidence 

Systematic 
literature 

North and 
South 

No 
comparison 

N/A Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations 
(FAO) publication focused mainly on 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 to 
school food contract type. 

The length of public procurement contracts and 
monitoring systems are important for the stability and 
nutrition outcomes.  

Catering services are concerned with profitability and may 
not be convinced that there is a business case for reducing 
food loss and waste if sustainable development goal (SDG) 
principles are not contractually binding and monitored or 
evaluated. The relationship with suppliers and control 
over food provision is delegated to the catering services 
company and the school or local authority will have less, if 
any, ability to align this with goals unless they are 
important to the contractor or specified contractually.  
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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 existed for the procurement of school meals, and to identify existing 

evidence that linked these procurement contract types with the quality of food provided 

and the outcomes for school children. Although these findings highlighted a lack of 

consistent evidence, they indicated that good practice could exist in each of the different 

school meal procurement contract types of private caterers, in-house and local authority 

provisions. The wide-ranging differences in results and opinions suggested that the 

individual choice of provider may be more influential than the procurement contract 

type for the quality of school meals. The decline in uptake and quality of school food, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ 

in England, gives rise 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 possible (Morgan and Morley, 2014). 

Moreover, the magnitude and urgency of the population health crisis necessitates a 

solution that has the potential to drive change on a population scale. 

The paucity of substantive peer reviewed academic research linking school food 

procurement contract type with food provision was not surprising given that a recent 

systematic review on the much broader terms of άpublic procurementέ and άfoodέ 

yielded only 63 articles (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

2021a). This review highlighted the potential of public food procurement to improve 

food and nutrition security, and influence the food chain, however, it also noted 

inconsistences in findings and isolated cases of best practice. Consultants RSM Ireland 

(RSM, 2022) also noted a lack of quality literature in their review of evidence supporting 

the effectiveness of school meal programmes. The low number of academic studies 

returned, and a lack of primary focus on procurement contract type, makes it difficult 

to draw robust conclusions on outcomes based on consistent evidence from several 

different sources.  
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It is commonly agreed that the quality of our diet is important to health (World Health 

Organization, 2022c) but this research highlighted a lack of a common agreement on, or 

definition of, quality with regards to school food. This makes it difficult to establish and 

understand the impact of different procurement contract types on this key outcome for 

stakeholders. Most studies based their definition on guideline or standard compliance 

which varied per country, and whilst there were some common themes such as level of 

fat, sugar, fruit and vegetables the requirements differed in each case. The methods 

used to define quality in the research were often subjective, such 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 linked to UPF content and poor quality (Gonçalves 

et al., 2019). However, the high-quality Italian school food system was shown to prepare 

food off site at central hubs (Galli et al., 2014), which would indicate that the issue may 

relate to preparation method, rather 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, 2022a). The economic pressures of school meals 

having to financially breakeven, or even generate profits, found in this review, along 

with a set meal price for primary school meals in England, precludes caterers from using 

pricing policies to encourage healthier choices. However, there are local policy 

opportunities recommended for caterers who prioritise healthiness through using other 

methods to positively influence health, for example, by placing the fruit and vegetables 

at the front of the servery in attractive configurations (Metcalfe et al., 2020; World 

Health Organization, 2022a). In addition, caterers can promote increased vegetable and 

fibre consumption with innovative ways of incorporating vegetables and wholegrains 

into meals where skilled staff and facilities allow (Cohen et al., 2021a).  

One study in this review (Tregear et al., 2022), which weighed plate waste and analysed 

the nutritional content of menus in 10 primary school meals services across five 

countries, found that plate waste, containing nutritionally important vegetables, was at 

higher levels in the better quality Italian menus, and lowest in the less nutritionally 
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compliant Croatian menus. High levels of waste, particularly relating to vegetables, was 

also noted in the surveys analysed in another Italian study in this review (Galli et al., 

2014). Therefore, raising an important difference between provision and consumption, 

further research is needed to understand whether this is the case more widely, and if 

the difference in procurement contract type influenced that outcome. These findings, 

which may indicate 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 palatability (Tregear 

et al., 2022; Ebdon and Chen, 2017). There 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 the complexity and fragmented nature of school meal 

provision. Whilst positive outcomes were seen in all procurement contract types, 

Morgan and Sonnino (2008) noted that where the local government service is good, its 

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 provision (Food 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, 2022). In addition, compliance with School Food Standards in 

England is 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, 2014) and 

therefore improving school food is often not prioritised (Bryant et al., 2023). Whilst 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 detailed contractual terms and specifications focused on 

supporting beneficial health, academic and financial outcomes was another key theme 

of the studies in this research. Since devolution in the 1980s, the ultimate responsibility 

for school food in England rests with Head Teachers and Governing Bodies (Dimbleby 
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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 processes (Cookwise, 2019). Similarly, 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, some English schools were noted 

to be committed to onerous contracts with commercial suppliers, written to fulfil 

commercial objectives of financial viability and shareholder value, which likely take 

priority over quality food provision for children (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a).  

The economics of school food provision were also shown in this study to be complicated 

by conflicting priorities of profit and quality, and a requirement for school food to be a 

profit generating contributor to school budgets (Food 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, 1999). Much of the research, which was mainly conducted in Europe 

and USA, with the exception of one Malaysian study, pointed 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 solutions. The data 

in the studies came mainly from surveys and interviews, only the Malaysian study 

(Shahril et al., 2000), and one UK grey literature report (Hacking, 2022), were primarily 

concerned with understanding the impact of the costs of the school meals service, 

therefore the findings may not be generalisable to a wider context. The costings 

available were mainly for public sector provisions, and the lack of transparency of 

private caterers led to consultants 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 provision (RSM, 

2022). The one example, in this study, of private sector catering being transparent on 

costs came from Italian stakeholders working together to agree a level of pricing and 

cost to support high quality food without generating excessive profits (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008). The Malaysian study compared the nutrient content of five high and low 

budget menus and found that a low budget had a significant impact on the nutritional 
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quality of meals (Shahril et al., 2000). Whilst the context and size of this study is different 

to the UK, it aligns with perceptions from UK grey literature (Hacking, 2022; Dimbleby 

and Vincent, 2013a) suggesting that unless more children take a school meal to reduce 

the fixed cost per meal, or prices or subsidies are increased, there 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 ingredients, of just 60p per pupil, is 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). UPF, high in salt, refined carbohydrates, sugar, and fats and low in 

fibre are, on average, over half the price of healthier foods (Vandevijvere et al., 2020) 

and, this may help to explain why they make up 73% of primary school lunch calories 

when budgets are tight (Parnham et al., 2022).  

The quality and nutrition of school lunches in English primary 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 to two or three meal choices. Caterers, surveyed in a 2022 report 

on the impact of rising food costs on school meals, noted that margins on school meals 

are low, and without the ability to increase prices, profit margins are often maintained 

by reducing quality (Hacking, 2022). This is likely to impact uptake, and once uptakes fall 

below 55-60% the service fails to break even, and a vicious cycle may ensue requiring 

further cuts and reductions to quality (Morgan 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 viability, came mainly from 

surveys and interviews with caterers and local authorities, rather than an analysis of 

costings. However, perceptions that the 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 in-house to generate profit (Dimbleby and Vincent, 

2013a), aligns with accounting theory on volume driving profitability (Drury, 2018). This 

retreat of schools away from purchasing local authority services, was perceived by local 

authorities surveyed in a 2020 UK report, to leave them to subsidise small, loss making, 

schools without sufficient budget to do so (Association for Public Service Excellence, 

2020). A one size fits all approach may not be suitable, with additional compensation 
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required for more expensive provisions such as small rural schools (RSM, 2022). The 

fragmented provision, and removal of the local authority role in the allocation of funding 

to schools, makes 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 smaller, loss 

making, schools and to improve school food quality, rather than for financial gain or 

subsidisation of other budget areas, such as education (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; 

Morgan and Sonnino, 2008).  

Without fully understanding how the current complex and fragmented school meal 

provision influences outcomes, it is difficult to develop an efficient and effective change 

strategy. This gap in knowledge may provide some explanation for the current situation 

in England, where despite the well-researched potential health benefits, school food is 

not seen as a policy priority (Parsons and Barling, 2022; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008).  

3.5.2 Further research and implications for policy 

More research is needed to better inform robust regulation, monitoring and standards 

to improve outcomes from school food. This 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 school (HM Government, 2024). The lack 

of evidence and inconsistent findings in this 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 types. Therefore, research is needed to 

establish whether a particular procurement contract type is more suited to leverage the 

magnitude of public sector spend on school meals to simultaneously impact 

environmental, social, and economic objectives. Additionally, many shortcomings in 

areas of good practice were identified in this scoping review, which would inform the 

design of future policy and practice relating to the provision of school meals. For 

example, school leaders and public sector procurement officials would 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. 
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Additionally, work to fully understand the current cost of providing a high quality, 

nutritious school meal is needed which does not rely on the use of cheaper UPF for 

financial viability. An adequate economic return for providers, which is transparently 

monitored and reported and does not result in excessive profits at the expense of the 

public purse, is needed. The model would benefit from adapting to differing sizes and 

locations of school which affect profitability and a άring fenceέ 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 school meal or 

have a universal free school meal provision to better influence dietary health. This has 

the potential to enable caterers to focus on providing health supporting meals, rather 

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 provided comprehensive 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 relationships means that findings are likely better placed to inform policy 

and practice. However, most studies identified were not specifically designed to address 

the differences in outcomes by procurement contract type and therefore may not be 

ideally suited to address the research question. In line with common practice and 

available resource, data were charted by one reviewer, rather than the recommended 

two or more independent reviewers (Peters et al., 2020a). Less than half of the 

documents were academic peer reviewed studies. The grey literature reports written 

for advocacy organisations were likely written 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 system. In line with usual scoping review procedure 

(Peters et al., 2022), the quality of the included studies was not evaluated, however, it 

should be noted that some studies were small (Tregear et al., 2022; Lavall et al., 2020; 
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Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Taylor et al., 2014), others were limited by missing and 

incomplete data (He, Perez-Cueto and Mikkelsen, 2014; He and Mikkelsen, 2014) and 

others used subjective measurement methods (Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez 

Ritchie, 2018).  

3.6 Conclusion 

There was limited existing research linking school food procurement contract type with 

food provision for primary school children. However, results indicated that good 

practice was possible across different procurement contract types which broadly fell 

into the categories of private caterers, in-house caterers and local authority provisions, 

albeit with further complexities. Although the research shows that differences in 

outcomes existed by procurement contract type, findings across studies were 

inconsistent and did not support robust conclusions on the benefits of using any one 

particular procurement contract type over another, indicating that the individual choice 

of provider may be more influential than the procurement contract type. The grey 

literature and books pointed to a system with clear potential to impact health on a 

population scale through school meals. However, there was a lack of robust research 

evidence in this space. In addition, the complex and fragmented nature of the system 

and the underlying 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 benchmark, which 

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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Chapter 4 Υ {ǘǳŘȅ н π {ŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǘȅǇƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ  

The typology part of this study was submitted for publication to Journal of Nutritional 

Science on 21 July 2025, and at the time of submitting this thesis was under review, the 

manuscript is included at Appendix I. 

4.1 Summary 

As outlined in Chapter 1, the centralised compulsory school system in England is well 

placed to reach children at the optimum time for developing good food habits, and for 

the implementation of nutritional improvement strategies, through national standards 

(Kovacs et al., 2020). With 4.7 million English primary school children consuming around 

30.0% of their daily food at school, the school lunch caterer is likely positioned to 

influence child dietary health (Department for Education, 2024a). Given that dietary 

intakes in children do not meet recommendations (Office for Health Improvements and 

Disparities, 2025), there is a pressing need to ensure that the school food provision 

results in an appropriate level of food quality being provided. However, with no central 

record of school food provision in England, little is known about who provides school 

meals, or how they define / specify quality.  

The limited evidence found in the scoping review (Chapter 3), noted that there was no 

clear or standard definition of quality for school food. The review also found that good 

practice existed in different procurement contract types, with the individual choice of 

provider potentially more influential than the provision type (Nixon et al., 2025a). 

Without a formal system of compliance monitoring in England, school food providers 

are effectively left to self-assess the acceptability of the quality of their provision, and 

their compliance with school food standards. Furthermore, the review highlighted a 

conflict between cost and quality for providers, and issues with the financial viability of 

the school meals service. This likely requires the caterers to interpret what is an 
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acceptable quality of school meals, relying on their integrity to provide this in a climate 

of rising costs and issues with the financial viability of provision. Therefore, the school 

food provider, and the terms under which they operate, have the potential to be a 

considerable influence over the quality of school food consumed by primary school 

children (Nixon et al., 2025a).  

Previous survey data collected on school lunch take-up by the School Food Trust and the 

Department for Education (Wollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012) was over a decade 

old at the time of writing this thesis. The difficulty in obtaining data on school food 

provision was highlighted, with both surveys noting a lower-than-expected response 

rate. The Department for Education survey (Wollny et al., 2015) identified 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 in-house catering services. The School Food Trust survey (Nelson 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 provision, with the three models above further divided to show 

whether the caterer was contracted by the local authority or by the school. This data 

was used by the Department for Education for the 2013 review of the English school 

food provision, The School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Without an up to 

date understanding of the current provision, it is difficult to understand whether public 

funding is optimised to support child dietary health, and to put in place effective policies 

to manage such a complex system to meet and support public health goals. Therefore, 

it is important to understand who provides the school food and how 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 Yorkshire? (RQ1b). 

How do those contract types define / specify quality? (RQ1c). 
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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 findings in Chapter 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 aimed to establish what school food procurement contract types existed for 

primary schools across Yorkshire and how those providers defined or specified food 

quality at the time. Given the recommendation to improve the nutrition of children, to 

address the rise in child obesity prevalence (World Health Organization, 2016), and the 

ability of the school food caterer to influence  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 investigate how they define / specify 

food quality. The study also aimed to establish if there were differences in indicators of 

financial viability and, therefore, the potential quality of 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 in Chapter 2. In brief, a mixed methods study collected data 

through a quantitative typology (using a variety of triangulated approaches; (1) school 

survey, (2) lists from caterers and public health teams, (3) desk-based website review) 

and a cross-sectional qualitative documentary analysis of websites and contractual 

documentation.  
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4.4 Findings 

Data were sourced to describe school meal procurement in all 15 local authorities in 

Yorkshire (n=1,772 schools), albeit with differing levels of detail. The majority of 

quantitative data were captured from lists of schools serviced, provided by catering 

providers and public health departments (n=1,243 schools), followed by the desk-based 

website review (n=252 schools) with the survey establishing data for 70 schools. This left 

206 schools for which no data was available, hereinafter referred to as άunknownέ. 

Qualitative data, for the documentary analysis, were collected from nine provider 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘǎ κ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ нл ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΦ {ƛȄ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 10 local 

authorities with a catering service provided a copy of their contract / service level 

agreement. However, the commercially sensitive nature of the documentation likely 

explains why only one of the five commercial caterers contacted provided a copy of their 

contract, despite assurances on data security, offering formal non-disclosure 

agreements and confirming anonymity of published data. A 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 contractual documentation for 

school meal procurement, provided a copy of their contract template. The websites for 

all 15 local authorities and the five largest commercial contractors were reviewed and 

data on the school meal provision were collected. 

4.4.1 The procurement contract types in existence for primary schools in 

Yorkshire 

The study identified three main provider contract types serving 1,771 state funded 

primary schools in Yorkshire: (1) local authority caterer (49.3% of schools), (2) 

commercial caterer (30.2% of schools), and (3) in-house caterer (8.9% of schools) (Figure 

4-1). Nine local authority caterers accounted for 99.3% of the local authority catering 

provision, including one local authority offering a partial provision where the school 

employs the kitchen staff (11.3% of the local authority catering provision). Of the 

remaining six local authorities, four had withdrawn their service completely, one 

outsourced provision to a commercial provider, and 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.    

 

Figure 4-1 Profile of state funded Yorkshire primary schools by procurement contract type.  

The yellow circle shows the breakdown of the 30.2% of 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 the top nine providers and the remainder 

Mapping the supply of school meals, by provider and procurement contract type, in the 

area illustrated how complex and fragmented the provision was in Yorkshire (Figures 4-

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 circles and arrows sized in proportion to the number of schools they represent. 

Figure 4.3 shows the local authority catered provision; the dark blue circles represent 

the 15 local authority areas, and the light blue circles represent the local authority 

caterers. This figure illustrates that where school meals were provided by local authority 

caterers, they usually serviced schools in one, or maybe two, local authorities. Figure 4.4 

shows the commercial catering provision, with the yellow circles representing each 

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 one, they served most (between 49.4% and 91.6%) of the schools 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 in-house. Even in the areas which had their own 

local authority catering service, some schools used a local authority caterer from 

another area. The one local authority area with the most schools using a local authority 

catering service (LAC4, 91.6%) was the only local authority catering service to be 

awarded Food for 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 areas without an active local authority catering service had high levels of unknown 

providers (52.4% and 49.3%). It is possible these were in-house catered, as the providers 

could not be identified from the school websites. There were marginally more local 

authority maintained schools (51.7%), than academies (48.3%) in Yorkshire. A larger 

proportion of the academies used commercial caterers (39.9%), or in-house 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 one exception). 

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 amount of financial 

contribution was 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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Figure 4-2 School meal provision in Yorkshire state funded primary schools, by local authority 
area and procurement contract type 

Dark blue circles represent the 15 local authority areas sized in proportion to the number of 

schools in the area, each local authority is denoted by a different number. School meals were 

provided by local authority caterers (light blue circles denoted with LAC plus a sequential number 

for each individual caterer), commercial caterers (yellow circles denoted with CC plus a sequential 

number for each individual caterer), or in-house caterers (one red circle denoted with IH). Circles 

and arrows are sized in proportion to the number of schools they represent. 

 



 
172 

 

 

 

Figure 4-3 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 authority areas, 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 the number of schools they represent. 
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Figure 4-4 Focused map of commercial catering school meal provision in Yorkshire state funded 
primary schools by local authority area.  

Dark blue circles represent the 15 local authority areas, and each local authority is denoted by a 
different number. Yellow circles represent school meals provided by commercial caterers denoted 
with CC plus a sequential number for each individual caterer. Circles and arrows are sized in 
proportion to the number of schools they represent. 
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The characteristics of school size, school type, FSM%, EAL%, and geography of the 

schools, by each provider type, is summarised in Table 4-1 with a further breakdown by 

local authority area shown in Appendix J. The number of primary schools within each 

local authority area ranged from 47 schools to 298 schools, and schools varied widely in 

size from five to 789 children (M = 271, SD = 147) (Table 4-1, Figure 4-5). The FSM% for 

schools ranged from zero to 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 zero to 97.3% of children using English as a second language (M = 14.2%, SD 

= 20.2), in all local authorities and provider types. The split of schools between urban 

and rural by local authority area varied widely from 26.2% of schools in urban locations 

in one area, to 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 schools (78.1%) 

compared to local authority caterers (66.9%). The majority of rural schools (65.9%) were 

local authority maintained with the remainder (34.1%) being academies. ANOVA testing 

established that there was no significant difference in the mean characteristics (P>0.05) 

of the unknown category compared to that of the remaining population, being local 

authorities, commercial caterers and in-house / academy trust providers. 
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Table 4-1 Number and percentage of state maintained primary schools in Yorkshire and characteristics by school meal procurement contract type: headcount; 
deprivation (FSM eligibility %), ethnicity (EAL %), geography; and school type 

Provider 
Type  

Schools Headcount FSM% EAL % Geography School Type 

                  Rural Urban Maintained Academy 

  Count % Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Count % Count % Count % Count % 

Local 
authority 
caterer 

873 49.3 254a 149 22.0a 14.3 14.4 20.8 289 16.3 584 33.0 610 34.4 263 14.9 

Commercial 
caterer 

534 30.2 287b 135 24.7b 15.6 14.8 19.9 117 6.6 417 23.5 193 10.9 341 19.3 

In-house 
caterer 

158 8.9 288 165 25.9b 16.5 14.5 21.9 45 2.5 113 6.4 46 2.6 112 6.3 

Unknown 206 11.6 281 141 27.2b 16.4 11.8 17.3 47 2.7 159 9.0 67 3.8 139 7.8 

Total 1,771 100 271 147 23.8 15.3 14.2 20.2 498 28.1 1,273 71.9 916 51.7 855 48.3 

P-value     <0.001   <0.001   0.338   N/A   N/A   N/A   N/A   

Minimum  47*   5Ϟ   0Ϟ   0Ϟ    0*  26.2*  1.4*  22.8* 

Maximum 298*   789Ϟ   77.1Ϟ   97.3Ϟ    73.8*  100*  77.2*  98.6* 

a,b Mean values within a column with unlike superscript letters were significantly different (P<0.05)  
*Relates to data per local authorities  
 ϞRelates to data per schools 
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Figure 4-5- Profile of Yorkshire state funded primary schools by local authority and procurement 
contract type 

4.4.2 Key characteristics of Yorkshire schools  

The data indicated that the profitability potential, and therefore ability to provide high 

quality food, was likely to differ by procurement contract type, with significant 

differences between headcount and FSM% by procurement contract type (F3-479 =7.132, 

P<0.001 and F3-470 =8.813, P<0.001 respectively). For example, of the three procurement 

contract types, local authority caterers were more likely to cater for small, 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 and a higher mean FSM% 

entitlement. There was no significant difference in EAL% of the children by procurement 

contract type (F3-492=1.458, P=0.225), indicating that the complexity arising from cultural 

and religious food requirements may be similar between procurement contract types.
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4.4.2.1 Headcount 

Headcount serves as an important indicator of the financial viability of school meals 

services in the absence of actual financial data (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). The size 

of schools varied widely by local authority (Figure 4-6), with headcounts ranging from 

just five to 789 pupils per school (M = 271, SD 147) (Table 4-1). The largest range in 

school headcounts by local authority, was 722, from 67 to 789 pupils. The smallest 

range, which was still considerable, was 389, from 75 to 464 pupils. There were 372 

primary schools (21.0%) in Yorkshire with fewer than the 150 pupils estimated as 

necessary to financially breakeven (School Food Matters, 2024). The majority of these 

schools were local authority maintained (69.9%) and local authority catered (61.3%). 

The two local authority caterers with the highest proportion of rural schools, (73.8% and 

67.7%), 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 authorities, and 17 of these 25 schools were catered by the local 

authority. Commercial caterers supplied only 20.2% of smaller schools (<150 pupils). The 

local authorities with the three largest cities had fewer of their schools with less than 

150 pupils (3.8%, 5.0%, and 5.1% respectively). Local authority and commercial caterers 

had similar proportions of larger schools at 5.2%, 5.4% respectively, but in-house 

caterers had 8.9% of their portfolio with over 500 pupils (Figure 4-7). Overall, the 

difference in headcount means between procurement contract types was significant (F3-

479 =7.314, P<0.001), with local authorities providing meals to much smaller schools (M 

= 254) than commercial and in-house (M = 287, 288 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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Figure 4-6 Headcount of state funded primary schools by local authority in Yorkshire 

The blue bars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on headcount 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 circles (schools with a 
headcount between 1.5 and 3.0 times the IQR, below Q1 or above Q3) or asterisks (schools with 
a headcount >3.0 times IQR).  
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Figure 4-7 Profile of Yorkshire state funded school size by procurement contract type 

4.4.2.2 Geography 

Geography is another indicator of financial viability which may affect a school food 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻƻŘ (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; 

Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2024). The majority (71.9%) of state 

funded primary schools in Yorkshire were in urban areas, reflecting the large cities and 

towns in the area. The local authorities with the three largest cities were 91.4%, 92.3% 

and 97.7% urban respectively, and the local authorities with the two 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 in Figure 4-8. 
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Figure 4-8 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 schools. Mean rural 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 (2.3%), excluding the city 

which is 100% urban. The majority of schools with less than the 150 pupil threshold for 

financial viability (n=301, 80.9%) were in rural 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 by procurement 
contract type 

The distribution by procurement contract type also varied (Figure 4-9) with commercial 

caterers having the highest proportion of urban schools at 78.1% followed by in-house 

caterers at 71.5%. Local authority catered schools 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 provision, as it influenced meal uptake (Cohen et al., 2021b), and 

additional funding received through pupil premium for every child registered to receive 

means tested FSM (Department for Education, 2024b). The 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 school, or it may provide funds to enable the 

subsidisation of the meals service from the school budget. FSM% ranged from 0 to 77.1% 

between schools (M = 23.8%, SD = 15.3) and the wide variation occurred across all local 

authorities (Figure 4-10). Schools with a higher proportion of children eligible for FSM 

were less likely to have a local authority catering provider (M = 22.0%, SD = 14.3%,) 

compared to commercial caterers (M = 24.7, SD = 15.6). Though it catered for fewer 

schools, in-house catering provided more food to families with the highest levels of 

FSM% (M = 25.9, SD = 16.5). The difference in FSM% by procurement contract type 

(Figure 4-11) was statistically significant (F3-470 =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.   

 

Figure 4-10 Deprivation profile (represented by FSM eligible %) 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 by circles (schools 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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Figure 4-11 Deprivation profile (represented by FSM eligible %) of Yorkshire state funded primary 
schools by procurement contract type 

The yellow bars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on FSM% by procurement 
contract type, 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) or asterisks 
(schools with FSM% >3.0 times IQR).  

4.4.2.4 Ethnicity 

Ethnicity, represented by EAL%, was used in this study as an indicator of the complexity 

of providing meals to cater for cultural and religious food preferences, accepting that 

there are limitations with this approach (Strand, Malmberg and Hall, 2015). EAL% ranged 

from 0 to 97.3% between schools (M = 14.2%, SD = 20.2) and there was a wide variation 

across all local authorities, with many outliers as demonstrated by the circles and 

asterisks in Figure 4-12. 

Commercial caterers had the lowest proportion of ethnically diverse schools according 

to EAL% (M = 14.8%, SD =19.9). The wide variation and large number of outliers (Figures 

4-12, 4-13) indicated that the data distribution was skewed, making meaningful 

comparisons difficult. There was no significant difference between procurement 

contract type (F3-492 =1.458, P=0.225) indicating that procurement contract types likely 

faced a similar level of complexity due to cultural and religious food preferences. 
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Figure 4-12 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of Yorkshire 
state funded primary schools by local authority 

The orange bars 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 circles (schools with EAL% 
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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Figure 4-13 Ethnicity profile (represented by English as additional language %) of Yorkshire state 
funded primary schools by procurement contract type 

The orange bars represent the interquartile range (IQR) of the data on EAL% by procurement 
contract type, 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) or asterisks 
(schools with EAL% >3.0 times IQR).  

4.4.3 How do the caterers define or specify quality? 

The level of detail and content relating to the definition and specification of quality 

varied widely in the ƴƛƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘǎ κ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ нл ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ 

websites reviewed. The source of the websites reviewed in this section is annotated as 

follows: local authority (LA); local authority caterer (LAC); commercial caterer (CC); 

catering consultant (CO); along with a sequential number to differentiate between 

providers of the same type. No identifier is attached to the data extracted from 

contracts and service level agreements in 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 accreditation, to a detailed list of specifications. All of the 

contracts provided were written in a clear and understandable άplain Englishέ style, with 

the exception of one commercial contract written using legal terminology and language. 

This terminology is likely to be unfamiliar and, therefore, more difficult for school staff 

to understand without legal advice and support.  

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нл ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

food provision. Five local authorities (LA3, LA6, LA9, LA12, LA14) included no detail on 

their websites, other 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 caterers. Six of these caterers 

provided detailed information (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC4, CC2, CC1), describing the type 

of food provided, where it came from and how it is prepared, along with additional 

information on the importance of food in the school day. Quality food was mentioned 

on all websites as being of importance, ά¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǎέ (LAC9), and as being offered, άWith local, fresh, great quality food being 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Řƻέ (LAC1), ά[We] provide high quality, nutritious food our young 

ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴƧƻȅέ (CC1). Words which could be associated with food quality were 

ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŦǊŜǎƘƭȅ ŎƻƻƪŜŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƴƻƴŜ 

of the websites included a specific definition of what constitutes food quality.  

Whilst there were no specific definitions of food quality in the 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; procurement and provenance; awards and accreditations and staff training 

(Figure 4-14). 
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Figure 4-14 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 used. The key specifications for healthiness in the contracts 

related to; daily servings of vegetables, salad, fresh fruit (n=1), salad bar (n=2), no 

artificial colours, preservatives, sweeteners, additives, genetically modified ingredients, 

mechanically recovered meat (n=1), variety (n=3), and minimum choice of main courses 

/ desserts (n=3). All providers used health related descriptors such as άhealthyέ, 

άnutritiousέ, άwholesomeέ. The word άfreshέ was commonly used by both local 

authority (n=5) and commercial caterers (n=5) (LAC8, LAC5, LAC6, LAC4, LAC9, CC5, CC3, 

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. 

άExciting choice of healthy, fresh foodέ (LAC5) 

άhǳǊ ƳŜŀƭǎ ǳǎŜ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎέ (LAC3) 
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Some of the descriptors used for food were related to evidence-based quality markers. 

For example, being low in nutrients of concern such as salt, sugar and fat was mentioned 

by three local authority caterers (LAC8, LAC3, LAC4), and one 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 authority caterers (LAC8, LAC2, LAC4) and 

two commercial caterers (CC5, CC3). One local authority suggested using innovative 

ways of increasing fruit and vegetables in meals (LA13). 

ά[We] limit foods high in fat, sugar and salt such as deep fried foods and items 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǘǊȅΦ ²Ŝ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƻƛƭȅ ŦƛǎƘΣ ǿƘƻƭŜƎǊŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊǳƛǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ŘŜǎǎŜǊǘǎέ 

(LAC4) 

άhǳǊ ƳŜƴǳǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎΣ ǎŀƭŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜǎƘ ŦǊǳƛǘέ (LAC8) 

ά²ŜϥǊŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ IŜŀƭǘƘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǎǳƎŀǊ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

have gone beyond the 20% reduction targets in all categories for recipes on our 

ƳŜƴǳέ άŜŀŎƘ ŘƛǎƘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜǎƘ ŦǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎέ 

(CC5) 

Compared to local authorities, commercial caterers also tended to use more emotive 

and less evidence-based language and phrases such as:  

άTƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜǎ ōǳǊǎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎέ (CC4)  

ά.ǊƛƎƘǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇǳǇƛƭǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻƻŘέ (CC5) 

ά{alt, fat and sugar content is kept to a minimum across the whole menuέ (LAC3) 

Only one local authority caterer (LAC9) mentioned άminimal use of processed foodsέ, 

one commercial caterer (CC2) stated no powdered sauces or mixes would be used, and 

there was no specific mention of UPF by any caterer. However, eight caterers (n=6 LAC, 

n=2 CC) stated that food was free from unnecessary additives and preservatives (LAC3, 

LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LAC9, LAC1, CC5, CC4), four mentioned limiting or excluding 
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genetically modified foods (LAC5, LAC2, LAC9, CC5), and three mentioned limiting or 

excluding hydrogenated or trans fats (LAC5, LAC2, LAC1).     

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ƴǳǘǎ ƻǊ genetically mƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ όDaύ ŦƻƻŘǎ ƻƴ ƻŦŦŜǊέ (LAC3) 

άOur food is free from controversial additives like aspartame and MSGέ άall of 

our food is free from trans fatsέ άǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀƴȅ Da ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎέ (LAC5) 

There were also several appeal related descriptors used by caterers such as άattractiveέ, 

άtastyέ, άtemptingέ, άdeliciousέ which could also be regarded as a marker of food 

quality.   

άIƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜ ŘƛǎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŀǾƻǳǊǎέ (CC5) 

άhǳǊ ǘŀǎǘȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭǎΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅέ (LAC3) 

Appropriate, popular or appealing menus was also specified in the contracts (n=1 LAC, 

n=1 CC, n=1 CO), along with presentation in an attractive 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 defined. The 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 contracts, 

it was specified by two local authorities, one commercial caterer and one consultant.  

Four caterers included statements related to compliance with άfood and nutrition 

standardsέ on their websites (LAC5, LAC2, CC3, CC4) without further clarification as to 

which particular standards they were. Other terms used were food / government / 

nutritional guidelines (LAC5, LAC6, LAC2) and government food plan (LAC4). There was 

no specific mention of the Government Buying Standards on any of the websites 

reviewed.   
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ά²Ŝ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ {chool Food Standards, we make sure our meals have 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƛǾŜέ (LAC8) 

 

άWe take on full responsibility for compliance with current government 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴέ (LAC3) 

 

ά!ƭƭ ƻǳǊ ƳŜƴǳǎ ŎƻƳǇƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ (LAC5) 

 

ά²Ŝ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ (LAC2) 

Two commercial caterers proffered to surpass the requirements of standards or 

guidelines but did not include an explanation of how they did this, or of the impact it 

had on the food quality as served. 

άhǳǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǎǳǊǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ƭƻƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

government announced them and before the formation of the School Food 

¢Ǌǳǎǘέ (CC3) 

 

ά[We] create meals and recipes that are delicious, seasonal and healthy τ and 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǝƻ ŦŀǊ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ CƻƻŘ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ ό//рύ 

 

Only three providers (LAC1, CC3, CC4) specified how their compliance with standards 

or guidelines was monitored.   

 

άaƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǳƴŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƻ 

ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ŀ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ŀǳŘƛǘέ (LAC1) 

 

ά!ǊŜŀ aŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǎǇƻǘ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ, and analytics 

ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέ (CC3) 

ά¢ƘŜȅ [Food for 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, 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎέ (CC4) 
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Similarly, details of quality monitoring was only mentioned in three of the nine contracts 

reviewed. 

4.4.3.3 Food preparation  

Food preparation was generally referred to on the websites in the context of food being 

fresh, freshly prepared or freshly cooked (LAC8, LAC5, LAC6, LAC4, LAC9, CC3, CC2, CC4, 

CC1). However, fresh preparation was only specified in three of the contracts reviewed. 

It was not clear in the contracts or on the websites, whether άfreshέ referred to the age 

of the produce, the level of processing, or to some other definition. No caterer referred 

to the age of the ingredients, one local authority caterer mentioned άminimal use of 

processed foodsέ (LAC9) and one commercial caterer stated they do not use packet 

sauces, soups or mixes (CC2). There was no specific mention of UPF. 

Food preparation could also refer to where and how the food was prepared. On the 

websites, preparation 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). 

άOur meals are freshly prepared in the school kitchen each morningέ (LAC8)  

άWe make more than 75 per cent of our meals from scratch in our own kitchensέ 

(LAC5) 

ά²ƘŜǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎƘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜǎƘƭȅ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎέ (LAC6) 

άaƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛŎƛƻǳǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŜ ǎŜǊǾŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎǊŀǘŎƘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻƴ-site 

ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΣ ŦǊŜǎƘŜǊ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎέ (CC2) 

Presentation was noted in a recent systematic review, looking at the impact of colour 

and shape on taste perceptions, to be an important consideration of food preparation, 

which could therefore be regarded as a marker of quality (Motoki, Spence and Velasco, 

2023). The presentation of the food was mentioned by two commercial caterers (CC5, 

CC3). 
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άAs making sure our mouth-watering school meals look as appetising as they 

ǘŀǎǘŜ ƛǎ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ƴŜǿ ŦƭŀǾƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜȄǘǳǊŜǎέ (CC5). 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎΩ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ, across all procurement contract 

types reviewed, featured colourful, attractive meals with 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, LAC9, LAC1, CC5, CC3, 

CC2, CC4). In addition, five local authority caterers and four commercial caterers (LAC8, 

LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC4, CC1) 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 six local authorities and three commercial caterers (LAC8, LAC5, LAC2, 

LAC4, LAC9, LAC1, CC3, CC4, CC2). One caterer (LAC4) specifically included organic food. 

ά²Ŝ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŦƻƻŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ - this gives us 

great control over quality, whilst supporting local jobs and cutting down on food 

ƳƛƭŜǎέ (LAC5) 

άhǳǊ ƳŜƴǳǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ 

ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜΣ ƎǊƻǿƴ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅέ (LAC2) 

άMost of our produce is sourced locallyέ άAll of the meat we use is UK reared & 

red tractor assuredέ (LAC8) 

άCǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜǎƘΣ ƘƻƳŜƎǊƻǿƴ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎ ǿŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜέ άChampioning local UK 

ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎέ (CC5) 

ά²Ŝ ǇǊƛŘŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦǊŜǎƘŜǊ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎέ άрт҈ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅέ (CC2) 

In the contracts, the specifications relating to provenance were: local supply (n=3); 

seasonal menus (n=3); highest quality supply contracts (n=1); UK, EU or NZ meat only 
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(n=2); farm assured meat, free range eggs, marine stewardship fish (n=2); and meat, 

poultry and fish must be accredited (n=2). 

4.4.3.5 Awards and accreditations 

άFood for Lifeέ was the quality accreditation scheme cited by the most caterers on their 

websites but was only mentioned by four of them. Two local authority caterers held 

bronze (LAC8, LAC5) and one held silver (LAC4), only one commercial caterer mentioned 

the scheme (CC4). 

άCƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ [ƛŦŜ /ŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ aŀǊƪ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊŜǎƘΣ ŀŘŘƛǘƛǾŜ ŦǊŜŜΣ ƎƻƻŘ 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǳέ (LAC5) 

Six caterers (LAC8, LAC5, LAC4, LAC1, CC4, CC2) referred to ά75% of food being freshly 

prepared in the school kitchenέ, which is a key Food for Life criteria, despite not all 

mentioning membership of the scheme. Some authorities had their own healthy 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŀǿŀǊŘǎ ό[!/нύ, and others talked about awards from industry bodies such as 

those through LACA membership (LAC8, LAC1, CC5, CC3). 

ά(LAC4) is the multi award-ǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ 

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 provided (Ji and Ko, 

2023; Cohen et al., 2021a), and training was mentioned by most caterers on their 

websites. Five local authority caterers mention the importance of staff training (LAC3, 

LAC5, LAC2, LAC4, LAC1), and four commercial caterers (CC5, CC3, CC4, CC1) talk about 

staff training, CC3, CC4 and CC1 in detail. However, it was only specified in three of the 

contracts reviewed, by two local authorities and one commercial caterer.  

άWe 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 

ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎέ (LAC3) 

άhǳǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ǎǘŀŦŦέ (LAC4) 

ά²Ŝ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǿŜƭƭ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǎǘŀŦŦέ άTraining 

provides our staff with the skills to make better use of our quality food 

ingredientsά (LAC3) 

άBy training our staff to meet the high demands of our serviceέ (CC3) 

άhǳǊ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŀ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ 

(CC4) 

Specific professional qualifications, such as nutritionists and dieticians, were included by 

three commercial caterers (CC5, CC1, CC2). Only one local authority (LAC1) included the 

use of nutrition software to evaluate menus.  

άWe provide a menu that is nutritionally analysed, as well as being checked by a 

Registered Nutritionistέ (LAC1) 

άMenu development team for primary schools that is supported by our 

ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎέ (LAC4) 

ά[We] use nutritional software to analyse our menus to ensure they comply with 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ CƻƻŘ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭŜǊƎŜƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ (LAC5) 

Particular reference was given to kitchen staff on the websites by the commercial 

caterers, CC3 mentions training kitchen staff including menus, cooking and ordering, 

with refresher training throughout employment. CC4 mentions highly trained and 

upskilled staff without the detail of what that training is in. CC1 talks of training staff to 

promote and deliver nutrition, health and wellbeing, and to understand education 

outcomes. Three of the commercial caterers referred to chefs (CC5, CC2, CC4), whereas 

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 curriculum, and the eating environment (Wills, Danesi and 

Kapetanaki, 2016; Bryant et al., 2023). The provision of food tasting and healthy eating 

lessons were specified in only one local authority contract.  

Stakeholder consultation was specified in two 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, CC1). 

The engagement related to: obtaining pupil views (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC4, LAC2, LAC9, 

LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC1); involving parents / carers (LAC8, LAC5, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC4, 

CC2, CC1); or school staff (LAC4, LAC9, LAC1, CC1), however, only LAC1 talked about 

involving the school cooks. Theme days and promotions were also a common strategy 

to engage pupils and make trying new food fun (LAC3, LAC4, LAC1, CC5, CC3, CC2, CC4). 

ά!ŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ƛǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ Řƻέ (CC5) 

Only four local authority caterers (LAC8, LAC3, LAC5, LAC4) made reference on their 

websites to integrating food into the curriculum and education, whereas all five 

commercial caterers gave details of educational programmes and resources.  

The eating environment and making the dining area more attractive to children was 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƛȄ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎΩ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ό[!/уΣ [!/оΣ 

CC5, CC3, CC2, CC1). One commercial contract mentioned encouraging staff to eat with 

children. 

άWƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅΣ ǿŜƭŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜέ (LAC3) 

ά²Ŝϥƭƭ ŀŘǾƛǎŜ ȅƻǳ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƛƴƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǾƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ (LAC8) 

άCǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎέ (CC5) 

ά²Ŝ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜέ 

(CC3) 
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ά²Ŝ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŘƛƴƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ǾƛōǊŀƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ Ŝŀǘέ (CC1) 

4.4.4 Mixed methods findings 

The following meta-inference table (Table 4-2) presents a synthesis of the key 

quantitative and qualitative findings discussed further in section 4.5. This process, 

facilitated the drawing of 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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Table 4-2 Meta inferences from typology and documentary analysis1 

Issue Quantitative findings Qualitative findings Meta inferences 

Catering provision 
complexity 

See provision map (Figures 4-2 to 4-4).  

Where a local authority still had a 
catering service, they supplied most 
schools in the area. However, the 
proportion of schools serviced varied 
widely by area.  

Most caterers (including local authority 
and commercial caterers) served 
schools in more than one local authority 
area.  

School characteristics varied widely 
between schools, areas and provider 
types.   

Several local authority catering 
services had ceased to operate or 
were offering hybrid services in 
conjunction with commercial or in-
house catering.  

 

Confirmatory: The school food 
provision in Yorkshire is 
fragmented and complex making 
it more challenging to influence 
and establish the quality of food 
provided. 

 

 

1 Meta-inference is an underdeveloped yet important area in mixed methods research, most 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 discussion in line with exemplar 
studies following different mixed methods approaches (Younas et al., 2025). 
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Issue Quantitative findings Qualitative findings Meta inferences 

Transparency There was a lack of transparency over 
provision for 11.6% of schools. 

In two areas without a local authority 
catering service half of the procurement 
contract types were unknown.   

The commercial caterers were less 
willing to share their contractual 
documentation. 

There was often a lack of clear or 
consistent definition for markers of 
quality in documents reviewed.  

No mandatory, robust, monitored 
system of compliance with 
standards was clearly described as 
being in operation. 

Explanatory: The lack of 
monitoring and transparency is 
unlikely to support consistently 
high-quality meals for children. 

Caterers are left to self-regulate 
and quality is dependent on 
individual caterer interpretation 
and application of standards. 

The lack of transparency makes 
it difficult for public health 
authorities to oversee and 
influence the quality of school 
meal provision.   

Contracts not optimising 
quality 

The school meal provision for a third of 
schools is outsourced to commercial 
providers. 

The language of contracts differed, 
ranging from plain English to 
complex legal terminology. 

Explanatory: Without support 
school leaders may not have the 
skills to negotiate and manage 
contracts to optimise the quality 
of their school meals. 
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Issue Quantitative findings Qualitative findings Meta inferences 

Viability There were significant differences in 
those characteristics indicating financial 
viability of the school meal service 
between procurement contract types.  

Local authorities serviced more of the 
smaller, rural schools with <150 pupils 
needed to breakeven. 

Commercial and in-house caterers 
serviced more of the larger, urban 
schools with higher FSM% and greater 
potential profitability. 

Choice of provider in some areas 
was limited due to local authority 
catering services ceasing to operate 
or providing limited services. 

School leaders were able to choose 
their provider and negotiate terms 
based on the profitability of their 
individual school. 

Caterers offered different levels of 
service for schools which were likely 
to differ in quality. 

Explanatory: Differences in 
potential profitability may 
explain the withdrawal of local 
authority catering services in 
some areas. As local authority 
caterers exit the market 
competition is reduced and 
choice is limited as schools 
cannot return to their previous 
local authority provider. This 
may compromise the quality of 
food served. 

Many schools with better profit 
potential appeared to have 
taken advantage of the ability to 
negotiate better deals for their 
catering to generate profit for 
their school.  
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Issue Quantitative findings Qualitative findings Meta inferences 

Provider choice There was a wide variation in all 
characteristics of schools which differed 
significantly by procurement contract 
type. 

There was a lack of consistency in 
markers of quality and detail of 
specifications used by the providers 
identified. 

Inconsistent terminology and 
reference to quality standards was 
evident between providers. 

Explanatory: Individual choice of 
provider may be more influential 
than procurement contract type. 
A lottery of quality of meal 
provision may exist for children 
impacting their dietary health.  

Quality leverage The majority of school meal provision 
(72.6%) was through 14 providers (nine 
local authority caterers and five 
commercial caterers). 

Quality was noted to be important 
to all caterers. 

Confirmatory: An opportunity 
exists for public health 
authorities to work 
collaboratively with a relatively 
small number of providers to 
better understand and influence 
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 outcomes (Holford and Rabe, 

2022), and the current population health crisis (Dimbleby, 2021; NHS Digital, 2023), it is 

surprising there is no central record of who provides school meals. The procurement 

contract types identified in this study of (1) local authority caterers, (2) commercial 

caterers, and (3) in-house caterers, were consistent with existing, but outdated, data for 

England (Wollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012). The complex and fragmented school 

meal system in operation throughout Yorkshire, revealed in this study, was also in line 

with the previous international research identified in the scoping review (Chapter 3) 

(Nixon et al., 2025a). These findings may mean that the individual choice of provider is 

potentially more influential than the procurement contract type. 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 accountability was 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, 2022). Whilst the quality of 

food was mentioned to be of importance by all caterers in the documentation reviewed, 

there was a lack of specific definition for many markers of quality, and differences in 

interpretation between providers. This was of particular importance given the increased 

advocacy and commitment to the expansion of the public funding of free school meals 

as an intervention to address food insecurity and inequality for children (The 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 with previous findings (Nixon et al., 2025a; Morley and Morgan, 2021; Wollny et 

al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012), the provision of school meals fell into three categories of 
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procurement contract types: local authority caterer (49.3% of provision), commercial 

caterer (30.2% of provision) and in-house caterer (8.9% of provision). The current study 

indicated that the proportion of provision across these three catering types had changed 

considerably in Yorkshire since the School Food Plan was published in 2013 (Dimbleby 

and Vincent, 2013b; Nelson et al., 2012) (Figure 4-15), 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 have in-house caterers (8.9% 

compared to 3.5%). This study also provided a more complete picture of the region than 

previous surveys (Wollny et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2012), with data for all 15 local 

authorities and commercial caterers included. The change in provision would indicate a 

large-scale migration (34%) away from local authority catering services to commercial 

and in-house catering over the last decade.  

 

Figure 4-15 Change in contract provider type for school meals in Yorkshire between 2013 and 
2024  

Source of 2013 data: The School Food Plan evidence pack (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b) 

The structure of the provision has also changed. Four of the 15 local authorities had 

withdrawn their own local authority catering service for schools entirely, with the 

numbers of another so low that financial viability was unlikely, and two more operated 

hybrid models in collaboration with commercial or in-house providers. One explanation 

for this migration could be the academisation of schools which allowed state funded 

schools to operate independently of local authority control (Male, 2022). Academies 

manage their own budgets and operations, enabling school leaders to cut costs or make 

a profit from their school meal service (Hacking, 2023; Male, 2022). Whilst academies 

existed at the time of the School Food Plan in 2013, the numbers were relatively small 
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(1,000 schools representing 6.0% of English state funded primary schools), and their 

prevalence has increased dramatically (Male, 2022). Of the 1,771 schools in this study, 

48.3% were academies compared to 7.0% in 2013 (Department for Education, 2024a), 

although this varied considerably by local authority. Of 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 Department for Education survey (Wollny 

et al., 2015) also 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 

schools in this study, where it was not possible to identify the provider from publicly 

available records, this has increased from 0.1% since the last survey data was collected 

for the School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Nelson et al., 2012). This 

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% respectively). This is particularly important in the 

context of school food quality as, despite government guidance stating that all schools 

must comply with School Food Standards, certain academies, formed between 2010 and 

2014, are exempt and their compliance is voluntary (Pallan et al., 2024; Department for 

Education, 2025d; Department for Education, 2014; Murphy et al., 2020). 

In Yorkshire, around a third (30.2%) of primary schools had their school meals provided 

by commercial caterers, with just five catering companies supplying 78.3% of these 

schools. The five commercial caterers varied in size and structure from family businesses 

to global corporations, with turnover ranging from £46m to £31bn (Companies House, 

2024). Previous research in the USA, with survey data from over 550 school food 

authorities and 100 interviews, noted that reasons for using commercial caterers were 

often related to decreasing the cost of meal provision through market competition and 

economies of scale (Williams et al., 2021). This was also noted in a 2023 international 

review along with a view that this did not always occur in practice, as costs for the 

management of the contract may offset any economies of scale from the contractors, 
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and winning the contract at too low a price could lead to costly renegotiations and some 

contractors may not meet expectations on cost or quality (Chiaverina et al., 2023). In 

the UK, similar concerns were reported from a smaller online survey of diverse 

participants, such as caterers, school staff, parents, and charities, focusing on school 

meal costs (Hacking, 2022). Research has found that good practice was possible across 

all procurement contract types and the individual choice of provider may be more 

important than the type (Nixon et al., 2025a). However, the issues over financial viability 

and the reduction in local authority provision found in the current study, mean that 

choice of provider for schools may be more limited in the future, as the ability for any 

dissatisfied schools to return to their previous public sector service are likely to have 

disappeared. This could have an undesirable impact on quality, as competition reduces 

in an unmonitored marketplace where providers are left to self-regulate. 

In this study, it was not possible to identify who supplied 11.6% of the schools from 

publicly available information. Better records, and a more collaborative and 

comprehensive approach between providers and public health teams, would likely 

increase understanding to more effectively manage school food quality in such a 

complex and fragmented system. Without this, it remains difficult to fully understand 

whether school meals adequately support public sector health goals, or to devise an 

appropriate and effective 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 in the size of the primary schools found across Yorkshire added 

further complexity to the provision. As the complex and fragmented system growing out 

of the devolution of the provision, and academisation policy, is unlikely to be reversed, 

a similarly complex systems approach to understand and govern this system is likely to 

be needed (Bryant et al., 2025). As 21.0% of schools (n=372) had less than the 150 pupils 

estimated to be needed for a school meal service to financially break even (School Food 

Matters, 2024) this may impact on the quality of school meals. Moreover, if a typical 

70% uptake figure is applied to the 150 meals served (School Food Matters, 2024), the 

total number of pupils required in a school for a financially viable school meals service 
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increases to 215, and suggests that 41.2% (n=729) of Yorkshire primary schools are 

unlikely to break even. This is likely to have exacerbated in recent years as food prices 

have risen and caterers have been forced to cut costs (Hacking, 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 have been managed on a whole 

portfolio basis, whereby profits made from the larger schools could be used to fund the 

meal service in the smaller schools (Morley 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 FSM. This would suggest that the 

provision of FSM may have a role to play in supporting the financial viability of the school 

meals service through increased uptake. This study found a higher proportion of FSM 

eligibility in the schools catered in-house and commercially, compared to those served 

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 potential explanation as to why four of the Yorkshire authorities no 

longer have their own catering service. A 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, however it lacks conclusive evidence 

(Passmore and Harris, 2004; Devine et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024; Pallan et al., 2024).  

Many school leaders have the freedom to choose the provider of their school meals, 

enabling larger schools with higher meal uptake (and therefore higher potential 

profitability), to either outsource their provision to a commercial provider, or to cater 

in-house to generate additional income for the school (Williams et al., 2021; Ebdon and 

Chen, 2017). This is supported by the study findings that in-house and commercially 

catered schools were larger and had higher FSM%. The financial records of the 

commercial caterers reveal they were profitable overall (Companies House, 2024) which 

was in direct contrast to the local authorities reported to be operating school meal 

services at breakeven or loss (Hacking, 2023). 
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Research, from a survey capturing the perceptions of 180 UK local authority caterers, 

private sector caterers, not for profit organisations, school staff and carers, noted 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 system. The impact on quality was perceived, 

in part, to relate to the relative expense of healthy food which other UK research, 

looking at consumer pricing, found to cost £0.81 per 100 kcal compared to £0.33 per 

100 kcal for less healthy alternatives (Hoenink et al., 2024). Food insecurity has risen in 

the UK (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025), and a large scale analysis of 9,000 

UK children found that children in the bottom income quintile had an increased risk of 

obesity, compared to those in the top income quintile (Goisis, Sacker and Kelly, 2016). 

The CƻƻŘ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ .ǊƻƪŜƴ tƭŀǘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ difference in the 

proportion of disposable income needed for families with children, to eat in line with 

the government recommended Eatwell Guide (Public Health England, 2018b), with 

those in the bottom income quintile requiring 70% of disposable income, compared to 

12% for those in the highest income quintile (The Food Foundation, 2025). Furthermore, 

the lack of ring-fencing of FSM funding, means that school leaders can choose where to 

spend the funds received from central government (Long and Roberts, 2025). As the 

funding does not have to be spent on food, it could be used to supplement other budget 

areas, such as education, which would likely impact school food quality. Research 

analysing child body weight and height data, from the National Child Management 

Programme in England, pre and post UIFSM (Holford and Rabe, 2022) found that 

providing high quality FSM, subject to rigorous nutritional requirements, reduced the 

prevalence of obesity and BMI within a year. Whilst the research cited is not extensive, 

it would support the provision of high quality food in schools, particularly for the food 

insecure. However, the complex and fragmented system highlighted in this study makes 

it challenging to fully understand the level of meal quality currently 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 debated (Channel 4, 

2005; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013b; Morley and Morgan, 2021). Whilst all procurement 
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contract types were perceived to struggle to operate a financially viable service in 

competition with άcheap junk foodέ (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008), there were 

differences in organisational drivers, which could impact ŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩǎ attitude towards 

food quality. For example, previous research noted that the competing priorities of 

commercial providers included the potentially conflicting purpose of making a profit 

(Galli et al., 2014). Local authorities were perceived to be constrained in terms of budget 

availability, higher staff costs and responsibility for subsidising small schools which are 

not financially viable (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). Other 

evidence, from a small USA qualitative study, noted that in-house cooks were perceived 

to lack the purchasing power to keep supply costs low and may have limited access to 

nutritional and operational support (Ebdon and Chen, 2017). This 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 all procurement contract types 

(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). In addition, some academy trusts may have more 

flexibility if they have not chosen to follow government expectations and voluntarily 

comply with school food standards (Pallan et al., 2024; Murphy et al., 2020). Without a 

transparent and collaborative system it is difficult to establish how all providers could 

receive adequate economic returns to facilitate a high quality provision without making 

an excessive profit at the expense of scarce public funds (RSM, 2022; Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008).  

4.5.4 Markers of quality  

The documents reviewed in this study revealed a wide variation in the depth of 

information on quality, ranging from very little or no mention of quality to detailed lists 

of specifications. This lack of consistency and specificity was unsurprising given that 

previous research also highlighted the difficulty in defining quality (Lawrence and 

Liquori, 2012; Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018). If this disparity and 

inconsistency in the documentation surrounding the quality of food provision was 

reflected in the quality of school food provided in practice, it could lead to a lottery for 

children in terms of their dietary health. The documents often referred to items which 
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were recommended in the 2013 School Food Plan to improve school food quality 

(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). These 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 lack of consistency, there were common themes across the 

documents reviewed which related to quality as follows: healthiness of food; standards 

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 providers, along with health-

related descriptors such as άfreshέ, άhealthyέ, άnutritiousέ, άwholesomeέ. However, 

these terms could all be open to different interpretation without a specific definition. 

For example, άfreshέ could relate to the age of food, or as an alternative to frozen or 

canned. The School Food Standards did not provide a definition and referred to fruit and 

vegetables άof all types, whether fresh, frozen, canned or driedέ (Department for 

Education, 2014). These recommendations are appropriate, given 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 periods, and may be cheaper (Rickman, Bruhn and 

Barrett, 2007; Miller and Knudson, 2014). The lack of definition is not necessarily the 

case in other areas, for example, in Rome menu design was found to be based on four 

specific and measurable quality markers: seasonality (mostly fresh food served within 

three days of harvest); variety (no dish served more than once every five weeks); 

territoriality (prioritising certified meat products and bread no longer than 12 hours old); 

and nutritiousness (lunch must guarantee 35% of recommended daily nutrition intake 

for children) (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008).  

The English School Food Standards are food based rather than nutrition based and 

require minimum servings and a variety of; 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 plant-based milks), 150ml fruit juice, tea, coffee and 

hot chocolate (Department for Education, 2022). This 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 reflects  the use of fruit and vegetable content as a 

proxy for a good quality diet, as noted in a large international review for the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (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 of UPF by any of them. This was unsurprising given it is not 

included in the School Food Standards as there is currently insufficient evidence on 

causality to warrant its inclusion (Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition, 2023). 

However, there is growing concern about the potentially negative impact of these foods 

on health and wellbeing (The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024), 

its place as a marker of poor dietary quality (Elizabeth et al., 2020), and the prevalence 

ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘǎ (Parnham, Millett and Vamos, 2023; Parnham 

et al., 2022; Rauber et al., 2019; Gonçalves et al., 2019). Whilst research on UPF 

consumption in children is limited, one study analysing the UK NDNS data (NatCen Social 

Research, 2025), for almost 2,000 primary school children, found that UPF accounted 

for an average 72.6% of lunch kcals for primary school children (Parnham et al., 2022). 

Another study, also using NDNS data, found that this was reflective of the wider diet, 

where UPF made up approximately 65% of British ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ diets (Onita et al., 2021). 

Further research is needed to enable more robust conclusions to be drawn. 

There is a requirement to create demand for school meals in the commercial operational 

environment in the UK, at a level sufficient to support financial viability (Dimbleby and 

Vincent, 2013b). The uptake of school meals was found to be key to the financial viability 

of meal provision in this study and other research (School Food Matters, 2024) and 

therefore, there is likely to be a risk that meals are  influenced by a perception of what 

food would be popular with children, as opposed to what was nutritionally beneficial 

(Devine et al., 2023; Day et al., 2015; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; Chang, 2014). Whilst 

healthier versions of popular dishes could be made from scratch, this is likely to be more 
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expensive and time consuming, and the ability to do this would depend on the 

resources, attitude and priorities of the provider.  This is in direct contrast to findings 

from international case studies, in Italy, where there was no choice on whether to have 

school meals, and Finland and Sweden, where school meals were funded by the state as 

part of its health and social policies (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). Research from a 

nationwide USA study, examining the impact of local food purchasing in schools, 

suggested that without sufficient demand raising levels of uptake, less healthy foods 

were likely to be provided to increase uptake (Motta, 2019). This aligns with data 

collected from surveys and interviews in the UK, suggesting that the financial viability of 

the school meals service may be maintained by reducing food quality or prioritising less 

healthy food which sells well (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 study, demonstrating the importance placed 

on children regarding the food as tasty. This was also noted in other UK research, 

exploring pupil food choices through focus groups (Devine et al., 2023; Day et al., 2015). 

Concerns have been raised about UK preferences for άjunk foodέ in The National Food 

Strategy (Dimbleby, 2020) and the likely, but under evidenced, connection to the 

declining health of the nation. A 2023 article in the British Medical Journal (Gearhardt 

et al., 2023), discussed the results of two systematic reviews of evidence on food 

addiction in the context of UPF, one found a 12% prevalence of food addiction in 

children, and the other associated adverse child weight status with food addiction 

(Praxedes et al., 2022; Yekaninejad et al., 2021). The article noted that whilst UPF may 

be addictive, there were issues with the research focusing on single UPF components, 

rather than their interaction as a whole food, and problems with the suitability of the 

NOVA classification of UPF for analysis. Children have been perceived to favour the less 

healthy food in several studies (Morgan and Sonnino, 2007; Ebdon and Chen, 2017; 

Waddingham et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2015) illustrated by reduced plate waste for 

less nutritious meals in an international case study comparison (Tregear et al., 2022). 

This would suggest that the healthier menu choices could benefit from more attractive 

descriptions and presentation to encourage take up. This is important as observational 
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research in the UK and USA has found that, whilst the meals offered may have been 

nutritionally balanced, what the children were consuming was not (Ensaff, Russell and 

Barker, 2013; Johnson et al., 2015).  

4.5.4.2 Standards and compliance  

It was interesting to note that the key documents governing the provision of school food 

in EnglandΥ ǘƘŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ CƻƻŘ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΤ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ мо ǇŀƎŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ 

school food standards; the government buying standards for food and catering services; 

and the Healthier and more sustainable catering: nutrition principles; did not use the 

word άqualityέ or provide a specific definition of food quality (Department for Education, 

2021; Department of Health & Social Care, 2021; Public Health England, 2017b; 

Department for Education, 2014). Furthermore, the UN sustainable development goals 

(2022) referred to quality in the context of data, air and water, health services and 

education but not food. The School Food Standards, set out in the 2014 School Food 

Regulations (Department for Education, 2014), were the statutory standards applicable 

to the provision of school meals in England at the time of this study, and 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, sustainable and locally sourced 

produce (Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2014). Therefore, 

they were used as the benchmark for the quality of school food in the UK (Haney et al., 

2022) and were the most commonly mentioned standard by eight of the 15 caterers in 

this study. However, this study found that there was inconsistency amongst the other 

caterers who referred to food and nutrition standards or guidelines without further 

clarification as to what these were. This is important given the statutory nature of the 

School Food Standards versus the advisory status of other guidelines. Without clarity on 

which standard was being adhered to, it was not possible to effectively monitor or 

ensure accountability.  

An international systematic review and meta-analysis found that school meal standards 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊǳƛǘ 

intake and reduced fat and sodium (Micha et al., 2018), although another UK study 
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found that the nutritional benefit was limited to a reduction in confectionery (Pallan et 

al., 2024). However, the English standards are outdated and do not reflect recent 

scientific findings, such as the impact on satiety and health of low fat (Dougkas et al., 

2019; Maher and Clegg, 2019), or the growing concern about UPF (Dicken et al., 2025; 

Hall et al., 2019; Parnham, Millett and Vamos, 2023). The requirement for meat also 

conflicts with the goal to reduce consumption to support human and planetary health 

(Committee on Climate Change, 2020). The mention of compliance monitoring by only 

three of the 15 providers was in line with other UK research, which found that English 

secondary schools do not fully comply with School Food Standards (Pallan et al., 2024), 

and findings from the USA and Australia, that a lack of monitoring was perceived to leave 

the providers to self-regulate the quality of the 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 self-evaluation by requiring the caterer to provide 

ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ (Department for Education, 

2021). A robust system of compliance monitoring has been repeatedly recommended 

by experts and advocates, including the Chief Medical Officer, the House of Lords, and 

the National Food Strategy (The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 

2024; Davies, 2019; Dimbleby, 2021). Without this, there was no understanding of the 

quality of food served to children, or of the impact of other elements of the food system 

such as procurement (McIntyre et al., 2022). Furthermore, a 2024 pilot run by the FSA 

noted that even with a compliance monitoring scheme, there still needed to be clarity 

over responsibility for rectification of issues, and sufficient local authority resource to 

support improvement (Jebb, 2024). The Food for Life scheme provides compliance 

monitoring for members; however, only four caterers in this study mentioned 

membership, which is likely to reflect the drive to cut costs (Hacking, 2022). 

School food is exempt from the mandatory Government Buying Standards, which aimed 

to impose minimum standards for food procured using public funds (Department for 

Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021). It is therefore unsurprising that no caterers in 

this study mentioned the Government Buying Standards. The National Food Strategy 

called for school compliance with the Government Buying Standards to be mandatory 

in order to improve quality (Dimbleby, 2021). Whilst these standards have been 
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criticised for their focus on cost over quality, a lack of compliance monitoring, and the 

ability to waive requirements due to cost, they 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 discussed above 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 caterers, but 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 meals. However, there is 

research in the home setting, including a systematic review noting an association with 

positive dietary markers (Mills et al., 2017), and a large cross sectional study in Brazil 

using dietary recall and a cooking skills index associating home cooking with a reduced 

consumption of UPF (Martins et al., 2020). The potential for scratch cooking in a school 

setting may be hindered by requiring a level of skill and equipment, which may no longer 

present in school kitchens following the focus on cost cutting (The Food Foundation, 

2025; Morgan and Morley, 2014). Three 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 teams, or the differing pay structures. The use of professional 

chefs in schools has been observed, in a small USA study, to increase fruit and vegetable 

and wholegrain content (Zellner and Cobuzzi, 2017). The food pictured on the caterers 

websites was in line with limited findings from USA studies included in a systematic 

review, that attractive presentation, pre-slicing, and increased choice, of fruit and 

vegetables were associated with increased selection and consumption (Cohen 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 review, exploring evidence of local food 

procurement in schools, mainly from observational studies of USA Farm to School 
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programmes, noted that local procurement was perceived to provide fresher, more 

seasonal, food, which was also perceived as tastier and more nutritious (Galloway et al., 

2022). Local food has also been associated with a higher intake of fruit and vegetables 

in a large USA observational study of over 11,000 school meals (Kropp et al., 2018). 

However, another recent systematic review highlighted that whilst local food has been 

linked to better health, through fresher, less processed food, and increased fruit and 

vegetables, they found no causal evidence, and suggested that supply chain 

characteristics and seasonality may be more important to nutritional quality than 

geographical proximity (Enthoven and Van den Broeck, 2021).  Other research, focused 

on school food, noted that a narrow interpretation of value for money and focus on cost 

of public sector catering teams, had led to food being supplied by the lowest quality 

parts of the food chain, where provenance can be unknown or undesirable (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008). Research has also noted a lack of consistency and definition of local in 

literature reviewed, and highlighted barriers to local procurement, including food safety 

concerns, ability to provide consistent supply, cost, and a lack of facilities and skills in 

the kitchen (Galloway et al., 2022).  

4.5.4.5 Awards and accreditations  

The use of an external accreditation scheme, to monitor school food quality, has been 

recommended in several government reports (Dimbleby, 2021; Dimbleby and Vincent, 

2013a; The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024); however, this was 

never made mandatory in England. Research in Hong Kong compared obesity rates for 

over 100,000 students, pre and post a state healthy eating accreditation scheme, and 

found a significant reduction in obesity rates in accredited schools compared to non-

accredited schools (Fu et al., 2019). In the UK, tƘŜ {ƻƛƭ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ CƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ 

Life scheme provides a set criterion for food quality, with 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 produce, and staff trained 

and skilled in fresh food preparation (Soil Association, 2019). A 2010 evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the Food For Life scheme, analysing data from pupil questionnaires in 
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over 100 English schools pre and post scheme implementation, found increases in fruit 

and vegetable consumption were associated with membership of the scheme (Orme et 

al., 2010). Whilst the Food for Life criteria was regarded as best practice (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008; Dimbleby, 2021), the cost of membership may have prevented wider 

use, as the increasing costs for caterers in recent years has led to a reduction in non-

mandatory spending such as this (Hacking, 2022). The scheme was thought to be used 

in approximately 50% of schools (House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs Committee, 2021), but recent Soil Association data suggests that this has fallen 

to 25% in English primary schools (Soil Association, 2025). This may explain why it was 

only mentioned by four of the 15 providers in this study. However, the Food for Life 

ά75% prepared fresh from unprocessed ingredientsέ criteria was cited by half of the 

caterers in this study despite only four of them mentioning membership. It is possible 

that the caterers were using the quality criteria without paying for the membership. It 

is important to note that without membership there would be no independent 

compliance audit, meaning that the provider was left to self-manage compliance.  

Ten of the caterers in the current study also mentioned sourcing according to industry 

recognised accreditation schemes such as Red 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 Denmark, and in the Food for Life scheme in the UK (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2008; Soil Association, 2003; He and Mikkelsen, 2014). Observational research 

in Denmark has highlighted that higher levels of organic produce were perceived to be 

an indicator of better nutritional quality, due to the increase in fruit and vegetable 

content, and the additional training needed for creativity in menus to accommodate the 

more expensive ingredients (Lassen et al., 2019; He and Mikkelsen, 2014). However, 

these studies also noted the lack of a national Danish school meal programme and the 

άpacked lunch cultureέ, 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 procurement policies led to healthy eating, or compliance with nutritional 

recommendations.  
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4.5.4.6 Staff 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 staff. This would indicate that skilled staff were 

perceived to be important, likely to enable complex menu planning to meet school food 

standards on very low budgets, and able to cook fresh food from scratch. Other 

interested parties, mainly pupils and parents, were mentioned by 11 of the 15 caterers 

who recognised the importance of their involvement. Case studies in New York, Rome 

and four areas of the UK, highlighted the perceived importance of stakeholder 

engagement in improving the quality of school meals (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). More 

recent qualitative studies have focused on gathering views and perceptions of UK school 

food stakeholders, to better understand the school food system (Spence et al., 2024; 

Bryant et al., 2023), but 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 

recommended internationally by the WHO, and nationally by the National Food Strategy 

to support pupils in a healthy lifestyle. A 2022 systematic review and meta-analysis 

found positive increases in fruit and vegetable consumption associated with a whole 

school approach to food, albeit from a limited number of studies relying mainly on self-

reported intakes (Medeiros et al., 2022). It was interesting to note that all five 

commercial caterers in this study talked about whole school approaches, but only four 

of the 10 local authority caterers mentioned it. 

4.5.5 Further research and implications for policy 

This study aligned 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 

schools, fulfilling the primary thesis objective by bridging the knowledge gap regarding 

the types of procurement contracts in operation, and 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 research in Chapter 5, which tackles the 

secondary thesis objective, addressing the absence of a standardised definition for food 

quality and the reliance on the caterer's interpretation and integrity. Investigating the 

perceptions and experience of those responsible for the 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 high quality meals for primary school children. This is important, given 

the significant public sector investment and urgent requirement to improve child health 

in England.  

When the findings from this study are taken in conjunction with no one central 

government department being responsible for school food (Parsons 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, health and 

environmental goals through a well-managed school meal provision. Furthermore, the 

majority of public sector provision (49.3% of schools are serviced by local authority 

caterers) and small number of commercial providers (just five companies accounted for 

78.3% of the commercial provision) may facilitate a transparent, beneficial working 

relationship with public health departments. This may support a high quality school meal 

provision at an acceptable level of remuneration, as was previously demonstrated in 

Italy (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008).    

This study explored the markers of quality as communicated by the school meal 

providers. Whilst this provided a useful understanding of the types of markers used; in 

order to provide the depth needed for a quality 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 important, as 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 high quality items. Further 

research is needed to understand whether these markers of quality are reflected in the 

food as selected and consumed by the children. 
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A more holistic systems view would likely be beneficial to address the shortcomings 

identified in this study, and other research, as follows: 

¶ A central register of school meal provider;  

¶ A mandatory and specific framework for school food quality incorporating the latest 

scientific findings on nutrition, such as UPF and the importance of appropriate meat 

and fat content. It should contain more detail and guidance for the interpretation of 

important definitions such as άfreshly preparedέ;  

¶ A robust, mandatory and independent system of compliance monitoring; 

¶ Consistent, centrally funded, support for local authorities, schools and caterers to 

address shortcomings in compliance.   

4.5.6 Strengths and limitations  

This study addressed the gap in knowledge relating to who provides the school meals 

across a large geographical area (Yorkshire), through mapping an up-to-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 meals, means 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 data, mapping 

the provision of 10.0% of the English primary school population provides a useful 

approximation for research, policy and practice.  

The lack of public records and 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 mitigate the 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 contract types. 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 
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category better aligned with the type of provision because the commercial caterer was 

providing the meals on a day-to-day basis. To reclassify these schools as provided by the 

local authority would increase the local authority catered to 53.6% and reduce the 

commercial catered to 25.9%. Similarly, the 97 schools with local authority catering 

support to in-house staff employed by the school, were classified as local authority 

provision for the purpose of this study as the majority of the service was provided by 

the local authority. To reclassify these schools as an in-house 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 provision would 

present as follows (Table 4-3):  

Table 4-3 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 / commercial 
caterer 

76 4.3% 

Hybrid local authority / in-house 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 / or support a framework for policy and practice. 
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The limitations include a risk of bias if only certain documents were selected to review, 

for example those which were easy to obtain from existing contacts, giving 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 information could not be included. 

One limitation of documentary analysis is that access to documents may be deliberately 

blocked, due to the commercially sensitive nature of the contracts, as was likely the case 

in this study. The lack of engagement from most of the commercial providers meant that 

a fuller picture of the 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 

bureaucratic public sector situations such as the procurement of school food (Swensson 

et al., 2021; Galli et al., 2014). The UK government (Department 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 examination and 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 providers. Lǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎΩ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

designed with the purpose of explaining the quality of the meals on offer, and 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 school meal 

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 procurement contract type, and subsequent 

issues with financial viability, are likely to affect the quality of meals served to children. 

The current opaque system could perpetuate the provision of poor quality meals, which 

do not meet the nutritional needs of children, without 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 children, and to devise an effective strategy 

to discover and address any shortcomings. The relatively small number of caterers 

operating in the 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 to support a systems approach to policy and practice, 

appropriate to this complex and fragmented system, which 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 caterers in the 

documentation reviewed, 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 provision was reflected in the quality of 

food provided in practice, it could lead to a lottery for children in terms of their dietary 

quality. The lack of up to date, specific, and mandated markers of quality, combined with 

the absence of a robust system of monitoring and support, meant that school food was 

unlikely to fulfil its potential to improve the dietary health of English children. 
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Chapter 5 Υ {ǘǳŘȅ о ς tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŜǊŜƻƴ 

5.1 Summary 

The previous chapters 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 government to combat malnutrition (Theis and White, 2021), which includes 

obesity (World Health Organization, 2024a), the lack of progress to achieve this was 

highlighted by the House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee (The House of 

Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024). The policy priority for school food 

differs throughout the UK, and was described as a άpolitical footballέ in England, which 

is in contrast to Scotland (universal free school meals in reception, infant and the 

following two years), and Wales (universal free school meals in all primary schools), 

where there is greater public sector involvement and support for high quality school 

meals (Stein and Polychronakis, 2024). At the time of writing, the UK governmentΩǎ 

mission was to create the άhealthiest generation everέ and άgive children the best start 

in lifeέ with a focus on the most disadvantaged, through high standards in school (Wise, 

2024; HM Government, 2024). ¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ bI{ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ 

included a shift from άsickness to preventionέ, and an aim to end the obesity epidemic 

(Department of Health & Social Care, 2025a). A 2023 meta-ethnography of qualitative 

studies focusing on food insecure households in Europe, found schools to be perceived 

as a critical part of a άprotective network of careέ (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 smaller qualitative studies (Murphy et al., 2024; Day et al., 

2015; Devine et al., 2023). However, the findings from Studies 1 and 2, regarding a 

complex system, lack of oversight, inadequate funding and a lack of any consistent 

definition of school food quality, would suggest that the school food system does not 

adequately support this. The law requires schools in England to provide food for children 

(Department for Education, 2014); however, the key documents governing the provision 
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of school food in England, being the School Food Standards and related guidance, do not 

specifically mention, or clearly define, food quality (Department for Education, 2025d; 

Department for Education, 2014). Despite this, much of the existing international 

literature has based its definition of quality on guideline or standard compliance (Nixon 

et al., 2025a). There were some common themes in the literature such as, levels of fat, 

sugar, fruit, and vegetables, however, the requirements differed on a case-by-case basis 

(Nixon et al., 2025a). Without a robust standard definition of quality in operation, it is 

important to understand what underpins the quality of food provided to children in 

England, through 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 the school food procurement contract type 

thereon. The study used qualitative semi-structured 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 children? (RQ2a). 

 

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? (RQ2b).  

 

The study highlighted several issues, based on participant perceptions, for caterers 

seeking to provide high quality food. These perceptions included: conflicting priorities 

and a lack of power to influence child dietary health, a lack of oversight and monitoring 

of standards, an economic framework unlikely to prioritise food quality, and a reliance 

on the motivation and ability of individuals. 

5.2 Aims 

This study aimed to establish, and reflect on, the beliefs and perceptions of definitions 

and influences of school food quality. Data were collected from those with the 
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opportunity to directly influence the quality of food served to children. It sought to 

provide evidence to address the gap in knowledge from a lack of a standard quality 

definition in operation, and a reliance on the interpretation and integrity of the caterer, 

identified in the previous studies in this thesis.  

5.3 Methods 

Full methods are detailed in Chapter 2. In brief, empirical data were collected through 

semi-structured interviews with a variety of participants having a responsibility for 

influencing school food provision. Confidentiality 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 (in-house caterer); NS (National stakeholder); CO (catering 

consultant); SU (supplier).  

5.4 Findings 

There were 22 participants in this study representing the three main procurement 

contract types identified in Study 2, of local authority caterer, commercial caterer and 

in-house caterer, plus individuals with relevant experience of the provision from a public 

health or national advocacy perspective (Table 5-1). Due to the confidential and 

commercially sensitive nature of the data, the promise of anonymity, and the relatively 

small school food provision network, the participant characteristics have been 

presented in total rather than individually, and have been limited to organisation type 

and experience, to avoid potential identification of individuals or organisations. Most 

participants had held multiple roles in the school food system, at operational and 

managerial levels, in a variety of organisations such as caterers, consultants, advocates 

and government departments, adding to the richness of data collected.  
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Table 5-1 Participant characteristics ς Organisation type, and experience of the 22 participants 
in the study 
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3 
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(14%) 
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2 
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Count  
(%) 

4 
(18%) 

8 
(36%) 

7 
(32%) 

3 
(14%) 

   

In total, 18 hours and 29 minutes of data were collected from online semi-structured 

interviews conducted between September 2024 and February 2025, using the topic 

guide attached at Appendix E. The interview duration was planned for 40 minutes, 

however, most participants continued talking after the allotted time, and 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 development (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006) are summarised in Figure 5-1, with additional detail provided in a table 

of key quotes in Appendix K. 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 provision, and 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 

viewpƻƛƴǘ ǿŀǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭƭȅ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ L ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ 

perceptions, which ranged widely from: desperation over a lack of power to fix a 

άbroken systemέΤ ǘƻ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻǳǎ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳΤ ǘƻ ǎƘŜŜǊ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

results presented below therefore represent the subjective beliefs of the participants 
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through the lens of my own subjective interpretation from engaging in a reflexive 

approach to the research. My interpretation was influenced by reflecting on my own 

lived and professional experiences of the school food system; as a child recipient of free 

school meals, a professional nutritionist, 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 incentivise a high quality food provision, because it is driven by 

factors which do not prioritise child health. These factors related to the power dynamics, 

standards, economics, and people operating in the school food system. 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, but it was felt that 

in a fragmented, dysfunctional, and unmonitored system, that dedicated people were 

more influential to school food quality than the procurement contract type. 
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Figure 5-1 Keywords, codes and themes 
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5.4.1 Power dynamics, control and conflict 

ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǎ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƭŘ ²Ŝǎǘέ όлп-CO) 

The power dynamics in the UK school food system were perceived to 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 quality, mainly 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 play. However, the child was also identified in this 

study as perceived to have considerable influence over school 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, convenient, and often unhealthy 

ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΥ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

welfare; allocation of time and resource by educational rather than health specialists; 

and the importance of ensuring children do not go hungry even though child preferences 

mean the food chosen is often not healthy. 

άI don't think that we universally accept that the quality of school food is 

generally not very goodέ όмн-NS) 

5.4.1.1 The voice of the child 

Many participants spoke about the 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 uptake. The need to fill a child with food and prevent hunger was, at 

times, felt to be more important than the quality of that food. This was perceived to 

place the child in a position of power to influence the food offered, with child preference 

dominating the meals served regardless 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 lack of child 
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ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŦƻƻŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ perceived preference for more familiar 

convenience or fast foods.  

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜǊǾŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŝŀǘ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΧ ǘƘŜ ¦tC ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ¦tC ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊέ όмн-NS) 

All participants noted that processed food was a marker of poor quality, however, the 

provision of processed food was common in school food, perceived to be due largely to 

pupil preference, convenience and cost.  

ά²e will provide this because that's what children eat. But actually, is that quality 

food? Probably notέ όлн-NS) 

Children were perceived to be risk averse when choosing unfamiliar food, in case they 

did not like it and were hungry. This was felt 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 idea, but it was perceived as not frequently or 

consistently offered due to time and cost. Younger children were thought to be more 

open to eat 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 the area, local 

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 self-managed and poorly understood.   

ά¢he local authority loses the contracts for the, you know, for the school meals, 

and we then have no say over themΧ it's a real lever, and it's one that is just out 

of my reach, and I can't seem to get hold of that lever to do anything about itέ 

(20-PH) 
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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 resources, such as school food improvement officers and 

subsidised school meals, was noted to vary widely between areas. In addition to a lack 

of local authority resource, structures were felt to be complex, with school food of 

interest to multiple departments such as procurement, public health, environmental 

health and, local authority catering (where this service remained).  

Participants thought it would be inequitable to expect local authorities to provide 

support, free of charge, to those schools that had chosen to opt out of paying for local 

authority catering services and outsource their school food provision instead.  

The lack of power of public health teams to oversee and enforce school food quality was 

perceived to contrast with their ability to oversee and enforce food safety regulations. 

Food safety was discussed only briefly by participants, which 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. 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǾƛŜǿέ 

(12-NS) 

Participants perceived that better regulation would improve the quality of school food. 

Enforcing a legal requirement to comply with standards, along with consequences for 

non-compliance, was thought to provide a stronger incentive to comply. The 

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 schools. 

ά¢ƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

ǳǘǘŜǊƭȅΣ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜέ όлп-CO) 

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, the participants noted a 
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general underfunding of schools and the many competing priorities for the school 

leadership team, feeling that issues such as safeguarding and academic achievement, 

took priority over managing the quality of the food provision.  

άIf you ask them for their top 20 priorities, I honestly don't think it would make 

any of their lists, like, it's standards, it's safeguarding, I mean, I think it should be 

considered part safeguarding, that's another thing, but it's totally not on there. 

It's so low on their listέ όлт-NS) 

School leadership taking 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.  

άIe [head teacher] said, I don't care what it tastes like. I won't be eating itέ        

(10-LA) 

The presence of school leaders in the dining hall was perceived to signal a prioritisation 

of school food quality, with 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 and responsibilities for school food quality. In addition, the lack of 

power of governors in academy settings was seen as problematic, as the academy 

trustee holding responsibility for school food was often distanced from the school.  

άbot all school governors realise it's part of their role under the School Food 

Standards to monitor the standards of food. In fact, I'm pretty sure some school 

governors don't even know where the dining room isέ όлн-NS) 

5.4.1.4 The domain of the caterer 

The day-to-day operational provision of school food was 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 competing contract 

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.  

άLt's absolutely not determined on which category you fall in, because there's 

good and bad in all those categories for sureέ όмп-CC). 

In addition to this overall generalised view, there were particular characteristics 

perceived to relate to each of the procurement contract types. In practice, this likely 

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.  

έBecause the Council is answerable to its elected representatives, then they will 

Ŏŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Χ  ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎ Řƻ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Χ 

there's more checks and balances in terms of its public money being spent, people 

Ŏŀƴ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘέ όлн-NS) 

However, this process and rigor may also lead to less freedom, for example, to amend 

menus or change suppliers. Local authority caterers were thought to have the benefit of 

stronger working relationships with public health departments, and access to public 

sector nutritionists and dieticians. A lack of investment, funding, and budget cuts was 

felt to have reduced standards and support, and to also affect staff morale. There was 

an acceptance that local authority caterers operate in a commercial marketplace where 

they need to compete on price and service. However, different financial operating 

models exist, with some local authority caterers speaking about having to make a profit, 

others having to break even, and some still being subsidised by the local authority. The 

perceived inability of local authority caterers to compete with commercial providers on 

price was thought to have led to some local authority caterers exiting the market. Labour 

costs were felt to be prohibitively high due to public sector pension costs and benefits 

such as sick pay, although the better pay and benefits may result in more dedicated, 
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focused and motivated staff. The service was felt by some participants to be άold 

fashionedέ and supported by cooks rather than professional chefs.  

Commercial caterers: A 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 thought to result in poor skills and staff motivation. Conversely, commercial 

caterers were perceived to have better resources, such as development chefs, 

marketing teams, and technology systems, enabling them to be more dynamic and 

innovative. However, their expertise in selling was referred to often, and examples were 

presented of promises given to win tenders not being followed through, and subsequent 

άcorner cuttingέ to maintain profitability. There was perceived to be a difference in the 

food quality and service offered by the different commercial provision types, of large 

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 were felt to have more focus on profit leading to poorer quality and 

less variety.  

άLϥǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 

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 the beige and more of the paninis and meal deals, which wouldn't 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴέ όлм-NS) 

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 concern to 

participants, where pre-prepared άairline styleέ 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 to be more inconsistent than the other provider types, with some being 



 
234 

underinvested and uninspired, and others taking advantage of their freedom to 

creatively adapt as needed.  

άIn-house, massive differences, you know, you occasionally get a really good 

catering manager and a really switched on school business manager, and you've 

got a really good service. But again, as a generalisation, it can be a bit hit and 

missέ όнн-CO) 

Some participants thought that school leaders taking the responsibility for provision in-

house demonstrated good motives, and 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 Fit for purpose? 

Standards and compliance were the most discussed topic, particularly by participants 

representing and advocating for public health. Whilst all participants perceived 

compliance with the 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.  

άSchool food standards are really just a minimum cattle barrier, aren't they? If 

you're not doing that, then it's probably pretty poor (14-CC) 

A lack of monitoring and enforcement was thought to inhibit compliance with the 

Standards and facilitate άrule bendingέ (see section 5.4.2.2 below). In addition, it was 

felt that this led to responsibility for compliance not being fully understood or 

prioritised.  

άLf they knew they were going to be checked against it and verified and inspected, 

I think obviously it would give them that impetus to make sure it was [compliant], 

wouldn't it?έ (08-PH) 
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The Standards were often referred to as a high-level 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. 

άLf we'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 them?έ (18-

IC) 

The Standards were felt to be out of date and not reflective of current scientific 

knowledge, modern diets or changes in the marketplace, such as the rise in 

vegetarianism and processed convenience foods.  

άI don't know what you do if you're a vegetarian school. I 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 of dateέ όлт-NS). 

Participants also thought that some of the terminology in the Standards was unclear or 

confusing, which may lead to misinterpretation or manipulation. 

άSo your average primary school cook, who's a mum, they wouldn't understand 

what a starchy food, cooked in fat and oil, was. It's just not human like languageέ 

(17-CC) 

5.4.2.2 Accountability and monitoring 

All participants felt that the lack of any monitoring of the quality of the provision 

affected the quality of school food provided, and that robust monitoring would improve 

quality.  

άI think monitoring and accountability, when in place and done well, can improve 

qualityέ όлм-NS) 

The present system of monitoring was described as ad-hoc, with most caterers referring 

to their own in-house systems which involved a variety of methods, such as, kitchen 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 environmental 

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 that a strong foundation could be created 

through Ofsted checking that governors were fulfilling their responsibilities, and EHOs 

monitoring a sample of compliance criteria. However, to effectively assess food quality, 

participants felt that monitoring should be the role of someone with a professional 

understanding of food quality and menus, such as a nutritionist or catering manager.  

άHow 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 accountέ όнм-PH) 

The compliance to Standards was viewed in the context of the menu overall rather than 

the individual dishes, so it was possible, and easy, for children to choose non-compliant 

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,  or 

άbending the rulesέΣ which was going unchecked because of the lack of monitoring. 

Examples included: 

¶ An overemphasis on perceived child preferred processed food, or heavy or 

sugary desserts, to increase meal uptake;  

¶ Meeting Standards on paper but not in practice, for example, differences in the 

menu offering to what is served, or having additional servings of fried food or 

pastry;  

¶ Manipulating the menu or using lower quality ingredients for lower cost or staff 

convenience; 

¶ 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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άo̧u might have, like, a wedge on one too many times, or like you might not have 

the salmon on because they just throw it in the bin anyway, put salmon fish cakes 

on the same day as fish fingers, make two of them and throw them in binέ όмт-CC) 

Whilst a robust system of monitoring was felt to be needed, at a more basic level, 

measuring meal uptake and obtaining feedback from staff/parents/pupils, was 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 and well-informed markers 

of quality. However, there was an acknowledgement that quality, in the context of 

school meals, was difficult to define, with nine of the participants specifically 

highlighting this in the interviews.  

άYou definitely can't just use the word quality without a link to somewhere, 

because it just, what is it? It's subjective, right? You know, I think it needs to be 

definedέ όлт-NS) 

Subjectivity in defining food quality was thought to depend on school characteristics 

(such as cultural diversity), and pupil preferences, whether (or not) these were deemed 

to be healthy. There was also a difference in opinion, with what some individuals classed 

as good, others found unacceptable, for example, the provision of desserts. Some 

participants noted that it was easier to understand what poor quality was and work back 

from there.  

άLt's actually somewhat eliminating some of the bad things, really, with a view 

to, sort of looking at the good sort of comes after thatέ όлу-PH) 

It was accepted that, whilst the markers of quality were subjective, and therefore likely 

to differ by individual, there were seven common themes identified of: compliance with 

standards; preparation methods; lunch experience; meal presentation; function; 

ingredients; and menus (Figure 5-2). 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 quality. Ingredients generated the most 
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discussion, followed by menus and the lunch experience. There was a difference in the 

focus on markers which can be used to άsellέ a meal, being presentation, preparation, 

and menus, by the commercial caterers in comparison to local authority caterers, who 

tended to focus more on compliance. Figure 5-2 summarises the seven key markers of 

quality, and the associated key perceptions of the participants in this study, as detailed 

further below.  

 

Figure 5-2 Markers of school food quality as perceived by participants of Study 3 

Ensuring that there was enough time to properly prepare and cook the food, especially 

vegetables, so they were neither undercooked nor overdone, was seen as a key 

determinant of quality. Making from scratch or home-made was frequently discussed 

with many participants talking about cooking their own sauces, pizzas, and bread from 
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wholegrain or 50:50 flour. However, there appeared to be some confusion over the 

terminology or definition, with 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 fingers. One commercial caterer felt that it would not be possible 

to tell the difference between meals cooked from fresh on site, or those cooked the 

same way off site, ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜ-prepared 

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 kitchens, a άbrand standardέ, to 

ensure a consistent level of quality. This was supported with manuals and step by step 

picture recipes. However, the in-house caterers felt that freedom and creativity 

provided a better opportunity to influence quality. Flavour and taste were highlighted 

as important, although the subjectivity of preferences was acknowledged. The ability to 

adapt menus to suit differing tastes in individual schools was considered essential.  

άLǘϥǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘŀǎǘȅ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ 

ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘέ όлт-NS) 

9ŀǘƛƴƎ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Řŀȅ. Perceptions of a high quality meal 

experience included the ability for children to choose their food, have it served to them 

with care, and then to have enough time to eat it whilst enjoying social time with their 

friends.    

ά! ƭǳƴŎƘǘƛƳŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ нл ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΦ Lǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌǳƴ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘέ όлм-NS) 

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 time); the 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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ά¢ƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ōƻƴƪŜǊǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƻŦŦΣ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎΦ 

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 outsiŘŜέ όмф-NS) 

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.  

ά²Ŝ Ǝƻǘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ƛǘϥǎ 

another thing that I disagree with, it was eating into teaching time if they were 

ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎέ όмл-LA) 

Choice was generally perceived to reflect a high quality experience, but participants 

noted that it needed to be backed up with enough time and resource to support the 

children to feel secure in their choices.   

άLǘϥǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻƴŜǎΦ ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŀ 

ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ Ǌŀōōƛǘǎ ƛƴ ƘŜŀŘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΧ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜέ όлр-

IC) 

By contrast, whilst the child having agency to choose something they liked to eat was 

desirable, child preference for άless healthyέ options, or caterers influencing choice 

through price, placement or appearance, was thought to reduce the quality of the meal 

consumed.  

άLŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻŎƻƭŀǘŜ ōǊƻǿƴƛŜΩǎ флǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘ ǇƻǘΩǎ ϻмΦсл ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘ ǇƻǘΩǎ 

ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎŀŘ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ƳŜƭƻƴ ƛƴ ƛǘΣ L ƳŜŀƴΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΚέ όлт-

NS) 

The importance of service was also emphasised in terms of the relationship between 

the catering staff and the children, and in terms of the dining environment. The staff 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŘƛŜǘŀǊȅ 

quality, if they had the nutritional knowledge and time to do so. A desirable eating 

environment was described as pleasant and bright, like an informal restaurant, but 

participants sometimes referred to school dining areas as chaotic or too loud in practice. 
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Serving the meals on άprison style traysέ, rather than using plates and bowls, was 

thought to represent low quality, but 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 to a perceived lack of 

importance given to taking time to sit and eat a good quality meal together, and how 

this culture affects the school lunch provision. Staff present and eating in the dining hall 

affirmed the importance of lunch and indicated that the food was more likely to be good 

quality.  

The presentation of food on the servery, and whether it looked good on the plate was 

discussed, with good quality food being attractive and interesting. The texture and smell 

of the food was mentioned, but it was colour that appeared to be of most importance 

with poor quality food described as anaemic, beige or grey and good quality food as 

vibrant and colourful.  

άcolour is a massive thing. So you know, to me, a poor quality plate of food or 

dish lacks colour, looks blandέ όнн-CO) 

Accessibility and presentation were felt to facilitate better quality choices, especially for 

younger children. 

ά¢ƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ώǎŀƭŀŘϐ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜŀƭΦ Lǘϥǎ ǿŜƛǊŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǎŀƭŀŘ ƻƴ 

ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ŀ Ǌƻŀǎǘ ƻǊ ŀ ǎǇŀƎ ōƻƭέ όлт-NS) 

ά±ŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎǊǳƴŎƘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭ ŘŜƴǘŜΣ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳέ όмп-CC) 

At its most basic level a high quality meal needs to fulfil its function of providing a 

nutritious meal to enable a child to learn and thrive in school. The importance of a hot 

meal was emphasised, especially 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. Satiety appeared to be key to the participants, noting that the portion size 



 
242 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀƎŜ, and not reduced due to cost, which was felt 

to be a risk as costs increase.  

All participants felt that the quality of the ingredients used in school food was reflected 

in the meal quality. However, ensuring high quality ingredients within a tight budget was 

noted as not always easy. Certification schemes such as Red Tractor (Red Tractor, 2025) 

and Marine Stewardship Council (Marine Stewardship Council, 2025) helped to ensure 

quality, as did Food for Life (Food for Life, 2025), it was thought that organic food was 

unaffordable for most school meal providers.  

Fresh food was perceived to be important to quality, with the word fresh defined by 

participants as relating to food prepared from raw ingredients, or as opposed to frozen, 

canned or pre-made. The quality of some frozen products was deemed to be acceptable, 

for example, peas. All participants thought that processed / UPF / high fat, salt, sugar 

(HFSS) food was a sign of poor-quality. This was described by participants as including 

reheating pre-prepared frozen meals, processed items such as sausages and fish fingers, 

and convenience food such as readymade sauces.  

ά¢ƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘȅƳŀŘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŜέ 

(12-NS).  

Some participants acknowledged 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 preferred. Provenance, as in 

sustainable, seasonal, local, and farmed as organic, was 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 requirements, and they were generally 

in agreement that high quality school food would incorporate all three. Balance referred 

to the nutritional content of meals and included macro nutrient content such as 
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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 participants talking about red meat being part of a high 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 expensive, and children were perceived to not like oily fish. 

Concerns were raised that plant-based proteins were usually ultra processed. Variety 

was less clear, with 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 varying 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 food, and ensuring that there is άsomething for 

everyoneέ.  

άLǘ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƛȊȊŀ ƻƴ ŀ aƻƴŘŀȅΣ Ǌƻŀǎǘ ƻƴ ŀ ²ŜŘƴŜǎŘŀȅΣ ŦƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛǇǎ ƻƴ ŀ 

CǊƛŘŀȅέ όмм-CC). 

Special diets were discussed for cultural or religious requirements, vegetarian or vegan 

or ingredient allergens. The provision of allergen information or halal meat where 

required appeared to be an expectation, but there was a concern that vegetarians / 

vegans had a limited choice of jacket potatoes, or an ultra-processed meat alternative. 

άCƻǊ ŀ ǾŜƎŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ Ƙƻǘ ŘƻƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƪƛŘϥǎ ǇƭŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ 

ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǊǳōōƛǎƘέ όму-IC) 

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 participants regarded desserts as potentially problematic due to the health impact 

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 expensive, forms of dessert, such as fruit and yoghurt. However, their popularity 
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with children was noted to provide potential to increase hidden fruit and vegetable 

content or calcium intake, and some held the opinion that they have a place as a 

ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ κ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŘƛŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ 

used by caterers to increase meal uptake. 

άWhilst they [puddings] looked lovely, they were huge and just so calorific and so 

ǎǳƎŀǊȅ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƭŀŘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƴōŜƭƛŜǾŀōƭŜΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅέ        

(08-PH) 

άL Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ōƛƎΣ ƘŜŀǾȅ ǇǳŘŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭǳƴŎƘǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

antiquated - sometimes they put the heavy puddings on because they think that's 

ǿƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƭέ όлм-NS) 

5.4.2.4 Support system 

A system of support, including resources for practical help and guidance for schools and 

caterers to ensure a high quality food provision, was spoken about more by participants 

whose role and responsibility depended on them (i.e. public health and consultants). 

There was less emphasis on this by commercial and in-house catering participants, 

possibly because they had their own resources and processes in place. Where the 

provision was outsourced to caterers by the school leadership, the contract was 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 a άliving documentέ to manage the provision and was rarely referred to unless there 

was a problem. There was also concern that the school leadership team were not usually 

trained commercial negotiators or contract managers, 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 training, or 

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 schools stuck in contracts where the quality was 

poor, and the school was unable to do anything about it.  
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άwelying a lot on our school business managers to be able to contract manage, 

and they've got no time, no training, no expertiseέ (19-NS) 

The term of the contract was also seen to be important. Shorter term contracts were 

noted to give the school more control and may 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 facilities, which often required a three to five 

year term for the contract to generate enough profit to cover that investment.   

άLf you sign a caterer up for 5 years, they'll probably fall asleep for 4, and wake 

up in time for the retenderέ (14-CC) 

Some organisations were mentioned as available to support schools in providing high 

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 as άChefs in Schoolsέ, without enough resource to reach all schools needing 

support. Furthermore, support from external organisations had to be sought directly by 

the school and was felt to be less accessible outside of London. 

Well-funded public health teams with school food improvement officers were perceived 

to be ideal to provide consistent and well-informed support for schools or caterers, 

particularly where they were not providing good quality or complying with the 

Standards. This support varied by local authority, with some having allocated resource, 

and some providing no support other than food safety where there was monitoring, 

enforcement and support backed by robust regulation.  

The Food for Life scheme was seen as a valuable support, particularly by local authority 

caterers and public health teams, and compliance with the Food for Life standards was 

thought to have improved quality historically. However, the experience of some of the 

participants suggested that the membership, and therefore reach of the scheme, had 

faltered more recently due to the cost of commission and compliance in a difficult 

economic climate. 
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ά²Ŝ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ Food for LƛŦŜ ǎƛƭǾŜǊΦ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴϥǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜέ          

(09-LA)   

By contrast, some school leaders did not see the value in paying for certification, many 

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 investment; and an inflexible 

supply chain. There was recognition that school food presents an opportunity to better 

utilise public spending to support population, economic and planetary health.  

ά! lot 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 those high quality 

foods at lunchέ όнм-PH) 

The school meal service was often discussed in the context of a moral or ethical 

obligation to provide children with good quality meals, raising the question of whether 

the provision of school meals is a welfare service suited to a commercial model 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. 

άL don't believe that private sector should make excess profit from public sectorέ 

(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.      
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άLf me and you were talking about safeguarding providers, we would never say, 

how can we make money out of the safeguarding of the young people?έ όлт-NS) 

The method of 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 with inflation in food 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 meal, would enable the existing level of funding to better support 

a more equal system. This was thought to be of particular help to smaller schools which 

are not currently financially viable under the existing funding method. Meal uptake was 

noted to be key to financial viability, with concern expressed that this is not always 

possible in a small school. 

ά/atering is all about quantities, you know. McDonald's don't open their outlets 

in villages, and there is a threshold at which you start losing moneyέ (14-CC) 

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. 

άI have eaten some of the best funded school meals in the UK, and they've been 

some of the worst school meals I've eaten. I've eaten some of the best school 

meals I've ever eaten, and they've been, you know, like a daal with rice and some 

cauliflower on the side, and it's been, like, really nutritious, really tasty, and cost 

about 65p to put on the plateέ (12-NS) 

In addition, participants suggested that the lack of ringfencing of funding 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 schools, who 

could contract out the school meal service for less than the funding they were receiving, 

and use the surplus to fund items such as extra staff or urgent capital projects. 

Conversely, some school meal services were subsidised from other budget areas held by 

the school and/or the local authority. This unequal system was 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. 
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The financial viability of the 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 based on cost and popularity with the children, rather than on 

quality and nutrition. 

ά¢he things that lose money are the fresh cooked from meals, and the things that 

make money are packeted goodsΧ what is actually the priority of the catering 

company in that situation?... what if, then the caterer 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 that? So, it's 

quite corrosiveέ (07-NS) 

The supply chain was considered 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 caterer through 

rebates. The choice of supplier for some caterers could be limited, as the contract may 

be too large for local suppliers, or too small for bigger wholesalers. Practices, such as 

bulk and forward buying, could lower the price for larger caterers, however, this 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 necessary information more easily. The 

fragmentation of provision was also thought to prevent obtaining better volume 

discounts for the total public sector spend on school food, and to not encourage 

compliance with Government Buying Standards. 

Some participants raised concerns over the more recent move to fund 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 clubs, and the provision of poor-quality processed food.   

ά[ooking at breakfast clubs, we always look at Kellogg's, Greggs, processed, 

processed, processedέ όму-IC) 
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There was also concern expressed that the high cost of British meat had led to meat 

being sourced from the Far East, which may affect quality. Variety of the foods offered 

for children were also affected with some, more expensive, items noted to have 

disappeared from menus, such as beef, eggs, fish, custard, and fruit. 

ά²e have to take fresh fish off our menu. A lot of them will not sell cod or haddock 

anymore because it's too expensiveέ (16-SU) 

The rise in labour costs was perceived to have resulted in less time to prepare food, and 

an increase in the prevalence of convenience food to reduce costs, even though healthy 

ingredients can sometimes be cheaper than processed. 

άLf you're producing home cooked food, you've got a bit of washing up to doέ   

(03-IC). 

A lack of investment in equipment was also felt to limit the quality of meals, with 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; however, this was often 

reflected in the length of contract and price to enable the caterer to recover their 

investment.  

άWe need to start thinking about what we feed kids in schools as being important, 

ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ Ŏƻǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎέ (12-NS). 

5.4.4 People and roles  

All participants spoke of the importance of the people involved in school food provision, 

and it was often noted that this was perceived to be more influential to quality than the 

procurement contract type. It was felt that the dedication, drive and skills of people 

were the key to high quality school food.  

άAnybody 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 kidsέ (10-LA) 
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This related to people throughout the school food system, including catering staff and 

the school leadership. The dedication for providing children with high quality meals was 

evident throughout the interviews, all participants were clearly supportive of the value 

and importance of catering staff.  

άYou 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 motionsέ όнн-CO) 

The relationships that catering staff formed with the children was felt to be important 

ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ to enjoy their meal, and to encourage children to finish their meal and 

try new things. Knowing the children and understanding their needs was noted to 

provide a level of care and support to children, which was particularly important for 

vulnerable children. 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƘǳƴƎǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅϥƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 

ŀ ǿŀǘŎƘ ƻƴέ όмм-CC) 

However, staff faced multiple difficulties when trying to provide a high quality meal in 

the current system. They were often felt to be constrained by a lack of support, poor 

facilities, insufficient budgets and not enough time to prepare good food.  

ά.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 

withinέ όлп-CO) 

People carried a high level of worry and stress about their empowerment and ability to 

provide the children with high quality food in the current system. 

άLt keeps me awake at nightέ όнл-PH) 

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 to άcook from scratchέ. Cooking skills were seen to be key to the quality of the food, 
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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 differed. Chefs 

were felt to improve quality through creativity, innovation and better training for the 

responsibility and complexity of the role. Some kitchen leads were described as άmumsέ 

or άdinner hall supervisorsέ who 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 generation where cooking from scratch was a common skill. 

άLf you 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 dishesέ όлп-CO) 

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.   

ά¢here might be only about 3p difference in in salary, and the responsibility for 

unit manager, in terms of food safety, staff management and the competencies 

and skill set to run kitchen well, is massiveέ όмо-LA) 

ά¢heir pay is rubbishΧ I 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. I mean, jog on, that's so much workέ όму-IC) 

An integrated team with a shared goal of providing high quality food was noted to be 

important, but was often 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 school, for a few hours each day, and were perceived to have to rush 

the children through so they could clean up before their shift ended, rather than 

encouraging the children to sit for longer and finish their meal.  

ά¢he midday assistant, they've got the crown jewels, they've got the observation 

of what the children are eating, they've got the will to encourage the child to eat 

moreέ όмт-CC). 

5.5 Discussion 

5.5.1 Summary 

Gathering the perspectives of experienced professionals covering all aspects of the 

school food provision and contract types, provided a rich and thought-provoking insight 

into the quality of school food, and the key factors perceived to influence the quality of 

provision. The findings from this study were consistent with those of the previous 

studies in this thesis, depicting a complex, fragmented, unmonitored school food 

system, with unclear markers of quality and issues with financial viability, which are 

unlikely to optimise high quality school food for children. This study further examined 

those challenges, revealing the perceived power dynamics in play, where the power to 

make change may not directly align with a prioritisation of child health, or the daily 

choice of food provided. The complexity and limitations of existing standards, support 

networks, and economic frameworks, was perceived to place an inordinate reliance on 

individuals to influence and oversee quality. Improvements are likely hindered by the 

conflicting priorities, a lack of resource, and the subjectivity and difficulty associated 

with effectively defining school food quality, highlighted in this study and Study 2. This 

was also previously noted in a review and discussion of the American School Food Focus 

national collaborative, which aimed to improve the quality of school meals (Lawrence 

and Liquori, 2012). A more recent review for the World Bank (not peer reviewed), 

looking at available evidence relating to the use of school meal programs to tackle 

health, social and economic issues, similarly noted a lack of agreement on what 

constitutes diet quality for school aged children, and also highlighted shortcomings in 
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existing standards, guidelines, metrics and models for quality measurement (Alderman, 

Bundy and Gelli, 2024). In this study, child preferences, perceived to be influenced by 

the food culture outside of school, and dedicated individuals were identified as key 

drivers of quality in the absence of clear lines of power and responsibility. Participants 

in this study felt that the procurement contract type was not likely to be the key driver 

of quality, with good practice possible in each of the different types, in line with Study 1 

findings (Nixon et al., 2025a). 

When discussing school food, Morgan and Sonnino (2008) had previously highlighted a 

dilemma over whether quality is driven by the άconsumerέ or άproducerέ. This dilemma 

was also reflected in this study, in the perceptions of the power dynamics and questions 

over whether the child or the caterer has the most influence over food 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 purpose of school meals 

is. If it seeks to address the nutritional health of children, then the shift of the power 

dynamics away from local authority public health teams may not adequately support 

this as a goal, and it may rely too heavily on the dedication and ability of individuals. It 

is important to note that the factors identified in this study are interrelated, and 

improving child dietary habits likely requires collaboration from multiple stakeholders 

(Taylor et al., 2012). An overall systems approach is recommended to address complex 

problems, such as ensuring a high quality school food provision (Bryant et al., 2025). 

However, to enable an effective and efficient plan for transformation, there is a need to 

establish key points of leverage within the system (Bryant 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 not adequately support 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 pattern (Parsons, 2020; Meadows, 2009). 
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5.5.2 Power dynamics, control and conflict 

This study found a perceived disconnect between the responsibility for public health 

resting with the local authorities, the power for change held by school leaders, and the 

daily influence over food provision coming mainly from the caterers and the child. This 

is likely to facilitate 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 food (United 

Nations, 1990) and the School Food Plan recognised the importance of placing the child 

at the centre of driving school food quality (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). In the UK, 

compulsory attendance places schools in an ideal position to influence child health, and 

schools have been highlighted as a critical part of a άprotective network of careέ for food 

insecure children (Bell 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 day. These perceptions were consistent with 

those of catering staff from a different, albeit small, UK study, that interviewed six staff 

from two UK secondary schools about their perceptions of a school food architecture 

intervention (McSweeney et al., 2019)Φ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the protective effect of school meals for the most vulnerable in this study, has also been 

demonstrated in other observational UK studies, with school meals found to be often 

better nutritional quality than the alternative of packed lunches (Haney et al., 2022; 

Evans et al., 2020). This was tested in a large scale, UK wide, comparison of NDNS data 

(Haney et al., 2022) and a smaller scale study weighing food portions before and after 

eating (Evans et al., 2020). Another UK study, using NDNS data to evaluate UPF intake, 

found that the difference in the higher UPF content of packed lunches compared to 

school meals, was  more marked for those in the lowest income group (Parnham 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 were perceived 

to be familiar with, and preferred, was often not the healthy option. This άethical 

dilemmaέ was also highlighted by catering managers in several other UK studies, 
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consistently referring to feeding children the food they wanted, to avoid hunger, even 

though it was not nutritious (Day et al., 2015; Devine et al., 2023). In 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 food όhΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлΤ aƻƻǊŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлύ. This likely places the child in 

a position of power to influence the food offered, without necessarily having the 

understanding, or desire, to align that with health goals. This perceived influence of the 

child was also noted in a 2020 scoping review, finding seven qualitative studies in UK, 

Canada and Australia, of parental perceptions shaping the contents of packed lunches 

όhΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлύ. A perceived child apathy towards the health status of food, and 

preference for the unhealthy options, was noted by participants in the current study, 

and in other research (Devine et al., 2023; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 2021). However, 

this conflicts with pupil perceptions in other qualitative studies, in the UK and the USA, 

where pupils expressed a desire to eat healthily at school (Day et al., 2015; Chelius et 

al., 2025). It was not clear from this study, or the others referred to here, whether the 

perceptions of interview participants were based on staff asking children about their 

preferences, or whether it was from waste observance which may be linked to other 

matters such as a desire to go outside and play. Further research is needed to gather 

and analyse data from the children to further understand their preferences, and the 

underlying influences. 

The ethical dilemma of feeding children food of poor nutritional quality to avoid hunger 

was reflected throughout the current study. All participants described 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 influenced by the UK food culture, 

where children are often introduced to hyper palatable UPF from a young age, through 

heavy marketing to both children and parents (Henney et al., 2024), concurrent with the 

consumption of high levels of UPF (Onita et al., 2021) and low levels of fibre and 

vegetables (Public Health England, 2020)Φ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

food dietary habits are likely to be reflected on the school plate, has 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 data (Devine 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 meals (Stein and 

Polychronakis, 2024). When 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 is likely restricted. 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 that ability to influence quality through that route. 

When writing The School Food Plan, Dimbleby and Vincent (2013) highlighted that the 

attitude of the head teacher to school food was 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 provision, and 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 parents (Rongen 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 UK research finding that only 33% of governors viewed this as their role 

(Murphy et al., 2023). There is some, albeit limited, evidence for positive associations 

between school lunches and improved academic performance noted in a systematic 

review (Cohen et al., 2021b), and a comparison of test scores in one region of the USA 

(Anderson, Gallagher and Ramirez Ritchie, 2018). Other research has suggested a more 

joined up approach of incentivising school leaders by linking school food to academic 
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performance όhΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлύ which may influence prioritisation in the limited 

time and resource available to 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 meal quality. Therefore, what could be a useful and effective quality 

management tool, may become a barrier to change leaving schools trapped in contracts, 

and children without the high quality meals envisaged by school leaders. The 

increasingly blurred lines between public and private provision of public services 

(Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2023) were 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 pre-determined approved suppliers lists and working 

to centralised menus, was also noted in other research (Murphy et al., 2024; Grandia 

and Volker (Eds), 2023; Sabet, 2022). Some examples of local authorities still subsidising 

school meals, and having more transparent and accountable local authority catering 

services, aligned with other research (Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2023). Many 

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 resources, but there was 

a discomfort, expressed by all provider types in this study, regarding the potential 

conflict of needing to make a profit. This was also noted by participants in an Italian case 

study documenting, and reflecting on, the process of outsourcing the school meal 

provision in one province (Galli et al., 2014). In addition, a more transparent system of 

financial accountability was recommended following a, state commissioned, 

comprehensive evaluation of the school meals provision in Ireland (RSM, 2022). The 

perceived difference between the quality in meals provided by larger facilities 

management companies, versus the smaller family companies, noted by participants, 

had been previously highlighted in a 2016 Italian study (Maietta 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 procurement contract types had examples of both high 

quality and poor quality meals, in line with Study 1 (Nixon et al., 2025a). This would 

suggest that choosing the provider well, and managing the provision through a well 

specified contract, is key. 

5.5.3 Standards and compliance 

Compliance with the Standards was 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 food, by all 

participants in this study. In England, the Standards are the preeminent regulation 

governing the provision of food to school children. Concerns raised in this study relating 

to the Standards being outdated and often used as a άtick boxέ rather than a relevant 

and embedded framework for quality, mirror findings from survey data and interviews 

from school leaders and caterers in other UK research (Murphy et al., 2023). The current 

study highlighted some changes in dietary habits and the food environment since the 

Standards were introduced. This included a move to reduce meat consumption, which 

has been associated with population and planetary health in research exploring 

greenhouse gas emissions by dietary pattern (Rippin et al., 2021). In addition, the 

participants noted a rise in plant-based diets and UPF, as found in the UK more widely 

through analysis of the UK biobank, (Chang et al., 2024). Despite these not featuring in 

the Standards, plant-based and UPFs were a key component in many school food menus, 

and without adequate guidance, often 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 vegans, which is important given that Dutch 

research, modelling nutrient intakes for plant-based diets, found that some essential 

nutrients were below recommendations (Seves et al., 2017). In addition, participants 

were concerned that vegans and vegetarians were often offered ultra processed 

alternatives, which other research notes may not be as nutritionally beneficial as meat 

or pulses (Farsi et al., 2022).  

Despite the association of standards with improved diet quality and nutritional intake 

(Micha et al., 2018; Adamson et al., 2013), findings 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 eating (Pallan et al., 2024). Other studies in the UK and 

USA, have also pointed to the children not consuming a nutritionally balanced meal even 

where it was offered in school (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 status (Sanjeevi et al., 2020), insufficient regulation 

is noted to hinder the ability of public procurement to fulfil its potential to support this 

(Swensson and Tartanac, 2020). This was also reflected in the documents reviewed in 

Study 2 (Chapter 4), and in other research finding that monitoring of, and compliance 

with, Standards was low (Pallan et al., 2024) and varied widely throughout the UK 

(Adamson et al., 2013). Therefore, the effectiveness, of what could be a useful tool for 

providing healthy and balanced meals, is likely to be compromised, as also noted in 

other UK studies (Murphy et al., 2023, 2024; Capper et al., 2019).  

Compliance with Standards was previously found to be lowest for those Standards 

restricting fat and sugar and energy dense foods in a 2024 UK study (Pallan 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, options, such as 

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 of the School Food Standards, noted by participants in 

this study, may also have facilitated misrepresentation. The difficulty in understanding 

the terms was also highlighted in a 2023 FSA pilot to monitor compliance, and a 2019 

study in Northern Ireland (Capper et al., 2019; Food Standards Agency, 2024). 

The confusion noted would support the need to keep Standards 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 research, to provide more food variety than nutrient based 

standards alone (Haroun et al., 2011). Other countries, such as Italy and America, have 

successfully used school meals to guarantee a percentage of child nutritional 
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recommendations (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). A more recent UK study, of 3,000 child 

food diaries from the NDNS, used the previous nutrient based standards (Nutritional 

Standards and Requirements for School Food Regulations, 2008) to assess school food 

and packed lunch quality (Haney et al., 2022). The study analysed seven nutrients of 

interest: fibre, vitamin C, calcium, iron, non-milk extrinsic sugar, and salt, and 

determined that the nutritional quality of school meals was higher than packed lunches, 

particularly for younger children, but neither fully met recommendations. This may 

support the need to refocus on the nutrient content of school meals.   

The need to update the Standards likely 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 

(Figure 5-2). Schools participating in the Chefs in Schools programme (Chefs in schools, 

2025) were noted by participants to offer high quality food, and the markers identified 

in this study also reflect those in their School Food Charter. Markers of quality such as 

freshness, taste, appearance, nutrition, variety and provenance also align with 

consumer perception research (Petrescu, Vermeir and Petrescu-Mag, 2019; Baiardi, 

Puglisi and Scabrosetti, 2016) possibly due to pŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ of quality 

as food consumers, and / 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 other research 

in the UK and USA noting that fresh, homemade food, and the ability to include hidden 

vegetables, was perceived to support improved healthiness / dietary quality (Chelius et 

al., 2025; Day et al., 2015). The majority of participants felt that it was important to cook 

ŦǊŜǎƘ ŦƻƻŘ ƻƴ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇǳǇƛƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƻŘ 

prepared off site is less healthy (Day et al., 2015; Chelius et al., 2025). Study 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 facility (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). This 

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 on site with 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 salt (Remnant and Adams, 2015). 

Without detail of the ingredients and preparation methods, it is 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 being of perceived importance 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 meal όhΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлΤ 9ŀǊƭ ŀƴŘ [ŀƭƭƛΣ 

2020). The importance of a calm, bright and supportive canteen environment, where 

children want to spend time, noted in the current study echoes findings in an 

ethnographic case study in seven Scottish schools, involving over 600 children (Wills, 

Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016). The participants, in the current study, also noted how the 

school meal experience included enjoying time to socialise with friends, which was also 

highlighted in the Scottish case study where socialising was seen as more important than 

the food by children (Wills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016). In another study, Northern 

Irish children interviewed in focus groups, preferred άgrab and goέ convenience options, 

regardless of their healthiness, to enable them to spend more time with their friends 

(Devine et al., 2023). A key finding of the current study, that children do not have enough 

time to eat, has also been noted in several other studies to have the potential to impact 

ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘǎΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ Ŝŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƛƳŜ 

to play out, and recommendations from this, and other studies, are that playing outside 

should precede the eating of lunch όaǳǊǇƘȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнпΤ 9ƴǎŀŦŦΣ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ hΩaŀƘƻƴȅΣ 

нлмуΤ wƻƴƎŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлноΤ hΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлΤ 5ŜǾƛƴŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлноΤ /ƘŜƭƛǳǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнрύ. 

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 time (McSweeney 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 others (Rongen et al., 2023; Cohen et al., 2021a), however, 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., 2023). This is 
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particularly important given the perceived need to overcome child preference for, and 

familiarity with, the less healthy options noted above. 

Better presentation of food is recommended to encourage healthier choices (World 

Health Organization, 2022a). The colour and vibrance of food, noted by participants in 

the current study, was also perceived as key to child selection of healthy foods by 

caterers interviewed in another UK study (Murphy et al., 2024). The importance of 

incorporating presentation in healthier dishes, is supported by other qualitative UK 

research noting that pupils often choose less healthy options prioritising taste, 

appearance, and familiarity over healthiness (Devine 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 children, and may add to inequalities as food insecure 

children already have worse overall diet quality and variety (Bell et al., 2023). Despite 

evidence suggesting that fibre rich whole foods, such fruit, may offer greater (and more 

long-term) satiety than sweeter, more processed, alternatives (Njike et al., 2016; 

Krishnasamy et al., 2020), there was a perception from some participants that 

traditional and heavier άsponge and custardέ type desserts prevent children from 

becoming hungry. This was in line with perceptions in another UK study where  fruit was 

perceived to offer less satiety (Devine et al., 2023). The portion size of these traditional 

desserts was perceived to be excessive in the current study, and by some pupils and 

caterers in another UK qualitative study (Day et al., 2015). Concerns over excessive sugar 

intake is also consistent with findings in a UK analysis of NDNS data, confirming that 

children consuming school meals exceeded recommendations for sugar intake (Haney 

et al., 2022), and an observational menu evaluation (Pallan et al., 2024). This would 

suggest that there is the need, and opportunity, to reduce sugar consumption by 

reducing the portion sizes of desserts.  

The findings in the current study of the importance of providing a hot meal, reflects 

other UK research, where hot meals served to children were found to be nutritionally 
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superior to cold ones, compared using a nutrient based meal quality index (Vitale et al., 

2023). This is important, as participants in the current study also referred to providing 

cold sandwich options, to protect meal uptake, which may be closer in nutritional quality 

to the poorer quality packed lunches they are seeking to replace (Haney et al., 2022; 

Evans et al., 2020), and therefore, may affect overall diet quality. 

Ingredients were discussed in depth and, the key points of interest were fruit and 

vegetables, freshness and UPF. Other UK qualitative research has noted high quality 

ingredients as a factor to increase pupil acceptance of school meals, with pupils 

requesting more fresh, homemade, food and greater quantities and variety of fruit and 

vegetables (Day et al., 2015). This is consistent with child perspectives from a 2025 USA 

study, wanting a fresh and healthy school meal, which was defined as: containing fruit 

and vegetables; prepared on site; with less unhealthy, processed, pre-packaged and 

frozen food (Chelius et al., 2025).  

There was also emphasis in this study on balance and variety in relation to menus, which 

were mentioned more briefly in Study 2. Balance related to nutritional content, which 

was felt to be more difficult to achieve in food-based standards looking at the menu 

overall rather than individual dishes. This was noted to leave the quality of the provision 

open to misunderstanding, or manipulation, by caterers and driven towards the less 

desirable child preferences as discussed above. It was very clear from participants that 

oily fish was perceived as expensive and unpopular, and other alternatives for omega-3 

and vitamins A and D could be explored such as, chia, pumpkin or flax seeds, walnuts or 

soya beans (British Dietetic Association, 2025). Desserts in particular need to be 

reviewed, however their perceived popularity 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 of added sugar (Moore, Horti and Fielding, 2018).  

Whilst variety was highlighted as a marker of quality in this study and in other research 

(Cohen et al., 2021a), it 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 research (Devine et al., 2023), despite pupils 

asking for more variety (Day et al., 2015), and this discordance between pupil views and 
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ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ !ŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ 

over the lack of variety for vegetarians by providing a better choice of appealing, tasty, 

and unprocessed meat-free dishes may help to resolve this. Furthermore, introducing a 

requirement for more rotation, as in Rome where a dish could only appear once every 

five weeks (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008), would increase variety. Increasing variety in 

this way may contrast with perceptions from the current study, that children like foods 

they are familiar with, and the concept that repeated exposure to food increases 

acceptability, which has limited evidence from two USA systematic reviews (Spill et al., 

2019; Fisher et al., 2024). Structuring 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 and three years of data, may not be 

generalisable to a UK setting (Andretti, Goldszmidt and Andrade, 2021). However, 

findings from this study would indicate that this principle is not being optimised, and is 

often applied in reverse, with caterers serving healthy items at the same time as more 

popular, but less healthy, options such as pizza, battered fish and sausage, to reduce 

costs or increase uptake, as also noted in other research (Moore et al., 2010; Day et al., 

2015). The lack of monitoring and enforcement means that these practices likely 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 

to be ad-ƘƻŎ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΦ This may 

reflect a general lack of public transparency and oversight over the provision of meals 

by caterers outside of the local authority catering service. ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǾƛŜǿ 

compliance as part of their role (Murphy et al., 2023), there is a clear conflict of interest 

where potential exists for non-compliant items to be offered to increase financial 

viability (Pallan et al., 2024; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 2021). This form of self-evaluation 

may not adequately focus on, or remedy, situations where the menu architecture 

intentionally or inadvertently encourages suboptimal choices for child health, and 

evaluation is likely to be more effective when undertaken by independent third parties 

(Maietta and Gorgitano, 2016). This study also noted that the independent third party 
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organisation or individual should 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), it was thought, by participants in the 

current study, to need additional appropriate training, or 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 study, as a broad indicator of quality, which has 

been used in other nations such as Scotland (Adamson et al., 2013). At the time of 

writing, English schools only report annual data for free school meals taken on census 

day (Department for Education, 2025a). In line with findings from the 2024 FSA pilot 

(Food Standards Agency, 2024), this study highlighted the need for an adequate system 

of enforcement and support for school and caterers to remedy any shortcomings in the 

school food provision. Previously effective support mechanisms, such as local authority 

school food improvement officers, and Food for Life, have considerably reduced in line 

with funding shortages (Stein and Polychronakis, 2024). Food for Life has been cited as 

a model of best practice (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Dimbleby, 2021) due to its tested 

ability, albeit on a limited scale, to improve food quality through increased fruit and 

vegetable intake (Jones et al., 2017; Orme et al., 2010). One study compared fruit and 

vegetable portions consumed (excluding those contained in composite dishes), self-

reported in a survey by children in over 1,000 schools where the Food for Life scheme 

had been commissioned by the local authority, with consumption in a similar number of 

schools which were not part of the scheme (Jones et al., 2017). The other study 

compared 111 schools pre and post enrolment in the scheme, through 4,600 child 

questionnaires (Orme et al., 2010). The reliance on self-reported consumption data, and 

focus on limited indicators of dietary health, means that the findings from these studies 

may not fully represent the schemeΩǎ impact on child dietary health. Furthermore, the 

methodology used in the studies does not test causality. The reduction in the reach of 

Food for Life noted in this study is in line findings in Study 2, and 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, 2021) to 25% in 
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2025 (Soil Association, 2025). A whole school approach to food was mentioned briefly 

to be supportive of better quality, in both studies 2 and 3, and in other research (Cohen 

et al., 2021a; Bryant et al., 2025). However, 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 lunchtime (McSweeney 

et al., 2019). 

5.5.4 Economics 

The economics of 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 

participants agreed that caterers were struggling to afford to provide high quality food 

in the current devolved funding system. This aligns with perceptions from previous 

research in both the UK and USA (Hacking, 2022; Motta, 2019), and the high percentage 

of schools found to be unlikely to have sufficient headcount to financially break even in 

Study 2 (Chapter 4). The apparent conflict of interest, where schools and caterers can 

generate profit and / or use school meal monies for other budget areas, was perceived 

to be problematic by participants in this study. Perceptions drawn from participants in 

other UK qualitative studies have pointed to similar issues, where food that sells well 

takes precedence over providing high quality, nutritious, food (Devine et al., 2023; 

Murphy et al., 2024). For example, in one study cake and pizza were pointed out to be 

άincome generatorsέ by caterers reluctant to remove less healthy items from menus, as 

it would affect uptake of meals and therefore financial viability (Murphy et al., 2024). 

Findings from the current study 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 is not possible to assess the adequacy of school meal funding, and 

whether calls for an increase are justified. The difference in opinion over the adequacy 

of funding, when taken with the lack of transparency found, may signal that there is 

sufficient funding, but it is not being spent on providing high quality food for children. 

The body of evidence, whilst based mainly on perceptions, highlights that tighter 
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controls and a better understanding are needed to ensure that public funding reaches 

the plates of children. The perceived concerns are, however, supported by the findings 

in Study 2, that a high quality school meals service is unlikely to be financially 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 is likely to be an over reliance on individuals as a key driver of a high quality 

provision, as also highlighted in The School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). 

The reliance on the dedication, ethics, relationships and cooking skills of individuals 

featured strongly in this study and was felt to be more influential than the procurement 

contract type by participants. A 2019 UK report, commissioned by a charity to review 

school food provision across 60 schools in inner city London, also surmised that food 

quality was less linked to provider type, structure, policy and guidance, and was more 

influenced by exceptional individuals such as passionate 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 not entirely isolated. The role of people was perceived as particularly important 

for vulnerable children by participants in the current study. Catering staff were 

perceived to act in a safeguarding role using their knowledge of the pupils to understand 

which children needed bigger portions, for example due to age, size or deprivation which 

has also been noted in other international and UK research (Day 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 shown, albeit in one small USA study, to increase fruit and 

vegetables and wholegrains offered in school meals (Zellner 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 
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creatively from scratch, and 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 the School Food Standards 

ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

dietary health. Some of the markers of quality found in this study were more tangible 

and easier to incorporate in robust, monitored, regulatory standards, such as a required 

nutrient content of meals in line with dietary recommendations. However, some were 

more subjective and harder to precisely define, such as presentation or experience. 

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 updated Standards would likely benefit from a robust, 

independent process for monitoring, reporting and enforcing compliance, with 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 food by school leaders, including 

governors, could also be emphasised by its inclusion in the checks performed by Ofsted 

and the FSA, as 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, their inclusion would signify a systems-based priority and act as an 

early warning 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 provision, containing the required definitions and 

specifications in line with the updated Standards. 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 all children. 
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More research and reporting are needed to better understand the application of the 

overall funding model for school meals in practice. The current άper mealέ system 

unfairly benefits large schools, and 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 enables commercial profits at the expense of the public purse. It 

is likely that other funding models, such as a ring-fenced fixed cost to operate the 

kitchen plus a smaller rate per meal, may result in a more equal and consistent high 

quality food provision.   

As a key influence of financial viability, and 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 greater number of free school meals. This has the potential to simultaneously 

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 uptake. 

The importance of the people, highlighted in this study and others, would 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 a chef, or 

in additional nutrition and skills-based 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 studies in this thesis, by providing 

novel research on school food quality 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 limited, and this study is one of the first to explore perceptions of school food 

quality from the perspective of such a wide range of providers and roles. The inclusion 

of all main school food procurement contract types, plus public health representatives 
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and advocates, in this study, will increase the understanding of the wider system, albeit 

from the perspectives of 22 participants, improving the likelihood of recommendations 

being applicable and effective. Findings were consistent with previous research, and the 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ However, the breadth of existing research is lacking, 

with most of the limited number of studies reporting perceptions or published by 

advocacy organisations. Findings have not been more widely tested in studies measuring 

effectiveness. This could be for a number of reasons, such as a difficultly engaging 

schools and children in research, a reluctance from caterers to release commercially 

sensitive information in a competitive marketplace, and the cost of large-scale studies. 

Notwithstanding these difficulties, further academic research on the impact of school 

food procurement contract types on food quality, is needed to support the limited body 

of evidence currently available. For example, an independent measurement of the 

nutrient content of meals served and consumed in practice, to confirm or refute existing 

evidence from perceptions and self-reported surveys.      

5.6 Conclusion 

The findings of this study align with those of previous studies, which suggest that the 

school food system does not adequately support 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 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

mission is to άcreate the healthiest generation everέ and tackle inequalities by giving all 

children the άbest start in lifeέ, then the evidence points to the leverage of a high quality 

school food provision to support this. A well-defined, monitored and managed school 

food contract was perceived to have the potential to support high quality food, but this 

was likely hindered by the lack of transparency, resource and commercial skills, and 

support. For the school food system to fulfil its potential, transformational change is 

needed to address the many fundamental and interrelated compromises and conflicts 

highlighted in this study. This transformation needs to look beyond what is offered by 

schools and caterers, and better facilitate the selection and consumption of high quality 

food by children. A multi-faceted approach would be beneficial with a re-alignment of 
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the power dynamics to prioritise child health. The lack of independent central oversight 

and responsibility places a high reliance on the dedication, skills and motivation of key 

individuals in the system to influence food quality. As the level of pay was not perceived 

to reflect the role and responsibility, and the required skills and training varied 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 collaborative and transparent 

way of working within the current system, for 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 contract, where all caterers operate from 

the same high quality specifications, this has the potential to reduce the risk and burden 

for school leaders when procuring their school food provision. There is a need to review 

and revise the current School Food Standards and economic framework, which do not 

adequately protect children from practices which likely 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, consistently high quality service, rather than 

being available to bolster funding shortfalls elsewhere, or support excess commercial 

profits. The evidence in this study supports the need to 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 relevant Standards given a key position 

in policies, practice and reporting. Without this, ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ 

potential to improve population health.     
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Chapter 6 Υ 5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

The discussion of findings for all three studies is detailed in the respective chapter for 

that study (Chapters 3, 4 and 5). This chapter considers the findings from the PhD as a 

whole, to synthesise, appraise, and highlight the areas of key importance, and 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 reflections on 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 posed at the start of the 

process: 

RQ1: How might school food procurement contract type impact the quality of food 

provided to primary school children?   

The findings indicated that the procurement contract type was not necessarily the key 

driver of school food quality, with good (and poor) practice noted to be possible in all 

types. Whilst there were differences in outcomes by procurement contract type 

described in the existing literature, the evidence was limited and findings were 

inconsistent, meaning that robust conclusions on the impact on quality could not be 

drawn. In addition, the school food system was found in this thesis, to be complex and 

fragmented, with significant differences in some school characteristics by procurement 

contract type, which had the potential to impact the quality of food provided. These 

included indicators of financial viability, such as school size, FSM eligibility, and 

geographical location, and a change in the market structure, with local authority 

catering providers losing market share to commercial providers. Furthermore, 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?   
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Perceptions were, that whilst there were key differences in the operational drivers and 

methods of the procurement contract types, this was not likely to be the most important 

factor impacting the quality of food for primary school children. More influential factors 

were perceived to be: the power dynamics in the system; outdated, unmonitored and 

unsupported standards; an unequal and ineffective funding system; and overreliance on 

the dedication of individuals. Furthermore, perceived inconsistencies and confusion 

surrounding a definition of quality were likely to impact the meals served to children. 

However, common markers of quality and potential methods for better oversight 

existed across the procurement contract types which merit consideration in policy and 

practice, including revised school food standards.   

6.1 Discussion 

6.1.1 Summary 

The work of this thesis revealed that, whilst the procurement contract type had the 

ability to influence the quality of food provided to primary school children, it may not 

be the main driver of quality. There were generalised operational differences between 

the procurement contract types identified in all three studies, which had the potential 

to influence quality, such as economics, resources and monitoring. However, all three 

studies concluded that the overall evidence did not support using any one procurement 

contract type over the others. Findings from Studies 1 and 2 were reinforced by 

perceptions from stakeholders in Study 3, that robust, monitored, and enforced 

standards, effective funding, and dedicated individuals were likely to be more impactful 

than the procurement contract type. Overall, the majority of findings from all three 

studies highlighted key shortcomings in the provision of school food in England. These 

related to the school food system being complex, fragmented, unmonitored and non-

transparent, with the key actors in the system having interrelated, and sometimes 

conflicting, priorities which meant that school food quality was unlikely to receive 

enough attention or resource.  

A perceived lack of prioritisation of school food, inconsistent and undefined markers of 

quality, the absence of robust monitoring, and issues with financial viability for school 
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food providers, were found to have the potential to impact quality in all three studies. 

Similarly, the importance of standards to influence quality, was emphasised in all three 

studies, however, the primary regulation for school food, the School Food Standards, 

(Department for Education, 2014) is outdated. Study 3 highlighted that it was perceived 

to be easily misinterpreted and manipulated, and 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 authority catering services, 

identified in Study 2, is likely to make this difficult, with more providers to oversee and 

an arbitrary connection with local authority public health teams. This was corroborated 

by stakeholder perceptions in Study 3, that the oversight and monitoring of school food 

quality was felt to be inconsistent and inadequate. Therefore, without a single, publicly 

accountable, body responsible for overseeing, monitoring, reporting and enforcing 

school food quality, we do not know what quality of food is served to children in England.  

The perceived influence of the external food environment on child preferences for 

unhealthy, processed food over healthier alternatives, was highlighted in Study 1 and 

was also discussed in Study 3. This was thought to motivate caterers to provide poor 

quality 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 damage of the food environment, Study 3 

highlighted how the perceived power of the child in the school food system may 

inadvertently perpetuate harm, by 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 food, and 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 in this thesis 

revealed a school food system where supporting child health through high quality food 

is not always incentivised or prioritised. 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 food, to 

support health improvement and equality goals, is 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 system, and 

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 types. Study 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, addressing the 

financial inequalities and ineffective funding mechanism, identified 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 review (Study 1) had 

inconsistent and sometimes conflicting outcomes (Nixon et al., 2025a). Comparison 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, such as 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 

beneficial for food quality than the others. This was supported 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 school food 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 Food Plan 
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evidence pack which was over a decade old at the time of writing this thesis (Dimbleby 

and Vincent, 2013b). In addition, data from the School Food Plan were gathered before 

the substantial growth in academisation; therefore, the provision was still 

predominantly through local authority caterers. Data were historically collected by the 

School Food Trust, through surveys sent local authorities, but this ceased in 2012 and 

the last survey noted problems with responses rates, collecting data 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 record, or obligation for 

schools to report on who provides their school meals. This means that data must be 

gathered from individual schools or caterers. Previous research has also noted that the 

commercial sensitivity of the data in a competitive market place means that caterers are 

often reluctant to provide data, and it is difficult to persuade busy schools to engage 

with research (Murphy et al., 2024). This may explain why academic studies are scarce 

and often designed as small-scale regional case studies, or qualitative interviews in 

specific areas. Regional case studies, on an international scale, were reviewed by 

Morgan and Sonnino (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008), but this research is almost two 

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 pupils (McSweeney et al., 2019; Day et al., 2015; Devine et 

al., 2023) and school and catering staff (McSweeney et al., 2019; Murphy et al., 2024; 

Day et al., 2015; Devine et al., 2023). These studies were mainly in secondary school 

settings, with only one in a primary school setting (Day et al., 2015). None of the studies 

were designed to include caterers from all three procurement contract types, and the 

type of caterer was not discussed or disclosed in the studies. Three of the studies 

investigated child choice or choice architecture (Devine et al., 2023; McSweeney et al., 

2019; Murphy et al., 2024), and 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 

qualitative studies, there have been two recent UK studies using NDNS data to establish 

UPF content and nutritional quality of school food and packed lunches (Haney et al., 

2022; Parnham et al., 2022). The studies were large scale with data from over 3,000 
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children. However, the NDNS data was collected though food diaries, which research 

notes may άbe prone to misreportingέ (Ravelli and Schoeller, 2020). The risk of 

misreported data may also be exacerbated by the completion of diaries by guardians, 

on behalf of the children, in some cases. Both studies concluded that school meals 

offered better nutrition than packed lunches, but 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.  

There were more grey literature reports available covering school food procurement 

and food quality. These ranged from large scale, government sponsored, reviews such 

as The National Food Strategy (National Food Strategy, 2021), to research undertaken 

by not for profit associations, such as the Association for Public Service Excellence 

(Association for public service excellence, 2024), or charitable organisations, such as The 

Food Foundation (The Food Foundation, 2024c). Whilst these reports contained relevant 

detail, and sometimes data, they were not peer reviewed and were mainly written to 

support advocacy goals. There is a greater risk of bias in the findings presented in these 

reports, however, in the absence of more robust academic literature, they served as a 

useful indication of factors of interest to this thesis. 

6.1.2 Implications for knowledge, policy and practice 

This PhD presented novel research to support the topical and key area of leveraging the 

potential of school food procurement to address the dietary health and inequality crisis. 

This is particularly useful in the absence of any other substantial body of academic 

literature focusing on the impact of school food procurement contract type on food 

quality. The policy interest in this area has grown, as demonstrated by the UK 

government food strategy for England (Department for Environment, Food & Rural 

Affairs, 2025), and the work in this thesis is well placed to support this, and other, 

evidence-based policy decisions. The implications of the findings in relation to the 

current structure of the system, and the factors which influence, and likely perpetuate, 

behaviours leading to substandard quality food for children are wide ranging. Therefore, 

this work makes an important contribution to knowledge, practice and policy as follows: 
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6.1.2.1 Knowledge  

The literature review (Chapter 1) revealed that, in the absence of any central record of 

school food providers, there was not an up to date picture of school food provision in 

England. In addition, little was known about the procurement contract types in 

operation, and their impact on the quality of food provided for children. The work 

presented in this thesis provided new knowledge on the procurement contract types 

servicing schools in a case study area of Yorkshire, revealing the structure of the 

provision and the differences in the characteristics of the schools serviced between 

those types (Study 2). To my knowledge, this type of data has not been collected to this 

level of detail previously. The last School Food Trust survey in 2012 (Nelson et al., 2012) 

is over a decade old, and collected data from 13 of the 15 local authorities in Yorkshire. 

The survey did not seek to obtain data from commercial providers, and the data was not 

analysed in the context of the school characteristics. Therefore, new insight was gained 

through this PhD on how the profile of provision had changed, with the mass migration 

away from the predominantly local authority catered provision which was in place a 

decade ago. The analysis of school characteristics by procurement contract type 

provided new empirical evidence to support anecdotal perceptions that school food 

quality may be compromised in certain situations. For example, new knowledge was 

provided about the potential financial viability of the school meals service for the 

different procurement contract types, and overall.  

Novel data on school food quality was also collected and analysed in this thesis from 

documents (websites and contracts) of each of the procurement contract types (Study 

2), and from the perceptions of a wide range of stakeholders in the school food system 

(Study 3). Again, to my knowledge, there is no other study focusing on school food 

quality through the lens of the full range of procurement contract types. Therefore, the 

collection of perceived influences on, and markers of, quality from those responsible for 

school food provision, is new knowledge which adds to the small, but important, body 

of evidence on school food quality mentioned above. As a result of this work, it is 

possible to better understand what defines and influences school food quality. 
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6.1.2.2 Practice 

The work in this thesis provided a better understanding of the practices employed by 

school food caterers, across all school food procurement contract types, which were 

likely to affect the quality of meals served. Gathering data on the full range of 

procurement contract types in operation means that the findings from these studies are 

more likely to be applicable and effective in practice. The perception that quality was 

predominantly driven by factors other than the prioritisation of child health revealed in 

this thesis, has important implications for practice. Caterers competing with perceived 

child preferences for unhealthy food, to maintain uptake and financial viability of the 

service, in a system without independent oversight or consequence, is likely to result in 

suboptimal food quality in practice. This finding would support the need for updated 

standards with a robust system of monitoring, enforcement and support. The work also 

supports the need for a better understanding of how the school food funding system 

works in practice, with Study 2 finding issues with financial viability for a fifth of 

Yorkshire schools. In addition, perceptions from Study 3 highlighted that funding does 

not support a fair and equal provision, with small schools particularly unable to cover 

the costs of providing a high quality school meal.  

The findings of this PhD suggest that any practical intervention to improve school food 

quality will need to be able to influence the complex and fragmented school food system 

revealed in this thesis. The markers of quality, and underlying practices of caterers, 

revealed by this work provides important and useful information in the light of the 

announcement to update the School Food Standards (Department for Education, 

2025c). In particular, understanding the impact of the lack of monitoring and oversight 

on the practices employed by caterers found in Study 3 has the potential to improve 

quality in practice. For example, identifying and rectifying practices like the placing of 

expensive but compliant meal items, such as oily fish, against more popular and cheaper 

meals, such as pizza or fish fingers.   

The reliance on school leaders to fulfil their statutory duty to procure and manage the 

school food provision was perceived to be poorly understood /  supported and under 

prioritised. In practice, a centrally drafted, mandatory, standard contract, with detailed 
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specifications for all school leaders to use when engaging a new provider, could provide 

a practical platform for a consistent, high quality, meal 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 food could lead to an elevation of 

the importance of school food, where children take the time to eat and enjoy meals 

whilst learning about food. In practice, this may need a rethink of the current focus of 

rushing children through lunch to get them to eat, play outside, and be back in the 

classroom within one hour.  

6.1.2.3 Policy 

The work in this thesis has the potential to support policy to improve food quality for 

school children and has already been part of the evidence provided for policy makers at 

various levels in the school food system (Table 6-2). This has included support at central 

level for the House of Lords Food Diet and Obesity Committee, and at a regional level 

through various local authority invited expert presentations. The findings in this study, 

of a perceived disconnect between the power to influence the food served and the 

responsibility for child health, supports the recommendations to allocate responsibility 

to one central government department, revise the School Food Standards, and 

introduce independent monitoring, reporting and enforcement. The complexity, 

fragmentation and lack of financial viability for many schools revealed in Studies 2 and 

3, provides previously unavailable empirical evidence to support a review of the overall 

school food funding policy, towards a more equal and consistent provision. The lack of 

oversight and understanding of school food quality, combined with the perceptions that 

poor practice is likely to go unnoticed, revealed in these studies would support policies 

and funding for better monitoring and support to rectify issues, both at a national and 

regional level. The perceived reliance on the dedication of individual staff, and their 

ability to make a difference to quality, would advocate for improved policies at caterer 

and school level through staff training, support and engagement.  
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6.1.3 Key findings 

The key overall findings and recommendations of the work are summarised in Figure 6-

1 and discussed below.   

 

Figure 6-1 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 children, thought to be driven by the food environment 

and inequalities, needs urgent improvement (Metcalfe 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, 2021). However, 

despite this widescale acknowledgement of its importance to dietary quality, and 

protective and beneficial effects for children όhΩwƻǳǊƪŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнлΤ 9ŀǊƭ ŀƴŘ [ŀƭƭƛΣ нлнлύ, 
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on the whole, research in this thesis confirmed that high quality school food is not likely 

prioritised throughout the system. 

¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ȅŜǘ, ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ 

change, do not specifically mention the school lunch (HM Government, 2024; The 

Labour Party, 2024). This lack of prioritisation in a key strategic document from central 

government aligns with views in Study 3, and previous research that school food is not 

a policy priority in England (Parsons and Barling, 2022; Morgan and Sonnino, 2008; Stein 

and Polychronakis, 2024). However, policies have more 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 standards (Department for 

Education, 2025c). Based on case studies in Italy and Nordic countries, Morgan and 

Sonnino (2008) argued that the integration of school meals into wider health and social 

policies, facilitated higher quality meals through leveraging public sector procurement 

frameworks. However, the work did not formally test and compare metrics for 

nutritional quality between countries. The lack of priority of school food in England is 

likely to be reflective of the difficulties experienced in English society more widely, 

where dietary health has proven difficult to influence (The House of Lords Food, Diet 

and Obesity Committee, 2024). άDiet related ill health is seen as an issue that is 

important but not urgentέ (Van Tulleken and Dimbleby, 2024). Similarly, Study 3 noted 

that the quality of school food was perceived to be important, however, it was not seen 

as urgent in the same way as safeguarding or academic achievement.  

The lack of action was perceived to continue all the way through the system to the local 

authorities whose budgets have been cut, and power to oversee the quality 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 food, but they 

were perceived to lack the time and resource to prioritise it in Study 3. A recent 

systematic review and meta ethnography analysed the perceptions of over 800 

participants in qualitative studies from European high income countries, finding that 

poor dietary quality was perceived to impact the health and wellbeing of food insecure 

children and their ability to learn at school (Bell et al., 2023). Therefore, prioritising high 

quality food is likely to align with those issues, perceived by participants in Study 3 to 
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receive prioritisation by school leaders, such as education and safeguarding. Head 

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 therefore did not always take 

an active role or prioritise their responsibility for school food quality (Study 3), which 

was also noted in research by others (McSweeney et al., 2019; Murphy et al., 2024; 

Rongen et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2023). This may be a reflection of other perceptions 

in the study that wider polices do not prioritise child health, for example, as school 

leaders are monitored and measured on academic standards and not food quality.  

This thesis highlighted that the children themselves were 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 (Study 3). Therefore, a 

cultural shift is likely required to fully address this. Evidence from Study 3, that satiety 

was prioritised over nutritional quality, through a fear of children going hungry (due to 

an aversion or reluctance to eat healthy food), was consistent with perceptions from 

other UK qualitative research (Devine et al., 2023; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 2021). This 

άethical dilemmaέ played out in practice with processed food widely acknowledged as 

poor quality, yet dominating menus, with schools frequently noted to be serving 

repetitive, low-quality meals such as pizza and fish and chips (Study 3). Therefore, likely 

exacerbating inequalities for those food-insecure children who are more reliant on the 

nutritional quality of school meals (Bell et al., 2023). These issues are also likely to relate 

to funding and financial viability, discussed below, with caterers in this study referring 

to balancing nutritional quality with maintaining uptake, and often a requirement to 

make a profit. Furthermore, findings in Study 3 that children prioritise socialising and 

playing with their friends, is consistent with other qualitative research in the UK, 

analysing perceptions from over 600 children (Wills, Danesi and Kapetanaki, 2016). In a 

system which pitches playtime against time to eat, children are unlikely to devote 

sufficient time to eating a nutritious meal. 

The increased advocacy and attention on the expansion of the public funding of FSM, as 

an intervention to address food insecurity and inequality for children, would signal the 

appreciation of its importance to society (The House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity 

Committee, 2024; Department for Education, 2025c). However, the lack of a substantive 
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body of evidence demonstrating cause and effect, makes it challenging to ensure that 

high quality school food is embedded as a priority through national and regional policy. 

Without this evidence base, national policy priority and oversight, those with the power 

to make changes, currently school leaders, are unlikely to be incentivised to consistently 

prioritise school food quality. Moreover, in a system which often relies on child choice 

between healthy or unhealthy food, and time to eat or time to play, we are likely to be 

unrealistically expecting children to prioritise what best supports their 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 to guideline or standard compliance, but that definitions varied per 

country (Nixon et al., 2025a). Findings from a systematic review and meta-analysis  

suggested that school meal standards may improve the quality and nutritional value of 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛŜǘǎ, mainly through increased fruit intake and reduced fat and sodium 

(Micha et al., 2018), although compliance in England is not measured and is thought to 

be low (Pallan et al., 2024). In the fragmented system without public health oversight 

identified in this thesis (Studies 2 and 3), there is a need for clear, relevant and robust 

standards. 

The School Food Standards are the primary operational standard in England, however, 

whilst their introduction in 2013 was seen as a key step towards better quality food, 

their relevance to the current times and food environment was questioned in this 

research (Study 3), and that of others (Pallan et al., 2024). Outdated standards were 

thought to be more likely to be used as a άtick boxέ rather than a relevant and embedded 

framework for quality in Study 3, mirroring findings from other qualitative research in 

the UK (Murphy et al., 2023). Practical application was noted to be confusing and open 

to interpretation (Study 3), meaning that, in an under resourced and fragmented 

system, the current food-based guidelines may not direct providers towards a high 

quality and healthy provision. For example, the catering 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 quality causal evidence on the impact of feeding UPF to children (Scientific 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 NDNS data (Parnham et al., 2022), 

should be addressed in any revision of the standards. Furthermore, the growing concern 

over links between high levels of UPF consumption and increased weight / disease in 

recent studies (Touvier et al., 2023; Dicken et al., 2025; Hall et al., 2019), would indicate 

that using public funds to provide UPF in schools may be counterproductive to efforts 

to reduce the burden of disease on the NHS (Darzi, 2024).  

A greater focus on nutrition in school meals has been successfully used, albeit in limited 

case studies, to guarantee a percentage of child nutritional recommendations in other 

countries (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008), which may be particularly relevant in England 

where children are not consuming recommended nutrient levels (Public Health England, 

2020). A systematic review and meta-analysis, including high quality studies mainly from 

high income western countries, found that school meal standards and policies were 

associated with increased fruit, and reduced fat and sodium intakes, concluding that 

policies can be useful to improve dietary health (Micha et al., 2018). The existing food-

based standards in England are not perceived to drive sufficient variety, with the same 

weekly rotation of pizza, roast dinner and fish and chips perceived to be common in 

English schools (Study 3). A combination of food and nutrient based requirements has 

been noted in other research to provide more food variety than nutrient based 

standards alone (Haroun et al., 2011), and would merit consideration in the updated 

standards for England.  

A revision of the standards would also benefit from incorporating better guidance on 

defining a high quality meal as noted in Studies 1 and 3. Existing dietary indices such as 

the Healthy Eating Index (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2025) and Mediterranean Diet 

Score (Trichopoulou et al., 1995) are well studied markers of a balanced diet to support 

health (Miller et al., 2020), but they are not designed to assess single meals like school 

lunches. New scoring systems, such as Meal IQ, could provide better oversight however, 

the existing research noted difficulty in assessing compliance from menu data (Vitale et 
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al., 2023). The common themes of 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 quality: compliance with standards; 

preparation; experience; presentation; function; ingredients; and menus, however, 

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 quality, through 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 quality (Pallan et 

al., 2024; Adamson et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2023, 2024; Capper et al., 2019), and has 

been called for repeatedly by advocates and experts, including the Chief Medical Officer, 

over the last decade (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a; The House of Lords Food, Diet and 

Obesity Committee, 2024; Davies, 2019; Dimbleby, 2021). Observational data indicated 

that strong regulation of school food nutrition was associated with healthier eating and 

better weight status in USA schools (Sanjeevi et al., 2020), and insufficient regulation 

has been noted to hinder the ability of public procurement to fulfil its potential to 

support this (Swensson and Tartanac, 2020).  

Several studies have provided credible evidence in support of a well monitored and 

robust standards regime for ensuring nutritional quality in school food (Micha et al., 

2018; Spence et al., 2013; Pallan et al., 2024; Adamson et al., 2013; Tregear et al., 2022). 

A systematic review and meta-analysis found that school meal standards were 

associated with increased fruit and reduced fat and sodium, in studies in US, UK and 

Canada (Micha et al., 2018). This would support findings from detailed case studies of 

10 primary school meals services, in five European countries, noting that robust, well-

resourced, regimes for implementation of nutritional standards, was the strongest 

driver of nutritional quality of school meals (Tregear et al., 2022). A more recent, large 

scale, English study analysing School Food Standard compliance, using self-reported 

nutrient intake, found that noncompliance with School Food Standards was high, and 
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surmised that monitoring and support may be required to remedy this (Pallan et al., 

2024). These findings reflect observations in a review of the four different UK School 

Food Standards regimes in operation, which noted the importance of robust monitoring 

to ensure standards are άtaken seriouslyέ (Adamson et al., 2013). In addition, the need 

to introduce more robust monitoring of standards has been recommended nationally in 

recent government reviews and strategic documents (Dimbleby, 2021; The House of 

Lords Food, Diet and Obesity Committee, 2024; House of Commons Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs Committee, 2021). The need to improve oversight was also reflected 

in Study 3, where compliance monitoring was perceived to be ad-hoc and often 

managed by caterers themselves, as school leaders and governors either do not engage, 

or delegate their statutory responsibility to the caterer. This creates a conflict of 

interest, as noted in other studies, where financial and operational motivations may take 

precedence over child health (Day et al., 2015; Devine et al., 2023; Moore et al., 2010). 

This was facilitated through the perceived ability to manipulate the menu architecture 

to encourage profitable, but suboptimal, choices for child health noted in Study 3, and 

other UK research (Pallan et al., 2024; Gilmour, Gill and Loudon, 2021). 

The migration away from a local authority catering provision (Studies 2 and 3) has 

ǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǘŜŀƳǎΩ influence over school food procurement, 

reducing their ability to oversee quality (Study 3). The appointment of an independent 

body offers one way that responsibility can be taken for school food quality, through 

overseeing monitoring and enforcement. This is likely to be more effective, and have a 

greater impact for food insecure children, if supported by Ofsted and the FSA in their 

existing inspections, as noted in Study 3 and a UK parliamentary briefing (HartgenWalker 

and Lally, 2023). This could act as an early warning for more detailed support with 

adequate nutritional and catering expertise as recommended in Study 3. More 

immediate steps, such as publicly reporting school meal uptake, were also 

recommended in Study 3 to provide a simple yet effective indicator of quality, as already 

seen in Scotland (Adamson et al., 2013).  
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6.1.3.4 Complexity, fragmentation and lack of transparency 

All three studies in this thesis highlighted the increasingly complex, fragmented and 

opaque provision of school meals. The lack of transparency and accountability noted 

above, is not likely to incentivise school leaders and caterers to prioritise quality. The 

fundamental change in the structure of school food provision to an increasingly 

commercial provision (Study 2), has occurred without the implementation of an 

effective system of monitoring and reporting which has reduced transparency (Study 3). 

Study 3 also noted an apparent disconnect between the power and resource to 

influence the school meal quality, and the responsibility for dealing with the 

consequences of feeding children poor quality food. This is important as the local 

authority public health teams, with responsibility for dealing with poor public health, 

have no regulatory ability to oversee, or enforcement powers to influence, quality in 

such a complex and opaque environment. This disconnect  was also highlighted in other 

UK research (Parsons, 2020). 

A lack of transparency and accountability was identified by others as a barrier to 

improving child nutrition through school meals, during a large scale review of 

international case studies in the USA and Europe, in both urban and rural locations  

(Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). The research was observational in nature and, whilst 

based on perceptions of actors in the case studies and the opinions of experienced 

researchers in the subject area, the research was not formally designed to test 

transparency and accountability and therefore may not fully represent the state of 

affairs. In the UK case studies, Morgan and Sonnino (2008) also noted that where the 

local government service was good, its greater reach provided a 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 provision. The 

increasingly blurred lines between public and private provision of public services noted 

on a theoretical level (Grandia and Volker (Eds), 2023), was 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 not perceived to be the 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, complexity, public accountability and a lack of oversight 

rather than the organisation type, bearing in mind that these issues were perceived to 

impact the different organisation types to different degrees, and in different ways. The 

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 future. When 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 

collaborative and suitable for the system as a whole, with all its complexity, consistent 

with recommendations in other research (Parsons 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 quality in England rests with school leaders, 

who are primarily educational experts. There is a lack of existing evidence specifically 

addressing the impact of responsibility for school food resting with head teachers, who 

may not have the necessary skills, or time, to perform the duty to a high standard. 

Notwithstanding this, the need to support school leaders with this responsibility was 

addressed in The School Food Plan, along with some guidance and limited resources, 

such as checklists, provided (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Study 3 highlighted that 

school leaders may not have the time, resources, legal knowledge, or negotiation skills, 

to agree and manage complex procurement contracts and tendering processes, which 

was also noted in older UK research (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). Consequently, some 

schools were perceived to be committed 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 children (Study 3). A poorly 

specified contract was noted in Study 3 to make it very difficult to subsequently manage 

and influence substandard meal quality. Therefore, what could be a useful and effective 

quality management tool, may become a barrier to change leaving schools trapped in 

contracts and children without the high quality meals envisaged by school leaders. 

Examples of schools requiring expensive specialist legal knowledge to attempt to 

renegotiate or exit the contract given in Study 3, was also noted at the time of the School 
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Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). The lack of training and support for school 

leaders and business managers in negotiating and managing school food was highlighted 

in both Studies 1 and 3. The impact of this could be considerably reduced with the 

introduction of a mandatory standard contract, centrally drafted to protect schools and 

drive a high quality food provision. The support available from local authorities for 

schools dealing with non-compliance was perceived to depend on the resource and 

funding available and was inconsistent between 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 leaders who may be ill equipped 

to effectively fulfil this duty.   

6.1.3.6 Ineffective funding mechanism  

School food quality in England was perceived by participants in Study 3 to be heavily 

impacted by the funding structure, with the άper mealέ central subsidy unfairly 

benefitting large schools, whilst small schools are unable to provide a financially viable 

meal service as also found in Study 2. The devolution of responsibility to school leaders 

has removed local authority control over the distribution of funding (Education Act, 

1980; Department for Education, 2014). Local authorities are unable to ensure an equal 

provision in all schools and larger schools can outsource provision, or run in-house 

catering services, to generate additional income as evidenced in Studies 2 and 3, and as 

highlighted in the School Food Plan (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Furthermore, the 

school food budget does not have to be spent on school meals, which may incentivise 

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 school meals may 

have shifted from a welfare service to improve population health, to a potentially 

lucrative income generator for some schools, likely perpetuating an unequal system 

with a lower quality provision for children in smaller, less profitable schools or where 

school leaders do not prioritise school food.  

There is a lack of peer reviewed published evidence examining the funding structure or 

costs associated with the provision of a school meal. The most comprehensive summary 

of the English school food funding system available, at the time of writing, is from the 
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School Food Plan which is now over a decade old (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). The 

calculations of the cost of a school meal were updated on behalf of the charity School 

Food Matters, using data from interviews, focus groups and a limited amount of costing 

data from school food organisations (School Food Matters, 2024). The report identified 

a funding gap of over 38 pence per meal, and a financial breakeven number of daily 

meals served of 150 per school. Whilst the report was funded and published by an 

advocacy organisation, in the absence of independently evaluated studies, it serves as a 

useful indication of costs per meal, however further academic research is needed in this 

area. The perceived conflicting priorities of profit and quality, identified in Study 3, are 

likely to undermine efforts to improve nutrition, and instead incentivise convenience 

and cost-saving measures, such as the provision of food which sells well rather than that 

which supports health. This has also been noted in other UK qualitative research 

gathering perceptions form caterers, staff and pupils (Devine et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 

2024) and it was noted as a potential reason for a lack of compliance with School Food 

Standards in a study analysing self-reported nutrient intake in English secondary schools 

(Pallan et al., 2024).   

All provider types were perceived to struggle to operate a financially viable service in 

Study 3, which was supported by data in Study 2 where school meals services in over a 

fifth of Yorkshire primary schools were unlikely to be financially viable. This varied widely 

with local authority caterers identified as more vulnerable financially than other 

procurement contract types in Study 2. All three studies highlighted that the economics 

of providing school food was complicated, and often flawed and suboptimal. Studies 2 

and 3 noted the likely negative impact on quality, particularly for smaller schools, in the 

current devolved operational structure of school food provision in England. The lack of 

transparency, with hidden subsidies, rebates, and long investment terms to recover 

capital investments, complicated comparisons and likely reduced performance 

incentives for caterers, as highlighted by both Studies 2 and 3. Therefore, a more 

equitable structure of funding is needed in England, which is appropriate for the existing 

fragmented and devolved structure of provision, facilitating a financially viable, high 

quality, meal provision for all school sizes. The contracts need to balance financial 

sustainability for caterers, without enabling excessive profits at the expense of public 
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funds, which was noted in Studies 1, 2 and 3, and aligns with previous expert 

recommendations for open-book costing for caterers using public sector funds (RSM, 

2022). Without public oversight and monitoring of the funding allocation, no-one knows 

what is actually spent on school meals, and it remains impossible to assess funding 

adequacy or ensure high quality, equitable school meals for all children.  

6.1.3.7 The role of people is key 

The findings from this thesis suggest that the school food system in England relies 

heavily on individuals to maintain meal quality. The dedication of individuals was 

perceived to be more influential to quality than the procurement contract type in Study 

3. Both studies 1 and 3 evidenced this applying throughout the system with school 

leaders' dedication for prioritising food quality perceived to play a key role. This would 

reinforce a need to emphasise the positive association with academic performance, as 

found in two systematic reviews (Burrows et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2021b), to increase 

commitment from all school leaders, as also noted in an article published in The Lancet 

describing the impact of school on child health and academic outcomes (Jourdan et al., 

2021).  

Similarly catering staff were perceived in Study 3, to play a key safeguarding role in 

supporting vulnerable children, using their knowledge to adjust portion sizes for those 

in need and encouraging children to choose healthier options. This finding adds to 

evidence in another small UK study, gathering perceptions of the school meals service 

from caterers (Day et al., 2015), and aligns with findings from a larger meta-ethnography 

of international studies on food insecurity for children (Bell et al., 2023). The role of 

catering staff was perceived to have grown increasingly complex due to allergen 

management and special diets, contributing to recruitment and retention difficulties 

(Study 3). High staff turnover and perceived stress levels among catering staff, combined 

with low rates of pay found in Study 3, indicate that they are likely to be undervalued 

and overburdened at times. Whether chefs or cooks are necessary to ensure a high 

quality provision was debated in this thesis (Studies 2 and 3), but whichever model is 

chosen, the School Food Plan recommended that people need to be adequately 

supported, trained and remunerated (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013a). Both cooks and 
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chefs often work within severe financial limitations, requiring complex menu planning 

to meet school food standards on very low budgets as noted in perceptions from Study 

3. Without systemic changes, reliance on dedicated individuals will likely persist, 

perpetuating inconsistent quality which is vulnerable 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 food, but that there needs to be an up to date and relevant 

quality standard, rigorously enforced through a mandatory, independent and robust 

system of monitoring, in the same way that other food safety is regulated. This needs to 

be backed by public sector support for schools and caterers, with a better structured 

funding system, to ensure that all children have a consistent and equal high quality meal 

provision. The key recommendations arising from these findings are summarised below, 

ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ CƻƻŘ wŜǾƛŜǿ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ changes to 

the school food system (Capstick, 2021). By advocating for mandatory, independent 

ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

compliance with updated quality standards. The findings suggest that elevating school 

food to a central government departmental priority, with a central register and Ofsted 

/ FSA ƭŜŘ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘΣ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

national health and education strategy. Furthermore, the recommended transition from 

a "per-meal" funding model to a ring-fenced, transparent system directly supports the 

aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΩǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ Ǿƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǘŜǊŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

integrity. By highlighting the "power dynamics" of child choice and the potential of 

Universal Free School Meals, this ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ aŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƻΩǎ 

Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ άƳŀȄƛƳƛǎŜǎ ǇǳǇƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭέΦ 

In addition, concerns that children often do not choose healthy options, even when 

provided, supports the need for further research into behaviours and power dynamics, 

to better inform and improve the potential for effective changes to policy and practice. 

In addition, further research into the impact of involving the child in decision making on 
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the healthiness of choices would better inform policy and practice. The novelty of this 

research and the absence of other evidence, means that further research would be 

useful to corroborate or contradict the findings from this thesis, and provide further 

evidence on the impact of the procurement contract type on school food quality. 

6.1.4.1 Elevate the importance of school food  

The findings of this thesis suggest that the importance 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 would have a better chance to address the current issue of no-one 

ǘŀƪƛƴƎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻƴ ŀ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΦ  

A central register of school meal provider and school meal uptake would likely help to 

facilitate a more transparent oversight of the school meal provision. As a key influence 

of financial viability and improved nutrition (versus packed lunches), school meal uptake 

should be a key measure reported and monitored in the same way as academic results. 

Being a reported, monitored and reviewed statistic will likely elevate its importance 

throughout the system. 

Including basic school food checks in existing Ofsted and FSA auditing is likely to 

incentivise school leaders to prioritise their responsibility for school food quality, given 

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 quality, and FSA rolling out their pilot 

School Food Standards compliance scheme. The inclusion of school food quality in these 

audits would likely signify a systems-based priority and act as an early warning for the 

more detailed monitoring and support recommended below.  

The potential impact of people and their roles highlighted in this thesis, would support 

the need to prioritise investment in ensuring they are adequately trained, equipped and 

supported to influence school food quality. Whether that investment is in paying a 

higher salary for a chef, or in adequate remuneration and additional nutrition and skills-
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based training for cooks, is a topic for further research and it is likely that both situations 

would improve the quality of food for children. 

Removing the exemption for school food from mandatory Government Buying 

Standards is also likely to signify the importance of public investment in school food 

quality. 

6.1.4.2 Introduce a flexible overarching framework for quality 

The findings support the ongoing update to the School Food Standards, which would 

benefit from a reflection of current dietary preferences, the latest scientific findings on 

nutrition and the need to counterbalance the effects of an obesogenic food 

environment for children. The research suggests that a combination of nutrient and 

food-based standards (as in Scotland and Wales) could be beneficial, with clear, and 

measurable definitions for the seven markers of high quality food identified in Study 3. 

However, the existing food-based standards were introduced for simplicity, and some 

confusion was still perceived to exist by participants in Study 3, therefore, further 

research is needed to establish an optimal balance between adequate detail and ease 

of understanding. Flexibility within a framework would likely support the creative use of 

seasonal, local produce and cater for diverse and variable preferences within schools. 

Further research is needed to establish acceptable parameters for associated metrics 

for each quality marker, which will aid clarity and monitoring. For example, as in Rome 

where a dish could only appear once every five weeks (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008), this 

is likely to increase variety and address the issue of the same weekly rotation of dishes 

highlighted in Study 3. 

The revised standards could benefit from incorporation within a centrally drafted, 

mandatory standard contract for school meal provision containing all required 

definitions, specifications and KPIs and clear, easily enforceable, consequences for non-

compliance. This is likely to reduce the burden on school leaders and address the risk of 

schools being stuck in contracts with suboptimal school meal quality. A consistent and 

equal base point for all caterers and school leaders is more likely to exist and, if the focus 

of the contract is on the quality of the provision, it should lead to a better quality meal 

for all children. 
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6.1.4.3 Introduce a robust 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 by a robust, independent process for 

monitoring, reporting and enforcing compliance. This is likely to require greater public 

health resource and powers, for local authorities to inspect and support compliance and 

best practice in all procurement contract types in operation. Despite the fragmentation 

of the system identified in Study 2, the relatively small number of caterers serving most 

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, perpetuating the lottery for 

children in relation to school food quality.  

6.1.4.4 Revise the funding system to be fit for purpose  

More research and reporting are needed to better understand how the funding model 

for school meals is applied in practice. As identified in this thesis, the current άper mealέ 

funding system unfairly benefits large schools. In addition, the lack of transparency, and 

ability to spend school meal 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 commercial profits at the 

expense of the public purse, whilst over a fifth of schools are unable to cover their costs 

(Study 2). It is likely that other funding models, such as a ring-fenced fixed cost to run 

the kitchen plus a smaller rate per meal, may result in a more equal and consistent high 

quality food provision, with less reliance on the use of cheaper, poor quality food for 

financial viability or profit generation.   

Mandating the purchase of certain equipment 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 suppliers, with a stable and supportive system of quality for caterers. It 

would also likely provide a more transparent and equitable pricing and supply chain 
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without hidden rebates and subsidies, and support government goals of sustainable 

local procurement.  

The current model of voluntary participation in school meals for children in the UK, 

where parents/children decide whether to have a school lunch or bring a packed lunch 

from home, should be evaluated and, if appropriate, reconsidered. The evidence from 

Study 3 suggests that this voluntary model likely forces caterers to prioritise food which 

is not in the best interests of child dietary health, to maintain uptake and financial 

viability. Providing universal FSM could enable caterers to focus on providing health 

supporting meals, rather than competing for business against heavily marketed, more 

appealing, packed lunch alternatives in an obesogenic food environment. Further work 

is needed to investigate whether the revision of the funding model recommended 

above, would facilitate public funding of a greater number of FSM within the existing 

budget. Extending FSM may simultaneously 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 uptake. However, 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 Investigate consumption in relation to quality 

The recommendations above could 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 consume those high quality items. 

This is important in the light of the findings of this thesis, that some stakeholders 

perceive children often do not want, or like, the healthy options. Further research is 

needed to gather data, including perceptions from children, to understand what they 

choose and consume from their school meal, how this compares to recommendations, 

and whether their involvement in decision making could improve the healthiness of 

those choices. 
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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 activities (Tables 6-1 and 6-2).   

Table 6-1 Publications and conference abstracts 

Study Publication and Date 

 Study 1  Scoping review published in PLoS One journal, January 2025 (Nixon et al., 
2025a) 

Study 1 Abstract and poster presented at UK Congress on Obesity October 2024, 
and Transforming UK Food Systems conference January 2025 

Study 2 OC35. Who is feeding our children? A Yorkshire based overview of 
primary school food provision (Nixon et al., 2025b) 

Typology study presented at the Nutrition Society Conference January 
2025, and abstract published in the Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, 
Abstract OC35. Presentation won the best oral presentation prize. 

Study 2 Typology study submitted for publication to Journal of Nutritional 
Science July 2025, currently under review.  

Thesis 
overall 

Contributions to the following publications: 

Evidence submitted to the House of Lords Food, Diet and Obesity 
Committee in support of session 13 March 2024 (UK Parliament, 2025). 
Summary of PhD evidence requested by Baroness Walmsley (Committee 
Chair) July 2025. 

Understanding and applying food systems approaches to improve 
dietary health published in Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, 
February 2025 (Bryant et al., 2025). 

Transformative action towards regenerative food systems: A large-scale 
case study published in PLoS Sustainability and Transformation 
November 2024 (Buckton et al., 2024). 
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Study Publication and Date 

The regenerative lens: A conceptual framework for regenerative social-
ecological systems published in One Earth, July 2023 (Buckton et al., 
2023). 

Breakfast clubs: A Yorkshire based review, published by The Food 
Foundation, August 2024 (Gansallo et al., 2024). Also presented at 
Nutrition Society Conference January 2025 and abstract published in the 
Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, Abstract OC40. 

Nutrition Society Conference abstract published in the Proceedings of 
the Nutrition Society January 2025, Abstract OC29. Understanding 
nutrient intake in schools: The gap between served and consumed 
meals, January 2025 (Caferoglu Akin et al., 2025). 

Cost of a school meal: calculating the cost of a healthy and sustainable 
school lunch. Published by School Food Matters, October 2024 (School 
Food Matters, 2024). 

 

Table 6-2 Expert invitations 

Date and Event Contribution 

April 2024 Quince review Interviewed by KPMG on behalf of DEFRA to explain my 
experience of public sector procurement relating to 
school food, discuss early findings of my research and 
make recommendations for future policy and practice. 

May to October 2024 
School Food Matters Cost 
of a school meal project 

Invited as an expert member of the Project Advisory 
Group to inform the development of research questions 
and methodology, and to advise on policy and practice 
recommendations for optimally nutritious and 
sustainable meals, with a future recommended cost of a 
school meal. 

May 2024 YPO Food and 
Catering Show 

Invited presentation on my research demonstrating the 
impact of procurement on quality of school meals. 
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Date and Event Contribution 

Jun 2024 LACA world of 
procurement 

Invited presentation on the school food provision 
mapping process. 

October 2024 Yorkshire 
local authority public 
health leads 

Invited presentation on the impact of school food 
procurement contract types on healthy weight and 
nutrition. 

November 2024 North 
Yorkshire food for our 
future partnership 

Invited expert on school food for input into the local 
authority food strategy. 

November 2024 to April 
2025 Sustain Follow the 
carrot project 

Invited expert member of the Project Advisory Group to 
guide a project looking at a value chain analysis of school 
meal ingredients. The project assessed and modelled the 
volume uplift and sustainability impact for the UK 
economy of using more British ingredients in school 
meals. 

February 2025 Nutrition 
Society Academy 

Invited expert to record a webinar on my research on 
school food. 

July 2025 Bremner & Co 
School Food Funding 
Models 

Invited expert on a panel to investigate and present 
potential alternative school food funding models to the 
Department for Education. 

October 2025 Food 
Standards Agency (FSA) 

Invited presentation to FSA to outline findings from this 
thesis on the school food procurement system in 
operation and 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 novel work in this study provides up to date evidence of the structure and operation 

of the school meal provision, to inform more effective and relevant strategies for policy 

and practice.   

The lack of public record and difficulty obtaining information from individual schools, 

where busy school leaders have many other priorities, makes this research original and 

valuable. It adds to a small but important field of literature on this topic. In particular, 

school food research from the viewpoint of the provider has been limited. The inclusion 

of all main school food procurement contract types, plus public health representatives 

and advocates, in this study will increase the understanding of the wider system, 

improving the likelihood of recommendations being applicable and effective. 

The work is timely given the current advocacy and commitment to extend FSM in 

England and update the School Food Standards (Department for Education, 2025c), and 

important given the child health crisis and recent recommendations of the National 

Food Strategy, Quince review, Darzi review and House of Lords Committee (Dimbleby, 

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 types, previously filled by grey literature, the majority of 

which is now outdated. The work is already having an impact through expert invitations 

and publications and is of practical use throughout the whole school food system from 

international policy makers to 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 research. Providing a more substantial evidence base is important to support 

improved nutritional standards and inform a more effective a 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 with a lack of 

peer reviewed academic research, and therefore grey literature formed most of the 

background information and data in this area.  

The lack of publicly available data, difficulties 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 and relevant 

indication of the structure and operation of the school food system, and an 

approximation for research, policy and practice. 

The commercially sensitive nature of the topic and moral / ethical connotations 

associated with feeding children and using public funds, means that data may have been 

restricted or presented in a manner deemed more acceptable by providers. Using a 

critical realism ontological approach meant that my own interpretation and experience 

influenced the findings, however, this was a purposeful process to add value to the 

findings in line with the methodologies chosen. For example, through a deeper 

understanding of the contextual factors driving the patterns observed in the evidence 

from the scoping review, exploring the hidden mechanisms influencing quality in the 

typology study, and from the perceptions of participants interviewed. 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 experience of the 

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 

questions 

This PhD aimed to provide evidence to support the potential to leverage the school food 

system to address the current health crisis. This was approached through addressing the 
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research questions, to understand how the school food procurement contract type 

might impact the quality of food provided to primary school children, and exploring the 

related perceptions of those responsible for the provision. The initial literature review 

(Chapter 1) identified the multiple benefits of providing children with high quality meals 

to support child health, and the potential of the school meals system to facilitate this. It 

revealed that little is known about the influence on quality of the different 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 opaque school food system and 

policy framework, providing a challenging environment which may not support high 

quality school meals.  

The primary objective of this thesis was to provide evidence to address the gap in 

knowledge, relating to the current school food procurement contract types in operation 

in the school food system, and to investigate how this might impact the quality of food 

provision for primary school children. The scoping review, Study 1 (Chapter 2), provided 

further evidence that 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 scale, but that this was likely hindered 

by a conflict between cost and quality, and the lack of a consistent operational definition 

of quality. Examples of good practice were noted across the different school food 

procurement contract types identified, being private caterers, in-house caterers and 

local authority caterers, albeit with further complexities. The typology and documentary 

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 operation, and identified 

significant differences in the characteristics of the schools in the region by procurement 

contract type. These differences were likely indicative of issues with the financial 

viability, and therefore the quality, of the meals provided. The evidence of a 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 objective of this thesis was to provide evidence to establish the quality 

definitions in operation for school food and to investigate whether the procurement 

contract type was perceived to be an important influence over the quality of food for 

primary school children. Study 3 (Chapter 5) provided evidence of multiple perceived 

conflicts for caterers and school leaders, and an inadequate funding mechanism in the 

school food system, meaning that high quality food was not always perceived to be 

prioritised. Whilst the procurement contract type was thought to be one driver of school 

food quality, it was not perceived to be as powerful as child preferences or dedicated 

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 of monitoring, 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 useful definitions diagram 

(Chapter 5) to aid 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. I was conscious of 

the continual criticism of the quality of school meals in research since Jamie OliveǊΩǎ 

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 service, may 

influence the subjective άtruthsέ in this research, either positively or negatively, as 

commercial caterers either did not engage or were selective in the information they 
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provided. Having professional skills and experience as a άchameleonέ able to adapt and 

frame myself as the most appropriate άpersonέ for my surroundings had been key in my 

previous commercial roles, to engage and extract information from people of many 

different backgrounds. For example, my experience as a working-class 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, nutritionist 

and chair of governors helped me to identify with the executive professionals and civil 

servants. I also drew on my previous experience of networking to immerse myself in the 

school food άspaceέ, 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 understanding of the quality of school food, which had the potential to influence 

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. I 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 appropriate. In addition, I 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 viewpoint that there is a άtrueέ school food quality, but 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 children, 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ 

environment without consideration for the impact on their health. I was inspired by the 

dedication of people in the school food system wanting to protect and nurture children 

but troubled by the inevitable level of concession to perceived child preferences for 

unhealthy foods, and lack of political motivation to address this. I leave the process 

feeling that the work I have done to address my research questions, has made 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 continues for a greater public sector investment in FSM, however, to really 

influence child health and reduce inequalities, there is a pressing need to ensure that 

increasing the number of children taking a school meal results in an appropriate level of 

food quality being provided. The evidence gathered in this thesis demonstrated that 

achieving this is complex, and that there is a lack of sufficient substantive evidence in 

some areas to support decision making, such as UPF and alternative funding models. 

The school food procurement contract type was not perceived, by participants in this 

study, to be the most likely driver of quality, with good practice highlighted as possible 

in all types. The key factors which influence the quality of food served to children, of 

child preference, inconsistent application and monitoring of standards, ineffective 

funding and dedicated people 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 provision, was perceived to have 

resulted in an opaque, and largely unmanaged, system in England. Consequently, no-

one knows whether the quality of school meals in England is 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 changed dramatically 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 unchecked behaviours throughout the school food system, 

resulting in suboptimal quality of meals driven by fundamental conflicting priorities for 

those responsible for provision. The school, the child and the caterer have a complex 

and interrelated role in driving school food quality, but none necessarily prioritises child 

health. This raises questions about the intended purpose of school meals and whether 

shifting power away from local authority public health teams has compromised goals to 
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support the nutritional health of children. In the absence of a well-controlled and 

monitored system, the quality of school food is likely left to the dedication, ethics and 

talent of individuals, many of whom are perceived to be operating 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 a well-managed 

school food system to support this. A whole system transformation is likely needed to 

prioritise the provision of high quality food. This transformation would benefit from 

mandatory, updated, robustly monitored, and enforced standards. These should be 

backed by a strategic central prioritisation of school food quality, with 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 teams would 

enable them to oversee, and potentially improve, the quality of school food through a 

more collaborative relationship with all procurement contract types. The funding 

mechanism needs further research and revision to a more transparent and effective 

model, where the public money invested results in a high quality meal on tƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

plate, equally supporting all schools to provide this. Placing all schools and procurement 

contract types on an equal footing regarding funding, transparency, monitoring and 

compliance is more likely to offer a true choice for school leaders, and is less likely to 

incentivise compromising on quality. This creates the opportunity for a more equal and 

consistent system, addressing the existing lottery for children in terms of school food 

quality. Systemically prioritising time and resource to guarantee all children a high 

quality, nutritious, and enjoyable school meal, can reinforce ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

optimising health and equality. Without this, the considerable potential of the school 

food system to impact health and inequalities is likely to remain untapped and the 

substantial public sector investment in school food unoptimised. 
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!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ ! twL{a!π{Ŏw /ƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for 

Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist  

Note: page numbers relate to published paper Appendix F  

SECTION ITEM PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM 
REPORTED 

ON PAGE # 

TITLE 

Title 1 Identify the report as a scoping review. 1,3,29 

ABSTRACT  

Structured 

summary 
2 

Provide a structured summary that includes 

(as applicable): background, objectives, 

eligibility criteria, sources of evidence, 

charting methods, results, and conclusions 

that relate to the review questions and 

objectives. 

2,3 

INTRODUCTION 

Rationale 3 

Describe the rationale for the review in the 

context of what is already known. Explain 

why the review questions/objectives lend 

themselves to a scoping review approach. 

3 

Objectives 4 

Provide an explicit statement of the 

questions and objectives being addressed 

with reference to their key elements (e.g., 

population or participants, concepts, and 

context) or other relevant key elements used 

4 
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SECTION ITEM PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM 
REPORTED 

ON PAGE # 

to conceptualize the review questions and/or 

objectives. 

METHODS 

Protocol and 

registration 
5 

Indicate whether a review protocol exists; 

state if and where it can be accessed (e.g., a 

Web address); and if available, provide 

registration information, including the 

registration number. 

Yes, access via 

corresponding 

author  

Eligibility criteria 6 

Specify characteristics of the sources of 

evidence used as eligibility criteria (e.g., 

years considered, language, and publication 

status), and provide a rationale. 

3,4 

Information 

sources* 
7 

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. 

3,4 

10.09.2023 

Search 8 

Present the full electronic search strategy for 

at least 1 database, including any limits 

used, such that it could be repeated. 

Supporting file 

S1 

Selection of 

sources of 

evidenceÀ 

9 

State the process for selecting sources of 

evidence (i.e., screening and eligibility) 

included in the scoping review. 

5 

Data charting 

processÿ 
10 

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 

4,5 
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SECTION ITEM PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM 
REPORTED 

ON PAGE # 

whether data charting was done 

independently or in duplicate) and any 

processes for obtaining and confirming data 

from investigators. 

Data items 11 

List and define all variables for which data 

were sought and any assumptions and 

simplifications made. 

3,4,5 

Critical appraisal 

of individual 

sources of 

evidence§ 

12 

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). 

Click here to 

enter text. 

Synthesis of 

results 
13 

Describe the methods of handling and 

summarizing the data that were charted. 
4,5 

RESULTS 

Selection of 

sources of 

evidence 

14 

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. 

Figure 1, P7 

Characteristics of 

sources of 

evidence 

15 

For each source of evidence, present 

characteristics for which data were charted 

and provide the citations. 

5-29 including 

Table 1 

Critical appraisal 

within sources of 

evidence 

16 
If done, present data on critical appraisal of 

included sources of evidence (see item 12). 

Click here to 

enter text. 
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SECTION ITEM PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM 
REPORTED 

ON PAGE # 

Results of 

individual sources 

of evidence 

17 

For each included source of evidence, 

present the relevant data that were charted 

that relate to the review questions and 

objectives. 

Table 1 

Synthesis of 

results 
18 

Summarize and/or present the charting 

results as they relate to the review questions 

and objectives. 

6-29 including 

Table 1 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of 

evidence 
19 

Summarize the main results (including an 

overview of concepts, themes, and types of 

evidence available), link to the review 

questions and objectives, and consider the 

relevance to key groups. 

29-31 

Limitations 20 
Discuss the limitations of the scoping review 

process. 
32 

Conclusions 21 

Provide a general interpretation of the results 

with respect to the review questions and 

objectives, as well as potential implications 

and/or next steps. 

32 

FUNDING 

Funding 22 

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. 

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. 

À A more inclusive/heterogeneous term used to account for the different types of 
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). 

ÿ The frameworks by Arksey and OôMalley (6) and Levac and colleagues (7) and the JBI 
guidance (4, 5) refer to the process of data extraction in a scoping review as data 
charting. 

§ 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, Colquhoun H, Levac D, et al. PRISMA Extension for 
Scoping Reviews (PRISMAScR): Checklist and Explanation. Ann Intern Med. 2018;169:467ς473. 
doi: 10.7326/M18-0850. 

  

http://annals.org/aim/fullarticle/2700389/prisma-extension-scoping-reviews-prisma-scr-checklist-explanation
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!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ . 5ǊŀŦǘ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ƻŦ 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ  

 

Data Field Data Type Description 

Source data 

Author citation Text Author(s) of paper/ document in Harvard style. 

Date of study Date Year of publication 

Location of study Text Country if international and county if UK based 

Document type Category Eg peer reviewed research or grey literature 
including type of literature 

Study aims Text The aim of the study as stated in the abstract  

Study methodology Category The overall approach to collecting the data 

Source Category Eg Journal, grey database, Google  

Web search URL Text URL link to website if available 

Web search date of 
access 

Date Date evidence was accessed if applicable 

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 

Socio- economic status Category Deprivation factors of children if given 

Exposure 

 Contract type  Category Procurement contract type e.g. Local Authority, 
Outsourced Caterer, Academy Trust Provision, 
In house Chef if given 

Meal or service type Category E.g. Plated meal, canteen style, organic if given 

Financial details Text E.g. Cost of meals, ingredients spend, profit 
margins if given 

Contractual details Text E.g. length of contract, specifications on quality 
or standards compliance if given 



 
314 

Data Field Data Type Description 

Outcome 

 Outcome 
 

 Category 
 

Outcome measured, e.g. those relating to the 
themes of food, nutrition, health, attainment, 
quality and uptake 

Measurement method Category How outcome is measured 

Results 

Study findings Text The overall findings or conclusions of the study 
as stated in the abstract  
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!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ / /!w5! ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ 

Section and topic Checklist item Page  

Title Identify the study involved in document 

analysis. 

85 

Abstract Identify the methods as mixed (listing the 

methods) or solely document analysis. 

86 

Rationale Describe the rationale for the use of documents 

in the study. 

89 

Objectives Provide an explicit statement of the research 

objective(s) or question(s) of the study. 

86 

Eligibility criteria Specify the eligibility criteria for including 

documents as data in this specific study. 

90 

Document corpus Specify the nature of the documents in the 

corpus: 

¶ How many documents there were. 

¶ What kinds of documents were 

involved (e.g., local curriculum guides 

and national policy papers). 

¶ The documents' media (print, 

electronic etc.). 

¶ The original purposes of the document 

where existing documents were used 

93 
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Section and topic Checklist item Page  

(e.g., Target audience. Who produced 

them, when and why?) 

Include a table or equivalent documentation of 

all the documents used (either in the paper or 

as a supplementary table). 

 

 

87 

Document provenance State whether the documents were study-

specific or elicited (created as part of data 

collection, e.g., field notes and diary entries) or 

existing (extant) documents (e.g., meeting 

minutes, prospectuses, policy or historical 

documents). 

Where documents were study-specific, specify: 

¶ How they were elicited and from 

whom. 

¶ Whether they were researcher- or 

participant-created. 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. 

¶ 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, specify: 

¶ How the documents were identified 

(e.g., archives or websites searched). 

93 



 
317 

Section and topic Checklist item Page  

¶ 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). 

¶ The data limits of any searches and the 

rationale for these data limits. 

Document collection 

and management 

How documents were obtained, managed etc. 

Report if any of the documents used are 

publicly available and where they can be found. 

93 

93 

Document quality /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ άǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

the relation of document quality to the study 

objectives. 

For existing documents: 

¶ Were they complete? 

¶ Were there gaps in the documents? 

Were they redacted? 

¶ Did you need to do more searching or 

rely on additional documents than 

planned?11 

¶ Were some documents not available or 

accessible? 

For elicited documents: 

¶ Did participants engage in the process 

as intended? 

¶ Were the data comprehensive or 

sparse? 

93 

https://asmepublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/medu.14964?msockid=0d61d9c0c2f764fd143aca5ec3ee659c#medu14964-bib-0011
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Section and topic Checklist item Page  

¶ How much researcher effort was 

required to elicit the data, and what 

might be the implications of researcher 

interventions (e.g., frequent 

reminders)? 

Reflexivity/positionality 

(may be placed in the 

methods or discussion 

section of your paper) 

Role and experience of researchers, experience 

in DA and positionality. 

Consider the potential presence of 

positionalities, both in a document (links back 

to #8) and of the researcher(s). 

61 

62 

Preliminary data 

analysis 

Specify the approach to preliminary or 

organising data analysis, the methods used to 

collect data from the documents (e.g., Bowen's 

άŦƛǊǎǘ-Ǉŀǎǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǾƛŜǿέ ώǇΦ онϐ11; often 

using variations on thematic or content 

analyses). 

Specify if any automation tools were used in 

the process (e.g., AntConc and Wordsmith). 

94 

Document analysis Outline the analytical steps takenτwhat 

methodology or methods were involved? 

Explain whether the analysis focused on 

content, latent content, linguistics or some 

other document content or characteristics. 

To what extent and in what ways did analysts 

immerse or attune themselves to the content, 

style, subtexts and other dimensions of the 

documents they analysed? 

94 

 

94 

 

65 

 

https://asmepublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/medu.14964?msockid=0d61d9c0c2f764fd143aca5ec3ee659c#medu14964-bib-0011
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Section and topic Checklist item Page  

Was a theoretical lens used to ensure 

transferability? 

How were findings synthesised to arrive at 

findings? 

No 

97 

Results directly relate 

to research questions 

or goals 

General: ensure what is presented is set out in 

a logical order and aligns with the research 

question. 

185 

Findings directly relate 

to DA 

Clarify how the document data informed the 

results/findingsτincluding whether 

contextual, triangulation or as the primary data 

source or the object of the research 

approach.31 

If using quotes, link back to the document as 

you would when referencing a publication (e.g., 

document name and page number). 

97 

 

 

yes 

Findings are balanced Results and balanced and proportional to the 

form of DA used and the nature of the corpus 

In MMR, DA component should be represented 

in results according to its weighting within the 

study as a whole 

yes 

Consequences for DA 

methods 

Be clear about what the document analysis 

added to the study. 

What did the study add to DA? 

Consider the strengths and limitations of the 

use of DA. 

89 

 

218 

https://asmepublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/medu.14964?msockid=0d61d9c0c2f764fd143aca5ec3ee659c#medu14964-bib-0031
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Section and topic Checklist item Page  

DA in context Provide a general interpretation of the results 

in the context of other DA studies. 

N/A 

Overall Are the details provided sufficient to 

a. reproduce the study? 

b. evaluate every stage of the study? 

yes 

(Cleland, MacLeod and Ellaway, 2023) 
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!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ 5 vǳŀƭǘǊƛŎǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ 

 

FixOurFood School Survey 

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 10-15 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 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ¸ƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦Y wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ¦Y CƻƻŘ 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΦ 

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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1. 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. 

2. You will comply with all reasonable requests of "University ƻŦ ¸ƻǊƪέ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

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 

3. 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). 

4. 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 

during their working hours. 

5. 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 (REC) required 

by the research funding body. You agree that collected data will belong to the 

University. 

 

6. 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. 

7. 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. 



 
323 

Please state your name: 

 

Please state the name of the school you work at: 

 

Please state your position at this school: 

 

 

1.a)        Does your school work with any external food related accreditation 

schemes (such as the Food for Life Schools Award)? 

Yes  

No 

    Do not know 

 

1.aii) Please state these below: 

 
1.b) Is there a lead governor responsible for school food? 

Yes 

No 

1.c) Is there a lead staff member responsible for school food? 

Headteacher 

Deputy Headteacher 

Teacher 

Business Manager 

   Other 
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Yes 

No 

2.) Please tell us about your current availability of school committees and clubs (Please 

tick all that apply): 

 

3.a) Is food provided 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    

After school club    

3.b) Are breakfast and after school clubs run by an external provider or by the school? 

(If you do not offer either, please leave this question blank) 

External provider                          

School      

Breakfast club    

After school club    

 

4) Please tell us about any clubs or activities provided to children (including those from 

the wider community) either after school or outside of school term times? 

School council 

Global ambassadors 

Food committees 

Other 

None 
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Are Government School Food 

Standards applied to the food provided? 

 Food is provided at club  

Sports clubs   

Creative clubs    

Nutrition/food specific    

Gardening/growing club 

Holiday Activities and Food (HAF)     

No additional clubs 

5.a) Please tell us who is responsible for your catering (if you are a through school please 

select for primary only) 

In-house team 

Academy trust catering provision 

Outsourced caterer 

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? 

1) You have full catering facilities 

2) You have facilities to heat or re-heat food only 

3) You have no food preparation facilities 

5.bii) Does your school have sufficient space for a full kitchen? 

Yes 

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? 

Already have funding allocated 

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? 

Yes 

No 

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 

                    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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6.c) Are meals provided within the nursery at any of the following times? (Please 

tick all that apply) 

                  Breakfast 

Lunch 

             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 

  

  1 2 3                4              5 6                 7 

   

 

Eat Better Start Better 

School Food Standards 

Public Health England Example Menus for Early Years Settings 

   Other 

None 
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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? 

Strongly disagree 

Somewhat disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Somewhat agree 

Strongly agree 

 

7.c) Any other comments on the School Fruit and Vegetable Scheme: 

 

8.a) What is the split of children bringing packed lunches and children having school 

meals?  

Would you prefer to input: 

Whole numbers  

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? 

Yes 

No 

 

8.dii) 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 

 

 

 

9.b) How much do parents/carers pay for school meals at your school (if 

they are not eligible for free school meals)? 
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9.c) If 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)? 

Up to 10 hours 

11 - 20 hours 

21 - 30 hours 

More than 30 hours 

11.a) On a scale of 1-10, 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 school food 

champion) 

1 = Not at all 

10 = Fully prioritises 

Slide as appropriate 

  
  1 2          3           4              5         6         7      8 9          10 

 

                 

11.b) On a scale of 1-10, to what degree is food incorporated into the curriculum - 

learning about food (or with food) as well as learning how to cook? 

6 
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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 have explored funding opportunities to enhance learning about food (e.g. 

to purchase equipment) 

1 = Minimum incorporation 

10 = Fully incorporated 

Slide as appropriate 

 

  

  

11.c) On a scale of 1-10, to what degree do you feel your school provides high quality 

food with high school lunch uptake? 

ό9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴ-house or external catering contract that 

provides nutritious and tasty food; Your kitchen staff are skilled/well equipped to 

provide healthy, tasty and culturally appropriate food; You consult with children in menu 

design) 

1 = Not at all 

10 = To a great extent 

Slide as appropriate 

  

11.d) On a scale of 1-10, 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 overcrowding) 

1 = Not at all 

10 = To a great extent 

Slide as appropriate 

  

  

11.e) On a scale of 1-10, 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  

 

11.f) On a scale of 1-10, 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 

  

11.g) On a scale of 1-10, 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 indistinguishable) 

1 = Not at all 

10 = To a great extent 

Slide as appropriate 

 

11.h) On a scale of 1-10, 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 
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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.  

 

 

  



 
335 

!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ 9 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƎǳƛŘŜ 

FixOurFood: School Food Procurement & Perceptions of Quality Project 

Thank you for attending today to take part in the interview. I am a PhD researcher at the 

University of York involved in the FixOurFood project. I am gathering data to establish 

the perceptions on the importance of school food procurement contract types on the 

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 I would like to hear about your experience of school food provision and 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? 

I 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 information that could 

identify you will be removed.  I 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 securely at the 

University of York. Before we start, can I 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, I will now begin with the interview questions. 

[Begin new recording] 

Firstly, I would like to collect some background information about yourself. 

 



 
336 

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, I would now like to hear about your views of what constitutes high quality 

food and whether you feel it is being provided 

Stakeholder Questions 

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 food? 

 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 

quality 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? 
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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 non-compliance 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 I 

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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