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Dietary intakes: 

5-A-day
9% meet this

Calcium (450/550; 800/1000mg)
Mainly meet – small % 11-18y olds don’t

No more than 5% free sugars 
5% (11-18y olds); 8% (4-10y olds) meet this

No more than 11% energy 
saturated fat
16% (11-18y olds); 15% (4-10y olds) meet this

Fibre 25g/day or 20g/day
4% (11-18y olds); 14% (4-10y olds) meet this

NDNS 2019 to 2023
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10.6million
Pupils attend school

Why schools matter

https://www.besa.org.uk/insights/education-statistics/ accessed 5/3/2026

https://www.besa.org.uk/insights/education-statistics/
https://www.besa.org.uk/insights/education-statistics/
https://www.besa.org.uk/insights/education-statistics/
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Why schools matter cont.

• Around a third of pupil’s dietary 
intake is during the school day(1)

• Pupils from all socio-economic 
groups attend

• Academic performance: some 
evidence on positive effects of 
school meals; Attendance 
mixed findings(2)

AI: Microsoft co-pilot generated image

1Nelson M, et al (2007) The contribution of school meals to food consumption and nutrient intakes of young people aged 4–18 years in England. Public Health Nutrition. 
10(7):652-662;  2 Cohen et al (2021) Universal School Meals and Associations with Student Participation, Attendance, Academic Performance, Diet Quality, Food Security, 
and Body Mass Index: A Systematic Review. Nutrients 13(3):911
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What influences pupils’ food choices? 

AI: Microsoft co-pilot generated image
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School Food Policy aim(s) across the UK
N Ireland1

✓ Build knowledge & skills to 
make healthier food choices

✓ Good nutrition prevents NCDs 
(obesity, dental health)

Wales2

✓ Develop healthy eating habits 
& make healthier choices

✓ Access to healthier food during 
the school day

✓ Good nutrition supports 
learning, performance & full 
potential

Scotland3

✓ Establish healthy lifelong eating 
habits

✓ Reduce childhood obesity, diet 
related inequalities, & improve 
dental health

✓ Good diet essential for children’s 
health & development

England4

✓ Develop healthy eating habits 
through enjoyable, delicious food

✓ Pleasant environment supports 
positive eating behaviour

3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/; 4

1 Public Health Agency NI: Nutritional standards for school lunches A guide for implementation;  2 https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools

;   
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-food-standards-resources-for-
schools/school-food-standards-practical-guide

https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/healthy-eating-schools-guidance-2020/pages/2/
https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools
https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools
https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools
https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools
https://www.gov.wales/healthy-eating-schools
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2007 
Nutritional 
standards 
for other 
food & 

drinks in 
schools

2014

 UFSM Key 
Stage 1 

(4-7y olds)

2020 
Nutritional 

Requirement 
for Food &  

Drink in 
Schools 

Regulations 

2023 

UFSM 
up to Y5

2007 

Nutritional 
Standards & 
Requirement 

for School 
Food

2014 
Requirement 

for School 
Food 

Regulations

2014 

UFSM Key 
Stage 1

(4-7y olds)

2023 

UFSM 
London 
Mayor 
all PS; 
Tower 

Hamlets 
all SS

2025 

Update 
School 
Food 

Standards 

2013

 Food in 
Schools 
Policy

2025 
Implement all 
existing Food 

in Schools 
Policy; 2020 
consultation

2013 

Healthy Eating 
in Schools 
Nutritional 

Standards & 
Requirement

2022 

UFSM all 
PS 

2026 

Healthy Eating 
in Schools 
Nutritional 

Standards & 
Requirement 

(PS)

School Food Policy: a UK overview

FSM
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    approach
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on foods
• Permitted 

drinks 

• Strict nutrient 
     & food rules
• Sugar/salt 
     limits
• Limits red/
     processed 
     meat/UPFs
 

School food standards

• Strict nutrient 
& food rules

• Min & max 
nutrients 

• Drinks – 
water/milk 
(PS)

• Food group 
approach

• Restrictions 
on foods

• Permitted 
drinks 

What do these look like? 
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<175g,
<10g sugar & 3g fat  
per 100g
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Evidence: the effect of school food-based standards 
(primary schools)

Positive
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Evidence cont. (secondary schools)

Mixed
Mixed

Compliance issues
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AI: Microsoft co-pilot generated image

SECONDARY
SCHOOL-AGED 

PUPILS
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O’Kane N, Hunter R, Schliemann D, Garcia L, Woodside J. Factors contributing to food choice in the UK 
secondary school food setting: a systems map perspective. Public Health Nutrition. 2025;28(1):e208. 
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SECONDARY
SCHOOL-AGED 

PUPILS
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Cost

Perception 

‘Like with me being a younger kid I know 
what’s healthy.. you can say, “Oh eat this 
instead..,” but I’ll be honest, we won’t listen 
because we just think, “Oh we’re young, we 
can do whatever we want’

Strategies

‘Lower the unhealthy stuff ... Instead of cookies 
one day have the fruit pots instead ..so you’re 
like, “I might as well have something healthy 
since that’s all there is’

Opposition

‘I think you drink juice anyway in your normal day. I think 
it’s unfair if they went no juice because you’re drinking 
juice anyway..that’s not really going to make a 
difference…it’s more the food..’

Disconnect 

‘I’m only allowed to spend £2.00 a 
day and like if I want a meal and 
some fruit I’ve got to pay extra’

‘…it’s pointless telling us to choose 
healthy stuff when you’re putting out 
unhealthy stuff for us to buy..’ 
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Taste, Appearance, Time, Convenience

Price, Promotions, Value for money

Home Placement

Knowledge

Peers
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Food purchases

Spence S, Matthews JNS, McSweeney L, Adamson AJ, Bradley J. The Effect of a Product Placement Intervention on Pupil's Food 
and Drink Purchases in Two Secondary Schools: An Exploratory Study. Nutrients. 2022 Jun 24;14(13):2626.
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Food purchases

• Cookies & Traybakes

• Savoury snacks

• Water

• Juice based drinks
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Policy + Access + Affordability + Education + ?? = Healthier Food Choices 

• Pupil’s food choices are shaped by multiple, interconnecting factors

• Everyday experiences matter – including hygiene, portion size, menus, pricing and 
availability etc.

• Good policy is critical, along with, consideration of pupil experiences 

What do these studies tell us? 
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Summary: key points

• Clear policies on what can and cannot be served

• Variation in school food (and/or nutrient) standards across the UK

• Effectiveness
• Positives for primary school aged-pupils

• Mixed evidence for secondary school aged-pupils

• Most evidence England; lack of comparisons

• Monitoring and compliance issues

• Multiple factors affect pupil food and drink choices

• Stakeholder engagement – including pupils
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Opportunities & Gaps
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Food in Schools

Consultation until 12th 
June
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Gap Opportunity

Policy

• Inconsistent evaluation • Embed strong evaluation at the 
start

• Methods
• Compliance – as a positive
• Consultation – policy review & 

evidence

Pupils

• Limited:
• engagement in policy etc
• large-scale data

• Involve pupils - some realistic & 
practical suggestions

• Innovative & novel methods
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Future engagement/events

16th June 10:30-12pm

Special Interest Group: School Food Systems

Topic: Universal Free School Meals and Free School Meal Provision Across the UK: Insights, 
Impact and Lessons Learned

Confirmed speakers include: Dr M Hawkins, Dr S Spence, Dr S Long, Dr S Mahdi and Prof J 
Woodside.

Format: Short presentations, followed by a discussion

https://geniusschoolfoodnetwork.com/

https://geniusschoolfoodnetwork.com/
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Thank you for listening

suzanne.spence@ncl.ac.uk

mailto:suzanne.spence@ncl.ac.uk

	Default Section
	Slide 1: When Policy Meets Preference:  School Food Choices Through Policy, Environment and Pupil's at the Centre 
	Slide 2: Dietary intakes: 
	Slide 3: Why schools matter
	Slide 4: Why schools matter cont.
	Slide 5: What influences pupils’ food choices? 
	Slide 6: School Food Policy aim(s) across the UK
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11: Evidence: the effect of school food-based standards (primary schools)
	Slide 12: Evidence cont. (secondary schools)
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: Food purchases
	Slide 22: Food purchases
	Slide 23: What do these studies tell us? 
	Slide 24: Summary: key points
	Slide 25: Opportunities & Gaps
	Slide 26: Food in Schools
	Slide 27
	Slide 28
	Slide 29: Future engagement/events
	Slide 30: Acknowledgements
	Slide 31


