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Benefits of a School Meal? 
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The Problem

• Increasing pressure to maintain FSM 
delivery to all of England’s schools

• Increase in the number of pupils 
receiving FSM compared to paying pupils

• FSM pressure is creating massive social 
inequality, leaving schools with the most 
disadvantaged pupils even farther 
behind

• Financial pressures associated with FSM 
are placing significant financial strain on 
other school services



“How did we get here?”

The march toward privatization 
of school food system

Emphasis on market efficiency

The Embeddedness of 
Governmentality – “it’s how it 
works”



A Short History of Free School Meals 
in England

• Can be examined according to five general FSM Eras

• National Efficiency

• Social Welfare

• Privatisation

• Standards 

• Contemporary Crisis & Market Failure



The Era of National 
Efficiency (1879 to 1943)

• Support for FSM building

• Emphasis on the role of meals in maintaining 
national security  (i.e., Strong Military &  
Industrial workforce)

• Manchester is credited with establishing the first 
FSM service in 1879 

• 1906 Education Act (i.e., the Provision of Meals)



The Social Welfare Era 
(1944 to 1979)

• FSM became embedded in many local 
authorities

• Delivery was viewed as important 
state service

• Butler Act (1944) emphasized the role 
of the state in FSM provision

• Major shift in government policy: 
more government investment in FSM 
than moneies collected from pupils 
paying for meals (next slide)



Figure 1. School meal funding 1947 to 1977



An Era of Privatisation
(1980 to 2000)

• Thatcherism and the Educational Act of 
1980

• Retreat of minimum nutritional 
standards

• The Local Government Act of 1988

• The rise of competitive tendering and 
the FSM quasi-market

• Education Act of 1986

• Tied FSM funding more directly to 
schools and school budgets



School Food Standards 
Era (2001-2013)

• Criticism of FSM nutrition

• Jamie’s School Dinners 
(Channel 4)

• The Education Regulations of 
2006, 2007, 2008

• The rise of “best value 
tendering”

• The School Food Plan 2013 



The Neoliberal Crises Era (2014-Present)

• Children and Families Act of 2014 

• Universal Infant FSM (UIFSM)

• Meals in England emphasized a per meal cost and 
efficiency of that cost
• For example, £2.61 per FSM or £495 per pupil per year 

(i.e., £2.61 x 190 days)

• Massive expansion in FSM delivery combined with 
embeddedness of private caterers 

• Decade decline in real FSM funding 



FSM funding doesn’t keep 
up with inflation and has 
dropped below £2.00 per 
meal in “real terms” 



Figure 2. FSM funding in nominal and real terms



An oligopoly? 
20% of caterers have 

80% of the market



Table 1.  Largest Private Caterers (estimates derived from 
company reports and Endole’s Open Company Database) 

Company Year Founded
Estimated 

Schools

Estimated Catering / 
Catering Division 

Turnover
Market Share Cumulative Share 

Chartwells (Compass 
Group, CH&CO)*

2000 2,000 £400,000,000 20.50% 20.50%

Sodexo (Catering 
Branch)*

1965 800 £325,000,000 16.70% 37.20%

Impact Food Group 
(Cucina, Dolce, 
Hutchenson & Impact)

2018 600 £201,140,000 10.30% 47.60%

Caterlink 1999 1000 £183,040,000 9.40% 57.00%



Disappearing Council’s Services

• The Board was advised that to date, the Council’s School Meals Service was still providing 
catering for 27 of the 47 schools. 14 schools had given notice to terminate their contract 
before 1 January 2025. 13 schools were still to confirm their new catering arrangements 
by 31 March 2025.

• Rising food costs and operational pressures have made it increasingly challenging for 
some Local Authorities (LAs) to maintain in-house school catering. In recent months, 
several councils, including Hampshire County Council and Cheshire East Council, have 
confirmed they will stop providing their own education catering services. For those 
[schools] whose Local Authority is ceasing to provide a school meals service, the question 
becomes: what next? (The Litmus Team, 2025).





Pressure on School Budgets

• The Deven School which was 
celebrated by the UK’s 
Department for Education in 
2024 for serving outstanding 
nutritious meals subsequently 
reported a £16,652 FSM deficit in 
2025. Deven’s headteacher 
stated that government FSM 
funding just “isn’t enough” 
(Chantler-Hicks, 2026a, p. 7) . 



Fragmentation of 
the education 
system. Public 
sector catering has 
disrupted the equity 
of the funding 
model for school 
meals and 
associated benefits



The ‘Big School / Small School’ Problem

• The cost of providing school meals in small schools 
(typically primary schools) is higher than in larger schools 
(typically secondary schools) due to economies of scale. 
Primary schools also have higher proportion of DfE 
funded meals. 

• As a result:

* Small schools tend to run FSM deficits

* Large schools tend to generate FSM  surpluses



Proposed Solutions:  Distribute FSM monies more efficiently. A 
“Fixed School Entitlement” one current proposed approach

• Change DfE funding model so a portion of the per pupil entitlement (i.e., the £495 p.a.) is 
captured and used to create a “fixed amount”  that is given to each school.  For example, 
lower £495 per pupil but also give a fixed £20,000 to each school.

• Small schools no longer go into debt, and big schools no longer have FSM surplus. A 
more equitable model…?



Benefits and Risks of Fixed Entitlement

• Moving from from a funding system that is calculated on “ the number of pupils” to a 
funding system that is  calculated using “pupils” and “schools” can create social 
inequality, even while it fixes system inequality (big vs small school). 



Problems with fixed costs

More inequality – schools 
with the greatest 
proportion of pupils in 
need will suffer the most.



Table 2. Example in Primary Schools

Table 2. Comparison of FSM Deficits and Surpluses Across Existing and Alternative Fixed-Cost Models for Three Primary Schools, by Level of FSM Disadvantage a,b

No. Pupils in 

School 

Total Pupils 

Taking a  

School Meal

Paying 

Pupils 

Taking a 

Meal

FSM + 

UFSM 

Pupils 

taking a 

Meal

Annual FSM 

Entitlement

Fixed 

Entitlement

Funding Per 

Meal Deficit / Surplus 

Advantaged School (0% FSM) 310 210 97 113 495 £               - £2.61 (£7,241)

Current School (15% FSM) 310 210 50 160 495 £               - £2.61 (£5,363)

Disadvantaged School (31% FSM) 310 210 0 210 495 £               - £2.61 (£3,366)

Advantaged School (0% FSM) 310 210 97 113 410 £20,000 £3.08 £3,154 

Proposed Model  (15% FSM) 310 210 50 160 410 £20,000 £2.81 £1,036 

Disadvantaged School (31% FSM) 310 210 0 210 410 £20,000 £2.66 (£1,215)

a  School Meals Cost = £2.72 

b  90% FSM Update 



Table 3. Example in Secondary Schools

Table 3. Comparison FSM Surpluses Across Existing and Alternative Fixed Cost Models for Three Secondary Schools, by Level of School Disadvantage a, b

No Pupils in 

School

Total Pupils 

Taking Meal

Paying 

Pupils FSM Pupils

Annual FSM 

Entitlement Fixed Entitlement

Funding per 

Meal Surplus 

Advantaged School (7% FSM) 1274 1016 931 85 495 £                   - £2.61 £62,720

Current Model (30% FSM) 1274 1016 631 385 495 £                   - £2.61 £83,700

Disadvantaged School (54% FSM) 1274 1016 331 685 495 £                   - £2.61 £104,674

Advantaged School (7% FSM) 1274 1016 931 85 410 £20,000 £3.40 £75,501

Current Model (30% FSM) 1274 1016 631 385 410 £20,000 £2.43 £70,975

Disadvantaged School (54% FSM) 1274 1016 331 685 410 £20,000 £2.31 £66,449

a  School Meal Cost = 2.63

b  67% FSM Uptake



Challenges

• Fix the big school / small school problem (using fixed costs) while ensuring some level of equity 
(FSM vs paying pupils). 

• Minimize the diversion of funding from disadvantaged to advantaged schools in proposed 
solutions. 

• Ensure there are equitable accounting processes regarding what is included in the cost of a school 
meal.

• Close the gap in inequality in FSM spending per pupil in the proposed fixed cost model so that 
pupils in more advantaged schools do not get access to more FSM monies than pupils in more 
disadvantaged schools. 

• A more level field for ALL school caterers using locally sourced food and labour.

• A sustainable and properly funded school meal system across England, negating school budget 
deficits, small caterers ceasing trading, preventing switch to packed lunches.



Potential Solutions

• We believe that until there is a structural fix to the national funding formula there 
is a strong case for short term policies that can help protect many smaller schools 
that serve high numbers of FSM pupils from the immediate financial 
consequences. But this requires more funding.

• We therefore suggest one short term policy that the UK Government might 
consider is a one-time fixed-sum payment to all state-funded primary schools in 
England during the 2026–2027 financial year to help smaller schools meet 
unavoidable baseline operating costs associated with delivering FSM (we wrote to 
the then Prime Minister in December 2025 on this matter and the current Prime 
Minister in 2026). 

• A longer-term solution is Nationalisation of the FSM system
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