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» Packed lunches are a popular choice for children and young people as a lunchtime meal in

school, yet the maH
fruits and vegetables

ority are found to be high in fat, sugar and salt and contain little in the way of

Whilst some schools choose to put a packed lunch policy in place, this is on an individual school
basis, with no current national legislation resulting in a unlevel playing field

There is significant opportunity to influence the food eaten within a school setting, therefore the
Government should consider implementing a mandatory packed lunch policy in'line with the
School Food Standards

School packed lunches in the UK

During the early years of life, eating a balanced,
nutritious diet is fundamental for good health and
development. Adequate nutrition in childhood can
help to form lifelong healthy eating behaviours as
well as helping to prevent a variety of health
problems including overweight and obesity. Schools
are an influential setting and can contribute
significantly to improving the health and well-being
of pupils.

The latest school food standards introduced in 2015
ensure children are offered healthy and nutritious
meals whilst fatty, fried foods are restricted [1], and
although Ofsted recommends schools have a
packed lunch policy [2], there is no law requiring
them to abide by school food standards [3]. There is
increasing concern that the majority of packed
lunches, taken to school by over 75% of children, are
too high in fat, sugar and salt and contain few fruits
and vegetables [4].

Although the amount of sugary food in lunchboxes
has declined over the past decade, it is still higher
than recommended, and there has been a drop in
essential vitamins and minerals due to lack of fresh
foods[5].

Currently, more than 1 in 5 children in Reception
(aged 4-5 years) are affected by overweight or
obesity, and by Year 6, 1 in 3 children (aged 10-11
years) experience overweight or obesity [6]. Given
that the majority of UK school children take a packed
lunch to school, it is crucial that parents are given
clear guidance to ensure their children are eating a
balanced, nutritious lunchtime meal each day.

What does the evidence say?

e Just 1in 100 packed lunches meet national school
food standards in England, with 82% containing
unhealthy snacks and 61% containing sugar
sweetened drinks [7].

* Over the last few years, there has been a
significant reduction in the number of sugary
drinks in packed lunches, but no reduction when
it comes to savoury snacks, with crisps provided
in 60% of packed lunches [8].

* A study reported that children from low income
households who took a packed lunch to school
consumed more white bread, crisps and sweets
than peers from high income households [9].

* A study indicated that children were keen to
consume their lunch quickly to maximise
playtime. This was found to influence what
parents provided, excluding vegetables in place
of snack foods such as chocolate bars[10].

* When parents were asked why they chose
packed lunches over school lunches, the most
common answer was that school lunches were
too expensive [11].

* A survey revealed that peer pressure prompted
school children to choose highly processed
snacks and fast food over healthy options, with
healthy packed lunches subject to ridicule [12].

* /2% parents pack at least one bag of crisps a
day, 59% biscuits, 49% chocolate and 47% cake
— contradictory to the EatWell Guide which states
these foods should be consumed ‘less often and
in small amounts’ [4].




Policy context

Whilst the Government has introduced a set of
nutritional standards for school meals in the form of
the ‘School Food Standards’ [1], a similar national
policy has yet to have been introduced for packed
lunches. This means it is up to the schools whether
they wish to enforce a set of standards, so while
some schools might take a strict line on inspecting
lunchboxes and banning certain foods, others may
take a more hands-off approach, which does not
create a level playing field. Packed lunches are a
popular choice for many families and therefore
provide an ample opportunity to influence healthier
eating habits and behaviours in young children.

According to the Food Standards Agency, most
schools have their own individual packed lunch
policy developed by the teaching staff, catering
team and/or local council [13]. Generally, these
adhere to the School Food Standards, with parents
encouraged to exclude chocolate, crisps and sugar-
sweetened beverages and include fruits and
vegetables, a source of protein, some dairy and a
starchy food [14].

Reports in local media have suggested the response
to packed lunch policies from parents is often
mixed, with some parents supporting the school’s
efforts to promote healthy eating, whilst others
claim the policy is too restrictive [15]. It is clear a
careful balance needs to be struck between parents
and schools, which meets the standards of healthy
eating.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The British Dietetic Association published an
example template for packed lunch policies in 2015
which provides a useful basis for schools to develop
their own policy [16]. However, national action is
needed to help create a level playing field between
packed lunches and school meals, ensuring that all
children have a healthy lunch.

Our position and what we will do

Policy change: We will continue to support local
authorities to adopt the Local Government
Declaration on Healthy Weight, which includes a
commitment to review provision in all public,
including schools, to make healthy foods and drinks
more available, convenient and affordable and limit
access to high-calorie, low-nutrient foods and
drinks. We will also work with Leeds Healthy
Schools to develop, pilot and launch a Schools
Healthy Weight Declaration pledge, which will be
launched in Autumn 2020. In Summer 2020 we will
also launch our new guidance for local authority
Food Active network members ‘Healthy Kids:
healthy packed lunch guidance’ to provide to
parents in starter packs and host on their website.
The guidance features advice on what to include in
packed lunches, what to omit and a range of tips on
meal ideas, time saving tricks storing and
presenting lunches. Finally, we will develop, pilot
and launch a ‘water or milk" only toolkit for schools
to adopt a healthy drinks policy within their schools,
promoting only healthy sources of hydration both in
school and within packed lunches too.

* More research on the nutrient quality of packed lunches as well as a thorough method to
measure lunch quality is needed to assess lunches brought from home, enabling schools to
make informed recommendations as part of a packed lunch policy that build on existing food-

based guidelines.

With support from the government, more stringent policies for schools, manufacturers and
retailers should be introduced to effect a change in the nutritional value of packed lunches.

The Government should create a level playing field by extending the School Food Standards to
packed lunches too, providing additional resource for local authorities and schools to enforce

this.
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