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Welcome
Welcome to the School Food Trust�s Fresh Look  
at Marketing School Food. 

This guide is designed for anyone involved in  
providing a school lunch service in England. Its aim is  
to introduce basic marketing principles and bring these 
to life with real examples that can help you increase  
the consumption of school meals in your school.

Marketing is all around us � on the high street, in 
magazines and on billboards. By using a few of the  
same ideas that household names use, we can help you 
get the right foods to the right people, in the right place, 
at the right time and at the right price. 

We know that some of you will have run marketing 
activities for many years, whilst others may be 
wondering what marketing has got to do with school 
meals and be unsure where to start. We hope this guide 
will help you achieve our common aim: selling more 
healthy meals to more pupils.

Marketing theory and principles 
This guide highlights a sales and marketing approach 
that has helped organisations over the years develop, 
fine-tune and sell their products in an effective way.  
The approach is called the 4 P�s and looks at the 
importance of having the right product, at the right  
price, in the right place and with the right promotion  
of your school lunch service.

We also introduce a marketing principle � AIDA � that  
has stood the test of time. Simply it means Awareness, 
Interest, Desire and Action. In the context of school meals 
this means raising awareness of your offering to pupils 
and parents, generating enough interest from pupils to 
come into the dining hall, stimulating desire to purchase 
and driving action to commit to purchase and come back 
again and again.

The guide is then split into two easy-to-use parts: 

Section A brings AIDA to life with a focus on the 
common issues that school food providers face, and 
suggests practical marketing ideas together with  
live case studies.

Section B shows you how to develop a marketing plan, 
and the steps you can take to create an effective and 
successful marketing programme. 

Finally, at the back of the guide, there is a glossary  
of terms and ideas, including an index.

By the end of this guide you can feel confident that you 
have a solid plan of activity for the coming school term  
or year that will help you to have an even more 
successful school lunch service.

Yours sincerely

Chris Wainwright 
Director of Communications 
School Food Trust

Dear colleagues



3Contents

Contents 
02 	Welcome

04		 Introduction to marketing

05		 The customer journey

06		 Understand your customer

06		 Think about your audience

07		 Know your audience profiles

Section A

Quick and Easy Solutions

08		 So what are the issues?

09		 Issue 1: Awareness

		�  We serve great food, so why don�t  
more pupils eat school meals?

10	�	� Solution 1: Parental involvement and promotion 

12	�	�� Solution 2: Pupil involvement and promotion 

14	�	� Solution 3: Advertise your benefits

15	�	� Case Study 1

16	�	� Summary

17	 	�Issue 2: Interest

		�  Pupils just don�t seem interested  
in trying a school meal.

18	�	� Solution 1: Sample tasting ideas

19	�	� Solution 2: Promotions and offers

20	�	�� Solution 3: Topical and tactical promotions

21	�	�� Case Study 2

22	�	� Summary

23		� Issue 3: Desire

		�  Pupils don�t always buy  
when they�re in the dining area

24	�	� Solution 1: Cross sell

25	�	� Solution 2: Offers and promotional ideas

26	�	� Solution 3: Point of sale

27	�	�� Case Study 3

28	�	�� Case Study 4

30	�	� Summary

31	 	�Issue 4: Action

		�  How do I keep pupils  
coming back for more?

32	�	� Solution 1: Loyalty schemes

33	�	�� Case Study 5

34	�	� Solution 2: Create your environment

35	�	� Solution 3: Questionnaires and feedback

36	�	� Summary

Section B

Developing a Marketing Plan

38	�	� Creating a marketing strategy 

40	�	� Setting goals

41	�	� Writing your marketing plan

42	�	� Exercise

43	�	� Golden rules for a good marketing plan

44	�	� Index

45	�	� Glossary of ideas bank

Key
All downloadable resources unless 
otherwise stated are available from 
www.schoolfoodtrust.org.uk/resources 
/freshlookatmarketing



4

Introduction to marketing

Introduction to marketing

This is a little marketing trick that can help you think more strategically 
about your marketing activity. The four P�s is about creating the best product 
and service to meet the needs and expectations of your customers.

Product 
How can I make school food as good 
quality as possible and meet the 
needs of pupils and parents?

Price 
What is a competitive price, how 
can you show good value?

Place 
How can you make the place  
where you sell food more enticing 
and site your offering in the right 
place to get as many pupils� 
attention as possible?

Promotion 
How can you create awareness  
for what you offer, and make the 
correct choice of message and 
communication channel.
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Introduction to marketing

From awareness  
to purchase

Awareness 
A prospective customer becomes aware of a  
product�s existence. For example, a pupil sees  
an advertisement for a meal deal.

 Interest 
That same person becomes interested and goes into  
the dining room to take a better look at the offering.

 Desire 
This is about making them want to buy, giving  
them good reasons to go ahead and take action  
� and buy a school lunch!

 Action 
The pupil chooses what they want from the menu and makes  
a purchase. The same pupil is satis�ed and enjoys their meal,  
and is given the incentive to come back and eat in the dining  
room again.

The AIDA principle can be useful in understanding  
the journey taken in the minds of potential customers.    
It stands for Awareness, Interest, Desire and Action  
which broadly defines the different stages through  
which a pupil will go before they buy a school meal.

The customer journey

The customer journey
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Do your  
research

Begin by focusing on any known issues. Identify if there are any 
problems or obstacles you would like to overcome. For example, you 
may have noticed that fewer pupils eat in the dining hall on Mondays,  
or that pupils seem to prefer school lunches in winter.

If you don�t know what those issues are, the good news is that you 
don�t have to guess. Carry out a little market research. This could be  
in the form of a questionnaire or survey or simply by just chatting to 
pupils. Ask as many questions as you can � ask parents, ask teachers, 
ask pupils � especially those that aren�t eating in the dining room.

What  
do pupils  
want?

Using your market research, consider the needs and 
wants of your audience. What do pupils want and need 
from their lunch? Understanding a pupil�s perspective 
will help you offer them a service which meets their 
requirements and surpasses their expectations.

Some things to consider:
Pupils� lunch choices may be made by their parents.

Pupils� priorities may be to eat with their friends.

Pupils like fun and tasty food.

Parents want their children to eat healthy food.

Pupils may want to spend most of their lunch hour  
playing or taking part in activities.

You will be able to identify more issues from  
the results of your own research.

Understand your customer

Understand your customer / Think about your audience

Think about your audience
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Know your audience pro�les 

Know your audience pro�les

What type  
of pupil or 
parent are  
you dealing 
with? 

Primary School Pupils
Of the two school pupil groups, this one is more likely to follow 
parental opinions on school meals � hence it pays to focus more on 
changing the attitudes of parents or guardians. 

Secondary School Pupils
As you would expect from the older, teenage Secondary School pupil, 
this group is a lot more independent in its thinking and a lot more 
cynical about �being marketed to�.

Pocket Money Parent
These parents believe in leaving it up to their children to buy their 
own lunches, and may be unaware of their children�s spending habits 
i.e. buying junk food at the local corner shop. 

Sandwich Parent
This type of parent is probably not aware of the quality of today�s 
school meals and might think they cost too much. They prefer to pack 
a lunch so they can ensure their children are eating something they 
like at lunchtime. 

School Meals Parent
Meet the perfect customer � a parent who has already bought into the 
benefits of school food and probably pre-paid for the children�s lunches 
at the beginning of school year.
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Section A 
So what are  
the issues?

Issue 1: Awareness
How do I ensure pupils and parents know what�s on offer?

Issue 2: Interest
How can I stimulate interest from parents and pupils to try 
a school lunch?

Issue 3: Desire
How do I create a desire in parents and pupils to purchase 
once they are interested in school food?

Issue 4: Action
How do I ensure pupils purchase a balanced meal and 
become loyal customers?

In this section we focus on four common issues that school 
food services face:

In marketing, this is sometimes called the AIDA principle  
� Awareness, Interest, Desire, Action. It�s just a framework 
that helps us understand the different stages customers  
go through before they make a purchase. It�s called a 
customer journey. The marketing ideas in this guide are 
based around this customer journey, to ensure we help 
give you ideas for whichever issues you face.

Section A
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Issue 1: Awareness

Issue 1 : Awareness

We serve  
great food,  
so why don’t  
more pupils eat  
school meals?

We serve  
great food,  
so why don�t  
more pupils eat  
school meals?
You know that your school cook serves healthy, tasty food  
in a warm friendly atmosphere, but do your potential 
customers? A common problem is that your school meals 
may be overlooked by pupils and parents simply because 
they don’t realise what’s on offer or have an old fashioned 
view of what school lunches are like. School dining services 
have long since left their outdated menus behind, and it’s 
time to make sure everyone knows.

It’s essential to create awareness about your food and the 
other benefits of your school lunch service. By thinking 
about things from your customer’s point of view, you can 
become aware of the possible reasons why pupils will or 
will not choose to eat a school meal. You will then be better 
placed to talk to parents and pupils, and you will be well 
placed to address their concerns there and then.

You know that your school cook serves healthy, tasty food  
in a warm friendly atmosphere, but do your potential 
customers? A common problem is that your school meals 
may be overlooked by pupils and parents simply because 
they don�t realise what�s on offer or have an old fashioned 
view of what school lunches are like. School dining services 
have long since left their outdated menus behind, and it�s 
time to make sure everyone knows.

It�s essential to create awareness about your food and the 
other benefits of your school lunch service. By thinking 
about things from your customer�s point of view, you can 
become aware of the possible reasons why pupils will or 
will not choose to eat a school meal. You will then be better 
placed to talk to parents and pupils, and you will be well 
placed to address their concerns there and then.
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Parental involvement and promotionSolution 1: 

parentsTalk to

Often it�s parents that are the sole 
or main decision makers when it 
comes to lunchtime meal choices, 
particularly for younger children. 
Our research showed that 60% of 
parents* decide what their child 
eats for lunch. So it�s particularly 
important to communicate with 
them as directly as you can.  
If parents don�t know that you 
serve delicious healthy food that is 
great value for money, it�s unlikely 
they will want to encourage their 
children to eat a school meal. 

Parents may remember school meals 
from a time when they were often 
unhealthy and of questionable 
quality. Begin by dispelling these 
myths. Think about the messages 
you would like to communicate and 
how you can show how much school 
meals have improved and been 
modernised � parents may not be 
aware that dishes are developed  
to rigorous nutritional standards. 
Make sure you regularly send menus 
home so parents are informed about 
the range and quality of food on offer.

*TNS research for the School Food Trust, 2007

Key messages to consider  
communicating are:

Value :

Health :

Taste :

Convenience :

Choice :

School meals, as well as being healthy are good value for money.

All school food is prepared to rigorous nutritional standards.

School food has improved. Why not come to a tasting table?

School meals mean less hassle for all parents.

Wherever possible we cater to meet the needs of particular 
religious, cultural or dietary requirements.
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Free resources  Use our parents� taster pack for great ideas � available to download from  
http://millionmeals.schoolfoodtrust.org.uk/usefulresources/parent-taster-pack. You can also use  
our letter, lea�et and poster templates for a tasting event available from the weblink on page 3

Ideas on 
how to  
engage 
with  
parents:

3Lea�ets1 2

4

Letters Stickers

5 Posters 6 Tasting 
days

Emails

Produce a short leaflet 
about the services you 
offer so pupils can take 
your message directly  
to their parents.

A short letter is 
personal, and can 
communicate a lot,  
plus it�s easy and  
cheap to print.

Children love fun 
stickers and it�s another 
great way to get your 
message taken home. 
Get some printed or 
print your own on 
sticky labels.

Ensure your message 
gets straight to parents 
without relying on 
pupils to pass it on. 
Your school�s head 
teacher will have a list 
of email addresses.

Display posters 
advertising the school 
lunch service wherever 
parents will see them  
� such as at the school 
gates or at a parents 
evening. For other  
great ideas refer to  
the promotional section 
to nutrient based 
standards at www.
schoolfoodtrust.org.uk/
nutrientstandards. 

What better way to 
demonstrate your food 
than for parents to 
experience it for 
themselves? Use our 
parents� taster pack to 
arrange an event for 
parents to sample a few 
well-chosen dishes.  
Use our free resource  
to help plan the event.

If your school has a 
website or newsletter, 
use it to publicise 
events and inform 
parents of news and 
updates. Regular news, 
even if it�s just  
a change of menu, will 
give parents peace of 
mind about the quality 
and consistency of 
your service. 

7        Website  
& newsletter
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Solution 2: Pupil involvement and promotion

Your potential customers � pupils �  
can sometimes be hard to impress.  
It�s vital to the success of your service that  
you are in touch with them and understand 
what they want. Chatting with pupils can  
be a great way to find out what appeals  
to them.

Children and young people will have very 
different priorities from their parents � they 
want to know the food tastes good and will 
also be really influenced by their friends� 
choices. Older pupils will already be savvy 
consumers who look for quality, value and 
trends. For this reason it�s important to spread 
the word that your school meals make a quick, 
tasty and inexpensive choice for lunch. Make 
sure the teaching staff know all about what�s 
on offer in the dining room and ask them to 
remind pupils at the beginning of each week.

Key messages to consider  
communicating are:

Talk topupils

Issue 1 : Awareness : Solution 2

	 Value:	Children are savvy consumers who 
demand value for money. Marry messages 
about quality with those about value.

	 Taste:	If it doesn�t taste good, pupils won�t want 
to eat it.

	 Variety:	Repetitive food will cause menu fatigue.

	 Trendy:	Food that�s cool and fun is a lot more 
appealing. Calling your environment a 
dining room, restaurant or cafØ rather than 
a canteen may help achieve this.

	 Speed:	Pupils often want the option to spend part 
of their lunchtime outside, with friends or 
taking part in activities.

	Comfort:	If the dining room is warm, comfortable 
and well decorated, pupils are more likely 
to want to spend time in it.
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Ideas on 
how to  
engage 
with  
pupils:

Website1 2 Posters
If pupils use the school 
website, it�s a great 
place to put updates of 
menus and details of 
any offers.

This is a good way of 
getting attention around 
the school, plus it�s both 
cheap and effective. You 
could focus each poster 
on a new dish or meal 
deal on the menu, or get 
pupils involved in 
designing the posters, 
such as by holding a 
competition. Think 
carefully about the best 
place to put the posters 
to entice pupils into the 
dining room.

Choose one day a  
week to serve at a 
reduced price � even  
a small amount of 
money off can make  
an enticing offer. Make 
that day something to 
look forward to!
Read more about offer 
ideas on page 25.

Involve the pupils  
in developing the  
menu either through 
 the school council, 
school nutrition action 
group or perhaps a 
competition within  
the school to create  
the perfect menu.

5 Consult4 Offers3 Promotions

Issue 1 : Awareness : Solution 2

5 easy steps  
on how to run  
a tasting day

1  �Choose a time for  
the event. Evenings  
are good for parents 
who are working.  
Lunch times are good  
for pupils. 

2  �Put up a poster and 
contact parents, pupils 
and staff with a letter or 
email about the event.

3  �Try to get a rough idea 
of the number of people 
coming to the event so 
you know how much 
food to prepare.

4  �On the day, make small 
samples of all your best 
dishes. Display them 
attractively and make 
sure you have enough 
serviettes and cutlery.

5  �Give parents and pupils 
the chance to feedback 
on their favourites �  
you could leave a pen 
and paper next to each 
dish so people can put  
a mark by the one they 
like the most.

Keep things fun  
with theme days and 
competitions. If pupils 
talk about promotions 
between themselves  
it creates a buzz about 
the food you offer.  
Word of mouth 
recommendations are 
always the most 
effective. See page  
19 for some great 
promotions.

Free resources
Use our poster templates for ideas � available from the weblink on page 3
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One temptation when you start to advertise the school 
food you are offering is to try to tell pupils everything 
that�s good about your food, all at once. Unfortunately, 
this doesn�t work as well as focusing on one thing at a 
time. Pupils will not know which bit of an advert to read 
first and will forget what they have already read.

A golden rule in marketing is to keep your message 
short, simple and single-minded. Repeat a short 
message that advertises an offer or a meal around the 
school. If pupils see the same thing a few times, it will 
begin to enter their consciousness and they are more 
likely to remember it.

You can also use local media such as your local 
newspaper to your advantage. Contact them about  
how your dining room is serving healthy food �  
it�s a very big topic that�s often in the news. Your  
school newsletter might also like to do a feature on 
school lunches. Some schools and local authorities  
have got local celebrities involved and this has a big 
impact on how pupils see the food service.

Advertise your bene�tsSolution 3: 

single
minded

Be

Issue 1 : Awareness : Solution 3

Good advertBad advert
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Case Study 1

Creating awareness by giving  
parents a taste of what�s on offer
Knowsley Directorate of 
Neighbourhood Delivery
Merseyside, UK

Facilities Manager: 
Sheelagh Rutherford

The Knowsley Directorate were 
faced with the problem of trying 
to get more primary school pupils 
to eat school lunches. That�s 
when they decided to introduce  
a School Meal Week.

During the School Meal Week, 
parents and guardians of both 
primary and secondary pupils 
were invited to join their children 
for a school lunch. This was  
done with the help of printed 
flyers that pupils passed  
on to their parents, as well  
as online advertising on  
www.myschoollunch.co.uk.  
From a class of 30 pupils, 
approximately 25 parents chose  
to participate.

School Meal Week successfully 
left parents pleasantly surprised 
with the range and quality of the 
meals. Knowsley themselves 
were also particularly pleased 
with the significant response 
from less affluent families. 
Previously this group were more 
likely to make packed lunches, 
despite the fact that many of 
them were entitled to free school 
lunches. The programme has also 
been extremely successful in 
primary schools, where extra 
attention has been given to 
reception classes. Here again, 
parents were allowed to 
experience school meals for 
themselves, thereby realising 
their nutritional value and  
good quality.

Working closely with individual 
schools, Knowsley now run a 
School Meal Week annually in  
all their schools, alongside other 

very successful promotions 
targeting secondary schools  
i.e. meal deals like �buy a lasagne 
and get a garlic bread free�. 

Currently, Knowsley are working 
on an exciting initiative relating 
to the building of seven new 
schools. Constructing the dining 
area will take a completely  
new approach based on opinions 
and ideas submitted by school 
councils. Facilities will include  
a Sports CafØ, outdoor dining, 
heated verandas, flat screen  
TVs, menu display boards and 
food to-go areas. By night, these  
�high-street� school dining 
facilities will be made available 
for local community use. This will 
not only extend their usefulness 
and profitability, but also 
indirectly expose more parents  
to the benefits of school meals.


