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INTRODUCTION

Over 3.8 million children in the UK currently live 
below the poverty line1 and for these young 
people, the price of school meals – which cost 
an average £9.65 per week2 – is prohibitively 
expensive. However, pupils with parents on out-
of-work benefits are entitled to receive Free School 
Meals (FSM).

This report captures young people’s experience of 
FSM in the UK today. In February and March 2012 

the British Youth Council (BYC) and the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) 
ran an online survey of 1,026 young people to find out what they thought 
about FSM, and conducted a focus group with 13 young people from Calcot, 
Gateshead, Redbridge and North East Lincolnshire to supplement the survey. 
Of the thousand young people surveyed, 190 were students on, or previously 
in receipt of, FSM. No such identifying information was collected in the focus 
groups to maintain anonymity.

As a result, this report synthesises the thoughts of over one thousand young 
people about entitlement to FSM, along with their concerns about the 
adequacy and delivery of provision. 

Key findings include:

•	 Young people felt strongly that FSM should be made available to all 
young people growing up in low income households, and not just those 
whose parents were on out-of-work benefits.

•	 Our survey uncovered a big issue with the adequacy of FSM provision. 
One in seven young people currently in receipt of FSM suggested that 
the allowance they received to buy a meal did not allow them to buy a 
full meal. Further youth-led investigations produced case studies from 
around the country that confirmed this finding, with only two case 
studies (out of eight) suggesting that a full meal could be purchased 
under existing FSM provision.

•	 How FSM are delivered and accessed is important. One in four young 
people we spoke to complained about their school’s delivery system. 
Young people were concerned about confidentiality and wanted to 
access their lunch without the embarrassment of peers knowing that they 
were in receipt of FSM. 

1 After Housing Costs 2009/10, DWP 2011 Households Below Average Income 2009/10
2 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 

annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011
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•	 While no delivery system was perfect, stigma was reduced when schools 
used electronic cards and fingerprint-based systems. Electronic systems 
did not guarantee confidentiality however, and the smaller details of how 
schools use electronic systems can undermine confidentiality completely.

•	 Perhaps surprisingly, well over half of the students surveyed expressed no 
concern about confidentiality, or actively noted that stigma was not an 
issue for them. The culture of the school and individual resilience appear to 
mitigate the embarrassment some students feel at being in receipt of FSM.

•	 Other issues identified by young people that inhibit take-up of FSM 
included long queues for lunches and not being able to eat with friends.

It is important to set these findings into context. To begin with, recent 
research has suggested that around a third of students living below the 
poverty line are not eligible for FSM because their parents are not on ‘out of 
work’ benefits.1 Instead, their parents may be in part-time or low paid work 
which fails to provide a sufficient income to live free of poverty. 

However, imminent changes to the benefits system provide us with an 
opportunity to address this problem. The introduction of Universal Credit in 
2013 will merge in- and out-of-work benefits, forcing a rethink about who 
is eligible for FSM. Extending FSM to all young people whose families are 
entitled to Universal Credit would help realise every young person’s right 
to healthy food as well as to address health and education inequalities. 
This would go along way to address the problem of young people living in 
poverty but not being eligible for FSM. 

According to the Education Act 2002, students receiving FSM are entitled to 
meals that meet the school food standards.2 This research suggests that, in reality, 
many are not. With family finances more strained than ever, and food prices 
increasing well above inflation, the inadequacy of FSM needs to be addressed.3 

Analysis also shows that not all those eligible for FSM take up the provision.4 
As a result, we need to think again about how schools deliver FSM. The 
stigma of using vouchers (where students carry a very visible marker of their 
family’s finances) or name-based systems (where students vocalise their 
poverty status at the canteen till) can stop students eating the healthy meals 
to which they are entitled. However, even electronic systems, if not properly 
thought out, can also inhibit take-up. 

For over 100 years, the UK government has committed to provide FSM to 
children whose education might otherwise be damaged by want of enough 
food.5 But our report suggests that the government must make improvements 
with respect to these three vital issues - eligibility, adequacy and delivery - if 
young people are to benefit fully from FSM provision in the future. 

1 Royston, S., Rodrigues, L.& Hounsell, R. 2012 A Policy Report of the Future of Free School Meals The 
Children’s Society London

2 Education Act 2002, Sec 201(4).
3 For example, food inflation in March 2012 was 4.3% (British Retail Consortium 2012 BRC-Nielsen 

Shop Price Index http://www.brc.org.uk/brc_show_document.asp?id=4359&moid=7690), while 
CPI was only 3.5% (ONS 2012 Consumer Price Index http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/cpi/consumer-
price-indices/march-2012/stb---consumer-price-indices---march-2012.html)

4 Royston, S., Rodrigues, L.& Hounsell, R. 2012 A Policy Report of the Future of Free School Meals The 
Children’s Society London

5 Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 Sec 3
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WHAT ARE FREE 
SCHOOL MEALS?

‘Free School Meals’, quite simply, refers to a 
Government scheme that provides school dinners 
to some students from low-income families 
without charge. According to current guidelines, 
eligible students are entitled to a free school 
dinners that meets the high levels of nutritional 
standards to which schools must adhere.1 The 
scheme first began in 1906, when the Education 
(Provision of Meals) Act gave local education 
authorities the capacity to provide meals to 

students who were ‘unable by reason of lack of food to take full advantage of 
the education provided for them2’.

Why are free school meals important?
There are a number of reasons FSM are so important. 

First, Article 27 of the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child 
states that every young person has the right ‘to a standard of living adequate 
for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development’. The 
Government is under a duty to provide ‘material assistance and support 
programmes, particularly with regard to nutrition’. No young person in the UK 
should go hungry, and FSM play a small part in helping to realise this right.

Second, school meals, health and learning are strongly connected. 
Research has shown that young people living in low income families eat 
less vegetables and wholemeal breads, and eat more fat spreads and oils, 
pizza, processed meats and table sugar than non low income earners3. They 
consume on average half the daily recommended fruit and vegetable intake, 
exceed recommended daily sugars and fatty acids intakes and often eat 
inadequate levels of iron, folate and vitamin D4. Studies have also shown that 
school meals are far healthier than packed lunches: recent reports suggest 
only 1% of packed lunches meet the nutritional standards set for school 
lunches.5 As a result, healthy school meals have the capacity to decrease 
these dietary and health inequalities by proving at least one decent, hot meal 
a day to school age young people growing up in low income households. 

1 As set out in the Education (Nutritional Standards for School Lunches) (England) Regulations 2000
2 Social Security Advisory Committee 2012 Passporting to the Future: the SSAC review of passported 

benefits (online) http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/press/27-03-12.shtml
3 Nelson, M., Erens, B., Bates, B., Church, S., and Boshier, T. 2007 Low Income Diet and Nutrition Survey 

Food Standards Agency, London.
4 Nelson, M., Erens, B., Bates, B., Church, S., and Boshier, T. 2007 Low Income Diet and Nutrition Survey 

Food Standards Agency, London.
5 BBC News, 2010 Healthy Lunch Boxes a Rarity (online) http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8451828.

stm (Accessed Feb 10, 2010)
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Region

Price per meal
Average price increase 
between 2008-09 and 
2010-11, %

2010-11 2009-10 2008-09

average, £ min, £ max, £ average, £ average, £

North East Primary 1.81 1.60 1.90 1.75 1.72 5.2

Secondary 1.85 1.60 2.00 1.89 1.86 -0.5

Special Primary 1.82 1.60 1.90 1.78 1.75 4.0

Special Secondary 1.88 1.70 2.00 1.85 1.73 8.7

North West Primary 1.87 1.60 2.00 1.84 1.79 4.5

Secondary 1.97 1.60 2.24 1.91 1.90 3.7

Special Primary 1.87 1.60 2.00 1.89 1.91 -2.1

Special Secondary 1.93 1.60 2.24 1.88 1.94 -0.5

Yorkshire/ 
Humber

Primary 1.79 1.50 2.15 1.70 1.71 4.7

Secondary 1.96 1.67 2.30 1.90 1.85 5.9

Special Primary 1.78 1.50 2.15 1.69 1.71 4.1

Special Secondary 1.80 1.50 2.15 1.69 1.87 -3.7

East 
Midlands 

Primary 1.85 1.60 2.00 1.87 1.77 4.5

Secondary 1.95 1.65 2.15 1.97 1.84 6.0

Special Primary 1.83 1.60 2.00 1.83 1.69 8.3

Special Secondary 1.95 1.65 2.15 1.89 1.74 12.1

West 
Midlands 

Primary 1.83 1.75 1.90 1.79 1.72 6.4

Secondary 1.83 1.75 2.50 1.96 1.87 -2.1

Special Primary 1.83 1.75 1.90 1.81 1.81 1.1

Special Secondary 1.90 1.80 2.00 1.86 1.87 1.6

East of 
England 

Primary 1.94 1.65 2.10 1.87 1.81 7.2

Secondary 2.03 1.80 2.35 1.99 1.91 6.3

Special Primary 1.94 1.65 2.10 1.87 1.84 5.4

Special Secondary 2.01 1.80 2.10 1.91 1.92 4.7

Inner 
London 

Primary 1.89 1.40 2.32 1.77 1.69 11.8

Secondary 1.86 1.70 2.25 1.89 1.82 2.2

Special Primary 1.74 1.40 2.25 1.74 1.65 5.5

Special Secondary 1.90 1.75 2.25 1.81 1.72 10.5

Outer 
London

Primary 1.90 1.40 2.10 1.86 1.82 4.4

Secondary 2.07 1.80 2.30 1.99 1.90 8.9

Special Primary 1.90 1.40 2.10 1.83 1.80 5.6

Special Secondary 1.95 1.40 2.30 1.91 1.81 7.7

South East Primary 1.99 1.75 2.10 1.93 1.86 7.0

Secondary 2.01 1.90 2.30 1.94 1.86 8.1

Special Primary 1.98 1.60 2.10 1.94 1.81 9.4

Special Secondary 2.01 1.70 2.28 1.97 1.79 12.3

South West Primary 2.05 1.90 2.20 2.00 1.87 9.6

Secondary 2.18 1.76 2.35 2.09 1.97 10.7

Special Primary 2.00 1.90 2.20 1.96 1.86 7.5

Special Secondary 2.04 1.90 2.35 2.02 1.93 5.7

All Primary 1.88 1.40 2.32 1.83 1.77 6.2

All Secondary 1.98 1.60 2.50 1.94 1.88 5.3

All Special Primary 1.87 1.40 2.25 1.84 1.80 3.9

All Special Secondary 1.93 1.40 2.35 1.87 1.85 4.3
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Third, we know that young people growing up in lower income families 
have substantially poorer educational outcomes than their wealthier 
peers.1 Providing healthy food – which can improve educational outcomes 
– could help close this attainment gap. Research has shown a significant 
and immediate effect of diet on behaviour, concentration and cognitive 
ability.2 Increasing the provision of quality, healthy school meals in Britain 
can increase student achievement, by up to 8% in Key Stage 2 in Science, 
and reduce absenteeism by 15% for all young people.3 Providing more 
healthy meals to low income students could help to close the attainment gap 
between students from lower income households and their wealthier peers.

As a result, providing FSM helps to realise young people’s rights, and 
improves educational and health outcomes for young people from low 
income households. And as the next section shows, they are also an 
important source of financial support for families on lower incomes.

What are they worth?
Currently, school meals cost an average of £1.88 per meal in Local Authority 
catered primary schools, and £1.98 in LA catered secondary schools4, which 
works out at £366.60 per year per primary school child and £386.10 per year 
per secondary school child. 

However, the price of school meals varies considerably between regions and 
school types. In primary schools in 2010/11 the minimum cost of lunch was 
£1.40 and the maximum cost of lunch was £2.32; in secondary schools the 
costs ranged from £1.60 to £2.50.5 Costs also varied between regions: for 
example, meals in Yorkshire/Humber were significantly cheaper than meals 
in the South West, with the average cost of a meal in a primary school in the 
South West being 14% more than the average cost in the North East. But 
there are also significant variations within regions: looking at the Yorkshire/
Humber again, while the average price of a primary school meal is £1.79, 
there are some primary schools in the region charging 20% more, at £2.15 
per meal.

1 Preston, G. 2008 Chicken and Egg CPAG, London
2 Sorhaindo, A. & Feinstein, L. 2006 ‘What is the relationship between child nutrition and school 

outcomes?’ Wider Benefits of Learning Research Report No 18. Centre for Research of Wider Benefits 
of Learning

3 Belot, M. & James, J. 2009 Healthy School Meals and Educational Outcomes Institute for Social and 
Economic Research, London

4 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 
annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011

5 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 
annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011

Table one (left): 
The cheapest, average 
and highest cost of 
school meals by region 
and school type (Source: 
Michael Nelson, Jo 
Nicholas, Lesley Wood, 
Ellen Lever, Laura 
Simpson and Beverley 
Baker Sixth annual survey 
of take up of school 
lunches in England 2011 
and Michael Nelson, 
Jo Nicholas, Lesley 
Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura 
Simpson and Beverley 
Baker Fifth annual survey 
of take up of school 
lunches in England 2010.)



9

Who gets free school meals?
Currently, only some students from low income households are entitled to 
FSM. Young people in the UK are currently entitled to a FSM if their parents 
receive out-of-work benefits, including:
•	 Income Support

•	 Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance

•	 Income-related Employment and Support Allowance

•	 Support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999

•	 The guaranteed element of State Pension Credit, or

•	 Child Tax Credit, provided they are not entitled to Working Tax Credit and 
have an annual income (as assessed by HM Revenue & Customs) that does 
not exceed £16,190

Using out-of-work benefits to determine eligibility excludes many children 
who live below the poverty line from FSM provision. The latest figures from 
2010 suggest that 1.2 million children are entitled to FSM.1 Yet the most 
recent child poverty figures from 2009/10 show that 3.8 million children live 
below the poverty line.2 While not all children below the poverty line attend 
schools or nurseries, research suggests that in England alone, 700,000 young 
people living in poverty line are not entitled to FSM. This constitutes around 
a third of school-aged young people living below the poverty line.3 Beyond 
that, we know that on any given day, only 79.8% of FSM entitled primary 
students, and 69.3% of entitled secondary school students actually take up 
their school meal.4 

1 DfE 2011 Schools, Pupils and the Characteristics January 2010 Department for Education
2 After housing costs, DWP, Households Below Average Income 2009/10 Department for Work and 

Pensions
3 Royston, S., Rodrigues, L.& Hounsell, R. 2012 A Policy Report of the Future of Free School Meals The 

Children’s Society London
4 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 

annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011 pg 20

750.0=  Number of children in school [7.5m]

217.0= School age children living in poverty [2.2m]

150.0= Children entitled to FSM [1.5m]

127.0= Children registered for FSM [1.3m]

095.0= Children actually receiving FSM [1m]

Figure 1: Numbers of 
school age children 
living in poverty and 
the numbers of children 
eating Free School Meals 
on any given day

Source: Children’s Society 
(2012)
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An upcoming change to the social security system presents a unique 
opportunity to improve entitlement to FSM, to make sure that more young 
people growing up in households below the poverty line can benefit from 
free meals at school. In 2013, all out-of-work benefits (including 1-3 in the list 
above) and all ‘in work benefits’ (like Working Tax Credit) are being merged into 
one Universal Credit benefit. The Welfare Reform Act 2012 makes provision 
for entitlement to FSM as well as free milk to be linked to receipt of Universal 
Credit, but without providing details about which recipients will be entitled. 

From October 2013, a new type of benefit system is going to be gradually 
introduced throughout the UK. The Universal Credit will replace all 
means-tested benefits and tax credits for working-age people. The 
following benefits will be abolished and replaced by one, monthly 
Universal Credit payment:

1. income support;

2. income-based jobseeker’s allowance;

3. income-related employment and support allowance;

4. housing benefit;

5. child tax credit and working tax credit;

6. Budgeting Loans (which will be replaced by payments on account -- 
an advance of Universal credit -- in cases of need)

Responsibility for Crisis loans and community care grants will be passed 
to local authorities or devolved governments.

All benefits that people are passported to (or entitled to because they 
receive one of these), including Free School Meals, will need to be 
redeveloped. 

For more information about the Universal Credit, see:  
www.cpag.org.uk/universalcredit

What is Universal Credit?
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The findings presented in this research emerge 
from an online survey of 1,026 young people 
conducted by the British Youth Council (BYC) and 
the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in February 
and March 2012. This survey was supplemented by 
a follow-up focus group with young people. 

Participants in the online survey came from 
all around the UK and ranged from under 11 
to 25 years old. However, the vast majority of 
respondents were between 14 and 17 years old. 

The focus group comprised 13 secondary school students aged between 
14 and 18 from BYC membership organisations from Calcot, Gateshead, 
Redbridge and North East Lincolnshire. At least 190 students receiving, or 
previously receiving, free meals were surveyed, although no such identifying 
information was collected in the focus groups to maintain anonymity. 

Who should be entitled to Free School Meals?
Our survey informed young people that “currently, students whose parents 
are out of work generally get free school meals”. They were then asked the 
open-ended question, “Which students do you think should get free school 
meals?”. Overwhelmingly, the responses from young people suggested that 
some sort of income-based limit with all young people from lower income 
households being eligible for FSM as their preferred option. (See figure 2)

THIS RESEARCH 
AND FINDINGS

Figure 2: Young 
people’s response to the 
question ‘Who should 
get free school meals?’

862.0= Students from low income families [431]

146.0= Students from out of work families [73]

132.0= Everyone [66]

48.0=  No one [24]

32.0=  Students affected by disability [16]

20.0=  Students of unemployed, lone parent families [10]

14.0=  Students from out of work and disabled families [7]

72.0=  Other [36]
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Young people’s belief that children from low income families should 
be entitled to FSM appears to stem from both first principles as well as 
personal experience.

I think … families that are on low income (should also be entitled to 
FSM) because my friend has two other sisters in a single parent family 
and has very low income and really struggles to have anything for 
lunch but doesn’t get free school meals. I personally think that this is 
really unfair.

I think students that have single parents, and students’ parents that 
earn less than £18,000 a year should get free school meals. I always 
went without lunch because my mum couldn’t afford to give me lunch 
money and I wasn’t entitled to free meals because she worked full time 
as a single parent.

Those that are struggling (should get FSM), one of my friend’s family’s 
lost their home but their father worked. They had to travel 45 minutes 
to get from their temporary home to school, and couldn’t afford much 
or make much in their 2 bed bedsit. Yet she was not allowed them.

I think that students whose parents earn less than £16,000/£17,000. 
As someone who has previously had free school meals whilst my mum 
was looking for work, I still believe that I should be eligible for them 
now - living with my mum, who now earns around £16,000 a year and 
therefore can’t really afford to pay for my school meals, I have often 
been forced to spend my wages from my weekend job in order to get 
lunch at my sixth form college, which means there isn’t usually much 
left to spend on other important things.

(They should be) free for low income parents/families. For some kids 
this is the one and only meal that they will receive for the day, as some 
of the kids say that the food cupboard at home is always empty and 
the parents always tell them to eat at school because when they get 
home there will be nothing more to eat as there is NO MONEY.

I think all students should be able to get free meals. Even if your parents 
do work it doesn’t mean that they can always afford school meals.

People that don’t really have enough money to get them a good meal 
for the day (should get FSM).
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The previous EMA scheme, or current bursary scheme, turned up frequently 
as a ‘model’ for entitlement: 

People whose household income is under a set amount a year, such 
as the amount at which students receive EMA, or the maximum living 
grant at uni.

As some parents do not work because they have enough money, whilst 
other parents work but do not earn much, there should perhaps be a 
similar process to applications for bursaries, where the household’s 
income is looked at and a certain figure is chosen at which students 
become eligible for free school meals.

A minority of young people thought there should be no FSM entitlement 
whatsoever, or somewhat counter-intuitively, either no FSMs or universal 
provision. The sentiment underpinning this response was not that there 
were no students who needed free meals, but it was unfair that only some 
students received assistance. Importantly, this idea that it was unfair that 
only some students got free meals while others had to pay was also seen as a 
source of stigma (see the section on delivery systems and stigma below). 

None, because it is unfair on the rest of us students.

Personally, I don’t think any student should get free meals because it’s 
not fair on anyone else.

I believe that either all students or no students should get free meals 
as schools make it so we have to fork out a lot of money if we want to 
go on school trips (which I’m sure a lot of parents don’t have as some 
kids can’t even afford to go out with friends anymore as it is), not to 
mention paying for revision books and clothing such as dance jumpers 
and leavers jumpers. This is ridiculous which is why I believe that 
schools need more funding so that students can be provided with more 
opportunities and not have to worry about the costs involved.

Some students called for universal FSM on principle as they believed that 
just like a free education, all young people should be entitled to free meals 
at school.
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Everyone (should get FSM). Makes it fair and sometimes friends of mine 
don’t have enough money to pay for them.

To be honest, I think that everyone should have access to free meals.

I think it needs to depend on the situation and the student. Kids who 
have parents not in work, and are then living off of benefits, should 
be entitled to the free meals just as they are now. Their parents 
don’t need anything else to worry about. But children coming from 
underprivileged families - maybe those with parents working, but 
only receiving minimum wage - are almost in the same position, so 
maybe they should get the free meals too. In a way, I suppose there’s an 
argument for everyone having free meals - our education is free so why 
not our food?

A variant of the universal option, universal free meals for younger students 
was also suggested a number of times. 

I think up to a certain age - for example, year 9 - school meals should 
be entirely free. It is a public school and therefore it is the public’s 
responsibility and the government’s as the representatives of the 
electorate, to ensure that there is a certain quality about public 
education. So, free school meals for all up to, and including, year 
9 - and from year 9 - until year 11 - it should be based upon whether 
parents are in or out of work. The reason why I believe that free school 
meals should be given is precisely because during my time at school, 
a lot of the time students did not eat properly, hence their diet was not 
particularly great and consequently this would lead to higher costs in 
healthcare. So free school meals would ensure that students would eat 
more often and healthier - getting into a habit at an early age.

The thoughts of young people in our focus group echoed these survey 
sentiments. Participants outlined that they wanted to see FSM available to 
all primary school children, and to set in place healthy eating habits that 
should last a lifetime. Our focus group also called for FSM to be available for 
secondary school pupils who are from low income families or vulnerable 
groups (like carers or young people with disabilities) to help improve their 
educational achievement. 
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We also asked our survey participants a series of scaled questions about to 
what extent they thought that:

•	 The Government should help young people from families who have less 
money to eat healthy food.

•	 It’s up to families, even if they don’t have much money, to make sure their 
children eat healthy food.

•	 Healthy food is too expensive.

The results suggest a mixed role for the government in ensuring children 
from low income families have access to healthy food. While the vast majority 
agreed that the Government should help young people from low income 
families eat healthily (see figure 3), they also felt strongly that it was up 
to families to ensure this (see figure 4). If these are not taken as mutually 
exclusive options, it suggests that young people feel that there is a role for 
both government and families in ensuring young people from low income 
families have access to healthy food.

Figure 3: Young people’s response to the statement ‘the Government should 
help young people from families who have less money to eat healthy food’.
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Figure 4: Young people’s response to the statement ‘it’s up to families, even if 
they don’t have much money, to make sure their children eat healthy food’

However, there was widespread agreement that currently, the price of 
healthy food was too high.
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Child Poverty Action Group has been campaigning for a long time for an 
extension to Free School Meals. We believe that all young people whose 
families are entitled to Universal Credit (a means tested benefit that is, by 
definition, only available to lower income families), should be entitled to 
free meals at school. However, our long-term ideal is for universal free 
school meals, so that all students can access a healthy and nutritious 
dinner. This would remove stigma entirely (as children from low income 
families would have exactly the same entitlement as their richer peers), 
close educational and health inequalities and help realise children’s right 
to food. Many other European countries offer free meals to all of their 
students, and we think the UK should as well.

Child Poverty Action Group
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The British Youth Council believes that no children or young people 
should have to live in poverty in the UK; it is appalling and needs to be 
stopped as soon as possible. Every young person should have a decent 
standard of living, independent of their economic status. We believe the 
UK Government must keep the promise to end child poverty in the UK 
by 2020.

We believe that the UK Government must support child benefit and 
increase the rate received for younger children to the same rate as the 
oldest child. Larger families are more likely to be in poverty and raising 
the child benefit level for the younger children in a large family is a simple 
and direct way of increasing the support they need. We believe that 
health care and nutrition are major factors for a young person living in 
poverty. All young people and students should be entitled to free health, 
dental care and prescriptions. There should be free school meals for all 
young people to give all at least one balanced meal.

The British Youth Council

Figure 5: Young people’s response to the statement ‘healthy food is too expensive’.
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Through our survey we asked young people who 
are currently entitled to FSM, or had been in the 
past, to describe their experiences. The findings 
from the 193 students who identified as receiving 
or having received free lunches, as well as some 
students who disclosed their status during the 
focus groups, are presented below. They expressed 
concern about the inadequacy of FSM entitlement 
and going hungry, issues with delivery systems 
and stigma, as well as problems with queues and 

not being able to eat with friends. 

Inadequate entitlement and students going hungry
In most secondary schools and some primary schools, children receiving FSM 
do not actually receive a meal; instead they get an ‘allowance’ to spend at 
the canteen. However, students receiving FSM highlighted a big issue with 
the adequacy of free school meal allowance, with school meals often costing 
more than their allowance. 

One in seven young people currently in receipt of FSM indicated that 
their current allowance did not allow them to purchase a full meal. 
Our survey was not designed to capture information about this, so the 
spontaneous identification of this as an issue indicates that it could be a 
very prevalent problem.

One student said her daily limit “restricts what you can buy because most of the 
popular items are over-priced”. Another, when asked to outline how her school 
delivered her FSM, described it as being “given a number told to choose with 
little amounts of money and massive priced food.”

“You couldn’t get a full meal because the pricing was expensive so 
sometimes you had to leave out a drink to buy a baguette.”

“The amount of money we get doesn’t always let us get some food 
and a decent drink. Also, getting free school meals doesn’t allow me 
to get any food at break time and sometimes I’m hungry at break and 
this is difficult.”

“It doesn’t bother me that I’m on school meals although you get a small 
amount of money, which leaves you with little food as the prices of 
food are going up in our community.”

THE EXPERIENCE 
OF GETTING A 
FREE SCHOOL 
MEAL
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Many students indicated that this lack of money, and the small size of their 
school meal, left them hungry. One of our youngest respondents, aged under 
11, said that “I don’t get a lot to eat, (I’m) always hungry after having dinner… 
As we don’t get much food that’s why mummy still cooks us a meal at home but 
soon as we get home we eat lots while dinner is cooking”. Another said “there’s 
not enough money allocated to us and I go home hungry most days.”

To explore this unexpected finding, we asked young people who had 
expressed a strong interest in the issue of FSM to look into this within their 
own schools. This youth-led research produced eight case studies from 
around the country that demonstrate the issue of adequacy. All case studies 
were generated by young people themselves in April 2012.
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NG19 
Menu
Drink of fizzy 
orange £1
Meal of the day £2
Fudge slice 65p
Pizza (one slice) £1
Panini £1.40
Milk shake 75p

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.00
It would be 
impossible to buy 
a hot meal (other 
than pizza) and a 
drink.

DE21
Menu
Meal Deal: hot meal, drink and 
pudding £2.15
Meal Deal: sandwich, drink and 
pudding £2.10

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.15
You could buy a 
meal, a drink and a 
pudding.

B78
Menu
Hot meal £2
Pasta with sauce £1.70
Panini with:
1 filling £1.65
2 filling £1.80
Curry £1.70
With naan £2
Juice 60p
Chocolate crunch 40p

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.00
It would be 
impossible to buy 
a hot meal and a 
drink.

TW11
Menu
Fresh soup £1.00
A Salad £2.10
A vegetarian main course £2.10
A main course £2.10
A food pot (for example: a pot of 
pasta with Bolognese sauce) £1.75
A designer pizza (to be ordered from 
school to take away) £8.00
A classic or premium pizza slice £1.20
A hot or cold pudding 90p
SUSO (canned drink) £1.00
Value Drink 50p
Fruit Slushie £1.00
Egg mayo and Cress sandwich £1.00
Tuna and Cucumber bloomer 
sandwich £1.20
A muffin 90p
Blueberry Yogurt Granola 75p
Pineapple with Toffee sauce 75p

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.20
It would be 
impossible to buy 
a main meal and a 
drink.
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WD18
Menu
Sandwich £1.45-£1.65
Panini £1.75-£1.85
Baguette £1.65-£1.85
Wrap £1.65
Hot meal £1.90-£2
Water 50p
Juice 60p
Cakes/biscuits 50p-80p
Hot meal/baguette + water + cake/
biscuit £2.05

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.00
It would be 
impossible to buy 
a main meal and 
a drink, even by 
taking up the ‘meal 
deal’.

AL8
Menu
Meal of the day £1.60 (without 
pudding) and £2.05 (with pudding)
Sandwiches:
Tuna & Mayo £1.80 
Chicken & sweetcorn £1.80 
BLT £2 
Cheese & coleslaw £1.60
Sparkling water 80p 
Water 50p 
Juice bottle 60p 
Juice carton 30p
Pizza £1-£1.50
Chicken Burger £1.50
Bacon roll with cheese £1.20
Pasta pot £1.60 (cold) or £1.80 (hot)
Bread roll with butter 40p
Cheese and crackers 60p
Tortilla chips and a dip 60p
Sauces/Butter 10p

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.05
You could buy a 
meal of the day, or 
a pizza or burger 
and a water.

LE15
Menu
Hot lunch: £1.80/£2
Sandwich: £1.30/£1.45
Pudding: 30p/45p/55p/60p
Drinks: 20p/45p/90p

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£2.15
It would be 
impossible to buy a 
hot lunch, a drink 
and a pudding.

NE15
Menu
Water 50p
Juice 75p
Sandwich £1.60 
Hot meal £1.35
Pasta is £1.75

Free School 
Meal allowance - 
£1.90
You could get 
a hot meal and 
water (but not 
juice) or pasta or a 
sandwich with no 
drink.
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This inadequacy could result in schools breaching statutory guidelines. 
Although there are no specific requirements for what needs to be included in 
a Free School Meal, under the Education Act 20021, school lunches provided 
to FSM students must meet certain nutritional standards. Current standards 
for secondary schools outline, for example, that both a portion of fruit and a 
portion of vegetables should be available at lunch time.2 These case studies 
show that students could be at risk of not being able to access meals that 
meet these healthy guidelines. For example using the school in TW11 as 
a case study, it would be difficult to buy a main meal (which we assume 
contains vegetables) and a fruit-based dessert from the allowance. Instead, 
young people would need to buy a pizza slice or a sandwich to also be able 
to afford a portion of fruit.

Options that may 
contain vegetables

Options that may contain 
fruit

FSM allowance = £2.20

Hot main (meat) £2.10
Hot Main (vegetarian) 
£2.10
Salad £2.10
Food pot £1.75

Hot or cold pudding 90p
Fruit Slushie £1.00
Blueberry Yoghurt Granola 75p
Pineapple and Toffee sauce 75p

Cheapest combination 
£2.50

Pizza slice £1.20
Sandwich £1.00 or £1.20

Cheapest combination 
£1.75

Figure 7: attempting to purchase fruit and veg on the FSM allowance at one school.

Inadequate meals left a number of young people in the difficult position of 
having to take back food, or pay for their overspend. The ability to keep a 
track of how much you’re spending was difficult for many students, and the 
low amounts they were entitled to made meal times especially difficult. One 
student detailed their concerns:

“I think that the system honestly is a bit crap because you don’t know 
how much you have spent and if you overspend, you’re given detention 
and you have to pay back what you spent!”

Our focus group also suggested that school meal prices in general should be 
capped to enable all young people to access food at school.

1 Section 201(4)
2 As laid in the Education (Nutritional Standards and Requirements for School Food) (England) 

Regulations 2007 and the Education (Nutritional Standards and Requirements for School Food) 
(Amendment) (England) Regulations 2008 and 2011. 



23

Delivery Systems and stigma
Receiving FSM can be a stigmatising experience. To be identified as receiving 
FSM is to be identified as being ‘poor’ by your peers, with all of the associated 
shame. It causes embarrassment and can lead to bullying for children 
growing up in low-income households.1 Our research showed that stigma is a 
real problem for many FSM recipients.

“(Getting FSM) makes me feel like I don’t have a good mum but 
mummy is disabled and I do get bullied sometimes.”

“People say things because we get them.”

“It makes me feel sad, lonely and depressed.”

“(It makes me feel) excluded from the other children.”

“It makes you feel different and like you are poor!”

“It makes you feel trampy.”

Stigma can reduce take up. On any given day, only 79.8% of FSM entitled 
primary school students, and 69.3% of entitled secondary school students 
actually eat a free meal2, and some students suggested that the stigma of 
FSM was a key reason young people shunned their meals. We specifically 
asked students who were on FSM for their ideas to improve take up, and 
reducing the stigma came up time and time again:

“I do know some of my friends won’t get their free lunch, they will wait 
to get home.”

“I think of it was done anonymously then people wouldn’t be so 
nervous about it.”

“I think if schools used cashless systems, then there would be less of a 
problem (with take up).”

1  See for example, Hurley, C. & Riley, A. 2004 Recipe for Change: A good practice guide to school 
meals CPAG, London

2  Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 
annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011 pg 20
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As this suggests, the delivery system and how student access their free meals 
is important. Students receiving FSM identified four different ways they 
claim their meals at school, either via electronic payment cards, fingerprint 
systems, paper vouchers or by saying their names or numbers at the till. For 
many students, the system their school uses can be identifying, and this leads 
to stigma. 

“It was embarrassing, I never wanted to go and get something with 
people I know in the room. (It makes me feel) like you don’t deserve to 
eat the food.”

“I don’t like giving my number out loud so that other people can hear 
and I feel embarrassed about people knowing I have them.”

“I felt very different - It would have been great if other students didn’t 
know especially since most students at my school were very wealthy 
and wouldn’t have understood.”

One in four young people we spoke to identified an issue with their school’s 
delivery system. While no delivery system came out ‘perfect’, issues around 
confidentiality and being able to claim your school meal without the 
embarrassment of your peers knowing was much less prevalent within 
schools using electronic and card based systems. However, only 43% of 
secondary students attend schools that use non-cashless systems, indicating 
that voucher or ticking off your name at the till remain common methods of 
delivery (see Appendix 1 for data).

Electronic systems sometimes offered students confidentiality about their 
family finances. One student, who was considering going to a different school 
that used vouchers instead of e-cards, said that if he did change schools, his 
“pride would be shattered”.

“I like (electronic cards) as I go to a private school and everybody else’s 
parents are pretty well off so it’s nice that they don’t know I’m actually 
a pauper.”

Alongside embarrassment, receiving FSM made students different from their 
peers. Often friends were not understanding, perhaps echoing the earlier 
belief that either none or all students should receive free meals.
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“Well my friends are like ‘its not fair that you get free meals’ and that 
they have to pay and always ask why but they aren’t entitled to free 
school meals so therefore they shouldn’t complain they come from 
wealthy families whereas I live with my Nan.”

However there was an issue with systems that on the surface appear to 
offer confidentiality but, in reality, do not. Inadequate payment amounts 
left students easily identifiable. A number of students noted that while 
both electronic card systems and fingerprint systems should, in theory, be 
non-identifying (as there is no voucher to carry around or number to call 
out) because they are automatically topped up every day with the same 
amount, in practice they offer no confidentiality. So while FSM and non-FSM 
students use the same e-cards for example, students with a FSM topped up 
card always have £2 on their account every day, and this ‘flashes up’ at the 
till. Students not on FSM will top their account up with, for example £20 cash 
on a Monday, and so their card will flash up with £18 left on Tuesday, £16 on 
Wednesday etc. 

 “I could get it confidentially, but every time I went to pay, the same 
amount of money appeared on the till so it was very easy for others to 
work out I was on free school meals. While I was lucky enough to have 
kind friends that did not care, not every kid is as lucky and could be the 
victims of bullying as a result of free school meals. It could also make 
them feel bad for something they cannot help which damages their 
self-esteem.” 

Beyond systems that ‘flash up’ amounts, inadequate amounts that did not 
facilitate choice often rendered expensive electronic payment systems 
identifying. As one student, whose school used state of the art fingerprint 
technology outlined ”(it makes me) feel down as people know when you’re 
on Free Meals as you have to get meal of the day for £2”. Another student at 
a school with a fingerprint system likewise said that because of their low 
payment limits, they were not guaranteed confidentiality.
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“You only had a limit and they would ask very loudly.”

“Sometimes people assume you get it because you get a limited 
amount of money and people know that that certain amount is what 
people who get Free School Meals get.”

School trips also presented a dilemma for students whose schools otherwise 
used confidential systems. A student whose school used electronic systems 
put it simply: “on school trips they shout your name out to collect a free school 
pack lunch, I take my own lunch to avoid it.”

Despite a significant investment in costly payment systems at these schools, 
confidentiality was not assured. Removing the ability to be identified requires 
more than just investing in electronic payment systems, it requires payment 
systems that discreetly ‘flash’ available credit, amounts that are adequate 
enough to provide FSM students with the same choice as other students and 
careful thinking about how meals are delivered on school trips.

Curiously, no student who used a number-based recording system – where 
they tell the canteen staff their number rather than their name – reported any 
issues with this system, aside from adequacy issues. While the numbers of 
students who used number-based systems were low (only ten young people 
explicitly noted a number system) it is possible that swapping from a name 
to a number based system might be a very low cost, easily implementable 
way of reducing stigma in those schools that do not have electronic based 
systems, nor the capital funds to implement one.

Notably however, even for students who using voucher or name-based 
systems that offer no confidentiality, well over half did not express a concern 
about this, or actively noted that stigma was not an issue for them. Only 
one in four students noted that the stigma around being identified as a FSM 
student affected them. A range of mitigating factors were noted for this, from 
personal resilience and not feeling ashamed of their family backgrounds, a 
sense of solidarity as a large proportion of the school were in receipt of FSM 
to a genuine belief that FSM stigma was an adult concept with no relevance 
to young people’s lives. 
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“I doesn’t bother me.”

“There wasn’t much of a stigma about it in my school… a lot of kids at 
my school ate free school meals so it wasn’t an issue. But I can see how 
in other schools confidentiality would be important.”

“Most are in the same position at our school so no big deal - we live in a 
deprived area.”

“It doesn’t make a difference; no one is immature enough to make 
prejudiced comments.”

“You shouldn’t be ashamed of your poverty, it’s an adult view that this 
will cause segregation. In reality the poor kids tend to be more social 
to overcome their lack of material wealth and simply get on with it 
and share.”

“It shouldn’t matter socially whether someone gets free meals or not, 
and encouraging us to hide it seems counter-productive.”

“I am not too concerned because I am quite confident however it 
would have been nicer to have a more discreet way of doing it, because 
everybody knows about your financial state at home.”

The survey was specifically designed to probe around the prevalence and 
experience of FSM stigma, so it is perhaps even more notable that such a low 
proportion of young people cited stigma as a key issue. However, while not to 
undermine the accuracy of the information these young people generously 
shared with us, there is possible selection bias in our sample. It is possible 
that students who felt deep shame and experience stigma about being 
in receipt of FSM might not have identified as FSM recipients, even in this 
anonymous online survey. 

Not a ‘normal’ lunch time: Queues and not being able to eat with friends
Other issues identified by young people in receipt of FSM included long 
queues for lunches and not being able to eat with friends. Long queues for 
meals meant that students on FSM often missed out on having a lunch break 
with friends, and the opportunity to do lunch time activities.
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“I used to not eat school meals because the queues were too long.”

“The queues are so long and the service is so slow that by the time you 
can buy your food, there is no time to eat it.”

“I don’t have free meals all the time because I do other things at 
lunch time!!!!”

Long queues and having to eat in the dining room meant that students 
missed the normal lunch time experience of hanging out with friends, and 
many FSM students suggested that take up would remain low so long as 
students could not eat with their friends.

“Many (FSM eligible students) would rather eat outside the kitchen 
with their friends by having packed lunches.”

“It’s unlikely (that FSM take up could be improved), as most people go 
to lunch in their friendship groups.”

Not being able to eat with friends was worsened by inadequate payment 
amounts. That is, as often only the ‘meal of the day’ was affordable, students 
were often left stuck in the canteen while their friends were outside.

“Although sometimes I found as the canteen prices went up, I couldn’t 
afford a grab and go meal, and my friends did not tend to sit in the 
cafeteria, a toasted sandwich was £1.80 and I think I only receive £1.70 
or £1.75.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS

02

03

04

05

06

01 Young people feel strongly that FSM need to be made available to all families 
living on low incomes, and the introduction of the Universal Credit provides a 
unique opportunity to address this. 

To realise young people’s right to healthy food, close health and educational 
inequalities and ensure that the Universal Credit ‘makes work pay’, FSM 
entitlement should be extended to all young people whose families are in 
receipt of Universal Credit. 

This research highlights a problem with the adequacy of FSM entitlement, 
with many school meals costing more than students actually receive in their 
allowance. This inadequacy of entitlement needs to be addressed. As students 
receiving FSM need an allowance that enables enough choice both to meet 
minimum food standards and not be easily identifiable from their peers.

•	 Schools need to review their allowances to ensure that they are compliant 
with the School Food Standards.

The delivery system and how students access their free meals is important. 
Schools should move towards introducing cashless systems to tackle stigma. 
Government should make capital funding available to assist with the costs of 
implementing them.

However, even schools that have cashless systems need to look at how these 
work to ensure they offer confidentiality. Schools need to review their cashless 
systems and need to make sure that credit levels do not ‘flash up’ at the till in 
a public way, that the amounts offered to FSM students offer adequate choice 
in meals and that the systems they have in place for school trips can offer 
similar confidentiality.

Schools need to continue to look at their canteen experience. Long queues 
at lunch time need to be addressed to improve take up and the experience of 
receiving a FSM. Students receiving FSM also need to be able to enjoy their 
lunch break with their friends. Either ‘grab and go’ meals need to be available, 
or if meals cannot be made to go, students eating packed lunches should be 
able to sit in the canteen with their friends.

Recommendations
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APPENDIX I

Details for the calculation of proportion of students at schools with cashless systems or non 
cashless systems

Schools catered for by LA Schools not catered for by LA

Region

% Schools 
with Cashless 
System

% Schools 
without 
cashless 
system % NA

% Schools 
with Cashless 
System

% Schools 
without 
cashless 
system % NA 

North East 86.7 13.3 0 79.8 4.8 15.5

North West 56.7 43.3 0 33.6 13.4 53.0

Yorkshire/Humber 62.3 37.7 0 18.5 25.0 56.5

East Midlands 80.0 20.0 0 30.0 32.7 37.3

West Midlands 55.5 39.1 5.5 12.9 13.5 73.5

East of England 36.6 44.6 18.8 1.9 6.6 91.5

Inner London 41.9 58.1 0 38.5 7.7 53.8

Outer London 53.7 46.3 0 35.4 11.4 53.2

South East 50.7 49.3 0 25.8 21.9 52.3

South West 47.8 43.5 8.7 13.1 11.5 75.4

All secondary 56.8 40.3 2.9 27.0 16.0. 57.0

Source: Table 37 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson and Beverley Baker Sixth 
annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011
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Proportion of students 
attending schools that are Secondary LA catered

Secondary Non LA 
catered

North East 0.63 0.37

North West 0.68 0.32

Yorkshire/Humber 0.71 0.29

East Midlands 0.58 0.42

West Midlands 0.67 0.33

East of England 0.61 0.39

Inner London 0.63 0.37

Outer London 0.31 0.69

South East 0.41 0.59

South West 0.28 0.72

All secondary 0.55 0.45

Source: Table 3 Michael Nelson, Jo Nicholas, Lesley Wood, Ellen Lever, Laura Simpson 
and Beverley Baker Sixth annual survey of take up of school lunches in England 2011

Calculations of proportion of students at each school type with 
cashless systems

Proportion of secondary students 
attending schools that have

Cashless 
systems

Cash based 
systems Unknown

North East 0.84 0.10 0.06

North West 0.49 0.34 0.17

Yorkshire/Humber 0.50 0.34 0.16

East Midlands 0.59 0.25 0.16

West Midlands 0.42 0.31 0.28

East of England 0.23 0.30 0.47

Inner London 0.41 0.39 0.20

Outer London 0.41 0.22 0.37

South East 0.36 0.33 0.31

South West 0.23 0.20 0.57

All secondary 0.43 0.29 0.27
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