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This is a really fabulous 
project for the Soil 
Association. The links 
between food and mood  
is an area that has not  
been explored enough  
and it is great that this  
project has brought those 
links into closer focus.

H E L E N  B R O W N I N G ,  
C E O ,  S O I L  A S S O C I A T I O N

FOREWORD
The Soil Association is a charity that works to 
transform the way we eat, farm and care for our 
natural world. This means transitioning to a food 
system that provides food that is good for climate, 
nature, and our health.

Food for Life is a Soil Association programme with a 
vision to make healthy and sustainable food the easy 
choice for everyone.

This project was a partnership between Food for Life 
(FFL) and the Alaskan Seafood Marketing Institute. 
It aimed to investigate, develop and test resources 
or support that FFL might offer to primary schools 
linking the topics of food and a balanced diet with 
mental health and wellbeing over a 10-month period 
from April 2021 – January 2022.

The project offered FFL the opportunity to ensure 
that more pupils, teachers, caterers, and parents 
enjoy and understand the health benefits of a 
well-balanced diet through education, training 
and catering support. It aimed to equip FFL with a 
deeper understanding of the needs around food and 
mental health and wellbeing in schools (suggested 
by Public Health Commissioners), provide FFL with 
the opportunity to develop new resources which 
can be used across FFL members and to give us a 
new language to speak about our work in relation to 
mental health and wellbeing with our audiences.

We are delighted to partner with Food for Life on this project and 
promote the benefits that food activity and eating a balanced diet can 
have to mental health and wellbeing. The combination of Food for Life’s 
deep understanding of schools’ needs and Alaska Seafood’s sustainability 
and nutritional credentials will help to develop resources that will be truly 
useful to teachers, caterers and students.

R E B E C C A  W I L S O N ,  T R A D E  D I R E C T O R ,  
A L A S K A  S E A F O O D  M A R K E T I N G  I N S T I T U T E

This project was funded by  
Alaskan seafood Marketing institute.
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POSITION 
The Soil Association identified some of the connections 
between healthy and sustainable diets (and activities 
that support healthy and sustainable diets such as 
cooking, growing food and eating meals together) and 
mental wellbeing in the context of the Soil Association’s 
food programmes. 

Below are excerpts from the Soil Association policy 
position paper on Mental Health that was created as 
part of this project. The full position paper is included 
as an appendix to this report.

Although the field of research is still in 
its relative infancy, studies suggest that 
there is a link between diet quality and 
mental health in children, adolescents, 
and adults (Jones, 2017; O’Neil et al., 
2014). 

While the Soil Association and associated 
programmes hope to support the work  
of mental health professionals, the  
Soil Association does not specialise in 
mental health. 

THE ROLE OF EDUCATION 
SET TINGS TO SUPPORT 
MENTAL WELLBEING 

Schools can play a significant role in 
supporting child health and wellbeing. In 
2018, the Department for Education’s (DfE) 
Mental Health and Behaviour in Schools 
recognised the role of schools within the 
wider mental health strategy (DfE, 2018). 
This role can be summarised as prevention, 
identification, early support, and access to 
specialist support. In 2021 the Departments 
of Health and Social Care and Education 
came together to support mental health in 
young people and in schools.  

Currently schools are not required to 
have policy specifically on mental health 
although they should have policies in place 
to promote and support general health  
and wellbeing.

CONNECTING FOOD AND 
MENTAL WELLBEING 

Food for Life advocates for a balanced and 
fresh diet that is good for us and the planet. 
This includes increasing fruit and vegetable 
consumption, incorporating wholefoods 
into the diet and requiring food to be 
freshly prepared to ensure the best 
nutritional value. Currently the average UK 
diet is very low in fresh fruit and vegetables 
with nine out of ten children eating less 
than 3.5 portions a day (Food Foundation, 
2021). In addition, ultra-processed foods, 
which are usually high in calories, but low 
in essential nutrients, make up over half of 
the average UK diet and are associated with 
negative health outcomes (Elizabeth et 
al., 2020; Monteiro et al., 2017). A healthy 
balanced diet is not only good for our 
physical health, but research is showing 
that it can also contribute to our  
mental health.

Scientific studies have investigated the 
association of specific nutrients and mental 
health, however the results between studies 
are often conflicting. Overall, the evidence 
base suggests that a healthy, varied and 
balanced diet does contribute to better 
mental health (Del-Ponte, et al., 2019; Lai 
et al., 2013; O’Neil et al., 2014; Quirk et al. 
2013). Diet can also influence biological 
systems such as the gut microbiome, 
immune system, neural function and brain 
development which have all been linked to 
mental health problems such as depression 
(Irwin and Miller, 2007; O’Neil et al., 2014; 
Winter et al., 2018). Common specific 
nutrients that have been associated with 
improved mental health include omega-3 
fats, B vitamins, iron, zinc, magnesium, and 
amino acids which can be found naturally  
in a fresh, balanced and healthy diet 
(Andrews, 2015).

THE ROLE OF OMEGA 3  
FAT T Y ACIDS

As diet quality and physical and mental 
health are linked, a healthy and balanced 
diet that includes a variety of food is 
important. As part of the balanced diet, 
the NHS recommends increasing omega-3 
fatty acid intake (NHS, 2020b). There is 
substantial evidence for the role of omega-
3’s in supporting good mood and mental 
health including playing a role in cell and 
neural communication (Liao et al., 2019). 
Good sources of omega-3 to consider 
are oily fish, meat, milk, vegetable oils, 
nuts, seeds and leafy greens (NHS, 2020b). 
The School Food Standards include the 
requirement to serve at least one portion 
of oily fish every three weeks. In addition 
to requiring implementation of the School 
Food Standards, Food for Life also requires 
all meat to be higher welfare and for Silver 
and Gold menus to include a percentage 
spend on organic. Organic meat and dairy 
contain more omega-3 fatty acids than 
conventional farming methods (Średnicka-
Tober, D. et al. 2016a; Średnicka-Tober, D.  
et al.,2016b).

GOOD SOURCES  
OF OMEGA-3 TO 
CONSIDER:  OILY 
FISH, MEAT, MILK, 
VEGETABLE OILS, 
NUTS, SEEDS AND 
LEAFY GREENS.

NHS, 2020
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1.

WHAT WE  
HAVE DONE 
The project was delivered  
between April 2021 –  
December 2021.

2 .1.
INITIAL  
RESEARCH  
PHASE

DEVELOP  
& TEST 
PHASE

INITIAL RESEARCH PHASE 
APRIL – JULY 2021

Position paper

FFL researched and wrote a position paper 
which identified some of the connections 
between healthy and sustainable diets 
(and activities that support healthy and 
sustainable diets such as cooking, growing 
food and eating meals together) and 
mental wellbeing in the context of the Soil 
Association’s food programmes. The paper 
outlined where there are opportunities for 
the Soil Association’s food programmes to 
contribute to positive changes that support 
mental wellbeing.

Engaging schools

FFL recruited and onboarded three schools 
to the project. Over the course of the 
project, we met each school five times: 

1.  to have an initial engagement 
conversation, 

2.  to discuss project expectations  
and gather baseline data from the  
school lead, 

3.  to gain feedback from the insight 
gathering activities that the schools led,

4.  to introduce the activities and resources 
ahead of the testing period,

5.  to gain feedback from in school activities 
and resources after the testing period.

Insight gathering activities  
and review

Lead teachers: FFL conducted interviews 
with each of the lead teachers gathering 
insight into their school culture, 
confidence, knowledge and skills in  
talking about food, balanced meals and 
mental health. 

Pupils: FFL supported the delivery of 
interactive classroom activities with two 
classes in each school (year 4 and year 5) 
to collect insights into where children learn 
about mental health and a balanced diet. 
We also generated insight into where and 
how they would like to learn more about 
food and mental health and wellbeing. 

Caterers and cooks: FFL conducted a 
survey with the school cook in each of the 
three schools to gathering insight into their 
confidence, knowledge and skills around 
serving, supporting and communicating 
with young people around what they eat 
and how they feel. 

Teaching staff: FFL displayed posters in 
each of the school staff rooms to gather 
additional insights into where teachers 
have conversations around food and mood, 
and where they would like additional 
support and training.

Review: FFL held online sessions with the 
lead teachers in each of the schools to 
discuss the insight gathering activities  
and the findings.

Insight findings summary

From the insight gathering there was  
a consistency of results from all  
three schools. 

Key findings that came across clearly from 
all three schools were: 

1.  Whilst both learning about Food, and 
Mental Health & Wellbeing are included 
as subject areas throughout the schools, 
the two subjects are rarely linked. 

2.  Both Teachers and Pupils would like to 
know more scientific facts about the 
links between Food and Mental Health 
and Wellbeing.

3.  Midday day supervisors lacked 
confidence in talking to children  
about a healthy diet. 

When asked about linking the subjects of 
Food and Mental Health and Wellbeing, 
teachers said: 

It was split 
into two  
key phases:

Mental health is an important 
topic to us, so we are really 
excited to be taking part in 
the project. Using food as a 
route for the promotion of 
good health and wellbeing is 
a topic that everyone can get 
onboard with, and we hope 
that our work will instigate 
significant change far beyond 
our school gate.

A S S I S T A N T  H E A D  A T 
O N E  O F  T H E  P R I M A R Y 
S C H O O L S  T A K I N G  P A R T .

We are a Thrive school, based 
around wellbeing. Every morning 
they come in a do a mood chart 
and the teacher follows up with a 
discussion. Mental health in relation 
food – don’t think it is something 
we have ever linked. Not that I have 
seen anyway. We know – we are 
aware of the impacts. 

The importance of eating a balanced diet – quite confident – 
work closely with a local sports partnership who do healthy 
living and wellbeing sessions. Mood and wellbeing we are 
pretty good at. Mental health in relation food – not a great 
deal at the moment – we don’t do a great deal to link them.
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2. Classroom activities

We were keen to make sure that our tools and activities were 
interactive and fun. 

To introduce the children to the subject of linking food and mood we 
created a ‘fill the blanks’ story activity. The story was a day in the life of 
a child and included what they ate throughout the day and how they 
felt. The words for foods and feelings were left blank and the children 
were encouraged to fill in the words themselves. Pictures were added 
around the edge of the story sheet to act as prompts for the children, 
and a word bank was also provided for teachers. The aim of this was for 
the children to start thinking about how the food they eat and where 
they eat it affects how they feel. 

To expand on this initial learning and to encourage the children to have 
conversations around mental health and wellbeing we also created a 
classroom activity to design a “feelings café”. The children were asked 
to design a café that makes customers feel a particular feeling. They 
were encouraged to consider aspects of the cafe experience from how 
the café would look, what food would be served and how it would feel 
to be there. For the activity we supplied a template for the children to 
use to design their own café.

The aim of this activity was to further explore the 
conversation around food and mood in a fun way. 

All classroom resources were designed to be 
as simple to use as possible with the intention 
that teachers could just pick up the resources 
pack and start a lesson without the need for 
additional research or planning.

2.
DEVELOP & TEST PHASE 
AUGUST – DECEMBER 2021

Design & Build resources

Being user led in our approach was crucial 
to the development of this project. Early 
on, we worked with each of the three 
schools to identify their individual strengths 
and areas of need to make sure that the 
interventions that we were developing 
were meeting real need and building on the 
foundations already in place in the schools. 

Over the school summer break the FFL 
team used the insights that had been 
gathered from the schools to develop 
resources to address the needs recognised 
from the initial review. 

Prototype resources were created  
as follows:

1.  Training for Midday Supervisors  
& Dining room activities 

In our initial conversations with the lead 
teachers and the catering team, we 
identified that midday supervisors were 
crucial players in ensuring that pupils 
were supported to access a balanced diet. 
However, we were informed by the catering 
team that they did not feel confident talking 
to pupils about the links between what they 
eat and how they feel. Despite this lack of 
confidence from the catering staff, we were 
told by the pupils that they wanted to learn 
more about the links between food and 
mood in the dining room. 

We signposted schools to our bespoke 
online midday supervisor training which 
encourages midday supervisors to support 
pupils in choosing and eating a balanced 
meal. In one of the schools this training was 
delivered by the FFL Team with additional 
content to relate the training more to 
mental health & wellbeing. The online 
training was attended by all three schools.

To further meet this need, grow confidence 
and facilitate conversations around food 
and mood in the dining room, we created 
the conversation starter resource which 
was a fun and interactive way for midday 
supervisors to start conversations with 
young people about food and the impacts 
on mental wellbeing. These took the form 
of large laminated cardboard dice, the 
faces of which contained questions and 
facts around the subject of mental health 
and a healthy balanced diet. In addition to 
the dice, we created laminated placemats 
showing the Eatwell plate. The resource 
provided scientific information in an 
accessible way, and helped pupils and 
midday supervisors explore the scientific 
evidence together.

Crisps

Raisins

Frozen
peas

Lentils

Soya
drink

Cous

Cous

pasta

Whole 
wheat

Bagels

Porridge

Low fat
soft cheese

Tuna

Plain
nuts peas

Chick

Semi

milk
skimmed

Chopped
tomatoes

lower
salt
and
sugar

Beans

Whole

grain
cereal

Potatoes

Spaghetti

Low fat
Plain

yoghurt

Lean
mince

Lower fat
spread

Sauce

Oil
Veg

Rice

Each serving (150g) contains

of an adult’s reference intake
Typical values (as sold) per 100g: 697kJ/ 167kcal

Check the label on 
packaged foods

Energy
1046kJ
250kcal

Fat Saturates Sugars Salt
3.0g 1.3g 34g 0.9g

15%38%7%4%13%

Choose foods lower 
in fat, salt and sugars

Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh Government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland © Crown copyright 2016

Use the Eatwell Guide to help you get a balance of healthier and more sustainable food. 
It shows how much of what you eat overall should come from each food group.

Eatwell Guide

2000kcal        2500kcal = ALL FOOD + ALL DRINKSPer day

Eat less often and
in small amounts

Choose lower fat and

 lower sugar options

Eat more beans and pulses, 2 portions of sustainably 

sourced  fish per week, one of which is oily. Eat less

red and processed meat

                               Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates

         Choose wholegrain or higher fibre versions with less added fat, salt and sugar
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Oil & spreads
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nd vegetables every day
LOW LOW HIGH MED

Choose unsaturated oils 
and use in small amountsDairy and alternativesBeans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins

6-8
a day

Water, lower fat 
milk, sugar-free 
drinks including 
tea and coffee 
all count.

Limit fruit juice 
and/or smoothies 
to a total of 
150ml a day. 
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In-school resource testing & feedback

The resources were introduced to all three schools in September. 
All schools were asked to complete the activities over the month of 
October and a feedback session with the schools was arranged to 
discuss the resources following the test period. 

The activities and resources were sent out to schools both digitally and 
as hard copies. All activities included introductory information about 
the subject and the activity for context. We also provided a links to 
websites for further reading about the subject in case this was needed. 

Some of the activities completed by the children can be seen below.

Fill in blanks 
story example:

Feelings 
café 
examples:

Ask an Expert film

Through conversations with pupils about how and where they would 
like to be learning about what they eat and how it makes them feel, we 
heard that they would like to learn from role models and experts. Both 
pupils and staff alike suggested that they would like to know more facts 
about food and mood, with staff suggesting that they wanted to know 
the scientific evidence behind how food, mood and mental wellbeing 
are linked.

In order to meet this need for science and fact, we have created a  
ten-minute film which brings together questions pupils had about what 
they eat and their mental health, followed by responses from carefully 
selected specialists, experts, celebrities, and role models who have 
been recorded answering their questions. 

The experts were:

• Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall – TV chef and cookery writer

• Helen Browning – Farmer and Soil Association CEO

• Tommi Miers – Chef, Masterchef winner & restaurant owner

•  Haleh Morajev – Senior Lecturer in Nutritional Sciences,  
Manchester Metropolitan University

• Robyn Rhule-Samuel – Food Scientist & Registered  
 Associate Nutritionist

• Dr Alex Richardson – Founder of Food & Behaviour  
 Research Charity

• Ollie Hunter – Chef and Masterchef semi-finalist

• Diana Hawdon – Registered Nutritionist

The film is designed to be played at an assembly, allowing the schools 
to access and learn from experts and specialists. As a tool, the film is 
scalable to other FFL schools, and in this way can have a wide impact.

I’m delighted to be involved in Food for Life’s Food & Mood project. 
This is something we should all be thinking about now more than 
ever. It is great to see Food for Life helping schools and children 
explore the links between a healthy balanced diet and good mental 
health and wellbeing. Making these vital connections when we are 
young sets us up for a happier healthier life.

H U G H  F E A R N L E Y - W H I T T I N G S T A L L
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Evaluation activities

Initial baseline activities were completed at the beginning of 
the project, and these were then repeated at the end of the 
project to assess the success of the pilot phase and to identify 
outcomes from the work. The results of this evaluation can be 
found later in this report.

Marketing & Comms

Over the course of the project FFL has shared information 
externally through social media and blogs as appropriate. 

Food for Life @SAfoodforlife . 13 Dec 
Over the last 6 months the Food for Life team have been busily working  
on a project funded by @Alaska_Seafood to support schools to approach 
mental health and wellbeing through food. Read more here:  
foodforlife.org.uk/whats-happenin...

2 12
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Figure 1

 Baseline   Follow-up

WHAT WE  
HAVE LEARNT 
SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

1.  Our dining room interventions had positive impact both 
on catering staff confidence AND on pupil’s ability to 
understand menus and chose healthy meals

2.  Our classroom activities encouraged pupils to explore  
how what they eat impacts on how they feel

3.  Our work in the schools helped teachers to bring up 
conversations around food and mental health in a number 
of topics, ranging from science through to RE.

Evidence of change from the dining room 

We expected to see positive changes in the dining room both 
in relation to our midday supervisor training, but also because 
of the conversation starters and place mats we gave to all 
three schools.

Baseline results

At beginning and end of the programme 
we talked to the school cooks at all  
three schools. 

At baseline, all (n=3) cooks that participated 
stated that they do try to encourage 
healthy eating and a balanced diet in 
the dining room, but two participants 
stated that they would like to have the 
opportunity to provide taster pots for the 
pupils, or allow children to return to the 
serving hatch to get a second portion of 
salad of vegetables. 

Two of the three participants said that 
they had recent training on how to serve 
a balanced meal, but none of the cooks 
had training on mental health. However, 
one did state that they had some training 
about the links between food and mental 
health (although the type of training was 
not specific). There was the belief (2/3 
participants) that children were aware  
of what constituted a balanced meal.  

There was an inconsistent response about 
whether they felt comfortable talking to 
children about a balanced diet, mental 
health and mood, where one cook was 
very confident to speak about all topics 
whereas another was not confident in any. 
Cooks were consistently more comfortable 
talking about a balanced diet compared to 
mental health and wellbeing. For all cooks, 
they believed that there was a link between 
food we eat, and consequently how we 
feel. They highlighted that ‘unhealthy food’ 
can make you feel lethargic, lead to weight 
gain that can consequently lead to lower 
self-esteem, whereas healthier options can 
make you feel better.  

Follow up results

Following the project, there were three 
responses to the follow-up survey.

NEVER RARELY SOMETIMES ALWAYS

When there is oily fish on the menu,  
is it popular?

Most children choose to have fruit and 
vegetables with their meal

The children know how to choose a balanced 
meal from the menu

The children always know what the food  
is when it is being served

The Menu is easy for the children  
to understand

The meals on the menu this week allow children  
to eat a balanced and healthy meal everyday

There was consistent 
IMPROVEMENT from baseline 
in all categories in our Likert 
scale questions. These questions 
highlighted that children are 
MORE AWARE of what makes a 
healthy meal, and more likely to 
choose it on the menu. 

Two out of three respondents 
stated that the food and mood 
project has allowed the catering 
staff to BE MORE CONFIDENT to 
ENCOURAGE CHILDREN to try 
something off the salad cart or 
fruit options. 

Most (two out of three) 
participants stated that their 
team FEEL QUITE CONFIDENT, 
or VERY CONFIDENT talking to 
children about eating a balanced 
diet or how they are feeling, 
but only one respondent felt 
confident speaking about mental 
health and wellbeing. 
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Evidence of change from 
the classroom 

We expected to see some improvements 
in the classroom because of our classroom 
activities. The classroom activities were 
designed to open up the conversation 
about how food, and what we eat can 
impact our mood and how we feel. As an 
entry point, we were not anticipating that 
the activities would provide a complete 
education, but rather allow the pupils to 
explore their own relationships with what 
they eat and how this makes them feel.

With this in mind, we were excited to see 
the results from the ‘fill the blanks’ activity, 
where pupils were highlighting the links 
between eating chips and feeling bloated.

Baseline results

At the start of the project, the lessons 
where healthy eating was taught was most 
likely to be science and PSHE and for mood 
and wellbeing was PSHE (n=5). However, 
only one out of the six responses stated 
that food and mood had been linked, 
which was in Religious Education as part 
of the Last Supper topic. Other instances 
in the school day where children can learn 
about healthy food, mood and food and 
mood include posters (n=3) and assemblies 
(n=2). Children stated that they would have 
liked to learn more about Food and Mood 
in Science, PSHE and learning from mental 
health professionals or from going on 
school trips. 

Follow up results Figure 3 shows that the only topics for 
which the proportion of children feeling 
happiness increased over the project was 
for ‘social eating’. Whereas the preference 
for other topics mentioned decreased. The 
importance of social eating was particularly 
stressed through the feelings café, so it is 
good to see that this metric has increased. 

The project so far has opened up 
conversations around how what you 
eat can make you feel, and many of the 
associations made were around comfort 
food. It would be interesting in a follow up 
project to further explore and stress the 
impacts a healthy diet can have on  
positive wellbeing.

There were four class responses to our 
pupil surveys in total. Children found 
creating the cafes the most enjoyable part 
of the project (three out of four responses 
stated this). There was a consistent 
response that food can make a difference 
to the way that we feel especially that 
eating healthier food can make you feel 
happier and more energetic (n=2), whereas 
‘junk food’ can make you feel sluggish 
(n=1), can change your mood (n=1). 

Although not all children saw a change in 
their school regarding linking food and 
mood, they highlighted that there were 
links made between food and mood.  

‘if I feel sad I eat chocolate’ – class 1,

and the children ‘love biscuit breaks  
and that this makes them happy’  
– class 2

 Baseline   Follow-up

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Looking after chickens

Eating healthy food

Social eating

Growing

Cooking

STAND UP IF YOU FEEL  
THAT YOU WOULD LIKE TO  

DO MORE OF THIS ACTIVITY IN 
THE SCHOOL DAY

 Baseline   Follow-up

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Looking after chickens

Eating healthy food

Social eating

Growing

Cooking

STAND UP IF YOU FEEL  
THAT TAKING PART IN  

THIS ACTIVITY WOULD  
MAKE YOU FEEL HAPPY

Figure 2 shows that there was an increase 
in the proportion of children that would 
like to do more regarding looking after 
chickens, social eating and cooking, but  
not eating healthy food or growing.

At the end project, it was found 
that there WAS A LARGER 
VARIETY OF INSTANCES where 
healthy eating, mood and 
wellbeing and linking food and 
mood was taught. SCIENCE  
AND PSHE were the MOST 
LIKELY LESSONS that that these 
topics were covered. 

In the wider school community, 
the variety of instances 
where Food and Mood were 
communicated INCREASED TO 
INCLUDE speaking to family 
and friends about FEELING 
EMOTIONS WHILE HUNGRY, 
learning about food and mood 
during gardening club and 
linking food and mood in PSHE 
and Science lessons.

Figure 2

Figure 3

When participating classes were asked 
what else they would like to see in their 
school, some of the main activities 
highlighted were:  

MORE COOKING  
IN SCHOOL 

LINKING FOOD AND 
MOOD IN THE WIDER 
CURRICULUM 

LINKING FOOD 
AND MOOD ON THE 
LUNCHTIME MENUS. 

For example,
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Evidence of change from  
teaching staff

As well as hearing directly from pupils, we 
also asked a wide range of teaching staff 
about their experiences of teaching and 
talking about food and mental health.

Baseline results

At the beginning of the project, all staff 
(n=8) stated that they noticed the impact 
of a poor-quality diets in the mood and 
wellbeing of the children they teach. It was 
highlighted that conversations about a 
balanced diet and food mostly took place in 
PSHE (n=5) followed by classrooms (n=4), 
playground/break times (n=4) and science 
(n=4). Discussions about mental health and 
wellbeing were mostly occurring in PSHE 
(n=5), followed by the playground (n=4).  

Staff participants highlighted that they 
would like to build links between food 
and mood better within the curriculum, 
especially using scientific evidence to back 
up these topics, but there could be barriers 
to doing so in some groups (younger age 
groups, SEN). Staff felt that it would be 
good to invite professionals in to speak, 
go on school trips and having talks at 
assemblies are activities that would be 
options for the future.  

Mental health and 
wellbeing’ is a unit in 
our PSHE, and I will 
review the teaching 
materials to see if 
food is mentioned.

S T A F F  M E M B E R  1 

WHAT’S  
COMING NEXT 
COMMUNICATIONS 
The activity and findings of the project will be shared publicly in 
2022. In February 2022 a page of the FFL website will be devoted 
to the project with information about the project, the final report 
and the ‘Ask an Expert’ film. This will be supported by social media 
activity and a schools, early years and caterers e-news items.

The key outcomes of the project and the film will also be 
promoted in May as part of Mental Health awareness week  
(9-15 May 2022) alongside a social media campaign.

SCHOOLS SHARING
Between January – March 2022 the Ask an Expert film will be 
offered to all schools in FFL commissioned areas as part of a 
campaign focusing on health and mental wellbeing. 

RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT
FFL would like to do further work on the prototype resources 
created to develop these further into finished resources to be 
rolled out to all primary schools in FFL commissioned areas. This 
would be a reach of over 500 schools. This development would be 
done in conjunction with feedback and suggestions received from 
the three schools involved in the pilot stage and would be led by 
FFL’s Service Design and Impact teams.

In follow-up, there was a variety 
of responses after the project 
had been carried out. Initially, 
there were CONSISTENT 
RESPONSES where all 
participants stated that either 
the children or themselves 
were more confident to speak 
about having a balanced diet. 
Furthermore, staff were more 
aware of the need to link food 
and mood within the curriculum.  

Follow up
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APPENDIX –  
POSITION PAPER
Supporting mental wellbeing in education settings 
through Food for Life. 

About us

The Soil Association is a charity that works to transform the way we  
eat, farm and care for our natural world. This means transitioning to  
a food system that provides food that is good for climate, nature, and 
our health.

Food for Life is a Soil Association programme with a vision to make 
healthy and sustainable food the easy choice for everyone. Food for 
Life programmes, which include Food for Life Served Here, the Food for 
Life School Award and the Early Years Programme, work to make this 
vision a reality. 

Food for Life works with schools, nurseries, hospitals, care homes 
and the wider community with a key principle being a ‘whole setting 
approach’. In schools this means healthy and sustainable food is part of 
the whole school experience. Good food and where it comes from is 
embedded in the school culture, it is eaten in the dining hall, it’s on the 
curriculum, and the programme extends even beyond the school gate. 

About this paper

Although the field of research is still in its relative infancy, studies 
suggest that there is a link between diet quality and mental health in 
children, adolescents and adults (Jones, 2017; O’Neil et al., 2014).

This paper identifies some of the connections between healthy and 
sustainable diets (and activities that support healthy and sustainable 
diets such as cooking, growing food and eating meals together) 
and mental wellbeing in the context of the Soil Association’s food 
programmes. The paper aims to outline where there are opportunities 
for the Soil Association’s food programmes to contribute to positive 
changes that support mental wellbeing.

This paper may support a wide range of audiences but in particular may 
support people in education settings working towards positive changes 
around food and health.

While the Soil Association and associated programmes hope to support 
the work of mental health professionals, the Soil Association does not 
specialise in mental health. For mental health support please refer to 
professional clinicians and organisations. 

The need for action to support mental wellbeing  
in education settings - the mental health crisis

In 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic, mental health charity Mind 
declared a UK mental health emergency (Mind, 2020a). Reported cases 
of probable mental health disorders have been on an upward trend 
since 1993 (Mind, 2020b; Barber et al., 2019). The rate of school aged 
children with identified probable mental health disorders has increased 
from 10.8% in 2017 to 16.0% in 2020 (NHS, 2020a). Mental health does 
not only affect the individual but can also impact family and friends  
and can have implications on learning and attainment in school 
(NatCen, 2019). 

The causes of the overall decline in mental health will not be discussed 
in this paper. However, the pandemic’s recent impact on mental 
health is well-documented. For example, the rise in behavioural 
problems, restlessness, distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms in 
children associated with school closures (Viner et al., 2021). Evidence 
has also emerged associating mental health with access to food and 
diet during the pandemic (Connors et al., 2020). In addition, a recent 
literature review analysing potential long-term impacts of the Covid-19 
pandemic on children identified that malnutrition caused by lockdowns 
may have a significant influence on development of neural connections 
which in turn can affect learning and development, particularly in a 
child’s first 3 years (Ntambara and Chu, 2021). 

The Centre for Mental Health estimates the overall cost to individuals, 
the health service and the economy is over £118bn per year (O’Shea 
and Bell, 2020). In response to this and the growing mental health 
crisis, in 2020 the UK government pledged a £500m investment in 
mental health services and allocated £79m to improve mental health 
support for children and young people (DHSC, 2021). 
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The role of education settings to support mental wellbeing 

Schools can play a significant role in supporting child health and 
wellbeing. In 2018, the Department for Education’s (DfE) Mental Health 
and Behaviour in Schools recognised the role of schools within the 
wider mental health strategy (DfE, 2018). This role can be summarised 
as prevention, identification, early support, and access to specialist 
support. In 2021 the Departments of Health and Social Care and 
Education came together to support mental health in young people 
and in schools. Currently schools are not required to have policy 
specifically on mental health although they should have policies in 
place to promote and support general health and wellbeing.

In the late 1980s the World Health Organisation (WHO) published 
a Health Promoting Schools framework which recommended 
embedding healthy lifestyles in schools through a whole school 
approach (Langford et al., 2014). The whole school approach included 
direct education on health and wellbeing, creating a supportive and 
healthy school environment, and enabling students and staff to form 
communities to support the principles of a healthy lifestyle. 

Following this, the UK’s National Healthy Schools Programme launched 
in 1999, provided a framework for healthy schools. This recommended 
a whole school approach to four areas: healthy eating, physical 
activity, emotional health and wellbeing and PSHE (personal, social and 
health education) (Healthy Schools Programme, 2007). Food for Life 
schools’ programmes champion and provide support on implementing 
the whole school approach to food and healthy eating. For specific 
resources on implementing a whole school approach to mental health 
please refer to the suggested resources: 

Mentally Healthy Schools. Resources for a whole School Approach.  

Welsh Government (2021). Framework on embedding a whole-school 
approach to emotional and mental well-being

National Children’s Bureau (2016). A whole school framework for 
emotional wellbeing and mental health. A self-assessment and 
improvement tool for school leaders

Healthy Schools Programme (2007). Guidance for Schools on 
Developing Emotional Health and Wellbeing

Connecting food and mental wellbeing 

Food for Life advocates for a balanced, fresh and natural diet that is 
good for us and the planet. This includes increasing fruit and vegetable 
consumption, incorporating wholefoods into the diet and requiring 
food to be freshly prepared to ensure the best nutritional value. 
Currently the average UK diet is very low in fresh fruit and vegetables 
with nine out of ten children eating less than 3.5 portions a day (Food 
Foundation, 2021). In addition, ultra-processed foods make up over 
half of the average UK diet and are associated with negative health 
outcomes (Elizabeth et al., 2020; Monteiro et al., 2017). A healthy 
balanced diet is not only good for our physical health, but research is 
showing that it can also contribute to our mental health. 

Our mental wellbeing is influenced by many factors both internal (e.g. 
biological, genetic) and external (e.g. environment, relationships). The 
relationship between diet and mental wellbeing is just one aspect of 
mental health research.

The causal links between food and mental wellbeing go both ways, 
with food able to play a preventative role in mental health disorders 
but mental health also influencing our food choices (Firth et al., 2020; 
Owen and Corfe, 2017). This makes researching diet and mental 
health inherently complex as the direction of causality can rarely 
be deciphered. Figure 1 hypothesises some of the links between 
diet quality, physical health and mental health highlighting the 
interconnectedness between food, physical and mental health  
and the need for holistic approaches to wellbeing. 

 

Figure 1: Hypothesised relationship between diet, physical health, 
and mental health (Firth et al., 2020)
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Scientific studies have investigated the association of specific nutrients 
and mental health, however the results between studies are often 
conflicting. Overall, the evidence base suggests that a healthy, varied 
and balanced diet does contribute to better mental health (Del-Ponte, 
et al., 2019; Lai et al., 2013; O’Neil et al., 2014; Quirk et al. 2013). In the 
early years of life, appropriate feeding practices play a fundamental role 
in good physical and cognitive development, with infant malnutrition 
associated with poorer cognitive function in childhood (Ntambara 
and Chu, 2021; SACN, 2018). Diets higher in fresh fruit and vegetables 
were also consistently associated with better mental health outcomes 
(Stranges et al., 2014). Diet can also influence biological systems such 
as the gut microbiome, immune system, neural function and brain 
development which have all been linked to mental health problems 
such as depression (Irwin and Miller, 2007; O’Neil et al., 2014; Winter  
et al., 2018). Common specific nutrients that have been associated with 
improved mental health include omega-3 fats, B vitamins, iron, zinc, 
magnesium, and amino acids which can be found naturally in a fresh, 
balanced and healthy diet (Andrews, 2015). For more information on 
specific mental health problems and nutrition, please refer  
to professionals. 

Connecting food and mental wellbeing  
holistically through existing frameworks

In order to capture the interplay 
between food and mental wellbeing 
and understand how Food for Life 
programmes can contribute, a broader 
health and wellbeing framework is 
required. In 2015, Public Health England 
published ‘Improving Young People’s 
Health and Wellbeing: a Framework 
for Public Health’. This framework was 
developed with the Association of Young 
People’s Health and reflects the views 
of young people on what matters most 
to them. The framework identifies 6 key 
cross-cutting principles (see figure 2) to 
frame how we look holistically at child 
health and wellbeing.

Through the lens of a whole setting 
approach to food and in addition 
to relevant mental health research, 
this paper identifies areas within the 
Framework for Public Health where Food 
for Life programmes can contribute to 
supporting mental wellbeing.

PRINCIPLE 1:  
PUTTING RELATIONSHIPS AT THE CENTRE

Relationships are at the centre of young people’s health and wellbeing. 
These will be with friends, family, romantic/sexual partners, teachers, 
role models, health professionals and others in the local community. 
Youth participation work has shown us how important relationships 

are in the health context. Relationships can help make them resilient, 
but they can also make them vulnerable. Recognising and supporting 
healthy relationships is central to improving young people’s physical 

and mental health and wellbeing (PHE, 2015)

Creating a school environment that supports the development of 
healthy relationships can be achieved in many ways. Food for Life aims 
to achieve this through food. Cooking and eating together has always 
been central in the human story and food has the potential to bring 
people together and support healthy relationships. 

Eating Together 

Eating together can provide mental health benefits through social 
interaction and can help abate loneliness, something that 10% of 11-
22 year olds reported they always or often feel (Marovelli, 2019; NHS, 
2020a). Dunbar (2017) found that social eating was a contributing 
factor in forming relationships with other people. In addition, eating 
together made respondents feel better about themselves and have a 
wider social network capable of providing social and emotional support 
(Dunbar, 2017). 

Food for Life champions eating together to facilitate social interaction 
and relationship building. The Better Care Programme evaluation 
found that partnership activities between care homes residents and 
local students contributed towards a positive response from both the 
residents and the students regarding social interaction (Jones and 
Ismail, 2019). Food for Life encourages similar interactions through the 
Food for Life Get Togethers programme. 

Within a school setting, Food for Life recommends schools aim to 
create a calm and sociable environment and make improvements to 
the dining hall to enhance the dining experience. A positive school 
dining room experience can support the building of relationships 
as well as promoting social skills and better eating habits. After 
introducing Food for Life, surveyed students reported positive 
improvements to the dining room and atmosphere within it (Orme et 
al., 2011). Examples of changes that staff reported had increased social 
interaction included allowing friends to sit together and ‘establishing 
child servers so that pupils could take an active role in serving others’ 
(Teeman et al., 2011). 

Figure 2: Six principles to shape our 
thinking about young people’s health  
PHE (2015)
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Building communities 

There is strong evidence that social inclusion is associated with mental 
health, although the mechanisms are very complex (Kawachi and 
Berkman, 2001). And while the measuring of social inclusion is still 
debated, generally, the feeling of being part of a community and feeling 
social inclusion does contribute to better mental health (Baumgartner 
and Burns, 2014).

Food for Life actively encourages building communities within the 
school and beyond. Through implementing a whole school approach, 
pupils, staff, governors and other stakeholders are encouraged to work 
together to monitor and improve the school experience. These School 
Nutrition and Action Groups (SNAG) have reported that the Food for 
Life Programme “has united the leadership team, and created excellent 
working relationships between teams (e.g., dining room staff/ kitchen 
staff/children/parents) through the SNAG group” (Orme et al., 2011). 
These improved working relationships can also contribute to better 
mental wellbeing amongst staff.

SNAG also report of community building beyond the school gate.  
The Food for Life programme in one school “has given children 
real first-hand experience and enabled the school to broaden its 
relationships with the wider community, for example, we have an active 
group of grandparents who regularly help” (Orme et al., 2011). Other 
schools have built relationships with allotment communities, local 
restaurants and local farmers and food producers. 

Supporting healthy parent/carer relationships is also beneficial for 
a child’s health and development. An evaluation of the Food for Life 
programme has found that the programme also encouraged parents to 
start eating more fruit and vegetables and changing their buying habits 
(Orme et al., 2011). In the commissioned local Food for Life Programme 
in Walsall, the Food for Life Cook and Eat programme trained parents 
and the wider community on how to lead cooking sessions within the 
community. Over the Covid-19 pandemic this was switched to a cook 
and eat bag with recipes for families to make at home to encourage 
families to cook and eat together. 
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PRINCIPLE 2:  
A POSITIVE FOCUS ON WHAT HELPS YOUNG 

PEOPLE FEEL WELL AND ABLE TO COPE

We are more effective when we focus on the positives in young 
people’s lives, helping them to feel safe and strong, preparing them to 
cope with adversities. What helps them get through tough times and 

navigate those risks liable to lead to poor outcomes? Key components 
of this are strengthening life skills, enhancing self-efficacy, nurturing 
their creativity and making sure external resources are available when 
they need to draw on them. It includes acknowledging and building 
on the positive contribution young people make to society, such as 

volunteering, working as unpaid carers, and being a source of support 
to each other. For example, a survey of participants in the National 

Citizen Service volunteering programme for 16 and 17-year olds found 
positive outcomes in terms of breaking down social barriers, improving 

self-esteem and skills development. (PHE, 2015)

Food is essential to life and knowing about the links between food and 
the impacts it can have on our health and the health of the planet is an 
important life skill. 

Food literacy has a broad definition and can include knowledge of 
food, nutrition, growing food and cooking skills. Food literacy has been 
associated with dietary practice and food intake, with higher levels of 
literacy being associated with healthier diet practices and food skills 
learned in adolescence being sustained in later life (Vaitkeviciute et 
al., 2015). The NICE (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence) 
guidelines on depression in children and young people include a 
recommendation to offer advice about nutrition and the benefits 
of a balanced diet (NICE, 2019). Having cooking skills is associated 
with healthier diet choices and can support people in meeting daily 
nutritional guidelines, which will support both physical and mental 
health (Hartmann et al., 2013). 

Learning about food is a central part of the Food for Life programmes. 
The whole school approach contributes to normalising what a healthy 
diet might look like by exploring healthy options and balanced diets 
in the classroom, learning how to cook it and experiencing it in 
school during mealtimes. Through practical food education, students 
participate in a variety of activities such growing, tasting and cooking. 
This embeds healthy eating habits and can equip students with skills 
and knowledge allowing them to make informed decisions about their 
own health. Students at Food for Life schools were found to be more 
likely to eat their five-a-day and even the parents are more likely to eat 
their 5-a-day or at least increase consumption of fruit and vegetables 
(Jones et al., 2017; Teeman et al, 2011). 

Cooking skills

Being able to cook and understanding how to eat healthily is important 
in maintaining good physical health (Mills et al., 2017). Although 
research linking cooking and mental health are limited, there is 
some evidence to suggest there are links through the promotion of 
social interaction (Farmer et al., 2018; Mills et al., 2017) and potential 
psychosocial benefits (Farmer et al. 2018). Anecdotal evidence suggests 
cooking can improve conditions such as low-mood, depression, 
anxiety and stress, especially when done in a group situation. In 
addition, cooking meals from scratch can give a sense of achievement, 
build confidence and can also contribute to improved mental health 
as a therapy that includes creativity and mindfulness (Andrews, 2015; 
BEAT, 2018).

Cooking confidence and cooking skills have been found to be 
associated with healthier diets including higher consumption of fruit 
and vegetables (Vaitkeviciute et al., 2015). Cooking skill interventions 
with adults have been found to increase cooking confidence, increase 
fruit and vegetable consumption and decrease consumption of highly 
processed foods and sugary beverages for the whole family (Garcia et 
al., 2016; Garcia et al., 2020). 

Growing

Food for Life provides resources for teachers and encourages schools 
to provide opportunities for students to grow food. While the scientific 
evidence is limited, there is some evidence to support benefits of 
growing food on physical and mental health (Garden Organic & 
Sustain, 2014; NFER, 2015). 

Amongst young people, the Food Growing in Schools Taskforce (FGIS, 
2012), led by Garden Organic, found that ‘schools and supporting 
organisations frequently note the improved psychological well-being 
of children involved in food growing, including an increase in self-
esteem, self-worth and confidence’ (FGIS, 2012). They note that the 
process of watching plants grow gives children a sense of satisfaction 
in addition to the knowledge that they are contributing to their school 
community (FGIS, 2012). Teachers reported that children also found the 
growing space a calm place to go to when feeling stressed (FGIS, 2012). 
Garden Organic & Sustain’s (2014) review of scientific literature found 
that children perform better in school when given access to green 
space and that children with ADHD have shown a reduction in symptoms 
when given access to green space. Much of the research into the impact 
of food growing programmes on mental health have shown that they 
can be particularly beneficial to lower ability pupils, those with special 
educational needs or behavioural problems and children who have 
become disaffected with learning (Nelson et al., 2011). 
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Through connecting people with a common interest or aim, growing 
food has the potential to grow communities, combatting isolation and 
loneliness (Buck, 2016). During the covid-19 pandemic, many London 
Boroughs recognised the value of local growing communities not only 
for the benefits to the growers in being outside and socialising safely. 
Community gardens displayed their potential to create networks with 
mutual aid groups, vulnerable people and families and food banks, 
playing an important role in food provision and security (Capital 
Growth, 2020; Sustain, 2020).

PRINCIPLE 3:  
CHAMPIONING INTEGRATED SERVICES 

Exploratory behaviours overlap – for example, early substance use 
is associated with risky sexual behaviour, antisocial behaviour and 

academic failure. The overlaps are stronger during adolescence than at 
earlier or later developmental stages. This is one of the key drivers for 
services to work effectively together, providing seamless connections 

so that young people do not have to navigate complex referral systems. 
Health and education, children’s and adult’s social care, housing, 

employment support and youth justice are some of the key services 
necessary to promote a ‘no wrong door’ approach. This involves 

services taking responsibility for effectively referring young people  
to other sources of help. (PHE, 2015)

Since 2010 Food for Life has worked with 30 local authority public 
health teams to deliver local school food programmes. When the Food 
for Life programme is commissioned by a local authority it can become 
part of a broader place-based approach and work with other local 
services supporting health and education. 

The Soil Association is also a partner of Sustainable Food Places which 
encourages the forming of communities, partnerships and networks to 
support healthier, better food throughout the whole local area. 
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PRINCIPLE 4:  
UNDERSTANDING CHANGING HEALTH  
NEEDS AS YOUNG PEOPLE DEVELOP

To be effective, health and wellbeing services need to acknowledge  
the different approaches needed for young people of different ages.  

A 12-year old will require a different approach to a 17-year old, who will 
again differ from a 23-year old. Transition points, such as between child 
and adult services around age 18, entering and leaving local authority 

care and moving to an adoptive family, are critical times for supporting 
young people. We need to support the professionals who deliver child 

services and adult services so that everyone has a shared understanding 
of the needs of young people. (PHE, 2015)

Ensuring all children have access to a healthy diet that is age 
appropriate is important for their development. The School Food 
Standards makes portion and nutritional recommendations according 
to age. As the only independent verifier of the standards, Food for Life 
ensures that children are provided with food that will support them as 
they develop and provides training for teachers and lunchtime staff on 
age-appropriate portion sizing in the dining room. 

Food for Life provides tailored training and resources for teachers of 
different age groups. The Early Years Programme recognises the crucial 
role of appropriate feeding practices in the early years and provides 
resources including the benefits of breast feeding, dental health and 
changes as children grow older. 

In the School award, teachers are advised to prepare ingredients for 
younger students in advance of cooking classes but encourage older 
students to learn how to prepare ingredients themselves. This tailored 
approach aims to build up healthy eating habits and life skills from a 
young age. 

PRINCIPLE 5:  
DELIVERING ACCESSIBLE,  

YOUTH FRIENDLY SERVICES

Standards for youth friendly services are set out in the Department of 
Health’s ‘You’re Welcome’ document. Young people want access to 

objective staff who are empathic, non-judgemental and understanding. 
They also want to be involved in a meaningful way in designing and 

commissioning services in a continuous improvement cycle.  
(PHE, 2015)

Food for Life encourages students to be involved in making decisions 
and improvements to health and education in school as part of the 
whole school approach. Schools that had implemented Food for 
Life programmes found that pupils were ‘more directly involved in 
decisions about health-related issues in schools’, particularly through 
SNAG (Teeman et al., 2011). Coordinators reported that these groups 
encouraged students to have a voice, be a part of the development 
process and noted that students developed confidence and self-
esteem (Teeman et al., 2011).

PRINCIPLE 6:  
REDUCING HEALTH INEQUALITIES 

We should not let existing health inequalities from earlier childhood 
continue or worsen during this period. The current generation 
of young people also faces wider pressures, such as high youth 

unemployment, increasing debt, and increasing costs of renting or 
buying accommodation. These can have a negative impact on their 

health. (PHE, 2015)

People suffering from malnutrition, both through access to food and 
poor diet, are more likely to experience mental health problems (Jones, 
2017; O’Neil et al., 2014). A systematic review of the literature found 
that the majority of papers associated low socio-economic status and 
mental health problems in children and adolescents (Reiss, 2013). A 
recent NHS report found that “children with a probable mental health 
disorder were more than twice as likely to live in a household that had 
fallen behind with payments than children unlikely to have a mental 
health disorder” (NHS, 2020a). In one paper, low socio-economic 
status at birth was related to likelihood of experiencing mental health 
problems in childhood (Guhn et al., 2020).

Mental health can have a significant impact on education and future 
achievements. NatCen social research centre found that poorer mental 
health in Key Stage 3 students led to a decrease in Key Stage 4 GCSE 
grades, where there was an inverse relationship between the results of 
the strengths and difficulties questionnaire and GCSE grade (NatCen, 
2019). 

Through the whole school approach, Food for Life has the potential to 
contribute to closing the gap in health and attainment (Teeman et al., 
2011). The whole school approach to food should encourage schools 
to address the problems of access to food and nutritional quality by 
providing good food for all.
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One of the findings in an evaluation of schools where a Food for Life 
programme had been implemented was that “FFLP Flagship schools, 
on average, improved their attainment scores over the course of 
the programme period” (Orme et al., 2011). One school leader 
reported that “since we embarked on the Food for Life Partnership 
programme, we have seen significant improvement across a number 
of our key performance indicators including attendance, attainment 
and achievement” (Teeman et al., 2011). The improvement could be 
from a nutritional perspective that suggests a healthy balanced diet 
contributes to cognitive development. Or it could also be part of a 
broader health education perspective that encourages children to feel 
empowered in their learning (Orme et al., 2011). 

In addition to working with school settings directly, the Soil Association 
and Food for Life actively campaign for better school food provision, 
increased eligibility for free school meals, including universal provision, 
and campaigned for universal infant free school meals.

Access to food

Inability or difficulties accessing food have been linked to poor 
mental health. Worrying about whether there will be enough food, 
compromising quality, variety and quantity of food, skipping meals 
altogether and experiencing hunger are all aspects of food insecurity. 
Food insecurity has been repeatedly associated with poor mental 
health and it often forms part of a much more complex picture of 
associated factors (Jones, 2017, Maynard et al., 2018; Pourmotabbed  
et al., 2020).  

School meals were included in the Fabian Commission on Food Poverty 
as one way of guaranteeing a child access to a nutritious hot meal 
that they may not get at home (Fabian Society, 2015). School meals 
help abate hunger, reducing worries around access to food and so 
can provide children a better opportunity to learn and form better 
social connections. A review into the effectiveness of Islington’s free 
school meal policy found that hot nutritious meals in school also have 
an impact on the wider family. It can reduce financial pressure on the 
parents, especially if the child is enrolled for free school meals and 
the reduction in pressure can have positive mental health benefits for 
the parents and carers (Corporate Director for Children, Employment 
and Skills, 2019; Connors et al. 2020). The continuation of school 
meal provision was considered a lifeline for many families during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, highlighting the importance of school food for the 
whole family (Elhawati, 2020).

Take-up of free school meals has been low, due to many factors such 
as complexities in registration and stigma (School Food Plan, 2013). An 
evaluation of Food for Life schools found “with an average increase of 
13% after two years, free school meal take-up has markedly increased 

for FFLP Flagship schools…these trends suggest that participation in  
the FFLP Flagship programme has been effective for schools within 
areas of high social deprivation” (Orme et al., 2011). Food for Life 
supports schools improve school meal take-up through measures such 
as improving food culture and increasing social cohesion (Teeman et 
al., 2011).

Access to nutritious food

Inequalities not only exist in access to food but also access to a 
balanced, fresh and natural diet. The Food Foundation reported 
that if families bought food according to the EatWell Guide 
recommendations, the proportion of disposable income needed to be 
spent on food was the highest in the lowest income groups. Families in 
the lowest decile would need to spend 76% of their disposable income 
compared to only 15% in the middle decile and 6% in the highest (Food 
Foundation, 2020a). In addition, they reported the price of fresh fruit 
and veg is continuing to rise whereas HFSS (high fat, salt or sugar) 
product price remained stable (Food Foundation, 2020a). Consumption 
of fresh fruit and vegetables is lower in the poorest 20% of the 
population, with 16% reporting eating less than one portion of veg 
per day (Food Foundation, 2020b). Diets high in fruits and vegetables 
are consistently associated with better mental wellbeing (Stranges et 
al.,2014). 

Food for Life estimates 60% of secondary schools are failing to meet 
the School Food Standards which provide nutritional guidance for 
school meals (Food for Life, 2019). Schools can play a key role in 
acting as a nutritional safety net and Food for Life ensures food 
meets the nutritional standards set by government. Food for Life goes 
beyond these standards and requires at least 75% of food to be freshly 
prepared. The standards along with the whole school approach to food 
has “added momentum and impetus away from frozen, processed food 
to hand-prepared food with a focus on healthy options and a better 
balanced diet” (Teeman et al., 2011). Children attending a Food for Life 
school and also their parents are more likely to eat their 5-a-day or at 
least increase consumption of fruit and vegetables (Jones et al., 2017). 
This can support better mental health as consumption of fruit and 
vegetables is associated with improved mental health (Stranges et al., 
2014).

As diet quality and physical and mental health are linked, a healthy 
and balanced diet that includes a variety of food is important. As part 
of the balanced diet, the NHS recommends increasing omega-3 fatty 
acid intake (NHS, 2020b). There is substantial evidence for the role 
of omega-3’s in supporting good mood and mental health including 
playing a role in cell and neural communication (Liao et al., 2019). Good 
sources of omega-3 to consider are oily fish, meat, milk, vegetable 
oils, nuts, seeds and leafy greens (NHS, 2020b). The School Food 
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Standards include the requirement to serve at least one portion of oily 
fish every three weeks. In addition to requiring implementation of the 
School Food Standards, Food for Life also requires all meat to be higher 
welfare and for Silver and Gold menus to include a percentage spend 
on organic. Organic meat and dairy contain more omega-3 fatty acids 
than conventional farming methods (Średnicka-Tober, D. et al. 2016a; 
Średnicka-Tober, D. et al.,2016b).  

Beyond the school gates

The Soil Association and Food for Life work to change the food 
system, to ensure good food is available to all, helping to reduce the 
inequalities in access to food and access to nutritious food. School 
food is just one solution. 

Beyond the school gates, Food for Life supports local food economies 
and can contribute to wider strategies on poverty and inequality. 
An evaluation of the Food for Life menus found a social return on 
investment to be £3 for every £1 spent, boosting the local economy, 
creating jobs and supporting the local food sector (Kersley and 
Knuutila, 2011). In areas where Food for Life was commissioned, there 
were “tangible benefits to schools (and the educational sector more 
widely); health agencies and their strategic partners; community 
groups and other voluntary agencies; and caterers and local food 
businesses. Children, parents, patients and local communities obtain 
benefits to their health, educational, personal and economic wellbeing” 
(Jones et al., 2016).
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