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Universal Free School Breakfast: a 
Socioecological perspective of breakfast 
behaviours in a deprived town within 
the North-East of England, UK.
Evaluation of Blackpool Universal Free School Breakfast Programme.

Louise Harvey-Golding PhD Researcher



Objectives

 Research Context
 PhD Thesis Overview
 Research Findings
 Questions



Breakfast - ‘The Most Important 
Meal of the Day?’



School Breakfast

• Health and Wellbeing

• Cognition

• Behaviour

• Education



Universal Free School Breakfast: a Socioecological 
perspective of breakfast behaviours in a deprived 

town within the North-East of England, UK.

• Evaluation of Blackpool’s USFB
• Mixed Methods Design
• 4 Studies:

- 2 Qualitative
- 2 Quantitative



Study 1 
Universal free school breakfast: a qualitative senior 
stakeholder evaluation.
What were the issues in the implementation and delivery 

of the UFSB scheme?
What were the perceived impacts of the scheme on 

children, parents, families, communities and the town?  



Study 1 - Design

Qualitative Grounded Theory Design
22 Senior Stakeholders 

- Blackpool Local Authority and Public Health Executives and Elected 
Members
- Senior School Staff

 In-depth semi-structured interviews



Local Authority and Schools

Implementation, Delivery, Funding and Future 
Issues: 
Rushed  implementation,
Lack of consultations with schools and parents,
Logistical problems i.e. deliveries, waste, storage and staffing.
Funding and Future: 
Long-term funding priority,
Concerns about cuts to Local Authority and Public Health budgets,
Sustainability should be measured against impacts on health and education,
More frequent menu reviews,
Inclusion of more healthy and practical items.

Figure 1: ‘Universal free school breakfast: a qualitative process evaluation according to the 
perspectives of senior stakeholders’ - visual model of the findings

Benefits to Local Authority and Schools
Local authority: 
Raises the profile of the LA and town,
Demonstrates innovation and progressivity, i.e. dedication to the                      
improvement of health and inequality.

Schools: 
Improves punctuality and potentially attendance,
Assists schools in alleviating hunger,
Specific benefits for specialised schools and SEN settings,  i.e. inclusive ethos.

Perceived Impacts on Children, Parents, Families and the Community

Children
Positive:
Alleviates hunger,
Improves health and nutrition,
Provides a positive start to the day.
Potential to improve educational and  
behavioural outcomes. 
Negative:
Double breakfasting and grazing,
Concerns about high calorie breakfast items, 
i.e. waffles and pancakes

Parents and Families
Positive:
Financial benefits,
Alleviates rushed morning routines,
Benefits specific to parents of children with 
SEN/ disabilities, extended travel-to-school 
times, additional care needs. 
Negative:
Removes parental responsibility,
Lack of communication with parents.

Community
Positive:
Alleviates food insecurity and improves health and 
nutrition in deprived communities,
Universal provision reduces stigma and inequality.
Negative:
Contributes to overeating in less deprived 
communities and may increase obesity levels,
Targeted provision would direct funding at most 
‘needy’.



Issues in the implementation and 
delivery

“It had been announced in the 
press and which school was 

going to say to parents, ‘your 
children are not going to have 

the free breakfast’”. 

“We felt almost forced into implementing the 
scheme because it was said that every primary 
school will be serving this. We thought if we are 
the only school that says to our parents, we are 
not going to do it, that makes the school look 

bad.” 

“We are the people who actually 
working in the schools delivering the 

programme. We know the sorts of 
things that they didn't think about.” 



Wider benefits to participating 
schools

“It's also helped with getting 
children into school. They 

want to be in now because 
they know that they are going 

to get their breakfast.” 

“Where the parents are not 
feeding them they know 
that they are going to be 

fed.” 

“It doesn't make anybody feel 
different. Everybody is the 

same. It has got a very 
positive ethos in school.” 

“We have that as part of our life 
skills. It's as though you're working 
in a café. Obviously food hygiene, 
how you would present food and 

how you would communicate with 
people.” 



Alleviates hunger and provides a 
healthier breakfast

“Kids who were coming in 
having not eaten and teachers 

providing food.” 

“Individual teachers, individual 
welfare assistants and learning 

support assistants, actually paying 
for some kind of food out of their 

own money.” 

“The scheme is being more formally 
welcomed in the very deprived areas. 
They were the ones that had to deal 

with the kids that were arriving 
malnourished.” 

“I know some of our young people 
are very hungry. The fact that the 
food is always there is reassuring 

for them.” 



Perceived educational benefits of 
the UFSB scheme

“We have poor levels of 
educational attainment. It's great 

that we can feed those kids 
properly, so that they are ready 

to learn.” 

“Kids now get to school 
earlier.” 

“The fact the children sit 
down with their friends and 

have their breakfast. I do 
believe that it has a very 

calming influence.” 

“It reduces their anxiety because 
they know that they are going to 
get something when they get to 

school. […] It improves their 
behaviour because they are not 

hungry.” 

“We don't have hungry 
children who lose focus 

and attention.” 



Double-breakfasting and grazing 
across the morning

“For some children it's 
just a complimentary 

snack,” 

“So they have breakfast at home, 
breakfast at breakfast club, and 
then they come into school and 

have bread product.” 

“A lot of parents said to me privately 
that, ‘We don't need the scheme. I feed 
my child in the morning. I believe it's my 

responsibility to feed my children.’” 

“They just have it anyway 
because it's there, because 

children will eat if there is food 
there..”

“If they are not particularly hungry, if 
they only want a piece of fruit in the 

morning that is all they will take. They 
don't cram it in.” 



High calorie school breakfast 
items

“I was looking at one of the waffles, and the, on 
the traffic light system s, it's red for fat, saturates 
and sugars. Each waffle contains 93 calories and, 

5.2 g of fat.” 

“Apart from leading to obesity there's the 
impact on the teeth as well, having very 

sweet items available every single morning.” 

“You've got to go with something 
that is fairly easy to eat with your 
hands, that doesn’t require a lot 

of clearing up afterwards.” 

“You're not able to serve porridge or 
hot food very easily or toast.” 



Financial benefits for parents and 
families

“Parents that would otherwise 
struggle, hopefully it will just 

make things a little bit easier for 
them.” 

“I think it's an amazing scheme if 
you have got one, two or three 

kids in particular.”

“I've also got some parents who are just on the 
borderline, just slightly too much to be in receipt of 
pupil premium. A breakfast for their child every day 
is saving a little bit of money for them which they 

can then spend in different ways.” 



Alleviates rushed morning 
routines for families

“It is a very difficult time of the day and 
we all get it wrong sometimes. We all run 
out of time to do hair, to sort out shoes, 

school bags, no matter how much you try 
the night before.” 

“It's about households being very busy. If 
there are five children in the house, mum 
and dad both work shifts. Everyone's busy 

and everyone's hurrying about.” 

“The number of families that do 
actually do a full sit down breakfast 

altogether is limited.”

“I have got lots of professional parents 
who in the morning don't have time to 
give their children breakfast. Full-time 
working parents need to be at work.” 



Removes parental 
responsibility

“The only potential negative really is on 
that dependency issue. There are a 

number of different elements of 
children's lives that unfortunately 

sometimes parents think I don't have to 
do that.” 

“Neglect is our biggest issue. There are a lot of 
stresses and strains, drug and alcohol abuse, domestic 
violence. There may be lots of chaos, and we need to 

lift up some of these burdens.” 

“What you are doing is 
you are saving parents 

the hassle and 
deskilling them.” 

“It’s that understanding 
of what life could be 
like for some of our 

children. It's not these 
kids’ faults that they 
have not got parents 

who are able to provide 
breakfast.” 



http://journal.frontiersi
n.org/article/10.3389/fp
ubh.2016.00161/full



Study 2 
Universal free school breakfast (USFB): a qualitative model 
for breakfast behaviours.
What are the self-reported breakfast behaviours, and 

internal and external influences of breakfast consumption 
behaviours amongst children, parents and school staff?

 What are the views towards the USFB scheme among 
children, parents and school staff? 



Study 2 - Design

Qualitative Grounded Theory Design
 47 Stakeholders 

- Children, parents and school staff affected by the USFB scheme.

 In-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups



Figure 2: A qualitative model for breakfast 
behaviours

Sociocultural beliefs, 
views and attitudes:

Breakfast in the home ‘vs’ 
breakfast at school

Breakfast with the family
Breakfast environments
Breakfast is important

Children, parents and 
school staff:

Regular breakfast
Later breakfast

Breakfast skipping
Double breakfast

Breakfast on the way to 
school

Socioeconomic 
influencers:

Poverty and food 
insecurity

Weekends and school 
holidays

Rushed morning routines
Employment/ educational 

commitments

Internal Behavioural 
Influences

Breakfast 
Behaviours

External Behavioural 
Influences



Breakfast Behaviours

“I think it’s just in your 
routine, it’s just part of 

what you do, you get up, 
have a shower, get your 

breakfast” 

Habitual Breakfast

“I feel a bit yucky and dizzy 
[…] you’ve just got no energy, 

nothing”

“They can be more sluggish, 
[…] grumpiness and they’re 

lethargic”

Skipping Breakfast Double Breakfasting
“Other children who eat at home, 

go to early birds, have their 
breakfast there, come in school 

have their breakfast there and by 
then break might have a piece of 

fruit” 



Internal Factors

“I think it’s really important. You need 
a good breakfast before you go out. It is 

the most important meal of the day”

“It is brain food, they’re going to be 
more content going to the classroom 

and learning” 



Sociocultural Beliefs about Breakfast

Home vs School
“Once you stop actually giving them breakfast at 

home you’re starting on a lazy path there. Oh I won’t 
bother, let school do it” 

“Knowing that their tummy’s full and then you’re not 
going to worry when they’re at school that they’re 

hungry - I know that she’s had enough” 

“As long as the person’s getting a decent healthy, 
well fairly healthy anyway meal, it doesn’t really 

matter” 

Breakfast with Family
“You’re sat bonding with your kids sat having 

something to eat” 

“You’re eating with your mum and dad at home so it 
makes you feel even more comfortable” 

“This is what goes wrong in our days with people, 
they don’t sit at a table and eat their meals 

together” 

“I know it’s hard for some parents”



External Factors: 
Poverty and Food Insecurity

“It’s such a poor deprived 
area, and people just 

can’t afford food. There’s 
food banks in the area”

“We’re in a deprived 
area so for whatever 

reason a lot of children 
come to school without 

breakfast”

“You know certain children and you 
think what’s going to happen to them 
over the holidays. You’re worried, are 

they getting fed, and probably the 
answer is no, they’re not and it must 

be hard for children as well” 



External Factors

Additional Responsibilities
“There’s a lot of chaos in my house in a morning. You 
know everyone is busy getting ready for work.” 

“Yesterday I didn’t eat breakfast. I’ve got to go to work in 
the afternoon. I need to make sure that I’ve got everything 
done by lunch time get him ready for school.” 

“If someone has a 9 to 5 job they’re going to struggle to 
get them up, ready and fed and brought to school.”

Family Structure
“It could be a struggle you know three children and a 

baby” 

“I’ve got my hands full. I’m up and I get everything ready. 
Usually I try to eat breakfast before her bottle, but if not 

then I’d quickly do theirs and I’d just leave mine and forget 
to have it” 

“I think it helps them, a million percent, especially if 
they’ve got a few children”



http://journal.frontiers
in.org/article/10.3389/
fpubh.2015.00154/full



Study 3
A Cross-Sectional Study Examining Child and Parental Breakfast 
Consumption Behaviours, Food Intake and Attitudes towards Breakfast:
 Identify children’s and parents breakfast consumption behaviours, breakfast 

food intake and attitudes towards breakfast;
 Investigate for potential correlations between healthy breakfast food intake at 

home for children and parents;
 Investigate for potential correlations between children’s and parents’ attitudes 

towards breakfast, and parents’ attitudes and children’s healthy food intake at 
home.



Study 3 - Design
 Quantitative Cross Sectional Design
 Children aged 9-11 and Parents from 5 Schools Participating in USFB

- 37 Children and 32 Parents

- Measures:
- Breakfast Attitudes Questionnaire (Tapper et al. 2008)
- Day in The Life Questionnaire (Refs)
- Data gathered on breakfast consumption over 2 school week days

 Analysis:
- Breakfast Consumption Behaviours
- Breakfast Food Intake
- Attitudes Towards Breakfast



Children’s Breakfast Consumption 
Patterns
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Parents’ Breakfast Consumption Patterns
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Parents Breakfast Food Intake

0

10

20

30

40

Savoury
Breads

RTEC and
Oats

Fruits Vegetables/
Baked Beans

Meats Eggs Sweets Savoury
Snacks

N
o.

 o
f P

ar
en

ts

Food Groups

Number of Breakfast Foods Consumed (2 days) at Home and Outside the Home

At Home Outside the Home



Children’s Healthy and Unhealthy Foods at 
Home 
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Children’s Breakfast Attitudes and 
Breakfast Consumption



Parents’ Healthy and Unhealthy Foods 
at Home
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Parents’ Breakfast Attitudes and Breakfast 
Consumption
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Study 4 
A cross-sectional observational study of breakfast habits, and food, energy and 
macronutrient intake, amongst primary school children served by a universal free school 
breakfast scheme:
 Investigate breakfast consumption behaviours in primary school children attending a school 

participating in a USFB scheme;
 Examine food and beverage type intake across the morning at home, on the way to school, and at 

school;
 Examine energy and macronutrient intake across the morning at home and at school, and during the 

school week and weekend;
 Investigate for differences in macronutrient intake between rare, frequent, and occasional double-

breakfast consumers;
 Compare energy and macronutrient intake, with UK Dietary Reference Values for energy and 

macronutrient intakes for children. 



Study 4 - Design
 Quantitative Cross Sectional Design
 112 Children aged 9-11 from 3 Schools Participating in USFB
 Measures:

- Bespoke Food Diaries and Toolkit
- School Catering Diaries
- Observations of School Breakfast 

 Analysis:
- Food and Beverage Types
- Energy and Macronutrients



Breakfast Skipping Frequency

Breakfast Skipping Frequency     
(no. of days)

Total Week
(7 days)

School Week                    
(5 days school and home)

Weekend
(2 days)

N % N % N %
0 56 50 66 58.93 81 72.32

1 18 16.07 14 12.5 23 20.54

2 14 12.5 13 11.61 8 7.14

3 10 8.93 11 9.82 - -

4 5 4.46 5 4.46 - -

5 3 2.68 3 2.68 - -

6 5 4.46 - - - -

7 1 0.89 - - - -



Breakfast Consumption Frequency 
by Location

Frequency of 
Breakfast Intake Home Way to school At school

Number of Days N % N % N %
0 9 8.04 98 87.5 44 39.29
1 13 11.61 10 8.93 23 20.54
2 18 16.07 3 2.68 20 17.86
3 13 11.61 1 0.89 12 10.71
4 9 8.04 - - 4 3.57
5 50 44.64 - - 9 8.04



Foods Consumed at Home, Way to School 
and at School during the School Week
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Beverages Consumed at Home, Way to 
School and at School during the School Week
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Foods Consumed during the 
Weekend
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Beverages Consumed during the 
Weekend
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Energy (kcal) Intakes 
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Macronutrient Intakes 
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Double-breakfasting Frequency
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Energy Intakes by Double-Breakfasting 
Frequency
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Macronutrient Intake by Double-
Breakfasting Frequency 
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Energy Intake and UK Dietary Reference 
Values – Energy (kcal)
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Macronutrient Intake and UK Dietary Reference 
Values – Total Carbohydrates and AOAC Fibre
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Energy and Macronutrient Intake and 
UK Dietary Reference Values - Protein
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Macronutrient Intake and UK Dietary Reference 
Values – Total Fats and Saturated Fats
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Conclusions
Studies 1 and 2
 Benefits of USFB to children, families, schools and the 

community:
- Alleviates hunger;
- May improve health and nutrition;
- Wider educational outcomes;
- Financial assistance – poverty and  food insecurity;
- Alleviates rushed morning routines.

 Concerns:
- Double-Breakfasting 
- High fat and sugar school breakfast items.

Studies 3 and 4
 Breakfast Locations 

- Home, Way to School and at School.
 Food Intake:

- Home: RTEC and Savoury Breads;
- School: Sweetened Breads, Fruits, Milks, Yoghurts.

 Double Breakfasting:
- Low numbers of frequent double-breakfasting;
- Energy and macronutrient intakes increase with 
frequency of double-breakfasting;
- Comparison with dietary reference values indicate 
intakes falling below reference values, especially fibre. 



Recommendations and Future Research

Recommendations:
 Improved Communication Strategy with Schools and Parents;

 Review concerns about high fat and sugar school breakfast items.

Future Research:
 Are children consuming adequate energy, macronutrients and micronutrients for 

breakfast?

 What are the longer-term impacts of double-breakfasting?
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