FUELLING
THE NEXT
GENERATION
HELPING PARENTS PROVIDE
HEALTHIER LUNCHBOXES

INTRODUCTION

Tetra Pak was founded on the principle that we should protect

children to school with a packed lunchbox, despite over half of

what’s good – in the communities we operate in, for the wider

parents and children choosing this option1.

environment, and in supporting our customers’ business success.
In summer 2017 Tetra Pak surveyed 1,000 parents of primary
We, along with other members of the food and drinks industry, see

school aged children. This revealed a concerning level of confusion

that society is changing, creating profound challenges for us all.

as to what constitutes a healthy school lunchbox. It highlighted
numerous barriers that make it hard for parents to provide

The UK faces a childhood obesity epidemic. According to the

nutritionally-balanced lunchboxes for their children.

Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 22% of the children
starting school in 2015/16 were overweight or obese – a figure that

With regulation of school lunchboxes being both unworkable

rises to 34% for those finishing primary school. The health

and undesirable, what steps can policymakers, food and drink

implications are clear, with obesity linked to an increased risk of

producers, retailers and schools take to improve the current

type 2 diabetes, heart disease, cancer and strokes in adulthood.

situation and support parents?

Clearly the years at primary school are a crucial time when we

With Fuelling The Next Generation, it is Tetra Pak’s intention

can make a difference to the future health of our children.

to bring these groups together to discuss solutions to these
challenges. A key component is a school lesson plan, which

Alongside increasing physical activity, the best way to tackle

was developed by a registered dietitian and accredited sports

childhood obesity is for young people to eat a more nutritious,

nutritionist, Kyri Shiamtanis. It helps teachers engage children

balanced, healthy diet, as defined by Public Health England’s

about the importance of a healthy and balanced diet by showing

Eatwell Guide.

how this can help them achieve their dream job.

With children eating at least one of their main meals each day at

Fuelling The Next Generation is our latest initiative to encourage

school, it is vital to ensure these are healthy and balanced.

better health and nutrition, building on previous reports over the

Government-issued School Food Standards regulate the food that

past two years that looked at the future of healthy drinks, and how

pupils are offered as part of a school provided lunch. However,

best government can realise the benefits of school milk.

relatively little guidance exists for parents who wish to send their

Kids' school packed lunches still full of junk food, research finds, The Guardian, https://
www.theguardian.com/society/2016/sep/06/kids-school-lunchboxes-junk-food-researchengland (last accessed 11.10.17)
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36%

ESTABLISHING
THE CHALLENGES
FACED BY PARENTS

OF PARENTS SAID
THEY OFTEN CHOOSE
CONVENIENCE
OVER HEALTH

In May and June 2017 Tetra Pak undertook research

(24%) do not know how many calories their child should

how can we expect parents to provide a healthy and

among 1,000 parents with primary school aged

eat each day and only 17% of parents were able to correctly

balanced packed lunch?

children, about attitudes to packed lunches. Tetra Pak

identify the recommended balance of food groups for a

commissioned the research to explore the trends

lunchbox.

influencing the content of children’s lunchboxes, and

A LACK OF TIME CREATES A NEED
FOR CONVENIENCE

examine how industry, parents, schools and

It is therefore not surprising that more than half (55%) of

Finding time within busy schedules may sometimes mean

government can better promote healthy childhood

parents think there should be more guidance on how to

parents struggle to provide a balanced lunchbox. More

nutrition.

provide healthy food and drink in lunchboxes. 52% of

than one-third (36%) of parents said they often choose

parents said that the information they do see is confusing

convenience over health when making purchasing

and filled with mixed messages.

decisions.

Our research shows that providing nutritional information

Convenient solutions that stay fresh are also key, with 20%

on-pack is key. Half of parents claimed to always or

of parents saying they struggle to find options that stay

regularly check the nutritional content (such as energy

fresh enough until it is time for their child to eat lunch.

The results provided a sharp illustration of the challenges
that parents face in providing a healthy lunchbox.

CONFUSION AND A LACK OF
KNOWLEDGE
It is clear from our research that parents struggle to fill their

(calories), fat, sugar, salt etc.) of the food and drink items

child’s lunchbox with healthy and nutritious food. One out

that they put into their child’s school lunchbox. However,

A LACK OF VARIETY

of every five parents said that it is difficult or extremely

nearly one in ten (9%) said that they do not understand

A healthy diet is made up of a balance of food groups, and

difficult for them to include healthy food and drink in

nutritional information on packaging when they do check,

a variety of foods from these different groups. This can be

their child’s lunchbox, and 36% admitted to feeling guilty

suggesting that this needs to be made clearer. Worryingly,

difficult for parents to achieve, as nearly a third of parents

that they provide a lunchbox that is not healthy enough.

more than half (57%) of parents said that they often try to

(31%) state that finding variety is the most challenging

choose healthy items for their child’s lunchbox, before

aspect of providing a packed lunch. 28% of parents find

Despite this, 76% of parents did indicate that they feel their

realising that the product is not as healthy as they first

it hard to choose food and drink options that their child will

child does have a healthy balanced lunchbox. However,

thought.

enjoy and not just leave, while 22% point to keeping down

confusion remains around what constitutes a healthy
balanced meal for children. Nearly a quarter of parents
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the price of a lunchbox as their biggest hurdle.
Without being able to easily identify these healthy choices,
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RECOMMENDATIONS

These findings show a significant proportion of parents

Based on our experiences from these workshops, we

lack the knowledge, tools and time to provide healthy

recommend that policymakers and educators consider

packed lunches for their children. But Tetra Pak believes

how to inject a greater focus on healthy eating, its

there are solutions that government, food and drink

connection with the environment and role in fulfilling

producers, retailers and schools can work together to

children’s ambitions into the curriculum, using real life

achieve.

scenarios and contexts. Our lesson plans demonstrated
that they need to cover the foods children should be

In this section we make recommendations for how these

encouraged to eat and in what proportions, as well as

groups can work together to tackle this issue.

those that should only be considered a treat and the
frequency at which they should be limited.

ENGAGING AND EDUCATING
CHILDREN ABOUT THE
IMPORTANCE OF HEALTHY
EATING

Teachers and school governors could consider how best
to engage parents with their child’s work on nutrition and
healthy eating. Schools should seek their views and develop

Our research highlighted the significant role that children

policies around lunchboxes that work best for parents, that

themselves play in deciding the contents of their packed

take account of their different circumstances and needs.

lunch. This means that any action to improve healthy eating

It is important that schools achieve the ‘buy-in’ of parents

needs to start with a focus on educating children and

around school lunchbox recommendations and policies.

engaging them in choosing the right food and drink.

with a registered dietitian and accredited sports nutrition-

IMPROVING PARENTS’
NUTRITIONAL KNOWLEDGE
AND UNDERSTANDING

ist, Kyri Shiamtanis, to develop a school lesson plan about

It is important to make the process of choosing healthy

healthy lunchboxes, and piloted this in schools in North

items as easy as possible for parents.

To explore how this might be achieved, Tetra Pak partnered

Tyneside, Washington, Derby and London. The lesson plan
is now available free of charge on the TES website2, and a

Tetra Pak therefore recommends that policymakers and

film of the workshop at Heath Fields Primary School in Derby

health and nutrition experts develop clear criteria and

can be viewed at http://www.tetrapaksustainability.co.uk/

advice about the foods, drinks and portion sizes which

protect-whats-good-healthy-lunches.asp

are appropriate for children’s lunchboxes. This should be

2
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www.tes.com/teaching-resource/how-to-create-healthy-lunchboxes-11689772
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underpinned by robust science to ensure lunchbox meals

be made available in a format that enables parents to offer

form part of a balanced diet and include the key nutrients

this variety throughout the week. This can give a better

children need to grow and succeed at school.

balance of different vitamins and minerals overall.

be permitted and in what frequency or proportion, as well as

MAKING HEALTHY PRODUCTS
EASIER TO FIND

what to look for on nutritional labels.

To encourage this process further, producers and retailers

This should also include guidelines of what ‘treats’ should

should consider how to make it quick and easy for parents
Once this scientific advice is in place, it should be used

to identify and choose healthy products. Clear, front of

in a number of ways. It can underpin education and

pack labelling indicating compliance with healthy lunchbox

behaviour-change activities, which could form part of

guidelines can be used to help parents make healthy

Public Health England’s Change4Life initiative, specifically

choices, while adopting simplified nutritional labelling can

aimed at encouraging and supporting parents to check

help avoid any confusion. It would also accelerate and

nutritional labels and pack a healthy lunch for their children.

incentivise the food and drink industry’s reformulation efforts
as they increasingly avoid the use of less healthy ingredients.

ENCOURAGING THE
DEVELOPMENT OF HEALTHIER
PRODUCTS THAT MEET
PARENTS’ NEEDS

The combination of an increased range of healthy lunchbox
products on the market and clearer labelling would create
an opportunity to engage retailers in the process of

Food and drink producers should use the healthy lunchbox

educating consumers and making it easier for them to

criteria and the findings from this research to guide their

make healthier choices.

reformulation and new product development activities. This
would not only ensure that a wide range of healthy products

Parents believe retailers are as responsible for providing

appropriate for school lunchboxes were available in stores,

guidance/support around healthy lunchboxes as any

but also provide parents with solutions that help make their

other stakeholder, including government, schools and food

lives easier.

and drink producers. 61% said that they would find a
dedicated lunchbox section/aisle helpful in making

This means a greater variety of nutritionally-balanced

healthy choices. As a proactive step to do this, retailers

products, delivered in the right portion sizes, that are

could create a ‘Healthy Lunchbox Section’ in their stores or

appealing to kids, stay fresh and will not be wasted if

as an online filter, akin to ‘Free From …’ aisles, containing

left in the lunchbox for a day. The products should avoid

only items deemed appropriate for lunchboxes.

ingredients which can be considered unhealthy, such as
added sugar, salt and saturated fats, so that parents do not

Retailers could also use school-compliant labelling in their

feel that they are being misled in choosing products which

communications to parents around stores, to

are less healthy than they had originally thought. They

better equip them to make healthier lunchbox choices.

should be clearly labelled so they can be easily identified,

This content could include suggestions of different healthy

to save time when selecting lunchbox choices.

foods and drinks, reminders of the right balance of nutrients
in a lunchbox, and even inform ‘Lunchbox Deals’ or

Careful thought should be given into how producers can

lunchbox ‘Pick n’ Mix’ selections made up of the different

support parents in delivering more varied meals to their

food groups required by children.

children. Different ingredients from each food group should
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CONCLUSION

Childhood obesity is a challenge we cannot ignore.
Government initiatives such as the Eatwell Guide provide
valuable information to help parents make informed food
choices for their children. But school packed lunches are an
area that risks slipping between the cracks as they are not
governed by school food standards, yet are the lunch option
chosen by half of parents.

Our research reveals a significant level of confusion among
parents about nutritional information, recommended calorie
intake for children, and what constitutes a healthy school
lunchbox. This is compounded by the fact that parents are
time poor, prioritising convenience over nutrition and
struggling to provide variety for their child’s lunch.

Clearly more can be done to support parents in providing a
healthy lunch as many currently feel guilty for not doing so.

Tetra Pak’s Fuelling The Next Generation project aims to
begin a conversation between food and drink producers,
retailers, policymakers and educators about how we can
work collaboratively to better support parents to provide
healthier school lunchboxes in the future.

Our ideas are bold, and present challenges to all parties.
But we believe that by working together, and implementing
the suggestions in this paper, we can make a real difference
to our children’s health and future.
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ABOUT TETRA PAK
Tetra Pak is the world’s leading food processing and packaging solutions company. Working closely with our customers and
suppliers, we provide safe, innovative and environmentally sound products that each day meet the needs of hundreds of millions
of people in more than 175 countries around the world. With almost 23,000 employees based in over 82 countries, we believe in
responsible industry leadership and a sustainable approach to business. Our motto, “PROTECTS WHAT’S GOOD™,” reflects our
vision to make food safe and available, everywhere.

To hear more, please contact Tetra Pak: enquiries.uk@tetrapak.com
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The paper of this report is made from 80% recycled Tetra Pak beverage cartons.

