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Study: Growth Drivers in the K-12 Foodservice Segment #12727

Foodservice IP has seen rising interest from major food manufacturers in the K-12
channel. Schools now sit at the crossroads of three converging forces: new regulations,
shifting consumer expectations, and evolving supply dynamics.

Policy Changes Creating Urgency - USDA'’s updated standards (2025-27) cap added
sugars, reduce sodium, and refine whole-grain rules. The Trump administration’s Make
America Healthy Again (MAHA) initiative layers on stricter dye limits, “less processed”
positioning, and the return of whole milk. Reformulation is now both a necessity and an
opportunity.

Parents and Students Raising the Bar - Families want cleaner labels, allergen-free
options, and protein-forward meals—yet affordability remains key as reimbursement
rates lag inflation. Winning strategies balance compliance, health, and cost.

Funding and Supply Dynamics - Cuts to programs like Local Food for Schools push
districts toward national brands, creating openings for manufacturers delivering scale,
reformulation, and value.

Our new multi-sponsored study benchmarks regulatory impact, district adoption, and
growth opportunities across categories.

Engagement Objectives

This comprehensive, multi-client study on K-12 foodservice provides the benefits of a
shared-cost research approach, which enables maximum coverage of common interest
topics as well as reporting of proprietary sponsor questions and issues.

e Bring to light foodservice growth trends and drivers in U.S. K-12 schools

e Market segmentation and differentiation between public and private institutions

¢ Deliver dynamics and trends related to different service areas/systems

¢ Identify critical issues faced by K-12 institutions and how these will impact
foodservice in 2026

e Forecast how the K-12 foodservice market will evolve through 2028

¢ Identify key growth opportunities, anticipated challenges/hurdles and critical
success factors for manufacturers who participate in the K-12 foodservice market
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Key Issues (Not Exhaustive)

¢ Decision-Making Process: How school foodservice programs determine what foods
are offered, including critical selection criteria and where specific categories (e.qg.,
beef) fit.

e Perceptions of Programs: How foodservice programs are viewed by educators,
students, and the broader community.

¢ Product Perceptions: Benefits and drawbacks of specific products in the K-12
foodservice environment, and how they are positioned in the “good food vs. bad
food” context.

e Health & Nutrition: Student and parent health perceptions and misperceptions across
food and beverage categories; role of nutrition education for directors and how it is
practiced.

¢ Nutritional Regulations: Impact of federal, state, and local regulations—including
sodium reduction, whole grains, fruit/vegetable mandates, grade-specific
requirements, and operator responses to sugar-reduction standards and alternative
sweeteners.

¢ Protein Needs: Operator openness to diversifying protein options, including plant-
based proteins, fortified snacks, and breakfast solutions designed to meet nutrition
goals.

¢ Menu Development & Participation: Trends in breakfast and lunch participation; menu
development drivers; role of ethnic cuisines, emerging diets, and popular flavor
profiles.

e Operational Dynamics: Budget and labor constraints; movement along the scratch to
speed-scratch continuum and the operational realities (skills, equipment, costs)
driving change.

¢ Volume Pressures: Benchmarking operator perceptions of funding shifts,
participation rates, and menu changes that impact suppliers and categories.

¢ Purchasing Considerations: Procurement processes, bid cycles, group purchasing
organizations, child nutrition (CN) labeling, packaging criteria, sustainability
requirements, branding, and manufacturer “must-haves.”

¢ Distribution & Local Sourcing: Challenges in distribution and delivery; role of direct
delivery and local purchasing by product category.

¢ Third-Party Actors: Influence of co-ops, group purchasing organizations, and
foodservice management companies on product selection and purchasing evolution.

e Manufacturer Opportunities: Obstacles and opportunities to getting products on
menus, and recommendations on how suppliers can best position themselves to
expand within K-12 foodservice.

FOODSERVICE IP
875 N. MICHIGAN AVE., 31° FLOOR | CHICAGO IL, 60611 | www.FOODSERVICEIP.cOM



p >
™ foodservice IP

Scope of Coverage

e Public and Private

e Elementary (K-5), middle (6-8) and secondary (9-12) grade levels
e Self-operated and contract-managed

Study Approach
Activity Description

Objective(s)

Engagement Review proposal Agree on timing, key dates.
initiation Proprietary requests Evaluate introductory interview guides.
Sponsors can help spearhead
questions.
Existing Data Exhaustive review of available Gather intelligence prior to going to the
Review information field.
K-12 Operator Qualitative interviews with 25 Understand operator issues,
Research foodservice directors in the preferences and plans.
largest US school districts. Develop penetration and usage
Structured, online survey estimates and individual sponsor
research with 200 foodservice category information.
directors to quantify attitudes,
practices and behaviors.
Analysis and Report content will include Provide recommendations for how to
Report Delivery common-interest and leverage the opportunities within the K-
proprietary sections 12 foodservice channel.
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Timing and Fees

Estimated project duration: 10-12 weeks from initiation.

Target launch: Late 4Q 2025, delivery late 1Q 2026

Pre-launch sponsors will join a steering committee to help shape study objectives.
$15,000 per study (per sponsor), exclusive of travel for private presentations.
Discounted multi-study participation: two studies for $26,500 or three studies for
$35,000, when confirmed in advance or together with the first sponsorship.

**Foodservice IP can invoice 50% in January 2026.

Timeline — K-12 Foodservice Study

Period

Steps and Activities Responsibility  Deadline
Pre-Work
Sponsor commitment/signatures Client/FSIP 31-Oct
Client stakeholder kickoff meetings/wish listto FSIP  |Client/FSIP 24-Nov
Proprietary needs/finalize study scope/approach Client 28-Nov
Secondary review of channel (PEST analysis) FSIP Ongoing
K-12 Operator Pre-Field Work
Deliver first draft of surveys to sponsors FSIP 5-Dec
Sponsors return feedback to FSIP Client 19-Dec
Final survey review to each sponsor FSIP 26-Dec
Sponsor sign-off on surveys Client 9-Jan
K-12 Operator Field Work
Programming/Test Links FSIP 23-Jan
Surveys info field FSIP 20-Feb
Contextual interviews with FS directors FSIP 28-Feb
Analysis
Data checks FSIP 4-Mar
Interpretation of results FSIP 14-Mar
Report Development
Draft reports preparation FSIP 20-Mar
Report Delivery to Clients FSIP 27-Mar
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