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Guarding Against 
Rising Food 

Costs

WARNING
 Various factors will make reaching targeted food costs 

more difficult for SY 2016

 Market conditions will combine to likely make food 
costs rise in SY 2016

 Due to these factors, USDA foods will not be as 
plentiful as the costs rise of items related to poultry and 
produce

 Now is the time to plan for changes for next school year
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Objective
 Know how to use financial information, menu 

management, informed purchasing, and proper kitchen 
procedures as tools to improve program operations, 
financial performance and accountability
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The Challenge
One of the most pressing issues faced by school nutrition 
directors is the rising costs of food. Adding to that concern 
is the challenge of purchasing food products that meet 
nutrition standards associated with the Healthy Hunger 
Free Kids Act. It is important for directors to determine 
those factors that influence food costs.
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Factors Guiding Development of
Strategies to Control Food Costs in 

School Nutrition Programs

6

Generally accepted guidelines suggest 
that no more than 80 – 85% of the school
nutrition program revenue should be spent
on labor and food.

Factor #1
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Factor #2

The school nutrition program director
should work with upper administration
and school site managers to set goals for
food costs as part of the budget
planning process.

Factor #3

The school district’s success in keeping food costs 
within the established guidelines depend on the 
financial management skills of the entire school 
nutrition program, including the director, site 
managers, kitchen staff, and other support
personnel.
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Ways to Lower Food Costs

 Set a goal for managing food costs.
Allocate a percentage, for example,
40% of revenue for food costs.
 Monitor meal costs. Calculate the
average food cost per meal/meal
equivalent on a regular basis.

Online Menu Costing Form
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Ways to Lower Food Cost
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Pre-cost and post-cost menus to
ensure food items are within
predetermined costs levels.
Avoid overproduction of food by
careful forecasting.
Calculate kitchen waste and account
for why it happened.
 Spatulas
Use standardized recipes.  (7lbs not 10)
Menu Management
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Ways to Lower Food Costs
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 Use cycle menus.
 Use portion control tools to ensure

accurate serving sizes of menu items.
 Maintain inventory control.
 Prohibit the removal of food items (any 

item) from the premises. This should
include leftovers.

 Implement security measures.
 Don’t fall for the “it will save you labor cost” 

sales pitch.

Menu Management
 A powerful tool

 Select and arrange items on menu to minimize costs

 Using the Excel spreadsheet or equivalent can help 
make potential changes more apparent
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Menu Management Example
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Don’t Focus on Just One Area
 When there is a potential financial problem, it is usually 

necessary to look at other areas

 Is there any equipment that would help you be more 
efficient in preparing food?

 Can you do more scratch cooking to save cost?

 Or the opposite, can you reduce labor by using more 
“convenience” items

 Can you find additional revenue sources – catering, 
concessions, provide meals for another school?
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