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The differences between the catering provision offered
within the workplace and what is available on the high
street are diminishing.
Data from NPD’s CREST® market research shows that
workplace food service is declining (-2 per cent) year on
year. What with the slow death of subsidies for employees
using in-house restaurants, staff seeking alternatives
to the in-house canteen from the high street and an
increased demand among end-users for street food,
contract caterers are facing some serious challenges.
So what can they do to compete?
Paul Hurren, managing director of Lusso (part of
CH&Co Group), explains: “The trick is to take the best
of both worlds – take the consistency and innovation
from the high street and street food, but adapt this in the
flexible way that workplace dining demands. You can’t
be as rigid as a high street brand in the workplace as
[neither] clients, nor customers, want it.”
A major differential between contract caterers and
high street vendors is that the latter usually has one
style of food and changes the menu infrequently.
By contrast, workplace caterers provide multiple
offers that may be adapted on a daily basis to provide
constant variety and avoid menu fatigue for those who
patronise the facilities every day.
The challenge, of course, is in providing the
appropriate level of variety to end users within the cost
confines of a service that is often unsubsidised and
where the costs are tight. Caterers agree that they have
to work harder than ever, but say that is a positive thing
as well, because the food they provide has to be what
clients and end users really want to buy.
When it comes to cost, contractors have another
advantage over the high street.
Paul Cowie, head of catering for OCS, says: “Although
there are fewer subsidies, we have the benefit of working
within the client’s premises, so we don’t have the costs
the high street does in terms of rates, power etc, which
reduces the overheads.

“PEOPLE ONLY WANT TO TALK ABOUT
WHAT GOES WRONG – BUT THERE’S
SO MUCH WE DO THAT REALLY
PUSHES THE BOUNDARIES”
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“Because we can flex our offerings, unlike a fixed
high street brand which only changes every three or six
months, we can change the menu on a daily basis and
utilise the best market value for the products we buy
in. That allows us to be more competitive and make
the food exciting enough for people to come in and eat
different things every day if they like.”
Some forward-thinking organisations are bucking
the subsidy reduction trend, particularly in tech, media
or start-up environments, and offering significant
subsidies to support a wider employee retention policy,
often linked to the health and well-being agenda.
For the smaller contract caterers – squeezed between
the larger contractors at one end and high street food
vendors at the other – there is obviously less scope to
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invest. So, for instance, where a
contractor might need to go in
and change a space to support
them in delivering the food
service, the smaller contractors
don’t have quite the same
access to capital.

Space in the market
But although it is telling that
there have been some significant
acquisitions of the smaller
catering firms over the past few
months, all the contractors I
spoke to think the market still
has space for everybody.
Says Allister Richards, MD of
Gather and Gather: “The volume
in your supply chain and the
strength of your spreadsheet
doesn’t change the complexity
of needing to offer a wide variety
of food types. The value of the pound in the consumers’
pocket doesn’t differ whether they’re buying from a
major contractor or a highly bespoke caterer.”
Changes in the way that many businesses manage their
estates – with occupiers moving into multi-tenanted
buildings rather than single occupier environments – are
also affecting how food services are managed.
Anthony Bennett, founder and director of Bennett
Hay, explains: “Sixty per cent of our business is
commercial; we work in multi-tenanted buildings
where landlords are open to assigning common areas to
catering and we pay a percentage to be there, so we’re
operating rather as you would in the high street.”

“THE BENCHMARK FOR WHAT
IS ACCEPTABLE CUSTOMER
SERVICE AMONGST END-USERS
HAS RISEN SHARPLY”
“That, for me, is the future of workplace catering.”
While at one end of the scale the contract catering
sector is adopting the best traits of the high street,
it seems unlikely that the high street operators are
going to challenge for client work directly. With the
exception of food and hospitality corporate WSH
Group buying Benugo in 2008, there is very little
evidence that the high street is going to infiltrate the
workplace catering arena. The high street brands are
too susceptible in a workplace environment where
staffing levels might fluctuate and they have no
recourse to attracting in the general public.
“The fact is that those high street brands are
successful because they can supply a defined offer,”
says Richards. “I think translating that into the
workplace and asking them to stretch what their brand
stands for is too much of a challenge and it could
potentially devalue their commercial tariffs. Our
industry talks about commercial contracts, but we still
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having better equipment which is more environmentally
friendly and cooks food at a quicker pace than ever
before,” explains Cowie.

Brexit and brunch

are very beholden to client specification around what
we offer, when we offer it, and the price points that are
possible within that environment.”

Contract
catering has yet
to catch up with
the high street
by offering
brunch widely

Craft coffee craze
Where the two sectors do come together, though, is
where companies are creating large campus-based
workplaces, and within these the contract caterers tend
to work with the high street brands and operate on
their behalf within that market.
According to OCS’s Paul Cowie, although there is
evidence of some competition between high street
brands and catering contractors working within the
healthcare and higher education sectors, it’s not a
brilliant fit for the retail brands.
He says: “One of the challenges is that it is a very
expensive model, and while a typical high street
provider would be looking at seven to 10 years to pay
back an investment, in the contract market the typical
contract would only be three to five years.”
The growth of high street offers from Pret, Starbucks
and other mega-chains has, however, affected how
contract caterers go about tendering for work and how
they compete with one another for business.
The challenge in the contracted sector is to try and
mirror the levels of expertise in the high street with
for example, a massive movement around supplying
craft coffee. This also ties into the change in the way
buildings are managed. The traditional bulk cook
canteen where food would be cooked in vast amounts
and put out on large counters is disappearing fast,
replaced by smaller kitchen and serving spaces where
food is often cooked fresh in front of the customer.
“Equipment suppliers have risen to that challenge by
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On the high street one of the biggest growth sectors is
brunch, yet contract catering has traditionally been
geared up for breakfast and lunch around traditional
hours of service. But all this is changing.
“Traditional staff restaurants are being replaced with
social hubs for employees to meet and collaborate,”
says CH&Co’s Hurren. “Which is why contract caterers
should be assisting their clients in utilising their space
more effectively throughout the day.”
Contract caterers are also facing quite a few other
challenges, including a continuing labour skills shortage
and the consequences of Brexit.
The British Hospitality Association’s (BHA) annual
Food Service Management Market Report 2016 recently
revealed that three in 10 organisations within the
sector are not confident about the government’s ability
to support the industry – up from 25 per cent in the
previous year – and blames uncertainty, including the
EU referendum result, as a possible explanation for this
decline in confidence. In addition, every respondent
said that reviewing and consulting with businesses on
the National Living Wage would have a positive effect.
Sourcing food is also already an issue, with the fall in
value of the pound resulting in upward pressure from
supply chains. OCS has been involved in forums with the
government and put its opinion across – but currently
there is no firm guidance to food service providers.
Paul Cowie says: “It would be very short-sighted
of the government to impose import tariffs on food,
particularly when you consider the fact that the
seasonality of our products are in Europe and beyond.”
These issues can be seen as a brake on catering
services being brought back in house. Nevertheless,
there are those who argue the need to address a gap
that has grown between FM service providers and
contract caterers. The theory, expounded at a recent
discussion facilitated by contractor Bartlett Mitchell,
is that catering is emotive and needs to be ring-fenced
from other FM services; that as part of a TFM deal, it can
sometimes run the risk of being commoditised – and
that of all the FM service lines, catering comes out least
well from a commoditised approach.
Speaking at the event, Julian Fris, director of FM
consultancy, Neller Davies, explained: “It’s important
for FM leads to look at their catering offer as more than
just another service line. It can be utilised to aid broader
wellness objectives, as well as create commercial and
reputational currency amongst its employees and other
stakeholders. While there will always be debate and
discussion around using specialist vs TFM providers,
no one-size-fits-all solution.”
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THE STREET
The public’s penchant for street food
has left contract caterers adding niche
specialist cuisines themselves or
bringing street vendors in to their own
service oﬀer. Nick Martindale reports
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The UK’s food scene is constantly evolving, as new
restaurants open and cooking styles come in and
out of fashion. But one trend that almost everyone
living in or near a major city would have noticed
is the growing proliferation of street food; vendors
selling niche dishes or products outside, whether
in a dedicated market or eating area or, as the name
suggests, on the street itself.
It is, inevitably, something established contract
caterers have picked up on – it was voted the
number one trend over the past three years in the
BHA Food Service Management Report 2016 – and
tried to include in their own offerings.
“It seems to be a nationwide phenomenon,” says
Chris Ince, executive head chef at Servest. “We’ve
seen a big resurgence in the demand for Caribbean
and Mexican food, with things like burritos, fajitas
and rice dishes proving very popular.
“Something else in demand is Moroccan cuisine.
Tagine, couscous and lemony flavours are all tastes
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that the British public love and seek out.” Korean
barbecue cuisine is also very much in vogue at the
moment, he adds, as are pickled products. Indeed,
Korean food has also come from nowhere to become a
cuisine offered by many street food vendors.
In general, consumers and office users have become
much more sophisticated in their palette and their
knowledge of food. And while millennials in particular
have become the most comfortable with the idea, it’s
increasingly common to see older executives queuing
for 25 minutes to eat street food out of their hands.

Ordering in
Many employers are keen to see such offerings in their
buildings, as they seek to stand out from competitors
and keep people in the building. “They are constantly
looking for a new edge and what is going to make them
different to their peer group and remove the potential for
menu fatigue from a standard corporate staff restaurant,”
says Mike Coldicott, director at food consultancy Tricon.
“Inevitably, they’re looking to the high street for example

and direction and then they start trying to replicate that.”
Contract caterers and food providers have so far tried
various approaches to respond to the pressure to offer
some form of street food themselves. Simon Esner,
director of BaxterStorey, says his company has three main
strategies, including developing ideas such as Quirky
Bird, consisting of chicken on a brioche bun, and Hound
Dog, featuring hot dogs from around the world.
“We’ve got our development chefs who come up with
the ideas, many of which are gleaned by walking around
street vendors, and bring it back into our own way of
doing things,” he says. The business also brings vendors
working for street food umbrella firms into its own
location, after conducting the appropriate due diligence.
“They’re effectively a mini-management agent for
various independent street food operators, and we
will through them bring some of their vendors into
our location,” he says. “They would bring their tariffs,
their marketing and their way of doing things, and
there would be a concession payment which would
come back to the main account.”

GOES ON
fm-world.co.uk
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Gather & Gather has
injected the street food
ethos into its Bench
operation in London

“WE WANT TO ENCOURAGE
CREATIVITY, AND WE FIND THAT IS
A GREAT OUTLET FOR OUR CHEFS
WHO WANT TO TRY NEW AREAS
AND DIFFERENT NATIONALITIES
AND TYPES OF FOOD”
A final option is to bring in former street vendors who
are now running their own shops, such as Hummus
Bros, which has a number of outlets throughout London.

Pop-ups
Contractors are also experimenting with developing
their own versions of street food, as well as bringing in
vendors. They cite the need to encourage creativity and
provide an outlet for their own chefs who want to try
new areas and different nationalities and types of food.
Others have resisted the temptation to bring in street
vendors. “We’re not trying to recreate food carts in our
workplace restaurants,” says Alistair Day, executive
chef at Bennett Hay. “These belong to street markets,
where street food is best experienced with its distinctive
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community feel.” Instead, the
business has sought to include
elements of hot ethnic finger
food into its weekly offering,
as well as into its “Authentic”
week-long special offerings.
OCS also looks to recreate the
street food experience through
its in-house teams, although it
doesn’t rule out the possibility
of partnering with street food
providers in future. “We have
looked at this for specific
tenders recently,” says Paul
Cowie, head of catering. “But it
would be important for us to be
able to offer the vendor some
certainty over tenure, while also
ensuring that the offer doesn’t
become stale for the customer.”
The reality, says Simon
Biggs, chair of BIFM’s catering and hospitality
Special Interest Group, and a senior partner at
Litmus Partnership, is that it can be very difficult for
organisations to bring in people from the street.
One reason is that this is precisely where many vendors
want to be, and they tend not to see themselves as people
who would work in-house for a contract caterer.
“A lot of street food operators do it because they like
being street food operators,” he says. “They tend to be very
entrepreneurial and they can manage it in their own way,
and they like being where they are. It doesn’t fit the model
to forge relationships with a caterer where they’re going to
have to get into very complex sort of arrangements.”
These are likely to involve close scrutiny of both
the credentials of the operator, and the provenance of
the food being sold; something of which Esner is also
very much aware. “That’s why we’ve created our own
in-brand street food, because we wanted to ensure the
robust food safety and health and safety practices that
we have adopted since the inception of our business,” he
says. “When we bring in an external vendor in, we do a
very detailed due diligence on them.”
There are practical concerns, too. Coldicott points out
that many street vendors will have limited supply and
once food has sold out will often pack up and disappear.
“There’s an element of temporary about it, which is part
of the appeal, but that’s no good if you’re trying to feed
thousands of employees on-site, because there is an
expectation by them that the food offering is consistent
all the way through the working day,” he says.
He also gives the example of a vendor who was
brought in by a large organisation to sell tiffin curry,
which proved so popular that huge amounts of food that
had been prepared for the other counters was wasted.
“Because of the nature of the contractual arrangement
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the Indian operator made top dollar and, although there
was a token payment to the operator, because they didn’t
make any sales across the rest of the operation they
made a loss,” he says. “So it’s all well and good bringing
in these specialist elements but it has to sit comfortably
within the financial arrangements of the overall contract
to work, otherwise you’re killing off your own service.”
Coldicott believes contract caterers have a role in
bringing together all of the different elements to help
it work commercially while addressing concerns over
provenance. “We’re working with one operator where
they’re providing the due diligence and experience in
managing large-scale volume delivery and even some of
the core menu elements,” he says. “But then they have
these feature offers where they engage with external
street food operators on short-term tenures for three or
six months.” Longer term, this could change the role of
contract caterers or see new providers encroach on their
territory on the back of a street food proposition.

“THERE’S AN ELEMENT OF
TEMPORARY ABOUT IT, WHICH
IS PART OF THE APPEAL, BUT
THAT’S NO GOOD IF YOU’RE
TRYING TO FEED THOUSANDS
OF EMPLOYEES ON-SITE”
Hygiene and fads
All this assumes, however, that the current trend towards
street food continues, and does not itself fall victim to
another new fad. For now, the market is robust, with
people prepared to pay high prices. But that may change
if food inflation increases, forcing vendors to raise prices
further as consumer spending becomes tighter.
And perhaps the bigger issue with the whole concept
of street food – at least for those trading on the street
itself – could be concerns over safety standards and
just what they are being served. At some point, workers
queuing up for street food might start thinking that while
they’ve been happy to pay extra for an authentic street
food experience, they haven’t seen any solid evidence, for
example, of those serving them washing their hands.
Councils are trying to keep control of this problem,
but some contractors doubt that there is sufficient
robustness from councils in addressing it effectively.
The real difficulty comes when street vendors
credentials aren’t what they say they are, that for
example they aren’t, as advertised, selling free range
chicken or using prime cuts of meat in their products.
Employers, too, might have similar concerns about
bringing in vendors without the extra level of scrutiny
from an established contract caterer, says Coldicott.
“Clients love the idea – this great guy they have seen at
Borough Market – but as soon as you try and measure
that against their corporate due diligence requirements
there’s a bit of a mismatch. The philosophy of
contracting out is they’re de-risking the catering service,
so why would they create something that’s high-risk,
particularly when the corporate operator takes 50 per
cent of the culpability should there be any issues? They
might not be so keen once they understand what’s
required to bring in a series of unknown pop-ups.”
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Shows like Bake-Oﬀ, Masterchef and
the rise of the celebrity chef are forcing
contract catering operations to do more
to attract and keep their chefs close.
Andrew Pring reports
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general public aware of what good food is; they have
alerted people to the issues of sustainability, seasonality
and cuisines from across the globe,” he said.
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Top chef challenge

Look back over the years and it is clear that the catering
world has always faced a recruitment crisis. Lower pay
than most other sectors, longer, often unsociable hours
and poor staff management have dogged the business
and deterred young people from considering it as a
worthwhile career.
It’s no different today. Restaurants continue to
struggle to recruit good-quality staff, particularly chefs.
A report last year from UK Employment and Skills
found that restaurants were unable to fill nearly half of
all skilled chef vacancies. The situation will not have
improved in the past 12 months.
The success of casual dining chains in the past
decade has contributed enormously to the strain of
recruiting chefs. In 2008, the proportion of hard-tofill vacancies that were for chef roles was 33 per cent
and has now risen to 38 per cent. For skilled chef roles,
the figures are even higher – 44 per cent, according
to the UK Commission for Employment and Skills’
(UKCES) Employer Skills Survey, which highlighted
that shortages are particularly prevalent in London (66
per cent) and in the South-East (46 per cent). People 1st
estimates that 11,000 new chefs will be needed by 2020.
To add to the problem for recruiters, in the past year
half of catering colleges have seen student numbers fall
on chef courses while the number of chef apprentices
has also fallen.
It’s against this challenging backdrop that contract
caterers must compete for their share of chef talent. And
adding to the challenge are the increasing demands by
clients for better quality food, the kind of food they and
employees enjoy when dining out in their leisure time.
Contractor Servest’s head chef Chris Ince agrees that
the world of celebrity has no doubt popularised the
industry; the success of shows like The Great British
Bake Oﬀ and Masterchef reaﬃrm this. “However, as is
the case with most reality TV shows, they present an
utterly unrealistic picture of what’s actually involved in
a chef’s day to day activities. What can be said of such
cooking programmes is that they have helped make the

Accordingly, when you talk to contract caterers there’s
no sense of despondency. Instead, there’s a conviction
from the top that they can show young people that being
a chef in a contract catering operation is every bit as
creative and satisfying as working in a top-class
restaurant – all without the 80-hour weeks, the towering
egos, the high-octane testosterone and non-stop
expletives. And they’re confident that increasing
numbers of young people keen on catering are
getting the message.
“IIIn recent years there has been a deﬁnite, marked
change in the perception of contract catering, and as a
result, in the numbers of young chefs entering the
profession, says Ince. “Young aspiring chefs have
realised that contract catering oﬀers the opportunity
to work in a variety of environments and with a diverse
range of people.”
Ian Thomas, CEO of Bartlett Mitchell, describes
enormous progress in contract catering over the past

“HALF OF CATERING COLLEGES
HAVE SEEN STUDENT NUMBERS
FALL WHILE THE NUMBER OF CHEF
APPRENTICES HAS ALSO FALLEN”
20-odd years, but says that too many people are still
unaware of the changes. “There’s so much creativity
in our industry, but even people in the FM world still
sometimes think of contract catering as all about
unappetising school dinners – whereas in many places it
has become almost fine dining.”
This level of culinary excellence means contract
caterers can now attract chefs who are passionate about
their food. Chefs crave a creative environment, and with
contract caterers now delivering to such a high level,
firms are able to attract ambitious chefs from hotels and
restaurants; it doesn’t hinder contract catering’s cause
that chefs can work ordinary office hours as well.
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Simon Esner of BaxterStorey sees chef recruitment as
“a challenge, rather than a problem”.
The company’s success in tackling it has been built on
a series of initiatives, chief of which was establishing its
own chef academy 13 years ago. It forms the centerpiece
of a training programme that costs the company
£2 million a year.
Esner says: “We felt colleges weren’t preparing
students adequately for the workplace, and we decided
to nurture our own talent. Michelin-starred chef John
Campbell learnt about what we were doing and got in
touch. It reflected his own ethos and he quickly came on
board. We used to work with him and train our chefs at
clients’ venues, but since the start of 2014 we’ve had our
own physical base in Newbury.”
This teaching and demonstration kitchen sits next to
Campbell’s restaurant. Chefs from all over the UK visit
and spend time with him as part of their training. For
his part, Campbell is fully committed to the venture.
“It is such an exciting time now in the food service
sector as expectations are far higher now than they have
ever been, which challenges us all,” says Campbell. He
may have his two Michelin stars, but Campbell says the
real stars are those chefs employed at contract caterers
creating fantastic food within a more rigid environment.

“[CONTRACT CATERING] HAS TO
WORK TWICE AS HARD AS OTHER
SECTORS TO ATTRACT PEOPLE. IT
HAS TO SHOUT LOUDER”
Contract
caterers want
to make the life
in workplace
catering, and
the potentially
more favourable
hours, a hook for
attracting
new talent

Location workshops
BaxterStorey’s trainee chefs get the chance to put their
skills into practice with a week’s tuition with Campbell
and other chef consultants including Monica Galetti,
Nigel Haworth, Mark Hix and Tom Kitchin. These
chefs also conduct workshops at client locations;
understandably, the chefs on site enjoy the experiences
too and both recruitment and retention are boosted.
Top chefs working alongside the contract catering
profession are changing catering colleges’ perception of
contract catering. Colleges that once saw contract catering
as the poor relation in the chef employment world are now
beginning to appreciate the sector’s change in status.
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However, Gather & Gather’s director of food Jim Norris
says the battle for chef talent is far from won, and it’s about
to get harder. “It’s true that contract catering’s 9-5 working
day, Monday to Friday, has proved an attractive option to
many chefs. But now, many clients want a 24/7 service, so
our chefs may find their 40 hours are spread over a sevenday working week, day and night. I think it’s going to get
tougher to find people.”
Norris is of the opinion that although catering colleges have
improved, they’re still not in tune with working life today.
“Colleges prepare their students as best they can, but they
often arrive totally unready for the reality. We also see that
colleges are still focused on encouraging students into hotels
and restaurants, not our sector. And there’s still a perception
that if you work in those sectors you’re properly trained
whereas if you work in contract catering, you’re not.”
To raise the image of contract catering, Norris has been
developing Gather & Gather’s own set of accreditations.
“We’re not trying to replace traditional qualifications, but
we employ lots of people with no college qualifications and
this is all about unlocking their ability,” says Norris. “The
programme is designed to achieve four things: create a
consistent approach to food standards across the business;
increase learning and development opportunities for all
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INFLUENCING
FACTORS

The proximity
of celebrity chefs
to the contract
catering trade has
helped shine a
light on the world
of workplace
catering

SOCIAL MEDIA
Social media has become a key tool for
contract caterers to attract new talent.
“It’s become essential to reaching
young people,” says Simon Briggs. “A
number of contract caterers are on
LinkedIn – they advertise positions and
talk about issues and the creativity that
can be found in the sector. It’s a good
way to establish a voice and it creates
interest and conversation. It’s been
fantastic for the catering industry.”

BREXIT
Despite progress in raising the
profile of contract catering, the main
players are nervous at the harm
Brexit could do to their recruitment
efforts. The view is that the whole
hospitality industry will suffer if there
are restrictions on movements. And
that will only intensify the battle for
catering talent. Some contractors
talk of staff resigning the very next
day after the Brexit vote, so worried
were they of the consequences.
Simon Biggs worries that “all of the
hospitality industry will suffer
if there are restrictions on
movements.” The hope is that the
British Hospitality Association will
lobby hard on the sector’s behalf.
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chefs; recognise and retain great people; and drive sales and
increase profit across the business.”
Says Norris: “At the end of this programme, every chef in Gather
& Gather will either have an externally recognised qualification or
be formally recognised through internal accreditation as having
completed a minimal standard of vocational training.”
Simon Biggs, senior partner at the Litmus consultancy and
chairman of the Catering & Hospitality Special Interest Group for
the BIFM, bears witness to progressive training developments
across much of the contract catering landscape these days.
“It’s so important to hold on to your people, so training and career
development is crucial. Train well and look after them better, or
they’ll walk away. I’m afraid that contract catering, despite all that
it’s doing, is still a hidden market. It has to work twice as hard as
other sectors to attract people. It has to shout louder.”
Employers in the pub trade might beg to differ. Many think their
sector is still the poor relation in the catering world, despite the slew
of celebrity chefs running gastro pubs. The sector has launched
initiative after initiative to attract young people and particularly
chefs and courts catering colleges assiduously yet still struggles.
Last September, for example, the British Beer & Pub Association and
the All Party Parliamentary Beer Group launched the Parliamentary
Pub Chef of the Year Award in partnership with Nestlé Professional.
The aim was to involve MPs by asking them to recognise chefs in
their constituency renowned for their food. It followed a bigger
recruitment initiative from the industry’s Perceptions Group that
aimed to champion career opportunities in the pub trade. Lack of
money led quickly to its collapse, but one of its co-founders, the
British Institute of Innkeeping (BII), is about to unveil a more allencompassing training project that builds on Perceptions.
Says BII vice-chairman Anthony Pender: “It’s definitely become
harder to recruit chefs, and some are being over-promoted as
a result. The fear is that it will encourage operators to de-skill
kitchens, and we may lose our position as leader of the culinary
world. This initiative will address the problem head-on.”
Contract caterers know they will have to keep shouting as
loudly as possible to attract new talent. But with all that’s going in
their sector these days, they’re clearly not short of things to shout
very loudly about.
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Organisations’ desire to provide a
healthy diet is linked to a broad
approach to improve productivity
and, as a bonus, can help cut
workers’ risk of heart disease,
stroke, cancer and more.
Diana Spellman explains

CATERING FOR
PRODUC
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NUTRITION

TIVITY

You can barely walk down the
high street without having
your attentions assaulted by
a marketing campaign for
superfoods. Pret’s protein power
lunches and superfood trail mix;
EAT’s protein pots; and Itsu’s hip,
humble and healthy salad.
Quinoa, wheatgrass, chia seeds,
acai berries, green tea, blueberries
and kale have taken over in the health
food arena, leaving the humble
sandwich and side salad in the cold.
But ask a dietitian and they
will give you a very different take.
Superfood is not a term commonly
used by dietitians, many of whom
dispute that particular foods have
the health benefits often claimed by
advocates of particular ‘superfoods’.
Like most things, the truth lies
somewhere in the middle, and it is
more about our approach to food in
the West than the foods themselves.
In the West, we want a quick
fix. We have a can of energy drink
or a strong coffee, which is the
equivalent of pouring petrol into
a car. In the East, the approach is
more long-term, to treat food like
the oil in the engine. It’s about
nourishing the body.

The Eastern perspective
These different approaches mirror
how we combat stress. In the West,
people use chocolate, alcohol or
antidepressants as a cure, whereas
in the East, the focus is on a more
holistic, preventative approach using
herbs such as ginseng, Peruvian
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Maca root, holy basil and liquorice.
This goes some way to explaining
our obsession with superfoods. We
want a quick health fix, rather than a
more long-term approach to our own
nutrition, and expect foods, super or
otherwise, to do all the work.
The idea of foods having
medicinal qualities is firmly rooted
in science and has been practised
successfully for thousands of years.
But 21st century marketing has
rather taken over, with certain foods
having a concerted PR campaign.
In reality many are overpriced
and over-hyped. Sesame seeds, for
example, can be just as nutritious
as costly chia seeds. They are a
good source of vitamin E, which has
been linked to the improvement
of cognitive decline as the brain
ages. Walnuts, hazelnuts, brazil
nuts, filberts, cashews, peanuts,
sunflower seeds, flax seed and
unhydrogenated nut butters all
qualify. Meanwhile, lentils are just

MIND THE CHEMICALS
Speaking recently at a BIFM London
region event exploring trends in
medicinal food, Stephen Minall, founder
of food brand consultancy Moving Food,
said that it can be surprisingly difficult to
be sure about what you’re eating.
“It’s not always obvious,” he said citing
the example of a standard potato that
has between 15 and 28 chemicals in it
including six known carcinogens and
12 hormone disruptors.
“Oranges are typically dyed with a
carcinogenic dye that people will ingest
if they eat the zest; lemons are waxed,
often with petrochemical wax that is
then ingested. Mineral left in a plastic
water bottle in sunlight, will soon start
to absorb carcinogens from the plastic
bottle. There are tons of examples
of us unwittingly eating carcinogens.
Consumers and caterers need to stand
up and demand change. The food
producers aren’t going to do it.”
However, said Minall, food products
can be good carriers for medicinal
products such as pain relief or
contraceptive pills, if we deliberately
used them as a carrier for medicines.
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as nourishing and yet cheaper than quinoa and broccoli
has more nutrients (vitamin K and choline) and is
cheaper
kale.
er than the much-lauded curly
c
Other less sexy vegetables
vegetabl also have a key role to play
in a medicinal
icinal food
foo diet. Beetroot is high in nitrites,
which increase blood flow to the parts of the brain related
to executive functioning. It also contains vitamin B9,
thought to delay the onset of dementia, and carotenoids
– believed to boost brain functioning and help ward off
depression. With a high vitamin K and folate content,
avocados improve memory and concentration while
beans release a steady stream of glucose as energy, which
the brain needs for concentration. Deepwater fish such
as wild salmon, sardines and herring, are rich in omega-3
essential fatty acids – for brain function and antiinflammatory qualities.

FMs as navigators
Some might go even further and introduce infusions of
herbs known to help certain ailments – echinacea for
colds, for example. If you visit a Neal’s Yard shop, you’ll
appreciate the enormous range of medicinal infusions
available, all of which can be used to occasionally replace
other hot drinks when required. Understanding the
functionality of the food or medicine greatly enhances
its benefit because of the anticipation and expectation of
positive outcomes, well proved in the placebo effect trials.
It is up to facilities professionals and their catering
suppliers to help people to navigate their way through the
minefield of healthy food. We spend a third of our lives at
work, so if we can develop good nutritional habits there it
will feed into other parts of our life.
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“THE IDEA OF FOODS HAVING
MEDICINAL QUALITIES IS FIRMLY
ROOTED IN SCIENCE AND HAS
BEEN PRACTISED SUCCESSFULLY
FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS. BUT
21ST CENTURY MARKETING HAS
RATHER TAKEN OVER”
BHA LOOKS TO THE FUTURE
Three in ten people within the food service sector are not
confident of the government’s ability to support the sector, up
from 25 per cent last year. The British Hospitality Association’s
(BHA) annual Food Service Management Market Report for 2016
suggests that the EU referendum result is a principal driver of this
decline in confidence.
When asked to pinpoint the main challenges that government
could address to help FSM businesses succeed, all respondents
said that reviewing and consulting with businesses on the
National Living Wage would have a positive effect. Half of the
respondents requested that government increase the number of
apprenticeships and reduce red tape.
The BHA claims that the wider food service management
market employs 902,000 people, of which more than half
(510,000) are in-house caterers. Staff turnover rates are said to
have contracted over the past year.
BHA research found that 81 per cent of FSM businesses saw their
net revenues increase between
betwee 2014 and 2015, while there was a
4 per cent increase in compa
companies marketing and selling services as
an events caterer – 29 per ce
cent of businesses in the sector are now
doing so, in what the BHA see
sees as a growing trend.
Citing current trends includ
including street food, an increasing appetite
for healthier options, the prov
provision of in-house brands and casual
dining options, BHA also ssuggested that catering businesses
are doing more to apply technonology to their operations. A
g wing proportion of c
gro
growing
consumers and businesses are using
n
new
ne
phone-based pay
payment solutions such as Apple Pay
an
nd in-app transactio
and
transactions. In kitchens, BHA suggests that
cat
ca
atering operations c
catering
could be early adopters of equipment
co
onnected to the Inte
connected
Internet of Things through sensors.
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NUTRITION POSITIONS
Kate Taylor, account director for Gather &
Gather’s Vodafone account, puts forward her
suggestions for a more nutritional workplace diet

Reduce sugar

And it ne
need not be
expensive. A
Avoid trendy
and go for the
superfoods a
cheaper,
r, and nutritionally
options, explaining to
superior option
sup
your audience the reason behind
Although many
tthe
he decisions. Althou
customers
c
ustomers will be happy to continue
with their existing diets, others might be
tempted to try new options and start to
t think about
their health and nutrition in a more ho
holistic way – all
of which will benefit them, and the org
organisation,
through increased productivity and engagement.

Some claims are true and some aren’t, but the
truth is that sugar is damaging for your teeth
and we consume too much. Eat more fresh veg
and read food labels – most packaged food
contains added sugar even if it’s a savoury
product, and hot beverages don’t need it.
We only need 30g a day, which in food terms
is less than one can of Coca-Cola or two
tablespoons of honey.

Become more plant-based
Don’t cut out meat completely – just eat less of
it. The UK population generally doesn’t consume
enough fibre and plants can provide a hefty
helping. Have a smaller portion of meat and
a larger portion of veg to maximise fibre and
antioxidant intake. Vitamins and minerals are
also in good supply provided the veg is boiled,
particularly C and K as well as magnesium and
phosphorus from green veg in particular.

Moderation in all things
And those FMs without extensive catering facilities can
still make an impact with a café or even a high-quality
vending machine. Freshly brewed green or black tea is
full of catechins, which help to keep your brain working
well and fight mental fatigue. Coffee is one of the top
sources of flavonoids, known to improve heart health
and protect cells from the negative effects of ageing.
It also has preventative effects against many ailments
such as Parkinson’s disease, type 2 diabetes, liver disease
and depression. And, even better news – the cocoa in
dark chocolate improves blood flow to the brain, thus
improving brain function as well as improving verbal
fluency and cognitive function in elderly people.
The key is moderation. Overindulging in any food
sets the body an extra task to expel unnecessary
excess. This is all part of the well-being agenda that is
increasingly popular in corporates and is being seen
as a recruitment and retention tool as well as keeping
employees engaged and productive. It also shows
that the organisation is being forward-thinking and
supportive of its people.

Poke
A fish salad originated in Hawaii containing
fresh tuna, with sesame and soy, onions, chili,
nuts and red cabbage. I actually tried some
at Sky on Friday and it was delicious, which
means we’ll have this in our business soon!
It ticks the boxes of being naturally low in
sugar, high in Omega-3 fats from the fresh
tuna (which the body cannot make so has to
obtain from food) and fibre from the veg – tick,
tick, tick. Add in some more naturally occurring
fats from the nuts and this dish is a winner.

Savoury yoghurt
I came across this first from Sarah Wilson (I Quit
Sugar). With sugar taking the lead in the media,
this one actually has some benefit. Add natural
calcium from the yoghurt (opt for a Greek or
natural variety, not low-fat) and serve with
avocado, roasted cherry toms (when you roast
them their lycopene becomes active, which
helps fight toxic cells) and toasted pine nuts.

DIANA SPELLMAN is founder and managing director of
catering procurement consultancy Partners In Purchasing

Protein
From powder to poultry, protein is upping its
credentials in keeping us fuller for longer and
is no longer just the staple of gym bunnies. It
tends to take a longer time to digest within the
gut therefore there is truth in the first point,
however, extreme intake may result in kidney
stones, so make sure vegetable intake is high
to match the protein with adequate fibre.

RELEVANT BIFM SIG:
HOSPITALITY & CATERING
Chairman: Simon Biggs, 01276 673880
SimonBiggs@litmuspartnership.co.uk
www.bifm.org.uk/caterings
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