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Compared to meals prepared at home, meals eaten out typically contain more energy and more fat(1). Meal selection is known to be
influenced by situation(2) and information available(3), but little work currently investigates meal selection in a workplace canteen.
This study aimed to explore the decision to eat in a workplace canteen, choice of meal in this situation, and the perceived value
of additional information.

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, factors were elucidated using focus groups. Eight focus groups, involving 40 (29 female,
11 male) regular workplace canteen users were run in Denmark, France, Greece and the UK (two groups per country). To ensure
consistency a structured question guide was used, focusing on reasons for consuming in a workplace canteen, factors affecting
meal choice, and the perceived value of additional information. Focus groups were transcribed verbatim, and analysed using thematic
analysis.

Four themes were identified in relation to the decision to eat or not eat in the work place canteen. Two themes - ‘taking a break’ and
‘convenience’ were typically given as reasons to eat in the canteen, while two themes – ‘low expectations’ and ‘food scandals’ were
associated more with decisions not to eat in the canteen, not to eat certain foods/dishes, or to eat only familiar, tried and tested
‘safe’ foods/dishes. Once individuals decided to eat in the canteen, eleven themes related to meal choice. These themes were labelled
‘value for money’, ‘variety’, ‘naturalness’, ‘nutrition’, ‘portion size’, ‘taste and visual appearance’, ‘origin’, ‘animal welfare’, ‘environ-
mental impact’, ‘fair trade’ and ‘organic’, and influenced both the consumption and the non-consumption of dishes. In relation to
increased information, identified themes were ‘consumers’ right to information’, ‘aid to decision-making’, ‘difficulty, inconvenience
and overload of information’, ‘information on ingredients’, and ‘information on nutrition’. Increased information, assuming that
of relevance to the individual, was largely welcomed.

These findings suggest that consumers choose to eat in their workplace canteen and choose specific meals for a variety of reasons. In
addition, consumers expressed an interest in the option of increased information on workplace canteen meals, provided this informa-
tion was relevant to them. These findings suggest the need for increased information provision on workplace canteen meals, but that
consumers would prefer to personalise the information they receive. Personalised information has previously been demonstrated as
more influential that generic information for dietary and health outcomes(4). These findings suggest the value of an interactive plat-
form for information provision. The aim of the Marie Curie EU-funded project FoodSMART is to develop a mobile phone appli-
cation to enable this interactive personalised information provision.
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