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DEVELOPING A RESOURCE FOR USING STANDARD  

SCHOOL NUTRITION PRODUCTIVITY MEASURES 

 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2015, the Institute of Child Nutrition (ICN), Applied Research Division (ARD) 

conducted a four-phase study to explore school nutrition (SN) directors’ usage and perceptions 

of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and identify the best format for a resource to support the 

needs of SN professionals (Rushing, 2015). Phase I consisted of a site visit to a SN program 

where the director had demonstrated success in utilizing KPIs for operational decision making. 

In Phase II, an expert panel of 10 SN professionals with experience administering KPIs was 

convened to discuss issues associated with utilizing KPIs in SN programs. In Phase III, the 

information gathered was used to develop a national survey. The survey was validated with the 

assistance of a review panel of 21 SN professionals and mailed to a random sample of 700 SN 

directors representing the seven United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) regions. The 

survey, Key Performance Indicators for Measuring Productivity in School Nutrition Programs, 

consisted of 105 multiple choice questions divided into two sections: Your Opinion and  

Personal/Program Characteristics. The findings of the national survey suggest most SN 

professionals do not receive adequate training on KPIs. Therefore, the purpose of this project 

was to use this data to develop a research-based resource to assist SN professionals in effectively 

utilizing standard SN KPIs. 

This project was conducted in two phases. In Phase I, an expert work group determined 

the format and content of a draft resource. In Phase II, a review panel convened to validate the 
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resource for the intended audience. Afterwards, the resource was revised based upon input from 

the review panel, and formatted with the assistance of a graphic designer.   

In Phase I, SN professionals who had participated in previous SN research associated 

with KPIs and financial management agreed to be members of an expert work group. This group 

included 10 SN directors, one state agency director, and one representative from the ICN 

Training and Development division. The expert work group process consisted of four electronic 

activities, culminating into a day-long, face-to-face meeting.  

For the first electronic activity, participants were sent a draft of Chapter 1 of the resource, 

and an evaluation form. Chapter 1 included the 15 KPIs identified by previous research, each 

subdivided into the following sections: Description, Why calculate, How to Calculate, Sample 

Calculations, Where to Capture Data, How to Use, Industry Standards, Factors that Influence, 

and References. The evaluation form asked participants to evaluate the content of each KPI 

section for completeness and accuracy, to provide missing or accurate content as needed, and to 

identify the sources of any new content provided. Participants were asked to complete activity 

one and return it via e-mail the completed evaluation form within a three-week period. 

Afterwards, draft Chapter 1 of the resource was revised based on participants’ comments         

and suggestions.  

The second electronic work group activity was sent three weeks after activity one. For 

this activity, participants were sent a draft of Chapter 2, and an evaluation form. The draft of 

Chapter 2 consisted of four sections: Benchmarking, Trend Analysis, Developing Action Plans, 

and Communicating with Key Stakeholders. The evaluation form asked participants to evaluate 

the content of each section of Chapter 2 for completeness and accuracy, to provide missing or 

accurate content as needed, and to identify the sources of any new content provided. Participants 
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were asked to complete activity two and return it by e-mail the completed evaluation form within 

a three-week period. Afterwards, Chapter 2 was revised based on participants’ comments            

and suggestions.  

Electronic activity three was sent to the expert work group three weeks after activity two. 

This activity, which would represent the case study component of Chapter 1 of the resource, was 

only sent to participants who were SN directors. (Academic professionals were not asked to 

complete this activity.) Each participant was asked to develop two case study narratives, based 

on information they provided at the time of the invitation, describing examples of how they have 

successfully utilized KPIs in their jobs.  

The fourth electronic work group activity was sent three weeks after activity three. For 

this activity, each of the 12 participants was sent an evaluation form and three case studies, not 

including the one they created, in a manner so that each case study was reviewed by three 

participants. The evaluation form asked participants to evaluate each case study for 

completeness, clarity, appropriateness, and to provide comments as needed. Participants were 

asked to complete activity four and return it by e-mail within a three-week period. Afterwards, a 

complete draft of Chapter 1 was revised based on participants’ comments and suggestions.  

The face-to-face expert work group meeting took place three weeks after the fourth 

electronic work group activity on the campus of The University of Southern Mississippi. 

Participants were divided into four groups to review and adjust four KPIs, with corresponding 

case studies to review and adjust. After this activity was completed, each group reported their 

suggested revisions, and engaged the rest of the participants in a consensus building discussion.  

After the face-to-face expert work group meeting, the KPI resource was revised based on 

the consensus from the group. Afterwards, the resource was sent to the expert work group 
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electronically one last time for review. Any final comments were addressed, and the resource 

was revised accordingly.  

Thirty prospective review panel members were asked to evaluate the resource for 

completeness, accuracy, clarity, and suitability for the end user. The KPI resource was revised 

based on input from the review panel, and then formatted with the assistance of a                

graphic designer.  

Ten of the expert work group participants at the face-to-face meeting completed the      

22-question survey about their school district and themselves. The SN program characteristics of 

participants are provided in Table 1. Participants were from the Southwest (30%), Mountain 

Plains (30%), Southeast (20%) and West (10%) United States Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) regions. 

During the expert work group meeting, participants came to consensus on the content for 

the resource. This content included four primary components: An Introduction, Chapter 1, 

Chapter 2, Chapter 3, and an Appendices.  

Chapter 1, titled, “The Key Performance Indicators,” covers 12 KPIs grouped into three 

general areas: Meal Counts and Participation, Financial and Inventory Management, and 

Productivity and Labor. In Chapter 1, under each KPI, there are the following 10 sections: 

Description, Why Calculate, How Often to Calculate, How to Calculate, Sample Calculations, 

Where to Capture Data, How to Use, Industry Standards, Factors that Influence, and References.  

Chapter 2, titled, “The Case Study,” contains a case study with four sections. Section one 

provides background data for the case study, including SN program characteristics. Sections two 

through four are grouped into three general areas: Meal Counts and Participation, Financial and 

Inventory Management, and Productivity and Labor, and include each of the 12 KPIs found in 
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Chapter 1. The case study provides examples of how each KPI can be utilized to evaluate how 

well an SN program is performing for a given period. 

Chapter 3, titled, “Utilizing Key Performance Indicators,” includes four brief discussions 

on how to utilize the results of KPI calculations, and includes the following: Benchmarking, 

Trend Analysis, Developing Action Plans, and Communicating with Key Stakeholders. The 

purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate that calculating the KPI is only part of the equation, and 

that the next step is deciding what to do with this information to continually improve an              

SN program.  

As indicated in an earlier study (Rushing, 2015), most SN professionals believe that KPIs 

are valuable tools for program evaluation and decision making, and most believe SN 

professionals do not receive adequate training on KPIs. Therefore, it is advised that SN 

management professionals receive training based on the contents of this resource once they have 

completed the following ICN courses: Orientation to School Nutrition Management and 

Financial Management: A Course for School Nutrition Directors. To help facilitate this process, 

it is recommend that a stand-alone KPI training program be developed based on the contents of 

this resource, which includes a workbook and instructor’s guide that is available in face-to-face 

and online formats through the ICN. Additionally, it is recommended that a KPI training 

component be added to the following ICN courses: Orientation to School Nutrition Management, 

and to the 12-hour and 8-hour Financial Management: A Course for School Nutrition    

Directors” training. 
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INTRODUCTION 

School nutrition (SN) directors operate in an ever changing and challenging environment. 

Successfully navigating this environment requires effective decision making. According to the 

School Nutrition Operations Report (2014), the most pressing issues facing SN directors are 

increasing program participation (44.0%), implementing meal patterns (43.1%), managing food 

cost (41.7%), and complying with competitive food regulations (40.7%). To achieve success, SN 

directors must make decisions related to these and other areas that result in positive outcomes.  

Examples of such decisions may include determining the answer to following questions:  

 What utilization of time and resources will have the most positive effect on program 

participation? 

 Which food production methods will most efficiently facilitate the implementation of 

meal pattern standards? 

 What purchasing, staffing, and training adjustments should be implemented to offset 

increasing food costs? 

 What purchasing and marketing changes could be made to ensure compliance with 

competitive food regulations without adversely effecting program revenues? 

The challenge for SN directors is determining what decisions to make to achieve the most 

favorable outcome for a SN program.  

Data-driven decision making is a logical method to address this challenge. According to 

Nettles and Rushing (2012), data-driven decision making involves collecting critical operational 

data, analyzing the data in a meaningful way, using the data to make decisions that increase 

program performance, and communicating the results of those decisions to key stakeholders. 

This critical operational data is called key performance indicators (KPIs) (Boettger, 2009).    
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Key performance indicators are tools that allow SN professionals to utilize a rigorous 

numbers-oriented approach to target specific areas of emphasis, and to gauge results in an 

objective and measurable way. These tools allow users to identify problem areas, to measure 

progress in correcting these problems, and to demonstrate program improvement. Key 

performance indicators can be used to help identify where resources should be invested to have 

the most positive impact (such as equipment or labor), and they can be used to track the progress 

of major initiatives (such as breakfast in the classroom, salad bars, and farm to school) based on 

participation, cost, and revenue (Buzalaka, 2010; Fahey, 2011). 

There are many KPIs pertinent to SN program management that have been identified in 

SN literature:  

 Average Daily Participation; 

 Breakeven Point; 

 Expenditures; 

 Cost Per Meal Equivalent; 

 Cost as a Percentage of Revenue; 

 Days of Inventory On-Hand; 

 Inventory Turnover Rate; 

 Meal Equivalents; 

 Meals Per Labor Hour; 

 Revenues; and  

 Revenue Per Meal Equivalents (Boettger, 2009; Cater, Conklin, and Cross, 2005; 

Institute of Child Nutrition, 2015; National Food Service Management Institute, 

2012; Pannell-Martin and Boettger, 2014).  
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However, none these KPIs are of any value if they are not effectively utilized.  

In 2015, the Institute of Child Nutrition (ICN), Applied Research Division (ARD), 

conducted a four-phase study to explore SN directors’ usage and perceptions of KPIs and to 

identify the best format of a KPI resource to support SN professionals. (Rushing, 2015). Phase I 

consisted of a site visit to a SN program where the director had demonstrated success in utilizing 

KPIs for operational decision making. The site visit included structured interviews with the SN 

director and SN managerial staff, and a tour of the SN program to view routine operations. 

During the structured interviews, the following information was gathered: the specific KPIs used 

by various levels of SN staff members; the frequency KPIs were calculated; how KPIs were 

utilized; and the strengths/barriers of using each KPI. The tour of the SN operation included 

visits to several schools in the district to observe how and what data were captured for 

calculating KPIs (Rushing, 2015). 

In Phase II, an expert panel of 10 SN professionals with experience administering KPIs 

was convened to discuss issues associated with utilizing KPIs in SN programs. The intent of 

Phase I and Phase II of the study was to gather information to support the development of a 

national survey. Prior to conducting the expert panel, discussion topics for the meeting were 

developed based on the site visit, the research objectives, and previous research. Examples of 

discussion topics included the following: 

 What are the standard KPI s for decision making and program evaluation in  

SN programs?  

 What is the best way to calculate each KPI?  

 What factors should be considered when utilizing each KPI?  

 What is most SN professionals’ exposure to and knowledge of each KPI?  
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 Which level of SN professional should be utilizing each KPI?  

 What types of decisions are made based on each KPI?  

 What are the industry standards for each KPI?  

 What are advantages and disadvantages of using each KPI? (Rushing, 2015). 

In Phase III, a national survey was developed and validated with the assistance of a 

review panel of 21 SN professionals and mailed to a random sample of 700 SN directors 

representing the seven USDA regions. The survey, Key Performance Indicators for Measuring 

Productivity in School Nutrition Programs, consisted of 105 multiple choice questions divided 

into two sections: Your Opinion and Personal/Program Characteristics. For several of the 

opinion questions, respondents were asked to base their responses on the following 11 KPIs 

recommended by the expert panel: Absenteeism Rate, Average Daily Participation, Breakeven 

Point, Cost as a Percent of Revenue, Cost Per Meal, Days of Inventory On-Hand, Inventory 

Turnover Rate, Meals Per Labor Hour, Percent Overproduction, Revenue Per Meal, and Staff 

Turnover Rate. Examples of these opinion questions included:  

 What is your level of understanding of each KPI?   

 Do you have access to the necessary data to calculate each KPI?   

 How often do you calculate each KPI?  

 Do you use each KPI for decision making?   

 What level of SN professional in your district use each KPI?  

 Where do you obtain the data for calculating each KPI?  

 Do use benchmarks to evaluate each KPI?  

 Which SN professional in your district receive KPI training?  

 What is value and “ease of use” of each KPI? (Rushing, 2015)    



Developing a Resource for Using Standard School Nutrition Productivity Measures 

15 

The findings of the national survey suggested most SN professionals have the  

following opinions: 

 Access to KPI data is readily available.  

 Key performance indicators provide essential information about SN programs.  

 Key performance indicators are valuable managerial tools for program evaluation and 

decision making.  

 Key performance indicators are easy, but time consuming to use.  

 School nutrition professionals do not receive adequate training on KPIs.  

The results of the survey indicated a significant relationship between district enrollment 

size and SN professionals’ perceptions of KPIs related to understanding, value, and ease of use. 

To simplify this explanation, district enrollment ranges were categorized as follows:  

small = < 1,999; medium = 2,000-29,999; and large = > 30,000. School nutrition professionals 

from medium and large districts were more likely to perceive KPIs as a valuable tool for 

managing SN operations when compared to SN professionals from small districts. Further, SN 

professionals from medium and large districts were more likely to perceive the process of 

capturing KPIs data and calculating KPIs as easy when compared to SN professionals from small 

districts (Rushing, 2015). 

Data gathered from Phases I-III were used in Phase IV. This data helped guide a think 

tank consisting of eight SN professionals in identifying the best format and content areas of a 

resource. The resource would support SN professionals in effective utilization of KPIs for 

operational decision making and program evaluation (Rushing, 2015). 

Think tank participants recommended that the target audience for the resource be unit and 

district-level SN managerial staff at all school districts, regardless of district size. Three primary 
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uses of the resource were identified: as an operational guide, as a communication tool, and as a 

staff development instrument. It was recommended that the resource contain the following 

sections: Table of Contents, Introduction; Key Terms; Key Performance Indicators; Systems for 

Collecting and Organizing KPI Data; Continuous Improvement Model for Using KPIs; Case 

Studies Using KPIs; Appendices; and an Index. Participants suggested that the KPI section of the 

resource cover the following 15 alphabetized KPIs: Absenteeism Rate, Average Daily 

Participation, Break-Even Point, Cost as a Percentage of Revenue, Days of Inventory On-Hand, 

Expenditures, Inventory Turnover Rate, Menu Cost, Meal Equivalents, Meals Per Labor Hour, 

Percent Over-Production, Per Meal Cost, Revenue Per Meal Equivalent, Revenues, and Staff 

Turnover Rate (Rushing, 2015). 

 

Research Objectives 

As identified through prior research addressed above, there is a need for the development 

of a resource to support SN professionals in managing their programs. Therefore, the purpose of 

this project is to develop a research-based resource to assist SN professionals in effectively 

utilizing standard SN key performance indicators (KPIs). 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Plan 

This study builds on the findings from the GY12 project that explored standard SN KPIs. The 

project was divided into two phases. In Phase I an expert work group determined the format and 

content of a draft resource. In Phase II a review panel convened to validate the resource for the 

intended audience. Afterwards, the resource was revised based input from the review panel and 

formatted with the assistance of a graphic designer.   

Phase I 

Expert Work Group 

Thirteen SN professionals who had participated in previous SN research associated with 

KPIs and financial management agreed to be members of an expert work group. This group 

included 10 SN directors, one state agency director, and one representative from the Institute of 

Child Nutrition (ICN) Training and Development division. The invitation provided a consent 

form and an overview of the study, including the planned activities and expected time 

constraints. The invitation also asked participants to identify KPIs that they would be willing to 

develop a short case narrative to describe how they have successfully used the KPI for SN 

program management (Rushing, 2015). 

Electronic Work Group Activity One 

The expert work group process consisted of four electronic activities culminating with a 

day-long face-to-face meeting. For the first electronic activity, participants were sent a draft of 

Chapter 1 of the resource, and an evaluation form. Chapter 1 included the 15 KPIs identified by 

previous research, each subdivided into the following sections: Description, Why Calculate, How 

to Calculate, Sample Calculations, Where to Capture Data, How to Use, Industry Standards, 
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Factors that Influence, and References. The draft content for Chapter 1 was gathered from 

current SN program management and foodservice management resources. The evaluation form 

asked participants to evaluate the content of each KPI section for completeness and accuracy, to 

provide missing or accurate content as needed, and to identify the sources of any new content 

provided. Participants were asked to complete activity one and return by e-mail the completed 

evaluation form within a three-week period. Afterwards, draft Chapter 1 of the resource was 

revised, based on participants’ comments and suggestions. In areas where participants’ 

comments/suggestions were conflicting, or where there was some confusion with regard to the 

comments, notes were made so these issues could be discussed at the face-to-face meeting. 

Electronic Work Group Activity Two 

The second electronic work group activity was sent three weeks after activity one. For 

this activity, participants were sent two documents, a draft of Chapter 2 of the resource and an 

evaluation form. The draft of Chapter 2 consisted of four sections: Benchmarking, Trend 

Analysis, Developing Action Plans, and Communicating with Key Stakeholders. The content for 

this chapter was gathered from current SN program management and foodservice management 

resources. The evaluation form asked participants to evaluate the content of each section of 

Chapter 2 for completeness and accuracy, to provide missing or accurate content as needed, and 

to identify the sources of any new content provided. Participants were asked to complete activity 

two and return by e-mail the completed evaluation form within a three-week period. Afterwards, 

Chapter 2 was revised based on participants’ comments and suggestions. As with activity one, in 

areas where participants’ comments/suggestions were conflicting, or where there was some 

confusion with regard to the comments, notes were made so these issues could be addressed at 

the face-to-face meeting.   
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Electronic Work Group Activity Three 

Electronic activity three was sent to the expert work group three weeks after activity two. 

This activity, which would represent the case study component of Chapter 1 of the resource, was 

only sent to participants who were SN directors. (Academic professionals were not asked to 

complete this activity.) Each participant was asked to develop two case study narratives, based 

on information they provided at the time of the invitation, that described examples of how they 

have successfully utilized KPIs in their jobs. Participants were provided a template, which 

requested that case study be limited to 500 words in length. The template included suggested 

information to be included about the SN director’s district (i.e., student enrollment size, number 

of schools in school district, etc.) as well as seven categories of suggested data to incorporate in 

the narrative, including the following: KPI name, purpose, source of data, calculation, trend 

analysis, benchmarking, utilization, and communication to key stakeholders. The academic 

professionals, who were not asked to complete case studies, were asked to provide ideas and 

examples of material to include in the appendix of the resource. Participants were asked to 

complete these activities, and to submit them by e-mail within a three-week period. 

Electronic Work Group Activity Four 

The fourth electronic work group activity was sent three weeks after activity three. For 

this activity, each of the 12 participants were sent an evaluation form and three case studies, not 

including the one they created, in a manner so that each case study was reviewed by three 

participants. The evaluation form asked participants to evaluate each case study for 

completeness, clarity, appropriateness, and to provide comments as needed. Participants were 

asked to complete activity four and return it by e-mail within a three-week period. Afterwards, a 

complete draft of Chapter 1 was revised based on participants’ comments and suggestions.  
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Face-to-Face Meeting 

The face-to-face expert work group meeting took place three weeks after the fourth 

electronic work group activity on the campus of The University of Southern Mississippi. One 

week prior to the meeting, participants were sent the draft KPI resource (including Chapter 1 and 

2), and were asked to review it before the meeting.   

On the day of the meeting, participants were asked to complete and return consent forms, 

along with a 22-question survey to gather information about their school districts and 

themselves. Participants were divided into four groups to review and adjust four KPIs with 

corresponding case studies to review and adjust. After this activity was completed, each group 

reported their suggested revisions, and engaged the rest of the participants in a consensus 

building discussion. For the final activity, the group engaged in a discussion to determine the 

best modes, other than an online and hard copy resource, that the ICN could provide KPI 

information to end users. Discussion questions included the following: Does the ICN need to 

create face-to-face or online training activities based on this resource? Do electronic spread 

sheets for calculating each KPI need to be created and made available on the ICN Web site?  

Final Electronic Review 

After the face-to-face expert work group meeting, the KPI resource was revised based on 

the consensus from the group. Afterwards, the resource was sent out the expert work group 

electronically one last time to review. Any final comments were addressed, and the resource was 

revised accordingly.  
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Phase II 

Review Panel 

The draft resource was revised based on comments from the expert work group review. 

The ICN identified 30 prospective SN professionals from past SN research associated with KPIs 

and financial management to contact regarding the review of the draft resource. Prospective 

review panel members were e-mailed a review packet containing a cover letter, a consent form, 

the draft resource, a guided review form, and a demographic questionnaire. The cover letter 

stated the purpose of the research study, and provided instructions for the review procedures, 

including the provision of contact information, and return of the evaluation to the ICN. Review 

panel members were asked to evaluate the resource for its completeness, accuracy, clarity, and 

suitability for the end user. The KPI resource was revised based on input from the review panel, 

and then formatted with the assistance of a graphic designer.  

Based on the comments from the review panel, the case study component of each KPI 

was removed from Chapter 1, and a new chapter was developed dedicated to one large case 

study that included all 12 KPIs. A draft of the case study chapter was submitted to a review panel 

member with extensive experience successfully utilizing KPIs to successfully manage her SN 

program. After revising and resubmitting the resources a few times to the review panel member, 

a final draft of the case study chapter was agreed upon.  
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RESULTS 

Phase I 

Expert Work Group Face-to-Face Meeting 

Ten of the expert work group participants at the face-to-face meeting completed the      

22-question survey about their school district and themselves. The school nutrition (SN) program 

characteristics of participants are provided in Table 1. Participants were from the Southwest 

(30%), Mountain Plains (30%), Southeast (20%) and West (10%) United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) regions. The largest percentage of participants were from districts with 

student enrollments between 2,000 and 29,000 (43%). Seventy eight-percent of participants 

indicated their SN programs were self-operated. The most common purchasing method was 

decentralized (70%), and the most common food production method was a combination of 

centralized and decentralized processing and preparation (45%). The nutrition and feedings 

programs participated in by the majority of respondents were: The National School Lunch 

Program (100%), School Breakfast Program (100.0%), Summer Food Service Program (78%), 

and Farm-to-School (78%). The programs with the lowest levels of participation by SN programs 

were Healthier School Day (0%), After School Meal Program (22%), and Child and Adult Care 

Feeding Program (22%). All of participants indicated point-of-sale software is utilized at their 

SN program (100%). (See Table 1.) 
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Table 1 
 

Expert Work Group School Nutrition Program Characteristics 
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 
 

 

What USDA Region is your school district located? 

  

 Southwest 3 33% 
 Mountain Plains 3 33% 
 Southeast 2 23% 
 West 1 11% 
 Mid-Atlantic 0 00% 
 Mid-West 0 00% 
 Northeast 0 00% 
    

What is the student enrollment in your school district?   

 < 1,999 1 14% 

 2,000-29,999 3 43% 

 > 30,000 or greater 2 29% 

 Not Applicable 1 14% 

   

How is your SN program managed?   

 Self-operated 7 78% 

 Contract management company 1 11% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

Which purchasing method does your SN program use?   

 Decentralized (foodservice orders to vendors are placed 

at the school level) 
7 70% 

 A combination of centralized and decentralized ordering 2 20% 

 Centralized (foodservice orders to vendors are made at 

the district level) 
0 00% 

 Not Applicable 1 10% 

   

Does your SN program have a central warehouse?   

 No 6 67% 

 Yes 2 22% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

Are the employees in your school district unionized?   

 No 6 67% 

 Yes 2 22% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
   

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 1 continues) 
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(Table 1 continued) 
 

Expert Work Group School Nutrition Program Characteristics 
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 
 

 

Which production method best describes your SN program? 
  

 A combination of centralized and decentralized food 

processing and preparation 
4 45% 

 Food processed/prepared at a central location(s) and 

distributed to satellite kitchens 
3 33% 

 Food processed/prepared at individual school kitchens 1 11% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
   

Which production style best describes the SN program throughout 

your school district? 

  

 Most food items prepared from scratch 8 89% 

 Some food items prepared from scratch 0 00% 

 No food items prepared from scratch 0 00% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
   

Which description best describes the SN program throughout your 

school district? 

  

 A mixture of disposable trays and eating utensils and 

dish machine ware washing 
3 33% 

 Mostly dish machine ware washing 3 33% 

 Mostly disposable trays and eating utensils 2 22% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
 

What percent of students are approved for free and reduced price 

meals in your school district? 

  

 0-19% 0 00% 

 20-39% 2 22% 

 40-59% 3 34% 

 60-79% 2 22% 

 > 80% 1 11% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
   

What is the percent average daily participation (%ADP) of 

students in the NSLP at your school or district? 

  

 0-24% 0 0% 

 25-49% 4 45% 

 50-74% 3 33% 

 > 75% 1 11% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 
   

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds, 100% since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 1 continues) 
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(Table 1 continued) 

 

Expert Work Group School Nutrition Program Characteristics 

 

Question 

 

Frequencya 

 

% 

 

   

Which of the following programs does your school district 

participate in? (Select all that apply.)b 

  

 National School Lunch Program 9 100% 

 School Breakfast Program 9 100% 

 Summer Food Service Program 7 78% 

 Farm to School 7 78% 

 After School Snack Program 6 67% 

 Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program 5 56% 

 HealthierUS School Challenge 4 44% 

 Child and Adult Care Food Program 2 22% 

 After School Meal Program 2 22% 

 Healthier School Day 0 0% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

What method is used to conduct inventory at your  

school district? 

  

 Periodic (take on a routine basis such as weekly, 

monthly, quarterly, annually) 

 

5 

 

56% 

 Both of the above 3 33% 

 Perpetual (inventory amount is updated  

continually as product are used) 

 

0 

 

00% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

If you answered periodic to the above question, how often 

is inventory taken at your school district?  

  

 Monthly 5 56% 

 Quarterly 3 33% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

Do you use Point-of-Sale software in your school district?   

 Yes 8 89% 

 No 0 00% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

 
aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceed 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 
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Table 2 provides a listing of the personal characteristics of survey participants. Fifty 

percent had a Master’s degree or higher, while 30%% had a bachelor’s degree. The most 

common areas of study for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher was nutrition and dietetics or 

food and nutrition (both 50%), while 10% had a business degree. The majority of participants 

indicated they had the following certifications: Registered Dietitian (70%) School Nutrition 

Specialist Credential (60%). A large percentage of participants indicated that they had worked in 

SN programs for 20 years or more (40%). When asked where they worked prior to taking their 

current position, 40% indicated they worked as a healthcare foodservice director/manager, or as 

a district-level SN director in a smaller district (30%). 

Table 2 

 

Expert Work Group Personal Characteristics  

 

Question 

 

Frequencya 

 

% 

 

 

What statement best describes your position? 

  

 School nutrition director 8 89% 

 District-level SN supervisor  0 00% 

 School-level SN manager 0 00% 

 Not Applicable 1 11% 

   

What is your highest level of education?   

 Associate’s degree 1 10% 

 Bachelor’s degree  3 30% 

 Some graduate credits 1 10% 

 Master’s degree 2 20% 

 Graduate hours beyond master’s degree 1 10% 

 Doctoral degree 2 20% 

 
a Total N varies based on responses for each question. 
b Total exceed 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 2 continues) 

 

 



Developing a Resource for Using Standard School Nutrition Productivity Measures 

27 

(Table 2 continued) 
 

Expert Work Group Personal Characteristics  
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 
 

 

 

If you have a Bachelor’s degree or higher, what was your primary 

area of study? (Please check all that apply.)b 

  

 Nutrition/dietetics 5 50% 

 Food and nutrition 5 50% 

 Other  2 20% 

 Business 1 10% 
   

What is your certification/credentialed status? (Select all  

that apply.)b 

  

 Registered Dietitian 7 70% 

 School Nutrition Specialist Credential 6 60% 

 Licensed Dietitian/Nutritionist 5 50% 

 State Department of Education  Certified 2 20% 

 Not certified 1 10% 
   

How many years have you worked in SN programs?   

 1 to 10 years 0 00% 

 11 to 15 years 2 20% 

 16 to 20 years 4 40% 

 Greater than 20 years 4 40% 

 Not Applicable 0 10% 
   

How long have you been in your current position?   

 1 to 5 years 2 22% 

 6 to 10 years 1 11% 

 11 to 15 years 2 22% 

 16 to 20 years 2 22% 

 Greater than 20 years 2 22% 
   

Prior to taking your current position, did you work as a? (Please 

select all that apply.)b 

  

 Healthcare foodservice director/manager 4 40% 

 District-level SN director in a smaller district 3 30% 

 Other 2 20% 

 District-level SN supervisor in larger district 2 20% 

 District-level SN director in a larger district 2 20% 

 Restaurant manager 1 10% 

 School teacher 1 10% 

 State agency staff 

 

1 

 

10% 

 
aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
b Total exceed 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 
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During the expert work group meeting, participants came to consensus on the content for 

the resource. This content included four primary components: An Introduction, Chapter 1 The 

KPIs, Chapter 2 Managing and Utilizing Key Performance Indicators, and the Appendices. The 

introduction addressed three topics: “What are Key Performance Indicators,” “How the Resource 

was Developed,” and “Purpose/Contents/How to Use.”   

Chapter 1 consisted of 12 KPIs of the original 15 KPIs from the first electronic work 

group. The expert work group participants recommended that Menu Cost would be removed 

from the KPI list due to the large amount of content that would be needed to address this KPI 

adequately. Days of Inventory On-Hand was removed because the group felt this calculation 

provided the same information as Inventory Turnover Rate. Percent Overproduction was deleted, 

because the panel members did not feel this information was vital to the resource. Chapter 1 was 

divided as follows for ease of use:  

 Meal Counts and Participation  

o Meal Equivalents (MEQs) 

o Average Daily Participation (ADP)  

 Financial and Inventory Management  

o Revenues 

o Expenditures 

o Revenue Per Meal Equivalent (MEQ) 

o Cost Per Meal Cost (MEQ) (Note: The group suggested changing the title from 

Expense Per MEQ, for consistency.) 

o Cost as a Percentage of Revenue 

o Break-Even Point (BEP)  
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o Inventory Turnover Rate 

 Productivity and Labor  

o Meals Per Labor Hour (MPLH) 

o Staff Turnover Rate 

o Absenteeism Rate  

Each KPI addressed the following 11 topic areas:  

1. Description 

2. Why Calculate 

3. How to Calculate 

4. How Often to Calculate (added during the face-to-face meeting) 

5. Sample Calculations 

6. Where to Capture Data 

7. How to Use 

8. Industry Standards 

9. Factors that Influence 

10. References 

11. Case Study   

Chapter 2 consisted of four sections, and no major changes were recommended from 

expert work group. Those sections included: Benchmarking, Trend Analysis, Developing Action 

Plans, and Communicating with Key Stakeholders. The expert work group decided that the 

Appendices include three elements: A SMART Goals planning sheet, a sample Statement of 

Activities report, and a detailed explanation of how to calculate MEQs, the last of which the 

group recommend adding. 



Developing a Resource for Using Standard School Nutrition Productivity Measures 

30 

The expert work group participants also discussed the best modes, other than an online 

and hard copy resource, that the ICN could provide KPI information to end users. The following 

items were identified: Stand-alone training; include KPI training as part of Orientation to Child 

Nutrition Managers; provide KPI training as an online course; create a YouTube instructional 

video; and add/include KPI training to the 12-hour and 8-hour Financial Management for School 

Nutrition Directors courses.   

Final Electronic Review 

Following the expert work group meeting, the KPI resource was revised based on the 

group discussion. Afterwards, the resource was sent to the expert work group electronically for 

review. During this process, only minor changes were suggested. Afterwards, the document was 

revised based on those suggestions in preparation for the review panel. 

Phase II 

Review Panel 

Once the data from the expert work group was revised based on expert work group 

comments, a draft resource was sent to 30 prospective review panel members who had 

participated in previous SN research projects associated with KPIs and financial management. 

Thirteen individuals completed and submitted consent forms, and the review panel evaluation 

forms; however, only 10 individuals completed the personal and program characteristics form. 

The SN program characteristics of review panel members are provided in Table 3. Panel 

members were from school districts located in six of the seven USDA regions. Most panelists 

were from districts with student enrollments between 2,000 and 29,000 (63%). Eighty six percent 

of panelists indicated their SN programs were self-operated. The most common purchasing 

method was centralized (45%), and the most common food production method was a 
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combination of centralized and decentralized processing and preparation (63%). The nutrition 

and feeding programs participated in by the majority of respondents were: The National School 

Lunch Program (100%), School Breakfast Program (100.0%), Summer Food Service Program 

(63%), and After School Snack Program (63%).  

Table 3 

 

Review Panel School Nutrition Program Characteristics 

 

Question 

 

Frequencya 

 

% 

 

 

What USDA Region is your school district located? 

  

 Southwest 3 033% 

 Northeast 2 023% 

 Mountain Plains 1 011% 

 Southeast 1 011% 

 Mid-Atlantic 1 011% 

 Mid-West 1 011% 

 West 0 000% 

    

What is the student enrollment in your school district?   

 < 1,999 0 0000% 

 2,000-29,999 5 063% 

 > 30,000 or greater 3 037% 

   

How is your SN program managed?   

 Self-operated 6 086% 

 Contract management company 1 014% 

   

Which purchasing method does your SN program use?   

 Centralized (foodservice orders to vendors are made at 

the district level) 
4 045% 

 A combination of centralized and decentralized ordering 3 033% 

 Decentralized (foodservice orders to vendors are placed 

at the school level) 
2 022% 

   
aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 3 continues) 
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(Table 3 continued) 
 

Review Panel School Nutrition Program Characteristics 
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 
 

   

Does your SN program have a central warehouse?   

 No 5 063% 

 Yes 3 037% 
   

Are the employees in your school district unionized?   

 No 6 075% 

 Yes 2 025% 
   

Which production method best describes your SN program?   

 A combination of centralized and decentralized food 

processing and preparation 
5 063% 

 Food processed/prepared at individual school kitchens 2 024% 

 Food processed/prepared at a central location(s) and 

distributed to satellite kitchens 
1 013% 

   

Which production style best describes the SN program throughout 

your school district? 

  

 Some food items prepared from scratch 5 063% 

 Most food items prepared from scratch 3 037% 

 No food items prepared from scratch 0 0000% 
   

Which description best describes the SN program throughout your 

school district? 

  

 A mixture of disposable trays and eating utensils and 

dish machine ware washing 
5 056% 

 Mostly disposable trays and eating utensils 3 033% 

 Mostly dish machine ware washing 1 011% 
   

What percent of students are approved for free and reduced price 

meals in your school district? 

  

 0-19% 2 025% 

 20-39% 1 012% 

 40-59% 2 025% 

 60-79% 3 038% 

 > 80% 0 000% 
   

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 3 continues) 
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(Table 3 continued) 
 

Review Panel School Nutrition Program Characteristics 
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 
 

   

What is the percent average daily participation (%ADP) of 

students in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) at your 

school or district? 

  

 0-24% 1 013% 

 25-49% 1 013% 

 50-74% 4 050% 

 > 75% 2 026% 

   

Which of the following programs does your school district 

participate in? (Select all that apply)b 

  

 National School Lunch Program 8 100% 

 School Breakfast Program 8 100% 

 Summer Food Service Program 5 063% 

 After School Snack Program 5 063% 

 Farm to School 4 050% 

 Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program 2 025% 

 HealthierUS School Challenge 1 013% 

 Child and Adult Care Food Program 1 013% 

 After School Meal Program 0 000% 

 Healthier School Day 0 000% 

   

What method is used to conduct inventory at your school district?   

 Periodic (take on a routine basis such as weekly, 

monthly, quarterly, annually) 
4 067% 

 Both of the above 2 033% 

 Perpetual (inventory amount is updated continually as 

product are used) 
0 000% 

   

If you answered periodic to the above question, how often is 

inventory taken at your school district?  

  

 Monthly 5 072% 

 Quarterly 1 014% 

 Weekly 1 014% 

   

Do you use point-of-sale software in your school district?   

 Yes 8 100% 

 No 0 000% 
 

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 
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The personal characteristics of review panelists is provided in Table 8. One-half (50%) of 

the panel members had a Master’s degree or higher, while 30%% had a bachelor’s degree. The 

most common areas of study for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher was Foodservice 

Management (39%) followed by other (25%). When asked about certification/credentialed status, 

participants indicated they had the following School Nutrition Specialist credential (36%), 

Registered Dietitian (9%), Licensed Dietitian/Nutritionist (9%), state department of education 

certified (9%), and School Nutrition Association certified (9%), while 27% were not certified. 

The majority of panelists indicated that they had worked in SN programs for 20 years or more 

(56%). When asked where they worked prior to taking their current position, 38% indicated 

other, while 23% reported working as district-level SN director in a smaller district or as a 

restaurant manager (23%). 

Table 4 

 

Review Panel Personal Characteristics  

 

Question 

 

Frequencya 

 

% 

 

 

What statement best describes your position? 

  

 School nutrition director 8 80% 

 Other 2 20% 

 District-level SN supervisor  0 00% 

 School-level SN manager 0 00% 

   

What is your highest level of education?   

 Some college credit 1 10% 

 Associate’s degree 1 10% 

 Bachelor’s degree  3 30% 

 Master’s degree 4 40% 

 Doctoral degree 1 10% 

   

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 

(Table 4 continues) 
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(Table 4 continued) 
 

Review Panel Personal Characteristics  
 

Question 
 

Frequencya 
 

% 

 
 

If you have a Bachelor’s degree or higher, what was your primary 

area of study? (Please check all that apply.)b 

  

 Foodservice Management 3 39% 

 Other 2 25% 

 Hospitality Management 1 12% 

 Nutrition / Dietetics  1 12% 

 Business 1 12% 
   

What is your certification/credentialed status? (Select all 

that apply)b 

  

 School Nutrition Specialist Credential 4 36% 

 Not certified 3 27% 

 Registered Dietitian 1 09% 

 Licensed Dietitian/Nutritionist 1 09% 

 State Department of Education  Certified 1 09% 

 School Nutrition Association Certified 1 09% 
   

How many years have you worked in SN programs?   

 1 to 10 years 2 22% 

 11 to 15 years 1 11% 

 16 to 20 years 1 11% 

 Greater than 20 years 5 56% 
   

How long have you been in your current position?   

 1 to 5 years 2 22% 

 6 to 10 years 1 11% 

 11 to 15 years 2 22% 

 16 to 20 years 2 22% 

 Greater than 20 years 2 22% 
   

Prior to taking your current position, did you work as a? (Please 

select all that apply.)b 

  

 Other 5 38% 

 District-level SN director in a smaller district 3 23% 

 Restaurant manager 3 23% 

 District-level SN supervisor in larger district 1 08% 

 Healthcare foodservice director/ manager 
 

1 
 

08% 
 

aTotal N varies based on responses for each question. 
bTotal exceeds 100%, since respondents could select more than one response. 
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As demonstrated in Table 5, the majority or panelists perceived the introduction section 

was clearly worded and appropriate for SN directors. Further, as shown in Tables 6-8, the vast 

majority of review panel members agreed or strongly agreed that the content of Chapters 1 and 2 

and the Appendices were accurate, complete, clearly worded, and appropriate for SN directors.  

Table 5 

Review Panel Evaluation of the Introduction (N=13) 

 

Area Evaluated 

 

Evaluation  

Criteria 

 

Missing 

Data 

 

Strongly 

Disagree/

Disagree 

 

Agree/ 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

What are Key Performance  

Indicators? 

   

Clearly Worded 0% 15% 085% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 15% 08% 077% 

How was the resource  

developed? 
   

Clearly Worded 0% 00% 100% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 0% 00% 100% 

Purpose/Contents     

Clearly Worded 0% 08% 088% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 0% 08% 088% 
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Table 6 

 

Review Panel Evaluation of Chapter 1: The Key Performance Indicators (N=13) 

 

Area Evaluated 

 

Evaluation Criteria 

 

Missing 

Dataa 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

/Disagree 

 

Agree / 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

Description 
   

Accurate 10% 1% 89% 

Complete 05% 0% 95% 

Clearly Worded 08% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 05% 1% 95% 

 

Why Calculate 
   

Accurate 09% 0% 91% 

Complete 10% 0% 90% 

Clearly Worded 08% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 15% 0% 85% 

 

How to Calculate 
   

Accurate 13% 1% 86% 

Complete 13% 1% 86% 

Clearly Worded 13% 2% 85% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 14% 1% 85% 

 

Sample Calculations 
   

Accurate 15% 1% 84% 

Complete 14% 0% 86% 

Clearly Worded 15% 1% 84% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 13% 1% 86% 

 

Where to Capture Data 
   

Accurate 10% 1% 89% 

Complete 10% 0% 90% 

Clearly Worded 09% 0% 91% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 10% 0% 90% 

 

 
   

aN=13. Every review panel member did not evaluate the entire resource. This column represents 

non-responses to evaluation questions. 

(Table 6 continues) 
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(Table 6 continued) 

 

Review Panel Evaluation of Chapter 1: The Key Performance Indicators (N=13) 

 

Area Evaluated 

 

Evaluation Criteria 

 

Missing 

Dataa 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

/Disagree 

 

Agree / 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

How to Use 
   

Accurate 07% 0% 93% 

Complete 07% 0% 93% 

Clearly Worded 05% 1% 94% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 06% 0% 95% 

 

Industry Standards 
   

Accurate 10% 1% 88% 

Complete 09% 1% 90% 

Clearly Worded 01% 1% 88% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 09% 1% 90% 

 

Factors that Influence 
   

Accurate 11% 0% 89% 

Complete 11% 0% 89% 

Clearly Worded 11% 0% 89% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 10% 0% 90% 

 

References 
   

Accurate 08% 1% 91% 

Complete 09% 1% 90% 

Clearly Worded 08% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 08% 0% 92% 

 

Case Study 
   

Accurate 17% 1% 82% 

Complete 19% 0% 81% 

Clearly Worded 19% 0% 81% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 
15% 0% 

85% 

 
aN=13. Every review panel member did not evaluate the entire resource. This column represents 

non-responses to evaluation questions.  
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Table 7 

 

Review Panel Evaluation of Chapter 3: Utilizing Key Performance Indicators (N=13) 

 

Area Evaluated 

 

Evaluation Criteria 

 

Missing 

Dataa 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

/Disagree 

 

Agree / 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

Benchmarking 
   

Accurate 8% 0% 92% 

Complete 8% 0% 92% 

Clearly Worded 8% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 5% 0% 85% 

 

Trend Analysis 
  

 

Accurate 8% 8% 84% 

Complete 8% 8% 84% 

Clearly Worded 8% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 8% 0% 92% 

 

Developing Action Plans/How to Calculate 
  

 

Accurate 8% 0% 92% 

Complete 8% 0% 92% 

Clearly Worded 8% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 9% 0% 92% 

 

Communicating with Key Stakeholders 
   

Accurate 9% 0% 92% 

Complete 8% 0% 92% 

Clearly Worded 8% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 8% 

 

0% 

 

92% 

 
aN=13. Every review panel member did not evaluate the entire resource. This column represents 

non-responses to evaluation questions.  
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Table 8 

 

Review Panel Evaluation of the Appendices (N=13) 

 

Area Evaluated 

 

Evaluation Criteria 

 

Missing 

Dataa 

 

Strongly 

Disagree/ 

Disagree 

 

Agree/ 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

 

Smart Goals Action Planning Template 
   

Accurate 08% 0% 92% 

Complete 08% 0% 92% 

Clearly Worded 08% 0% 92% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 08% 0% 92% 

 

Statement of Activities Report 
  

 

Accurate 23% 0% 77% 

Complete 23% 0% 77% 

Clearly Worded 23% 0% 77% 

Appropriate for SN Directors 08% 

 

8% 

 

84% 

 

 

Many of the comments from review panelists were very positive. Some examples are 

provided below. 

“It was all very clear, concise, and of value to programs.” 

“I can attest that the format and flow is very clear; this will be an incredibly useful tool 

for industry professionals.” 

“What a great resource for all of us in school nutrition.  The team who put this together 

did a wonderful job!” 
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However, several review panel comments indicated the consistency and clarity of the 

case studies needed to be improved.    

“The case study does not present a good rationale.” 

“The case study does not present a good use of this tool.” 

“This is a weak case study.” 

“The case study is not clearly written, and likely would be improved from a rewrite. 

“There is a lot of unnecessary information in the case study.”  

Based on review panel comments, the case study component of each KPI was removed 

from Chapter 1 and a new chapter was developed, dedicated to one large case study that 

incorporated all 12 KPIs. This new case study chapter contained one background section 

representing one school district for which each KPI in the case study was based. After 

completing a draft of the case study chapter, it was submitted to a review panel member with 

extensive experience successfully utilizing KPIs to successfully manage her SN program. After 

revising and resubmitting the resources a few times to the reviewer, the final draft of the case 

study chapter contained the following four sections: Background Data (including SN program 

characteristics), Meal Counts and Participation, Financial and Inventory Management, and 

Productivity and Labor. The case study provides examples of how each KPI can be utilized to 

evaluate how well an SN program is performing for a given period. By basing the case study on 

one school district, with specific characteristics listed in the background section (such as district 

enrollment and average daily attendance), the user is able to see how each KPI can be applied to 

evaluate different aspects of a SN program. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

The results of this research project are the culmination of a multi-phase, multi-year 

project. In 2015, the Institute for Child Nutrition (ICN), Applied Research Division began a four-

phase study to explore school nutrition (SN) directors’ usage and perceptions of KPIs. Phase I 

consisted of a site visit to an SN program where KPIs have been successfully utilized. The data 

gathered during the site visits included the following:  

 The specific KPIs used by various levels of SN staff members; 

 The frequency KPIs were calculated; 

 How KPIs were utilized; 

 The strengths and barriers of using each KPI; and 

 The barriers/disadvantages of using each KPI. 

In Phase II, an expert panel of 10 SN professionals experienced in applying KPIs 

convened to discuss issues associated with utilizing KPIs to support the development of a 

national survey. In Phase III, a national survey was developed and validated with the assistance 

of a review panel of 21 SN professionals and mailed to a random sample of 700 SN directors 

representing the seven USDA regions. The findings suggested most SN professionals believe 

KPIs are valuable managerial tools; yet, most SN professionals do not receive adequate training 

on KPIs. Data gathered from Phases I-III were used in Phase IV to guide a think tank consisting 

of eight SN professionals in identifying the best format and content areas of a resource to support 

SN professionals’ in effective utilization of KPIs for operational decision making and       

program evaluation.  
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In 2016, a two-phase project was conducted to guide the development of a resource, 

which began with the 2015 project, to support district and unit-level SN professionals in using 

and interpreting standard SN key performance indicators. In Phase I, an electronic and face-to-

face expert work group of 13 SN professionals determined the format and content of a draft 

resource. In Phase II, an electronic review panel of 10 SN professionals, reviewed, revised, and 

validated the resource. Afterwards, the resource revised based input from the review panel and 

formatted with the assistance of a graphic designer.   

 The final product is a resource, titled “Essential KPIs for School Nutrition Success” 

(Appendix) that contains an introduction section, three chapters, and an appendix. In the 

introduction section, users are provided a definition of KPIs, a description of how applied 

research was utilized to create the resource, and a detailed explanation of the purpose and 

contents of the resource.      

Chapter 1, The Key Performance Indicators, covers 12 KPIs grouped into three general 

areas: Meal Counts and Participation, Financial and Inventory Management, and Productivity 

and Labor. The rationale for grouping the KPIs was to provide users with a simple way for 

selecting the appropriate KPI based on the general topic. For example, if a user wants to find a 

KPI that deals with Financial or Inventory Management, there are six KPIs grouped under this 

heading and identified in the table of contents. In Chapter 1, under each KPI, there are the 

following 10 sections: Description, Why Calculate, How Often to Calculate, How to Calculate, 

Sample Calculations, Where to Capture Data, How to Use, Industry Standards, Factors that 

Influence, and References.  
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The purpose of the Description section is to introduce users to the KPI, and to explain the 

general function of the KPI. The majority of this content was derived from the literature review, 

and simplified by the expert panel and review panel.    

The purpose of the Why Calculate section is to explain the importance and value of 

utilizing the KPI. The content in this section was derived from the literature review and expert 

panel and review panel.  

The How Often to Calculate section provides suggestions on the frequency of calculating 

the KPI. In some instances, this information was found in the literature review. However, the 

majority of this content came from expert panel and review panel participants. It is important to 

note that this content is suggestions, and there may be relevant rationale for using                          

other frequencies.     

The function of the How to Calculate section is to explain mathematically how to 

calculate the KPI. The content in this section was derived mainly from literature review sources. 

In some instances, different calculations were observed between different sources. To adjust for 

this, if the information was found in another ICN resource, that calculation was used to eliminate 

discrepancy between ICN resources. If the calculation was not found in another ICN resource, 

then the simplest calculation was usually selected. Guidance from the expert panel and review 

panel was used to make this selection. It is important to note that for many of the KPIs, there is 

more than one correct way to complete the calculation. Only one calculation was selected for 

each KPI for simplicity and ease of use.     

The purpose of the Sample Calculations section is to demonstrate how to calculate the 

KPI. When applicable, the same set of background information was used and carried through for 

each KPI sample calculation. For example, when calculating meal equivalents (MEQ) and 
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average daily participation (ADP) the same meal count numbers were used, and when calculating 

cost per MEQ and revenue per MEQ, the same total MEQs were used. 

In the Where to Capture Data section, advice is provided on where to locate the 

necessary data for calculating the KPI. The majority of the information in the section came from 

the expert panel and review panel. It is important to note that because of the vast diversity in how 

school districts are administered across the country, the location, name, and types of reports 

where data can be found for calculating KPIs sometimes differ from district to district. 

Therefore, if the information source presented in this section is not accurate for your SN 

program, please seek guidance from the state agency for the correct location, source,           

and/or report.   

The purpose of the How to Use section is to explain how to use the data once a 

calculation has been made. The majority of information in this section came from expert panel 

and review panel participants. It is important to note that this section is not all inclusive, meaning 

there are many ways to use KPI data; so many, in fact, they could not all be presented in a 

concise manner. Therefore, the items included were selected based on importance and value. 

With almost every KPI, it is possible to breakdown and analyze data based on several factors 

including the following: the district as a whole, between different districts, by student grade 

level, by unit or school, by student payment level (i.e., paid, reduced price, free), and by time 

period (i.e., day, week, month, quarter, annually, etc.).    

The purpose of the Industry Standards section is to provide a reference by which users 

can compare the results of their KPI calculations. The challenge is while some industry standards 

were found when conducting the literature review, there are not industry standards for many of 

the KPIs. When an industry standard was available, it was provided. When no standard was 
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available, but other data (such as industry trends) was, that data was provided, and a notation   

was made.   

The Factors that Influence section identifies factors that may cause the value of the KPI 

to increase or decrease. The information in this section was provided primarily by the expert 

panel and review panel. This list is not all inclusive, due to the vast number of possible factors. 

Therefore, the factors provided represent the issues expert panel participants considered to be the 

most important and of greatest value to users of this resource.   

The References section provides a listing of all the references that were used to create the 

content for the KPI. As mentioned earlier, sometimes it was observed that methods for 

calculating KPIs differed from one reference to another. Therefore, for the sake of simplicity, 

only one calculation was presented for each KPI. However, all the references were listed, even if 

the calculation was not used in the resource. The purpose in doing this was to provide users with 

all the sources of information, so they can make their own decision of which calculation or      

data to select.  

 Chapter 2, titled The Case Study, contains a case study with four sections. Section one 

provides background data for the case study including SN program characteristics. Sections two 

through four are grouped into three general areas: Meal Counts and Participation, Financial and 

Inventory Management, and Productivity and Labor. These sections include each of the 12 KPIs 

found in Chapter 1. The case study provides examples of how each KPI can be utilized to 

evaluate how well an SN program is performing for a given period. By basing the case study on 

one school district, with specific characteristics listed in the background section (such as district 

enrollment and average daily attendance), the user is able to see how each KPI can be applied to 

evaluate different aspects of a SN program. 
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Chapter 3, titled Utilizing Key Performance Indicators, includes four brief discussions on 

how to utilize results of KPI calculations, including: Benchmarking, Trend Analysis, Developing 

Action Plans, and Communicating with Key Stakeholders. The purpose of this chapter is to 

demonstrate that calculating the KPI is only part of the equation, and that the next step is 

deciding what to do with this information to continually improve a SN program. The 

Benchmarking section defines benchmarking, explains different types of benchmarking, and 

provides simple-to-follow steps for beginning KPI benchmarking at a SN program. The Trend 

Analysis section provides examples of how trend data can be utilized for decision making and 

program evaluation. The Developing an Action Plan section provides easy to use, step-by-step 

information for developing realistic and achievable action plans based on KPI data. The 

Communicating with Key Stake Holders section provides suggestions on how to present KPI data 

to key stakeholders of a SN program.  

Recommendations 

It is recommended that SN professionals use this resource as reference guide for 

identifying and utilizing KPIs. To select the appropriate KPI, it is suggested that the user first 

choose one of the three topic areas they wish investigate from the table of contents (Meal Counts 

and Participation, Financial and Inventory Management, and Productivity and Labor) and then 

identify the specific KPI or KPIs under that topic area that best meets their needs. Once a KPI or 

KPIs have been calculated, the user is encouraged to utilize Chapter 3 to support benchmarking 

their findings, conducting a trend analysis, developing action plans for program improvement, 

and communicating their finding with their managerial staff and other stakeholders,                    

as appropriate. 
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As indicated in an earlier study (Rushing, 2015), most SN professionals believe that KPIs 

are valuable tools for program evaluation and decision making, and most believe SN 

professionals do not receive adequate training on KPIs. Therefore, it is advised that SN 

management professionals receive training based on the contents of this resource once they have 

completed the following ICN courses: Orientation to School Nutrition Management and 

Financial Management: A Course for School Nutrition Directors. To help facilitate this process, 

it is recommend that a stand-alone KPI training program be developed based on the contents of 

this resource, which includes a workbook and instructor’s guide that is available in face-to-face 

and online formats through the ICN. Additionally, it is recommended that a KPI training 

component be added to the following ICN courses: Orientation to School Nutrition Management, 

and to the 12-hour and 8-hour Financial Management: A Course for School Nutrition           

Directors” course. 
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