
What is a Nudge?
A nudge is an environmental cue or structure that influences people to behave in a certain way. Many 
small, undetectable nudges influence our behavior every day: some planned, like the decision to hold  
recess before lunch, and others seemingly random, like the order of food items on the cafeteria line.  
Each of these decisions about how places, programs, or policies are designed has great potential to  
nudge people towards healthier behaviors.  
 
Getting children to choose healthy foods can be challenging. Food service staff can use inexpensive  
strategies described in this toolkit to create cafeteria environments that promote healthy foods, thereby 
influencing students to select healthier lunch options.  

Are You a Choice Architect?
Yes, you are! A choice architect is anyone who influences the context in which choices are made.  
In the school cafeteria, food service staff make many decisions and act in ways that influence student  
eating, whether they intend to or not. No cafeteria is designed neutrally. A food service director may  
arrange food so that the healthiest foods come first and are at eye-level, arrange food randomly, or  
arrange food to maximize profits. All of these designs, or choice architectures, influence students’  
behaviors in the lunch line.  
 
Most children do not eat enough fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat (1%) milk  
products; and eat too much solid fat, added sugars and sodium. Food environments, like the school  
cafeteria, play an important role in a child’s eating behavior. They give cues as to what, when, and  
how to eat which has implications for children’s own eating preferences and behaviors. Food  
environments can be used to encourage children to eat more healthfully.  
 
Because of their role working with students in the cafeteria, food service staff have substantial influence 
over the eating behaviors of students. Cost and time constraints, children’s preferences for familiar foods, 
and other barriers may make providing lots of healthy food options difficult. However, food service staff 
can use the tools and strategies in this toolkit to promote fruit, vegetable, and whole grain consumption 
among students and to improve the cafeteria nutrition environment. These changes can be simple,  
affordable, and sustainable. 

For more information on the concepts of nudging and choice architecture, see Thaler & Sunstein’s  
bestselling book about behavioral economics.  Thaler, R.H., & Sunstein, C.R. (2008).  
Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness. New York: Knopf.

You and your partners know which  
changes will be the most feasible in your 
school, given factors like available staff 
and equipment, costs, and layout. The 
following sections can help your team 
choose the nudges or think of new ideas 
that you can implement in your school.  

Your team can also assess needs and  
opportunities for improvement in 
schools using the Cafeteria Nutrition  
Environment Observation and the  
Student-Staff Interactions Observation 
tools (see the EVALUATION Section). 
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 1.
Lighting
	 • �Use warm lighting to give the cafeteria a  

gourmet feel.  
	 • �Use spotlights to highlight healthy food items 

like fruits and vegetables. 

Line layout
	 • �Place healthy items at the  

beginning of the line. Research 
shows that foods appearing first  
in the line are chosen more often.  

	 • �Place healthy items next to the cash register. 
Because of the bottleneck that often happens 
near the register, students have time to  
consider buying something extra. Place 
healthy extras like fruit or milk near the  
register. Move salad bars next to the register.  

	 • �Make healthy vegetable and fruit 
offerings the “default” side dishes 
and make less healthy side dishes 
available by request. Students will 
often take the foods that are  
automatically given to them and  
few will request a different side.  

	 • �Put chocolate and strawberry milk behind the 
plain milk.  

	 • �Place desserts and other less healthy foods out 
of sight. Making these items available only by 
request will improve sales of healthy items in 
sight. Keep ice cream in freezers without glass 
display tops.  

 
Displays
	 • �Display healthy foods more prominently and at 

students’ eye-level. Make sure the healthiest 
options can be easily seen and reached by  
students of all sizes.  

	 • �Use baskets, crates, or other attractive  
containers for apples, oranges, and other 
whole fruit. These containers give the food 
more appeal than stainless steel bins.  

	 • �Use brightly colored fabrics featuring healthy 
foods to give displays warmth.  

	 • �Create a healthy tray model. Show and tell 
students entering the line what the day’s most 
healthy meal looks like.  

	 • �Display a menu board that describes 
what foods, including sides, are 
available each day. Add stickers,  
decals, or pictures to the board  
to feature healthy selections.  

 
 Signage
	 • �Use colorful posters and other images  

promoting healthy foods in the lines and 
around the cafeteria.  

	 • �Highlight the nutritional quality of specific 
foods directly connected to the nutrition  
messages taught in the classroom.

	 • �Use table tent cards to describe 
foods, food facts, or other  
information or messages. Write 
food names and descriptions on 
glass sneeze guard.

	 • �Paint a mural depicting healthy foods and  
behaviors in the cafeteria.  

	 • �Market healthy foods served in the cafeteria 
using appealing photographs of fruits,  
vegetables, and other healthy options.  
Recruit the services of a local photographer, 
art teacher, or student group to promote a 
specific food and its healthful characteristics.

	 • �Partner with the art department 
to develop a student art  
assignment which emphasizes  
the importance of healthy foods.

Service methods
	 • �Serve desserts and snacks by request only 

instead of displaying them on the line.  
	 • �Have a line without less healthy à la carte 

items.  
	 • �Package healthy items in a unique and  

attractive container or manner.

Environment
	 • �Use seating in isolated areas of the café as  

a reward for a week’s worth of healthy  
selections (e.g., music, noise-free, teacher 
tables, VIP tables, manners zone).

Cafeteria nudges

6

Nudge with Facilities 
and Processes

Implementing Nudges in the School Cafeteria



2.
Colors, textures, and shapes
	 • �Offer a variety of choices each day. 

Not all students will like a specific 
fruit or vegetable. Increasing the 
variety of available items every  
day may increase the chance that  
students will select a fruit  
and vegetable.  

	 • �Train staff on fruit and vegetable  
preparation and display. Foods that are fun, 
easy to eat, and look appealing are more likely 
to be selected. In order to retain color and 
flavor, do not overcook vegetables. Use herbs 
or garnishes to make food look appealing. Cut 
food into fun shapes. Display food in attractive 
serving containers that allow children to see 
the food.  

 
Fun food facts
	 • �Include age appropriate nutrition messages in 

food signage.  
	 • �Display a poster describing a food’s life cycle 

from seed to selection. 
	 • �Post fun facts about the fruits, 

vegetables, and grains served.  
 
Food specials
	 • �Offer special, custom items like 

make-your-own subs and wraps in a 
quick line.  

	 • �Offer healthy “limited availability” lunches  
by creating a lunch that only is available by 
special order. 

	 • �Offer a limited availability, “cooked from 
scratch” menu item that is made 100% on  
site by your staff. 

	 • �Feature local foods. Create brand 
loyalty for local foods.  

	 • �Offer small tastings of new foods. By offering  
students the chance to taste new healthy 
foods while they wait in line, students may 
choose these foods as part of their lunches.

	 • �Identify favorite foods of teachers 
or staff. If students know their 
favorite teacher’s favorite fruit is 
apples, they may be more inclined 
to select it.  

Fun and descriptive names
	 • �Create a fun theme (e.g., around the world) 

for menu items. Apply the theme to lunch  
offerings through menu item names.  

	 • �Give healthy foods fun and  
descriptive names, like Lean Mean 
Green Beans. Research shows that 
descriptive names increase sales 
and students perceive the food and 
the cafeteria more positively.  
(Wansink, van Ittersum, & Painter, 2005) 

See how students enjoy...

X-Ray Vision Carrots
Power Peas

Glow-in-the-Dark Greens
Dinosaur Broccoli Trees

Banana Ramas
Tomato Bursts

Golden Pirates Corn
Apple Crunchers
Celery Swords
Mighty Melon
Jumping Beans

Razzle Dazzle Berry
Super Grouper Veggies

Bandit Beans
Mixed Up Fruit Cup

Monster Mashed Potatoes
Snow White’s Applesauce
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3.
Scripts and prompting
	 • �Prompt students to select healthy 

options. Instead of waiting for  
students to request healthy items, 
ask them if they would like to have 
the vegetable and fruit selections. 
Verbal prompting increases the  
selection and consumption of  
targeted foods significantly.  
(See handout for scripts to prompt 
students’ healthy food selection).

	 • �Praise students’ healthy selections. When food 
service staff, teachers, and volunteers see 
students who have made healthy selections, 
reinforce the importance of healthy choices 
with praise.

	 • �Role model healthy eating. When adults tell 
students how much they like fruits, vegetables, 
and other healthy selections, students will take 
notice. Adults can try to eat lunch offerings 
with the students or tell students how much 
they enjoyed the items being offered.  

Service methods
	 • �Invite visiting chefs to prepare school lunch 

recipes and do demonstrations during lunch.  
	 • �Invite a guest server to serve 

lunch in the cafeteria. Have  
students select a teacher or  
other special guest to serve 
healthy lunch options once 
per week.  

	 • �Have regular taster sessions for parents and 
students/pupils, and encourage young people 
to try a little of something new, whenever  
possible.

 
Appearances, attitudes, and attention
	 • �Provide staff with chef uniforms. Students will 

perceive the food as more special and tasty.

	 • �Greet students using their names.  
	 • �Consider carrying out a survey 

across the school to understand the 
food they enjoy and what options 
they would like to see on future 
menus. The service will benefit 
greatly by having regular feedback 
from students/pupils.

 
Send home messages and reinforcements
	 • �Provide letters to send home that help students 

tell their parents what new fruits, vegetables, 
and whole grains they are trying during lunch. 

	 • �Use web or cellular communications 
to share information about menus, 
targeted foods, and students’  
selections with parents.  

	 • �Send home fruit, vegetable, and whole grain 
selection “report cards” detailing student  
lunch choices.

	 • �Develop a healthy buddy system for  
students to check in with a peer to 
share healthy choices.  

 
Promote nutrition throughout the school 
	 • �Include announcements about  

nutrition or healthy lunch features 
during the morning announcements.  
Announcements written or  
delivered with the help of  
students will be especially  
well-liked. The ReFresh curriculum 
includes many announcements to 
choose from.

	 • �Play video skits created by students to promote 
fruit and vegetable choices in the cafeteria.  

	 • �Assemble and play a photo slideshow on the 
school’s electronic bulletin boards of students 
doing healthy behaviors and featured healthy 
lunch choices.

Cafeteria nudges
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4.
Non-monetary incentives
	 • �Start a healthy foods passport or 

frequent diners’ program. Have  
students stamp a passport when 
they select fruits, vegetables,  
or whole grains in their lunches. 
Students completing the passport 
receive a small (non-food) prize.

	 • �Give small incentives for fruit, vegetable, and 
grain selection. Provide students with a sticker 
or other small prize for selecting these foods 
during lunch. Consider adding a chart to track 
students’ choices or add a competitive element 
to the incentives.

	 • �Encourage students to try new 
foods. Offer “I tried it!” stickers 
to students who select and taste  
a new food.  

	 • �Play a “lucky tray” game in which food service 
staff place a sticker underneath one tray. If the  
student with the sticker has chosen a healthy 
lunch, they can receive a small prize.  

	 • �Hold a raffle. Offer a raffle entry to students 
for each fruit and vegetable they select. Give 
away a small prize that promotes healthy  
eating.  

	

	 • �Offer lunch with the principal. Use 
time with the principal or other 
staff as a reward for students 
making healthy selections. Be sure 
the lunch host role models healthy 
choices, too!

	 • �Include a nutrition award at the annual  
school-wide awards ceremony.

Price incentives
	 • �Raise the prices on less healthy foods.  
	 • �Lower the prices on healthy  

foods like fresh fruit.  
 
Payment strategies
	 • �Accept only cash for the less healthy à la carte 

snacks and desserts.  

cafeteria nudges

...nudges can be implemented anywhere 
in the school environment and anytime 
during the day. Take every opportunity to 
nudge. Nudge before school with cafeteria 
marketing material sent home with  
children or posted on your web site.  
Nudge before and during lunch with 

messages enticing students to select 
healthy food options. Nudge throughout 
the day in the classroom, hallways, and 
cafeteria. Nudge after school with  
send-home items or other methods of 
communication to reinforce messages 
children learn at school.  

Remember...
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