T 6 FE  BLERX

B OHAEDLRICL B3R FLERBEOWE

IMPROVING SCHOOL LUNCHES IN VIETNAM

THROUGH FOOD COMBINATIONS
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IMPROVING SCHOOL LUNCHES IN VIETNAM
THROUGH FOOD COMBINATIONS

Background and Purpose: It is reported that 23% of meals served in Vietnamese school
lunches are left uneaten, with more than half coming from vegetable dishes, resulting in students
missing out on full nutritional benefits. Limited ingredient variety may reduce students'
acceptance of school lunches, especially vegetable dishes. We hypothesized that increasing
vegetables and improving the ingredient combinations can enhance students’ acceptance. In this

study, we aimed to confirm this hypothesis.

Methods: A cross-over study was conducted with 40 fifth-grade students at a suburban primary
school in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Five new menus were developed by redistributing the
100g portion of one or two vegetables from the current menus into smaller servings of multiple
types of vegetables, then combining them together or with protein-rich ingredients/rice, aiming
to increase variety and appeal while maintaining the meal cost. One group (20 students)
consumed the current menu in the first week and switched to the new menu in the fourth week,
while the other group followed the reverse order. The second and 3rd weeks were washout
periods. Sensory tests, which evaluated taste, color, smell, texture, and overall appeal via a 5-
point hedonic scale questionnaire, were conducted daily, and food intake was weighed to assess

students’ responses.

Results: During the new menu period, 90% of students increased their vegetable intake
compared to the current menu period. The mean vegetable intake in the new menus was 81.5g
(95%CI: 77.1-85.9), higher than 71.1g in the current menus (95%CI: 65.2-75.1) (p<0.001), in
which the highest individual increase was 36.0g. Sensory test scores, energy, and other nutrient

intakes also improved during the new menu period (p<0.05).

Conclusion: The findings demonstrate that diversifying combinations could significantly
enhance both vegetable intake and meal satisfaction among students without increasing costs.
This approach offers a scalable and practical strategy for schools to promote healthier eating

habits among students.



