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Title of policy:  

Setting the Table 

Summary of aims and desired outcomes of Policy:  

This is an update to the existing Setting the Table guidance document. The aim of 
the updated guidance is to ensure that all eligible children aged 0–5 in childcare 
settings across Scotland are offered meals, snacks and drinks that continue to meet 
their nutritional requirements and that are conducive to good health. The primary 
audience of the revised guidance is providers and practitioners, including 
childminders, delivering funded and non-funded ELC. The updated guidance is 
aimed to be shorter, more concise and easier to follow, whilst providing readers with 
signposting to relevant sector guidance. 

Directorate: Children and Families Directorate 

Division: Early Learning and Childcare 

Team: Supporting Quality Improvement 
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Executive summary 

Setting the Table - the nutritional and food standards for early years childcare 
providers in Scotland, is a national guidance publication for food provision in early 
years childcare provision. Setting the Table was originally published by NHS Health 
Scotland (now Public Health Scotland) in 2015. The guidance received an update in 
2018 to reflect key policy and evidence changes. As a result of the Scottish 
Government expansion to 1,140 hours of funded ELC the need for a further update 
was identified. In 2020, a Scottish Government led multi-partner working group was 
established to coordinate the update. Following a pause due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the multi-partner working group was reconvened with the view to 
publishing the updated guidance document in October 2024. 

 
The update to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or 
set out any changes to current expectations on ELC providers. As part of the 
Scottish Government’s expansion to 1,140 funded hours of ELC, providers of funded 
ELC are required to deliver a free meal as part of the ELC day (in line with Quality 
Criteria 10 of the National Standard). 
 
This Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) was undertaken to consider the impact of 
the updated Setting the Table on people with protected characteristics. The revised 
guidance is intended to ensure that ELC providers and practitioners are equipped 
with the necessary information and advice on how best to meet the individual cultural 
and dietary needs of all eligible children in ELC, including the provision of food for 
children with protected characteristics, as defined in the Equality Act (2010). This 
includes tailored advice on meeting the needs of children from minority ethnic groups 
and with alternative religions or belief systems (race, and religion or belief), and 
children with disabilities or additional support needs (ASN) (disability). It is therefore 
expected that there will be a direct positive impact on all eligible children, including 
those with the aforementioned protected characteristics, aged 0-5 across Scotland 
who receive a free healthy and nutritious meal as part of their ELC. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.healthscotland.com/documents/30341.aspx
https://www.healthscotland.com/documents/30341.aspx
https://www.gov.scot/publications/funding-follows-child-national-standard-early-learning-childcare-providers-operating-guidance-2/pages/3/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
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Background 

Setting the Table 

Setting the Table - the nutritional and food standards for early years childcare 
providers in Scotland, is a national guidance publication for food provision in early 
years childcare provision. The guidance provides advice for all Early Learning and 
Childcare (ELC) providers and practitioners, including childminders, on how best to 
provide all eligible children aged 0–5 in ELC settings in Scotland with meals, snacks 
and drinks that meet their nutritional requirements and that are conducive to good 
health. 

Expansion of Funded ELC to 1,140 hours 

The Scottish Government’s expansion to 1,140 funded hours of ELC introduced a 
universal entitlement to a free meal for all children as part of their ELC day. This 
entitlement is not based on any eligibility criteria beyond being eligible for funded 
ELC (3 and 4 year olds and eligible 2 year olds). Provision of a free meal is a 
requirement under Quality Criteria 10 of the National Standard for funded ELC 
(breakfast, lunch or dinner), and settings must have a clear and comprehensive 
policy for the provision of healthy meals and snacks for children, consistent with 
Setting the Table, and ensuring that individual cultural and dietary needs are met. 
 
As a result of the expansion to 1,140 hours of funded ELC the need for a further 
update was identified. Following a pause due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
further changes in scientific evidence including recommendations from the Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) review on "Feeding young children aged 1 
to 5 years”, a Scottish Government led multi-partner working group was established 
to update the guidance document. The updated guidance has also taken account of 
Health and Social Care Standards: my support, my life which set out what people 
should expect when using health, social care or social work services in Scotland. 
These human rights-based standards should be considered by care providers when 
planning children’s care, including specific care standards that relate to eating and 
drinking. 

The Scope of the EQIA 

This EQIA considers impacts on equalities groups based on the three tests it is 
required to address:  
 
• Does this policy eliminate discrimination for each of the 9 protected characteristics 
(PC). If not is the discrimination justifiable? Can it be mitigated?  
• Does this policy advance equality of opportunity for PC groups?  
• Does this policy foster good community relations between people of PC groups? 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacn-report-feeding-young-children-aged-1-to-5-years
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacn-report-feeding-young-children-aged-1-to-5-years
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacn-report-feeding-young-children-aged-1-to-5-years
https://www.gov.scot/publications/health-social-care-standards-support-life/
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In addition to this EQIA, a Fairer Scotland Impact Assessment, Business and 
Regulatory Impact Assessment, Child Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessment, 
and Island Communities Impact Assessment will also be published. 

Methodology 

This impact assessment sought to assess the impact of updating the Setting the 
Table guidance document on people with protected characteristics. 
 
An informal consultation (Sense Check) exercise of the full draft guidance document 
was undertaken between February and March 2024. The Sense Check sought a 
view from members of the Scottish Government multi-partner working group, 
including external contacts with relevant expertise. All members were asked to share 
the draft document with their respective partners for specific feedback on 
presentation, comprehensibility for users, and any perceived issues with practical 
implementation across the sector, including impacts on services and children. A 
range of relevant Scottish Government policy leads, as well as the Chief Medical 
Officer, Deputy Chief Medical Officer with responsibility for Public Health, and Senior 
Medical Advisor for Paediatrics were also invited to provide feedback on the draft 
document. The findings from the Sense Check exercise informed the finalisation of 
the updated Setting the Table guidance document. 
 
Due to the age of the children involved, our approach to representing children’s 
interests within this EQIA has largely been to engage with organisations that provide 
services for children, including members of the Scottish Government led multi-
partner working group. 

Data sources: 

There are a number of data sources and research findings that have informed the 
development of this EQIA. Whilst there is widespread recognition of the importance 
of early years exposure to food, the data and evidence on the provision of food in 
ELC settings is currently very limited. Instead, data and evidence on the benefits of 
early childhood education and care, the take-up of funded ELC, child poverty, food 
insecurity and health, and children’s views about food and food insecurity were 
considered. 
 
The Scottish Government is exploring a range of options for sourcing further data 
and feedback on the  provision of a free healthy and nutritious meal as part of the 
ELC day. 
 
Data sources utilised in this process included: 
 

• Scottish Government Early Learning and Childcare Census Data (2023) Early 
learning and childcare statistics - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.gov.scot/collections/early-learning-and-childcare-statistics/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/early-learning-and-childcare-statistics/
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• Improvement Service – Early learning and childcare delivery progress report 
(2023) Early Learning and Childcare Expansion Delivery Progress Report, 
February 2022 (improvementservice.org.uk) 

• NHS Health Scotland – Evaluability assessment of the expansion of early 
learning and childcare (2017) NHS Health Scotland – Evaluability assessment 
of the expansion of early learning and childcare 

• Scottish Government – Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland (2022-23) 
Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2020-23 (data.gov.scot) 

• Scottish Government – Scottish Healthy Survey (2022) 8 Diet and Obesity - 
The Scottish Health Survey 2022 – volume 1: main report - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot) 

• Cambridge University Press - Food insecurity in children and young people 
(2024) Food insecurity in children and young people in Scotland | 
Proceedings of the Nutrition Society | Cambridge Core 

• Nourish Scotland “Living is More Important than Just Surviving – Listening to 
what children think about food insecurity” report (2016) 
Living_more_important_than_surviving.pdf (nourishscotland.org) 

• Children’s Parliament “What kind of Scotland?” report (2017) 
WhatKindofScotlandOnline2017.pdf (childrensparliament.org.uk) 

• European Commission - Building a better understanding of the impact of early 
childhood education and care on medium- and long-term educational and 
labour market outcomes in Europe (2022) Building a better understanding of 
the impact of Early Childhood Education and Care on medium- and long-term 
educational and labour market outcomes in Europe 

• CARE Project – review of research on the effects of Early Childhood 
Education and Care (ECEC) upon child development (2015)  ‘A review of 
research on the effects of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) upon 
child development’ 

• Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) – Starting 
Strong: Key OECD Indicators on Early Childhood Education and Care (2017) 
Starting Strong 2017: Key OECD Indicators on Early Childhood Education 
and Care 

Key Findings 

The Scottish Government have considered the impact of the update to Setting the 
Table on people with protected characteristics. The Scottish Government have also 
given due regard to the ‘needs’ of the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED). The 
‘needs’ are to eliminate discrimination, harassment and victimisation;  advance 
equality of opportunity; and foster good relations. The Scottish Government find the 
following impacts:  

Characteristic: Age  

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/45936/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Sept-23.pdf
https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/45936/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Sept-23.pdf
https://www.healthscotland.scot/media/1445/evaluability-assessment-of-the-expansion-of-early-learning-and-childcare_english.pdf
https://www.healthscotland.scot/media/1445/evaluability-assessment-of-the-expansion-of-early-learning-and-childcare_english.pdf
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Children
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-health-survey-2022-volume-1-main-report/pages/12/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-health-survey-2022-volume-1-main-report/pages/12/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-health-survey-2022-volume-1-main-report/pages/12/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/proceedings-of-the-nutrition-society/article/food-insecurity-in-children-and-young-people-in-scotland/51A055F6655E34CA4FDB352F2AFC4598
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/proceedings-of-the-nutrition-society/article/food-insecurity-in-children-and-young-people-in-scotland/51A055F6655E34CA4FDB352F2AFC4598
https://www.nourishscotland.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Living_more_important_than_surviving.pdf
https://www.childrensparliament.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WhatKindofScotlandOnline2017.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8447&
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8447&
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8447&
https://ecec-care.org/fileadmin/careproject/Publications/reports/new_version_CARE_WP4_D4_1_Review_on_the_effects_of_ECEC.pdf
https://ecec-care.org/fileadmin/careproject/Publications/reports/new_version_CARE_WP4_D4_1_Review_on_the_effects_of_ECEC.pdf
https://ecec-care.org/fileadmin/careproject/Publications/reports/new_version_CARE_WP4_D4_1_Review_on_the_effects_of_ECEC.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/starting-strong-2017-9789264276116-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/education/starting-strong-2017-9789264276116-en.htm
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to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers (as part of the Scottish 
Government’s expansion to 1,140 funded hours of ELC)  to deliver a free meal to all 
eligible children aged 0-5 as part of the ELC day (in line with Quality Criteria 10 of 
the National Standard). 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding Age. 

Characteristic: Disability 

In relation to the protected characteristic of disability, it is expected that the updated 
Setting the Table will impact positively on children with disabilities. This is because 
the updated guidance contains revised advice for ELC providers on how best to 
ensure that all eligible children aged 0-5 in Scotland, including those with disabilities 
or additional support needs (ASN), are able to access a healthy and nutritious meal 
as part of their ELC day. Data on income inequality (Poverty and Income Inequality 
in Scotland 2020-23 (data.gov.scot))  which highlights the intersection between 
poverty and the protected, disability (noting that poverty is measured at a household 
level, and that poverty rates remain higher for households in which somebody is 
disabled compared to those where no-one is disabled), can also be used as a lens to 
consider the potential positive impact of the free meal offer as part of the expansion 
to 1,140 hours of funded ELC for children with disabilities. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is expected that the updated Setting the Table will 
help eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation of children with 
disabilities, as well as advancing equality of opportunity. There is however no 
evidence to suggest that the update to Setting the Table will help promote good 
relations among and between disabled and non-disabled people 

Characteristic: Sex 

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 
to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers, as above. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding sex. 

Characteristic: Gender reassignment 

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 
to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers, as above. 

https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
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PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding gender reassignment. 

Characteristic: Pregnancy and Maternity 

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 
to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers, as above. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding pregnancy and maternity. 

Characteristic: Race  

In relation to the protected characteristic of race, it is expected that the updated 
Setting the Table will impact positively on the basis of race. This is because the 
updated guidance contains revised advice for ELC providers on how best to ensure 
that all eligible children aged 0-5 in Scotland, including those from minority ethnic 
groups, are able to access a healthy and nutritious meal as part of their ELC day. 
Data on income inequality (Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2020-23 
(data.gov.scot)) which highlights the intersections between poverty and the protected 
characteristic, race (noting that poverty is measured at a household level) also found 
that over the five year period 2018-23, people from non-white minority ethnic groups 
were more likely to be in relative poverty after housing costs compared to those from 
the ‘White - British’ and ‘White - Other’ groups; reinforcing the potential positive 
impact of the free meal offer as part of the expansion to 1,140 hours of funded ELC 
for children from minority ethnic groups. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is expected that the update Setting the Table will help 
eliminate unlawful discrimination and advance equality of opportunity on the basis of 
race, as well as promoting good race relations. 

Characteristic: Religion or belief 

In relation to the protected characteristic of religion of belief, it is expected that the 
updated Setting the Table will impact positively on the basis of religion or belief. This 
is because the updated guidance contains revised advice for ELC providers on how 
to best to ensure that all eligible children aged 0-5 in Scotland, including those with 
alternative religions or belief systems, are able to access a healthy and nutritious 
meal as part of their ELC day. Data on income inequality (Poverty and Income 
Inequality in Scotland 2020-23 (data.gov.scot)) which highlights the intersections 
between poverty and the protected characteristic, religion or belief (noting that 
poverty is measured at a household level) found that over the five year period 2018-
23, Muslim adults were more likely to be in relative poverty (61%, 40,000 each year) 

https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Equality_analysis
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than adults overall (19%), after housing costs were taken into account; reinforcing 
the potential positive impact of the free meal offer a part of the expansion to 1,140 
hours of funded ELC for children from alternative religions or belief systems. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is expected that the update Setting the Table will help 
eliminate unlawful discrimination, advance equality of opportunity and promote good 
race relations on the basis of religion or belief. 

Characteristic: Sexual Orientation 

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 
to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers, as above. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding sexual orientation. 

Characteristic: Marriage and Civil Partnership 

There are not considered to be any areas of the update to Setting the Table that 
could disproportionately impact people with this protected characteristic. The update 
to Setting the Table does not include any changes to existing policy, or set out any 
changes to current expectations on ELC providers, as above. 
 
PSED: Based on the above, it is not expected that there will be any impact on the 
needs of the Public Sector Equality Duty regarding marriage and civil partnership. 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

This EQIA process did not identify any direct or indirect unlawful discrimination 
through the update to Setting the Table. It is however recognised that there is 
expected to be  a direct positive impact on all eligible children aged 0-5 in Scotland 
who receive a healthy and nutritious meal as part of their ELC day. This is due to the 
revised practical advice and up-to-date nutritional standards within the updated 
guidance document. Furthermore, the update to Setting the Table is expected to 
have a particularly positive impact on children with the protected characteristics, 
disability, race, and religion and belief. This is because the revised guidance 
document includes tailored advice for meeting the needs of all children, including 
those most at risk of not having their rights to appropriate and nutritious food fulfilled 
e.g. minority ethnic groups and/or children with alternative religions or belief 
systems, children from low socio-economic backgrounds or living in poverty.  
 
The Scottish Government will work closely with sector bodies to ensure the 
successful implementation of the updated Setting the Table across the ELC sector. 
As the guidance is already in place across the sector and is only receiving an 
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update, monitoring and review will be proportionate. The Scottish Government 
intends to use existing communication channels and established sector governance 
structures to evaluate the performance of the implementation of the updated 
guidance document. ELC settings will continue to be responsible for developing 
independent food policies for the provision of a free healthy and nutritious meal for 
all eligible children aged 0-5 as part of their ELC day. The Scottish Government is 
also exploring a range of options for sourcing further data and feedback on the 
provision of a free healthy and nutritious meal as part of the ELC day. 
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