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Opportunities and challenges of
sustainable nutrition for children in

daycare centers

Klara Emilie Otto, Marischa Fast, Saskia Wendt, Tina Bartelmef

Abstract

The food system plays a significant role in pushing the planet beyond
its carrying capacity. Sustainable food systems can mitigate the nega-
tive impacts of global climate and environmental change while simul-
taneously promoting positive effects on dietary patterns and health.
Childcare centers represent a key starting point for sustainable dietary
transformations, due to their reach and their importance for early child-
hood dietary socialization. This qualitative study aimed to analyze deci-
sion-making processes as well as resource- and structure-related factors
influencing the implementation of sustainable food services in childcare
centers. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured expert
interviews with individuals primarily responsible for menu planning,
organization, and implementation of food services, supplemented
by a ego-centered network analysis to map relevant stakeholder con-
stellations and support structures. The results show that food service
decisions are predominantly coordinated by facility management and
implemented through a recurring three-step process. Key barriers in-
clude a lack of time, personnel, and financial resources, as well as in the
limited practical applicability or lack of concrete implementation of ex-
isting guidelines. The study makes it clear that sustainable food service
in childcare centers fails less due to a lack of motivation than because of
structural constraints, and underscores the need for practical, binding,
and resource-backed political and institutional support structures.
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Introduction

The food system is one of the key anthropo-
genic factors influencing ecological, social, and
health systems, having both positive and neg-
ative effects [1]. Projections indicate that the
negative impacts will continue to intensify by
the year 2050 unless far-reaching structural
transformations are implemented [2]. Against
this background, the transition to sustainable
dietary patterns is considered a key strategy
for mitigating this trend [2—4]. An essential
component of this food system transforma-
tion is the sustainable design of institutional
catering [2]. In addition, other transformation
approaches include, among other things, the
promotion of innovations and educational
measures, the strengthening of regional value
chains, the use of economic policy instru-
ments such as taxes and subsidies, as well as
so-called “exnovation”, understood as the tar-
geted dismantling of existing structures that
hinder transformation [2].

Institutional catering, particularly in child-
care centers, offers significant potential for
intervention. In Germany, approximately
16 million people eat meals provided by in-
stitutional food service every day, including
about six million children [5]. Approximately
3.9 million children currently attend a child-
care center [6]. Early childhood is considered
a formative phase for long-term eating habits
[7], suggesting that childcare centers play a
significant role in dietary transformation.
The quality standard of the German Nutrition
Society (DGE = Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Er-
ndhrung) provides a key guideline for this [8]
and is being discussed within the context of
national strategies as a future reference frame-
work for institutional catering facilities [5, 91.
Based on sustainable and health-promoting
dietary concepts, a predominantly plant-based
diet is recommended that reduces food waste
and prioritizes seasonal and regional products
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[8]. It should be noted that regional origin alone does not guar-
antee a clear environmental benefit; rather, production methods,
seasonality, storage, transportation, and the composition of food
groups are decisive factors.

Against this backdrop, the present study examined how decision-
makers in childcare centers perceive the opportunities and chal-
lenges involved in implementing sustainable food service models,
and how institutional, cultural, and structural conditions shape
these decision-making processes.

This qualitative study aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the
decision-making processes involved in sustainable food service in
childcare centers and to classify them within a theoretical frame-
work. The study sought to analyze both perceived opportunities
and challenges as well as the local discourse on sustainable child
nutrition.

The study’s contribution lies in a process- and resource-oriented
analysis of decision-making pathways, made possible by the com-
bination of Bourdieu’s theory of capital and ego-centered network
analysis.

The study addressed three guiding research questions: 1) How and
by whom are decisions regarding sustainable catering in child-
care centers made? 2) What opportunities and challenges arise
during the implementation of sustainable catering? 3) What role
do institutional frameworks, cultural influences, and counselling
structures play in these processes?

State of the research and research gaps

Previous national and international studies have repeatedly exam-
ined the challenges and enabling factors of food services in child-
care centers [10-15]. Among other things, these studies identified
a lack of or non-binding guidelines, insufficient human and finan-
cial resources, and conflicting priorities between costs, acceptance,
and quality standards as key obstacles [11-14]. At the same time,
several studies have highlighted the potential of early childhood
education settings as key venues for health prevention and sus-
tainable nutrition education, as well as the importance of quali-
ty-guiding standards as a framework for guidance [10,12,13,15].
What these studies have in common is that they primarily take
a descriptive approach to identifying opportunities and barriers
without systematically reconstructing how specific decisions re-
garding food service in institutions are made and which actors,
resources, and institutional frameworks shape these processes
[10-15]. Although many studies survey managers, educational
staff, or other decision-makers, the underlying decision-making
processes and relational structures remain largely under-analyzed
[11-14].

This is where the present study contributes: By combining
semi-structured interviews with experts, ego-centered network
analysis, and a capital-theoretical perspective based on Bourdieu,
sustainable food service in childcare centers is examined not only
as the result of structural conditions but also as a socially embed-
ded process of negotiation. In doing so, the study complements
existing research with a process- and resource-oriented analysis of
decision-making pathways at the micro-, meso-, and macro-lev-
els [15].
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Methodology

Research design

The present study follows a qualitative re-
search design and is based on six qualitative
interviews with a total of nine representatives
of childcare centers in the city of Bayreuth.
The aim was to conduct an in-depth analysis
of decision-making processes regarding sus-
tainable catering, as well as of their institu-
tional, social, and resource-related contexts.
Data collection was conducted through
semi-structured expert-interviews, as this
method is well-suited to capturing action-ori-
ented interpretations, decision-making logic,
and institutional frameworks from the per-
spective of responsible actors [16]. The analy-
sis of the interview transcripts was conducted
according to Kuckartz and Radiker [17]. In ad-
dition, an ego-centered network analysis [18]
was employed to systematically identify rele-
vant constellations of actors and relationship
structures, as well as perceived supporting
and inhibiting factors [18]. This was based on
the expert interviews as well as on drawings
that were created collaboratively during the
interviews. The combination of both methods
was chosen in order to not only describe de-
cision-making processes in terms of content,
but also to analyze their social embeddedness
and resource endowment in a theory-guided
manner.

The study design was reviewed and approved
by the Ethics Committee of the University of
Bayreuth (Ref. O 1305/1-GB, Application No.
24-036) before the start of the study. ¢ Fig-
ure 1 provides an overview of the study de-
sign.

Sampling and recruitment

Participants were recruited between July and
October 2024. The inclusion criterion for
participation was employment at a child-
care center with decision-making authority
or significant influence over the children’s
meals. Inclusion criteria for the facilities were
that meals were freshly prepared on-site and
that the facility was located within Bayreuth
(Upper Franconia).

Following an internet-based search based on
these criteria, nine potential facilities were
identified and contacted by phone or email.
Five facilities agreed to participate, two de-
clined to participate due to a lack of time, and
two additional facilities did not respond to the
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1. Research: Literature, childcare centers in

Bayreuth, childcare center nutrition in Germany and

internationally, with a focus on sustainability

l

1.2 Selection of the theoretical framework:

’ Borucki [18]: ego-centered networks

Question 1: How and by whom are
decisions regarding sustainable catering
in childcare centers made?

Eckenhofer [20]: three levels of interpretation

’ Bourdieu [19]: forms of capital

Question 2: What opportunities and
challenges arise during the
implementation of sustainable catering?

2. Interview guide: Development based on the
results of step 1

Question 3: What role do institutional
frameworks, cultural influences, and
counseling structures play in these
processes?

3. Sampling and data collection using semi-
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In the second section, the participants
were asked about their understanding
of healthy and sustainable food service
in childcare centers. This allowed them
to describe existing food service con-
cepts, normative models, and practical
implementation strategies in as much
detail as they chose.

The third section is based on Bourdieu’s
forms of capital [19]. The survey ex-
amined, among other things, individ-
ual nutritional knowledge, institu-
tional processes, beliefs, material and
human resources, as well as contacts
and cooperative relationships, norma-
tive orientations, and the role of chil-

structured expert interviews (n = 9) Y

!

4. Qualitative content analysis: based on Kuckartz &
Radiker, coding

4.1. Network maps: Analysis of ego-centered
networks to identify influencing factors

5. Interpretation and discussion of the results

Fig. 1: Study design (own illustration)

initial contact and could not be reached by phone. After an initial
round of recruitment, seven individuals from five facilities par-
ticipated. Through recommendations from the first participants
(snowball sampling), two additional experts from another facility
were recruited, resulting in a total of six facilities. The interviewees
included six facility directors, along with one educator and two
cooks, each of whom played a central role in the implementation
of meal services. The recruitment process was concluded when no
substantially new insights regarding decision-making processes,
barriers, and support structures emerged from the interviews.

Development of the interview guide

The interview guide was developed in-house and was based on the
preliminary research, the literature on the theoretical framework
[18-20], and the research questions. This is illustrated in Figure 1.
It was divided into four thematic sections: In the first section, par-
ticipants were informed about data protection and asked to give
their consent to the collection, processing, and use of the interview
data. In addition, sociodemographic data were collected to describe
the sample, as well as basic information about the respective in-
stitution (¢ Table 2).

To introduce the substantive topics, participants were asked to
rate their agreement with the statement “I am very well informed
about the connection between nutrition and climate change” on
a five-point Likert scale. This self-assessment served to determine
the knowledge base upon which dietary decisions were made.

online first

dren, parents, and cultural or religious
aspects in food service decisions. The
theory of capital was chosen because it
allows for a systematic explanation of
scope for action based on the endow-
ment with economic, cultural, and so-
cial capital.

In the fourth section, the participants
were asked about their visions for the
future of nutrition in childcare centers
as well as what structural prerequisites
they believed would be necessary to re-
alize these visions.

Data analysis

The interviews were audio-recorded on-site, then
transcribed using the software NoScribe and
pseudonymized. Qualitative data analysis was
conducted using the software MAXQDA 2024.
The analysis was guided by the three overar-
ching research questions. Codes were primarily
developed deductively based on the guide, the
research questions, and the underlying theories,
and were supplemented inductively during the
analysis [17]. The deductive coding referred to
Bourdieu’s theory of capital [19] as well as to
the three levels of analysis according to Ecken-
hofer (micro-, meso-, and macro-levels) [20].
The resulting hierarchical category system en-
abled a structured analysis of decision-making
processes, barriers, opportunities, and resource
allocation within the institutions. An overview
of the category system can be found in ¢ Table 1.

Ego-centered network analysis

The qualitative content analysis was supple-
mented by an ego-centered network analysis.
This method makes it possible to systemati-
cally identify and visualize the actors involved
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Top-level-codes Sub-sub-codes

Self-evaluation

Sociodemographic information
Fear of saying something “wrong”
Cultural aspects

Social capital

Economic capital

Cultural capital

QOO0

Religion

Other kitchen & foods

German kitchen & foods
Franconian kitchen & foods
Inclusion of children

(Legislative) guidelines

Soft facts

Micro-perspective
Meso-perspective
Macro-perspective
(Socio-)economics of the facility
Equipment and implementation
Socioeconomics of the families
Preparation, delivery and kind of foods
Importance of nutrition

Nutrition education of the children

Challenges

Opportunities

Decisional pathways

Understanding

Duration of employment

Micro-level

Meso-level

Macro-level

Micro-level

Meso-level

Macro-level

Steps & procedure

Actors

Healthy child nutrition
Sustainable child nutrition
Trends

Changes: healthy child nutrition

Changes: sustainable child nu-
trition

Tab. 1: Three-level hierarchical category system in MAXQDA (own illustration)

in decision-making processes, their relation-
ships, and perceived supportive or hindering
influences [18, 21].

During the interviews, ego-centered network
maps were created collaboratively with the
participants, in which relevant individuals (al-
teri) and institutions were positioned in relation
to the ego, typically the facility management.
In addition, the relationships were examined
in terms of their perceived impact on catering
practices (positive, negative, neutral). The net-
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work analysis was not primarily intended for quantitative network
measurement, but rather for a qualitative-interpretive analysis of
relationship structures, access to resources, and scope for action. In
conjunction with the interview data, it allowed conclusions to be
drawn about how social capital is utilized in the facilities to pro-
mote or constrain sustainable food service goals [22].

To contextualize the results, the multi-level perspective on socio-
technical transformations was additionally applied [2]. The find-
ings were accordingly situated at the micro-, meso-, and mac-
ro-levels in order to systematically reflect on the transformation
status of the facilities.
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Gender Work experience; in a | Affiliation
management position

Facility Age; 048 y.
(36y.-63y.)
1

46 years female 25 years; 25 years
63 years female 31 years; 31 years
44 years female 24 years; 20 years

4 51 years female 24 years; unknown

5 36 years female 11 years; 5 years

5 37 years female 1,5 years

5 49 years female 28 years

6 47 years female 10 years

6 61 years female 35 years: 20 years

©0ce)

Early childhood educator, facility director,
department head

Early childhood educator, facility director
Early childhood educator, facility director

Early childhood educator, facility director,
group leader

Early childhood educator, facility director
Cook, butcher

Early childhood educator, group leader
Cook, assistant

Early childhood educator, facility director

Tab. 2: Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants, as well as their occupational and institutional affiliations

(own presentation)

Results

Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants
All nine respondents were female and between 36 and 63 years
old. The average age was 48 years (standard deviation [SD] 9.3).
The average length of professional experience was 21 years (SD
11.1). The participating facility directors had an average of 20
years of professional experience in a leadership role. The sample
thus reflects typical structures in early childhood care facilities,
where food service decisions are predominantly made by female
professionals and managers. An overview of roles, age, and insti-
tutional affiliation can be found in ¢ Table 2.

Understanding of (sustainable) catering

Half of the participating facilities rated their knowledge regarding
the connection between climate change and nutrition as very good
(strongly agree), while the other half rated it as good (agree).
Respondents predominantly associated sustainable eating with
regional, seasonal, and fresh foods, as well as organic products
and high-quality animal-based products consumed in reduced
quantities. In addition, food culture, atmosphere, and communal
dining were identified as central, yet formally unregulated, aspects
of sustainable catering.

Several interviewees equated sustainability primarily with re-
gional origin. This interpretation represents a practice-oriented
perspective that guides action, which is critically examined in
the discussion section, since ecological effects are not determined
solely by origin, but also by production methods, food groups,
and processing practices.

Decision-making processes in childcare center catering
An analysis of the interviews and ego-centered network maps
shows that decisions regarding food services are primarily co-
ordinated by the facility directors. They serve as central hubs
between the educational team, kitchen staff, sponsoring organ-
izations, parents, and external institutions. Regardless of the fa-

online first

cility’s structure, a recurring three-step deci-

sion-making process could be reconstructed:

1. Establishing a framework, e.g., through an
existing catering concept, guidelines from
the sponsoring organization, or alignment
with recommendations such as the DGE
quality standard.

2. Menu planning, in which nutrition-related
objectives are aligned with the children’s
preferences, parents’ expectations, the
team’s routines, and organizational frame-
work conditions.

3. Selection of suppliers and procurement
channels, considering financial resources,
logistical feasibility, and normative objec-
tives (e.g., organic or regional sourcing).

These three steps do not represent a strictly

linear sequence but are iteratively intertwined.

Decisions are frequently adjusted when cir-

cumstances change (e.g., supply shortages,

staff changes, or parent feedback).

The ego-centered network diagrams illustrate

that kitchen staff, and the educational team

play a crucial role in the implementation and
acceptance of the food service, while parents
act both as a supportive resource (e.g., ap-

proval, donations, or involvement) and as a

source of additional requirements (e.g., cul-

tural or religious expectations). ¢ Figure 2

shows the network map of a facility director.

Opportunities and challenges of
sustainable catering

Opportunities and challenges were ana-
lyzed at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels
(* Table 3). While a clear distinction between

6 Ernaehrungs Umschau international | 10/2026


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode

these levels is analytically useful, such distinc-
tions were not always clearly observable in
practice, as structural and individual factors
frequently overlapped.

Micro-level: Facilities and stakeholders

At the micro-level, the key challenges identi-
fied were a heavy workload, a lack of specific
knowledge regarding nutrition and implemen-
tation, limited human and financial resources,
and the need to balance the diverse needs of
children, parents, and staff. The development
and documentation of meal plans were percei-
ved as particularly labour- and time-intensive,
which led several facilities to introduce fewer
new recipes.

At the same time, a wide range of opportunities
emerged at this level. Participants highlighted
the learning potential for children, the possibi-
lity of participatory meal planning, a reduction
in the burden on families, and empowerment
effects when self-set goals were achieved des-
pite limited resources. Having their own meal
plans enabled the facilities to specifically incor-
porate normative values such as sustainability,
food culture, or waste reduction.

Meso-level: Institutional and organizational
framework conditions

At the meso-level, the focus shifted to organ-
izational structures, institutional routines,
and family expectations. Financial dispari-
ties between facilities were described as lim-
iting action, particularly with regard to the
procurement of high- quality or organically
produced food.

At the same time, opportunities arose at this
level through collegial exchange, mutual
learning, and situational support, such as
through professional development programs
or informal networks. Smaller organizational
structures were sometimes perceived as more
flexible in decision-making processes.

Macro-level: Political and structural conditions
The macro-level was characterized by struc-
tural challenges. The lack of legal require-
ments - or those perceived as too vague - in-
sufficient financial support, and a limited
regional supply of sustainable food made it
difficult to implement sustainable food ser-
vices. Skepticism toward change within teams
or among parents was also cited as a barrier.
At the same time, several participants empha-
sized the long-term societal potential of sus-
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 projects

most importag
more importan
important
middle
less important

not important

Fig. 2: Egocentric network map of a facility director
(own diagram created using VennMaker, based on [18]); green = beneficial,
red = detrimental, black = neutral; circles = person-related alteri;
rectangles = institutional/organisational alteri)

tainable nutrition, particularly with regard to the prevention of
diet-related diseases and the shaping of future eating habits. Clear
and binding guidelines were perceived not only as a restriction but
also as a relief, as they provide guidance and could reduce individ-
ual negotiation processes.

Institutions, guidelines, and cultural influences

In the study area, five institutions in particular played a role in
food service decisions: the Office for Nutrition, Agriculture, and
Forestry (AELF = Amt fiir Erndhrung, Landwirtschaft und Forsten),
the DGE, the Competence Center for Nutrition (Kern = Kompetenz-
zentrum fiir Erndhrung), the respective sponsoring organizations,
and the Free State of Bavaria.

Relevant legal frameworks such as the Bavarian Child Education
and Childcare Act (AVBayKiBiG = Bayerisches Kinderbildungs- und
-betreuungsgesetz) and the Bavarian Education and Upbringing
Plan were described by the participants as binding but lacking
specific guidance regarding nutrition. This led many facilities to
develop their own food service concepts to gain greater certainty
in their decision-making.

Cultural aspects - particularly traditional German or Franconian
dishes - played an important role in acceptance but were often
combined with a reduction in meat consumption. Religion and
cultural diversity were described as relevant but generally easy to
integrate, provided that sufficient communication and coordina-
tion were possible.
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Challenges Opportunities

Micro

Meso

Macro

heavy workloads, lack of nutritional knowledge,
limited resources, and the challenge of balancing
various needs

institutional and family-related constraints, finan-
cial disparities among institutions

lack of guidelines or unrealistic guidelines,
insufficient subsidies, limited regional availability,
and resistance to change

learning opportunities for children, participatory
design, reducing the burden on families, and em-
powerment through achieving goals

mutual learning, spontaneous opportunities
(e.g., sponsorship), and developing solutions
within the team

prevention of health risks, long-term effects, clear
guidelines to ease the burden, regional support,
and structural funding

Tab. 3: Challenges and opportunities at micro-, meso- and macro-levels (own illustration)

The following quote illustrates the perceived gap between formal
regulation and practical implementation: “[...] No one tells us that
we should cook for ourselves. And no one tells us what we should
cook.” (Interview 1.1., paras. 150-151, 2024)

Visions for the future of nutrition

When discussing future visions of nutrition, several common
themes emerged. It should be emphasized once again that the
institutions adopt practice-oriented perspectives that guide their
actions and that these perspectives do not fully align with the
current scientific consensus on sustainable nutrition. The re-
spondents emphasized the importance of regionality and appreci-
ation for local producers. They called for clearer legal guidelines,
greater commitment, and more nutrition education for parents
and children. In addition, personal engagement and soft factors
were considered important, including a pleasant and welcoming
atmosphere, home-cooked meals, and shared dining experiences.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyze decision-making processes,
opportunities, and challenges related to sustainable food service
in childcare centers and to situate these within their institutional,
cultural, and structural contexts. The discussion below explicitly
follows the three guiding research questions to establish a clear
link between results and interpretation.

Decision-making processes in sustainable food service
The results show that decisions regarding meals in the childcare
centers studied are predominantly coordinated at the micro-level by
facility managers. These findings confirm earlier studies in which
managers were identified as key actors [10-15]. The added value of
the present study, however, lies in its process-based differentiation
of these findings: By reconstructing a three-stage decision-making
process (orientation, menu planning, and procurement), it becomes
clear at which points sustainability aspects are specifically negotiated,
modified, or rejected.

The ego-centered network analyses also demonstrate that deci-
sion-making processes do not occur in isolation, but are embedded in
a web of institutional guidelines, personnel dependencies, and social

online first

relationships. Kitchen staff and the educational
team play a key role in the practical implemen-
tation and acceptance of these processes, while
parents can act in both supportive and demand-
ing ways. Decision-making power thus arises
less from formal responsibilities than from the
combination of responsibilities, knowledge, and
relational resources.

These findings expand upon existing research,
which often implicitly assumes decision-mak-
ing processes but rarely analyzes them sys-
tematically [11, 14].

Opportunities and challenges of
implementation

The challenges identified in this study - in par-
ticular, limited time, personnel, and financial
resources, as well as a lack of concrete guide-
lines - largely correspond to the findings of
earlier national and international studies [10-
15]. The fact that these barriers have hardly
changed since the last comprehensive survey
in Germany, despite increasing political at-
tention to sustainable nutrition, points to a
structural persistence of the problem.
However, the perspective of capital theory
allows for a more nuanced interpretation of
these challenges. Limited financial resources
can be understood as constraints on economic
capital, while a lack of specific implementa-
tion knowledge can be interpreted as deficits in
cultural capital, and unstable cooperation or
insufficient support from funding agencies or
policymakers as limitations in social capital.
Sustainable food services thus fail less because
of individual motivation than because of an
unequal and often insufficient endowment
with relevant forms of capital.

Opportunities became particularly evident
where institutions were able to actively mo-
bilize social capital, for example, through
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committed parents, local suppliers, or sup-
porting institutions. However, these opportu-
nities often remained situational rather than
structurally anchored, making their sustained
implementation difficult. The study thus
confirms earlier findings regarding conflict-
ing goals between aspirations and feasibility
[12, 15], while supplementing them with a
resource-based explanatory perspective.

The role of institutional frameworks,
guidelines, and culture

The results make it clear that, while the re-
spondents view existing institutional and legal
frameworks as binding, they are often per-
ceived as lacking in specificity or practical rel-
evance when it comes to nutrition. This per-
ception is consistent with earlier studies that
point to a lack of enforcement and monitor-
ing mechanisms [13, 14]. At the same time,
the present study shows that unclear guide-
lines not only open up room for maneuver,
but also create additional burdens, as institu-
tions are forced to develop and justify their
own concepts. A key finding concerns the role
of cultural and normative interpretations of
sustainability. Many interviewees associated
sustainable food service primarily with re-
gionality and seasonality. This interpretation
is understandable from a practical perspective
but does not in all cases correspond to the cur-
rent scientific consensus, as ecological effects
depend significantly on production methods,
food groups, and processing [2, 3, 8]. The re-
sults thus illustrate how everyday practical
understandings of sustainability shape deci-
sion-making processes while simultaneously
creating potential conflicts of interest between
practical orientations and scientific evidence.

Contribution to the state of the art
and methodological value

The present results confirm key findings from
previous research on childcare center meals
[10-15] but go beyond them in terms of ana-
lytical depth. The methodological added value
of the study lies in the combination of quali-
tative content analysis, ego-centered network
analysis, and a capital-theoretical framework,
which allows for the reconstruction of sus-
tainable food service as a socially embedded
process of negotiation.

While earlier studies predominantly identi-
fied barriers and success factors, this investi-
gation demonstrates how these factors come
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into play in concrete decision-making processes and mutually
reinforce or weaken one another. In particular, the visualization
of actor constellations reveals which relationships open or limit
scope for action - an aspect that has rarely been systematically
considered in previous research.

In summary, sustainable catering in childcare centers fails less
because of a lack of commitment of those involved than because of
structural and institutional constraints. The findings underscore
the need to embed sustainability not as an additional criterion,
but as a guiding principle that shapes decision-making processes.
Without binding, practical, and resource-based framework condi-
tions, sustainable food service in childcare centers remains limited
to isolated individual initiatives.

Building on this structural perspective, it should be emphasized
that there are established implementation strategies for more
sustainable community catering. In particular, the DGE quality
standard offers concrete guidelines for planning, procurement,
and menu design. Additionally, there are tools such as CO2-based
menu optimization - often with a focus on reducing animal prod-
ucts - as well as behavioral economic nudging strategies to pro-
mote sustainable choices [23]. However, the results of the present
study suggest that the effectiveness of these approaches depends
significantly on their binding institutional anchoring and resource
allocation.

Limitations

The qualitative study, which included six facilities and nine inter-
viewees, does not allow for statistical generalization of the results.
Furthermore, the study is limited geographically to Bayreuth,
meaning that context-specific conditions may have influenced the
findings. Another limitation is that only childcare centers with
their own kitchens were examined; facilities with external catering
arrangements likely have different decision-making structures.

Conclusion

The study shows that sustainable food service in childcare centers
encounters a high level of commitment and responsibility among
the stakeholders involved, but is systematically constrained by
time, staffing, and financial limitations, as well as a lack of con-
crete institutional guidelines. Sustainability, therefore, often re-
mains a supplementary decision-making criterion, but not yet a
guiding principle for action.

Crucial for the implementation of sustainable catering is less individ-
ual motivation than the availability of economic, cultural, and social
resources. Where it is possible to mobilize social capital - for example,
through partnerships or parental support - opportunities for action
arise; however, these are usually not structurally guaranteed.

To ensure the widespread implementation of sustainable food ser-
vice in childcare centers, practical and binding guidelines backed
by sufficient resources are therefore necessary. Only through
such structural integration can the potential of childcare centers
as key hubs for sustainable and health-promoting nutrition be
effectively harnessed.
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