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● Audio check
● Please ask questions throughout
● Poll and a short survey
● Aim to finish by 11.45 
● Slides and recording will automatically follow
● Connect with us on X @policy_practice and LinkedIn (search policy-in-practice)

Housekeeping
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https://twitter.com/policy_practice
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Missing out: £23 billion of 
support is unclaimed each year

We close the unclaimed support 
gap with data



Agenda
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● Eligibility for Free School Meals - The National Picture

● Food Poverty - Free School Meals and the Impact of the Housing Support Fund

● Case Study from Lewisham Council

● Data-Driven Solutions to Societal Change

● Q&A Discussion
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● 29% of children are living in poverty (JRF, 2024)

● 47% of children from Black and minority ethnic groups (CPAG, 2023)

● 24.6% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, up from 23.8% in 2022. (DofE, 2024)

● Around 1.3 million infant children receive Universal Infant Free School Meals - UIFSM 
(DofE, 2024)

● 900,000 children missing out due to eligibility requirements (CPAG, 2023)

● 470,000 missing out despite eligibility (Policy in Practice, 2024)

● 1 in 5 schools are running food banks. This rises to 1 in 3 schools in deprived areas 
(Baker et al, 2024)

1 in 4 children are eligible for Free School Meals
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1 in 5 households with children experience food poverty

policyinpractice.co.uk



www.policyinpractice.co.uk

Our analysis estimates that around 470,000 
pupils are missing out on FSM.

This is around £600 million a year in missing 
pupil premium funding

£600m in lost pupil premiums
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● £2.58 per meal per pupil: £490 a year for 190 
free school meals

● £1,480 pupil premium funding per pupil for 
primary schools

● £1,050 pupil premium funding per pupil for 
secondary schools
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● Income Support

● income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance

● income-related Employment and Support Allowance

● support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999

● the guaranteed element of Pension Credit

● Child Tax Credit (provided you’re not also entitled to Working Tax Credit and have an annual gross income of no 
more than £16,190)

● Working Tax Credit run-on - paid for 4 weeks after you stop qualifying for WTC

● Universal Credit - if you apply on or after 1 April 2018 your household income 
must be less than £7,400 a year (after tax and not including any benefits you get)

● £7,400 in April 2018 is now worth £9,356 (Bank of England, 2024)

UC households must earn less than £7,400 a year
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£156m on holiday FSM
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Collectively, 87% of councils with HSF funding 
(130 out of 150) spent a staggering 37% of 
HSF3, worth £156 million, on Free School Meal 
support during school holidays between October 
2022 and March 2023, when there were around 
five weeks of school holidays.

If HSF3 allocations are repeated in England for 
HSF5, councils will need to allocate nearly 60%, 
or £240 million of their funds, to holiday hunger.
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Administrative complexity

Stigma

Lack of awareness

Fragmentation

More data sharing and less stigma please
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Mia Polovina
Lewisham Council
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Free School Meals 
auto-enrolment in Lewisham

Mia Polovina, Data Science & Insight Lead
mia.polovina@lewisham.gov.uk



Free School Meals (FSM) – Context

Free school meals (FSM) is an 
important component of the support 

provided to low-income families

Around 11% of children eligible for 
FSM are not currently registered or 

taking up FSM

Reasons for not taking up FSM
- Paperwork/bureaucracy of having to apply

- Low awareness, language barriers
- Stigma or embarrassment

Schools unable to claim pupil premium and 
other important funding

Children missing out on healthy meals
Families missing on extra funds



Lewisham FSM auto-enrolment pilot
• July 2023: Tasked to look at uptake of FSM and pilot auto-enrolment
• Pilot run in advance of October 2023 School Census 
• Adopted Sheffield City Council approach – ‘opt-out / auto enrolment’
• Lead by Data Science & Insight Team
• Stakeholders: IG, CYP, Revenues & Benefits
• Great example of cross-collaboration between different services and 
teams within Lewisham and with neighbouring Boroughs



FSM auto-enrolment pilot – timeline and process

Research FSM 
auto-enrol approach

Engage stakeholders 
(IG, CYP, Revs&Bens) DPIA Data Collection

Data Matching Opt-out letters to 
parents/carers

Final list compiled 
(opt-outs removed) 

Eligibility Checker 
(ECS DfE)

Pupils auto-enrolled

July 2023 July/August 2023

September 2023

October 2023

August 2023



FSM auto-enrolment DPIA

We must ensure appropriate use of personal data and have data protection 
impact assessment (DPIA) in place to provide justification for data 

processing.

Education Act 1996, 
Section 512

Digital Economy Act 
2017 Public Task



FSM auto-enrolment data

LIFT CT & Housing Benefits

School Census Synergy

Anonymised data on FSM eligible households extracted from LIFT and joined with 
CT & Benefits data 

School Census data matched 
with benefits data using Splink 

(MoJ, open source tool)

Additional check with Synergy 
data (ongoing applications 

recorded in Synergy)

ECS (DfE)



FSM auto-enrolment impact and costs

• Auto-enrolled around 560 pupils 
(October 2023 and January 2024)

• Children getting healthy meals
• Benefits for families
• £1.2 million in “Pupil Premium” 
funding for schools (plus January 
cohort Census October 2024)

• Postage costs: around £800 
(October 2023) & £450 (January 
2024)



FSM auto-enrolment learnings
• Went above and beyond to deliver pilot for October Census 2023 – wish we had 

more time!
• Engage with stakeholders early!
• Data linking challenges

• Data stored in silos, many separate databases (internal & external)
• Regular challenge to bring multiple data sets together, no single 

person identifier
• However, UPRNs widely used for address data matching
• Open-source tools for data linking (Splink)

• Take advantage of Auto-enrolment Toolkit (FixOurFood and Bremner&Co)
• Talk to us, happy to help!



FSM auto-enrolment next steps

• Handover to CYP team, incorporate as BAU
• Do auto-enrolment activity twice a year
• Apply processes defined in an FSM auto-enrolment blueprint
• Working with GLA on a pan-London approach to auto-enrolment
• Part of a London pilot group to share data with several 
neighbouring Boroughs

• Taking part in FixOurFood research
• Sharing our journey and best practices with Councils across UK



Thank you!

Mia Polovina, Data Science & Insight Lead
mia.polovina@lewisham.gov.uk
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Poll: 

What is the biggest barrier to auto enrolment to FSM? 

●Data governance
●Internal resource
●Access to data
●Confidence with data matching
●Lack of awareness of FSM auto enrolment
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Abigail Everett
Policy in Practice
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Situation: 
● Millions of pounds of Free School Meals go 

unclaimed across the UK every year
● Universal primary free school meals in London

Problem: 
● Children from households on benefits are six 

times more likely to be in food poverty than 
those not on benefits

● A lack of incentive/awareness for local families 
to claim pupil premium that schools are missing 
out on 

● High administrative burden and complexity 
leads to a low take up rate 

A data driven solution to societal change
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Solution: 
● An innovative, data driven approach to identify 

eligible families can help to boost take up and 
deliver benefits to residents and schools 

● LIFT can support with administrative savings for 
local authorities and for residents 

Impact: 
● 3 data lead campaigns in London helped to 

deliver £720,000 in Free School Meals to 
families and £2 million in annual Pupil Premium 
for schools 

● £800 cost to Lewisham’s campaign 
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Large number of households 

Complex policies

Hard to identify who is eligible 
and how to support them
 



www.policyinpractice.co.uk

Directly filter down to those 
eligible 

Identify who is eligible and not 
claiming 

Target and tailor support to 
households 

Track outcomes
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● School census data 
● But we know the impact of claiming benefits goes further 

Tracking outcomes
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1. Engage with relevant stakeholders 
2. Start the data governance process 
3. Identify the legal gateways that cover the work you are doing
4. Identify eligible households
5. Data matching 
6. Set up the process to reach out to eligible but not claiming households 
7. Register pupils

Practical steps to start this process
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Discussion 
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Next steps
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Take our very short survey when the webinar ends to:
● Give us feedback and ask further questions of our speakers
● Book a chat with the team 

Register for our next webinars: 
● Missing out: Over £1 billion in support is unclaimed in North East England each year on 

Wednesday 10 July
● Housing and innovation: New ways to tackle the cost of living crisis and rent arrears 

challenges on Wednesday 24 July
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Scan to book a chat



Thank you
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Mia Polovina, Lewisham Council
Rachael Walker, Policy in Practice 
Abigail Everett, Policy in Practice

hello@policyinpractice.co.uk
0330 088 9242

policyinpractice.co.uk

mailto:hello@policyinpractice.co.uk

