
Making a Profit in Your School Canteen  

A canteen that makes a profit doesn’t just happen by luck or by chance.  School canteens are small food 

businesses and to make a profit need to be run as a retail business.  A well-run canteen can make a small 

profit.  Below is some information on how to best manage and run your canteen like a business.  

How many days to open the canteen? 

As a general guide, schools need at least 100 students per day of canteen operation.  For example, if 

your school has 315 students, it is recommended the canteen operate no more than three days per 

week. 

100 students  = canteen open for 1 day per week  

Menu hints 

Having a smaller menu with fewer choices and rotating ‘specials’ means you need less stock and it is 

quicker and easier for staff to order and prepare menu items.  It’s also less labour time to make a big lot 

of one specific item (eg. fried rice) than a few of lots of different items.  Remember that using produce 

that is fresh and in season is not more expensive than commercial and packaged items. 
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Paid staff 

Keep careful records of paid staff in the canteen to show if the canteen turnover is actually covering the 

canteen staff wages.  If the turnover is not enough to support current wages, you may need to reduce 

the working hours of staff.   

When keeping records of the work done by paid canteen staff, remember to include the below: 

Serving of food 

Make sure your serves of food are always the same size and weight.  This is very important because if 

serve sizes change you will be less likely to make a profit on the item.  For example, if you worked out 

how much to charge for a salad sandwich which has two slices of tomato, but you always add four  

slices, your profit will decrease. 

There are often people in the school community happy to give their time working for free as a volunteer 

in your canteen.  Encourage them; they are worth their weight in gold! 
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Promoting the canteen 

Promoting your canteen well will mean more sales.  Here are some suggestions. 

 Advertise in the school newsletter – with canteen updates, specials etc 

 Make sure students can see the food when they are at the counter.  Put the healthier items at the 

front and centre of the counter. 

 Brighten up the canteen – eg. use posters, banners, specials boards, murals inside or outside the 

canteen (students can help with this) 

 Run a competition to name the canteen 

 Present and package the food so it looks appealing 

 Have tasting days where you offer free tastes of various dishes and ask for feedback.                                  

This can then shape your menu . 

 Use sensory words to describe menu items eg. ‘delicious fried rice’, ‘hot cheese roll’ 

Special today 

Refreshing Delicious Fruit Cups - $3.00 

Wastage 

Any left-over food that cannot be sold is wastage.  This needs to be 

kept track of as it represents lost income.  Look at your menu regularly 

and consider removing any items that are producing lots of waste or 

are not selling well.   

 

MAKING A PROFIT IN YOUR CANTEEN PAGE  3. 



Pricing 

Use accurate selling prices to the cost of goods.  Don’t guess to set your selling prices and don’t use other 

schools’ selling prices to set your own.  Have a look at the information below to give you an idea of how 

to set appropriate prices for your items.  Also consider what your students can afford.  

Table 1 shows average costs for some common canteen items used to make a wrap. Table 2 shows how 

to calculate the cost of making one egg and salad wrap. 

Add in preparation time  

For example, if it takes you 30 minutes to make 30 wraps and you are paid $26 per hour: 

$13 ÷ 30 = $0.43c 

So, $1.34 (ingredient cost) + $0.43c (preparation time) = $1.77 per wrap 

Item Cost 

Egg carton of 12 $4.50 

8 pack wraps $5.00 

Carrots 1kg bag $1.50 

1 cucumber (cut into 45 slices) $1.50 

Margarine 1kg tub $4.50 

Cling wrap 60 metres $1.60 

  

Item for 1 wrap Cost  

1 Egg  0.37c $4.50 ÷ 12 = 

1 wrap 0.63c $5.00 ÷ 8 =   

100g grated carrot 0.15c $1.50 ÷ 100 =  

4 slices of cucumber 0.15c $1.50 ÷ 45 =  

2 tsp margarine (10g) 0.05c $4.50 ÷ 10 =  

1 piece of cling wrap 0.01c (approx.) 

Total cost of ingredients  $1.34 for 1 wrap 

Table 1. Table 2. 

Add in your mark up percentage 

The mark-up  is generally recommended to be an amount between 25 and 50%.  The mark-up is the 

amount that covers the canteen running costs like electricity, wages etc.  For more information, check 

page 34 in the TSCA School Canteen Handbook.   

So, for example a 25% mark-up on our $1.77 wrap would make the total cost: $2.20 

To encourage the sales of healthy foods, some canteens choose to put a lower mark-up on their healthier 

foods and a higher mark-up on their less healthy options. 

Extra help 

Many canteens find it difficult to run at a profit.  We are here to help you if you need it.  We are available 

to chat over the phone and always happy to organise a visit to you at your school.   

Cost of ingredients + Prep time + 25 - 50% Mark Up  

 

Egg and Salad Wrap example 

$1.34 + 0.43c + 25% mark up (0.44c) = $2.20 
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