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   Bread: 
A business 

case for  

change in 
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Introduction 

Bread has long been an accompaniment to 

many restaurant and banquet meals in Canada.  

Often bread is provided automatically to 

patrons in this instance and is never consumed, 

heading back to the kitchen to find its way to 

the garbage bin.  Somewhere along the way, 

operators who are generally very mindful of 

‘waste’ became accepting of this practice.  Fast 

forward to a world that is ever changing and 

both the economic and environmental 

consequences of such a practice must be put in 

question. 

In 2007 Statistics Canada estimated that an 

astounding 38% of solid food available for retail 

sale was wasted.  When publically reported the 

impact of this number had many people 

reviewing their purchasing habits of groceries 

and looking in the back of their refrigerators. 

The study of ‘food waste’ in a restaurant or 

institutional food setting is difficult and this is 

reflected in the minimal amount of research 

that exists in this area.  One of the first studies 

was published by a group of agricultural 

economists in the journal Food Review in 1997.   

The findings of their study showed a food loss in 

foodservice to be 26%.  The study reported that 

these losses were most often generated by 

over-preparation and consumer plate loss 

attributed to excessive portions. Plate waste is 

the amount of food served to, but not 

consumed by the patron. 

 A study by Engstrom and Carlsson-Kanyama 

(2004) conducted in Sweden and published in 

the journal Food Policy found a 20% food loss in 

the four operations they studied. More 

importantly, the researchers were the first 

group to actually calculate the breakdown of 

this loss finding that 4% was a result of poor 
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storage or preparation, 6% was a result of 

serving waste and 10% was considered plate 

waste. 

These studies strengthen the argument that 

foodservice establishments must re-evaluate 

the long standing practice that associates 

portion size with value in a restaurant meal.  

Acceptable for decades, this approach has led 

to an endemic problem of high levels of ‘plate 

waste’ in our food-service systems.  The focus 

needs to be shifted towards quality, not 

quantity and this must be considered at all 

levels of dining from quick-service restaurants 

all the way to the finest dining rooms in the 

country. 

This report will take an in depth look at bread 

service in restaurants and banquet facilities  

from both an operator and consumer point of 

view.  Research will show a high level of waste 

as a result of the automatic service of bread to 

restaurant and banquet guests.  A consumer 

survey will also show a ‘willingness’ amongst 

establishment users to adjust their expectations 

and several operational alternatives will be 

discussed to minimize waste. 

Research Design 

Research was conducted with the intention of 

providing food service operators with 

information that will help them make an 

informed decision in regards to their bread 

service policies.  This report details a 

comprehensive, multi-approached study that 

looks at both consumer and operator 

perceptions.  The study also looks at the 

economic results associated with bread waste.  

A simple survey was conducted of restaurant 

and banquet hall users asking them to comment 

on what we call ‘automatic bread offerings’.   

Questions were asked to determine these 

consumer expectations, assess their flexibility to 

new procedures and measure their agreement 

of plate waste being an ‘environmental’ issue. 

Research was also conducted in an interview 

format with over 20 operators of restaurants 

and banquet facilities.    Operators were asked 

about their opinions and perceptions about 

automatic bread offering.  The research team 

focused on ascertaining why bread service is 

conducted the way it is and to investigate and 

question the operators on possible alternatives 

that would result in less waste. 

Finally, research was conducted in four 

foodservice establishments (restaurant, 

banquet, conference facility and hotel 

restaurant) to calculate the amount of bread 

waste created.   These locations all provided an 

‘automatic bread offering’. 

Findings 

The Consumer Survey 

To measure peoples’ perception and attitudes 

towards automatic, complementary bread 

service a questionnaire was given to 130 

Ontario consumers who are regular visitors of 

food service locations including banqueting 

facilities. The results confirmed operators 

impressions that many diners have learned to 

expect ‘complimentary’ bread from certain 

types of establishments. While 20% of the 

respondents didn’t expect ‘complimentary’ 

bread from any restaurant they visited, 10% felt 

bread should be served at all restaurants while 

the remaining 70% agreed that they would 
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expect bread service but only at certain levels of 

dining establishments.  On the banquet side, 

72% of respondents felt that ‘automatic’ bread 

was an expectation at a large sit down gathering 

of more than 70 people. 

When asked about their willingness to consider 

new practices in regards to bread service, 85% 

of respondents were accepting of a practice in a 

restaurant where complimentary bread was 

only served upon request.  This acceptance was 

conditional on the policy being mentioned on 

the menu or presented by the server.  In a 

banquet setting, 90% of respondents would 

have no issue if bread was only offered at the 

beginning of the meal being ‘French’ served 

with trays and tongs the server as opposed to 

bread being placed on the table in baskets.  

Another interesting finding from the 

questionnaire was in regard to the respondents 

perception of plate waste as an environmental 

issue.  When asked this question, 92% of 

respondents agreed that food-service operators 

should be more “conscious of and consider 

plate waste more closely”.  This astounding 

number is surely a sign to operators that the 

time is upon us to re-think the way we design 

our food-service meals. 

Measuring Bread Waste 

Four foodservice establishments tracked their 

bread waste for our study.  To gain an accurate 

representation of the range of bread waste, the 

research team looked at a wide variety of 

operation styles.  Bread waste was determined 

by calculating bread that came back from the 

table as a percent of the total amount of bread 

served.  The results show a very consistent 

range of waste. 

 

Facility Measurements Range of Waste Average Waste Avg. Cost per 

piece of bread 

served 

Full-Service 

Restaurant 

7 dinner services 21%-31% 25% $0.17 

Golf Club Banquet 

Hall 

2 weddings 27%-30% 29% $0.18 

Conference 

Facility 

21 events 22%-36% 31% $0.13 

Hotel  Restaurant 6 dinner services 23%-60% 35% $0.18 
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Operator practices 

Interviews with over 20 operators that serve 

bread at their banquet and conference 

establishments   were conclusive in several 

respects.  All banquet operators felt that the 

automatic serving of bread at a ‘function’ was 

an integral part of the service and the 

customer’s perception of value.  They all agreed 

that any removal of this value proposition 

would be met with a negative and potentially 

damaging reaction from their guests. 

 All banquet operators were also following the 

same practice of placing bread in baskets on the 

table at some point before the first course was 

being served.  When asked if they would 

consider ‘French service’  where  each guest 

would be asked by a server if they wanted 

bread at which time it would be served to them 

via tongs the majority were hesitant due to the 

perceived increase in labour needed to provide 

this service. 

Interviews with a dozen fine dining restaurant 

operators showed consistency in their 

perceptions as well.   The vast majority felt that 

the automatic service of bread was an 

expectation that their guest associated with 

value and service quality. One even mentioned 

it as a ‘hallmark’ for a fine-dining restaurant.   

 Many of the operators shared the perceptions 

of their banquet counterparts when asked 

about the introduction of the ‘French service’ of 

bread versus the common practice of placing 

‘baskets’ on tables.  An interesting finding was 

that two of the operators had recently made 

the switch to the French service of bread from 

baskets.  Both shared identical stories in that 

they did initially see a rise in labor cost 

associated with the process.  However, both felt 

that after a period of a few months their service 

teams adjusted to the new procedure to be able 

to provide the service without incurring any 

increased labor expense.  One of the operators 

also stated that the new ‘style’ of service 

provided more opportunity for rapport building 

with the guest and increased the level of dining 

experience.  

Recently some higher end  restaurants in ‘urban 

settings’  have started charging for bread, while 

others have adjusted their lunch service 

procedures to stop offering bread.  As these 

practices are rare and dispersed it is difficult to 

judge the impact that these operations will have 

on the industry as a whole. 

Environmental Impact 

When evaluating bread and the environment, 

most food service establishments and 

consumers are unaware of the impact bread 

has.  According to a study published by the 

International Journal of Life Cycle Assessment, 

the carbon footprint of bread ranges from 977 

to 1244 g CO2 per 800g loaf.  The concern here 

is that from production to consumption, bread’s 

carbon dioxide emissions outweigh the product 

itself, proving an unsustainable process.     

Interestingly enough, the study found that the 

“Life Cycle Stages” of bread that contribute the 

least to its carbon footprint are packaging (1%) 

and transportation (4%).  What is most alarming 

is the 41% attributed to raw materials, including 

wheat cultivation; the 25% from consumption 
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(including storage and toasting) and finally, the 

5-10% contributed by waste: bread discarded by 

consumers.  

Economic Impact   

In recent years, many authors and activists have 

realized the increasing importance of 

presenting the ‘business case’ for change when 

discussing issues of ‘sustainability’ and 

restaurant bread use is no exception.  Most 

restaurants operate as SME’s (Small and 

Medium Size Enterprises) where much of their 

energies are focused on daily operations and 

the management of costs.  A quick look at cost 

structures of food service establishments and 

you will find that bread can account for 3-5% of 

the cost of food, often tens of thousands of 

dollars a year.  With our research showing a 

current ‘waste’ of bread sitting around 30% it is 

easy to calculate how eliminating even half of 

this waste could see an addition of thousands of 

dollars to the bottom line. 

With many analysts predicting that increased 

global food prices are here to stay, foodservice 

establishments need to pay closer attention to 

the ever changing issues that revolve around 

food security.  While wheat, corn and other 

commodity prices have been exceptionally 

volatile in the last year it is interesting to note 

that only 15% of the cost of a loaf of bread can 

be attributed to the cost of grain. (Canadian 

Wheat Board).  A larger proportion of the cost is 

associated with fuel needed to produce and 

transport bread and the increase in these prices 

has been well documented.  All of this, points to 

the increasing economic importance for food 

service establishments to re-think their 

procedures on bread service. 

Action 

When each of the over 20 operators we spoke 

to was asked if their automatic bread serving 

procedures were wasteful, they all answered 

yes.   When asked another question regarding 

how much time they spent thinking about bread 

and plate waste in general, the majority 

answered, “obviously not enough”.  And in fact 

many follow-up discussions with these 

operators have shown that our initial 

discussions about their bread service have 

initiated both conversation and change in their 

operations. 

This paper was in fact written to be a vehicle for 

awareness in this regard and to help create 

thought and discussion among operators.  The 

research presented in this report has shown 

that consumers overwhelmingly (92%) think 

that plate waste is a issue worth consideration 

and they are also willing to show acceptance to 

a change of procedures where bread is not 

automatically served.   

In a banquet setting where bread being      

placed in baskets on the table before the 

serving of the meal has become an          

accepted norm, our research shows that guests 

would not mind if operators switched to a 

method of ‘French service’ where bread is 

offered by staff using trays and tongs.  As 

previously mentioned, this practice is not only 

seen as a viable option in regards to waste 

reduction but was also viewed as improving   

mentioned repeatedly by those operators using 

the practice that it improves the perceptions of 

both the ‘service’ and ‘quality’ of product.  

Experienced operators using this method have 
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stated that initial fears about increased labor 

costs in relation to this method are quickly 

overcome with increased productivity absorbing 

the increases steps in service. 

Bread service ‘upon request’ seemed to be 

something survey respondents were also 

accepting of.  Although this alternative would 

take some getting use to by both guests and 

employees the potential for financial and 

environmental savings could prove substantial.   

 While some operators have traditionally 

offered no bread, others have started to charge 

for some form of bread offering.  Discussion 

with these operators has shown that although 

diners seem not to be offended by this option, 

not many are choosing to pay for bread.  

 

Conclusion  

As we as a society become more in tune with 

issues surrounding the environmental and 

economic issues of food, it is imperative that 

the foodservice industry pays attention.  Not 

only is the world changing but consumers are 

changing as well.  Consumers are more 

conscious about the environmental impact of 

their purchases and restaurant meals are no 

exception.   

This paper has shown that ‘bread service’ in 

restaurant and banquet facilities is an area in 

which operators can become more 

environmentally responsible.  Our research has 

shown that there is reason to re-visit old and 

accepted practices.  In the case of ‘bread’, there 

is not only an environmental case for change 

but a business one as well.  
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