
he eaditlg Lady of u ehe  
Ruthie Burd, Founder and CEO of The Lunch Lady,  

serves up healthy school lunches for children  
 Roma Jlmatowycz 

N ecessity, as they say, is the mother ofinvemion. And 
so it was when Ruthie Burd found herself comem-
plating her career options as a mother with young 

children in the early 1990s. She decided she needed something 
that was flexible enough [Q allow her [Q rake care of her kids, 
one of whom suffered from autism. 

After reading about a company that delivered sandwiches 
[Q office workers, Burd decided she could borrow from the 
concept [Q starr a business delivering ready-made lunches [Q 
parems of young school children. 
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"1 had the silly idea that I could drop ready-made school 
lunches [Q people's houses at 7:30 in the morning," laughs 
Burd, now CEO and Presidem of the Lunch Lady Group. 
"And then 1 realized that nobody wams lunches dropped at 
their door at 7:30 in the morning!" 

But Burd was not deterred. She had already faced some 
[Qugh professional challenges - most notably when she moved 
[Q Jamaica [Q starr a window blind company: "Ir's not as glam-
ormls as it sounds," says Burd. "It was a challenging 
environmelH [Q do business in, but I liked all the challenges 



and I liked being my own boss." 
This was top of mind when Burd returned to Canada and 

starred a family with her second husband in Norrh York, 
Ontario. However, while her idea of starring her own school 
lunch business had obvious merits, it was initially a very rough 
sell. The year was 1993, and many people still assumed that 
parents had all the time in the world to prepare their children's 
lunches. • 

"Nobody actually wanted ir," says Burd of her less than aus-
picious beginnings. "It was seen as a povs:rry issue. I remember 
one principal telling me that it wasn't necessary, that parents 
were already spoiled and surely they could make a school 
lunch!" 

The principal was proven wrong. After initially making 
ends meet by supplying lunches to local offices and gas 
stations, Burd hit the mother lode. Her son's daycare program 
requested lunches for some of the older children being cared 
for in the early hours, before rhey went off to their regular day 
schools. It was her lucky break, her business grew, and in 200 1 
Burd sold her first franchise. Today, she oversees a chain with 
48 franchises - 38 in Ontario and the rest spread across former president of 
Maniroba, Saskatchewan, Alberra and British Columbia. Colour Your World, has taken on the position of 

These days, business is booming - 10 new fra.nchises were Director of Corporate Development, joining Burd and her 
opened in the pasr year alone, and Burd recently added a third other parrller, ChiefFinancial Officer Jim Essex, to help move 
partner, Stan Newman, to her head offtce team. Newman, the the company forward. 

 

• Full training 
• Operating 

software 
• Business planning 
• Ongoing support 

from a Canadian 
team 

• The strength of a 
global organization 

To learn more about the Comfort Keepers-  
franchise opportunity:  

http://franchise.comford<eepers,ca Peter Drua, 
416-663-2930. 1-866-363-0072 
pdrutz@comfortkeepers.ca 
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is only expecred to help boosr the Lunch Lady's expansion 
plans. L·1St January, Ontario's Ministry ofEduGltion introduced 
new regulations under the Healthy Food for Healthy Schools 
Act with new srringent nutritional guidelines for schools. 

While the business has been a success, it represents more 
than just a money-maker for Burd. The Lunch Lady is about 
promoting nutrition in the schools and offering healthy alter-
natives to the many processed products that time-strapped 

IsrIN_ tIJat: 
• Embodil'S aspirit of Irull, 

professionalism and tradition Ihat 
standsaboye all olhe" in the auto 
parts ahennarke!. 

•Stands for quality aUlo parts, 
responsive se"'ke and satisfaction in 
the minds of (anadian and 
North American installers and 
consumers. 

NAPA Glldyou:

When you join lhe dominant NAPA nelWort you become a Yalued 
business partner. From marteling programs and sail'S tools 10 the latest 
businl'Ss-building solutions, you'lI benefit from the bl'Stsupport in the buslnell. 
Aher all, we've twn leading the way for over eight decadl'S. 

To find out more,. talk to one ofour representathtes toda,at: 
Atlantic 506-857-42J2 
Quebec 5J4-252-J J27 
Ontario 5J9-650-6820 
Prairies 403-2 J 2-4600 

B.C. 604-88J-J600 
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The ThllkkaTS: Ten years and five stores. 
An immigrant's franchIse success story. 

parenrs often rely upon. The lunches are all nut-free and in-
corporate healthy ingredienrs like whole-wheat wraps and fresh 
fruit. There is a diner-style chicken drumstick dinner, Caesar 
salad with 'lite' dressing and, everyone's favoutite, macaroni 
and cheese. • 

In short, Ruthie Burd genuinely cares about children, and 
their busy parents. In fact, one can say that Burd and her team 
of lunch ladies and lunch guys - 20 percent of franchise part-
ners are male - were the forerunners in improving what has 
now turned into a major public health issue in the media: 
namely the shortage of healthy meals for kids in schools. 
Celebrity chefS like Jamie Oliver, with their TV shows pushing 
menu changes in school cafeterias, have forced the issue into 
the limelight. But Burd and the Lunch Lady franchise partners 
have long been hard at work doing what they can to ensure 
school children have access to nutritious meals. "We give par-
ents an opportunity to have a healthier alternative and save 
time from packing it themselves," notes Burd. "So it's a time 
saver and it helps schools create a healthier food environment 
for their students." 

Governments have now also stepped up to the plate, which 

"Everyone agrees that they want their children to be healthy, so 
somebody at some point has to walk the talk," says Burd. 

The Lunch Lady is also involved in school fundraising efforts, 
delivering a generous fundraising component with every lunch. 
The money raised goes to everything from school sports equip-
ment to providing free meals to those children who need it. 

While franchise partners come from varied backgrounds -
from caterers to engineers to former parole officers - the one 
non-negotiable qualification is an inrerest in children and their 
communities. For Burd, this is a vital parr of the success of the 
Lunch Lady franchise. Everything else - including cooking -
can be learned. 

"We're ultimately looking for people who really care about 
the well-being of kids," she says. "We also want people who 
are involved in their own communities and enjoy going out 
and talking to people. And if they have management or busi-
ness background, that's a good asset. But those are things you 
can learn. You can't learn to 'like kids." 

On top of a $25,000 franchise fee, each franchise partner 
is responsible for finding and outfitting his or her commercial 
kitchen, normally bet\veen 1,200 to 1,300 square feet in size. 



This can cost anywhere between $65,000 and $90,000, de-
pending on the guidelines and building codes oflocal planning 
departments. 

The head office provides two weeks of training, including 
on-site training at an operational franchise, as well as follow-
up sessions. They also supply menus and recipes for franchisees 
[Q choose from, and help our with signing on educational 
institutions as c1iems. 

oj 

Once a Lunch Lady business is established, each franchise 
partner usually has a staff of eight part-timers to service 
approximately 25 to 30 elementary schools with lunches. Hot 
and cold dishes are packaged separately, and then the two are 
'married' at the school and served in recyclable packaging [Q 

the children. Complete meals can be put together for an aver-
age cost of $5.50, and can be ordered individually by parents 
online or by paper menu. Some franchisees offer more frequem 
service and package deals. 

What's important for anyone considering buying into any 
franchise to consider, says Burd, is that they do not need [Q try 
[Q re-invem the wheel. In franchising, following a franchisor's 
guidelines is crucial tor success, she says. 

"You have [Q accept the realities of the franchise and adhere 
to its best practices," explains Burd. "The Lunch Lady has been 
around for 17 years so why wouldn't you want to get rhe ben-
efit of that experience and take advantage of it? It's one of the 

biggest benefits to JOInlllg an estab-
lished concepr." 

For anyone considering franchising 
their own concept, Burd recommends finding 
memars to guide you along, as well as business asso-
ciates that can fill in the gaps where you are weak. 

"You can't do everything well," comments Burd. "You need 
to focus on the skills that you do well, and bring in individuals 
who have the skills that complement your own. You need to 
be looking at the well-being of your company as a whole. Every 
franchise partner is counting on me and I want to make sure 
that we are giving them the best progran1 possible." .. 

THE LUNCH LADY STATS ..... 
Franchise Units in Canada: 43 
In Business Since: 1995 
Franchising Since: 1999 
Franchise Fee: $25K 
Investment Required: $80K - $100K 
Training: 2 weeks 
Website: www.thelunchlady.ca 
Available Territories: All of Canada, U.S., International 
CFA Member Since: 2003 

• Canada's leading  • H1CKORY DICKORY 
Deck Franchise!  DECKS.COM and 

DECKS.CA the Internet's top • Capitallize on the 
Deck websites. Our site can multi-billion dollar 

home improvement be found on the first page of 
industry ! most major search engines! 

• Work outdoors, be your own 
marketing & building boss, help others realize their 
support ! dreams! 

• Comprehensive sales, 

HICKORYDICKORYDECKS.COM 1-800-263-4774 
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An accessible, growing franchise you can be part of too. 
Now that's fresh. 

Call today for franchise information: 905-513-0044. 
Email: sean@marybrowns.com or visit 

www.marybrownsfranchising.com 

We're growing by the day. That means more 
fresh franchising opportunities than ever before. 

Mary Brown's Famous Chicken and Taters has lots of history. 
Forty years as a franchise and still on the rise. 

And we have big plans for the future. In addition to 
our consistently outstanding product, we now have eye-catching 
new advertising campaigns, vibrant packaging and solid strategy. 

Ruthie's Tips 

Every organization needs a cheerleader. In your company it is YOU! 
Businesses are either growing or shrinking,'They don't stand still for long. This means that any business is always 
experiencing some degree of disruption or uncertainty. Managing, communicating and supporting change within 
your organization is crucial to its long-term success. 
Sometimes a franchisee is not a good fit for your organization. Recognize it and act on ,it in a timely way. An exit 
plan should be part of your franchise development strategy. 
You won't be right all the time, but it is important to take action and make decisions. A poor decision can be re-
placed with a better one. Nothing good comes from sitting on the fence. 
Listen to criticism. It is usually more useful than praise. 
Everyone is NOT going to like you all the time but in the end, respect is more valuable than popularity. 
Build a strong team. Look for team members and/or partners that have skills that complement your own and fill in 
the gaps where you may be weak or lack expertise. Never forget to say thank you! 
Learn everything you can. Join an organization like the Canadian Franchise Association to take advantage of the 
many learning experiences they offer. It is also a wonderful place to find a mentor, discuss ideas, and enjoy the 
support and generous advice of your peers in the industry. 
As my Dad used to say: "Money works best when everybody has some." A successful franchise system is one where 
everyone benefits from the relationship. 
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Growing your business from an entrepreneurial start-up to a flourishing franchise system with locations across 
Canada takes hard work, dedication and a commitment to continually learn more about the business. If you are 
thinking about franchising your business, Ruthie Burd, Founder and CEO of The Lunch Lady, shares the top seven 
business lessons she's learned so far. 


