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pause, but it adds to the evidence base and offers ongoing
lessons about lung cancer anti-tumour immunity.
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Universal free school meals: the future of school meal

programmes?

School meal programmes create one of the world’s
most extensive social safety nets, with 83% of countries
providing school meals to an estimated 418 million
children daily.* But this ubiquity conceals inequity; on
average, 41% of the world’s primary schoolchildren are
fed, with coverage at about 61% in high-income countries
but only 18% in low-income countries where food is
needed most.” When schools closed during the COVID-19
pandemic, hundreds of millions of children worldwide lost
access to school meals, and food insecurity rates increased
by about 17% worldwide, particularly affecting children
in lower-income countries.” These school closures also
highlighted the value of school meal programmes as an
investment in students’ physical, mental, and cognitive
health, refocusing attention on the barriers to receiving
school meals, especially stigma when free meals are only
available to children from lower-income households.?
Several diverse high-income and low-income countries
provide free school meals to students from lower-
income households while charging other students for
meals.* By contrast, universal free school meals (UFSM)
is a policy whereby all students within a school, region,
or country receive a school meal at no cost. UFSM policies
are expanding in some settings to support nutrition and
academic equity. For example, in 2022 the Commissioner
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for Human Rights of the Council of Europe called on
authorities in the UK to address barriers to accessing
school meals and to work towards a UFSM provision to
reduce childhood poverty and food insecurity.> Similarly,
in 2022 the Community Preventive Services Task Force
in the USA recommended a UFSM policy, on the basis
of scientific research showing UFSM reduce child food
insecurity and absenteeism while improving diet quality
and academic outcomes>® Although UFSM policies
have gained attention recently, this concept is not new;
multiple countries have implemented UFSM policies over
the past 80 years (table).**

With the rise of compulsory universal education
globally, countries have implemented school meal
programmes for effective learning, thus supporting
educational achievement and the creation of human
capital.® Additionally, these policies typically encourage
or require the use of nationally grown foods, thereby
supporting domestic agriculture.* UFSM can also support
gender equity. For example, in India the midday meal
policy was expanded in 2008 as a legally mandated
requirement, alongside the introduction of compulsory
universal education to promote gender equity and social
equality by caste; research suggests this UFSM policy is
successfully helping to reduce these disparities.™* More

@®

CrossMark

Published Online
August 7,2023
https://doi.org/10.1016/
50140-6736(23)01516-7

831


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/S0140-6736(23)01516-7&domain=pdf

Comment

Year policy introduced  UFSM policy

Description of policy

Number of children receiving free

meals daily
Brazil 2009 National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 40200000
England’ 2014 Grade-specific UFSM policy School meals are provided to all children during their 1900000
first three years of primary school
Estonia 2002 National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 221479
Finland 1943* National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 920700
India 2008 National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 106 000000
Japan 1947 National UFSM policy Participation in UFSM is required by all schools but is 8863908
only free for students from low-income households
Scotland®® 2015 Grade-specific UFSM policy UFSM provided to all children during their first 5 years 357599
of primary school
South Korea™ 2011 National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 7175800
Sweden 1946 National UFSM policy School meals are provided to all students at no cost 2177882
USA" 1980 School and school district UFSM Schools and/or school districts with high poverty levels 18592106+
policy based on poverty levels can opt in to federal UFSM provisions (some states
require that all eligible schools participate)
2022-23 State-level UFSM policy Multiple states currently have UFSM policies whereby
the state covers the difference in cost not covered by
the federal government
All the above countries with 186409474

UFSM policiest

*Policy fully implemented in 1948. tEstimated based on preliminary school year 2022-23 participation data from the US Department of Agriculture (September to December, 2022). +Approximate number of
total students receiving free school meals daily. Free school meal participation values based on 2022 data from the World Food Programme unless otherwise specified. Participation data exclude planned future
expansion of UFSM policies, such as Wales which plans a phased approach to their UFSM policy through 2024.%

Table: Summary of countries with UFSM policies
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broadly, a World Food Programme strategic evaluation
found widespread evidence of the positive impact of
school feeding programmes on gender equity with
regards to school enrolment and attendance.”

UFSM policies can provide a good return on investment
for all students globally.? First, research suggests that
UFSM policies improve school meal participation among
all students, partly due to reductions in stigma that
arises when meals are only available to those from lower-
income households.*® Additionally, with less staff time
needed for processing school meal applications, efforts
can be redirected to improving meal quality.” Importantly,
even as childhood obesity rates increase globally,® UFSM
policies are not associated with unhealthy weight gain.
Healthy foods are often provided by schools and research
suggests that in some settings school meals can be
healthier on average than meals brought from home.”*®
Research has also shown that UFSM policies benefit
students academically, potentially through improvements
in school attendance and diet quality and reductions in
behavioural incidents and suspensions.

Importantly, UFSM policies are cost-effective. Multiple
studies have found that UFSM policies are associated
with a lower cost per meal, partly due to economies

of scale? With UFSM, debt from unpaid school meal
balances is eliminated for Furthermore,
short-term investments in school meals can have long-
term economic benefits. For example, US school meal
programmes cost about US$19 billion annually, but
provide a $40 billion return per year in human health
and economic benefits through decreases in diet-related
diseases, poverty, and food insecurity, and UFSM policies
could lead to an additional $7-5 billion annual return on
investment. Additionally, a study in Sweden showed
UFSM had long-term health, education, and income
benefits; students who had access to UFSM had on
average a 3% higher lifetime income than students who
attended schools without this policy.** These benefits

families.®

were observed among both students from lower-income
and higher-income families, with the greatest benefits
among children from lower-income households.”

Overall, evidence suggests that UFSM can be a cost-
effective policy that benefits all students, while also
promoting health and academic equity. Thus, UFSM
policies can be justified on the basis of the benefits to
health, education, and human capital, but even more
so if other returns on investments are considered,
including multisectoral impacts in the social protection,
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gender-equity, and local agricultural and food systems
domains.” The arguments against UFSM are typically
related to costs and parental responsibility; these are
similar to the arguments used in the 19th century in
the UK and the USA against providing free, compulsory
universal education, which has become the standard for
child development in all countries.**Thus, if universal free
education makes sense for growing children, children’s
wellbeing must also be considered. The provision of
universal free education and UFSM together can help
ensure that the benefits of both measures are leveraged.
Barriers to UFSM can be addressed through regulations
that support local agriculture and pilot initiatives
within diverse schools and regions to inform potential
expansion of UFSM policies. For example, in the USA the
implementation of UFSM policies in a few states in 2022
was instructive for the expansion of UFSM to other states
and the national proposal in 2023 to expand access to
UFSM, alongside concurrent federal funding to states to
increase local and regional school food purchases, with the
specific goals of strengthening food systems for schools,
establishing resilient local food chains, and expanding
partnerships among historically underserved farmers to
expand economic opportunities.”

More than a third of the world’s school meals are
provided through UFSM policies, which benefited
186 million children of the 418 million children who
received school meals in 2022.? Political and community
support for UFSM needs to be harnessed to build the
growing UFSM movement and expand school meal
coverage worldwide.

BBG is Senior Nutrition Officer for Policy and Programmes at the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the UN. DB is Director of the Research
Consortium for School Health and Nutrition. We declare no competing interests.

*Juliana F W Cohen, Stéphane Verguet, Boitshepo Bibi Giyose,
Donald Bundy
jcohen@hsph.harvard.edu

Department of Nutrition (JFWC) and Department of Global Health and Population
(SV), Harvard T H Chan School of Public Health, Harvard University, Boston, MA
02115, USA; NOURISH Lab, Center for Health Inclusion, Research and Practice,
Merrimack College, North Andover, MA, USA (JFWC); The African Union
Development Agency—New Partnership for African Development, Johannesburg,
South Africa (BBG); Nutrition and Food Systems Division, Food and Agriculture
Organization of the UN, Rome, Italy (BBG); London School of Hygiene & Tropical
Medicine, London, UK (DB)

1 World Bank. The Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity
(ASPIRE). 2023. https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/datatopics/aspire
(accessed July 21, 2023).

2 World Food Programme. The state of school feeding worldwide 2022.

2023. https://www.wfp.org/publications/state-school-feeding-
worldwide-2022 (accessed July 21, 2023).

www.thelancet.com Vol 402 September 9, 2023

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

25

Cohen JF, Hecht AA, McLoughlin GM, Turner L, Schwartz MB. Universal
school meals and associations with student participation, attendance,
academic performance, diet quality, food security, and body mass index: a
systematic review. Nutrients 2021; 13: 911.

Global Child Nutrition Foundation. Global survey of school meal programs
country report. 2021. https://gcnf.org/global-reports/ (accessed

July 21, 2023).

Mijatovi¢ D. Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe.
Country report. Report following her visit to the United Kingdom from

27 June to 1July 2022. 2022. https://rm.coe.int/report-on-the-visit-to-
united-kingdom-from-27-june-to-1-july-2022-by-d/1680a952a5
(accessed July 21, 2023).

US Department of Health and Human Services’ Community Preventive
Services Task Force. Social determinants of health: healthy school meals for
all. 2022. https://health.gov/healthypeople/tools-action/browse-evidence-
based-resources/social-determinants-health-healthy-school-meals-all
(accessed July 21, 2023).

Department for Education, UK Government. Schools, pupils and their
characteristics: academic year 2021/22. 2022. https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-
characteristics (accessed July 21,2023).

Scottish Government Learning Directorate. School Healthy Living Survey
statistics 2022. 2022. https://www.gov.scot/publications/school-healthy-
living-survey-statistics-2022/ (accessed July 21, 2023).

Scottish Government. School level summary statistics. 2023. https://www.
gov.scot/publications/school-level-summary-statistics/ (accessed

July 21, 2023).

Yoon J, Kwon S, Shim JE. Present status and issues of school nutrition
programs in Korea. Asia Pac J Clin Nutr 2012; 21: 128-33.

US Department of Agriculture. Child nutrition tables. 2023. https://www.
fns.usda.gov/pd/child-nutrition-tables (accessed July 21, 2023).

Welsh Government. Guidance: universal primary free school meals (UPFSM).
2023. https://www.gov.wales/universal-primary-free-school-meals-
upfsmit:~:text=April%202023%20%2D%20learners%200ffered%20
free,can%20d0%20s0%20from%20September (accessed July 21, 2023).
Afridi F. The impact of school meals on school participation: evidence from
rural India. J Develop Stud 2011; 47: 1636-56.

Kaur R. Estimating the impact of school feeding programs: evidence from
mid day meal scheme of India. Econ Educ Rev 2021; 84: 102171.

Robinson RA. Food assistance: early results of USDA’s No-Fee School Meal
Pilot Program. Report to US Government Accountability Office (GAO).
1994. http://archive.gao.gov/t2pbat3/151349.pdf (accessed July 21, 2023).
WHO. 2021 obesity and overweight. 2021. https://www.who.int/news-
room/fact-sheets/detail/obesity-and-overweight (accessed Aug 1, 2023).
LiuJ, Micha R, LiY, Mozaffarian D. Trends in food sources and diet quality
among US children and adults, 2003-2018. JAMA Netw Open 2021;
4:e215262.

Gearan E, Fox MK, Niland K, et al. School Nutrition and Meal Cost Study final
report volume 2: nutritional characteristics of school meals. Mathematica
Policy Research. 2019. https://www.mathematica.org/publications/school-
nutrition-and-meal-cost-study-final-report-volume-2-nutritional-
characteristics-of-school (accessed July 21, 2023).

Fleischhacker S, Campbell E. Ensuring equitable access to school meals.

J Acad Nutr Diet 2020; 120: 893.

The Rockefeller Foundation. True cost of food: school meals case study.
2022. https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/report/true-cost-of-food-
school-meals-case-study/ (accessed July 21, 2023).

Lundborg P, Rooth D-O, Alex-Petersen J. Long-term effects of childhood
nutrition: evidence from a school lunch reform. Rev Econ Stud 2022;

89: 876-908.

Verguet S, Limasalle P, Chakrabarti A, et al. The broader economic value of
school feeding programs in low-and middle-income countries: estimating
the multi-sectoral returns to public health, human capital, social protection,
and the local economy. Front Public Health 2020; 8: 587046.

Center for Education Policy, The George Washington University. History and
evolution of public education in the US. 2022. https://files.eric.ed.gov/
fulltext/ED606970.pdf (accessed July 21, 2023).

Gillard D. Education in England: a brief history. 2011. http://www.
educationengland.org.uk/history/timeline.html (accessed July 21, 2023).
US Department of Agriculture. Child nutrition programs: community
eligibility provision—increasing options for schools 2023. https://www.fns.
usda.gov/cn/fr-032323 (accessed July 21, 2023).



	Universal free school meals: the future of school meal programmes?
	References


