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The COVID-19 pandemic has turned our world upside down in recent months, and the social and 
economic impacts of this global health crisis have been profound. Sadly, as is often the case, 
children are among those who have been hardest hit as the virus has swept around the globe.

An entire generation has had their education disrupted due to school closures: at the peak of the 
first wave, around 1.6 billion children and young people were locked out of the classroom. Even 
today, over 500 million have still not resumed their education. 

This is a tragedy in itself. But millions of vulnerable children have also had their long-term health, 
development and well-being thrown into jeopardy because they have missed out on precious 
free school meals – the only nutritious food they get each day. Earlier in the year, 370 million 
children were not able to receive school meals. The virus is threatening to rob these children  
of their futures.

The World Food Programme is determined to ensure this does not happen. Over the past ten 
years, a number of studies have shown that school meals combat child hunger, support children’s 
long-term well-being and help them to learn and thrive. This is especially true for girls: where 
there is a school meals programme running, girls stay in school longer, child marriage rates  

go down and teen pregnancies fall. 

Meals at school are especially important for children living in conflict situations because they 
contribute to peace and social cohesion. The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the United 
Nations World Food Programme is a recognition that ending hunger is a critical first step towards 
peace. It is also a critical step towards better education and learning. School feeding can become 
an essential safeguard by contributing to a sense of normalcy and educational continuation. 

Getting vulnerable children back to school, particularly for children living in emergency 
situations, requires programmes which help ease the severe financial pressure many families  
are facing due to the pandemic. 

Foreword



All the evidence shows that school meals programmes, along with other social protection 
initiatives, are one of the smartest long-term investments any government can make. So WFP’s 
country teams are working with governments worldwide to reopen schools safely and to make 
sure the health, food and nutritional needs of the poorest children are being met.

The State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 is designed to support these efforts. It highlights 
how, over the past decade, countries have massively stepped up their financial and policy 
commitments to school feeding programmes, and how these efforts have translated into  
more children receiving meals in school than ever before. 

But it also identifies the challenges which lie ahead. Even before the pandemic, WFP estimated 
that 73 million vulnerable children do not have access to the school meals they need to realize 
their potential. The report provides up-to-date data and a global policy outlook to inform and 
support governments, to enhance national strategies and programmes, and to promote global 
learning so vulnerable and hungry children have a chance to go to school. 

WFP is fully committed to working with our partners to ensure that no child, regardless of where 
they live, goes to school hungry – or worse, doesn’t go to school at all. After the turmoil of recent 
months, we must seize the opportunity to start building the better world we all want to see. It is 
time to work together, in partnership, to achieve it. 

David Beasley 

Executive Director  
World Food Programme
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At the beginning of 2020, national school feeding programmes delivered 

school meals to more children than at any time in human history, making 

school feeding the most extensive social safety net in the world.

 ● One in every two schoolchildren, or 388 million children, receive school meals 
every day in at least 161 countries from all income levels.

 ● Between 2013 and 2020, the number of children receiving school meals grew  
by 9 percent globally and 36 percent in low-income countries.

 ● This growth reflects a widespread institutionalization of these programmes as part 
of government policies for national development: more than 90 percent of the 
cost of school feeding programmes now comes from domestic funds.

 ● There is increasing evidence that effective school feeding programmes improve 
both access to schools and learning, while cash transfers primarily affect access.

 ● Despite these unprecedented gains, the programmes remained least effective 
where they were needed most: 73 million of the most vulnerable children were  
still to be reached. 

Key Messages

The COVID-19 pandemic brought an end to this decade of global growth in 

school feeding programmes and has sharpened global resolve to restore 

access to these vital safety nets as a priority.

 ● At the height of the crisis in April 2020, 199 countries had closed their schools  
and 370 million children were suddenly deprived of what for many was their  
main meal of the day. 

 ● This loss highlighted the importance of school feeding as a social safety net  

which protected the well-being of the most vulnerable children and supported 
their future. 

 ● The loss also highlighted the need to expand the concept of education to address 
the health and well-being of children, and to build back equitable, quality school-
based health and nutrition services in every school for every schoolchild. 
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In a post-COVID-19 world, school feeding programmes are even more  

of a priority investment because they help countries to build back better:  

creating human capital; supporting national growth; and promoting  

economic development. 

 ● Effective programmes help countries to support their children not only during the 
first 1,000 days of life, but also the next 7,000 days leading to adulthood. These 
7,000 days are key to sustain early gains; provide opportunities for catch-up; and 
to address critical phases of vulnerability throughout childhood and adolescence.

 ● The programmes support the learner as well as the learning, helping build a 
healthy and educated population, while simultaneously laying the foundations for 
national growth and development and directly creating 1,668 new jobs for every 
100,000 children fed.

 ● Efficient programmes yield returns of up to US$9 for every US$1 invested,  
creating value across multiple sectors, including: education, health and nutrition, 
social protection and local agriculture.

The World Food Programme has renewed its commitment to work with 

governments to ensure that all vulnerable children are supported, and has 

launched a new ten-year School Feeding Strategy to strengthen its global 

strategic role in school health and nutrition.

 ● WFP will support governments to reach the 73 million vulnerable children that 
need school health and nutrition support, including school feeding, in 60 priority 

countries.

 ● WFP will support the transition to nationally owned and funded programmes and, 
wherever needed, will enhance its direct support in fragile or low-income settings.

 ● WFP will work in partnership with a growing coalition of development agencies, 
donors, the private sector and civil society organizations to support governments 
in the scale up of school health and nutrition programmes.

 ● WFP will promote research on school health and nutrition as a global public good, 
helping countries to access better evidence for more cost-efficient programmes. 

State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 | Key Messages 17



Focus areas for 2021 and 2022

 ● The most immediate priority is to help countries re-establish eϜective school 
feeding programmes. How can we accelerate global efforts to safely reopen the 
schools closed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and at least return to the 
situation as it was at the beginning of 2020?

 ● Before the pandemic, school feeding programmes were least present where 

they were needed most. Can innovative approaches to financing bring new hope 
to the 73 million children who are most in need? Filling this gap will require new 
financial instruments such as social investment bonds and pooled investments 
across sectors, including in health, education and agriculture. 

 ● The available data on school feeding focus on public-sector programmes 

in low and lower middle-income countries. What more might we learn from 
programmes managed by the BRICS countries, high-income countries and the 
private sector? Creating a robust global database of school feeding programmes 
would help provide a more informed understanding of the variety of programmes 
and would widen the scope of learning opportunities.

 ● School feeding programmes that are connected to the local purchase of food 

(commonly known as home-grown school feeding programmes) have proven 

their worth in middle-income countries. How can low-income countries scale 
up home-grown school feeding efforts as part of their national programmes? The 
largest school feeding programmes in the world all rely on locally sourced food, 
which helps create jobs, make markets more predictable and helps establish 
lifelong dietary preferences for locally available fresh foods. There is a need to 
help low-income countries scale-up home-grown school feeding efforts as key 
elements of their national programmes.

 ● School feeding programmes provide the world’s most extensive safety 

net, and play a key role in the response to conɳicts and emergencies. Can 

we further sustain and enhance the resilience of food systems through a new 
generation of school feeding programmes that are more cost-efficient and more 
environmentally-sensitive? The current programme designs address hunger and 
peacebuilding as part of the immediate response to conflict and emergency. To 
maintain resilience in the longer term, and to transition to sustainability, food 

systems need to evolve in response to local needs and context. 
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The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the United Nations World Food Programme “for its 
contribution to bettering conditions for peace in conflict-affected areas and for acting as a driving 
force in efforts to prevent the use of hunger as a weapon of war and conflict” (Norwegian Nobel 
Committee, 2020). 

The UN Security Council has also recognized the crucial role of food in addressing the needs of 
populations in conflicts and emergencies:

“The link between hunger and armed conflict is a vicious circle: war and conflict can cause food 
insecurity and hunger, just as hunger and food insecurity can cause latent conflicts to flare up 
and trigger the use of violence. We will never achieve the goal of zero hunger unless we also 
put an end to war and armed conflict… Providing assistance to increase food security not only 
prevents hunger but can also help to improve prospects for stability and peace.” (UN Security 
Council Resolution 2417)

In 2019, 38 percent of the 17 million children supported by WFP school feeding programmes 
were in countries affected by conflict or crises (World Bank, 2020f):1 4.3 million of these children 

were supported as part of crisis response activities in WFP’s Country Strategic Plans. WFP has 
provided support for school feeding in countries which have been among the most affected by war 
and instability: up to 971,000 children in Syria; 680,000 children in Yemen; and 460,000 children in 
South Sudan. WFP has also helped provide school feeding programmes to support the children of 
refugees from insecurity, including the school feeding programme in Bangladesh, which is assisting 
405,000 children in refugee camps, mainly from the Rohingya community. As of 2019, WFP 
supported 1.7 million child refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and returning migrants 
around the world, most under its crisis response portfolio.

As a tool for increasing access to education, school feeding in emergencies may contribute to the 

protection of children against these age-specific threats, such as forced and/or early marriage, 
and various forms of inappropriate child labour. Schools and other “safe spaces” can contribute 
positively to meeting child protection needs, and school feeding can provide an effective 
incentive for parents to send children to school and to support children in staying enrolled.  
(See Chapter 2, Section 2.5 School Feeding in Humanitarian Settings for more on this topic).

1. Countries classified by the World Bank as high-intensity conflict, medium intensity conflict, and high institutional and social fragility.

The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize awarded 
to the UN World Food Programme
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This publication by the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) provides an analysis of the 
State of School Feeding Worldwide in 2020. A report on the State of School Feeding Worldwide 
was first published by WFP in 2013 (WFP, 2013a). This 2020 version follows a similar format 
and uses the best available data sources to describe key aspects of coverage, implementation 
practices and costs of school-based health and nutrition programmes worldwide. In addition, the 
2020 version seeks to analyse the direction and scale of change between 2013 and 2020, and to 
provide an update on advances in evidence and understanding of school feeding programmes.

Long planned for, the report is being published with an even greater sense of urgency as the 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in February 2020 dealt a blow that brought an end to a near-
decade of global growth in school feeding programmes. At the height of the crisis in April 2020, 
199 countries had closed their schools and around 370 million children were suddenly deprived 
of their daily school meal. This loss highlighted the importance of school feeding as a social 

safety net, protecting the well-being of children and supporting their future. The sudden social 
shock of the crisis, and the experience of trying to cope without national education systems, has 
sharpened global resolve to restore access to education and to build back better systems. 

We need to learn from the COVID-19 crisis. The time is ripe to redefine “education”, and to 
recognize that investing in schoolchildren is investing in the future. When schools closed, we 
realized that education is much more than textbooks and classrooms. The crisis has taught us 
that the education system is perhaps one of the most important pillars of our communities, and 

fundamental to how societies are structured: that schools support both learning and the learner. 
As the world responds to and recovers from the pandemic, it is time to expand the concept of 
education to address the health and well-being of children, and to build back equitable, quality 
school-based health and nutrition services in every school for every schoolchild. 

Executive Summary

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
national school feeding programmes 
delivered school meals to more 
children than at any time in human 
history, making school feeding the 
most extensive social safety net  
in the world.
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Before, during and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic 
At the beginning of 2020, school feeding programmes were delivered to more children in more 
countries than at any time in human history. Nearly half the world’s schoolchildren, about 388 
million, received a meal at school every day, and 90 percent of those meals were complemented 
by a package of interventions to improve health. 

Comparison with 2013 data shows that this substantial growth reflected a rising trend in 
coverage throughout the previous decade, especially in low and lower middle-income countries. 
School feeding programmes have increasingly become part of the fabric of national institutional 
structures, with more than 80 percent of programmes being incorporated into national policies, 
becoming the world’s most extensive social safety net. US$41-43 billion is spent annually 
on these programmes, of which more than 90 percent comes from domestic funds. These 
investments not only create human capital to secure future national economic growth, but are 
also an important investment in local economies, opening markets for local farmers and creating 
1,668 new jobs for every 100,000 children fed.

This publication provides an analysis of the state of school feeding programmes before the 
COVID-19 pandemic; it describes the damage caused by the pandemic; and presents what can be 
done to restore this remarkable global safety net – not only to get back to where the world was in 
January 2020, but to build back better. 

Main ɲndings

School feeding is the largest and most widespread social safety net in the world, 

beneɲtting 388 million children globally.

Data from 163 countries show that 99 percent of these countries deliver school feeding 
programmes. Globally, one in every two schoolchildren, or 388 million children, now receives 
a school meal, although there are wide disparities between countries. The expansion and 
institutionalization of these programmes was greatest in low-income countries, improving the 
sustainability of efforts. 

Low-income countries have considerably strengthened their ɲnancial and policy eϜorts  
in relation to school feeding, leading to increased coverage.

The 2013 report highlighted that the coverage of school feeding was least where it was needed 
most. This was still true in 2020, but the gap was closing.

Between 2013 and 2020, low-income countries made great strides in policy and funding for 
school feeding. The proportion of countries that have a school feeding policy increased from 
20 percent to 75 percent. Over the same period, low-income country governments have 
also increased their budgets: the share of domestic funding in overall spending for school 
feeding increased from 17 percent to 28 percent, reducing reliance on international donors. 
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Consequently, the number of children receiving school meals increased by 36 percent in low-
income countries, compared to a 9 percent increase globally. Despite huge population growth, 
the proportion of schoolchildren receiving meals in low-income countries increased from 
13 percent to 20 percent over the same period. In middle and high-income countries, school 
feeding programmes are almost universally supported through domestic funds, with overall 
domestic investment exceeding 95 percent of total costs. 

The world needs to prioritize safely reopening schools, including restoring access  

to school meals.

The negative effects of school closures could be lifelong. This is especially true for the most 
vulnerable children, who rely the most on school meals and for whom home schooling is least 
available. This not only has tragic consequences for the hopes and achievements of the individual, 
but also undermines a nation’s human capital and helps perpetuate a vicious cycle of poverty and 
inequality. The protracted closure of schools creates greater risks for children relating to abuse 
and inappropriate employment. This is especially concerning for girls because long-term school 

dropout is linked with increased child labour and child marriage. 

More than 70 countries have implemented coping and mitigation measures to deal with the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, with mixed results. Countries and partners have sought to mitigate 
the most damaging effects: supporting education by e-learning, TV and radio; and by replacing 
school-based safety nets with community services, such as take-home rations and cash transfers. 
However, coping mechanisms can exacerbate inequities: less than 10 percent of households in 
Africa have access to e-learning; and cash or in-kind transfers to households may not equate with 
support to children, especially girls. WFP alternatives to school meals, such as take-home rations and 
cash-based transfers, have reached some 6.9 million children, or about 40 percent of the 17 million 
children who used to receive meals through WFP-supported programmes before COVID-19. 

Countries are supporting “back to school” efforts to reverse the harm caused by school closures. 
School health and nutrition programmes, especially school feeding, are now recognized as playing 
a key role, acting as a strong incentive for parents to send their children back to school, and for 
children to stay in school.

Three recent developments may significantly affect school closure policy by the time this report 
is published: the mass roll-out of licensed vaccines; the emergence of variant virus strains some 
of which may be more transmissible among children; and the increasing evidence that the long 
term cost of lost education outweighs the health benefits of school closures.

The COVID-19 pandemic brought an end 
to a decade of global growth in school 
feeding programmes and has sharpened 
global resolve to restore access to these 
vital safety nets as a priority.
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There is growing consensus on the need to support children throughout their development 

to adulthood. Investment in human capital is essential for individuals to achieve their full 

potential and contributes to national growth and economic development.

There has been a paradigm shift towards investing in children throughout the first 8,000 days 
of life (roughly until age 21). The window from conception to 2 years of age, known as the first 
1,000 days, is critical to child health and development. A focus on this period is a well-established 
policy in many countries, but it is also important to support health and nutrition for the next 
7,000 days to sustain the early gains; provide opportunities for catch-up; and to address phases 
of vulnerability, especially puberty, the growth spurt and brain development in adolescence. 
School health and nutrition programmes provide important means for governments to intervene 
cost-effectively in the next 7,000-day period.

School feeding during middle childhood and adolescence contributes to human capital, i.e. the 
sum of a population’s health, skills, knowledge and experience. A well-nourished, healthy and 
educated population is the foundation for growth and economic development: in high-income 
countries some 70 percent of national wealth is due to the output of their population, but in 
many low-income countries this proportion is less than 40 percent. This inequity has lifelong 
consequences for society and the individual: poor societies develop and perform well below 
their capacity, and individuals fail to achieve their potential in life. Programmes that invest in the 
learner are key to creating human capital.

As nations increasingly experience budget shortfalls as a result of the damage caused by 
COVID-19, budgets for social programmes and education are likely to be reduced, affecting the 
futures of children all over the world. Countries need to recognize that these programmes are 
crucial investments in the human capital of the next generation, the generation that will bear the 
greatest burden of paying for the current response to the crisis.

As most national school feeding programmes are supported by domestic funds, better 

understanding of the underlying cost drivers could help more countries transition to  

self-reliance. 

Globally, more than 90 percent of support to national school feeding programmes comes from 
domestic funds. As previously highlighted, in low-income countries, the proportion of domestic 
support has risen from 17 percent to 28 percent between 2013 and 2020, even as coverage has 
increased from 13 percent to 20 percent over the same period. Low-income countries with the 
least fiscal space and the greatest need for school feeding depend disproportionately on donor 
funding. Nevertheless, several low-income countries have transitioned to majority domestic 
funding. Understanding where external support is crucial and where transition is possible,  
will be central to future growth in sustainable school feeding.

The annual cost of a school feeding programme per child per year has changed little since 2013. 

The median cost of school feeding remains unchanged in 2020 at US$57 per child per year. Data 
indicate a cost of US$55 (up from US$50 in 2013) in low-income countries and US$41 (down from 
US$46) in lower middle-income countries. Trend data between 2013 and 2020 support  
the interpretation that there is a basic minimum price to be paid to provide a meal for a child.
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The relative cost of school feeding is greatest for those countries which invest least in education and 
which have the lowest Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Poor countries that need school feeding the 
most will struggle most to meet the costs; as countries increase their GDP, they are increasingly able 
to become self-reliant and meet the costs from domestic funds. These observations support WFP’s 
new strategic direction, which focuses external resources for programmes on the poorest countries 
and enhances technical support to countries transitioning to domestic funding.

School feeding is a cost-eϜective intervention, which yields high returns on investment  
in education, health, social protection and local economies.

Increasingly rigorous trials show both economic and non-economic benefits of school feeding 
programmes. Pre-2015 studies show improvements in children’s education, as well as their 
physical and psychosocial health, with most benefits accruing to more disadvantaged children. 
Recent studies find effects on learning, maths and literacy scores, with larger effects for girls, 
and for children below the national poverty line. A recent meta-analysis in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
by the French Development Agency and the World Bank, ranked school feeding third at boosting 
learning outcomes, only exceeded by pedagogy-focused interventions, and out-performing the 
construction of new schools and education support interventions such as scholarships and  
cash transfers. There is increasing evidence that effective school feeding programmes improve 
both access to schools and learning, while cash transfers primarily affect access.

Benefit–cost analysis studies also show that school feeding programmes yield returns on 
education, health and nutrition, social protection and local agriculture. The return on investment 
can be as high as US$9 for every US$1 invested in implementing school feeding programmes.

In light of recent data on the costs and benefits of school feeding, more technical assistance is 
needed to support governments further improve cost-efficiency and maximize the impacts of 
their school feeding programmes.

Global coalitions of partners have formed over the past two decades to support better 

coordination and capacity strengthening. These platforms have supported governments  

to accelerate policy, funding and operational change.

Governments have increasingly engaged with other stakeholders, such as donors, International 
Financial Institutions (IFIs), international agencies and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
at the regional and international levels to coordinate on technical and policy matters. Most regions 
now have a school feeding thematic network, bringing together policymakers and practitioners. 
Agencies such as WFP are fostering international cooperation among governments (e.g. South-South 
Cooperation) and promoting the adoption of sustainable and high-quality programmes.

The Focusing Resources for Effective School Health (FRESH) Framework emerged in 2000 as an 
effort by multiple agencies to develop a consensus on how to promote the health and nutrition 
of the learner as part of overall investment in learning. The school health and nutrition agenda 
was revitalized in 2019 when UNESCO re-convened an inter-agency group on School Health and 
Nutrition with the objective of strengthening global collaboration and promoting a more effective 
multi-agency school health and nutrition approach. This has led to new initiatives, such as the 
partnership launched in 2020 between WFP and UNICEF to help ensure that children receive a 
school-based package of essential health and nutrition services.
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Historically, civil society networks have played a strong role, especially the Global Child Nutrition 
Forum (GCNF) and the Partnership for Child Development. New initiatives are also being established 
by the Russian Federation, working with the other BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China 
and South Africa) and by Germany; while knowledge networks are emerging at the regional level, 
especially in Latin America and South Asia. The African Union (AU) is a key partner in supporting the 
scale up of nationally owned school feeding programmes throughout the continent of Africa.

WFP is strengthening its strategic role in school health and nutrition globally.

WFP has continued to work with countries and other development partners at a global level 
on school health. There is evidence, especially since the State of School Feeding Worldwide 2013 

report, that WFP’s strategic role has contributed to key changes in policy in low-income countries, 
which have helped strengthen and accelerate government-led efforts.

Through a new strategy, A Chance for Every Schoolchild, launched in early 2020, WFP is taking 
deliberate steps to strengthen its role as a partner and to act as a catalyst for policy change. 

A global needs analysis determined that 73 million vulnerable children need school feeding in  
60 priority countries, with a focus in Africa. 

WFP will enhance its support to governments to help address national goals and challenges, and 
in countries’ transition to self-reliance. WFP will help find solutions by working with others and by 
convening partners, leveraging its six decades of experience in supporting school feeding. Based 
on current in-country capacity, WFP technical and policy support to national programmes could 

potentially influence the quality of life of some 155 million schoolchildren in 74 countries.

The new strategy also calls for more research and knowledge sharing to improve the quality 
of programmes. WFP aims to stimulate more research on the health and well-being of 
schoolchildren, including creating evidence-based intervention designs which are more gender-
sensitive and responsive to climate change challenges. The State of School Feeding Worldwide 

series is part of this plan to enhance access to knowledge, and to track roll-out of the strategy.

School feeding programmes play a key role in resilience to conɳicts and emergencies.  
In the long term, they may contribute to minimizing the impacts of climate change  

through environmentally sensitive food systems. 

School health and nutrition programmes are recommended by the Global Panel on Agriculture and 
Food Systems for Nutrition. Home-grown school feeding programmes, whereby food is purchased 
from local farmers, are also particularly responsive to climate change as they shorten food chains 
and minimize food waste, the largest single preventable cause of carbon emissions. Gender-sensitive 
programmes enhance girls’ enrolment in education; help keep girls in schools at vulnerable ages; and 
improve the diets of adolescent girls. There is growing evidence that even in conflict settings, school 
feeding programmes can enhance enrolment and reduce inappropriate labour, especially for girls.

WFP was awarded the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize in part because of the role of its school feeding 
programmes in supporting national resilience to conflict and emergencies. WFP envisions a 
future where environmentally sensitive school feeding programmes, which engage effectively 
with agriculture and the environment, make a major contribution to creating more resilient, 
new-generation approaches to public food and education systems. 
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Main conclusions

We identify five future priority actions for school feeding, starting with a key role in helping 
to safely reopen schools following the COVID-19 pandemic, and then focusing on new ways to 
improve the quality and cost-effectiveness of national school feeding programmes. 

1. The most immediate priority is to help countries re-establish eϜective school feeding 
programmes. How can we accelerate global efforts to safely reopen the schools closed in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. Before the pandemic, school feeding programmes were least present where they were 

needed most. Can innovative approaches to financing bring new hope to the 73 million 
children who are most in need?

3. The available data on school feeding focus on public-sector programmes in low and lower 

middle-income countries. What more might we learn from programmes managed by the 
BRICS and high-income countries, and the private sector? 

4. Home-grown school feeding programmes have proven their worth in middle-income 

countries. How can low-income countries, which have the most to gain from this approach, 
scale up home-grown school feeding efforts as part of their national programmes? 

5. School feeding programmes provide the world’s most extensive safety net and play a key 

role in the response to conɳicts and emergencies. Can we further sustain and enhance the 
resilience of food systems through a new generation of school feeding programmes that are 
more cost-efficient and more environmentally-sensitive?

State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020

This publication is part of a new series of regular reports by WFP, announced in the new 2020 
strategy, A Chance for Every Schoolchild, to help ensure that an up-to-date knowledge base is 
available on school feeding. The publication’s findings are presented in five chapters:

1. The scale, coverage and trends of school feeding programmes in 2020
2. Policy outlook and priorities
3. Costs and benefits of school feeding
4. Partnerships for school feeding

5. WFP’s global and strategic role in school health and nutrition.

This edition also contains a special report on what we know about the impacts of COVID-19  
on school feeding.
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This is the official publication of the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) on the state  
of school feeding worldwide in 2020.

The report is published at a unique moment in the history of school feeding. In January 2020, 
school meals were delivered to more children in more countries than at any time in history.  
The arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic caused the world’s largest educational crisis, affecting  
1.6 billion children, as nearly all the world’s schools closed by May 2020. As countries reopen 
schools and welcome hungry children back into the classroom, free school meals have emerged 
as a key incentive for children to go to school, and for their parents to send them.

The State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 describes the global status of programmes at the 

start of 2020, and how this has been affected by the school closures. The publication also 
highlights the struggle to provide education and vital services, including food, in the absence 
of a school system, and the dawning realization of the special contribution that school feeding 
programmes can make to children’s health, well-being and future prospects. Finally, the 
publication explores how governments and development agencies are using school feeding 
programmes as a catalyst to help build back a better world. 

The United Nations World Food Programme 
WFP is the world’s leading humanitarian organization, delivering food assistance in emergencies 
and working with communities to improve nutrition and build resilience. WFP purchases and 
delivers food to those most in need. It provided more than US$2 billion in cash transfers to 
vulnerable people in 2019. WFP raised a record-breaking US$8 billion in voluntary contributions 
in 2019 and has more than 17,000 staff worldwide, of whom over 90 percent are based in the 
countries where the agency provides assistance.

The Nobel Peace Prize 2020 was awarded to WFP “for its contribution to bettering conditions 
for peace in conflict-affected areas and for acting as a driving force in efforts to prevent the 
use of hunger as a weapon of war and conflict” (Norwegian Nobel Committee, 2020). School 
feeding programmes are part of the WFP response: in 2019, 38 percent of the 17 million children 
supported by WFP school feeding programmes were in countries affected by conflict or crises. 
This response included providing school meals for children in Syria, Yemen and South Sudan, and 
to children in refugee camps in Bangladesh, mainly from the Rohingya community.

In addition to its humanitarian role, WFP has the United Nations (UN) mandate to support 
development efforts through programmes such as school feeding. For over 50 years, WFP has 
helped more than 100 countries to establish nationally owned and sustainable school-based 
programmes. In all cases, WFP aims to work in partnership with UN agencies and a large network 
of NGOs. WFP’s annual budget for school feeding is US$740 million.
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Alongside its logistical and operational roles, WFP has committed to strengthen its technical 

and scientific contributions to the design and monitoring of school feeding programmes. The 
new WFP strategy for school feeding, launched in January 2020, emphasizes the importance 
of increasing WFP’s contribution to global public goods around school feeding, especially by 
providing meaningful, up-to-date information on current practice and evidence. WFP recognizes 
that the majority of school feeding programmes worldwide are led and funded by national 
governments, and that supporting governments is a key role. WFP believes that making such 
technical and policy support available to national governments can positively influence the 
quality of life of schoolchildren, while at the same time assisting countries towards self-reliance.

Reporting on the state of school feeding worldwide
An essential, and currently missing, tool to assist public understanding of school feeding 

procedures and practices is an up-to-date report on the status of national school feeding 

programmes. In 2013, WFP broke new ground in this area with publication of the State of School 
Feeding Worldwide. 

This 2020 edition builds on that earlier experience. With the launch of this publication, WFP is 
committing to a series of regular reports, which aims to provide a continuing overview of school 
feeding programmes everywhere in the world, focusing on national programmes implemented 
by governments. Each report will be published following a similar format to the 2013 publication, 
using the best available data sources to describe the scale and coverage of programmes. This 
time series of reports will, for the first time, allow the tracking of trends in practice and policy. 
In addition, the series will aim to provide a succinct summary of the costs, outcomes and 
partnerships associated with school feeding programmes. Although intended to provide greater 
transparency, this is not primarily a report on WFP activities, but an overview of the work of all 
actors worldwide in support of school feeding programmes.

A brief history of schools and food

School feeding has a rich history; even the earliest schools would have had to consider how 
children might be fed during the school day. Modern thinking on school-based health and 
nutrition goes beyond that simple concept and recognizes school meals as programmes with 
specific broader benefits for children and their communities. In the early 1900s, programmes 
such as those launched by the United Kingdom government, gave a greater focus to social 
protection, targeting schools in the poorest communities. By the 1940s, this approach was 
often combined with a vision of school feeding as a stimulus for agricultural production, as 
occurred in the United States of America (United States). School feeding is increasingly viewed 
as a human right: India has led the way in declaring meals at school a legal obligation of those 
providing education; Brazil and Mexico have incorporated school feeding into social safety nets 
and community development; and Nelson Mandela’s first 100 days of planning in South Africa 
viewed school meals for the poor as key to catch-up on lost opportunities and to invest in the 
next generation. 
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In 2009, the World Bank (WB) and WFP, in collaboration with the Partnership for Child 
Development (PCD), published an analysis called Rethinking School Feeding (Bundy et al., 
2009). The analysis was sparked by the food, fuel and financial crises of 2008, during which 
governments recognized that school feeding programmes offered multiple benefits to the most 
vulnerable: in-kind income support to families; learning and access to education; and maintaining 
health and well-being. As a result, governments increasingly viewed school feeding as an 
attractive, long-term social protection investment, as well as a short-term safety net. There were 
calls for greater rigour in the analysis of policy issues (Alderman and Bundy, 2012) and of the 
scale and quality of evaluations and trial design (Kristjansson et al., 2007). It became clear that 
governments invest in school feeding not because it delivers on one goal, but because it delivers 
on many. 

The origins of this publication

Over the last decade, there has been a sustained improvement in the quality and quantity 
of school feeding programmes delivered by governments and development partners, and a 
concomitant increase in the quantity and quality of research. The analysis of the State of School 

Feeding Worldwide (WFP, 2013a) was a key part of this renaissance of interest, as was the School 

Feeding Sourcebook’s in-depth analysis of national programmes in 14 countries (Drake et al., 2016). 
PCD, with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, among others, has supported 
new randomized trials of school feeding, which have become seminal to the understanding 
of programmes in stable situations, in Ghana (Gelli et al., 2020) and Uganda (Adelman et al., 
2019), and in emergency situations, in Mali (Aurino et al., 2018a). In 2017, the third edition of the 
World Bank’s Disease Control Priorities ( Jamison et al., 2005-2018) included a detailed analysis of 
the benefits and costs of school health and nutrition programmes and further clarified the case 
for school-based health and nutrition programmes as an investment in human capital.

This evolution has been mirrored in WFP’s approach to school feeding. WFP adopted its first 
Global School Feeding Policy in 2009, recognizing that school feeding is essential to household 
food security and serves as an effective safety net for vulnerable households. This policy was 
updated in 2013 to further leverage school feeding as a multisectoral intervention benefitting 
education, health and nutrition, social protection and local agriculture, with a particular focus on 
technical assistance to governments and the strengthening of government-led, national school 
feeding programmes. In 2020, WFP adopted a new School Feeding Strategy, signalling a renewed 
commitment to lead global efforts in the area of school feeding. This publication is part of a 
concerted effort to strengthen the knowledge and evidence base on this topic. 
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The structure of this publication

This publication is comprised of five chapters covering the following topics:

 ● Chapter 1: School feeding programmes in 2020: scale, coverage and trends – provides an 
update on the numbers of children receiving school feeding around the world, coverage and 
funding, with new analytics on sources of funding, employment, policies and programmes.

 ● Chapter 2: Policy outlook and priorities – provides an overview of key policy evolutions and 
trends since 2013, highlighting how school feeding is increasingly being provided as part of 
integrated school health and nutrition packages.

 ● Chapter 3: The costs and beneɲts of school feeding – is a summary of the latest evidence 
on school feeding programmes and includes an updated global cost benchmark, a review of 
academic evidence and a benefit–cost analysis.

 ● Chapter 4: Partnerships for school feeding – presents information on the global, regional  

and national-level partnerships and coalitions working to deliver school feeding programmes 
around the globe.

 ● Chapter 5: The global and strategic role of WFP in school health and nutrition –  

takes stock of WFP’s renewed commitment in the area of school feeding and its new strategy  
for the coming decade.

In addition, this publication contains a special report on COVID-19 inserted between chapters 
1 and 2. This special report examines the unprecedented global crisis caused by the pandemic, 
its consequences for the education and health of schoolchildren, and the mitigation measures 
adopted by governments. It also describes the many current efforts being made to learn from 
the crisis, to safely reopen schools and to build back an education system that is better adapted 
to protect the health, nutrition and well-being of children and learners.

With the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to WFP, a box in the key messages, and a section in 
chapter 2, reflect on how school feeding contributes to bettering conditions for peace and resilience.

In addition to the data and analyses, this publication also contains 16 new case studies from 
around the world, as well as 22 boxes on sectoral and thematic issues. The vast majority of these 
were drafted outside of WFP by technical experts and policymakers with first-hand knowledge 
of their topics. These contributions are a rich and diverse source of new perspectives beyond 
the global data presented in this publication, providing access to more immediate insights into 
the experiences, challenges and lessons learned by countries and partners. The boxes and case 
studies provide insights into:

 ● government programmes in high, middle and low-income countries, illustrating the diversity of 
experience and practice; 

 ● external points of view and partner policies on specific areas of interest that intersect with school 
feeding and school health and nutrition; and 

 ● lessons learned about specific innovative experiences, especially from the South-South approach 
of the Centre of Excellence in Brazil and from the experiences of non-state actors. 

The case studies are located between chapters, while the boxes are featured in the chapters that 
are most relevant to the topic throughout the report. 
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Terminology

Terminology presents special challenges when writing about school-based programmes. All the 
programmes discussed in this publication are delivered through school systems and include 
interventions that promote health, nutrition or both outcomes simultaneously. Historically, 
school-based programmes led by the health sector have been called “School Health and 
Nutrition Programmes”, while programmes that provide food in schools are “School Feeding 
Programmes”, frequently managed by sectors other than health, especially education, social 
protection and welfare. 

Today’s school health and nutrition programmes typically include school meal components, and 
school feeding programmes typically include health interventions: in the sample of countries 
examined in this publication (see Chapter 1) 93 percent of national school feeding programmes 
provided complementary health and nutrition interventions. 

This publication preferentially uses the term school feeding because it is the most widely 
accepted terminology in this area. However, school feeding is increasingly being provided in an 
integrated manner with school health and nutrition interventions. As such, future editions of the 
State of School Feeding Worldwide are likely to echo this broader adoption of school health and 
nutrition in its terminology.

WFP welcomes feedback on this publication. Correspondences can be addressed to  
wfp.publications@wfp.org or to the World Food Programme, Via C.G. Viola, 68-70, 00148 

Rome, Italy.
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This chapter, together with Annexes III and IV at the end of this publication, provides an 
overview of the current status of school feeding programmes worldwide. The reporting and 
analysis methodology are based on previous experiences in this area, especially the ground-
breaking analysis presented in the State of School Feeding Worldwide 2013 (WFP, 2013a), and 
are intended to provide up-to-date, global estimates of key metrics such as the number of 
children receiving school meals; the coverage of national programmes; and the scale  
of government investment.

The numbers presented here are the best available data on the scale, coverage and relevance 
of school feeding programmes worldwide. These numbers provide a snapshot of the current 
situation and can also be used to explore historical trends. This chapter compares the 2020 
results with data from similar results published in 2013. 

The vast majority of school feeding programmes around the world are operated by national 
governments. This chapter explores how governments have stepped up their policy and 
financial commitments to school feeding, and how these commitments have translated into 
larger and more qualitative school feeding programmes for children. 

The analyses presented in this chapter were almost complete when, in February 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic was declared, and 196 countries closed their schools and suspended 
school feeding programmes. This chapter describes the status of school feeding programmes 
before the COVID-19 global crisis. The special report on COVID-19 included in this 
edition outlines the immediate impact of this global crisis on the health and nutrition of 
schoolchildren. Future editions will examine the full consequences of this crisis. 

The 2020 analyses indicate that 388 million children now benefit from school feeding 
worldwide, an increase from 353 million in 2013.2 The increase is especially notable for low 
and lower middle-income countries, where the number of children receiving school meals 
increased by 36 percent and 86 percent respectively. The analysis of trends in policies 
suggests that school feeding has been increasingly institutionalized over the past eight years, 
particularly in low-income countries.

Despite this increase in the number of children receiving school meals, the coverage of school 
feeding programmes – the proportion of children enrolled in schools that receive school 
meals – has remained largely stable since 2013 due to the parallel growth in the school-age 
population over the same period. Globally, one in every two schoolchildren now receives 
a school meal, although there are wide disparities between and within countries. Overall, 
coverage of school feeding programmes remains lowest in countries where the need is 
greatest. However, there are encouraging signs that in low-income countries the growth of 
school feeding programmes is beginning to outpace the growth of the school population, 
resulting in a significant increase from 13 percent coverage in 2013 to 20 percent in 2020. In 
middle-income countries, coverage has decreased marginally even though there has been 
significant growth in the number of school feeding programmes, reflecting the momentum  
of population growth. 

2. Updated 2013 estimates. Please refer to Annex III for more details.
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Annual global investments in school feeding are estimated to be between US$41 billion and  
US$43 billion. Programmes in low-income countries have become much more self-reliant, 
with the share of domestic funding increasing from 17 percent to 28 percent between 2013 
and 2020. Programmes in middle and high-income countries are almost universally supported 
through domestic funds. This may reflect a growing recognition of the returns of these 
programmes in terms of human capital, social safety nets and local economies (see also 
Chapter 3). New data show that school feeding programmes led to the creation of 3.1 million 
direct jobs in 48 countries, or 1,668 jobs for every 100,000 beneficiary children. 

The returns on investment may also explain why governments continue to strengthen their 
commitment to the quality of programmes: 80 percent have now adopted a school feeding 
policy, compared to 42 percent in 2013. Increasingly, school feeding is delivered as part of 
an integrated school health and nutrition package: fewer than 7 percent of governments 
implement school feeding alone; 61 percent combine school feeding with a package of more 
than four additional health and nutrition interventions; while 29 percent deliver a package 
integrating more than seven to ten interventions.

Reliable data are essential to understanding and optimizing programmes and are 
particularly valuable when monitoring and tracking progress over time. For this reason, 
WFP plans to work with partners to repeat this analysis in two years’ time, and thereafter 
to conduct surveys and publish the results on a regular basis. From that long-term 
perspective, this publication represents the baseline for regular global monitoring and 
evaluation of school feeding programmes.

The data presented here will also provide the baseline for tracking roll-out of WFP’s ten-
year School Feeding Strategy (see Chapter 5 for further details of the strategy). The strategy 
specifically calls for a strong evaluation and monitoring component to “demonstrate results  
and measure success”, as well as “a periodic flagship publication to consolidate data and 
report back on the state of school feeding worldwide” (WFP, 2020a).

One in every two schoolchildren, or 
388 million children, receive school 
meals every day

388M

Between 2013 and 2020, the number 
of children receiving school meals 
grew by 9 percent globally

+9%
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Key ɲndings  
at the global level

primary schoolchildren 
in the world receives 
school meals

1 IN EVERY 2

of governments 
implement 
school feeding in 
conjunction with 
complementary 
health and nutrition 
interventions

93%



<10%

>90%

Domestic 

funds
International 

funds

Over 90 percent of the cost of school feeding 
programmes comes from domestic funds

20%

80%

of countries have a 

school feeding policy

of countries 

have no school 

feeding policy

Institutionalization of  
school feeding programmes 
4 in 5 countries now have  
a school feeding policy





The 2020 analysis is based on a sample of 163 countries, up from 154 countries in 2013. Reported 
data were available from 127 countries (up from 105 in 2013), representing 364 million children 
or 94 percent of the total sample. In the 2020 sample, there is less reliance on estimated data: 
the number of countries for which estimation procedures had to be used fell from 49 countries 
in 2013 to 36 countries in 2020, representing 24 million children or 6 percent of the total sample. 

Estimations used the same methods developed for the State of School Feeding Worldwide 2013 

(WFP, 2013a) and are described in Annex III.

1.1.2 Number of children receiving school meals
It is estimated that 388 million children receive school meals around the world. Of these, the largest 
school feeding programmes are in India (90 million children), Brazil and China (both 40 million), the 
United States (30 million) and Egypt (11 million). Nearly half of the children receiving school meals 
globally live in one of the five BRICS countries (188 million). Fifty-two countries have programmes 
reaching more than one million children. South Asia has the largest number of school feeding 
programmes (107 million), followed by Latin America and the Caribbean (78 million), East Asia and 
the Pacific (58 million) and Sub-Saharan Africa (53 million). These numbers include children receiving 
school meals provided by WFP (17 million in 2019).

 

Figure 1.2  
Breakdown of sample by source and income level (n=163)

47%

61%

33%
20%

29%

43%

32%

40%
80%

29%

10% 7%

26%

42%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Low-income
(n=30)

Lower middle-
income excl.
BRICS (n=41)

Upper middle-
income excl.
BRICS (n=42)

BRICS
(n=5)

High-income
(n=45)

EstimationsReported data: Academic 
and official publications

Reported data: Global 
school feeding survey

Legend: Reported data account for over 90 percent of low-income and lower middle-
income countries in the sample and 100 percent of the BRICS countries. Most of the 
countries for which estimations were required are found in the high-income category, 
and in a lower proportion, upper middle-income countries.
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Figure 1.4  
Children enrolled in primary schools around the world

by income groupby region

730m

77m

206m

339m

275m

109m

All

countries

166m

Sub-Saharan 
Africa (n=44)

186m

East Asia & 
Pacific (n=32)

44m Middle East & 
North Africa (n=19)

196m

South Asia 
(n=8)

51m Europe & 
Central Asia (n=53)

27m North America (n=3)

60m
Latin America & 

Caribbean (n=36)

Low-income 
countries (n=28)

Lower middle-income 
countries, incl. BRICS (n=45)

Upper middle-income 
countries, incl. BRICS (n=54)

High-income 
countries (n=68)

BRICS (n=5)

Legend: There are 730 million children enrolled in primary schools globally, of which 109 million 
are in low-income countries; 339 million in lower middle-income countries (incl. BRICS); 206 million 
in upper middle-income countries (incl. BRICS); and 77 million in high-income countries.
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Figure 1.5  
Coverage of school feeding programmes by country income level

Legend: On average, 20 percent of schoolchildren in low-income countries receive school 
feeding, compared to 45 percent in lower middle-income countries and 58 percent in upper 
middle-income countries. The five BRICS countries have an average coverage of 61 percent.
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India has the largest school feeding programme in the world. Government reports indicate that 90.4 
million children received school meals daily through the Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) in 2019. In 
2013, the reported number was 113.6 million children. Indications are that this figure could be as 
high as 116 million, depending on the type of schools that are considered. 

Whatever the exact number, the scale of the task is extraordinary. With a task of this magnitude, 
there is inherent uncertainty in estimating numbers, compounded in India by two exogenous 
factors. As in Brazil, India’s population is ageing, and the number of 6-13-year-old children (age group 
targeted by the MDMS) has decreased by an estimated 6.2 million individuals between 2010 and 
2020. Simultaneously, as seen elsewhere, economic growth has led to the rapid growth of affordable 
and low-cost private-sector schools, which recruit from the public-sector schools where MDMS 
operates (Central Square Foundation, 2020). 

The available data do not indicate to what extent meals are provided in private schools. Given 
this uncertainty, present analyses have adopted the conservative figure of 90.4 million children 
as receiving school meals through MDMS. In preparation for the next edition of this publication, 
there will be a specific focus on the precision of estimating coverage, especially for these huge 
programmes. Even with this low estimate, India still has the largest school feeding programme  
in the world, more than double the size of the next largest.

4. In Figures 1.6 and 1.7, comparisons between 2013 and 2020 are based on the same subset of countries, limited to the countries which 
reported data in both 2013 and 2020. Some countries reported data only in 2013 but not in 2020, and vice-versa; these countries are 
not included in the above comparisons, but detailed country-level data are provided in Annex IV.

Figure 1.6  
Change in coverage between 2013 and 2020 by income category4

Updated 2013 estimates 2020
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48%
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74%
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20%
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middle-income
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High-income
countries
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All countries
(n=106)

Legend: Coverage has progressed in low-income countries and remained level or decreased 
slightly in other income groups, mostly due to the concurrent demographic growth.
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The issue of private schools is not specific to India. Indeed, the mix of private and public provision 
of school meals is probably the norm in middle and high-income countries. School feeding in 
private education systems around the world potentially represents tens of millions of children 
that may be unaccounted for in this publication. Future editions of the State of School Feeding 
Worldwide will aim to provide more data on programmes in private schools.

Major variations are also associated with geographical regions, as shown in Figure 1.7, with three 
main trends:

 ● North America, Latin America and the Caribbean have achieved and maintained coverage at scale.

 ● The Middle East, northern and Sub-Saharan Africa, Europe, Central and Eastern Asia, and the 
Pacific, have all increased the coverage of their school feeding programmes by 6-8 percentage 
points compared to 2013.

 ● In South Asia, coverage of school feeding programmes has decreased; nonetheless, they remain 
very large programmes in absolute numbers.

Figure 1.7  
Change in coverage by region between 2013 and 2020

Updated 2013 estimates 2020
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All
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Legend: Coverage has increased in Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia and the Pacific and 
Middle East and North Africa, while remaining level in most other regions except South 
Asia (see above).
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In 2011, the Chinese government started to implement a nutrition 
improvement programme for students enrolled in rural compulsory 
education. The objectives of this programme are to address 
malnutrition, improve health conditions and accelerate the 
development of rural education while promoting educational equity 
and breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty. This programme 
provided an integrated package which has since expanded to include 
school feeding. By 2017, it covered all priority areas targeted for poverty 
alleviation. By 2019, the programme benefitted over 40 million students 
in approximately 146,000 schools. Since its inception in 2011, the central 
government has allocated US$20.7 billion to the programme. 

A study by the Chinese Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 
covering all regions where the programme was implemented, found 
that the average height of children supported by the programme had 
increased by 1.54 cm (boys) and 1.69 cm (girls) between 2012 and 2019. 
Over the same period, their weight had increased by 1.06 kg (boys) 
and 1.18 kg (girls). These improvements exceed the average growth 
rate in all rural areas in the country. In addition, the stunting rate of 

students decreased from 8.0 percent to 5.8 percent, while the anaemia 
rate decreased from 16.4 percent to 8.7 percent, thereby improving 
students’ physical fitness and health status, and providing a sound 
foundation for their growth and development. 

These results are attributable to the fact that:

1. The nutrition improvement programme is embedded and prioritized  
in the national macro-strategic plan, which clearly outlines that  
the nutritional level of rural students should be improved (China 
Medium and Long-term Educational Reform and Development  
Outline 2010-2020).

2. The programme benefits from a harmonious combination of national-
level planning and provincial-level flexibility in implementation of 
innovative measures. Jiangxi and Guizhou have successfully promoted 
the integration of schools, businesses and farmer households/
cooperatives at the provincial level. This innovative approach also 
increased farmer incomes.

Case Study 1.1 
China: Nutrition improvement programme for rural students

Du Yuhong 

Faculty 

of Education

Beijing Normal 
University
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3. The monitoring of the programme makes full use of information technology management 
systems. The government has established real-time information management systems and 
bimonthly reporting systems, which enable the dynamic monitoring of beneficiary students 
and progress. The programme also includes an electronic dietitian system, which guides rural 
schools in providing students with nutritional, balanced meals. Relying on the “Nutritious School 
Meal” management system, the Fujian Province monitors the management of funds throughout 
the procurement process, ensuring timely and traceable food safety supervision. 

For a long time, there was no unified state programme for school meals 
in Russia. After the collapse of the Union of Soviet and Socialist Republics 
(USSR), federal legislation assigned these issues to each region and 
municipality. At the state level, general sanitary standards and rules for 
catering for schoolchildren were established. However, these standards 
were in the form of guidelines, and their implementation was limited by 
the financial constraints of local budgets. Gradually, equipment in school 
canteens became outdated and required replacement. Dated rules made 
it impossible to use outsourcing effectively and attract investment for 
development. The geographical, climatic and administrative differences 
between the regions of Russia also had to be taken into account. 

It was not until 2007 that significant changes to school meal programmes 
would take place in modern Russia. Priority national development 
projects identified school meals as important in reform of the education 
system (2005-2010). Therefore, in 2008-2012, pilot projects to improve 
the nutrition of students covered more than half of the regions in Russia, 
more than 2,000 schools and 1 million children. Today, more than 17 

million children study in more than 43,000 schools in Russia.

The NGO “Social and Industrial Foodservice Institute” (SIFI) was 
established in 2005 to provide practical solutions relating to school 
feeding. The organization was founded by specialists in various branches 
of the Soviet public catering system. SIFI’s knowledge and experience 
helped develop programmes to modernize school meals and its resources 
were used in reforms of the entire child nutrition system (2007-2020).

Case Study 1.2 
Russia: The consolidation of the Russian  
school meals programme

Vladimir 

Chernigov

President

Victoria 

Likhareva

Specialist, 
International 

Department

Social and 
Industrial 

Foodservice 
Institute
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For example, in 2009-2011, SIFI conducted a nationwide school feeding monitoring exercise, 
and helped develop national school feeding standards in 2012, and “the concept of domestic 
food aid in the Russian Federation” in 2014, which received government approval. SIFI conducts 
specialized and social work in the regions of Russia and carries out international projects that are 
particularly in demand in post-Soviet states. At the end of 2017, SIFI’s specialists, together with 
both chambers of the Russian parliament, started working on preparation of a federal law on 
school meals, which was completed at the end of 2019.

In May 2020, Federal Law No. 47 on school meals came into effect. Primary schoolchildren 
across Russia will now receive free hot meals, and the federal budget will allocate more than 
US$1.5 billion for this purpose over the next three years. School canteen infrastructure will also 
be updated, and specialized social organizations and parents will be involved in monitoring 
children’s nutrition: parents must protect and represent the interests of their children and 
monitor the child’s nutrition at home and at school. 

Case Study 1.3 
India: The Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS)

Ministry of 

Education

Government  
of India

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) is a centrally sponsored scheme 
which covers all schoolchildren studying in classes 1 through 8 of 
government, government-aided schools and special training centres, 
including madrasas and maktabs. The objectives of the MDMS are to 
address hunger and education, which are two of the pressing problems 
facing the majority of children in India, by:

 ● improving the nutritional status of eligible children;

 ● encouraging poor children, belonging to disadvantaged sections of 
society, to attend school more regularly and help them concentrate  

on classroom activities; and

 ● providing nutritional support to children of elementary stage education 
in drought-affected areas during the summer vacation.
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Case Study 1.4 
South Africa: The National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP)

Department of 

Basic Education

Government of 
South Africa

Since 1994, the South African Government has prioritized the 
provision of school meals to learners nationwide. The Department 
of Basic Education has a mandate to manage and implement the 
National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP). The Department also 
spearheads the Care and Support for Teaching and Learning (CSTL), 
which is a framework to address the barriers to education, especially 
for the most vulnerable children. The framework identifies ten priority 
areas: nutritional support, health promotion, social welfare services, 
psychosocial support, curriculum support, co-curricular support, 

infrastructure, water and sanitation, safety and protection, and material 
support to benchmark schools as inclusive centres of learning, care  
and support.

The NSNP’s goal is to enhance learning capacity and improve 
access to education. The programme is funded by the government 
through a conditional grant provided by the National Treasury. The 
primary beneficiaries of the NSNP are learners in primary, secondary 
and identified special schools in all nine provinces in the most 
disadvantaged areas. To date, the programme has reached over  
9.6 million learners in approximately 21,000 schools.

The NSNP is funded from the National Fiscus by the National Treasury  
in the form of a conditional grant, approved by parliament in terms  
of the Annual Division of Revenue Act (DORA). The latter provides  
for the equitable division of revenue for each sphere of government,  
i.e. national, provincial and local.

Schools provide a cooked meal that constitutes a daily protein, starch 
and vegetable which is served before 10.00. 

Nutrition education, a key pillar of the NSNP, promotes the well-
being and healthy lifestyles of learners. Nutrition campaigns include 
supporting World School Milk Day, National Nutrition and Obesity Week 
led by the Department of Health and an NSNP Forum whereby best 
practices are shared with stakeholders. The NSNP also encourages 
local economic empowerment, including procurement of fresh produce 
from smallholder farmers. School food gardens are encouraged to grow 
crops that can enhance the meal.
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Case Study 1.5 
Brazil: Programa Nacional de Alimentacão Escolar (PNAE)

National Fund  

for the 

Development  

of Education 

(FNDE)

Ministry of 
Education, 
Government  
of Brazil

With an annual budget of more than R$ 4 billion (US$764 million), the 
Brazilian National School Feeding Programme (PNAE) caters to more 
than 40 million students, in more than 160,000 schools, across 5,570 
Brazilian municipalities. The programme is responsible for the daily 
offer of 50 million meals, planned by more than 8,000 nutritionists and 
monitored by 80,000 School Feeding Board members. PNAE ensures not 
only the provision of a healthy and varied diet to all students in public 
education, but also the promotion of healthy eating habits – which 
impacts both students and their families. The programme is run by the 

National Fund for Education Development (FNDE), an independent body 
within the Ministry of Education.

PNAE’s greatest strength lies in its legal and institutional assurances: the 
programme is guaranteed and regulated by a federal law that provides 
for universal school feeding for all Brazilian students throughout the 
200-day school year. PNAE regulations also ensure food and nutrition 
education is provided in the school curriculum; that the food delivered 
contains a minimum 20 percent of children’s daily nutritional needs; and 
sets nutrition guidelines for the purchase of food – including restricted 

and prohibited food items. Further, the PNAE Law also determines that 
implementers of the programme – municipalities and states – commit 

to using a minimum 30 percent of financial resources to purchase food 
from smallholder farmers. 

Significant adjustments in FNDE’s monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms have been made over the past decade to guarantee that 
the programme runs in an efficient and effective manner. Given Brazil’s 
size, its large number of municipalities, as well as the challenges faced 
by the government in performing on-site monitoring in remote areas, 
monitoring and evaluation is not an easy task. 

Chapter 1 | State of School Feeding Worldwide 202070















Map SR.1  
WFP global monitoring of school meals during COVID-19 school closures  
(data as of 14 April 2020)

199
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affected 
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Legend: COVID-19 caused 199 countries to close their schools, thereby depriving 370 million 
children from school meals. In 52 countries where WFP operates school feeding programmes, 
12 million children were affected.
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Chapter 3, which focuses on economic and financial issues, explores the massive social 
protection role of these programmes, as the world’s most extensive social safety net, and 
the increasingly important role of school food in providing a sustainable market for local 
agriculture production.

2.1 A paradigm shift: the next 7,000 days 

The third edition of the World Bank’s publication Disease Control Priorities (DCP3; Jamison et al., 
2015-2018), supported by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, confirms the importance of 
investing in the first 1,000 days of a child’s life, the critical window from conception to 2 years of 
age. It also highlights the neglect of investment during the next 7,000 days, or up to age 21. The 
findings of Volume 8 of DCP3, entitled Child and Adolescent Health and Development (Bundy et al., 
2017a), stressed the need to move towards a new 8,000-day paradigm. 

These analyses have highlighted that there are specific needs not only during the first 1,000 
days of a child’s life, but also during middle childhood and adolescence. A quote from the Lancet 
review of volume 8 helps illustrate the point: “Just as babies are not merely small people, they 
need special and different types of care from the rest of us, so growing children and adolescents 
are not merely short adults; they, too, have critical phases of development that need specific 
interventions” (Bundy et al., 2017a). Attention is required in three phases: the middle childhood 
growth and consolidation phase (5-9 years), when infection and malnutrition constrain growth 
and mortality is higher than previously recognized; the adolescent growth spurt (10-14 years), 
when substantial physical and emotional changes require a good diet and health; and the 
adolescent phase of growth and consolidation (ages 15 to early 20s), when new responses are 
needed to support brain maturation, intense social engagement and emotional control.

The DCP3 publication calls for research and action on child health and development to evolve 
from a narrow emphasis on the first 1,000 days to a holistic concern for the first 8,000 days; from 
an age-siloed approach to an approach that embraces children’s needs across the life cycle. 

A report by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) entitled “Maximising 
Human Capital by Aligning Investments in Health and Education” (Schultz et al., 2018) joined the 
increasing calls for better alignment of investments in health and education, especially investing 
in school health and school feeding programmes during school age and adolescence. 
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Figure 2.1  
Human development to age 20
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Legend: During the first two decades of life, there are at least three critically important 
development phases: middle childhood (ages 5-9); the early adolescent growth spurt 
(ages 10-14), and the later adolescent phase of growth and consolidation (ages 15-19) when 

age-specific interventions are necessary.

Source: Bundy et al., 2017a.  
Adapted from Tanner, 1990; Goddings et al., 2014; Grigorenko, 2017.
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Essential health and nutrition interventions during school years
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Box 2.1 
A paediatric nutritionist’s perspective on food, schools and 
school feeding

Alan A. Jackson

Professor of 

Human Nutrition, 
at the University 
of Southampton 
and Chair, The 

International 

Malnutrition  
Task Force

International 

Union of 
Nutritional 
Scientists

Growth and development require sufficient energy and nutrients on a 
daily basis. Provision during the first 1,000 days is absolutely dependent on 
the mother and the quality of her own nutritional well-being. For the next 
7,000 days, the child acquires increasing independence and responsibility 
for its food intake. Earlier gains are secured and for those who missed 
out in earlier life, there is an opportunity to catch up and make good on 
earlier disadvantages. During this period, when lifelong habits become 
established, four primary considerations need to be understood: the 

nature of a healthy diet; where food comes from and the entire food chain; 
the importance of a secure and nourishing environment for the potential 
benefits of good food to be realized; and the role of food safety in ensuring 
the availability of enjoyable food fit for consumption. 

Hunger is often a direct consequence of poverty. Diets of poor quality and 
variety are associated with a heavy dependence on staples and limited 
consumption of fresh fruit, vegetables and animal source foods. Poor 
quality diets lead to a high consumption of sugar, salt and fat and lack 
adequate nutrients. These diets are inadequate for a healthy metabolism 
and have consequences in terms of poor resilience and increased 
vulnerability. Limitations in diet quality are most evident during periods 
of growth or convalescence because of the need for additional nutrients. 
All tissue is affected to varying degrees; with impaired immune function 
leading to increased infection; and impaired brain structure associated 
with limited function and learning capability. Foods rich in sugar or fat 
provide greater amounts of energy, which could support the development 
of better-quality tissue. However, in the absence of other nutrients, 
this energy cannot be effectively leveraged and, as such, the excess is 
deposited in the form of fat leading to increased overweight and obesity.

The risk of increased infection is particularly pernicious as infection gives 
rise to unbalanced losses of nutrients from the body. Therefore, a diet 

that was previously marginal but just adequate becomes inadequate 
against the background of these losses. Recovery from poor quality diets 
is particularly difficult: setting up a negative cycle for nutrition and health, 
where the simple provision of food is no longer as effective.
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2.2 School feeding as an investment in human capital 

Investing in human capital, the sum of a population’s health, skills, knowledge and experience, 
can strengthen a country’s competitiveness in a rapidly changing world. Human capital matters 
for people, economies and societies, and for global stability. Additionally, it matters over 
generations. When countries fail to invest productively in human capital, the costs are enormous, 
especially for the poorest and most vulnerable people.

Over the past decade, school feeding has emerged as the main intervention for children in 
schools, in which other elements, such as deworming or micronutrient supplementation, are 
delivered. This is because school feeding is the most widely implemented component of the 
integrated package – almost every country in the world provides food to its schoolchildren at 
some scale – reaching approximately 388 million children worldwide. Communities more often 
than not prioritize school feeding over any other intervention in schools.

Child health and learning are crucial contributors to human capital development. A well-nourished, 
healthy and educated population is the foundation for growth and economic development (Gatti et 
al., 2018). Low-income countries in Africa account for 25 of the 30 countries with the lowest Human 
Capital Index rankings. For many of these countries, underinvestment in human capital leads to 
a loss of economic potential, ranging from 50 to 70 percent in the long term. The Human Capital 
Index score for Africa puts the region at 40 percent of its potential (World Bank, 2019a). The GDP  
in Africa could be 2.5 times higher if the benchmarks for health and education were achieved.

To break this cycle, every child should understand the relationship between food, nutrition, health 
and achievement. As they gain independence, this awareness should be intrinsic to their learning, 
infused throughout the curriculum, not as a separate subject. Teachers’ competence to deliver 
understanding should be age-appropriate and cumulative throughout the years. By early adulthood, 
every individual who understands the importance of healthy dietary habits is better prepared for 
parenthood, thereby enhancing the first 1,000 days cycle for the next generation of progressively 
healthier children. 

School feeding programmes create 
human capital, support national growth, 
and promote economic development.
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While building human capital depends on high-quality education, good health and nutrition  
are also required for children and adolescents to grow and to be able to participate and learn in 
school. When the health and nutrition of schoolchildren are improved, the rest of their lives are 
transformed. Children who are well-nourished learn better, and as adults they earn more and are 
more productive. That transformation carries through to the next generation with the improved 
nutrition and health of their own children, contributing to breaking the intergenerational cycle  
of malnutrition and creating a long-term cycle of economic growth and progress. 

Box 2.2 
Building human capital by investing in the future of the most 
vulnerable children – A WFP–UNICEF partnership

Robert Jenkins

Chief of Education 
and Associate 

Director of the 
Programme 

Division 

UNICEF

The world has made great strides in improving access to education, 
but learning remains a significant challenge. A growing body of 
evidence shows that the health and nutrition of schoolchildren are 
critical to improving their learning outcomes. Yet this issue continues 
to be neglected in policy and financial commitments at the global 
and national level. WFP and UNICEF are working together to prioritize 
the health and nutrition of schoolchildren in global agendas as a key 
response to the learning crisis through joint action in the field. 

Schools represent a unique opportunity to reach children effectively 
and on a large scale with an integrated package of health and nutrition 
support, including school feeding, nutrition, health screening, 

vaccination and WASH interventions. Schools offer a pre-existing 
delivery system with well-educated staff who are trained to deliver age-
appropriate, actionable knowledge and support. By using schools as 
integrated service-delivery platforms, more cost-effective programming 
and greater impact for children can be realized, as articulated in 

UNICEF’s Global Education Strategy 2019-2030 and WFP’s School 
Feeding Strategy 2020-2030.

UNICEF and WFP are offering an integrated package of health and 
nutrition services to schools where one or both agencies are currently 
active. The overall objective of the partnership is to ensure that 35 
million children living in extreme poverty in 30 low-income and fragile 
countries have access to a package of integrated health and nutrition 
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services by 2030. School feeding, nutrition and deworming programmes delivered by WFP will be 
complemented by sanitation and hygiene services, oral hygiene, vision and hearing screening, 
vaccinations and malaria prevention programmes provided by UNICEF, ensuring children receive  
a comprehensive package of support rather than isolated services.

In the face of the COVID-19 crisis, WFP and UNICEF are working with national governments to 
find ways to support schoolchildren during the pandemic. WFP and UNICEF are targeting the 
most fragile countries, aiming to reach 10 million of the most vulnerable children with health 
and nutrition services. Marginalized children who have been out of school for a long period, 
such as girls, are less likely to return to school. The provision of school meals and health services 
will not only incentivize parents to send their children back to school but will also improve 
children’s learning abilities. The expansion of coverage and quality of school health and nutrition 
programmes can help prevent this from becoming a lost generation with little chance of recovery.

This partnership initiative will be operationalized through a pilot phase in six countries – three 
from the Sahel (Chad, Niger and Mali) and three in the Horn of Africa (Ethiopia, Somalia and 
South Sudan). By working together, the agencies have the opportunity to make a game-changing 
contribution to reposition school health and nutrition in support of education outcomes in global 

and national agendas. 

Box 2.3 
Schools as a system to improve nutrition

Stineke Oenema

Coordinator 

United Nations 
System Standing 
Committee on 

Nutrition

“School feeding is desirable to ensure all pupils have access to a full meal 

every day, which can also enhance children’s attention for learning and 

increase school enrolment. The Committee recommends that this be 

combined with nutrition and health education, including setting up school 

gardens and training teachers to improve children’s nutrition and healthy 

eating habits.” (CRC, 2013, p. 12)

In 2017, the United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition 
(UNSCN) published the discussion paper “Schools as a System 
to Improve Nutrition” (UNSCN, 2017), with support from several 
partners: FAO, WFP, UNICEF, WHO, IAEA as well as PCD, WB, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF), Biodiversity International and the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).

When we look at schools as systems, avenues open to directly improve 
nutrition and education, and to stimulate many social, health, economic 

and ethical benefits. 

State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 | Chapter 2 83





Currently, UNSCN is working with FAO, WFP, WHO, UNICEF, UNESCO and others to produce an 
inventory of existing school nutrition resources and guidance to both explore their cohesion, 
applicability and comprehensiveness and to promote their use to maximize the opportunities 
offered by school nutrition programmes.

UN agencies and other partners should support school-based interventions, in close 
coordination with governments and local stakeholders, to ensure that programmes become part 
of long-term, sustainable social protection and local development strategies led by countries, 
both in the global north and south. There should be a clear transition period from donor support 

to sustainable domestic budgetary support. 

2.3 Global education systems and gender 

In addition to the direct health and nutritional advantages of school-based health and nutrition 
programmes, a complex set of associated outcomes also arise from the broader context in which 
these programmes are implemented. Well-designed programmes can enhance collateral benefits, 
and it is apparent that many countries have already taken advantage of these opportunities.

A multitude of barriers hinder girls’ access to schools, particularly adolescent girls. Financial, 
social, religious, health and safety concerns may all present disproportionate obstacles to girls’ 
attendance in school as compared to boys. Additional factors affecting access to education 
include early marriage, which accounts for higher dropout rates in many lower-income countries; 
and early pregnancy, which further reduces years in school, and is exacerbated in armed conflict 
and displacement settings (WFP, 2019).

School feeding programmes 
support the learner as well as the 
learning, helping build a healthy 
and educated population.
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A multi-country study (WFP, 2019) found that school costs were the dominant barrier preventing 
school attendance, compounded by poverty and the opportunity costs associated with taking 
time away from income-generating activities. In Adjumani, Uganda, school fees were emphasized 
as a particular obstacle for refugee orphans, directly limiting their participation in the school 

system. In Cambodia, girls described the pressure they felt to leave school to seek employment 
(primarily low-skilled work in garment factories) to contribute to their household’s finances. 

A recent report (UNESCO, 2019b) on SDG 4.5, which aims to eliminate gender disparities and 
ensure equal access to education, found that school feeding is one of the most effective 
interventions for promoting equality and inclusion in education. The report reviewed 20 national 
programmes and concluded that “the strongest evidence of impact related to equality and 
inclusion was found for interventions at the level of children, households and communities, 
especially cash transfers and school feeding programmes” (UNESCO, 2019b, p. 8). School 
feeding can impact school enrolment positively for girls in schools where gender parity hasn’t 
yet been achieved and can help reduce the prevalence of children’s work and engagement in 
household chores. Furthermore, ongoing multi-agency efforts to break the barriers to girls’ 
education through school feeding in Chad and Niger highlight a visible increase in the learning 
and attentiveness of girls, increased enrolment, improved nutrition and the prevention of early 
marriage and pregnancy (see Box  2.4). 

Box 2.4 
Breaking barriers to girls’ education in Chad and Niger

Gloria Wiseman

Deputy Permanent 
Representative 
of Canada to 

the Food and 

Agriculture 

Agencies of the 

United Nations

The last three decades have seen dramatic reductions in global poverty, 
but not everyone has benefitted equally. Hundreds of millions of 
people, especially women and girls, are still poor; have unequal access 
to resources and opportunities; and face major risks of violent conflict, 
climate and environmental hazards, and/or economic and political 
insecurity. By eliminating barriers to equality and helping to create 
better opportunities, women and girls can realize their potential to 
become powerful agents of change and improve their own lives and 
those of their families, communities and countries. The School Feeding 
Project, Breaking Barriers to Girls’ Education, takes a gender-responsive 
approach to humanitarian programming. 
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2.4 Global food systems and climate change 

Recent decades have been characterized by increasing globalization; increasing inequality; 
increases in conflict, post-crisis and fragile contexts; exponential growth in energy use and new 
technology; urbanization and climate change (Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security 
[CCAFS], forthcoming). These changes have exacerbated the challenges facing the global food 
system. Increases in climate variability are already affecting agricultural systems and these will 
intensify in the future; rising carbon dioxide concentrations are being linked to decreases in 
micronutrient densities of some staple crops; and the increasing frequency of floods, droughts 
and extreme heat are having serious repercussions for human well-being and health. Globally, 
agricultural production has fallen by 1-5 percent each decade for the past 30 years, with tropical 
regions the hardest hit (Loboguerrero et al., 2018).

Today, three billion people have low-quality diets, which contain insufficient calories, vitamins 
and minerals or contain too many calories, saturated fats, salt and sugar (Haddad et al., 2016). In 
many countries, the majority of the population simply cannot afford nutritious foods: in certain 
regions of Ghana, Madagascar, Mozambique and Pakistan, more than 70 percent of households 
cannot afford a nutritious diet (Development Initiatives, 2018). In low- and middle-income 
countries, over half of the young women and adolescent girls are not meeting their micronutrient 
needs (Haddad et al., 2016). Finally, overweight and obesity rates are increasing in every region 
and most rapidly in low- and middle-income countries. From 2000 to 2016, the proportion of 
overweight children globally (5-19 years old) rose from 1 in 10 to almost 1 in 5 (WHO, 2020).

In 2014, the Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition released its technical 
brief: How Can Agriculture and Food System Policies Improve Nutrition? (Global Panel on Agriculture 
and Food Systems for Nutrition, 2014). In this publication, the panel recommends the 
implementation of policies across the food system to reduce undernutrition as well as growing 
overweight, obesity and other diet-related non-communicable diseases. Some of the policy 
recommendations include: making better use of existing public food distribution programmes, 
such as school feeding programmes, ensuring they are agriculture-supportive and nutrition-
sensitive;6 integrating nutrition education into all available national services reaching consumers; 
expanding agriculture-supportive targeted social protection programmes; and improving the 
diets of adolescent girls and adult women as a priority. 

6. In 2015, the Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition published a policy brief entitled Healthy Meals in Schools: 

Policy Innovations Linking Agriculture, Food Systems and Nutrition. The Panel found that “evidence from around the world on 
locally-sourced school meals reveals a multiple-win opportunity for policymakers with important benefits for school achievement, 
employment and national economic growth.”

Well-designed home-grown school 
feeding programmes provide 
environmentally sensitive food 
systems by shortening supply 
chains and reducing waste.
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Box 2.5 
FAO’s school food and nutrition approach

FAO’s school food 

and nutrition 

taskforce

As a direct response to the international call for improved nutrition and food 
system transformation, and in the context of the Sustainable Development 
Agenda, FAO developed a corporate framework to better guide its work 
in schools. The framework aims to support governments and institutions 
to develop, transform or strengthen their school-based or school-linked 
policies, programmes and other initiatives for an enhanced and synergistic 
impact on diets, child and adolescent nutrition, community socioeconomic 

development and local food systems.

FAO’s school food and nutrition framework is based on a holistic 
approach that leverages and purposely creates synergies between 
four action areas that are at the heart of the organization’s mandate, 
experience and capacity, namely: 1) healthy school food environments; 
2) food and nutrition education; 3) inclusive procurement and value 
chains for school food; and 4) an enabling political, legal, financial and 
institutional environment. Through this approach, FAO centres its 
assistance on providing technical support and developing guidance 
in the four areas of school food and nutrition; aiding the creation of 
enabling regulatory frameworks for holistic approaches; identifying 
and disseminating successful experiences, programmatic best practices 
and lessons learned; and strengthening institutional capacities and 
facilitating mechanisms for improved sectoral coordination, evaluation 
and accountability.

Healthy food environment

and school food

Food and nutrition

education

Enabling policy, legal and 

institutional environment

Inclusive procurement

and value chains

The school community
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Box 2.6 
Healthy-SABER: A renewed diagnostic tool for school health  
and school feeding

Lesley Drake

Executive Director 

Partnership 

for Child 

Development, 
Imperial College 

London

Developed in 2011, by a World Bank (WB) led partnership, which 
included country teams, WFP, UNICEF, USAID and PCD, the Systems 
Approach for Better Education Results (SABER) tool is an ambitious 
initiative to collect and disseminate comparative data and knowledge 
on education policies across all domains, including school health and 

school feeding. SABER is designed to help countries systematically 
evaluate and strengthen their education systems. In 2018, based on 
six years of successful experiences with country assessments of SABER 
school health and school feeding frameworks, the WB and WFP teams 
discussed the importance of creating a new common framework to 
combine school health and school feeding assessments. The purpose 

of which is to develop a simpler approach to making funding decisions, 
while at the same time improving the assessment of governance and 
key performance indicators. The new framework, “Healthy-SABER”, 
emphasizes that this particular education system tool has a focus on the 

health, nutrition and well-being of the learner. Pilot testing of Healthy-
SABER was delayed in 2020 by the COVID-19 pandemic but is now 
scheduled in several countries. 

School health and school feeding SABER before  
the Healthy-SABER
Based on the five internationally agreed upon policy goals: policy 
frameworks; financial capacity; institutional capacity and coordination; 
design and implementation; and community participation, the SABER 
School Health (SH) and School Feeding (SF) frameworks serve as 
diagnostic policy tools used to benchmark evidence-based practices 
against current country commitments. To date, some 55 reports have 
been prepared and 14 reports have been published on the WB website.

In 2014, the WB, WFP and PCD partnered to implement the SABER 
SF tool under the leadership of governments and other engaged 
stakeholders. This enabled the identification of programme strengths 
and weaknesses and informed planning for future action. 
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2.5 School feeding in humanitarian settings 

The important role of school feeding in humanitarian and emergency settings is increasingly 

recognized. This section reports on the growing evidence for this role and on how WFP has 
strengthened its response to emergencies and to peacebuilding.

The evidence for an increasing role for school feeding in emergencies
A 2017 report by the Fafo Research Foundation, entitled Rethinking emergency school feeding:  
A child-centred approach (Hatløy and Sommerfelt, 2017) examined recent developments in the 
use of school feeding in emergency contexts. The report focused on contexts where the nature of 
the emergency had evolved. Such complex emergencies, including those associated with conflict 
and protracted crises, are on the increase and have largely reshaped the action of humanitarian 
and development partners over the last decade.

One of the main findings is the importance of school feeding’s contribution to child protection. 
While children’s need for protection against deprivation and protection of their dignity remains 
essential, the report also emphasizes age-specific protection needs of children, associated with 
the categories of risks to which children are exposed (see below).

Table 2.1   
Risks children face in emergencies

 ● Dangers and injuries

 ● Physical violence and other harmful practices

 ● Sexual violence

 ● Psychosocial distress and mental disorders 

 ● Children associated with armed forces and armed groups

 ● Child labour

 ● Unaccompanied and separated children

 ● Children in contact with the law and imprisonment of children

Source: Hatløy and Sommerfelt, 2017. See also WHO et al., 2020.

As a tool for increasing access to education, school feeding in emergencies may contribute to the 

protection of children against these age-specific threats, such as forced and/or early marriage, 
and various forms of inappropriate child labour. Schools and other “safe spaces” can contribute 
positively to meeting child protection needs, and school feeding can provide an effective 
incentive for parents to send children to school and to support children in staying enrolled. 
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2.6 The way forward 

 ● There is wide recognition that investing in the first 1,000 days is essential, and growing 
recognition of the need to invest in the next 7,000 days. School health and nutrition is one of the 
most cost-effective investments in the next 7,000 days: sustaining the gains of the investment in 
early years and supporting children during the years that are most important for education and 

learning. Governments and partners should further develop their school health and nutrition 
programmes to ensure that age-specific interventions are delivered to school-age children.

 ● There is currently a mismatch between investing in learning and the current investment in 
the health and nutrition of the learner. School feeding programmes can optimize education 
outcomes and can maximize and leverage current investments in education. There are clear 
synergies between education, health and nutrition investments and outcomes. For the future, 
efforts and resources should focus on both health and nutrition alongside education to achieve 
further gains in human capital development and progress towards the SDGs. 

 ● Gender-sensitive school health and nutrition programmes, especially when combined with 
the income transfer of school feeding programmes, have considerable potential to enhance 
enrolment of girls in school; help girls to stay in school through the high dropout phase of 
transition to secondary education; and specifically contribute to the nutrition of adolescent girls.

 ● School feeding programmes based on local production can play an important role in addressing 
crucial climate change issues. Home-grown school feeding programmes can help shorten food 
chains and benefit local economies and food systems; while more careful design of meals and 
more predictable demand can reduce food wastage and therefore carbon emissions. 

 ● School health and nutrition packages with well-designed school feeding programmes have the 
potential to address the double burden of malnutrition through nutrition-sensitive programming, 
linking activities to agriculture, providing nutrition education and increasing healthy diets. 
Schools offer an exceptionally cost-effective platform to improve child nutrition.

 ● School feeding programmes play a critical role in restoring normalcy and social cohesion in crisis-
affected communities and are increasingly being used in emergency settings. School feeding 
programmes should be considered when developing peacebuilding processes and humanitarian-
development-peace nexus interventions, as an effective community-level activity.
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Case Study 2.1 
Finland: ϥnvesting in eϜective learning

Satu Lassila

Permanent 

Representative 
of Finland to FAO, 
WFP and IFAD

In Finland, free-of-charge school meals have been provided since the 
1940s, with the aim of supporting child learning, health and nutrition. 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Finland was a poor country, 
with agriculture being the main source of livelihood. At that time, 
few children attended school, and 40 percent of all 15 year-olds were 
illiterate. The law on compulsory education came into effect in 1921 
and arranging school meals was considered an essential task for 
the municipalities. After over 70 years of school meals, Finland has 
developed from a poor rural country to a modern welfare state.

Today, all pupils and students attending pre-primary, basic and upper 

secondary education are entitled to a warm, free-of-charge, full meal 
at school. According to the Finnish national core curriculum, in addition 

to providing nutrition, the meal also contributes towards education 
by raising awareness of the importance of healthy diets and nutrition 
in food-related education. Schools have two alternative foods on 
offer each day to provide a choice of meals. At least one of these can 
be a vegetarian alternative, usually including dairy and eggs. Some 
municipalities have made the decision to always include a vegetarian 
option as one of the alternatives. All schools are encouraged to serve  
a vegetarian meal to all pupils one day a week.

In terms of policy and legal frameworks, the school meals programme 
is regulated by legislation. Fundamental rights, that safeguard an 

individual’s rights in relation to a public authority, are prescribed by 
the constitution. The constitution also prescribes and determines 

the contents of municipal duties and tasks. These are particularly 
educational and social rights. Further legislation is prescribed in acts 

and decrees concerning basic education, upper secondary education 

and early childhood education and care. 

Municipalities in Finland are key societal influencers, and their range 
of duties is exceptionally wide in a European context. In Finland, 
municipalities are self-governing communities, in which a council 
chosen by its inhabitants has the highest authority. Municipalities 
provide citizens’ basic services, of which the most important relate to 
social welfare and health; education and cultural administration; the 
environment; and technical infrastructure. In terms of school meals, 
the municipalities oversee the procurement, preparation, serving of the 
meals and monitoring; whereas the ministries and central governmental 
agencies are responsible for funding and proving the necessary legal 
and policy frameworks, instructions and guidance. 
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The benefits of school meals are widely acknowledged, and mass meals following the same basic 
pattern are also common at universities and in workplaces. Serving a full, balanced and warm 
meal at school gives parents peace of mind knowing that their children are well-nourished during 
the day. School meals also play a role in addressing child poverty. School attendance is very 
high, and school feeding reaches virtually all 6-to-15-year-olds, including the children attending 
early childhood education and a large proportion of young people studying in upper secondary 

education. There is no undernutrition in the country, but obesity is a growing problem even 
among schoolchildren. Food-related education through the national core curriculum has a key 
role in the fight against obesity and malnutrition, and in encouraging pupils to make sustainable 
choices in their everyday lives. The meals received by all pupils in every school offer a unique 
opportunity for teaching the basic principles of a healthy diet.   

Case Study 2.2 
France: How school meals can support the transition to more 
sustainable food systems?

Half of France’s primary schoolchildren and two thirds of secondary 
school pupils – about six million children – regularly access school catering 
services. France has adopted a decentralized system, where municipalities 
directly manage provision of school meals to kindergartens and primary 
schools. District authorities are responsible for lower-secondary schools, 
and regional authorities for upper-secondary schools. Provision of school 
meals is not an obligatory public service, yet 80 percent of municipalities 
with schools implement a school feeding programme. 

School feeding serves multiple purposes in France to:

 ● ensure that children have access to a healthy diet; 

 ● expose children to a variety of food – they learn how to “eat well”,  
adopt healthy eating practices and make healthier food choices; 

 ● address social and health inequalities that are often linked with poor 
eating habits and access to a balanced and healthy diet; 

 ● stimulate local production and help to structure local and quality agri-
food chains with the potential to produce more organic products; and

 ● encourage the adoption of more virtuous and sustainable feeding 
practices and accelerate the transition towards more sustainable  
food systems.

With input from

Sylvain Fournel

Deputy Permanent 
Representative of 
France to the Food 

and Agriculture 

Agencies of the 

United Nations
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School feeding can also be effective in conflict settings, where rigorous studies are particularly 
difficult to conduct. A quasi-experimental study in Mali used a pre-crisis baseline and five-year 
follow-up to compare the effects of school meals versus general food distribution on children’s 
schooling during conflict. School meals were associated with increases in enrolment of ten 
percentage points and led to approximately an additional half year of schooling over the five-year 
study period. In contrast, community food distribution was associated with decreased school 
attendance of approximately 20 percent. School feeding reduced the participation of girls in any 
labour-related activity by about ten percentage points (equivalent to a reduction in the total time 
spent on labour of one month per year); while community feeding increased children’s labour, 
particularly among boys.

Economic benefit–cost analysis (BCA) provides a tool to help assess the multisectoral returns 
on school feeding programmes. The use of BCA to evaluate school feeding programmes can 
inform evidence-based policy decisions, particularly in terms of the economic returns to many 
sectors that can potentially benefit, for example human capital (e.g. health and education), social 
protection and the local agricultural economy. A preliminary analysis that selected a convenient 
sample of 14 countries across Latin America, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, covering around 
200 million schoolchildren benefitting from school feeding programmes, suggested that school 
feeding programmes can be cost-beneficial when seen through the lens of their intersectoral 
returns, with up to US$9 of benefits from every US$1 invested in those programmes.

3.1 The cost of school feeding programmes 

The State of School Feeding Worldwide 2013 (WFP, 2013a) provided an in-depth analysis of the costs 
of school feeding programmes globally, disaggregated by income group, and based on survey 
data collected and analysed by PCD (WFP, 2013a; Gelli and Daryanani, 2013). This established the 
first global benchmarks for school feeding costs.

In 2020, WFP has repeated this exercise using the same approach in order to explore trends in the 
values between 2013 and 2020. The 2020 data are based on a larger sample of 89 countries (up 
from 74 in 2013), distributed across the same income groups: 29 (up from 23) low-income countries; 
33 (up from 23) lower middle-income countries; and 27 (down from 28) upper middle-income and 
high-income countries. The 2020 sample is based on four different data sources: the 2019 USDA-
funded GCNF Global Survey (GCNF, 2019); WFP 2019 Annual Country Reports (WFP, 2020d); WFP’s 
2017 report on Smart School Meals: Nutrition-Sensitive Programmes in Latin America and the Caribbean 

(WFP, 2017d); and the African Union’s 2018 report on Sustainable School Feeding Across the African 

Union (see Annex V and Table A5.1). Table 3.1 compares the data for 2013 and 2020.
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Figure 3.1  
Cost of school feeding as a share of expenditure in primary education
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Legend: Consistent with the increase in government expenditure as seen in Chapter 1, the cost of 
school feeding as a percentage of the cost of education has increased between 2013 and 2020. 
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Figure 3.2  
Cost of school feeding as a share of GDP per capita
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Legend: Similar to the 2013 results, the annual cost per child of school feeding programmes 
represents a smaller proportion of GDP as income rises.
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Box 3.1 
School feeding as a core component of social protection systems

Julieta Trias  
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Yashodhan 
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Economist

Ugo Gentilini 

Senior Social 
Protection 

Economist

World Bank

Provision of basic education and health care is the foundation of any 
national social welfare system. School feeding is a non-contributory 
safety net (or social assistance programme) and a formidable 
instrument to increase school attendance and enrolment, while 
improving child nutrition and learning. School feeding is the most 
widespread form of in-kind benefits globally; in food insecure areas  
it is often the only safety net available to children and families. 

School feeding is the most widespread social protection instrument 
globally. According to the World Bank’s Atlas of Social Protection 
Indicators (ASPIRE) database, countries spend on average 0.14 percent of 
their annual GDP on school feeding programmes. In some cases, such as 
Malawi and Liberia, investments reach 1 percent of GDP, which is more 
than twice the average spending on safety nets in Africa. School meals 
are also increasingly targeting children from poor and disadvantaged 
households. About one third of poor households globally participate  

in these programmes. 

There is a consensus that school feeding positively contributes to 
immediate education outcomes and longer-term human capital formation. 

In Mali, an emergency school feeding programme during conflict improved 
education outcomes – increasing school enrolment by ten percentage 

points and adding a half year of completed schooling – and reduced child 

labour for girls (Aurino et al., 2018a). Evidence shows that school feeding 
consistently increases school enrolment, such as in Burkina Faso, Kenya 
and Peru (Cueto and Chinen, 2008; Kazianga et al., 2009; Vermeersch 
and Kremer, 2005), albeit not always leading to improved learning. This 
is because of other factors that affect the learning equation (Jukes et al., 
2007; Adelman et al., 2008; Alderman and Bundy, 2012). 

Regarding longer-term outcomes, in India, for example, the Mid-Day 
Meal Scheme mitigated the impact of severe drought on child nutritional 
status, improving the nutritional intake of young children just entering 
school (Singh et al., 2014). In addition, children who were exposed to the 
programme for five years showed improvement in their test scores in 
reading and in maths compared with those exposed to the programme 
for less than a year (Chakraborty and Jayaraman, 2019). As in the case of 
cash transfers, the impacts are usually higher where gaps are greater; 
therefore the greatest improvements are observed among the poorest, 
female students and minorities (Alderman and Bundy, 2012; Ahmed and 
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del Ninno, 2002; Jukes et al., 2007; Kristjansson et al., 2007; Adelman et al., 2008; Bastagli et al., 
2016). However, unlike cash transfers, school feeding provides a controlled food basket, thereby 
promoting specific child nutrition outcomes, which a cash transfer may not guarantee.

In order for school feeding to maximize its contribution to national social protection systems, 
the provision must be adequate. This entails selection of the modality (in-school meals, fortified 
biscuits, take-home rations, or some combination of these) including the transfer values, 
duration of the benefits and the effectiveness of targeting should be appropriate for the context. 
The delivery of food should be provided in a timely, regular and predictable manner, avoiding 
pipeline breaks and dilution of rations; and the level of labour, cash and in-kind community 
contributions should be carefully designed to maximize the value transfer and avoid burdening 
those already vulnerable. To prepare for and cope with shocks and crises, programmes should 
also be flexible for scale-up. Finally, school feeding must contribute to education quality.

More research is needed on how to complement school feeding with cash, vouchers and in-kind 
transfers; on the comparative cost-effectiveness of different delivery modalities; and on the role 
that school feeding can play in strengthening national social protection systems more widely.  
The COVID-19 pandemic is also presenting examples of cross-country practices on how school 
feeding can be adapted as a crisis-response mechanism. More rigorous evaluations are needed  
to understand their impact on a wider range of outcomes at family and individual level, over a 
longer time period, and to assess their effects on dimensions such as social contracts and gender-
based violence. 

3.2 Economic and non-economic beneɲts  
of school feeding

Rigorous studies (Adelman et al., 2019; Kazianga et al., 2014; Powell et al., 1998) and systematic 
reviews (Kristjansson et al., 2007; Snilstveit et al., 2015) have shown that the provision of school 
meals can improve children’s education, as well as their physical and psychosocial health, with 
most benefits accruing to more disadvantaged children. These effects are generally heterogenous 
and context-specific, depending on the economic environment and the quality of programme 
implementation. Importantly, in terms of evidence, most of the studies on the effectiveness of 
school meals predate the progress made in increasing school enrolment in the last two decades: 
net enrolment in primary schools increased globally from 83 percent in 1999 to 90 percent in 2016.
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Figure 3.3  
Improvements associated with nutrition-sensitive programming in Malawi

Height-for-age (HAZ), younger siblings

Year 2 development scores, younger siblings 
(Malawi Development Assessment Tool)

Legend: Younger siblings of schoolchildren receiving nutrition-sensitive, pre-school meals were 
found to have improved height-for-age and better child development scores one year after the 
end of the trial. Nutrition-sensitive programming is likely to benefit younger siblings as well, 
through programme impact pathways such as caregiver knowledge and parenting practices.
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Figure 3.4  
Average eϜectiveness of interventions to boost learning outcomes, Sub-Saharan 
African countries compared with all low- and middle-income countries

Sub-Saharan African countries All low- and middle-income countries
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Legend: In low and lower middle-income countries, school feeding is the third most effective 
intervention for boosting learning outcomes, immediately following pedagogy-focused 
interventions and out-performing all other activities, including infrastructure investments.
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A meta-analysis of 145 recent empirical studies (Evans and Mendez Acosta, 2021) on how to 
increase access to and improve the quality of education in Africa confirmed these findings. This 
review found that school feeding yields significant gains in test scores and learning outcomes, 
with particularly large gains for girls and for children from the poorest households. According  
to the authors, “these results greatly strengthen earlier global evidence that school feeding is  
a promising strategy for boosting cognitive outcomes as well as access to school”. These results 
can be put in perspective with the outcomes of other school-based programmes: “cash transfers 
are reasonably consistent in increasing access to school but not at improving learning... similarly, 
eliminating school fees has inconsistent impacts on the quality of education” while “school 
feeding offers consistent gains in access and learning”. 

3.3 Calculating the returns to school feeding:  
the economic value of school feeding programmes 
in low- and middle-income countries 

When linked to nutrition and education, well-designed, equitable school feeding programmes 
contribute to child development through increased years of schooling, better learning and 
improved nutrition. Increased years of schooling arise from three factors: increased enrolments, 
better attendance and reduced dropout. School feeding provides consistent positive effects on 
energy intake, micronutrient status, school enrolment and attendance ( Jomaa et al., 2011). The 
effects are particularly strong for girls. School feeding programmes have demonstrated effects 
on reducing anaemia in primary school-age children and adolescent girls (Adelman et al., 2019). 
As illustrated by the Finnish national core curriculum, in addition to providing nutrition, school 
meals also contribute towards education by raising awareness of the importance of healthy diets 
and nutrition in food-related education (Pellikka et al., 2019). See also Case Study 2.1. 

In its 2016 report, the International Commission on Financing Global Education Opportunity, 
chaired by Gordon Brown, identified 13 non-teaching interventions as “highly effective practices to 
increase access and learning outcomes”. These included three health programmes: school feeding, 
malaria prevention and micronutrient intervention (International Commission on Financing Global 
Education Opportunity, 2016). A recent United Nations agency review of evidence found that 
school feeding is among the two interventions with the strongest evidence of impact on equity and 
inclusion in education (the other being conditional cash transfers) (Mundy and Proulx, 2019).

School feeding is one of the most common safety nets, providing the daily support and stability 
that vulnerable families and children need, and was shown to be one of the first social protection 
solutions that poor countries turned to during the social shocks of the 2008 financial crisis 
(Bundy et al., 2009). Particularly when integrated into national social protection systems, school 
feeding can contribute to preventing and protecting people against poverty, vulnerability and 
social exclusion throughout their lives. Associating school feeding with other social assistance 
programmes such as scholarships, unconditional transfers and public works provides 
opportunities to address the multidimensional social and economic vulnerabilities faced by 
children and their families and helps to reinforce the impact of these programmes (WFP, 2018b).
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Figure 3.5  
Four major beneɲts of school feeding programmes

Source: Bundy et al., 2018b

Health and 
nutrition
Dietary diversity, growth 

and development

Social protection
Income transfers,  

household food security

Agriculture
Rural economy,  

food systems

Education 
Learning and enrolment, 

girls’ educationSchool 
feeding 

programmes

Efficient programmes yield 
returns of up to US$9 for every 
US$1 invested.

State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020 | Chapter 3 119







Box 3.2 
The World Bank Group’s approach to school health and nutrition

Shifting from vertical and sectoral approaches to comprehensive, 
multisectoral school health investments to improve human capital
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Investing in the health and education of children and adolescents in low- 
and middle-income countries is critical to maximizing human capital. 
However, targeted investments in both sectors are currently insufficient 
to meaningfully improve current and future productivity (World Bank, 
2018a; Schultz et al., 2018). The World Bank Group’s (WBG) Human 
Capital Project (HCP), launched in 2018, is a global effort to encourage 
investments in people as a critical step to boosting inclusive economic 
growth and ending extreme poverty (World Bank, 2018a). In order to 
raise awareness of the cost of inaction and to encourage countries to 
invest in their people, the WBG developed the Human Capital Index 
(HCI), which measures the amount of human capital that a child born 
today can expect to attain by age 18. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, 
a child born today will only be 40 percent as productive as they could be 
due to shortfalls in health and education provision. 

School health and nutrition (SHN) investments are therefore essential, 
as unhealthy and undernourished children and adolescents have 
reduced levels of learning and educational achievement and future 
productivity. It is equally important that investments in SHN shift from 
vertical programmes with weak governance; a lack of a multisectoral 
view; and implemented by one sector to more comprehensive, 
multisectoral and sustainable investments. Schools offer a cost-effective 
platform to provide simple, safe and effective health and nutrition 
interventions to children and adolescents. Access to SHN services in 
schools has also been recognized as a way to empower adolescent girls 
by reducing early marriages and delaying first pregnancy, both of which 
can limit a girl’s future by trapping her into poverty, social exclusion, 
violence and chronic ill health. 

To align with more sustainable investments, the WBG’s Health, Nutrition 
and Population (HNP) and Education Global Practices have developed a 
common, multisectoral approach to ensure that returns on co-investment 
in SHN are optimized, producing important outcomes in both sectors. 
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There are three main objectives to the SHN approach: 

1. Investment cases on SHN need to be developed at the country level to identify the gaps, 
needs and governance mechanisms for improved coordination and options for sustainable 
financing. The investment cases should be complemented with a diagnostic tool, an 
improved version of the SABER framework, the “Healthy-SABER,” which is designed to 
strengthen SHN policies and enhance financial decision making at the country level. 

2. An evidence-based guaranteed package of SHN services should be developed to increase 
access to cost-effective health interventions (including school-based deworming, school 
feeding, menstrual hygiene management, sexual and reproductive health, socio-emotional 
skills, Human Papillomavirus (HPV) vaccines, etc.). As part of the SHN package, school feeding 
has been internationally recognized as improving attendance, retention, schooling and, more 
recently, cognitive abilities (Drake et al., 2017). However, due to its high cost compared to 
other SHN interventions and for better results, school feeding must be combined with other 
health services, especially in disadvantaged areas. 

3. Finally, building international consensus for the effective implementation of SHN is critical. 
In a strategic partnership with WFP, the WBG is working with other bilateral and multilateral 
agencies to assist countries in accelerating SHN programmes to improve health and education 
outcomes as a step to boosting inclusive economic growth and productivity to maximize 
human capital. 

USDA’s McGovern-Dole International Food for Education and Child 
Nutrition Program supports education, child development and food 
security in low-income, food-deficit countries. It donates United States 
agricultural commodities and financial and technical assistance for 
school feeding and maternal and child nutrition projects.

McGovern-Dole reduces hunger and improves literacy and primary 
education, especially for girls, by providing school meals, teacher 
training and related support. McGovern-Dole projects boost school 
enrolment and academic performance, and also improve children’s 

Box 3.3 
USDA’s perspective on school feeding
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Case Study 3.1 
Mali: Improving the prospects for peace and building  
social cohesion

Elisabetta Aurino
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The positive effects of school feeding on schooling have been 
established by a wide body of evidence in non-crisis settings (see Drake 
et al., 2017 for a review), yet evidence on the effectiveness of school 
feeding in conflict settings remains extremely limited. A smart study 
design (Aurino et al., 2019) has analysed the educational impacts of 
school feeding during the recent conflict in Mopti, central Mali, providing 
unique, quasi-experimental evidence on this critical question. 

Since 2012, Mali has experienced a series of political crises which 
compounded high levels of food insecurity. Strengthening the 
educational impacts of humanitarian response is particularly critical for 

Mali, where over half of its 14.5 million inhabitants are under 15, and 
primary schooling completion and youth literacy rates are among the 

lowest in the world (World Bank, 2020e). 

By relying on a unique pre-crisis baseline from 2012, supported by  
PCD and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and a longitudinal 
four-year follow-up, this study estimates the effects of emergency 
school feeding implemented by WFP and other partners on children’s 
educational outcomes. 

The study found that school feeding had a positive impact on school 
enrolment, with an increase of about 10 percentage points in the 
probability of enrolment for children participating in the programme 

relative to the control group. This is a large increase, particularly given 
the low enrolment rates (around 40 percent in 2017). School feeding 
also positively affected retention and grade progression: on average, 
children in the school feeding group gained more than an additional half 

year of education compared with their peers. This effect was slightly 
larger among girls. 

The study also examined differences in school feeding effects by conflict 
intensity, by differentiating between villages in which rebels were 
present at the local level (categorized as “high-conflict intensity”), and 
villages where rebel groups were not operating in the immediate vicinity 
(“low-conflict intensity” villages). There was no difference in the impact 
of school feeding on enrolment by degree of conflict intensity. However, 
the increase in grade progression was mostly driven by low-conflict 
intensity in villages.
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Box 4.1 
Stepping up eϜective school health and nutrition ɀ  
A UN partnership
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The relationship between education, nutrition and health calls for a 
more integrated, systems approach to school health and nutrition, and 

coordinated action to bring effective, multi-component policies and 
programmes to scale. 

UN and multi-lateral agencies have responded to this call, forming a new 
partnership around “Stepping up effective school health and nutrition”, 
in collective commitment to advance the health and nutrition of school-
age children, so they are able to learn and grow; achieve their full 
potential; and shape the future of their communities and countries. The 
partnership includes FAO, the Global Partnership for Education (GPE), 
UNESCO, UNICEF, UNSCN, the World Bank Group, WFP and WHO. 

Recognizing that investing effectively in learners’ health, nutrition and 
well-being through school health and nutrition programmes can achieve 
big development gains, the partnership is increasing efforts to ensure 
that school health and nutrition is a key priority on national, regional and 
global agendas to build countries’ human capital. Building on existing 
partnerships for school health and nutrition, the coalition partners are 

committed to align their efforts and mobilize their wide range of technical 
capacities, expertise and experience working with governments and 
other development partners as part of a global push on school health and 
nutrition. The partners identified four priority areas for joint work: 

1. Advocating jointly to mobilize funding and support. 

2. Generating and disseminating more and better data on school health 

and nutrition, to critically monitor progress and inform policy and 

programming at all levels. 

3. Providing coordinated and evidence-based guidance and standards. 

4. Providing coordinated policy advice and support for advancing 
multisectoral policies and programmes embedded in national 

education systems. 

The partnership invites governments and other partners to renew their 
own commitments to school health and nutrition and to increase and 
better align investments and efforts to bring proven interventions to 
scale and respond holistically to children’s learning and growth needs. 
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In terms of financing, one of the mechanisms available to donors is debt-for-development swaps, 
which occur when a creditor country agrees with a borrower to forego repayment of public 
debt under the condition that the borrower invests part of the corresponding amount in agreed 
development projects. The aim of a debt-for-development swap arrangement is to reduce the 
external public debt of a developing country, in exchange for parallel investment in national 
social and economic development.

While debt swaps agreements are typically bilateral, between creditor and borrower 
governments, they can also involve an international organization (such as WFP). This third party 
provides transparency and effectiveness of programme implementation, thereby assuring the 
creditor that the funds are effectively invested in economic development. Social protection 
schemes related to SDG 2 “Zero Hunger” are usually among the priority areas for the allocation 
of debt-swap funds for creditors and borrowers. The investment of debt-swap funds in school 
feeding programmes and other safety nets is one of the most relevant interventions to strengthen 
the state-citizen relationship. Programmes such as school feeding deliver immediate and tangible 
benefits to citizens, while also supporting growth and development by improving human capital 
through enhanced education outcomes. The Egypt and Mozambique governments, together with 
their creditors, selected WFP to support the implementation of their debt-swap agreements by 
assisting their national school feeding programmes (see also Case Study 4.3).

Box 4.2 
The Global Partnership for Education (GPE)

Sinead Andersen 

Global Advocacy 
Team Lead

Global Partnership 

for Education

GPE is the only multi-stakeholder partnership and fund dedicated 
exclusively to delivering inclusive and equitable quality education for 
all. GPE mobilizes partnerships and investments to transform education 
systems in developing countries, prioritizing the most vulnerable 
children with the greatest educational needs. 

As part of its work to build equitable, inclusive and resilient education 
systems, GPE recognizes that good health and nutrition are essential for 
children’s learning. School feeding is a vital tool that promotes health 
and learning, and reduces barriers that keep children out of school, 
especially girls and children marginalized by poverty, displacement  
or disability. 
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Education Cannot Wait (ECW) is the first global, multilateral fund 
dedicated to education in emergencies and protracted crises. It was 
established in 2016 as a key outcome of the World Humanitarian 
Summit. Over the past three years, ECW has raised over US$560 million 
in financing for education in emergencies. ECW invests to support 
the delivery of inclusive and quality education in 32 emergency and 
protracted crisis countries. ECW plans to reach at least nine million 
children and youth through its strategic plan 2018-2021.

ECW aims to foster collective outcomes and greater commitment 
to meet the educational needs of millions of children and youth 

affected by crises. ECW recognizes that school feeding programmes 
in crisis contexts are a highly effective tool to address children’s diet, 
nutrition, education and security needs during and after crises as 

part of a wider school-based education and health support package. 
These life-saving and enhancing safety nets help provide children 
and youth with a sense of normalcy and promote social cohesion and 
stability during crises; as well as provide opportunities after crises, 
which is key to build resilience. They also improve children’s dietary 
intake and nutrition, which improves learning outcomes, retention 
and performance in school settings. ECW strives to promote collective 
outcomes by mobilizing joint action by government, UN agencies, 
NGOs and the private sector to support children and youth in crisis-
affected countries. ECW has signed agreements with several partners 
to promote the school health and nutrition agenda, including WFP, 

UNICEF and UNESCO, among others. ECW partners with these agencies 
to advocate globally for greater political commitment and financial 
resources for school-based interventions that address children’s 
education, nutrition and health needs in crises. At the country level, 
ECW facilitates the development of integrated education in emergency 
response plans, through which it supports the creation of coalitions of 
partners to work together to achieve collective education outcomes. 
ECW has been steadfast in responding to the detrimental impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education system by supporting 
distant education, psychosocial support, school feeding, protection 

and WASH-related services, providing tailored support to national 
COVID-19 strategies and plans. 

Box 4.3 
Education Cannot Wait

Zeinab Adam

Senior Advisor 
on Coordination, 

Development and 
Strategic Planning

Education  
Cannot Wait
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Box 4.4 
Mary’s Meals vision for school feeding

Graeme Little

Director of 
Programmes

Mary’s Meals 
International

Mary’s Meals has been delivering school feeding programmes since 
2002 and currently supports over 1.6 million children in over 3,000 
schools and 19 countries across Africa, Asia, Latin America, Eastern 
Europe and the Caribbean.

Mary’s Meals vision is that every child receives one daily meal at their 
place of education, and that those who have more than they need share 
with those who lack even the most basic things. Mary’s Meals aims to 
reduce hunger for school-going children, enabling them to engage and 

progress through education, and to set them and future generations 

free from chronic poverty.

It delivers school feeding through programme affiliates (locally 
established organizations run directly by Mary’s Meals) and programme 
partners (local organizations that implement school feeding 
programmes with Mary’s Meals support.) Programme affiliates are 
critical to our programming, and programme partners may allow 
Mary’s Meals to reach children in contexts that would otherwise be 
difficult or impossible to reach, or where they are best suited to reach 
local communities due to their access to infrastructure, staff and local 
knowledge – making it possible to deliver highly impactful, efficient and 
low-cost programmes.

Mary’s Meals is supported primarily by a grassroots support base, and 
stewardship of resources and learning at all levels of programming 
is ensured through robust monitoring and evaluation. Mary’s Meals 
remains engaged and committed to two-way sharing of learning and 
knowledge with other external organizations and fora, in the hope that, 
one day, all children will receive a daily meal in their place of education.
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Box 4.5 
BMZ perspective on school health and nutrition

Federal Ministry 

of Economic 

Cooperation and 

Development

 

Government of 
Germany

Recognizing that sufficient, affordable and diverse foods are the basic 
requirements for human development, the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) has made food 
and nutrition security, agriculture and rural development a priority. 
BMZ promotes healthy diets for all at every stage of life, but nutrition 
interventions usually focus on the first 1,000 days, targeting women 
at reproductive age, pregnant and breastfeeding women, and small 
children. To reach school-age children and adolescents, BMZ supports 
national school feeding programmes via bilateral cooperation and in 
cooperation with WFP. School feeding programmes not only provide 
nutritionally valuable meals but can also contribute to a range of 
development goals, such as education, WASH, health and agriculture. 
Home-grown school feeding improves school meals and, at the same 
time, provides a predictable market for local producers leading to 
increased availability of a wide variety of foods in local markets, 
provided school feeding programmes are designed nutrition-sensitively. 
Home-grown school feeding programmes are therefore important 
additional nutrition interventions towards the achievement of 
sustainable development goals (especially SDG 2) and WHO  
nutrition targets. 

Through its transitional development assistance, BMZ supports WFP 
school feeding, including home-grown school feeding, in a number 
of contexts and countries – for example within the integrated Sahel 
resilience initiative, in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Niger and Mauritania. 
Here, school feeding is implemented as part of an integrated resilience 
approach, combining productive assets creation, malnutrition 
prevention and capacity strengthening activities over a period of five 
years in the same communities to transform livelihoods. Nutritious 
school meals and take-home rations are provided to motivate school 
retention and improve education. This is complemented by other 
activities in schools, such as school gardens or livestock to diversify 
schoolchildren’s diets and support the school committees’ income-
generating activities. Schools are also leveraged as a platform to deliver 
messages on hygiene, family practices and environmental stewardship. 
In the context of COVID-19, the programme had to be adapted due 
to school closures, providing take-home food rations for children no 
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Box 4.6 
World Coalition on sustainable healthy school nutrition

Angelina Balz 

Federal Ministry 
of Food and 

Agriculture (BMEL)

Government of 
Germany

Idea: Together with partners, Germany intends to establish a “World 
Coalition on sustainable healthy school nutrition.” This World Coalition 
is a global action network of countries on a political level that aims to 
contribute to implementation of the results of the Second International 
Conference on Nutrition within the United Nations Decade of Action on 
Nutrition 2016-2025.

Goals: The World Coalition wants to expand the coverage of national 
school nutrition programmes and especially wants to improve the 
quality of the food and meals provided in schools. At the end of the 
Decade of Action on Nutrition in 2025, we aim to have increased the 
number of children receiving healthy, sustainable nutrition in schools.

Purpose: The World Coalition will bring together policymakers from 
interested countries to develop a shared understanding of the policies 
and programmes that can tackle both undernutrition and overweight 
in schoolchildren. Countries will learn from each other how to improve 
nutrition in the context of schools and other childcare facilities for 
children of all age groups.

Activities: The World Coalition will contribute to a global conference 
about school nutrition hosted by Germany in summer 2021 in Berlin. 
During the conference, key areas for policies will be discussed.  
The results will be fed into the UN Food Systems Summit in 2021.  
All interested countries are warmly invited to take part.

Moreover, the quality aspects that have to be dealt with in country-
specific nutritional guidelines and guidance for schools will be discussed 
and defined within the World Coalition. Through sharing experiences 
and exchanging lessons learned and best practices, the World Coalition 
aims to support the development, improvement and implementation of 
national guidelines for sustainable healthy school nutrition. 
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Box 4.7 
Dubai Cares and its contributions to public goods

Annina Mattsson 

Director of 
Programmes

Dubai Cares

For children to have a better education, it is essential to have an 
integrated, holistic approach towards school health and nutrition. 
Schools have to offer proper WASH facilities and health education to 
prevent disease, but nutrition should also feature in this education  
to promote children’s overall well-being. 

It is time for the international community of implementers, donors, 

governments and global stakeholders, to boost school feeding’s 
contributions towards the attainment of sustainable development 
goals. School feeding plays an important role in helping countries 
achieve some targets directly (SDGs 2, 3, 4 and 5), and indirectly (SDGs 
1, 8 and 10). Our collective direction should be towards reinforcing 
and strengthening the role of research and evidence-backed 
implementation of national school feeding programmes. This has been 

a core component of Dubai Cares’ approach to supporting School 
Health and Nutrition (SHN) programmes since its inception in 2007. 

What we have learned from Dubai Cares’ school health and nutrition 
programmes is that school feeding not only increases children’s access 
to education and schooling but, when these programmes are evidence-
generating, they are more likely to result in the reshaping of national 
policies that ensure school feeding remains a core pillar for educational 

access, retention and student health. It is with this strengthening 
of evidence, results and learning in mind, that Dubai Cares funds 
programmes such as WFP’s school feeding to generate public goods. 
Current funding of public goods includes the establishment of a 

research consortium of partners on school feeding evidence; the 
creation of a global school feeding database; and the publication of 
this WFP flagship report. Successful programmes, which generate 
evidence, develop an ethos among policymakers that has allowed 
millions of children to remain in school, increasing their chances for a 

better future. It has also helped improve the effectiveness of service 
delivery in many national school feeding programmes; and contributed 
towards enhancing implementation, improved targeting and ensured 
cost-efficiency by continuous examination of the validity of assumptions 
against the reality of programme implementation.
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Box 4.8 
The work of the WFP Centre of Excellence in Brazil: ten years  
of international cooperation

Sharon de Freitas 

and Yasmin 

Wakimoto

WFP Centre  

of Excellence 
against Hunger

As part of WFP’s efforts in humanitarian and development assistance, 
the organization sought to scale up partnerships with a broader range 
of actors. As a leading country implementing sustainable solutions for 

challenges and crises in stable contexts, Brazil’s successful experience 
in improving food and nutrition security complemented WFP’s 
leadership on school feeding worldwide. After a series of cooperative 
initiatives on humanitarian efforts and South-South Cooperation, WFP 
and the Government of Brazil created the WFP Centre of Excellence 
Against Hunger in Brazil (WFP CoE Brazil) in 2011. Since then, WFP CoE 
Brazil has operated as a hub for knowledge exchange and as a venue 
for policy dialogue for developing counties in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. With the steadfast support and partnership of the Brazilian 
Cooperation Agency (ABC) and the Brazilian Fund for Education 
Development (FNDE), this new office started to support WFP partners 
and governments across the global south.

In its first five years of operations, WFP CoE Brazil organized 51 
study visits in Brazil for 40 countries, promoted 38 in-country 
technical assistance missions of Brazilian experts, and supported the 
organization of 12 national participatory consultations. The office 
in Brasilia collaborated with countries to strengthen their national 
ownership and autonomy in the design and implementation of quality 
school feeding policies and programmes. This was made possible 
by an approach rooted in South-South Cooperation principles, and 
the expertise and political leadership provided by Brazilian policies 
and their success in poverty and hunger alleviation. This strength 
also helped build strategic partnerships to facilitate exchanges and 
networks, and contributed to an enabling environment for the pursuit 
of nationally owned solutions.

A key initiative deriving from these first five years has involved the 
African Union (AU). In 2015, a delegation of AU staff and ministers from 
African countries visited WFP CoE Brazil to learn from the country’s 
experience in school feeding. This partnership delivered a series of 
outcomes and coordination mechanisms, including the adoption of 
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Case study 4.1 
The African Union: Partnerships for school feeding 

H.E. Sarah Mbi 

Enow Anyang 

Commissioner for 

Human Resources, 
Science and 
Technology 

African Union 
Commission

At the African Union (AU) Summit in 2016, the Heads of State took 
the decision (Assembly/AU/Dec.589 (XXVI)) to acknowledge the value 
of school feeding as a major tool to contribute to the goals of the 
Continental Education Strategy (CESA 2016-2025) by achieving access, 
high performance and completion of education for all; while also 
contributing to ending hunger and alleviating poverty especially, where 
home-grown school feeding is practised.

Over the past few years, the AU with the support of WFP, has been 
working towards providing Member States with the tools to ensure 
children have access to integrated, impactful, sustainable and home-
grown school feeding programmes. As a result, African countries have 
made school feeding a national priority. 

In 39 countries across the African continent, governments are financing 
and managing national school feeding programmes. Ghana, Malawi, 
Kenya and Zimbabwe all feed over 1 million schoolchildren; while Egypt 
and Nigeria each feed more than 9 million children every day of the 
school year.

Many governments are increasingly sourcing food for school feeding 
locally from smallholder farmers in a bid to boost local agriculture, 

strengthen local food systems and move people out of poverty: 21 of 
the 39 countries implement home-grown school feeding programmes. 

Over 65 million children across the African continent are receiving 
school feeding. However, more than 60 million children across 
Africa who live in extreme poverty still do not have access to these 
programmes. Escalating armed conflict is causing an unparalleled 
humanitarian emergency in several regions of Africa and the impact 
on children, women and men is dramatic. The greatest gaps in school 
feeding are in the Sahel region and the Horn of Africa, confirming that 
coverage is lowest where needs are greatest.

The African Union calls upon the Heads of State and governments to 
commit to strengthening school feeding, by encouraging domestic 

financing as a critical action to ensure a permanent, healthy and 
conducive learning environment in all subsectors in order to expand 
access to quality education.
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Case study 4.2 
Latin America and the Caribbean:  
Partnerships for school feeding

Alessio Orgera

School Feeding 
Adviser

WFP Regional 

Bureau for Latin 
America and  

the Caribbean

The problems affecting schoolchildren and adolescents today are not 
the same as a decade ago. In Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), 
universal access to primary education is nearly achieved in most 
countries, and key priorities for governments are the expansion of 
education services to pre-primary and secondary school-age children 
and enhancing the quality of education for all children, ensuring that 
no one is left behind. The double burden of malnutrition, a rising 

concern in the region, has realigned priorities for school-age children: 

governments are increasingly promoting better diets, good nutrition 
and healthy eating habits; addressing and preventing micronutrient 
deficiencies; and tackling the specific needs of adolescent girls and 
other vulnerable groups. Schools are increasingly seen by policymakers 
as a privileged entry point to address the health and nutrition needs of 
girls and boys, and to maximize national investment in human capital 
development. LAC is now pioneering this vision, and school feeding is 
among the programmes that have been prioritized to achieve it.

School feeding is one of the largest safety nets in the region. Over 
78 million schoolchildren receive meals every day, with an annual 
investment of approximately US$4.3 billion, primarily coming from 
national budgets. Programmes are embedded in strong national policy 

and institutional frameworks. Acknowledging the high potential of 
their national school feeding programmes, several governments have 
undertaken efforts to maximize their outcomes. 

Furthermore, the AU and governments must forge strong partnerships, driven by our shared 
values and policy objectives and deliver impact on the ground. The AU also calls upon the 
international community to support the response to the growing humanitarian needs but also in 
scaling up resilience operations to promote education and improve the nutrition and well-being 
of schoolchildren in Africa, especially in those fragile countries that are not yet able to reach all 

vulnerable children on their own. Help us provide technical support to those countries that are 
ready to initiate or scale up their national programmes but are looking for guidance; and let us 
jointly advocate and position school health and nutrition as a priority on the continent. 
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Case study 4.3 
The Russian–Mozambican debt-swap arrangement: 
National leadership and WFP’s implementation

Annmarie Isler 

Public 

Partnerships 

and Resourcing 

Division

World Food 

Programme

Mozambique’s external debt has been a serious obstacle for investment 
in education and social protection with the country’s debt situation 
estimated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to be “in distress”. 
Public debt servicing represents an enormous burden on the country’s 
budget, consuming over 50 percent of public revenue between 2018-
2020 and contributing to the recent deterioration of the situation 

following the fall in commodity prices, and the suspension of donor 
funding. In April 2016, many creditors discontinued their support to 

the Mozambique Government after a substantial undisclosed debt was 
revealed, undermining the country’s financial reputation, and leading 
to serious consequences, including the current state of default, and 
real exchange rate depreciation (48 percent since the end of 2014). 
Finding a sustainable way to restructure the Mozambican debt, while 
securing enough guarantees to secure the trust of creditors, has been 

a top priority by Government and International partners alike, both 
for achieving the SDG goals and securing national stability. Debt-for-
development swaps offer a solution for countries like Mozambique 
to generate additional resources without sacrificing fiscal and 
macroeconomic sustainability.

In 2013, Russia reached a bilateral agreement with Mozambique that 
provided for a debt-for-development swap of US$146 million. Russia 
agreed that Mozambique would invest the funds from the debt swap 
in mutually agreed development projects with proportionate debt 
cancellation. Under this agreement, instead of making repayments to 
Russia, the Ministry of Finance of Mozambique deposited funds into a 
special account opened by the Russian Vnesheconombank (VEB) at the 
Central Bank of Mozambique. This arrangement prescribed that the 
Government of Mozambique lead the selection of both development 
projects and associated implementing partner. In terms of modality, 
the Government of Mozambique submitted a prospective project to the 
Russian Ministry of Finance for approval. The latter instructed the VEB 
to release funds for implementation by the Mozambican Government. 
The funds were subsequently converted into the national currency and 
allotted to the agreed implementing partner. Monitoring of the process 
is ensured through annual progress reports and a final report was 
presented to the creditor upon completion. 

Chapter 4 | State of School Feeding Worldwide 2020156















Map 5.1  
Overview of WFP school feeding programmes around the world in 2019
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Legend: WFP school feeding programmes reached 17.3 million children in 2019, the largest 
share of which are in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Since 2013, the number of children reached annually by WFP-managed programmes has been 
relatively stable at around 17 million children across the regions (see Figure 5.1). Transition to 
state-run programmes has occurred in several countries: in Cambodia, WFP’s programme has 
reduced from 528,000 to 281,000 children following a transition plan with the government; and in 
Kenya and Zambia, 1.1 million and 900,000 children are now being supported by their respective 
governments. During this period, WFP has completely handed over programmes in Bhutan, 
Ghana, Indonesia, Sao Tome and Principe, Kenya and Palestine. It has also increased its coverage 
in crisis-hit countries.

Since 2013, WFP has also scaled up several operations in response to emergencies and crises in 
the Middle East and North Africa region, including in Egypt, Jordan, Sudan, Syria and Yemen. 

Figure 5.1  
Evolution of WFP school feeding beneɲciaries between 2013 and 2020  
(by WFP Regional Bureau)
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Legend: The total number of children supported by WFP with school meals remained 
stable between 2013 and 2020, at around 17 million globally. Disaggregating by region 
illustrates a decrease in Asia and the Pacific, mostly driven by gradual handover to 
governments, and a marked increase in the Middle East and North Africa region, mostly 
in response to crises.
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Figure 5.2  
The evolution of a policy priority
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Figure 5.3   
Numbers of children reached by school feeding programmes in countries 
supported by WFP
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Legend: The number of children receiving school feeding in countries supported by 
WFP has significantly increased between 2013 and 2020, especially in lower middle-
income countries where WFP has supported transitions to government-led programmes. 
This increase is entirely attributable to government investments, while WFP’s support 
remained unchanged.
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Box 5.1 
What WFP learned from COVID-19 in the context of school 
feeding and education

While the COVID-19 pandemic severely impacted the lives of the most vulnerable populations, it 
also gave WFP the opportunity to reflect on its current delivery of programmes. The key lessons 
WFP learned from the COVID-19 crisis are detailed below.

Looking beyond the immediate crisis: it is clear that the impact of COVID-19 will be felt for years 
to come. WFP must address the long-term implications of the pandemic on global food systems, 

unemployment and household incomes, and the effects on school feeding. Even as schools 
reopen, it is not guaranteed that all children will return to school as parents may no longer be 
able to afford to send their children back or require them to work for additional income. With the 
number of food insecure people increasing to record levels, WFP must find new ways to adapt its 
programmes in a post COVID-19 world.

Expand and scale up new programme modalities: WFP’s response to school closures and the 
subsequent social shocks have shown the effectiveness of alternative feeding mechanisms in 
supporting children that no longer have access to school. WFP seeks to expand its programming 
options and scale up modalities such as the use of centralized kitchens and voucher systems, in 
order to build better, more flexible school feeding programmes. Specific attention will be brought 
to populations in urban settings as they will be most affected by the pandemic.

Strengthen partnerships with UN agencies, NGOs and the private sector: WFP recognizes the 
need to strengthen ongoing partnerships and ensure investments from donors are part of the 
broader education sector response. WFP must also capitalize on the COVID-19 response and 
support governments in bringing forward school feeding in their national policies. WFP’s work 
with ministries of education; NGOs such as World Vision and Save the Children; and the private 
sector, e.g. Mastercard and Sodexo, is crucial to the long-term success of the strategy. 
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Box 5.2 
UNESCO’s Global Education Monitoring Report on inclusive 
school health and nutrition: A summary

Social inclusion and development are closely interlinked. In order to make progress towards the 
SDGs and the international pledge of leaving no one behind, policies need to tackle inequalities 
and ensure inclusive approaches. According to the UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, social inclusion is “…the process of improving the terms of participation in society, 
particularly for people who are disadvantaged, through enhancing opportunities, access to 
resources, voice and respect for rights” (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, 2016). As such, any efforts to build human capital through school health and nutrition 
programmes must factor in and plan for these interventions to offer channels to improve the 
participation of all children, especially those who are most vulnerable to exclusion, including, but 
not limited to, children with disabilities. 

UNESCO’s Global Monitoring Education Report 2020 (UNESCO, 2020c), titled “Inclusion and 
education: All means all”, states that school feeding programmes can promote equity and 
inclusion, recognizing their contribution to poverty reduction, nutrition, health and education. 
The report highlights the government-led school feeding programme in Ghana which 
increased test scores, especially among girls, poor children and those from northern regions. 

The programmes in Yemen and India are also featured. The social aspect of school meals is 
highlighted in the report, while acknowledging that meaningful inclusion through sharing of 
school meals can be difficult to achieve in some contexts. Additionally, the report recommends 
cooperation across multiple actors, government departments and sectors, presenting school 
health and nutrition programmes as an example, with 89 percent of countries implementing such 
programmes (UNESCO, 2020c).

Children with disabilities are at higher risk of being excluded from education or dropping out, and 
school feeding programmes are recognized for having educational impacts on the most vulnerable 
learners (PCD, 2015). Approaches that are designed to meet the needs of all children, including 
those with disabilities, are referred to as disability-inclusive school health and nutrition (Graham 
et al., 2017). For instance, Zanzibar’s 2008-2016 Education Sector Plan notes that enrolment of 
children with special needs is low, which leads to insufficient support for people with special 
needs. As such, its focus is on designing disability-inclusive education interventions; collecting 
more accurate data; and improving training for teachers (Government of Zanzibar, 2007). In Kenya, 
the home-grown school feeding programme aims to improve targeting and data collection for all 
vulnerable children, while sensitizing children and parents, and providing vocational training to 
improve economic outcomes (PCD, 2013). 
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Box 5.3 
Digital innovation in school feeding – Menu Planner PLUS,  
School Connect and Integrated Dashboards

Pierre-Guillaume 

Wielezynski

Director of Digital 
Transformation 

World Food 

Programme

Leveraging the power of technology, WFP developed three digital 
initiatives to help make school meals more nutritious and make data 
more available in a timely manner.

Building on earlier solutions and jointly with the Partnership for Child 
Development (PCD), the Menu Planner PLUS software is a digital 
solution that optimizes school menus with the potential of making them 
more nutritious, cost-efficient, and locally sourced using an advanced 
mathematical algorithm. The whole process is conducted in four easy 
steps and the results can be crafted to meet local recipes and culture.

Bhutan was the first country to support the development and piloting 
of Menu Planner PLUS as an operational application. The first Menu 
Planner PLUS-designed menu was implemented in the region of 
Punakha and underscored essential ways to improve school feeding 
rations. The Menu Planner PLUS menu is 20 percent cheaper than the 
previously used menu while maintaining its nutrient content and led 
to a 70 percent increase in food sourced from local farmers, all while 
respecting local eating habits. The scale up of the tool will start with 
three additional countries in the last quarter of 2020.

Another project in progress is ‘School Connect’, a digital data tracking 
solution working in unstable connectivity contexts that was developed 
by WFP specifically for school feeding programmes. Combined with the 
data integration project ‘Integrated Dashboards’, the aim is to reduce 
administrative work linked to paper-report handling and speed up data 
collection and analysis by equipping school feeding managers with near 
real-time interactive online dashboards on programme performance.

School Connect, which was tested by the Burundi operation in 20 
schools in 2019/20, runs on electronic devices with an internet browser 
and facilitates tracking of important school feeding indicators such as 
enrolment, attendance, food utilization and current food inventory 
levels in schools. 
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Case study 5.1 
Nepal: handover and transition story

In 1996, the Government of Nepal took its first step towards ownership 
and sustainability of its school feeding programme by creating the Food 

for Education Programme and establishing an institutional framework. 
In 2008, the government initiated its own cash-based school feeding 
programme in five districts. The start of the McGovern-Dole programme 
in 2009 also provided an additional boost to government efforts, 
allowing WFP to accompany and support the Ministry of Education. 
After 24 years, the school feeding programme was institutionalized and 
fully embedded in Nepal’s national system.

Over the last ten years, thanks to sustained investment by USDA and 
with support from WFP, the government has consolidated its policy and 
institutional framework: school feeding is now included in the national 
education sector policy; the government designed and launched a 
national school meals operational plan; and progressively increased the 
number of staff in the department/unit responsible for the programme 
within the Ministry of Education. These efforts have led to impressive 
results; for example, the current National Development Plan mentions 
school feeding as a programme that has helped to raise net enrolment 

and retention rates in schools; lower dropout rates; and achieve  
gender parity.

WFP, with support from USDA, also invested US$18 million in capacity 
strengthening activities to support the transition. This investment 
has led to WFP indirectly benefitting the 2.8 million children who are 
currently part of the school feeding programme, demonstrating that 

supporting governments to expand their own programmes is more 
sustainable and cost-efficient in the long term.

In 2018, WFP commissioned a cost-benefit analysis in Nepal, which 
found that every US$1 invested in school feeding yielded an economic 
return of between US$4.1 and US$5.2 (WFP, 2018a). These advocacy 
efforts, combined with increased fiscal space and national budgets, led 
the government to progressively increase its financial allocations to 
school feeding, accelerating and consolidating the transition to national 

ownership. This enabled the government to reach the most important 
milestone during handover which is an increased budgetary allocation. 
As illustrated in Table 5.1, over the last four years, the national budget 
for school feeding has almost quadrupled (from US$20 million in 2017  
to almost US$70 million in 2020), as external support has decreased 
(from US$4.2 million in 2017 to US$2.8 million in 2020) illustrating a 
successful transition process.
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Case study 5.2 
Bangladesh: The transition process 

The school feeding programme, which started with WFP support in 2001, is currently 
transitioning from an externally supported programme towards full government ownership.  
As stated in the new National School Meal Policy (NSMP) approved by the Prime Minister in 
August 2019, the aim is to reach all primary schoolchildren with locally produced meals by 
2030. The National School Meal Policy will be implemented in a phased approach with technical 
support provided by WFP. During the transition, the number of children reached will increase.

The government plans to deliver school feeding to all students in government primary schools 
by 2024. The food provided will gradually shift from fortified biscuits to diverse hot meals. 
Currently, the government allocates US$75 million per year to the programme. The costs after 
full implementation of the National School Meal Policy is estimated at US$910 million a year,  
which the government has committed to cover. 

These investments have translated into more children being progressively supported.  
Between the Government of Nepal, USDA and WFP, a total of 7.2 million children have been  
fed since 2017 with a yearly increase in coverage of about 186 percent. Most of this increase  
is due to the scaling-up of the national, cash based programme, which accounts for 96 percent 
of the total caseload in 2020. The fact that 4.6 percent of the education sector budget is now 
allocated to school feeding further demonstrates the government’s commitment to  
the programme and its importance to overall education-sector goals.   
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Case study 5.3 
Kenya: Consolidation of its national school feeding programme

Since the 1980s, the Ministry of Education, together with WFP, has successfully implemented 
a school meals programme targeting the most food-insecure areas with the lowest school 
enrolment and completion rates, and high gender disparities. This programme included  

all primary schools in the arid and semi-arid lands of Kenya and in the unplanned urban 
settlements of Nairobi. 

In 2009, the Government of Kenya made a bold move to start the first national home-grown 
school feeding (HGSF) programme in Africa taking on board an initial 540,000 children from the 
WFP-supported programme. The Ministry of Education and WFP agreed on a gradual handover 
strategy, which was completed in June 2018. Today, the government’s programme, guided by the 
National School Meals and Nutrition Strategy (2017-2022), reaches over 1.6 million children in 
arid and semi-arid counties, exceeding the coverage achieved when WFP provided operational 
support by more than 400,000 children. Funding from the government increased from  
US$8.5 million in 2009 to US$24 million in 2018. 

Kenya illustrates how government commitment can transform a programme from relying 
on donor support to full government financing and national ownership. The school meals 
programme in Kenya has become one of the strongest in Africa. The Government of Kenya will 
continue to work with WFP and other partners to strengthen the programme. Currently, the 
priorities are to:

 ● strengthen the data and management information system through digitization of HGSF 
processes to enhance efficiency, effectiveness and accountability;

 ● provide training on implementing and managing the school meals programme for education 
officers, teachers and parent representatives;

 ● strengthen coordination structures at national, county and school levels; and

 ● take advantage of South-South Collaboration to strengthen its programme and share 
experiences with other countries.   
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Case study 5.4 
Tunisia: A sustainable school feeding strategy

Tunisia was among the first countries in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region to establish a national school feeding programme: 
the programme was implemented just after the country’s independence 
and following the first reform of the education system in 1958. The aim 
of the country’s national school feeding programme was to ensure that 
all children receive primary education, particularly the most vulnerable 
living in rural areas, and to boost the nutrition status of students in 
primary school. 

In 2020, the programme reached 260,000 schoolchildren (125,000 girls 
and 135,000 boys), in 2,500 primary schools (25 percent of children in 
50 percent of primary schools). The programme, fully funded by the 
government, is under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education 
and is implemented under a highly decentralized model, whereby all 
food procurement and management is conducted at the school level. 
The budget of the national school feeding programme doubled in 2019, 
reaching US$16 million per year. The Tunisian Government invested  
US$1.7 million in the construction and equipment of a pilot central 
kitchen and development of a School Food Bank.

With the support of WFP, a sustainable school feeding strategy was 
adopted in 2014. The purpose of the strategy is to:

 ● strengthen regulatory frameworks and tools in the areas of 
governance, targeting, cost-effectiveness, nutritional quality of school 
meals, and safety, monitoring and evaluation;

 ● support the upgrading of the current decentralized school feeding 

model in certain schools to increase the system’s capacity to provide 
nutritious and hot meals;

 ● support the management of new implementation methods that are 
effective, responsible and promote local development; and

 ● support the revitalization of school gardens as centres of nutrition 
and environmental education.

An innovative model was implemented, and piloted, using locally 
sourced foods for school meals, based on nutrition and hygiene 

guidelines, and delivered from a central kitchen to satellite schools. 
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Case study 5.5 
Lebanon: A school feeding programme in an emergency context

The Evaluation of Emergency School Feeding Activities in Lebanon 
(2016-2019) is part of a four-country (Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Niger, Syria and Lebanon) Evaluation Series on School Feeding in 
Emergency or Fragile Contexts, commissioned by WFP and funded  
by Canada. The evaluation series promotes learning at the strategic  
and operational levels, both globally and in-country.

Data collection was based on a mixed-method approach, including 
a quantitative and qualitative survey along with interviews with key 
informants. The evaluation questions focused on:

1. The appropriateness of school feeding to the needs of boys and girls 

in the evolving crisis context.

2. The coherence of SF with the humanitarian response of WFP and 
other actors.

3. The effects of SF on education, food and nutrition security of boys 
and girls.

4. The effects of SF on the ability of households to cope with crises,  
and the effects on the local economy.

5. The additional effects of SF on social cohesion, psychosocial  
well-being and exposure to harmful practices (child labour,  
early marriage).

6. The creation of a sustainable system for SF in line with government 
priorities and capacities.

The presence of an estimated 1.5 million displaced Syrians in Lebanon 
has placed increased demands on infrastructure and basic services, 
and has exacerbated the vulnerability of the refugees. Concurrently, 
Lebanon is dealing with a deepening economic and social crisis resulting 
in increased vulnerability and poverty in Lebanese communities.

The evaluation found that school feeding in Lebanon has contributed 
to improved diet diversity, and reduced food insecurity and short-term 
hunger for both Lebanese and Syrian children. The design of the school 
feeding programme appropriately responded to the differing needs 
of both Lebanese and Syrian refugee children while recognizing the 
distinctions and similarities between both population groups. 
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Beneɲciaries Those who receive the benefits of a particular social programme. For 
this publication, it refers to primary and secondary school-age children 

between 5-18 years who receive food in school feeding programmes.

Costs The per-child cost of school feeding is estimated as the total 

expenditure associated with school feeding activities divided by the 
number of beneficiaries. The figure reflects costs related to commodity 
procurement, transportation, storage and handling, and personnel. 

Community contributions are not included (Gelli and Daryanani, 
2013). Cost recovery refers to the programme costs being offset by 
contributions from beneficiaries or communities.

Coverage The proportion of school-attending children who are beneficiaries of 
school feeding programmes.

Development 

partners

An umbrella term for stakeholders that support the development 
efforts of national, subnational or local authorities, depending on 
the particular context. Development partners can include: bilateral 
donors (national governments providing international development 
assistance); UN agencies and institutions (WFP, UNICEF, FAO, UNESCO, 
UNFPA, UNSCN, WHO…); international financial institutions (IMF, WB, 
AfDB, AsDB, EBRD, IADB…); other multilateral agencies (e.g. IsDB, EIB, 
OFID, AIIB…); multi-stakeholder partnership global pooled funds (GPE, 
ECW…); international NGOs (Plan International, Save the Children 
International, World Vision International, Care International, Relief 

International, Dubai Cares…); international civil society organizations 
(PCD, International Food Policy Research Institute, the Millennium 
Villages Project, GCNF…); and civil society at the local level.

Deworming A treatment to control intestinal worm infections such as helminths 
(roundworm, ringworm and hookworm) and schistosomiasis. The 
World Health Organization has recommended giving children 
albendazole or mebendazole to treat helminths and praziquantel to 
treat schistosomiasis.

Dietary diversity The consumption of a proper balance of different foods that provide all 
the macronutrients and micronutrients needed for healthy growth and 
productive life.
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Acronyms

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

AU African Union

AUDA African Union Development Agency

BCA Benefit–Cost Analysis

BMEL Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture (Germany)

BMGF Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation

BMZ Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development 
(Germany)

BRICS Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa

CCAFS Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security

CERFAM Regional Centre of Excellence Against Hunger and Malnutrition  
(Côte d’Ivoire)

CESA Continental Education Strategy for Africa

CoE Centre of Excellence

COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019

DCP3 Disease Control Priorities, Third Edition 

DORA Annual Division of Revenue Act (India)

ECD Early Childhood Development

ECLAC Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean

ECW Education Cannot Wait

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization

FRESH Focusing Resources on Effective School Health

FY Fiscal Year

GBV Gender-based Violence

GCNF Global Child Nutrition Forum

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GFD General Food Distribution

GPE Global Partnership for Education

HCI Human Capital Index

HGSF Home-Grown School Feeding

HIV/AIDS Human Immunodeficiency Virus / Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome 

HNP Health, Nutrition and Population

HPV Human Papillomavirus

IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency

IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development

IFPRI International Food Policy Research Institute
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World Food Programme publications

A Chance for Every Schoolchild – WFP School Feeding Strategy 2020-2030.

In January 2020, the School-Based Programmes (SBP) division launched a ten-year strategy advocating 
for increased investment in the health and nutrition of schoolchildren and adolescents.

In this strategy, WFP lays out how it will advocate globally, and work in partnership, to address gaps in 
guaranteeing a proper school feeding provision for children in schools. In many cases, WFP may not be 
the lead agency in tackling specific challenges, but by working with other agencies to shed light on the 
issue of school feeding and convening different actors, WFP will help find solutions to the challenges 
identified. WFP will do this by leveraging its six decades of experience supporting school feeding; its 
reach and knowledge of the poorest and hardest-to-reach populations; and its trajectory of working 
with more than 100 countries on sustainable national school feeding programmes.

WFP. 2020. A Chance for Every Schoolchild – WFP School Feeding Strategy 2020-2030. Available at: https://
docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000112101/download/

School Feeding Situation Analysis – needs and challenges in WFP programming

This document forms part of a wider situation analysis carried out by the School-Based Programmes 
Service with contributions from the WFP CoE in the second half of 2018 and informs WFP’s School 
Feeding Strategy 2020-2030. It is focused around areas of organizational action that are needed for the 

effective delivery of quality school feeding programmes and technical assistance, including strategies, 
programme quality, partnerships, people, systems and evidence. 

The analysis was developed based on a consultative process. The starting point was to review and 
analyse the following sources: 

 ● Country Strategic Plans (CSPs) – a rapid review of 82 already-approved CSPs from all regions.

 ● Reports of regional school feeding workshops held in 2017-2018.

 ● The external audit of WFP School Feeding (2016).

 ● The draft synthesis of school feeding evaluations by the Office of Evaluations (2017).

 ● Twenty WFP evaluations (school feeding, portfolio, operation and impact evaluations).

Consultations were then carried out: 

 ● School-Based Programmes Service Strategy Retreat (August 2018).

 ● Regional Programme Adviser Meeting (September 2018).

 ● Consultation calls with regional bureau programme teams and school feeding focal points (August-
September 2018).

 ● Global Child Nutrition Forum side-event for WFP staff (October 2018).

 ● Discussion within School-Based Programmes team and inputs from CoE and headquarters colleagues 
(August-November 2018).

WFP. 2018. School Feeding Situation Analysis – needs and challenges in WFP programming. Available 
at: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000112503/download/
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Annex II: Online resources on 
school health and nutrition in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic

About this annex
This annex compiles online resources on school health and nutrition in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. UN agencies, governments and external partners pooled together knowledge on the 
following topics of interest:

 ● What is COVID-19?
 ● What steps can you take to protect yourself from COVID-19?
 ● How are agencies and governments responding to COVID-19?
 ● How does COVID-19 impact school health and nutrition?
 ● What is the current status of schools? Are schools closed? Do children still have access to meals?

This annex is available online at the following address: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-
0000120030/download/

Government National Strategic Plans and Policies
The following national school feeding policies, evaluations, and plans were developed in collaboration 
with national governments.

Government of Congo. 2016. Politique nationale d’alimentation scolaire. Available at: https://docs.wfp.
org/api/documents/WFP-0000117050/download/

Government of Kenya. 2017. National school meals and nutrition strategy 2017-2022. Ministry of 
Education Ministry of Health Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Fisheries. Available at: https://docs.
wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000116843/download/

Government of Malawi. 2015. National school health and nutrition policy. Ministry of education science 
and technology. Available at: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000117051/download/

Government of Nigeria. 2016. Nigeria home grown school feeding strategic plan. Available at: https://
docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000116838/download/
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Annex III: Methodology and sources 
used for estimating children 
receiving school feeding, coverage 
and investment

A3.1 Sources
Similar to the State of School Feeding Worldwide 2013 (WFP, 2013a), this publication draws on a 
combination of primary and secondary sources for quantitative data about children receiving school 
feeding, coverage and investment. Each source was selected based on the following criteria:

1. Relevance: sources that contain standard indicators on school feeding.

2. Credibility: sources published by official and academic institutions.

3. Availability: sources in open and public access.

4. Timeliness: sources published recently.

Primary sources are:

1. The USDA-sponsored GCNF Global School Feeding Survey, published in 2019 (85 countries) (GCNF, 
2019). The Global Survey of School Meal Programs © is the property of GCNF and is protected by 
copyright, all rights reserved. It may not be reproduced or distributed without prior written consent. 
Funding for the 2019 survey and a follow-up survey in 2021 is provided, in part, by USDA under 
agreement number FX18TA-10960G002.

2. WFP’s 2019 Annual Country Reports, published in 2020 (72 countries) (WFP, 2020d). 

Secondary sources include recent reports, publications and case studies. When selecting secondary 
sources, the overarching principle was to use only sources published by official institutions. Therefore, 
three categories of publications were used as secondary sources: official reports published by 
governments; official reports published by international organizations; and peer-reviewed academic 
papers.

The full list of secondary sources used for this publication are:

1. The World Bank’s State of Social Safety Nets 2018 (2018b) (90 countries).

2. The African Union’s report on Sustainable School Feeding (2018), published in 2018 (33 countries).

3. WFP’s report on Smart School Meals in Latin America and the Caribbean (2017d), published in 2017 (16 
countries).

4. The Global School Feeding Sourcebook (Drake et al., 2016), jointly published by the World Bank, WFP and 
PCD/Imperial College in 2016 (14 countries).
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Box A3.1 
ϥncome classiɲcation of countries

This publication follows the classification of countries by income groups, as defined by the World Bank 
and updated every year. The version used in this publication is the “2020 fiscal year” classification of 
countries, which is based on the 2018 gross national income per capita (Atlas method) and calculated 
as follows:

Income category GNI per capita thresholds
Low-income countries US$1,025 or less

Lower middle-income countries between US$1,026 and US$3,995

Upper middle-income countries between US$3,996 and US$12,375

High-income countries US$12,376 or more

The full list of countries included in each of these income groups is available on the World Bank’s 
website (World Bank, 2019b) and reproduced in Annex IV of the present publication.

In addition to these four income groups, an additional aggregate comprised of the five emerging 
countries commonly referred to as BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) is 
displayed as a separate entity in most analytics presented in this publication. These five countries 
belong to two of the four income groups: India is classified a lower middle-income country and Brazil, 
Russia, China and South Africa are classified upper middle-income countries in the 2020 fiscal year. As 
a result, in analytics and figures presented in this publication (such as most figures in Chapter 1), the 
five BRICS are displayed twice: once in their respective income group, and a second time as part of this 
specific aggregate.

As a result, averages and percentages applicable to lower middle-income countries (resp. upper 
middle-income countries) are applicable to the entire lower middle-income category, inclusive of India 
(resp. upper middle-income category, inclusive of Brazil, Russia, China and South Africa) as defined 
by the World Bank. In addition, averages and percentages applicable to the BRICS aggregate are 
applicable to the stand-alone group formed by these five countries. Double counting did not result 
from this approach – in subtotals and global totals, Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa were 
each counted once.
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Annex ϥV: Country-speciɲc 
indicators of school feeding

Country Updated 2013 
estimates

2020 data

In-

come 

level

Reported 

children 

receiving 
school 

feeding 

(1,000s)

Estimated 

children 

receiving 

school 

feeding 

(1,000s)

Reported 

children 

receiving 
school 

feeding 

(1,000s)

Estimated 

children 

receiving 

school 

feeding 

(1,000s)

Source 

(reference 

year)

Esti-
mated 

cover-
age

Esti-
mated 

cost

Afghanistan L 1,841  —  — 1,342 est. —  — 

Albania UM  — 111  — 99 est. —  — 

Algeria UM 31  — 40  — WFP ACR (2019) 1%  — 

American Samoa UM  N/A  N/A

Andorra H  N/A N/A

Angola LM 221  — 1,516  — AUSSF (2017) 27% 206 

Antigua and Barbuda H  — 7  — 9 est. —  — 

Argentina UM  — 3,024 1,688  — SSSN (2015) 36%  — 

Armenia UM 38  — 103  — GCNF (2018) 65% 47 

Aruba H  N/A N/A

Australia H 5  — 5  — SSFW (2012) 0%  — 

Austria H  N/A N/A

Azerbaijan UM  N/A N/A

Bahamas H  N/A N/A

Bahrain H  — 59  — 96 est. —  — 

Bangladesh LM 1,930  — 2,965  — GCNF (2018) 15% 28 

Barbados H  — 15  — 17 est. —  — 

Belarus UM  — 230  — 248 est. —  — 

Belgium H  N/A N/A

Belize UM  — 26  — 29 est. —  — 

Benin L 324  — 460  — GCNF (2018) 21% 104 

Bermuda H  — 3  — 4 est. —  — 

Bhutan LM 82  — 75  — GCNF (2018) 19% 64 

Bolivia (Plurinational State of) LM 1,906  — 2,383  — SSM (2013) 100%  — 

Bosnia and Herzegovina UM  — 113  — 92 est. —  — 

Botswana UM 330  — 359  — GCNF (2018) 100% 84 

Brazil UM 47,271  — 40,197  — OS (2019) 100% 34 

British Virgin Islands H  N/A N/A

Brunei Darussalam H  N/A N/A

Bulgaria UM  — 167  — 152 est. —  — 

Burkina Faso L 2,209  — 3,864  — GCNF (2018) 100% 12 

Burundi L 190  — 613  — WFP ACR (2019) 28% 32 

Cabo Verde LM 86  — 3  — SSSN (2015) 5% 50 

Cambodia LM 756  — 281  — WFP ACR (2019) 13% 37 

Cameroon LM 43  — 18  — GCNF (2018) 0% 218 

Canada H 293  — 293  — SSFW (2012) 12%  — 

Cayman Islands H  N/A N/A

Central African Republic L 284  — 242  — WFP ACR (2019) 30%  — 

Chad L 255  — 138  — WFP ACR (2019) 6% 83 
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Annex V: Detailed methodology 
and data used for the global 
school feeding cost benchmarks 
presented in Chapter 3

Lack of data availability and the heterogeneity of school feeding programmes present challenges when 
comparing school feeding unit costs across countries and programmes. The most comprehensive 
database for school feeding intervention costs was published in 2011, using 2008 price points (Gelli 
et al., 2011). Key results from this database were subsequently analysed in the State of School Feeding 

Worldwide 2013 (WFP, 2013a).

In the present publication, Chapter 3 updates these estimates with data collected since 2013, 
principally from 2016 to 2020, using the same sources described in Chapter 1. There are four data 

sources: World Food Programme project planning data (n= 42 countries); the USDA supported Global 
Child Nutrition Forum 2020 Global School Feeding Survey report (GCNF, 2019) (n=34 countries); the 
2018 Sustainable School Feeding Across the African Union report (African Union, 2018) (n=7 countries); 
and the 2017 Smart School Meals: Nutrition-Sensitive National Programmes in Latin America and the 
Caribbean report (WFP, 2017d) (n= 6 countries). Where GCNF and WFP data were available, they were 
prioritized over other data sources, and in the absence of these data for a particular country, the most 
recent available data point was used. When both GCNF and WFP data were available for a country, the 
highest per capita cost of school feeding was selected, on the assumption that it was likely to be the 
most comprehensive cost estimate. 

All types of school feeding programmes were included in the analysis (take-home rations, on-site meals 
and snacks), as well as transfer modalities (cash-based transfers to schools for local procurement, and 
central procurements with in-kind deliveries to schools). To ensure comparability between countries, 
costs were standardized by the number of feeding days across countries. In comparing cost data 
between the 2013 and 2020 reports, it is important to note that the 2013 cost data were standardized 
both by the number of feeding days and the nutritional value of the meals, but the 2020 cost data could 
not be standardized by nutritional value due to the lack of available information on the nutritional 
composition of the meals

The cost data were normalized and analysed as shown below for each of the four different data sources. 
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