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Abstract
Objective: An analysis undertaken jointly in 2009 by the UN World Food
Programme, The Partnership for Child Development and the World Bank was
published as Rethinking School Feeding to provide guidance on how to develop
and implement effective school feeding programmes as a productive safety net
and as part of the efforts to achieve Education for All. The present paper reflects
on how understanding of school feeding has changed since that analysis.
Design: Data on school feeding programme outcomes were collected through a
literature review. Regression models were used to analyse relationships between
school feeding costs (from data that were collected), the per capita costs of
primary education and Gross Domestic Product per capita. Data on the transition
to national ownership, supply chains and country examples were collected
through country case studies.
Results: School feeding programmes increase school attendance, cognition and
educational achievement, as well as provide a transfer of resources to households
with possible benefits to local agricultural production and local market development. Low-income countries exhibit large variations in school feeding costs,
with concomitant opportunities for cost containment. Countries are increasingly
looking to transition from externally supported projects to national programmes.
Conclusions: School feeding is now clearly evident as a major social programme
in most countries with a global turnover in excess of $US 100 billion. This argues
for a continuing focus on the evidence base with a view to helping countries
ensure that their programmes are as cost-effective as possible. Clear policy advice
has never been more important.

School feeding has a remarkable political history. It was
the first component of the UK government welfare reform
in 1906. It is today among the most extensive of welfare
programmes in the USA, while the programmes in Brazil
and India, which every day feed 57 million and 130 million
children respectively, have become the essence of
presidential elections.
In 2009, in an attempt to better understand the political,
economic and developmental dimensions of school
feeding in today’s world, an analysis was undertaken
jointly by the UN World Food Programme (WFP), The
Partnership for Child Development (PCD) and the World
Bank. That analysis was published as Rethinking School
Feeding(1). The present paper reflects on how understanding of school feeding programmes has changed
since that analysis.
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Rethinking school feeding
The overall objective of the original analysis was to provide guidance on how to develop and implement effective school feeding programmes; both in the context of a
productive safety net, as part of the response to the social
shocks of the global financial crisis, as well as a fiscally
sustainable investment in human capital, as part of longterm global efforts to achieve Education for All (EFA) and
to provide social protection for the poor.
The analysis was initiated in response to enhanced
demand for school feeding programmes from lowincome countries affected by the social shocks of the
global crises in 2008, and focused first on the role of
school feeding as a social safety net. This proved to be
too narrow a context, and the analyses evolved to address
r The Authors 2012
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the longer-term implications for social protection and the
development of human capital as part of national policy.
This shift in emphasis came about because the available data suggest that today – perhaps for the first time in
history – every country for which we have information is
seeking to provide food, in some way and at some scale,
to its schoolchildren. The coverage is most complete in
both high- and middle-income countries – indeed, it
seems that most countries that can afford to provide food
for their schoolchildren do so. But where the need is
greatest – in terms of hunger, poverty and poor social
indicators – the programmes tend to be the smallest,
although usually targeted to the most food-insecure
regions. These programmes are also those most reliant on
external support, and nearly all are supported by WFP.
The key issue is then not whether countries will
implement school feeding programmes, but how and
with what objective. The near universality of school
feeding provides important opportunities for WFP, the
World Bank and other development partners to assist
governments in rolling out productive safety nets as part
of the response to current global crises and also to sow
the seeds for school feeding programmes to transition
into fiscally sustainable investments in human capital.
The book Rethinking School Feeding was published in
English and has subsequently been republished by the
governments of the Russian Federation and the Republic
of China, in both cases in parallel with national efforts to
develop effective, local school feeding programmes. The
book has also been picked up by commercial publishing
houses in France and Spain. Recently the Brazil school
feeding centre has begun translation into Portuguese,
while the United Arab Emirates is supporting the preparation of a Gulf States edition in Arabic. We take this as
an indication of the very wide interest in this topic.
Making the analysis more generally available is useful, but
more important is the way that the analyses have spun off
other operational and analytical aspects of understanding
school feeding. The following section reviews some of the
highlights of the findings over the last few years.
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but in these settings alternative safety net options are
often quite limited and geographically targeted expansion
of school feeding may still provide the best option for
rapid scale-up of safety nets. Targeted take-home rations
may provide somewhat more progressive outcomes.
Further research is required to assess the longer-term
relative merits of school feeding v. other social safety net
instruments in these situations. It is worth noting, however, that the most widely cited, exemplary conditional
cash transfer (CCT) programmes in Brazil and Mexico
both have parallel school feeding programmes to reach
the poorest of the poor.
There is evidence that school feeding programmes may
increase school enrolment(3,4), attendance(5–7), cognition(7–9)
and educational achievement(3,10,11), particularly if supported by complementary actions such as deworming
and micronutrient fortification or supplementation(12–14).
In many cases the programmes have a strong gender
dimension(15), especially where they target girls’ education, and may also be used to benefit specifically the
poorest and most vulnerable children. What is less clear is
the relative scale of the benefit with the different school
feeding modalities, and there is a notable lack of engagement of educators on research around these issues.
The potential education benefits of the programmes
are a strong justification for the education sector to own
and implement the programmes, while these same education outcomes contribute to the incentive compatibility
of the programmes for social protection. Policy analysis
also shows that the effectiveness and sustainability of
school feeding programmes are dependent upon embedding the programmes within education sector policy.
Hence, the value of school feeding as a safety net, and the
motivation of the education sector to implement the programmes, are both enhanced by the extent to which there
are education benefits.
Well-designed school feeding programmes, which
include micronutrient fortification and deworming, can
provide nutritional benefits and should complement and
not compete with nutrition programmes for younger
children, which remain a clear priority for targeting
malnutrition overall.

The benefits of school feeding programmes
School feeding programmes provide an explicit or
implicit transfer to households of the value of the food
distributed. The programmes are relatively easy to scale
up in a crisis and can provide a benefit per household of
more than 10 % of household expenditures, even more in
the case of take-home rations (where families are given
food if their children attend school)(1). In many contexts,
well-designed school feeding programmes can be targeted moderately accurately, although rarely so effectively as the most progressive of cash transfers(2).
In the poorest countries, where school enrolment is
low, school feeding may not reach the poorest people,

Prioritizing the multiple potential benefits of
school feeding programmes
A recent review of the multiple benefits of school feeding
programmes has sought to identify a hierarchy of outcomes, based on cost and effectiveness(16).
The review addressed whether school feeding is among
the best investments in nutrition, and concluded that
despite new evidence indicating favourable externalities to
siblings of students and the clear benefit in addressing
hunger in schoolchildren, the fair answer is that school
feeding would not be among the first choices for a nutrition
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Fig. 1 (colour online) Ratio of per child cost of school feeding in relation to per child cost of basic education v. Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) per capita in low-income countries (LIC) and middle- and high-income countries (HIC). Figure taken from Bundy
et al.(1), Rethinking School Feeding, p. 37. GDP per capita (purchasing power parity, constant 2005 international dollars) and the
education costs per child are from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, and the school feeding costs per child were calculated from
country programme documents and World Food Programme reports

intervention. While school feeding can provide iron
and other key micronutrients, these programmes are not
designed to address the most critical nutritional constraints
in low-income settings simply because they are not targeted
at the most vulnerable period in child development, which
is between conception and 2 years of age.
Similarly, school feeding is not the best way to use
funds for education; however, the answer is more
nuanced. School feeding is clearly not a substitute for a
well-organized education system and teacher performance – these would be the first choice for an education
investment. However, there is extensive evidence that
school feeding can complement a good education programme. So although school feeding may not be the best
education response it may be an important element in
achieving an effective education system.
As shown in Fig. 1, the ratio of school feeding cost to
basic education cost declines rapidly with rising Gross
Domestic Product per capita, showing remarkable
homogeneity around 10 % to 20 % for middle- and highincome countries. For low-income countries the ratio is
the highest, in some cases with the costs per capita of
school feeding equalling or exceeding the costs of education. In practice, most of the costs of school feeding in
low-income countries are met through external donations, which distort the ratios in these countries. An
important consequence of this is that there are few
incentives for low-income countries to rein in their school

feeding costs, and as a result the withdrawal of food aid
can often leave them with unsustainable programmes.
This is another powerful reason for moving towards
transition to locally sustained programmes.
The review does suggest that school feeding is quite
likely a plausible candidate for a social protection investment on par with CCT programmes. School feeding can
increase human capital investments while also providing
support to poor households. Thus, it serves as a support to
current poverty reduction while making the need for future
transfers and assistance less likely. The dual objectives of
raising current consumption while promoting investments,
however, make it difficult to compare outcomes of either
CCT programmes or school feeding with direct investments.
There remain important research questions, however,
since the value of transfers does not easily aggregate with
multiple benefits in a benefit–cost assessment. For one
thing, such a summation requires a quantification of the
weight society puts on consumption of the poor relative
to that of the average citizen. Without this calculation,
a direct comparison of demand-side interventions for
education or direct investments in health with a school
feeding transfer does not put both categories of expenditures
on the same metric.
Overall, it seems likely that the combined benefits for
social protection, education and nutrition would make
the investment in school feeding more attractive, but the
tools to assess this simply do not exist at present.
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New policy decisions by the education sector
Perhaps because the education sector is typically the
implementing agency for school feeding programmes,
that sector has moved the most in terms of defining the
way forward for its support for school feeding in lowincome countries.
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The High Level Group on Education for All
In February 2010, the High Level Group on Education for
All – the apex think-tank for education policy in lowincome countries, comprising education ministers and
heads of development in partner agencies supporting the
education sector – held its ninth annual meeting at the
African Union headquarters in Addis Ababa. It reviewed a
report that it had commissioned on the role of health and
nutrition in education, which was later published as
Rethinking School Health(17). In the resulting Addis Ababa
Declaration, the meeting recognized that(18):
Barriers of cost, distance and discrimination continue to
deter millions of poor and marginalized children from
attending school. In addition, poor health, malnutrition
and diseases y affecting hundreds of millions of poor
children y reduce enrolment, increase absenteeism
and diminish cognitive development and learning. [As
a result] more and more countries are implementing
cost-effective, evidence-based policies and interventions to achieve EFA y including school fee abolition,
ECD [Early Child Development] programmes, targeted
school health and feeding programmes.
The Declaration called upon EFA partners to intensify
efforts to support initiatives targeted at the most marginalized, such as cash transfers, school feeding, scholarships
and gender-specific interventions.
A consensus approach to benchmarking school
feeding systems in the education sector
The SABER* approach (System Assessment and Benchmarking for Education Results) is an exercise by the
World Bank’s Human Development Network (HDNED),
aimed at benchmarking all education sub-systems(19).
The approach arose out of discussions with governments
and development partners during the renewal of the
World Bank Education Strategy. The SABER approach
provides a comprehensive toolkit including: (i) a framework-rubric, which provides standards of good practice
against which countries can rate themselves; and (ii)
diagnostic tools to help education stakeholders assess
where a particular country stands in terms of its national
policy framework. The expectation is that such a resource
will facilitate comparative policy analysis, identify the
* SABER: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXT
EDUCATION/0,contentMDK:22845903,menuPK:282391,pagePK:148956
,piPK:216618,theSitePK:282386,00.html

key areas to focus investment and assist in disseminating
good practice.
A framework-rubric has been developed for school
feeding programmes based on experience from benchmarking other education sub-systems and existing international consensus, as well as advice from an Advisory
Committee including representatives of governments, the
private sector, the International Food Policy Research
Institute, the London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine, PCD, Save the Children, UNICEF, the World
Bank, WFP and WHO. The diagnostic tools, in the form
of questionnaires, have also been developed(19). The
approach has been used in more than twenty countries in
Africa, through a regional meeting of the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the East
African Community (EAS), as well as in regional discussions of Caribbean Community (CARICOM) countries in
the Caribbean and with specific countries, including Sri
Lanka in South Asia. The SABER approach is intended to
assist countries as they work towards a transition to more
sustainable programmes.
A new policy direction for the World Food
Programme
In 2009 WFP announced a new direction in its policy and
support for school feeding. The new policy, approved by
WFP’s Executive Board, was largely based on the findings
of Rethinking School Feeding, published earlier that year.
In the new policy, WFP committed to moving away from
a project-based school feeding approach to a more longterm, sustainable approach to programmes. This included a
renewed emphasis on government ownership, which meant
putting in place transition strategies with all countries in
which WFP was running school feeding operations. It also
included a strong focus on cost containment of programmes,
local procurement and the link with smallholder farming,
and a commitment to better and more nutritious food baskets. The policy also committed WFP to include deworming
in all areas with high prevalence of worm infection. The
policy essentially saw WFP as a provider of time-bound
support to governments for school feeding with the longterm objective of phasing out its assistance, leaving behind
sustainable, cost-effective national school feeding programmes. The policy entered into effect and is mandatory in
all WFP country offices with school feeding operations.
Facilitating the transition to effective and
sustainable school feeding programmes
The concept of a school feeding ‘exit strategy’ has tended
to confound thinking about the longer-term future of
school feeding programmes. The analysis in 2009 showed
that countries do not seek to exit from providing food to
their schoolchildren, but rather to transition from externally
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supported projects to national programmes . For
twenty-eight countries previously assisted by WFP this
has already happened.
The review in 2009 highlighted three main findings.
First, school feeding programmes in low-income countries exhibit large variation in cost; with concomitant
opportunities for cost containment. Second, as countries
grow richer, school feeding costs become a much smaller
proportion of the investment in education (Fig. 1). For
example, in Zambia the cost of school feeding is about
50 % of annual per capita costs for primary education; in
Ireland it is only 10 %. Further analysis is required to
define these relationships, but supporting countries to
maintain an investment in school feeding through this
transition was considered a possible key role for development partners. Third, the main preconditions for the
transition to sustainable national programmes were:
mainstreaming school feeding in national policies and
plans, especially education sector plans; identifying national
sources of financing; and expanding national implementation capacity. Mainstreaming a development policy for
school feeding into national education sector plans offered
the added advantage of aligning support for school feeding
with the processes already established to harmonize
development partner support for the Global Partnership for
Education (formerly the EFA-Fast Track Initiative).
New data from a recent survey of seventy-eight countries
where WFP has presence indicate that the transition is well
underway in many countries (C Burbano, unpublished
results). Out of seventy-four countries with school feeding
programmes, 18 % have school feeding programmes
completely financed and managed by the government
either with no or almost no external support, meaning that
they have completed the transition; while 32 % have
already started government-financed and -implemented
programmes in complementing that of WFP, meaning
that they are in the middle of transition. The remaining
45 % depend on WFP or other external partners for the
funding and implementation of the programme, meaning
that these countries are at the initial stages of transition.
More analysis needs to be made to clarify some of the
pending questions with regard to transition, but this
preliminary analysis shows that almost half of the countries
with school feeding programmes are at the middle or final
stages of transition.
Since 2009, WFP, the World Bank and PCD have continued to analyse the transition to identify best practices
and lessons learned from countries which have already
gone through the transition process. The objective has
been to support low-income countries currently undergoing a transition process to systematically plan for a
sustainable and cost-efficient move to government-owned
programmes. The following key policy issues have emerged.
The transition should be seen as a learning process.
Findings from subsequent case studies reveal that the
process of transitioning from a donor-driven programme

to a nationally owned one is not always smooth, although
there are plenty of cases where this has been achieved. In
Ecuador and El Salvador, for example, the transition
happened over a period of about 15 years during which
there was constant planning and communication between
the government and the implementing entity (WFP)(1).
The programmes in both countries underwent significant
changes. In both cases the food basket and targeting
mechanisms were changed several times until an appropriate modality was found. In El Salvador the programme
shifted from providing hot lunches, to snacks, to porridge
and finally back to hot lunches. In Ecuador, the programme was initially targeted geographically using
poverty indicators and was later universalized, while
the food basket modified from providing breakfast and
lunch, to only providing breakfast. This indicates that
plans for transition may need to include a learning period
where different modalities may be tested through a trialand-error process.
Government financial capacity is a key precondition
for sustainability. In all cases of successful transitions the
government had the financial capacity to cover the cost of
the programmes and most of them were middle-income
countries. This confirms the findings of 2009 that lowincome countries may have a harder time finding
resources for these programmes and that there is more
fiscal space once countries move to middle-income status.
This raises the question of whether it is reasonable to
expect low-income countries to pay for the programmes.
One option may be to have short-term agreements (e.g.
5 years) with donors in which they may agree to finance
the programme temporarily if there are transition plans in
place for the near future. This has already occurred in
Laos, for example, where the Global Partnership for
Education funds have been allocated to school feeding
as part of a transition strategy(20).
Political champions and local leadership are key to
success. This was not identified as a finding in the 2009
study but subsequent case studies indicate that champions help generate political will at the top, where
funding and policy decisions are made. In the case of
El Salvador, it was the First Lady and subsequently the
Minister of Education, who over a period of 10 years made
the programme a national priority. In Ecuador and Brazil it
was the Presidents who integrated the programme into the
wider social protection and hunger reduction frameworks,
and in Nigeria’s Osun State the Governor has been the main
impulse behind the programme.
There is a need for robust policy and institutional
frameworks. Programmes that have a legal basis are, by
definition, institutionalized and more sustainable. Recent
case studies and work with countries undergoing transition have pointed to the fact that policy frameworks
evolve and strengthen over time. In Ecuador, for example,
the programme started with a Ministerial Decree in 1999 and
was later included in the country’s new education law and
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national nutrition and development plans in 2010. In other
countries, the government started financing and implementing the programme before it had a legal or policy
framework, often on a pilot basis, as is the case of Ghana,
Kenya and Mali. Sometimes a successful pilot may garner
enough political will for a policy or a law on school feeding,
and conversely a strong policy or decree may provide the
resources and sustainability that the programme needs for
the future.
Transition agreements with donors and partners are
essential. Not all transitions from donor-driven programmes to national programmes have been successful.
The experiences of Namibia and Jordan are examples of
transitions that were a bit bumpier. In both cases external
support was phased out with no arrangement with
the government for a transition to national ownership.
The result was that thousands of children, who were
presumably still in need, were left without support for
several years until both countries started up their own
programmes. This tends to confirm the findings of the
2009 study: it is important to design long-term sustainability into programmes from their inception and to revisit
programmes as they evolve.

The role of Home Grown School Feeding in
sustainability
Countries that have made a successful transition have
often explored linking school feeding programmes to
agriculture development – an approach also known as
‘Home Grown School Feeding’ (HGSF)(21–23). HGSF is a
programme which provides food produced and purchased
within a country. This is most clear for middle-income
countries such as Brazil, but evidence from Côte d’Ivoire,
Organization
of farmers

Production
of food

Agriculture sector and food
production
Fully decentralized
school-based model
(e.g. Kenya Home Grown
School Meals)
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Wholesale,
trading

Ghana, Kenya and Nigeria provides increasing support
for the concept of linking smallholder production with
school feeding demand to create new markets in lowincome countries(24).
The 2009 analysis showed that since 2003 African
governments decided to include locally sourced school
feeding programmes as a key intervention within the food
security pillar of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture
Development Programme (CAADP)(25). That same year,
the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD)
launched a pilot HGSF programme(26). After the publication of Rethinking School Feeding, PCD received
funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to
support countries linking school feeding to local agricultural production and small farmers. PCD has supported several countries in Africa to assess the potential of
implementing HGSF and put in place strategies to address
this goal. It has also focused on research related to school
feeding, case studies, monitoring and evaluation, and
the design and implementation of three country impact
evaluations in Kenya, Ghana and Mali(27).
HGSF programmes provide an integrated framework
with potentially multiple impacts across agriculture,
health, nutrition and education, but even with recent
efforts there are several important gaps in the knowledge
on optimal implementation and measures of effectiveness
of HGSF. HGSF programmes are complex and they
exhibit different, context-specific models or configurations. Different approaches can even coexist within the
same country, where, for instance, programme implementation is owned by decentralized institutions (e.g.
individual states in Brazil or India) or where agencies like
WFP are complementing the national programmes (e.g.
Ghana and Kenya). Figure 2 illustrates a stylized supply
chain linking food production to food distribution in
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Fig. 2 (colour online) Stylized supply chain linking food production to food distribution in schools, along with examples of different
implementation models in three countries(23)
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schools shown alongside examples of different implementation models in three countries(23).
The emerging policy consensus among the stakeholders involved in the scoping analysis that has been
underway since 2009 suggests that HGSF in sub-Saharan
Africa is a key tool in the transition towards nationally
owned school feeding programmes. Three distinct beneficiary groups were identified for HGSF: schoolchildren,
smallholder farmers and community-based groups delivering support services to school feeding. At impact level,
HGSF had the potential to improve food security for
smallholders and other community groups; however, in
order for this to happen an explicit programme component,
other than food procurement, was required to support
agriculture and community development. This component
at a minimum included providing sensitization campaigns
around improved production practices, income-generation
activities in support of school feeding and on improved
nutrition practices. This perspective confirms the key role of
Ministries of Agriculture, the relevance of HGSF as a key
intervention within Pillar 3 of the CAADP framework and
the importance of mainstreaming HGSF within country-level
CAADP compacts. The evidence base of the impact of HGSF
on food security, alongside the associated incremental costs,
however, is still missing and will need to be built to inform
policy and programme design.
This concept as a means of integrated agricultural
development is hardly new; however, the presentation of
HGSF as a means of improving the sustainability of these
programmes provides a new set of coordination issues.
There are several key areas that require specific attention
to move forward, especially issues of programme design,
but perhaps the largest challenge is to develop new ways
for the agriculture and education sectors to work together
and the construction of a coherent evidence base from
which to evaluate specific outcomes within each sphere.
This is a particular concern, since the cost of procuring
locally could be higher than procuring food centrally
because of the loss of economies of scale. While the added
cost could be offset by the expected benefits to the agriculture sector, the benefits might be less clear to the education sector. These cross-sectoral issues are emerging as the
new challenge for policy development in moving forward.

Moving forward
It is now clear that school feeding is a major social programme in most countries, with a global turnover in
excess of $US 100 billion. Even in low-income countries
these programmes are popular and constitute a significant
component of public sector investment. This argues for a
continuing focus on the evidence base with a view to
helping countries ensure that their programmes are as
cost-effective as possible. Clear policy advice has never
been more important.

7

It is also apparent that while the evidence base for
school feeding on which policy can be based has grown
exponentially over the last few years, there remain
important gaps. We do not have an agreed approach to
compare the benefit–cost ratios of single output programmes with school feeding programmes with multiple
benefits. We cannot easily estimate the trade-offs and
returns to different interventions at different stages of a
child’s development. We do not know how best to build
cross-sectoral incentives that will, for example, help the
education and health sectors respond to the community
benefits of a stronger agricultural sector. These are
important policy issues that need to be resolved.
Finally, given the overall lack of evidence and the
benefits of sharing common experiences, there has been
far too little contact between policy makers for school
feeding programmes in rich and poor countries. There is
certainly much to be shared, and much to be learned in
both directions. The meeting held by the School Food
Trust that led to this publication, and the publication
itself, may do a great deal to begin to bridge that divide.
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