
The Impact of School Feeding 

Programmes  

Nearly half the world’s schoolchildren, 

some 310 million, in low- and middle-

income countries eat a daily meal at 

school. India now feeds more than 100 

million children; Brazil 48 million; China 

44 million; South Africa and Nigeria each 

more than 9 million.  

The last ten years have seen a growing 

global consensus that school feeding 

programmes generate a lasting impact 

that can shape the future of a nation.               

A landmark publication developed by WFP 

and the editorial team of Disease Control 

Priorities, and published by the World 

Bank - Re-imagining School Feeding: A High-

Return Investment in Human Capital and 

Local Economies (Oct. 2018) - gives 

compelling evidence of the multiple 

benefits of investing in school feeding 

programmes.1  

 

School feeding is increasingly recognised 

as a major investment in both human 

capital and in local economies which has 

accelerated country-led demand.  It is 

seen as playing an important role not only 

in emergency contexts but also in social 

stability, peace-building and national 

development. Re-imagining School Feeding 

calls for increased investment targeted at 

the ages of 5-21, where new evidence 

shows the maximum impact on 

developing human capital potential.2   

School feeding goes far beyond the plate 

of food, producing high returns in the 

following critical areas: education and 

gender equality, health and nutrition; 

social protection and local economies 

and agriculture. 
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Education 

 Based on a study of countries in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, school feeding has been reported as an 

impactful intervention for boosting student 

learning; particularly in Bukina Faso, Kenya and 

Senegal.3 

 School feeding programmes can help get 

children into school and help them stay there; 

studies have shown programmes can increase 

enrolment by an average of 9%.4 

 Fortified biscuits in Bangladesh have improved 

school enrollment by 14.2% and reduced the 

probability of drop-outs by 7.5%.5 

 In Madagascar, attendance rates increased from 

88% to 98% over two years after the introduction 

of take-home rations.6 

 45 studies of school meals programmes around 

the world revealed that children receiving a 

school meal during the entire school year attend 

school 4-7 days more than children who do not 

receive school meals.7  

 A systematic review of 216 education 

programmes in 52 low- and middle-income 

countries found that school feeding programmes 

are one of the few education interventions that 

show positive impact in both school participation 

(enrolment, attendance, completion) and 

learning (scores on cognitive, language and 

mathematics tests) - the standardised means 

differences are respectively +0.11, +0.10 and 

+0.09.8  

Gender Equality 

 A meta-analysis of school meals programmes 

across 32 sub-Saharan countries showed on-site 

meals combined with take-home rations (THRs) 

increased the enrolment of girls by 12%.9  

 In Madagascar, THRs have proven to reduce 

dropout rates, particularly for adolescent girls  

by over 40%.10  

 In Burkina Faso, THRs conditional on 90% 

attendance rates, have consequently increased 

the enrollment of girls aged 6-12 by 6%.11  

 In Northern Uganda, school meals and THRs 

were found to reduce anaemia prevalence in 

girls ages 10–13 years by 17% - 20%.12 

 

 

 An evaluation of a pilot project of the adolescent 

girls’ strategy in Niger, conducted in 2016, 

concluded an improved graduation rate of 

female students’ education: from 32% in the 

2013-14 school year to 68% in the 2014-2015 

school year.13 

 There is also a strong correlation between higher 

levels of education and a reduction in child 

marriages: over 60% of child brides in developing 

countries have no formal education. If all girls in 

sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia had 

secondary education, child marriage would fall 

by 64 %, from almost 2.9 million to just over 1 

million.14 

 A recent World Bank report, launched in 

partnership with the Malala Fund, shows that if 

all girls completed secondary school, women and 

girls could add up to $30 trillion to the global 

economy.15 

Health and Nutrition 

 Evidence suggests that well-designed school 

feeding programmes can promote 

macronutrient and micronutrient adequacy in 

childrens’ diets leading to enhanced nutrition 

and health, decreased morbidity, and increased 

learning capacities.16 

 A study in Burkina Faso revealed that the 

younger siblings of students receiving take-home 

rations from WFP showed significantly higher 

weight-for-age (+0.4 standard deviations) than in 

the control group.17  

 School meals or snacks are often fortified to 

provide extra micronutrients to children.                

A systematic review of 12 studies of school meal 

fortification in 11 countries showed that fortified 

school meals or snacks consistently reduce 

anemia prevalence and improve 

micronutrient status (in particular iron, 

vitamin A, iodine and folate).18 
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 The Midday Meals Scheme in India, the largest 

school feeding programme in the world, 

eliminated daily protein deficiency and 

decreased calorie deficiency by almost 30% and 

daily iron deficiency by nearly 10% in the state 

of Andhra Pradesh.19 

 A study conducted in Ghana showed that energy, 

nutrient and micronutrient intake were 

significantly higher and more adequate among 

children participating in a school feeding 

programme. Also, compared to the control 

group, anemia prevalence was 10% lower.20 

 For the growing number of countries with a 

“double burden” of undernutrition and emerging 

obesity problems, well-designed school meals 

can help set children on the path towards 

healthier diets as dietary habits developed in 

childhood are likely to persist throughout 

adulthood.21 

 For more information, please refer to Chapters 3, 

8 and 11 of Re-Imagining School Feeding: A high-

return investment in human capital and local 

economies, Bundy et al., (2018) Disease Control 

Priorities 3, v. 8 

 

 

Social Protection and Safety Nets 

 School feeding programmes can reduce poverty 
by boosting income for households and 
communities. For families, the value of meals in 
school is equivalent to about 10% of a 
household’s income. For families with several 
children, that can mean substantial savings.22  

 WFP’s Healthy Kitchen project in Jordan 
exemplifies livelihood creation through school 
feeding, employing local women who prepare 
and cook over 3000 healthy school lunches.   

 Linking local production to local consumption 
creates a stable and predictable market for local 
farmers, especially smallholders; around 70% of 
whom are women and often the mothers of the 
children who are being fed. This creates business 
opportunities for women. In Nigeria, 95,000 
women are employed as part of the national 
school feeding programme.23 

 

 

 

 

Local Economies and Agriculture 

 Buying local food creates stable markets, boosts 
local agriculture, impacts rural transformation 
and strengthens local food systems. In Brazil, for 
example, 30% of all purchases for school feeding  

come from smallholder agriculture.24    

These farmers are often parents with 
schoolchildren, helping them break 
intergenerational cycles of hunger and poverty. 

 In Ghana, preliminary findings from an impact 

evaluation showed a 33% increase in agricultural 
sales and household income. A subsequent 
survey of 36 low- and middle-income countries 
(mostly in Sub-Saharan Africa) indicated that 
local purchase resulted in the inclusion of more 
diverse and fresh foods.25 

 Examples of large-scale HGSF can be seen in 
countries such as Nigeria, where 6 million locally 
-sourced eggs & 80 tonnes of fish are consumed 
by 9.2 million schoolchildren across the nation 
every week.26 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ROzdPT6odBE
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