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OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS

   The terms “school meal programs,” “school feeding programs,” and “school food programs” are used interchangeably in reference to all 
school-based food programs.
1
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RATIONALE FOR THE GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL 
PROGRAMS
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Box 1. What is a large-scale school meal program?

survey.gcnf.org
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NATIONAL OR LARGE-SCALE SCHOOL FEEDING PROGRAM

using national resources
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survey.gcnf.org. 

survey.gcnf.org/country-
reports/
implementers around the world to communicate their 

 

LOOKING BACK: A BRIEF RECAP OF THE 2019 SURVEY



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
7

SECTION 2:

Methods and Data

GCNF Data Collection in 2021

Limitations

Data Coverage

Data Access

Key Indicators and Statistics

8

9

9

12

13



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
8

survey.gcnf.org

GCNF DATA COLLECTION IN 2021

Two countries were unable to provide data for the requested year, but instead provided data for the school year that began in 2021.2
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Box 2. The importance of neutrality when collecting data

LIMITATIONS

DATA COVERAGE
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Figure 1.  Data coverage for the 2021 Global Survey of School Meal Programs ©

36 European Countries

28 Asian Countries
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Table 1. Data coverage of the 2021 Global Survey of School Meal Programs

Table 2. Number of countries with data that have school meal programs in 2021

Number of countries Number of 
surveys*

Number of countries in database that 
have school meal programs

Share of countries 
with data (%)

Population share of 
countries with data (%)

Number of school meal programs

Low income

Low income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

High income

High income

Region

Region

*The number of surveys is inclusive of 134 surveys received from national governments, three third party submissions from NGOs, and two 
desk reviews of government-published data.
Note: The region groupings used in this report loosely match those employed by the World Bank. However, North America is combined here 
with the Europe/Central Asia region to ensure a suitable number of countries in each group, and South Asia is combined with the East Asia/
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 survey.gcnf.org. 

(info@gcnf.org).

DATA ACCESS

This report is available for download at survey.gcnf.org. 

Country reports are available at survey.gcnf.org/country-reports/. 

Regional and topical infographics are available at gcnf.org/

infographics-and-tools/.

The Global Survey for School Meal Programs database is available 

to the public upon request. Please inquire at info@gcnf.org. 

The questionnaire and glossary are available at survey.gcnf.org.
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KEY INDICATORS AND STATISTICS
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Box 3. What is school meal program “coverage”?
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COVERAGE OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS AND 
CHARACTERISTICS OF BENEFICIARIES

Number of children fed
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Coverage of primary and secondary school age children

Figure 2.  Aggregate school feeding coverage rates 

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

        

Region

Income group
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Coverage rates by age group

-

Table 3.  Countries with the greatest school feeding coverage rates in 2020/21 (% coverage)

Sub-Saharan Africa
South Asia/East Asia/ Middle East/North 

Africa
Latin America/
Caribbean

Europe/Central Asia/
North America

Timor Leste91 82 43 92 100

Syria Honduras72 57 16 65 97

Lesotho 60 38 10 62 93

Tunisia64 56 14 65 94

eSwatini 87 58 24 68 97
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Coverage rates for enrolled students 

Trends over time
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Figure 3.  Aggregate school feeding coverage rate across income groups, disaggregated by age group

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

Low income

Low income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

Upper middle income

High income

High income

        

Pre-school

Secondary

Primary
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Figure 4.  Aggregate school feeding coverage rate across regions, disaggregated by age group

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Latin America & Caribbean

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Middle East & North Africa

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Latin America & Caribbean

 

Secondary
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Figure 5.  Change from three years prior in the number of students fed 

Sub-Saharan Africa

three years prior. Likewise, a “decrease” is seen when the number of students fed is at least 5% less than it had been three years prior. A status of “no 
change” is assigned to countries that remained within a band of 5% of their number of three years prior.

Middle East & North Africa

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Latin America & Caribbean

Decrease

CHARACTERISTICS OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS

Objectives
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School levels

Figure 6.  Objectives of school meal programs

To meet educational goals

To meet agricultural goals

Other
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Figure 7.  

Low income

Low income

Low income

Low income

Low income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

High income

High income

High income

High income

High income

                                        

health goals

To meet agricultural goals

To meet educational goals

obesity

Table 4. School levels receiving food through school meal programs (% of programs)

Pre-school Primary school Secondary school Vocational/
Trade school

Other 
levels

Low income

Lower middle income

High income

Region

Note: “Other levels” may include special education schools or universities.
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Gender-disaggregated data

Figure 8.  Share of programs that report gender-disaggregated student numbers

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

Region

Income group

All
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Box 4. Targeting criteria for school meal programs
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Modalities of food delivery

considered this scheme to be appended to another program and sometimes regarded it as a distinct school meal 

programs across almost all regions and income groups responded to the pandemic and associated school closures by 

Figure 9.  Modalities of food delivery across programs

Other
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FOOD BASKET AND FOOD SOURCES

Importance of the food basket 

Content of food baskets

Figure 10.  Meals served in schools

Lunch

Dinner
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Food diversity

Figure 11.  Food items served in school meal programs

Dairy products

Oil

Sugar

Salt
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Figure 12.  Food items served in school meal programs, by income group

Dairy products

Oil

Sugar

Salt

Figure 13.  Beverages served in school meal programs

Tea

Sweetened

Tea

provision of water with school meals/snacks, and some respondents may have only selected this option if the water was bottled.
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Figure 14.  Food basket diversity across programs

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

            

Region

Income group

Avenues of food procurement
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-

-

Reliance on domestic procurement/production versus foreign 
in-kind donations
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Figure 15.  Sources of food for school meal programs

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

                                

Region

Income group

Latin America & Caribbean

Figure 16.  Reliance on domestic food production and reliance on in-kind foreign donations 

Food banks and school meal programs
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Figure 17.  Link between food banks and school meal programs

        

FUNDING AND COSTS

Global budget for school feeding 

Government share of funding
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Figure 18.  Sources of funding for school meal programs (cross-country averages)

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

                                                                                          

Region

Income group

Other

Note: Cross-country average values are calculated by weighting each country equally, regardless of its size. 
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Table 5. Share of funding from government sources (aggregate values)

Government share (%)

Low income

Lower middle income

High income

Region

Table 6. Relationship between government share of funding and school feeding coverage (linear regression)

(1)
Coverage rate (%)

(2)
Coverage rate (%)

Note: Complete information on the school feeding budget is available for 100 of the 125 countries with school feeding activities in the database. 
Partial information is available for many others.
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Adequacy of budget

Line item in national budgets

Family contributions
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Figure 19.  School feeding budget per child per year (aggregate values)

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

          

Region

Income group
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Figure 20.  Share of programs that reported adequate funding

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

Region

Income group

                                                                                           

MANAGEMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION

Governing policies, laws, and standards
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Program management

Transition to government ownership

Inter-agency engagement 
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Table 7. National laws, policies, or standards related to school feeding (% of countries)

Table 8. Characterization of program management (% of programs)

National school 
feeding policy

National 
government 
managed the 

program 
(Centralized 

decision-making)

Nutrition

Regional 
governments 

managed 
the program 

(Decentralized 
decision-
making)

Health

Local gov-
ernments 
managed 

the program 
(Decentralized 

decision-
making)

Agriculture

An international 
donor agency 

or other 
implementing 

partner managed 
the program

Food safety

In transition 
between 

centralized and 
decentralized 

decision-
making

Private 
sector

Other

Low income

Low income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

High income

High income

Region

Region
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Figure 21.  Key government decision makers responsible for functions of school meal
program management 

Health

Labor

HEALTH AND NUTRITION

Relevance to nutrition 
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To help school meal programs meet 

Involvement of nutritionists

Obesity 
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onse to 

w the school 

Table 9.  Prevalence of nutrition-related components of school meal programs (% of programs) 

Objective to 
meet nutrition 

goals

Objective 
to reduce 
obesity

foods
Micronutrient 
supplements

Nutritionists 
involved

Training for 
cooks/caterers 

in nutrition
foods

Low income

Lower middle income

High income

Region

Box 5. Efforts to tackle overweight/obesity through school meal programs
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Figure 22.  

Thiamine

Selenium

                                                                                                  

Figure 23.  Approaches to prevent or mitigate overweight/obesity

Health education
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Complementary programs and services 

Figure 24.  Prevalence of complementary services and education programs

Health

Hygiene

School gardens

Handwashing

Hearing testing
Dental cleaning

Deworming

Height measurement

education 
programs

Complementary 
services
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INFRASTRUCTURE

School infrastructure 

Sites of food preparation
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Kitchen amenities

Figure 25.  Rate at which infrastructure is found in “all” or “most” schools

Low income

Low income

Low income

Low income

Low income

Low income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

High income

High income

High income

High income

High income

High income

                                        

Piped water

Kitchens

Figure 26.  Location of school meals/snacks preparation
On-site (on school grounds)

Off-site in centralized (not private) kitchens

Off-site in private facilities (caterers)

Not applicable (purchased in processed form)

Not applicable (purchased and distributed in unprocessed 

                                

Lower middle income

High income



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
49

                                

Lower middle income

High income

Figure 27.  Kitchen amenities
Open cooking area

Storage facilities

Serving utensils

Charcoal or wood stove

Electric stove

Gas stove

Refrigeration

Food and packaging waste 

                                

Figure 28.  Efforts to limit food waste or packaging waste
Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income
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Figure 29.  Practices to limit food waste or packaging waste

Fumigation/pest control in storage area

Marketing campaign

Sealed food storage

Use “imperfect” commodities/produce

Use of nearly-expired food

Re-use of bags/containers

Recycling

Use of compostable materials

Packaging 
waste

                                                            

only 

 

AGRICULTURE, EMPLOYMENT, AND COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION

Agriculture, farmers, and school meals 
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Figure 30.  Involvement of farmers and the private sector

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

                           

Region

Income group

All

Figure 31.  Farm sizes engaged with school meal programs

Low Income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

Low Income

Low Income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

Upper middle income

High income

High income

 

Small-scale 

Farms of 
all sizes

Large-scale 
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Figure 32.  Types of support provided to farmers 

Training

Subsidies

Th

lar 

Box 6. Linkages between school meal programs and farmers
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The non-farm private sector and school meal programs 

Cooks and caterers 

Remuneration of cooks 
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Gender of cooks

Training for cooks 
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Some programs that serve only snacks or already-processed foods do not engage any cooks.

Figure 33.  Engagement of private sector actors in school feeding

Figure 34.  Remuneration of cooks/caterers

Figure 35.  Share of programs in which at least three quarters of cooks/caterers are women

Transport

Low income

Low income

High income

High income

Lower middle income

Lower middle income
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Table 10.  Association between unpaid labor and a female-dominated workforce in school meal programs

Figure 36.  Special trainings for cooks/caterers

Paid employment 

Share of programs (%) in which at least three quarters of cooks/
caterers are women
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Figure 37.  Distribution of paid job types associated with school meal programs

Cooks/Food preparers - 95%

Monitors - 1%

Food handlers - 2%

Safety and quality inspectors - 1%

Job creation for women and youth 
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Figure 38.  Focus on creating jobs for women and youths

Sub-Saharan Africa

Middle East & North Africa

Latin America & Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & North America

Low income

Lower middle income

Upper middle income

High income

                           

Region

Income group

All

o be prepared in the 

ing 

Community engagement 

Box 7. Community and civil society participation in school meal programs
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MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND LEARNING

Approaches to monitoring

Box 7. Community and civil society participation in school meal programs
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Studying the impact of school meal programs 

Figure 39.  Modes of monitoring of school meal programs
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COVID-19 AND OTHER EMERGENCIES

COVID-19 and school meal programs 

Impact on program coverage 



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
62

Impact on frequency of food distribution 

Impact on ration size

Impact on program budgets 
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Figure 40.  Self-reported impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on school meal programs

Decrease

School meal programs pivoted in response to COVID-19



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
64

Figure 41.  Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
Temporary

To this day
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Figure 42.  Changes in modality or point of food distribution

Lessons for program preparedness 

Positive outcomes from the COVID-19 experience for school 
meal programs 
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The public health crisis also prompted schools and school systems to heighten their attention to school hygiene by 

Box 8. Some positive outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic
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Other crises affecting school meal programs

Links between funding and success

SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES

Achievement of targets 
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Table 11.  Achievement of targets in school feeding (% of programs)

Number of 
students 

receiving food

Number 
of schools 
receiving 

food

Number of 
school levels 

receiving 
food

Level of food 
basket variety Ration size

Feeding 
frequency

Low income

Lower middle income

High income

Region

Note: A target is considered to be “achieved” if its status was either “achieved” or “mostly achieved”, with the remaining options being “slightly 

Ability to pivot
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School meals support students’ post-crisis return to school 

Expanded meal offerings 
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School meals become more environmentally friendly 

Resource challenges 

Management and corruption challenges 
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SECTION 4:

Research Agenda
The expansive results of the 2021 Global Survey of School Meal Programs 
point to areas where research is needed. The research topics outlined here
are not intended to be exhaustive, but rather to build on the survey results 
and inspire further thought.
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Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic/Role of school feeding in 
bringing children back to school

Impact of rising food prices in 2022 and beyond

Typology of Home-Grown School Feeding (HGSF) programs

Potential of local food procurement to support diverse food systems



2021 GLOBAL SURVEY OF SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS
73

Tradeoffs of different program designs

Women’s empowerment/Transition from volunteer to paid work

Detailed cost structure of school meal programs, inclusive of 
community-sourced in-kind contributions
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A better understanding of waste in school meal programs

Panel data analysis of drivers of school meal program success
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Ways to collect data on decentralized school meal programs and 
programs that vary over time
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SECTION 5:

Conclusion

Survey Accomplishments

What are Countries and Data Users Saying?

Peer Teaching and Learning

Going Forward

77

78

78

79
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dard

ated to school 

h

The results can be compared

SURVEY ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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WHAT ARE COUNTRIES AND DATA USERS SAYING?

PEER TEACHING AND LEARNING
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GOING FORWARD
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ANNEX

Number of countries

Number of countries

Table A1.  Summary of survey response status

Type of response/submission Number

Country

Table A2.  Survey response status by country

Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding

in the reference year, and 120 included detailed information on school meal programs. 
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Dominica

Dominican Republic

Country Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding
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eSwatini

Ghana

Gabon

Guinea

Kenya

Greece

Gambia

Kiribati

Grenada

Georgia

Guyana

Kuwait

Honduras

Guatemala

Germany

Haiti

Hungary

Country Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding
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Lebanon

Liechtenstein

Lesotho

Lithuania

Liberia

Libya

Laos

Country Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding
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Oman

-

Sierra Leone

Samoa

Singapore

Senegal

Romania

Serbia

Russia

Seychelles

Rwanda

Saint Lucia

Country Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding
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Spain

Thailand

Trinidad anad Tobago

Sudan

Timor Leste

Syria

Tunisia

Suriname

Togo

Sweden

Tonga

Country Survey received from 
national government

Data gathered through 
other avenues

Large-scale school 
feeding

Somalia

South Sudan

South Korea
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Number of countries

Table A3.  Number of students fed by country

Sub-Saharan Africa

Ghana

eSwatini

Guinea

Senegal

Lesotho

Gambia

Sierra Leone

Kenya

Liberia

Somalia

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Total number 
of students
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Timor Leste

Sudan

Togo

Kiribati

South Sudan

Thailand

Laos

Syria

Libya

Syria

Kuwait

Tunisia

Number of countries

South Asia, East Asia 

Middle East & North 
Africa

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Total number 
of students

Total number 
of students
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Number of countries

Number of countries

Latin America & 
Caribbean

Europe, Central Asia & 
North America

Grenadines

Guatemala

Guyana

Trinidad and Tobago

Haiti

Honduras

Grenada

Saint Lucia

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Total number 
of students

Total number 
of students
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Hungary

Romania

Sweden

Serbia

Spain

Greece

Lithuania

Number of countries

Europe, Central Asia & 
North America

Number of pre-school 
students

Number of elementary 
school students

Number of secondary 
school students

Total number 
of students
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info@gcnf.org 

Suggested Citation:
survey.gcnf.org/2021-global-survey


