
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Competitive foods – those foods and beverages available or sold outside of the 

federally-reimbursed school meals programs – are widely available in U.S. public 
schools and are largely exempt from federal nutrition standards and regulation. They 
are commonly sold in vending machines, cafeteria à la carte lines, school stores, and 
snack bars. Fundraisers, classroom parties, and student rewards also are major 
sources of such products. 

• Competitive foods are often energy-dense, nutrient-poor items, and their availability 
at school undermines efforts to promote healthy diets and prevent obesity.  

• Not only do the sales of competitive foods and beverages decrease participation in 
the school meal programs, but the sales are often subsidized by school meal 
reimbursements. 

• The presence of competitive foods is especially harmful to children from low-income 
families in terms of nutrition quality, unnecessary cost, and the related peer pressure 
and stigma driving students to purchase competitive foods instead of eating the free 
or reduced-price school meals. 

• FRAC’s Recommendations: The Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act should 
improve the school food environment by authorizing the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) to establish nutrition standards for all foods and beverages sold in 
schools, granting the Secretary of Agriculture jurisdiction over all foods and 
beverages sold on school campuses throughout the school day, strengthening school 
wellness policy standards and enforcement to maximize their effectiveness in schools 
across the nation, prohibiting the use of federal meal reimbursements to subsidize 
competitive foods, and guaranteeing that students receiving free or reduced-price 
meals not be overtly identified. 

 
IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

My teaching career began in a suburban high school where the lunchroom was 

a happy place. Posters advertising fruits, vegetables, and exercise covered the 

walls, and every day the kids could choose from a hot meal or the salad bar. 

The line for the salad bar was often longer than the pizza line. Few of the kids 

were overweight, even fewer were obese. I spent the next two years teaching 

at an inner-city high school where, as my friend Sarah put it, "half the girls in 

my Algebra class are too obese to fit in their desks." The cafeteria served hot 

meals, but fruits and vegetables were few and far between. Posters advertising 

cookies and pizza covered the walls. Instead of a salad bar, there was a slushy 

machine. 

Excerpt from the Huffington Post article “Childhood Obesity Is a Social Justice Issue, Too”
1
 

 
Improving the dietary intake of our nation’s children is of critical importance given that 
one-third of school-age children are overweight or obese.2 The school nutrition 
environment, including school meals and competitive foods, has appropriately received 
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great attention because children consume, on average, one-third of their daily caloric 
intake at school.3 This brief is part of a series of issue briefs about Child Nutrition 
Reauthorization from FRAC. The first brief in the series addressed school meal quality and 
access.4 The current brief focuses on competitive foods, which are widely available in 
schools, largely exempt from federal nutrition standards, and have a negative impact on 
the health and well-being of all students, especially students from low-income families.  
 
Definition of Competitive FoodsDefinition of Competitive FoodsDefinition of Competitive FoodsDefinition of Competitive Foods    
Competitive foods are those foods and beverages available or sold outside of the 
federally-reimbursed school meals programs, often in à la carte lines, snack bars, student 
stores, vending machines, or through fundraisers, classroom parties, or student rewards.5 
À la carte lines, typically operated in the school cafeteria during meal time, allow students 
to purchase individual items from the reimbursable school meal as well as other products 
for individual sale, such as pizza, French fries, and ice cream. À la carte lines are often 
separate from the school meal line, though some à la carte items are sold alongside the 
school meal in a single line.  
 
Current USDA statutory authority to regulate competitive foods is extremely limited.6 
During school meal periods, foods of minimal nutritional value (FMNVs) are not allowed to 
be sold in food service areas, but may be sold anywhere else in the school at any time.7 
FMNVs are defined as foods providing less than five percent of recommended intakes for 
eight key nutrients. Examples include carbonated soda, gum, hard candies, and jelly 
beans.8 Other competitive foods, including candy bars, chips, and ice cream, are not 
considered FMNVs (and therefore not under USDA authority) and may be sold in the 
cafeteria during meal periods. In short, unlike the federal school lunch and breakfast 
programs, competitive foods are, for the most part, exempt from federal nutrition 
standards and regulation.  
 
The Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act of 2004 required all school districts receiving 
federal meal reimbursements to develop and implement school wellness policies by the 
2006-2007 school year that, among other things, address standards for all foods in the 
school environment.9 As a result, many school districts have included guidelines for 
competitive foods that require healthier items in their wellness policies. Emerging 
research on school wellness policies has found mixed results, suggesting that more work 
needs to be done to strengthen and implement the policies.10  
 
Availability and Characteristics of Competitive Foods in U.S. SchoolsAvailability and Characteristics of Competitive Foods in U.S. SchoolsAvailability and Characteristics of Competitive Foods in U.S. SchoolsAvailability and Characteristics of Competitive Foods in U.S. Schools    
Based on USDA’s third School Nutrition Dietary Assessment (SNDA-III),a competitive 
foods are widely available in U.S. schools: 73 percent of elementary schools, 97 percent 
of middle schools, and 100 percent of high schools have at least one source of 
competitive foods.11 À la carte lines and vending machines are the primary sources of 
competitive foods in most schools.12 À la carte foods are available for sale during lunch in 
64 percent of elementary schools, 90 percent of middle schools, and 92 percent of high 
schools.13 Vending machines are available in 27 percent of elementary schools, 87 
percent of middle schools, and nearly all high schools.14 Over half of the vending 
machines in middle schools and over 80 percent of those in high schools are available in 
or near the cafeteria.15 While vending machines are not as common in elementary schools 
compared with secondary schools, school fundraisers and teacher rewards are key 

 
a SNDA-III, a nationally representative study, was conducted during the 2004-2005 school year, prior to the 
mandatory adoption of local wellness policies.  
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sources of competitive foods among those elementary school students who consume 
competitive foods.16 
 
Given this widespread availability, about 40 percent of all students consume at least one 
competitive food on a typical school day, with higher consumption in secondary school 
than elementary school and more frequent consumption during lunch compared with 
other times during the school day or after school.17 A wide variety of competitive foods 
are available to students, including healthy options (e.g., low fat milk, water, 100 percent 
juice, fruits, vegetables) and less healthy options (e.g., candy, baked goods, salty snacks, 
fried potatoes).18 Unfortunately, a nationally representative study finds that the most 
commonly consumed competitive foods are the energy-dense, nutrient-poor items like 
cookies, cakes, brownies, candy, fruit and sports drinks, and carbonated soda.19 Less 
common competitive food purchases include fruit, 100 percent fruit juices, milk, and 
vegetables.20  
 
Impact of Competitive Foods on Student HealthImpact of Competitive Foods on Student HealthImpact of Competitive Foods on Student HealthImpact of Competitive Foods on Student Health    
Competitive foods – particularly those high in calories, fat, sugar, and salt – have a 
negative impact on students’ dietary quality and weight. In addition, the widespread 
availability of unhealthy competitive foods conveys a contradictory message to students 
about the importance of nutrition and health.  
 
Dietary Quality 
Because competitive foods are so often energy-dense and nutrient poor, a number of 
studies find a link between competitive food availability and poor dietary quality, including 
higher intake of calories, fat, high-fat vegetables (e.g., French fries, tater tots), and 
sugar-sweetened beverages, and lower intake of key nutrients (e.g., calcium, vitamin A), 
fruits, vegetables, and milk.21,22,23 Not surprisingly, a large national study finds that 
competitive foods provide a substantial number of “empty calories.” Children who 
consume competitive foods obtain an average of 177 calories a day (8 percent of total 
daily calorie intake) from energy-dense, low-nutrient competitive foods.24 In contrast, 
students in schools that restrict unhealthy competitive food sales tend to have better 
diets, including lower consumption of energy-dense, low-nutrient foods.25,26,27,28 
 
Weight Status 
Poor dietary intake from competitive foods has implications for obesity. An emerging body 
of research reveals an association with competitive food availability and increased body 
mass index (BMI), an indicator of excess body fat, especially for middle school 
students.29,30,31,32 For example, student BMI increases by 0.10 BMI units for each 
additional food practice permitted in a school (e.g., using food as a reward, classroom 
and school-wide fundraisers) based on a study of over 3,000 eighth-graders in 
Minnesota.33 A nationally representative study also finds that the availability of low-
nutrient, energy-dense foods in vending machines in or near the cafeteria is associated 
with higher BMI z-scoresb among middle school students.34 These findings are consistent 
with the extensive literature on environmental influences on obesity.35,36,37  
    

Impact of Competitive Foods on School Meal ProgramsImpact of Competitive Foods on School Meal ProgramsImpact of Competitive Foods on School Meal ProgramsImpact of Competitive Foods on School Meal Programs    
According to the USDA, “competitive foods undermine the nutrition integrity of the 
[school meals programs] and discourage participation.”38 In addition, there is evidence 

 
b A BMI z-score is a standardized version of BMI that adjusts for a child’s age and gender. 
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that school meal revenues meant for nutritious food for children from low-income families 
are being used to subsidize competitive foods, as discussed below. 
 
School Meals Participation  
Research clearly shows that school meal participation improves children’s dietary intake 
and can prevent obesity.39,40,41,42,43,44,45 However, sales of competitive foods lead to 
decreases in school meal participation.46,47 This means that fewer children consume meals 
at school that meet nutrition standards and have proven health benefits, and schools 
receive less cash and commodity support through the federal school meal programs.48 
And although school lunch participants are less likely to consume competitive foods at 
school than nonparticipants, there is evidence that students who consume both school 
lunch and competitive foods at lunch select smaller portions and waste more of the 
school lunch items, thereby decreasing their consumption of the essential nutrients 
provided by the school lunch.49,50 Fortunately, emerging research on school nutrition 
policies that restrict competitive foods shows the reverse can happen: schools with 
competitive food restrictions (e.g., parents and students cannot bring fast food into the 
school cafeteria) have seen higher participation rates in school meals.51 
 
School Meals Revenue 
Another deep concern comes from two USDA cost surveys showing that healthy school 
meals are subsidizing competitive foods.52,53 In the 2005-2006 school year, the revenue 
from competitive food sales covered only 71 percent of the costs of providing such 
foods.54 Part of federal reimbursable meal revenues were being used to cover these 
losses so that school food service authorities could break even overall.55 In other words, 
federal funds to provide nutritious meals to school children from low-income families are 
covering the costs of competitive foods purchased by children with the resources to do 
so. Any school meal revenues from the federal programs should be used to improve the 
quality of the school meal programs, not to support the sale of competitive foods that are 
often of low nutritional quality and contribute to poor health outcomes.  
 
Impact of Competitive Foods on Students from LowImpact of Competitive Foods on Students from LowImpact of Competitive Foods on Students from LowImpact of Competitive Foods on Students from Low----Income FamiliesIncome FamiliesIncome FamiliesIncome Families    
The sale of competitive foods is especially harmful for students from low-income families. 
If students from families with limited budgets eat less healthy competitive foods instead 
of a free or reduced-price school meal that meets nutrition standards, they lose out 
nutritionally in a much bigger way than their more affluent peers who make the same 
kind of choices, but are more likely to be able to obtain healthy foods in other ways. 
Moreover, the children from the low-income families will be spending their family’s very 
limited resources on a poor food choice, rather than eating the healthier free or reduced-
price meal. 
 
The presence of competitive foods also creates peer pressure and stigma for children 
from low-income families.56,57 Peers notice who chooses the school meals rather than 
purchasing vending machine or à la carte items, and peers notice who is and is not 
buying candy or other products from the snack cart or the school fundraiser. Children 
from low-income families must choose between spending money they can ill afford, in 
order to be seen as “one of the group,” or singling themselves out by forgoing 
competitive foods. And in cases where competitive foods are sold in locations different 
from the school meal line (e.g., separate à la carte line, vending machine outside of the 
cafeteria), there is a clear separation between school meal participants (often children 
from low-income families) and non-participants (often children from higher-income 
families). This raises concerns over the overt identification of students receiving free or 
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reduced-price meals and the perception that school meals are only for poor children 
rather than for all children.58,59  

 
The following excerpt from an article in the New York Times captures a sense of the 
struggles that students from low-income families, especially older students, face in 
schools offering competitive foods. 
 

Although Francisco Velazquez, a 14-year-old freshman with spiky hair and 

sunglasses, qualifies for a free lunch at Balboa High School here [in San 

Francisco], he was not eating. He scanned the picnic table full of his friends in a 

school courtyard one day a few weeks ago, and said, “I’m not hungry.” On 

another day, a group of classmates who also qualify for federally subsidized 

lunches sat on a bench. One ate a slice of pizza from the line where students 

pay for food; the rest went without. Lunchtime “is the best time to impress your 

peers,” said Lewis Geist, a senior at Balboa and its student body president. 

Being seen with a subsidized meal, he said, “lowers your status.”… Many 

districts have a dual system like the one at Balboa: one line, in the cafeteria, for 

government-subsidized meals (also available to students who pay) and another 

line for mostly snacks and fast-food for students with cash, in another room, 

down the hall and around the corner…. “Anywhere you sell a la carte foods, 

that automatically means kids who can’t afford to purchase them are being 

identified,” said Kate Adamick, a lawyer, chef and food systems consultant 

based in New York.
60

 

 
Concerns about Restricting Competitive FoodsConcerns about Restricting Competitive FoodsConcerns about Restricting Competitive FoodsConcerns about Restricting Competitive Foods    
Given the unfavorable impacts of competitive foods on student health and well-being, 
restrictions on competitive food sales and availability have been proposed at all levels of 
government. There are concerns that restrictions might have unintended negative 
consequences: loss of revenue from competitive food sales; student preoccupation with 
body weight; and a compensatory increase in junk food consumption by students at 
home. The evidence, however, does not substantiate such concerns. 
 
There is evidence that competitive foods do generate revenues for schools to support 
food service operations and student activities – hence the concern over financial losses 
with the implementation of stronger standards.61 (But as mentioned, schools use school 
meal revenue to subsidize competitive foods, calling into question the significance of 
competitive foods as a funding source.) A recent review of the literature finds that the 
vast majority of schools that improve the nutritional quality of competitive food offerings 
do not experience subsequent losses in total revenue – with the compensating revenues 
coming most likely as a result of increased participation in the National School Lunch 
Program.62 In fact, a federal report describing 32 case studies of schools and school 
districts concludes that students will purchase and consume healthier competitive foods 
and beverages when made available, and many schools even report increases in revenue 
when making such changes.63  
 
While financial losses receive the most attention in policy debates about competitive 
foods, there also are concerns that well-intentioned school nutrition policies restricting 
unhealthy foods will result in undesirable dietary behaviors, including an unhealthy 
preoccupation with body weight and overconsumption of junk foods outside of school. 
While the research is just emerging on this issue, a recent study finds no evidence of a 
compensatory increase in the consumption of snack foods at home and no evidence for 
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an increase in body dissatisfaction or weight concerns when unhealthy competitive foods 
and beverages are removed from schools and replaced with healthier items.64  
 
Current Progress in Improving Competitive FoodsCurrent Progress in Improving Competitive FoodsCurrent Progress in Improving Competitive FoodsCurrent Progress in Improving Competitive Foods    
As a result of the local school wellness policy mandate in the Child Nutrition 
Reauthorization Act of 2004, many schools have improved the nutritional quality of foods 
available in schools and even experienced desirable behavioral outcomes. Preliminary 
research, however, shows that there is still great room for improvement.  
 
• Between 2004 and 2009, the number of states with nutritional standards for 

competitive foods in schools increased from six to 27.65 
• Based on the most comprehensive review of the wellness policies to date, Bridging 

the Gap research found that the majority of U.S. school districts developed a wellness 
policy by the 2006-2007 school year, as required by law.66 Unfortunately, many 
policies were weak and inconsistent with regards to specific action, enforcement, 
evaluation, and policy revision strategies (e.g., policies used “try” rather than “will” in 
plans), possibly because of lack of resources (e.g., time, labor). 67 And yet the federal 
mandate has strengthened school nutrition standards, including an increase in 
competitive food restrictions, which positively influences student health and school 
meal participation.68  

• The proportion of secondary schools not allowing students to purchase soda or fruit 
drinks from vending machines, stores, canteens, or snack bars increased between 
2006 (median of 38 percent) and 2008 (median of 63 percent) in all 34 states 
participating in a recent study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, yet 
the proportion ranged widely by state in 2008 from 26 percent (Utah) to 93 percent 
(Connecticut).69 Similarly, the proportion of states with secondary schools not 
allowing high-fat candy or salty snack purchases increased overall between 2006 and 
2008, but ranged from 18 percent (Utah) to 88 percent (Hawaii) in 2008.70 

 
Child Nutrition Reauthorization RecommendationsChild Nutrition Reauthorization RecommendationsChild Nutrition Reauthorization RecommendationsChild Nutrition Reauthorization Recommendations    
The reauthorization of the child nutrition programs provides an opportunity to make 
much-needed improvements to the school food environment, especially with regards to 
competitive foods. To this end, FRAC recommends that the Child Nutrition 
Reauthorization Act: 
 
• Authorize USDA to establish nutrition standards for all foods and 

beverages sold in schools to assure that they contribute to the health and well-
being of children and are consistent with the Dietary Guidelines. As detailed in this 
brief, many of the foods currently available and sold in schools are largely exempt 
from federal nutrition standards and do not contribute to the health and well-being of 
children. Instead, they negatively impact the food choices they make today and will 
make in the future. As the Institute of Medicine explained in its report, Nutrition 
Standards for Foods in Schools, “schools contribute to current and lifelong health and 
dietary patterns and are uniquely positioned to model and reinforce healthful eating 
behaviors in partnership with parents, teachers, and the broader community.”71 USDA 
should implement nutrition standards for all foods and beverages offered at school, 
including clear policies, technical and financial support, and a monitoring, 
enforcement, and evaluation program.  

 
• Grant the Secretary of Agriculture jurisdiction over all foods and beverages 

sold on school campuses, throughout the school day. USDA currently 
regulates the school meals programs, but has limited authority over when and where 
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competitive foods can be offered in schools. USDA regulation of all foods sold on 
school campuses will enhance children’s health while strengthening the school meals 
programs.  

 
• Strengthen school wellness policy standards and enforcement to maximize 

their effectiveness in schools across the nation. This brief addresses some of 
the limitations of current school wellness policies. To assure accountability and 
effectiveness, local educational agencies must establish a permanent school wellness 
committee, include on-going opportunities for public input, open public access to the 
wellness policy, and designate a school official responsible for compliance with the 
policy. Compliance with the school wellness policies should be measured and publicly 
reported. State and local agencies also should receive ongoing support, technical 
assistance, and education materials including best practices and model school 
wellness standards.  

 
• Prohibit the use of federal meal reimbursements to subsidize competitive 

foods. Research shows that federal meal reimbursements meant for nutritious food 
for children from low-income families are being used to cover the losses associated 
with providing competitive foods. School meal reimbursements and revenues should 
be used to improve the quality of the school meals programs, not to support the sale 
of unhealthy competitive foods. School food programs should be required to track 
and allocate only their food costs between reimbursable meals and à la carte items, a 
simpler approach than full-cost accounting.  

 
• Guarantee that students receiving free or reduced-price meals not be 

overtly identified. Federal law requires schools to protect the identity of students 
receiving free or reduced-price meals. Competitive foods, however, raise concerns 
about the overt identification of students, especially when there is a clear separation 
between school meal participants and non-participants in the cafeteria. Federal and 
state review requirements should be revised to included a focused evaluation and 
enforcement of state and local agencies’ responsibilities to protect student identity, 
otherwise students in great need might be reluctant to participate in the school meals 
programs out of fear of being stigmatized as poor.  
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