
OVERVIEW — A wide variety of food and beverage items are 
available in schools in addition to the school meals provided 
through the National School Lunch Program and School 
Breakfast Program. A long-standing source of controversy, 
the need for stronger federal restrictions on foods that com-
pete with school meals is again under debate. This issue brief 
examines the availability and consumption of competitive 
foods, explores the regulation of these foods at the federal 
level, considers trends in state and local restrictions, and 
summarizes perceived barriers to improving the nutritional 
quality of competitive food options.

Related Materials — For additional information on the 
National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs, see 
the companion paper, “No Free Lunch? Current Challenges 
Facing the National School Lunch and School Breakfast 
Programs” (Background Paper No. 72, December 11, 2009).
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As the prevalence of childhood obesity reaches unprec-
edented proportions, Congress is currently reassess-

ing federal child nutrition policies and revisiting the role of 
schools in promoting student wellness. Policy discussions 
have included not only the existing National School Lunch 
and School Breakfast Programs, but also “competitive” foods 
sold alongside school meals. By definition, competitive foods 
represent all the food and beverage items available to chil-
dren in school that are not part of the school meals that meet 
nutrition standards promulgated by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and qualify for federal reimbursement. 
The influence of competitive foods on children’s health, as 
well as on the reach and effectiveness of the school meal pro-
grams, has been a source of controversy for decades. 

When Congress last reauthorized federal child nutrition programs 
five years ago,1 the enacted legislation sought to encourage increased 
oversight of competitive foods by state and local authorities. Recog-
nizing that schools have the potential to play a broad role in shaping 
child wellness, the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 
20042 required all school districts participating in the school meal 
programs (virtually all districts in the country) to establish local 
school wellness policies by the start of the 2006–2007 school year. 
The law mandated that these policies should establish nutrition stan-
dards for all food and beverages available in schools and set goals 
for nutrition education, physical activity, and other school-based ac-
tivities designed to promote student wellness. The legislation did 
not prescribe the content of local wellness policies, and national 
mechanisms were not established for reviewing policies enacted or 
evaluating progress toward implementation. However, districts are 
required to develop their own plan for monitoring implementation.

The need for a stronger federal role in regulating competitive foods 
has once again emerged as a hot topic for legislative debate as Con-
gress moves to reauthorize the child nutrition programs which ex-
pired on September 30, 2009. Bills have been introduced in both the 
U.S. House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate to significantly ex-
pand federal oversight over competitive foods which are widely avail-
able to students across the country. A national study of school food  
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environments conducted during the latter half of the 2004–2005 school 
year found that competitive foods are available in all high schools, 
nearly all middle schools (97 percent), and most elementary schools (80 
percent).3 The sale of competitive foods represents an important reve-
nue source for schools, generating over $2 billion in funding each year.4

Pressure to restrict competitive foods appears to be building. Many 
parents and nutrition advocates strongly believe that unhealthy 
“junk” food sold in schools undermines childhood nutrition, en-
courages poor life-long eating habits, and contributes to rising obesi-
ty rates. While the need to improve the nutritional quality of school 
meals has been raised, the most vocal criticism has focused on com-
petitive foods. In response to these concerns, as well as the federal 
mandate for local wellness policies, many states and local school dis-
tricts have recently enacted stronger restrictions on schools to limit 
items offered in addition to school meals. 

The effect of competitive foods on childhood obesity and the need 
for more rigorous federal standards to ensure school environments 
promote student wellness are both contested. Given policy activity 
at the state and local level, some policymakers question the need 
for, or feasibility of, additional federal intervention. Others remain 
concerned that, despite progress made, too many schools continue 
to offer unhealthy options that compete with and displace nutritious 
school meals. Proponents of increased federal involvement believe 
that federal standards for competitive foods are needed to both pro-
tect children’s health and to promote the effectiveness of the $11.7 
billion invested by the federal government in the National School 
Lunch and School Breakfast Programs in 2008.5 This issue brief ex-
amines the controversy surrounding competitive foods and consid-
ers the factors likely to influence future legislative activity.

Avail abilit y and Consumption of 
Competitive Foods

School districts and individual schools generally have tremendous 
discretion in determining what competitive foods will be made avail-
able in schools, when these food and beverage items will be offered, 
and where they will be distributed. This flexibility has resulted in a 
school food environment that varies widely. Some schools may ban 
all competitive foods and provide only school meals that meet fed-
eral standards under the National School Lunch and School Breakfast 
Programs. For some other schools, à la carte milk may be offered as a 

http://www.nhpf.org


December 11, 2009 National Health Policy Forum 

4

convenience for students that bring lunch from home and may be the 
sole competitive food available. Other schools may maintain vend-
ing machines, located across the hallway from the school cafeteria, 
that sell soda and candy throughout the school day. Still others might 
limit vending machine options to water, 100 percent fruit juice, and 
fresh produce. Although this diversity is difficult to fully characterize, 
some norms and patterns have been established by the School Nutrition 
and Dietary Assessment-III, a nationally representative survey of school 
meal programs and student dietary habits conducted in the 2004–2005 
school year and sponsored by USDA.

Sources of competitive foods include vending machines, school 
stores and snack bars, classroom parties, rewards from teachers, and 
fund-raising events, as well as à la carte options sold in cafeterias 
alongside reimbursable school meals. À la carte options at lunch are 
the most common source of competitive foods across all grade levels. 
Vending and other competitive food sources outside the food service 
area are less common in elementary schools, but can be found in the 
vast majority of middle and high schools, as shown in Figure 1.

School Type
Elementary
Middle
High 
All 

 Lunch* Breakfast* Vending Other Any
 (a la carte) (a la carte) Machines Sources** Source*

100%

0

Percentage of Schools

64.3

89.6 91.7

74.6

33.9

67.0
61.3

45.7

26.5

87.1

98.4

52.3

19.0

42.2

32.0
26.1

72.7

96.9
100

82.7

Figure 1	 Availability of Competitive Foods, 
	 by Source and School Type

	 *	Excludes schools that offer milk as the only a la carte item.
	**	 Includes school stores, snack bars, food carts outside of cafeteria, and fund raising concessions, but excludes classroom parties and teacher 

rewards.
Source: Mary Kay Fox et al., "Availability and Consumption of Competitive Foods in US Public Schools," Journal of the American Dietetic 
Association, 109, no. 2, suppl. 1 (February 2009): p. S61.



www.nhpf.org

5

I S S U E  B R I E F
No. 835

Although healthy and less nutritious competitive food options are 
both widely available, high-sugar, high-fat, energy-dense choices 
tend to dominate in the frequency and variety of items offered. Ta-
ble 1 provides examples of the kinds of competitive foods typically 

Table 1   Examples of Competitive Foods Available in 
Schools, by School Type and Source of Food

Percentage of Schools

Source competitive Foods
Elementary 

Schools
Middle 
Schools

High 
Schools

All 
Schools

Items 
offered 

a la carte 
at lunch

Milk 65.6% 70.2% 84.5% 70.2%

Water 25.7 57.3 58.3 38.2

Juice (100%) 36.5 52.5 54.0 43.0

Other beverages  
(e.g, soda, juice drinks,  

sports drinks)
23.8 61.6 57.5 37.7

Sweet Baked Goods 27.5 65.4 57.6 40.8

Candy 2.6 5.6 19.2 6.4

Snack Foods 
(chips, nuts, energy bars) 32.5 61.4 54.1 42.3

Yogurt 10.6 19.7 17.6 13.7

Frozen Desserts 26.9 52.9 40.7 34.7

Fruit 21.7 40.6 43.6 29.7

Meat Entrees 
(hamburgers, cold cuts, 

chicken patties)
20.4 46.9 44.4 30.2

Fried Potatoes 13.6 35.9 40.1 23.1

Salad 14.1 30.7 32.8 21.0

Cooked Vegetables 15.4 20.4 23.0 17.9

Items 
offered in 
vending 

machines

Water 16.4 64.7 76.7 37.4

Juice (100%) 12.2 24.0 57.4 23.3

Other beverages  
(e.g, soda, juice drinks,  

sports drinks)
17.4 74.8 95.2 43.6

Sweet Baked Goods 0 33.7 52.2 16.6

Candy & Snack Foods 0 33.5 59.5 18.0

Fruits / Vegetables 0 12.1 9.7 4.2

Source: USDA, School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study III—Volume I: School Foodservice, School Food Environment, and Meals Offered 
and Served, November 2007, pp. 104–105 and pp. 109–110; available at www.fns.usda.gov/ORA/menu/Published/CNP/cnp.htm.

http://www.nhpf.org
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available in schools and the percentage of schools that offer these 
foods. The availability of both healthy and unhealthy competitive 
choices increases with grade level, with high schools having the 
broadest selection of options.

Not surprisingly, more secondary school students consume com-
petitive foods relative to elementary school students, consistent 
with the increased availability of competitive food choices. Ap-
proximately 40 percent of all children consume one or more com-
petitive foods on a typical day, including 29 percent of elementary 
school students, 43 percent of middle school students, and 54 per-
cent of high school students.6 

Low-nutrient/energy-dense competitive food options are more like-
ly to be selected by students than healthier offerings. Dessert and 
snack items and beverages other than milk or 100 percent juice are 
the most commonly consumed competitive foods.7 Approximately 53 
percent of children who select one or more competitive foods choose 
a dessert or snack item (such as cookies, candy, or chips), 46 percent 
choose a beverage other than milk or 100 percent juice (such as car-
bonated soda), 6 percent choose milk (about half of whom choose 
a flavored milk), 7 percent choose fruit or 100 percent juice, and 5 
percent choose a vegetable.8 

Competitive foods are most often consumed during lunch. About 
80 percent of all children who consume competitive food during 
the school day eat such food during lunch time. For elementary 
and middle school students, the source of competitive foods con-
sumed was about evenly split between the school cafeteria and other 
sources that do not offer reimbursable school meals (such as vending 
machines). High school students obtained competitive foods from 
the school cafeteria at about the same rate as middle or elementary 
school students, but they were also much more likely to consume 
competitive foods from sources where meals are not available. This 
finding is not surprising given the greater availability of vending 
machines, snack bars, and other foods sources in high schools.

Influence of Competitive Foods on Obesit y 
and Nutritional Status

While both physical activity and dietary habits clearly influence weight 
management for individual children and adults, recent research  



www.nhpf.org

7

I S S U E  B R I E F
No. 835

suggests that increased food consumption is the primary driver of 
the obesity epidemic in the United States. The observed increase in 
the average weight of both children and adults over the past 30 years 
can be attributed entirely to the documented increase in average ca-
loric consumption that occurred between 1970 and 2000.9 The aver-
age American child would need to cut their food intake by 350 calo-
ries per day, or increase moderate physical activity by 150 minutes 
per day, to return to the average weight observed in 1970 when less 
than 5 percent of children were obese.10 

To what extent do competitive foods factor into observed trends in 
overconsumption? The existing evidence base has not established 
a clear causal relationship between any particular food or food 
source and childhood obesity. However, epidemiological studies 
demonstrate that increased consumption of certain types of food 
products commonly sold as competi-
tive foods, such as sweetened soda, 
correlates strongly with weight gain 
and obesity in children.11 While over-
consumption of any food will cause 
weight gain, these foods are fre-
quently over-consumed.

Most competitive foods provide little 
nutritional benefit, and consump-
tion of these foods contributes to 
excess caloric intake. Researchers 
estimate that the competitive foods 
obtained in schools add an average 
of 277 calories per day to the diets of 
children who consume one or more 
of these foods (Figure 2). Approxi-
mately two-thirds of those calories 
are derived from low-nutrient/ener-
gy-dense foods (177 calories).12 For 
all children (including those who do 
not eat competitive foods), low-nutri-
ent/energy-dense competitive foods 
account for an average of 89 calories 
daily.13 Although low-nutrient/ener-
gy-dense competitive foods repre-
sent less than 5 percent of total daily 

 Elementary Middle High All
 School School School Children
 Children Children Children

273
102

171

277
100

177

216

81

135

336
117

219

Mean Calories

Other
Competitive

Foods

Low-Nutrient/
Energy-Dense

Competitive
Foods

*	Based on children who consumed competitive foods from weighted data from the third 
School Nutrition Dietary Assessment Study.

Source: Mary Kay Fox et al., "Availability and Consumption of Competitive Foods in US 
Public Schools," Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 109, no. 2, suppl. 1 
(February 2009): p. S64.

Figure 2	 Averaged Calories Obtained from Competitive
Foods Among U.S. Public School Students*
(2004-2005 School Year)
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consumption, these foods account for roughly one-fifth of all low-
nutrient/energy-dense food consumed by school-age children. The 
calories provided by low-nutrient competitive food equal more than 
one-quarter of the caloric reduction needed to reverse the childhood 
obesity epidemic. 

In addition, USDA believes that competitive foods undermine the 
nutritional integrity of school meals and discourage students from 
participating in the school meal programs.14 As competitive offerings 
increase, rates of participation in school meals decline. Students who 
do not eat reimbursable school meals are significantly more likely 
to consume competitive foods than those who do participate in the 
meal programs. On a given day, about 36 percent of students who eat 
the meals provided by the National School Lunch and School Break-
fast Programs consume competitive foods compared with 45 percent 
of those who do not.15 Among students who do consume competitive 
foods, meal program participants tend to eat less of these foods than 
non-participants.16 However, low-nutrient foods represent a higher 
proportion of the competitive foods consumed by participants (70 
percent), compared with non-participants (50 percent). This differ-
ence appears related to the fact that the competitive foods consumed 
by non-participants are more likely to include à la carte entrée items 
eaten in place of the reimbursable school meal.17

Federal Standards for Competitive Foods

Current federal rules place few limits on the sale of competitive 
foods in schools. Existing USDA regulations prohibit the sale of spe-
cific “foods of minimal nutritional value” (see text box, next page) 
in the food service area during mealtimes. Such foods include soda, 
water ices not made with real fruit or juice, chewing gum, and cer-
tain candies. Consistent with this ban, these restricted foods are not 
often found in school food service lines during mealtimes, but they 
may be available through vending machines in or near the cafeteria. 

Federal policy on competitive foods has changed numerous times 
since 1970, when Congress first directed USDA to define and regu-
late competitive foods (primarily in response to concerns about tooth 
decay).18 Early regulations effectively banned from the cafeteria dur-
ing mealtimes all foods not offered as part of the meal or as an à la 
carte choice. Subsequent pressure from food and beverage industries 
regarding these restrictions led Congress to strip USDA of regulatory 
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authority over competitive foods in 1972. Con-
gress reversed itself again in 1977 and restored 
regulatory authority to USDA, and regulations 
implementing this restored authority were is-
sued in 1980 after a contentious rule-making 
process. These regulations prohibited the sale 
of foods of minimal nutritional value anywhere 
on school grounds until the end of the last lunch 
period. The National Soft Drink Association and 
others challenged this restriction in court. The 
District of Columbia Federal Court of Appeals 
struck the rule down in 1983, finding that USDA 
had overstepped its authority in regulating the 
sale of foods outside the food service area and 
outside of mealtimes. In response to the court 
ruling, USDA established the existing regula-
tory framework, which essentially reflects the 
status of restrictions first imposed in 1970.

Congress has continued to grapple with the 
appropriate regulatory role of USDA with re-
spect to competitive foods. Despite the lull in 
legislative action, Congressional debate on the 
issue has not abated over the last 20 years. In 
the 111th Congress, bills have been introduced 
in both the House and Senate (S. 934 and H.R. 1324) to increase fed-
eral restrictions on competitive foods. These identical bills charge 
USDA with identifying science-based standards for all food and 
beverages available in schools at any time during the school day and 
promulgating regulations to implement these standards. The bills 
do not specify penalties for schools that fail to adhere to the federal 
standards to be promulgated by USDA.

Science-based standards for competitive foods have been established 
by an expert advisory panel. A 2007 Institute of Medicine (IOM) study 
designed to support the development of local school wellness poli-
cies recommended that reimbursable school meals should be the main 
source of nutrition offered at schools and that opportunities for com-
petitive foods should be limited.19 If competitive foods are made avail-
able, the IOM recommends that these foods should consist of fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, and nonfat or low-fat dairy products, consis-
tent with the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Dairy products and 

Categories of Competitive Food

USDA identifies two types of competitive foods: 

Foods of Minimal Nutritional Value (FMNV) are specifically 
identified in USDA regulations and are limited to soda, 
chewing gum, and certain candies made predominantly 
with sweeteners (hard candy, jellies and gums, marsh-
mallows, fondant, licorice, spun candy, and candy coated 
popcorn).

Other Competitive Food includes all foods offered in school 
outside the school meal that are not identified in the defi-
nition for FMNV.

Low-Nutrient/Energy-Dense Competitive Food is a term of-
ten used by nutrition experts, but this terminology is not 
used in USDA regulations. No standardized definition 
exists for this term, but it is generally used to describe a 
more inclusive category of competitive foods than FMNV 
and typically includes all candy, cakes/cookies/brownies 
and other baked desserts, pies, muffins, donuts, sweet 
rolls, toaster pastries, frozen desserts, snack chips (in-
cluding corn/tortilla chips), french fries, and caloric bev-
erages other than milk or 100 percent juice. 

http://www.nhpf.org
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other items that are not fruits, vegetables, or whole grains should be 
limited to 200 calories per portion and should contain no more than 35 
percent of total calories from fat, less than 10 percent of total calories 
from saturated fats, zero trans fat, 35 percent or less of calories from 
total sugar, and sodium content of 200 mg or less per portion. 

Although not required, these standards are reflected in voluntary pro-
grams sponsored by USDA. The competitive food standards USDA 
has established for schools seeking a “Gold Award of Distinction” 
under the Department’s HealthierUS Schools Challenge are generally 
consistent with IOM recommendations. The Challenge acknowledg-
es schools that demonstrate superior performance in creating health-
ier school environments. No school currently holds the Distinction 
award, but approximately 600 schools have received either a Bronze, 
Silver, or Gold award. These award levels place similar restrictions 
on competitive foods, with the exception of sodium content require-
ments which are more relaxed than the Distinction award.

State and Local Restrictions on  
Competitive Foods

Those opposed to additional federally mandated restrictions on 
competitive foods stress the importance of allowing state and local 
officials to establish policies that best meet the needs of their stu-
dents and schools. Critics of increased federal intervention believe 
that the local school wellness policies (mandated in 2004 and imple-
mented in 2006) ensure that local school districts address competi-
tive foods while allowing local authorities to balance student needs, 
fiscal concerns, and food service capacity constraints in the manner 
most appropriate for their community.

The federal mandate for local school wellness policies appears to have 
influenced the development of competitive food standards, but the ef-
fect of these local standards is difficult to assess. A survey conducted 
by the School Nutrition Association (SNA) in 2007 indicates that the 
proportion of school districts establishing nutrition policies for com-
petitive foods increased substantially after the enactment of the fed-
eral mandate and that the majority of districts have some kind of writ-
ten policy in place.20 However, the strength and specificity of these 
policies appears to vary significantly across local school districts.

A national assessment of local school wellness policies found that 
relatively few students are enrolled in districts with strong policies 
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regarding competitive foods. The Robert Wood Johnson Founda-
tion–sponsored study was conducted by Bridging the Gap (a re-
search program at University of Illinois at Chicago) and reviewed 
the written school wellness policies of a nationally representative 
sample of 641 school districts across the country at the beginning 
of the 2007–2008 school year. The assessment determined that a mi-
nority of students are enrolled in districts with strong competitive 
food policies that are both mandatory in nature (implementation 
by schools required rather than recommended or encouraged) and 
well-defined (specific requirements articulated). 

The prevalence of strong competitive foods policies varied in terms 
of level of school, as well as type of policy (Figure 3, next page). For 
example, policies that limit student access to vending machines dur-
ing the school day are among the most common type of competi-
tive food policy established at the local level. Yet only 50 percent of 
elementary school students, 29 percent of middle school students, 
and 23 percent of high school students are enrolled in districts with 
strong policies that restrict access to competitive foods sold through 
vending machines. (The assessment defined strong vending policies 
as those that ban competitive foods from any source, ban vending 
machines, or require vending options to comply with specific nu-
tritional standards regarding fat, calorie, and sugar content.) Strong 
restrictions related to classroom parties and teacher rewards were 
rarely observed, with only 6 percent and 8 percent of elementary 
school students enrolled in districts with strong policies in each of 
these respective areas. 

Researchers noted great variation in policies that address the nutri-
tional content of competitive foods. Limits on fat content were the 
most commonly observed. Yet approximately one-third of students 
were enrolled in school districts that had no written policies on fat 
content. Over 80 percent of students were enrolled in districts that 
neither required nor recommended that students be informed of the 
nutritional content of competitive foods. 

Sometimes, state law shapes the competitive food policies of local 
school districts. At least 39 states have enacted statutes or regula-
tions that address competitive foods in schools. Many of these poli-
cies were established after the federal mandate was imposed. The 
nature of these state policies varies widely, however. 

Some policies merely codify the federal mandate in state law, and 
others establish recommended guidelines for school districts. Some 

http://www.nhpf.org
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6 59 35

8 28 64

18 28 54

23 28 49

26 29 45
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12 5 84

Elementary
Middle

High

Elementary
Middle

High

Elementary

Elementary

Elementary
Middle

High

Access Restrictions by Food Source

 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Percentage of Schools

A la Carte

Vending

School Stores / Snack Bars

Classroom Parties

Teacher Rewards

Elementary
Middle

High

Elementary
Middle

High

Elementary
Middle

High

Elementary
Middle

High

Nutritional Standards for Competitive Foods

Limits on Sugar Content

Limits on Fat Content

Limits on Calorie Content

Provisions of Nutritional Information

Strong Weak No Policy
Nature of Policy 20

Percentage of Schools

Note: Due to rounding, some bars do not add up to 
100 percent.

Source: Jamie Chriqui et al., "Local Wellness 
Policies: Assessing School District Strategies for 
Improving Children’s Health. School Years 2006-
07 and 2007-08," Bridging the Gap, Institute for 
Health Research and Policy, University of Illinois at 
Chicago, 2009; available at www.bridgingthegapre-
search.org/client_files/pdfs/monograph.pdf.

Figure 3	 Implementation of Local Competitive Foods 
	 Policies (as of September 2007)

http://www.bridgingthegapresearch.org/client_files/pdfs/monograph.pdf
http://www.bridgingthegapresearch.org/client_files/pdfs/monograph.pdf
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states extend the existing federal ban on foods of minimal nutrition-
al value beyond mealtimes or beyond the food service areas of the 
school campus. A few states place additional limits only on particu-
lar types of competitive foods, such as sweetened carbonated bever-
ages, while others mandate that healthy alternatives are made avail-
able alongside low-nutrient options. 

At least 11 states21 have enacted comprehensive policies regarding 
competitive foods that either place full or partial bans on such foods 
or establish detailed nutritional restrictions for competitive offer-
ings. For example, both Hawaii and Texas have established bans on 
the sale of competitive foods. Hawaii bans competitive foods from 
all elementary and secondary schools, with certain exceptions ap-
proved by the state’s Department of Education. Texas completely 
bans competitive foods only in elementary schools, but bans all such 
sales in middle schools during mealtimes and in high schools dur-
ing mealtimes in the food service area. 

Some states, such as California, Oregon, and Rhode Island, have 
established detailed nutritional standards for all competitive foods 
available in the school which generally reflect the IOM standards. 
Connecticut has created a payment incentive for schools that volun-
tarily agree to restrictions on competitive foods that are consistent 
with the IOM standards. These certified schools receive state fund-
ing equaling 10 cents for every reimbursable school meal served 
the prior academic year, creating incentives for schools to both offer 
more nutritious competitive foods and promote participation in the 
school meal program. 

Given the broad range of approaches pursued and the general reli-
ance on recommended rather than required standards, the effect of 
wellness policies implemented in the 2006–2007 school year on the 
availability and consumption of competitive foods is unclear. The 
most recent nationally representative data on competitive food of-
ferings and intake (presented earlier in this paper) reflect the latter 
half of the 2004–2005 school year, over one year before local wellness 
policies were implemented. A survey conducted by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in 2006 suggests that most 
school districts have not completely banned low-nutrient, competi-
tive foods, but many (nearly 40 percent) do prohibit à la carte offer-
ings of such foods at lunch or breakfast.22 The proportion of schools 
banning low-nutrient foods has increased significantly since 2000, 

http://www.nhpf.org
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suggesting a possible link to the local school district wellness poli-
cies developed under the federal mandate. 

A number of well-publicized, voluntary efforts by the food and bev-
erage industry have also improved the nutritional quality of compet-
itive foods, and these initiatives have facilitated public policy chang-
es at the state and school district level. For example, the Alliance for 
a Healthier Generation has brokered agreements with a variety of 
participating companies (such as PepsiCo, Coca Cola, and Kraft) to 
establish voluntary guidelines for snack foods and carbonated bev-
erages sold in schools. Beverage guidelines (for all beverages other 
than water, milk, and 100 percent fruit juice) prohibit distribution of 
products with more than 66 calories per 8 ounce serving in elemen-
tary and middle schools. Guidelines for snack foods set limits on 
calories per portion and sugar, fat, and sodium content, and prohibit 
trans fat. The beverage industry reports significant progress in the 
implementation of beverage guidelines, indicating that 79 percent of 
contracts between bottlers and schools comply with guidelines and 
that the total calories contained in beverages shipped to schools has 
been reduced by 58 percent.23

Schools appear more able to comply with nutritional restrictions 
on beverages than with restrictions on food products. A study in 
California demonstrated that, after the state mandated nutritional 
requirements for competitive foods, nearly 90 percent of schools of-
fering such products24 fully adhered to the beverage standard and 
none fully adhered to the standard for food.25 Researchers speculate 
that important differences between the two types of state-mandated 
standards may be driving the observed compliance rates. Beverage 
standards identified specific products that could and could not be 
sold, whereas food standards were based on specifications for nutri-
tional content (similar to the IOM recommendation). Higher rates of 
compliance with the food standard were noted in the food service 
area of schools (as opposed to vending machines and school stores), 
which may be due to food service managers’ experience and train-
ing in conducting nutritional analyses. 

Barriers to Healthier  
Competitive Food Options 

Many schools struggle to limit low-nutrient competitive foods and im-
prove the availability of healthy options. School administrators and 
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food service managers often refer to the “trilemma” they face in trying 
to balance nutrition, program costs, and student preferences. Many 
schools report that revenues generated by the low-nutrient, competi-
tive foods favored by students help to fund their overall food service 
programs and, in some cases, their broader school budgets. A survey 
conducted by SNA found that 78 percent of food service managers 
rely on competitive foods to supplement their food service budgets.26

Student Preferences

Revenues are dependent on student selection and purchases. Food 
service managers often express skepticism that students’ appetite for 
healthy food and beverage options will equal demand for low-nutri-
ent competitive foods. However, the experiences of model programs 
profiled by USDA suggest that student preferences are fairly adapt-
able to available food choices.27 Low-nutrient competitive foods ap-
pear to displace more nutritious choices, and limiting their availabil-
ity often results in increased consumption of healthier foods. 

The experiences of model programs suggest that the extent to which 
children will choose and consume healthy foods depends on several 
factors. Conditions most conducive to healthy choices include a wide 
variety of healthy food alternatives, limited options for low-nutrient 
foods, nutrition education to reinforce the benefits of a healthy diet, 
and appealing presentation and placement of nutritious offerings. 
Other factors in school food service environments (such as the 
amount of time allotted for meals, the adequacy of seating and table 
space in the cafeteria, and the timing of meals relative to recess and 
other opportunities for physical activity), also influence children’s 
willingness to eat healthy foods.28 

Nutrition advocates are concerned that competitive foods play 
a strong role in shaping students' current and future food prefer-
ences. The provision of competitive foods in schools may suggest 
to students that these are desirable food choices and could contra-
dict healthy eating messages conveyed through nutrition education. 
Food and beverages that are aggressively marketed through “pour-
ing rights” agreements and other exclusive marketing contracts be-
tween schools and food distributors are viewed as particularly prob-
lematic. Distributors favor such agreements because these marketing 
efforts are believed to establish brand loyalty in young children who 
may become life-long customers. 

http://www.nhpf.org
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Some critics of restrictions on competitive foods in schools contend 
that students, particularly older high school students, need to de-
velop responsible decision-making skills and should be allowed to 
practice these choices in the relatively controlled food environment 
provided by schools. Nearly 25 percent of high schools have open 
campus policies (which permit students to leave school grounds dur-
ing lunch), and about 75 percent of these schools are close enough to 
a fast food restaurant to allow students to walk or drive to these loca-
tions during lunch.29 Therefore, restricting competitive food choices 
within the school may only encourage students to leave the school 
campus at mealtimes.

California’s efforts to limit the availability of low-nutrient competi-
tive foods offer some evidence to refute this concern. A recent evalu-
ation of the state’s nutritional standards for foods offered in schools 
found that both on- and off-campus purchases of competitive foods 
decreased during the school day after restrictions were imposed, 
although on-campus purchases declined more substantially. “At 
home” consumption of chips and soda did increase slightly (less than 
1 percent), but reductions in the “at school” consumption of these 
products were significantly higher, resulting in an overall decrease 
in unhealthy eating.30 However, it is unclear whether these findings 
have been replicated in, or can be generalized to, other states.

Fiscal  Constraints 

Competitive foods and beverages generate an estimated $2.3 billion 
in revenue for schools annually.31 These revenues include sales from 
à la carte items in the school cafeteria, vending machines, and other 
sales venues within schools, as well as revenues generated through 
“pouring rights” agreements that can provide significant levels of 
financial compensation for schools. However, the majority of rev-
enues for competitive foods appear to come from à la carte offerings, 
and these revenues typically accrue to the food service program. 
Sales from other competitive food sources (such as vending ma-
chines) and pouring rights payments usually benefit broader school 
functions and are often viewed as an important source of flexible 
funding to finance discretionary activities like student field trips, 
assemblies, and athletic equipment.32 

Revenue from competitive foods represents approximately 16 per-
cent of total funding for the average district food service program.33 
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However, some districts vary significantly from this norm, as nearly 
15 percent of all district food service programs derive 30 percent or 
more of total funding from competitive foods.34 Reliance on reve-
nue from competitive foods appears somewhat heavier in districts 
with relatively few students qualifying for free and reduced-price 
lunches.35

Efforts to improve the nutritional quality of competitive foods 
have yielded encouraging, but inconclusive, results regarding the 
financial impact of these changes.36 A number of studies have docu-
mented cases of schools and districts that restricted low-nutrient 
foods and increased healthy offerings without suffering negative 
financial consequences. These model programs often saw revenues 
increase, or remain the same, as participation in the school meals 
program increased (presumably due to decreased availability of 
less healthy competitive alternatives). However, fewer studies have 
examined the impact of such changes on net income. Factoring in 
the differential costs associated with these interventions is chal-
lenging because many schools are unable to accurately supply this 
type of information. 

School food service managers have expressed concerns that healthy 
food choices—both nutritious school meals and healthier competi-
tive food options—are more expensive to prepare and serve than 
low-nutrient competitive options. Low-nutrient foods are often com-
mercially processed and purchased by schools from vendors in 
ready-to-serve packaging. In contrast, healthier foods tend to rely 
on fresh ingredients that must be stored in refrigerated space prior 
to preparation and may need to be integrated into recipes on-site 
by trained food service staff. These requirements add to program 
costs through increased equipment expenses and, perhaps more sig-
nificantly, increased labor costs which include hourly compensation, 
fringe benefits, and sometimes training costs.

Studies that have successfully integrated both cost and revenue 
analyses into financial assessments of competitive food restrictions 
found inconsistent experiences across schools. Some schools lost 
income, others gained income, and others experienced no change. 
These findings led the IOM to conclude that increased restrictions 
on competitive foods have the potential to cause loss of income for 
schools and more information is needed to clarify the factors that 
contribute to (and protect against) negative fiscal repercussions.

http://www.nhpf.org
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Conclusion

As Congress considers the need to establish more stringent federal 
standards for competitive foods, policymakers will be asked to bal-
ance a number of compelling issues. Arguments against increased 
federal involvement include the possible financial risks to schools, 
state and local prerogatives, and the legitimate commercial interests 
of the food and beverage industries. These concerns will be weighed 
against the threat competitive foods pose to children’s health, the 
magnitude of which will be evaluated in both humanitarian and fi-
nancial terms. The fiscal implications of competitive foods include 
the immediate influence of these foods on federal investments in the 
school meal programs, as well as the potential for future increases 
in health care spending due to obesity-related disease. However, the 
urgency of these financial considerations is contingent on the extent 
to which policymakers perceive competitive foods as detrimental to 
children’s dietary habits and believe that additional federal restric-
tions on such foods will reduce obesity risks.
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