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Briefing for MSPs on Motion S4M-08707: Scotland’s Future  
 
Our organisations, which have campaigned for some years now as the Scottish Free 
School Meals campaign, welcome today’s debate which focuses on free school meals 
and in particular, welcomes the recognition by all parliamentary groups of the role free 
school meals plays in helping to tackle child poverty and promote child welfare and 
educational attainment. 
 
We note that the motion makes a commitment to increase the number of primary school 
pupils eligible for free school meals and understand that in the debate, the First Minister 
will announce the extension of universal free school meals to all children in Primary 1, 2 
and 3. 
 
We are delighted at this extension of a policy long campaigned for. This marks a major 
step forward in our campaign to introduce universal free school meals for all school 
children.  In particular, we welcome that the Scottish Government is intending to 
implement its long held policy commitment to universal free school meals, using the 
Barnett consequentials arising from a similar policy decision in England.  Providing 
adequate resources for local authorities to prepare for delivery and indeed, to deliver on 



this policy commitment will be crucial in ensuring its early implementation and indeed, its 
long term success. 
However, we note that there have been concerns raised about both the 
affordability and efficacy of a universal approach to free school meals. 
Universality has been one of the key aspects of our campaign and is a central 
tenet which we all support. We have long argued that the most effective way of 
ensuring all children, but particularly those in poverty, receive a healthy school 
lunch is to move toward a universal, non means tested approach to the provision 
of healthy lunches in the middle of the school day.  
 
 
The case for a universal approach 
 
Universal provision boosts take up of healthy lunches  
The Scottish government’s pilot trials of universal provision of free school meals 
to all P1 to P3 pupils in 2007/8 demonstrated a substantial effect on take up of 
school meals, increasing overall take up by 22 percentage points from 53% to 
75%. Furthermore, amongst children already entitled to free school meals take-
up rose by 4.4 percentage pointsi, and in some areas up to 8.5 percentage 
points.  
 
Further recent research from the Institute for Social and Economic Research at 
the University of Essexii also analysed the wider impact of the Scottish 
Government’s free school meal pilots. The paper “attributes the rise in take-up of 
FSMs by those always entitled to a positive peer effect: FSM-registered 
individuals became more likely to participate because a greater proportion of 
other students in the school were doing so….The magnitude of the effect is such 
that in a typical school a 10 percentage point rise in peer-group take-up would 
reduce non-participation (ie non take up by those already entitled) by almost a 
quarter.” 
 
Universal provision supports family budgets and home life 
Evaluationiii of the Scottish pilots also pointed to a positive impact on family 
budgets and the home environment. There was, the evaluation concluded, 
“…evidence that the trial had impacted positively on the home environment of 
pupils,” and   “..the simple benefit of increasing disposable income was 
particularly evident amongst parents with more than one child.”  
   
Universal provision boosts learning and attainment  
The universal approach has not only been shown to increase take up of healthy 
lunches and relief to family budgets but also to impact positively on children’s 
learning experience. Evaluation of a free school meals pilot for primary school 
children over two years in Hull found a “significant impact in all areas of children's 
schooling...behaviour, social relationships, health and learning”iv, whilst more 
recent evaluation of the provision of free school meals to all primary pupils in 



Durham and Newham found that “offering free school meals to all primary school 
pupils increased attainment in disadvantaged areas”v 
 
Universal provision is progressive and helps tackle inequality 
Peer reviewed research from economists at Dundee Universityvi modelled the 
impact on household income for differing income groups of providing free school 
meals as first a means tested benefit and then a universal benefit. They 
concluded that current system of means testing “fails to deliver welfare to the 
poorest in society”. The results show that universal free school meals would 
not waste money by benefiting better off families at the expense of those 
facing poverty. Only when entitlement is extended to the richest 10% of families 
is there no additional benefit to less well off children. The research demonstrates 
that the current system of means testing fails to deliver to the poorest and that 
targeting is not an efficient way of helping the neediest. A UNICEF report on 
Child Poverty in Rich Countries reinforces the problem highly targeted social 
expenditure creates across the developed world and concludes that “benefits 
universally provided, though apparently more expensive, can avoid this poverty 
trap.”vii 
 
 
 
 
For more information about the Scottish Free School Meals Campaign, please 
contact John Dickie, Head of CPAG in Scotland 
jdickie@cpagscotland.org.uk   T 0141 552 3656 
 
For more information in relation to this briefing, please contact Kate Higgins, 
Policy and Communications Manager, CHILDREN 1ST 
kate.higgins@children1st.org.uk  T 07949 400 190 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                            
i http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2008/10/02082551  
ii https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/publications/working-papers/iser/2012-12.pdf   
iii iii http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/Schools/HLivi/foodnutrition/ 
ivProf. Derek Colquhoun, Hull Uni, http://observer.guardian.co.uk/uk_news/story/0,,1995361,00.html  
v v http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/6278 
vi C.J. Morelli and P. Seaman, 2010, Devolution as a policy crucible: the case of universal free school meals, 
Poverty & Public Policy, Vol. 2: Iss. 1, pp.139-61, DOI: 10.2202/1944-2858.1032 
http://www.psocommons.org/ppp/vol2/iss1/art7/ also see C. J. Morelli, G. Mooney and P. Seaman 2012, 
‘Moving ‘Upstream’? The Case for Universalism and Redistribution in Tackling Poverty and Inequality in the 
Devolved Scotland’, in M. Leith, I. McPhee and T. Laxton, (ed.s), Scottish Devolution and Social Policy - 
Evidence from the First Decade, (Cambridge). ISBN 978-1-4438-3790-3 
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