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This briefing provides information about the importance of increasing free school meals eligibility in order to 
tackle child poverty. Based on pre-pandemic data,1 at least two in five children living in poverty in England were 
ineligible for free school meals. While Child Poverty Action Group believes that all children should receive a 
balanced school meal each day as a basic entitlement, there is an urgent need to significantly expand free school 
meal eligibility to all those on universal credit (or equivalent benefits), particularly in light of the coronavirus 
pandemic.  

“Working parents struggle too, especially those who just miss the cut off for eligibility.” (Mum of four children) 

Child poverty continues to rise across the UK with the most recent government HBAI data showing that 4.3 million 
children live in households below the poverty line, an increase of 200,000 from the previous year.2 When children 
grow up poor they miss out on the things that most children take for granted such as warm clothes and school 
trips, they also do less well at school and earn less as adults. When families lack food, this is driven by having 
insufficient financial resources to buy food, as well as other essentials such as clothing, toiletries and fuel. That is 
why, alongside expanding free school meals to more families who are struggling, the government must also 
develop a cross-government child poverty strategy to help tackle the root causes of child poverty.  

1. The impact of the current free school meals eligibility criteria  

Free school meals, and in particular universal free school meals, have a number of proven benefits and are an 
effective anti-child poverty measure. They can help to boost children’s learning and attainment,3 as well as 
supporting their health through providing a balanced meal each day.4 Children also benefit from the social 
experience of sitting down together in a shared dining hall and eating the same food.5 For families, free school 
meal entitlements can relieve pressures on household budgets and free up money for other living costs. Expanding 
free school meals to more children can also help to tackle inequalities by decreasing the number of children in low-
income families who miss out, and it can reduce stigma associated with the entitlement. More broadly, research 
shows that when children are hungry at school they miss out on learning.6 7   

At least two in five children living in poverty in England miss out on these benefits, which further disadvantages 
them.  
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2. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) costings   

CPAG’s calculations show that prior to the pandemic, 1.2 million school-age children in England (two in five) who 

lived below the UK’s poverty line were not eligible for free school meals. CPAG estimates that expanding eligibility 

for free school meals to include all families receiving universal credit (or equivalent benefits) would make 1.8 

million children newly eligible, the majority of whom are living in poverty. This would cost the UK government an 

additional £750 million a year8, and would ensure children from low-income households can have a balanced meal 

each day and benefit from the associated learning and health outcomes, as well as supporting families who are 

struggling financially. In addition, CPAG estimates that there are 86,000 children in England9 in families with no 

recourse to public funds (NRPF). Many of these children will be living well below the poverty line but are not 

usually eligible for means-tested free school meals. A permanent expansion of eligibility to families with NRPF 

would cost at most £40 million a year in England, although it’s likely to be much lower than this as not all families 

with NRPF will be eligible because they have higher incomes.10   

”I am a single parent who works and we have had no extra financial help, times are tough, bills are higher and just 
because I earn more than the threshold stated for free school meals etc. does not mean I have a lot more money 
than these families.” (Mum of two children) 

The main reason that so many children living in poverty are still not eligible for free school meals is because their 
parents are in work. According to the latest child poverty data, 75 per cent of children in the UK living in poverty 
are in working households.11 Despite this growing trend, the free school meals income threshold remains low12 
which means the majority of working families are not eligible – even though they do not earn enough to escape 
poverty. CPAG and Children North East’s research during the COVID-19 lockdowns, The Cost of Learning in 
Lockdown (2020 and 2021 update), showed that many families who would have greatly benefit from this support 
did not qualify, and not having enough money and resources affected their children’s learning.13 14 CPAG urges 
immediate action to extend free school meals to all families who are most in need of this support. 

3. Summary of CPAG’s calls to action on free school meals 

The government should urgently take the following measures to provide greater security for families on low 
incomes, particularly in light of the additional financial pressures caused by the pandemic:  

 Expand eligibility for free school meals to all families receiving universal credit (or equivalent benefits) 

 Permanently extend free school meal entitlements to families with no recourse to public funds  

In addition to these urgently-needed measures, we also call on the government to implement universal provision 
of free school meals for all school-aged children in England. This would help struggling families, reduce stigma and 
inequalities, and improve children’s health and wellbeing. Increasing free school meals eligibility won’t end child 
poverty alone, but it will go some way towards supporting family incomes while also making school a more equal 
experience for pupils.  

 “It would make a massive difference if the Government changed the rules on free school meals. It would be one 
less thing to worry about.” (Mum of four children)15 

https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/report/cost-learning-lockdown-family-experiences-school-closures
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/report/cost-learning-lockdown-march-2021-update
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Beyond free school meals, CPAG is calling for an immediate increase in child benefit of £10 per child per week to 
ensure parents can cover the basic costs of raising their children. In the longer-term, the government must 
develop a cross-government child poverty strategy to help tackle the root causes of child poverty.   

4. About the Cost of the School Day project 

The Cost of the School Day project was started by CPAG in Scotland in 2014 with the aim of reducing the financial 
barriers that prevent pupils from fully participating in the school day. The Cost of the School Day approach 
involves working with whole-school communities to identify and reduce cost barriers faced by pupils from low 
income backgrounds, including eating at school, uniform costs and school trips. Following the success of this 
project in Glasgow and Dundee, and working in partnership with Poverty Proofing the School Day experts Children 
North East, CPAG has expanded the project to local authorities in England, Wales and new parts of Scotland. 
Beyond school-level interventions, we also work with local authorities to bring about system and policy change. 
Find out more at: cpag.org.uk/cosd 

5. About Child Poverty Action Group 

Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the more than one in four children in the UK growing up in poverty. 
It doesn’t have to be like this. Our vision is of a society free of child poverty, where all children can enjoy a 
childhood free of financial hardship and have a fair chance in life to reach their full potential. We use our 
understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will 
prevent and end poverty – for good. We provide training, advice and information to make sure hard-up families 
get the financial support they need.  

1 Calculations in this briefing are based on Households Below Average Income 2018/19 and the January 2020 school census data. However, 
we recognise that eligibility has increased since then and that this is a continuously changing picture. 
2 Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of people living in low income households for financial years 
1994/95 to 2019/20, Table 4.3tr, Department for Work and Pensions, March 2021 
3 Free school meals pilot: impact report, Department for Education, 2012 
4 Impact of the universal infant free school meal policy, Nuffield Foundation, 2020 
5 Evaluation of Universal Infant Free School Meals, Education Policy Institute, 2018 
6 No Fuel to Learn, Kellogg’s, 2021 
7 A lost education, the reality of hunger in the classroom, Kellogg’s, 2013 
8 Cost calculations are based on eligibility calculated from Households Below Average Income 2018/19 with adjustments for the recent rise 
in households on universal credit; a cost of £460 per pupil per year, and an estimated take-up of 78 per cent for universal free school meals 
and 90 per cent for extensions of means-tested benefits eligibility criteria. The estimate for the number of school-aged children with no 
recourse to public funds (NRPF) is based on figures from the Migration Observatory at the University of Oxford. Families with NRPF are 
usually waiting for permanent, settled status in the UK. 
9 CPAG estimates that there are 86,000 children who are not covered by universal infant free school meals in families with NRPF. 
10 Some children with NRPF live in households where their income is above the eligibility threshold for free school meals. Under the current 
temporary extension, NRPF families must have a household income of £31,500 or below in London, and £28,200 or below outside of 
London to qualify for free school meals.  
11 Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of people living in low income households for financial years 
1994/95 to 2019/20, Department for Work and Pensions, March 2021  
12 Families on universal credit are currently eligible for free school meals if their family income is below £7,400 (before benefits are taken 
into account). Families receiving child tax credit are only eligible for free school meals if they are not also entitled to working tax credit and 
have an annual gross income of no more than £16,190. Families do not qualify for free school meals if they are receiving working tax credit.   
13 The Cost of Learning in Lockdown, Child Poverty Action Group and Children North East, June 2020 
14 The Cost of Learning in Lockdown: March 2021 update, Child Poverty Action Group and Children North East, March 2021 
15 The Cost of Missing Lunchtime: a briefing on free school meals in the North East, NECPC, Child Poverty Action Group and Children North 
East, May 2021 
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