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Data and Methods

• School-level CEP Eligibility and Participation data 
are collected from State Education Agencies as well 
as the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and 
Food Research Action Center

• First stage National School Lunch Program (NSLP) 
Participation Rates data comes from the USDA Food 
and Nutrition Service

• Food purchases come from the Nielsen Consumer 
Panel Data, a longitudinal panel of 40-60,000 
households from 2004-2016

• We link households to CEP exposure using zip code 
of household residence and school attendance 
boundaries from the National Center for Education 
Statistics

Introduction

• The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) was 
designed to increase access to school meals for low 
income students

• CEP allows schools in “high” poverty areas to provide 
free meals to all students, regardless of their family 
income

• As of 2017, CEP was available to more than 9.5 
million students in more than 20,000 schools across 
the US

• By providing free school meals, more children are
eligible for free meals than before CEP, reducing 
nominal costs in addition application and stigma 
costs

• CEP therefore alters the household budget constraint 
in ways that could affect both the quantity and 
quality of food purchases

• We examine the effect of CEP on household food 
purchases and diet composition

State-Time Rollout of the 
Community Eligibility Provision

Conclusions and Future Work

Identification Strategy

• CEP was rolled out across states beginning in school 
year 2011-2012, and was implemented nationally in 
2014-2015

• Identification exploits exogenous variation in 
exposure of households in different zip codes to CEP

• We use a panel event study (ES) design and 
difference-in-differences (DD) to compare 
purchases for households in areas with more CEP 
exposure compared to those with less CEP exposure, 
before versus after CEP is rolled out

• We further stratify by household demographics to 
examine heterogeneous effects

• CEP is shown to have a first stage effect of decreasing 
paid meals and increasing free meals in the National 
School Lunch Program 

• We find that household spending on food purchases 
decreases after children gain access to free school 
meals.  The effect is larger for households in areas 
where more primary schools are adopting CEP

• The effect is also larger for households that were
previously eligible for free school meals, suggesting
that stigma costs play a large role in accessibility of 
free school meals

• We are in the process of further exploring effects of 
CEP on diet composition based on the healthfulness 
of purchased foods

Results
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First-stage effect of CEP is to increase
National School Lunch Program participation
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CEP decreases grocery store spending for households with kids.  
Effect size varies by school level of CEP exposure.  
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CEP decreases grocery store spending by more for households with kids that are 
below the federal poverty level (left) than those that are above it (right)


