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Subject of 
Review:  

. 
The USDA’s National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs are operated locally by school 
food authorities (SFAs), usually a part of the local school district. SFAs are reimbursed at 
nationally-set rates for the cost of meals served to participating students.  Previous ERS 
research found substantial variation in total costs across SFAs but did not identify the 
sources of those cost differences. This report examines the role of food cost differences, 
using a large national sample of SFAs to examine how food purchase costs vary by SFA 
location, characteristics and purchasing practices. 
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The purpose of the review is to ensure the high-quality of the economic analysis, transparent 
explanation of methods, objective interpretation of results, and effective communication to 
the intended audience. 
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