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Executive Summary
Providing children with access to nutritious food beyond the school year and into the summer months has clear health, 
education, and economic benefits. Federal summer nutrition programs provide dairy products, fruits, vegetables, and 
other healthy food to children who rely on federal nutrition programs during the school year. As a result, the summer 
nutrition programs give children the confidence to know with certainty when, and from where, their next meal is coming.
 
These programs enable children who participate to receive the nutrition they need and increase their food security. In the 
short-term, the programs can help mitigate summer weight gain, cognitive decline, and summer learning loss for children 
from low-income families. In the longer-term, the lasting effects may help increase high school graduation rates and 
reduce susceptibility to chronic diseases, which are otherwise each accompanied by large potential costs to the children 
and their communities. 

The benefits of summer nutrition programs are also exhibited through a primary data analysis case study of Maryland 
schools conducted by Share Our Strength and Deloitte. This study shows an association between schools that offer 
summer nutrition programs and improvements in student math and reading proficiency, as well as high school   
graduation rates. 
 
In the Appendix, the potential scale of summer nutrition programs’ impacts is explored through a “imagine if” scenario 
focused on reaching all children not currently receiving food through these programs.

As used in this document, 
“Deloitte” means Deloitte 
Consulting LLP, a subsidiary of 
Deloitte LLP. Please see  
www.deloitte.com/us/about for 
a detailed description of the legal 
structure of Deloitte LLP and its 
subsidiaries. Certain services may 
not be available to attest clients 
under the rules and regulations 
of public accounting.
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Background
Hunger and Food Insecurity in the Summer Months
Often thought of as a time to enjoy the break from 
school, summer poses a significant threat to the health 
and educational attainment of millions of children from 
low-income households across the nation. Summer can 
mean a break from food, as Child Nutrition Programs are 
not as easily accessible while children are not attending 
school. Trying to replace these meals creates economic 
hardship for already struggling families. During the 
summer, 43 percent of low-income families in America find 
it harder to make ends meet.1  

In 2013, 44 percent of children in the US lived in 
low-income families2 and 19.5 percent of households 
with children experienced food insecurity (i.e., limited or 
uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate foods)3 at 
some point during the year.4 Unable to regularly access 
nutritious food, these children are at risk of negative 
impacts affecting their health, education, and long-term 
livelihood. 

Participation in Child Nutrition Programs drops to alarming 
levels during the summer, limiting children's access to 
healthy meals. In 2014, while 21.7 million children received 
free or reduced-price lunch during the school year, only 3.8 
million children received meals through federal nutrition 
programs over the summer.5

Currently, the USDA supports meal service for children 
while schools are not in session through the Summer Food 
Service Program (SFSP) and the National School Lunch 
and Breakfast Programs (NSLP/SBP). These programs 
serve nutritious meals to children who live in low-income 
households and/or low-income communities.6

USDA has taken steps to find ways to reach the 17.9 
million children who are not accessing summer meals. In 
2010, Congress authorized the Enhanced Summer Food 
Service Program (eSFSP) and the Summer Electronic Benefit 
Transfer for Children (SEBTC) demonstration projects to 
develop, test, and evaluate the effectiveness of different 
options for providing access to food for children from 
low-income households in urban and rural areas during the 
summer months.7 

This paper synthesizes the research on summer meals and 
presents a primary data analysis from Maryland schools 
to demonstrate the positive social impacts of providing 
children with better access to summer nutrition programs.

Summer Nutrition Programs’ Immediate Benefits on 
Nutrition and Food Security  
The Problem: Decreased Food Security and Nutrition 
During the Summer 
Though many children from low-income families receive 
nutritious meals through federal programs during the 
school year, more than 80 percent experience limited 
access to similar programs over the summer, exacerbating 
existing challenges with food insecurity. For families that 
depend on nutrition assistance programs during the school 
year, the summer can mean the loss of ten meals per 
week per child.11 This can result in decreased access to 
nutritious food for each child, as 79 percent of households 
at risk of food insecurity served by Feeding America12 who 
were surveyed during summer 2013 reported purchasing 
inexpensive, unhealthy food to feed their family.13  Further, 
one regional study found that 58.1 percent of children 
consumed no fruit servings from home.14 This lack of 
access to nutritious food is damaging to children’s health 
and wellbeing.15

Focus on Family

1 of 3 (32%) low-income households 
report not having enough food 
during summer8

$316 increase in spending on food 
over the summer for low-income 
families9

2 of 3 (69%) had to choose 
between food and utilities

2 of 3 (66%) had to choose 
between food and medical care

vs.

vs.

Tradeoff Examples  
Increased spending on food over the summer can lead 
to tradeoff decisions for households at risk of food 
insecurity served by Feeding America:10
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A Solution: Summer Nutrition Programs
Access to healthy food through summer nutrition 
programs improves children’s nutrition and increases their 
food security. By law, these federal programs must provide 
healthy meals that meet nutritional standards based on 
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. As a result, the 
meals provide more nutrition than the food consumed by 
the average American child, as evidenced by the below-
standard average scores for the Healthy Eating Index.16 
These meals provide access to dairy products, fruits, and 
vegetables that are key to maintaining a healthy diet.

Providing children with access to food in the summer 
also reduces food insecurity, as evidenced by the USDA’s 
SEBTC demonstration. The study provided families with 
eligible children a monthly benefit of $60 for them to use 
toward food during the summer using existing electronic 
benefit transfer (EBT) systems. This approach reduced the 
prevalence of very low food security17 among children 
(who would have otherwise experienced it) by about 
one-third. “Analyses of related measures of food security—
general food insecurity among children plus measures of 
both severe and general food insecurity among adults 
and households as a whole—indicate similarly large 
proportional reductions.”18 Further, the demonstration 
found that children in households with SEBTC ate more 
fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and dairy products.19

Health and Education Impacts of Summer 
Nutrition Programs
Health Benefits of Summer Nutrition Programs
Because federal summer nutrition programs must provide 
meals that meet approved nutritional standards, they may 
mitigate summer weight gain and, in the longer term, 
make the children less susceptible to chronic diseases and 
mental illness and the ensuing costs to address them. As 
proven by USDA’s SEBTC demonstration, improving access 
to food over the summer increases food security and 
consumption of nutritious food. Improved food security 
and nutrition can support children’s health both physically 
and mentally. 

Physically, children from low-income households may gain 
weight two to three times faster during the summer than 
during the school year.20 Without access to nutritious 
summer meals, children from low-income families are 
more likely to suffer from food insecurity and may gain 
weight as they resort to less healthy, but easily accessible, 
food options. Improving nutrition and food security can 
help children maintain a healthy body mass index (BMI) 
during the summer.21

When a child gains weight, he/she is more susceptible 
to chronic diseases such as iron deficiency anemia,22  
asthma, type 2 diabetes, and heart disease,23 any of which 
may result in frequent hospitalization. Food insecurity 
also affects a child’s mental wellbeing, and may lead to 
conditions such as depression, anxiety, or aggression.24  In 
addition, those experiencing food insecurity report higher 
rates of mental illness,25 leading to a need for more mental 

Immediate Impacts

Nutrition 
Children ate more fruits and vegetables, 
whole grains, and dairy products19

Food Security 
Reduced the number of children 
experiencing very low food security by 
about one-third18
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health services for them.26 Ensuring access to proper 
nutrition through the federal nutrition programs can 
mitigate or prevent these conditions. 

Education Benefits of Summer Nutrition Programs 
Proper nutrition from federal summer nutrition programs 
can support the continued brain development and the 
cognitive functioning necessary to maintain academic 
achievements made during the school year. By increasing 
children’s food security and intake of healthy food, 
summer nutrition programs can improve cognitive 
functioning, which may help to mitigate summer learning 
loss and close the achievement gap.

A strong nutritional foundation is crucial to proper 
brain development and maintaining normal cognitive 
functioning.27 Summer nutrition programs provide foods 
that contain essential nutrients (e.g., protein, iron, and 
zinc).28 The SEBTC demonstration supports this, showing 
evidence that providing access to food over the summer 
increases children’s food security and intake of fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, and dairy products. Deficiencies 
in several essential nutrients found in such foods can 
otherwise lead to cognitive decline.29 

Consumption of nutritious food not only supports better 
cognitive functioning in the summer, it also positions 
children from low-income families to learn and perform 
well once they return to the classroom.30 One study found 
that while children from low-income and middle-class 
families had similar levels of cognitive growth during the 
school year, children from low-income families lagged 
far behind during the summer.31 While most students 
lose about two months of grade level equivalency in 
mathematical computation skills over the summer, children 
from low-income families also fall behind more than two 
months in reading achievement compared with their peers 
from higher-income families.32 Nutritious meals protect 
against cognitive decline, which can help mitigate summer 
learning loss.33 A longitudinal study found that “food 
insecurity at kindergarten predicted impaired academic 
performance in reading and mathematics,”34 providing 
further evidence of food security’s importance to academic 
performance.

Summer learning loss, in particular loss in reading 
proficiency, compounded over several school years 
contributes to the achievement gap between children 
from low-income families and children from higher-income 
families. In fact, some have suggested that as much as 
80 percent of the gap in reading achievement between 
students from low-income and high-income families may 
be attributable to summer learning.35 As a result, by the 
end of fifth grade, children from low-income families are 
nearly three grade equivalents behind their peers from 
more affluent families in reading, and about two-thirds 
of the ninth grade achievement gap between lower- and 
higher-income youth can be explained by unequal access 
to summer learning opportunities during the elementary 
school years.36 

Health Impacts

Chronic Diseases 
When a child gains weight, he/she is 
more susceptible to chronic diseases 
such as iron deficiency anemia,22 asthma, 
type 2 diabetes, and heart disease23

Mental Health 
Children experiencing food insecurity 
report higher rates of mental illness25

Weight Gain 
Children may gain weight two to three 
times faster during the summer than 
during the school year20

Summer Nutrition Program Social Impact Analysis
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The achievement gap due to early summer learning loss 
means that later in life, youth from low-income families 
are less likely to be placed in college preparatory high 
school curriculum, graduate from high school, and attend 
college.37 As children build confidence and proficiency in 
the classroom, they are more likely to graduate, as some 
students list poor performance as their primary reason for 
dropping out of high school.38 The case study “Impact 
of Summer Nutrition Programs in Maryland Schools” 
described in this paper explains the primary analysis 
Deloitte conducted, which shows that Maryland schools 
with summer nutrition programs experienced a higher 
percentage of students achieving proficiency in reading 
and math, and higher graduation rates. 

Potential Economic Impacts of Summer Nutrition 
Programs
The potential health and education benefits described 
above have associated economic benefits that may result 
from increased participation in summer nutrition programs.

A decrease in the obesity rate and the occurrence of 
chronic diseases and mental illness would be expected 
to lead to reduced health care costs and increased 
participation in the workforce, including better military 
preparedness. Negative health outcomes also prove 
expensive in the long term due to increased costs for 
health care and mental health services, and decreased 
economic output as a result of poor physical and/or mental 
wellbeing. In terms of labor force participation, “health 
conditions associated with food insecurity can translate 
into limited labor force participation and more absenteeism 
and turnover, all of which are costly for employers.”39 In 
addition, individuals with mental illness, which is correlated 
with food insecurity, require mental health services, and 
are less likely to be working due to an inability either to 
obtain or retain employment.40 

A decrease in summer learning loss would be expected to 
lead to a reduction in the achievement gap and an increase 
in students graduating from high school. Studies show that 
high school graduates have greater long-term economic 
productivity than those who do not graduate.41  

Fit to Fight: Nutrition & Military Readiness

Increases in BMI can have 
negative impacts on our 
national security as well, as 
the pool of potential young 
people who are able to serve in the military is limited 
by physical constraints. 10% of Americans applying 
for military service did not qualify because they were 
overweight.42 One in four 17-to-24-year-olds is too 
overweight to serve in the military.43

Education Impacts

Cognitive Functioning and Development 
Nutritious meals protect against cognitive 
decline33

Summer Learning Loss 
Children from low-income families 
lose more than two months in reading 
achievement compared with their peers 
from higher-income families32 

 

Achievement Gap 
About two-thirds of the ninth grade 
achievement gap between lower- and 
higher-income youth can be explained 
by unequal access to summer learning 
opportunities during the elementary school 
years36
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Case Study: Impact of Summer Nutrition Programs 
in Maryland Schools
Research has proven that summer is a difficult time for 
children facing hunger; however, one of the gaps in this 
research is the quantification of the specific impacts of 
the USDA-funded summer nutrition programs. To address 
this gap, Share Our Strength and Deloitte collaborated 
to develop and conduct a case study on distributing 
summer meals to children through a school-based summer 
nutrition program site. Schools are a major sponsor of 
summer nutrition programs across the country. Studying 
the potential impact of expanding access to summer 
nutrition programs at schools suggested that there could 
be significant benefits for both schools and students. These 
findings are associations and do not necessarily illustrate 
a causal link between school participation in summer 
nutrition programs and improved academic achievement. 
This study combines publically available achievement data 
and summer site lists for the State of Maryland to compare 
achievement at schools that provided meals through 
federal nutrition programs during the summer to schools 
that did not.

In 2013, 263,841 students in Maryland received free 
or reduced-price lunch, while only 51,627 participated 
in summer meals.50 However, Maryland’s 19.5 percent 
participation rate in summer nutrition programs is higher 
than the national average of 15.1 percent.51

One area of focus for the No Kid Hungry Maryland 
Team is increasing the number of participating schools. 
In 2013, 28 percent of all Maryland schools served as a 
site for a summer nutrition program. According to the 
No Kid Hungry Maryland Team, “schools are an essential 
stakeholder in solving the summer hunger crisis. They have 
the physical location, equipment, knowledge, staff, and 

food access to successfully run summer meals programs 
and in a national survey52 of low-income families, schools 
were listed as one of the most trusted places to receive 
information about these programs. When schools are 
actively engaged in the summer meals program, we can 
ensure that no child goes hungry in the summer months.”53 

Maryland schools that participate in summer nutrition 
programs are associated with higher percentages of 
children achieving academic proficiency
Increasing food security and nutritious food consumption 
over the summer months may mitigate the effects of 
summer learning loss for students from low-income 
families, as supported by an analysis of 2014 school 
achievement data for Maryland public schools and the 
2013 list of sites for Maryland summer nutrition programs.

In analyzing data from over 1,200 schools in Maryland, 
the study found that schools offering a summer nutrition 
program saw up to 2.5 percent more students achieve 
math proficiency, up to 2 percent more students achieve 
reading proficiency, and up to 5.3 percent more students 
graduate from high school,54 compared with schools 
that did not offer a summer nutrition program. These 
findings are statistically significant and suggest that 
summer nutrition programs are associated with benefits for 
students at all levels of the education system. 

The following graphs display the analysis Deloitte 
conducted for schools in Maryland. Each point on the 
graph represents a school in Maryland and is color-coded 
based on whether or not the school offers a summer 
nutrition program. The x-axis of the graph represents 
the percentage of students at the school that are eligible 
for free and reduced-price meals based on federal 
income eligibility. The y-axis of the graph represents the 

Food Insecurity Cost 
Food insecure children are 31%44 more likely to be hospitalized, and the average pediatric 
hospitalization costs approximately $12,00045

Elevated BMI Cost 
The average total health expenses for a child treated for obesity under private insurance is 
more than 200 percent higher than the average health cost for a child covered by private 
insurance,46 and elevated BMI in childhood is associated with $14.1 billion in health expenses 
and hospitalization costs annually47 

 

Reteaching Cost 
Two months of reteaching costs account for 22% of the school year and $1,540 per 
student48

Economic Output 
Labor participation is directly correlated to one’s education level, and high school graduates 
earn an average of $10,090 more annually than those who do not graduate49

$
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percentage of students at the school achieving proficiency 
in reading or math, or graduating from high school, 
respectively. Color-coded trend lines show the distribution 
of the schools’ proficiency or graduation rates in relation to 
their free and reduced-price meal eligibility.

Maryland schools that offer a summer nutrition 
program are associated with a higher percentage of 
students achieving math proficiency.*55 

Schools that offered a summer nutrition program in 
summer 2013 had 2.0 – 2.5 percent more students 
achieving math proficiency in 2014.

While math proficiency decreases as the percentage 
of students from low-income households in a school 
increases, schools with summer nutrition programs are 
associated with a higher percentage of students achieving 
proficiency throughout all levels of free and reduced-price 
meal eligibility.

*A student who achieves proficiency has met a threshold 
on state-wide tests to demonstrate grade-level math skills.

Maryland schools that offer a summer nutrition 
program are associated with a higher percentage of 
students achieving reading proficiency.†56 
 
Schools that offered a summer nutrition program in 
summer 2013 had 0.4 – 2.0 percent more students 
achieving reading proficiency in 2014.

While reading proficiency decreases as the percentage 
of students from low-income households in a school 
increases, schools with summer nutrition programs are 
associated with a higher percentage of students achieving 
proficiency throughout all levels of free and reduced-price 
meal eligibility.

†A student who achieves proficiency has met a threshold 
on state-wide tests to demonstrate grade-level reading 
skills.

No Summer Nurtrition Program 
Summer Nutrition Program Available

Maryland Math Profficiency and Free and 
Reduced Meal Eligibility (by school)
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No Summer Nurtrition Program 
Summer Nutrition Program Available

The difference between the 
two trend lines illustrates the 
associated increase in math 
proficiency for schools with 
summer nutrition programs

The difference between the 
two trend lines illustrates the 
associated increase in reading 
proficiency for schools with 
summer nutrition programs
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Maryland high schools that offer a summer nutrition 
program are associated with a higher percentage of 
students graduating.57 
 
High schools that offered a summer nutrition program 
in summer 2013 had 2.2 – 5.3 percent more students 
graduating in 2014.

While graduation rate decreases as the percentage 
of students from low-income households in a school 
increases, schools with summer nutrition programs 
are associated with a higher percentage of students 
graduating throughout all levels of free and reduced-price 
meal eligibility.

Maryland Graduation Rate and Free and 
Reduced Meal Eligibility (by school)
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Conclusion
Access to healthy and nutritious food should not be limited 
to the months that fall within the school year. Imagine 
closing the gap between 21.7 million children receiving 
free or reduced-price lunch during the school year, and 
the 3.8 million children receiving meals through federal 
nutrition programs over the summer. Millions more

No Summer Nurtrition Program 
Summer Nutrition Program Available

Free and Reduced Meal Eligibility (%)

children would experience the associated health and 
education benefits, including increased food security, 
improved physical and mental health, and decreased 
summer learning loss. Ultimately, this can lead to 
long-term economic improvements for the children and 
their communities.

If all Maryland schools were to offer summer nutrition programs and the percentages above proved consistent, 
then one might see:

5,600 more students 
achieving math proficiency 

each year58

1,150 more students 
achieving reading   

proficiency each year59 

760 more high school 
graduates each year60

$4.7 million increase in 
earnings each year61

$$

The difference between the 
two trend lines illustrates the 
associated increase in graduation 
rates for high schools with 
summer nutrition programs
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What if all children who receive free and reduced-price lunch during the school year were able to access 
summer nutrition programs?
The extrapolation of impacts is based on statistics detailed in this paper; however, these statistics may not have the same 
scale of impacts everywhere. The following extrapolation should only be used to imagine the possibilities.

Appendix: Impact Extrapolation

Across the United States:
Connecting children who receive free or reduced-price lunch during the school year to the meals in the federal summer 
nutrition program is a key strategy in ending childhood hunger in America. The higher the participation rates, the more 
children are able to get the nutritious food they need to thrive.

Imagine closing the gap between the 21.7 million children receiving free or reduced-price lunch during the school year, 
and the 3.8 million children currently receiving meals through federal nutrition programs over the summer.… 
  17.9 million more children would benefit from summer nutrition programs 
 
Imagine the impact this could have on the ultimate goal of ending childhood hunger... 
  As many as 1 million fewer children would be food insecure62

Resulting in… 
  Potentially 22,800 less child hospitalizations annually63 
  $274 million in associated cost savings for potential hospitalization costs annually64

Imagine if the increased graduation rates from the Maryland Case Study were to hold true at the national level… 
  At the lower end of the range, 81,600 more children would graduate from high school annually65

Imagine contributing to the prevention of summer learning loss through proper nutrition... 
  Up to $50.6 billion in re-teaching costs could be reallocated towards teaching new information annually,  
  which is equal to about 10% of total US spending on K-12 education66

Summer Nutrition Program Social Impact Analysis
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About Share Our Strength's No Kid Hungry campaign
No child should go hungry in America, but 1 in 5 kids will face hunger this year. Using proven, 
practical solutions, No Kid Hungry is ending childhood hunger today by ensuring that kids 
start the day with a nutritious breakfast, have healthy meals during the summer months, and 
families learn the skills they need to shop and cook on a budget. When we all work together, 
we can make sure kids get the healthy food they need. No Kid Hungry is a campaign of 
national anti-hunger organization Share Our Strength. Join us at NoKidHungry.org.

About Deloitte Community Involvement
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