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This study aims to analyze stakeholders’ perceptions (students, parents, and teachers)
of the implementation of the Free Nutritious Meal Program in Islamic primary schools
(Madrasah Ibtidaiyah) as a government policy to support the fulfilment of students’
nutritional needs. The findings indicate that students perceive the program as a healthy,
free-meal initiative that helps them stay full, increases their learning motivation, and
reduces unhealthy snacking. However, students also expect greater menu variety,
improved food taste, and the provision of supporting facilities such as drinking water,
utensils, and handwashing facilities. Parents consider the program highly beneficial in
ensuring adequate nutrition for their children and alleviating the economic burden on
families. Nevertheless, they emphasize the need for improvements in hygiene, timely
food distribution, the involvement of nutritionists, and attention to special dietary needs,
such as food allergies. Meanwhile, teachers view the Free Nutritious Meal Program as a
strategic initiative to support students’ health and concentration in learning. Teachers
play an active role through persuasive and educational approaches to encourage
students to consume the meals provided. Overall, the program’s implementation is
perceived positively, although improvements are still required in menu variety, food
quality, food safety, and continuous monitoring and evaluation. Through collaboration
among the government, schools, parents, and food providers, the Free Nutritious Meal
Program has the potential to become an effective policy for supporting human resource
development by fulfilling schoolchildren’s nutritional needs.
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Improving the quality of human resources remains a central priority in national
development and must begin at an early age (Hariani et al., 2023; Widiastuti et al,,
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2021), particularly through the education and health sectors (Alwi & Karismawan, 2023;
Siregar et al., 2023). Primary school-aged children are in a critical phase of growth and
development that significantly shapes their future physical, cognitive, and social
capacities. One of the key determinants of educational success at this level is meeting
adequate nutritional needs (Anggaraeningsih & VYuliati, 2022; Gannika, 2023).
Malnutrition not only affects children’s physical health but also influences their learning
concentration, school attendance, and overall academic performance (Nuradhiani,
2023; Yuningsih & Kurniasari, 2021).

To support the fulfilment of students’ nutritional needs, the government has
introduced the Free Nutritious Meal Program (Program Makan Bergizi Gratis/MBG) as
an integrated policy intervention that bridges the education and health sectors
(Yuningsih & Kurniasari, 2021). The program aims to ensure that students receive a
balanced diet during school hours (Herniati, 2025; Rahmayani et al., 2025; Warosari,
2025). Previous studies indicate that school feeding programs can improve students’
health status, reduce absenteeism, and enhance motivation and participation in
learning (Qomarrullah et al., 2025; Risnawati et al., 2026). Therefore, examining the
implementation of this program is strategically important, particularly in faith-based
primary education institutions such as Islamic Primary Schools.

Islamic Primary Schools possess distinctive characteristics (Akhmadi, 2023;
Nurrigi, 2021) in terms of curriculum structure, students’ socio-economic backgrounds,
and their dual role as both educational institutions and centers for religious value
formation (Akhmadi, 2023; Uyun, 2023). Beyond functioning as formal educational
institutions, madrasahs also serve as centers for character and moral development
(Abidin, 2025; Fauziah, 2023; Romadhon et al., 2023). In Indonesia, many students still
face economic constraints within their families that may affect their daily nutritional
intake (Irfan & Azmin, 2025; Kasman & Sumaryoto, 2023; Kurniati, 2023). This context
makes the MBG Program particularly relevant for investigation within madrasahs in
Bima Regency.

In addition to its impact on students’ health and attendance, the success of the
MBG Program in madrasahs is strongly influenced by the perceptions and support of
key stakeholders, namely students, parents, and teachers (Azizi, 2025; Oktawila et al.,
2025). Positive stakeholder perceptions can strengthen program sustainability, enhance
participation, and improve implementation effectiveness. Conversely, negative
perceptions or limited understanding of program objectives may hinder its
implementation (Azizi, 2025; Widodo, n.d.). Research that examines not only program
outputs but also stakeholder perceptions is therefore essential to providing a
comprehensive understanding of MBG implementation in Bima Regency.

Various studies have demonstrated the benefits of school nutrition programs on
nutritional status and several educational indicators, research that examines the impact
of school nutrition programs on health, pupil attendance and the perceptions of
stakeholders, covering pupils, parents, teachers and headteachers, remains relatively
limited, particularly in the context of Madrasah Ibtidaiyah in Bima Regency. Most
previous studies have focused more on nutritional aspects or general policy evaluation,
whilst the extent to which the program is accepted by stakeholders has not yet been
explored comprehensively. This study addresses this gap by analyzing the
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implementation of the Nutritious Meals program in schools from a multidimensional
perspective, with the aim of providing a more comprehensive picture of the relationship
between the quality of program implementation, pupils’ health and attendance, and
the perceptions of stakeholders as a basis for refining MBG policy within primary
madrasahs.

The Free Nutritious Meals Program is a form of public policy intervention that
integrates the education, health and social protection sectors to improve the quality of
human capital from primary school age onwards. Globally, similar policies are known as
School Feeding Program (SFP), which has been implemented in various countries as a
strategy to tackle malnutrition, improve household food security and enhance pupils’
learning outcomes (Alabede et al., 2022). Various systematic reviews have shown that
school meal program contribute to improved nutritional intake, increased pupil
participation in school meal program, and improved academic achievement, particularly
amongst children from low-income families (Dorlach et al., 2025). The impact on pupil
attendance and academic achievement still varies depending on the quality of
implementation, nutritional standards and the socio-economic context of each country.

In terms of implementation, the success of a nutritious meals program is
determined not only by adequate funding, but also by governance that involves
collaboration amongst stakeholders. Headteachers, teachers, parents, local authorities,
food suppliers, nutritionists and the community all play complementary roles in
ensuring the quality of the service (Cupertino et al., 2022). The latest literature confirms
that cross-sectoral coordination, effective communication, transparency, monitoring
mechanisms and ongoing evaluation are key factors determining the success of the
implementation of school nutrition program (Aurino et al., 2023). Conversely, poor
coordination, inconsistent food quality, limited storage facilities and a lack of
operational standards are often the causes of the program’s low effectiveness and high
levels of food waste in schools.

From a public health perspective, meeting the nutritional needs of
schoolchildren has significant implications for both physical and psychological well-
being. Studies examining the long-term impact of the Free Nutritious Meal Program
suggest that its implementation may reduce the prevalence of malnutrition and
improve students’ health, school attendance, and academic achievement (Adinda &
Jamal, 2026; Prasetyo et al., 2025; Tanziha et al., 2025). This aligns with the human
development approach, which positions nutrition as a fundamental pillar in building
productive and sustainable human capital (Kamalawati et al., 2025; Syakir & Noviani,
2025). At the primary school level, MBG has been shown to improve nutritional status,
reduce stunting rates, and enhance students’ concentration and attendance (SB
Kairupan, 2025). These findings indicate that school feeding programs address not only
children’s physiological needs but also broader educational outcomes, including active
engagement in the learning process (JF\W Cohen, S Verguet, BB Giyose, 2023; MK Spill,
R Trivedi, RC Thoerig, 2024).

Beyond direct educational and health outcomes, the effectiveness of school
feeding programs is also reflected in psychosocial aspects and students’ learning
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motivation. Evaluative studies of free school lunch programs report positive effects on
nutrition, health, and academic motivation, although challenges such as menu variation
and program management remain (Nurulaini & Afifah, 2025; Rahmayani et al., 2025).
These findings reinforce the argument that multi-stakeholder involvement—teachers,
parents, and school administrators—is essential to ensure program acceptance and
quality (Notha et al., 2025; Widyatmoko et al., 2026; Yuniar et al., 2025).

Stakeholder perceptions and support inherently shape the implementation of
nutrition policies (Dzakiyah et al., 2025; Santoso et al., 2025). Cross-national studies on
stakeholder perceptions of school nutrition programs (mid-day meal initiatives)
demonstrate that students, parents, and teachers generally perceive such programs as
beneficial for health, attendance, and academic outcomes, despite challenges related
to funding and infrastructure limitations (Joshi & Bohara, 2025). These findings
underscore stakeholder perspectives as a critical variable in evaluating program
effectiveness and sustainability.

Complementing this discussion, public policy theory in education emphasizes
that MBG implementation constitutes a complex process influenced by organizational
structures, resource availability, and community participation. The effectiveness of free
nutritious meal programs is closely linked to implementation management, cross-
sectoral coordination, and local community engagement (Agustini, 2025). Theoretically,
this perspective aligns with policy implementation theory, which posits that the success
of public policies depends on the synergy between policy design and contextual
implementation dynamics (Purtle et al., 2023; Sun et al., 2024).

Based on the foregoing discussion, this study aims to analyze the
implementation of the Free Nutritious Meal Program and its impact on students’ health
and attendance, and to examine stakeholders’ perceptions at Madrasah Ibtidaiyah in
Bima Regency. This research is expected to provide empirical contributions to the
development of education and child health policies, particularly in optimizing school
feeding programs within madrasahs. Furthermore, the findings are anticipated to serve
as a basis for evaluation and policy recommendations to enhance the quality and
sustainability of the Free Nutritious Meal Program in the future.

This study employed a descriptive qualitative approach (Safarudin et al., 2023;
Waruwu, 2024) to gain an in-depth understanding of how students, parents, and
teachers perceive the implementation of the Free Nutritious Meal Policy (Program
Makan Bergizi Gratis/MBG) in Islamic primary education institutions. This approach was
selected to explore participants’ experiences, perceptions, and subjective
interpretations regarding the benefits, management, and challenges encountered
during program implementation. Qualitative research is particularly relevant for
examining educational policies that involve social interaction, dynamic implementation
processes, and diverse school contexts.

The research sites were selected using purposive sampling, with Madrasah
Ibtidaiyahs in Bima Regency that had routinely implemented the MBG program and
represented diverse socio-economic backgrounds. Informants were also selected
purposively based on their direct involvement in the program, including students as
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primary beneficiaries, parents as parties responsible for monitoring children’s health
and household economic conditions, and teachers as actors responsible for supervision
and technical implementation within schools. The number of informants was
determined by data saturation, which occurred when the information obtained became
repetitive, and no new findings emerged.

Data were collected through three primary techniques: in-depth interviews,
direct observation, and questionnaires (Nurfajriani et al., 2024; Susanto & Jailani, 2023).
In-depth interviews were conducted to explore students’, parents’, and teachers’
perceptions, experiences, and recommendations regarding the benefits, management,
and constraints of the MBG program. Direct observation was conducted to monitor the
food distribution process, the hygiene conditions of food containers, the punctuality of
distribution, menu variation, and students’ acceptance of the meals provided.

To ensure data quality and credibility, this study applied source triangulation and
methodological triangulation (Susanto & Jailani, 2023). Source triangulation was
conducted by comparing information obtained from students, parents, and teachers to
examine the consistency of perceptions among stakeholders. Methodological
triangulation was implemented by integrating data obtained from interviews,
observations, and questionnaires to generate a more objective and comprehensive
understanding. Data validity was further strengthened through member checking,
whereby selected informants were asked to verify the accuracy of the researcher’s
interpretations of the analyzed data.

Data analysis was conducted interactively using the model proposed by Miles et
al. (1996), which consists of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing.
During the data reduction stage, researchers selected and focused on essential
information relevant to the research objectives, including perceived benefits for
students, the economic burden on parents, the quality of food management, and
implementation challenges. Data display was conducted by organizing findings into
thematic matrices, participant quotations, and field finding tables. In the final stage,
conclusions were drawn through an interpretive process to understand the meaning
and policy implications of the MBG program for students’ lives and for the dynamics of
primary education holistically. The data analysis process follows the flow diagram
illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Data Analysis Flow Diagram Based on the Miles and Huberman Model
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4.1. Results

The findings indicate that the implementation of the Free Nutritious Meal
Program in Madrasah Ibtidaiyah across Bima Regency is generally categorized as good.
This is reflected in the program’s relatively consistent execution, timely food
distribution, and active involvement of madrasah authorities in supervising its
implementation. These findings align with public policy implementation theory, which
posits that the clarity of implementation standards influences policy implementation
success, the availability of resources, and effective communication among
implementing actors. In this context, coordination among madrasah administrators,
teachers, and program providers has been a critical enabler of the successful
implementation of the MBG program in Bima Regency (Interview with Sumarni, S. Pd.,
Principal of Ml Al-lkhlas, Donggo, Bima Regency).

From a student health perspective, the study reveals observable improvements
in physical well-being following participation in the MBG program. The majority of
students reported reduced hunger during class hours, increased physical fitness, and
fewer physical complaints throughout the learning process. These findings support
school nutrition theory by Pollit (1989) and Worsley (2020), which emphasizes that
consistent nutritional intake during the primary school years significantly contributes to
both physical and cognitive functioning. The provision of balanced nutrition through the
MBG program plays a crucial role in maintaining students’ stamina and supporting
sustained engagement in classroom activities (Johnston et al., 2024; Mukra et al., 2024).

In addition to its health-related outcomes, the MBG program demonstrates a
positive influence on student attendance. The data indicate an increase in attendance
rates following program implementation, particularly among students who previously
had higher absenteeism rates. This finding is consistent with the school feeding program
framework by Bundy (2024) and Niyibizi et al. (2024), which suggests that school meal
initiatives can serve as incentives for regular school attendance. By addressing students’
basic nutritional needs, the program enhances their motivation to participate
consistently in learning activities (Warosari, 2025; Wiranata et al., 2025).

Nevertheless, the findings do not fully align with critical perspectives in the
literature. Some scholars argue that improvements in attendance cannot be attributed
solely to school feeding programs but are also influenced by family support, teaching
quality, and broader social environments (Rosyadi, 2024, Warosari, 2025). Therefore,
the MBG program should be understood as a supporting factor rather than the sole
determinant of improved attendance. This underscores the importance of viewing
program effectiveness holistically and integrating it with broader educational policies
and interventions.

Regarding stakeholder perceptions, the results show that students, parents, and
teachers generally hold positive views of the MBG program. Parents perceive the
initiative as instrumental in fulfilling children’s nutritional needs and alleviating
household economic burdens, while teachers observe improvements in students’
concentration and readiness to learn. These findings reinforce stakeholder engagement
theory advanced by Freeman, which emphasizes that stakeholder acceptance and
support strongly shape program success (Freeman et al., 2017; Shah & Guild, 2022).
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Positive stakeholder perceptions constitute essential social capital for sustaining and
institutionalizing the program. The detailed findings from each stakeholder group are
elaborated in the following sections.

4.1.1. Students’ Perceptions

Students’ perceptions of the Free Nutritious Meal Program in madrasahs are
generally positive. Students understand MBG as a free, healthy school meal initiative
that helps them stay full during the learning process. The program is perceived as
beneficial because it reduces hunger during class hours, increases enthusiasm for
learning, and prevents unhealthy snacking outside the school environment.
Furthermore, MBG is viewed as a form of institutional and governmental concern in
supporting balanced nutrition, health, and students’ physical well-being.

Despite these positive perceptions, students also expressed constructive
feedback for program improvement. They emphasized the importance of better-tasting
food, softer texture, adequate side-dish portions, and the provision of supporting
facilities such as drinking water and eating utensils to enhance program effectiveness
and acceptance. The detailed findings regarding students’ perceptions of MBG in Bima
Regency are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Findings on Students’ Perceptions of the MBG Program in Bima Regency

Students’

Aspect Explored Perceptions Research Findings
MBG ic Students recognize MBG as a daily, free,
, nutritious meal intended to ensure they remain
Students understood as a .
) full, healthy, and strong, and to avoid
understanding free and healthy . .
of MBG meal program at unheaTIthy snacking. .The prqgram |§ a.Iso
<chool perceived as enhancing learning motivation
and fostering togetherness among peers.
Many students requested additional side
dishes such as fish, fried or spicy chicken, beef,
Students expect tofu and tempeh, more eggs, and fruits (e.g.,
Desired menu greater menu papaya, mango, watermelon). Some suggested
additions or variety and replacing rice with bread or offering variations
changes preferred side such as yellow rice. Several students expressed
dishes. dislike for certain vegetables and suggested
reducing or substituting them, as well as adding
drinking water and milk.
Students suggested that meals should taste
better, not be too hard or oily, and that
Improvements in vegetable options should not be monotonous
Aspects taste, menu or bitter. They also recommended providing
requiring variation, and drinking water, spoons, handwashing facilities,
improvement supporting and larger portions of side dishes. Some
facilities students noted that the program is already

satisfactory and requires minimal

improvement.
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Overall, students demonstrate a favorable perception of the MBG program,
recognizing its role in fulfilling their nutritional needs, enhancing school motivation, and
reducing unhealthy snacking behaviors. Nevertheless, they expect improvements in
menu diversity, particularly the inclusion of preferred protein sources such as fish and
chicken, as well as enhancements in taste, meal presentation, and the provision of
complementary items such as drinking water and milk.

4.1.1. Parents’ Perceptions

Parents’ concerns about the Free Nutritious Meal Program (MBG) are
understandable, particularly in light of widely reported food poisoning incidents linked
to the program in several regions of Indonesia. Media coverage has highlighted multiple
large-scale cases. Forinstance, CNN Indonesia (2025) reported that as of 22 September
2025, the National Nutrition Agency (BGN) recorded 4,711 food poisoning cases across
seven regions, including 1,281 cases in Sumatra, 2,606 cases in Java, and 824 cases
across Kalimantan, Bali, Sulawesi, East Nusa Tenggara, Maluku, and Papua. Meanwhile,
the Indonesian Education Monitoring Network reported a higher figure of 6,452 cases
as of 21 September 2025.

Similarly, TIMES Indonesia (2025) reported an incident in Kudus, Central Java,
where at least 118 students required medical treatment due to suspected food
poisoning linked to the MBG menu and in Cianjur, West Java, another mass poisoning
incident reportedly affected 240 individuals (TIMES INDONESIA, 2025). Furthermore,
(2025), citing data curated by Celios, estimated that food poisoning cases related to
MBG between January and November 2025 exceeded 15,000, with projections
exceeding 22,000 by mid-2026 if not properly addressed. These incidents prompted the
Coordinating Minister for Food Affairs to temporarily suspend problematic Nutrition
Fulfilment Service Units for evaluation and investigation. Emphasis was placed on
improving food discipline and quality control, utensil sterilization, sanitation processes,
water quality, and waste management systems. The Sanitation and Hygiene Eligibility
Certificate, previously a formal requirement, was declared mandatory to prevent future
incidents (Bbc.com, 2025).

Within this broader national context, parents in Bima Regency demonstrate
both supportive and cautious attitudes toward the implementation of the MBG
program. Their perceptions are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Findings on Parents’ Perceptions of the MBG Program in Bima Regency

Parents’

A t Expl
spect Explored Perceptions

Research Findings

Parents recognize MBG as a free lunch
MBG is understood initiative aimed at fulfilling children’s
as a government nutritional needs, supporting growth and

Parents’ . . .

. assistance program development, improving health, and
understanding of . . . . .
MBG providing healthy enhancing concentration during learning.

and nutritious The program is also perceived as reducing
meals at school unhealthy snacking habits and alleviating

household economic burdens.

Aspects requiring Focus on menu Parents emphasized the importance of
improvement variation, hygiene, menu diversity to prevent boredom, timely
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Parents’

Aspect Explored . Research Findings
P XP Perceptions inding
and program distribution to avoid disrupting lessons, and
management. stricter supervision of food hygiene and

quality. Suggestions included reducing oily
foods, offering more boiled or soup-based
menus, and providing drinking water and
milk daily. Some parents considered the
program beneficial but recommended
improving both quality and quantity.

Parents proposed increasing the number of
high-protein  side  dishes, involving
nutritionists in  menu planning, and
conducting regular evaluations that
incorporate feedback from students and
guardians. They also stressed the
importance of identifying children with
food allergies to ensure safety. While most
parents supported program continuation
and broader socialization at the household
level, a small number expressed concerns
regarding potential fiscal burdens on the
state budget.

Strengthening
nutritional quality,
routine evaluation,
and attention to
children’s  special
needs

Recommendations
for future
implementation

Overall, parents perceive the MBG program as a positive public policy that
supports children’s nutritional fulfilment, reduces unhealthy snacking, and enhances
students’ health and learning motivation. Nevertheless, they underscore the need to
strengthen menu variety, hygiene standards, supervision mechanisms, healthier menu
options, nutritionist involvement, and systematic monitoring and evaluation to ensure
optimal, targeted program implementation.

From a stakeholder theory perspective, these findings illustrate a dual
dimension of parental perception—supportive yet critical—which reflects rational
public engagement in policy oversight. Such constructive scrutiny may catalyze
improving governance quality, transparency, and accountability in the implementation
of school-based nutrition programes.

4.1.1. Teachers’ Perceptions

Teachers’ perceptions of the Free Nutritious Meal Program are generally highly
positive. Teachers regard MBG as an important government initiative aimed at
supporting students’ nutritional fulfilment, improving health conditions, and enhancing
learning concentration at school. The program is considered particularly beneficial for
students who often miss breakfast at home, thereby functioning as a practical solution
to maintain their energy levels and learning motivation. Moreover, teachers perceive
MBG as contributing to children’s growth and development and to the broader
objective of improving human resource quality by fulfilling basic nutritional needs.

Despite their positive assessment, teachers also identified several areas
requiring improvement in program implementation. They emphasized the importance
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of menu variation to prevent student boredom and recommended more attractive food
presentation tailored to children’s preferences. Additionally, hygiene standards, food
quality, safety assurance, and punctual distribution were highlighted as critical factors
to ensure that the program operates effectively without disrupting instructional
activities. For future sustainability, teachers proposed greater menu innovation, the
involvement of professional nutritionists, routine monitoring and evaluation, and
stronger coordination among schools, food providers, and government authorities to
optimize program acceptance and effectiveness. The empirical findings on teachers’

perceptions of MBG implementation in Bima Regency are presented in Table 3.
Table 3. Findings on Teachers’ Perceptions of the MBG Program in Bima Regency

Teachers’ Core -
Aspect Explored . Research Findings
Perceptions
MBG i Teachers recognize MBG as a national
initiative aimed at improving nutrition,
understood as a

Teachers’
understanding of
MBG

government
program providing
free, healthy, and
nutritious  meals
for students

supporting health, enhancing concentration
during learning, and assisting students who
do not have time for breakfast at home. The
program is also perceived as contributing to
human  resource  development and
children’s growth.

Teachers typically explain the nutritional

Strategies to benefits of meals, motivate students to
Teachers apply L
address students . value food, gently encourage participation
persuasive and .
who are reluctant ) without coercion, and explore reasons for
educational .
to consume MBG food refusal (e.g., taste, texture, allergies).
approaches .
meals Some teachers allow students to bring lunch
boxes if necessary.
Teachers suggested increasing menu
Improvements . . . . .
diversity to avoid monotony, improving
. focused on menu . o :
Aspects requiring variet taste and presentation, adjusting portion
improvement  in Vs . sizes, ensuring timely distribution, and
. . presentation, . .
implementation strengthening hygiene and safety

portion size, and
food safety.

supervision to prevent food poisoning and
food waste.

Teachers expect MBG to continue regularly
and safely, with more creative menus

The rogram . . .
P g aligned with children’s preferences. They
should  continue . . o .
, . . recommend involving nutritionists, ensuring
Recommendations with consistency, .
. . transparency, and strengthening
for program innovation, and L . .
. N . monitoring, evaluation, and collaboration
sustainability ongoing .
Y among schools, providers, and government
monitoring  and . -
. agencies. Efficient budget management was
evaluation.

also highlighted to maintain

stability.

program

10
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Overall, teachers perceive MBG as a positive intervention that supports
students’ nutritional needs and enhances the learning process. Teachers actively
contribute by encouraging students to consume the provided meals through
educational and motivational strategies. However, program implementation still
requires improvement, particularly regarding menu variation, food presentation quality,
food safety standards, and continuous monitoring and evaluation to ensure greater
effectiveness and student acceptance.

The study also identified several critical reflections from stakeholders,
particularly concerning menu diversity and food hygiene. Some respondents noted that
menu options remain limited and should be better aligned with children’s nutritional
needs and preferences. These findings resonate with service quality theory, which
posits that user satisfaction is shaped by dimensions such as reliability, hygiene,
responsiveness, and alignment between service delivery and user expectations (Adinda
& Jamal, 2026). Inadequacies in these dimensions may reduce program effectiveness if
left unaddressed.

In general, this study confirms that the Free Nutritious Meal Program
contributes positively to students’ health and attendance and is well perceived by
stakeholders in Islamic Primary Schools across Bima Regency, despite existing critiques
and recommendations for improvement. The findings reinforce human capital
development theory, which positions nutrition as a foundational pillar of educational
success (Harianietal., 2023), while simultaneously affirming the critical perspective that
policy success depends heavily on implementation quality and local contextual
dynamics. Therefore, optimizing the MBG program requires strengthened
implementation management, improved food quality standards, and sustained
stakeholder engagement to maximize its impact on education, student attendance, and
health outcomes (Interview with Jumadin, S.Pd.I., Principal of Islamic Primary Schools
Punti, Donggo, Bima Regency).

4.2. Discussion

4.2.1. Discussion of Students’ Perceptions

Students perceive the Free Nutritious Meal Program as a school-based initiative that
provides nutritious meals to help them feel full, healthy, and physically strong, while
reducing unhealthy snacking. Beyond its physical benefits, students believe that MBG
enhances their motivation to learn and strengthens their peer relationships. These
findings align with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which posits that the fulfilment of
physiological needs-such as food and drink-constitutes the foundational level that must
be satisfied before individuals can pursue higher-order needs, including learning
motivation and self-actualization (Maslow & Lewis, 1987). Accordingly, MBG may
support students’ learning readiness by fulfilling these basic needs.

However, critical perspectives on Maslow’s theory argue that satisfying physiological
needs does not automatically enhance academic motivation, as psychological factors,
family environment, and instructional quality also significantly influence learning
outcomes. Thus, while MBG contributes to physical readiness, academic achievement
remains multidimensional.

Students expressed expectations for greater menu variety, including additional protein
sources such as fish, chicken, beef, tempeh, tofu, eggs, and fruits, as well as diversified

11
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carbohydrate options such as bread or yellow rice. These findings support food
acceptance theory, which asserts that taste preferences, eating habits, prior
experiences, and menu diversity strongly influence food acceptance and consumption
among school-aged children (Costell et al., 2010). When meals are perceived as
appealing and aligned with preferences, consumption levels tend to increase.
Nevertheless, some students’ preference to reduce vegetable intake due to perceived
bitterness or monotony indicates resistance to certain nutritious components. This
tendency poses a challenge to the program, as it contradicts the principles of balanced
nutrition, which emphasize the importance of vegetables as sources of fiber, vitamins,
and minerals. Nutritional theories further suggest that children’s inclination toward
protein- and carbohydrate-rich foods, coupled with low vegetable intake, may lead to a
dietary imbalance unless accompanied by sustained nutrition education and
habituation strategies.

In addition to menu variety, students highlighted the importance of taste and texture,
such as avoiding overly hard or oily foods and requested supporting facilities, including
drinking water, proper utensils, handwashing stations, and adequate portion sizes.
These findings indicate that the success of school feeding programs depends not only
on nutritional content but also on taste, presentation, and supporting infrastructure.
Within the framework of school health program theory, effective nutritional
interventions must be integrated with sanitation support, adequate dining facilities, and
periodic menu evaluation to ensure acceptability and sustainability (Symons et al,,
1997). However, an overly preference-oriented approach may risk shifting the
program’s educational objective from cultivating healthy eating habits toward merely
satisfying student tastes. Therefore, a balance between nutritional standards, student
preferences, and educational goals is essential in MBG implementation.

4.2.2. Discussion of Parents’ Perceptions

Parents perceive the MBG Program as a free school lunch initiative aimed at
fulfilling children’s nutritional needs, supporting growth and development, improving
health, and enhancing concentration during learning. The program is also believed to
reduce unhealthy snacking habits and provide economic relief for families with limited
financial resources. These findings support social welfare theory, which emphasizes the
role of state interventions in improving citizens’ well-being through basic service
provision. However, some critical perspectives warn that such programs may create
dependency if not accompanied by family empowerment strategies and sustained
nutrition education (Citaristi, 2022).

Parents emphasized the need for menu variation to prevent boredom, timely
food distribution to avoid disrupting instructional time, and stricter supervision of food
hygiene and quality. Additional suggestions included reducing oily foods, offering more
boiled or soup-based dishes, and providing drinking water and milk. While many parents
acknowledged that the program has been implemented effectively, they noted that
improvements in food quality and quantity are still necessary.

These findings are consistent with public policy implementation theory, which
holds that program success depends not only on policy objectives but also on
implementation quality, distribution management, and beneficiary satisfaction
(Edmond, 2023). The emphasis on hygiene and food safety also aligns with food safety
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principles within school health programs, which identify sanitation and food quality as
prerequisites for effective nutritional interventions. Conversely, budget limitations,
supplier capacity, and logistical complexities may weaken program performance if not
properly managed.

Furthermore, parents recommended increasing high-protein menu options,
involving nutritionists in menu planning, and conducting periodic evaluations based on
feedback from students and guardians. They also stressed the importance of identifying
children with food allergies to mitigate health risks. Many parents expressed hope that
MBG would continue and foster sustainable, healthy eating patterns within families.
These findings reinforce stakeholder participation theory, which posits that the
sustainability and effectiveness of public policies depend heavily on active community
involvement.

Nevertheless, a minority of parents expressed concerns that the program might
strain the national budget (Shah & Guild, 2022). This critique aligns with critical policy
perspectives, which argue that program effectiveness and efficiency must be weighed
against other national development priorities, including teacher welfare, educational
infrastructure improvement, and poverty alleviation.

4.2.3. Discussion of Teachers’ Perceptions

Teachers recognize MBG as a national program aimed at improving students’
nutritional status, supporting health and concentration in learning, and assisting
students who may not have breakfast at home. The program is also viewed as
contributing to human capital development through early nutritional investment. These
findings align with human capital theory, which emphasizes that child nutrition
constitutes a strategic investment in long-term human resource development
(Attanasio et al., 2022). From an educational standpoint, adequate nutrition enhances
learning readiness and academic performance.

In practice, teachers adopt persuasive and educational approaches to encourage
students to consume the meals. They explain the nutritional benefits, motivate students
to appreciate food, avoid coercion, and inquire about the reasons for food refusal (e.g.,
taste, texture, allergies), sometimes suggesting practical solutions, such as bringing
lunch containers. This approach corresponds with humanistic pedagogy, which
emphasizes empathy, motivation, and respect for students” individual needs. Teachers
thus function as facilitators in cultivating healthy eating behaviors and positive habits.

Teachers highlighted the need for greater menu variety, improved taste and
presentation, appropriate portion sizes, timely distribution, and strict hygiene and food
safety supervision to prevent food waste or health risks. These findings are consistent
with public policy implementation theory, which underscores service quality,
managerial capacity, and beneficiary satisfaction as determinants of program success.
The emphasis on food safety also aligns with school health program principles aimed at
establishing a healthy school environment (Mpofu, 2023).

Teachers expressed hope that MBG would continue regularly and safely, with
creative menus aligned with children’s preferences. They recommended involving
nutrition experts, ensuring transparency, and strengthening monitoring, evaluation,
and collaboration among schools, food providers, and government authorities. Efficient
budget management was also suggested to ensure program stability. These findings
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support collaborative governance theory, which highlights the importance of cross-
sectoral synergy (government, schools, parents, providers) for sustainable program
implementation. Routine monitoring and evaluation further reflect an evidence-based
policy approach to ensure effectiveness and fiscal efficiency.

This study demonstrates that the implementation of the Free Nutritious Meal
Program in Madrasah Ibtidaiyahs across Bima Regency has been generally effective. The
program has been implemented with relative consistency, supported by school
administrators, teachers, and program organizers, thereby fulfilling its primary objective
of providing nutritious meals to students. Coordination mechanisms and active
involvement at the school level have emerged as critical factors in the successful
implementation of the program within the educational setting.

The findings further indicate that the Free Nutritious Meal Program has had a
positive impact on students’ health and school attendance. Students exhibited
improved physical condition, reduced hunger complaints during instructional hours,
and increased attendance at the madrasah. Adequate nutritional intake supports
learning readiness and student participation, although these outcomes are also
influenced by external factors beyond the program’s scope.

From the perspective of key stakeholders-students, parents, and teachers the
Free Nutritious Meal Program is perceived positively and considered to provide tangible
benefits for both students and their families. The program is regarded as supportive of
the learning process while simultaneously alleviating parents’ economic burden.
Nevertheless, continuous improvement remains necessary, particularly in terms of
menu diversification and the enhancement of food hygiene and quality standards, to
ensure that the program’s benefits are optimized and sustainably maintained in
Madrasah Ibtidaiyah throughout Bima Regency.
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