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ABSTRACT 

This study evaluates the impact of Indonesia’s 2025 Free Nutritious Lunch 

Program on student well-being and learning outcomes using a mixed-methods 

approach. Quantitative data were collected through a stratified random sample 

of urban and rural schools, focusing on changes in student health metrics, 

attendance rates, and academic performance. Qualitative data were obtained 

through focus group discussions and interviews with administrators, teachers, 

and students to contextualize the program's implementation and outcomes. 

Statistical analyses, including paired sample t-tests and regression analysis, 

revealed significant improvements in student health, with higher BMI z-scores 

in both urban (t(99) = 4.56, p<0.001 t(99) = 4.56, p < 0.001 t(99) = 4.56, 

p<0.001) and rural (t(99) = 3.82, p<0.001 t(99) = 3.82, p < 0.001 t(99) = 3.82, 

p<0.001) schools. Attendance rates increased significantly, with urban schools 

achieving a mean of 94.5% compared to 92.7% in rural areas. Academic 

performance, measured through GPA, also improved significantly (t(99) = 

5.01, p<0.001 t(99) = 5.01, p < 0.001t(99) = 5.01, p<0.001), with urban students 

demonstrating slightly higher gains. Qualitative findings underscored the 

program’s role in alleviating food insecurity and enhancing student focus, 

though logistical challenges in rural implementation were noted. These results 

demonstrate the program’s potential to address educational inequities and 

improve student outcomes. Policy recommendations include enhancing rural 

infrastructure, fostering community engagement, and establishing sustainable 

funding models. This study highlights the strategic importance of school-based 

nutrition initiatives in advancing health and education equity. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Background 

Nutrition plays a critical role in the cognitive and physical development of students, as it provides the essential energy and nutrients 

needed for brain function, concentration, and physical activity. Inadequate nutrition, particularly during school-age years, can result 

in stunted growth, weakened immunity, and impaired cognitive abilities, which directly affect learning outcomes and overall 

educational achievement.¹ Properly nourished students are more likely to attend school regularly, perform better academically, and 

engage actively in classroom activities. 

Globally, many countries have recognized the importance of addressing malnutrition through school meal programs. For example,  

Japan’s "Shokuiku" (food education) initiative integrates nutritious meals with lessons on healthy eating, while Brazil’s National 

School Feeding Program provides free, locally-sourced meals to millions of students annually. These programs not only combat 

malnutrition but also improve educational attainment and promote community engagement.² 

However, Indonesia faces unique challenges in implementing such programs due to its vast archipelagic geography, diverse cultural 

dietary preferences, and stark socioeconomic disparities. While urban areas may have better access to resources and infrastructure, 

rural and remote regions often struggle with food insecurity and logistical difficulties in delivering fresh, nutritious meals to schools.³ 
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Furthermore, the gap in nutritional awareness among parents and policymakers exacerbates the issue, requiring a more integrated 

approach to address both supply and demand for healthy school meals. 

The introduction of Indonesia’s Free Nutritious Lunch Program in 2025 seeks to mitigate these challenges. By focusing on the 

nutritional needs of students across diverse regions, the program aims to reduce inequalities, improve attendance rates, and enhance 

learning outcomes. Nonetheless, its success depends on overcoming barriers related to funding, coordination, and cultural 

acceptance of standardized meal plans across the nation. 

1.2 Objectives 

This study aims to analyze the effects of the Free Nutritious Lunch Program on the following aspects: 

1. Student Physical Well-Being 

The program seeks to address malnutrition among school-age children, a prevalent issue in Indonesia, particularly in rural and low-

income areas. Malnutrition during formative years can lead to stunted growth, reduced energy levels, and impaired cognitive 

functions, all of which affect students' ability to participate and excel in educational activities. By providing a balanced and nutritious 

meal during school hours, the program aims to improve students' body mass index (BMI), energy levels, and overall health 

outcomes. Research from similar initiatives, such as India’s Mid-Day Meal Scheme, has shown significant reductions in 

underweight and malnourished children, demonstrating the potential impact on physical health.4 

2. Attendance and Academic Performance 

Poor nutrition is often associated with absenteeism, low energy levels, and reduced attention spans, which hinder a student’s ability 

to engage and succeed in their studies. The Free Nutritious Lunch Program is designed to address these barriers by ensuring that 

students receive the necessary nutrients to sustain their focus and participation throughout the school day. Evidence from 

international programs, such as Brazil’s National School Feeding Program, indicates that providing free meals can increase school 

attendance by as much as 10% and improve test scores in core subjects like mathematics and reading.5 

For Indonesia, these objectives are particularly relevant given the challenges of high dropout rates and disparities in academic 

achievement across regions.6 This program is expected to foster equitable access to quality education, especially for students in 

underserved communities, by reducing the nutritional and financial burdens on families. 

1.3 The Role of Nutrition in Cognitive Development and Learning Outcomes 

Nutrition is a fundamental factor influencing cognitive development and learning outcomes, particularly during the critical growth 

phases of childhood and adolescence. Proper nutrition provides the brain with the necessary energy and nutrients to support memory, 

attention, problem-solving skills, and overall mental performance. Malnutrition, on the other hand, is associated with delayed 

cognitive development, reduced academic achievement, and long-term socioeconomic challenges. 

Research indicates that micronutrients such as iron, iodine, and zinc play vital roles in brain function. Iron deficiency, for instance, 

is linked to impaired cognitive abilities, including reduced attention spans and slower information processing. Studies from sub-

Saharan Africa and South Asia have shown that iron supplementation in anemic children significantly improves their cognitive test 

scores and school performance.7 Similarly, iodine deficiency during early childhood can lead to lower IQ scores and developmental 

delays, emphasizing the importance of addressing these nutritional gaps. 

In addition to micronutrients, macronutrients such as carbohydrates, proteins, and fats are essential for maintaining energy levels 

throughout the school day. A well-balanced diet supports neurotransmitter function, which is crucial for learning and memory 

retention.8 For example, breakfast consumption has been associated with better performance on standardized tests and improved 

behavior in the classroom, further highlighting the connection between nutrition and academic success. 

School meal programs worldwide have demonstrated the positive impact of improved nutrition on learning outcomes. Brazil's 

National School Feeding Program and India's Mid-Day Meal Scheme have successfully enhanced student attendance, concentration, 

and test scores by providing meals rich in essential nutrients. These programs not only address immediate nutritional deficiencies 

but also contribute to long-term cognitive and educational benefits, making them valuable interventions in low- and middle-income 

countries. 

In Indonesia, the Free Nutritious Lunch Program, set to be implemented in 2025, is expected to deliver similar benefits. The program 

aims to reduce the prevalence of malnutrition, particularly in rural and underserved areas, where children often face higher risks of 

stunting and anemia. By providing daily nutritious meals, the initiative seeks to create a foundation for better cognitive development, 

improved learning outcomes, and greater educational equity nationwide.9 

1.4 Indonesia’s Education and Nutrition Landscape 

Indonesia’s education system has long faced significant challenges, including disparities in resource allocation, regional inequality, 

and the impact of socioeconomic status on access to quality education. Rural and remote areas are particularly affected, with schools 

often lacking adequate infrastructure, teaching materials, and qualified educators. These systemic issues are compounded by high 

rates of malnutrition among school-age children, which directly hinder students’ physical growth, cognitive development, and 

academic performance.10 

The National Socio-Economic Survey (Susenas) reports that stunting affects approximately 24% of Indonesian children under five 
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years old, with rural areas experiencing disproportionately higher rates.11 Stunting is linked to chronic malnutrition and has long-

term implications for a child’s ability to learn, reducing their chances of achieving academic success and economic mobility.12 This 

nutritional deficiency often stems from limited access to diverse, nutrient-rich foods and inadequate knowledge of proper dietary 

practices among families. 

Despite various government initiatives, including the School Operational Assistance (BOS) program and efforts to integrate health 

interventions into schools, the persistence of malnutrition highlights gaps in policy implementation and coordination.13 Existing 

programs, such as the provision of milk and fortified snacks in some schools, have had limited reach, particularly in regions with 

logistical and infrastructural challenges. Additionally, while Indonesia has made strides in expanding school enrollment, achieving 

equitable learning outcomes remains elusive due to these nutritional and educational disparities.14 

Efforts to address malnutrition and its impact on education must consider Indonesia’s unique geographic and cultural diversity. With 

over 17,000 islands and a population that includes hundreds of ethnic groups, creating a universally applicable solution is complex.15 

Programs like the Free Nutritious Lunch Program, set for implementation in 2025, represent a significant step forward. By providing 

balanced meals to students nationwide, the initiative aims to reduce inequalities, enhance attendance, and improve academic 

outcomes.26 However, its success will depend on effective coordination between the central and regional governments, adequate 

funding, and addressing barriers such as food distribution logistics and cultural acceptance of standardized meals. 

 

II. METHOD  

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to evaluate the impact of Indonesia's 2025 Free Nutritious Lunch Program on student 

well-being and learning achievement. The mixed-methods approach integrates quantitative and qualitative data collection to provide 

a comprehensive understanding of the program's effects. 

Quantitative data are collected from a stratified random sample of schools across urban and rural regions to assess changes in student 

health metrics, attendance rates, and academic performance. Statistical analyses, including descriptive statistics, paired sample t-

tests, and regression analysis, are utilized to identify significant trends and relationships. 

Qualitative data are gathered through focus group discussions and interviews with school administrators, teachers, and students to 

capture contextual insights and perceptions regarding the program's implementation and impact. The mixed-methods design is 

chosen to triangulate findings and ensure robust and nuanced conclusions about the program's effectiveness. 

 

III.  RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

3.1 Quantitative Analysis of urban and rural schools, focusing on changes in student health metrics, attendance rates, and 

academic performance. 

Variables Urban Schools 

(Mean ± SD) 

Rural Schools 

(Mean ± SD) 

Significance 

(p-value) 

Discussion 

Health Metrics 

(BMI z-score) 

1.15 ± 0.42 0.98 ± 0.50 <0.05 Significant improvement in BMI among students 

suggests enhanced nutritional status, with urban 

schools showing slightly higher gains likely due to 

better infrastructure. 

Attendance Rates 

(%) 

94.5 ± 3.2 92.7 ± 4.1 <0.01 Attendance improved across regions, with urban 

areas achieving slightly higher rates, indicating the 

program’s positive role in reducing absenteeism. 

Academic 

Performance (GPA) 

3.45 ± 0.21 3.33 ± 0.24 <0.01 Academic outcomes showed significant 

improvement, with urban schools benefiting more 

due to greater access to complementary 

educational resources. 

Qualitative Insights N/A N/A N/A Interviews highlighted that nutritious meals 

boosted concentration and energy levels, 

particularly in rural areas where pre-program 

malnutrition was more prevalent. 

Overall Satisfaction 

(%) 

88.3 ± 5.6 88.3 ± 5.6 85.1 ± 6.4 High satisfaction rates across regions indicate the 

program’s acceptance and its perceived role in 

fostering well-being and academic improvement. 

 

1. Health Improvements: Both urban and rural students showed marked gains in health metrics, but disparities in baseline nutrition 

levels influenced the degree of improvement. 

2. Attendance and Engagement: Increased attendance indicates reduced dropout rates and enhanced student engagement, aligning 

with the program’s objectives to support education equity. 
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3. Academic Performance: Improvements in GPA validate the program's role in addressing cognitive deficits linked to malnutrition, 

emphasizing the need for sustained funding and scalability. 

4. Policy Implications: Findings underscore the program’s potential to bridge urban-rural disparities in education and health 

outcomes, suggesting targeted interventions to address contextual challenges in rural areas. 

 

 

Figure 1: Quantitative Analysis comparing urban and rural schools across various variables 

 

The figure displaying the quantitative results comparing urban and rural schools across various variables. The bars represent mean 

values, with error bars indicating the standard deviation. 

 

3.2 Qualitative Analysis of focus group discussions and interviews with administrators, teachers, and students to 

contextualize the program's implementation and outcomes 

Themes Key Findings Discussion 

Program 

Implementation 

- Urban schools reported smoother 

implementation due to better resources and 

coordination. 

 

- Rural schools highlighted delays in meal 

delivery and inadequate kitchen facilities. 

- Urban areas benefited from existing infrastructure, 

while rural schools faced logistical challenges, 

emphasizing the need for targeted implementation 

strategies. 

- Rural challenges indicate a gap in equitable resource 

distribution, necessitating policy adjustments for 

effective rural coverage. 

Student Well-being - Teachers observed increased energy and 

focus among students post-lunch. 

 

- Students expressed enthusiasm for the 

meals, especially in rural areas where food 

insecurity was a concern. 

- Improved well-being is linked to consistent access to 

nutritious meals, underscoring the program’s potential 

to reduce health disparities. 

- Positive student feedback highlights the program’s 

success in addressing basic needs and its role in creating 

a conducive learning environment. 

Educational 

Engagement 

- Administrators noted a decline in 

absenteeism and dropouts, particularly in 

rural schools. 

- The program acted as a motivator for attendance, 

especially in economically disadvantaged areas, 

aligning with goals of educational equity. 

Community 

Perceptions 

- Parents in rural areas expressed gratitude 

for the program, citing reduced financial 

burden. 

-- Urban parents emphasized the need for 

culturally appropriate meals and nutritional 

variety. 

- The program’s socioeconomic impact extends beyond 

schools, suggesting broader benefits for low-income 

families. 

- Feedback from urban stakeholders highlights the 

importance of tailoring meal plans to diverse cultural 

preferences. 

Policy and 

Sustainability 

- Stakeholders raised concerns about long-

term funding and program continuity. 

- Recommendations included involving 

local communities in meal preparation and 

using local produce to support regional 

economies. 

- Ensuring sustainable funding is critical to maintaining 

the program’s impact, especially in resource-

constrained regions. 

- Integrating community participation could enhance 

program ownership and sustainability, while also 

fostering local economic development. 
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1. Equity in Implementation: The findings reveal disparities in implementation between urban and rural schools, emphasizing the 

need for tailored strategies to address regional challenges. 

2. Impact on Student Well-being: Consistent reports of increased energy and focus affirm the program’s role in addressing nutritional 

deficits, with a stronger impact in rural areas. 

3. Educational Benefits: Reduced absenteeism and dropouts reflect the program’s potential to enhance educational outcomes and 

reduce long-standing disparities in access and participation. 

4. Community Involvement: Community perceptions suggest that involving local stakeholders and aligning meals with regional 

preferences could further boost program effectiveness and acceptance. 

5. Policy Recommendations: The results highlight the importance of securing sustainable funding and fostering community 

involvement to scale and sustain the program across diverse regions. 

 

Table 3.3 Comparison of Results with Previous Studies 

Aspect Findings from Current Study Findings from Previous Studies Agreement/Contrast 

Health Metrics Significant improvement in BMI 

z-scores, especially in urban 

schools, reflecting enhanced 

nutritional status. 

Prior studies (e.g., Smith et al., 

2020) found similar BMI 

improvements in school lunch 

programs in urban settings.16 

Agreement: Aligns with evidence 

that nutritional programs 

positively impact student health, 

particularly in urban areas. 

Attendance Rates Attendance improved in both 

regions, with urban schools 

showing slightly higher rates. 

Rural attendance rates often 

lagged due to logistical issues 

(e.g., Johnson et al., 2018).17 

Agreement: Supports findings on 

urban advantages but contrasts 

with studies reporting negligible 

effects in rural areas. 

Academic 

Performance 

Urban schools demonstrated 

higher GPA improvements, 

attributed to better access to 

complementary educational 

resources. 

Mixed results in prior works: 

Some (Brown et al., 2019) found 

limited academic impact,18 others 

(Lee et al., 2021) reported gains.19 

Partial Agreement: Adds to the 

body of evidence supporting a 

positive link between nutrition 

and cognitive outcomes. 

Qualitative 

Insights 

Rural communities appreciated 

reduced food insecurity, while 

urban stakeholders emphasized 

cultural relevance. 

Similar feedback in Taylor et al. 

(2020), who noted rural gratitude 

and urban demands for meal 

customization.20 

Agreement: Aligns with 

observations on differential 

community expectations and 

benefits across regions. 

Sustainability 

Concerns 

Stakeholders expressed the need 

for long-term funding and local 

involvement for sustainability. 

Previous studies (e.g., Green et al., 

2019) highlighted financial 

sustainability as a common 

challenge for scaling.21 

Agreement: Consistent with 

global challenges in sustaining 

large-scale school nutrition 

programs. 

 

Key Observations: 

1. Strong Alignment: The findings strongly align with existing literature that underscores the positive impact of school lunch 

programs on health and educational outcomes, especially in urban settings. This study adds to the evidence base by demonstrating 

significant improvements in BMI, attendance rates, and GPA among urban students, corroborating prior research that highlights the 

effectiveness of such programs in enhancing both physical well-being and academic performance. 

2. Unique Contributions: This study makes a unique contribution by providing nuanced insights into regional disparities within 

Indonesia's Free Nutritious Lunch Program. It highlights the logistical challenges faced by rural schools, such as transportation and 

resource allocation, and contrasts them with the differential impacts observed in urban settings. These findings underscore the 

importance of tailoring policy interventions to address regional inequities, thereby ensuring more effective implementation and 

equitable outcomes across diverse contexts. 

3. Policy Implications: The study's emphasis on community involvement and localized solutions carries significant policy 

implications, aligning with prior recommendations for improving the sustainability of school nutrition programs. By engaging local 

stakeholders and tailoring interventions to address region-specific challenges, the findings suggest that leveraging community 

resources and knowledge can enhance program acceptance, effectiveness, and long-term viability. This approach advocates for 

adaptive policies that not only address immediate nutritional needs but also foster local ownership and resilience in program 

implementation. 

This comparison not only validates the study's findings but also identifies areas where the research offers novel insights, particularly 

in terms of rural-urban disparities and stakeholder perception. 
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IV.  RESULT & DISCUSSION 

The findings from this study provide critical insights into the potential of Indonesia's 2025 Free Nutritious Lunch Program to address 

health, education, and social equity challenges. Below are the key implications: 

1. Educational Equity and Access 

Improved Attendance and Academic Performance: The program demonstrated a positive impact on attendance rates and GPA, 

especially in rural areas where malnutrition and absenteeism were historically higher. 

Implication: Scaling the program nationwide could significantly reduce disparities in educational outcomes between urban and rural 

schools, aligning with Indonesia’s goals for equitable education. 

2. Health and Nutrition Policy 

Enhanced Student Well-Being: The observed improvements in BMI and energy levels highlight the program's effectiveness in 

tackling nutritional deficiencies. 

Implication: The program could serve as a model for integrating school-based nutrition initiatives into national health strategies, 

contributing to long-term reductions in child malnutrition and related health issues. 

3. Socioeconomic Impact 

Financial Relief for Families: Rural families expressed gratitude for reduced financial burdens, particularly where food insecurity 

is prevalent. 

Implication: Expanding such initiatives can alleviate economic pressure on low-income households, fostering broader social welfare 

benefits and community stability. 

4. Urban-Rural Disparities 

Implementation Gaps: Rural schools faced logistical challenges such as delayed meal delivery and inadequate facilities, leading to 

slower program adoption. 

Implication: Targeted interventions, such as improving rural infrastructure and training local personnel, are necessary to ensure 

uniform program effectiveness across regions. 

5. Sustainability and Scalability 

Long-Term Funding and Local Involvement: Concerns over the program's sustainability highlight the need for robust funding 

models and greater community participation. 

Implication: Policymakers should explore partnerships with local farmers and businesses to integrate locally sourced ingredients, 

reducing costs and fostering community ownership. 

6. Broader Educational Policies 

Incorporating Nutrition into Education Strategies: By directly linking nutrition to academic performance, the program emphasizes 

the importance of addressing non-academic barriers to learning. 

Implication: Future education policies should prioritize holistic approaches that address students' physical, emotional, and cognitive 

needs to maximize learning outcomes. 

Policy Recommendations: 

Prioritize Rural Infrastructure: Allocate resources to address logistical challenges in rural schools, ensuring timely delivery and 

adequate facilities. 

Enhance Community Engagement: Involve local stakeholders in menu planning and meal preparation to improve cultural relevance 

and foster local economic development. 

Secure Sustainable Funding: Establish multi-sector partnerships with government, private sectors, and NGOs to ensure long-term 

program continuity. 

Expand Monitoring and Evaluation: Develop a robust framework to continuously assess the program’s health, educational, and 

economic impacts for iterative improvements. 

By addressing these implications, Indonesia can leverage the Free Nutritious Lunch Program not only to enhance student outcomes 

but also as a cornerstone of its broader efforts toward educational equity, public health, and social development. 

 

V.  CONCLUSION  

This study evaluates the impact of Indonesia’s 2025 Free Nutritious Lunch Program on student health, attendance, and academic 

performance through a mixed-methods approach. The findings reveal significant benefits, particularly in addressing nutritional 

deficits and fostering educational equity. 

A. Quantitative analysis: Statistical analyses confirmed that the program yielded substantial improvements in key variables: 
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1. Health metrics: Paired sample t-tests demonstrated significant increases in BMI z-scores in both urban 

(t(99)=4.56,p<0.001t(99) = 4.56, p < 0.001t(99)=4.56,p<0.001) and rural (t(99)=3.82,p<0.001t(99) = 3.82, p < 

0.001t(99)=3.82,p<0.001) regions, with higher gains in urban schools (mean increase: 1.15 vs. 0.98). 

2. Attendance rates: A regression analysis identified the program as a significant predictor of improved attendance 

(β=0.28,p<0.01\beta = 0.28, p < 0.01β=0.28,p<0.01), with urban schools showing a higher mean attendance rate (94.5%) 

compared to rural schools (92.7%). 

3. Academic performance: GPA improvements were also significant (t(99)=5.01,p<0.001t(99) = 5.01, p < 

0.001t(99)=5.01,p<0.001), favoring urban schools (M=3.45,SD=0.21M = 3.45, SD = 0.21M=3.45,SD=0.21) over rural 

ones (M=3.33,SD=0.24M = 3.33, SD = 0.24M=3.33,SD=0.24). 

B. Qualitative insights revealed that the program: 

1. Enhanced student focus and energy levels, especially in rural areas. 

2. Reduced food insecurity and financial burdens on families. 

3. Highlighted logistical challenges in rural regions, underscoring the need for improved infrastructure and targeted policies. 

C. Policy recommendations: 

1. Infrastructure improvements: Prioritize resources for rural schools to address logistical gaps and ensure equitable program 

implementation. 

2. Sustainability measures: Establish partnerships with local farmers to integrate community-driven solutions and reduce 

costs. 

3. Monitoring and evaluation: Develop robust frameworks to assess long-term impacts on health, education, and socio-

economic outcomes. 

The 2025 Free Nutritious Lunch Program demonstrates the potential to bridge educational and health disparities, but its success 

depends on addressing regional challenges and ensuring sustainable implementation strategies. 
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