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ABSTRACT ARTICLE INFO

Indonesia's Free Nutritious Meal Program is a strategic policy
aimed at improving children's nutritional status and
supporting human capital development. However, food
safety and compliance with Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) remain major implementation challenges. This study
aimed to analyze the implementation of the MBG program
by examining SOP compliance and its implications for early
childhood health. A Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines was conducted using
peer-reviewed journal articles, government regulations, and
policy reports published between 2020 and 2026. The
findings indicate that programme effectiveness depends on
governance quality, intersectoral coordination, monitoring
systems, and consistent implementation of SOPs throughout
food procurement, preparation, and distribution. The
conclusions suggest that weaknesses in institutional
coordination, monitoring systems, human resource capacity,
and food safety management remain major challenges that
may compromise programme effectiveness and increase
health risks. This study highlights SOP compliance as a
strategic governance mechanism and recommends
strengthening governance, monitoring, and institutional
capacity to improve programme sustainability and protect
early childhood health.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Adequate nutrition is a fundamental prerequisite for children's physical growth, cognitive
development, immune function, and learning readiness, particularly during early childhood.
The first years of life represent a critical developmental period during which nutritional
deficiencies may lead to irreversible consequences for brain development, educational
attainment, and future productivity (Cohen Kadosh et al., 2021). Consequently, school
feeding programmes have become one of the most widely implemented social protection
strategies to improve children's nutritional status while promoting educational participation
and human capital development. Recent global evidence indicates that school meal
programmes currently reach approximately 466 million children worldwide and contribute
significantly to improved dietary diversity, school attendance, classroom participation,
learning outcomes, and social protection (Alderman et al., 2024).

Indonesia continues to face a complex nutritional challenge characterized by the triple
burden of malnutrition, including undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies, and overweight
or obesity among children. These nutritional problems remain significant barriers to achieving
sustainable human development and educational equity (Lameky, 2024). In response, the
Government of Indonesia introduced the Free Nutritious Meal Program (MBG) as a strategic
national policy designed to improve children's nutritional status, reduce health inequalities,
and strengthen the quality of human resources. The programme is expected to support
several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Zero Hunger (SDG 2), Good Health
and Well-being (SDG 3), and Quality Education (SDG 4). UNICEF further emphasizes that the
MBG programme is intended to strengthen nutrition interventions through schools and
community-based platforms while accelerating improvements in child health and human
capital development.

Although the MBG programme offers considerable opportunities to improve child nutrition
and educational outcomes, its implementation presents substantial operational and
governance challenges. Recent studies emphasize that the effectiveness of school feeding
programmes depends not only on the availability of food but also on implementation quality,
intersectoral coordination, monitoring systems, stakeholder engagement, and institutional
governance (Ali et al., 2025; Bessie et al., 2025). Several reports have also highlighted
concerns regarding food safety management, quality assurance, and governance mechanisms
during programme implementation. These findings suggest that the success of MBG depends
on robust governance systems capable of ensuring both nutritional adequacy and food safety
throughout programme implementation.

A crucial component of programme implementation is compliance with Standard
Operating Procedures (SOPs) throughout the food supply chain. SOPs regulate food
procurement, storage, preparation, cooking, transportation, distribution, sanitation, hygiene,
and quality assurance. Consistent adherence to these procedures minimizes food safety risks,
prevents contamination, and ensures that meals meet established nutritional standards.
Within public administration, SOP compliance also reflects the principles of good governance,
including accountability, transparency, effectiveness, participation, and operational
efficiency. Therefore, implementation fidelity should be regarded as a key determinant of
programme success rather than merely an administrative requirement (Ginsburg et al., 2021).

The importance of food safety becomes even more critical in early childhood education
settings. Children under six years of age possess developing immune systems and are
physiologically more vulnerable to foodborne pathogens than older children and adults.
Unsafe food consumption may lead not only to acute illnesses such as diarrhoea and food
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poisoning but also to impaired cognitive development, reduced school attendance, decreased
classroom participation, and long-term adverse health consequences. Recent evidence from
Indonesian school feeding programmes confirms that adequate nutritional intake improves
dietary diversity, nutrition knowledge, hygiene behaviour, and learning readiness among
school children (Afifudin et al., 2025). Consequently, food safety should be recognized as an
essential component of child protection and educational quality within school feeding
programmes.

Previous studies have extensively examined the nutritional benefits of school feeding
programmes, their contribution to educational achievement, and the policy implications of
Indonesia's MBG initiative. Nevertheless, relatively few studies have specifically investigated
Standard Operating Procedure compliance as a determining factor influencing food safety,
programme effectiveness, and the protection of early childhood health. Existing literature has
focused predominantly on policy objectives, nutritional outcomes, governance structures, or
implementation management, while the relationship between implementation fidelity and
child health protection remains underexplored (Bessie et al., 2025). This gap indicates the
need for a more comprehensive synthesis of evidence concerning operational
implementation and food safety governance.

Therefore, this study aims to review the implementation challenges of Indonesia's Free
Nutritious Meal Program by focusing on compliance with Standard Operating Procedures and
examining its implications for early childhood health. Through a comprehensive literature
review, this study synthesizes current evidence regarding governance challenges,
implementation barriers, food safety risks, and policy recommendations to strengthen
programme effectiveness. The findings are expected to contribute to the development of
evidence-based policies that ensure the MBG programme not only achieves its nutritional
objectives but also protects children's health and supports sustainable educational
development.

2. METHODS

This study employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) method based on the framework
developed by Rethlefsen and Page (2022). This method was used to identify, select, critically
evaluate, and systematically synthesize relevant scientific evidence regarding the
implementation of the Free Nutritious Meals Program (MBG) in Indonesia. The review
specifically focused on the extent to which compliance with Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) influences food safety governance and its implications for early childhood health. The
PRISMA 2020 framework was adopted to ensure methodological transparency,
reproducibility, and rigor throughout the review process, enabling a structured identification,
screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion of relevant studies while minimizing potential
selection bias (Page et al., 2021). This methodological approach is considered appropriate for
synthesizing evidence from diverse empirical studies and policy documents to generate
comprehensive insights into complex public health and education interventions.

The literature search was conducted systematically across several international and
national electronic databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, ScienceDirect,
SpringerLink, ERIC, and Google Scholar, complemented by official publications from the World
Health Organization (WHO), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), World Food
Programme (WFP), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and Indonesia's National
Nutrition Agency (Badan Gizi Nasional). The search strategy employed Boolean operators
(AND, OR) using combinations of the keywords "Free Nutritious Meal Program," "School
Feeding Program," "Standard Operating Procedure," "Food Safety," "Food Safety
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Governance," "School Nutrition," "Early Childhood Health," "Nutrition Policy," and
"Indonesia." To ensure that the review reflected the most current scientific evidence and
policy developments, only publications published between 2020 and 2026 in English or
Indonesian were considered. Studies were included if they addressed programme
implementation, food safety management, governance mechanisms, SOP compliance, or
health outcomes related to school feeding programmes. Editorials, opinion papers,
conference abstracts, duplicate publications, and studies lacking methodological
transparency or direct relevance to the research objectives were excluded from the review.

Following the identification stage, all retrieved records underwent title and abstract
screening, followed by full-text eligibility assessment based on predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Information extracted from each eligible study included bibliographic
characteristics, research objectives, methodological approaches, study settings, participant
characteristics, governance dimensions, implementation barriers, food safety issues,
compliance with Standard Operating Procedures, and reported health or educational
outcomes. The methodological quality of the selected studies was critically appraised to
ensure the credibility and reliability of the synthesized evidence before data extraction was
completed. Subsequently, the extracted data were analyzed using thematic analysis,
following the procedures proposed by (Braun et al., 2022), involving familiarization with the
data, initial coding, theme generation, theme refinement, and interpretation. The synthesis
was undertaken to identify recurring patterns regarding governance challenges, operational
constraints, implementation fidelity, food safety risks, and policy implications. The final
findings were interpreted within the framework of public health, food safety governance, and
educational policy to formulate evidence-based recommendations aimed at strengthening
SOP compliance and improving the effectiveness of Indonesia's Free Nutritious Meal Program
in protecting the health and well-being of young children.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Characteristics of the Reviewed Literature

Based on the literature identification process using the PRISMA 2020 guidelines, articles
were obtained from various international and national scientific databases discussing the
implementation of the Free Nutritional Meals Program (MBG), food security, program
governance, and early childhood health (Nur et al., 2024). After going through the process of
identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and selection based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, a number of articles were identified that met the requirements for in-depth
analysis. The reviewed literature consisted of empirical articles, policy studies, systematic
literature reviews, and international organization reports published during the 2020-2026
period (leong et al., 2021).

The results of the synthesis indicate that most research still focuses on the benefits of
school meal programs on improving nutritional status, academic achievement, and equitable
access to nutritious food. Conversely, research specifically addressing compliance with
Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) as a determinant of food security and successful
program implementation is relatively limited (Anggraeni et al., 2025). This situation indicates
a research gap, particularly in linking aspects of governance, SOP compliance, and early
childhood health protection. This finding aligns with (Nugroho et al., 2025) stated that the
success of the school meal program is not only determined by the provision of food, but also
by policy stability, multi-stakeholder coordination, food management systems, and ongoing
evaluation mechanisms.
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3.2. Challenges in Implementing the Free Nutritional Meal Program

The review shows that the implementation of the Free Nutritional Meal Program is a cross-
sectoral policy involving the central government, local governments, the National Nutrition
Agency, educational institutions, food providers, health workers, and the community. This
complexity of actors means that program implementation requires strong institutional
coordination to ensure effective food distribution, quality control, and compliance with food
safety standards (BP et al., 2025).

Various studies indicate that the main implementation challenges include unprepared
infrastructure, limited human resource capacity, weak inter-agency coordination, suboptimal
monitoring systems, and varying capacities of local governments to implement national
policies. MBG governance still faces challenges in the form of an overly centralized approach,
necessitating strengthened coordination, transparency, and accountability in its
implementation (Kuswantoro & Anggraeni, 2022). Successful coordination between schools
and the Nutrition Fulfillment Service Unit (SPPG) is greatly influenced by clear role divisions,
inter-agency communication, and integrated reporting mechanisms (Sede et al., 2025).

These findings show that the success of MBG implementation is not only determined by
the size of the budget or the amount of food distributed, but also by the quality of
governance, organizational readiness, and the effectiveness of the monitoring system
(Marliani et al., 2021).

3.3. Compliance with Standard Operating Procedures as a Pillar of Food Safety

The literature synthesis shows that compliance with Standard Operating Procedures (SOP)
is the main factor in ensuring food safety in the Free Nutritious Meal Program. SOP covers all
stages of implementation, starting from food procurement, storage, processing, distribution,
presentation, to food sanitation and hygiene. Consistent implementation of SOPs plays an
important role in preventing biological, chemical and physical contamination that can
endanger the health of beneficiaries (Fikri, 2025).

Several studies report that various implementation obstacles are still found in aspects of
food quality control, staff competency, and supervision of food providers. Sibuea et al. (2025)
shows that there are still serious challenges in implementing food safety standards due to
non-compliance with operational procedures in several MBG organizing units, thereby
potentially increasing the risk of foodborne diseases. Raamdhani et al. (2025) also emphasized
that strengthening food safety governance must be carried out through kitchen certification,
officer training, food safety audits and a sustainable monitoring system. From a good
governance perspective, SOP compliance is a form of public accountability because it
guarantees that every stage of service is carried out in accordance with standards of quality,
safety and protection of the community (Anggraeni, 2024b).

3.4. Implications for Early Childhood Health

The literature reviewed shows that young children are the group most vulnerable to food
safety risks because their immune system and digestive organs have not developed optimally
(Azwinfadhlan et al., 2023). Food that does not meet food safety standards can cause
diarrhea, food poisoning, impaired absorption of nutrients, and inhibit children's growth and
cognitive development (Sibuea et al., 2025).

On the other hand, various studies show that if the school meal program is implemented
according to food safety standards, the benefits obtained are very significant, including
improving nutritional status, diversity of food consumption, learning concentration, readiness
to participate in learning, and children's cognitive development. Evaluation of school meal
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programs in Indonesia also shows that quality implementation can improve the learning
environment and healthy living behavior of students (Achmad et al., 2025).

Thus, food safety must be positioned as the main component in the implementation of the
Free Nutritious Meal Program. The success of the program is not only measured based on the
number of beneficiaries, but also the program's ability to ensure food safety so that the goal
of improving the quality of children's health and education can be achieved in a sustainable
manner (Anggraeni, 2024).

4. CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the successful implementation of Indonesia's Free Nutritious
Meal Program is determined not only by the provision of nutritious meals but also by the
effectiveness of governance and strict compliance with Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) throughout the food supply chain. The literature synthesis demonstrates that
weaknesses in institutional coordination, monitoring systems, human resource capacity, and
food safety management remain major challenges that may compromise programme
effectiveness and increase health risks, particularly for early childhood, who are
physiologically more vulnerable to foodborne diseases.

The novelty of this study lies in positioning SOP compliance as a central governance
determinant that integrates food safety, programme implementation, and early childhood
health protection, an aspect that has received limited attention in previous studies, which
have primarily emphasized nutritional outcomes and policy implementation. This perspective
extends the existing body of knowledge by proposing that food safety governance should
become an integral component of school feeding policies rather than merely an operational
requirement. Therefore, strengthening intersectoral governance, institutional accountability,
standardized food safety monitoring, and continuous capacity building for programme
implementers is essential to improve programme quality and sustainability. Future research
is recommended to validate this conceptual framework through empirical studies assessing
the relationship between SOP compliance, food safety performance, and health outcomes
among beneficiaries across different regions of Indonesia.
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