Journal of

Nutrition and Food Science Research

www.directivepublications.org

ﬁ DIRECTIVE
PUBLICATIONS

ISSN 2770-4475

Review Article

The Impact Of Free Nutritional Meal Program On
Students' Physical Fitness And Mental Health: A

Descriptive Study.

Tri Prasetyo

Department of Sports Science, Padang State University, Indonesia.E-mail : triprasetyodurai@gmai.com.

/ Abstract

The purpose of this study was to analyze the impact of the free lunch program on students' physical fitness and mental health. This study uses a
descriptive qualitative approach with an analytical method. The phenomena analyzed in this study used research related to the topic discussed,
namely the impact of the free lunch program on students' physical and mental health. The results showed that the free lunch program had a
significant positive impact on students' physical and mental health. A person with better physical fitness and mental health also consistently had
better academic achievement. Overall, the free lunch program for students not only improves students' physical and mental health but also plays
an important role in achieving long-term development by producing a more productive and healthy generation. Every element that forms this
program is very important to implement and must be considered carefully to achieve more substantial benefits. Therefore, improving student
health and well-being through the free lunch program is an important step for the government to ensure student welfare and sustainable national

~

development.
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INTRODUCTION citizen has the right to receive education. In addition, Article

Donnison, etal.,(2021)argue thatthe state has an obligationto
ensure the welfare of all its citizens. This responsibility covers
various aspects, including health, education, economy, and
social security. According to Buichs, (2021) welfare is not only
limited to the provision of basic services, but also includes
creating an environment that supports the development
of individuals and communities. The government needs to
formulate fair and sustainable policies, which guarantee
equal access for citizens to resources and opportunities, and
protect their rights. In addition, the state must be sensitive
to the needs of vulnerable groups and strive to reduce
social disparities (Shi, & Stevens, 2021). Thus, the state's
responsibility is to build a solid foundation for a prosperous
and just life for the entire community.

In Indonesia, there are a number of laws and regulations
that support public welfare. The 1945 Constitution is a
constitutional basis that guarantees the welfare of the
people. Article 31 of the 1945 Constitution states that every

28C paragraph (1) emphasizes the right of every individual
to develop themselves. This includes fulfilling basic needs
and access to education, science, art, and culture which are
very important for improving the quality of life and public
welfare. Therefore, the government has a responsibility to
provide quality education, including adequate facilities and
infrastructure such as classrooms, laboratories, and libraries
(Ahmad, 2021). According to Agustin, & Mu'is (2023), good
infrastructure greatly supports the learning atmosphere and
the curriculum also needs to be adjusted to the needs of
the times, and teachers must be trained to have adequate
competence. lllgkken, et al.,, (2021) added that nutrition
is also an important aspect, so free lunch programs or the
provision of healthy food in schools are very necessary. In
addition to academic aspects, students' emotional well-being
must also be considered through psychological support
programs. Education should be accessible to all children
without exception (Benoit, & Gabola, 2021).

Herbert, C. (2022) argues that the welfare of society is
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greatly influenced by the health and fitness of individuals,
especially students. Good health is an important foundation
for productivity and self-development. This opinion is
reinforced by Chew, & Cerbin, (2021) who said that when
students are in good physical and mental condition, they are
more motivated to learn, have better concentration, and can
absorb information effectively. Good fitness also helps reduce
stress, improve mood, and improve social skills. In this way,
the educational environment becomes more positive and
productive. This prepares the younger generation to make
a good contribution to society. So, improving the health and
fitness of students is not only beneficial for themselves, but
also improves overall social welfare (Sun, et al., 2024).

The Indonesian government runs various social welfare
programs to improve the quality of life of the community,
including students. These programs include educational
assistance, scholarships, and other initiatives that ensure
access to good education for all students (Amadi, et al.,
2023). Currently, one of the main focuses is the free lunch
program. According to Precious, et al., (2023) school lunch is
very important for students' health. This program not only
meets daily nutritional needs but also supports children's
physical and mental development. All of these initiatives
are part of the implementation of the 1945 Constitution,
which emphasizes the importance of educating the nation.
Lindberg, et al., (2022) argue that government programs that
provide nutritious food in schools help ensure that students
have enough energy and do not feel hungry while studying.
In addition, Lundborg, et al., (2022) state that this program
teaches the importance of a healthy diet from an early
age, which is expected to be applied throughout life. Thus,
students' physical health improves, as does their academic
achievement and motivation to attend school. Then Cohen,
et al.,, (2021) said that healthy lunch programs can also help
reduce educational disparities, especially for students from
families with limited access to nutritious food at home.
According to Zavitsanou and Drigas, (2021) good nutritional
consumption is very important for physical health and
cognitive, emotional, and motor development of students.
Research shows that nutritional intake significantly affects
these three aspects (Bustamante-Sanchez, et al., 2022; Abbas
& Karim, 2023; Prabakar, et al.,, 2025). Kiani, et al., (2022)
stated that good nutrition, especially rich in iron, vitamins, and
minerals, can improve cognitive function. Malnutrition, such
as anemia, iron deficiency, can interfere with concentration
and learning ability. In addition, Verulava, & Devnozashvili,
(2021) found that students who eat a nutritious breakfast
tend to have better academic performance than those who
do not. Magesh, P. (2022) showed that nutritional intake
affects mood and behavior. Such as complex carbohydrates
can increase serotonin production in the brain, which helps
regulate mood. Research by Osiecki, et al., (2022) also showed

that students who had a nutritious breakfast had lower
anxiety levels and were more enthusiastic about learning.
Smolinska, et al., (2024) found that good nutrition, especially
that rich in protein and omega-3 fatty acids, can improve
students' motor skills.

Although there are a number of benefits from fulfilling
nutrition for students, on the other hand Shinde, et al.,
(2023) said that malnutrition is a problem that has a major
impact on student growth and development. Dukhi, N. (2020)
explained that malnutrition can inhibit physical growth and
brain development, as well as reduce their immune system.
Then Kawafha, et al., (2024) in their research stated that
malnutrition affects behavior, interaction, and academic
achievement. Healthy adolescents are very important for the
future of a country. The younger generation has an important
role in the development and progress of the nation. Student
health plays a major role in the progress of the country.
This is emphasized by the opinion of Guo, et al., (2023) that
healthy students tend to have better concentration, more
optimal learning abilities, and higher resistance to stress. All
of this helps them achieve better academic performance and
prepare themselves for future challenges.

According to Prilleltensky, and Prilleltensky (2021) having
good health allows young people to innovate and work more
productively. Itwill also help them make a positive contribution
to society. Baid, Hayles & Finkelstein, (2021) argue that by
investing in students' health and fitness, we can reduce the
economic burden in the future, reduce health care costs, and
increase productivity. Therefore, Sevold, et al., (2021) suggest
that prioritizing students' health and fitness through free
lunch programs is an important step. This study highlights the
impact of free nutritious meal programs on students' physical
fitness and mental health. As we know, this program not only
helps address malnutrition among children but also improves
their concentration and academic performance. By ensuring
that all students get adequate nutrition while attending
school, we support their physical and mental development. In
addition, this program can reduce socio-economic disorders
by ensuring that all students, regardless of background, have
equal access to healthy food. Thus, investing in free lunch
programs is a long-term investment in the health and future
of the nation.

METHOD

This study uses a qualitative descriptive approach and
analysis method. This study refers to the theory of Taylor, S.
J., Bogdan, R., & DeVault, M. L. (2015) that qualitative research
is "a research procedure that produces descriptive data in the
form of written or spoken words from people and observable
behavior". This qualitative research focuses on the natural
background holistically, treats humans as research tools,
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conducts data analysis inductively, and emphasizes the process rather than the results of the research agreed upon by the
researcher and the research subject. The research subjects used must reflect the relevance to the research phenomenon. The
phenomena analyzed in this study utilize research that is relevant or related to the topic discussed, namely the impact of the
free nutritious meal program on students' physical fitness and mental health.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Vaivada, et al., (2022) explained that the free lunch program is an important social initiative in various countries that aims to
help underprivileged communities and improve the welfare of children in schools. This program is usually supported by the
government, non-profit organizations, or partnerships between the public and private sectors. Various studies have revealed
the main benefits of this program, including reducing hunger and malnutrition among children, so that they can focus more
and excel in school (Jomaa, et al., 2011; Wall, et al., 2022; Raveenthiranathan, et al., 2024). In addition, Wang, & Cheng (2022)
said that this program also helps ease the burden of family costs, so that they can use the money for other more urgent needs.
Although it has been around for years, the free lunch program continues to evolve and adapt to current community needs,
including a focus on health and the desire for the food provided (Pastorino, et al., 2023).

Table 1. Legal Framework and Coverage of Free Lunch Programs in Various Countries.

Country Legal Framework Coverage
Brazil Programa Nacional de Alimentagao Escolar | Decentralization, local procurement, family farming,
(1997) national nutritional guidelines.

Finland Kansallinen Kouluruokailaulaki (1945) Universal access, free food, nutritional guidelines, Nordic
nutritional recommendations.

South Hakgyo Geupsikbeop (1995) Eligibility based on income, nutritional quality, portion

Korea size, nutritional adequacy figures for Koreans.

USA Nation School Lunch Act (1946) Federal funding, healthy eating education, nutritional
guidelines for Americans

India Mid-Day Meal Scheme (Constitutional Court | Central/state funding, grades 1-8, standard menu with

Decision 2002) minimum nutritional requirements, decentralized
implementation with community involvement.

Japan Gakkou Kyuushoku-hou (1954) Universal access, free food, local procurement, traditional
Japanese cuisine, decentralization with national nutrition
guidelines

German School Lunch Program (based on state law, | Universal access, free/subsidized food, healthy food,

one of which Berliner Qualitatskriterien in | balanced nutrition, recommendations of the German
Berlin, 2003) Nutrition Society, decentralization with state regulations.
France School Canteen Services (based on regional | Universal access, high quality food, national quality
regulations, namely Charte de Qualite de charter, focus on sustainability
I'alimentation collective pour la restauration
scolaire) (2022)
Philippines | Masustansyang Pagkain para sa Batang National level coordination, compliance with national
Pilipino Act (2017) standards and guidelines, and program monitoring.

Sao Tome & | Law 4/2012 establishing the School Food Budget procurement, program implementation, national

Principle and Health Programme (2012) level coordination, and program monitoring and
evaluation

Each country has clear objectives and legal frameworks to ensure that student lunch programs run smoothly (WHO, 2021).
Cheung, L. W. (2007) in his book explains that this program is designed to improve the health and well-being of students. Then
Ihbour, et al., (2022) said that by providing proper nutrition, students can be more focused and energetic throughout the
day, thus supporting their academic achievement. Although the free lunch program has many benefits in supporting student
development and growth, its implementation needs to consider several important aspects so that the desired goals can be
achieved optimally (Cohen, et al., 2021). Gaddis & Jeon, (2022) argue that primary attention should be paid to the quality and
nutritional value of the food served. This is because balanced and nutritious food will support students to be more concentrated
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and active in the learning process (Karimov, et al., 2024).
Perry, et al., (2024) emphasized that the sustainability of the
program must be guaranteed, both in terms of funding and
logistics of providing food, so that the program does not stop
in the middle of the road. Then the aspects of food hygiene
and safety must also be considered, to avoid health risks for
students (Sanlier, & Konaklioglu, 2012). Another aspect of
consideration that is no less important is the involvement of
the local community, including parents and schools, in the
planning and implementation of the program can increase
effectiveness and ensure that this program really suits the
needs of students (Gordon, & Ruffini, 2021). By considering
these factors, the free lunch program can be an important
pillar in creating a better learning environment so that all
students in need can feel the benefits.

Physical Fitness

Marcus and Pekmezi (2024) argue that physical fitness is the
body's ability to carry out daily activities well without feeling
too tired, and still having energy to do additional activities. In
the context of school, Jirout, et al., (2019) argue that physical
fitness for students is very important because it directly
affects their learning methods and academic achievement.
One of the most influential factors is nutritional status. Good
nutrition provides the energy and nutrients the body needs
to function properly. Conversely, poor nutrition can interfere
with physical performance and overall health (Hervas, et
al., 2018). Therefore, good nutritional intake is a key factor
in supporting students' physical fitness. Research shows a
strong relationship between nutritional quality and fitness
levels (Asigbee, et al., 2018; Obidovna & Sulaymonovich, 2022;
Sepriani, et al., 2024; Ding, et al., 2024).

According to Herbert, C. (2022) optimal physical fitness not
only plays an important role in health, but also contributes
to students' academic achievement and mental well-being.
Furthermore, Savarino, et al. (2021) in their research stated
that a balanced diet, which includes carbohydrates, proteins,
fats, vitamins, and minerals, greatly supports maximum
body function. Research conducted by Efendi, et al. (2023)
shows that students who consume nutritious foods have
better levels of physical fitness compared to those who are
malnourished. This opinion is reinforced by the results of
research conducted by Da Silva Aniceto, & Suyoko, A. (2024)
that optimal nutritional status can provide adequate energy,
support bone and muscle growth, and strengthen theimmune
system. On the other hand, inadequate nutritional status can
hinder children's physical and mental development, cause
fatigue, and reduce the body's resistance to disease. In
addition, Anokha, & Kachhi, (2025) argue that during periods
of growth and development and dense activities, students
need adequate nutritional and fluid intake. Lack of fluids can
negatively impact concentration, alertness, and attention

span. Gutschall, M. D. (2024) emphasized that hydration is
a very important element to support physical performance,
where fluids play a role in maintaining body temperature
and organ function optimally. Overall, a balanced and
sufficient nutritional intake is crucial to support good
physical performance for students during their growth and
development (Zavitsanou & Drigas, 2021).

Chen, et al, (2022) in their research stated that physical
fitness has a direct influence on influencing students' ability
to concentrate while studying. The same opinion was also
emphasized by Wlodkowski, & Ginsberg, (2010) who stated
that students with good physical condition can follow intensive
learning programs and can follow lessons more effectively.
Therefore, they need sufficient and balanced energy intake
to support learning activities. Thus, maintaining a healthy
and balanced diet is a fundamental aspect that must be
met in an effort to support student learning success (Benes,
& Alperin, 2022). Various studies have shown that students
with good nutritional status have higher aerobic capacity and
endurance. Conversely, students with poor nutrition tend to
tire quickly and are more susceptible to health problems that
ultimately affect their ability to concentrate and perform well
in school (Taras, 2005; Ross, & Anderson, 2010; Centeio, et al.,
2021; Mukhamedzhanov, et al., 2023).

Adequate nutritional intake is very important to achieve
optimal physical fitness for students, as stated by Fakolujo,
et al., (2024). Students need to get the right balance of
macronutrients and micronutrients, as well as enough fluids
to support their health and physical performance. Willett,
et al. (2017) emphasized the importance of students paying
attention to their diet so that they can meet all the nutritional
needs needed for school activities and extracurricular
activities. As previously explained, physical fitness is closely
related to the quality of learning. By maintaining fitness,
students can improve concentration, endurance, and stamina,
all of which contribute to academic and non-academic
success. This discussion highlights the importance of nutrition
education, both in the school environment and at home.
Parents and educators must ensure that students receive
nutritious and balanced food intake to support their physical
health. Initiatives such as the provision of free nutritious
meals in schools which are currently being implemented by
the government can be an effective solution to improve the
nutritional status and fitness of students, thereby optimizing
the learning process.

Mental Health

Wren-Lewis and Alexandrova, (2021) said that mental health
is very important for a person's well-being. It affects how
people think, feel, and act. In schools, students' mental health
is @ major concern because it affects their ability to learn and
interact with friends (Liu, et al., 2024). According to Levine, et
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al.,, (2021) mental health is a state in which a person can cope
with everyday stress, work well, and contribute to society. This
shows that the more demands in learning, the greater the
impact on students' mental health. Therefore, it is important
to pay attention to students' mental health so that they can
reach their full potential, cope with stress, and contribute well
to society (Gueldner, et al., 2020).

Kobe, R.(2023)inhisbook entitled Mental Health and Wellbeing
defines mental health as the ability to manage emotions, deal
with stress, and adapt to changes in life. In addition, mental
health also includes forming healthy relationships with
others. In the context of school, this relates to how students
interact on a daily basis with their peers, teachers, and school
environment. Hyseni Duraku, et al. (2023) explained that
when students face mental health challenges, it can hinder
their potential. Mental health instability can make it difficult
for them to achieve good performance, both academically
and socially. Sahu, K., & Gupta, D. (2013) added that good
mental health includes self-awareness and the ability to
overcome life's difficulties. Furthermore, Luthans, et al. (2024)
in their research revealed that mental health is related to the
balance between thoughts, feelings, and behavior, where
individuals with good mental health generally have a stable
mood, maintain positive relationships, and are able to solve
problems effectively.

Mental health is an important part of student development.
According to Fusar-Poli, et al., (2021) mental health does not
only mean the absence of disorders, but also the ability to
function well in everyday life. Therefore, students need to
maintain mental health in order to reach their potential and
live a meaningful life. Herselman, et al.,, (2022) stated that
students' mental health affects their learning ability, social
interactions, and overall well-being. One important factor
that affects mental health is the interaction between nutrition
and brain neurotransmitters as explained by Chowdury, et al.,
(2025) that nutrients such as vitamins, minerals, and omega-3
fatty acids play a major role in brain health. These nutrients
support the formation and maintenance of brain cells and
help produce neurotransmitters, chemical compounds that
enable communication between brain cells.

Lambert, et al., (2021) argue that happiness and emotional
well-being are important foundations for healthy physical
and mental development. This opinion is in line with Mega,
et al.,, (2014) who said that when students feel happy and
supported, they tend to have high learning motivation, are
better able to face challenges, and develop important social
skills. Therefore, Abbas, Z., & Karim, N. (2023) emphasized
that a balanced nutritional intake plays an important role
in supporting student development and growth. Proper
nutrition helps improve concentration, memory, and energy,
all of which are very important for academic success. Magesh,
P. (2022) explains that nutrition affects the production of

neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine, which
are important for mood and emotions. Good nutrition
can increase the production of these neurotransmitters.
Conversely, oxidative stress can damage brain cells and
contribute to mental problems such as depression and
anxiety (Ji, et al., 2023). Based on research by Feng et al., (2023)
to overcome this problem, compounds are needed that can
fight free radicals and protect body cells from damage. The
antioxidants needed can be obtained from vitamins C and E
contained in fruits and vegetables, which play a role in fighting
oxidative stress and maintaining brain health.

Mulyadi, (2024) conducted a study on preventive efforts
to overcome mental health problems through nutritional
improvement. The results of his study showed that individuals
with poor mental health often lack essential nutrients such
as vitamins, minerals, amino acids, and omega-3 fatty acids.
The study also identified strategies in efforts to improve
mental well-being to optimize the consumption of nutritious
foods such as fish, green vegetables, nuts, and whole grains.
In another study conducted by Shafig, et al., (2024) which
discussed mental health and nutrition. The results showed
that unhealthy eating patterns were associated with higher
levels of anxiety and depression in students. Then this
study put forward a method for reducing mental health
problems through healthy eating habits. The strategies
and methods in efforts to prevent mental health that have
been explained previously are supported by the opinion
of Antonopoulou, et al., (2020) that good eating habits and
normal nutrition are associated with better mental health.
Students who regularly consume nutritious foods tend to
have better mental well-being. Then, Agnafors, et al., (2021)
investigated the development of the relationship between
mental health and academic achievement during various
developmental periods in childhood and adolescence by
investigating the relationship between mental health and
academic achievement. The results showed that mental
health problems in early childhood and adolescence increase
the risk of poor academic achievement, indicating the need
for awareness and treatment to provide fair opportunities for
education.

Mental health is greatly influenced by nutrition. A healthy
diet can support stable mood and brain function. A healthy
diet increases neurotransmitter synthesis, protects the brain
from oxidative stress, and supports brain function. Several
studies have shown a positive relationship between students'
mental health and proper nutrition. To improve mental
health and fulfill their potential in learning activities and in
daily life, students must consume healthy foods. Healthy and
nutritious foods are a source of energy, support the growth
and repair of brain tissue, and maintain a stable mood.
These are important components that are very important for
student development and growth. Thus, a healthy diet can
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contribute to improving the quality of mental health which
ultimately has an impact on academic achievement and other
areas.

CONCLUSION

The free nutritious meal program has a significant impact on
students’ health and well-being by ensuring that they receive
adequate nutrition every day. This initiative supports students’
cognitive, emotional, and physical development, which in turn
improves their learning ability and academic achievement.
In addition, the program plays a role in reducing social
disparities by providing equal access to all students, including
those from low-income families. Improving students’ health
is in line with national goals, as healthy students can make
positive contributions to the country’s economic and social
progress. Therefore, it is imperative for the government and
educational institutions to continue to support and expand
this program. The results of the study indicate that prioritizing
the free nutritious meal program is a strategic step by the
government to ensure students’ well-being and sustainable
national development.
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