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ABSTRACT

	
Aims: This study aims to analyze the Free Nutritious Meal Program (Program Makan Bergizi Gratis, MBG) as a national policy for human resource development from a Human Resource Management (HRM) perspective, particularly through the lenses of Human Capital Theory, Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM), the Ability–Motivation–Opportunity (AMO) framework, and Public Sector HRM.
Study design:  This study adopts a conceptual and analytical literature review design.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted through a systematic review of peer-reviewed international and national literature indexed in Scopus, Web of Science, and SINTA, as well as official Indonesian government policy documents, published during the period 2019–2026.
Methodology: The study employs a qualitative literature review approach with thematic analysis. Relevant academic articles and policy documents were identified through systematic database searches using keywords related to nutrition programs, human capital development, strategic HRM, and public sector HRM. The selected literature was analyzed thematically to examine MBG as a macro-level HRM intervention, focusing on human capital outcomes, policy integration, and human resource implementation challenges.
Results: The findings indicate that the MBG program represents a long-term, macro-level HRM investment aimed at strengthening national human capital through improved nutrition, health, and cognitive capacity. However, the analysis reveals several critical challenges, including limitations in human resource capacity among implementing actors, weak strategic alignment across education, health, and labor policies, and the absence of outcome-based human capital performance measurement. These challenges may reduce the program’s effectiveness in achieving sustainable human resource development goals.
Conclusion: The study concludes that while MBG has strong potential as a strategic public sector HRM policy supporting Indonesia’s long-term human capital development, its success depends on improved HR governance, cross-sector policy integration, and the adoption of outcome-oriented performance evaluation mechanisms.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Human resource development (HRD) is a key prerequisite for a nation's successful development. In the context of developing countries, the quality of HRD is determined not only by formal education but also by the health and nutritional status of the community (Vilar-Compte et al., 2025). The Indonesian government, through the Free Nutritional Meals Program (MBG), seeks to address future challenges related to the low nutritional quality of schoolchildren and vulnerable groups as part of a broader agenda for developing superior and competitive Indonesian HRD (Agustini, 2025; Barnabas, 2024). MBG is understood as a national policy whose success in realizing macro-level or state-level HRM (HRM) focuses more on public services, legal compliance, and bureaucratic efficiency, serving as an early human capital investment (Alderman, 2025). The state acts as a human capital architect that shapes the quality of Indonesian HRD long before individuals enter the workforce or the public bureaucracy in providing services to the community (Vilar-Compte et al., 2025).

MBG was launched in 2025 under the leadership of President Prabowo Subianto which aims to provide daily nutritious food to improve health, reduce stunting, and strengthen human resources, targeting: school children, toddlers, pregnant and breastfeeding mothers, as well as driving the local economy through the supply chain of farmers and Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) (Febryanti et al., 2025; Rambe et al., 2025). The program is implemented through the National Nutrition Agency (BGN) and funded from the State Budget, with the support and synergy of related ministries, with a focus on providing healthy and nutritious food to support national education and national welfare (Agustini, 2025).

From a public policy perspective, MBG is often understood as a social or health program aimed at improving the quality of human resources and welfare, but is faced with a dilemma between nutritional needs, budget (fiscal) resilience, and implementation challenges in each region (Agustini, 2025). However, from a human resource management perspective, MBG can be positioned as a macro HRM policy that focuses on strategic functions, long-term planning (Sinurat et al., 2025) and how HR is aligned with the structure, mission, and overall organizational goals that function as a long-term investment in the formation of human capital (Rambe et al., 2025).

MBG analysis with an HR approach is relevant to understand the extent to which government programs are managed strategically and sustainably to maximize human potential to achieve organizational success strategically, ethically, and socially as stated in the development planning which is the long-term vision of Golden Indonesia 2045 (Alderman, 2025). The vision of Golden Indonesia 2045, to make Indonesia a developed, sovereign, just, and prosperous country, exactly 100 years after independence (1945–2045) (Vilar-Compte et al., 2025). Indonesia is one of the five largest economic powers in the world with a per capita income equivalent to developed countries, supported by superior human resources and optimization of the demographic bonus (Barnabas, 2024).

This paper aims to analyze the MBG Program scientifically using the HR theoretical framework, by identifying its strengths, weaknesses, and management implications for national HR development.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative approach with conceptual and critical analysis methods. This approach was chosen because the study aims to analyze the Free Nutritional Meal Program (MBG) as a Human Resource Management (HRM) policy at the macro level, not to test empirical hypotheses, but rather to interpret and evaluate the policy within the framework of long-term human capital development. The data used are secondary data, including government policy documents, official reports from related institutions, and scientific literature in the form of books and journal articles relevant to HRM, public policy, and human resource development. Data collection was carried out through documentation studies and literature studies.

Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis and conceptual mapping, examining MBG based on the framework of Human Capital Theory, Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM), Ability–Motivation–Opportunity (AMO) Framework, and public sector HRM. The analysis stages include identifying key themes, grouping issues based on the dimensions of ability, motivation, and opportunity, and developing an analytical framework that explains the relationship between implementing human resource management, program implementation effectiveness, and long-term human capital outcomes. To maintain the sharpness and consistency of the analysis, this study uses theoretical triangulation by integrating various HRM and public policy perspectives, resulting in a comprehensive understanding of the strategic position of MBG as a macro HRM policy in supporting the Indonesia Emas 2045 agenda.


3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Free Nutritious Meal Program as a Macro Human Resources Policy
The MBG program can be understood as a macro-level human resource intervention, where the government plays a role as the ecosystem designer for developing future human resources (Mazzucato, 2021). The program's primary targets are schoolchildren and vulnerable groups, who will, in the long term, become part of the workforce and state apparatus. Key targets include: an economy with a per capita income equivalent to that of developed countries (estimated at USD 23,000–USD 30,300), a demographic bonus by capitalizing on the peak of the demographic bonus with a productive and competent workforce (Bloom et al., 2019), and education with an accelerated 13-year compulsory education program to ensure the quality of Indonesia's superior human resources (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020).

Within the framework of Human Capital Theory, MBG is a form of early-stage investment aimed at improving the quality of human resource input (Heckman & Karapakula, 2019; Cunha et al., 2021). However, unlike conventional HR policies that focus on employees, MBG operates in the pre-employment phase, so its impact is latent and long-term.

The MBG program has the potential to improve human capital quality by improving nutritional status, which impacts children's cognitive development and health (Alderman et al., 2020; Victora et al., 2021). However, program evaluations have focused on outputs (number of recipients, quantity of food) and have not systematically measured human capital outcomes such as improved learning ability or reduced long-term health problems (Rossi et al., 2019; OECD, 2020).

From a Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) perspective, MBG should be integrated with education, health, and employment policies (Kaufman, 2020; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2021). Institutional fragmentation and limited cross-sectoral coordination indicate that strategic alignment between national HR policies is still suboptimal.

In terms of ability, the MBG program contributes positively through improved nutrition. In terms of motivation, this program can increase children's attendance and engagement in school. However, in terms of opportunity, disparities in access and quality of services between regions have the potential to reduce the program's overall effectiveness (Jiang et al., 2019; Boxall et al., 2020). The success of the MBG program depends heavily on the quality of the implementing human resources, including government officials, nutrition workers, and local partners. Challenges include competency gaps, additional workloads, and limited standardized training systems (Andrews et al., 2019; World Bank, 2022).

3.2 Conceptual Model and Analytical Framework Development
3.2.1 Conceptual Model of Human Resources for the Free Nutritious Meal Program
To strengthen the analysis of the Free Nutritional Meal Program (MBG), a macro-conceptual model of Human Resources Management (HRM) can be formulated. This model places the quality of human resource management as a key factor influencing the effectiveness of program implementation and long-term human capital outcomes (Fachrurazi et al., 2021; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2021) with Human Resource Management of the MBG Program, Effectiveness of Program Implementation with National Human Capital Outcomes. HRM is an integrated process aimed at achieving organizational effectiveness through human resource management (Flippo, 1984; Kaufman, 2020). The MBG Program HRD is the competency of implementers, training, workload, incentive system, and leadership where the effectiveness of Program Implementation is stated in the accuracy of targets, quality of nutrition services, consistency of distribution, and cross-sector coordination (Jiang et al., 2019; Boxall et al., 2020), and in the form of Human Capital Outcomes, namely nutritional status, cognitive abilities, learning readiness, and long-term productivity (Heckman & Karapakula, 2019; Victora et al., 2021).

The Main Pillars of Golden Indonesia 2045 (Law No. 59 of 2024) are stated as: Human Development and knowledge in facilitating modernization, global communication, and driving economic and social growth, but also carrying the risk of negative impacts (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020). The four pillars are: Pillar 1, namely creating intelligent, innovative, strong-character, and healthy human resources (OECD, 2020), Pillar 2, namely Sustainable Economic Development: Transformation towards a high-income country with a strong processing industry and maritime economy (Bloom et al., 2019), Pillar 3, namely equitable development: Inclusive development, not only centered in Java, but reaching all regions of Indonesia (World Bank, 2022), and Pillar 4, namely National Resilience and Governance: Effective, transparent, and strong governance in food security, energy, and defense (Andrews et al., 2019).

The model emphasizes that the success of MBG as a government policy, HRD is not only determined by the program design that has been prepared, but by the quality of HR management that carries out its duties and functions in the implementation of MBG (Kaufman, 2020; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2021).

3.2.2 HR-Based Conceptual Framework
The main achievements of the MBG program with a broad scope based on HR performance basically include:
· Success Rate: Based on statistical evaluation, MBG achieved a success rate of 99.99% with a minimal rate of poisoning cases (0.005%) (OECD, 2020; Rossi et al., 2019).
· Target Beneficiaries: This program has reached 55 million to 59.8 million beneficiaries (school children, pregnant women, breastfeeding women, and the elderly) as of January 2026 (World Bank, 2022).
· Public Kitchens: There were 21,102 kitchens serving meals daily nationwide as of 2026 (Alderman et al., 2020).
· Economic Impact: This program created 290 thousand new jobs and involved local farmers, fishermen, livestock breeders, and MSMEs (Mazzucato, 2021).
· Budget: The budget allocated for the MBG program in 2026 reached IDR 335 trillion (OECD, 2020).
The table below summarizes the relationship between HR theory and the components of MBG Program success (Jiang et al., 2019; Boxall et al., 2020).
Table 1- Relationship between HR theory and the components of MBG Program success

	HR Theory
	Key Concepts
	Applications in the MBG Program
	HR Implications

	Human Capital Theory
	Human Resources Investment
	Fulfillment of nutritional needs for improving the nutrition of school children, pregnant women, and the elderly
	Long-term improvement of human resource quality

	SHRM
	Strategic alignment
	Integration of MBG with national HR policies
	The need for cross-sector coordination

	AMO Framework
	Ability, Motivation, Opportunity
	Nutrition (ability), school attendance (motivation), access to services (opportunity)
	Inequality of opportunity reduces effectiveness

	Public HR
	Apparatus capacity
	Competence of ASN and nutritionists
	The need for training and competency standards



3.3 Discussion

Human Resources Management (HRM) analysis shows that the main weakness in the implementation of the MBG Program lies not only in the policy objectives themselves, but also in the managerial aspects of HR management. HR as a strategic asset managed through managerial policies (Armstrong, 2014; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2021) is essentially, without a performance management system, competency development, and outcome-based evaluation, the MBG program risks becoming a short-term consumption program (Rossi et al., 2019; OECD, 2020). From an academic perspective, the MBG program challenges the conventional boundaries of HRM by expanding its scope from the organization to the country level (Kaufman, 2020). This opens up significant opportunities for the development of SHRM (Society for Human Resource Management) theory of the American Society for Personnel Administration (ASPA) or the creation of a better workplace where employers and employees can thrive together in the public sector context (Bogardus, 2004; Boxall et al., 2020).

The MBG program has the potential to encourage local or regional MSMEs (Mazzucato, 2021), but also faces significant fiscal sustainability challenges (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2022). There are concerns that the MBG program could become a mere populist project if not managed with accountable governance (Andrews et al., 2019) (budgetary and political economy perspectives). The government needs to prioritize and prioritize schools in 3T (underdeveloped, frontier, infected) areas (World Bank, 2022), and the sustainability of the MBG program depends on several factors, namely: budget factors, policy stability, and government commitment (OECD, 2020; Mazzucato, 2021). Synergy between the central and regional governments, strengthening regulations, budget transparency, and the involvement of local MSMEs are needed to ensure the program's effectiveness and sustainability as policy recommendations (Kaufman, 2020; Andrews et al., 2019).

4. CONCLUSION

The MBG program is a strategic macro HR policy in the development of Indonesian HR in 2045. However, without strengthening the HR management aspect, the potential of the program will not be achieved optimally, but a systemic and integrated HR approach must be a prerequisite for the sustainability and effectiveness of the program.
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