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ABSTRACT

The "Meal-Based Grant (MBG)" is an education welfare package, which is concurrently provided to all
students without differentiation by their family's economic condition, and is typical. While this policy
intends to promote equity, there is a risk of waste and unfair distribution if financially advantaged students
can access their entitlements from the public purse based on financial means rather than need. This study
critically examines the MBG scheme from the perspectives of social justice, maqasid al-shati'ah, and
sustainable development. Applying normative-analytical and comparative policy reflection, the study
argues that the MBG must be redesigned with greater focus. From there, the model works through a
school-level targeting approach to serve only poor, underprivileged, and orphaned children directly.
Furthermore, the remaining funds will be transferred for strategic educational investments, such as long-
term scholarships at least up to the level of undergraduate studies, school infrastructure upgrading, merit-
based awards, and research and innovation funds that include funding student inventions up to patent and
industrial realization. Redistribution meets both fairness and efficiency requirements and raises a country's
competitive ability and overall social welfare. The transformation from short-term to long-term
consumption under the reformed MBG scheme will contribute more effectively to the SDGs: quality
education and innovation. Finally, this study offers a new policy direction to strengthen short-run welfare
forces through long-term human capital development.

Keywords: Meal-Based Grants; Educational Equity; Sustainable Development; Social Justice; Innovation
Policy
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1. INTRODUCTION

For a very long time, Meal-Based Grants (MBG) to all students have been justified on educational
welfare grounds, even though, for equitable reasons, they should be targeted (Hecht et al., 2021; Orta-
Aleman et al., 2024). School feeding programmes are seen in many countries as a means of combating
hunger, improving participation rates, and developing links between the school and community.
Nevertheless, new literature suggests that universal policies do not come for free: benefits are partially
diluted, fiscally costly outlays remain, and the effects of resources on learning outcomes and social mobility
may not be proportionate to resource investment (Borbely et al., 2024; Spill et al., 2024). However, the
pressing demand to maximize public maslahah and minimize inequality levels, as well as to increase the
national level of competitiveness, justifies a more accurate and fairer allocation design, notably in cases of
availability on a limited budget.

Rigorous evaluations of school feeding programs have produced various evidence over the past
10 years. A review of UFSM policies has indicated an increase in meal participation and some non-
academic indicators (for example, reductions in obesity levels and suspensions), but only small —
oftentimes statistically insignificant — increases in attendance and academic achievement (Borbely et al.,
2024; Spill et al, 2024). Policy research and global policy reviews also point to differences in
implementation, per-student costs, and ongoing challenges with targeting and integration with other social
safety nets (Cohen et al., 2021; Schultz et al., 2024). Conversely, national accounts highlight the growth of
school feeding programs but stress that improved policy design is necessary to ensure that benefits accrue
to the poorest while contributing to broader development objectives (Alderman et al., 2024; WEP, 2025).
These two background paragraphs reveal, in no uncertain terms, that the time has come to re-examine
whether a universal approach represents a cost-effective and equitable means of allocating MBG funding.
The central research question of the current study is distributive injustice and allocative inefficiency when
MBG money is directed to all students. Neither rich nor poor students are eligible for free or reduced-
price meals. Within the framework of social justice and magasid al-shari‘ah, such uniform allocation risks
undermining the principle of equity—providing more for those most in need—and eroding opportunities
for long-term educational investment in vulnerable groups (Nur et al., 2020; Tubastuvi & Ramadani, 2025).
General solutions offered in policy literature suggest directing assistance toward targeted groups,
strengthening school/community-based verification mechanisms, and combining these with value-added
interventions such as sustainable scholarships, infrastructure enhancement, and incentives for
achievement and innovation.

The literature highlights two major policy routes. First, food assistance for poor, impoverished,
and orphaned students should be refined through context-sensitive means testing based on school-level
data. Schools' micro-level knowledge of family conditions, attendance, and nutritional needs enables more
accurate beneficiary selection while managing administrative costs. This approach aligns with social protection
plus—not merely addressing consumption gaps but linking assistance with measurable educational goals
(IFPRI, 2025; WEP, 2025). Second, it strengthens home-grown school feeding (HGSF) as a model that connects
school kitchens with local suppliers and smallholder farmers, thereby distributing economic impacts locally
and enhancing regional food security (Alderman et al., 2024). Nevertheless, meta-evaluations stress that
the success of both routes is highly dependent on governance quality, targeting accuracy, and consistent
monitoring and evaluation (Schultz et al., 2024).

In addition, education policy research emphasizes the importance of shifting a portion of MBG
funds from short-term consumption to long-term investment in social mobility. Sustainable scholarship
schemes up to the undergraduate level, particularly for economically vulnerable groups, have been shown
to improve educational continuity and reduce dropout rates in multiple contexts, including Indonesia,
when supported by transparent and accountable governance (Kurniawan & Shafira, 2022; Ninghardjanti
et al., 2022). At the institutional level, investments in school infrastructure, such as science laboratories,
libraries, and digital learning centers, correlate with improvements in the learning environment and
opportunities. At the individual level, merit-based awards for top-ranking students (1st—3rd place) foster
a healthy achievement climate and encourage positive peer interactions. In addition, funding for research,
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technology downstreaming, and patent/incubation facilitation—including the potential establishment of
small- and medium-scale industries for graduate innovations—provides an essential bridge from human
capital to innovation capital, strengthening industrial competitiveness and export potential.

The literature also highlights the paradox of stigma reduction versus economic rationality.
Universal approaches are frequently lauded for eliminating stigma. Because all children eat together, there
is no visible separation between aid recipients and non-beneficiaries, and some studies have documented
health benefits and attendance effects (Spill et al., 2024). However, in the context of limited resources, the
opportunity cost of feeding wealthier students can be astronomical: every dollar spent on immediate
consumption for non-poor population groups is a missed dollar that could otherwise have been allocated
to close ‘learning poverty gaps’ — as currently defined and measured — accelerate transitions to higher
education, or foster research and innovation ecosystems. In this perspective, the policy literature supports
progressive universalism: high levels of coverage (by making benefit intensity for higher-status groups rise
steeply), with lower and diverse forms of fueling targeted toward very needy populations—a working out
that could be interpreted as narrowly targeted school feeding to build a long-term investment pathway in
education.

At the global level, the World State of School Feeding has disclosed a rapid expansion in coverage
in recent years, with national government leadership and alignment to the SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) and SDG
4 (Quality Education) agendas (WEP, 2025). However, coverage at scale does not equal quality or value
for money. Without policy blueprints mindful of equity considerations, cost-effectiveness, and local
economic co-benefits, these programs could become bloated fiscal drains with minimal impact on learning
(Alderman et al., 2024). Alternatively, the scalability of financing should be matched by smart scalability:
targeted fine-tuning, liaisons with scholarships and infrastructure, and a gateway to innovation and
industrialization.

Against this background, the study is motivated by three research gaps. First, there has not been a
rigorous comparison of UFSM benefits (or narrative dominance) vis-a-vis fiscal tradeoffs for higher-value
education interventions (e.g., long-term scholarships, infrastructure, innovation) in middle-income country
contexts. Second, evidence on hybrid models that tie tightly targeted School Feeding to cross-level
Scholarships and Innovation "downstreaming” support are absent from the literature. Finally, policy ethics
frameworks that are anchored around maqasid al-shati' ah-based lenses for analyzing equity—efficiency
tradeoffs in MBG allocations are wanting.

This study aims to generate evidence-based policy advocacy for reforming MBG financing from a
universal (ring-fenced) system to a targeted and context-sensitive one linked with future educational
investment. The guiding research questions are as follows: (1) To what extent does recent empirical
evidence support or challenge the effectiveness claims of UFSM on key educational indicators compared
to alternative allocations? (2) How can accurate school-based targeting designs reduce benefit leakage while
mitigating the stigma? (3) How can a reallocation configuration—targeted school meals, scholarships up
to the undergraduate level, infrastructure enhancement, merit-based awards, and innovation
downstreaming funds—maximize public waslahah in the medium- to long-term? The novelty of this study
lies in proposing a hybrid policy model that synergizes social protection (nutrition for vulnerable students),
human capital development (scholarships and infrastructure), and zunovation capital acceleration (funding
patents and industrialization of graduate technologies) within the framework of distributive justice and
maqasid al-shatri ‘ah. Its theoretical contribution lies in refining the progressive universalism evaluation
framework adapted to middle-income contexts, while its practical contribution is a policy roadmap for
education policymakers to ensure that every MBG dollar yields dual benefits: eliminating learning hunger
today while unlocking social mobility and economic competitiveness tomorrow.

2. METHOD

2.1. Research Design
This study employed a qualitative approach with a normative-comparative analytical strategy to
examine meal-based grant (MBG) policies in the context of universal distribution and targeted alternatives.
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This was chosen because it combines empirical aspects and normative frameworks, such as an assessment
of distributive justice and fiscal efficiency, developed based on theoretically derived principles. As
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022; Creswell & Poth, 2017) highlight, qualitative design affords the experiential
immersion of a policy phenomenon and data triangulation from an interpretative perspective. Hence, this
approach is appropriate for comprehending the barriers and facilitators of MBG implementation and
developing evidence-based recommendations.

2.2. Data Sources

This study was based on two types of data. Secondary data were first gathered from international
and national policy reports, including documents published by the World Food Programme (2025) and
current systematic reviews and meta-evaluations of school feeding programmes (Schultz et al., 2024; Spill
et al., 2024). Second, academic literature comes from established journals justifying the sustainability of
scholarships, educational infrastructure, and technology innovations as a potential alternative use of MBG
funds (Kurniawan & Shafira, 2022; Ninghardjanti et al.,, 2022). The screening of secondary data was
purposive to retain relevance through directness to the research question, in line with evidence-based
policy-making (Nutley et al., 2021).

2.3. Analytical Techniques

The analysis was conducted using inductive content analysis, focusing on thematic interpretation.
This process included four steps: gathering literature, initial reading/coding, thematic classification, and
argumentative synthesis. This analysis was then conducted inductively, focusing on the central patterns
that emerged from the empirical material and thereafter compared with normative frameworks of social
justice and maqasid al-shari‘ah. This is in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2000) assertion that
thematic analysis can be used when researchers wish to identify patterns of meaning, contradictions, and
gaps within policy studies. Triangulation was used to improve validity by comparing the results from
different literature sources and policy reports.

3. RESULT

3.1. Effectiveness of Universal MBG Programs on Educational Outcomes

The literature review suggests that the efficacy of MBG provided within a universal approach to
benefit education outcomes is still disputed. Spill et al. (2024) indicated that UFSM has a positive effect
on improving students’ nutrition and health, but not on academic achievement. For example, the
achievement indicators, test scores and attendance, are modestly positive, although these often do not
reach traditional levels of statistical significance. The same results were reported by Borbely et al. (2024),
highlighting that the potential gains of universal programs are related to children's physical health rather
than the quality of learning. This emphasizes an incongruence between the budget invested in ISSUP and
the achieved results, thus demanding a strong reflection on UFSM's effectiveness in an educational
dimension.

Moreover, the World Bank states that there are significant differences in outcomes across
countries. In schools with functioning educational systems, this is evident in the results of school
attendance, although the evidence for developing countries remains equivocal (Murphy & Ono, 2025;
Parnham et al., 2024; Toossi, 2024). These differences are caused by variations in governance capacity,
infrastructure (availability), and integration with other educational activities. Therefore, there is an
argument for universality, if nothing else, as a mask. However, there is also reason to question whether
universal programs are particularly efficient in improving student performance.

3.2. Distributive Gaps and Fiscal Inefficiency

Additional analyses demonstrate disparities in the distributional consequences of universal MBG
programs. However, state subsidies to all students without regard to their economic needs mean that rich
kids get as much help as poor ones. According to Schultz et al. (2024), this results in the waste of public
funds, while benefiting groups are reluctant to reform because they wish to avoid losing the transfer.
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Parnham et.al. The study by Nicaise et al. (2024) reinforces this argument, showing that allocating funds
to economically advantaged students yields a negligible impact on their well-being or educational
performance, thus reducing the marginal benefits of public spending (BenDavid-Hadar, 2018; Cook, 2021;
Nicaise et al., 2024).

Distributive injustice is also evident in the Indonesian context. Although national data indicate an
increase in school meal program coverage, local evaluations reveal that disadvantaged groups continue to
face barriers to education due to other non-academic expenses such as transportation and learning
materials (Ninghardjanti et al., 2022). Therefore, the universal provision of MBG benefits does not
automatically address the root causes of educational inequity. This underscores the need for policy
redesign, focusing on progressive universalism, in which assistance intensity is increased for the poorest and
most vulnerable groups.

3.3. Potential of Targeted Schemes for Enhancing Efficiency

Evidence from the literature supports the notion that targeted schemes are more efficient than
universal ones in achieving their goals. School-based targeting mechanisms are deemed effective in
identifying poor, extremely poor, and orphaned students with high accuracy (WEP, 2025). Schools with
intimate data on family background, student attendance, and detailed information might play a pivotal role
in the selection. A recent WEFP (2025) assessment of home-grown school feeding (HGSF) also
demonstrates that targeted approaches are cost-effective and have positive effects on local economies
through the engagement of smallholder farmers in purchasing food supply chains (Asogwa et al., 2025;
Gupta et al., 2025).

However, studies underscore the governance concerns associated with these schemes. The risks
of mistargeting and misappropriating funds remain high without robust monitoring and evaluation
(Schultz et al., 2024). Hence, the success of targeted models is a function of school-level administrative
capacity and precise distribution mechanisms. When properly fielded, they are expected to allocate public
resources more efficiently and deliver higher benefits to the most vulnerable.

3.4. Sustainable Scholarships as Long-Term Educational Investment

Alongside school feeding programmes, sustainable scholarships have been documented to
substantially affect the educational persistence of people experiencing poverty (see literature). Research by
Ninghardjanti et al. (2022) on Kartu Indonesia Pintar (KIP) beneficiaries shows that the recipients of
scholarships are more likely to reach higher levels in education than do non-beneficiaries. These results
are supported by (Alexe et al., 2015; Berlanga & Corti, 2025), prioritizing the impact on social mobility
and disparities in access to higher education scholarships.

The Economic Cost of Long-Ad Hoc Investment in Scholarships. The state enhances its human
capital by providing education to the underprivileged up to university level and encourages innovation,
which leads to national progress. Policy-wise, it may be more cost-effective to redirect some of the MBG
budget into a cross-level scholarship programme than in short-term consumptive initiatives that include
universal provision of free school meals.

3.5. Strengthening Educational Infrastructure

Moreover, the analysis indicates that strengthening educational systems is another alternative from
a strategic perspective for taking over MBG resources. Comparison Studies by the World Bank proved
that investment in disciplines such as the laboratories of science, library, and DLMS center significantly
influence the quality of the learning climate (Balgis et al., 2023; Belmonte et al., 2020). Through increased
infrastructure, more students would be exposed to a wide range of learning resources, which could
motivate them to achieve higher academic performance.

Even today, educational disparities remain a significant issue in Indonesia, particularly in rural and
remote areas. Therefore, transferring MBG resources to support educational structures could reduce
regional differences and be an optimal strategy for quality improvement. This is consistent with SDG 4,
which emphasizes the need for equitable and quality learning environments for all students.
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3.6. Merit-Based Recognition and a Healthy Competitive Climate

Incentives, grants, and infrastructure are also viable approaches to promote academic motivation.
We have discovered that prizes (1st—3rd) for students motivate the children, fostering a competitive spirit
amongst them and encouraging peer aspiration. Research in education by Ryan and Deci on self-
determination theory supports this view; they maintain that consideration of one person's achievement
improves intrinsic motivation and academic performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Their application of price discrimination could be considered an academic "culture policy tool"
based on merit in particular. This is why the transfer of MBG funds to excellence-based recognition not
only generates private good but, in fact, develops a quality-oriented education ecosystem.

3.7. Funding Innovation and Technology Downstreaming

Finally, the importance of funding for research, patents and technology downstreaming in
stimulating student and graduate creativity is highlighted. From an innovation policy literature point of
view, investment in innovation capital permanently influences a country's competitiveness (Sezer, 2018;
Yilmaz, 2024). The application of public funding for student research, from a patentable product to an
industrialized application, can propel the production of technology products with high added value, which
can be exported.

In Indonesia, this approach is highly relevant, competing breathlessly. In using MBG money for
innovation, the government immediately gives these students what they need — new ways to learn — and
ensures that they are working on practical technological innovations that will benefit the country.

3.8. Synthesis of Findings

In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that while universal MBG programs are associated
with some positive health and nutritional access outcomes, their potential contribution to improved
educational outcomes and distributive justice is relatively small. In contrast, a more targeted use of MBG
money and alternative investments, such as infrastructure projects, sustainability scholarships, merit-based
acknowledgements, or innovation funds, will likely yield results over the longer term. Hence, the findings
increase the evidence that MBG policies should move away from universalism toward hybrids of social
protection and human capital formation with acceleration for innovation capital.

From a combination of empirical and normative perspectives, this article argues that revenue
diversions to MBGs are not so much about fiscal expedience as a development subterfuge framed in terms
of principles informed by notions of social justice and maqasid al-shati'ah. Therefore, this study provides
valuable perspectives for policymakers to create justifiable, effective, and lasting interventions.

4. DISCUSSION

The above discussion entails an extensive inquiry into the research findings on meal-based grant
policies. Notably, the discussion establishes aspects such as effectiveness, distributive justice, fiscal
efficiency, and alternative allocations in the form of scholarships, educational infrastructure, merit-based
recognition, and innovation funding. Additionally, an argumentative approach is taken by comparing this
study's findings with the central theories applied and previous research, simultaneously providing the
presented novelty.

4.1. Effectiveness of Universal MBG in Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives

The discovery that cross-the-board MBG programs have positive effects on health. However,
minimal effects on academic performance align with Maslow's hierarchy of needs, which asserts that
physiological needs (like food) are antecedents of self-actualization (Carducci, 2020; Maslow, 1943). What
the literature here fails to suggest, however, is that it will not be enough to meet basic needs if we are
hoping for a qualitative improvement in learning without other structural interventions (Borbely et al.,
2024; Spill et al., 2024). This supports the idea that, though universal MBG created an inclusive
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environment, FAUSD still has weak effects on educational achievement. This incongruence highlights the
need to connect policies addressing nutritional inadequacy with general educational quality strategies.

On the other hand, human capital theory (Becker, 1993; Kirova, 2011; Psacharopoulos, 1994) also
claim that investing in education is more profitable than consuming it. Overtime. From this angle, the
evidence that universal MBG has few returns reinforces the argument for policies prioritizing long-term
investments rather than short-term needs.

4.2. Distributive Justice and Fiscal Inefficiency

The unfair allocation of universal MBG gains could be examined from the perspective of a concept
called distributive justice, according to John Rawls (de Haro, 2025; Rawls, 1971). According to the
universalistic difference principle, Rawls's differences of inequalities are permissible only if they improve
the lot in the least advantaged (Cvijanovic, 2023; de Haro, 2025; Rawls, 1971). Universal MBG, on the
other hand, gives money to wealthy students who do not need help and should not be getting this unjust
allocation. This is consistent with Schultz et al. (2024), who emphasize the fiscal wastage of subsidies even
for non-vulnerable individuals.

This conclusion is also supported by the maqasid al-shari‘a framework that, as highlighted earlier,
advocates upholding protection of all subjects to threats (al-daruriyyat) (Nur et al., 2020). The public purse
needs to be spent wisely when promoting social justice; we need to target real needs. As a result, common
secular and religious theories agree that universal MBG is not justice itself.

4.3. Targeted Schemes as an Efficient Alternative

The effectiveness of targeted schemes is supported by the public policy concept of progressive
universalism. This principle highlights that while program coverage may be broad, benefit intensity should
be greater for vulnerable groups. The study’s findings are consistent with this approach and extend it by
showing that schools can play a key role as verifiers of beneficiaries.

Prior research by the WEFP (2025) on home-grown school feeding (HGSF) also supports the
effectiveness of targeted interventions, offering dual benefits: meeting students’ nutritional needs and
strengthening local economies. However, this study’s novelty lies in integrating targeted schemes with
complementary programs such as scholarships and innovation funding, creating a more comprehensive
hybrid policy model.

4.4. Scholarships and Human Capital Development

The findings emphasizing the importance of sustainable scholarships are consistent with Amartya
Sen's capability approach, which highlights expanding individual freedoms and opportunities as the
accurate measure of development (Sen, 2024). Scholarships allow disadvantaged students to access higher
education, expanding their capabilities to shape their futures. Studies by Ninghardjanti et al. (2022) support
this argument by demonstrating that scholarships effectively reduce dropout rates and enhance social
mobility.

This study's novelty lies in its argument that scholarships are not merely educational tools but
also high-value strategies for reallocating MBG funds. Thus, this research extends the debate by
positioning scholarships as integral to school meal policy reformulation.

4.5. Educational Infrastructure and Learning Environments

The proposed strengthening of educational infrastructure resonates with Bronfenbrenner's
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000) ecological systems theory, which stresses the
importance of learning environments in child development. Facilities such as laboratories and libraries
create ecosystems that support academic achievement. The World Bank also affirms that investment in
educational facilities has a greater impact on learning quality than short-term consumption interventions.
The novelty of this study is linking the MBG fund reallocation systematically with educational
infrastructure development, ensuring that public resources create long-term legacies rather than addressing
only immediate needs.

471
Volume 6, Issue 1, available at https://journal.privietlab.org/index.php/PSSJ



Priviet Social Sciences Journal

4.6. Merit-Based Recognition and Academic Motivation

Merit-based recognition is linked to Ryan and Deci’s (2020) self-determination theory. Recognition
of achievement strengthens intrinsic motivation and fosters a healthy competitive climate. This study finds
that merit-based recognition can be part of MBG reallocation strategies, an area previously underexplored
in school meal policy literature. The novelty lies in integrating motivational dimensions into MBG policy
discourse.

4.7. Innovation, Technology Downstreaming, and Innovation Capital

The findings underscoring the importance of innovation funding and technology downstreaming
align with Schumpeter's theory of innovation, emphasizing its role in driving economic development
(Girén & Beltran, 2025; Katukov et al., 2019; Sledzik, 2013). Dai & Qiao (2025) and Elguera et al. (2024)
further affirm that investments in innovation capital significantly impact global competitiveness. However,
this study advances the discourse by proposing the reallocation of MBG funds to support student research
up to patenting and industrialization. This contribution is novel because it positions MBG as a catalyst for
transforming human capital into innovation capital.

4.8. Synthesis and Novelty of the Study
The synthesis of this discussion shows that while universal MBG has limitations, this research
expands the discourse by introducing a hybrid model integrating targeted schemes, scholarships,
infrastructure, merit-based recognition, and innovation funding. The main novelty of the study can be
summarised in Table 1
Table 1. The main novelty of the study can

Policy Aspect Previous Literature Findings of This Study Novelty
UFSM Focus on health; limited Shows significant limitations on =~ Emphasizes  that  academic
Effectiveness academic impact (Borbely etal., academic outcomes effectiveness requires integration
2024; Spill et al., 2024) with other investments
Distributive Critique of fiscal inefficiency = Strengthens injustice arguments Integration of secular and
Justice (Schultz et al., 2024) with Rawlsian and magdsid al- religious theories in justice
shari‘ah perspectives analysis
Targeted Focus on nutrition and local ~Expands by integrating  Proposes a more comprehensive
Schemes economy (WEP, 2025) scholarships and innovation hybrid policy model
Scholarships Shown to reduce dropouts Positions scholarships as a key = Innovatively links nutrition
(Ninghardjanti et al., 2022) element in MBG reallocation funding with human capital
development
Infrastructure Emphasis on facility Connects MBG funds with Long-term, legacy-oriented
importance (WEP, 2025) systematic infrastructure = strategy
building
Merit-Based Focus on individual motivation = Integrates merit-based awards Novel integration of academic
Recognition (Ryan & Deci, 2020) into MBG policy motivation with fiscal policy
Innovation Innovation as an economic Proposes MBG funds for Frames MBG as a catalyst for

driver (Katukov et al,, 2019;
Sledzik, 2013)

patents and industrialization

innovation capital

The study reinforces prior findings by synthesizing these insights and offers substantial
contributions. The proposed hybrid policy model provides a pathway for MBG reform that is more
equitable, efficient, and visionary.

5. CONCLUSION

This study affirms that Meal-Based Grants (MBG) policies under a universal approach have limited
benefits in enhancing academic outcomes, despite contributing positively to students' nutrition and health.
In-depth analysis reveals distributive injustice and fiscal inefficiency, as public funds flow to non-
vulnerable groups. These results reinforce the argument that school-based targeted models are more
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effective in addressing distributive justice. Alternatively, allocations—such as sustainable scholarships,
strengthening educational infrastructure, merit-based recognition, and innovation funding—offer more
substantial long-term impacts. The synthesis of these findings underscores the need to reformulate MBG
from a short-term consumption program into a sustainable development instrument that integrates social
protection, human capital development, and innovation capital acceleration.

The main findings of this study carry significant implications for public policy in middle-income
countries, particularly Indonesia. First, MBG reform can enhance fiscal effectiveness by prioritizing poor,
impoverished, and orphaned students, achieving social justice principles more optimally. Second,
integrating MBG with other educational programs opens opportunities for dual benefits—not only
eliminating learning Hunger but also strengthening social mobility, reducing learning poverty, and boosting
economic competitiveness. Third, a long-term orientation through research and innovation support allows
for creating high-value technological products that make tangible contributions to national development.
Accordingly, the results of this study highlight the urgency of restructuring MBG policies to align with the
principles of progressive universalism and waqasid al-shari‘ah.

This research contributes to developing a hybrid policy framework that integrates multiple
dimensions of development while filling gaps in the literature on comparative evaluations between
universal school meal programs and alternative funding allocations. Nevertheless, this study has
limitations, as it relies on secondary data and has not empirically tested the model through field-based
policy experiments. Therefore, future research should be directed toward quasi-experimental studies or
pilot projects implementing hybrid MBG schemes to assess their practical effectiveness. By providing
normative and empirical justification, this study contributes to the international literature on education
policy, social justice, and sustainable development while offering new directions for policymakers to
optimize public funds in achieving national welfare and progress.
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