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Prabowo Subianto, the President of Indonesia, has recently launched a flagship 
initiative known as Makan Bergizi Gratis (MBG), like a free school meals program, 
as part of his political campaign for the 2024 presidential election. This study using 
sentiment analysis of 4,041 news reports in social media posts collected with 
Talkwalker analytic tools between 6 and 12 January 2025. In the first week, social 
media sentiment was predominantly negative, with 41.2% expressing unfavorable 
views, 13.1% positive sentiments, and 45.7% neutral responses. A key issue in the 
program’s implementation is equivocal communication, amid the community’s 
demand for clear information.
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1 Introduction

A program similar to the free meals school called Makan Bergizi Gratis (MBG) has been 
officially implemented since Monday, 6 January 2025 in Indonesia. The MBG is the flagship 
program of Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto. Until this time, his popularity and 
electability increased. President Prabowo’s MBG program is considered pro-people because it 
targets school students in both urban and rural areas. This program aims to improve the 
nutritional status of students by providing nutritious food according to the daily Recommended 
Dietary Allowances (RDA) standard. Unlike in previous Indonesian nutrition policies that 
primarily focused on supplementation or conditional cash transfers, MBG represents the first 
attempt at universal free meals at a national scale.

Prabowo asserted that the MBG program can enhance the regional economy. Its demand 
for substantial food quantities is expected to boost economic activity and increase sales of 
essential commodities like rice, fish, eggs, and vegetables in various regions. President 
Prabowo’s nutrition politics aimed to target many Indonesian students, benefiting farmers and 
ranchers and helping parents improve their children’s nutrition. The MBG program represents 
an aspect of Prabowo’s nutrition politics, which seeks to enhance the population’s nutritional 
status through strategic use of power and policy instruments (Danforth, 1999). The anticipated 
outcome is improved welfare for farmers, ranchers, and rural communities.

The targets the number of beneficiaries of this program to be around 82.9 million people. 
In 2025, the government targets around 40%; in 2026–2028, around 80%; and in 2029, 100%. 
Research has shown that MBG programs significantly improve students’ academic achievement 
(Gutierrez, 2021), fitness in the learning process (Farris et al., 2014), participation and learning 
outcomes (Ruffini, 2022), and benefit students’ social and emotional aspects (Zuercher 
et al., 2022).

Internationally, free school meal programs have been implemented in various forms, 
notably in the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom, the United States, Brazil, and India. 
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Evidence shows that such programs can enhance diet quality, 
participation, and academic achievement (Cohen et al., 2021; Ruffini, 
2022; Lundborg et al., 2022). For example, Finland has provided free 
school meals since 1945, and Sweden since 1948, with systematic 
integration into education law and nutritional guidelines (Juniusdottir 
et al., 2018).

In India, the Mid-Day Meal Scheme has been associated with 
improved attendance and child health outcomes (Gharge et al., 2024; 
Global Child Nutrition Foundation (GCNF), 2024). The UK also 
holds a MBG program. Previous research indicates that Peer Effects 
are an effective strategy to support MBG acceptance in schools (James, 
2012). The role of peers is crucial in increasing student participation 
in MBG. Studies show peers significantly influence participation in 
free school meal programs (Holford, 2015). It is important to note, 
however, that these examples represent general models of free school 
meals, whereas MBG is Indonesia’s localized adaptation that requires 
separate evaluation. Thus, while global evidence provides valuable 
comparisons, it cannot be assumed that MBG mirrors the outcomes 
of other countries.

Challenges often arise in implementing the MBG program across 
countries. Budgetary constraints are evident in the U.S. National 
School Lunch Program (NSLP), where political debates on funding 
impact the social subsidy budget and program implementation. In 
Brazil, financial limitations have led to substituting meals in the 
Programa Nacional de Alimentação Escolar (PNAE) with cheaper 
items, reducing nutritional value (Kitaoka, 2018). In India, the 
Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) faces challenges in food distribution 
to remote areas with inadequate transport infrastructure (Singh 
et al., 2014).

Despite the scale of MBG, research on its implementation remains 
scarce, with most discussions limited to policy announcements or 
media reports. Existing literature on free school meals has emphasized 
health and educational outcomes (Farris et al., 2014; Zuercher et al., 
2022), but little attention has been paid to how such programs are 
socially interpreted and communicated in their early stages. In 
Indonesia, no study has yet examined public discourse around MBG, 
particularly during its critical launch phase. This presents a gap in 
both the nutrition policy literature and communication studies, as the 
social reception of large-scale welfare programs is often as important 
as their technical design (Domina et al., 2024).

To address this gap, the present study employs Weick’s (2015) 
theory of Equivocal Communication. Equivocality refers to the 
coexistence of multiple, and sometimes conflicting, interpretations of 
a single policy event (Fowler, 2021). In the case of MBG, equivocality 
emerges when the program is framed simultaneously as a nutrition 
intervention, an economic stimulus, and a political flagship, generating 
diverse public responses. By applying this framework, the study 
contributes novelty to the literature by highlighting how 
communication processes shape the social meaning of nutrition 
policies, especially in contexts where policy visibility intersects with 
political symbolism (Rothbart et al., 2023; Localio et al., 2024).

This study addresses research questions on the implementation of 
Indonesia’s MBG program during its initial week, informed by news 
issue mapping, and examines public sentiment. Given the program’s 
novelty in Indonesia, research on its implementation is limited. Using 
a communication perspective based on the theory of Equivocal 
Communication (Weick, 2015), this exploratory research aims to 
elucidate the equivocality and social impact of the MBG program’s 

implementation during the first week after its launch by 
President Prabowo.

2 Data and method

This exploratory study had two stages using sentiment analysis 
method. The method was guided by Weick’s (2015) theory of 
Equivocal Communication, which emphasizes how multiple 
interpretations of a single event arise in organizational and social 
contexts. Sentiment analysis was used here as a proxy to capture 
different orientations of public responses (positive, neutral, negative) 
and thereby identify areas of equivocality in the launch of the 
MBG program.

Through natural language processing (NLP) techniques, it 
analyzed news reports and social media conversations with the 
keyword “makan bergizi gratis.” Researchers used Talkwalker analytic 
tools, to streamline data processing for thousands of news articles and 
social media conversations. It used natural language processing (NLP) 
techniques from data-driven crawling for sentiment determination 
and analysis. The first stage analyzed news sentiment. Data-driven 
crawling was used on 4,041 news reports from January 6–12, 2025. 
Results showed 396 news articles (9.8%) with positive sentiments, 
3,548 (87.8%) neutral, and 97 (2.4%) negative.

The skewed distribution reflects two factors: (i) Twitter/X 
dominates political discourse in Indonesia (Lim, 2017), and (ii) 
Talkwalker’s crawler prioritizes open-access platforms, potentially 
underrepresenting closed Facebook groups or private messaging 
channels. While the data show Twitter’s centrality, they indicate 
platform bias that must be  acknowledged. Talkwalker generated 
“potential reach” metrics from cumulative follower counts of accounts 
producing the analyzed posts. This metric estimates message visibility 
but does not equal actual exposure, as it assumes all followers see each 
post. The 6.8  billion potential reach figure should be  interpreted 
cautiously, as it likely overestimates exposure.

Researchers then cleaned the 97 negative sentiment news 
manually through content analysis, considering topic relevance and 
removing duplicates. This resulted in 77 negative sentiment news, 
which were used to map issues in the MBG program implementation. 
The second stage analyzed social media sentiment. It involved mining 
conversation data from Twitter (98.36%), Facebook (1.37%), and 
YouTube (0.27%) through data-driven crawling. 138,301 posts related 
to “makan bergizi gratis” were found from January 6–12, 2025, with a 
potential reach of 6,849,135,364 people. Talkwalker tools then 
processed these conversations and performed sentiment analysis 
categorizing them as positive, neutral, or negative.

Several steps were taken to ensure accuracy and replicability: First, 
keyword standardization. Only posts and articles containing the exact 
phrase “makan bergizi gratis” were included, reducing noise from 
unrelated discussions. Second, manual validation. Negative-sentiment 
news items were cross-checked by two coders, while social media 
sentiment classifications were validated with random sampling. Third, 
documentation: All procedures—including search terms, time windows, 
and coding protocols—were documented to facilitate replication.

Several limitations must be noted. First, sentiment analysis categorizes 
text into positive, neutral, or negative polarity but may oversimplify 
nuanced expressions such as sarcasm or ambivalence, which are central 
to equivocal communication (Bavelas et al., 1993). Manual validation 
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partially addressed this, but equivocality cannot be  fully captured by 
polarity labels alone. Second, reliance on Talkwalker constrains 
transparency in algorithmic classification, as the proprietary model does 
not disclose training data or cultural adaptation for Indonesian language. 
Third, the platform distribution highlights over-reliance on Twitter, 
potentially overlooking important discourse occurring in offline or less-
accessible online spaces. These limitations do not invalidate the findings 
but frame them as indicative rather than exhaustive.

3 Results

The MBG program’s implementation was messy in the first week 
after kick-off, as evident in various news reports. A summary of 
Indonesian mass media news revealed several MBG problems during 
January 6–12, 2025. Using the Talkwalker website with the search 
keyword “makan bergizi gratis,” out of 4,041 news reports, 97 (2.4%) 
had negative sentiment. The 97 negative sentiment news items were 
cleaned by adjusting titles, considering relevance to MBG 
implementation and removing duplicates. This resulted in 77 negative 
sentiment news items for January 6–12, 2025. A list was created from 
these items, which were then read and analyzed. Subsequently, a 
typification of MBG implementation problems was conducted. The 
typology of these issues is as follows.

Figure 1 shows three types of problems in the implementation 
of the MBG program in the first week: planning, implementation, 
and monitoring. The results of the sentiment analysis show that in 
the planning problem, the MBG program does not have a mature 
plan. From the problems that arise in the field, there are several 
aspects that need to be  planned, namely rules or technical 
instructions, food and nutrition standards, human resources and 
distribution systems, and budgets. Even after 1 week of the MBG 
program kicking off, the budget and source values remain 
uncertain. For example, the initial implementation of the MBG 
program tended to be  rushed and unprepared (Ajeng and 
Aidil, 2025).

Due to lack of preparedness, many problems occur during 
executing. Consequently, MBG implementation has been postponed 

in several regions. Many beneficiary students disliked the MBG menu 
and considered it sad. For example, several provincial media outlets 
reported that MBG Implementation Postponed (Hendra, 2025). 
Furthermore, nutritional standards and food menus are unclear. This 
ambiguity makes it difficult to evaluate the MBG program’s effect on 
students’ nutritional fulfillment. An unclear division of roles can 
be  seen in monitoring problems. Some food items were found 
unsuitable for consumption due to staleness in some areas. 
Additionally, scams affecting victims have emerged. According to 
program monitoring results, based on news reports, the MBG 
program was in disarray (Panangian, 2025).

In addition to the above problems, excesses from MBG programs 
exist in the environmental and business sectors. MBG programs 
produce substantial waste and pollute the environment. Worse, the 
implementation of the MBG program in the region uses plastic 
packaging, potentially generating large plastic waste. Regarding 
business impact, the MBG program quieted canteen merchandize 
around schools. Traders in the canteen and nearby areas revealed this, 
complaining that the program decreased the number of students 
buying goods.

The messy implementation of MBG in the first week was 
illustrated through public opinion on social media. From the results 
of public sentiment on social media using Talkwalker from January to 
6–12, 2025, it was found that as many as 13.1% of people’s posts on 
social media had positive sentiments, and as many as 41.2% of people 
had negative sentiments toward the implementation of 
MBG. Meanwhile, as many as 45.7% of the posts had a neutral 
sentiment. These data indicate that more posts on social media have 
negative sentiments than positive ones, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 demonstrates that there was a significant level of negative 
sentiment at the onset of the MBG implementation, which surpassed 
the positive sentiment within the community. This phenomenon can 
be attributed to the public’s perception during the initial week, which 
did not align with the anticipated outcomes of the MBG 
implementation. The program was relatively novel in Indonesia and 
lacked meticulous preparation, while the target demographic for free 
meals was substantial, encompassing 82.9 million individuals, nearly 
equivalent to the total population of Germany.

FIGURE 1

Issues typology in the MBG program in the first week. Source: Sentiment Analysis Processing News from Mass Media.
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The findings of this study indicate that numerous challenges were 
encountered in the execution of the MBG program, contributing to 
the negative sentiment within the community. Consequently, the 
anticipated social impact of the MBG program may not be  fully 
realized, potentially hindering the development of Indonesian human 
resources and the welfare of rural communities (Sarjito, 2024). 
Ambiguity has emerged as a predominant issue on social media 
concerning the MBG program. Social media platforms play a crucial 
role in influencing the social order and sentiment of the community. 
The intrinsic nature of social media facilitates the swift dissemination 
of opinions, rendering it a potent tool for assessing public sentiment 
toward political agendas. Content shared by individuals on social 
media serves as a reflection of public sentiment (Groshek and 
Al-Rawi, 2013), and its reach exerts a social impact on society.

These patterns suggest that public sentiment leaned more negative 
than positive in the initial week, particularly due to the mismatch between 
expectations and the reality of large-scale rollout. However, it should 
be noted that the typology of problems was derived exclusively from 
negative news reports (n = 77). This analytical choice foregrounds 
implementation challenges but risks overemphasizing negative aspects 
while underrepresenting supportive or neutral perspectives. Positive news 
(n = 396) typically highlighted political commitment and potential long-
term benefits, whereas neutral items (n = 3,548) often relayed government 
press releases. The focus on negative reporting should therefore 
be interpreted as an intentional lens to map emerging issues rather than 
a comprehensive assessment of all sentiments.

4 Discussion

The early implementation of the Makan Bergizi Gratis (MBG) 
program demonstrates how unclear or inconsistent communication 
produces equivocality (Weick, 2020), manifested as uncertainty, 
complication, and ambiguity. However, empirical findings indicate 
that equivocality alone cannot fully explain the prevalence of negative 
sentiment. For example, while ambiguity regarding nutritional 
standards and per-portion budgets (IDR 10,000 in some provinces 
versus IDR 15,000  in Papua) clearly created confusion, the 41.2% 
negative sentiment on social media also reflected political contestation 
and economic discontent. Canteen vendors framed MBG as a threat 
to their livelihoods, while opposition narratives amplified logistical 
shortcomings as evidence of weak government capacity. This suggests 

that public discourse around MBG is shaped by an interaction of 
equivocal communication, political framing, and economic interests.

A more nuanced linkage between sentiment analysis and equivocality 
is therefore necessary. Equating negative sentiment directly with 
equivocality risks overgeneralization. Some negative expressions may 
reflect distrust in government credibility, ideological resistance, or 
dissatisfaction with economic impacts rather than confusion over 
information. Sentiment polarity should thus be treated as an indicative 
proxy of interpretive struggles, not a definitive measure of equivocality 
(Daft and Lengel, 1983; Gayo-Avello, 2013). Recognizing these limitations 
adds analytical sharpness and avoids oversimplification.

At the same time, the issue typology derived from 77 negative news 
reports—planning, implementation, and monitoring—corresponds with 
Weick’s argument that equivocality emerges when multiple stakeholders 
interpret a policy differently. For instance, divergent expectations over the 
inclusion of milk in the MBG package highlight how incomplete 
information fosters conflicting narratives. Yet, beyond organizational 
ambiguity, political communication processes also influenced perceptions. 
Media outlets with varying editorial lines amplified either supportive or 
critical voices, shaping selective sensemaking in the public sphere. This 
resonates with research on framing and agenda-setting, which shows how 
political actors and media bias influence public evaluations of policy 
(Entman, 1993; Paricio Esteban et al., 2020).

Weick’s three stages of organizing—enactment, selection, and 
retention (Griffin, 2019)—can be traced in MBG’s rollout. Enactment 
occurred when the public received conflicting signals about program 
content and budgets. Selection followed as individuals filtered information 
through personal experience, media framing, or political allegiance. 
Retention took place when certain narratives (e.g., “menus are 
inadequate,” “budgets are unclear”) dominated media cycles and social 
media conversations, reinforcing collective distrust. This empirical pattern 
both supports Weick’s framework and extends it by showing how political 
contestation accelerates the retention of negative narratives.

Importantly, the Indonesian case connects with international 
experiences of free school meal programs. In the United  States, 
negative feedback on the National School Lunch Program has 
prompted adjustments in menu design and nutrition standards 
(Cohen et  al., 2021). In the United  Kingdom, public debates on 
Universal Infant Free School Meals influenced funding priorities and 
peer acceptance strategies (Holford, 2015). These examples show how 
governments can use sentiment monitoring not only to evaluate 
policy acceptance but also to recalibrate implementation in response 
to public concerns. Positioning MBG within this global landscape 
enriches the analysis and highlights lessons for Indonesia.

Figure 3 shows that these three stages can create sensemaking 
(Dougherty and Smythe, 2004) for the community, both collective and 
collaborative sensemaking, so that the community not only 
understands the MBG program but also receives, interprets 
information, and even participates in supporting the MBG program. 
Sensemaking forms the basis of social actions. Sensemaking refers to 
meanings that materialize to create identity. Cultural narratives help 
actors make sense by providing them with a framework for 
understanding a program (Zanin et al., 2020). Collective perceptions 
of MBG programs can significantly influence the actions of a group, 
thereby mitigating ambiguous or negative narratives and reducing 
cynicism within the community (Vardaman et al., 2023).

Sensemaking Collective & Collaborative activities can encourage 
community participation in the planning, implementation, and 

FIGURE 2

Indonesian Netizens’ sentiment toward the MBG program in the first 
week. Source: Data Processing of Talkwalker Tools.
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monitoring processes with the aim of reducing problems in the 
planning, implementation, and monitoring of MBG programs. 
Community involvement in a democratic system is important in 
determining public policies that involve many actors. Moreover, 
Indonesia has varied sociocultural diversity, so the level of public 
policy acceptance varies from region to region. The public 
participation approach, based on local wisdom, is relevant and urgent 
for ensuring the success of the MBG program.

Sensemaking activities are integral to public communication, 
underscoring their significance in facilitating communities’ commitment 
to collective action based on shared understanding and principles (Shaw, 
2021). When community members actively engage in planning and 
decision-making processes, they tend to develop a more comprehensive 
understanding of the goals and objectives of initiatives, such as the MBG 
program, thereby enhancing program implementation and sustainability. 
Moreover, local knowledge and cultural context are pivotal in fostering 
the public acceptance of policies across various regions of Indonesia. 
Research indicates that the adoption of culturally relevant strategies is 
essential for ensuring effective public participation in policymaking 
(Blomkamp, 2021). By integrating local insights into program design, 
policymakers can increase the likelihood of public acceptance, thereby 
mitigating potential resistance to the program.

5 Conclusion

The implementation of MBG during its first week shows how 
ambiguous communication generates equivocality and contributes to 
negative public sentiment. This study demonstrates the value of 
applying Weick’s theory of equivocality beyond organizational 
contexts to large-scale public nutrition policy, extending the 
framework into social policy communication. The research links 
sentiment analysis with equivocal communication, showing how 
public responses to MBG reveal multiple conflicting interpretations 
of the policy. The study contributes to communication and policy 
literature by highlighting equivocality’s role in shaping public trust in 
government-led nutrition programs. Practically, the findings 
emphasize designing communication strategies that reduce 
equivocality in planning, implementation, and monitoring. Clear 
guidelines, transparent budget information, and participatory menu 

design are recommended to build credibility and community 
ownership. These steps can help transform negative perceptions into 
constructive engagement.

This study has limitations. Sentiment analysis captures polarity but 
cannot fully disentangle political, ideological, or economic factors behind 
negative sentiment. Twitter-dominant data may underrepresent 
discussions in other spaces. Future research should combine sentiment 
analysis with qualitative methods and explore comparative perspectives 
from other free school meal programs internationally. In conclusion, the 
MBG case shows that large-scale nutrition policies require logistical 
readiness and robust communication strategies to mitigate ambiguity and 
foster public trust. Strengthening collective sensemaking through 
culturally grounded communication is key to ensuring program 
sustainability and legitimacy.
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FIGURE 3

Information processing model in increasing public participation in MBG program. Source: Developed from Karl Weick’s equivocality theory.
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