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Abstract

The problem of malnutrition in children under five in rural areas remains a complex public health
challenge, influenced by low nutritional literacy, limited health infrastructure, family economic
conditions, and suboptimal government intervention. This study used a qualitative literature review
method, with purposive sampling of national journal articles and health institution reports over the
past five years. Content analysis was conducted to identify strategies for nutrition education,
utilization of local foods, community-based approaches, and multi-sector synergy. The results of
the study indicate that nutrition education for mothers of toddlers plays a key role in improving
understanding and practice of breastfeeding and complementary feeding. In addition,
strengthening integrated health posts, empowering family economies, and utilizing local foods
such as sweet potatoes and moringa leaves increase nutritional resilience. Participatory
intervention strategies—involving cadres, local figures, and ongoing monitoring mechanisms—
show higher effectiveness than top-down models. Cross-sector collaboration strengthens program
implementation and ensures sustainability. Overall, the best strategies to overcome malnutrition
are holistic, contextual, and sustainable. This study recommends strengthening community-based
approaches, routine monitoring at the village level, and policies that support integration between
nutrition education, local foods, and family economic empowerment.
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Introduction

The problem of malnutrition in toddlers is still a serious challenge in various rural areas in
Indonesia. National data shows that the prevalence of stunting, wasting, and underweight is more
common in rural areas than in urban areas. This condition is triggered by various factors, such as
poverty, limited access to health services, and minimal availability of nutritious food. The impact
is very significant on the physical and cognitive development of children, which ultimately affects
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the quality of human resources in the future. Therefore, structured mitigation efforts are needed
that are based on social realities in the field.

One of the main factors that worsens the condition of malnutrition in rural areas is the low
nutritional literacy among parents, especially mothers. Inappropriate parenting patterns, such as
the provision of inappropriate complementary foods (MP-ASI) or delays in introducing nutritious
foods, are the main causes of malnutrition in toddlers. In addition, traditional practices or local
myths about food are often not in line with the principles of balanced nutrition. In this situation,
effective nutrition education and counseling are needed to build awareness and change behavior,
but unfortunately it is still limited in remote areas.

Government intervention has actually been carried out through various programs such as
integrated health posts (posyandu), supplementary feeding (PMT), and the First 1000 Days of Life
campaign. However, the implementation of these programs has not fully reached rural
communities evenly. Limited infrastructure, minimal health workers, and a weak monitoring
system make the effectiveness of the program less than optimal. Often policies are designed top-
down without considering real conditions at the village level, so the approach is not contextual and
does not build active community participation.

Given the complexity of the problem, a qualitative approach is important to deeply understand the
experiences, perceptions, and challenges faced by communities in overcoming malnutrition. This
approach allows for the exploration of contextual information that includes local social, cultural,
and economic aspects. By exploring local wisdom and making the community part of the solution,
the resulting strategy will be more relevant, participatory, and sustainable. A qualitative study
review is expected to provide real contributions in developing appropriate malnutrition prevention
strategies in rural areas.

Research methods

This study uses a qualitative approach with a literature review method as the basis for data
collection and analysis. Literature review was chosen because it allows researchers to collect,
analyze, and synthesize various previous research results, government policies, and reports from
related institutions regarding the management of malnutrition in toddlers in rural areas. The main
focus of this study is to identify strategies that have been implemented, analyze the effectiveness
of the approaches used, and explore local wisdom-based practices that support efforts to improve
child nutrition.
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The data sources in this study were obtained from accredited scientific journal articles, academic
books, reports from national and international institutions such as the Ministry of Health, WHO,
UNICEF, and policy documents related to toddler nutrition programs in Indonesia in the last five
years. The researcher used a purposive sampling technique in selecting relevant literature, namely
those that directly discuss malnutrition control strategies, rural nutrition practices, and community -
based approaches.

Data analysis was conducted using content analysis techniques, by systematically reviewing
themes that emerged from the literature reviewed. These themes were then categorized based on
the type of intervention (educational, policy, community-based), effectiveness of implementation,
and barriers and challenges faced in the context of rural areas. All findings were compared to gain
a comprehensive understanding of the most relevant, adaptive, and sustainable strategies in
addressing malnutrition in toddlers.

With this approach, it is expected that the research can provide conceptual contributions to the
development of malnutrition control strategies that are more contextual and oriented to the needs
of rural communities. The results of this study are also expected to be a reference for policy makers,
health workers, and academics in designing more effective and sustainable nutritional
interventions.

Results and Discussion

The problem of malnutrition in toddlers in rural areas is a public health issue that still requires
serious attention. Based on the results of literature searches, the prevalence of malnutrition is
higher in rural areas compared to urban areas, mainly due to poverty, limited access to health
services, and low public awareness of a balanced diet. This condition shows that improving
nutritional status cannot only be resolved through a medical approach alone, but also requires more
comprehensive and contextual social intervention.

One of the main strategies discussed in various studies is improving nutrition education for
mothers of toddlers. Nutrition literacy is an important factor in determining the food intake given
to children. Studies show that mothers with low levels of education tend to have less understanding
of toddlers' nutritional needs, including the importance of exclusive breastfeeding, timely
introduction of complementary foods, and a variety of nutritious foods. Therefore, community-
based educational interventions are a strategic step in building collective awareness in rural areas.

However, the literature also reveals that education alone is not enough if it is not accompanied by
adequate infrastructure and health service system support. In many rural areas, the availability of
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health facilities such as assistant health centers or integrated health posts is still limited, so that
monitoring of toddler growth and development and providing additional food is not optimal. This
challenge is exacerbated by the shortage of health workers, especially nutritionists who play a role
in assisting families in toddler feeding practices.

Several studies have highlighted the importance of collaboration between government and
communities in building adaptive nutrition intervention models. Programs such as the Nutrition
Alert Village and the First Thousand Days of Life Movement have made positive contributions,
but their success is highly dependent on the active participation of local communities. Literature
studies have shown that programs involving Posyandu cadres, community leaders, and PKK
mothers are more successful in encouraging changes in nutrition behavior than a one-way approach
from the government.

In addition, the local wisdom-based approach has proven to be an effective and sustainable strategy.
Several studies have found that the use of local food ingredients that are rich in nutrients can be
an alternative solution to overcome dependence on food aid. For example, the use of moringa
leaves, sweet potatoes, and freshwater fish that are easily found in the village can be processed
into highly nutritious MP-ASI. The integration of nutrition education and local eating culture
makes interventions more easily accepted and practiced by the community.

Another challenge that is often raised in the literature is the problem of family economy.
Malnutrition is often rooted in the inability of families to meet basic needs. Therefore, strategies
to address nutrition must also include an economic empowerment approach, such as training for
small food-based businesses, conditional cash transfer programs, and access to family nutrition
gardens. This approach not only helps meet the need for nutritious food, but also strengthens family
resilience to food crises.

In the policy context, much of the literature emphasizes the need for cross-sector synergy. Nutrition
issues are not only the responsibility of the health sector, but are also closely related to the
education, agriculture, social, and village development sectors. A coordinated multi-sector strategy
can strengthen the impact of interventions and avoid program overlap. The involvement of local
governments is essential to ensure that national programs can be adapted and implemented
according to local conditions.

The qualitative approach in this literature study also shows that program monitoring and evaluation
are important factors in the sustainability of nutrition interventions. Many nutrition programs stop
after the pilot project phase or after the assistance is completed, because there is no ongoing
reporting mechanism. Therefore, it is necessary to build a community-based child nutrition
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development tracking system, which can be monitored periodically by cadres and village health
workers.

Overall, this literature study confirms that strategies to overcome malnutrition in rural areas require
a holistic, participatory, and contextual approach. Successful interventions are those that not only
focus on providing additional food, but also pay attention to local socio-cultural, economic, and
institutional factors. Through strengthening community capacity, ongoing education, and synergy
between sectors, it is hoped that the number of malnutrition in toddlers can be reduced significantly
and sustainably.

Conclusion

Malnutrition in children under five in rural areas is a complex problem influenced by various
factors, including low nutritional literacy, limited health infrastructure, family economic
conditions, and suboptimal implementation of government programs. Literature studies show that
effective mitigation efforts must be holistic and contextual, taking into account the socio-cultural
characteristics of the local community. Nutrition education for parents, especially mothers, is an
important component that must be integrated into every intervention strategy. In addition,
approaches based on local wisdom and the use of local food have been shown to support
sustainable balanced nutrition practices. The participation of the community, health cadres, and
local figures also greatly influences the success of the program, especially if implemented through
coordinated cross-sector collaboration. Therefore, strategies to overcome malnutrition need to
prioritize community participation, strengthening village institutions, and continuous evaluation
so that the interventions carried out truly have a long-term impact on improving the nutritional
status of children under five in rural areas.
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