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Abstract: Stunting is a serious nutritional problem faced by almost all developing 
countries, including Indonesia. Exclusive breastfeeding is one of the factors that 
influence the incidence of stunting. Infants who do not receive exclusive 
breastfeeding are more likely to experience stunting, which will cause children to 
become easily ill, and it is feared that later it will cause impaired productivity after 
adulthood. This article review aims to understand more about the relationship 
between exclusive breastfeeding and stunting. The search for scientific articles 
was conducted through electronic databases such as Science Direct, Scopus and 
PubMed and 4 articles published in the last 5 years (2018-2013) were selected. The 
study results from the 4 articles on average informed that exclusive breastfeeding 
is associated with stunting. In the reviewed articles, mothers who received 
nutrition counseling may be effective in reducing childhood stunting 
accompanied by improved feeding practices. To overcome this nutritional 
problem, the Indonesian government created a program called Keluarga Sadar 
Gizi (Kadarzi) and Puskesmas is one of the institutions that plays an important 
role in accelerating efforts to reduce stunting. This study concluded that there is 
an association between exclusive breastfeeding and stunting. 
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Introduction  
 

Breast milk is the ideal nutrition for infants because 
it contains nutrients that best suit the needs of infants 
and contains a set of protective substances against 
various diseases (Pratama, 2021). Exclusive 
breastfeeding is when a baby is only given breast milk 
for 6 months without any additional food (Rahman et al., 
2020). During that time the baby does not get additional 
fluids such as formula milk, orange water, tea water, 
honey, water and is not given additional food such as 
bananas, biscuits, milk porridge, rice team porridge, and 
so on (L. M. B. Ginting & Besral, 2020). Breastfeeding has 
also been recognized as the optimal method for ensuring 
nutrition in infants (Ireland et al., 2015; Kanhadilok & 
McGrath, 2015).  

Infants aged 0-6 months according to World Health 
Organization (WHO) recommendations only need 
breast milk without any liquid or solid food, which is 

called exclusive breastfeeding (Amalia & Windari, 2023; 
Fitri et al., 2014). The affirmation of exclusive 
breastfeeding is also regulated in Government 
Regulation No. 33/2012 Article 6 which reads "Every 
mother who gives birth must provide exclusive 
breastfeeding to the baby she gives birth to" (Fitri et al., 
2014).  

Basically, breastfeeding has a huge impact on the 
growth and development of babies aged 0-6 months, so 
babies who do not get enough breast milk will 
experience growth and development disorders, one of 
which is stunting (Ruaida, 2018). Meanwhile, babies who 
are not exclusively breastfed have a higher potential for 
stunting, because exclusive breastfeeding is one of the 
protective factors against stunting in infants (Pratama, 
2021). Child stunting is a public health problem in many 
low- and middle-income countries, as stunting is 
associated with short- and long-term negative effects on 
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children's cognitive development, physical health, and 
school outcomes (Faye et al., 2019). 

Stunting is a serious nutritional problem that can 
jeopardize the future of children in the world, including 
in Indonesia. Although it has decreased to 24.4% in 2021, 
the stunting prevalence rate in Indonesia still exceeds the 
WHO recommendation of 20%. The Coordinating 
Ministry for Human Development and Culture of the 
Republic of Indonesia revealed that the government has 
set the problem of stunting as a national priority issue in 
the 2020-2024 National Medium-Term Development 
Plan (RPJMN) with a target of reducing it from 24.4% to 
14% by 2024 (Priatmadani et al., 2021). 

Malnutrition during childhood is one of the major 
problems in most developing countries and is the direct 
or latent cause of death for most recorded child deaths. 
Children's immune systems are still forming so 
malnutrition exacerbates the impact of other diseases 
such as malaria, anemia and diarrhea that are common 
in most resource-poor countries (Gayawan & Augustine, 
2023). 

Stunting is a growth delay in children under five 
years old as a result of chronic malnutrition that makes 
children appear short for their age. The problem of 
stunting in toddlers will have an impact on 
vulnerability. Endurance, impaired cognitive 
development, mental development, motor power, and 
can result in death (Ummah & Mediani, 2023; Yahya & 
Hanum, 2023). 

In addition, stunting is also defined as a condition 
of growth failure due to chronic malnutrition and 
psychosocial stimuli as well as exposure to repeated 
infections in the first 1000 days of life from the fetus to 
the age of 2 years (Rahayu et al., 2023; Surani & 
Susilowati, 2020). The first thousand days of life (1000 
HPK), namely 270 days in pregnancy and 730 days in the 
baby's first life, are very important because the things 
that are caused are permanent and cannot be repaired. 
Pregnant women and toddlers who pay less attention to 
their food intake will have an impact on nutritional 
problems or nutritional status which will then affect 
their development in the future (Hijrawati et al., 2021). 

To overcome these nutritional problems since 2010 
internationally known as the Sun Movement (Scaling Up 
Nutrition) and in Indonesia this effort developed into a 
National Movement for nutrition awareness to 
accelerate nutritional improvement in the first 1000 days 
of life (1000 HPK Movement). One of the indicators of 
assessing the achievement of nutritional interventions is 
the protection of protein adequacy in breastfeeding 
mothers and the protection of children under two years 
of breastfeeding (Hijrawati et al., 2021). 

Based on the description of the problem above, the 
purpose of this study is to review the latest literature on 

the extent of the relationship between exclusive 
breastfeeding and stunting. 
 

Method  
 

This literature review study uses a qualitative 
approach model that reviews the relationship between 
exclusive breastfeeding and stunting. The reference 
search was conducted in October-November 2023, 
through several types of electronic databases, namely 
Sience Direct, Scopus, and PubMed. The keywords used 
in this article search are terms obtained from MeSH. 
Then, the keywords for searching articles in the data 
base have been obtained, namely: "Mother-Infant" OR 
"Mother Child" AND "Exclusive Breastfeeding" OR 
"Breastfeeding, Exclusive" OR "Exclusive Breast 
Feeding" AND "Stunting" OR "Growth Disorders". A 
flowchart of the article selection process is shown in 
Figure 1. 

There were 714 articles with these keywords in the 
last 5 years (2018 - 2023) by sorting the types of Meta-
analysis, Review and Systematic Review articles. 
Furthermore, screening was carried out on articles that 
were not relevant to the topic of this review and were not 
available in full text, 29 articles fell into this criterion. 
Then from these articles there were 685 articles that were 
not related to the relationship between exclusive 
breastfeeding and stunting, resulting in 4 articles 
selected in this review. It shown in Figure 1. 

  

Result and Discussion 
 

In table 1, the average informs that there is an 
association between exclusive breastfeeding and 
stunting. In the reviewed articles, mothers who. received 
nutrition counseling may be effective in reducing 
childhood stunting accompanied by improved feeding 
practices. 

Toddlers are a group that is vulnerable to 
malnutrition (Amalo & Davidz, 2023). In anticipating 
these nutritional problems, it can be done by fulfilling 
balanced nutrition at 1000 HPK, which is very important 
for children, one of which is through exclusive 
breastfeeding (Darus, 2023). Breast milk is the best food 
for babies because it contains nutrients that are in 
accordance with the needs of babies (Pratama, 2021). The 
Lancet Breastfeeding 2016 states that breastfeeding can 
reduce infant mortality due to infection by 88%, besides 
that breastfeeding also contributes to reducing the risk 
of stunting in later life (Sitompul et al., 2023). The 
selected articles were reviewed and are presented in 
Table 1. 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the article selection process 

 
Table 1. Summary of Articles that Meet the Research Objectives 
Title Researcher Results 

Poor breastfeeding, complementary feeding 
and dietary diversity in children and their 
relationship with stunting in rural 
communities; [Pobre lactancia materna, 
alimentación complementaria y diversidad 
de la dieta, y su relación con la baja talla en 
comunidades rurales] 
 

(Zaragoza-Cortes et 
al., 2018) 

A quantitative study using the 24-hour recall method 
with 189 pairs of mothers and children as respondents 

found that children who were not exclusively breastfed 
were almost twice as stunted as children who were 

breastfed. 

Maternal nutrition counselling is associated 
with reduced stunting prevalence and 
improved feeding practices in early 
childhood: A post-program comparison 
study 

(Mistry et al., 2019) A quantitative cross-sectional study with 3,009 mother-
child pairs from two countries as respondents found that 

nutrition counseling for mothers may be effective in 
reducing childhood stunting accompanied by improved 

optimal feeding practices in children under 5 years of 
age. 

Young maternal age is a risk factor for child 
undernutrition in Tamale Metropolis, Ghana 

(Wemakor et al., 
2018) 

A quantitative study with a case control approach on 300 
pairs of mothers and children as respondents, it was 

found that children of adolescent mothers were 8 times 
more likely to be stunted, 3 times more likely to be 

wasted, and 13 times more likely to be underweight than 
children of mature mothers. 

Social, biological, and programmatic factors 
linking adolescent pregnancy and early 
childhood undernutrition: a path analysis of 
India's 2016 National Family and Health 
Survey 
 

(Nguyen et al., 2019) Using secondary data from India's 2016 National Family 
and Health Survey, this quantitative study found that 

teenage pregnancy was associated with child 
malnutrition due to poor complementary feeding 

practices. 
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However, the coverage of exclusive breastfeeding 
has not yet reached the national target set by the 
Ministry of Health (Kemenkes) of the Republic of 
Indonesia, which is 80%. Based on data from the 
Indonesian health profile, exclusive breastfeeding 
coverage in 2018 was 68.74%, while in 2019 exclusive 
breastfeeding coverage decreased to 67.74% (Vonny 
Khresna Dewi, Tut Barkinah, 2023). 

One of the impacts if babies do not get exclusive 
breastfeeding is insufficient nutrition which will have an 
impact on the growth and development of children. This 
is often referred to as stunting (Darus, 2023). Stunting is 
associated with exclusive breastfeeding and early 
complementary feeding, (Amalo & Davidz, 2023). In 
addition, stunting can also affect brain growth and 
development (Rahayu et al., 2023). 

Breast milk has a nutritional composition that 
matches the nutritional needs of children and is believed 
to have a positive influence on the growth and 
development of babies. Therefore, proper breastfeeding 
practices are the most effective way to fulfill nutritional 
adequacy in children. The practice of exclusive 
breastfeeding is effective in preventing stunting in 
children from poor families because based on research 
the percentage of stunting in children who are fully 
breastfed is lower than children who are not fully 
breastfed for 0-24 months (Sirajuddin et al., 2020). 

In accordance with research conducted by 
Zaragoza-Cortes et al (2018), he stated that children who 
do not get exclusive breastfeeding can experience 
stunting almost twice as much as children who get breast 
milk. The importance of exclusive breastfeeding can 
increase endurance and form antibodies in children 
because breast milk is the best nutrition for babies 
(Santoso et al., 2023). Infants who are not exclusively 
breastfed are more likely to experience stunting, which 
will cause the child to become easily ill, and it is feared 
that it will cause impaired productivity after adulthood 
(Parellangi et al., 2023). In addition, breastfed children 
have better intelligence test results, have a lower risk of 
obesity, and in adulthood are less likely to develop 
diabetes (Santoso et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, undernutrition has both short-term 
and long-term health impacts on children and can 
adversely affect economic productivity by causing 
serious consequences on adult life in terms of physical 
growth, work capacity, reproductive performance and 
risk of chronic diseases (Danso et al., 2023). It can also 
affect children's susceptibility to disease (Degarege et al., 
2015). Therefore, appropriate nutrition is required 
during childhood to ensure optimal growth, proper 
organ development and function, a strong immune 
system and cognitive development in children (Darsene 
et al., 2017). 

Research conducted by Wemakor et al (2018) found 
that children of adolescent mothers were 8 times more 
likely to be stunted, 3 times more likely to be wasted, and 
13 times more likely to be underweight than children of 
adult mothers. Adolescent mothers also have a limited 
role in the infant feeding decision-making process. 
Therefore, support influences breastfeeding practices 
and it is important for health workers to ensure that 
infant feeding knowledge is shared with the mother's 
family where infant feeding choices are made. This will 
increase support for adolescent mothers, and may also 
have a positive impact on child nutritional status (Jama 
et al., 2018; Nhampoca & Maritz, 2022). 

Furthermore, the nutritional status of infants born 
to adolescent mothers may be less optimal than that of 
infants born to older mothers. Therefore, exclusive 
breastfeeding practices must be balanced so that infants 
can optimally meet their nutritional needs through 
breast milk. However, inappropriate feeding practices 
by teenage mothers are still common. This is due to a 
lack of knowledge about how infant feeding decisions 
are made by teenage mothers, especially in resource-
limited environments, which is one of the contributing 
factors (Jama et al., 2018). 

Young mothers are associated with an increased 
risk of preterm birth and intrauterine growth restriction, 
infant mortality and child malnutrition. Children of 
teenage mothers have a 20-30% increased risk of low 
birth weight and preterm birth. These findings are 
consistent with a large body of evidence showing that 
teenage motherhood adversely affects newborns (Fall et 
al., 2015). 

Meanwhile, maternal education also affects 
stunting, as does family income. Integrated and 
multisectoral programs are needed to increase family 
income, maternal education, maternal nutrition 
knowledge and exclusive breastfeeding to reduce the 
incidence of stunting (Amalo & Davidz, 2023). 
Therefore, efforts are needed to improve the knowledge 
of every prospective mother by providing education on 
nutritional needs for pregnant women so as to prevent 
LBW and short body length and postpartum education 
for exclusive breastfeeding (Syakur et al., 2023). 

Good nutrition knowledge of mothers or caregivers 
protects children from events that cause low weight-for-
age and low height-for-age (Region et al., 2022). While 
the results of a study conducted by Region et al., (2022) 
stated that there was no relationship between maternal 
nutritional knowledge and the nutritional status of 
toddlers even though wasting showed a decreasing 
pattern as nutritional knowledge increased. He also 
stated that based on the results of his study underweight 
was significantly higher in children whose mothers or 
caregivers were farmers, therefore proper nutrition 
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education with a focus on infant and young child feeding 
practices should be promoted during antenatal care and 
child welfare clinics. In addition, she also mentioned that 
family planning services targeted specifically at 
adolescent girls should be conducted to prevent teenage 
pregnancy as malnutrition is more likely to occur in 
children born to teenage mothers. 

The Community Health Center or commonly called 
Puskesmas is one of the institutions that plays an 
important role in accelerating efforts to reduce stunting.  
In accelerating the reduction of stunting, there are 
several obstacles including limited staff resources and 
concurrent positions, availability and suitability of 
anthropometric tools, lack of coordination in planning 
activities between management and program officers, 
family fear of negative stigma associated with stunting, 
and low community participation (Ginting et al., 2024).  

The Indonesian government created a program to 
address the problem of malnutrition called Family 
Nutrition Awareness (KADARZI). Indicators to assess 
KADARZI status are weighing, eating a diverse diet, 
breastfeeding, using iodized salt, taking vitamin A. 
Infants are weighed monthly to monitor their growth 
and development. Infants are weighed every month to 
monitor their growth and development. Toddlers aged 1 
to 5 years are weighed every month at Posyandu 
(Rosalina et al., 2023). 

 

Conclusion  
 

This study concluded that exclusive breastfeeding 
is closely related to stunting. Infants who are not 
exclusively breastfed are more likely to be stunted. 
Meanwhile, children of young mothers or teenage 
mothers are more likely to experience nutritional 
problems due to the lack of knowledge and readiness of 
the mother to care for the child. In addition, young 
mothers are considered not yet able to be independent 
because they are economically unstable, so they are not 
involved in making decisions to care for their babies, 
which has an impact on the termination of exclusive 
breastfeeding and early PM-ASI which can cause 
stunting. 
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