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Background: Stunting is a global health issue deeply rooted in household sociocultural
factors. In extended families, grandmothers significantly influence or hinder successful
toddler feeding practices. Objectives: This article synthesizes the literature on how a
grandmother-led parenting culture affects feeding practices associated with stunting
risk. Methods: Following PRISMA guidelines, nine original research articles (2020-2025)
from PubMed, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar were analyzed using thematic analysis.
Results: Three major themes emerged: 1) grandmothers as primary family decision-

makers (identified in 3 studies); 2) traditional nutrition myths promoting early

complementary feeding (4 studies); and 3) fatalistic perceptions viewing stunting as a
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genetic trait (2 studies).Conclusions: Grandmothers’ cultural authority significantly

shapes feeding decisions and contributes to the risk of stunting the preservation of
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Introduction

Stunting remains a critical global health challenge, affecting approximately 150.2 million children under five
(23.2%) worldwide in 2024. The highest burden of stunting is still found in Sub-Saharan Africa and South
Asia, reflecting the strong influence of structural, social, and cultural factors on children's nutritional status!.
In Indonesia, despite a decline to 19.8% in 2024, the prevalence still exceeds the national target of 14% 2.

Extensive research has identified various direct determinants of this condition, including the impact of

maternal nutritional knowledge *%, inadequate intake of macronutrients such as protein and micronutrients
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such as zinc °, parenting practices, and poor environmental sanitation 7. However, the persistence of high
stunting rates suggests that improving these clinical and knowledge-based factors alone is insufficient. There
is a deeper, often invisible, layer of influence where nutritional decisions are heavily filtered through
prevailing sociocultural norms and traditional parenting beliefs 8-1°.

While many studies discuss the nutritional and medical causes of stunting, there is a critical research gap
regarding the role of grandmother-led parenting culture in shaping feeding behaviors 12, In many
communities, grandmothers act as the primary gatekeepers of traditional wisdom, often enforcing practices,
such as early complementary feeding, based on generational myths that contradict modern health principles
813, The novelty of this research lies in shifting the focus from a maternal-centric perspective to the
grandmother’s cultural authority as a primary determinant of nutritional outcomes. Therefore, the purpose
of this research is to analyze and synthesize the literature regarding the influence of grandmother-led

parenting culture on stunting-risk feeding practices interventions.

Materials and Methods

This study is a literature review conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. This design allows for a systematic synthesis of existing
research to identify patterns in how grandmother-led parenting culture influences toddler feeding practices.
A comprehensive literature search was performed across three electronic databases: PubMed, ScienceDirect,
and Google Scholar, for articles published between 2020 and 2025. The search utilized combinations of
English and Indonesian keywords, including "grandmother's role," "parenting culture," "feeding practices,"
and "stunting." Boolean operators (AND/OR) were applied to refine the search results.

To ensure the quality of the synthesis, specific criteria were established. The inclusion criteria were: (1)
original research articles utilizing qualitative or mixed-method designs; (2) studies focusing on grandmother
interactions in childcare and feeding; and (3) articles available in full-text. Studies were excluded if they were
editorials, short reports, or focused solely on clinical medical aspects without a sociocultural analysis of
family parenting factors.

The selected articles were analyzed thematically to identify and synthesize cultural patterns in feeding

practices. This narrative synthesis specifically focused on extracting themes related to parenting authority,
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traditional nutrition myths, and fatalistic perceptions of child growth. The following diagram 1 explains the

article selection process
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Diagram 1. Identification of studies via databases
Results

Table 1. Article Search Results

Author Research Design Research Method Results
(Year) Purposes Study
Subjects

Concha Explore the Longitudina Teen In-depth Grandmothers are

(2021) '+ factors that 1 Qualitative mothers, interview primary "buffers"
identify grandmother s controlling family
grandmothers as a S, and (prenatal economic  decisions
central resource in stakeholders &  post- and feeding practices.
nutrition in Colombia. partum).

programs.
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Abdelg
awad
(2023) 15

Aubel
(2021)

16

Fikadu
et al.
(2024)

17

Vinitch
agoon
et al
(2025)

18

Schneid
er et al.
(2024)

19

Fioresta
et al.
(2024)»

Understand  the
the experiences of
mothers with

stunted children

Analyzes the role
of grandmothers
as neglected
family resources
in global health

policy.

Exploring barriers
to proper child-
feeding practices

in rural areas.

Using Social
Cognitive Theory to
understand  the
perspective of
feeding stunted

toddlers.

Exploring the
social realities of
childcare in

remote villages.

Identify
grandmother
behavior in
feeding  stunted

toddlers.

Qualitative
(Thesis)

Research &
Theory
Analysis

Qualitative

Phenomeno

logy

Qualitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

Phenomeno

logy

Mother of a
stunted child
in two

communities

in Egypt.

Global health
policy  data
and case

studies.

Caregivers
(mothers/gra
ndmothers)

in Ethiopia.

Female
caregivers
(mothers/gra
ndmothers)
of  stunted
toddlers in
Thailand.

Mothers,
fathers,
grandmother
s, and village
leaders in

Uganda.

Grandmother
sin the Dayak
community

(Indonesia).

In-depth
interview

S.

A critical
review of
health
interventi
on

models.

In-depth
interview
S and
group
discussio
ns
(FGDs).

In-depth
interview
S and
FGDs.

Interview
s, FGDs,
and direct
observati

ons.

In-depth
interview

S.

Sociocultural pressure
from  grandmothers
triggered early
complementary

feeding, inhibiting

optimal nutrition

Grandmother's social
influence is stronger
than that of health
workers; ignoring

them is a major policy

obstacle.
Myths that ‘"breast
milk is insufficient"

lead grandmothers to

provide supplemental

food immediately
after birth.

Tradition is
prioritized over

nutritional standards;
children are
considered healthy if

they are active.

Grandmothers serve

as "custodians of

traditions,"
dominating the
domestic food
hierarchy.
Grandmothers

consider stunting as a
genetic factor and give

early solid food (rice)
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because they feel sorry

when the baby cries.

Heriaw Providing a new Qualitative Families with In-depth The "Ntino Ngasuh
an et al. perspective  on stunted interview Cucung" culture gives
(2021) stunting children S. full  authority to
2 prevention from (Kerinci, grandmothers for
the side of caring Indonesia). traditional parenting.

for large families.

Amiru Explore the Qualitative Mothers with ~ In-depth Older generations
ddin et  stunting nutrition = Phenomeno stunted interview influence high
al. phenomena  in  logy babies (Aceh  s. practices of pre-lacteal
(2021) 2 health center Jaya, feeding and early
areas. Indonesia) complementary foods.

Discussion

Based on the results of the analysis of 9 primary research articles, three main themes were found that underlie
the influence of grandmother parenting culture on the incidence of stunting in toddlers.

1. Decision-Making Dominance and Household Hierarchy

The findings demonstrate that grandmothers are not merely secondary caregivers but occupy dominant
positions within household hierarchies regarding childcare decisions. In Colombia, grandmothers function
as central scaffolding figures who influence household resource allocation and infant feeding practices .
Similarly, in Jambi, Indonesia, the cultural construct of "Ntino Ngasuh Cucung" (grandmother raising
grandchildren) positions grandmothers as primary authority holders over grandchildren ?'. In Thailand,

mothers frequently defer to grandparents to maintain family harmony within hierarchical family systems 5.

These findings are consistent with evidence showing that the presence of grandmothers in extended
households significantly influences maternal compliance with exclusive breastfeeding due to hierarchical
pressure. In collectivist family systems, authority is closely linked to seniority and lived experience,
reinforcing the legitimacy of grandmother decision-making ?*?%. This dynamic creates a “gatekeeper effect,”

where modern nutritional recommendations cannot be implemented without grandmother approval.
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Therefore, stunting prevention strategies that focus solely on maternal knowledge may overlook intra-
household power structures that shape feeding behavior.

2. Persistence of Nutritional Myths and Early Complementary Feeding Practices

Across Egypt, Ethiopia, Uganda, and Indonesia, a recurring belief is that breast milk alone is insufficient to
satisfy infants 151718, This perception encourages pre-lacteal feeding practices such as honey in Aceh 2 and
the early introduction of bananas or rice in Kalimantan and Dayak communities 2. Aubel (2021) emphasizes
that grandmothers maintain ini practices because they are perceived as culturally validated and historically
successful caregiving traditions '°

Supporting studies indicate that infant crying is commonly interpreted as hunger that must be immediately
addressed with solid foods, regardless of age recommendations %. These practices often stem from
benevolent intentions to ensure infant comfort, a phenomenon described as the “tradition of pity.” However,
insufficient understanding of breastfeeding adequacy and early complementary feeding risks 2, as well as
documented associations between early MP-ASI and stunting %, contribute to sustained inappropriate
feeding behaviors. Thus, stunting in these contexts is not solely driven by economic deprivation but also by
culturally embedded explanatory models of infant feeding that diverge from biomedical recommendations.
3. Genetic and Fatalistic Perceptions of Stunting

Another critical finding is the fatalistic perception that short stature is hereditary or predetermined. In Dayak
communities, height is frequently interpreted as a genetic trait . In Thailand, stunting status may be
disregarded as long as the child appears active and healthy 8. Similar normalization patterns have been
reported in extended family contexts where short stature is considered a common family characteristic 2.
Research in Medan and among indigenous Baduy communities demonstrates that genetic attribution often
functions as a sociocultural coping mechanism to reduce stigma associated with malnutrition °%. By framing
stunting as destiny or hereditary, families protect themselves from social blame. However, this perception
weakens problem recognition and reduces participation in early detection and intervention programs. While
genetic factors influence height potential, environmental determinants —including nutrition and caregiving
practices—remain decisive in preventing stunting. When short stature becomes culturally normalized, the
motivation to engage in growth monitoring and supplementary feeding programs decreases significantly.

Practical Implications
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This study suggests that family-centered nutrition programs must move beyond maternal-centric education
and actively involve grandmothers as primary cultural influencers. Health interventions should be tailored
to address specific generational myths and empower grandmothers as "agents of change" rather than viewing
them as obstacles to progress.

Research Limitations

The main limitation is that the included studies are predominantly qualitative and context-specific, which
may limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, reliance on self-reported data may introduce

social desirability bias regarding feeding practices.

Conclusions

Grandmother-led parenting culture is a critical sociocultural determinant of stunting-risk feeding practices.
Grandmothers function as household "gatekeepers" through dominant decision-making authority, the
perpetuation of nutritional myths, and the normalization of stunting as a fatalistic condition. Therefore,
stunting prevention strategies must shift from maternal-centric models to inclusive family-based

interventions that actively integrate grandmothers as primary targets for nutrition education.
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