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Diets have been in the headlines



Sustainability has had a 
long, tangled history 

with diets



Many global reports discuss diets & sustainability issues



Contextualizing 
Global Definitions 

Those diets with low environmental impacts, 
which contribute to food and nutrition security 
and to healthy life for present and future 
generations. Sustainable diets are protective 
and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, 
culturally acceptable, accessible, economically 
fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe 
and healthy; while optimizing natural and 
human resources.

-- FAO and Bioversity 2011



Turning this definition into a feasible reality 
is a challenge for many LMIC countries
• Policymakers are dealing with 

massive inequities, and have to 
prioritize and evaluate trade-
offs

• Consumers have to determine 
what is practical, convenient, 
affordable and at the same 
time, what fulfills their own 
demands and desires

• Private sector has to answer to 
that demand and ensure there is 
a market



1. Many diets consumed in LMIC setting are 
sustainable, at the moment…
• “Eat Food. Not too much. Mostly Plants.”  Michael Pollan

• In the high- and middle-income countries and among urban populations in all 
income countries, meat consumption is rising (exceptions).  

• Whereas, in many low-income countries, populations cannot access or afford 
animal source foods and these are of critical importance to growth, 
development and wellbeing. Insects are common, plant-based diets are 
common.

• Those most vulnerable and in low income countries will suffer the most from 
high-income country decisions regarding the environment, natural resource 
depletion and climate change.



Global dietary patterns among men and women in 187 countries in 2010

Imamura et al Lancet Glob Health 2015; 3: e132–42

sub-Saharan Africa has a healthier diet?
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Source: Ranganathan, J. et al. 2016. “Shifting Diets for a Sustainable Food Future.” Working Paper, Installment 11 of Creating a Sustainable Food Future. 
Washington, DC: World Resources Institute. Accessible at http://www.worldresourcesreport.org

http://www.worldresourcesreport.org/
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Source: UNICEF global databases, 2017, based on MICS, DHS, and other nationally representative surveys



Dewey and Vitta A&T Technical Brief Issue 7, November 2013



Urbanization, globalization, economic growth, technological changes for work, leisure, 
and food processing, mass media growth

Source: Popkin and Drewnowski 1993; Crino et al 2016; Revised Fanzo et al 2017

Pattern 1
Hunter gatherer 
societies (rare)

• Wild plants and 
animals – low total calories 

• Low in processed foods
• Consume mainly water or tea
• Labor intensive

Pattern 3
Receding famine,
smallholder, rural

• Starchy — low variety, 
low fat, high fiber

• Increased processed, packaged
foods – high fat, sodium, sugar

• Water, tea, caloric beverages,
and alcohol

• Labor-intensive

• Increased fat, sugar
• Increased processed, packaged 

foods — high fat, sodium, sugar
• Caloric beverages and alcohol
• Shift in technology, less labor-

intensive work and leisure

Pattern 4
Modernized, rural, 

and more peri-urban, 
urban societies

• Reduced highly processed foods 
— lower trans fat, sodium, sugar

• Increased  fruit and vegetables
— high fiber

• Increase water, reduced 
caloric beverages except  alcohol

• Still less labor-intensive work but 
increased physical activity for exercise

Pattern 5
Educated, mainly 

urban

• Cereals – high 
carbohydrates

• Minimal processed foods
• Consume mainly water, 

tea, and alcohol
• Labor intensive 

Pattern 2
Famine-prone

regions and societies

Low fertility,
Low life expectancy

Lean and robust, 
High infectious disease

burden 

Slow stunting decline,
Slow mortality decline

Stunting,
Maternal and child
Health deficiencies

and MNDs

Increased life 
expectancy but increased 

disability and NCDs

Obesity emerges,
Diet-related NCDs

Extended lifespan,
Reduced mortality due to NCDs

Reduced obesity,
Reduced diet-related NCDs

High fertility,
high MCH mortality,
low life expectancy

Stunting and wasting,
Maternal and child 
health deficiencies

2. But rapid transitions & shifting diets are underway





And there is a growing demand for meat

Source: Ranganathan, J. et al. 2016. “Shifting Diets for a Sustainable Food Future.” Working Paper, Installment 11 of Creating a Sustainable 
Food Future. Washington, DC: World Resources Institute. Accessible at http://www.worldresourcesreport.org



3. Disjointed Policies

Are dietary guidelines thinking about sustainability? Is our food supply able to provide the necessary diversity?

Sources: Wiggins and Keats 2013 ODI Dietary Shifts Report; Khoury et al 2014 PNAS



4. Policymakers constantly deal with trade-offs

Promotion of Mediterranean diet & olive oil for heart health
Increased use of significant amounts of water

Promotion of grass fed beef, potential omega 3 benefits
Increased methane gas production

Promotion of palm oil as replacement for trans fats
Increased deforestation and loss of biodiversity



Trade Policies Matter

Source: Woods, Smith Fanzo, Remans and DeFries, Nature Sustainability 2018

Change in number of people who could be nourished without trade. 



What are the evidence gaps?

• Better characterize key determinants for a sustainable diet and how these 
determinants can be measured in a spatio-temporal way, perhaps using a 
suite of indicators and a consolidated index.

• Guidance on what a sustainable diet would mean economically, for all 
food value chain actors in the LMIC context.

• Policy analysis on how to better integrate sustainability issues into policies 
relevant for diets and nutrition. 

Although the need to advance commitments towards sustainable diets as a 
central aspect of sustainable development is clear, gaps nevertheless persist in 

our understanding of what constitutes a sustainable diet for different 
populations and contexts, and how to measure this. 



Source: Gustafson, D., Gutman, A., Leet, W., Drewnowski, A., Fanzo, J. and Ingram, J., 2016. Seven food system metrics of sustainable nutrition security. Sustainability, 8(3), p.196.

Creating dashboards: Does this help policymakers?



Local context, local foods, local environments 
and local landscapes

Source: Fanzo, J. C., Downs, S., Marshall, Q. E., de Pee, S., & Bloem, M. W. (2017). Value Chain Focus on Food and Nutrition Security. 
In Nutrition and Health in a Developing World (pp. 753-770). Springer International Publishing.



Shauna M. Downs,  Alex Payne,  Jessica Fanzo (2017) The development and application of a sustainable diets framework for policy analysis: A case study of 
Nepal. Food Policy, Volume 70, 2017, 40–49. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.05.005

Policy analysis: Nepal case study

MSNP = Multi-Sectoral Nutrition Plan
NBSAP = National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
ADS = Agriculture Development Strategy



What do we need to do to influence policy?

Source: Pew and McArthur Foundation: Evidence Based Policymaking. A report from the Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative. 2014; ODI 2005 Evidence-Based Policymaking: What is it? 
How does it work? What relevance for developing countries? https://www.odi.org/publications/2804-evidence-based-policymaking-what-it-how-does-it-work-what-relevance-developing-
countries; Young and Quinn (2002)

“There is no “policy cycle” in which to inject scientific evidence 
at the point of decision. Rather, the policy process is messy 

and often unpredictable. It is a complex system in which the 
same injection of evidence can have no effect, or a major 

effect.”

https://www.odi.org/publications/2804-evidence-based-policymaking-what-it-how-does-it-work-what-relevance-developing-countries


What is the Problem Then?

“The good news is that evidence can matter. The bad news is that it 
often does not.” – Julius Court, ODI

Source: ODI 2005 Evidence-Based Policymaking: What is it? How does it work? What relevance for developing countries? https://www.odi.org/publications/2804-evidence-based-
policymaking-what-it-how-does-it-work-what-relevance-developing-countries; Davies et al 2004

https://www.odi.org/publications/2804-evidence-based-policymaking-what-it-how-does-it-work-what-relevance-developing-countries


Coming to Grips with EBP Realities

“When presenting evidence to policymakers, experts need to engage with the policy process 
that exists, not the one we wish existed.”

• Efforts fail when experts do not understand how the policy process works. 

• Need to reject two romantic notions: 
• that policymakers will ever think like scientists

• that there is a clearly identifiable point of decision at which scientists/experts can contribute evidence to 
make a demonstrable impact

• “Bounded rationality” - policymakers can only gather limited information before they make 
decisions quickly. They will have made a choice before you have a chance to say “more research 
is needed”! 

• To do so, they use two short cuts: 
• rational ways to gather quickly the best evidence on solutions to meet their goals

• irrational ways - including drawing on emotions and gut feeling - to identify problems even more quickly

https://www.theguardian.com/science/political-science/2016/mar/10/the-politics-of-evidence-based-policymaking







Starters for 
Sustainable 
Diets

Researcher 
levers

Identify and test options on how to measure a sustainable 
diet

Individual 
levers

Use tools that provide information about how to choose 
environmentally preferable & healthy types of animal-source 
foods

Program 
levers

Create & incentivize more sustainable value chains for public 
and private sector actors

Policy 
levers

Align food & agriculture policies with diet & nutrition policies



Thank you!
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