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Food systems have an important 
role to play in mitigating obesity



Diets are a major risk factor of global mortality

Murray, C.J., et al 2020. The Lancet, 396(10258), pp.1223-1249.



Access to healthy diets is a challenge for many

Schneider KR, Bellows AL. Downs S, Bell W, Ambikapathi R, Nordhagen S, Branca F, Masters WA, and Fanzo JC. Inequity in access to healthy foods: Synthesis from a multidisciplinary 
perspective. Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN). Discussion Paper #12. Geneva, Switzerland, 2023. DOI: https://doi.org/10.36072/dp.12



Accessing diets is less equitable

FAO 2024, State of Food Insecurity, Rome.

2.8 billion people cannot afford a healthy diet!

% of the population who cannot afford a healthy diet



The types of foods available are not optimal
Sales of ultra-processed food (kg/capita, 2006-2024)

P.I. Baker, et al., “Ultra-Processed Foods and the Nutrition Transition: Global, Regional and National Trends, Food Systems Transformations and Political Economy Drivers,” Obesity Reviews 21, 12 (2020): e13126.



Hendriks, S.L., et al 2022. BMJ, 378.

Yet, for food systems to deliver healthy diets, we 
need to recognize & unlock their constraints



Climate change is & will continue to be a significant stress 
on food systems, diet quality and nutrition outcomes 

Fanzo, J. C., & Downs, S. M. (2021). Nature Reviews Disease Primers, 7(1), 90.



Achieving the Paris climate change targets 
requires multi-level food systems action

Clark, M.A., et al 2020. Science, 370(6517), pp.705-708.
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Need to implement a host of policies and actions

Agricultural production

Processing & Transport

Food environments

Labeling and Promotion

• Diversification - Incentives for horticulture and crop diversification
• Adaptation - Crop insurance and access to credit
• Technology - Investment in R&D and technology 
• Subsidies - Policies that promote nutritious crops

• Reformulation - healthier ingredients in food processing
• Standards – setting standards in food (salt, fat quantity in meat)
• Fortification - adding nutrients to staple foods
• Processing - fermenting, preserving, processing to enhance the nutritional content of foods 
• Cold chain storage and transport – ensuring perishable foods do not rot and are safe for 

sale to avoid loss

• Economic incentives – taxing unhealthy foods and subsidizing healthy foods
• Access innovations – remove barriers and facilitate to access (e.g. junk food free check-

outs), zoning laws 
• Reaching youth - Farm-to-school programs, school meal programs, school gardens
• Community cohesion - Community gardens and farms

• Labels - Improved labeling (leads to product reformulation)
• Advertising - Restrictions on food marketing
• Messages - Mass media campaigns 

Haddad, L., et al (2016). Food systems and diets: Facing the challenges of the 21st century.
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