
Jessica Fanzo
FAO and Johns Hopkins University

Food Systems: 
Their role in improving the 
sustainability of diets and 
addressing the double burden



1. Diets are not necessarily healthy

Source: Global Burden of Disease, IHME, Slide Courtesy of Ashkan Afshin, University of Washington



Sub-optimal diets are significant risk 
factors of disease

Development Initiatives GNR 2018. Bristol, UK.



2. Diets are less sustainable

Source: Poore, J. and Nemecek, T., 2018. Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers. Science, 360(6392), pp.987-992; 
Springmann, M., Clark, M., Mason-D’Croz, D., Wiebe, K., Bodirsky, B.L., Lassaletta, L., De Vries, W., Vermeulen, S.J., Herrero, M., Carlson, K.M., Jonell, M., 
Troell, M., DeClerck, F., Gordon, L.J., Zurayk, R., Scarborough, P., Rayner, M., Loken, B., Fanzo, J., Godfray, H.C.J., Tilman, D., Rockström, J., Willett, W., 
n.d. Options for keeping the food system within environmental limits. Nature. doi:10.1038/s41586-018-0594-0



Trade-offs: Is a Cardio-Protective Diet 
Sustainable?
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Downs, S.M. and Fanzo, J., 2015. Is a cardio-protective diet sustainable? A review of the synergies and tensions between foods that promote the health of the 
heart and the planet. Current nutrition reports, 4(4), pp.313-322.



3. Diets are transforming, in 
inequitable ways

Source: Popkin and Drewnowski 1993; Popkin 2016



Diets can be costly

HLPE (2017). Nutrition and food systems. A report by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition of the Committee on World Food 
Security, Rome, Italy.
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What actions can shift diets?

• There is no one simple measure that can successfully shift diets at the 
national or global scale. Rather, a constellation of different approaches 
and strategies, operating across scales and supply chains, and targeted 
at different people and organizations will be required.

• Fiscal measures.
• Regulatory and trade interventions.
• Voluntary and industry approaches.
• Interventions focusing on the context, defaults and norms of 

consumption.
• Information and education raising approaches.



Food Supply Chains Food environment
Food density - spatial density 
of foods on offer 

Food prices - price per 
standard unit 

Product properties – quality 
and safety, convenience, and 
diversity

Vendor properties – type of 
retail outlet or access point, 
opening hours, payment 
methods accepted, etc. 

Food messaging - promotion, 
advertising, and information 
about food

Food production and 
input supply

Storage and 
distribution

Processing and 
packaging

Retail and marketing

Personal Filters

Economic – income 
and purchasing power

Cognitive –
information and 

knowledge

Aspirational – desires, 
values, and preferences

Situational – home and 
work environment, 

mobility, location, time 
resources

Outcomes
Nutrition and Health

Economic
Social

Environmental

Climate Change 
& Natural 

Capital

Globalization and 
Trade

Income Growth 
& Distribution

Urbanization
Population 
Growth & 
Migration

Adapted from: HLPE (2017). Nutrition and food systems. A report by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition of the Committee on
World Food Security, Rome, Italy.

Politics & 
Leadership

Socio-cultural 
context

Food Systems and Food Environments



1. Care.

The challenge of avoiding catastrophic climate 
breakdown requires “rapid, far-reaching and 

unprecedented changes in all aspects of 
society.”

IPCC, 2018



2. Commit to the Global Goals…
and Anticipate Trade-offs

01 NO
POVERTY

02 ZERO
HUNGER

03 GOOD 
HEALTH 
AND WELL-
BEING

The 17 SDGs

04 QUALITY 
EDUCATION

05 GENDER 
EQUALITY

06 CLEAN 
WATER AND 
SANITATION

07 AFFORDABLE 
AND CLEAN 
ENERGY

08 DECENT 
WORK AND 
ECONOMIC 
GROWTH

09 INDUSTRY, 
INNOVATION
AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE

10 REDUCED
INEQUALITIES

11 SUSTAINABLE 
CITIES AND 
COMMUNITIES

12 RESPONSIBLE
CONSUMPTION
AND 
PRODUCTION

13 CLIMATE
ACTION

14 LIFE BELOW 
WATER

15 LIFE 
ON LAND

16 PEACE AND 
JUSTICE 
STRONG 
INSTITUTIONS

17 PARTNERSHIPS 
FOR THE 
GOALS

Source: International Council for Science 2017



3. Institute policies that touch 
food system entry points

Source: World Cancer Research Fund International



Policies are not being scaled

Source: Popkins and Hawkes 2016 Lancet Diabetes & Endo



4. Maximize entry points, 
minimize exit points for nutrition

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.



5. Consider options for keeping the food 
system within environmental limits

Source: Springmann, M., Clark, M., Mason-D’Croz, D., Wiebe, K., Bodirsky, B.L., Lassaletta, L., De Vries, W., Vermeulen, S.J., Herrero, M., Carlson, K.M., Jonell, M., Troell, 
M., DeClerck, F., Gordon, L.J., Zurayk, R., Scarborough, P., Rayner, M., Loken, B., Fanzo, J., Godfray, H.C.J., Tilman, D., Rockström, J., Willett, W., n.d. Options for keeping 
the food system within environmental limits. Nature. doi:10.1038/s41586-018-0594-0

Dietary, technological change on farms, and reductions in food loss and waste are 
critical to reduce environmental impacts of our food system on the planet.



Individuals, industry or state?

• Don’t leave it to the individual: There is a lack of 
evidence for individuals taking action, and attitude-
action gaps are evident. Public understanding of the 
environmental impacts of food is low.

• Don’t leave it to industry goodwill or enlightened self-
interest: Some in the food industry are acting but their 
efforts alone are not enough.

• Governments need to govern: Policy makers need to 
create a strong regulatory and fiscal framework, and 
international trade needs to reflect the importance of 
sustainable healthy diets.



In Summary

• The malnutrition burden is massive: diets are major contributors to that burden and we 
need significant action across food systems now.

• Environmental impacts are significant: food systems and diets are also contributing

• There are many policy actions that can be taken: global goals to national food policies that 
span value chains, food environment and consumer demand.

• Composite approaches are needed: No one approach will do everything. A mix of 
regulatory, fiscal, voluntary and other approaches is required.

• Consumption matters: Sustainable healthy eating patterns must be taken seriously. 

• Lack of evidence is no excuse for inaction: action generates evidence.

• A whole food system approach is needed : While there are health and environmental win-
wins there can be trade-offs too as seen with the different health and environmental 
impacts. There will also be food system trade-offs, and the different interests of different 
stakeholders need to be recognized.



EAT-Lancet Commission on Food, 
Planet, Health

• The Commission is delivering the 
first full scientific review of what 
constitutes a healthy diet from a 
sustainable food system, and which 
actions can support and speed up 
food system transformation.

• Report will be out January 2019
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