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Biggest Advancements in the past 30 
years in food systems

• Alignment on what is a healthy diet
• Accounting for those who are hungry and 

where there are inequities
• Amount of research and amplification of 

“food systems” research and action
• Acceleration of sound science influencing 

public health policy (e.g. trans fats) 
• Ability to advance the field to new frontiers 

– microbiome, ultra-processed foods, alt-
proteins

• Acknowledgment that human and 
planetary health starts with food systems

Wood, A., et al 2023. Reframing the local–global food systems debate through a resilience lens. Nature Food, 4(1), pp.22-29.



“It’s easy to see the beginnings 
of things, and harder to see the 

ends.” 

– Joan Didion, Slouching Towards Bethlehem



We have more knowledge 
than ever before

“The risks of making well intentioned but 
inappropriate policy choices are much smaller 
than the risks of using a lack of evidence as an 

argument for inaction.”
 

--UN HLPE report on food systems and 
nutrition (2017)

NY Times -https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/01/magazine/climate-change-losing-earth.html

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/01/magazine/climate-change-losing-earth.html


1. We need to sort ourselves out 
along with our messages

Béné, C., et al 2019. When food systems meet sustainability–Current narratives and implications for actions. World Development, 113, pp.116-130.



2. We need to fill gaps in knowledge
• Understand how food systems will impact diets, nutrition, and health 

outcomes in different contexts, with different drivers, with different 
political and societal transitions, and the potential implications for 
environments and overall planetary health. 

• Ensure the generation of evidence includes a “nutrition lens” and 
disentangles the bidirectional relationship between the environment and 
human diets, nutrition, and health. 

• Go beyond just understanding associations and impacts to also 
understanding levers of change within food systems and how to operate 
them.  

Fanzo, J, et al (2020) The Importance of Food Systems and the Environment for Nutrition. American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. In Press



Roadmap for evidence at the intersection of 
food systems, the environment and nutrition

An innovative program of food systems research draws from a range of methods, intervenes on multiple points 
throughout the food system, and embraces a diversity of goals that support and complement the traditional goal of 

improving nutritional status and health outcomes. 

Fanzo, J, et al (2020) The Importance of Food Systems and the Environment for Nutrition. American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. In Press



3. We can’t give up on research and 
evidence 

• At a time when facts and evidence are 
under ever greater scrutiny, and even 
openly disregarded as suspect by some 
political and business leaders, the rigors of 
science and evidence must be maintained. 

• Research has a vital role in charting a 
positive and sustainable direction for global 
food security, nutrition, and health. 

• Research can and does bring about 
wholesale changes in attitudes, political 
thought, and action.



Is a change 
gonna come?



It DEPENDS!

• Decision-making: prioritizing, cooperating, systems thinking 
• Evidence: generating it, sharing it, using it, ensuring its useful
• Political will and action: being cautiously bold, learning from the past
• Empowerment: of who, for who, and with balance
• Negotiation: providing room to move and incentives
• Don’t: waste time tinkering around the edges
• Sharing the planet: global citizenry and sustainability  





Thank you!
j.fanzo@columbia.edu
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