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Unhealthy diets 
are a common 

cause of all forms 
of malnutrition

The world is not on track 
to achieve globally agreed 

nutrition targets 

-

Some moving in the 
wrong direction

SOFI 2025  https://doi.org/10.4060/cd6008en

https://doi.org/10.4060/cd6008en


Little progress addressing micronutrient deficiencies

Modelled global burden 1 or more deficiencies (children < 2y of age)

Stevens et al. 2022. Lancet Global Health https://doi.org/10.1016/S2214-109X(22)00367-9

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2214-109X(22)00367-9
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Mean body mass 
index (BMI) rising 

everywhere

Men and women

Urban and rural

All country income levels

Ambikapathi et al. 2025 Global Food Security



Affordability is an important barrier to healthy 
diets

SOFI 2025  https://doi.org/10.4060/cd6008en
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Healthy foods are relatively more expensive 
per calorie than unhealthy foods …. 

Ambikapathi et al. 2025 Global Food Security



Unhealthy diets cost us more 
than we think

(Source: 2024 SOFA Report)



There is much to do to make access to and consumption of healthy 
diets a reality for everyone, everywhere, today and tomorrow

Consistent messaging
Speak with one voice in 

the nutrition 
community and beyond 

about healthy diets, 
and the role of 
individual foods

More and better data
Address gaps in data in 

many countries that 
limit ability to inform 

policy based on current 
situation and track 
changes over time

Sustainable supply
Enable and incentivize 
sustainable, diversified 

food production and 
trade policies that 
enable access to 
nutritious foods

Sustainable demand
Motivate, education, 

empower consumers to 
make healthy food-

related decisions



What are healthy diets?

…Mixed and often conflicting messages in the public media, and 
even sometimes in the published evidence



What constitutes a healthy diet 
for humans is unequivocable

FAO / WHO Joint Statement (2024)



What are healthy diets? 
Healthy diets promote health, growth and development, support active lifestyles, prevent 
nutrient deficiencies and excesses, communicable and noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), 
foodborne diseases and promote wellbeing

Healthy diets meet 4 evidence-based, universal principles

Adequate
Meet, without exceeding, energy and nutrient 
requirements, specific for age, gender, body 
size, among other physiological considerations

Physiological requirements

Diverse
include a variety of food from various groups –
fruits and vegetable, cereals, legumes, nuts 
and seeds, animal source foods

Nutrients and bioactive components

Balanced
Include a balance of foods across the 3 main 
sources of energy in the diet – protein, fats, 
carbohydrates

Heart and other health outcomes

Moderate
Limit foods and dietary components that are 
associated with negative health outcomes. If 
included, then in modest amounts at the most

Avoid excess energy; health outcomes

For diets to be healthy – foods and water must be safe



Principles are universal, 
but they must be translated to unique food contexts

“Dietary patterns”

The combinations of foods consumed over time 
and in context

National food based dietary guidelines

• Developed based on local considerations –
preferences, traditions, culture, religion, 
availability, affordability, sustainability

• Commonly used for consumer education

• Utilized, powerful tool for policy making 

https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/20b9fd77-47f5-46f0-bdd9-94f798620368/content

https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/20b9fd77-47f5-46f0-bdd9-94f798620368/content


Clarity on evidence and messaging also 
critical for new and emerging topics

• Growing interest in “plant-based” or 
“plant-forward” diets

• Many new food products, and re-
branding of long-existing products

• Proliferation of evidence but mostly 
siloed by sector

• Little / no consistency in terminology 
and messaging

Photo Credit @Nicole Rodriguez Neufeld

Market for “protein alternatives”
Currently estimated ~2.2 B USD, 
expected reach ~150 B USD by 2030

Medeiros et al. 2024. Applied 
Sciences, https://doi.org/10.3390/app14093733

https://doi.org/10.3390/app14093733


Growing evidence that shifts to healthy diets can have 
simultaneous benefits for human and planetary health

Current:  Based on quantitative dietary 
intake data from Mexico, 2016
HSDG: Mexican Healthy and Sustainable 
Dietary Guidelines 2023
EAT-HRD:  EAT-Lancet reference diet 
2019, adapted to Mexico

Unar-Munguía et al. Nature Food 2024



Bringing us to the issue of data….
too few countries have quantitative dietary intake data

FAO and Intake. 2022. Global report on the state of dietary data. Rome. https://doi.org/10.4060/cb8679en

Many countries with no 
dietary surveys
• Many old
• Using diverse 

methodologies

https://doi.org/10.4060/cb8679en


In March 2025, the United Nations Statistical Commission 
added minimum dietary diversity as an SDG2 indicator

Children
6-23 m of age

Women
15-49 y of age
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Enabling access to and consumption of healthy diets for all:
Implicit….the need for action on supply and on demand side 

Consistent messaging
Speak with one voice in 

the nutrition 
community and beyond 

about healthy diets, 
and the role of 
individual foods

More and better data
Address gaps in data in 

many countries that 
limit ability to inform 

policy based on current 
situation and track 
changes over time

Sustainable supply
Enable and incentivize 
sustainable, diversified 

food production and 
trade policies that 
enable access to 
nutritious foods

Sustainable demand
Motivate, education, 

empower consumers to 
make healthy food-

related decisions



FAO’s vision and approach to nutrition



The double-edged role of trade for nutrition

Trade can increase availability of 
essential nutrients in the food supply

But also, the supply of ultraprocessed
foods

Many countries highly dependent of trade for food supply

The State of Agricultural Commodity Markets. FAO 2024 
https://doi.org/10.4060/cd2144en  



Agriculture must 
deliver on economic 
and environmental 
outcomes, alongside 
enabling healthy diet 
access:

Optimizing fiscal 
policies can help

Example Ethiopia
Sánchez & Cicowiez, Journal of Policy Modelling, 2024

Distribution of fiscal policy incentives, optimized for various outcomes



Nothing simple about the determinants of food-related decisions, for example –

a model built by adolescents, policy makers, health professionals (Southern England)

Chavez-Ugalde et al. BMC Public Health 2025



Many constraints 

and opportunities 

drive decision of 

actors across 

food systems –

trade-off must be 

measured and 

planned for

FAO. 2025 
https://doi.org/10.4060/cd6071en



A systems approach 

requires bringing together 

expertise outside our 

comfort zone, learning 

different sector language, 

and jointly planning for 

and measure sector 

results

FAO. 2025 
https://doi.org/10.4060/cd6071en



The One Health framework offers a foundation

Source: Moustaïd-Moussa et al. (2025) 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tjnut.2025.05.001



Integrated One Health strategies require 

coordinating research, policies, and innovations 

across agriculture, nutrition, food safety, and 

environmental management. 

Priority areas include food-system drivers of 

disease, cross-species microbiome science and 

exposure to environmental hazards (toxins, 

pathogens, microplastics). 

As a transdisciplinary paradigm, One Health 

encompasses nutrition and health, nutrition 

security, food safety, and the prevention of both 

communicable and non-communicable diseases in 

changing environments. 

Source: Moustaïd-Moussa et al. (2025) 
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