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​2.3 billion people at global level 

are moderately or severely food 

insecure. The prevalence 

remained relatively unchanged 

between 2021 and 2023, 

following a sharp increase from 

2019 to 2020. ​

Latin America and the Caribbean 

are the only region showing 

notable reduction. ​

Moderate and 
severe food 
insecurity​, 2023

Source: The State of the World Food Security 
and Nutrition in the World 2024.



What is “(agri)food systems transformation”?
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The process of changing the way 

agrifood systems function to 

enable them to deliver their 

purpose: food security and 

nutrition for all for today and 

tomorrow. 

Requires delivering multiple 

outcomes in a way that is 

mutually reinforcing.

Eventually leads to a 

transformation of outcomes.



•Transformation involves changing relationships. In 

modifying these relationships, transformation shifts 

how the system functions and the results it delivers.

• In practice (agri)food system transformation 

involves changing policies and practices from fork 

to farm towards the desired outcomes while 

accounting for feedback loops, ripple effects and  

opportunities for positive impacts across multiple 

outcomes

Agrifood system transformation occurs through changing

relationships – connections, linkages, interdependencies



Key relationships

in agrifood systems
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A systems approach to agrifood 

system transformation

A systems approach gives changemakers the 

opportunity to unlock more value from existing 

solutions by making and modifying relationships 

between them towards the outcomes they want to see

A systems approach is a way of thinking, acting and working together

that connects the different components & outcomes of agrifood systems

and inter-related systems to change the way the system functions

(“transformation”) to achieve and sustain a different,

better set of outcomes at scale.



Learning from 

systems science:

a systems approach 

offers potential

by embracing 

complexity, working 

with, rather than 

against reality
Every system

has a core purpose

Every system

has multiple outcomes

Every system is made up

of multiple components

Every system is made up

of sub-systems 

Every system is made up of interconnections between multiple components and 

subsystems that shape its outcomes 

Every system is only able to deliver its purpose through

its interactions with inter-related systems

Every system is dynamic, complex

and uncertain

Every system is shaped by power relations and interests

of different people and institutions 



Systems Thinking

Systems Doing

Systems Governance

Systems Investment

Systems Knowledge

Systems Learning

The six elements of implementing a systems approach
The concrete differences in the way we think, act and work together

Seeing beyond mandates and identifying 

interconnections

System-wide analysis of interlinkages & 

outcomes from multiple sources

Implementing & interlinking aligned, 

multipurpose actions

Leadership, joint planning, and

managing conflict across sectors

Resourcing flexibly across the system over

the long-term from multiple sources

Experimenting and continuously

co-learning and adapting in real-time

Seeing priorities, problems & solutions in 

isolation

Assessing problems, outcomes, causes from 

single disciplines & sources, in isolation

Fragmented interventions

Segmented institutions and decision-making

Inflexible, short-term, uncoordinated funding

Prescriptive action with one-time evaluations and 

inflexible procedures

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)





How to take action differently? Three priority shifts

…portfolios of interlinked actions

Bringing together a portfolio of interlinked actions 

to address a priority problem, taking account of 

consequences for other outcomes

From disconnected actions to…

Addressing a priority problem with single or 

disconnected agrifood system interventions

Policy & 

actions

Implementing 

actions 

that leverage 

interconnections 

Priority
Shift 1

Fragmented 

interventions

Implementing & interlinking aligned, 
multipurpose actions

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)



Source: Hawkes C, Gallagher-Squires C, Spires M, Hawkins N, Neve K, Brock J, Isaacs A, Parrish S, Coleman P. The full 

picture of people's realities must be considered to deliver better diets for all. Nat Food. 2024 Nov;5(11):894-900.

Priority Shift 1.
Portfolios of interlinked actions

Consider the full picture
of people’s lived realities

Getting policies and 
interventions to work for better 
diets for all.



How to take action differently? Three priority shifts

From single objective actions to...

Actions that consider just one objective

…multipurpose actions

Delivering multipurpose actions

designed for co-benefits

…portfolios of interlinked actions

Bringing together a portfolio of interlinked actions 

to address a priority problem, taking account of 

consequences for other outcomes

From disconnected actions to…

Addressing a priority problem with single or 

disconnected agrifood system interventions

Policy & 

actions

Implementing 

actions 

that leverage 

interconnections 

Priority
Shift 1

Fragmented 

interventions

Implementing & interlinking aligned, 
multipurpose actions

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

Priority
Shift 2
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Certified 

environmental 

standards

Change in 

procurement 

regulations

School nutrition 

standards
School Meals Coalition

Investment in SMEs for meal 

preparation

Co-design 

of menus 

with 

children

Logistical 

infrastructure 

for shorter-

supply chains

School food 
subsystem

BETTER 
PRODUCTION

Priority Shift 2.
Multipurpose actions

ENTRY POINT

Priority problem 

poor child nutrition



How to take action differently? Three priority shifts

From single objective actions to...

Actions that consider just one objective

…multipurpose actions

Delivering multipurpose actions

designed for co-benefits

…innovations to mitigate tradeoffs 

 Equity-focused innovations to manage

and mitigate tradeoffs between outcomes, people 

and interests

From actions that ignore tradeoffs to…

Taking actions that fly blind into tradeoffs

or deliberately ignore them

…portfolios of interlinked actions

Bringing together a portfolio of interlinked actions 

to address a priority problem, taking account of 

consequences for other outcomes

From disconnected actions to…

Addressing a priority problem with single or 

disconnected agrifood system interventions

Policy & 

actions

Implementing 

actions 

that leverage 

interconnections 

Priority
Shift 1

Fragmented 

interventions

Implementing & interlinking aligned, 
multipurpose actions

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

Priority
Shift 2

Priority
Shift 3



Priority Shift 3.
Innovations to mitigate tradeoffs

POTENTIAL TRADEOFF 1 Between higher and lower cost food

Between local economic benefits and economic gains to  existing food sources 

(national, global, corporate) 
. 

Between higher and lower environmental impacts from transportation

POTENTIAL TRADEOFF 2

POTENTIAL TRADEOFF 3

Source: Jablonski BBR, Milbourne P, Maderson S, Morgan K. Considering tradeoffs in "local" food policies: examples from school feeding 

programmes. Front Nutr. 2023 Sep 12;10:1242493

Example: localizing school food



…identify priority connections

Identifying  entry points, dysfunctions,

blockages and enablers of implementation

and impact across agrifood systems

From understanding only core drivers to…

Identifying only the causes and drivers of 

problems in agrifood systems 

Priority
Shift 1

Assessing problems, outcomes, causes in 
isolation from single disciplines & sources

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

Data & 

evidence

The data & 

evidence to 

inform aligned 

action 

What does systems doing imply for food systems 
research and science? Three priority shifts

System-wide analysis of interlinkages & 
outcomes from multiple sources



Priority Shift 1.
Identify priority connections

With

interrelated 

systems



From evidence from single sources to…

Understanding problems and solutions using 

data & evidence from single disciplines

…participatory knowledge generation

Understand problems and solutions through data 

and evidence co-created by multiple stakeholders 

and disciplines

From assessing single outcome to…

Tracking and assessing different outcomes in 

isolation

…identify priority connections

Identifying  entry points, dysfunctions,

blockages and enablers of implementation

and impact across agrifood systems

From understanding only core drivers to…

Identifying only the causes and drivers of 

problems in agrifood systems 

Priority
Shift 1

Assessing problems, outcomes, causes in 
isolation from single disciplines & sources

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

Priority
Shift 2

Data & 

evidence

The data & 

evidence to 

inform aligned 

action 

What does systems doing imply for food systems 
research and science? Three priority shifts

System-wide analysis of interlinkages & 
outcomes from multiple sources



Priority Shift 2.
Inclusive knowledge generation



From evidence from single sources to…

Understanding problems and solutions using 

data & evidence from single disciplines

…participatory knowledge generation

Understand problems and solutions through data 

and evidence co-created by multiple stakeholders 

and disciplines

…monitor and analyse across outcomes
Track and assess across outcomes  and assess tradeoffs 

and co-benefits of interventions  with foresight

From assessing single outcomes to…

Tracking and assessing different outcomes in 

isolation 

…identify priority connections

Identifying  entry points, dysfunctions,

blockages and enablers of implementation

and impact across agrifood systems

From understanding only core drivers to…

Identifying only the causes and drivers of 

problems in agrifood systems 

Priority
Shift 1

Assessing problems, outcomes, causes in 
isolation from single disciplines & sources

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

Priority
Shift 2

Priority
Shift 3

Data & 

evidence

The data & 

evidence to 

inform aligned 

action 

What does systems doing imply for food systems 
research and science? Three priority shifts

System-wide analysis of interlinkages & 
outcomes from multiple sources



Priority Shift 3.
Monitor and analyze across outcomes



What are the implications for skills and competences? 

Three priority shifts

..ask “what needs to change in the
system to enable impact”

Seeking mutually complementary
solutions in different parts of agrifood

systems and inter-related systems

From asking “what works” to…

Searching for high-impact silver bullet 

interventions in agrifood systems within our own 

mandate

Priority
Shift 3

Seeing priorities, problems
& solutions in isolation

Seeing beyond mandates and
identifying interconnections

From isolation (silos)…. …. to connection (systems)

..collective vision
Identifying synergies with other priorities and understanding 

other’s perspectives

From our own objective to…

Considering only own mandate, objective, 

priorities and perspective 

Priority
Shift 2

Mindsets

Mindsets

that connect

the dots
From seeing the problem to…

Seeing only the visible and direct causes

of any problem in agrifood systems

…see the system

Recognizing problems in agrifood systems have 

multiple, interconnected underlying causes 

Priority
Shift 1



•Orient food systems science to providing 

data and evidence to inform Systems Doing

•Embrace diversity of methods for Systems 

Knowledge (and be clear what they are)

•Build capacity among food systems research 

community for Systems Thinking

Key
messages



Thank you
Corinna Hawkes

Director, Agrifood Systems and Food Safety Division, FAO

Corinna.Hawkes@fao.org
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