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è Global hunger, measured by the prevalence of 
undernourishment (Sustainable Development Goal 
[SDG] Indicator 2.1.1), remained relatively unchanged 
from 2021 to 2022 but is still far above 
pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels, affecting around 
9.2 percent of the world population in 2022 compared 
with 7.9 percent in 2019. 

è It is estimated that between 691 and 783 million 
people in the world faced hunger in 2022. Considering 
the midrange (about 735 million), 122 million more 
people faced hunger in 2022 than in 2019, before the 
global pandemic.

è From 2021 to 2022, progress was made towards 
reducing hunger in Asia and in Latin America,  
but hunger is still on the rise in Western Asia,  
the Caribbean and all subregions of Africa.

è It is projected that almost 600 million people will 
be chronically undernourished in 2030. This is about 
119 million more than in a scenario in which neither 
the pandemic nor the war in Ukraine had occurred, 
and around 23 million more than if the war in Ukraine 
had not happened. This points to the immense 
challenge of achieving the SDG target to eradicate 
hunger, particularly in Africa. 

è The prevalence of moderate or severe food 
insecurity at the global level (SDG Indicator 2.1.2) 
remained unchanged for the second year in a row 
after increasing sharply from 2019 to 2020.  

About 29.6 percent of the global population – 
2.4 billion people – were moderately or severely food 
insecure in 2022, of which about 900 million 
(11.3 percent of people in the world) were severely 
food insecure.

è Worldwide, food insecurity disproportionately 
affects women and people living in rural areas. 
Moderate or severe food insecurity affected 
33.3 percent of adults living in rural areas in 2022 
compared with 28.8 percent in peri-urban areas and 
26.0 percent in urban areas. The gender gap in food 
insecurity at the global level, which had widened in 
the wake of the pandemic, narrowed from 
3.8 percentage points in 2021 to 2.4 percentage 
points in 2022.

è More than 3.1 billion people in the world – 
or 42 percent – were unable to afford a healthy 
diet in 2021. While this represents an overall 
increase of 134 million people compared to 2019, 
before the pandemic, the number of people unable 
to afford a healthy diet actually fell by 52 million 
from 2020 to 2021.

è Worldwide in 2022, an estimated 148.1 million 
children under five years of age (22.3 percent) were 
stunted, 45 million (6.8 percent) were wasted,  
and 37 million (5.6 percent) were overweight.  
The prevalence of stunting and wasting was higher  
in rural areas, while overweight was slightly more 
prevalent in urban areas.

KEY MESSAGES
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è Steady progress has been made on increasing 
exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of life 
and reducing stunting among children under five 
years of age, but the world is still not on track to 
achieve the 2030 targets. Child overweight and low 
birthweight have changed little, and the prevalence of 
wasting is more than double the 2030 target.

è Increasing urbanization, with almost seven in ten 
people projected to live in cities by 2050, is driving 
changes in agrifood systems across the rural–urban 
continuum. These changes represent both challenges 
and opportunities to ensure everyone has access to 
affordable healthy diets.

è Challenges include a greater availability of 
cheaper, convenience, pre-prepared and fast foods, 
often energy dense and high in fats, sugars and/or salt 
that can contribute to malnutrition; insufficient 
availability of vegetables and fruits to meet the daily 
requirements of healthy diets for everyone; exclusion 
of small farmers from formal value chains; and loss of 
lands and natural capital due to urban expansion.

è But urbanization also presents opportunities, as it 
results in longer, more formal and complex food value 
chains that expand income-generating activities in 
off-farm employment, especially for women and 
youth, and increase the variety of nutritious foods. 
Farmers often gain better access to agricultural 
inputs and services as urban areas grow closer to 
rural areas. 

è Understanding the changes occurring 
throughout agrifood systems (i.e. from food 

production, food processing, and food distribution 
and procurement, to consumer behaviour) requires 
a rural–urban continuum lens, reflecting the 
growing connectivity and interlinkages across 
urban, peri-urban and rural areas.

è While already quite advanced in Asia and Latin 
America, changes in food demand and supply across 
the rural–urban continuum are accelerating in Africa, 
where the shares of the population that are food 
insecure and unable to afford a healthy diet are 
among the highest in the world. Here the expansive 
growth in off-farm employment and interconnected 
food markets and food supply chains is driving a diet 
transition across the rural–urban continuum.

è New evidence for 11 Western, Eastern and 
Southern African countries challenges the traditional 
thinking that food purchases make up a small share of 
rural households’ food consumption in Africa. 
Food purchases are high among urban households in 
these countries, but they are also surprisingly high 
across the rural–urban continuum, even among rural 
households living far from an urban centre. 

è New evidence also challenges the conventional 
thinking that purchase patterns between urban and 
rural areas differ markedly. In the 11 African 
countries studied, although consumption of 
processed foods, including highly processed foods, 
is higher in urban areas, it only declines gradually 
moving to peri-urban and rural areas. Moreover, 
consumption of vegetables, fruits, and fats and oils is 
fairly uniform across the rural–urban continuum 
relative to total food consumption.
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è The affordability of a healthy diet is becoming 
more critical to households living in peri-urban and 
rural areas because they rely more on food purchases. 
In the 11 African countries studied, despite the lower 
cost of a healthy diet in these areas, affordability is 
still lower than in urban centres. Low-income 
households living in peri-urban and rural areas are 
especially disadvantaged, as they would need to more 
than double their food expenditure to secure a 
healthy diet.

è In many of these African countries studied, 
food security is not exclusively a rural problem, as 
moderate or severe food insecurity across urban 
areas (large, intermediate and small cities and towns) 
and peri-urban areas (less than 1 hour travel to large, 
intermediate and small cities) is similar to or 
sometimes even slightly higher than in rural areas.   

è The prevalence of child overweight is at risk of 
increasing with the emerging problem of high 
consumption of highly processed foods and food away 
from home in urban centres, which is increasingly 
spreading into peri-urban and rural areas. 

è Increasing access to affordable healthy diets and 
achieving food security and nutrition for all require a 
policy approach and legislation that leverage the 
increasing connectivity between rural and peri-urban 
areas and cities of various sizes. 

è The closer linkages among agrifood systems 
segments create opportunities for win–win situations 
in terms of greater economic development and access 
to affordable healthy diets, which can be seized 
through investments in infrastructure, public goods 
and enhanced capacities that improve rural–urban 
connectivity. Such investments should support the 
essential role of small and medium enterprises in 
agrifood systems, particularly in small and 
intermediate cities and towns.

è Public investment in research and development 
needs to be increased to develop technologies and 
innovations for healthier food environments and for 
increasing the availability and affordability of 
nutritious foods. Technology can be particularly 
important to boost the capacity of urban and 
peri-urban agriculture to supply nutritious foods in 
cities and towns. 

è Leveraging connectivity across the rural–urban 
continuum will require adequate governance 
mechanisms and institutions to coordinate coherent 
investment beyond sectoral and administrative 
boundaries. To this end, subnational governments can 
play a key role in designing and implementing policies 
beyond the traditional top-down approach. 
Approaches to agrifood systems governance should 
ensure policy coherence among local, regional and 
national settings through the engagement of relevant 
agrifood systems stakeholders at all levels.

THE STATE OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN THE WORLD 2023  IN BRIEF  
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FOREWORD

This report brings our organizations together again to reaffirm that, if we do not 
redouble and better target our efforts, our goal of ending hunger, food insecurity 
and malnutrition in all its forms by 2030 will remain out of reach. Although the 

world is recovering from the global pandemic, this is occurring unevenly across and 
within countries. On top of this, the world is grappling with the consequences of the 
ongoing war in Ukraine, which has shaken food and energy markets. 

Agrifood systems remain highly vulnerable to shocks and disruptions arising from 
conflict, climate variability and extremes, and economic contraction. These factors, 
combined with growing inequities, keep challenging the capacity of agrifood systems to 
deliver nutritious, safe and affordable diets for all. These major drivers of food 
insecurity and malnutrition are our “new normal”. We have no option but to redouble 
our efforts to transform agrifood systems and leverage them towards reaching the 
Sustainable Development Goal 2 (SDG 2) targets.

Global hunger is still far above pre-pandemic levels. It is estimated that between 
690 and 783 million people in the world faced hunger in 2022. This is 122 million more 
people than before the COVID-19 pandemic. Nonetheless, the increase in global hunger 
observed in the last two years has stalled and, in 2022, there were about 3.8 million 
fewer people suffering from hunger than in 2021. The economic recovery from the 
pandemic has contributed to this, but there is no doubt that the modest progress has 
been undermined by rising food and energy prices magnified by the war in Ukraine. 
There is no room for complacency though, as hunger is still on the rise throughout 
Africa, Western Asia and the Caribbean. 

No doubt, achieving the SDG target of Zero Hunger by 2030 poses a daunting challenge. 
Indeed, it is projected that almost 600 million people will still be facing hunger in 2030. 
This is 119 million more people than in a scenario in which neither the COVID-19 
pandemic nor the war in Ukraine had occurred, and around 23 million people more 
than in a scenario where the war had not happened. 

Unfortunately, our worries are not only due to hunger. In 2022, 2.4 billion people, 
comprising relatively more women and people living in rural areas, did not have access 
to nutritious, safe and sufficient food all year round. The persisting impact of the 



| 9 |

pandemic on people’s disposable income, the rising cost of a healthy diet and the overall 
rise in inflation also continued to leave billions without access to an affordable healthy 
diet. Millions of children under five years of age continue to suffer from stunting 
(148 million), wasting (45 million) and overweight (37 million). Despite progress in 
reducing child undernutrition – both stunting and wasting – the world is not on track to 
achieve the associated 2030 targets, and neither is any region on track to attain the 
2030 target for low birthweight, so closely linked to the nutrition of women before and 
during pregnancy. Steady progress is only seen on levels of exclusive breastfeeding.

These numbers and trends may be a considerable disappointment for us, but for the 
children and people affected, they constitute an underlying fact of their lives, and this 
fuels our determination to keep finding solutions. Since 2017, when signs of increasing 
hunger first began to appear, our organizations, through this report, have provided 
in-depth analysis of the major drivers behind these concerning trends and 
evidence-based policy recommendations to address them. 

We have repeatedly highlighted that the intensification and interaction of conflict, 
climate extremes, and economic slowdowns and downturns, combined with highly 
unaffordable nutritious foods and growing inequalities, are pushing us off track to 
meet the SDG 2 targets. While we must remain steadfast in taking bold targeted 
actions to build resilience against these adversities, other important megatrends must 
be considered. 

Urbanization, for example, is one such megatrend that features as the theme of this 
year’s report. By 2050, almost seven in ten people are projected to live in cities; but even 
today, this proportion is approximately 56 percent. Urbanization is shaping agrifood 
systems in ways we can only understand through a rural–urban continuum lens, 
encompassing everything from food production, food processing, and food distribution, 
marketing and procurement, to consumer behaviour. Due to population growth, small 
and intermediate cities and rural towns are increasingly bridging the space between 
rural areas and large metropolises. Hence, in our efforts to end hunger, food insecurity 
and malnutrition in an urbanizing world, we can no longer operate on the traditional 
assumption of a rural–urban divide. 
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FOREWORD

As the world is urbanizing, food demand and supply are changing rapidly across the 
rural–urban continuum, challenging our traditional thinking. In some contexts,  
food purchases are no longer high only among urban households but also among rural 
households living far from an urban centre. Moreover, consumption of highly 
processed foods is also increasing in peri-urban and rural areas of some countries, 
whereas consumption of vegetables, fruits, and fats and oils is becoming more uniform 
across the rural–urban continuum. These important changes are affecting people’s 
food security and nutrition in ways that differ depending on where they live across 
this continuum.

To overcome the challenges and seize the opportunities that urbanization creates,  
our actions, policy interventions and investments will have to be informed by a clear 
understanding of how the rural–urban continuum and agrifood systems interact, and 
how, given such interaction, urbanization affects access to affordable healthy diets, and 
consequently food security and nutrition. The policy approach must go beyond rural or 
urban silos and administrative borders and will require strong and well-coordinated 
governance mechanisms and institutions.

The theme of this year’s report is also timely and relevant for several other reasons.  
The policy recommendations can inform countries on what programmes, investments 
and actions can be effective and innovative for meeting the SDG 2 targets in the context 
of urbanization. They are also relevant for the achievement of other SDGs, including not 
only SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), but also SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 3 
(Good Health and Well-Being), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) and SDG 12 (Responsible 
Consumption and Production).

Recent discussions at the United Nations General Assembly have raised the importance 
of achieving Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11), as this is closely related to 
other important interconnected issues, including poverty eradication, climate action, 
migration, land degradation, economic prosperity and creation of peaceful societies. 
Nonetheless, the related links between urbanization and the affordability of healthy 
diets, and the resulting implications for food security and nutrition, have not been 
explored in these discussions, and we hope this report helps bridge this important gap. 
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The report’s theme is also aligned with the New Urban Agenda, endorsed by the United 
Nations General Assembly in 2016, and represents a unique contribution to create 
awareness about the importance of improving access to affordable healthy diets as a 
critical component in pursuing sustainable urbanization.

Finally, we hope that this report informs other ongoing efforts, clearly those of the 
coalitions of action established after the United Nations Food Systems Summit as we 
move towards the global stocktaking meeting to review progress in implementing the 
outcomes of the Summit on 24–26 July 2023, not least the Urban Food Systems 
Coalition, the Coalition of Action on Healthy Diets from Sustainable Food Systems for 
Children and All, the School Meals Coalition, and the Zero Hunger Coalition; as well as 
the Scaling Up Nutrition Movement. 

THE STATE OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN THE WORLD 2023  IN BRIEF  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION

This year, the update to the global 
assessment of food security and nutrition 
reflects a particular moment in history. 
While the pandemic, the ensuing 
economic rebound, the war in Ukraine, 
and soaring prices of food, agricultural 
inputs and energy have all played out 
differently across regions with differing 
impacts, new estimates indicate hunger 
is no longer on the rise at the global level 
but is still far above pre-COVID-19 
pandemic levels and far off track to 
achieve Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 2. 

As past editions of this report have 
highlighted, the intensification of the 
major drivers of food insecurity and 
malnutrition – conflict, climate extremes, 
economic slowdowns and downturns, 
and growing inequality – often occurring 
in combination, is challenging our efforts 
to achieve the SDGs. There is no question 
these threats will continue, requiring 
that we remain steadfast to build 
resilience against them. However, 
there are still important megatrends that 
must be fully understood when devising 
policies to meet the SDG 2 targets. 

One such megatrend, and the focus of 
this year’s report, is urbanization. 
As urbanization increases, rural and 

urban areas are becoming more 
intertwined, and the spatial distinction 
between them is becoming more fluid. 
The changing pattern of population 
agglomerations across this rural–urban 
continuum is driving changes throughout 
agrifood systems, creating both challenges 
and opportunities to ensure everyone has 
access to affordable healthy diets. 

After presenting the latest updates of the 
food security and nutrition situation 
around the world, the report then 
examines the drivers, patterns and 
dynamics of urbanization through a 
rural–urban continuum lens and presents 
new analysis on how urbanization is 
changing food supply and demand 
across the rural–urban continuum. 
Complementing this, further analyses for 
selected countries explore differences in 
the cost and affordability of a healthy 
diet, and in food insecurity and different 
forms of malnutrition across the 
rural–urban continuum. 

Building on these insights, the report 
identifies policies, investments and new 
technologies to address the challenges, 
and capitalize on the opportunities, that 
urbanization brings for ensuring access 
to affordable healthy diets for everyone, 
across the rural–urban continuum. n
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CHAPTER 2 
FOOD SECURITY 
AND NUTRITION 
AROUND THE 
WORLD

2.1
FOOD SECURITY INDICATORS 
– LATEST UPDATES AND 
PROGRESS TOWARDS ENDING 
HUNGER AND ENSURING 
FOOD SECURITY 
 KEY MESSAGES 

è Global hunger, measured by the prevalence 
of undernourishment (SDG Indicator 2.1.1), 
remained relatively unchanged from 
2021 to 2022, but still far above 
pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels, affecting 
around 9.2 percent of the world population in 
2022 compared with 7.9 percent in 2019.

è Between 691 and 783 million people in the 
world faced hunger in 2022. Considering the 
midrange (about 735 million), 122 million more 
people faced hunger in 2022 than in 2019, 
before the pandemic.

è While progress was made towards reducing 
hunger in Asia and in Latin America, hunger 
was still on the rise in Western Asia, the 
Caribbean and all subregions of Africa. A much 
larger proportion of the population in Africa 
faces hunger compared to the other regions 
of the world – nearly 20 percent compared 

with 8.5 percent in Asia, 6.5 percent in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and 7.0 percent 
in Oceania.

è It is projected that almost 600 million 
people will be facing hunger in 2030 – 
119 million more than in a scenario in which 
neither the pandemic nor the war in Ukraine 
had occurred and around 23 million more than 
in a scenario where the war had not happened.

è The prevalence of moderate or 
severe food insecurity at the global level 
(SDG Indicator 2.1.2) remained unchanged for 
the second year in a row but was still far above 
the pre-pandemic level. About 29.6 percent 
of the global population – 2.4 billion people – 
were moderately or severely food insecure in 
2022, 391 million more than in 2019.

è Worldwide, food insecurity 
disproportionately affects women and 
people living in rural areas. In 2022, 
moderate or severe food insecurity affected 
33.3 percent of adults living in rural areas 
compared with 28.8 percent in peri-urban 
areas and 26.0 percent in urban areas; and 
27.8 percent of adult women were moderately 
or severely food insecure, compared with 
25.4 percent of men.

The global assessment of the state of 
food security and nutrition in 2022 is 
a snapshot of the world still recovering 
from a global pandemic and now 
grappling with the consequences of 
the war in Ukraine, which has further 
rattled food and energy markets. 
Encouraging signs of economic 
recovery from the pandemic and 
projections of a decline in poverty and 
hunger have been tempered by rising 
food and energy prices.
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CHAPTER 2

Global hunger in 2022, measured by 
the prevalence of undernourishment 
(SDG Indicator 2.1.1), remained far above 
pre-pandemic levels. The proportion of 
the world population facing chronic 
hunger in 2022 was about 9.2 percent, 
compared with 7.9 percent in 2019 
(Figure 1). After increasing sharply in 2020 
in the midst of the global pandemic, and 
rising more slowly in 2021 to 9.3 percent, 
the prevalence of undernourishment 

ceased to increase from 2021 to 2022. It is 
estimated that hunger affected between 
691 million and 783 million people in the 
world in 2022. Considering the projected 
midrange (about 735 million in 2022), 
122 million more people faced hunger in 
2022 than in 2019, before the pandemic. 

The economic recovery from the pandemic 
helped to stem the rising tide of hunger 
at least at the global level. However, 

 FIGURE 1   GLOBAL HUNGER REMAINED VIRTUALLY UNCHANGED FROM 2021 TO 2022 BUT IS 
STILL FAR ABOVE PRE-COVID-19-PANDEMIC LEVELS 

NOTES: * Projections based on nowcasts for 2022 are illustrated by dotted lines. Bars show lower and upper bounds of the estimated range.
SOURCE: FAO. 2023. FAOSTAT: Suite of Food Security Indicators. In: FAO. [Cited 12 July 2023]. www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
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the positive effect could have been even 
larger without the countervailing winds 
caused by the global repercussions of the 
war in Ukraine and rising prices of food, 
agricultural inputs, and energy, together 
with other drivers of food insecurity such 
as conflicts and weather-related events. 

The relative lack of change in hunger at 
the global level from 2021 to 2022 hides 
substantial differences at the regional 
level. Progress was made towards 
reducing hunger in most subregions in 
Asia and in Latin America, but hunger is 
still on the rise in Western Asia, the 
Caribbean and all subregions of Africa. 
The proportion of the population facing 
hunger is much larger in Africa 

compared to the other regions of the 
world – nearly 20 percent compared 
with 8.5 percent in Asia, 6.5 percent in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and 7.0 percent in Oceania.

Updated projections show that almost 
600 million people will be chronically 
undernourished in 2030, pointing to the 
immense challenge of achieving the SDG 
target to eradicate hunger. This is about 
119 million more undernourished people 
than in a scenario in which neither the 
pandemic nor the war in Ukraine had 
occurred, and around 23 million more 
than in a scenario in which the war had 
not happened (Figure 5). 

 FIGURE 5   PROJECTED NUMBERS OF UNDERNOURISHED INDICATE THAT THE WORLD IS FAR OFF 
TRACK TO ACHIEVE ZERO HUNGER BY 2030

NOTE: * The 2020, 2021 and 2022 values are based on the projected midranges.
SOURCE: Authors’ (FAO) own elaboration. 
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CHAPTER 2

SDG Target 2.1 challenges the world not 
only to end hunger, but also to work to 
ensure access for all people to safe, 
nutritious and sufficient food all year 
round. SDG Indicator 2.1.2 – the 
prevalence of moderate or severe food 
insecurity in the population, based on 
the Food Insecurity Experience Scale 
(FIES) – tracks progress towards this 
ambitious goal. 

New estimates of the prevalence of food 
insecurity based on the FIES confirm 
that for 2022 no progress was made on 
food insecurity at the global level. 
Following a sharp increase from 2019 to 
2020, the global prevalence of moderate 
or severe food insecurity remained 
unchanged for the second year in a row, 
far above pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels 
(Figure 6). In 2022, an estimated 

 FIGURE 6   MODERATE OR SEVERE FOOD INSECURITY REMAINED UNCHANGED AT THE GLOBAL 
LEVEL FROM 2021 TO 2022, WITH WORSENING FOOD INSECURITY LEVELS IN AFRICA AND IN 
NORTHERN AMERICA AND EUROPE, AND IMPROVEMENTS IN ASIA AND IN LATIN AMERICA 
AND THE CARIBBEAN

NOTE: Differences in totals are due to rounding of figures to the nearest decimal point.
SOURCE: FAO. 2023. FAOSTAT: Suite of Food Security Indicators. In: FAO. [Cited 12 July 2023]. www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
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29.6 percent of the global population – 
2.4 billion people – were moderately or 
severely food insecure, meaning they did 
not have access to adequate food. This is 
still 391 million more people than in 
2019, before the pandemic. 

The prevalence of moderate or severe 
food insecurity rose slightly in Africa 

and in Northern America and Europe, 
and decreased non-significantly in Asia 
from 2021 to 2022. The only region 
showing encouraging progress was 
Latin America and the Caribbean, 
mainly in South America, although 
the food security situation deteriorated 
in the Caribbean subregion.

 FIGURE 8   FOOD INSECURITY, AT BOTH LEVELS OF SEVERITY, IS HIGHER IN RURAL AREAS THAN IN 
URBAN AREAS IN ALL REGIONS EXCEPT NORTHERN AMERICA AND EUROPE

SOURCE: FAO. 2023. FAOSTAT: Suite of Food Security Indicators. In: FAO. [Cited 12 July 2023]. www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
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A comparison of food insecurity in rural, 
peri-urban and urban populations at the 
global, regional and subregional levels 
using the Degree of Urbanization 
(DEGURBA) classification, a new 
international standard, shows that at the 
global level, food security improves as the 
degree of urbanization increases. 
Moderate or severe food insecurity 
affected 33.3 percent of adults living in 
rural areas in 2022 compared with 
28.8 percent in peri-urban areas and 
26.0 percent in urban areas (Figure 8). 

Persistent gender inequalities are also 
revealed by the new FIES data. Food 
insecurity is more prevalent among adult 
women than men in every region of the 
world, although the gap narrowed 
considerably at the global level from 2021 
to 2022. In 2022, 27.8 percent of adult 
women were moderately or severely food 
insecure, compared with 25.4 percent of 
men, and the proportion of women facing 
severe food insecurity was 10.6 percent 
compared with 9.5 percent of men. 

2.2
COST AND AFFORDABILITY  
OF A HEALTHY DIET 
 KEY MESSAGES 

è The cost of a healthy diet rose globally 
by 4.3 percent in 2021 in comparison with 
2020, and by 6.7 percent compared to the 
pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels, in 2019. 
The surge hit lower-middle-income countries 
more than high-income countries.

è In 2021, the average cost of a healthy diet 
globally was 3.66 PPP dollars per person per 
day. The cost was higher in Latin America 
and the Caribbean (4.08 PPP dollars) 
compared to Asia (3.90 PPP dollars), Africa 
(3.57 PPP dollars), Northern America and 
Europe (3.22 PPP dollars) and Oceania 
(3.20 PPP dollars).

è More than 3.1 billion people in the world 
– or 42 percent – were unable to afford a 
healthy diet in 2021, representing an increase 
of 134 million people compared to 2019, 
before the pandemic.

è While Asia had the largest number of 
people who were unable to afford a healthy 
diet (1.9 billion) in 2021, Africa reported 
the highest proportion of the population 
unable to afford it (78 percent) compared to 
Asia (44 percent), Latin American and the 
Caribbean (23 percent), Oceania (3 percent), 
and Northern America and Europe (1 percent).

The revised analysis presented in this 
year’s report shows that almost 3.2 billion 
people worldwide could not afford a 
healthy diet in 2020, with a slight 
improvement in 2021 (a decrease of 
52 million people). The cost of a healthy 
diet increased globally by 6.7 percent 
between 2019 and 2021, with a notable 
single-year increase of 4.3 percent in 
2021. The cost increased by more than 
5 percent between 2020 and 2021 in 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and Oceania, but only 
marginally in Northern America 
and Europe (Table 5). 
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Cost of a healthy diet  
(PPP dollars per person per day)

Proportion of the 
population unable to 

afford a healthy diet (%)

Number of people unable  
to afford a healthy diet  
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WORLD 3.43 3.51 3.66 2.3 4.3 41.2 43.3 42.2 3 005.5 3 191.9 3 139.5 186.4 -52.4

AFRICA 3.31 3.38 3.57 2.2 5.6 77.4 77.9 77.5 989.4 1 020.7 1 040.5 31.3 19.8

Northern Africa 3.60 3.57 3.47 -0.6 -2.8 54.7 54.0 51.7 131.3 131.9 128.5 0.6 -3.4

Sub-Saharan Africa 3.28 3.36 3.58 2.6 6.6 82.6 83.3 83.4 858.1 888.8 912.1 30.7 23.3

Eastern Africa 3.01 3.09 3.29 2.7 6.7 84.2 84.7 84.6 341.3 352.7 361.9 11.4 9.2

Middle Africa 3.30 3.37 3.55 2.2 5.3 82.1 82.2 81.9 145.7 150.5 154.5 4.8 4.0

Southern Africa 3.71 3.84 4.06 3.4 5.8 65.4 67.4 67.0 43.4 45.3 45.6 1.9 0.3

Western Africa 3.37 3.45 3.71 2.5 7.6 84.1 85.1 85.4 327.6 340.3 350.1 12.7 9.8

ASIA 3.57 3.70 3.90 3.7 5.2 43.2 46.4 44.2 1 877.4 2 031.4 1 949.9 154.0 -81.5

Central Asia 2.91 3.10 3.32 6.7 7.2 21.3 24.6 24.4 7.3 8.6 8.7 1.3 0.1

Eastern Asia 4.45 4.67 4.87 5.1 4.1 11.2 14.5 10.0 177.8 230.9 159.4 53.1 -71.5

South-eastern Asia 3.86 3.99 4.19 3.6 4.8 52.3 54.0 54.9 335.1 349.0 357.4 13.9 8.4

Southern Asia 3.66 3.82 4.08 4.2 6.9 70.2 73.8 72.2 1 340.6 1 425.9 1 408.5 85.3 -17.4

Western Asia 3.15 3.22 3.36 2.2 4.5 9.7 9.7 9.0 16.7 17.0 15.9 0.3 -1.1

LATIN AMERICA AND 
THE CARIBBEAN 3.78 3.88 4.08 2.7 5.3 20.8 20.9 22.7 120.0 121.9 133.4 1.9 11.5

Caribbean 4.06 4.20 4.41 3.3 5.0 51.6 55.2 57.0 13.7 14.8 15.4 1.1 0.6

Latin America 3.49 3.55 3.75 1.9 5.6 19.3 19.3 21.1 106.3 107.1 118.0 0.8 10.9

Central America 3.45 3.48 3.62 0.8 4.1 23.6 25.4 22.2 35.7 38.7 34.2 3.0 -4.5

South America 3.50 3.59 3.82 2.4 6.4 17.7 17.0 20.6 70.6 68.4 83.8 -2.2 15.4

OCEANIA 2.96 3.04 3.20 2.8 5.2 2.6 2.7 2.9 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.0 0.1

NORTHERN 
AMERICA AND 
EUROPE

3.19 3.20 3.22 0.6 0.6 1.7 1.6 1.4 18.1 17.2 14.9 -0.9 -2.3

COUNTRY INCOME GROUP

Low-income 
countries 3.14 3.22 3.37 2.5 4.7 86.7 86.9 86.1 456.8 471.0 480.0 14.2 9.0

Lower-middle-income 
countries 3.55 3.65 3.88 2.9 6.2 68.3 71.0 70.2 2 180.7 2 296.8 2 299.6 116.1 2.8

Upper-middle-income 
countries 3.65 3.72 3.91 2.0 5.1 14.4 16.6 14.1 350.5 406.4 345.5 55.9 -60.9

High-income 
countries 3.29 3.36 3.43 2.1 2.1 1.5 1.5 1.3 17.4 17.6 14.3 0.2 -3.3

NOTES: The cost of a healthy diet is expressed in PPP dollars per capita per day. The share of people unable to afford a healthy diet is a weighted 
average (%) estimated using population data. The 2022 World Bank’s income classification is used to identify country income groups. The calculation 
of the annual change (%) in the cost of a healthy diet is based on the cost rounded to three decimal places.
SOURCE: FAO. 2023. FAOSTAT: Cost and Affordability of a Healthy Diet (CoAHD). In: FAO. [Cited July 2023]. www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/CAHD
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 TABLE 5   MORE THAN 3.1 BILLION PEOPLE COULD NOT AFFORD A HEALTHY DIET IN 2021, ALTHOUGH THERE 
WAS SOME IMPROVEMENT FROM 2020 TO 2021 

NOTES: The cost of a healthy diet is expressed in purchasing power parity (PPP) dollars per person per day. The share of people unable to afford a healthy 
diet is a weighted average (%) estimated using population data. The 2022 World Bank’s income classification is used to identify country income groups. 
The calculation of the annual change (%) in the cost of a healthy diet is based on the cost rounded to three decimal places.
SOURCE: FAO. 2023. FAOSTAT: Cost and Affordability of a Healthy Diet (CoAHD). In: FAO. [Cited 12 July 2023]. www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/CAHD
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In many countries, the increase in the cost 
of a healthy diet occurred in combination 
with a decline in disposable income 
following the persisting effects of the 
pandemic. Lockdowns, economic 
downturns, and other pandemic-related 
disruptions in 2020 led to job losses and 
reduced incomes for many people, affecting 
low-income households the most as they 
spend a higher share of income on food. 

A slight turnaround occurred in 2021, 
when the number of people unable to 
afford a healthy diet declined by 
52 million compared to 2020, but this is 
still 134 million more people than in 
2019, before the pandemic (Table 5). Most 
of the people unable to afford a healthy 
diet in 2021 lived in Southern Asia, and 
in Eastern and Western Africa.

2.3
THE STATE OF NUTRITION: 
PROGRESS TOWARDS GLOBAL 
NUTRITION TARGETS 
 KEY MESSAGES 

è Worldwide in 2022 among children under 
five years of age, an estimated 148.1 million 
(22.3 percent) were stunted, 45 million 
(6.8 percent) were wasted, and 37 million 
(5.6 percent) were overweight. 

è Global stunting prevalence was 1.6 times 
higher and wasting prevalence 1.4 times higher 
in rural versus urban areas. The prevalence of 
overweight was only slightly higher in urban 
children (5.4 percent) compared to rural 
children (3.5 percent).

è There has been steady progress in reducing 
stunting since 2012, but the world is still 
not on track to achieve the 2030 target of 
13.5 percent (50 percent reduction in the 
number of children with stunting from the 
baseline). The global prevalence of wasting 
is more than double the 2030 target despite 
some progress, and no progress has been 
made on overweight. 

è Steady progress has been made on 
exclusive breastfeeding, with 47.7 percent of 
infants under six months of age exclusively 
breastfed worldwide in 2021, up from 
37.0 percent in 2012. Globally, there was no 
significant change in low birthweight over 
the last two decades – 16.6 percent in 2000 
compared with 14.7 percent in 2020 – and 
no region was on track to attain the 2030 
target of a 30 percent reduction since the 
2012 baseline. 

Nutrition is mentioned specifically in 
SDG 2 but is central to the achievement of 
all 17 SDGs. This section presents an 
assessment of progress towards global 
nutrition targets for stunting, wasting 
and overweight among children under 
five years of age, exclusive breastfeeding 
and low birthweight. Updated data were 
not available for anaemia in women aged 
15 to 49 years and for adult obesity.

Stunting, the condition of being too short 
for one’s age, undermines the physical 
and cognitive development of children. 
Stunting and other forms of 
undernutrition early in life may also 
predispose children to being overweight 
and developing non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) later in life. Globally, 
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the prevalence of stunting among children 
under five years of age has declined 
steadily, from an estimated 33.0 percent 
(204.2 million) in 2000 to 22.3 percent 
(148.1 million) in 2022 (Figure 12).

Child wasting is a life-threatening 
condition caused by insufficient nutrient 
intake, poor nutrient absorption, and/or 
frequent or prolonged illness. Affected 
children are dangerously thin, with 
weakened immunity and a higher risk of 
mortality. The prevalence of wasting 
among children under five years of age 
declined non-significantly from 
8.7 percent in 2000 to 6.8 percent in 
2022. The estimated number of children 
with wasting declined from 54.1 million 
in 2000 to 45.0 million in 2022 (Figure 12). 

Children who are overweight or obese 
face both immediate and potentially 
long-term health impacts, including a 
higher risk of NCDs later in life. Child 
overweight has been on the rise in many 
countries, hastened by increasingly 
inadequate levels of physical activity and 
increased access to highly processed 
foods. Globally, the prevalence of 
overweight among children under five 
years of age showed a non-significant 
increase from 5.3 percent (33.0 million) 
in 2000 to 5.6 percent (37.0 million) in 
2022 (Figure 12). 

The latest estimate for low birthweight 
revealed that 14.7 percent of newborns 
(19.8 million) were born with low 
birthweight (less than 2 500 g) in 2020, 
a non-significant decline from the 
16.6 percent (22.1 million) in 2000 

(Figure 12). Infants born weighing less than 
2 500 g are approximately 20 times more 
likely to die than those with adequate 
birthweight, and those who survive face 
long-term development and health 
consequences. 

Optimal breastfeeding practices, 
including exclusive breastfeeding for 
the first six months of life, are critical 
for child survival and the promotion 
of health and cognitive development. 
Globally, the prevalence of exclusive 
breastfeeding among infants under 
six months has risen from 
37.0 percent (24.3 million) in 2012 
to 47.7 percent (31.2 million) in 2021 
(Figure 12). Worldwide, over half of all 
infants under six months of age did 
not receive the protective benefits of 
exclusive breastfeeding. 

Low- and lower-middle-income 
countries bear the greatest burden of 
stunting, wasting and low birthweight 
but also have the largest proportion of 
exclusively breastfed children. 
Most overweight children live in 
lower-middle- or upper-middle-income 
countries. At the global level, the 
prevalence of stunting and wasting was 
higher in rural areas than in urban 
areas while overweight was more 
commonly found in urban areas.

The results from these analyses help to 
identify vulnerable population groups, 
contributing to evidence to inform 
decision-making and effective action 
through the appropriate targeting and 
design of policies and programmes. 

THE STATE OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN THE WORLD 2023  IN BRIEF  
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Sound nutrition is fundamental to the 
achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals and must be central 

in government policy and supported by 
key stakeholders, including civil society 
and the private sector. n

 FIGURE 12   STUNTING IN CHILDREN UNDER FIVE YEARS OF AGE AND EXCLUSIVE BREASTFEEDING 
HAVE IMPROVED AND SOME PROGRESS HAS BEEN MADE ON WASTING, WHILE LOW 
BIRTHWEIGHT AND OVERWEIGHT IN CHILDREN UNDER FIVE YEARS OF AGE HAVE NOT CHANGED 

NOTES: Wasting is an acute condition that can change frequently and rapidly over the course of a calendar year. The UNICEF-WHO-World Bank: 
Joint child malnutrition estimates do not currently adjust for seasonal variation that can affect wasting prevalence estimates. The global 
estimates of the number of children with wasting are based on national-level prevalence data which capture the cases of wasting at a given 
moment in time. As such, the reported estimates do not reflect the cumulative cases of wasting over the year.
SOURCES: Data for stunting, wasting and overweight are based on UNICEF, WHO & World Bank. 2023. UNICEF-WHO-World Bank: Joint child 
malnutrition estimates - Levels and trends (2023 edition). [Cited 24 April 2023]. https://data.unicef.org/resources/jme-report-2023,  
www.who.int/teams/nutrition-and-food-safety/monitoring-nutritional-status-and-food-safety-and-events/joint-child-malnutrition-estimates, 
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/child-malnutrition; data for exclusive breastfeeding are based on UNICEF. 2022. Infant and young child 
feeding. In: UNICEF. [Cited 6 April 2023]. https://data.unicef.org/topic/nutrition/infant-and-young-child-feeding; data for low birthweight are 
from UNICEF & WHO. 2023. UNICEF-WHO joint low birthweight estimates, 2023 edition. [Cited 30 June 2023]. https://uni.cf/LBW2023.  
The burden estimates by indicator are based on different denominators including children under five years of age for stunting, wasting and 
overweight, children under six months of age for exclusive breastfeeding and live births for low birthweight. Population data are based on 
United Nations Population Division. 2022. World Population Prospects 2022. [Cited 27 April 2023]. https://population.un.org/wpp 
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CHAPTER 3 
URBANIZATION IS 
TRANSFORMING 
AGRIFOOD 
SYSTEMS AND 
AFFECTING ACCESS 
TO AFFORDABLE 
HEALTHY DIETS 
ACROSS THE 
RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM
 KEY MESSAGES 

è Growing urbanization is a megatrend 
that, combined with changes in incomes, 
employment and lifestyles, is driving changes 
throughout agrifood systems across the 
rural–urban continuum, from food production, 
food processing, food distribution and 
procurement, to consumer behaviour. 

è These changes represent both challenges 
and opportunities to ensure everyone 
has access to affordable healthy diets. 
Urbanization is often associated with a 
diversification of diets, including consumption 
of foods that can contribute to a healthy diet, 
not only in urban areas but also in rural areas. 

è However, the availability of vegetables 
and fruits is insufficient to meet the daily 
requirements of a healthy diet in almost 
every region of the world and urbanization 
contributes to the spread of convenience, 

pre-prepared and fast foods, often energy 
dense and high in fats, sugars and/or 
salt, which are increasingly abundant and 
also cheaper. 

è The increased demand for high-value crops, 
such as fruits and vegetables, and processed 
products, including in rural areas, has led to 
significant growth in longer, more formal and 
complex food value chains, providing greater 
income opportunities for off-farm employment, 
especially for women and youth. 

è As urban areas and rural areas become 
more interlinked, rural producers often have 
better access to agricultural inputs and 
services, allowing for improved productivity 
and increases in income. However, there 
are also risks that small-scale producers 
in peri-urban areas may lose their land to 
urban expansion.

è With the convergence of high food 
purchases in both peri-urban and rural areas, 
where almost half of the global population live, 
markets in these areas are a significant driver 
of agrifood systems transformation.

è Overall, access to affordable healthy diets 
and food security are better in cities than in 
rural areas, although this generalization is 
complicated by the socioeconomic disparities 
in diet affordability and food security that 
exist within urban areas and across the 
rural–urban continuum.

3.1
DRIVERS, PATTERNS AND 
DYNAMICS OF URBANIZATION 
Urbanization is the result of urban 
population growth, urban expansion 
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(i.e. reclassification of rural areas to 
peri-urban or urban) and migration from 
rural to urban areas, as conceptualized 
in Figure 16. This process is fast-changing, 
context specific and driven by 
intertwined factors. 

Many parts of the world have rapidly 
urbanized, with the urban share of the 
world’s population rising from 30 percent 
in 1950 to 57 percent in 2021. It is 
projected to reach 68 percent by 2050.  
In most regions, this has been largely 
driven by structural transformation, which 
entails an economic transformation from 
mainly agriculture to a more diversified 
national economy, in the process attracting 
rural people to urban areas. 

While urbanization often goes hand in 
hand with economic growth and 
structural transformation, this does not 
hold for all countries and regions. 
Urbanization without economic growth 
can be linked to poor rural living 
conditions, including poverty, lack of 
employment or underemployment, lack of 
infrastructure, lack of access to services, 
and food insecurity. 

Another factor that may contribute to 
urbanization is climate change and/or 
environmental degradation, which can 
affect rural-to-urban migration 
movements. Populations that depend on 
natural resources for their livelihoods 
can be compelled to migrate to urban 
areas in search of work, due to the effects 
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 FIGURE 16   DRIVERS OF URBANIZATION

SOURCE: De Bruin, S. & Holleman, C. (forthcoming). Urbanization is transforming agrifood systems across the rural–urban continuum creating 
challenges and opportunities to access affordable healthy diets. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023. 
FAO Agricultural Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.
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of climate change and biodiversity loss. 
There is also an increasing occurrence of 
forced displacement from rural areas to 
urban areas, often as a result of disasters 
and/or conflict.

With urban expansion and improving 
road and communication infrastructure 
across ever larger parts of rural areas, 
the distinction between rural and urban 
areas is increasingly blurred. A large 
share of the new urban dwellers are 
expected to live in peri-urban areas, 
as well as in small cities and 
interconnected towns. Increasingly, 
rural and urban areas are less separate 
spaces in their own right, but rather 
two ends of a spectrum, connected 
via numerous linkages across a 
rural–urban continuum.

Almost half of the global population 
(47 percent) live in peri-urban areas 
(less than 1 hour to large, intermediate 
and small cities or towns) and rural 
areas (1 to 2 hours or more to an urban 
centre). Given the increasing 
connectivity of peri-urban and rural 
areas and the convergence of high food 
purchases in both, it is clear that 
peri-urban and rural markets are 
significant drivers of agrifood systems 
transformation. 

The degree of connectivity between rural 
and urban areas shapes agrifood 
systems, and thus the availability of 
affordable healthy diets, and the 
livelihoods of urban and rural primary 
producers, processors and traders. 
Depending on where urban growth takes 
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place, whether in large, intermediate and 
small cities or towns, there will be 
different effects on rural populations’ 
access to services, markets and inputs. 
A rural–urban continuum framework is 
therefore critical to understand the links 
between urbanization and agrifood 
systems changes and how these changes 
are affecting the availability and 
affordability of healthy diets, and in turn, 
food security and nutrition.

3.2
URBANIZATION AFFECTS 
AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS, 
CREATING CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES TO ENSURE 
ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE 
HEALTHY DIETS
Urbanization, combined with other 
contextual factors such as rising incomes, 
growing employment and changing 
lifestyles, is driving changes throughout 
agrifood systems across the rural–urban 
continuum (Figure 20). Increases in food 
demand in urban areas are occurring 
simultaneously with increases in the 
amount of food that agrifood systems 
have to produce, process and distribute, 
which, together with changes in 
consumer behaviour, are being seen 
across the rural–urban continuum. 
These changes may also lead to 
disparities across the rural–urban 
continuum, with both positive and 
negative effects on the availability and 
affordability of healthy diets, and in turn, 
on food security and nutrition outcomes. 
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consumed, with diets shifting beyond 
traditional grains into dairy, fish, meat, 
vegetables and fruits. There is a diffusion 
of food purchases in rural areas, more so 
than is commonly understood. The diet in 
these areas has shifted from mainly 
home-produced foods to increasingly 
market-purchased products.

One of the most important pathways 
through which urbanization is driving 
changes in agrifood systems is through a 
shift in consumer behaviour and diets. Higher 
average incomes, combined with changing 
lifestyles and employment, are driving a 
diet transition characterized by changes 
in the types and quantities of food 

 Growing employment in longer, more formal and 
complex food value chains: transport, 
processing, packaging and trade.

 Increasing number and size of (peri-)urban food 
markets (formal and informal) and retail outlets.

 Substantial expansion of supermarkets and 
increase in types and quantities of highly 
processed foods. 

 Urban food deserts: limited distribution of 
nutritious foods in some poor areas and 
neighbourhoods.

 Product diversification and more productive 
farms well connected to urban markets.

 Increasing access to production factors for
farmers well connected to urban markets.

 Conversion of agricultural land to urban land 
use, increase of agricultural land elsewhere.

 Risks to natural capital needed for agriculture,
especially water resources.

 More diversified diets: higher-value and more 
nutritious foods, but also increasingly of 
minimal nutritional value and high in fats, 
sugars and/or salt.  

 Urban poor and rich eating more highly 
processed foods, convenience foods and 
food away from home.

 Widespread di�usion of food purchases in 
rural areas. 

 Diet transition occurring in rural areas, 
though lagged and lower.

RURAL–URBAN CONTINUUM

AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE HEALTHY DIETS

FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS

PRODUCTION

Other drivers of agrifood systems change alongside urbanization: income growth,
employment, lifestyles, economic inequality, policies and investments

Urbanization driving changes in agrifood systems
a�ecting access to a�ordable healthy diets

Diversification
and

productivity
Production

factors
Land
use

Natural
capital

CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR
AND DIETS

Value
chains Markets Trade Food

deserts Diets Demand Processed
foods

Food away
from home

MIDSTREAM
(logistics, processing

and wholesale)

DOWNSTREAM
(marketing, retail

and trade)

 FIGURE 20   THE PATHWAYS THROUGH WHICH URBANIZATION AFFECTS AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS AND 
ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE HEALTHY DIETS

SOURCE: De Bruin, S. & Holleman, C. (forthcoming). Urbanization is transforming agrifood systems across the rural–urban continuum creating 
challenges and opportunities to access affordable healthy diets. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023. 
FAO Agricultural Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.
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However, urbanization has also 
contributed to the spread and 
consumption of processed and highly 
processed foods, which are increasingly 
cheaper and more readily available and 
marketed. Changes in the lifestyles and 
employment profiles of both women and 
men, as well as increasing commuting 
times, are resulting in greater demand 
for convenience, pre-prepared and fast 
foods. The diet transition is also 
occurring in rural areas, though lagged 
and to a lesser extent compared to urban 
and peri-urban areas. 

Urbanization is also leading to changes 
in midstream and downstream food supply chains, 
which have become longer, more formal 
and more complex following rising 
consumer demand and increased 
regulation of agrifood systems. 
Importantly, growing midstream and 
downstream activities provide important 
off-farm employment opportunities, 
which can provide steady and liveable 
incomes, increasing the affordability of 
healthy diets.

Supply-side factors, coupled with an 
increase in demand for readily available 
foods, have contributed to a substantial 
expansion of supermarkets and 
hypermarkets that use modern food 
technology. While these markets can be 
linked to increased access to nutritious 
foods through reduced waste, enhanced 
sanitation and reduced adverse effects 
of seasonality, for example – they have 
also been associated with increased 
supply of energy-dense and highly 
processed foods.

Urbanization, in particular, by increasing 
the connectivity of rural and urban 
areas, also affects agrifood systems 
through changes in agricultural production. 
While urbanization is often associated 
with a diversification of diets, the 
availability of vegetables and fruits, in 
particular, is insufficient to meet the 
daily dietary requirements in almost 
every region of the world.

As urban areas become better connected 
to rural areas, rural producers may also 
have better access to agricultural inputs 
and services, allowing for improved 
productivity that typically increases 
income levels. However, urban expansion 
can lead to land-use change. In some 
countries, farmers receive high 
compensation for selling their land, 
whereas in others, dispossession of 
agricultural land is not compensated, 
resulting in loss of livelihoods and 
potential issues around land rights.

Access to affordable healthy diets is 
generally better and food security and 
nutrition levels are higher in cities than 
in rural areas because of the better 
availability of food, higher average 
purchasing power in urban areas, and 
better access to health care, education 
and other services that are essential for 
health and nutrition. However, this does 
not always hold true given the 
transformations underway in agrifood 
systems, the stark inequalities that exist 
within urban populations, and the 
increasingly spatial and functional 
connectivity between cities, towns and 
rural catchment areas. n
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CHAPTER 4 
THE INTERPLAY OF 
FOOD SUPPLY AND 
DEMAND AND THE 
COST AND 
AFFORDABILITY OF 
HEALTHY DIETS 
ACROSS THE 
RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM

4.1
UNDERSTANDING FOOD 
SUPPLY AND DEMAND 
ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM 
 KEY MESSAGES 

è New evidence for 11 Western, Eastern 
and Southern African countries shows 
that while high shares of food purchases 
among households living in urban centres 
are expected (78–97 percent), shares are 
surprisingly high across the rural–urban 
continuum. This is the case even for rural 
households living 1 to 2 hours (56 percent) 
and more than 2 hours (52 percent) from an 
urban centre. 

è Own production is not the main source of 
food in rural areas in the 11 African countries. 
In fact, the average share of own production 
represents only 37 percent and 33 percent 
of total household food consumption in high- 
and low-food-budget countries respectively, 
dispelling the notion that rural populations in 
Africa rely primarily on subsistence farming. 

è Given that rural households in the 
11 African countries do not produce the 
majority of the food value they consume, 
the affordability of healthy diets is equally 
critical across the rural–urban continuum. 

è While the diffusion of processed foods, 
including highly processed foods, is already 
advanced in Asia and Latin America, it is 
spreading quickly in Africa as well. In the 
11 countries in Africa, rural households are 
consuming processed foods, including highly 
processed foods, across the rural–urban 
continuum, even in remote rural areas. 

è Highly processed foods are a small 
proportion of total purchases and their 
consumption is higher in urban areas; 
however, results show the penetration of highly 
processed foods in rural areas, even those 
living 1 to 2 hours or more from a city or town. 

è While animal source food consumption 
value shares are strongly driven by income 
across the rural–urban continuum, in contrast 
shares of fruits and vegetables are driven more 
by access and availability.

As highlighted in Chapter 3, 
urbanization, combined with rising 
incomes, increases in the opportunity 
cost of time related to work, lifestyle 
changes and demographic shifts, 
is changing food demand. These factors 
together with many supply-side 
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considerations, including food pricing, 
marketing and promotion, among 
others, in turn are changing agrifood 
systems, so there is a reinforcing 
compounding effect on the food 
produced, supplied and consumed. 

Most notably, rapid urbanization is 
leading to rising and changing food 
demand, and shifts in patterns of food 
supply – especially in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Southern Asia, the two 
regions exhibiting the highest 
urbanization rates. Projections of 
overall food expenditure estimate an 
approximate 2.5-fold increase in 
sub-Saharan Africa and a 1.7-fold 
increase in Southern Asia by 2050.

This section presents an analysis of food 
demand, defined as household food 
consumption (at market value) across the 
rural–urban continuum in selected 
countries, applying the newly available 
geospatial Urban Rural Catchment Areas 
(URCA) dataset. The URCA classification 
provides a more granular lens to explore 
the interplay of food supply and demand 
across the rural–urban continuum than 
the DEGURBA classification used in 
Chapter 2, which is an official 
methodology for delineating urban and 
rural areas for international and regional 
statistical comparisons. 

To evaluate household food consumption 
behaviour, georeferenced data from 
nationally representative Living 
Standards Measurement Study (LSMS) 
surveys covering the period 2018/19 are 
used for Benin, Burkina Faso, 

Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mali, the Niger, Nigeria, Senegal and 
Togo, and 2019/20 for Malawi. The 
availability of georeferenced household 
survey data was a major determining 
factor in the selection of countries for 
the analysis. The LSMS surveys capture 
household food consumption using 
a seven-day recall. 

Given it is expected that diets become 
more diversified with higher levels of food 
consumption, income and employment, 
the 11 countries were classified into two 
groups according to their food budget 
(i.e. the market value of their total food 
consumption per capita per day): 
high-food-budget countries (average 
2.3 PPP dollars per capita per day) and 
low-food-budget countries (average 
1.6 PPP dollars per capita per day).

New empirical evidence from this 
analysis, challenges traditional thinking 
and reveals important food consumption 
patterns, including dietary convergence 
across the rural–urban continuum. For 
example, across the 11 countries, food 
purchases form the majority of total food 
consumption in value terms, including 
food for home consumption and food 
away from home (Figure 24).

While high shares of food purchases in 
urban areas are to be expected 
(78–97 percent), shares are surprisingly 
high even for rural households living 1 to 
2 hours from a small city or town 
(56 percent on average) and for those 
living more than 2 hours travel to any 
urban centre (52 percent on average). 
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The finding that in most of the countries 
analysed, the “majority” of household 
food consumption in rural households 

comes from purchases is a major 
deviation from the traditional image of 
rural subsistence households. 
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 FIGURE 24   WHILE HIGH FOOD PURCHASES AMONG HOUSEHOLDS LIVING IN URBAN AREAS ARE 
EXPECTED, THEY ARE SURPRISINGLY HIGH ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN CONTINUUM, EVEN FOR 
RURAL HOUSEHOLDS

NOTES: The figure shows household food purchases as a percentage share of total food consumption (at market value) across the rural–urban 
continuum (URCA) by country and high- and low-food-budget country group. Although URCA is a categorical variable, it is conceptualized as a 
spatial continuum, thus the use of a line graph, which also facilitates the presentation of the results. All surveys are 2018/19, except Malawi 
(2019/20). See Annex 5 in the full report for the full definition of variables. For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, 
see Table 10 in the full report.
SOURCE: Dolislager, M.J, Holleman, C., Liverpool-Tasie, L.S.O. & Reardon, T. (forthcoming). Evidence and analysis of food demand and supply 
across the rural–urban continuum in selected countries in Africa. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 
2023. FAO Agricultural Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.
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Own production never becomes the main 
source for food – not even in rural areas. 
In rural areas, the average share of own 
production represents only 37 percent 
and 33 percent of total consumption in 
high- and low-food-budget countries, 
respectively. Given that rural households 
in the 11 African countries do not 
produce the majority of the food value 
they consume, the affordability of healthy 

diets is equally critical across the 
rural–urban continuum.

While the diffusion of processed foods, 
including highly processed foods, is 
already advanced in Asia and Latin 
America, it is spreading quickly in Africa 
as well. In the 11 African countries 
studied, the analysis clearly shows a 
diffusion of purchases of processed foods 

Low processed foodsHigh-food-budget countries: Highly processed foods Food away from home
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 FIGURE 26A   IN THE 11 COUNTRIES IN AFRICA, RURAL HOUSEHOLDS ARE CONSUMING 
PROCESSED FOODS, INCLUDING HIGHLY PROCESSED FOODS, EVEN THOSE LIVING 1 TO 2 HOURS 
OR MORE FROM A CITY OR TOWN 

NOTES: The figure shows household food consumption of processed foods (low and highly processed foods) and food away from home as a 
percentage share of total food consumption (at market value) across the rural–urban continuum (URCA). All surveys are for 2018/19,  
except Malawi (2019/20). The classification of food items by level of food processing was adapted from the NOVA food classification 
system. See Annex 5 in the full report for the full definition of variables. For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, 
see Table 10 in the full report. 
SOURCE: Dolislager, M.J, Holleman, C., Liverpool-Tasie, L.S.O. & Reardon, T. (forthcoming). Evidence and analysis of food demand and supply 
across the rural–urban continuum in selected countries in Africa. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 
2023. FAO Agricultural Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.
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NOTES: The table shows household food consumption by food group as a percentage share of total food consumption (at market value) across the 
rural–urban continuum (URCA) for high- and low-food-budget countries. All surveys are for 2018/19, except Malawi (2019/20). See Annex 5 in the full 
report for the full definition of variables. For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, see Table 10 in the full report.
SOURCE: Dolislager, M.J, Holleman, C., Liverpool-Tasie, L.S.O. & Reardon, T. (forthcoming). Evidence and analysis of food demand and supply across the 
rural–urban continuum in selected countries in Africa. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023. FAO Agricultural 
Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.

 TABLE 11   IN THE 11 COUNTRIES IN AFRICA, A DIET TRANSITION AT THE HOUSEHOLD LEVEL IS OCCURRING 
ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN CONTINUUM AND IN HIGH- AND LOW-FOOD-BUDGET COUNTRIES – EVEN IN 
RURAL AREAS, THOUGH LAGGED AND TO A LESSER EXTENT THAN IN URBAN AND PERI-URBAN AREAS

CHAPTER 2 FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION AROUND THE WORLD
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Fats and oils 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 4 5

Sweets, condiments and 
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NOTES: The table shows household food consumption by food group y food group as a percentage share of total food consumption (at market value) 
across the rural–urban continuum (URCA) for high- and low-food-budget countries. All surveys are for 2018/19, except Malawi (2019/20). See 
Annex 5 in the full report for the full definition of variables. For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, see Table 10 in the full 
report.
SOURCE: Dolislager, M.J, Holleman, C., Liverpool-Tasie, L.S.O. & Reardon, T. (forthcoming). Evidence and analysis of food demand and supply across 
the rural–urban continuum in selected countries in Africa. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023. FAO 
Agricultural Development Economics Technical Study. Rome, FAO.
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across the rural–urban continuum 
(Figure 26A). While highly processed foods 
are a small proportion of total purchases 
and their consumption is higher in urban 
areas, the results highlight the 
penetration of highly processed foods 
in rural areas, even those living 

1 to 2 hours or more from a city or town. 
The econometric analysis indicates that 
higher levels of household income and 
more non-farm employment are 
associated with a higher consumption 
value share of highly processed foods 
in the 11 African countries. 
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In the 11 African countries, looking at 
household food composition in terms of 
the value shares of food consumption by 
food group, a diet transition is clearly 
occurring across the rural–urban 
continuum (Table 11), with increases in the 
consumption of more expensive food 
items, like animal source foods and 
fruits. The econometric analysis indicates 
animal source food consumption value 
shares are strongly driven by income 
across the rural–urban continuum, while 
the consumption value shares of fruits 
and vegetables are driven more by access 
and availability. 

4.2
COST AND AFFORDABILITY OF 
A HEALTHY DIET, AND FOOD 
SECURITY AND NUTRITION 
ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM
 KEY MESSAGES 

è In the 11 African countries analysed, 
the cost of a healthy diet in urban areas is 
much higher (on average 1.2 times higher) 
than in peri-urban areas and it then decreases 
the smaller the city size and the closer to 
rural areas. 

è The higher cost of animal source foods, 
compared to the other food groups, drives 
up the cost of a healthy diet across the 
rural–urban continuum.

è The lower cost of a healthy diet in 
peri-urban areas of the 11 countries 
analysed compared to urban areas does not 

translate into more affordable healthy diets, 
as income levels are a considerable factor. 
The percentage of the population unable 
to afford a healthy diet in peri-urban areas 
is higher than in urban areas and similar to 
rural areas.

è In the 11 countries in Africa, the cost of a 
healthy diet exceeds average food expenditure 
for low- and middle-income households. 
Low-income households living in peri-urban 
and rural areas would need to more than 
double what they currently spend on food to 
secure a healthy diet. 

è In many of these African countries studied, 
the prevalence of moderate or severe food 
insecurity in urban and peri-urban areas is 
similar to that in rural areas, and in some 
cases, slightly higher, indicating that food 
insecurity is not exclusively a rural problem in 
most of the countries analysed.

On average, across the 11 countries in 
Africa analysed, the cost of a healthy 
diet in urban centres is much higher 
(on average 1.2 times higher) than in 
peri-urban areas and it then decreases 
the smaller the city size and  moving 
closer to rural areas. The higher cost of 
animal source foods, compared to the 
other food groups, drives up the cost of 
a healthy diet across the rural–urban 
continuum, especially in urban and 
remote rural areas. 

The cost of a healthy diet exceeds 
average food expenditure for low- and 
middle-income households in both high- 
and low-food-budget countries in the 
11 countries analysed. Low-income 
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households living in peri-urban and rural 
areas are especially disadvantaged, 
as they would need to more than double 
their current expenditure on food to 
secure a healthy diet. 

Although the cost of a healthy diet in 
peri-urban areas is lower than in urban 
areas, this does not translate into a more 
affordable healthy diet in the former. 

On average, the percentage of the 
population unable to afford a healthy diet 
in peri-urban areas is 1.5 times higher 
than in urban centres and similar to 
rural areas (Figure 33). 

An analysis of food insecurity based 
on the FIES for 9 of the 11 African 
countries shows that in many of these 
countries, the prevalence of moderate 
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 FIGURE 33   IN THE 11 COUNTRIES IN AFRICA, THE PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION UNABLE TO 
AFFORD A HEALTHY DIET IN PERI-URBAN AREAS IS HIGHER THAN IN URBAN AREAS AND SIMILAR 
TO RURAL AREAS

NOTES: All surveys are for 2018/19, except Malawi (2019/20). For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, see Table 10  
in the full report. For the methodology of the affordability of a healthy diet see Annex 8 in the full report. 
SOURCE: Holleman, C. & Latino, L. (forthcoming). Variations in the subnational cost and affordability of a heathy diet – Evidence from 
sub-Saharan Africa. Background paper for The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2023.  
FAO Agricultural Development Economics Working Paper. Rome, FAO.
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The prevalence of malnutrition across the 
ten URCA categories was only estimated 
for 3 of the 11 countries, due to data 
limitations. In the three countries 
(Benin, Nigeria and Senegal), generally 
the prevalence of stunting in children 
under five years of age gradually 

or severe food insecurity in urban and 
peri-urban areas is similar to that in 
rural areas, and in some cases, 
slightly higher, indicating that food 
insecurity is not exclusively a rural 
problem (Figure 34B).
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 FIGURE 34B   IN MANY OF THE NINE COUNTRIES ANALYSED IN AFRICA, FOOD INSECURITY IN 
URBAN AND PERI-URBAN AREAS IS SIMILAR TO THAT IN RURAL AREAS, AND IN SOME CASES, 
SLIGHTLY HIGHER, INDICATING THAT FOOD INSECURITY IS NOT EXCLUSIVELY A RURAL PROBLEM 
IN MOST OF THE COUNTRIES ANALYSED

NOTES: All surveys are for 2018/19, except Malawi (2019/20). For the definition and list of high- and low-food-budget countries, see Table 10  
in the full report.
SOURCE: Authors’ (FAO) own elaboration.
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increases as cities become smaller and as 
one moves away from urban centres. 

The prevalence of wasting in children 
under five years of age is lower than that of 
stunting in all three countries and exhibits 
less evident trends across the rural–urban 
continuum. Nevertheless, there are hints of 
increased wasting in some peri-urban and 

rural areas in Nigeria and Senegal. 
Similarly, the prevalence of overweight in 
children is low in all countries and does 
not present a clear trend across the rural–
urban continuum. However, it is worth 
noting there is a suggestion towards lower 
overweight in peri-urban areas and higher 
overweight in some rural areas compared 
to urban areas. n
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CHAPTER 5 
POLICIES AND 
SOLUTIONS TO 
LEVERAGE 
AGRIFOOD 
SYSTEMS 
TRANSFORMATION 
FOR HEALTHY 
DIETS ACROSS THE 
RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM

 KEY MESSAGES 

è Actions, policies, new technologies, 
and consequently needed investments 
to overcome the challenges and seize the 
opportunities that urbanization creates 
require a clear understanding of the 
interaction between agrifood systems and 
the rural–urban continuum. 

è The policy approach needs to leverage 
the progressive connectivity between 
urban, peri-urban and rural areas through 
investments in infrastructure, public goods 
and enhanced capacities. 

è In the face of a gradual convergence in 
dietary patterns across the rural–urban 
continuum, including the consumption 
of highly processed foods, policies and 
legislation are needed to promote healthy food 
environments and to empower consumers to 
make nutritious food choices. 

è In intermediate and small cities and towns 
and their peri-urban and rural surroundings, 
the midstream activities of agrifood systems 
can play an essential role in economic 
development, reducing the cost of nutritious 
foods and improving income opportunities.

è The rural–urban continuum lens is critical 
to determine what and where support is most 
needed to address the insufficient worldwide 
availability of and access to nutritious foods, 
particularly fruits and vegetables.

è Public investment in research and 
development needs to be increased to develop 
technologies and innovations to create 
healthier food environments and increase the 
availability and affordability of nutritious foods.

è To strengthen rural–urban continuum 
connectivity and linkages, agrifood systems 
governance mechanisms and institutions need 
to cross sectoral and administrative boundaries.

The increased links across the 
rural–urban continuum coupled with 
closer interactions between the 
components of agrifood systems create a 
number of opportunities and challenges 
for the availability and affordability of 
healthy diets. Such interactions also 
create a number of policy and 
programme entry points to support 
agrifood systems transformation towards 
affordable healthy diets (Figure 37). 
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TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION / GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS
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 FIGURE 37   CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS ARISING FROM 
URBANIZATION, MAPPED ONTO POLICIES ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN CONTINUUM

NOTES: The blue boxes indicate policies to leverage agrifood systems transformation for healthy diets across the rural–urban continuum and 
agrifood systems, discussed in Chapter 5 in the full report. The green and orange boxes indicate opportunities and challenges to access 
affordable healthy diets identified in Chapter 3 in the full report. Policy adequacy for leveraging and addressing specific opportunities and 
challenges is indicated with letters and numbers, respectively.
SOURCE: Authors’ (FAO) own elaboration.
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5.1
POLICIES AND INVESTMENTS 
FOR HEALTHY DIETS 
ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM

Supporting healthier food outlets will be 
key for enabling access to healthy diets, 
as this has shown positive impacts on 
dietary quality. Policy incentives are 
necessary to encourage shops to stock 
and sell greater amounts of fresh and 
minimally processed foods, for instance, 
by improving their cold storage facilities, 
while the availability of healthier food 
outlets in particular areas across the 
rural–urban continuum can be improved 
through land-use planning and zoning 
regulations; tax credits or exemptions; 
and licensing agreements.

In urban and peri-urban settings, 
an estimated 2.5 billion people 
worldwide consume street foods every 
day, which are especially convenient for 
low-income workers and households who 
may not have the resources, facilities 
and/or time to prepare dishes at home. 
However, street foods do not always 
contribute to healthy diets. There are 
multiple infrastructure and regulatory 
gaps that need to be addressed to 
improve the nutritional quality and 
safety of these foods. These include 
ensuring a supply of water of acceptable 
quality for food preparation, clean places 
for preparation and consumption of food, 
sanitary facilities for workers, training 
for street vendors and consumer 
education.

Given that one-fourth of the global 
population live in peri-urban areas of 
small and intermediate cities and towns 
(SICTs), investing in these can have a 
more significant impact on healthy diets 
for their populations compared to the 
benefits that trickle down from growth in 
large cities. Addressing some of the 
challenges faced by SICTs can allow 
agrifood systems to be the driver of 
inclusive rural development, and create 
development opportunities for small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs). 

The presence of processed foods in 
household diets across the whole 
rural–urban continuum constitutes a 
driving force for the expansion of the 
services provided by SMEs. Strengthening 
their efficiency and expansion can also 
contribute to gains in production of 
nutritious foods, and a parallel reduction 
in the cost of food for consumers. 

Building rural infrastructure, including 
quality rural and feeder roads to connect 
remote farms and enterprises to main 
road networks, is essential for unlocking 
the productive potential of SICTs and 
their catchment areas. Other public 
investments to support linkages between 
(mainly small) farms and SMEs could 
include warehousing, cold storage, 
dependable electrification, access to 
digital tools and water supply.

Finally, considering that the availability 
of fruits and vegetables per capita 
per day is insufficient to meet the 
requirements of a healthy diet in most 
parts of the world, it is essential to boost 

THE STATE OF FOOD SECURITY AND NUTRITION IN THE WORLD 2023  IN BRIEF  
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the production of nutritious foods and, in 
general terms, support the diversification 
of food production. 

5.2
TECHNOLOGY AND 
INNOVATION: A KEY 
ENABLER FOR AGRIFOOD 
SYSTEMS TRANSFORMATION 
UNDER URBANIZATION 
In an urbanizing world, the strategic 
deployment of technology and innovation 
can be a critical catalyst of agrifood 
systems transformation. Countries have 
varied needs and capacities, and while 
there is a plethora of technologies and 
innovations available, no single “silver 
bullet” technology or innovation will 
meet all needs in all contexts across the 
rural–urban continuum. 

Whether these technologies and 
innovations are inclusive for all depends 
not only on their adoption and impact, but 
also on how research and development 
(R&D) is shaped. Between 1981 and 2016, 
there was a doubling of global public 
investment in agricultural R&D, with 
significant increases in larger 
middle-income countries (MICs); however, 
smaller lower-middle-income countries 
(LMICs) continue to have insufficient 
investment compared to other components 
of general services support such as 
infrastructure investments.

In urbanizing contexts where 
consumers are increasingly exposed to 
highly processed foods, different 
technological and innovative food 
environment solutions can contribute to 
reducing their consumption. For 
instance, behavioural science is an 
essential innovation that enables 
governments, scientists and the public 
to work together to develop 
evidence-based approaches to increase 
access to affordable healthy diets, 
as well as empower consumers to 
choose healthy diets. 

As already noted, urbanization is 
leading to a growing demand for 
packaged and pre-prepared foods. 
Innovations in food packaging can 
maintain the quality, safety and 
nutritional value of food products, 
meet consumer needs and preferences, 
reduce food loss and waste, and reduce 
the cost of nutritious foods, especially 
across longer distribution chains.

Finally, there are numerous technologies 
and innovations that can be leveraged for 
enhancing productivity in rural, urban 
and peri-urban areas, as well as for 
closing the productivity gap in LMICs, 
especially in the face of the climate crisis 
and the disappearance of natural 
resources. For example, vertical farming 
requires only a small plot of land and 
can be carried out indoors, allowing for 
the cultivation of food in urban and 
industrial spaces, and leading to shorter 
supply chains.
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5.3
INTEGRATED PLANNING AND 
GOVERNANCE MECHANISMS 
ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN 
CONTINUUM 

Transformative policies, technologies 
and innovations require adequate 
governance mechanisms that, while 
engaging multiple actors, coherently 
address the challenges and leverage 
the opportunities created in agrifood 
systems under urbanization. 

Due to the multisectoral nature of the 
challenges and opportunities that 
urbanization creates across the 
rural–urban continuum, subnational 
governments are important actors for 
formulating and implementing coherent 
policies that go beyond agrifood systems 
and outside normal administrative 
borders. These governments are in close 
contact with local stakeholders and can 
ensure that policies are adapted to local 
conditions by promoting advantages and 
addressing bottlenecks.

An important starting point towards 
streamlining governance across 
the rural–urban continuum is the 
development of locally based agreements 

between multiple administrative zones 
and multistakeholder platforms and 
networks. Among such mechanisms, 
food policy councils serve as advisory 
bodies to local or subnational 
governments, support policy design and 
implementation, promote stakeholder 
engagement, and facilitate monitoring 
and evaluation of progress in policy 
implementation, effectiveness, efficiency 
and impact.

The design and implementation of local 
agrifood systems policies, investments 
and legislation for addressing multiple 
agrifood systems challenges and 
opportunities requires working outside 
“silos” and bridging the gaps between 
policy areas in order to achieve 
systemic changes. 

Policy coherence at national and 
subnational levels remains a key 
challenge in establishing the appropriate 
enabling environment. Therefore, these 
policies and investments will require 
strong multilevel governance across 
national and regional agrifood systems 
policies. The establishment of national 
networks engaging various levels of 
governments appears an important 
starting point to initiate such multilevel 
governance mechanisms. n
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION

Hunger at the global level did not worsen 
between 2021 and 2022, but there are 
many places in the world where hunger is 
on the rise – where people are still 
struggling to recover income losses in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, or have 
been hit by soaring prices of food, 
agricultural inputs and energy, or whose 
lives and livelihoods have been disrupted 
by conflicts or extreme weather events. 
Progress on important indicators of child 
nutrition is to be celebrated, and some 
regions are on track to achieve some of 
the nutrition targets by 2030. However, 
rising overweight and obesity in many 
countries portends growing burdens of 
non-communicable diseases.

Urbanization has featured as the theme 
of this year’s report. With almost seven in 
ten people projected to live in cities by 
2050, this megatrend is shaping agrifood 
systems and, as a consequence, their 
capacity to deliver affordable healthy 
diets for all and to help eradicate hunger, 
food insecurity and malnutrition.

A key conclusion is that the ways in 
which urbanization is shaping agrifood 

systems can only be understood through 
a rural–urban continuum lens; the simple 
concept of a rural–urban divide is no 
longer useful to understand the growing 
links across urban, peri-urban and rural 
areas. This growing connectivity across 
the rural–urban continuum is a key 
aspect today to understand the 
functioning of value chains. Only then 
can the challenges and the opportunities 
that urbanization creates for agrifood 
systems be clearly mapped onto 
appropriate policy, technology and 
investment solutions.

Implementing these solutions requires 
that agrifood systems governance 
mechanisms and institutions cross 
sectoral and administrative boundaries 
and rely on subnational and local 
governments. Local governments in 
particular are fundamental actors in 
leveraging multilevel and 
multistakeholder mechanisms that, 
as shown with concrete examples in this 
report, have proved effective in 
implementing essential policies and 
solutions for making healthy diets 
available and affordable for all. n
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FOOD SECURITY  
AND NUTRITION 

IN THE WORLD

THE STATE OF 

URBANIZATION, AGRIFOOD SYSTEMS 
TRANSFORMATION AND HEALTHY DIETS 

ACROSS THE RURAL–URBAN CONTINUUM

This report provides an update on global progress towards the targets of ending hunger (SDG Target 2.1) 
and all forms of malnutrition (SDG Target 2.2). It shows that hunger at the global level remained relatively 
stable between 2021 and 2022, but is still far above pre-COVID-19-pandemic levels and is also rising in 
many places where people are still struggling to recover income losses in the wake of the pandemic or 
have been affected by increasing prices of food, agricultural inputs and energy, conflicts and/or extreme 
climate events. The report also provides updated estimates on the billions of people who are unable to 
access nutritious, safe and sufficient food all year round. Overall, the report shows that we are far off track 
to meet all nutrition targets. While progress on important indicators of child nutrition is revealed, rising 
overweight among children under five years of age in many countries portends growing burdens of 
non-communicable diseases.

Since its 2017 edition, this report has repeatedly highlighted that the intensification and interaction of 
conflict, climate extremes and economic slowdowns and downturns, combined with highly unaffordable 
nutritious foods and growing inequality, are pushing us off track to meet the SDG 2 targets. However, 
other important megatrends must also be factored into the analysis to fully understand the challenges 
to and opportunities for meeting the SDG 2 targets. One such megatrend, and the focus of this year’s 
report, is urbanization.

Urbanization is increasing in many countries and this report shows it is changing agrifood systems in 
ways we can no longer understand using the simple rural–urban divide. The changing pattern of 
population agglomerations across a rural–urban continuum and its interface as a place of exchange and 
socioeconomic interactions, is reshaping and being reshaped by agrifood systems, with implications for 
the availability and affordability of healthy diets, and in turn, for food security and nutrition. 
New evidence shows that food purchases in some countries are no longer high only among urban 
households but also among rural households. Consumption of highly processed foods is also increasing 
in peri-urban and rural areas of some countries. These changes are affecting people’s food security 
and nutrition in ways that differ depending on where they live across the rural–urban continuum.

This timely and relevant theme is aligned with the United Nations General Assembly-endorsed 
New Urban Agenda, and the report provides recommendations on the policies, investments and actions 
needed to address the challenges of agrifood systems transformation under urbanization and to enable 
opportunities for ensuring  access to affordable healthy diets for everyone.
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