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Food systems for children and

adolescents

This is a summary of the following special issue: Kupka, R., Morris, S., & Fox, E. (ed)
(2020). Food systems for children and adolescents. Global Food Security. Available at:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/global-food-security/vol/27/suppl/C

ecuring nutritious diets for chil-

dren and adolescents could be

achieved by reorientating food

systems to deliver desirable, af-
fordable, safe and sustainable diets. Cur-
rently, food systems often ignore the spe-
cific needs of children and adolescents,
underestimating their potential as change
agents and perpetuating the inability of
food systems to address malnutrition in
this group.

To respond to this issue, UNICEF
and GAIN convened a Global Consulta-
tion on Food Systems for Children and
Adolescents in 2018 that aimed to develop
a common narrative and identify priority
actions for food systems and diet quality
among children and adolescents. A special
issue on food systems for children and
adolescents in Global Food Security re-
ported the priorities identified before
and after this consultation.

The first three articles in the special
issue indicate that children and adoles-
cents require special attention in food
system reorientations for improved diets
and that, despite existing data gaps, there
is evidence that their dietary intakes are
sub-optimal compared to recommenda-
tions. Two articles then provide a roadmap
on how to reorient food systems to
address these challenges. The first presents
a conceptual framework, the ‘Innocenti
Framework, which includes a set of food
system drivers (food supply chains, ex-
ternal food environments, personal food
environments and behaviors of caregivers,
children and adolescents), determinants,
influencers and interactions that deter-
mine the diets of children and adolescents.
The second describes how to translate
the Innocenti Framework into practical
action through a novel six-step assessment

tool. The tool starts by measuring and
understanding children's realities and
then works back up into the system to
identify how food environments and
supply systems could make relevant foods
more or less available, affordable, ap-
pealing and aspirational.

Three further papers present evidence
on the key determinants of the food sys-
tems outlined in the Innocenti Framework.
A review of the evidence on food supply
chains and their link with food availability
and children's and adolescents' diets is
presented followed by a review of school-
and community-based interventions that
aim to shape food environments and
their effects on diet outcomes. The next
paper identifies the facilitators and barriers
to the uptake of interventions that aim
to improve the dietary behaviours of chil-
dren and adolescents and highlights their
implications for planning and monitoring
future interventions. Despite research
gaps, this evidence provides valuable in-
sight into how food supply chains, food
behaviours and food environments can
support improved diets for children and
adolescents.

Next, an evidence review examines
child rights violations related to the grow-
ing problem of the digital marketing of
unhealthy, ultra-processed foods to chil-
dren and adolescents. Finally, key impli-
cations of the issue for public policies
and programmes with specific country-
level illustrations are outlined.

The evidence presented in this special
issue constitutes an important step in
reorienting current food systems to deliver
‘fit for purpose’ actions that work to im-
prove the diet quality of children and
adolescents.

Research fﬂa()ShOTS

Addressing knowledyge
gaps in adolescent
nutrition

This is a summary of the following paper: Canavan, C. &
Fawzi, W.W. (2019). Addressing Knowledge Gaps in
Adolescent Nutrition: Toward Advancing Public Health and
Sustainable Development. Current Developments in
Nutrition, 3(7). Available At: https://academic.oup.com/
cdn/article/3/7/nzz062/5485636

dolescence is a period of significant physical,

cognitive and social development that es-

tablishes the trajectory for adult health status.

Adolescence marks a second window of op-
portunity when individuals can catch up on stunted
growth during childhood. Improvements in nutritional
status can also yield better attendance and performance
at school and correcting nutritional deficiencies and
improving diets for adolescents allows them to enter
pregnancy in a healthier state. Nevertheless, malnutrition
remains a key challenge for adolescents in developing
countries through suboptimal dietary intake. To stifle
these challenges and promote opportunities, knowledge
gaps in adolescent nutrition must be addressed.

Firstly, iron and folic acid supplementation is effective
in reducing anaemia and preventing neural tube defects.
However, optimal implementation strategies to determine
the acceptability and effectiveness of the supplementation
dose, the delivery and duration of use have yet to be
identified. Macronutrient supplementation, namely pro-
tein and calorie-dense supplements, offer significant
opportunities to enable catch-up growth during ad-
olescence. However, there is a paucity of evidence re-
garding possible adverse outcomes for those who are
overweight or obese.

Secondly, with one third of adolescents globally
being food insecure and the average intake of fruit and
vegetables for adolescents remaining below World
Health Organization recommendations (400g/day),
school-based nutrition interventions offer a promising
avenue to improve dietary quality in this age group.
Nevertheless, more evidence is needed to determine
how food environments such as school settings shape
dietary behaviours and how this affects adolescent food
security and dietary quality.

Thirdly, as almost 20% of women in developing
countries have a live birth by the age of 18 and young
mothers have greater nutritional requirements due to
foetal development while they are still growing, nutrition
programmes should be integrated with delayed pregnancy
interventions to improve infant and maternal health
and nutrition outcomes. Potential interventions should
combine adolescent empowerment approaches with
community- and school-based approaches.

Closing these knowledge gaps requires a sustained,
multi-sector approach from public health actors with
health surveillance improvements as well as adolescent,
parent and community engagement to determine ev-
idence-based solutions. However, investing in adolescents
today offers the promise of lifelong gains for them and
their families.
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