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Background: Key concepts



• Growing global interest in food environments in response to the need to 
improve dietary, nutrition and health outcomes (Lytle and Sokol, 2017; Turner et al., 
2020).

• A number of recent food environment conceptual frameworks have 
mapped multi-scalar determinants of diets, nutrition, and health (Swinburn et 
al., 2013; Herforth and Ahmed, 2015; Turner et al., 2018; Downs et al, 2020).
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• Increasing consensus around the food environment as an interface within 
the wider food system (FAO, 2016; HLPE, 2017; Turner et al., 2018; HLPE, 2020).

• Increasing recognition that the food environment is comprised of diverse 
food sources (Turner et al., 2018; Downs et al., 2020):

A. Market based (formal and informal),

B. Own production (rural, peri-urban, urban),

C. Wild food harvesting,

D. Transfers or gifts.
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AVAILABILITY
Presence of food 

sources or products

PRICES
Monetary value 
of food products

MARKETING AND
REGULATION

Promotional information, 
branding, advertising, 

labelling, policies

VENDOR AND PRODUCT
PROPERTIES

VENDOR PROPERTIES (Typology, 
opening hours, services)

PRODUCT PROPERTIES (Food 
quality, composition, safety, 
level of processing, shelf life, 

packaging)

AFFORDABILITY
Purchasing power

ACCESSIBILITY
Physical distance, time, 

space and place, 
individual activity 

spaces, daily mobility, 
mode of transport

DESIRABILITY
Preferences, acceptability, 
tastes, desires, attitudes, 
culture, knowledge and 

skills 

CONVENIENCE
Relative time and effort 

of preparing, cooking 
and consuming food 

products, time 
allocation

Social interaction 
(family, children, and 
parental preferences)

Linked to desirability

Gender norms, livelihoods 
through a gender lens

Climate, land use and tenure 
systems, agrobiodiversity

Seasonality,
food security Adulteration and 

contamination

Networks, trust, 
reciprocity

Inter-personal 
dynamics
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A synthesis of emerging 
evidence from LMICs
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Analytical studies (n=23; 55%)
• Dietary outcomes (n=14): Food 

availability was associated with 
dietary outcomes at the 
community and school scales 
across multiple LMICs, although 
associations varied by vendor 
type. 

• Evidence from 2 RCTs in Mexico 
and South Africa indicate the 
potential for supportive school 
food environments to improve 
adolescent diets (25, 26). However, 
the evidence is far from 
conclusive!

• Nutrition (n=13) and health (n=1) 
outcomes: Evidence inconclusive 
at present. 
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Characterizing and analyzing food environments in LMICs
Quantitative evidence: 
• Small and medium sized market-based vendors dominate, but 

non-market based sources important in some settings.
• Evidence of +ve associations between levels of urbanization and 

the availability of market-based food vendors (restaurants, 
supermarkets) (23, 31, 60).

• School food environments saturated with unhealthy foods and 
beverages (62–68), and targeted marketing of SSBs to children 
evident (62, 64).

Qualitative evidence – common themes: 
• Increasing availability and acceptance of cheap, convenient, tasty, 

and desirable ready-made ‘unhealthy’ foods (32, 33, 45, 51).

• Limited opportunities for healthier alternatives due to economic 
constraints (32, 33, 45, 51).

• School FE: Healtheir options often limited (35, 36, 42, 43) and 
concerns raised around food safety, misleading marketing, peer 
influence, and prestige of ‘non-traditional’ foods (35, 36, 41).

• School policies were found to be highly contested (36, 40, 43).
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Conclusions



• FE research is developing rapidly in LMICs, 
and there is growing global interest in food 
environments in response to the need to 
improve dietary, nutrition and health 
outcomes.

• There is a need to align theoretical concepts 
with empirical research in order to 
operationalize coherent methods and 
metrics across diverse settings and multiple 
scales.

• Interventions, policies and program actions 
need to be socio-ecological in scope, 
addressing both individual and 
environmental contexts and conditions.
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