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A double-duty food systems stimulus package to 
build back better nutrition from COVID-19
Emerging evidence indicates that the changes brought about by COVID-19 have raised the risk of unhealthy weight 
gain, food insecurity and undernutrition. Building back better nutrition demands a double-duty approach where 
actions to aid recovery synergistically reduce the risk of both obesity and undernutrition.

Corinna Hawkes and Charlotte Gallagher Squires

Emerging evidence suggests the 
economic, social and food system 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 

have increased the risk of weight gain in 
adults and children. Studies from Latin 
America1, Asia2, the Middle East3, Europe4, 
and North America5 have found that around 
one quarter of adults report gaining weight 
during lockdown. Compared to their 
behaviour prior to the lockdown, adults 
and young people report less healthy eating 
practices, including increased snacking and 
higher consumption of foods high in refined 
carbohydrates, salt, sugar and saturated 
fats3,6–9. Self-reported reasons for these 
changes include reduced access to healthy 
foods, having less time to plan healthy meals, 
difficulties with controlling food intake and 
using food to cope with low mood or anxiety 
associated with the pandemic6,10,11.

It has been reported, too, that some 
large food companies have been using the 
COVID-19 lockdowns as an opportunity 
to make pre-packaged ‘ultra-processed’ 
foods high in fats, sugars and salt more 
appealing12. In Mexico, for example, sugary 
snacks have been promoted with messages 
that they alleviate boredom, can be eaten 
during video calls and are supportive of 
social distancing and health professionals13. 
Reports show that large food companies 
have donated food boxes containing 
ultra-processed, branded products to people 
in need12. These reports are especially 
concerning given people affected by obesity 
and non-communicable diseases are at 
greater risk of complications, hospitalization 
and death from COVID-1914.

At the same time, studies have reported 
certain population groups cooking meals at 
home more often and eating more fruit and 
vegetables9. This may reflect a tendency to 
consume more of all types of foods3 and/
or trends playing out differently among 
socioeconomic groups. For example, 
Chopra et al.2 observed a greater shift 
toward healthy eating practices among 
higher socioeconomic groups in India, 

reasoning this was likely due to this group 
having more time, resources and capacity 
to procure and prepare such foods. A shift 
toward favourable dietary practices in 
France was more common among those 
on a higher-income, working from home 
and without dependent children7. Those 
whose work habits have been unchanged by 
the pandemic are less likely to report any 
changes to their dietary practices7,10.

Concomitant growth of undernutrition 
and food insecurity
The economic crisis brought about by 
COVID-19 has also led to increased food 
insecurity among lower-income households 
across countries, as shown by the examples 
of Mexico15, Bangladesh16 and Ethiopia17. 
In Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, spending less 
on food was the second most commonly 
reported means of coping with income loss 
associated with the pandemic17. Adolescents 
in Côte d’Ivoire report skipping meals to 
cope with income losses associated with 
the pandemic18. In South Africa, 41% of 
families in a nationally representative panel 
survey reported running out of money 
for food and 16% that their children had 
gone hungry the previous week19. Likewise, 
growing levels of food insecurity have been 
found in high-income countries including 
the UK20, USA21 and Australia22. This has 
also been associated with eating cheaper and 
less healthy foods. In Brazil, for example, 
families with drastic or total loss of income 
report eating cheaper foods to cope23 and 
food insecurity resulting from COVID-19 
in Australia is associated with consuming 
less fresh foods22. Modelling simulations 
suggest that COVID-19 will exacerbate 
undernutrition, with additional deaths due 
to child wasting and stunting and increased 
anaemia among women24,25.

Tackling malnutrition in all its forms 
through food systems
Eating practices are shaped by the 
circumstances of everyday life and 

COVID-19 changed those circumstances 
for many, giving rise to risks for both 
obesity and undernutrition. This creates 
an imperative for a response that takes a 
holistic approach to considering obesity 
and undernutrition in the same frame if 
the world is to build back better nutrition 
in the wake of COVID-19.

There have been multiple responses 
to the economic, social and food-systems 
impacts of COVID-19. International entities 
and governments have provided large 
stimulus packages and national governments 
have allocated budgetary resources to social 
safety nets for households experiencing loss 
of income, in part to protect against food 
insecurity and undernutrition. According to 
the World Bank, 173 countries had enacted 
621 new social protection measures by June 
2020, including cash transfers and in-kind 
food and voucher schemes26.

However, national budgets are under 
tremendous strain and the full impact 
of COVID-19 on existing programmes 
designed to tackle undernutrition remains 
unclear. Despite the evidence on the 
link with COVID-19, the World Obesity 
Federation reports that governments around 
the world are paying inadequate attention to 
obesity prevention and management27.

At the same time, there has been 
significant social, community and business 
innovation across low-, middle- and 
high-income countries to provide and sell 
nutritious, healthy foods. Examples include 
novel programmes to distribute seeds for 
home gardens, new forms of transportation 
networks to get perishable foods to markets, 
e-commerce, innovations in sales channels 
from urban agriculture, and community 
kitchens28. The impacts of COVID-19 on 
food systems globally, nationally and locally 
has also led to greater attention on how to 
improve their resilience and maximize their 
potential to improve a range of different 
outcomes, as articulated in the UN  
Food Systems Summit to be held in 
September 2021.
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Double-duty actions for double burden. In 
this context, double-duty actions emerge as 
one way to step up the food system response 
to risks of food insecurity, undernutrition 
and obesity. Double-duty actions are 
interventions, programmes and policies 
that simultaneously prevent or reduce the 
risk of both nutritional deficiencies leading 
to underweight, wasting, stunting and 
micronutrient deficiencies, and problems of 
obesity, and diet-related non-communicable 
diseases29. They offer an effective way to 
address malnutrition in all its forms; with 
action targeting one form of nutrition 
also working to benefit another. Given 
the evidence of increasing undernutrition 
and obesity in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic, paired with renewed attention 
on food systems, now is the time for a 
clear package to stimulate food systems to 
work double duty and address all forms of 
malnutrition.

Social protection and subsidy programmes 
targeting low-income groups. Spending 
on social safety nets has increased during 
COVID-19. While social protection 
programmes are proven to have positive 
outcomes for nutrition, evidence suggests 
that they are not designed to take into 
account the cost of nutritious foods nor 
the increasingly obesogenic nature of food 
systems29. More could be done to leverage 
them to incentivize food systems actors to 
make healthier foods more available and 
affordable. Cash provision could be coupled 
with incentives for recipients to participate 
in well-targeted, culturally sensitive 
food literacy programmes based on an 
understanding of barriers to consumption 
of nutritious foods. Subsidies and food 
vouchers could also be directly linked to 
retailers providing nutritious foods, provide 
rewards for expenditure on healthier foods, 
and exclude foods, snacks, and beverages 
high in fats, sugars and salt thus stimulating 
retailers to change their food offer. In 
addition, public distribution programmes, 
state-managed stores, public restaurants, and 
other forms of subsidy programmes could 
focus on providing diverse nutritious foods 
and meals and minimizing less-healthy 
foods. Likewise, mandatory guidance is 
needed for voluntary food donations from 
food companies to vulnerable groups to 
stimulate them to provide only food that will 
actively address malnutrition in  
all its forms30.

Comprehensive school food policies. 
According to the World Food Programme, 
161 countries closed schools during 
lockdowns, leaving 346 million children 
without access to school feeding 

programmes31. Their re-opening presents 
an opportunity to ensure that guidelines 
for school feeding programmes and food 
provided by the commercial sector in day 
care, preschools, and schools act double duty 
by meeting basic energy and nutrient needs 
and restricting nutrient-poor yet calorie-rich 
foods, snacks, and beverages. This also 
presents an opportunity to prioritize 
procurement from farmers and other 
producers and retailers of nutritious foods, 
providing structured demand to stimulate 
job generation in the nutritious foods 
sector. For a full double-duty approach, the 
widespread availability of snacks and fried 
foods around schools should be replaced 
with more nutritious foods and schools 
used as an opportunity to build knowledge 
and skills to create awareness, shape tastes, 
and motivate consumption of healthy 
diets through education, school gardens, 
and mainstreaming food throughout the 
curriculum.

Food system financing. 
Government-financed economic stimulus 
packages in the wake of COVID-19 
present an opportunity to allocate new 
investment to nutritious foods as a boost to 
employment, such as stimulating agri-food 
entrepreneurship, providing credit on 
fair terms to family farmers, investing in 
cooperatives and food hubs for distribution 
of healthy foods, providing financing for 
small- and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) to innovate new nutritious products, 
and providing technical and financial 
support to street vendors to switch to 
healthier offers. These investments could 
build on the aforementioned innovations 
during COVID-19 lockdowns. For 
example, SME e-commerce initiatives 
are growing in the wake of COVID-19 in 
many lower-income countries and could be 
provided with marketing support to boost 
demand for healthier foods (it is notable 
that e-commerce initiatives by some large 
companies during COVID-19 are reported 
to have not focused on improving access 
to nutritious healthy foods30). At the same 
time, existing public- and private-sector 
investment could be re-allocated from 
refined starchy foods and ingredients used 
in ‘ultra-processed’ snacks and convenience 
foods toward nutritious foods. Global food 
and agriculture investments are reported 
to have tripled between 2004–2013 to 
more than US$100 billion (ref. 32); and the 
number of investment funds specialized in 
food and agriculture increased from 38 to 
446 between 2005–201733. The potential 
for focusing such investments on the 
production, storage, distribution, processing 
and retail of nutritious foods rather than 

ingredients used in unhealthy products is 
enormous, supporting livelihoods while also 
supplying healthier foods at more affordable 
prices. Agricultural subsidies, infrastructure 
and research investments could also be 
re-allocated to more nutritious foods34, as 
could public procurement spend.

Taxes and marketing restrictions. The 
disruption to economic systems and 
stretched government budgets as a result 
of the pandemic makes this an optimal 
time to consider implementing policies 
on taxation of sugary drinks as a means of 
adding fiscal space to constrained national 
economies and stimulating new resources 
for interventions to address all forms of 
malnutrition. Over 42 countries have now 
adopted sugary drinks taxes and evidence 
shows they have the intended effects35. 
Existing sugary drinks taxes could be 
increased and new taxes introduced to not 
just provide revenue but also stimulate sugar 
reduction by the companies who produce 
them and stimulate consumers to switch to 
healthier drinks. Tougher regulation is also 
needed to reign in marketing of unhealthy 
foods so prevalent during the pandemic27. 
This could stimulate businesses to find ways 
to generate aspiration for nutritious foods 
that benefit all forms of malnutrition, and 
to compete to a greater degree on growing 
long-term markets for healthier foods rather 
than focusing on pre-packaged foods high 
in fats, sugars and salt and ultra-processed 
snacks and drinks.

a window of opportunity
In the context of the link between obesity 
and COVID-19, the estimated increases of 
undernutrition, and the changes in food 
systems, a window of opportunity has 
opened to stimulate change in food systems 
through double-duty action to address 
malnutrition in all its forms. We propose 
a short but potentially powerful package 
of actions to effect change — what is now 
required is the political commitment to put 
it into action. ❐
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