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Editorial

On the value of food systems research

Every study has limitations; the 
question is whether it moves the field 
forward and what this entails for 
each community.

A 
great deal of research is exclu-
sively assessed in terms of tech-
nical quality, a metric that is 
arguably easier to measure in 
exact than non-exact sciences 

and that doesn’t say much about the impact 
of the research results to society. Its relevance 
is therefore limited when it comes to food 
systems research, which involves social and 
cultural elements and is motivated by grand 
societal challenges such as the fight against 
hunger, poverty and climate change. Ques-
tions related to food security and the sustain-
ability of food systems, no matter whether 
they are approached through a nutritional, 
environmental or socioeconomic lens, tend to 
involve a great deal of complexity and context 
specificity.

Given the above, a question we ought to 
ask when assessing a food systems study is 
whether it moves the field forward and offers 
a substantial contribution despite its limita-
tions. Equally important is to ask whether 
these limitations are transparently laid out. 
Ideally, the study would have a well-defined 
analytical framework and discuss the potential 
implications of its main assumptions, particu-
larly if they are likely to change conclusions in a 
significant way. The line that marks the divide 
between ‘substantial’ and ‘non-substantial’ 
or ‘significant’ and ‘non-significant’, as used 
above, is to be drawn by the relevant research 
community — and is bound to change over 
time, based on that community’s understand-
ing of what is useful or insightful in light of the 
field’s uncertainties. In the scientific peer-review 
process, the feedback of reviewers — a s  
representatives of the research community — 
is key to making such a call.

What makes a piece of research valu-
able when it comes to food systems isn’t 

necessarily its degree of technical advance, 
but rather the conceptual advance it repre-
sents and the potential impact associated 
with it. For instance, the angle through which 
a problem is addressed and how it is framed 
can yield arresting and important conclu-
sions, even when calculation methodologies 
remain unaltered. This point is well illustrated 
by food-related greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions, which were traditionally reported for 
each sector (transport, energy, industry, and 
so on) and supply stage (production, process-
ing, distribution, consumption and waste) 
separately but have been more recently com-
bined under ‘systems emissions’. While their 
breakdown informs sectoral policies, the sum 
of all GHG emissions is needed for synergies 
and trade-offs to be properly identified and 
accounted for1. Besides, the global overview 
of emissions is crucial for creating awareness 
around the impact of food choices and cata-
lysing mitigation action. The message that 
food systems are currently responsible for a 
third of all current anthropogenic GHG emis-
sions2, so widely publicized, was determinant 
for food systems to be placed at the centre of 
the climate agenda and to receive due atten-
tion from world leaders.

A recently proposed food classification sys-
tem based on the degree of food processing 
that has singled out ultra-processed foods 
(UPFs)3 provides another interesting case 
for reflection on how to evaluate research. 
Some scientists were critical of this new cat-
egorization, arguing that processing in itself 
isn’t what makes a food item good or bad for 

people and the environment, and highlight-
ing mixed evidence on the impact of UPFs on 
biochemical risk factors for disease4. Oth-
ers found it extremely useful for eliciting 
the association between the consumption 
of UPFs and many of their distinctive char-
acteristics, which are themselves harmful 
to human health (either directly, like high 
sugar and/or additive content, or indirectly, 
through shifts in consumers’ preferences 
towards impoverished diets) and the envi-
ronment. Undeniably, this classification has 
stimulated a healthy debate around modern 
dietary habits, the intricate factors behind 
them, and public policies’ sole focus on nutri-
tional characteristics of foods.

As the examples above suggest, two more 
points deserve attention when thinking of 
the value — and contribution — of food sys-
tems research. The first point is about clar-
ity over what a study can and cannot answer, 
and consequently what it should be used for. 
The combined account of food-related GHG 
emissions sheds light on food systems’ total 
footprint, underscoring the need for coordi-
nated policies, but doesn’t replace sectoral 
granularity. Likewise, a food classification sys-
tem based on UPFs may not say much about 
processing as a food engineering technique, 
yet it highlights important issues surrounding 
these products. The second point refers to 
the scope of the analysis and the multiplic-
ity of aspects that are considered given the 
urgency of food systems transformation. 
Whether that’s done in a meaningful way and 
to a sufficient extent is for the food commu-
nity to judge.
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