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The Food Systems Countdown Initiative
Background & baseline analysis
Dr. Mario Herrero
Cornell University
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UNFSS catalyzed food system transformation pathways



But no monitoring system was agreed upon

● The SDG framework is insufficient to guide food systems transformation

● Evidence-based decision-making needs indicators and data to guide 
decisions

● Demand for a multisectoral, multi-scale indicator framework to monitor 
food systems change and transformation



The Food Systems 
Countdown Initiative 
formed to fill this gap

The Countdown is an interdisciplinary, multi-
institution scientific partnership to monitor global 
food systems in service of meeting the SDGs and 
other global goals

Objectives:

To provide actionable evidence to track progress 
and guide decisions for transformation

Complement other monitoring and tracking 
initiatives

Contribute to advancing the science of food 
systems and their transformation



FSCI timeline to 2030

2021:
Framework 

paper

2030 
Culminating 

paper

2026 Publication

2025: Country 
level performance 

assessment

2024: Navigating 
interactions across 

food systems

2023: State of 
global food 

systems baseline

Indicator Selection

Special 
event @ 
UNFSS 

stocktaking 
moment 

2028 Publication

2027 
Publication

2029 Publication

Global Food Systems 
Conference

(pending resources)

All available on the Countdown website



Indicator architecture
Themes

Indicator domains

Fanzo et al. 2021



57 scientists in the 
FSCI collaboration 

conducted 
identification, 

screening, and final 
selection 

Dozens of additional 
scientists and over 

550 policy 
stakeholders 

participated in the 
consultations

Indicator selection: transparent, inclusive, rigorous

Evaluative 
criteria:
• Relevance
• High quality
• Interpretable
• Useful

Screening criteria:
• Feasibility
• Coverage
• Transparent 

methodology

Schneider et al. 2023



Global food 
systems 
baseline

Food system 
success is not 
synonymous with 
country income

Schneider et al. 2023



Main lessons from the 2024 analyses 
Monitoring progress and navigating interactions
Roseline Remans, PhD Ir.
glocolearning and the Alliance of Bioversity & CIAT
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Global food 
systems trends 
2000-2022
Show 20 out of 42 indicators 
moving in the desirable direction

7 indicators trend undesirably, and 
the rest show no change, which is 
also undesirable

Schneider et al. 2025



Regional trends 

For some indicators, similar trends 
across regions can be observed 
e.g. cost of a healthy diet, mobile 
phone subscriptions

For other indicators, trends differ 
greatly between regions, e.g. food 
insecurity, fruit yield, pesticide use

Schneider et al. 2025



Thematic trends 

Nuance within themes, some 
indicators moving in desirable 
directions, some indicators moving 
in undesirable directions, or not 
changing

Schneider et al. 2025



Navigating interactions between indicators

● Change (or lack of change) in one indicator can have direct or 
indirect impacts on other indicators

● History has many examples where food systems challenges have 
arisen owing to unintended consequences and systemic conflicts 
among multiple objectives

● Understanding interactions can help anticipate and manage 
tradeoffs or synergies and highlight entry points for decision-
making



Identifying interactions: Methods

1. Expert elicitation with FSCI coauthors

1. Automated literature search

1. Country case studies with country expert panels



Assessed 
relationships 
between indicators

Many interdependencies

One third of interactions occur across 
themes

Governance and resilience show the 
largest number of connections to 
other themes



Highly connected 
indicators

Change in these indicators could 
have broad impact on others and/or 
require multiple coordinated actions

Explore on the Food Systems 
Dashboard



Assessed 
relationships 
between indicators

Rows highly connected across 
columns show where changes in 
these indicators could have broad 
impact on others



Assessed 
relationships 
between indicators

Columns with many influencing 
rows suggest indicators where 
multiple coordinated actions are 
needed to drive change



Volume of 
literature on 
direct 
relationships 
involving 
governance 
indicators



Country case studies on governance related interactions



Country case studies

● Ethiopia & Mexico: most interactions deemed highly relevant to achieve national 
transformation goals

● Increasing influence of health-related food environment policies on diet and nutrition 
outcomes in Mexico

● Netherlands context proved very different from Ethiopia and Mexico with less than one-
third of the identified global interactions involving governance were viewed as highly 
relevant to achieving sustainable food systems  in the country. Limited political will and 
industry lobbying were considered as main barriers for change

● Also noted that increased globalization has lessened government power over food systems 
and made it harder for governments to be effective



Conclusions

● Some parts of food systems are moving in a desirable direction

● Interactions illustrate where there are potential upstream dependencies 
blocking potential for change

● Governance and resilience indicators have broad influence across the food 
system, suggesting important leverage points

● Diet and resilience indicators are influenced by many  factors, suggesting need 
for coordinated action



Critical data gaps exist to measure food systems

Economic value

Workers and worker welfare

Levels of market concentration

Policy coherence for transformation

The true cost of food

Food loss and waste

Budgetary allocations

Food safety



The Food Systems Dashboard
A tool for holistically examining food systems of 
countries and the world
Dr. Jessica Fanzo
Columbia Climate School
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What is the Food Systems Dashboard?

www.foodsystemsdashboard.org

The Food Systems Dashboard, launched in 2020, combines data from multiple sources to 
give users a complete view of food systems

DESCRIBE: View data for 
hundreds of indicators 
spanning every aspect of 
food systems

DIAGNOSE: Dive into 
country-specific data, 
including our diagnostics

DECIDE: Explore evidence-
based actions to improve 
diets, nutrition, and 
environment



The Dashboard includes almost 300 indicators from over 40 sources, 
organised through a food systems framework



Data sources, methodology, and other resources are also available



The Dashboard enables visual exploration of data across countries 
and over time

● All indicators can be viewed 
in a map form, to compare 
across countries

● To more easily understand 
relative rankings, data can 
also be viewed in a bar graph 
or as a table

● Time trends can also be 
viewed, where available

Visualising Global Data



The Countdown data and analysis on the 
Food Systems Dashboard
Dr. Rebecca McLaren
The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition 
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Countdown data and analysis on the Dashboard



Countdown indicators



Countdown indicators



Countdown country profiles



Countdown indicator interactions



Countdown indicator interactions


