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Transforming Food Markets
for Social Good
Access to nutritious food is a human right, for which households increasingly
rely on the functioning of markets. However, food markets and the value
chains that supply them are in transition in many parts of the world. IDS is
leading research on food systems, within which the Business, Markets and
the State cluster has researched the potential for food markets to improve
access to quality and affordable food, produced sustainably, and contribute to
employment. There will always be trade-offs (e.g. fresh and high-quality food
may be more expensive), so we work with policymakers and practitioners on
how to understand and best manage these and work towards delivering more
effective policy and interventions.
What do we know?
The food system relates to most of the Global
Goals, including on poverty, hunger, good health,
decent work, responsible production, and climate
action. Ideally, food and agricultural systems would
deliver safe, nutritious and affordable diets, through
a sustainable value chain that creates more and
decent jobs in the economy. Yet food markets are
affected by dynamics that include urbanisation,

dominant area of employment and the
predominant source for various types of foods for
low-income populations in both rural and urban
contexts. Changing food systems could offer a
critical opportunity for women’s economic
empowerment, yet agricultural commercialisation
can shift women’s access to land or commons
resources, or push women into low-paid non-farm
jobs.
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Outcome: Changing food markets to deliver
sustainable production, decent job creation,
and initiatives of nutritious food for all
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in the food markets (see Figure 1), which
should include food supply, food demand,
and changes within the value chain.

How we work with others toward
sustainable development
By being aware of the limits of what
markets can and cannot achieve in a given
environment, we are able to better design
policies and interventions by leveraging the
capabilities and willingness of all stakeholders
involved. To achieve this, at IDS we have
developed a key issues guide, infographic,
and blogs highlighting the role of policy in
shaping private sector action along the
food value chain with the aim to improve
nutrition, make food production sustainable,
and create decent work.
At the international level, we have been part
of a panel of experts influencing how the
Rome-based global food agencies frame
their knowledge in this area. We have been
supporting international development
agencies to improve their theory of change
and intervention design; for example, we are
working with the Scaling Up Nutrition
Movement (SUN) to strengthen multistakeholder platforms for nutrition in SUN

member countries (e.g. SUN Indonesia). The
IDS-led K4D Learning Journey on Changing
Food Systems brought together external
experts and staff from the UK Department
for International Development (DFID) to
explore the long-term implications of
changing food systems for DFID’s
development goals. As part of that process,
several in-country roundtable discussions
were facilitated and a range of learning
products were produced, including a policy
brief, resulting in awareness raising in DFID
on using a systems approach for agriculture
and food programmes.
We also increased awareness with national
policy actors. For instance, in Ghana, Nigeria,
and Tanzania we convened representatives
from the private sector, civil society, the
donor community, and government to
discuss the opportunities, challenges, and
impacts of market-based solutions to
improve nutrition. Using innovative methods
such as participatory food system analysis
and Action Research, we have also worked
with national farmers’ organisations to
identify potential pathways to sustainable
food systems in the UK, Nicaragua, and
Senegal.

The Business, Markets and the State cluster investigates how businesses enable or constrain pathways that
deliver development and curb inequalities, and how the relationships between business and the state influence
these processes. Our interdisciplinary research builds on IDS’ well-established track record working on value
chains and market systems, complemented by political economy and participatory perspectives.
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