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What can you find in this document?

This document aims to provide SDC staff and its partners
with a practical how-to tool for applying a food system
approach in projects and programmes. The first part briefly
explains SDC's food systems approach, as elaborated in more
detail in the Agriculture and Food Systems network’s (AFS)
Knowledge Hub. The second part provides practical guidance
on applying a food systems approach to planning or adapting
development cooperation projects. The third part provides
links to important possible partners and networks.

The guidance provided in this paper can be used to design
new food system projects. It can also be used to embed
ongoing projects that address specific aspects (e.g. agricultural
production or healthy diets) in a wider food system context. This
helps identify complementary interventions needed to achieve
lasting systemic change and to avoid unintended side effects.
Finally, the food system approach is useful for identifying gaps
in a specific project or country strategy, which can then inform
the development of new projects or partnerships.
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1. Food systems: definition and
significance for SDC

1.1. Why a food system approach?

Food systems — from farm to fork and beyond - significantly
impact human well-being (livelihoods, health) and the
environment (natural resources, biodiversity, climate
change). Therefore, transforming food systems offers an
opportunity to simultaneously address several sustainable
development goals, including improved food security,
decreased malnutrition and non-communicable diseases,
poverty reduction, reduced degradation of natural resources
and biodiversity loss, and contributions to climate change
mitigation and adaptation.

Many development projects relate directly or indirectly to food
systems. Framing projects within a food systems perspective
encourages systems-thinking, which involves understanding
the relationships and dynamics between different components
of the system. Systems thinking is essential to understanding
the characteristics of root causes (“drivers”) of the problems

that projects seek to address. It also helps identify the most
promising leverage points for interventions and think about
how impulses can ripple through the entirety of the system,
often leading to unintended or even unforeseen results.
Therefore, system-thinking and analysis should be integral to
project design.

Because of these features, systems thinking and systemic
approaches are particularly useful for addressing ‘wicked’
and ‘super wicked’ problems' where direct causal links and
ultimate solutions cannot be easily reached. Systems thinking
also bridges traditional disciplinary and sectoral boundaries
and incorporates multiple perspectives on situations and
problems when developing interventions. It therefore
facilitates working with multiple stakeholders across the food
system and integrating their different interests when planning
for longer-term and system-wide benefit.

1.2. SDC’s Food System approach

A food system refers to the interconnected set of activities,
actors, and processes involved in supplying food, as well as
the broader economic, social, and environmental drivers that
shape these elements and determine food security, nutrition,
and sustainability outcomes.

One of the most used representation for it is the Food System
Model developed by Foresight4Food (Figure 1). This model is
designed to describe the relationships between the key entities
and processes within a food system and their connections

with society and the environment. It includes activities carried
out by different actors, such as food production, processing,
distribution, consumption and disposal, all of which collectively
influence the system’s functioning and outcomes. The
model also highlights the role of supporting services — like
infrastructure, transportation, finance, information, input and
financial services, and technology — in shaping these activities.
Furthermore, the enabling environment, including relevant
policies, regulations, and organisations, affects the behaviour
of actors within the food system.

1 A‘wicked’ problem is a problem that is difficult or impossible to solve because of incomplete, contradictory, and changing requirements that are often difficult
to recognise. A ‘super wicked’ problem is where time is running out, there is no central authority, those seeking to solve the problem are also causing it, and

policies discount the future irrationally.
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Figure 1. The Food System Model
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For more detailed explanations on SDC’s Food System Approach, please refer to the Knowledge Hub (hyperlink).

Food systems are complex, multi-actor and multi-scale networks shaped by strong interdependencies, trade-offs, and feedback
loops between economic, social, and environmental dimensions, making the approach very distinctive from traditional sector-

based approaches (e.g. agriculture or nutrition alone).

1.3. Food system lenses

The scope that is chosen for a project largely depends on
the framing of a given situation. In systems-thinking, frames
are the lenses through which we perceive and make sense
of complex issues. They shape our understanding by defining
the perspectives, relationships and boundaries within a
system. Choosing the right frame is crucial when dealing with
complex problems because it influences the analysis, decisions,
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and potential solutions we consider for addressing systemic
challenges. For example, do we see the situation primarily
through an agricultural production or a nutrition lens, through
an economic development or a climate resilience lens?
Regardless of the lens used, ensure that key aspects of other
lenses are not overlooked, as many are strongly interrelated.


https://www.sdc-foodsystems.ch/en/k-hub-concepts

2. Applying food system approaches
in project design

The food system approach helps maintain a holistic view
- without getting lost in complexity, providing a good
starting point for defining the scope of a project.

1. Context and
problem analysis

This part explains how to apply food system approaches in
existing or new projects, providing practical guidance on
integrating food system approaches into each planning
step. Best practices, examples, key resources and tools are
3. Developing also offered. Generic aspects not specific to food systems
interventions 3 (e.g. monitoring and evaluation, or risk management) are
not covered.

2. Setting goals
and objectives

4. Stakeholder
engagement

2.1. Context and problem analysis

The first critical step in developing any project is identifying
and analysing the current situation. This can be boiled down
to a 5-step identification process:

Climate

e Define your entry point or system lens — usually building change

on the challenge you wish to address, which will determine
which part of the food system you will be focusing on.

This will influence the analysis, decisions, and potential
solutions considered. For example, do we see the
situation primarily through an agricultural production
or a nutrition lens, through an economic development
or a climate resilience lens? Regardless of the lens used,
ensure that key aspects of the other lenses are not
overlooked, as many are strongly interrelated and can
provide opportunities to multiply benefits.

Natural
Resources
Manage-
ment

Livelihoods Governance
Private
Sector Deve-

Agriculture

* Set your system boundaries, which will define and limit
the scope of the analysis.

lopment

Boundaries can refer to geography or jurisdictions (e.g.
specified landscapes or districts), sectors (e.g. health * Map the key elements of your food system, looking at:
system or livestock sector), focus areas (e.g. employment

or nutrition), value chains (e.g. millet, livestock), » the actors: farmers, herders, traders, au-thorities,
population (e.g. pastoralists, households) or time-frames suppliers, etc.

(short to long term) — related to your selected lens or

entry point. It is not about analysing the “whole” system, » the activities: production, processing, tra-de,
but a relevant part of it, which can be addressed through consumption, etc.

a project. While it is advisable to draw boundaries that

prevent the project from becoming overly complex, » the enabling environment, exogenous and
carefully consider unwanted effects and address critical endogenous drivers and key trends that influence the
risks of having too narrow boundaries. food system: policies, markets, climate, etc.
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The aim here is to get a broad visual picture of the different
components of the food system, bringing to light also the
various entry points.

e Identify the key interactions and bottlenecks, with
the relevant feedback loops between food system
components.

Reflect on what (wanted and unwanted) outcomes
the food system currently generates. Assess why the
system functions (or malfunctions) — what motivates or
demotivates actors to behave and interact in ways that
produce desired food system outcomes? Where are the
main constraints (e.g. access to land, market failures,
conflict, poor diet)?

Q{’} Good practices

* Talk to key food system actors (e.g. through focus groups),
including market actors, to understand how the system
currently functions.

* Use foresight and scenario analyses to extrapolate current
trends and envision the long-term situation.

* Avoid getting lost in complexity; apply a holistic view with
a selective approach.

@ Further readings / tools

e "Food systems at risk”, FAO, 2019 provides a
comprehensive introduction to food systems with a focus
on low- and lower middle-income countries.

*  The Food Systems Dashboard compiles and visualises global
and national food systems data from multiple sources.
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Validate with stakeholders: Once a preliminary food
system definition is established, it should be tested and
refined through consultations with key stakeholders to
ensure it reflects on-the-ground realities. This step helps
verify assumptions, uncover blind spots (e.g. power
dynamics, informal practices, seasonal variations),
and build shared ownership of the analysis, ultimately
strengthening both the relevance and legitimacy of the
programme design.

Link the discussion of systems boundaries to an analysis
of critical risks.

Revisit the problem analysis from time to time and add
new insights into your food system map.

The City Region Food System Toolkit (FAO) and/or the Food

System Decision Support Toolbox (WUR) offer guidance to
conduct food system analyses.

CEDRIG - for guidance on how to integrate Climate,
Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction in project design.


https://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/toolkit/introduction/en/
https://edepot.wur.nl/541410
https://edepot.wur.nl/541410
https://www.cedrig.org
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/62398dcf-b666-42f3-b1c8-65244e65278d
https://www.foodsystemsdashboard.org

Example

The Nurture project in Cambodia implemented by Caritas Switzerland and the Swiss Church Aid (HEKS/EPER) applies a systemic
approach to enhance climate resilience by improving agricultural supporting systems and strengthening water governance for
15,000 households, focusing on women, youth, and marginalised groups.

Figure 2. Systems map of the vegetable sub-sector of the Nurture project in Cambodia (Source: Caritas and HEKS).
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https://www.caritas.ch/en/nurture-nurturing-climate-resilience-in-cambodia/?showCollapsible=%5B%22Context%20and%20problem%20definition%22%5D

2.2, Setting goals and objectives

Now that your food system is mapped out, look at which food
system outcome(s) need(s) to change from a sub-optimal to
a more optimal state. The three primary outcomes of food
systems are:

e economic & social well-being, resilience,
e food & nutrition security, and
e environmental sustainability.

Ideally, the project should design interventions that generate
positive results in all three dimensions (win-win solutions).
Sustainable production and marketing of nutritious foods, for
example, can at the same time increase incomes of farmers,
reduce malnutrition among children and reduce environmental
impacts while enhancing resilience to climate change.

Ataminimum, improving one outcome should not significantly
disadvantage the other two. This may require specific measures
to mitigate possible trade-offs and unwanted effects. Typical
trade-offs in food systems include agricultural intensification
versus environmental impact, the cultivation of cash crops
versus improving nutrition, enhancing diversification versus
increasing the workload for women, or enhancing market
linkages versus power imbalances between market actors.
These trade-offs can be reduced with targeted interventions,
such as selecting more agroecological practices to protect
environmental and human health, or diversifying food chains
to reduce dependencies and improve inclusivity.

B

* Defining the scope, goals and objectives of a food system
project should be a co-creation process involving the
concerned local stakeholders — and ideally is led by them.

Good practices

* Begin with the perspectives of legitimate local actors
(authorities, CSOs), on what changes in food system
outcomes they want to see.

e Facilitate the development of a joint vision, goals and

objectives to ensure strategic alignment between project
partners.
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The next step is to define more specifically with whom and
for whom food system outcomes need to change. Which
stakeholders in the food system are expected to change
their practices and behaviours? Examples include farmers
adopting new techniques, Small and Medium Entreprises
(SMEs) offering new services and investing in scaling up,
local authorities implementing food system strategies, and/
or schools offering healthier meals. And who are the people
who should ultimately experience improvements? Smallholder
women farmers or youth entrepreneurs, malnourished rural
or urban consumers?

Aligning goals and objectives with the SDGs and with
national strategies and priorities will enhance buy-in from
responsible authorities and donors. It is also advisable to reflect
early on the risks of not achieving the expected outcomes,
and integrate mitigation measures in the project design right
from the beginning.

Combining these reflections with the previous food system
analysis will help develop an architecture of goals, outcomes
and outputs that form the basis of the project’s results frame.
It will help you identify what is worth acting on, building your
theory of change, identifying your system’s relevant leverage
points, and converting your objectives into outcomes,
outputs, and ultimately indicators. In food systems work,
defining objectives is not so much about listing activities as it
is about choosing the system changes you want to influence
and making the causal pathway explicit.

e Ensure alignment with relevant local and national

institutional priorities and strategies.

* Pay particular attention to the situation and role of
women, youth and disadvantaged groups (e.g. internally
displaced people and refugees).
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*  Foralignment with official food system goals and objectives
of partner countries, check national commitments and
pathways to food system transformation compiled by the
UN Food Systems Hub. Diagnosing Food Systems Policy
Coherence can support the design of more coherent food
policies (GAIN, 2025).

Further readings / tools

I

QE Example

* For a deep-dive on win-wins and trade-offs between
food system outcomes, consult the report Identifying
synergies and trade-offs with food system interventions
(Wageningen University & Research, 2021).

The Nutrition in City Ecosystems Project (NICE) implemented by Swiss TPH, ETH Zurich, Sight and Life and Sustainable Agriculture
Foundation facilitates locally-led action to improve nutrition and reduce poverty in low and middle income countries through
agricultural, food and health sector collaborations, and public-private engagements, with strong emphasis on the role of women

and youth entrepreneurs.

Figure 3. Results logic of the NICE project (Source: Swiss TPH).
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https://nice.ethz.ch
https://www.ifad.org/documents/38714170/43704363/rdr2021_sinergies.pdf/a40f6da5-0a67-5b73-9e60-e2efc4e7a82b?t=1631621453329
https://www.ifad.org/documents/38714170/43704363/rdr2021_sinergies.pdf/a40f6da5-0a67-5b73-9e60-e2efc4e7a82b?t=1631621453329
https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/member-state-dialogue/dialogues-and-pathways/en
https://www.gainhealth.org/policy-coherence-toolkit
https://www.gainhealth.org/policy-coherence-toolkit

2.3. Developing interventions

Based on the food system analysis (chapter 2.1) and the de-
fined outcomes (chapter 2.2), you can now identify key levers
and interventions that can be used to catalyse the envisaged

effect, but that the project can also realistically influence (see
Figure 4 below). Since you cannot simultaneously work on all
possible levers and interventions, prioritise those most likely

transformation. Choose levers that have a significant systemic

to have the biggest effect with your available resources.

Figure 4. Levers and possible interventions in food systems (Source: Helvetas).
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The next logical step is to formulate your theory of change, by bringing the chosen interventions in relation with the
desired outcomes. This can be formulated as a short narrative describing the underlying assumptions (“If...., then..., be-
cause..."”) or as a depiction of the logical framework (activities -> outputs -> outcomes -> impact). However, a graph show-
ing the interrelations between interventions and outcomes is more suitable for a systems approach. Ideally, you can base
such a graphical depiction on the food system map developed in the analysis step (chapter 2.1).
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Iié Good practices

e Consider the sustainability of interventions and potential
for scaling up from the outset, notably through the
involvement of the stakeholders.

° Re-visit formulated objectives and adjust them, if
necessary.

e Alsotakeinto consideration non-linear causal relationships
and feedback loops.

OE Example

Develop a sufficiently flexible logframe to allow for
adjustments during project implementation.

Systematically adopt a do-no-harm lens, while ensuring
gender and climate considerations.

The project CROPS4HD implemented by SWISSAID, FiBL, and AFSA works on demand (push), supply (pull) and policy aspects of
neglected and underutilised crops. It implements interventions in the seed system as well as in the food system.

Figure 5. Interventions of the CROPS4HD project (Source: Swissaid).
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Further readings / tools

* There is a wealth of tools and recommendations when
looking at how to support food systems transformation.
These need to be adapted to each project context and
objective(s).

A broad set of resources would include:

e Policy level:

|12 ]

Transforming Food and Agriculture Through a Systems
Approach, FAO, 2025 - a practical framework for
joined-up action.

Policy Brief - Governance of Food Systems Transforma-
tion, UN Food Systems Coordina-tion Hub, 2021.

Policy coherence for food systems transformation,
UN Food Systems Coordi-nation Hub — with concrete
examples and further resources.

Rethinking Our Food Systems: A Guide for Multi-
Stakeholder Collaboration, UNEP, FAO and UNDP,
2023 - consolidating learnings and tools to improve
multi-stakeholder collaboration for sustainable food
systems transformation.

Consumers Behavioural change:

»

Healthy Diets, WHO, 2026 — providing key facts and a
set of interventions to improve healthy food and meals.

EAT-Lancet Commission reports - widely used to justify
dietary behaviour change policies.

The RANAS approach (Risks, Attitudes, Norms,
Abilities, and Self-regulation) de-veloped by EAWAG
can be applied to under-standing and influencing
dietary behaviour change.

The Who-Does-Who-Pays Matrix helps identi-fy
actors in the market system. It is a useful framework
to help you decide whether your activities will lead to
sustainable behaviour change.

Private sector engagement:

»

SDC’s websites on Private Sector Engagement (PSD) and

Market Systems Development (MSD) provide practical
guidance, tools and news on these approaches.

BEAM platform for knowledge exchange and learning
about market systems develo-pment, with practical
tools & guidances

Participatory Guarantee Systems directly
producers and consumers.

linking

© helvetas


https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/healthy-diet
https://eatforum.org/content/uploads/2019/07/EAT-Lancet_Commission_Summary_Report.pdf
https://www.eawag.ch/fileadmin/Domain1/Abteilungen/ess/projekte/EHPsy/Methodological_Fact_Sheets.pdf
https://beamexchange.org/learn/vision/who-does-who-pays/#:~:text=The%20sustainability%20analysis%20framework%20%28also%20known%20as%20Who,future%20incentives%20and%20the%20capabilities%20of%20market%20actors.
https://www.sdc-economy-education.ch/en/private-sector-engagement
https://www.sdc-economy-education.ch/en/market-systems-development
https://beamexchange.org
https://www.ifoam.bio/our-work/how/standards-certification/participatory-guarantee-systems
https://www.fao.org/food-systems/news/news-detail/transforming-food-and-agriculture-through-a-systems-approach/en
https://www.fao.org/food-systems/news/news-detail/transforming-food-and-agriculture-through-a-systems-approach/en
https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/docs/unfoodsystemslibraries/fss-community/chapter-2/policybrief_governanceunfss.pdf
https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/docs/unfoodsystemslibraries/fss-community/chapter-2/policybrief_governanceunfss.pdf
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/23a46066-a7b4-45cc-8ec4-cdec7609d18e/content/food-systems-toolkit-2025/subquestions-4-a.html
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/0b9146fb-7255-41e5-8005-24bfcecb6ba9
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/0b9146fb-7255-41e5-8005-24bfcecb6ba9

2.4. Stakeholder engagement

Involving relevant local food system stakeholders is absolutely
essential in every step of project development. It is therefore
important to design appropriate participatory processes to
engage them effectively.

The stakeholders need to be involved throughout the key steps
of a project development, and during the full implementation
of the programme:

e during the context and problem analysis phase in order to
get a comprehensive and realistic picture. Consultation will
lead to a better understanding of who provides, who pays,
who uses and who regulates services? Who does, or does
not have access to resources, markets, financial services?
Who makes decisions? A stakeholder map is a useful tool
to identify the relevant stakeholders, their relationships
with each other and existing power dynamics.

* when setting goals and objectives and when developing
interventions. Following a food systems approach means
recognizing that interventions are only sustainable if
they are carried and carried out by existing food system
actors, particularly by those who are in the driving seat to

I3

* Provide sufficient time and resources for a co-creation
phase to design the project together with legitimate local
stakeholders.

Good practices

e Analyse political economy and power relations and
support alliances in favour of transformative change.

e Build a shared vision and formalise relationships with local
key stakeholders by setting up partnership agreements or
memorandums of understanding.

transform food systems. These are usually local or national
authorities such as ministries, district departments or
municipal governments. They can also be associations
of stakeholder groups such as farmers, businesses or
consumers, also drivers of food system transformation.
[t will be of great value if the project has a formalised
partnership with such actors that ensures alignment on
goals, objectives, interventions and processes.

An approach that has been proven useful in food system
projects is to establish a multi-stakeholder platform involving
representatives of relevant stakeholders. Depending on the specific
context, these can include local authorities, producers, businesses
involved in the food system (e.g. input and technical service
providers, aggregators and traders, processors, retailers, canteens),
consumer associations, academia and civil society organisations.

Most likely your project is not the only initiative to transform food
system outcomes in your focus country or region. In recent years,
a multitude of food system-related projects and initiatives have
come up over the globe. It is therefore advisable to check who
else is working on similar goals, coordinate interventions for best
use of synergies and exchange information and learnings.

* Involve local key stakeholders in assessing progress and in
project steering to ensure ownership and sustainability.

* Help local authorities overcome siloed institutions, e.g. by
supporting multisectoral platforms (agriculture — health —

environment...).

e Keep plans concise and open to ensure adaptability based
on stakeholder guidance and lessons learned.

[ 13 ]



Example

The Inclusive Cities for Nutrition Project (IC4N) implemented by Helvetas in Tanzania and Bangladesh collaborates with
municipalities of secondary cities in enhancing the production and consumption of healthy foods. Further stakeholders include
farmer groups, food processors and vendors, universities and schools, as well as other INGOs active in this domain.

Figure 6. Stakeholder map of the IC4N project (Source: Helvetas).
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Nutrition Services &
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Tensions/conflict

Further readings / tools

e The Political Economy and Power Analysis Manual helps
understand the interconnectedness bet-ween social,
economic, environmental, and political actors and systems,
and the changes required to address the root causes of
power imbalances.

e QOECD’s Shifting Power with Partners Toolkit provides
practical insights and tools for imple-menting the DAC
Recommendation on Enabling Civil Society in Development
Co-operation and Humanitarian Assistance.
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Strong cooperation in both directions

P Key stakeholders

Good relationship

The discussion paper on Multi-Actor Partnerships (MAPs)
by the German Development Institute provides guidance
on how to form effective partnerships involving private
sector actors.

The Global Food Systems Network Map develo-ped by
the Meridien Institute is an online tool designed to visually
represent the relationships among stakeholders involved in
food systems-related efforts worldwide.



https://www.idos-research.de/fileadmin/migratedNewsAssets/Files/DP_21.2018.pdf
https://merid.org/insights/unveiling-the-global-food-systems-network-map-encouraging-connections-and-collaboration/
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Eastern-Europe-Caucasus/Mosaic/Helvetas_PEPA%20Manual_June%202021_Final%20Version.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/shifting-power-with-partners_7987e8db-en.html
https://www.helvetas.org/en/switzerland/what-we-do/how-we-work/our-projects/africa/tanzania/Inclusive%20cities%20for%20nutrition_TNZ

3. Possible partners and relevant

networks

3.1. Global level

The Committee on World Food Security (CFS) is the
foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental
platform for all stakeholders to work together to ensure
food security and improve nutrition for all. It produces
valuable guidelines and policy recommendations on
various food system aspects.

The UN_Food Systems Coordination Hub supports
countries in transforming their food systems by providing
systemic, country-driven, and customised assistance to
achieve sustainable food systems.

The Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement is a global
initiative that unites governments, civil society, businesses,
and other stakeholders to end all forms of malnutrition by
2030.

The Global Alliance for the Future of Food is a strategic
alliance of philanthropic foundations working together to
transform food systems to be more sustainable, equitable,
and resilient.

The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) is
a Swiss-based foundation to tackle malnutrition by
improving the consumption of nutritious and safe food
for all people, especially the most vulnerable.

© Helvetas / Simon B. Opladen
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https://futureoffood.org
https://www.gainhealth.org
https://www.fao.org/cfs/en
https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org
https://scalingupnutrition.org

3.2. Regional and national level

La Via Campesina is an international movement that
brings together millions of peasants, small and medium-
scale farmers, agricultural workers, rural women, and
indigenous communities to advocate for food sovereignty,
agrarian reform, and sustainable agriculture.

The Asia-Pacific Network on Food Sovereignty (APNFS)
is a regional alliance that promotes and asserts people’s
basic right to adequate, nutritious, and safe food, as well
as their right to sustainable livelihoods.

The Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA) is a Pan-
African platform that unites small-scale food producers,
farmers, pastoralists, fisherfolk, indigenous peoples, and
civil society organisations to advocate for food sovereignty
and agroecology across Africa.

The AFS Forum - Africa Food Systems Forum is a forum for
African agriculture and food systems, bringing together
stakeholders to take practical action and share lessons to
advance food systems across the continent.

The Scaling Up Nutrition Movement operates SUN regional
hubs in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean as

well as national focal points in its SUN member countries.
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https://afs-forum.org
https://scalingupnutrition.org/regional-hub
https://scalingupnutrition.org/regional-hub
https://scalingupnutrition.org/countries
https://viacampesina.org/en/
https://irdf.org.ph/asia-pacific-network-for-food-sovereignty-apnfs/
https://afsafrica.org
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