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Abstract

While a rich literature has studied the impacts of trade on food security and nutrition, the debate is far from over. Both
theoretical and empirical evidence show mixed effects, and several crucial research gaps remain. We outline three main
avenues for further research to better understand how food trade influences food security and nutrition: 1) evaluation of
distributional effects across and within countries, and across and within households, accounting for the nature of traded
goods; 2) assessment of all forms of malnutrition, including dietary quality and simultaneous effects; and 3) analysis of

spill-overs between global and local food systems.
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1 Opinion

The role of trade in ensuring food security and nutrition
remains a fierce scientific and policy debate (Johnson et al.,
2023; Martin, 2018). Theoretically, there are both trade-pro-
ponent and -opponent arguments about the scale at which
food systems should operate. On the one hand, global food
systems, characterised by trade liberalization and interna-
tional food trade, are often promoted as they allow coun-
tries to exploit their comparative advantage, transferring
food from areas of surplus to areas of deficit (van Berkum,
2021). Trade may improve food access by increasing gross
domestic product, per capita incomes and funding for social
safety net programs (Qaim, 2017). In addition, countries’
dependency on international food trade has been associated
with agricultural specialization and intensification, which
has led to large improvements in crop yield levels and lower
food prices, thereby lifting millions of people out of hunger
(Ambikapathi et al., 2022).
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On the other hand, local food systems have been put
forward as well, as countries are not always competitive
enough to take advantage of agricultural trade liberalization
(Enthoven and Van den Broeck, 2021). High dependence on
few export commodities to generate the foreign exchange
necessary to finance food imports may leave countries vul-
nerable to changing conditions, as witnessed by the recent
shocks to global supply chains, such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the war in Ukraine (Aragie et al., 2023). Gov-
ernments often implement protective trade policies when
confronted with food supply shortages (Smith & Glauber,
2020). However, some of these policies have backfired,
especially in Africa, leading to increases in both domestic
prices and domestic price volatility (Porteous, 2017).

Empirical evidence on the nutritional implications of
trade is mixed, reflecting the complexity and context-depen-
dency behind this relationship. Some illustrate favourable
consequences of trade for countries’ food supply (Dithmer
& Abdulai, 2017) and diversity (Aguiar et al., 2020). Studies
focusing on low-income countries find that trade improves
food access (Bonuedi et al., 2020; Traverso & Schiavo,
2020), and that it can act as a climate change adaptation
mechanism against hunger (Janssens et al., 2020). Yet, oth-
ers find that for the poorest countries trade has been a sub-
stantial driver neither for food supply diversity (Remans et
al., 2014) nor for nutrient adequacy (Geyik et al., 2021), and
that it even increases the prevalence of undernourishment
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(Mary, 2019). Moreover, trade liberalisation has often been
associated with an increased access to unhealthy food, lead-
ing to higher obesity rates (Abay et al., 2022). Other stud-
ies focus on child health and show that trade liberalization
reduces child mortality or malnutrition, especially in the
long-run, but with large differences in effects across coun-
tries (Adjaye-Gbewonyo et al., 2019; Dithmer & Abdulai,
2020; Liu et al., 2024; Olper et al., 2018).

We outline three main avenues for further research to
evaluate how food trade influences food security and nutri-
tion. First, heterogeneity of trade effects should be investi-
gated in more detail. The link between trade and nutrition
can vary over time and space because of spatial trade spe-
cialization effects both across and within countries. Distri-
butional effects of trade liberalization affect consumers and
producers differently, which implies non-uniform nutritional
implications within countries. It also heavily depends on the
types of food traded (Springmann et al., 2023). The volume
and structure of international food trade has changed drasti-
cally during the past two decades, with a substantial increase
in South-South trade and a shift in poorer countries’ exports
from tropical commodities to high-value produce (Van den
Broeck & Maertens, 2016). Studies should pay much more
attention to the nature of traded products and the impact of
trade towards more vulnerable countries, households and
individuals.

Second, future studies should look into all forms of mal-
nutrition, because trade can have different effects on under-
nourishment, micronutrient deficiencies and obesity, which
might occur simultaneously at household and individual lev-
els. So far, most studies focused on a single aspect of nutri-
tion (usually calorie supply or obesity), but the evidence for
macro- and micronutrients is rather scarce. Studies should
therefore not only pay more attention to the quality of food,
but also explore simultaneous effects on the different forms
of malnutrition.

Third, in spite of the current either-or rhetoric in the
debate on global and local food systems, important spill-
overs can emerge between the two systems (Feyaerts et al.,
2020). Nutritional links may be positive (e.g., investment
and consumption, technical and managerial, infrastructure
and institutional spillovers, as well as agglomeration bene-
fits); but links may be negative too (e.g., via competition for
land and labour, environmental pressure). Future research
should highlight which conditions stimulate leverages and
mitigate trade-offs in order to gain a more nuanced under-
standing on the role of trade in food systems.

@ Springer

References

Abay, K. A., Ibrahim, H., & Breisinger, C. (2022). Food policies and
obesity in low-and middle-income countries. World Develop-
ment, 151, 105775.

Adjaye-Gbewonyo, K., Vollmer, S., Avendano, M., & Harttgen, K.
(2019). Agricultural trade policies and child nutrition in low-and
middle-income countries: A cross-national analysis. Globaliza-
tion and Health, 15, 1-17.

Aguiar, S., Texeira, M., Garibaldi, L. A., & Jobbagy, E. G. (2020).
Global changes in crop diversity: Trade rather than production
enriches supply. Global Food Security, 26, 100385.

Ambikapathi, R., Schneider, K. R., Davis, B., Herrero, M., Winters,
P., & Fanzo, J. C. (2022). Global food systems transitions have
enabled affordable diets but had less favourable outcomes for
nutrition, environmental health, inclusion and equity. Nature
Food, 3(9), 764-779.

Aragie, E., Balié, J., Morales, C., & Pauw, K. (2023). Synergies and
trade-offs between agricultural export promotion and food secu-
rity: Evidence from African economies. World Development, 172,
106368.

Bonuedi, I., Kamasa, K., & Opoku, E. E. O. (2020). Enabling trade
across borders and food security in Africa. Food Security, 12(5),
1121-1140.

Dithmer, J., & Abdulai, A. (2017). Does trade openness contribute
to food security? A dynamic panel analysis. Food Policy, 69,
218-230.

Dithmer, J., & Abdulai, A. (2020). Trade openness and child health: A
heterogeneous panel cointegration analysis. Applied Economics,
52(23), 2508-2525.

Enthoven, L., & Van den Broeck, G. (2021). Local food systems:
Reviewing two decades of research. Agricultural Systems, 193,
103226.

Feyaerts, H., Van den Broeck, G., & Maertens, M. (2020). Global and
local food value chains in Africa: A review. Agricultural Econom-
ics, 51(1), 143-157.

Geyik, O., Hadjikakou, M., Karapinar, B., & Bryan, B. A. (2021). Does
global food trade close the dietary nutrient gap for the world’s
poorest nations? Global Food Security, 28, 100490.

Janssens, C., Havlik, P., Krisztin, T., Baker, J., Frank, S., Hasegawa,
T.,... & Maertens, M. (2020). Global hunger and climate change
adaptation through international trade. Nature Climate Change,
10(9), 829-835.

Johnson, E., Thow, A. M., & Nisbett, N. (2023). Opportunities to
strengthen trade policy for food and nutrition security: An analy-
sis of two agricultural trade policy decisions. Food Security,
15(4), 1109-1125.

Liu, X., Liang, Y., & Chen, K. Z. (2024). Dairy trade liberalization and
child stunting: Evidence from low-and middle-income countries.
Food Policy, 122, 102554.

Martin, W. (2018). A research agenda for international agricultural
trade. Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy, 40(1), 155-173.

Mary, S. (2019). Hungry for free trade? Food trade and extreme hunger
in developing countries. Food Security, 11(2), 461-477.

Olper, A., Curzi, D., & Swinnen, J. (2018). Trade liberalization and
child mortality: A synthetic control method. World Development,
110, 394-410.

Porteous, O. (2017). Empirical effects of short-term export bans: The
case of African maize. Food Policy, 71, 17-26.



The future of food security: three main avenues for research on trade in food systems

Qaim, M. (2017). Globalisation of agrifood systems and sustainable
nutrition. Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, 76(1), 12-21.
Remans, R., Wood, S. A., Saha, N., Anderman, T. L., & DeFries, R. S.
(2014). Measuring nutritional diversity of national food supplies.

Global Food Security, 3(3-4), 174-182.

Smith, V. H., & Glauber, J. W. (2020). Trade, policy, and food security.
Agricultural Economics, 51(1), 159-171.

Springmann, M., Kennard, H., Dalin, C., & Freund, F. (2023). Inter-
national food trade contributes to dietary risks and mortality at
global, regional and national levels. Nature Food, 4(10), 886—893.

Traverso, S., & Schiavo, S. (2020). Fair trade or trade fair? Interna-
tional food trade and cross-border macronutrient flows. World
Development, 132, 104976.

van Berkum, S. (2021). How trade can drive inclusive and sustainable
food system outcomes in food deficit low-income countries. Food
Security, 13(6), 1541-1554.

Van den Broeck, G., & Maertens, M. (2016). Horticultural exports and
food security in developing countries. Global Food Security, 10,
11-20.

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Goedele Van den Broeck is an
assistant professor in agricultural
economics and food policy in the
Earth and Life Institute at the Uni-
versity of Louvain, Belgium. She
has an interdisciplinary back-
ground with a MSc in Bio-Science
Engineering and a PhD in agricul-
tural economics from the Univer-
sity of Leuven. Prior to joining the
University of Louvain, she was a
visiting researcher at Wageningen
University, University of Gottin-
gen and the World Bank. Her
research focuses on the transition
towards sustainable, healthy and inclusive food systems. Research top-
ics include adoption of sustainable agricultural practices, monitoring
& certification, and global & local food value chains, with specific
attention to gender, nutrition and food security.

@ Springer



	﻿The future of food security: three main avenues for research on trade in food systems
	﻿Abstract
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Opinion
	﻿References


