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Developing countries in Asia and the Pacific have experi-
enced significant economic growth over the past five dec-
ades. In low- and middle-income countries in Asia for
instance, per capita GDP increased nearly fivefold(1) which
has led to a reduction in extreme poverty (living on< $1·90
per day) from 54 % in 1990 to 7 % in 2015(2). Yet, these eco-
nomic gains have not translated into similar advances in
nutrition and health outcomes for the diverse countries
across the region. Countries in the region are now experi-
encing a triple burden of malnutrition, with co-existing
undernutrition (stunting, underweight and wasting), diet-
related chronic diseases (linked to overweight and obesity)
and micronutrient deficiencies (especially iron-deficiency
anaemia)(3). Despite decline in the prevalence of undernu-
trition over recent decades, almost half a billion people in
Asia and the Pacific remain undernourished, and stunting
rates amongst children under five exceed 20 % in most
countries(4). Over the past 40 years, a complex interplay
of drivers has led to a rapid rise in the rates of obesity
and diet-related chronic diseases – notably in the Pacific
region(3,5). These multiple forms of malnutrition do not just
exist at the national level, but have also been observed at
the household level (e.g. an underweight child and an
overweight mother within the same household) in
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam(6).

This triple burden of malnutrition is undermining the
gains from economic growth in the region – both in terms
of the social and personal costs of malnutrition and the eco-
nomic cost for the region. Overweight and obesity alone
constitute an estimated 12 % of total health care expendi-
tures in the region(7). In addition, poor early childhood
nutrition has significant productivity costs through its

impact on human capital (the aggregate levels of educa-
tion, training, skills and health in a population)(8).

Early estimates suggest that the economic and food sys-
tem impacts of COVID-19 are likely to worsen these
indicators across the region(9). Thus, it is a critical time
to consider the role of research in addressing malnutrition
effectively across the region. In this commentary, we
examine the limited literature that exists on food environ-
ments in Asia and the Pacific and reflect on the opportu-
nities to strengthen research and policy to improve
outcomes for nutrition.

Policy for the triple burden of malnutrition in the
region
The causes of malnutrition are complex, but there is
increasing recognition that the decisions people make
about their food consumption are influenced by external
factors in their food environments, such as physical avail-
ability of food, food prices, marketing and retail(10,11). As
dietary change escalates in Asia and the Pacific region, a
comprehensive response will also need to include consid-
eration of the food environment – not only as a driver of
change but also as an important focus for solutions(4).
There is a significant opportunity for healthier food envi-
ronments to support healthier diets and contribute to
addressing all forms of malnutrition across the population.

There is a high level of political commitment to address
the triple burden of malnutrition across Asia and the
Pacific(12,13). Countries in the region, particularly across
Asia, have made notable progress in addressing the
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historically high burden of undernutrition, mainly through
nutrition-specific (individual, community focussed) inter-
ventions targeting the immediate determinants of nutri-
tion(14–16). However, with the changing burden of
malnutrition threatening health and economic gains, there
is a need to complement such approaches with food envi-
ronment interventions to support availability, convenience,
attractiveness and affordability of healthy foods(17). The
WHO and United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization recommend a comprehensive package of
interventions to promote healthy diets and prevent non-
communicable diseases, including school food policies,
interpretive labelling, fiscal policy measures (including tax-
ation) and restrictions onmarketing of unhealthy foods and
beverages to children(17,18). Within the region, there are
examples of comprehensive school food policies in
Malaysia and South Korea, mandatory interpretive nutrition
labelling in Thailand and Sri Lanka, taxes on sugar sweet-
ened beverages in at least sixteen countries and territories
and strong restrictions onmarketing to children under 12 in
Taiwan(4).

Despite these efforts, malnutrition in Asia and the Pacific
remains a significant challenge, and it is clear that success
will require strengthening policies to promote healthy food
environments. Developing effective policies, however, will
require improved knowledge of the nature of food environ-
ments in the region. Such evidence will support govern-
ments in the region to tackle the problem of malnutrition
and support civil society to convincingly advocate for
policy change.

Changing food environments in Asia Pacific region

Food availability has changed markedly in the region, par-
ticularly as a result of urbanisation. Asia leads the world in
its rapid urbanisation, with over a quarter of the world’s
estimated urban population growth by 2050 expected to
occur in India and China(19). In terms of nutrition, urban,
as opposed to rural food environments, tend to offer
greater food diversity. However, this has also been accom-
panied by rising availability of processed or pre-prepared
foods high in fat, salt and sugar(19–23). A critical upstream
driver of availability is trade in food and beverages.
Rising international food trade has increased the availability
of diverse foods and contributed to improvements in
dietary quality and reductions in undernutrition(24).
However, this verymuch depends on the commodity being
traded, and limited research indicates that imports of
cheap, energy-dense foods and sugar-sweetened bever-
ages are a concern across the region(25,26). For instance,
India and China are two of the top five markets worldwide
for sales of sugary drinks(27).

Food price also has a significant influence on food con-
sumption habits in Asia and the Pacific(19,28,29). A major

challenge is that the cost of nutritious food, such as fruit
and vegetables, is often higher than less healthy foods high
in sugar, salt and fat(30,31). Our recent analysis of food trade
data across the region indicates that the price of less healthy
food (including fatty meat and snack foods) has risen at a
slower rate than for healthier foods (including fresh fruit
and vegetables, root crops and whole grain cereal)(4). As
a result, the price gap between less healthy foods and
healthier foods has widened across the region from 2003
to 2018, with less healthy foods becoming relatively
cheaper. Limited availability of affordable nutritious foods
is a particular barrier to healthy diets among the urban
poor; 69 % of the world’s total urban poor live in Asia(32).
Extremely poor urban households can spend more than
half of their household budgets on food and often have
low diet quality(22,33). These trends are concerning from a
health equity perspective, particularly for poor urban pop-
ulations who are often more dependent than rural popula-
tions on purchased foods(19). History has shown that recent
economic crises, notably the 2007–2008 global financial cri-
sis and the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis, have had sig-
nificant impacts on food and nutrition security as incomes,
food prices and poverty reduction and nutrition pro-
grammes were impacted(3,34). There is little doubt that
the economic downturn associated with the COVID-19
pandemic will influence food and nutrition security(35).

The nature and prevalence of food marketing in the
region is relatively poorly documented, despite the fact that
it can have a major influence on consumption patterns(36).
Two recent studies suggest that food advertising is domi-
nated by foods associatedwith the nutrition transition, such
as snack foods and sugary beverages(37,38). In addition,
marketing targeting children is an evident concern in the
region. Studies in Thailand, China, Indonesia, Malaysia
and South Korea have found that the most frequently
advertised (food) product was sugar-sweetened drinks,
and that rates of non-core (less healthy) food advertising
were highest during viewing times most popular with chil-
dren(39,40). It is also clear that increasingly intentional strat-
egies are being used to market unhealthy foods and
beverages to children, including promotional characters,
free gifts, health claims and sponsorship of school
sport(37,40–45).

Access to healthy food is also heavily influenced by the
nature of food retail, which has changed markedly across
the region and remains extremely diverse – including
supermarkets, open market vendors, informal street ven-
dors and restaurants(19,22,23). Wet markets selling fresh food
remain a vital component of food retail and can be associ-
ated with increased vegetable consumption(20,46).
However, the urban poor often need to travel long distan-
ces, incurring additional expenses, to overcrowded retail
markets or street stalls where hygiene, drainage, clean
water and waste disposal are often insufficient(47). In con-
trast, consumers with middle or high incomes often shop at
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modern supermarkets, which tend to be conveniently
located and offer a diverse range of foods at lower
prices(47). The growth of the grocery retail sector, or ‘super-
marketization’, is a key driver of ongoing food system
change in low- and middle-income countries in the
region(48). They have both positive and negative implica-
tions for access to healthy food: on the one hand, they offer
a diverse range of nutritious foods with (often) high food
safety standards; on the other, they can increase access
to highly processed, less healthy foods(49,50). There is also
evidence to suggest that the retail food environment sur-
rounding schools in the region preference less healthy
options, such as soft drinks and fast food outlets(42,51).

With rising use of the internet and mobile technologies
in the past ten years, food delivery services using an online
application have grown rapidly in Asia, further accelerating
during the COVID-19 pandemic(52). Food delivery services
have been one of the solutions to obtain food during the
COVID-19 pandemic; however, the nutritional value of
these takeaway foods is often low; they are often high in
salt and fat and energy dense(53).

Opportunities for future research

Although countries in the Asia Pacific region have a high
level of political will to address the significant burden of
malnutrition in all its forms, the implementation of
context-specific food environment policies is hampered
by limited data on food prices, availability, marketing
and retail. Improved research into food environments in
the region would support policy makers to better target
these policies and also support monitoring of policy imple-
mentation and impacts. While there are clear indications
that food environment change is contributing to the dietary
transition in the region, research to date has been patchy.

Informing strong policies to improve food environments
will require further in-depth research at the regional,
national and local levels with a particular focus on sub-
national trends and contextual differences, as well as on
vulnerable populations. Priorities for research include
improving understanding of relative food availability –

for example by mapping of food retail outlets, particularly
in low-income neighbourhoods and surrounding schools,
systematic analysis of pricing trends at national and
cross-national levels, and monitoring of marketing practi-
ces. It will also be beneficial to examine food environments
in light of the traditional healthy food cultures in the region.
In South Korea and French Polynesia, integrated food pol-
icy that intentionally fosters traditional food cultures has
supported positive dietary change(54,55).

In conclusion, more granular and context-specific data
regarding the food environments in which people make
decisions regarding their food purchasing and consump-
tion will be invaluable in informing targeted and well-
designed policy interventions in Asia and the Pacific

region. It will also be essential for monitoring the effec-
tiveness of policy interventions to improve diets and
health.
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