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ABSTRACT: 

A major obstacle to securing investments for food based approaches is providing proof of their 
efficacy. Developing a credible evidence base that articulates the links in the chain between food 
production, access, consumption and nutritional status is essential to meeting this challenge. This 
paper focuses on the links between agriculture and dietary diversity, both key in this chain. 

Dietary diversity is essential to human nutrition. An increasing number of studies show that nutritional 
quality of the diet improves as a greater diversity of food items and food groups is consumed. In 
addition, increased dietary diversity has been associated with positive health outcomes such as lower 
rates of stunting, mortality, and incidence of cancer. 

Much less clear is the relationship between agriculture and dietary diversity and the role and potential 
of agricultural polices and management for improving dietary diversity and quality. 

This paper begins with a brief review of the evidence base for the links between dietary diversity and 
nutrition. Dietary patterns across a range of agro-ecological settings in Sub-Sahara Africa facing 
different nutritional challenges are then assessed. Analysis illustrates that nutritional gaps – gaps 
between what foods are available for consumption and what foods are needed for good nutrition - 
exist across a variety of local food systems and generates new hypotheses on the link between 
agricultural production systems and nutritional deficiencies. 

The question of the potential role of agriculture in improving dietary diversity is then addressed. First 
insights from existing literature on various impact pathways and confounding factors between 
agriculture and diet diversity are summarized. This identifies some of the major drivers for better 
nutrition, for example low market price of staple crops and increased availability of diverse food 
items, and barriers to such improvement for example cultural traditions, lack of access and lack of 
knowledge in food systems for dietary diversity. Secondly, nutritional diversity of farming systems and 
its link to dietary diversity and food security at the household and village level across various African 
rural settings are assessed and discussed. An agriculture and food systems approach is used to 
identify potential policy and management strategies to integrate dietary diversity goals into agriculture 
and to address nutritional gaps in dietary patterns for a set of specific agro-ecological settings. 
Several of these strategies are already being implemented, but more research is needed to 
understand their impact on diet diversity. 

The paper concludes by emphasizing the potential of integrated food and livelihood-based 
approaches for improving dietary diversity, illustrated by examples from the Millennium Villages 
project, emphasizes potential synergies between food system and human health approaches for 
reaching long-term nutritional security, and identifies key remaining research questions. 

 



 

 

 


