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The Impact of Food 
Choices on Health



KILLS 10,000 
AMERICANS

CAUSES 1,500 NEW 
CANCERS

CAUSES 16,000 NEW 
CASES OF DIABETES

Each week, poor nutrition…

U.S. Burden of Disease Collaborators, JAMA 2018; Zhang et al., JNCI Cancer Spectr 2019; The 
Rockefeller Foundation, True Cost of Food 2021; O’Hearn et al., Nature Med 2023; 

~5 IN 10 HAVE DIABETES 
OR PREDIABETES

~7 IN 10 HAVE 
OVERWEIGHT OR OBESITY

~9 IN 10 HAVE POOR 
CARDIOMETABOLIC HEALTH

US Health & Dietary Patterns



Informing the White House Conference Task Force Report, 2022
Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2020-2025



Informing the White House Conference Task Force Report, 2022
Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2020-2025



Not Enough
Fruits

Vegetables
Nuts & Seeds

Beans & Legumes
Whole Grains

Seafood
Healthy Fats

Standard American Diet…SAD 

Informing the White House Conference Task Force Report, 2022
Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2020-2025

Too Much
High-Sodium Foods

Processed Meat
Sugar-Sweetened Beverages

Refined Grains & Starches



Nearly 1 in every $5 in the US goes towards health care 
spending.

Each year, poor nutrition causes more than $1.1 trillion 
in economic losses from excess healthcare spending 

and lost productivity.

U.S. Burden of Disease Collaborators, JAMA 2018; Zhang et al., JNCI Cancer Spectr 2019; The 
Rockefeller Foundation, True Cost of Food 2021; O’Hearn et al., Nature Med 2023; 



Source: Kazi et al, AHA Circulation. 2024. https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001258

Figure 2. Population-level economic burden of cardiovascular disease and stroke in US Adults, 2020 to 2050



Factors that Impact 
Food Choices



Social Determinants of Health

Source: KFF

https://www.kff.org/policy-watch/health-disparities-symptom-broader-social-economic-inequities/


Other Factors
• Food and Nutrition Security
• Time
• Budget
• Cooking knowledge
• Culture
• Access/availability
• Household dynamics
• Food preferences



Source: Scaling up Nutrition

https://youtu.be/1Iv7PddabKw

https://scalingupnutrition.org/about/what-we-do/priorities/gender-and-nutrition


Cost of Malnutrition to Women and Girls

• >1 billion women and girls suffer from undernutrition or 
micronutrient deficiencies

• >$1.6 trillion in lost productivity annually
• >60% of the chronically malnourished

Source: World Vision. 2024.

https://www.worldvision.org/about-us/media-center/malnutrition-disproportionately-impacts-women-and-girls-costs-global-economy-over-1-6-trillion-annually-says-new-world-vision-report


Women’s Roles in Food Systems

Food producers

Caregivers and nutrition gatekeepers

Knowledge holders

Entrepreneurs and market participants

Advocates 



HLPE. 2017. Nutrition and food systems.

https://www.fao.org/3/a-i7846e.pdf


The Impact of Food 
Choices on the 
Environment



Climate change trends

Source: Our World in Data 

https://ourworldindata.org/climate-change


Climate change → 
Sea level rise 

Flooding

Glacial melting

Drought

Agricultural effects

Pest pressures

Human health effects

Ocean acidification

Ecosystem disruption

Source: NOAA, Climate change impacts

https://www.noaa.gov/education/resource-collections/climate/climate-change-impacts


Food systems & climate

How do food choices 
impact the environment?

How does climate change 
impact food access and 
quality?



Source: Our World in Data 

https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=food-production-has-a-large-environmental-impact-in-several-ways#key-insights


Source: Our World in Data 

https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=food-is-responsible-for-one-quarter-of-the-worlds-emissions#key-insights


Climate change trends and statistics

Source: NOAA 

https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-temperature


What can we do?



Nourish & Sustain



Source: Our World in Data 

https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=food-is-responsible-for-one-quarter-of-the-worlds-emissions#key-insights


Mediterranean Diet

Enjoy daily
Fruits
Vegetables
Whole Grains
Beans/Legumes
Nuts/Seeds
Olive Oil
Healthy beverages

Enjoy a few times per week
Seafood
Poultry
Eggs
Cheese
Yogurt

Source: Oldways, 2009 

Enjoy on occasion
Red meat
Refined grains and sugar

https://oldwayspt.org/


Source: To Taste, 2023

https://totaste.com/how-to-eat-healthy/


Plant-forward Dietary Pattern

• Encourages focus of meal to be on plant foods
• Beans, legumes, nuts, seeds, fruits, vegetables, whole 

grains, herbs, spices, plant oils
• Animal foods are considered “complements” or “supplements”

• Dairy, seafood, poultry, eggs, red meat



Source: Our World in Data 

https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food?insight=food-is-responsible-for-one-quarter-of-the-worlds-emissions#key-insights






Women’s nutrition across the lifespan

Adolescence
Child-bearing 

years/ 
pregnancy

Middle age Older 
adulthood

Calories
Protein

Essential Fatty Acids
Iron

Vitamin A
Calcium

Phytonutrients



Nutrition & Disaster 
Preparedness



Stocking a Healthy Kitchen

• Intact whole grains
• Canned &/or dried beans
• Dried fruit
• Nuts & seeds
• Potatoes & sweet potatoes
• Canned tomatoes
• Broth/stock
• Oils & vinegars
• Spices & herbs
• Baking essentials
• Onions & garlic

• Fresh fruits
• Fresh vegetables
• Eggs
• Milk/milk alternative
• Cheese 
• Yogurt/kefir
• Condiments
• Lemon/lime juice

• Corn & whole wheat tortillas
• Whole grain bread
• Cooked beans
• Cooked whole grains
• Frozen vegetables
• Frozen fruit
• Seafood & poultry

Pantry Fridge Freezer



Eating Well During Emergency 
Travel

Source: To Taste

• Prepare ahead with grab-and-go 
freezer snacks and meals

• Choose whole foods 
• Balance meals & snacks with 

carbohydrates, fat, and protein

https://totaste.com/how-to-eat-healthy/


Eating Well on a Budget

• Prioritize plants
• Purchase in bulk
• Eat with the seasons
• Plan ahead
• Minimize dining out
• Cook once, eat multiple times
• Reduce waste
• Freeze leftovers



Budget-Conscious & Disaster-
Preparedness Recipe Ideas

• Pantry staple recipes using minimal 
equipment

• Black bean tostadas with salsa
• Black bean corn salad
• Overnight oats
• Tuna chickpea salad
• Mediterranean tuna salad
• Oat energy bites

Source: To Taste

https://totaste.com/recipe/black-bean-tostadas/
https://totaste.com/recipe/black-bean-tostadas/
https://totaste.com/recipe/black-bean-corn-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/black-bean-corn-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/quick-overnight-oats/
https://totaste.com/recipe/quick-overnight-oats/
https://totaste.com/recipe/tuna-chickpea-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/tuna-chickpea-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/mediterranean-tuna-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/mediterranean-tuna-salad/
https://totaste.com/recipe/energy-bites-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipe/energy-bites-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipes/


Budget-Conscious & Disaster-
Preparedness Recipe Ideas

• Freezer-friendly/pantry staple recipes 
• Whole wheat pancakes
• Whole grain muffins
• Whole wheat quesadillas
• Oat cups
• Lentil curry
• Bean burgers
• Instant pot beans

Source: To Taste

https://totaste.com/recipe/whole-grain-pancakes-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipe/whole-grain-pancakes-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipe/whole-wheat-muffins/
https://totaste.com/recipe/whole-wheat-muffins/
https://totaste.com/recipe/healthy-quesadilla/
https://totaste.com/recipe/healthy-quesadilla/
https://totaste.com/recipe/baked-oatmeal-cups-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipe/baked-oatmeal-cups-base-recipe/
https://totaste.com/recipe/instant-pot-lentil-curry/
https://totaste.com/recipe/instant-pot-lentil-curry/
https://totaste.com/recipe/bean-burgers/
https://totaste.com/recipe/bean-burgers/
https://totaste.com/recipe/instant-pot-dried-beans/
https://totaste.com/recipe/instant-pot-dried-beans/
https://totaste.com/recipes/


Key Takeaways



Individual Actions

• Eat a whole food, plant-forward diet
• Learn how to cook
• Create a meal plan and pattern that works 

for you
• Reduce food waste
• Support local farmers/producers
• Donate to mission-aligned organizations
• Prepare your home for emergency scenarios



Group Actions

• Start a food drive

• Get involved in a community garden

• Support farm-to-school initiatives

• Join an advocacy group
• Project Bread, Spoonfuls, Feeding America, 

Slow Food

• Join a food co-op or community-supported 
agriculture

• Volunteer at a food bank, shelter, or packing facility
• Community Servings, Food for Free, Food 

Recovery Network



HLPE. 2017. Nutrition and food systems.

https://www.fao.org/3/a-i7846e.pdf


Women’s Education & Food Systems

Increases agricultural productivity

Improves household nutrition and health

Strengthens economies

Promotes gender equity

Enhances climate resiilience





Thank you!
Contact: lexi.cole@tufts.edu

mailto:Lexi.cole@tufts.edu
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