
Culture and socio-economic exclusion driving 
food and nutrition security in the EU and beyond
Elena Briones Alonso, KU LEUVEN

FOODSECURE FINAL CONFERENCE
Brussels, October 12, 2016

In spite of a vast body of literature investigating 
the drivers of food and nutrition security (FNS), 
two sets of drivers remain insufficiently embedded 
in FNS research and policy: (i) culture and (ii) socio-
economic exclusion. This note briefly summarizes 
FOODSECURE research regarding these two sets 
of drivers and discusses implications for policy. For 
more information we refer to the papers listed at 
the end of the note. 

Culture
Briones Alonso and Swinnen (2015) discuss the 
many ways in which culture affects food and nu-
trition security, including through food classifi-
cations, dietary practices, intra-household food 
distribution, and food production, processing, 
storage and preparation techniques. Several 
other key messages are discussed, including the 
heterogeneity of culture and its FNS effects, the 
importance of enforcement, the simultaneous 
dynamism and persistence of culture – in particu-
lar in the wake of major societal transformations 
(e.g. globalization and urbanization) – and the key 
role of gender, family structures and power rela-
tions for the impact of culture on FNS.

Socio-economic exclusion
Socio-economic exclusion can undermine food 
and nutrition security by limiting access to food, 
health services and more broadly income gene-
rating opportunities (Briones Alonso and Swin-
nen, 2015; Pieters, Guariso and Vandeplas, 2013). 
Globally, indigenous peoples are the most margi-
nalized communities, and fare the worst in FNS 
outcomes (Briones Alonso and Swinnen, 2015). 
Cockx, Francken and Pieters (2015) focus on so-
cio-economic exclusion in the EU, where people 
of lower socio-economic status and marginalized 
groups such as single mothers, the elderly, and 

ethnic minorities continue to be particularly vul-
nerable to food and nutrition insecurity. For in-
stance, in various Member States, the Roma fare 
much worse in terms of food and nutrition se-
curity than non-Roma people living nearby, with 
about 90 % living below the national poverty line 
and 40 % living in food insecure households. 

Policy implications
With respect to culture, the effectiveness of FNS 
policy can be improved by taking culture better 
into account, for instance by also targeting influ-
ential family and community members in infor-
mation interventions. Culture and the embedded 
knowledge may also be usefully integrated with 
conventional science in various ways to impro-
ve FNS. One promising avenue is to identify and 
promote valuable traditional foods and cooking 
techniques. As for socio-economic exclusion, FNS 
policy needs to pay particular attention to groups 
vulnerable to exclusion. Improvements can be 
made for instance by improving the quality of 
food provided in hospitals and care homes, or by 
ensuring the availability of culturally appropriate 
foods to ethnic minorities. 
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