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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

We are facing a global health crisis, and the food we 
eat is at the heart of the problem. We cannot feed 10 billion 
people in the future the way we are feeding 7 billion people today, 
or we’ll create for ourselves a crisis of human health unlike 
anything we have seen in human history. More than half of all 
adults and 1/6 of all children globally are overweight or obese, 
and this is not just threatening developed nations – eight of the 20 
nations with the fastest rising rates of adult obesity in the world 
are in Africa. With population growth expected to rise to 10 billion 
by 2050, the future challenges we face are exponential, and will 
demand exponential thinking, technologies, and solutions. 

TWIN has been engaged in food and agriculture topics for the past several 
years, and through our events and conversations with global leaders, 
we found that there is significant work happening globally around how 
we feed the world (production, distribution, food loss & waste, etc.), and 
increasingly around the sustainability aspects of our global agriculture and 
food production system. However, there’s not enough focus around food’s 
relationship to empowering human health – in short, how we nourish the 
world. Recent reports have put a spotlight on these issues, but little cross-
sector collaboration is happening. In part, this because the worlds of food, 
agriculture, healthcare, and technology operate in very different spheres. 

At TWIN, we have developed the Catalyst model for multi-stakeholder 
engagement and collaboration. A Catalyst isn’t a meeting, but a journey. In 
our journey to date, we’ve held forums on innovation in food and restoring 
food’s social license to operate. We have also convened, global dialogues and 
roundtable events on the exponential challenges to face in nourishing the 
world, challenge sessions on food trust, and had nearly 100 calls with global 
leaders on these issues. This all culminated in an October 2019 Catalyst 
session, where we investigated emerging challenges and opportunities 
related to empowering health through food, making healthy food 
functional, accessible, scalable, sustainable, desirable, 
and trustworthy. 

TWIN CATALYST SESSION: Empowering Human Health Through Food
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There were four big challenges that formed our case for action. 

TWIN CATALYST SESSION: Empowering Human Health Through Food

While it’s true that hunger remains an unacceptably large problem, we’ve been 
making great strides over the past 50 years that have resulted in steady reductions 
in the percentage of people who are under-fed. These improvements are projected to 
continue out to 2050. However, as we’ve been figuring out how to feed the world, too 
little attention has been placed on what we feed them, and how we feed them. For the 
first time in human history, more people are overweight than undernourished. Over two 
billion people – about a third of the global population – are overweight or obese. It is 
a massive pandemic and the data suggests that the problem exists not just in wealthy 
countries, but also in middle- and lower-income countries. We are now seeing huge 
increases in obesity rates across Africa and southeast Asia, as well as in countries like 
Brazil, China, and Mexico.

One in five deaths are attributable to diet, and diet is the number-one risk factor globally 
for morbidity and mortality. Diabetes alone, which we know is inextricably linked to 
diet and lifestyle, will cost us well over $2 trillion globally by 2030. If this were GDP, it 
would make diabetes the next G-8 country. McKinsey labeled obesity as one of the top 
three global social burdens created by humans – on par with smoking as well as armed 
violence, war, and terrorism.

First, we are growing exponentially. Reaching 10 billion people by 2050 means we will 
need to produce 60% more food in the next 30 years – roughly the same amount of food we 
produced in the previous 10,000 years. Second, we are rapidly growing older. By 2050, we 
will have 50% fewer children and four times the number of old people as we did in 1950. 
With age comes associated diet-and-lifestyle-related chronic diseases. Third, we are 
becoming more urban. By 2050, two-thirds of people will live in an urban setting, which 
means increased demand for processed, prepared and fast foods and a decrease in the 
number of agricultural workers.

Organizations like the UNFAO, the World Resources Institute, and others have pointed 
out that the way we do agriculture and food production is impacting climate change. 
Agriculture is responsible for 25% of greenhouse gas emissions – more than every 
car, truck, ship, train and plane combined. Agriculture also accounts for 70% of all 
freshwater use, and 10% of all agricultural water is non-replenishable. As this occurs, 
climate change will in turn impact the quantity and nutrient density of foods. By 2100, 
global vegetable and legume production could fall by 35%. Climate change may also 
affect crop nutrients; elevated carbon dioxide levels could reduce essential minerals and 
proteins in agricultural products. 

We are both under-
nourished and overfed, and 
by working to solve one 
problem, we’re creating an 
even bigger one. 

Our diets are creating 
massive health 
consequences globally 
that represent a serious 
headwind to global 
prosperity. 

The challenges we face 
are exponential, complex, 
multi-stakeholder in 
nature and will require new 
approaches.

The way we “do food” today 
is threatening the planet 
and the future availability of 
healthy food. 

THE CASE FOR ACTION  THE CASE FOR ACTION  
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The TWIN Catalyst session convened 35 diverse global leaders from continental Europe, UK, Ireland, 
Israel, Africa, the United States and South America, and with backgrounds spanning business, 
government, academia, NGOs and nonprofits, food and ag-tech VC, startup innovators and social 
entrepreneurs. Our participants were applied scientists, leading researchers, food innovators and 
product developers, consumer experts, global public policy experts, social innovators and more—each 
with deep expertise in a given area, broad visibility and connections globally, and all possessing a shared 
vision for making change happen. Each came with a desire to re-think and re-imagine our approach to 
food, and each had unique perspectives on what it will take to nourish the world by making healthy food 
more functional, accessible, sustainable and scalable globally. Over the week together we framed these 
four cases for action, shared insights, discussed what is not being addressed in current conversations 
around feeding and nourishing the world, and identified opportunities to really move the needle through 
a new type of collaboration and collective action. 

TWIN CATALYST SESSION: Empowering Human Health Through Food

This was not a conference, but rather a deliberate and experiential journey that culminated in an intense working session 
over a three-day period, where 35 leaders who had never worked together in this capacity all came together and aligned on 
ideas. We began with a broad look at global challenges, converged into a discussion of issues that aren’t being explored and 
why, diverged into a symposium of ideas, and then converged again to land at three action areas. 

OUR JOURNEY AT A GLANCE

FOUNDATION  

Aligned on a shared 

understanding of the 

problem

INSIGHTS  

Built a shared knowledge 

base, explored what’s not 

happening and why, tackled 

uncomfortable truths and 

othodoxies that need to be 

challenged

IDEAS  

Moved from our 30 identified 

gaps and challenges to 

a dozen thematic areas 

of focus, down to five key 

themes our actions shold 

address

ACTIONS  

Consolidated to three areas 

of potential action and built 

definition and working 

groups around each of 

them
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We identified three areas of exploration that will form the foundation of the next level of work. 

The first is a food-as-
medicine coalition for 
action and the possible 
creation of an impact fund 

in this space. We know that diet is the 
number one determinant of morbidity, 
but companies from the food, 
agriculture, healthcare and pharma 
industries simply do not collaborate 
in a meaningful way. They operate in 
totally separate spheres. There are 
pockets where the idea of food-as-
medicine is starting to gain steam, but 
these conversations are happening in 
silos and mainstream players are not 
at the table. We hope to bring these 
ecosystems together in a serious and 
credible way to begin to tackle the 
challenge. A venture-oriented impact 
fund with a social impact mission for 
next generation technologies, foods 
and business models is also something 
we are considering because innovation 
in this area is still significantly under-
funded globally.

The second initiative is 
focused on working to 
overcome the barriers 
the global food industry 

faces with regard to producing and 
driving adoption of more nutritious 
food options, more affordably. 
On the one hand, we believe that 
there could be room in the market 
for a pre-competitive research and 
product development organization 
that would develop technologies 
and platforms to serve multiple 
players in the industry. On the other 
hand, we also see that significant 
work is needed on the demand side, 
tackling issues of human motivation 
and choice architecture. Once we 
increase access to healthy foods, 
how do we get people to actually 
choose them?  

The third area is around 
reimagining food systems 
and using a market-led 
approach to nourishing the 

undernourished in the developing 
world – increasingly in an urban 
context. To date, big food companies 
have focused on a product-led 
approach expanding into new 
markets with nearly-addictive high-
calorie, low-nutrition products and 
building out the last-mile of their 
supply chains. Our question is how 
can the last mile become the first 
mile? How can we redesign our food 
system to focus on what consumers 
want and need to eat, in order to 
maximize their long-term health and 
also build out local supply chains 
to support these markets? In short, 
how do we make healthy food more 
accessible and affordable? 
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If you are passionate about any of our three action areas and are 
willing to commit time and/or resources, please contact us at 
Nourish2050@twinglobal.org.

To stay on top of the work we’re catalyzing, join our mailing list by 
emailing us at Nourish2050@twinglobal.org.

Connect with Us:

Find us on Twitter at  
@Nourish2050

The World Innovation Network (TWIN) is focused on enabling global prosperity 
through innovation. The TWIN is an invitation-only global community of 
innovation and growth leaders from around the world who work across 
a variety of sectors including business, government, non-profit, the arts, 
academia, and defense. Our annual TWIN Global Summit in Chicago brings 
together over 350 leaders from 25 countries, from the most senior levels 
of their organizations, as well as select individuals making a differentiated 
impact around the world.  

In addition to the summit, the TWIN Catalyst platform has been developed to 
mobilize our community around a specific sector/industry and activate multi-
stakeholder engagement. Catalyst programs seek to create alignment around 
common aspirations, shared visions and a platform for ongoing collaboration. 
This is done through a thoughtfully designed and facilitated convening of 
diverse, progressive and innovative stakeholders. To date, Catalysts have been 
undertaken in the mining and unconventional oil and gas sectors.

GET INVOLVED

ABOUT THE WORLD INNOVATION NETWORK

TWIN CATALYST SESSION: Empowering Human Health Through Food

WHERE TO NEXT?

As a result of three powerful days with 35 global leaders, we’re 
forming working groups to advance these three initiatives and build 
action plans around them. We will identify other stakeholders, people 
who are interested and have expertise who might want to get involved. 

Our hope is to reconvene these leaders and others who have joined our 
movement in a larger follow-up Catalyst session in mid-2020.


