
HEALTHY, SUSTAINABLE DIETS: 
How Packaged Foods Fit

Given the urgency of the climate crisis and widespread food and nutrition insecurity, there is a need 
to drive adoption of healthy, sustainable diets. Despite significant global attention, there have been 
challenges aligning to recommendations that are affordable, achievable and scalable. Existing sustainable 
nutrition guidance focuses almost exclusively on whole foods. If packaged foods are discussed, they are 
often discouraged as “ultra-processed,” putting these diets even farther out of reach. 

While the foundation of a healthy, sustainable diet is whole foods, packaged foods can 
fit and help make eating in a nutritious and sustainable way the norm. Here’s why:

Packaged foods make up more than 50% of our diet6 and can be an entry point for 
scaling broader adoption of healthy, sustainable diets.

Packaged foods can contribute important nutrition*1,2

Packaged foods can provide 
environmental benefits 
— Offer extended shelf life3

— Reduce food waste4

Packaged foods can support 
modern lifestyles5 
—  Convenient, save time, and reduce 

meal planning stress
—  Accessible to people with limited 

culinary skills or resources

Iron

64%

Dietary Fiber

55%

Small dietary changes can:
—  Be more achievable than switching 

to an entirely new diet10

—  Encourage lasting dietary 
improvements7

—  Result in reduced carbon 
and water footprints11,12

Public health authorities 
acknowledge it is important 
to meet people where they 
are and encourage small, 
positive shifts.7,8,9 

Calcium

48%

Potassium

43%

Vitamin D

24%

Whole Grains

40%

DID YOU KNOW? Food waste is the largest 
contributor to landfill waste in the U.S. and a 

significant contributor to global GHG emissions4

*Percent of dietary intake from packaged foods



A new Current Developments in Nutrition paper puts forward the first of its kind definition of sustainable, 
nutritious packaged foods.15 Authored by renowned food systems and nutrition experts, this tool  
can help identify and recommend packaged foods that consider human, societal, and planetary health,  
as we collectively work to make healthy and sustainable eating accessible and achievable for all.

A NOVEL TOOL FOR IDENTIFYING SUSTAINABLE, NUTRITIOUS PACKAGED FOODS 
 Key Guiding Principles*
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While not all packaged foods are created equal — sustainable, nutritious 
packaged foods are easy to find if you know what to look for.

Current evaluation approaches do not adequately inform choices aligned with healthy, sustainable diets 
and may have unintended consequences. The NOVA system is commonly used, but evaluates foods based 
solely on degree of processing, which has significant limitations:

A new, more holistic evaluation system that considers the nutrition, 
environmental and equity aspects of packaged foods is needed. 

Scan to read the full text article and review the complete guiding principles.

NOVA fails to account for nutrient density.  
Avoiding all foods considered “ultra-processed” eliminates 
many convenient, affordable, and nutritious options  
(i.e., flavored yogurt, whole grain cereals and bars).13

NOVA does not fully address sustainability. 
Existing evidence does not support an 
association between degree of food 
processing and environmental impact.14

NUTRITION
Nutrient dense  

and designed for 
different occasions 

(i.e., snacking)

EQUITY
Grown and 

produced under 
fair working  
conditions

ENVIRONMENT
Responsibly sourced and 

sustainably made

• Living wage and income

• Safe working environment

•  Freedom from forced
or child labor

•  Contains positive food groups
and nutrients

• Includes whole food ingredients

• Limits saturated fat, sodium, sugar

• Uses organic ingredients

•  Is made with green manufacturing
(e.g., zero waste standards, renewable energy)

• Prioritizes eco-friendly packaging

*  The principles will evolve over 
time as measurement tools 
advance and our understanding 
of sustainable nutrition evolves.




