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ABSTRACT  
Our food systems need to undergo significant transformation 
if we are to ensure healthy and sustainable diets for 
all. This transformation needs to be multidimensional, 
intersectoral and interdisciplinary. The academic community 
must be part of this process, both as a pillar of scientific, 
educational and technical support and as a centre of 
learning. The Latin American Network for Food and 
Nutritional Sovereignty and Security (SSAN) is the result 
of a process aimed at bringing together academic actors 
to focus on nutrition, food sovereignty and food security 
policies in the region. NutriSSAN is an online platform that 
has enabled the organization of special interest groups 
focused on various themes within the SSAN Network. The 
Obesity Special Interest Group has been spearheaded by 
four Latin American universities, leading to improved, 
co-created academic work in the area, including nutrition 
and food systems, through knowledge and experience 
exchange. This article reports the effects of interactions 
within the Latin American SSAN Network and the Obesity 
Special Interest Group on academic achievement and on 
the prospects for healthier and nutritious diets, with a view 
to promoting healthy food environments. 

INTRODUCTION  
Individual, community and global health depends on the 
resilience of ecosystems that sustain life on Earth, and 
those ecosystems have been struggling. To date, steps to 
promote much-needed changes in lifestyle and to create 
a new model of sustainable development have not been 
sufficiently effective. The need for more coherent public 
policy has become increasingly evident. This can be achieved 
if all sectors, disciplines and stakeholders work together. 

Among the consequences of a lack of human resilience 
are the persistence and worsening of malnutrition and 
an increase in overweight and obesity. Economic growth, 
urbanization, globalization and technology have made 
society more complex. We need well-developed strategies 
that take into account the social determinants of health 
to create the conditions required to develop efficient and 
inclusive food systems. 

Food-system efficiency translates into sustainable food 
production and consumption, incorporating nutrition 
and food security. Since the turn of the century, the 
Specialized Agencies of the United Nations, led by the World 
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Health Organization (WHO) and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), have become 
increasingly outspoken on the issue, recommending the 
adoption of multi-level, multi-actor strategies to transform 
the planet’s food systems. 

Different areas of government, the private sector and civil 
society have been asked to participate in finding intersectoral 
solutions, based on a socio-ecological approach to health 
and nutrition that considers the multidimensional, holistic 
and systemic characteristics of the issue at hand (Ramirez 
and Ayala, 2013). Universities have great potential to 
contribute to the transformation of global food systems 
by generating and facilitating access to knowledge. The 
university’s contribution lies in the theoretical or translational 
fields of applied research, either through the transfer of 
technology or through participation in the processes of 
social transformation. 

Academic networks, such as the Latin American Network 
for Food and Nutrition Sovereignty and Security (SSAN), 
are an example of how academic collaboration can help to 
promote the transformation of food systems. In this essay, 
we will discuss the role of universities, the pragmatic aspects 
of that role and the contribution of the Latin American 
SSAN Network to the promotion of food environments for 
a healthy and nutritious diet. 

THE THIRD FUNCTION OF 
UNIVERSITIES 

Each university has its own particular mission, stemming 
from a balance or a preponderance of one or more of its three 
functions: teaching, research and community outreach. It 
is this third function that defines what, why, for whom and 
how subjects are taught and researched. The cosmopolitan 
nature of universities means they can pursue knowledge 
without borders and, by their very essence, contribute to the 
practice of sustainability, either by exchanging knowledge 
or by broadening horizons of understanding. However, 
globalization is a source of disagreement and dispute that 
has generated inequity and endangered local culture and 
customs.

In this context, there is a new university revolution under 
way around the globe, through which a quantitative and 
qualitative transformation is taking place in the form of 

a new social contract between universities and society, 
with universities playing a more active role in the process 
of economic development. Some believe universities’ 
role should go beyond facilitating the interests of the 
current economic system and that they should position 
themselves as an alternative to global capitalism, actively 
contributing to social cohesion, democracy, a reduction in 
social inequity, environmental protection and the defence 
of cultural diversity (Morin, 1999; Santos, 2005). 

The task of universities is to mould professionals with 
integrity and strong social commitment who will cultivate 
models of healthy, ethical behaviour. In the field of science 
and technology, the legitimization of the social function of 
the university takes place through different routes, those 
of conventional technologies and alternative technologies. 
Thus, to understand the contribution of academia to the 
transformation of food systems (though far from exhaustive), 
it is essential to base our discussion in innovation theory 
in the knowledge-based economy and in engaged research 
in the context of social inequality. 

THE THEORY OF INNOVATION 
The triple-helix model developed by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 
(2000) is based on the interactions of government, business 
and universities in relation to innovation. It characterizes 
the latter as an active participant in social, political, 
economic and productive changes, highlighting its role in 
developing and strengthening the creation of capable and 
competent human resources through teaching, research 
and reflection (Etzkowitz, 2011; Corrales, 2014).

The model suggests that scientific activity is legitimized by 
its contribution to economic development. Building on the 
original linear model, current innovation theory understands 
a knowledge system to be very much determined by its 
ability to adapt, combine and integrate different modes of 
knowledge and innovation. The intersection of the model’s 
components enables trilateral or multilateral networking 
interactions with other actors. A fourth driver has been 
introduced to the model to include civil society and the media 
– in other words, an ecosystem of knowledge and emerging 
fractal innovation – in a bid to broaden the model’s impact 
on society (Figure 1) (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009). In 
this approach, the social actor is represented mainly by 
the consumer, who, through culture and influenced by the 
media, modulates the processes of innovation.
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INNOVATION FROM PRODUCED 
KNOWLEDGE 
As the main regulator of the relationship between the 
state and the university, the market (which is subject to 
strong international influence) is tasked with fostering 
competitiveness between companies and nations. This 
is where the relationship between a university and its 
environment becomes important and finds its closest 
approximation to the world of work and other issues of 
social interest in the relationship between the helices of 
the innovation model. 

It is through the evolution of the concept of technological 
innovation that the concept of social innovation has emerged. 
It can be defined as the result of knowledge applied to social 
needs through the participation and cooperation of all actors 
involved, generating new and lasting solutions for social 
groups, communities or society in general (Bignetti, 2011). 
This concept has been used in a number of American and 
European universities, though it is not very widespread in 
Latin America, being more closely aligned with the concept 
of technology transfer (Bignetti, 2011). 

ENGAGED RESEARCH 
Another strand lies in the engagement of researchers and 
students in social movements, for example, in popular 
education movements, the solidarity economy and other 

initiatives taking place in Latin America in the context of 
participatory or engaged research, in which the ecology of 
knowledge is valued. These are the environments in which 
social technologies are developed. A landmark development 
in this regard was the Argentinian university reform of 
1918, which started with student activism in Córdoba, 
strengthening university autonomy and recognizing its 
role as an agent of social transformation. 

It is in the quest for social transformation from a dialogical 
perspective that engaged research is framed, with researchers 
becoming involved in social causes, adopting an approach 
of “doing with”, rather than “doing for”, a social group or 
community.

It is through engaged research that social technologies are 
produced. Social technology refers to an economic strategy, 
based on a relationship of solidarity between production 
and commercialization, which implies political resistance 
to hegemonic logic that places a monetary value on every 
material thing, removing other human values from the 
final product. One popular concept of social technology 
involves replicable products, techniques and methodologies, 
developed through interaction with the community, which 
present effective solutions to the challenges of social 
transformation (Dagnino, 2010).

It differs from the concept of social innovation, which 
refers to the ethical and solidary stance of universities, 
companies and corporations in the production of innovation 
(solutions) for the common good. 

Figure 1. INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM 

Source: Adapted from Carayannis and Campbell (2009).
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The relationship between a territory and its food sovereignty 
depends on the power of its population to determine what 
and how to produce to ensure access to clean, nutritious 
and healthy food. It means having control over the food 
system. Here, engaged research has the potential to promote 
human development through emancipation and autonomy, 
based on collective construction and knowledge-sharing.

MORE EFFICIENT AND 
INCLUSIVE FOOD SYSTEMS 

It is imperative that we – especially in the universities of 
Latin America and the Caribbean – explore how to construct 
more efficient, inclusive and sustainable food systems 
globally and address their impact on society. 

To this end, universities should:

• Promote individual, family and community responsibility 
for sustainable food systems. 

• Dedicate university resources to supporting actions 
related to respect for sustainable food systems. 

• Design curricula that foster the active participation of 
students in the promotion of sustainable food systems. 

• Ensure undergraduate and graduate students have 
the knowledge and skills they need to make decisions 
about sustainable food systems. 

• Provide the necessary tools for conducting research 
aimed at identifying, constructing and evaluating 
sustainable food systems. 

• Engage in regional and global discussions on food 
systems in order to better link research gaps at the 
policy level with the academic research agenda.

• Invest in multidisciplinary research across study 
programmes, for example, linking agriculture, economics, 
health and social-science departments. 

• Promote academic mobility, exchange of experience 
and cooperation between academic institutions, sectors 
of the economy and social organizations.

• Undertake activities that promote access to technologies 
for communities excluded from production and marketing 
systems, as well as the governance of food and nutrition 
security policies. 

• Train people in the preservation and sustainable use of 
food biodiversity and water for consumption and food 
production.

• Study and promote market alternatives grounded in the 
social and solidarity economy and food sovereignty. 

Rural-urban relations will need to be strengthened to create 
new market rules. We will need to improve food production 
chains and build a consensus among consumers to boost 
demand for sustainable products. To achieve sustainable 
market practices, we will need to develop techniques and 
market knowledge. The development of local markets 
has been identified as an important alternative to the 
development of public-sector infrastructure for the provision 
of healthy foods. 

Collaborative work among researchers from different 
countries may result in more appropriate methodological 
approaches to the study and the transformation of food 
systems. We can take as an example the outcome of a 
meeting of researchers from the SSAN-UNASUR (Union of 
South American Nations) Network (now the Latin American 
SSAN Network) in 2016. Figure 2 summarizes the reference 
framework for the work of researchers affiliated with the 
network. It sets out the network’s epistemological stance, 
its principles and essential functions, taking into account 
the Right to Food and convergent concepts and principles. 
The network sought a theoretical and methodological frame 
of reference that chimed with its conceptual assumptions 
and principles, including the largest possible number of 
themes and areas of knowledge (Figure 2).

FAO/JON SPAULL
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MULTILATERAL NETWORKS 
AND PLATFORMS 
Among the transformations in international relations 
since the beginning of the 2000s, there have been certain 
collaborative scientific relationships mediated through 
diplomatic channels. We have seen research on national food 
and nutritional sovereignty and security backed by UNASUR 
and the Community of Portuguese Speaking Countries (CPLP), 
as well as by the Brazilian Ministry of Science, Technology, 
Innovation and Communication (MCTIC). In general, these 
investments are aimed at strengthening the involvement of 
the academic community in shaping public policy on food 
sovereignty and food and nutritional security, and in the 
search to develop local and regional competencies. 

In this kind of regional arrangement, the role of collaborative 
networks and institutional structuring emerges, sparking 
international cooperation by offering the possibility of 
mutual exchange and support through a relationship of 

interdependence, not just technology transfer or humanitarian 
aid (Ferreira and Fonseca, 2017). The logic of “doing for 
others” turns into a logic of “doing with others” (Martini and 
Wünsch, 2017),11 unlike the traditional model of international 
cooperation, which has stronger countries as its primary 
focus, through governmental agencies, social organizations 
or even the private sector (Martins et al., 2017). 

THE LATIN AMERICAN SSAN 
NETWORK
The Latin American SSAN Network connects Latin American 
researchers through teaching, research and extension projects 
in support of countries’ food and nutrition sovereignty 
and security. It grew from the SSAN-UNASUR programme 
created by the South American Council for Education, 
Culture, Science, Technology and Innovation of UNASUR 
in 2012. While the UNASUR programme has been subject 
to some disruption due to political developments in the 

Figure 2. GROUP DISCUSSION SUMMARY

Source: Co-created by the representatives of Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Colombia, Ecuador, Brazil; designed by Professor Eliana María Pérez Tamayo of the University of Antioquia.
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countries involved, the researchers remain active. There 
are currently 89 teaching, research and extension projects 
being led by Brazilian researchers in various territories, all 
of which include at least one researcher from another Latin 
American country. The first phase (2013 to 2016) supported 
25 projects and forged partnerships that persist today. It 
further galvanized actions to strengthen the Latin American 
SSAN Network as a collaborative academic network. Online 
interaction, despite its limitations, has helped to improve 
the communication process. One of the key support tools 
has been the NutriSSAN electronic platform hosted by 
MCTIC Brazil’s National Research Network. 

NUTRISSAN AND SPECIAL 
INTEREST GROUPS 
NutriSSAN1  is a technological platform for communication, 
virtual interaction and cooperation, designed based on the 
experience of Brazil’s National Research Network (RNP) 
and Telemedicine University Network (Rute). In addition to 
being a technological support, NutriSSAN is an established 
government system, complete with operational technical 
coordination and an expert advisory committee. 

NutriSSAN’s principles and guidelines are based on the 
principles of food and nutritional security, in line with the 
guidelines of international commitments and declarations 
on the Right to Food and the Right to Sustainable and 
Inclusive Development. NutriSSAN is split into special 
interest groups. These are coordinated by NutriSSAN units 
approved by the RNP, located in educational and research 
institutions. They perform diverse functions aimed at 
furthering education, research and extension projects. 

The NutriSSAN units act as academic support structures 
for education, research and extension projects in food 
sovereignty, security and nutrition. They are linked to SSAN 
science and technology centres (one in each region of 
Brazil), as well as any educational and research institutions 
that have an interest in and the technical infrastructure 
to manage such a unit locally. 

1 https://nutrissan.rnp.br/web/nutrissan/contatoeguiato.

THE OBESITY SPECIAL 
INTEREST GROUP
The Obesity Special Interest Group came about through 
cooperation on food sovereignty, food security and nutrition 
by researchers from São Paulo State University in Brazil, 
the Technical University of Loja in Ecuador, the University of 
Bío-Bío in Chile and the University of Córdoba in Argentina. 
It is linked to the Latin American SSAN Network.

Public policies for obesity prevention and control top the group’s 
agenda. Every month, it discusses the obesity status of each 
country, as well as developments in prevention and control, 
followed by an exchange of experience and methodologies. 
The outcomes of these discussions are collated into an online 
publication: eight issues based on 2017 and 2018 discussions 
were published in 2018 and 2019 (www.interssan.com.br).2  

The systematization of information in propositive diagnosis 
can contribute to the design of local-government policies, plans 
and programmes to encourage the development of healthier 
food environments that include environmentally friendly food 
systems and, thus, reduce obesity, the risk factors that cause 
it and the non-communicable diseases associated with it. 

A key strength of this process is the spread and replication of 
local practices based on the experience of others. Research 
seeks to bridge the gap between the knowledge generated 
and its application in products and processes within the food 
system to be transformed, of which obesity is a product. 

REGIONAL CONNECTIONS, 
LOCAL ACTIONS
The Latin American SSAN Network has been both an 
aggregating factor and a starting point for the development 
of countless actions in member countries in response to the 
common ideal of creating and promoting environments for 
a healthy diet. Each of these actions illustrates the dynamic 
interaction of network participants in an effort to deepen our 
understanding of healthy environments, so as to conduct 
research and facilitate critical debate grounded in the realities 
of the participating countries. The following are some of the 
actions and experiences of the Obesity Special Interest Group. 

2 The first issue was published in November/December 2018. The other issues will be 
published in 2019.

https://nutrissan.rnp.br/web/nutrissan/contatoeguiato
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ARGENTINA
Since 2014, collaborative work has been produced at the 
National University of Córdoba with a view to encouraging 
the creation of physical and social spaces where producers, 
consumers, university students and other social agents can 
interact to foster conditions that improve their quality of 
life and, in particular, democratize the relationship between 
production and consumption. The university’s extension work 
in the fields of agroecological production, fair trade and the 
consumption of healthy foods has promoted the development 
of healthy food environments in relation to local food systems 
in agroecological transition. With public policies to support 
agroecological production focused on certain social sectors, 
there is little territorial integration and the food systems are 
fundamental to the economy.

The Agroecological Fair of Córdoba (AFC) was founded in 
2013 as a healthy food environment offering agroecological 
foods through a local agricultural framework, guaranteeing 
the availability of fresh and healthy food. Its aim was to 
strengthen local markets and regional production systems 
and encourage the participation of family producers. It 
is a collective organization that includes different types 
of producer in various stages of transition towards an 
agroecological production model. It has significant social 
capital, with a horizontal organizational structure and is 
self-governed by a sovereign decision-making body. The 
multiple interactions of the AFC network have fuelled a 
creative environment and the dissemination of practices 
and knowledge, expanding its social capital to form an 
innovative territory. Its complexity is both a challenge and 
an opportunity to contribute strategies of empowerment 
and inclusion, and demands an inter-institutional and 
interdisciplinary team. 

The university plays a fundamental role in the development of 
territorial capacity and as a producer of social innovation and 
social transformation, acting as a facilitator and convenor. 
This is reflected in the emergence of agroecological fairs 
in other territories.3 

3 National University of Córdoba extension project: Agro-ecological territorial development 
and food sovereignty ‒ strengthening production, marketing and responsible consumption 
(http://www.nutricion.fcm.unc.edu.ar/index.php/43-asignaturas/optativas/518-politica- 
alimentaria).

BRAZIL
In Brazil, the Food and Nutrition Sovereignty and Security 
Interest Group (GISSAN) of the Centre for Science, Technology, 
and Innovation in Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and 
Security (INTERSSAN) at São Paulo State University has 
undertaken an array of activities. GISSAN is active across the 
multi-campus university and INTERSSAN has been created 
as a space for dialogue between the university, government 
institutions and civil society for the transformation of food 
systems. The facility conducts training courses and lends 
support to local leaders in the implementation of policies 
and the development of social technologies. Interaction 
with South American and African countries has led to 
improvements in INTERSSAN’s activities, through joint 
and participatory educational processes (professional 
improvement, postgraduate courses, and short courses), 
as well as interactions such as web conferencing and 
co-produced activities, for example, through the Obesity 
Special Interest Group. It has become apparent that local 
initiatives have the power to transform and that small 
things can make a difference, from the quality of shared 
foods to attitudes towards mealtimes, and support for 
government actions and local communities.4 

One example is the facility’s support for local networks 
of farmers and consumers to ensure product quality 
and fair prices. Another is the inclusion of teachers, 
undergraduates and graduate students in state and local 
food and nutrition security policy, through methodologies 
for the preparation of food and nutrition security plans for 
2019-2023, approved in 2018. The conditions were created 
for the broad participation of civil society in the process, 
both at local and state levels. In addition, studies were 
conducted and indicators for monitoring and evaluating 
the plans were established in a participatory manner, with 
the active involvement of municipal and state councils. 

CHILE
Chilean academia has been participating in the formulation, 
implementation and evaluation of public policy in the area of 
food and nutrition for more than 50 years and has been involved 
in the implementation of national programmes (Ministry of 
Public Health, Chile, 2010; Ministry of Health, Chile, 2016a; 
Riumalló et al., 2004; Ministry of Education, Chile, 2018). 

4 https://redelassan.wordpress.com/.

http://www.nutricion.fcm.unc.edu.ar/index.php/43-asignaturas/optativas/518-politica- alimentaria
http://www.nutricion.fcm.unc.edu.ar/index.php/43-asignaturas/optativas/518-politica- alimentaria
https://redelassan.wordpress.com/
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Chile’s academia has helped the government to improve the 
population’s access to healthier foods, such as milk products, 
increase access to important nutrients, such as iron, zinc 
and folic acid, and to combat malnutrition by eradicating 
the primary causes (Ministry of Health, Chile, 2016a; 2016b). 
Some of the best examples of academia’s participation in the 
development, implementation and evaluation of public policy 
to address the problem of obesity are the inclusion of front-
of-pack warning labels on food packaging, the prohibition of 
advertising aimed primarily at children under the age of 14 
and the prohibition of its commercialization inside schools 
(Law No. 20606 (Ministry of Health, Chile, 2012) and Law 
No. 20869 (Ministry of Health, Chile, 2015)). Academia made 
methodological contributions to this process, participating in 
working groups and conducting targeted research. 

ECUADOR
In Ecuador, actions have been focused on the education 
and training of various population groups in response to the 
need for qualified staff to effect legislation and public policy, 
to generate public awareness, to create a culture of healthy 
eating and to counter negative publicity and disinformation. 
There has been an emphasis on food and nutritional security 

courses conducted with the backing of São Paulo State 
University, Brazil, which trains key actors in the public sector 
and civil society. Other projects, such as “Nutritional support 
for school-age children”, the “Healthy eating workshop” and 
the open virtual course, “Education for healthy eating”, are 
available to university students and the general population, 
along with courses on food safety and healthy eating.5  

CONCLUSION
The transformation of food systems into environments that 
provide healthy and inclusive diets is a highly complex task 
requiring coordinated action by academia, regardless of specialty, 
be it in the field of innovation and technology transfer, or the 
collective construction of social technologies in environments 
that foster a knowledge ecology. The regional and global 
connections and relationships of the scientific community 
allow the enhancement of academic achievement and the 
exchange of knowledge, experience, methodology and tools. 

5 http://propgdb2.unesp.br/latosensu/upload/435-2-2.pdf.

MAGNUM PHOTOS FOR FAO/ALEX WEBB
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