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Abstract. This chapter adopts a comparative conceptual approach to analyze how
systemic determinants of food behaviors are governed at different stages of the
nutrition transition, using Morocco and South Korea as illustrative cases.
Through a qualitative documentary review, findings reveal two distinct
trajectories. South Korea employs a proactive, data-driven model to regulate a
saturated obesogenic environment. Conversely, Morocco relies on a strategic,
multisectoral approach to navigate an accelerated double burden of malnutrition.
Unlike standard institutional reports, this chapter highlights how governance
capacity and data infrastructure shape policy effectiveness. Ultimately, it
contributes to food systems research by demonstrating that early investment in
continuous monitoring and strict regulatory instruments is critical to navigating
the complexities of the Global Syndemic.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In a global context marked by the rapid transformation of food systems, eating beha-
viors are evolving and generating unprecedented public health challenges. We are
witnessing the emergence of a "Global Syndemic," where the pandemics of obesity,
undernutrition, and climate change interact, share common societal drivers, and mu-
tually reinforce one another [1]. This dynamic, often described through the lens of the
nutrition transition, results in the paradoxical coexistence of persistent forms of un-
dernutrition and a worrying increase in diet-related non-communicable diseases [2].
In 2020, nearly one in three people worldwide could not access adequate food, and
the cost of a healthy diet remained beyond the reach of approximately 3 billion people
[3]. These findings underscore the urgent need to move beyond traditional approaches
focused on individual choices and to adopt a systemic analysis.

More than mere personal decisions, eating behaviors are shaped by a complex set of
"systemic determinants" [4]. These include food environments [5], defined as the
physical, economic, political, and sociocultural context in which consumers engage
with the food system. These environments are, in turn, influenced by globalized
supply chains [6], public policies [7], and the strategies of the commercial determi-
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nants of health, where actors in the agri-food industry play a major role in shaping
supply and demand [8]. It is therefore crucial to broaden the analytical focus to under-
stand how these macro- and meso-level structures shape choices and behaviors "up-
stream." To address this, this chapter adopts a comparative conceptual approach to
analyze how systemic determinants of food behaviors are governed at different stages
of the nutrition transition, using Morocco and South Korea as illustrative cases.
In light of this complexity, this chapter proposes a comparative documentary analysis
of two national contexts with distinct trajectories. On the one hand, Morocco
represents a middle-income country facing an accelerated nutrition transition, where
the double burden of malnutrition is particularly evident, with a high prevalence of
obesity, especially among women, coexisting with persistent micronutrient deficien-
cies [9,10]. On the other hand, South Korea exemplifies a high-income country with a
completed nutrition transition that has developed a sophisticated system of data-
driven governance, notably through its continuous National Health and Nutrition Ex-
amination Survey (KNHANES), which directly informs its strategic public health
plans [11,12]. Comparing these two trajectories offers valuable insights into the poli-
cy levers and implementation challenges at different stages of development.

The objective of this chapter is twofold:

1) To map the systemic determinants of eating behaviors by mobilizing a multi-
level analytical framework inspired by recent research on food environments
[5,13];

2) To draw strategic lessons from the South Korean experience to inform public
policy in Morocco, particularly within the framework of its new National Multi-
sectoral Nutrition Strategy 2024-2030 [14].

Unlike existing global reports, this chapter provides a structured comparative reading

of two national trajectories at different stages of the nutrition transition, highlighting

how governance capacity and data infrastructure shape policy effectiveness.

2 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

This chapter employs a comparative and qualitative documentary review to analyze
the systemic determinants of food behaviors in Morocco and South Korea. The ap-
proach is designed to identify the political structures, socio-economic contexts, and
policy levers shaping dietary patterns to formulate tailored strategic recommenda-
tions.

2.1  Analytical Framework

The research relies on a thematic analysis of heterogeneous sources, structured by a

multi-level conceptual framework inspired by socio-ecological and food system mod-

els [4, 5, 13]. To map systemic determinants, this framework is articulated around

three interdependent dimensions:

e The food system and its governance environment: Examines structural factors
determining food supply and accessibility, including public policies, regulatory
frameworks, supply chain structures, and the role of institutional actors [4, 6].
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e The sociocultural environment and behaviors: Analyzes the influence of social
norms, urbanization, changing lifestyles, and social inequalities on dietary prac-
tices and preferences [1, 10].

e The informational and commercial environment: Focuses on private sector strat-
egies, advertising, marketing, and nutrition awareness initiatives that shape con-
sumer choices [8, 13].

2.2 Source Selection and Comparative Logic

Documents were collected through a systematic search of academic databases
(PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar) and targeted grey literature retrieval. Sources
spanning primarily 2010-2024 were selected based on their relevance, credibility, and
comparative value. The final documentary corpus includes:

e For South Korea: Publications related to the KNHANES survey [11], HP2030
national health plans [12], and specific policy case studies [15, 16].

e  For Morocco: National nutrition strategies [14], STEPS survey data [9], and aca-
demic studies on local food behaviors [10, 17, 18].

e For the international context: Reference reports from recognized organizations
(FAO, WHO, HLPE) [2, 3, 4] and conceptual frameworks from scientific litera-
ture [1, 5,7, 8, 13].

Rather than detailing technical coding stages, the comparative logic of this chapter
relies on synthesizing the extracted data into detailed national profiles. These profiles
were then systematically compared using the three dimensions of the analytical
framework as a common grid. This structured process allows for an interpretative
analysis of the systemic logics underpinning each country's policies, identifying con-
vergences, divergences, and cross-learnings between a data-driven governance model
and an accelerated transition model.

3 RESULTS

This section presents the findings of the comparative documentary analysis mapping
the systemic determinants of food behaviors in Morocco and South Korea. To facili-
tate a structured reading of these distinct national trajectories, the primary results are
synthesized in Table 1. This comparative matrix highlights the specific contexts, poli-
cy frameworks, and implementation challenges of each country across the three di-
mensions of the analytical framework.

Table 1: Comparative Analysis of the Systemic Determinants of Food Behaviors in Morocco
and South Korea

Analytical

South Korea: The Da-

Morocco: The Accele-

Dimension Sub-theme ta-Driven Governance | rated Nutrition Transi-
Model tion Model
Food System . Proactive, data-driven | Strategic and multisec-
Policy framework
and Gover- governance: Led by the | toral governance: Struc-
. and governance . .
nance Envi- continuous national | tured by decade-long
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ronment

Sociocultural
Environment
and Behaviors

Regulatory instru-
ments

Supply chain struc-
ture

Nutritional profile
and key challenges

Dietary patterns
and behaviors

survey (KNHANES),
which directly informs

National Health Plans
(e.g., HP2030). The
approach is iterative,

with precise targets and
regular evaluations [11,
12].

Advanced and targeted
regulation: Implementa-
tion of specific policies
such as strict standards
for school meals, sodium
reduction campaigns,
and detailed nutrition
labeling to address the
challenges of a moder-

nized diet [15, 16].

Modernized and consoli-
dated  supply
Dominated by supermar-
kets, processing indus-
tries, and out-of-home
dining. The system is
highly integrated
globalized,
wide availability of
processed products [4,
6].

chain:

and
ensuring

Burden of high-income
country diseases: High
prevalence of obesity
and diet-related NCDs.
Excessive sodium intake
is a major public health
problem. Undernutrition
is residual [11, 15].

Modemized diet with
persistence of traditions:
High consumption of
ready-to-eat foods and
out-of-home dining.

national strategies (SNN
20112019 and 2024-
2030). Emphasis s
placed on interministeri-
al coordination to simul-
taneously address mul-
tiple facets of malnutri-
tion [14].

Regulation under devel-
opment: SNN 2024-—
2030 outlines key meas-
such as sugar-
sweetened beverage
taxation and front-of-
pack nutrition labeling.
Current focus is on food
safety (via ONSSA) and
fortification actions [9,
14].

ures

Transitional (dual)
Coexis-
tence of a traditional
sector (souks, wholesale
markets) and a rapidly
expanding modern sector
(supermarkets, fast-food
franchises), particularly
in urban areas [17, 18].

supply chain:

Double burden of malnu-
trition: Coexistence of
high  prevalence  of
overweight and obesity
(especially among wom-
en) with persistent mi-
cronutrient deficiencies
(iron, iodine, vitamin D)
and pockets of undernu-
trition [9, 10].

Rapid dietary transition:
Accelerated shift from a
traditional Mediterra-
nean diet (rich in cereals,

legumes,  fruits, and



Informational

and Commer-

cial Environ-
ment
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Sociodemographic
factors

Role of the food
industry

Nutrition informa-
tion and education

However, traditional
elements (rice, kimchi)
remain central, though
their preparation and
composition are evolving

[15].

Near-complete urbaniza-
tion and aging: A highly
urbanized and educated
society. Nutrition chal-
lenges are increasingly
homogeneous nation-
wide, though social
inequalities persist [11].

Powerful yet highly
regulated industry: Large
agri-food conglomerates
(chaebols) are dominant
players but operate with-
in a regulatory
framework, particularly
regarding child-targeted
advertising and labeling
[8, 16].

strict

Data-driven  campaigns
and high health literacy:
Public health campaigns
are directly informed by
KNHANES data. The
population’s high educa-
tion level facilitates the
dissemination of com-
plex nutrition messages
and the use of labeling
[12].

vegetables) to a “Wes-
ternized” diet, with in-
creasing consumption of
sugar, fat, and processed
foods [17, 18].

Rapid urbanization and
marked inequalities: Fast
urbanization is deepen-
ing inequalities. Nutri-
tion behaviors and chal-
lenges differ sharply
between urban and rural
areas and across socioe-
conomic strata [10, 17].
Rapidly expanding in-
dustry with  growing
influence: Fast penetra-
tion of multinationals
and development of a
domestic processed food
industry. The regulatory
environment  is
restrictive, leaving great-
er room for marketing
[6, 14].

Focus on awareness and
basic education: National
strategies emphasize
nutrition education
through  schools and
health centers. Cam-
paigns aim to
awareness of the basics

less

raise

of healthy eating in the
face of the rapid emer-
gence of new products
[9, 14].

45

3.1 Food System and Governance Environment: Data-Driven vs.

Multisectoral Models

The comparative analysis reveals two fundamentally different trajectories of nutrition
governance, inherently shaped by institutional capacity and food system maturity.
South Korea relies on a proactive, data-driven model where a sophisticated conti-
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nuous monitoring infrastructure (KNHANES) fuels a virtuous policy cycle. Evidence-
based data allow for the precise identification of micro-level problems (e.g., sodium
intake), guide targeted interventions, and enable the iterative adjustment of national
strategies like HP2030 [11, 12].

By contrast, Morocco embodies a strategic, multisectoral model designed to navigate
an accelerated nutrition transition. Rather than relying on real-time data feedback
loops, Moroccan governance—structured around the SNN 2024-2030 vision—
focuses on building foundational, cross-sectoral coordination (health, agriculture,
education) to manage a transitional food system where traditional and modern supply
chains unevenly coexist [14, 17].

3.2 Sociocultural Environment and Nutritional Profiles: Navigating the

Transition

These divergent governance capacities mirror the epidemiological realities of each
nation. In South Korea, a highly urbanized and educated population faces the classic
burden of a completed transition: high prevalence of obesity and diet-related non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) driven by modernized diets [11, 15]. Interventions
here aim to refine individual choices within an already saturated processed food mar-
ket.

Conversely, Morocco faces the structural complexity of a double burden of malnutri-
tion. The rapid shift from a traditional Mediterranean diet to a "Westernized" dietary
pattern generates a high prevalence of overweight and obesity, which paradoxically
coexists with persistent micronutrient deficiencies [9, 10, 18]. Furthermore, rapid
urbanization deepens sociodemographic inequalities, requiring policies that manage
fundamentally different realities between rural and urban strata [10, 17].

3.3 Informational and Commercial Environment: Regulating Obesogenic

Pressures

Overall, South Korea regulates an already obesogenic food environment, whereas
Morocco is still attempting to prevent its full consolidation. The growing influence of
commercial determinants is a common denominator, but state capacity to negotiate
with the private sector differs sharply.

South Korea has successfully implemented regulatory safeguards against powerful
agri-food conglomerates (chaebols), utilizing strict frameworks for child-targeted
advertising and mandatory nutritional standards in public institutions [8, 15, 16]. Mo-
rocco, however, is currently experiencing a rapid penetration of multinationals and
expanding marketing practices within a less restrictive regulatory environment [6,
14]. For Morocco, the challenge is therefore twofold: planning effective regulatory
instruments (like sugar taxes and front-of-pack labeling) while actively preserving the
protective aspects of its traditional diet against the rapid expansion of commercial
obesogenic pressures [9, 14].



Food Behaviors and Systemic Determinants: An International ... 47
4 DISCUSSION

This comparative analysis of food dynamics in Morocco and South Korea highlights
the profound implications of systemic determinants on public health. The findings
reveal that, although both countries face universal nutritional challenges linked to
globalization, they follow distinct trajectories shaped by governance, socioeconomic
development, and the maturity of their food systems. This section interprets these
divergences and convergences to draw analytical lessons and conceptual implications,
while also underscoring the broader dynamics of global nutrition governance.

4.1  Nutrition Governance: From Strategic Response to Data-Driven Action

The main divergence between Morocco and South Korea lies in their approach to
governance. The South Korean model, structured around the KNHANES survey,
illustrates the power of proactive governance, where policies are not only evidence-
based but also continuously adjusted through a systematic feedback loop [11, 12].
This data infrastructure enables the shift from broad objectives to targeted, measura-
ble interventions, such as sodium reduction, while strengthening public accountabili-
ty. In contrast, Morocco, through its Multisectoral National Nutrition Strategy 2024—
2030 [14], adopts a strategic and structural approach, essential for a country address-
ing the multiple facets of the “double burden.” This multisectoral approach is funda-
mental to tackling the underlying determinants of malnutrition [2], but its effective-
ness depends heavily on its ability to translate into concrete and measurable actions—
a major analytical challenge in the absence of an integrated monitoring system.

4.2  Analytical Lessons and Conceptual Implications

Analyzing the South Korean trajectory provides critical conceptual implications for
countries navigating an accelerated nutrition transition.

First, the Korean case suggests that early investment in data systems may condition
the effectiveness of multisectoral strategies. While periodic surveys such as STEPS
[9] provide essential snapshots, continuous monitoring appears central to guiding
adaptive policy. Conceptually, institutionalizing data collection on food behaviors,
environments, and anthropometric indicators provides the necessary empirical foun-
dation to target interventions, assess their impact, and legitimize public investments in
the face of growing overweight and obesity challenges [10].

Second, the comparative analysis highlights the critical role of regulatory instruments
acting directly on the food environment. While transitional multisectoral strategies
often foresee fiscal and labeling measures [14], the Korean model demonstrates that
enforcing strict nutritional standards in public institutions (schools, workplaces) acts
as a powerful lever for shaping preferences on a large scale [16]. For transitioning
countries where an increasing share of consumption takes place outside the home,
regulating these “captive” environments emerges as a high-impact conceptual inter-
vention to slow the shift toward unhealthy diets.

Finally, the findings resumed in figure 1, indicate that reconciling modernity and
tradition is a matter of active policy design rather than passive evolution. Despite a
globalized supply chain, Korean policies demonstrate the capacity to preserve key
pillars of traditional diets while addressing specific excesses. For contexts where the
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traditional diet is a recognized public health asset, such as the Mediterranean diet
[17], this implies a dual conceptual approach: (i) actively protecting the healthy ele-
ments of traditional foodways against the influx of ultra-processed products, and (ii)
proactively regulating the commercial environment to limit exposure to the most
harmful systemic determinants of the nutrition transition [6, §].

STAGE 1: rated Nutrition Transition STAGE 2: Completed Nutrition Transition
(1Ml Case: Morocco) (llustrative Case: South Korea)
1. Systemic Determinants: 1. Systemic Determinants:
+ Double burden of malnutrition « High prevalence of NCDs & Obesity
« Rapid urbanization & inequalities Evolution of Policy Frameworks * Aging & highly educated population
+ Emerging obesogenic environment 2 Data Infrastructure Needed + Saturated obesogenic environment
SS90, 511 1: 210 2L oo —
2. Governance Capacity: 2. Governance Capacity:
+ Strategic & Multisectoral model * Proactive & Data-driven model
+ Long-term structural planning + Continuous monitoring (KNHANES)
3. Regulatory Instruments: 3. Regulatory Instruments:
+ Foundational policies (e.g., food safety) + Advanced & Targeted interventions
« Instruments under development (taxes, labels) « Strict standards in public institutions

Figure 1: Conceptual framework linking nutrition transition stages to systemic determinants,
governance models, and regulatory instruments (Morocco vs. South Korea)

4.3  Chapter Limitations

This chapter, by its nature as a documentary review, presents certain limitations. First,
it relies on the availability and quality of public and academic documents. Grey litera-
ture, though essential, can be difficult to collect comprehensively. Second, the direct
comparability of quantitative data is limited by differences in methodologies and pe-
riodicity of national surveys. Finally, this analysis focuses on formulated policies; an
in-depth evaluation of their implementation on the ground and their real impact would
require more detailed qualitative and quantitative case studies.

5 CONCLUSION AND PERSPECTIVES

By comparing the trajectories of Morocco and South Korea, this chapter highlights a
central challenge for nutrition governance in the 21st century: the need to build policy
systems capable of navigating the complexity of the “Global Syndemic” [1]. South
Korea offers a model of data-driven governance, suited to a high-income country
managing the consequences of a completed nutritional transition. Morocco, on the
other hand, illustrates the challenges of a nation in the midst of transition, where the
development of multisectoral strategies is a crucial first step. This chapter contributes
to food systems research by linking nutrition transition stages to governance capacity
and regulatory instruments.

For transitioning contexts like Morocco, ambitious roadmaps such as the SNN 2024—
2030 [14] align with international best practices [2, 4]. However, translating these
frameworks into tangible outcomes depends on three structural factors identified in
this comparative reading: building robust information systems for monitoring and
evaluation; deploying regulatory measures capable of directly shaping food environ-
ments [5, 7]; and mobilizing diverse sectors to preserve culinary heritage while miti-
gating the commercial excesses of modernity. This systemic approach will be essen-
tial to meeting the increasingly complex nutritional challenges of the coming decades.
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