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The purpose of the Community-Aligned AI Benchmarks initiative is to ensure that AI systems are designed 
to meet public priorities by helping communities better articulate their needs and aspirations to 
technology researchers and builders. Aspen Digital chose SDG 2: Zero Hunger as an under-explored pilot 
issue area and then ran a global survey designed to understand the most significant challenges facing 
food security and to identify the strategies experts consider most effective to address them. The findings 
represent perspectives from over 100 participants from around the world with experience in nutrition, 
policy advocacy, education, entrepreneurship, and philanthropy representing work in 20 out of the 22 
United Nations (UN) Statistical Division geographical regions. 

Food security is a pressing global challenge that has only become more urgent in the last year, with an 
estimated 2.3 billion people facing moderate or severe food insecurity, and many countries dramatically 
decreasing their commitments to international aid. Unfortunately, existing efforts to explicitly align AI 
research with food security priorities remain limited—only 3.6% of AI-for-SDG projects address the 'Zero 
Hunger' goal despite its global importance. 

Most AI for food security projects focus on food production, but our survey results reveal that many of the 
breakthroughs that could unlock substantial progress on world hunger and malnutrition may intervene on 
other aspects of food security. While Production and Resource Management is a high-priority challenge, 
survey participants converged around a governance-focused strategy. The highest priority course of 
action based on these findings is: Promote inclusive land governance through participatory policy and 
legal processes. 
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BACKGROUND 
 

 
World hunger remains a persistent issue facing humanity with between 638 and 720 million people 
undernourished and 2.3 billion experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity in 2024. While the 
challenges to achieve a sustainable food-secure future are significant, there are many deeply 
knowledgeable people around the world who are both rooted in impacted communities and are dedicated 
to making progress. 

In the last decade, a series of technological breakthroughs in AI have opened new possibilities to empower 
these change-makers and drive real progress towards food security. To realize this potential, we must bring 
together tech innovation with on-the-ground wisdom to maximize impact. With Community-Aligned AI 
Benchmarks, Aspen Digital is developing more impactful ways for communities to articulate their needs and 
aspirations so that technology researchers and builders can focus where it matters most. 

PRIOR WORK  
Aspen Digital  reviewed academic  studies  and reports  from  leading international  organizations  to establish a  
solid co nceptual  and e mpirical  foundation f or the su rvey.  In ad dition to th  is desk research,  we o rganized  
dozens  of  expert  interviews,  a multi-stakeholder  workshop series,  and a public webinar  to capture diverse 
perspectives  from m ore than 35 practitioners  and researchers.   

Our  earlier  publication,  Intelligence in the Public Interest, mapped how AI research and funding remain  
concentrated in areas often disconnected from t he urgent  development  priorities across the Sustainable 
Development  Goals  (SDGs).  From June  of  2025  through  January  2026,  only  3.6% of  the  projects  tracked  by  
the  AI  for  SDGs  Think  Tank  address the 'Zero Hunger'  goal  despite its global  importance.  Reclaiming AI  for  
Development  serves as a complementary report,  reinforcing th e n eed to d  esign sm arter benchmarks— 
metrics  that  align  technological  progress  with  development  priorities  and  the  lived  realities  of  local  
communities.  This analytical  groundwork informed the survey’s design  and focus on strengthening food 
systems.  

WHAT’S THE TECH ANGLE?  
Readers  of  these findings  may say to themselves,  “this  is  all  very interesting,  but  why is  Aspen Digital  
leading an initiative around food security?” After all, the  Feeding the Future  survey did n ot ask food se curity 
practitioners  about  AI  technologies  or  how they might  show up in their  work.  In fact,  in the workshops  and 
survey we i ntentionally avoided d iscussions of  technology interventions (for more d etails,  see  Annex  B:  
Survey Language).  

Too often,  discussions  of  “social  impact  technology”  or  “AI  for  good”  start  with the tools.  They ask,  “where  
can these capabilities be applied?” rather  than “what  capabilities are needed?” Community-Aligned AI  
Benchmarks  challenges  this  notion:  it  starts  with the people working on the ground and asks  what  they 
need to be successful.  Taking this  approach avoids coloring the discussion with preconceived notions 
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about what is easy or even currently possible. Rather than limiting our scope to the technologies that are 
available or the tools that food security experts are aware of, we explore where the highest-impact solutions 
should focus and what capabilities are needed to drive real change. 

We do believe that technology will be essential to making much-needed progress on important social 
impact challenges, like food security. But to do the most good, we must center people—not AI—in our 
process. 

SURVEY DESIGN  
The Feeding the Future  survey ran f rom  July through S eptember 2025 an d w as available i n f our languages— 
English,  Spanish,  French,  and Chinese—to increase global accessibility and inclusion. The anonymous survey  
was  structured into  three  sections:  a  challenge-ranking section, a strategy-ranking section, and a  
demographics  section.  For  more details  about  methodology,  see Annex  A:  More  Detailed Methodology. 

In total, 115 participants ranked six challenges from most to least pressing and 98 ranked a random subset 
of  53 strategies  for  two of  the challenges.  Optional  demographic questions  revealed that  many participants  
had significant  experience in the field (31 of  the 82 who answered have more than 10 years  of  experience)  
and most  have expertise in policy and governance (49 people),  climate change and environmental  
sustainability (41 p eople),  and trad itional  food syste ms and co mmunity-based initiatives  (35 people). 
Participants  work at  NGOs  or  civil  society organizations  (23 people),  in academia (18 people),  the private 
sector (10 p eople),  or international  organizations (8 p eople).   

The geographic focus  of  participants’  work was  also quite diverse.  The survey asked participants  which 
geographical  regions  defined by the UN St atistical  Division were the primary focus  of  their  work.  
(Participants could select more than one.) Twenty out of the 22 subregions were represented. Despite  
efforts  made to ensure diversity and inclusiveness—through multilingual distribution and regional 
partnerships—the composition of respondents nonetheless reflects institutional and geographic bias 
towards North America.   

To counterbalance this  bias,  we weighted responses  proportionate to the number  of  food insecure people 
living in the regions where participants’ work is focused to better represent the challenges and strategies  
that would have the greatest impact on the greatest  number  of  people.  To achieve this,  we clustered 
responses by development (according to the  , or HDI) into three clusters:   UN’s Human Development Index

1. Less Developed Regions:  Western Africa, Eastern Africa, Middle Africa, Melanesia,        Southern Asia, 
Southern Africa, Micronesia, & Nort  hern   Africa (average HDI: 0.60) 

2. More Developed Regions:    Polynesia, Eastern Asia, Central America, South    -eastern Asia, Central 
Asia, Caribbean, South America, & Western Asia (average HDI: 0.76)     

3. Most Developed Regions:    Western  Europe, Eastern Europe, Southern Europe, Northern Europe,      
Northern America, & Australia and New Zealand (average HDI: 0.88)       
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Because selecting regions of work was an optional question, some survey participants were categorized as 
No Regions Selected. 35% of responses (representing 40 participants) were in this cluster. 

LEGEND: 
LESS DEVELOPED 
MORE DEVELOPED 
MOST DEVELOPED 

These clusters are similar to, but not the same as, the UN Development Programme HDI categories, which 
are determined at the country level. Because these regions contain multiple countries with different HDI 
levels, we averaged the HDI value of the constituent countries to produce a regional HDI score and then 
developed the clusters by grouping similar regions into three similarly sized groups. These clusters allow us 
to break down analysis in order to reveal the different priorities of people working in regions of lesser and 
greater development. 

TOP CHALLENGES BY REGION  
In the first part of the survey, 115 participants ranked six key challenges spanning the food security  
landscape which we sourced from workshops with experts and landscape research:  

1. Production and Resource Management: Challenges related to low yields, limited access to inputs,
and poor  management  of  natural  resources

2. Access  and Distribution: Barriers to transporting, marketing, or delivering food

3. Nutrition  and  Food  Utilization: Issues affecting the ability to access, prepare, or consume safe and
nutritious  food (including knowledge and hygiene gaps)

4. Institutional Capacity and Governance: Weaknesses in coordination, regulation, implementation, or
monitoring  by  public  or  community  institutions

5. Finance and Risk Management: Limited access to financial services to expand capacity or manage
economic and climate-related shocks

6. Labor,  Equity,  and I nclusion: Structural inequalities limiting access to land, resources, and
opportunities  for  women,  youth,  and marginalized groups
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CHALLENGE RANKINGS BY REGION 
RANK LESS DEVELOPED MORE DEVELOPED MOST DEVELOPED NO REGION 

1 PRODUCTION & RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT 

PRODUCTION & RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT 

INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 
& GOVERNANCE 

INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 
& GOVERNANCE 

2 INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 
& GOVERNANCE 

INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 
& GOVERNANCE 

ACCESS & 
DISTRIBUTION 

FINANCE & RISK 
MANAGEMENT 

3 NUTRITION & FOOD 
UTILIZATION 

FINANCE & RISK 
MANAGEMENT 

FINANCE & RISK 
MANAGEMENT 

LABOR, EQUITY, 
& INCLUSION 

4 FINANCE & RISK 
MANAGEMENT 

NUTRITION & FOOD 
UTILIZATION 

LABOR, EQUITY, 
& INCLUSION 

ACCESS & 
DISTRIBUTION 

5 LABOR, EQUITY, 
& INCLUSION 

LABOR, EQUITY, 
& INCLUSION 

NUTRITION & FOOD 
UTILIZATION 

PRODUCTION & RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT 

6 ACCESS & 
DISTRIBUTION 

ACCESS & 
DISTRIBUTION 

PRODUCTION & RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT 

NUTRITION & FOOD 
UTILIZATION 

Table 1.  Challenge  rankings  clustered by  primary  focus  regions  of  participants’  work.  

Institutional Capacity and Governance was a top-ranked challenge across all responses, coming in first or 
second place across all clusters. When we break those results down by region, we see that participants in 
the Less Developed Regions and More Developed Regions clusters prioritize Production and Resource 
Management and minimize Access and Distribution, whereas that flips for Most Developed Regions. 
Finance and Risk Management is ranked moderately across all clusters, while Nutrition and Food Utilization 
is prioritized more highly in Less Developed Regions. 

We weighted selected strategies in the next part of the survey based on how each cluster of participants 
prioritized the six challenges so that strategies for highly rated challenges were given greater weight. 
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TOP STRATEGIES OVERALL 
 

 
Our analysis focuses on the top cross-cutting strategies, meaning those that were ranked highly across 
many different challenges. We believe these strategies will have the highest potential impact if 
implemented due to their ability to “unlock progress” across several important issues in food security. 
See Annex C: Ranked Strategy List for the full ranked list of 53 strategies. 

Ninety-eight participants chose which one of four randomly selected strategies would best address a 
particular challenge. To identify cross-cutting strategies, we sum the score for each strategy from the four 
development region clusters, weighted according to food security need and challenge rankings (see 
Table 1), and take the highest results. 

The top five overall strategies are: 

1. Promote inclusive land governance through participatory policy and legal  processes

2. Increase transparency and accountability in decision-making  around  government  food  system
administration

3. Expand access  to savings  and microcredit  programs  for  cooperatives  and other  underserved actors

4. Increase the portion of value generation that comes from small farmers and local communities in the
food system

5. Combine  grants  with  low-interest loans and technical assistance to reduce financing risks (“blended
financing”)

These strategies emphasize governance and financial inclusion. We believe this is because those strategy 
types are most cross-cutting for our particular set of challenges, while other strategies participants 
highlighted were more specific to individual challenges. For example, #1 above was ranked in the top ten 
strategies for three of the six challenges: Access and Distribution, Institutional Capacity and Governance, 
and Finance and Risk Management, while a strategy focused on drip irrigation only ranked highly for one 
challenge: Production and Resource Management. All of the top overall strategies were in the top ten 
strategies for multiple food security challenges. For deep dives into the top strategies for each of the six 
challenges, see our Challenge Spotlights.  
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BOTTOM OVERALL STRATEGIES 
 

  
While the top strategies are our primary focus, it can also be illuminating to see which strategies were 
selected least. These five strategies were selected fewer than 50 times, despite collectively being presented 
as options more than 380 times. 

53. Improve accuracy of financial fraud detection to lower risks and encourage more investment

52. Reduce the cost of transporting food through greater vehicle fuel efficiency or reduced maintenance
costs

51. Increase tools available for government enforcement of current regulations

50. Increase transparency and accountability in decision-making around international food aid programs

49. Increase public awareness of the harms and negative impacts of less nutritious food

What is notable about these least popular options is that they echo strategies that were chosen most 
frequently. While highly ranked options tend to emphasize governance and transparency at the level of 
individual governments, lower-ranked strategies suggest that the integrity of the international food aid 
system and financial risk detection mechanisms is not widely perceived as a core problem. Similarly, there is 
noticeably less interest in strengthening enforcement of existing regulations, which may reflect a shared 
view that current failures lie more in how systems are designed or governed than in weak application of the 
rules themselves. A further contrast appears in nutrition strategies: positive, benefit-focused awareness 
campaigns were favored over those emphasizing negative consequences of unhealthy food, which aligns 
with existing evidence that positive framing is often more effective for behavior change. 

RESULTS BY LEVEL OF DEVELOPMENT  
In addition to challenge-based analysis in the Challenge Spotlights, here we look at region-based results to 
explore how participants from different clusters prioritize strategies. In Table 2, there are four shared 
strategies across three of the four participant clusters. Two strategies—promoting inclusive land governance 
and strengthening transparency and accountability in government food system administration—tie the local 
to the institutional, ensuring that communities have both a voice and a stake in decision-making. Another 
shared strategy, increasing the portion of value generation from small farmers, focuses on small-scale actor 
empowerment. A final shared strategy, reducing financing risks via blended financing, reflects a recognition 
that strategically combining diverse sources of capital can lower effective financing constraints and enable 
the participation of actors who would otherwise be unable to enter formal financial markets. Taken 
together, these four recurring strategies paint a picture for resilient food systems where equitable 
governance, bottom-up value creation, and financial inclusion reinforce one another. 
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  RANK  LESS DEVELOPED   MORE DEVELOPED  MOST DEVELOPED   NO REGION 

 1
 Promote inclusive land governance 

     through participatory policy and legal 
 processes 

    Combine grants with low-interest loans 
   and technical assistance to reduce 

    financing risks (“blended financing”) 

    Combine grants with low-interest loans 
   and technical assistance to reduce 

    financing risks (“blended financing”) 

 Increase fresh food stocking by large 
      food retailers through mandates or as 

    part of food system regulation 

 2
    Expand access to savings and 

   microcredit programs for cooperatives  
    and other underserved actors 

 Increase transparency and accountability 
  in decision-making around government  

   food system administration 

   Ease access to food-focused welfare 
    programs, especially for vulnerable 

    people (e.g., school lunch programs)  

   Strengthen local food processing 
   capacity (e.g., milling, shelling, drying,  

 smoking) 

 3
 Improve communication and alignment 

    between different groups working in 
  food security 

 Increase the portion of value generation 
      that comes from small farmers and local 

     communities in the food system 

Increase targeted training and technical 
    support to farmers to promote climate-

   smart practices and resilience 

   Ease access to food-focused welfare 
    programs, especially for vulnerable 

    people (e.g., school lunch programs)  

 4
 Increase transparency and accountability 

  in decision-making around government  
   food system administration 

 Improve prediction of demand for food 
     to better target food supply and 

   distribution and reduce food waste 

 Increase tools available to smallholder 
      farmers for forecasts, risk planning, and 

 response 

   Facilitate direct-to-consumer sales of 
    fresh food through markets, 

   cooperatives, or digital platforms  

 5
 Increase the portion of value generation 

      that comes from small farmers and local 
     communities in the food system 

       Make it easier for domestic producers to 
   access cutting-edge R&D infrastructure 

  Expand access to affordable agricultural  
 insurance for cooperatives and other 

  underserved actors 

    Combine grants with low-interest loans 
   and technical assistance to reduce 

    financing risks (“blended financing”) 

 6
Increase the shelf life and durability of 

     food through improved processing and 
   preservation (e.g., canning) 

 Increase number of rural employment 
  opportunities beyond traditional farming 

   roles (e.g., bioenergy) 

 Promote inclusive land governance 
     through participatory policy and legal 

 processes 

 Improve prediction of demand for food 
     to better target food supply and 

   distribution and reduce food waste 

 7
    Expand access to community gardens 

     and urban agriculture to supply food 
  desert communities 

 Promote inclusive land governance 
     through participatory policy and legal 

 processes 

 Increase the portion of value generation 
      that comes from small farmers and local 

     communities in the food system 

 Increase transparency and 
  accountability in decision-making  

    around government food system 
 administration 

 8
   Establish decentralized hubs for 
  distributing agricultural inputs (e.g.,  

     seeds, fertilizer) in underserved areas 

  Expand access to affordable agricultural  
 insurance for cooperatives and other 

  underserved actors 

    Expand access to community gardens 
     and urban agriculture to supply food 

  desert communities 

    Expand access to tools and knowledge 
  needed to restore degraded 

 ecosystems 

 9
 Increase national food system monitoring 

    and evaluation to enhance national 
   government decision making 

 Increase tools available to smallholder 
      farmers for forecasts, risk planning, and 

 response 

 Increase the participation of civil society 
   in multi-stakeholder food security 

 initiatives 

    Simplify land use and permitting 
    processes for food retailers in 

  underserved areas 

 10
   Provide financial and technical assistance

      for suppliers to stock affordable fresh 
    food in food deserts 

Increase targeted training and technical 
    support to farmers to improve 

productivity  

   Facilitate direct-to-consumer sales of 
   fresh food through markets,  

   cooperatives, or digital platforms  

 Improve early warning systems for 
    pests, droughts, and extreme weather 

           
         

  

Table 2. Top ten overall strategies, clustered by primary focus regions of participants’ work. “No regions selected” captures 
participants who did not fill in demographic information. Strategies that are shared across clusters are highlighted. 
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Less Developed  Regions emphasize strategies that  strengthen food  systems 
infrastructure   
In Less Developed Regions, participants’ top strategies reflect a deep concern for inclusion and basic 
system foundations. The highest-ranked priorities—promoting inclusive land governance, expanding access 
to microcredit and savings programs, and improving communication among actors in food systems—signal 
an effort to address structural gaps that often exclude small producers and local communities from the 
benefits of modernization. Complementary measures such as enhancing national monitoring systems, 
increasing food durability through preservation methods, and establishing decentralized hubs for 
distributing agricultural inputs focus on building the institutional and productive infrastructure necessary for 
food systems to function, starting from the ground up. 

More  Developed  Regions  emphasize  strategies  that  focus  on  stability  and 
efficiency in food systems  
In More Developed Regions, participants prioritized strategies to promote consolidation and efficiency, 
such as by stabilizing production while gradually integrating more advanced instruments for risk 
management and innovation. Similarly to Less Developed Regions, the prioritized strategies include 
increased transparency in government food system administration, but this cluster adds on additional forms 
of coordination, such as improving demand prediction, reducing waste, and expanding agricultural 
insurance. Prospects for small farmers remain a priority, but there is greater emphasis on facilitating access 
to innovation infrastructure, including R&D centers and rural employment diversification. This mix of 
strategies suggests a focus less on basic access and more on fine-tuning policies that connect financial 
access and institutional mechanisms with upgraded technologies, marking a transition from subsistence 
toward competitiveness. 

Most  Developed  Regions  emphasize  strategies  that  democratize  and  future-proof 
access  to food  
In the Most Developed Regions, participants emphasize strategies that improve access to nutritious food 
and increase the food system’s climate resilience, which is also reflected in this cluster’s uniquely high 
prioritization of the Access and Distribution challenge. Strategies for increasing access include direct-to-
consumer sales of fresh food, food-focused welfare programs like school lunch programs, and local food 
production like community gardens. Unlike other regions, this cluster more directly prioritizes strategies 
that make the food system more resilient in the face of climate change. In these regions, access disparities 
and governance challenges take precedence over foundational production infrastructure. 

Participants who did not provide demographic information reflect a mix of the above three regions, albeit 
with a focus on increasing fresh food supply through smarter regulations as their collective top pick. 
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