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Abstract: Ensuring food security has become an issue of key importance to countries with different 

degrees of economic development, while the agricultural sector plays a strategic role in improving 

food availability. The aim of this paper is to identify relationships between the undernourishment 

scale and selected characteristics describing the agricultural sector within identified clusters of 

developing countries. Typological groups of countries were separated using Ward’s method. It 

results from the analyses that the greatest problems with maintaining food security are observed in 

the developing countries with a high share of agriculture in their Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 

adverse conditions hindering agricultural production and deficient infrastructure. Based on 

research results desirable and tailored strategies for food security improvement in individual 

clusters were developed. Promoting investments in agricultural infrastructure and extension 

services along with adopting measures aimed at increasing the households’ purchasing power, 

especially those in rural areas, appear to be key drivers for improving both food availability and 

food access. The paper focuses not only on identifying the reasons of undernourishment, but also 

contributes to recognition of the most effective ways to solve the hunger problem under a country’s 

unique conditions. It offers a comprehensive perspective for the policy formulation in various areas 

world-wide, which may be of interest to scholars and policy makers. 

Keywords: food security; arable land; capital stock; food production; population growth; agri-food 

trade; developing countries 

 

1. Introduction 

Despite various measures taken to alleviate the world hunger problem, food insecurity and 

undernutrition remain serious problems in many countries [1]. Although achieving food security is 

desirable irrespective of the political system and socioeconomic conditions [2], it is an extremely high 

priority in the developing regions of the world, where population growth coupled with the increased 

intensity of such environmental events as floods, droughts, extreme variability in temperature or 

rainfall often pose a threat to food security [3]. Furthermore, due to greater food demand and reduced 

crop productivity, higher food prices along with income inequalities may negatively affect food 

access and availability for poor households. It should be noted here that poverty, war and conflict, 

natural disasters and climate change, as well as population growth are considered to be the main 

causes of hunger and malnutrition [4–7]. According to the most recent Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) data, around 13% of the population living in developing 

countries are suffering from undernourishment [8], while Porkka et al. [9] indicated that feeding the 

world’s population is a challenge that is likely to become even more serious in the future. The global 
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population exceeded 7.6 billion people in 2018 [10] and is predicted to reach 9.2 billion by 2050 [11], 

with a projected increased food demand of 59%–102% [12,13]. In view of the above it seems necessary 

to increase agricultural production by about 60%–70% to provide food for the global population in 

2050 [11]. According to Foley et al. [14] and Tilman et al. [15], food production needs to as much as 

double by 2050 to meet the increasing demand. 

The agricultural sector plays a strategic role in improving the availability of food and achieving 

food security [16–19]. However, while there is general agreement on the increased global demand for 

food to be expected in the coming decades, there is uncertainty surrounding global agriculture’s 

capacity to service this demand through an expansion in the food supply [20]. Better food provision 

ensured by increasing the productivity of agriculture and expanding the range of agricultural land 

use seems to be a possible method to eradicate hunger [21,22]. However, in the case of low-income 

developing countries the existing technology and knowledge will not enable them to produce all the 

food needed in 2020 and beyond [23]. It shows the need to expand investments in agricultural 

research and extension systems both in and for developing countries to increase the productivity of 

agricultural production per unit of land and per agricultural worker. For Sub-Saharan Africa, it was 

discussed by Otsuka [17]. Based on these studies [17,23], it can be clearly implied that it is necessary 

to focus on investments that will push African agriculture toward higher productivity without severe 

environmental degradation. Technology transfer from developed to developing countries should be 

facilitated to support these processes, to eliminate technology gaps and to overcome knowledge 

barriers [15].  

Bearing in mind that agriculture has a much greater impact on reducing poverty and improving 

food security than the other sectors of the economy [24,25], and considering differences in the 

potential for agricultural production across countries, the aim of this paper is to identify relationships 

between the undernourishment scale and selected characteristics describing the agricultural sector 

within identified clusters of developing countries.  

Attempts have already been made to recognize groups of countries categorized according to 

measures of food security. It is shown that different research issues resulting in different sets of 

measures used in the classification can lead to different typologies and hence different conclusions. 

For example, Diaz-Bonilla et al. [26] and Diaz-Bonilla and Thomas [27] focused mainly on food 

availability issues, utilizing consumption, production and trade measures. They stressed that trade 

policies influence world food availability, as well as food production and food imports at the national 

level. The indicators used in the study include those describing food availability, access and 

utilization, i.e., food production per capita, the ratio of total exports to food imports, calorie intake 

per capita, protein intake per capita and non-agricultural population, while the authors address the 

key question: what types of countries can use trade and what types of countries can use domestic 

production to secure food supply? They identify groups of countries with similarities in their food 

security profiles covering the results of agricultural activity and consumption levels rather than 

agricultural-based reasons for food insecurity. A similar result-oriented approach was also employed 

by Baer-Nawrocka and Sadowski [28], who identified the current status of food security in different 

countries around the world considering jointly both the physical and economic availability of food. 

Reasons for food insecurity related to the agricultural sector were more specifically considered by Yu 

et al. [29] or Yu and You [30]. Referring to the study by Diaz-Bonilla et al. [26], apart from variables 

representing food consumption, production, trade and distribution they included in their factor 

analysis also the agricultural potential. This dimension of food security was represented by three 

specific variables, including the length of the growing period, variation in the length of the growing 

period and soil quality. It may be noticed here that a limitation of those studies stems from the fact 

that the agricultural potential covers only one production factor, i.e., natural resources. Neither 

agricultural labor nor capital were taken into account, which makes the analyses less comprehensive. 

A more specific approach was adopted by Zhang et al. [31], who provided a typology of African 

countries based on 56 variables in the following data sets: development outcome, geography, 

macroeconomic environment, level of security, governance, natural disasters, social and physical 

infrastructure, agricultural potential, cultural homogeneity, human disease and other factors. In 
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terms of the agricultural potential, they considered not only land and water related variables, but 

also the share of arable area under irrigation, while the degree of food insecurity was represented by 

the percentage of children under five years old, who are undernourished. The prevalence of 

undernourishment among the adult population was not investigated. More food security indicators 

and more determinants of food and nutrition security were incorporated by Pieters et al. [32]. 

However, the agricultural potential and performance are restricted to the length of the growing 

period, soil quality, precipitation, value added per worker in agriculture, import share of agriculture 

and food production per capita. Despite the limitations of the above-mentioned studies, some 

valuable conclusions can be drawn. The results suggest that developing countries are extremely 

heterogeneous in terms of different aspects of food security, hence different policy interventions are 

needed by different types of food-insecure countries to improve their nutrition status. Our study 

attempts to meet this challenge.  

The paper focuses on the spatial diversity of undernourishment in the most affected developing 

countries. We identify groups of countries with similarities in their food security profiles based on 

the prevalence of undernourishment as a measure of food insecurity and select characteristics 

describing the agricultural sector that refer to the role of agriculture and the agri-food trade in the 

national economy or are responsible for the production potential. In this way we examine the linkage 

between food security, agricultural performance and the potential represented by all basic 

production factors (land, labor and capital). However, our intention is to contribute not only to the 

discussion on the reasons for undernourishment, but also to the recognition and better understanding 

of the most effective ways to solve the hunger problem under a country’s unique conditions. Hence, 

based on research results some desirable and tailored strategies for food security improvement in 

individual clusters are recommended, while the paper offers a comprehensive perspective for the 

policy formulation world-wide, which may be of interest to scholars and policy makers. Bearing in 

mind the most common causes of undernourishment, the potential for food production in countries 

suffering from undernourishment, as well as the depletion of natural resources and the need to 

ensure sustainable development, this paper attempts to open a new perspective on opportunities to 

improve the nutrition situation in the world, while it also provides directions for relevant 

international policies. What was also noted, was the importance of stimulating socio-economic 

development processes to overcome barriers that prevent the eradication of hunger (or at least the 

alleviation of undernourishment). Provided considerations are embedded in a research framework 

based on the controversies surrounding the Malthusian theory and its implications for the world 

hunger problem. 

2. Selected Aspects of the World Hunger Problem: Around the Malthusian Theory and a 

Challenge to Feed the World Sustainably 

In his classification of needs by urgency and intensity, Maslow [33] stated that the need to 

alleviate hunger and thirst is among the basic needs and is essential for human life. In An Essay on the 

Principle of Population, As It Affects the Future Improvement of Society, published in 1798, Malthus 

claimed that the population size grows geometrically, beyond control, while the production of food 

grows only arithmetically [34]. According to Malthus, if the population grows while the supply of 

natural resources (especially land) remains constant, productivity in agriculture tends to decline. This 

results in a situation in which agricultural production is unable to keep up with the growing 

population, while the reduction in supply is followed by famine. Though fitting the realities of the 

industrial revolution, the Malthusian theory was quickly met with strong criticism. The primary 

failure of the Malthusian approach was to miss technological progress enabling food production 

growth without the need to acquire new land resources. This issue was addressed by Boserup, who 

found that food production, thanks to innovations and technological progress, was growing faster 

than the population size (this pattern is referred to as the Boserupian model), thus preventing the 

Malthusian catastrophe [35]. 

The Malthusian population theory, formulated at the end of the 18th century, has been 

demonstrated to be largely wrong (see [36,37]; etc.) Furthermore, from the 18th century onwards, 
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food supply has almost always increased faster than the population growth [38]. Nevertheless, the 

undernourished population is still more than 800 million [39]. Therefore, a question arises concerning 

the underlying causes. According to Poleman [40], food production has been growing much faster 

than the world’s population, but only in developed countries. This was not the case in developing 

countries. While the food production volume has also increased in these countries, the growth rate 

was close to the population growth in most cases. Moreover, it has fluctuated increasingly. Poleman 

[40] sees the main causes of undernourishment in insufficient incomes. Numerous studies assessing 

the relationship between income and food consumption reveal the existence of a positive relationship 

[41–43]. Increasing the households’ purchasing power in poorly developed countries as a way to 

eliminate poverty and improve food security was emphasized by several researchers, including Sen 

[44]. Engel’s law laid the foundations for this discussion when establishing that households’ demand 

for food increases less than proportionally in relation to the increase in income. Therefore, income 

distribution changes are of key importance when predicting food demand growth. Faster income 

growth among poorer countries and households should be followed by a more rapid growth in food 

demand in the short and medium term, due to the fact that as the income of poorer households grows, 

larger shares of their budget are available for food consumption [cf. 41].  

Published in 2010, the sixth report on the world nutrition situation by the United Nations System 

Standing Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN) points to the key role of agriculture in ensuring food 

and nutrition security [45]. Since the worldwide food production capacity is no longer the main 

limitation, the problem of exhausting resources and sustainable food production appears. Some 

scientists observed that intensive and industrialized food production practices, which have been 

developed to satisfy the global food demand [46], have been increasingly damaging the environment 

[47] and may bring ecological catastrophe on a local or even global scale. Rockström et al. [48] noted 

the existence of some bio-physical thresholds in the global ecosystem which, when exceeded, may 

have disastrous consequences for humankind. Due to environmental pollution and the reduced 

ecological stability of the biosphere, hundreds of millions of people living in extreme poverty will 

not have a realistic chance of alleviating hunger and addressing other vital needs. According to Geist 

and Lambin [49] and Foley et al. [14,50], agriculture is the largest contributor to tropical deforestation 

and is responsible for up to 35% of global greenhouse gas emissions, with demonstrated negative 

impacts on air and water quality, biodiversity, carbon sequestration and infectious disease 

transmission. On the other hand, it is shown that a more productive and resource-efficient agriculture 

can increase the availability of food and contribute to world food security, while at the same time 

preserving natural resources and biodiversity [51–57]. McDonald [58] also followed this finding and 

stressed that it is a universal observation, especially in developing and the least developed countries, 

indicating that hunger is widespread with many food production systems being unsustainable. There 

are several indications that a new orientation for agricultural development must be sought [59–63]. 

The new trajectory of agricultural development should take into account the postulates of sustainable 

development in all countries, with special regard afforded to the developing ones. Obviously, some 

transitional stages, such as replacing human labor with mechanical power (mechanization of 

agriculture), cannot be completely omitted. However, it should be noted that at such an early stage 

of development of agricultural production (e.g. in some African countries), some environmental 

restrictions may emerge. Otherwise, in the future these countries would incur significant costs of 

today’s production growth, especially when it comes to areas threatened by soil degradation and 

water scarcity. 

When observing a progressive deterioration in the global nutrition situation, a challenge to feed 

the growing world’s population becomes more and more important, while the role of efficient and 

sustainable agriculture in this process seems to be a priority (for more see e.g. [64]). Therefore, in this 

study selected characteristics of the agricultural sector in developing countries were analyzed as 

determinants of their food security status.  
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3. Materials and Methods 

The study is based on data from the Statistics Division of the Food and Agriculture Organization 

of the United Nations (FAO) [65]. The analysis covered 100 developing countries most affected by 

undernourishment, for which the most recent and comprehensive FAO data from 2016–2018 were 

available. The comparative analysis method was employed to perform the research. Typological 

groups of countries were separated based on within-group variability using Ward’s agglomerative 

hierarchical clustering method. According to Wysocki [66], Ward’s linkage method is by around 40% 

more effective than the next best hierarchical method, i.e. the furthest neighbor method. Ward’s 

method allows for the merging of objects into subsequent clusters based on the value of the similarity 

function. This leads to the minimization of the sum of squared deviations of any two clusters that 

may be created at each stage, as per the following formula: 

∆��,�� = � ||�⃗� − ���⃗ �∪�||�

�∈�∪�

− ��|�⃗� − ���⃗ �|�
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where: ���⃗ � is the center of cluster j, nj is the number of points in it and ∆ is called the merging cost of 

combining clusters A and B [67]. For a broader description of the clustering procedure with the use 

of the presented formula, see Ward [68]. 

The greater the similarity between the points, the sooner they will be merged with one another 

[69]. Clusters are arranged hierarchically so that the clusters of a lower rank are a part of clusters of 

a higher rank, in accordance with the hierarchy of similarity between the points [70]. Importantly, 

unlike the clustering methods proposed earlier by Cox [71] and Fisher [72], Ward’s method takes into 

account the similarity with regard to multiple variables (instead of a single variable). The Euclidean 

distance, which is one of the most common distances used in respect to objects with measurable 

features [73], was used for clustering purposes. Following the standardization of variables, bearing 

in mind that the clustering process is primarily determined by mutually uncorrelated features [74], 

the calculated that indicators were assessed in terms of correlation coefficients. A correlation matrix 

was created and indicators with a strong or nearly functional correlation (correlation coefficient 

higher than 0.75) were excluded from the analysis [75]. Values of calculated Pearson’s linear 

correlation coefficients between all the characteristics were at most 0.52. 

Based on substantive criteria and following the literature review [31,32,76–83], a set of indicators 

describing the agricultural sector, while also considered as causes of food insecurity, was selected for 

the study. All those indicators either refer to the role of agriculture and agri-food trade in the national 

economy (share of agriculture in GDP, share of agricultural population in the total population, agri-

food trade balance per capita) or are responsible for the production potential (arable land per capita, 

percentage of arable land equipped for irrigation, number of tractors per 1000 ha of arable land, value 

of net capital stock per 1 ha of arable land). Bearing in mind the Malthusian theory [34], a gap between 

the food production growth rate and the population growth rate was also included into the analysis. 

The prevalence of undernourishment as a measure of hunger and severity of food insecurity [84] was 

taken into account in the classification process as well. Selection of the indicators for the study was 

limited by formal criteria. The above-mentioned indicators were those, for which comprehensive and 

internationally comparable data were available. Due to excessive correlation, two characteristics were 

removed from further analysis. These were the share of agricultural population in the total 

population and the number of tractors per 1000 ha of arable land. In the next step, a series of attempts 

was made to check the robustness of the results to the inclusion or exclusion of various indicators. 

Finally, the typology of countries was developed based on the following characteristics: 

 prevalence of undernourishment (%); 

 arable land area per capita (ha);  

 share of agriculture in GDP (%); 

 percentage of arable land equipped for irrigation (%); 

 agri-food trade balance per capita (USD); 
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 value of net capital stock per 1 ha of arable land (USD)—net capital stock represents the sum of 

the written-down values of all the fixed assets still in use, which can also be calculated as the 

difference between gross capital stock and consumption of fixed capital [85]; 

 the gap between the food production growth rate and the population growth rate (percentage 

points)—the indicator refers to the difference between the food production growth rate and the 

population growth rate. To obtain the food production growth rate, the aggregate volume of 

agricultural production in the years 2015–2017 was divided by the aggregate for the base period 

2004–2006 (a 3-year average was used in order to eliminate the impact of random factors such 

as climatic conditions; in line with the FAO approach [86] the aggregate volume was compiled 

by multiplying gross production in physical terms by output farm gate prices for a given year 

and country). The population growth rate was calculated by dividing the average population in 

the periods 2016–2018 and 2004–2006. 

It should be noted here that the set of indicators suggested in the research is a simple, but 

relatively rarely made attempt to integrate five main approaches to the analysis of food security [76]. 

In line with the oldest and the most influential food availability approach, which is also known as the 

Malthusian approach, the balance or imbalance between population and food production growth is 

included into the analysis. The income-based approach brings into the analysis such variables related 

to economic growth as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and income. The basic needs approach refers 

to the availability approach and the ability to adequately satisfy food consumption needs for a 

healthy life at all times. That is why the linkage is considered between the prevalence of 

undernourishment as a measure of food insecurity and both agricultural potential and performance. 

The entitlement approach developed by Sen [87] is represented by indicators related to agricultural 

farms’ endowments and foreign trade entitlement. The analysis and results discussion is also 

compatible with the Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) approach. 

A hierarchical procedure was employed to group the countries. The agglomerative technique 

characterized by the development of a tree-like structure was used. It means that at the beginning of 

the clustering process each country covered by the analysis is a singleton. Countries which are most 

similar to each other in terms of designated characteristics are progressively grouped into new, 

increasingly larger clusters. The ultimate goal is to obtain a single cluster covering all analyzed 

countries [cf. 75]. The number of clusters was based on the requirement that the number of separated 

subsets cannot be excessively high and the subsets themselves need to be properly separated and 

internally consistent [88]. The characteristic features of each cluster, i.e., the key reasons for 

undernourishment in countries belonging to a specific cluster, were separated with the use of the 

measure of differences between the mean values of continuous metric features [66]: 

���(�) =
�̅�� − �̅�

��(�)
      (c = 1, … , C; k = 1 … , K) (2) 

In the formula above, ���� is the mean value of feature k in cluster c; �̅�  is the general average 

value of feature k in a population of n objects; ��(�) is the average within-cluster variability of feature 

k, calculated as follows: 

��(�) = �
1

� − �
�(�� − 1) ∙ ���

�

�

���

�

�
�

 (3) 

with ���
2  meaning the within-cluster variance in cluster c (c=1, …, C) calculated for feature k. It was 

assumed that if ���(�) ∈ (−2; 2), there is an average intensity of feature k in cluster c; the feature does 

not stand out and is not characteristic. If ���(�) ∈ (−3; −2⟩ or ���(�) ∈ ⟨2; 3), there is, respectively, a 

low or high intensity of feature k in cluster c; the feature stands out (positively or negatively) and is 

a characteristic feature. In turn, if ���(�) ∈ (−∞; −3⟩ or ���(�) ∈ ⟨3; ∞), there is, respectively, a very 

low or very high intensity of feature k in cluster c; the feature stands out (positively or negatively) 

and is a highly characteristic feature [66]. 
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4. Results and Discussion 

Ward’s method allowed us to separate eleven internally homogeneous clusters of developing 

countries differing in terms of their population nutrition levels (Figure 1). The mean values of 

characteristics in specific clusters are shown in Table 1. The measure of differences between mean 

values, used to identify the characteristic features of specific clusters, is shown in Table 2. Table 3 

presents the characteristics of identified clusters of the analyzed countries, while in Table 4 the 

recommendations on strategies for food security improvement in the identified clusters are included. 



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5488 8 of 20 

 

 

Figure 1. Typology of selected developing countries according to the undernourishment scale and selected characteristics describing the agricultural sector. Source: the 

authors’ calculations based on [10,39,85,86,89–91]. 
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Table 1. Within-cluster mean values of the undernourishment scale and selected characteristics describing the agricultural sector in the set of developing countries. 

Feature 
Cluster 

Average 
I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI 

Prevalence of undernourishment (%) 2.7 13.2 3.7 8.4 3.7 7.3 10.6 14.2 10.3 30.3 38.9 13.0 

Arable land per capita (ha) 0.003 0.057 0.010 0.024 0.038 0.103 0.792 0.183 0.182 0.155 0.178 0.157 

Share of agriculture in GDP (%) 0.6 3.0 1.9 1.6 6.1 11.6 18.2 15.7 11.7 63.2 21.7 14.1 

Percentage of arable land equipped for 

irrigation (%) 
100.0 76.3 30.0 53.6 47.4 79.6 3.2 4.9 22.8 3.6 14.7 39.6 

Agri-food trade balance per capita (USD) −1159.3 −371.3 −1092.9 −747.3 399.0 −19.2 431.8 −55.7 −15.3 −5.8 −24.5 −241.9 

Value of net capital stock per 1 ha of arable 

land (USD) 
76,530.4 8480.2 60,019.0 11,771.3 56,726.0 5352.2 859.9 1772.6 4472.7 794.3 3146.3 20,902.3 

Gap between the food production growth rate 

and the population growth rate (percentage 

points) 

−158.2 −121.3 −20.6 −56.6 −49.6 −39.2 −50.2 −73.4 −36.5 −67.2 −75.4 −68.0 

Source: the authors’ calculations based on [10,39,85,86,89–91]. 

Table 2. Values of measure of differences between means of characteristics describing the agricultural sector and the undernourishment scale in the set of selected 

developing countries and clusters (Ward’s method). 

Feature 
Cluster 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI 

Prevalence of undernourishment (%) −2.30 0.04 −2.08 −1.03 −2.09 −1.27 −0.54 0.25 −0.60 3.84 5.77 

Arable land per capita (ha) −2.88 −1.87 −2.75 −2.48 −2.22 −1.02 11.90 0.49 0.47 −0.03 0.39 

Share of agriculture in GDP (%) −2.93 −2.41 −2.65 −2.71 −1.75 −0.56 0.89 0.34 −0.52 10.64 1.65 

Percentage of arable land equipped for irrigation (%) 4.96 3.01 −0.79 1.15 0.63 3.29 −3.00 −2.86 −1.38 −2.96 −2.05 

Agri-food trade balance per capita (USD) −7.88 −1.11 −7.31 −4.34 5.51 1.91 5.79 1.60 1.95 2.03 1.87 

Value of net capital stock per 1 ha of arable land (USD) 9.73 −2.17 6.84 −1.60 6.27 −2.72 −3.51 −3.35 −2.87 −3.52 −3.11 

Gap between the food production growth rate and the 

population growth rate (percentage points) 
−8.05 −4.76 4.23 1.02 1.64 2.58 1.59 −0.48 2.81 0.07 −0.66 

Note: grey cells refer to the features that stand out (positively or negatively) and are characteristic to cluster c; white cells refer to the features that do not stand out and are 

not characteristic to cluster c. Source: the authors’ calculations based on Table 1. 



Sustainability 2020, 12, 5488 10 of 20 

Table 3. Description of clusters of developing countries according to the undernourishment scale and selected characteristics describing the agricultural sector. 

Feature 
Cluster 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI 

Number of countries 2 5 2 5 2 18 3 25 20 3 15 

Prevalence of undernourishment (%) -    -     + + + + 

Arable land per capita (ha) -  - - -  + +     

Share of agriculture in GDP (%) - - - -      + +  

Percentage of arable land equipped for irrigation (%) + + + +    + + - - -  - - 

Agri-food trade balance per capita (USD) - -  - - - - + +  + +   +  

Value of net capital stock per 1 ha of arable land (USD) + + - + +  + + - - - - - - - - - - 

Gap between the food production growth rate and the 

population growth rate (percentage points) 
- - - - + +   +   +   

Note: grey cells refer to the features that stand out (positively or negatively) and are characteristic to cluster c; empty cells refer to the features that are not characteristic to 

cluster c; ++ refer to very high intensity of feature k in cluster c; + refers to high intensity of feature k in cluster c; - refers to low intensity of feature k in cluster c; - - refer to 

very low intensity of feature k in cluster c. Source: the authors’ elaboration based on Figure 1 and Table 2. 
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Table 4. Recommendations on strategies for food security improvement in identified clusters. 

Cluster Countries 
Improvement strategies 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

I United Arab Emirates, Kuwait X X      X X X  

II Oman, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq X X    X   X  X 

III French Polynesia, Brunei Darussalam X  X X X     X  

IV 
New Caledonia, Trinidad and Tobago, Mauritius, Djibouti, 

Barbados 
X  X  X    X  X 

V Malaysia, Costa Rica    X   X X X   

VI 

Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Iran, Suriname, Georgia, Sao Tome and 

Principe, Egypt, Ecuador, Chile, Uzbekistan, Nepal, Colombia, Sri 

Lanka, China, Peru, Vietnam, Bangladesh, Armenia 

X    X  X  X  X 

VII Niger, Paraguay, Argentina     X X     X 

VIII 

Mauritania, Gambia, Nigeria, Malawi, Ethiopia, Mali, Togo, 

Burkina Faso, Senegal, Guinea, Cameroon, Benin, Ghana, Fiji, 

Belize, Gabon, Lesotho, Panama, Cabo Verde, Honduras, Eswatini, 

Cote d'Ivoire, Botswana, Timor-Leste, Angola 

    X X     X 

IX 

Lao People's Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Cambodia, Guyana, 

Thailand, Nicaragua, Bolivia, Indonesia, India, Philippines, 

Guatemala, Jamaica, Dominican Republic, Mongolia, El Salvador, 

Dominica, Mexico, Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria 

    X X X    X 

X Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea-Bissau     X X     X 

XI 

Haiti, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Congo, Central African Republic, 

Uganda, Madagascar, United Republic of Tanzania, Mozambique, 

Rwanda, Kenya, Chad, Yemen, Pakistan, Afghanistan  

    X X   X  X 

Strategies: 1—trade policy aimed at enhancing trade openness; 2—boosting food production through innovative technologies; 3—maximizing agricultural land use; 4—

adaptation and adoption of farming techniques; 5—investment in agricultural infrastructure; 6—improvement in irrigation infrastructure; 7—investment in agricultural 

research to improve crop yields; 8—offering services for agriculture; 9—improvement in extension services and training programs for farmers; 10—technical and 

administrative support for farmers; 11—policies aimed at increasing the households’ purchasing power. Source: the authors’ elaboration, [92–103].
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Cluster I—countries with the lowest prevalence of undernourishment in the investigated 

population of countries—was composed of the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait. Compared to the 

other countries they were distinguished by the lowest share of agriculture in GDP and a very low 

food production growth rate, which failed to offset the population growth. The volume of 

agricultural production obtained from the very small area of land suitable for cultivation, despite 

being fully equipped with irrigation infrastructure and a very high value of net capital stock, was 

insufficient in relation to existing needs. A significant role in the reduction of undernourishment in 

those countries was played by food imports. Deficit in the agri-food trade per capita was the highest 

in that group and amounted to almost USD 1160, i.e., it was almost five-fold higher than the mean 

for the whole investigated population of countries. The positive and statistically significant effect of 

trade openness on the level of food security was shown, e.g., by Brooks and Matthews [81] and 

Dithmer and Abdulai [104]. In relation to the importance of agri-food trade to ensure food security it 

may also be stated that over ¾ countries worldwide (77%) suffer from calorie deficit [105], while 

almost ¼ of global food production is subject to international trade. Fader et al. [106] indicated that 

16% of the global population consume food provided by international exchange, with the greatest 

dependency on imports found in countries of North Africa, the Andean countries and the Arab 

countries. 

A more serious problem with ensuring food security than that in cluster I was recorded in the 

second cluster. It comprises oil exporters, with a marginal role of agriculture in their GDP; countries, 

in which on average every eighth inhabitant faced undernourishment. At very low, although to a 

considerable extent irrigated, arable land resources and a relatively low net capital stock per 1 ha 

arable land, the nutrition status in that cluster was also determined by the potential to obtained 

imported food products. A considerable role of trade to modify the nutrition status of the local 

population was also observed in clusters III and IV. They comprised countries which financed 

imports of food products to eliminate the deficits mainly through exploitation and the processing of 

crude oil and natural gas (Brunei Darussalam, Trinidad and Tobago), tourism (French Polynesia, 

New Caledonia, Mauritius, Barbados) or transport services and transit fees (Djibuti). Based on the 

above results, it may be stated that a crucial role in ensuring food security in countries covered by 

clusters I-IV is played by trade policies aimed at enhancing trade openness (Table 4). In the Arab 

countries (clusters I and II) they should have been supplemented by the adoption of innovative 

technologies to boost food production, delivering services for agriculture, as well as technical, 

administrative and training support for farmers. In countries classified in clusters III and IV, apart 

for the liberal trade policy, a milestone to improve the food security status might be to maximize 

agricultural land use and to develop both farming technologies and investments in agricultural 

infrastructure. 

An approximately 3.5-fold lower prevalence of undernourishment than the average in the 

developing countries, at a simultaneously high surplus in agri-food trade per capita, was recorded in 

cluster V. In Malesia and Costa Rica, apart from tourism, an important branch of the national 

economy is agriculture. Malesia is one of the main world exporters of palm oil, while Costa Rica 

specializes in the export of pineapples, bananas, coffee and sugar [91]. In these countries, technology 

transfer and productivity enhancement through implementation of high-yielding varieties and 

increasing the cropping intensity seem to be important in improving food availability (Table 4). The 

adaptation and delivery of efficient services, as well as the promotion of training and extension 

services, might also be desirable to increase agricultural productivity and consequently reduce the 

undernourishment scale. 

Cluster VI comprises 18 countries, in which the prevalence of undernourishment was 

approximately 2-fold lower than the average in the developing countries (7.3% vs 13.0%). A factor 

supporting fight against hunger, at a relatively low arable land area per capita, was connected with 

the scale of irrigation in arable land. It may be observed that the lack of agricultural land and 

insufficient water resources are the most frequently mentioned causes for a lack of food security 

indicated in literature on the subject [83], while Gohar, Amer and Ward [82] considered relationships 

between water availability and irrigation infrastructure and food security. Attaining food security in 
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the cluster including some of the most populous countries in the world (China, Egypt, Bangladesh 

and Vietnam), was in turn hindered by the relatively low net capital stock per 1 ha arable land. As a 

consequence, the food production growth rate was lower than the population growth rate. A lack of 

capital stock and investments may be considered as the factor that hampered reaching a higher 

agricultural performance. It can be noted here that the importance of irrigation infrastructure and the 

availability of technical production assets to food security in developing countries was indicated by 

Dec et al. [107]. The impact of new techniques and technologies on farm productivity was also 

discussed by Schultz [108], Hayami [109], Hayami and Ruttan [110], as well as Stellmacher and 

Kelboro [111]. In view of the above, all the possible strategies related to the investment in 

infrastructure and agricultural research, as well as the improvement in extension services and 

training programs for farmers, seem to be highly recommended to boost agricultural production, 

while domestic production might be supported by food imports under preferential trade agreements 

(Table 4). Considering income inequalities in the countries included in this cluster the government 

policies aimed at increasing the households’ purchasing power would also be of key importance to 

address the food security challenge efficiently.  

Cluster VII included three countries obtaining a considerable surplus in agri-food trade per 

capita, in which the highest resources of arable land per capita in the analyzed population of the 

developing countries compensated for capital and infrastructure deficits, which manifested, e.g., in 

the very low percentage of arable land equipped for irrigation. The very low value of net capital stock 

per 1 ha arable land and a lack of irrigation infrastructure also constituted a barrier to the growth of 

productivity in agriculture in countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America, classified to clusters VIII 

and IX. 

A very high (over 30%) prevalence of undernourishment was recorded in the countries 

comprising cluster X. The observed very high share of the agricultural sector in GDP may be 

considered as equivalent to the very low level of income for the population working in agriculture, 

which on the one hand indicates a lack of resources for investment in farms, while on the other 

hand—a lack of purchasing power of consumers. The strictly agricultural character of the national 

economies in those countries compounded problems with providing adequate nutrition to the 

population. The very low level of capital resources, including a lack of irrigation systems, influenced 

the level and growth rate in agricultural production, which was insufficient in relation to the 

population needs, resulting in necessary food imports and a deficit in agri-food trade. It should be 

stressed here that policy actions aimed at enhancing agricultural productivity, including the 

development of relevant infrastructure, will not solve the hunger problem without eliminating 

poverty and increasing the consumers’ economic access to food. It strongly refers to the agricultural 

countries gathered in cluster X, but it is also true for clusters VII-IX and XI (Table 4). 

The highest prevalence of undernourishment in the analyzed population of countries was found 

in cluster XI. It consisted of 15 countries (eleven African countries, three countries from Asia and 

Haiti), in which, similarly as in clusters VIII and IX, despite the relatively large arable land area per 

capita, the lack of capital and infrastructure led to food shortages suffered by almost 40% of their 

inhabitants. Results obtained in the present study confirmed that investment is one of the key drivers 

for the improvement of efficiency in agriculture and food production. These findings have policy 

implications for strengthening food security through an increase in efficiency. It has already been 

emphasized by Ogundari [112], who suggested the need for programs and policies that will boost 

agricultural efficiency levels through the improvement of extension services, as well as the 

introduction of robust training programs for farmers on the usage of modern technologies, etc. This 

issue has also been discussed by Prus [113–115]. 

5. Conclusions 

The world experiences highly uneven patterns of socio-economic development, which on one 

hand are manifested in large surpluses and, on the other, by permanent food shortages contributing 

to hunger and undernourishment. Maintaining food security is a problem that most severely affects 

developing countries with low per capita GDP levels, which usually also suffer from unfavorable 
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agricultural conditions and infrastructure deficiencies. Based on the cluster analysis, two main 

reasons for food insecurity may be identified. In some regions, the reason is the physical and/or 

economic unavailability of food (clusters composed of Sub-Saharan Africa and South-Eastern Asia). 

Other ones, in turn, experience social inequalities in nutrition (countries affected by this problem 

include oil producers with various economic development levels, located in different continents, such 

as Iraq, Angola, Nigeria or Ecuador).  

It results from these analyses that problems with maintaining food security are found with the 

greatest intensity in developing countries with a high share of agriculture in their GDP, adverse 

conditions hindering agricultural production and deficient infrastructure. However, a small arable 

area per capita does not necessarily mean high rates of undernourishment. This is because the limited 

resources of agricultural land may be compensated for by increased productivity and imported food 

to cover the deficiency. Therefore, somewhat in spite of the Malthusian theory, the irrigation of arable 

land, the agricultural trade balance and the deployment of technical production assets proves to be 

more important in determining the nutrition situation than arable area per capita. Increasing the 

agricultural productivity through the adaptation and adoption of farming technologies, as well as 

the improvement in extension services and training programs for farmers and implementing an open 

trade policy which, while not detrimental to the interests of domestic producers and consumers, 

allows countries to raise funds for financing the import of food that compensates for the short 

domestic supply. These are the measures that could result in solving the nutrition problem in oil- or 

natural gas-producing countries and small island tourist economies (clusters I-IV). Promoting 

environmentally friendly technologies, expanding investments in agricultural research and extension 

systems and enhancing farmers’ education accompanied by technology transfer from developed 

countries should be seen as crucial components of policies implemented to improve food security in 

countries facing the challenge of agricultural productivity enhancement, including the most 

populous ones in the world (clusters V-VI). Investments in agricultural infrastructure along with 

eliminating income inequalities by adopting measures aimed at increasing the households’ 

purchasing power, especially those in rural areas, are key drivers for improving food access in 

countries all over the world, with special regard to Africa, Asia and Latin America (clusters VI-XI).  

Note that poorly developed countries may lack incentives that trigger growth and agricultural 

performance, both on the supply and the demand side. With this in mind, and considering Nurkse’s 

model of the vicious circle of poverty [116] and the scarcity of capital, it should be emphasized that 

alleviating the global hunger problem requires the involvement of the international community, 

which should provide development assistance oriented at the reasons (rather than just on the effects) 

for food insecurity. Food aid that supports the development of production and enhancing market 

infrastructure can play a positive role in enhancing food security. However, food aid is not the only, 

or in many cases the most efficient, means of addressing food insecurity. In this context, it becomes 

necessary for developing countries to establish and implement socio-economic growth strategies 

focused on ensuring conditions for development resulting in increasing the efficiency of national 

economies, as well as improving the quality of human life. It is necessary to take into account the 

environmental, social and economic specificity of each country, as well as its political and 

institutional conditions. Only sustainable development and, subsequently, economic growth is the 

way to ensure food security at regional, national and individual household levels. 

This paper addressed three issues: the linkage between food security, agricultural potential and 

agricultural performance, spatial diversity of agriculture-oriented reasons for undernourishment, as 

well as the recognition and better understanding of the most effective interventions to solve the 

hunger problem under a country’s unique conditions. In this way it was possible to offer a 

comprehensive perspective for the policy formulation world-wide, which may be of interest to 

scholars and policy makers. However, the study has its limitations. The primary aim of the typology 

was to investigate spatial diversity in food security and its sectoral causes. Hence, the study is 

primarily a static one and generally it does not take into account the variation of these variables over 

time and the source of this variation. It may be important to include indicators of time trends to gain 

insight into changes in the food security status and evaluate the effectiveness of interventions 
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implemented. Examining the impacts of macroeconomic, institutional and external shocks over time 

would require additional research. These shocks that affect agricultural activity and disrupt 

agricultural production include, e.g., price fluctuations, trade policies, political instability, weather 

conditions, natural disasters and epidemic threats. Variables responsible for the population’s 

purchasing power and shaping the economic access to food should also be considered. Including into 

the analysis both macro- and mesoeconomic determinants would have offered many more 

comprehensive foundations to establish multidimensional growth strategies aimed at improving 

food security. It can also be mentioned that this paper, similarly to the majority of existing studies, is 

related to food availability and food access rather than the health and nutrition dimension of food 

security. In the further step of the research, it may be valuable to incorporate into the grouping some 

criteria related to consumption patterns and food utilization. 
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