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Introduction  

First of all, there is not one single Mediterranean diet, but rather a number of 

variations on a basic theme adapted to individual country’s cultures. Therefore, 

the Mediterranean diet is more than just a defined diet, but it represents the 

plurality of various cultural expressions of different Mediterranean food 

cultures and lifestyles (Dernini & Berry, 2015). Nevertheless, the term 

“Mediterranean diet” implies the existence of some common dietary 

characteristics in Mediterranean countries such as: high amounts of olive oil and 

olives, fruits, vegetables, cereals, legumes, and nuts, moderate amounts of fish 

and dairy products, and low quantities of meat and meat products (Bach-Faig et 

al., 2011).  

Analysis 

According to Medina (2011), during almost the whole twentieth century, but 

especially in the second half, transformations in the food field can be detected. 

Production are more massified and industrialized nowadays than ever.  



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

This has led to different health problems (diseases, infections, etc.) related to 

industrial production as well as, and consequently, by a growing mistrust among 

the population towards the food they consume.  

Unawareness of the production procedures of food makes consumers mistrust 

the industrial processes and the mediators who create, transform, pack, transport 

them, etc. One of the most important consequences of this is the increasing 

attempts by consumers to recover control, to go back, even mentally, to those 

stages in which things were ‘pure’, ‘healthy’, ‘authentic’ and handmade in a 

‘traditional’ way (Medina, 2011).  

Consumers usually sum up their perception of this entire panorama by 

mentioning notions to do with authenticity and quality, which implies perfect 

adaptation to their culture and representational system. Food cannot be observed 

as an isolated element from their cultural framework. Otherwise it can lose all 

meaning to the extent that it does not seem to be ‘real food’. At the same time 

that users try to recover control over what they eat, from the other side of the 

commercial barrier this trend towards what is ‘traditional’ and ‘natural’ is 

reaffirmed.  

Nevertheless, as with every other aspect of cultures, nothing is static, everything 

is ductile and is in continuous re-elaboration, re-creation. Thus, ‘tradition’ is 

built; it is ‘created’ and ‘re-created’ every day. The search for ‘traditional’, 

‘authentic’ dishes, the appreciation of ‘family cooking’, old cookbooks, orally 

transmitted recipes, etc. takes place, very particularly, in a social and historical 

moment in which the industrial transformation of food increasingly moves 

consumers of industrialized countries away from the control and knowledge of 

its production procedures (Medina, 2011).  



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

Also important to mention here are other events that have modified the 

Mediterranean diet (urbanization, integration of women into the labor market, 

retail development, reduction of household members and of generations living 

together, economic globalization) by introducing changes in lifestyle, in 

distribution and sales of foods, in the selection of crops, in intensive 

monocultures and in livestock farming techniques. This global change entails 

socio-economic aspects (small-scale farmers have been forced to abandon their 

land, price volatility has a strong impact on poor and food importing countries, 

food waste is increasing along the food chain due to poor harvesting techniques 

and post-harvest processes, difficulties in transport and storage procedures, 

climate conditions) and the loss of knowledge and practices that have 

contributed historically to the identity of Mediterranean peoples and have 

configured a rich and complex food universe in the Mediterranean area (Donini 

et al., 2015).   

Consequently, the Mediterranean area could be described as passing through a 

“nutritional transition” in which problems of under-nutrition coexist with 

overweight, obesity, and food-related chronic diseases (Belahsen, 2014) are the 

consequence of widespread dissemination of the Western-type economy, urban 

and technology-driven culture, as well as the globalization of food production 

and consumption, related to the homogenization of food behaviors in the 

modern era (Bach-Faig et al., 2011). According to Dernini & Berry (2015), such 

a decline in the Mediterranean’s healthy diet patterns was already predicted in 

2005 in the Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development report, issued 

by the United Nations Environment Program, as follows:  

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

“Mediterranean agricultural and rural models, which are at the origins of 

Mediterranean identity, are under increasing threat from the predominance of 

imported consumption patterns. This trend is illustrated in particular by the 

decline of the Mediterranean dietary model despite the recognized positive 

effects on health” (UNEP/MAP, 2005). 

In 2009 and 2010, through an international scientific consensus process, a new 

revised Mediterranean diet pyramid was developed and presented by Bach-Faig 

et al. (2011) as “a lifestyle for today”. The new diet pyramid was conceived as 

a simplified main frame to be adapted to different countries specific variations 

related to the various geographical, socio-economic, and cultural contexts of the 

contemporary Mediterranean lifestyle, taking into account also their different 

portions and serving sizes. Daily main meals were highlighted; the concept of 

frugality and moderation was more emphasized because of the major public 

health challenge of obesity. It is important to mention, that in this new diet 

pyramid, for the first time, nutrition, eco-friendly products, biodiversity, fruits, 

and vegetables with a variety of colors, local food production, and conviviality, 

were brought together with the concept of sustainability (Haines et al., 2009).  

Also, taking into account its contribution to health and general well-being, in 

2010, the Mediterranean diet was acknowledged as an Intangible Cultural 

Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO (2010). In order to acquire all the benefits 

from the Mediterranean diet and preserve this cultural heritage, adopting a 

healthy lifestyle and preserving cultural elements should be considered (Bach-

Faig et al., 2011). 

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

More recently, Capone et al. (2014) insist that today’s main concern for the food 

and agricultural sector is to provide simultaneously enough food, in quantity 

and quality, to meet the nutritional needs of a growing population and to 

conserve natural resources for future generations.  

Conclusion 

A sustainable food system supports food security, makes optimal use of natural 

and human resources, is culturally acceptable and accessible, environmentally 

sound and economically fair and viable, and provides the consumer with 

nutritionally adequate, safe, healthy and affordable food for present and future 

generations. Changes in both food consumption and food production are 

important to ensure more sustainable food systems and to achieve food and 

nutrition security in the Mediterranean region. Since diets sustainability is of 

paramount importance for achieving food and nutrition security, there is an 

urgent need to design and implement appropriate policies to improve the 

economic, environmental and social sustainability of the current food 

consumption patterns (Capone et al., 2014). 
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