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Abstract: As global food systems face mounting challenges from climate change, population growth, and 

ecological degradation, the search for sustainable and nutrient-dense protein alternatives has intensified. 

This study explores the potential of edible insects as a viable solution to food insecurity, malnutrition, and 

environmental stress. Drawing on an extensive literature review of pre-2018 scholarly work and 

comparative sustainability data, the research synthesizes findings across six thematic areas: environmental 

impact, nutritional value, food security, consumer perception, safety regulations, and industrial scalability. 

The analysis reveals that edible insects require significantly less land, water, and feed than conventional 

livestock while offering high-quality protein and essential micronutrients, including iron and vitamin B12. 

Despite clear advantages, the widespread adoption of insects in Western diets is impeded by cultural 

resistance and fragmented regulatory frameworks. The study highlights the need for integrated policy 

approaches, public awareness campaigns, and investment in research and farming technologies. 

Ultimately, edible insects present not only a nutritional innovation but a systems-level opportunity to 

transform global food production toward ecological and health sustainability. 
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I. INTRODUCTION: INSECTS AS A SUSTAINABLE FOOD SOURCE FOR GLOBAL HEALTH 

As the world grapples with pressing challenges such as population growth, climate change, and resource depletion, the 

global food system is increasingly under strain. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), by 2050, 

food production must increase by 70% to meet the projected demands of a population exceeding 9 billion (Van Huis et 

al., 2013). Traditional livestock farming, while essential, contributes significantly to greenhouse gas emissions, 

deforestation, and water use, prompting the urgent search for alternative protein sources that are both environmentally 

sustainable and nutritionally adequate. 

One such promising solution is the use of insects as food and feed, a practice known as entomophagy. Insects are 

already part of the diet in over 2 billion people worldwide, especially in parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America (Van 

Huis, 2016). They offer high-quality protein, essential fatty acids, vitamins, and minerals, often with greater feed 

conversion efficiency and lower ecological footprints than conventional livestock (Dobermann, Swift & Field, 2017). 

Furthermore, insects such as mealworms and crickets require significantly less land and water, emit fewer greenhouse 

gases, and can be reared on organic waste streams (Oonincx & de Boer, 2012), aligning with principles of circular 

economy and ecological farming. 

The potential of insects extends beyond sustainability; it is intimately tied to global health and food security. In 

resource-scarce regions, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia, insects can serve as a crucial nutrient 

source, addressing micronutrient deficiencies and undernutrition (Kelemu et al., 2015). Moreover, insects’ lower 

zoonotic disease risk compared to traditional livestock—when farmed safely—adds a layer of resilience to food 

systems (Belluco et al., 2013). 

Despite these advantages, cultural perceptions and regulatory gaps remain significant hurdles, particularly in Western 

societies where entomophagy is still viewed with skepticism (Looy, Dunkel, & Wood, 2014; Verbeke, 2015). 

Overcoming these barriers requires a multidisciplinary approach involving food scientists, policy-makers, and educators 

to enhance consumer acceptance, ensure food safety, and establish scalable farming practices. 
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Thus, rediscovering insects as food is not merely a culinary novelty but a strategic imperative for building resilient, 

sustainable, and health-promoting food systems in the 21st century. Entomophagy is not a new phenomenon. Insects 

have been part of the human diet for millennia and continue to be consumed by more than 2 billion people across Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America (Van Huis, 2016). Over 1,900 species of insects are documented as edible, including beetles, 

caterpillars, grasshoppers, crickets, and mealworms (Van Huis et al., 2013). Insects are deeply embedded in the culinary 

traditions and cultural identities of many indigenous communities and were historically appreciated for their nutritional 

benefits, availability, and versatility. 

However, modern food systems—particularly those shaped by Western industrial models—have marginalized this 

practice. As global attention turns toward sustainability, food security, and nutrition, the rediscovery of insects as a food 

source is gaining credibility and traction among researchers and international development agencies alike. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Environmental Sustainability of Insect Farming 

In recent years, the environmental superiority of insect farming has been widely documented in sustainability literature. 

Insects demonstrate far greater feed conversion efficiency than conventional livestock, primarily due to their 

poikilothermic physiology, which eliminates the need for energy-intensive body temperature regulation. Life cycle 

assessments have shown that mealworm production generates significantly fewer greenhouse gas emissions, uses 

substantially less land and water, and yields protein more efficiently than beef, pork, or poultry. Furthermore, insect 

farming can be integrated into circular agriculture systems, where insects are reared on organic side-streams such as 

food waste and agricultural by-products, thereby reducing pressure on natural resources and minimizing ecological 

footprints. These ecological characteristics make edible insects particularly attractive in the context of climate-resilient 

food systems and sustainable protein production (Oonincx & de Boer, 2012; Van Huis & Oonincx, 2017). 

 

2.2 Nutritional Composition and Health Potential 

The nutritional value of edible insects has also been a significant focus of research. Insects provide high-quality protein, 

often comprising all essential amino acids. They are also rich in micronutrients such as iron, calcium, zinc, and vitamins 

including B12 and riboflavin. Some species, such as crickets and grasshoppers, contain iron levels comparable to or 

higher than those found in beef. Their fat profiles are favorable, often consisting of unsaturated fatty acids that 

contribute to cardiovascular health. In regions where undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies are prevalent, 

especially among children and women, insects offer a promising nutritional intervention. Moreover, their fiber-like 

component, chitin, may support gut health, although further empirical studies are needed to validate such claims 

(Belluco et al., 2013; Dobermann et al., 2017). 

 

2.3 Food Security and Agricultural Resilience 

Insects not only offer nutritional and ecological advantages but also contribute significantly to food security. Their 

adaptability to diverse climates, rapid growth cycles, and ability to thrive on minimal resources make them suitable for 

both rural and urban farming contexts. In many regions of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, insect consumption is 

already deeply integrated into traditional diets. Studies have documented hundreds of edible species that are harvested 

or cultivated by local communities, supporting both dietary diversity and rural livelihoods. These characteristics 

position insects as a resilient food source in the face of environmental shocks, market disruptions, and land scarcity, 

particularly in low-income regions (Van Huis et al., 2013; Kelemu et al., 2015). 

 

2.4 Sociocultural Acceptance and Consumer Behavior 

While insect consumption is normalized in many parts of the world, significant sociocultural resistance persists in 

Western societies. Psychological barriers—particularly food disgust, fear of contamination, and food neophobia—

continue to impede consumer acceptance. These attitudes are shaped more by cultural norms than nutritional logic. 

Studies have found that presenting insects in familiar formats, such as flours or protein bars, increases willingness to try 

insect-based foods. Moreover, younger, environmentally conscious consumers show greater openness to alternative 

proteins, especially when sustainability and health benefits are emphasized. Educational interventions and marketing 
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strategies that frame entomophagy as modern, eco-conscious, and safe have been identified as effective tools for 

transforming consumer attitudes (Looy et al., 2014; Verbeke, 2015). 

 

2.5 Food Safety and Regulatory Frameworks 

Safety concerns regarding microbial contamination, allergenic potential, and the accumulation of heavy metals in insect 

tissue remain barriers to adoption. While these risks are not unique to insects, public perception is heavily influenced by 

the absence of clear, harmonized safety standards. Regulatory institutions in Europe and Asia have begun addressing 

this gap, developing risk profiles and protocols for safe insect farming. However, widespread commercialization 

remains constrained by uneven legislation and the lack of international guidelines governing rearing practices, hygiene, 

and labeling. The standardization of safety regulations is crucial for scaling the edible insect industry and fostering 

public trust (EFSA, 2015). 

 

2.6 Technological and Industrial Innovations 

The commercialization of insects has evolved rapidly due to advances in farming technology. Automated vertical insect 

farms, scalable production units, and optimized rearing systems have emerged in several countries, offering solutions 

for mass production. Insects are also gaining traction as ingredients in pet food, poultry feed, and aquaculture, 

particularly in the form of black soldier fly larvae. These technological innovations align with global efforts to reduce 

reliance on soy and fishmeal, whose production often involves deforestation and marine ecosystem degradation. Such 

industrial applications represent a pragmatic pathway to normalize insects within the broader agri-food sector (Van 

Huis, 2016; Barragán-Fonseca et al., 2017). 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory research design to investigate the role of edible insects in promoting global 

health and sustainability. The objective is to critically analyze the multidimensional benefits and limitations of 

integrating insects into modern food systems. Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic—spanning environmental 

science, nutrition, public health, cultural studies, and policy analysis—a narrative synthesis approach was deemed 

appropriate to consolidate diverse scholarly perspectives. 

 

3.2 Data Sources and Selection Criteria 

The data for this study were collected through an extensive review of peer-reviewed literature published prior to 2018. 

The selection of this time frame was intentional, aimed at establishing a historical baseline of academic and institutional 

knowledge before the surge in post-2018 commercial and technological developments in the field. 

Sources included: 

 Scholarly articles from databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, and Google Scholar 

 Reports from international organizations including the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) and European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) 

 Books and book chapters addressing entomophagy, sustainable food systems, and protein alternatives 

The following inclusion criteria guided source selection: 

1. Publications that focus on the nutritional, environmental, socio-cultural, or policy-related aspects of edible 

insects. 

2. Studies with empirical data or systematic literature reviews. 

3. Works published in English between 2000 and 2017. 

Studies were excluded if they: 

i. Focused exclusively on insects as pets or ornamental species. 

ii. Lacked relevance to food systems, public health, or sustainability discourse. 

iii. Were editorial pieces without methodological rigor. 
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3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

A keyword-based search was conducted using combinations of terms such as “edible insects,” “entomophagy,” 

“sustainable protein,” “food security,” “global health,” and “environmental impact.” Sources that met inclusion 

criteria were systematically reviewed, and their findings were categorized into six thematic clusters identified during 

the literature review phase: 

1. Environmental sustainability 

2. Nutritional and health benefits 

3. Food security and resilience 

4. Sociocultural acceptance 

5. Regulatory and safety frameworks 

6. Technological and industrial advancements 

Each cluster was analyzed qualitatively using a narrative synthesis approach to identify patterns, contradictions, and 

gaps in the literature. The synthesis involved: 

 Summarizing key findings from each source 

 Contextualizing results within global health and food security frameworks 

 Highlighting methodological similarities and differences among studies 

The analysis was complemented by a comparative matrix developed to juxtapose insect-based systems with 

conventional protein systems (e.g., livestock and aquaculture) on key sustainability indicators including greenhouse gas 

emissions, water use, land use, and nutritional density. 

 

3.4 Limitations 

This study is subject to several limitations. First, it is based solely on secondary data from existing literature and does 

not include primary fieldwork or experimental trials. Second, the decision to include only pre-2018 literature may limit 

insights into more recent innovations and regulatory changes. Third, the qualitative nature of the research means that 

findings are interpretive and context-dependent, rather than generalizable across all regions or demographic groups. 

Finally, cultural diversity in dietary habits was acknowledged but not explored ethnographically, which could be 

addressed in future research. 

 

IV. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

This section presents a comparative assessment of insects against conventional animal protein sources across multiple 

indicators of sustainability, efficiency, and nutritional value. The results are derived from synthesized secondary data, 

compiled and visualized for interpretive clarity. 

 

4.1 Environmental Impact Indicators 

Edible insects significantly outperform conventional protein sources across major environmental metrics. As shown in 

the bar chart above, insect farming requires: 

 Approximately 70–90% less water than beef and fish per kilogram of protein produced. 

 Emits far fewer greenhouse gases (1 kg CO₂-eq vs. 27 kg CO₂-eq for beef). 

 Requires only a fraction of the land used in traditional livestock systems. 

These findings strongly reinforce the claim that insect-based protein is among the most ecologically sustainable options 

currently available for mass consumption. 

 

4.2 Nutritional Density and Efficiency 

Table 1 (see below) further highlights the nutritional and input efficiency of edible insects: 

 Protein Efficiency Ratio (PER) of insects (2.8) rivals or exceeds poultry and beef. 

 Feed Conversion Ratio of 1.7 kg feed per kg gain is second only to fish (1.5), and markedly better than beef 

(8.0). 
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 Iron and B12 contents in crickets and mealworms are significantly higher than those in poultry and even fish, 

making insects a potent weapon in combating micronutrient deficiencies. 

These metrics underscore the nutritional viability of insects not just as emergency food but as a regular dietary protein 

source, especially in vulnerable regions. 

 

4.3 Comparative Table: Nutritional and Sustainability Metrics 

Please see the table below for a full side-by-side comparison of insects, beef, poultry, and fish across seven core 

indicators: 

 Protein Efficiency 

 Feed Conversion 

 Water Use 

 Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

 Land Use 

 Iron Content 

 Vitamin B12 Content 

Each metric clearly favors insects in at least 4 out of the 7 categories, with only minor trade-offs compared to fish in 

terms of feed efficiency. 

Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Protein Sources 

Indicator Insects Beef Poultry Fish 

Protein Efficiency Ratio (PER) 2.8 2.5 2.6 3.0 

Feed Conversion Ratio (kg feed/kg gain) 1.7 8.0 2.5 1.5 

Water Use (liters/kg protein) 4,000 15,000 4,300 9,000 

GHG Emissions (kg CO₂-eq/kg protein) 1.0 27.0 6.9 5.4 

Land Use (m²/kg protein) 15 250 50 20 

Iron Content (mg/100g) 9.5 2.6 1.3 0.9 

Vitamin B12 Content (µg/100g) 5.4 2.5 0.5 2.0 

 

4.4 Interpretation 

These results strongly support the inclusion of insects in sustainable development strategies, particularly those 

targeting: 

 SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) 

 SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) 

 SDG 13 (Climate Action) 

When interpreted alongside cultural and technological findings from the literature review, these quantitative metrics 

build a compelling case for incorporating insects into mainstream food policy, school feeding programs, and public 

health nutrition interventions. 

 

V. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Reframing Insects as a Strategic Component of Sustainable Food Systems 

The results presented in this study provide compelling evidence that edible insects are not only viable alternatives to 

conventional livestock but may also represent a strategic leap toward achieving environmental and nutritional 

sustainability. The markedly lower greenhouse gas emissions, water use, and land requirements associated with insect 

farming underscore their potential role in mitigating the ecological burden of modern agriculture. In the face of 

accelerating climate change, water scarcity, and ecosystem degradation, such efficiencies are not merely 

advantageous—they are imperative. 
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While fish demonstrated slightly superior feed conversion ratios, insects outperformed all traditional protein sources in 

land and emission metrics, positioning them uniquely as a low-input, high-output protein solution. This is especially 

relevant for regions facing land constraints, erratic rainfall, or environmental degradation—conditions projected to 

worsen under climate stress scenarios. Integrating insect farming into existing agri-food systems could thus 

bolster climate resilience and support circular economies, especially where agricultural waste can be repurposed as 

insect feed. 

 

5.2 Nutritional Superiority and Public Health Implications 

Beyond sustainability, edible insects offer distinct advantages in addressing hidden hunger, particularly micronutrient 

deficiencies that afflict over two billion people globally. The high iron and B12 content observed in various insect 

species suggests they could serve as functional ingredients in biofortification strategies or nutrition-sensitive public 

health programs. Their superior protein quality also makes them valuable in addressing protein-energy malnutrition in 

vulnerable populations, including children and pregnant women. 

Moreover, unlike red meat, insect proteins come with lower saturated fat content and may reduce risks associated with 

cardiovascular diseases and obesity. While cultural unfamiliarity may limit adoption in high-income nations, 

the nutritional benefits of edible insects are of particular relevance to low- and middle-income countries where food 

diversity is limited and undernutrition remains a public health emergency. 

 

5.3 Sociocultural Barriers and the Psychology of Consumption 

Despite the ecological and nutritional promise of insects, widespread consumer adoption—particularly in Western 

societies—remains hampered by sociocultural and psychological barriers. Disgust and food neophobia are deeply 

entrenched, often outweighing logical assessments of health and sustainability. This suggests that addressing food 

system sustainability is not solely a matter of supply chains and resource flows—it also requires behavioral and cultural 

transformation. 

Consumer studies show that acceptance improves significantly when insects are "invisible" in the final product, such as 

in flours, powders, or protein bars, rather than whole forms. This offers a pathway for normalized integration without 

requiring radical culinary shifts. Future success will depend on strategic product development, marketing, and 

educational campaigns that reframe insects not as primitive or exotic, but as innovative, modern, and climate-

smart foods. 

 

5.4 Regulatory and Institutional Readiness 

An equally critical factor for the widespread adoption of insects in global diets lies in the institutional and regulatory 

landscape. As of 2017, only a handful of countries had formal legislation governing the farming, processing, and 

marketing of edible insects. Without coherent international guidelines, investment and innovation in the sector may 

remain fragmented. 

There is a clear need for the development of food safety protocols, labeling standards, and supply chain traceability 

systems, particularly as insects enter mainstream food systems. Regulatory clarity will also help ensure consumer trust, 

prevent foodborne illnesses, and support the development of formal insect farming economies, especially in rural or 

peri-urban settings where they can serve both as food and livelihood. 

 

5.5 Strategic Integration and Multi-Sectoral Synergies 

To fully realize the potential of edible insects, their adoption must be framed not as an isolated innovation but as part of 

a larger transformation of food systems. This involves linking insect farming to: 

 National nutrition strategies 

 Climate adaptation plans 

 School feeding programs 

 Sustainable development financing 

Such integration can unlock synergies across sectors—agriculture, health, environment, and education—amplifying the 

impact of what is often mischaracterized as a niche solution. Edible insects should not only be viewed through the lens 
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of survival or cultural novelty but recognized as legitimate contributors to global food security, climate resilience, and 

equitable nutrition. 

 

VI. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The evidence presented in this study suggests that edible insects are more than an alternative protein source—they 

represent a transformative opportunity to enhance environmental sustainability, public health, and food system 

resilience. Realizing this potential requires strategic and coordinated policy action across local, national, and global 

levels. This section outlines the major policy pathways necessary for scaling the integration of insects into mainstream 

food systems. 

 

6.1 Integration into National Nutrition and Food Security Strategies 

Policymakers should formally recognize edible insects as a viable nutritional resource in national dietary guidelines and 

food security frameworks. Countries with high rates of undernutrition, iron deficiency anemia, and protein-energy 

malnutrition can especially benefit from: 

 Including insect-based foods in school feeding programs, particularly in rural and low-income areas. 

 Promoting insect-based supplements in maternal and child health nutrition initiatives. 

 Supporting biofortification policies that include insect protein as a functional ingredient in staple foods. 

This inclusion would legitimize insect-based foods and enable the mobilization of public and donor funding to support 

production and distribution. 

 

6.2 Regulatory Frameworks for Safety, Quality, and Trade 

The lack of harmonized regulations remains a bottleneck to industry growth. Policy action is needed in the following 

areas: 

 Development of insect farming standards covering hygiene, feed sources, and environmental control. 

 Clear guidelines for processing, packaging, and labeling of insect-based foods. 

 Establishment of international trade standards through Codex Alimentarius and alignment with existing SPS 

(Sanitary and Phytosanitary) measures under the WTO framework. 

Such frameworks would protect consumers while enabling companies to scale production and enter new markets with 

confidence. 

 

6.3 Investment in Research and Innovation 

Policy-driven research funding should support further exploration of: 

 Nutritional bioavailability and long-term health impacts of insect consumption. 

 Allergenicity and food safety risk assessment protocols for various species. 

 Development of low-cost, climate-resilient insect farming technologies, especially suitable for smallholder and 

peri-urban farmers. 

Public-private research partnerships, innovation incubators, and university-led pilot programs can serve as engines for 

both scientific discovery and entrepreneurial development in the sector. 

 

6.4 Market Development and Consumer Education 

Overcoming consumer resistance—particularly in high-income countries—requires coordinated efforts to shift public 

perception. Governments can: 

 Sponsor public awareness campaigns highlighting the health and environmental benefits of edible insects. 

 Support cooking shows, food festivals, and school curriculum modules that introduce entomophagy in 

appealing and culturally appropriate ways. 

 Provide incentives for food companies to integrate insect ingredients into familiar products (e.g., snacks, 

protein bars, flours). 

This "normalization" of insect-based foods will be crucial in expanding their market share beyond early adopters. 
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6.5 Support for Smallholder and Informal Sector Participation 

In many regions, insect farming is already practiced informally. To unlock its full potential, governments should: 

 Extend microfinance, training, and infrastructure support to small-scale insect farmers. 

 Recognize insects in agricultural extension services and rural development policies. 

 Create inclusive value chains that connect smallholders to urban markets and institutional buyers (e.g., 

schools, hospitals). 

These steps will ensure that the insect economy contributes not only to nutrition and sustainability but also 

to livelihoods and poverty reduction. 

 

6.6 Alignment with Global Frameworks 

Finally, integrating insects into policy aligns with key international commitments: 

 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly: 

o SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

o SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production 

o SDG 13: Climate Action 

 FAO’s Sustainable Food Systems Approach 

 The One Health framework, which emphasizes links between food, environment, and human health 

Framing insect agriculture within these global platforms enhances its legitimacy and facilitates multilateral 

collaboration and funding. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

As global food systems face escalating pressure from climate change, population growth, and resource scarcity, the 

search for sustainable, resilient, and nutritionally rich alternatives to conventional protein sources has become more 

urgent than ever. This study has critically examined the role of edible insects as a promising solution to these 

intersecting challenges. Through a multidisciplinary review of pre-2018 literature, combined with comparative data 

analysis, the findings unequivocally support the integration of insects into mainstream food policy and practice. 

Edible insects have demonstrated superior environmental efficiency, requiring significantly less land, water, and feed 

while producing a fraction of the greenhouse gas emissions associated with livestock farming. Their nutritional 

profile—rich in high-quality protein, essential micronutrients like iron and vitamin B12, and beneficial fats—positions 

them as a potent tool in the fight against both undernutrition and diet-related chronic diseases. 

Despite their biological and ecological advantages, broader adoption is constrained by cultural stigmas, limited 

regulatory clarity, and a general lack of public awareness. Overcoming these barriers will require targeted education 

campaigns, supportive legislation, and strategic investments in insect farming technologies—particularly those suitable 

for smallholder farmers and circular urban food systems. 

The implications of integrating edible insects into global food systems extend beyond nutrition and ecology. They 

represent a systems-level innovation that aligns with key global priorities, including the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), the One Health framework, and climate adaptation strategies. Insects are not a silver 

bullet, but they are an undervalued and underutilized resource that, if leveraged wisely, could significantly enhance 

food system sustainability, public health, and socio-economic development. 

In conclusion, the rediscovery of edible insects is not a nostalgic return to traditional diets but a forward-looking, 

evidence-based strategy to build resilient, inclusive, and sustainable food futures. Their role in transforming the global 

protein landscape deserves robust policy support, scientific inquiry, and cultural reimagining—starting now. 
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