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Introduction
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Objectives:

Project

Document best practises in 

communicating food sustainability 

credentials to consumers

Literature 

Review

• Drivers of food choices

• Information sources consumers 

rely on when choosing food

• How consumers respond to food 

sustainability information (labels)

• Challenges and opportunities to 

strengthen consumer response to 

food sustainability information



Food systems: extraordinary but unsustainable

1. Food systems deliver reliable access to diverse foods, for billions people, at modest cost

BUT:

1. Food accounts for 25-33% of greenhouse gas emissions, over half from animal-based foods

2. Agriculture is the main driver of forest and biodiversity loss on land, and uses two-thirds of all freshwater 

3. Fishing and aquaculture are the main drivers of biodiversity decline in marine ecosystems

4. Impacts are amplified by food waste ( 17% globally), concentrated in high-income households (35-40%)

5. Most wasted food goes to landfill, where decomposition results in more methane emissions

6. The full costs and benefits of food systems are not shared equitably among stakeholders

7. Malnutrition persists, with 1 in 9 people going hungry, while 1 in 3 are overweight or obese

8. Without dietary change, it may be impossible to feed everyone and stay within planetary boundaries

9. Sustainable food consumption is essential for delivering the UN Sustainable Development Goals
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Sustainable food consumption 

implies that people, on average, 

choose or are offered food 

products that:

1. Use fewer natural resources 

and have less adverse impact 

(or ideally net positive impact) 

on the environment; and

1. Are produced, processed and 

distributed in ways that meet 

or exceed global social 

standards.

Definitions:
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Figure 1. Sustainable food systems framework (HLPE 2020)
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What drives consumer 

food choices?

PART 2



Table 1. Major influences on consumer food choice (Chen and Antonelli 2020)
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Béné et al. (2020) analysed statistical correlations between 12 drivers of food systems 

change and 20 indicators of sustainability in 97 countries

“The majority of drivers 
that show moderate or 

strong associations 
with food system 

sustainability are at 
present displaying 

negative correlations.”

Strong negative 

correlations:

urbanization, 

population growth, 

life-style change*

Positive correlations with 

food sustainability:

goods and services trade, 

foreign direct investment, 

cereal yields

Weak negative 

correlations: 

growth in per capita 

GDP, agricultural 

expansion, increased 

fertiliser use

Some drivers push consumer choices in a more sustainable direction; 
most drivers do not



Figure 4. Drivers of consumer food purchase decisions in the US (2010-2021) (IFIC 2021)

* *Prior to 2019, Environmental Sustainability was asked simply as “Sustainability”



Food preference Description

Organic Food from a production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and 

people (IFOAM 2008)

Vegan Excludes animal products

Vegetarian Excludes meat or fish, as well as some animal products

Pescatarian Excludes meat but includes seafood

Flexitarian Primarily vegetarian, occasionally meat or fish

Clean meat Cultured animal cells

Low carbon / carbon-

neutral

Below average GHG emissions, or products for which GHG emissions are ‘neutralised’ 

using carbon offsets

Non-GMO Low risk of containing organisms whose genetic makeup was modified using lab-

based genetic engineering or transgenic technology (Non-GMO Project 2020)

Localism Produced within a certain distance from the place of final consumption

Table 3. Ethical and environmentally-motivated food preferences
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Sustainability 

information and 

consumer food choice

PART 3



Figure 5. Sources of US consumer food information (IFIC 2018).
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Consumers are receptive to 

small-scale producer voices 

in communications about 

food.

Combining information from 

multiple sources can help 

build consumer trust

A survey of US consumers about 

food and health (IFIC 2018) found:

Trust is the key to 
influence hence the 
credibility of information 
about food is essential

80% of respondents 

reported being 

confused by 

conflicting 

information

Younger adults expressed 

more trust in information 

from technology-based 

sources, such as apps, 

bloggers and TV, than older 

consumers

01

02

03

Dieticians and 

healthcare professionals 

were most trusted for 

advice

The least trusted sources 

were friends & family, 

media, and food companies

European consumers express 

more trust in independent 

experts and consumer 

organisations, and less trust 

in politicians, food 

processing industry and 

supermarkets

Label effectiveness depends 

on whether consumers are 

aware of the label and 

understand what it means, as 

well as trust in its credibility.
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Labels have a measurable and 
positive influence on consumer 
choice of sustainable food

Eco-labels and guidelines increase 

consumers' accuracy in selecting 

environmentally friendly foods

Successful labelling is positively correlated 

with knowledge and awareness of a label 

and its visibility

Well-designed labels convey something 

meaningful to consumers and can be 

understood quickly

Consumers say they are willing to pay 

more for labelled products than for 

conventional foods



Six Icons Slide
This is where you put your 

body text and it can be 

about this long if you like or 

longer if you prefer. 
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Consumer awareness of and trust in labels does not always align 

with their actual behaviour

Eco-labels are more effective with some consumers than others:

• Female and younger shoppers

• Higher incomes or education

• Aligned values and beliefs

Labels may be ignored or misinterpreted:

• Labelled products are perceived as ‘better' on more criteria 

than intended

• Consumers make assumptions about food sustainability based 

on materials used for product packaging

• Consumers attribute health benefits to food products carrying 

eco-labels even when this is not assessed by the label

Eco-labelling confronts challenges



Sustainability information is more influential when it comes as 
part of a integrated consumer communication campaign

Box 7. Unilever and Knorr Meal Kits: Helping people eat more vegetables

Challenge Dutch consumers have a diet high in carbohydrates and animal proteins. Although willing to 
make healthy and sustainable food choices, they lack skills, time and motivation to eat more 
vegetables. To assist Dutch consumers, who have the lowest level of vegetable intake in 
Europe, Knorr Meal Kits changed their strategy to help people eat more plant-based foods.

Tactics Knorr Meal Kits developed strategies to help consumers to eat better and less meat. Altered 
packaging showed images of vegetables and links to different ways of cooking:

1.With the minimum recommended vegetables; or
2.A fully vegetarian approach.

The campaign was activated using QR codes, social media and the Knorr website, as well as 
in store promotions by retailers.

Outcome Knorr redesigned 40 meal kits and sold 23 million packs in one year (about 50-75 million 
meals across The Netherlands). Over 50% of consumers tried the new recipes. Retailers 
created bundle offers with the meal kits and accompanying vegetables.

Source: Nudging For Good (2019).



20

• Information is more 

influential when it is 

combined with a 

motivational goal or if 

it emphasises social 

norms

• A behavioural 

program involving free 

meat substitutes can 

reduce meat intake 

and change 

psychosocial 

constructs consistent 

with a sustained 

reduction in meat 

intake

• Food choices are 

particularly 

responsive to choice 

architecture 

interventions

• Building an “online 

community, ‘ask the 

expert’ videos and 

product samples were 

the most impactful 

interventions

More influence through 
consumer psychology
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Conclusions and 

recommendations

PART 4



Six Icons Slide
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about this long if you like or 
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• Better consumer information is necessary but insufficient

• Sustainability is just one of many drivers of consumer food choices

• Consumer preferences are constantly evolving and often 

correlated

• It is easier to work with the grain of major food choice drivers

• Food sustainability labels and related tools have proliferated

• Consumers respond positively to food sustainability information

• How we communicate, and to whom, is as important as what we say

• Use of behavioural methods and incentives can increase uptake

Re-cap major conclusions



Six Icons Slide
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• Sustainability communications must be informed by food choice drivers

• Consumer education should be based on sound science

• Sustainability messages / interventions are better adapted to audiences

• More investments in incentives, nudges and other non-coercive measures to 
encourage plant-rich and whole food choices

• Labels are part of integrated packages of communication methods

• Consumer information is visible/accessible, easy to understand, reliable, 
credible, holistic, and comparable across different products and diets

• People who already use sustainability information to guide their choices 
inform efforts to strengthen social norms around food sustainability

• Food businesses collaborate to identify effective messages and media for 
encouraging sustainable food choices

• Governments support, regulate and incentivise credible food certifications 
and sustainability rating schemes

• Governments encourage food businesses to use innovative methods to 
communicate sustainability, and make sustainable food the default option

• Sustainability criteria are integrated in national dietary guidelines

• Governments support wider access to sustainable foods

Key recommendations



2424

Thank you


