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Abstract
Objective: The present qualitative study aimed to gain an in-depth understanding
of participants’ attitudes, knowledge, perceived effectiveness (a person’s belief
that his/her behaviour can contribute to environmental preservation) and
behaviours relating to a sustainable eating pattern.
Design: One-to-one interviews (either face-to-face or by telephone) were
conducted following a structured interview schedule, audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim and analysed using inductive thematic analysis in NVivo 10.
Setting: Victorian (Australia) adult participants recruited via online advertisements,
flyers on community advertisement boards and letterbox drops.
Subjects: Twenty-four participants (mean age 40 years, range 19–69 years; thirteen
female, eleven male) were interviewed.
Results: Participants reported that environmental impact was not an important
influence on their food choice. Participants displayed limited knowledge about a
sustainable eating pattern, with most unaware of the environmental impact of
food-related behaviours. Most participants believed sustainable eating would be
only slightly beneficial to the environment. Participants reported undertaking
limited sustainable food behaviours currently and were more willing to undertake
a food behaviour if they perceived additional benefits, such as promoting health or
supporting the local community.
Conclusions: The study suggests consumers need further information about a
sustainable eating pattern and the environmental impact of food choice. The
findings highlight some of the barriers that will need to be addressed when
promoting this kind of eating pattern and that a range of interventions will be
necessary.
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It is increasingly recognised that food choices contribute
substantially to the pressure that man places on the
environment(1). Overall the food system accounts for
approximately 19–29% of the world’s greenhouse gas
emissions(2), is the largest cause of deforestation(2), is
responsible for 20% of energy use(3), consumes 70% of
available freshwater(3) and covers 30% of all ice-free
land(4). In Australia, agriculture production alone con-
tributed 16% of Australia’s total greenhouse gas emissions
for 2014, with the major contributor being livestock(5).

Diets aligned with better nutrition profiles may have a
lower impact on the environment than the less healthy
diets currently observed in many Western countries(6,7).
Modelling has shown that following an eating pattern
which is both healthy and sustainable would result in both
population health and environmental benefits(8). There-
fore, it is imperative that eating patterns shift in order to

improve health and simultaneously help to reduce the
environmental impact created by the food system(9,10).

Providing precise estimates of the environmental
impacts of food production is extremely complex(11,12).
Greenhouse gas emissions associated with food supply
can vary significantly due to geographic region (distance
travelled), growing conditions, transport mode (road v.
air), packaging (wrapped v. unwrapped) and farming
techniques (intensive v. organic). As such, definitions of
sustainable eating patterns vary; however, some com-
monly agreed components include a diet that is mostly
plant-based, contains less animal-based products, limits
non-core foods and reduces overconsumption(7,13,14).
Other factors considered part of a sustainable eating
pattern are the purchasing and consumption of seasonal
and local produce(9,15,16); the purchase of products
with minimal packaging(15–17); and taking account of the
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transport method, for example avoiding products impor-
ted by air(18). Although many synergies exist between the
components of a healthy eating pattern and those of a
sustainable eating pattern, some conflicts between the two
arise, particularly in regard to fish and dairy consumption.
As such, it is recommended that fish is consumed from
sustainable sources and that dairy is consumed in
moderation(19).

Numerous theoretical models have been proposed in
attempts to explain consumers’ engagement in pro-
environmental behaviours. Kollmuss and Ageyman’s(20)

model was used as a guiding framework in the present
study, since it is widely used and incorporates important
constructs likely to impact environmental-related food
behaviours. This model proposes that pro-environmental
behaviour is influenced by consumers’ attitudes, knowl-
edge and perceived effectiveness (also known as locus of
control; a person’s belief that his/her behaviour can
contribute to environmental preservation), among other
variables. The main focus of the present study was
to explore participants’ environmental knowledge
related to sustainable eating. ‘Environmental knowledge’
can be described as the awareness and knowledge of
an environmental issue and possible solutions to the
problem(21,22). Having knowledge of what constitutes a
sustainable eating pattern and a desire to engage in these
behaviours are important if consumers are to follow this
kind of eating pattern(23–26). It has been argued that
being informed about environmental issues and possible
solutions to the problem increases the likelihood of pro-
environmental behaviours(27–29). Not understanding the
impacts, causes and solutions of the problem, and having
contradictory information, may act as barriers for indivi-
duals to perform pro-environmental behaviours(21,22,30,31).

Previous studies assessing consumers’ sustainable food
knowledge and behaviours have shown little consistency
in methodology and the sustainable food behaviours
assessed, with most previous studies failing to assess a
comprehensive range of sustainable eating beha-
viours(32–36). Although in reality there are numerous
behaviours that could be considered part of a sustainable
eating pattern, most previous studies have focused on only
a small number, with meat consumption, seasonal and
organic food consumption having been assessed the most
frequently(33–39). Few studies have assessed the combi-
nation of local and seasonal food concurrently(35,40);
transport method has been assessed only in two studies
performed in Nordic countries(26,37); and sustainable fish
consumption only in one study(33). Additionally, the most
comprehensive study that investigated nine sustainable
food behaviours was skewed to a population of highly
educated females(33). Therefore, comparison between
studies is difficult. As such, little is known about con-
sumers’ understanding of an overall sustainable eating
pattern or their current engagement in a comprehensive
range of sustainable food behaviours. Additionally, little

information exists as to which if any particular attributes
of a sustainable eating pattern consumers perceive as most
important, why consumers engage or do not engage in
sustainable food behaviours, or the factors driving these
choices, as only one previous study has assessed the
drivers of sustainable food behaviours(39). Similarly,
sources of information that consumers are currently using
to gain knowledge about sustainable eating patterns and
the environmental impact of food choices, and consumers’
trust in possible sources of this information, have been
only briefly explored(41,42).

Therefore, the present qualitative study aimed to
examine: participants’ knowledge of the environmental
impact of the food system, including the impact of specific
food characteristics (e.g. transport method) and beha-
viours (e.g. meat consumption); and their attitudes
towards and perceived effectiveness in regard to a
sustainable eating pattern. It also aimed to investigate
consumers’ current sustainable food behaviours, will-
ingness to engage in these behaviours, and barriers and
facilitators for doing so. Finally, the study assessed con-
sumers’ trust in potential sources of information about a
sustainable eating pattern.

Methods

A qualitative study was undertaken involving semi-
structured one-to-one interviews conducted either face-
to-face or by telephone. Methods of the study are reported
according to the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting
Qualitative Research (COREQ)(43) guidelines.

Participant inclusion and exclusion criteria
To be eligible, study participants were required to be at
least 18 years of age, to have some level of involvement
in their household’s food preparation and be able to
speak English. Participants’ age (years), highest level of
education achieved, sex and how often they prepared
or purchased food in their household were assessed.
Participants’ highest level of education was categorised
into three groups: low (defined as not completing
beyond Year 10 at school), medium (completed high
school and/or a technical or trade school qualification) or
high (university or tertiary education qualification).

Recruitment
Recruitment occurred from January 2016 to March 2016.
A convenience sample was recruited via online adver-
tisements (e.g. Deakin University association webpages,
clubs and society websites such as Deakin University
Psychology Society and Deakin University table tennis
club; community Facebook and Internet pages such as
sporting clubs and public services, e.g. Climbing Victoria
and state emergency services websites; and Gumtree
(online classifieds)), flyers on community advertisement
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boards across the State of Victoria (e.g. local shopping
and community centres, local lawn bowls club and rural
state emergency services units) and letterbox drops in
outer eastern suburbs of Melbourne, Australia. Recruit-
ment flyers advertised the study as exploring consumers’
views about the influences on what we eat. To ensure
sample variability, demographic information (sex, age and
education) was taken into account during recruitment.
For example, females aged 20–30 years with a high
level of education were over-represented early in the
recruitment process. Steps were then taken to recruit
participants from the under-represented demographics.
Participants received a $AU 20 voucher as reimbursement
for their time.

Interview procedures
Each interview was conducted by the same female
researcher (D.M., BHSc, BFS&N (Hons)), who had been
trained in qualitative research methods and had prior
experience conducting qualitative research (focus
groups). After initial contact expressing their intent to
participate, participants were made aware that the
researcher was a PhD candidate and that she wanted to
gather in-depth information about their views on the
environmental impact of food choice and their priorities
when buying and consuming food. Twenty-four inter-
views were conducted, with six interviews conducted
face-to-face at Deakin University and eighteen conducted
over the telephone. Interviews lasted between 30min and
1 h with field notes recorded throughout.

Interview protocol and schedule
The semi-structured interviews followed an interview
schedule developed based on the identified gaps in the
relevant literature and the model of pro-environmental
behaviour(20). The interview schedule (provided in the
online supplementary material, Table S1) consisted of
predominantly open-ended questions, as well as eight
questions utilising a ten-point rating scale, for example ‘On
a scale from 1= not at all important to 10= extremely
important, how important are the following things to you
when you shop for food and drink at the supermarket?’
The interview schedule was pilot-tested and refined with
five participants and subsequently minor changes were
made for clarity.

The questions were grouped into key themes exploring:
participants’ knowledge of an environmentally sustainable
eating pattern and the environmental impact of food choice;
participants’ attitudes towards and perceived effectiveness
of participating in a sustainable eating pattern; and
environmentally sustainable eating behaviours currently
undertaken by participants, barriers to undertaking these
behaviours and willingness to engage in these behaviours in
future. Current and potential sources of information about
a sustainable eating pattern were also assessed.

Data collection and analysis
All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed and made
de-identifiable by the researcher, with each transcript given a
unique identifier code (e.g. R1= respondent 1). Saturation of
the data was reached after twenty-four interviews as no new
themes or ideas were emerging from the data(44).

A six-phase inductive thematic analysis as described by
Braun and Clarke(44) was conducted. The qualitative data
analysis software NVivo version 10 (QSR International Pty
Ltd, 2012) was used to manage the data and assist in data
analysis. To enhance rigour, a random sample of five tran-
scripts were cross-coded by a research fellow in the same
department. No significant discrepancies in coding occurred.
Transcripts were not given back to participants. The mean
response for each item of the questions utilising a scale was
calculated. The mean for each item was then used to provide
an indication on the relative ranking for each item/activity.

Results

Participant demographics
Twenty-four participants were interviewed. Participants’
mean age was 40 years, with an age range of 19–69 years.
Thirteen participants were female and eleven were male.
Five participants were in the low education category, nine in
the middle category and ten in the high category.

Thematic analysis
Due to the breadth of the data collected, the focus in the
present paper is on the main recurring themes which
emerged from the interviews; these include participants’
knowledge of and attitudes towards a sustainable eating
pattern, as well the sustainable food behaviours under-
taken by participants and the perceived barriers to these
behaviours. Other factors of the theory employed for the
current study, although not the main focus of the present
paper, are also touched upon below.

Several sub-themes emerged from the interviews. These
were: consumers’ lack of knowledge and information
available; a connection between healthy and sustainable
food behaviours; environmental impact not an important
influence on food choice; and perceived barriers to
consuming a sustainable eating pattern.

Knowledge
Lack of knowledge and information available. The
majority of participants had never come across information
about a sustainable eating pattern and no participants were
aware of any advertisements or campaigns supporting a
sustainable eating pattern:

‘No, it is the first time I am hearing it.’ (R12, female,
age 29 years)

Participants displayed limited knowledge about an
environmentally sustainable eating pattern, with many
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participants stating that the question ‘What is the first thing
that comes to mind when you hear the term “an
environmentally sustainable eating pattern”?’ was difficult
and they were unsure how to answer it:

‘That is a very good question isn’t it. I have to think
about that a bit more.’ (R9, male, age 68 years)

‘Something which pops into my mind, ah …

honestly nothing really is popping into my mind.’
(R11, male, age 19 years)

Participants underrated the environmental impact of the
farming, processing and packaging of food products.
Participants rated this activity as having the least impact on
the environment out of seven human activities when
ranked on a scale (full list in the online supplementary
material, Table S1). A very small number of respondents
believed that food did not have any impact on the
environment:

‘I don’t think eating on itself has a lot of impact on
the environment, I think there are many activities
[that] do have an impact but I think eating on itself
doesn’t really harm the environment directly.’ (R1,
female, age 36 years)

Participants perceived human activities or food beha-
viours that have the most visible impacts, such as cutting
down trees and forests and the litter from food packaging,
to have the greatest environmental impact compared with
other human activities and food behaviours or
characteristics:

‘Well, littering it is quite easy to see day to day, you
look at the waterways it is quite easy to visually see
the impact that it is having and yeah, I guess the
same with deforestation, you see these forests dis-
appearing and yeah, you can see animals don’t have
homes to live in and less environment.’ (R5, male,
age 27 years)

Out of nine prompted food behaviours and characteristics
(full list in the online supplementary material, Table S1), when
ranked on a scale, participants perceived eating lots of junk
food, the production and packaging of food products and the
transportation method and distance that food products travel
to have the most impact on the environment. Eating lots of
fruits and vegetables and eating lots of dairy were behaviours
perceived to have the least impact on the environment. Eating
fresh food products in season, eating lots of fish and eating
lots of meat were considered to have a moderate environ-
mental impact.

Participants held discrepant perceptions of the environ-
mental impact for some food behaviours and characteri-
stics. For example, the environmental impact of food
waste was perceived to be dependent on how it was
disposed of. It was believed that food waste could have
almost no impact if disposed of correctly. However, if

disposed of incorrectly the impact was perceived to be
significantly higher. Although many participants commen-
ted that there is ‘a lot’ or ‘excessive’ amounts of processing
and packaging of food products, a few participants
believed that the production, packaging and transport of
food products was becoming more efficient and having
less of an environmental impact:

‘Depends on how it is being used typically …

depending on the type of waste you have got some
people who compost and stuff to reuse it, but any-
thing that is actually wasted and binned certainly
wouldn’t be helping the environment at all.’ (R5,
male, age 27 years)

‘Yeah, it should have some sort of impact but
gradually food production is getting more
environmentally friendly with their … they are pro-
ducing more environmentally friendly packaging
and other things.’ (R22, male, age 33 years)

Participants were more concerned about the environ-
mental impact caused by the distance that a food product
had travelled rather than the transportation method. The
impact that the distance a food product travels was
mentioned far more frequently and by more participants
compared with the environmental impact caused by
different transportation methods (e.g. plane v. truck),
which was discussed by only one participant:

‘Because I think depending how far it has travelled
could have a big impact on um … like the emissions
… produced by the, you know, the transport of the
food.’ (R2, female, age 21 years)

‘I think a lot like say international transport of food
comes at a really high cost to the environment,
I could be wrong there, but I think if you were
talking about say the transport by truck or by rail it is
probably nowhere near as significant.’ (R4, female,
age 27 years)

Nearly all participants were interested in further
information about a sustainable eating pattern; however,
no single source was overly trusted. Participants displayed
scepticism about all information sources, stating that it is
necessary to do your own research to make sure that
information provided was credible and not just presenting
the company or organisation’s agenda. Participants were
most likely to trust information presented if it made ‘sense’
or was evidence-based:

‘To a degree because some of them are pushing their
own barrow … not to … look I don’t mistrust what
they say, but it is balance perhaps.’ (R23, female, age
69 years)

A connection between healthy and sustainable food
behaviours. Sustainable food behaviours or characteristics
were also considered those which were healthy or natural.
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Many participants believed a sustainable eating pattern
could also be considered healthy. Foods with minimal
packaging or waste, growing your own food (e.g. a
vegetable garden and raising your own livestock) and
consuming mostly fruits and vegetables were the most
frequent answers to ‘Can you think of any characteristics
of an eating pattern that might be healthy and also
environmentally sustainable?’ and ‘In your opinion, what
would environmentally sustainable eating include?’ Eating
organic, locally produced, natural foods, following a
vegetarian diet or eating less meat were each mentioned
by a smaller number of participants. Most participants
were unable to provide any examples of food characteri-
stics which would be healthy but not sustainable:

‘Well it is healthy eating again. It is from nature, it is
made from nature’. (R10, female, age 48 years)

‘Yeah, a lot of the things you describe are also could
be considered healthy.’ (R8, male, age 28 years)

‘I just think that well if it is good for the environment
it is good for people and we all ought to be con-
cerned by the … by the effects of greenhouse gases
and global warming.’ (R9, male, age 68 years)

When asked about the environmental impact of meat
and dairy, many participants stated that these products
may have some environmental impact; however, these
products were also considered to be healthy:

‘Milk, cheese [and] yoghurt, from the medical point
of view these are good foods, and these are not
affecting that much the environment as well.’ (R22,
male, age 33 years)

‘… these dairy products are useful. I mean useful …
I mean healthy … but there are still some down-
sides.’ (R6, male, age 35 years)

Attitudes
Environmental impact not an important influence on
food choice. The environmental impact of a food item was
never specifically mentioned by participants as an
unprompted influence on food choice. Health, taste and
price were perceived by participants as the most important
(both prompted and unprompted) influences impacting
food choice. How much a food or drink item impacts the
environment was rated the least important influence on a
ten-point scale out of seven influences (full list in the
online supplementary material, Table S1):

‘’Cause when you are hungry you go to buy food
and don’t think that much about how much it is
going to affect the environment.’ (R22, male, age
33 years)

‘I would probably say maybe like a six ’cause
I haven’t really thought about it.’ (R2, female, age
21 years)

Behaviours
Half of the participants (when given a definition of an
environmentally sustainable eating pattern) reported fol-
lowing aspects of a sustainable eating pattern but for
health reasons or with the environment as ‘back of mind’.
A very small number of participants reported they were
already following a sustainable eating pattern or under-
taking sustainable food behaviours to reduce environ-
mental impacts:

‘I feel like I should do that because it is healthier and
feel better by doing that, but rather than doing that
for the environment. I hadn’t even thought of that.’
(R2, female, age 21 years)

‘Not just for environmental reasons, what’s really
good for me.’ (R10, female, age 48 years)

Participants were more willing to undertake sustainable
food behaviours if there were further perceived benefits
other than just helping the environment. Overwhelmingly,
health was the main reason consumers followed or were
willing to follow a sustainable eating pattern or undertake
sustainable food behaviours. Other less frequently men-
tioned reasons included: buying local food to support
local farmers and businesses, and to reduce food cost; and
only eating fresh produce in season as it is cheaper and
tastier:

‘I do follow this type of eating pattern however;
however, it is more for personal … personal reasons
that I do this. Environment yes is just an additional
factor I see it as.’ (R11, male, age 19 years)

‘Because we want to keep Australia in ah… growing
things so farmers can earn good money and like that
and obviously if we get things from overseas and it is
not fair.’ (R13, female, age 67 years)

Barriers
Perceived barriers to consuming a sustainable eating
pattern. Many participants were willing to follow a sus-
tainable eating pattern; however, the specific behaviours
they were willing to undertake varied. For example, even
though many participants were willing to follow a plant-
based eating pattern with limited meat consumption, a few
participants were adamantly unwilling as meat was seen
as a necessary part of the diet:

‘There are some aspects that I would like to follow
but there are certain aspects like no dairy, no meat
and things like that I consider part of my usual diet
and even if there is some sort of environmental …
fall back with that, those are things that I like to eat
taste wise, so I wouldn’t really be prepared to follow
it fully.’ (R8, male, age 28 years)

‘I still eat meat, I think it is important to have some
meat for the iron and what have you. I would rather
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eat a fresh product, than take a vitamin supplement,
put it that way.’ (R23, female, age 69 years)

The sustainable food behaviours that participants were
most willing to undertake were the behaviours that could
be considered the easiest to undertake or that require the
smallest shift in their current eating pattern. For example,
out of seven environmentally sustainable (full list in the
online supplementary material, Table S1) food behaviours,
‘only eating fish from sustainable sources’ was the
behaviour participants were most willing to undertake
when ranked on a scale. However, as noted by
participants, this was only if the fish would be reasonably
priced and if it was easily available:

‘… ’cause I think in principle I think it is a great idea,
and also I don’t eat a lot of fish.’ (R24, male, age
57 years)

‘Yeah, I don’t eat much fish anyway, so um, yeah,
once you find which sort is sustainable to eat it is not
a big deal to change over.’ (R5, female, age 27 years)

Participants believed it to be moderately difficult to
follow a sustainable eating pattern in their neighbourhood,
with the most frequently mentioned barriers including the
price of sustainable food products (particularly organic
produce), the time it takes to prepare and purchase
sustainable food items and having adequate information
or knowledge. For example, although participants were
most willing to ‘only eat fish from sustainable sources’,
many participants were unsure how to tell if a fish was
from a sustainable source due to a lack of information or
inadequate labelling:

‘That’s the thing and that’s, that is, you know …

organic this and organic that, and you know, and it is
… so much dearer.’ (R19, female, age 63 years)

‘I think it would take a bit of effort but I think it
would be very much achievable, um … it would
probably take a lot more time because you would
probably have to source your food from different
places, like you can’t just go to Coles I think and you
know have it all there in one place, um … you
probably would have to plan it out a bit more’.
(R4, female, age 27 years)

‘I am … when I buy fish I don’t know if they are
sustainable or not, so I am willing, but I just don’t
where they come from.’ (R21, female, age 25 years)

Although a few participants believed that following a
sustainable eating pattern would be no more difficult on a
limited budget, the vast majority believed that it would be
harder to follow this eating pattern on a limited budget:

‘Typically sort of whether it is junk food, packaged
food, highly processed food is a lot cheaper.’
(R8, male, age 28 years)

‘’Cause I think you can still find, I mean even if you
have a low budget, you can still find fresh products,
you know fruits and veggies.’ (R6, male, age
35 years)

Participants had contrasting views on the availability of
a sustainable eating pattern through supermarkets and
markets. Having access to a large range of products
through supermarkets or local markets was mentioned by
many participants as a facilitator of following a sustainable
eating pattern:

‘We have lots of markets and big supermarkets
where you find environmentally sustainable pro-
ducts there.’ (R3, female, age 19 years)

In contrast, a smaller number of participants believed
that supermarkets and markets have a poor availability of
sustainable food items or did not stock such products:

‘You might not be able to find that all at a Wool-
worths or Coles, you might need to go out and really
search for it at markets and certain producers.’
(R8, male, age 28 years)

Although most participants believed that changing
to a sustainable eating pattern could help to avoid some
of the damage to the environment, many participants
believed that it would do so only to a small degree. A few
participants also highlighted that it would have to be a
collective effort by all consumers to make a real impact:

‘Changing your eating patterns could make an
impact. It would have to be over a larger scale
though. ’Cause … well, every one person does help
over the overall scheme of things, it needs to be
widespread change for a noticeable difference.’
(R5, male, age 27 years)

Discussion

The current study provides qualitative evidence of a small
group of Australians’ views about a sustainable eating pat-
tern and highlights consumers’ general lack of knowledge
and awareness towards the topic, which is consistent with
previous research(32,34,35,41,45). Although requiring wider
exploration in diverse samples, these results suggest that
current eating behaviours consumers engage in are less than
ideal in terms of their environmental sustainability. Even
though participants showed a positive attitude towards a
sustainable eating pattern when introduced to the concept, a
lack of knowledge, participants’ unwillingness to follow
these eating behaviours and further barriers to following a
sustainable eating pattern may be contributing to low
engagement in sustainable food behaviours.

A lack of knowledge and information currently available
to consumers are potential barriers to engaging in sus-
tainable food behaviours, with lack of knowledge cited by
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participants in the current study and previous research as
one of the greatest barriers to consuming a sustainable
eating pattern(32,46). These results suggest that information
campaigns are necessary for improving consumers’
awareness of an environmentally sustainable eating pat-
tern and the environmental impact of food choices.
However, whether such campaigns will be sufficient for
changing behaviour is unknown. For example, respon-
dents participating in focus group discussions in Scotland,
Brazil, China, the UK and the USA(41), when presented
with information about the contribution of meat con-
sumption to climate change, reported being not willing or
unlikely to change their eating behaviours based on this
information alone(41,42). However, many participants
reported that this information would help in prompting
them to critically reflect on their own eating habits(41). To
the authors’ knowledge, no other research has quantita-
tively reported on the influence of information provision
on participants’ willingness to engage in sustainable eating
behaviours, and as such it is unknown if providing infor-
mation of the environmental impact of food behaviours
and characteristics would influence consumers’ will-
ingness or their current engagement. Although the present
study provides novel preliminary findings about partici-
pants’ trust in different sources for accessing information
about a sustainable eating pattern, further exploration into
what information about a sustainable eating pattern should
be presented, how and by whom, to gain consumers’ trust,
should be undertaken before information is disseminated.

Given that participants in the present study had a low
awareness about the environmental impact of the food
system and food choice, it is unsurprising that most
believed that following a sustainable eating pattern would
help to avoid damage to the environment by only a small
degree. This belief could potentially pose a further barrier
for consumers to engage in a sustainable eating pattern as
previous research suggests that people were more likely
or willing to undertake a particular food behaviour when
they perceived the food behaviour as being effective
in helping to avoid environmental degradation(34,47,48).
Additionally, consumers may believe that reducing
environmental impacts through diet requires a collective
effort. Similar to the present study results, participants in
focus group discussions in Scotland perceived reducing
their meat consumption as ineffective unless it was a
collective effort by the community(42). They also believed
that the actions of one individual would fail to make an
overall difference if others failed to also make changes to
their diet(42). Although requiring further investigation, one
implication of this finding is that interventions or messages
aimed at promoting more sustainable eating patterns need
to ensure that participants are aware that their individual
food behaviours are important in helping to preserve the
environment.

The present study advanced previous research by
exploring the reasons why participants engage in, or were

willing to engage in, sustainable food behaviours. Very
few participants engaged in sustainable food behaviours
for environmental reasons; rather, factors such as health,
price and taste were the main drivers of these behaviours.
This is unsurprising given that participants have con-
sistently rated the environmental impact of food choice as
a lower priority than other attributes such as health, taste
and price as an influence on food choice(36,46,49–51).
Therefore, it may be more beneficial to use health, taste
and price as drivers to promote a sustainable eating pat-
tern. As no research (to the authors’ knowledge) has
explored the possibility of promoting sustainable diet
eating in conjunction with healthy eating, whether the
combination of these two factors together would be more
effective for promoting sustainable food behaviours than
each aspect alone warrants further investigation.

A significant finding arising from the current study is the
strong association that participants made between sus-
tainable eating and healthy eating, which is similar to
findings of past research(39,46,52). These results suggest
that participants may judge the environmental impact of a
food product or behaviour more favourably if the product
or behaviour is also considered to be healthy (i.e. a halo
effect)(53). For example, participants associated the con-
sumption of dairy foods with a healthy eating pattern but
underestimated its environmental impact. Potential rami-
fications exist if consumers evaluate the sustainability of
eating behaviours based on their perceived healthiness, as
there are conflicts between a healthy and a sustainable
eating pattern. It could potentially be beneficial to
highlight the key food behaviours which would have the
most environmental impact and ensure that messaging is
simple to help consumers navigate some of the potential
trade-offs.

Findings from the current study suggest that informing
consumers about environmentally sustainable eating pat-
terns is required to help shift consumers towards those
eating behaviours. However, information provision is just
one of a range of intervention strategies likely to be nee-
ded(14). As highlighted by the model of pro-environmental
behaviour(20) and confirmed by the present study results,
other barriers both internal (e.g. perceived effectiveness)
and external (e.g. availability) currently exist. This suggests
that there is a need for a mix of intervention initiatives that
address a range of determinants(14).

It is important to consider both the strengths and limi-
tations when interpreting the results from the present
study. Selection bias may have occurred as those who
were more interested in health, the environment and
sustainability may have been more likely to participate.
The wording of recruitment flyers and advertisements
was designed to try and minimise this potential bias.
Flyers and advertisements provided no indication that the
study focused on the environment or sustainable food
choices. The use of telephone interviews for the majority
of participant interviews may have helped to reduce the
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possibility of social desirability bias(54,55). Although tele-
phone interviews have the disadvantage of an absence of
visual cues, they allow participants who otherwise are not
able to attend a face-to-face interview to participate(56,57).
The qualitative approach of the study was a strength and
allowed detailed insights into the topic to be captured that
would not be possible through quantitative research
approaches. There was a diverse variety of views repre-
sented from a range of participants with varying back-
ground demographics. It is important to note that in-depth
interviews usually do not allow generalisation of the
results. However, they provide valuable in-depth
information(58).

Conclusion

The present study provides qualitative evidence of parti-
cipants’ low level of knowledge about a sustainable eating
pattern and the environmental impact of the food system
and food behaviours; their distrust of information sources;
and the barriers to sustainable eating. Further investi-
gations are warranted to confirm these findings and assess
consumers’ current knowledge, perceptions of the effec-
tiveness of sustainable eating patterns, current sustainable
food behaviours and barriers, and the possible links
between these.
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