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Abstract 

Purpose: To provide a synthesis and an extended discussion of the literature relating to 

consumers’ understanding of what constitutes sustainable food.  

Design/methodology/approach: It presents a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) of the 

academic literature providing insights into the specific issue. A search of major research 

databases with multiple keywords was performed to identify 236 relevant peer-reviewed 

articles dated between 2010-2020. A qualitative thematic analysis was conducted using 

NVivo. 

Findings: Five themes were identified: 1) Consumers’ majority associate sustainable food to 

be environmentally friendly 2) Consumers perceive specific diets to be sustainable 3) 

Consumers’ do not fully understand sustainable food labels 4) Consumers understand organic 

food to be sustainable food and 5) Consumers understand local food to be sustainable food. 

Research implications: This study contributes to the current body of knowledge on consumer 

understandings of sustainable food. The analysis of the different issues addressed by the 

literature could build the foundation for future research. 

Originality/value: This study presents a comprehensive review of the literature on 

consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. It can serve as a roadmap of literature for both 

academics and practitioners and help stimulate further interest. 

Keywords:  Sustainable food, consumer understanding, systematic review  

  



 

1. Introduction  

Sustainable food can be described as ensuring the “security of the supply of food, health, 

safety, affordability, quality, a strong food industry in terms of jobs and growth and, at the 

same time, environmental sustainability, in terms of issues such as climate change, 

biodiversity, water and soil quality” (European Commission, 2019).  

Studies show that consumers are becoming more interested in sustainable food (Forbes et al., 

2009) due to growing concerns including environmental matters (Singh and Verma, 2015). 

Indeed, sustainable food consumption is required to avoid causing significant damage to 

ecological systems, which are occurring with current food models (Kamenidou et al., 2019) 

including the 21% to 37% contribution of food production to global greenhouse gases and the 

loss of biodiversity (IPCC, 2019).  

Despite the growing interest in sustainable food by consumers, this has not yet translated into 

actual purchasing behaviour regarding sustainable food (Hsu et al., 2020). It is noted that one 

of the main barriers for sustainable food consumption is a lack of knowledge amongst 

consumers (Özkaya et al., 2021). Furthermore, Peschel et al., (2016) states that consumers’ 

knowledge is key in allowing consumers to purchase sustainable food options. However, 

while it is widely cited that consumers lack understanding in regard to sustainable food, there 

has been little investigation into what consumers consider sustainable food to be (Sánchez-

Bravo et al., 2021).  

Therefore, this paper aims to identify and critically examine to what extent the sustainable 

food literature has focused on consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. Following this, 

several contributions can be made including the development of studies in this area by 

providing a synthesis of the research on consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. 

Furthermore, the identification of approaches to enhance consumers’ knowledge of 

sustainable food can aid in consumers making more informed food choices. This can lead to 

more accurate studies being conducted in the future around sustainable food consumption.  

The paper is structured as follows, firstly a background to the research is presented, followed 

by an outline of the methodology. Next, the major fields and themes are presented within the 

findings section. The paper concludes by highlighting the implications and limitations of this 

paper. Subsequently, the paper concludes with recommendations for future research. 

 



 

2. Background to the research 

Adopting sustainable food systems regarding food production and consumption practices is 

essential due to a multitude of reasons. Firstly, the current food system contributes heavily to 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, thus it is argued to be one of the main contributors to 

climate change (Macdiarmid et al., 2012). Additionally, current food consumption contributes 

to excess waste along with soil and water pollution, thus negatively impacting on the 

conservation of natural ecosystems (Hoek et al., 2004; Tobler et al., 2011; FAO and WHO, 

2019; Wang and Gao, 2017). Furthermore, it is evident that a transition to a sustainable food 

system is necessary to avoid contributing to the loss of biodiversity and climate change 

(European Commission, 2014). Additionally, sustainable food consumption and production 

are needed in ensuring food security and improving food quality in the global system (Zhang 

et al., 2018). 

Environmental and social sustainability of food production has gained strong consumer 

attention (Banterle et al., 2010; Dobson, 2007). Hence, academic research into consumers’ 

attitudes to sustainable food has dramatically increased. It is argued that to achieve a 

sustainable food system, consumers need to adopt purchasing behaviours of sustainable food 

(Grunert, 2011; Gao et al., 2016), as consumers’ consumption habits and diets have a 

significant impact on the types and ways in which food is produced (FAO and WHO, 2019). 

Consequently, the importance of implementing sustainable food consumption by consumers 

is undeniable.  

There are numerous, frequently cited barriers to consumers implementing sustainable 

purchasing behaviours. One of the main barriers is consumer knowledge. It has been 

highlighted within the literature that consumers’ knowledge of such concepts has a significant 

impact on their attitudes and behaviours that support the purchasing of sustainable food 

(Popovic et al., 2019). Consumer knowledge has frequently been investigated within the 

literature and it has shown multiple times that when consumers knowledge is enhanced 

regarding sustainable food, they are more likely to make sustainable food choices (Peschel et 

al., 2016).  

One of the fundamental aspects of improving consumers knowledge on how to purchase 

sustainably is to first provide them with a definition of what constitutes sustainable food. 

However, there remains a multitude of definitions of sustainable food provided by both the 

literature, in addition to authorities such as the European Commission and Food and 



 

Agriculture Organization (FAO). For example, Reheul et al., (2001) defines sustainable food 

products as “products that positively contribute to one or a combination of the economic, 

environmental and social aspects of sustainability”. Whilst Goggins and Rau (2016) states 

that truly sustainable food involves improving animal welfare, supporting the local economy, 

and creating good working conditions both at home and abroad, lower environmental impact, 

safeguarding biodiversity and providing safe and healthy food. Whereas, perhaps the most 

widely accepted definition for sustainable food is provided by the UN FAO which states;   

Diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to food and nutrition security and to 

healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and respectful 

of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair, and 

affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while optimizing natural and human 

resources (FAO, 2010).  

Whilst there are several definitions surrounding sustainable food, it can be agreed that they 

all encompass the underlying dimensions of sustainability. Namely, that of the economic, 

social and environmental pillars of sustainable food.  

However, it has been found that consumers find the definition of sustainable food and 

sustainable diets confusing (Peschel et al., 2016). Additionally, there is currently no universal 

or general label available to signify that produce can be categorised as “sustainable food”. 

Alternatively, there are several certification schemes which focus on environmental, social 

and/or ethical aspects of food production (Sidali et al., 2016). These include organic food, 

animal welfare and fair trade (Verain, 2012). Consumers tend to correlate these kinds of 

foods as being more sustainable in addition to possessing greater health and environmental 

benefits (von Meyer-Höfer et al. 2015; Sirieix et al., 2013). However, whilst these labels may 

signify that these foods are more sustainable, it may only incorporate one aspect of 

sustainability such as being more environmentally friendly. Thus, not being classified as truly 

sustainable food with respect to all three pillars of sustainability including environmental, 

economic, and social. 

The literature on sustainable food is substantial but so far, the literature has focussed on 

topics such as consumers’ willingness-to-pay for specific sustainable food products, 

particularly those of organic and local food groups (De-Magistris and Gracia, 2016; 

Annunziata et al., 2019), as well as investigating University students’ knowledge of general 



 

sustainability initiatives (Msengi et al., 2019). However, very few studies have attempted to 

address consumers’ understanding of sustainable food (Sánchez-Bravo et al., 2021).   

Furthermore, researchers need to ascertain consumers’ understanding of sustainable food, to 

better assess consumers’ buying behaviour (Wang and Gao 2017).  It is suggested that 

research aimed at investigating what consumers associate with sustainable food can provide a 

valuable contribution to promoting sustainable food consumption. For example, as consumer 

perceptions have a significant impact on forming their preferences for sustainable food, 

identifying their perceptions can support producers to adopt sustainable production methods 

(Gutierrez and Thornton, 2014),  

 

3. Methodology 
The aim of a literature review is to ‘establish what is already known about a topic’ (Bryman, 

2015, p.90) and ‘to specify a research question to develop the existing body of knowledge 

(Tranfield et al., 2003, p.208). Thus, a literature review forms the background and 

justification for a study. There are two main types of literature review, namely, narrative 

reviews and systematic reviews (Bryman, 2015). Systematic literature reviews (SLR) use 

specific methods which aim to synthesise and analyse a body of literature. This method is 

based on the use of keywords search of the literature in selected databases (Gomezelj, 2016).  

 

This study adopted the SLR process as it offers a more objective and transparent alternative 

to the traditional narrative review method (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). Moreover, this study 

implemented the three-stage SLR process as set out by Jesson et al (2011), including. 

• Defining the research question and designing the search strategy 

• Applying inclusion, exclusion criteria and quality assessment 

• Synthesising the results 

 

Each of these stages is outlined in more detail below. 

 

3.1 Defining the research question and designing the search strategy 
The first stage of the SLR is to define the research question. This paper seeks to answer the 

research question, what do consumers understand sustainable food to be?  Having defined 

the research question, the next step involved identifying keywords which could subsequently 

be used to perform a search through the body of literature. The following keywords were 



 

identified: Consumer, Perception, Knowledge, Understanding, Food, Sustainable, 

Conventional, Local and Organic.   

 

Additionally, Boolean searching was applied to narrow the search and specify exactly what 

was required, thus excluding any irrelevant articles. Boolean searching works “by using logical 

operators and specific syntax” (Hart, 2005, p.153). The following search strings were used:  

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (perception) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (perception) AND (organic) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (perception) AND (local) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (perception) AND (conventional) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (definition) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (definition) AND (organic) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (definition) AND (local) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (definition) AND (conventional) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (understanding) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (understanding) AND (organic) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (understanding) AND (local) 

• (consumer) AND ("sustainable food") AND (understanding) AND (conventional) 

 

Furthermore, the Boolean search also allowed for truncation. This is a way of capturing all 

relevant material by searching words and phrases which use the same root (Hart, 2005, p.153).  

Having identified the key terms and the relevant search strings, the next step was to identify 

appropriate research databases where relevant articles could be extracted. As such, the search 

was limited to peer-reviewed journals in the following databases: 

1. Web of Science 

2. Science Direct 

3. Emerald Insight 

4. Sage Journals 

5. Taylor and Francis Online 

 

These databases were selected as they contain publications relevant to sustainability, food 

studies and behavioural studies. Appendix A outlines the number of articles found in each 

database by the specific search string used. 



 

3.2 Inclusion exclusion criteria and quality assessment 
The next step in the SLR process was to apply inclusion criteria. Initially, only peer-reviewed 

results were included in the search. Thus, ensuring that the articles collected have been 

subjected to approval by those knowledgeable in the chosen subject (Jesson et al., 2011). 

Secondly, all results were limited to a time interval of 2010-2020, this time frame was chosen 

as sustainable food consumption policies are constantly evolving; thus, it was vital to get the 

most up-to-date publications on consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. Lastly, articles 

were further refined to locate articles in the field of “food, sustainability, environmental and 

behavioural studies” as they were deemed most relevant. By applying these criteria, the number 

of articles was reduced from 14257 to 9015 which can be seen in Appendix B. 

 

These results were then further refined by limiting the search of key terms to the journal 

abstracts only. This ensured that sustainable food and consumer perceptions and understanding 

were the main focus of each article. This further reduced the results from 9015 to 355. 

Subsequently, after the removal of duplicate articles, the final count amounted to 236 articles 

as illustrated in Appendix C. 

 

3.3 Synthesising the Results 
The last step in the process was to synthesis the results found within the articles by organising 

the articles into groups of meta-themes. The findings were then analysed within each theme. 

Following this, a synthesis of the overall findings was conducted.  

To accomplish this the 236 articles were imported into NVivo to analyse the content. Content 

themes were created by manually coding significant aspects of the journal articles as well as 

using text findings to identify certain words with NVivo. The first step of this process was 

screening the articles based on the title and abstract in regard how each article referenced 

sustainable food. Following this, the content of each article was coded depending on how the 

article discussed consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. For example, articles were 

grouped into themes relating to understanding of sustainability, such as organic food and local 

food being perceived as sustainable food. Lastly, further analysis was conducted using word 

search and text search queries on all articles. This process formed the basis for identifying 

relevant research, enabling the author to produce findings relating to consumers’ understanding 

of sustainable food (Annunziata and Vecchio, 2016). 



 

4. Findings 

This paper used NVivo to conduct a qualitative thematic analysis of the literature with 

reference to consumers understanding of sustainable food. Based on an analysis of 236 

articles, five themes were identified: consumers majority link sustainable food with being 

environmentally friendly, consumers’ understanding of specific diets as sustainable, 

consumers’ do not fully understand sustainable food labels, organic food as sustainable food 

and local food as sustainable food. The following section provides a detailed analysis of the 

literature based on each of these themes. The section concludes by addressing the research 

question to examine what consumers perceive sustainable food to be. 

 

4.1 Environmental Pillar 

From the literature it was discovered that consumers frequently associate sustainable food with 

being “good for the environment” (Yanarella et al., 2009). Indeed, many studies find that 

consumers equate sustainability with “greenness”, this implies that consumers are only focused 

on the environmental pillar of sustainable food, therefore forgoing other aspects such as the 

social and economic pillars (Yanarella et al., 2009; Gao et al., 2016; García-González et al., 

2020). This notion is reflected in a study conducted by Lazzarini et al., (2017) which discusses 

that while sustainability comprises environmental, social, and economic dimensions (Hanss 

and Böhm, 2012), consumers tend to neglect economic and social dimensions (FAO, 2014). 

Furthermore, it was found that consumers frequently relate environmental issues with the term 

‘sustainability’ (Grunert et al., 2014).  

Consumers’ perception of sustainable food can sometimes include the social pillar of 

sustainable food, which involves people that are situated in the food system (Lazzarini et al., 

2017). However, the majority of consumers do not associate issues such as working conditions 

in food production with sustainable food (Grunert et al., 2014). Indeed, the social dimension is 

not as extensively considered by consumers when compared to the environmental dimension 

(Lazzarini et al., 2017). This is further confirmed by other researchers that identified 

participants associated sustainability more with environmental issues than with societal issues 

(Grunert et al., 2014; Hanss and Böhm, 2012). It has been discovered that this is a global 

phenomenon as García-González et al., (2020) finds that most people associate the term 

“sustainability” to similar concepts, such as environmental aspects, despite belonging to 

different cultural backgrounds. 



 

Within the literature itself, studies frequently discuss the concept of food sustainability 

regarding the environmental aspect. For example, a study conducted by Hsu et al., (2020) 

focuses on exploring consumers’ interest in choosing sustainable food. The study emphasises 

that environmental education is necessary for consumers to adopt purchasing behaviours 

towards sustainable food. Likewise, a study Vermeir et al., (2020) discusses ways in which to 

encourage consumers to change their eating habits toward more environmentally sustainable 

food consumption. Thus, the study looks at increasing the consumption of environmentally 

sustainable food, rather than food that incorporates all pillars of sustainability. Therefore, not 

only does there appear to be a trend of consumers mostly focusing on the environmental pillar 

of sustainable food, but the literature also tends to weigh heavily on the environmental pillar 

in its investigations.  

 

4.2 Specific Diets 
It has been found that consumers often link the concept of sustainable food to specific diets. 

For example, studies found that consumers perceived the concepts of ‘a healthy diet’, ‘a 

sustainable diet’ and ‘a plant-based diet’ to be closely compatible (Van Loo et al., 2017; 

Mylan, 2018). The perception that plant-based diets are considered sustainable is due to the 

fact that current production of livestock for human food is reported as having a significant 

negative impact on the environment (González et al., 2020). This transcends into the research 

that has been carried out regarding sustainable food. Research has focused on the amount of 

plant versus meat products, and it has been suggested that eating more plants and less meat 

would contribute to a diet that is good for both people and the planet (Pearson et al., 2014).  

In recent times, increasing attention has also been paid to the inclination for individuals to 

adopt diets which avoid meat altogether by adopting a vegetarian or vegan diet (Mylan, 2018; 

Fehér et al., 2020). This can be contributed to the fact that authorities, such as the SDC, 

frequently suggest reducing the consumption of meat as they propose that it would reduce the 

environmental impact of consumers’ diets (Pearson et al., 2014). 

So far, valuable contributions have been made in understanding consumers awareness, 

attitudes, and intentions in relation to meat avoidance and plant-based diets. Additionally, 

studies have explored the effectiveness of various forms of intervention to stimulate changes 

in meat consumption to support sustainable food consumption. In summary, various studies 



 

have identified meat reduction as considered necessary in terms of improving the 

sustainability of the food system (Mylan, 2018; Fehér et al., 2020). 

It must be noted however that consumers opting for a more plant-based diet may not 

necessarily do this out of motivation for achieving a sustainable diet but rather for their 

personal health, as consumers perceive a strong link between health and sustainability 

(Aschemann-Witzel, 2015; Pearson et al., 2014). Thus, while consumers perceive the 

concepts of health and sustainability to be correlated, consumers still prioritise health over 

sustainability (Van Loo et al., 2017). 

 

4.3 Sustainable Labels 

One of the main ways to increase consumers knowledge is through the use of sustainable labels. 

Food labels are the channel used to pass information about food items to consumers, thus labels 

are used as a tool to support consumers in making food choices. It has been found that 

consumers are willing to purchase foods that display certain types of sustainable labels. 

However, consumers do not always use or correctly understand food labels (Corallo et al., 

2019). For example, consumers will seek certain sustainable labels including organic food, 

local food and food that is in season (Forbes, 2020). Furthermore, as consumers use labels to 

assess the sustainability of the foods they purchase, they often buy the likes of organic and 

local food as they perceive them to be sustainable (Corallo et al., 2019).   

Considering the majority of sustainable like food labels encompass the likes of organic food, 

it is clear that consumers would build an understanding that these foods would be classed as 

sustainable food. However, whilst these foods display labels which confirm they were 

produced in a more sustainable fashion; they are often produced in certain sustainable ways 

that achieves one pillar of sustainability. For example, local food can be produced in a way that 

is more environmentally sustainable but may not necessarily be sustainable in an economic 

sense for consumers (Cvijanović, et al., 2020). Whereas sustainable food is more of a complex 

concept which encompasses many varying facets, these labels may only focus on one aspect of 

sustainable food production. Indeed, research has failed to examine consumers preferences of 

sustainable labels that encompass all aspects of sustainability including the economic, social, 

and environmental responsibilities regarding food production (Gao et al., 2016).  

 



 

4.4 Organic Food 
Currently, it is stated that organic food is the most common sustainable food in the market 

(Wang and Gao, 2017), with most countries possessing their own organic food certification 

(Janssen and Hamm, 2012). Many influential organisations including the United Nations also 

support the notion that organic food utilises a more sustainable food production method 

(Pearson et al., 2014 De Farias et al., 2019). Perceptions held by consumers also show that 

labels for organic agriculture including the Organic Farmers and the European label are 

perceived to be sustainable labels (Sirieix et al., 2013). Additionally, in a study conducted by 

Lazzarini et al., (2016), it was found that the majority of participants mentioned organic 

production and the presence of an organic label to be a basis used to evaluate the 

environmental friendliness of the products. Therefore, the study concluded that organic labels 

positively influenced perceived environmental and social sustainability of the products 

examined in their study (Lazzarini et al., 2016). Most studies on consumer preferences of 

sustainable food focuses on food labels, such as organic labels (Sirieix et al., 2013; Xie et al., 

2015).  

It has been shown that consumers’ purchase organic food due to it being considered to be 

safer, healthier, and more environmentally friendly compared to conventionally produced 

food (Gifford and Bernard, 2011; Zanoli et al., 2013; Van et al., 2010). Furthermore, 

consumption of organic food has increased due to the trend in sustainable food consumption 

(Annunziata and Vecchio, 2016; Bazzania et al., 2017). This is due to consumers wishing to 

avoid obesity and other health concerns. It is said that health concerns are driving consumers 

to make sustainable consumption choices (Ukenna and Ayodele, 2019). It is noted that while 

health concerns are the main factor motivating consumers to purchase organic foods 

(Hughner et al., 2007; Siegrist and Hartmann 2019), there are secondary goals in the mind of 

the consumers such as environmental concerns (Hemmerling et al., 2015). In fact, consumers 

perceive organic food to be healthier, more nutritious and possess better sensory properties 

along with being environmentally and animal friendly (Schleenbecker and Hamm, 2013; 

Zhang et al., 2018).  

Whilst it has been widely cited that organic food could be considered more sustainable than 

conventionally produced food, there is an equal volume of research that would debate this 

notion, as organic food does not necessarily inhabit all aspects of what makes up sustainable 

food (Muller et al., 2017; Treu et al., 2017). Despite this, it is evident from the literature that 

consumers have an understanding that organic food is in fact sustainable food (Sirieix et al., 



 

2013). This understanding is harmful, as while consumers believe they are contributing to 

sustainable food consumption, this may not be the case. This trend is not only found within 

the organic food market but also can be found in other niche food markets such as local food. 

 

4.5 Local Food  
Studies on the consumption of local food has gained momentum regarding consumer 

behaviour, as it is considered as environmentally responsible buying (Megicks et al., 2012). 

The act of buying local food has become intertwined with ethical and socially responsible 

consumption. The ethical and environmental benefits include reduced food miles and 

improved animal welfare. When buying local foods, consumers are often choosing to do so 

for reasons that not only relate to the product itself but also their perceptions of food-related 

issues, such as a positive association with the environment and sustainable food consumption.  

So far what is known regarding consumers’ understanding local food to be sustainable food is 

that often consumers will state that origin of foods being important to sustainability, with 

long distanced origins of food being classed as bad for the environment. Particularly, there 

have been studies which investigated consumers’ knowledge and/or perceptions of which 

aspects of food production as being more harmful for the environment. Within this it was 

found that consumers were more concerned with the country-of-origin impact on the climate 

compared to the types of foods that have varying degrees of harmful impact on the 

environment e.g., types of meat (Shi et al., 2018).   

It is suggested that people use easily accessible information, such as the country of origin, to 

evaluate the climate impact of their food choices. Consumers are easily aware of the 

distances between countries but may lack other information of the climate impacts of foods 

such as meat being more damaging to the climate (Shi et al., 2018). It is argued that only 

focusing on distance of the source of food results in an inaccurate estimation of climate 

impact of the foods as Shi et al., (2018) argues that the type of meat is a better more 

important indication of the environmental impact than country of origin. Therefore, it could 

be suggested that consumers have a biased view of local food. The results of Shi et al., (2018) 

findings are reflected in a study conducted by Tobler et al. (2011). In this study it was found 

that consumers evaluated the environmental friendliness of different vegetable products based 

on the product’s country of origin and production method. Thus, this may imply that 

consumers prefer local food when making environmentally friendly food choices. This notion 



 

is supported by studies which state that local food products are more environmentally 

friendly than imported products due to the transport mode and distance (Jungbluth et al., 

2000; Sim et al., 2006; Stoessel et al., 2012). Additionally, Lazzarini et al., (2016) states that 

this indicates the distance of the production country influences the perceived social 

sustainability of foods, which raises the question of whether consumers might have difficulty 

assessing the two aspects of social and environmental sustainability separately.  

 

5. Discussion  
The main aim of this paper was to ascertain consumers’ understanding of what constitutes 

sustainable food. From the SLR, it is evident that there are varying understandings from the 

consumer’s perspective of what constitutes sustainable food. The findings include that 

sustainable food is mostly viewed from the environmental facet of sustainability, therefore 

forgoing the other aspects of sustainable food such as the economical and societal pillars. In 

addition, consumers tend to associate specific diets, such as vegetarian and vegan diets, with 

being more sustainable. It was also found that labels are a powerful tool for communicating 

the sustainability of food to consumers, however often these labels are situated within an 

organic context, thus not taking into consideration all elements of sustainability. Lastly, 

consumers frequently tend to perceive certain food groups as being sustainable, including 

organic food and local food. While these foods encompass sustainability to a certain degree, 

it is argued that they do not implement all elements of what it means to be considered 

“sustainable food”.  

Our findings have shown that there is a lack of understanding and knowledge about the 

meaning of sustainable food by consumers. In accordance, we identified the main food types 

that consumers perceive to be sustainable include vegetarian diets, local foods, and organic 

foods. Furthermore, it has been identified that consumers knowledge and awareness about 

what sustainable food is and moreover how to purchase sustainably is critical if society is to 

move towards a more sustainable food system. This is especially evident when considering 

that a sustainable food system is consumer-driven (Gao et al., 2016).  

From the findings, it was highlighted that while there is increasing interest in sustainable food 

by consumers, the market of these foods does not reflect this interest. This phenomenon has 

been explored and classified as the attitude-behavioural gap (Vermeir and Verbeke (2006). It 

has been discovered that when consumers are shown informational messages about 



 

sustainable food, consumers awareness, attitude and purchasing intention dramatically 

increase. Therefore, it is evident that from the literature and further from our findings that 

more is needed to increase consumers’ knowledge (Bălan, 2021). 

It is evident that a need for education to enhance consumer knowledge is needed, however 

these studies appear to navigate towards the environmental pillar of sustainable food rather 

than including all aspects in their educational proposals. Thus, it becomes apparent that the 

consumers lack a comprehensive focus on all the pillars of sustainability.  

Furthermore, given the findings, the literature suggests that by increasing consumers 

information about sustainability aspects of their food choices can encourage both policy 

makers and the food industry to initiate more radical actions to stimulate sustainable diets 

(Garnett et al., 2015). These approaches refer to policies targeting the market environment, 

such as product reformulations and regulations (Van Loo et al., 2017). Thus, our findings 

further support previous literature in the discussion that greater information needs to be 

communicated to the public if society is to move towards a sustainable food system.   

 

6.  Conclusion 
This study aimed to investigate what consumers understand sustainable food to entail. Using a 

SLR process, themes were identified from peer-reviewed articles. Multiple themes were 

identified regarding consumers’ understanding of sustainable food including consumers’ 

majority associate sustainable food to be environmentally friendly, consumers perceive 

specific diets to be sustainable, consumers’ do not fully understand sustainable food labels, 

consumers understand organic food to be sustainable food and consumers understand local 

food to be sustainable food. 

This study provides evidence that consumers lack adequate knowledge on what the term 

“sustainable food” entails. As such this contributes to the literature of sustainable food 

consumption by focusing on consumers understanding of the term. The paper demonstrated 

that without knowledge of sustainable food it is up to consumers’ interpretations to guide 

them in their food choices. Unfortunately, often consumers perceive organic food and/or local 

food to be sustainable food which may not incorporate all three pillars of sustainability. 

Therefore, more is needed to enhance consumers knowledge to provide them with a correct 



 

understanding of sustainable food, which will support them in making informed sustainable 

food choices.  

 

6.1 Implications 
This paper provides an overview of consumers’ understanding of sustainable food. As such, 

consumers are interested in sustainable food however they do not possess a high 

understanding of what sustainable food entails. Additionally, consumers struggle to find 

reputable sources for providing information that would allow them to make informed 

sustainable food choices.  Thus, the implementation of policies is suggested to enhance 

consumers knowledge. This includes clarifying how food consumption affects the planet, in 

addition to informing consumers about other elements of sustainable food including the 

economic and social pillars. This is especially critical when it is taken into consideration that, 

from our findings, consumers frequently neglect the economic and social pillars of 

sustainability, thus not purchasing truly sustainable food.  

It is heavily suggested that there is an urgent need for policies, that integrate public health 

and sustainability goals, to be implemented to encourage the adoption of healthy and 

sustainable diets (Lang and Barling, 2013). It was found that consumers link sustainable food 

with healthy food. Moreover, many consumers choose to eat sustainably, as a result of their 

priorities regarding their health (Feil et al., 2020). It is suggested in order to increase 

consumers buying behaviour towards sustainable food, to highlight through informational 

campaign messages the health benefits of a sustainable diet. In doing so, consumers 

motivation to eat sustainable food may increase. This can be undertaken by introducing ‘soft’ 

policy approaches which includes implementing public information campaigns and education 

which can increase awareness, involvement, and engagement (Garnett et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, this will aid in informing people on how to make the right food choices for the 

present and the future (García-González et al., 2020).  

Based on the results of this study, it was discovered that labelling is a powerful tool in which 

to communicate the properties of food to consumers. Moreover, it has been identified that 

organic food was the most highly perceived sustainable food option by consumers. As 

previously discussed, it has been debated within the literature if organic food can be classed as 

truly sustainable as it may not encompass all pillars of what constitutes sustainable food. 

Therefore, it is suggested that greater work needs to be undertaken to develop highly 



 

recognisable sustainable labels that ensures the food was produced in a way that incorporates 

all the elements of sustainability. As labels are one of the main channels to communicate to 

consumers about their possible food choices, it is important that consumers’ knowledge is 

enhanced by these labels so that they may make informed food choices. It is suggested to 

achieve this by increasing the communication effectiveness and readability of the contents of 

the sustainable food labels. For example, it is suggested to add information on food labels about 

the respect for nature during production, the integrity of the farmer, the origin of the food and 

the healthy benefits of the product (Corallo et al., 2019). 

Additionally, it is suggested to develop consumer-based definitions of sustainable food, that 

builds on consumers current understanding of sustainable food. From this study, it has been 

found what consumers perceive sustainable food to be, however it is suggested to take this 

evidence and provide additional knowledge to consumers so that their understanding of 

sustainable food meets a higher standard. This can be a complex task as it provides consumers 

with a specific definition of sustainable food involving all three dimensions of sustainable food. 

However, it is argued that by providing a consumer-based definition that incorporates all 

elements of sustainability, approaches to increase sustainable food consumption will be less 

prone to errors potentially created by unidimensional criteria or approaches (Meybeck and Gitz, 

2017). 

Furthermore, when consumers have adequate knowledge of the impact of their food choices, 

this can support them in making informed food choices. Increased consumption of 

sustainable food can be beneficial in a multitude of ways, including reducing greenhouse 

gases, the loss of biodiversity and waste. Additionally, a higher demand for sustainable food 

could lead to a reduction in the cost of purchasing of said food. This will dramatically 

decrease the price premiums that are often cited as being a barrier to purchasing sustainable 

food.  

The theoretical implications arising from this study is foremost addressing the ambiguity 

around the term ’sustainable food’. Many authors in sustainable food consumption literature 

have investigated consumers buying behaviour towards various food groups such as organic 

and local food whereas these are not inherently sustainable food (Muller et al., 2017). 

Therefore, this paper aims to address the disparity between sustainable food and sustainable 

like foods.  



 

Thus, there is a greater need to clearly categorise the literature regarding various sustainable 

like foods, rather than grouping them into the same context. For example, the majority of the 

papers identified through the SLR for sustainable food showed studies on organic and local 

food. As these foods do not encompass all elements of sustainability, it leads to a lack of 

clarity within the sustainable food literature as it is assumed that sustainable like foods are 

innately sustainable.  

 

6.2 Limitations  
This paper used the SLR process to identify articles showing what consumers perceive 

sustainable food to be. The SLR process offers a reliable method in presenting a synthesise of 

the literature while simultaneously reducing bias, compared to a traditional literature review 

(Pittaway et al., 2004). However, a number of limitations can be identified (Jesson et al., 

2011; Bryman, 2012). 

The five databases chosen for this study were intended to capture a wide range of consumer 

behaviour, sustainable and food journals. However, this selection does not necessarily capture 

all the journals where consumer studies may publish research, particularly research closely 

aligned with sustainable food. For instance, some researchers may select interdisciplinary 

journals rather than journals focused on a specific topic. 

Another limitation of this study concerns the choice of terms for the literature search. Although 

it is believed that the right search strings and keywords have been used, articles dealing with 

this subject under different labels may have been missed.  

Finally, articles were bound by a timeframe of ten years, 2010-2020, therefore important, 

theoretical studies, such as those by Wilkins (2002) and Chang and Zepeda (2005), were not 

included in the analysis. Notwithstanding these limitations, this study can serve as a guide 

which could stimulate further interest in consumers purchasing sustainable food. 

 

6.3 Future research 
From the literature review, it appears to be a relative lack of research into consumers’ 

knowledge of sustainable foods specifically. Moreover, there is a further lack of studies 

which investigate Irish consumers’ knowledge of sustainable food. Pursuing a quantitative 

approach, incorporating sustainability knowledge scales from consumer studies (Peano et al., 



 

2019) would advance knowledge in this area. Additionally, an in-depth approach could be 

pursued to determine consumer perceptions of sustainable food in an Irish context. Moreover, 

the issue of sustainable food from a food provider’s perspective is an interesting one which 

could be usefully explored in further research. It would be interesting to understand how they 

attempt to harness the information of consumers’ perceptions of sustainable food and how 

this could impact their food offerings and if this information could be beneficial to their 

business.  
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Table 1: Initial Search Results for key term searches 

Database 

searched 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, 

perception and 

organic 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, perception 

and local 

Initial search results 

for the terms 

consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

conventional 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms 

consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, 

perception 

Web of science 52 24 12 573 

Science Direct 874 1016 712 1418 

Emerald 

Insight 

506 540 347 724 

Sage Journals 207 296 158 332 

Taylor and 

Francis 

682 889 478 1019 

Table 2: Initial Search Results for key term searches 

Database 

searched 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

"sustainable 

food" and 

definition and 

organic 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

"sustainable 

food”, definition 

and local 

Initial search results 

for the terms 

consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

conventional 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms 

consumer, 

"sustainable 

food" and 

definition 

Web of science 1 4 0 13 

Science Direct 1083 1392 902 1832 

Emerald 

Insight 

373 468 266 592 

Sage Journals 288 410 209 466 

Taylor and 

Francis 

955 1267 638 1461 



 

 

  

Table 3: Initial Search Results for key term searches 

Database 

searched 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

"sustainable 

food" and 

understanding 

and organic 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms consumer, 

"sustainable 

food”, 

understanding and 

local 

Initial search results 

for the terms 

consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

understanding and 

conventional 

Initial search 

results for the 

terms 

consumer, 

"sustainable 

food" and 

understanding 

Web of science 38 29 9 147 

Science Direct 1511 1924 1230 2588 

Emerald 

Insight 

604 736 435 962 

Sage Journals 308 440 218 508 

Taylor and 

Francis 

1072 1415 699 1622 



 

Appendix B: Refinement of search results for key terms  

 

Table 4: Refinement of search results for key terms  

  
Database 

searched  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

organic  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

local  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

conventional  

within peer-

reviewed consumer and 

food journals, published 

2010-2020.  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Web of science  45  20  8  94  

Science Direct  39  52  36  118  

Emerald Insight  420  417  273  569  

Sage Journals  120  171  84  197  

Taylor and 

Francis Online  

428  554  288  644  

 

 

Table 5: Refinement of search results for key terms  

  
Database 

searched  

Search results for 

the terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

organic  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Search results for 

the terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

local  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

conventional  

within peer-

reviewed consumer and 

food journals, published 

2010-2020.  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Web of science  4  7  0  19  

Science Direct  795  1038  902  1369  

Emerald 

Insight  

260  360  203  410  

Sage Journals  163  236  117  270  

Taylor and 

Francis Online  

709  964  473  1104  

 



 

Table 6: Refinement of search results for key terms  

  
Databas

e 

searched

  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding a

nd organic  

within peer-

reviewed consumer and 

food journals, 

published 2010-2020.  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding a

nd local  

within peer-

reviewed consumer and 

food journals, 

published 2010-2020.  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding a

nd conventional  

within peer-

reviewed consumer and 

food journals, 

published 2010-2020.  

Search results for 

the terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understandin

g.  

within peer-

reviewed consumer 

and food journals, 

published 2010-

2020.  

Web of 

science  

41  36  13  164  

Science 

Direct  

1095  1431  873  1919  

Emerald 

Insight  

433  505  305  670  

Sage 

Journals

  

171  242  117  279  

Taylor 

and 

Francis 

Online  

768  1047  504  1189  

 

  



 

Appendix C: The final search results for key terms  

 

Table 7: The final search results for key terms  

Database 

searched  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

organic, further 

refined to search 

abstract only  

Local  

Search results for 

the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

local, further 

refined to search 

abstract only  

Conventional  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable food”, 

perception and 

conventional, further 

refined to search abstract 

only  

Total  

Search results 

for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, 

perception, 

further refined 

to search 

abstract only  

Web of science  11  8  2  43  

Science Direct  38  25  14  59  

Emerald Insight  2  2  1  14  

Sage Journals  0  0  0  1  

Taylor and Francis 

Online  

1  3  2  12  

 

Table 8: The final search results for key terms  

Database 

searched  

Search results for 

the terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

organic, further 

refined to search 

abstract only  

Local  

Search results for 

the terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

local, further refined 

to search abstract 

only  

Conventional  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition and 

conventional, further 

refined to search abstract 

only  

Total  

Search results 

for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, definition, 

further refined to 

search abstract 

only  

Web of science  0  1  0  3  

Science Direct  22  28  19  38  

Emerald Insight  0  0  0  1  

Sage Journals  0  0  0  0  

Taylor and 

Francis Online  

1  0  1  4  

 

 

 

 



 

Table 9: The final search results for key terms  

Databas

e 

searche

d  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding 

and organic, further 

refined to search 

abstract only  

Local  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding 

and local, further 

refined to search 

abstract only  

Conventional  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding 

and conventional, 

further refined to 

search abstract only  

Total  

Search results for the 

terms consumer, 

“sustainable 

food”, understanding , fur

ther refined to search 

abstract only  

Web of 

science  

9  12  6  63  

Science 

Direct  

42  42  34  66  

Emeral

d 

Insight  

3  6  1  32  

Sage 

Journal

s  

0  1  1  1  

Taylor 

and 

Francis 

Online  

2  7  3  18  

 


