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Abstract: 

Adopting more sustainable consumption habits has been identified as a 

necessary step in the progression towards a sustainable society. In the 

area of sustainable consumption, personal food behaviour represents a 

strong leverage point. University students have been identified as a 

strategic audience; habits established during this transformative period 

can track forward into later life. This study seeks to identify the barriers 

inhibiting students from eating more sustainably. Perceived benefits of 

eating more sustainably, student food preferences, and student 

definitions of sustainable food are also identified. Focus groups, surveys, 

and interviews were carried out at universities in Europe, North America 

and Australia. Results show that perceived cost of sustainable food and a 

lack of knowledge, time and availability were ubiquitous barriers 

preventing students from adopting more sustainable eating habits.  In 

addition to gathering the perceptions of others, the authors‟ 

understanding of the challenges and benefits of eating more sustainably 

was augmented by a month-long self-study. Results from the self-study 

show that it is feasible to eat more sustainably without incurring 

additional costs. Recommendations informed by the focus groups, 

surveys, interviews and self-study are made to help students overcome 

the barriers to eating more sustainably.  

Keywords: Sustainability; Sustainable food; Sustainable Consumption; 

Behaviour Change; Barriers to Sustainable Eating Habits; Student Diets. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Humankind is facing a myriad of environmental and social problems which 

can collectively be called the sustainability challenge. The sustainability 

challenge is largely driven by human consumption of goods and services. 

Food consumption has been shown to have the greatest impact on many 

environmental indicators of all personal expenditure categories (Nijdam et 

al. 2005). Accordingly, changing one‟s diet can play an important role in 

moving society towards sustainability.  

University students represent a strategic audience to whom a dietary shift 

can be promoted. Students are often moving out of the family home for the 

first time and learning to cook for themselves. If students are encouraged to 

consider sustainability while purchasing food at this stage, it is possible 

they will continue these habits throughout their lives. The aim of this thesis 

is to identify the barriers that prevent students from eating more 

sustainably, and to provide recommendations for overcoming these. 

Primary Research Question  

How can university students overcome barriers to eating more sustainably? 

Secondary Research Question 

What are the barriers preventing university students from eating more 

sustainably? 

Literature Review 

There are many interpretations of a sustainable diet. In this thesis, 

sustainable food is identified as that which complies with the four 

Sustainability Principles defined by Ny et al. (2006). Eating more 

sustainably involves prioritising foods that are organic, local, seasonal, 

relatively unprocessed, and plant-based (Carlsson-Kanayma et al. 2003; 

Kramer et al. 1999; Mäder et al. 2002; Goodland 1997).  
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There is a dearth of literature focusing on the barriers preventing students 

from eating more sustainably. However, many studies are available 

concerning both the health and nutrition of student diets and the barriers 

preventing individuals from adopting environmentally responsible 

behaviours. Taken together, literature from these fields can illuminate 

barriers that may prevent students from eating more sustainably. 

Research on environmentally responsible behaviour shows two broad 

categories of barriers: structural barriers (e.g. lack of availability of organic 

products) and behavioural barriers (e.g. denial of the problem). In his model 

“The Dragons of Non-Sustainability”, Gifford (2010) synthesises the 

literature on barriers to more sustainable behaviour around climate change. 

Many of the 29 barriers presented in Gifford‟s model also apply to the 

adoption of more sustainable eating habits.  

Potential barriers that emerged from the literature related to student health 

and nutrition include: lack of knowledge about food production impacts 

(Harmon and Maretzki 2006); perception of organic foods as expensive and 

inconvenient (Hjelmar 2011); lack of cooking facilities and transportation 

(Cason and Wenrich 2002; Betts et al. 1997); dietary constraints imposed 

by choices available on-campus (Cason and Wenrich 2002); and social 

norms (Driskell, Meckna and Scales 2006; Cason and Wenrich 2002). 

Methods 

The research involved surveying, interviewing and conducting focus groups 

with students. A total of eight focus groups were conducted. Two took 

place at Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (BTH, Sweden), one at York 

University (U.K.), four at the University of Victoria (Canada) and one at 

the University of Ottawa (Canada). Structured interviews were conducted at 

BTH and Humboldt University (Germany). Surveys were distributed in-

person and online.  
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The objective of this research was to explore the following constructs
1
 held 

by university students: 

 Dietary and food-related preferences 

 Definitions of sustainable food 

 Perceived benefits of a more sustainable diet 

 Perceived barriers to eating more sustainably  

Focus group and interview transcripts, and open-ended survey questions, 

were then coded for the above constructs. Behavioural barriers were coded 

using the “Seven Dragons of Non-Sustainability” model. The remainder of 

the constructs were coded as described in Appendix E. The researchers also 

completed a month long attempt to eat as sustainably as possible in order to 

explore the barriers and benefits through personal experience. 

Results 

Student Behaviours. Students reported cooking for themselves much more 

regularly than eating on campus or in other restaurants. Approximately half 

of the sample also reported cooking regularly for others.   

Dietary and Food-related Preferences. The majority of students in focus 

groups, interviews and surveys expressed preferences for foods based on 

price, nutrition, quality, freshness and taste. Many students, including over 

one-third of survey participants, also mentioned preferences for organic and 

local foods. Additional preferences included variety, shopping in farmers‟ 

markets, unprocessed foods, and foods with minimal additives. 

Definitions of Sustainable Food. Many students had difficulty defining the 

term sustainable food in their own words. Most referred to at least one 

environmental benefit of sustainable food, while approximately one-third 

mentioned social benefits. A similar number mentioned organic foods, 

although in focus groups individuals were unable to define organic or why 

they believed organic foods to be more sustainable. Students also 

mentioned local and seasonal foods in their definitions. Although many 

                                                 

1
 Construct – An idea or theory containing various conceptual elements. 
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students could identify one or two aspects of sustainable food, they 

struggled to give a comprehensive definition of the term 

Perceived Benefits. A few students explicitly mentioned the benefits that 

they felt eating sustainably would confer. Individuals cited benefits related 

to health, taste, the environment, animal welfare, farmers and the local 

economy. 

Perceived Barriers. In surveys, focus groups and interviews students 

reported price as the most significant barrier preventing them from eating as 

sustainably as they would like. The surveys suggested that lack of 

availability and lack of information posed barriers. Few students surveyed 

reported that taste, forgetfulness while shopping, lack of time or lack of 

cooking skills posed barriers. During focus groups and interviews the 

barriers of convenience, habit, conflicting goals, social norms, perceived 

inequity, mistrust, reactance, fatalism and uncertainty about the benefits of 

eating more sustainably also emerged. 

Discussion 

Common preferences and barriers emerged among students in the countries 

studied. These commonalities form the basis of the recommendations 

provided.  

Preferences. The results showed that taste, convenience, variety and price 

appeared to strongly influence students‟ food preferences. Consistent with 

expectations, women in the study were found to prioritise nutrition, product 

origin and organic certification more than men.  

Contrary to expectations, men and women did not differ in their concern 

over price. Interestingly, of the students surveyed, Australians were found 

to prioritise price more than Swedes, and both Canadians and Australians 

sought nutrition information more frequently than Swedes suggesting a 

greater concern for these parameters.  

 

Definitions. Most students taking part in this study had a fragmented 

understanding of sustainability in relation to food. Despite their limited 

knowledge, survey data indicates that there is a positive attitude among 

students towards sustainable food with 81% of the sample stating that they 

do not buy it as often as they would like. This attitude was largely echoed 



viii 

in the interviews and focus groups, suggesting that students may be 

receptive to programs aimed at helping them eat more sustainably.  

Benefits. This research suggests that students are largely unaware of many 

benefits of eating more sustainably. Programs directed at students could 

highlight selected personal benefits based on student preferences and 

priorities identified in this study and elsewhere in the literature.   

Barriers. Consistent with expectations, the salient barriers identified 

through this research were price, time, lack of knowledge and limited 

availability. The authors‟ experiences during the self-study illustrated that it 

is possible to eat more sustainably while spending less money.  

Recommendations. Creating programs and/or courses that foster a systems 

perspective of sustainability and food would help students understand the 

environmental, social and health benefits which stem from eating more 

sustainably. These courses could include a practical component such as 

teaching students basic food growing techniques.  

Universities could also develop a resource for students to access 

information about local restaurants, supermarkets and farmers‟ markets 

where more sustainable food can be sourced. Availability and convenience 

barriers could be addressed by hosting (preferably organic) farmers‟ 

markets regularly on campus.  

Conclusion 

Evidence from the literature, along with the findings of this study, indicates 

that students are starting to add sustainable eating to their list of concerns 

(Horowitz 2006; Burros 2005). This level of student interest suggests that 

the time is ripe for student-centred initiatives promoting more sustainable 

eating habits.  

Many students, with their busy lives, limited budgets and competing 

priorities, face barriers despite genuinely wanting to eat more sustainably. 

The information provided in this thesis is intended to contribute to a larger 

shift towards more sustainable student diets and a sustainable society as a 

whole. 
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Glossary 

Backcasting: A strategy that envisions a desired future, then looks back to 

today„s position from that imagined future, and considers how to 

strategically move from the current position to the desired future position. 

Biosphere: The surface, atmosphere, and hydrosphere of the earth, 

functioning as a system to provide conditions for life. 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA): Model promoting direct 

connection between a farm or group of farmers and supporters existing 

within a community. Often done through mutual commitment where 

community members agree in advance to purchase a certain amount of 

product from the farmers throughout their growing season.  

Ecological Footprint: A measure of how much biologically productive 

land and water area an individual, population or activity requires to produce 

all the resources it consumes and to absorb the waste it generates using 

prevailing technology and resource management practices. 

Ecosystem services: Benefits provided to society by natural ecosystems. 

Formalised in 2004, these are grouped into four broad categories: 

provisioning, such as the production of food and water; regulating, such as 

the control of climate and disease; supporting, such as nutrient cycles and 

crop pollination; and cultural, such as spiritual and recreational benefits 

(Daily 1997). 

Fatalism: Submissive attitude that arises from the belief that all events are 

predetermined and therefore inevitable, especially in the context of not 

adopting more sustainable behaviours. 

Food Miles: A term used to refer to the distance food has travelled from 

production to consumption. 

Food Security: Defined as when all people, at all times, have physical and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary 

needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (World Food 

Summit, 1996) 
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Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): A 

framework for planning in complex systems that aids societal 

transformation towards a sustainable future. 

Genetically Modified Organism (GMO): An organism whose genetic 

material has been altered using gene technology 

Green Revolution: Occurring between the 1940s and the late 1970s, this 

refers to the series of technological developments which saw the growth of 

agricultural production around the world. It saw increased yields, expansion 

of infrastructure, mechanisation of production techniques, and the 

widespread use of hybridised seeds, synthetic fertilizers, and pesticides. 

Human Development Index (HDI):  A United Nations developed 

statistical measure designed to determine a country's level of human 

development. 

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA): A cradle-to-grave approach to assessing 

the environmental impacts of industrial processes. 

Local Food: A term used to describe food in terms of the geographic 

proximity of production and consumption. Local food systems have also 

been synonymous with small farms that are committed to place through 

social and economic relationships (Hughes et al. 2007). 

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC): Fishery certification program and 

seafood eco-label that recognises and rewards more sustainable fisheries.  

Food System: A „food system‟ is defined as “the chain of activities 

connecting food production, processing, distribution and access, 

consumption, and waste management, as well as all the associated 

supporting and regulatory institutions and activities” (APA Food System 

Planning Committee 2005, 2). In the West, the conventional agro-industrial 

food system is characterised by capitalistic global trade markets advocating 

production of commodity food on large-scale mono-culture farms.  

More Sustainable Diet: Comprises food choices that are more sustainable 

than the alternatives, and take society closer to a fully sustainable food 

system as defined by the Sustainability Principles. 
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Natural Capital: Refers to the stock of natural ecosystems that leads to 

flows of ecosystem good and services. 

Organic/Ecological Foods: Foods that are produced using methods that do 

not involve synthetic inputs such as pesticides and chemical fertilizers, do 

not contain genetically modified organisms, and are not processed using 

irradiation, industrial solvents, or chemical food additives. 

Permaculture: “The conscious design and maintenance of agriculturally 

productive ecosystems which have the diversity, stability, and resilience of 

natural ecosystems” (Mollison 1988, ix).  

Strategic Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA): A tool that integrates the FSSD 

into the Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) process and allows decision-makers 

to look at a product‟s sustainability aspects from a big picture perspective. 

Sustainable Diet: A diet comprised entirely of foods that do not contribute 

to violations of the Sustainability Principles throughout its life cycle. 

Sustainability Principles (SPs): Four scientifically proven principles that 

define sustainability from a global systems perspective. 

Systems Thinking: Thinking in the context of the wider environmental and 

social system and the interconnectedness that exists. 
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1 Introduction 

A great deal has been said about the myriad of environmental problems 

facing humanity. The former head of the United Nations Development 

Program, James Gustave Speth gives a succinct and dire overview of the 

planet‟s current vital ecological statistics:  

“Half the world‟s tropical and temperate forests are now gone...about 

half the wetlands and a third of the mangroves are gone...75 percent 

of the marine fisheries are now overfished or fished to 

capacity...species are disappearing at rates about a thousand times 

faster than normal...and over half of the agricultural land in drier 

regions suffers from some degree of deterioration and desertification. 

Persistent toxic chemicals can now be found by the dozens in 

essentially each and every one of us” (Speth 2008, 1).  

It is not only the natural environment that is suffering. Humanity itself is 

increasingly plagued with social problems. Human rights abuses, problems 

of inequality, corruption, disease and malnutrition, and lack of access to 

education are still prevalent in many parts of the world (Amnesty 

International 2009). 

This environmental and social sustainability challenge has been described 

using the metaphor of a funnel into which society is moving (see Figure 1.1). 

In this funnel, opportunities are continuously declining as a result of increasing 

demand and simultaneously decreasing availability of resources (Holmberg 

and Robèrt 2000). Many creative solutions will be needed in order for society 

to address the sustainability challenge and avoid hitting the walls of the funnel.  

 

Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor  
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1.1 Food and the Sustainability Challenge 

This sustainability challenge is largely driven by consumption. Society‟s 

survival is dependent on the consumption of products derived from the 

Earth. Since the Industrial Revolution, consumption of goods and services 

has increased at the expense of natural capital
2
 and vital ecosystem 

services
3
 (Leonard 2011). Many of these impacts are directly related to an 

activity in which all of humanity takes part multiple times each day: the 

consumption of food (Nijdam et al. 2005).  

The modern agro-industrial industrial food system is a product of the Green 

Revolution which succeeded, between 1960 and 2000, in doubling yields 

and providing unprecedented levels of food security in many parts of the 

world (Khush 2001). There are however downsides to these impressive 

technological advances which have led to destructive consequences for the 

natural world and human society (see Appendix A for a list of these 

impacts). 

The scale of many of these problems can be overwhelming for the average 

citizen. Nevertheless, most individuals have some degree of control over 

what they eat. Consequently, food consumption should be an important 

consideration for those wanting to reduce their environmental impact. To 

this end, a number of dietary shifts have been described as having 

significant potential to contribute to sustainability. These include 

prioritising organic, local (FAO 2002; Gussow 1999; Stagl 2002), plant-

based (CSPI 2006; Duchin 2005; Pimentel and Pimentel 2003; Goodland 

1997), less-processed foods or simply eating less where food is abundant 

and obesity levels are high (Blair and Sobal 2006; Cafaro, Primack and 

Zimdahl 2006). 

1.2 Food Choices: A Strategic Solution 

While the majority of proposed solutions to the sustainability challenge 

have focused on technological fixes (Ehrenfeld 2004), it has been argued 

                                                 

2
 The stock of natural ecosystems that leads to flows of ecosystem good and services 

3
 Benefits provided to society by natural ecosystems. 
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that this approach will ultimately be ineffective because a much deeper, 

personal values-based transformation among individuals is needed (Hay 

2005, Ehrenfeld 2004). Admittedly, fostering behaviour change around 

food is likely to be challenging as eating habits are rooted in personal and 

cultural preferences formed over a lifetime (Jager 2003). Difficult as 

changing food patterns may be, many researchers believe it is an important 

aspect of moving people towards more sustainable behaviour patterns 

(Ehrenfeld 2004; Hay 2005; Berger 1997). It has been suggested that one 

outward behaviour change (such as choosing to eat more sustainably) can 

lead to the adoption of other environmentally responsible habits (Berger 

1997; Thorgersen 1999). Within the realm of sustainable consumption, food 

represents a strategic leverage point for moving society towards 

sustainability. 

1.3 University Students: A Strategic Audience 

According to Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith (1999), specific behaviours can be 

successfully promoted to a variety of audiences, yet many campaigns to 

encourage environmentally responsible behaviour are ineffective because 

they neglect to focus on the barriers and benefits of specific behaviours for 

specific audiences. In the book Fostering Sustainable Behaviour, 

Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith (1999) describe a method for conducting 

effective behaviour change campaigns. Emphasis is placed on first seeking 

to understand the barriers that prevent the target audience from adopting the 

behaviour in question. 

University students represent a particularly strategic target audience with 

regard to changing behaviour around food. While at university, students are 

actively engaged in learning and personal transformation. They are often 

moving out of the family home for the first time and learning to cook for 

themselves. Eating habits practiced in late adolescence are also generally 

believed to track forward into adulthood (Betts et al. 1997; Ha and Caine-

Bish 2009; Vermeir and Verbeke 2008; Brown, Dresen and Eggett 2005). 

1.4 Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) 

The understanding of sustainability has been substantially influenced by the 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), a theoretical 
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model developed by Holmberg and Robèrt (2000) and further elaborated by 

Robèrt et al. (2002). The FSSD describes the need for ensuring that actions 

intended to move society towards sustainability are conducted in a strategic 

manner. Without a strategic approach, individual actions may oppose one 

another and well-intentioned actions may result in unforeseen, unintended 

negative consequences.  

The FSSD is a modified version of a generic five-level planning framework 

and was created specifically for evaluating actions designed to move 

society towards sustainability (see Table 1.2). In the framework, five levels 

are described as important to understand for planning purposes. These 

comprise: the boundaries of the system being studied; a vision of success 

based on a robust, principled definition of sustainability; strategic measures 

to reach the goal; actions to help move towards the vision of success; and 

tools that can facilitate the selected actions. 

Table 1.2. Generic Five-level Framework and the FSSD 

Level Generic 5-Level 

Framework for Planning 

in Complex Systems 

Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development 

(FSSD) 

1. System The system that is relevant 

to the goal 

Society (within the 

biosphere) 

2. Success Guidelines used to select 

actions to move the system 

towards success 

Compliance with 

Sustainability Principles 

3. Strategic Guidelines  Guidelines used to select 

actions to move the system 

towards success 

Backcasting 

Return on investment 

Flexible platform 

Move towards success 

4. Actions Concrete actions that follow 

the strategic guidelines  

Concrete actions that follow 

the strategic guidelines 

5. Tools Tools that support the 

process 

Tools that support the 

process 
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One major advantage of the FSSD is its ability to facilitate strategic 

planning through the use of backcasting. Robèrt et al. (2002) describe the 

importance of backcasting from a clear, shared vision of success and then 

moving strategically towards that vision. This can help sustainability 

planners avoid choosing actions and tools in a piecemeal fashion. It is, by 

definition, impossible to be strategic without defining success. The vision 

of success used in this thesis is consistent with the FSSD and is of a 

sustainable society in which:  

“...nature is not subject to systematically increasing 

I. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s crust... 

II. Concentrations of substances produced by society... 

III. Degradation by physical means and, in that society... 

IV. People are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to meet their needs”  

(Ny et al. 2006, 64). 

 

 

Figure 1.3. Representation of sustainability principle violations (TNS 2008)  
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The FSSD defines success as society‟s full compliance with the 

Sustainability Principles (SPs) defined by Ny et al. (2006). Understanding 

that full sustainability is a goal to continually strive for, and one that may 

never be reached, this thesis aims to contribute to the move towards a 

sustainable society. Rather than focusing on food production, this study 

backcasts from a vision of a sustainable society by focusing on students as a 

leverage point. It recommends strategic actions that students can take to eat 

more sustainably, while also studying the behavioural and structural 

barriers that prevent them from doing so. Before these barriers can be 

overcome, they first need to be identified. 

Most of today‟s food production and consumption patterns do not come 

close to adhering to the four Sustainability Principles and cannot therefore 

be considered fully sustainable (Appendix A shows how the modern 

industrial food system contributes to violations of the SPs). However, the 

term “sustainable food” is widely used to capture the concept of food that is 

less damaging than that produced in the conventional way. This term is 

both present throughout the literature (Friedmann 2007; Gussow 1999; 

Vermeir and Verbeke 2008; Selfa, Jussaume and Winter 2008) and used 

colloquially; for example the Sea Choice program and the Marine 

Stewardship Council both refer to selected fish products as “sustainable 

seafood” (Sea Choice 2011; MSC 2011). As such, for ease of 

communication with audiences unfamiliar with an SSD approach, the term 

“sustainable food” was used when seeking study participants‟ 

understanding of the concept.  

1.5 Aim and Scope 

In order to unlock the social and environmental benefits of widespread 

behaviour change around food consumption, this study aims to identify the 

barriers that prevent university students from eating more sustainably. This 

information may then be used to inform tools to promote this shift in 

behaviour and provide recommendations on how to assist university 

students to this end. Findings from this study may be used to supplement 

the limited literature currently available concerning student behaviour 

around sustainable foods. The sheer number of consumers making food 

choices each day means that wide-scale behaviour change has the potential 

for large positive impacts. 
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While this research may be applicable to a wider range of cultural contexts, 

for practical reasons this study takes place in, and thus applies primarily to 

specific universities in Sweden, the UK, Canada, the US and Australia. 

These countries share a similar culture and infrastructure with regard to 

food and generally provide university students with the flexibility make a 

range of dietary choices.  

The scope of this study excludes working with food producers, distributors 

and retailers. The negative environmental impacts related to food are large 

in scale and occur mostly in production phases (Gerbens-Leenes 2003). 

Such an approach based on consumer-level behaviour change could be 

criticised for focusing on a weak leverage point as consumers are generally 

bound by the constraints of the food choices available to them. The authors 

recognise that much of a typical student‟s diet is determined by what is 

available in food establishments and supermarkets in and around campus. 

The authors also acknowledge that food service providers and their 

procurement policies can present significant structural barriers which need 

to be addressed. These lie outside the scope of this study.  

1.6 Research Questions 

Primary Research Question: 

How can university students overcome barriers to eating more sustainably? 

Secondary Research Question: 

What are the barriers preventing university students from eating more 

sustainably? 
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2 Literature Review  

2.1 Defining Sustainable Food  

In our endeavour to understand how to help university students eat more 

sustainably, it is necessary to establish a definition of a more sustainable 

diet – a definition that can be used to guide consumers in the context of the 

current food system. Many studies assess the relative sustainability of 

various food choices (Goodland 1997; Carlsson-Kanyama, Ekström and 

Shanahan 2003; Kok et al. 2001; Weber and Matthews 2008). However, 

these often lack a full systems perspective of sustainability
4
 and only 

identify which foods are less bad than others from a single perspective. For 

example, de Boer, Helms and Aiking (2006) suggest that a shift towards a 

more sustainable diet involves eating more fish because fish are thought to 

typically require less energy and have lower GHG emissions than most 

meats. Meanwhile, fisheries scientists warn that global per capita 

consumption of marine fishes has doubled since the 1960s, which has in 

turn contributed to the current global fisheries crisis (Jacquet et al. 2009) 

and overall, today‟s marine fisheries are unsustainable (Pauly et al. 2002; 

Worm et al. 2006). 

For the purposes of this thesis, sustainable food is defined as that which 

complies with the four Sustainability Principles (Ny et al. 2006; see 

section1.4). This definition is unambiguous but can be difficult for the 

average consumer to apply when comparing two products in the 

supermarket. With the exception of home-grown and wild foods, it is 

currently very difficult to identify foods that are fully sustainable according 

to this definition. It is unrealistic therefore, to expect consumers to suddenly 

shift to a fully sustainable diet. This will necessarily be a gradual process 

involving a combination of two things: 

 Producers and distributors and supporting industries reducing their 

contributions to violations of the four Sustainability Principles 

 Consumers adopting more sustainable eating habits which, in turn, 

increases the demand for more sustainable options. 

                                                 

4
 Such as that provided by the FSSD 
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The authors picture a continuum of sustainable food consumption, with 

fully sustainable at one end and unsustainable at the other (see Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1. Continuum of sustainable food consumption 

By identifying the barriers to students moving toward the more sustainable 

end of the continuum, this research is part of the strategic, stepwise shift 

towards sustainability (see Strategic Sustainable Development, section 1.4).  

The agro-industrial food production process is complex and involves many 

steps (see Figure 2.2). Limited information about this process is available, 

making it difficult for consumers to understand how sustainable different 

foods are (Gerbens-Leenes, Moll and Schoot Uiterkamp 2003), particularly 

as the process is often location and context specific. Therefore it is 

important to help consumers identify foods which can enable this shift. 

There are a number of general principles which can help guide individuals 

who wish to eat more sustainably. These “more sustainable food choices” 

are described in Table 2.1 below.  
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Figure 2.2. Simplified diagram of the modern food system (Gerbens-Leenes 

2003) 

While there are divergent interpretations of sustainable diets, the themes of 

organic, local, seasonal, unprocessed and vegetarian foods appear 

frequently in the literature (Gussow 1999; Stagl 2002; CSPI 2006; Durchin 

2005; Pimentel and Pimentel 2003; Goodland 1997). Prioritising foods 

according to these criteria over non-organic, highly processed, out of 

season and animal-based foods can support society‟s move towards 

sustainability. 
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Table 2.1. More sustainable food choices 

Food Choice Rationale 

Organic/Ecological Organic food production requires fewer energy 

inputs, eschews the use of synthetic chemicals and 

avoids degrading soils. Organic farms are found to 

have greater biodiversity and soil fertility (Mäder 

et al. 2002). [Related to SP1, SP2, SP3] 

Local and Seasonal  Local and in-season foods are generally considered 

to be more sustainable choices. Such foods often 

require less energy to produce and transport and 

support local economies (Carlsson-Kanayma 1998; 

Kramer et al. 1999; Brower and Leon 1999; 

Jungbluth et al. 2000). [SP1, SP4] 

Unprocessed Unprocessed foods  require significantly less 

energy to produce and are typically more healthy 

than processed foods (e.g. canned, frozen and 

snack foods; Carlsson-Kanyama, Ekström and 

Shanahan 2003). [SP1, SP4] 

Plant-based  Producing plant relative to animal foods requires 

significantly less energy and releases fewer 

greenhouse gases (Goodland 1997; FAO 2006). 

[SP1, SP2, SP3] 

Farmers‟ Market, 

CSA,  

Home-grown 

One way to increase certainty about the relative 

sustainability of food choices is to circumvent 

some elements of the complex food system by 

growing one‟s own food and/or buying food 

through farmers‟ markets and Community 

Supported Agriculture schemes. These venues 

make it easy for a consumer to interact directly 

with the producer and ask about the sustainability 

of their food choices. [SP1, SP2, SP3, SP4] 
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2.2 Student Eating Habits 

Before attempting to promote a more sustainable diet to students, it is 

important to determine how sustainable their eating habits are currently.  

While few studies, if any, have directly addressed this question, there is a 

significant body of literature which examines the health and nutrition of 

student diets. 

 

Research indicates that student diets are often unbalanced. Studies in the 

US, Germany, Greece and Croatia found that on average, students do not 

eat nutritious, balanced diets (Racette et al. 2008; Harker et al. 2010; 

Papadaki et al. 2007; Colić Barić, Šatalić and Lukešić 2003). Students also 

tend to consume fast-food frequently (defined as more than once per week; 

Driskell, Meckna and Scales 2006; Racette et al. 2008). Not only is 

processed food often higher in fat, sodium and preservatives, and thus less 

nutritious than less processed or whole foods (Health Canada 2007; USDA 

2011), but highly processed foods are often produced with a focus on 

volume and low cost rather than attention to sustainability aspects. 

 

Despite evidence of unbalanced diets, students do value nutrition and health 

(Betts et al. 1997; Cason and Wenrich 2002). Similarly, research indicates 

that students typically have a positive attitude towards local and organic 

foods (Robinson O‟Brien et al 2009; Saher, Lindman and Hursti 2006, 

327). However, just as students tend to value nutrition but do not 

necessarily eat a healthy diet, their positive attitude towards sustainable 

foods does not always translate into eating as sustainably as possible. 

Studies of American and Austrian students have shown that these groups 

for the most part do not regularly purchase or intend to purchase organic 

foods, despite their beliefs that such products are “good” and should be 

available in stores (Bissonnette and Contento 2001; Gotschi et al. 2010).  

Barriers to Environmentally Responsible Behaviour 

Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith (1999) suggest there are many barriers 

preventing individuals from adopting environmentally responsible 

behaviours. Some of these barriers are structural (e.g. lack of availability of 

organic products). Environmentally responsible actions are however often 

realistic to undertake and may even provide greater benefits than an 

alternative course of action, yet individuals do not adopt them. There are 
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many published theories as to why individuals might not adopt more 

sustainable behaviours even when it is easy and beneficial to do so. 

Elements such as habit, fear, helplessness, denial, lack of behavioural skills, 

social norms and lack of motivation have all been cited as potential barriers 

(Oskamp 2002; Kaplan 2000; Opotow and Weiss 2000; Fisher and Fisher 

1992; Azjen 1991; Pelletier et al. 1999). 

While there is considerable overlap between individual theories about 

environmentally responsible behaviours, few attempts have been made to 

synthesise these. The authors did not find a comprehensive model 

describing potential barriers related to sustainable eating habits. However, 

Gifford (2010) has developed a model identifying barriers which prevent 

individuals from adopting more sustainable behaviours related to climate 

change. He has identified 29 behavioural barriers in total and categorized 

these into seven groups, or the “Seven Dragons of Non-Sustainability” 

(Gifford 2010). Although Gifford‟s work is related to climate change, the 

“Seven Dragons” model can provide a useful framework to identify 

potential barriers to eating more sustainably. The Seven Dragon “genera” 

and 29 “species” of barriers are described in Table 2.2 below.  

 

Table 2.2. The Seven Dragons of Non-Sustainability  

 

Dragon Genera Dragon Species 

Limited Cognition Ancient Brain 

Ignorance 

Numbness 

Uncertainty 

Discounting 

Optimism Bias 

Lack of Perceived Control 

Ideologies Political Worldviews 

System Justification 

Suprahuman Powers 

Technosalvation 

Other People Social Comparison 

Social Norms 

Perceived Inequity 
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Dragon Genera (cont.) Dragon Species (cont.) 

Sunk Costs Financial Investments 

Behavioural Momentum (habit) 

Conflicting Goals and Aspirations 

Perceived Risks Social 

Psychological 

Financial 

Functional 

Physical 

Temporal 

Discredence Perceived Program Inadequacy 

Mistrust 

Reactance 

Denial 

Limited Behaviour Tokenism 

Rebound Effect 

Source: Adapted from Gifford, R. 2010. The Dragons of Inaction: 

Psychological Barriers that Limit Climate Change Mitigation and 

Adaptation. American Psychologist. Accepted manuscript. 

Overcoming the Barriers 

As the so-called Dragons of Non-Sustainability show, many behavioural 

barriers can prevent individuals from acting in a more sustainable way. 

Some authors have described ways of overcoming these barriers. Gifford 

(2010) suggests using the power of communities and networks to “slay” the 

dragons shown above. Kaplan (2000) emphasizes that people are innately 

driven to understand, to learn and to participate, and argues that an effective 

solution to an environmental problem harnesses these innate human 

capacities. McKenzie-Mohr and Smith (1999) describe psychology-

influenced tools to overcome behavioural barriers: gaining a commitment, 

using prompts, strengthening social norms and using effective 

communication.  
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2.3 Potential Barriers to Eating More 
Sustainably 

Research focused on identifying barriers preventing students from eating 

more sustainably is limited. However, much research has been dedicated to 

exploring the factors affecting student eating habits, typically from a health 

and nutrition perspective. These studies indicate that there are many 

influences on student diets including knowledge, personal values, social 

norms, available resources and environmental factors such as the 

availability of various foods. These influences can point towards potential 

barriers. 

Lack of Knowledge. The complexity and lack of transparency of the modern 

industrial food system can make it difficult for students to understand the 

environmental and social implications of their daily food choices (Gerbens-

Leenes, Moll and Schoot Uiterkamp 2003). A paucity of information can 

also hamper those who wish to eat more sustainably. In a survey of 

American teenagers, the majority (72.2%) said that the geographic origin of 

food is not provided where they and their families usually shop 

(Bissonnette and Contento 2001), rendering choosing more local items 

much more challenging. Difficulty finding information can discourage 

healthy eating as well (Perez-Cueto et al. 2009; Gerend 2009). Knowledge 

about preparing foods is also important. Not knowing how to cook can stop 

students from eating more healthy foods (Cluskey and Grobe 2009). These 

studies show how a deficiency of knowledge, both about the consequences 

of food choices and of practical skills such as how to cook and how to 

choose more sustainable foods, is a potential barrier preventing students 

from moving towards more sustainable eating habits. 

Although knowledge of the problem alone is often not enough to lead to 

widespread adoption of environmentally responsible behaviour (Kollmuss 

and Agyeman 2002; McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999), it is an important 

prerequisite (Lindenberg and Steg 2007; Stern 2000; Pelletier et al. 1998; 

McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999). Thus, if students are unaware of the 

environmental impacts of their eating habits, they are probably less likely to 

choose more sustainable foods 

Conflicting Food-related Attitudes and Values. Students prioritise price, 

convenience and variety (Marquis 2005; Harker et al. 2010; Davy, Benes 

and Driskell 2006) when deciding what to eat. Choosing more sustainable 
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foods can be costlier, less convenient, and provide less variety than 

choosing conventionally produced foods. These circumstances can conflict 

with the values of student life. For example, choosing local foods might 

mean making an extra trip to a local farmers‟ market which is only open on 

Saturday mornings when students tend to value sleeping late. Eating local 

foods can also limit choice to that which is in season. Organic foods are 

seen as more costly, less efficient and also not available in as wide a variety 

as conventionally produced foods (Hjelmar 2011). 

Limited Available Resources and Constraining Environmental Factors. 

Diet can be affected by physical context. For students living on-campus, 

food choices are often dictated by what is available in cafeterias. College-

aged focus group participants claimed that the high-fat foods served on 

campus and the limited hours of on-campus eateries serving healthier 

choices were barriers to a healthy lifestyle (Cason and Wenrich 2002).  

Other environmental factors affecting student diets include limited access to 

cooking facilities and transportation to grocery stores (Cason and Wenrich 

2002; Betts et al. 1997). A lack of time and money and the absence of 

routine are also perceived by students as barriers to adopting more healthy 

and sustainable eating habits (Cason and Wenrich 2002; Betts et al. 1997; 

Cluksey and Grobe 2009).  

Social Norms. Just as physical surroundings can affect the eating habits of 

students, so too can the social context. Peers continue to influence food 

choices during university; wanting to socialise by eating out with friends 

can lead students to eat fast-foods and processed snack foods (Driskell, 

Meckna and Scales 2006; Morse and Driskell 2009; Cason and Wenrich 

2002). Dating can also influence food choice (Amiraian and Sobal 2009). 

As student diets are influenced by peer opinions, a student could have 

difficulty starting or maintaining a sustainability-focused diet if his or her 

peers do not prioritise sustainability. 
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3 Methods 

3.1 Qualitative Research Methods 

To explore university students‟ attitudes, perceptions and level of 

knowledge around sustainable eating habits, a combination of surveys, 

focus groups and short one-on-one interviews was used.  

Questions for all these data collection methods were drafted for the specific 

purpose of identifying barriers (Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999). The 

questions were also informed by barriers identified in the environmental 

behaviour literature (Gifford 2010) and the personal experience of the 

authors. They were designed to capture perceived barriers, benefits, 

attitudes and definitions around eating more sustainably. Questions also 

focused on identifying dietary preferences. 

Dietary and food-related preferences. Information about dietary 

preferences was sought under the assumption that personal preferences 

influence student food choices. Questions were included in surveys, focus 

groups and interviews to elicit these preferences.  

Definitions of a more sustainable diet and/or food system. Students were 

asked to define the term sustainable food in their own words. The authors 

also sought to establish students‟ understanding of the relationship between 

their food choices and sustainability; it was expected that this would 

emerge both in direct response to the question and indirectly throughout the 

focus group discussions.  

Perceived benefits of a more sustainable diet. By identifying the benefits of 

sustainable eating currently perceived by students, it is possible to gain 

insights into leverage points that could be used to foster such habits. 

Questions about the benefits were not explicitly asked but it was anticipated 

that these would emerge through focus group discussions. 

Perceived barriers to a more sustainable diet. Most focus group and survey 

questions were specifically designed to uncover barriers. It was expected 

that barriers would emerge not only in direct response to those questions, 

but also through generative dialogue during the focus group.  
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3.2 Data Collection 

Focus Groups 

A total of eight focus groups were held to explore students‟ understanding 

of “sustainable food”, to identify the barriers which prevent students from 

eating more sustainably, and to determine what factors student prioritise 

when purchasing food on and off campus. In order to identify common 

barriers across Western countries, focus groups were held at BTH in 

Sweden, York University in the United Kingdom, the University of Ottawa 

and the University of Victoria in Canada. Two focus groups were held at 

BTH and participants were selected randomly and by convenience; one was 

held in York, participants selected by convenience; one in Ottawa, 

participants selected by convenience; four in Victoria, participants selected 

at random and by convenience. Focus groups held at BTH were moderated 

by two of the authors; all other focus groups were moderated on our behalf 

by a single research collaborator. In order to enhance reliability and 

consistency across focus groups a guide was prepared for the moderators. 

This included details about the kind of information being sought, the list of 

questions, and recommendations for effectively hosting focus group 

sessions. Background information on the research was also included for 

participants, outlining what was expected of them during the process. 

Students were informed that the results would remain anonymous and were 

asked to sign agreement forms.  

 

Attempts were made to ensure diversity of program of study, ethnicity and 

gender, although these were obviously limited by the countries and 

universities in which the focus groups were held. Participants attended 

voluntarily and were encouraged with promises of homemade cookies. All 

focus groups lasted between 60-90 minutes. 

 

Focus group questions (see Appendix C) were structured as follows: 

 

 Icebreaker question to encourage group participation and generate a 

comfortable atmosphere. 

 Introductory questions exploring students‟ understanding of 

sustainable food. 

 Key questions investigating whether students purchase foods they 

consider sustainable and, if they do, whether they are able to 

purchase those foods as often as they would like. 
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 Follow-up questions exploring what barriers, if any, prevent them 

from doing so. 

 Closing question seeking to confirm students‟ food-selection 

priorities. 

 

Focus group questions were pre-tested with students at BTH who came 

from a range of cultural backgrounds. The pre-test showed that the 

instrument was useful, the terminology clear to participants and that the 

questions flowed well, producing discussion among participants. Audio 

recordings were made of each focus group for transcription and coding 

purposes. For those focus groups held at BTH an iPod Touch with external 

microphone was used as the primary recording device and a laptop running 

Audacity
5
  was used as backup. Unspecified recording devices were used at 

other locations. Audio files were emailed to the authors. 

Structured Interviews   

In addition to hosting focus groups, the authors conducted structured, 

individual interviews to allow for a larger quantity of data to be collected, 

and to improve validity. A total of fourteen interviews were conducted with 

students at BTH (5) and at Humboldt University in Berlin, Germany (9). At 

both locations the researchers selected participants randomly. 

 

The interview questions were the same as the focus group questions in 

order to aid comparison between the two cohorts.  

 

Recordings were made of the interviews conducted at BTH however no 

recording device was available for those interviews conducted at Humboldt 

University. Therefore responses were recorded directly in text. 

Surveys 

Surveys were used to ascertain attitudes and behaviours around food to 

complement data gathered from interviews and focus groups. In addition to 

                                                 

5
 Free digital audio software 
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gathering demographic information about the participants, questions were 

designed to explore the following concepts: 

 

 What criteria do students use to select food? 

 To what extent, if at all, do students practice vegetarian behaviour? 

 What types of information interest participants about the foods they 

eat? 

 How frequently do students eat meals prepared by restaurants (of 

any type)? 

 How frequently do students prepare meals for themselves? 

 How much time do students spend cooking meals? 

  

The survey was pre-tested on a different group of students than those who 

pre-tested focus group questions. These were international students with 

varying cultural backgrounds, languages and levels of knowledge around 

sustainability. The pre-test showed that the instrument was useful, the 

terminology clear to participants and that the questions flowed well. 

Finalised surveys were then randomly distributed in-person to students on 

campus at Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (BTH) in Karlskrona, Sweden. 

Most focus group participants also completed surveys. 

 

In order to distribute the survey to a wider audience, FluidSurvey (an online 

survey host) was used. Surveys were distributed online via personal 

contacts, Facebook and sustainability coordinators at universities in the 

USA, Australia, Canada and the UK
6
. The online survey also included five 

additional questions (from the focus group questions) aimed at establishing 

current levels of knowledge, defining sustainable food and identifying 

perceived barriers to more sustainable diets. Open-ended questions were 

included in order to understand students‟ initial, intuitive responses, while 

having as little influence on the results as possible. A copy of the survey 

can be found in Appendix D. 

A total of 219 surveys were completed. Eighteen additional surveys were 

started but not completed; these were discarded. The demographic 

breakdown of survey respondents is illustrated in Table 3.1 below.  

                                                 

6
 Columbia University, New York, U.S.A.; Cornell University, NY, U.S.A; University of 

Queensland, Maquarie University, Australia; University of Victoria, University of British 

Colombia, Acadia University, Canada; York University, UK. 
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Table 3.1. Demographics of completed surveys 

Demographic Percentage of sample 
Gender 

Male 38% 

Female 62% 

Nationality 

Australian 34% 

Canadian 20% 

Swedish 16% 

Other 30% 

Program of study 

Natural and Environmental Science 48% 

Computer Science and Engineering 13% 

Health 21% 

Other 18% 

Type of Study 

Undergraduate 58% 

Graduate 29% 

PhD 10% 

Other 2% 

Age of Respondents 

21 or younger 28% 

22 to 25 39% 

26 to 29 21% 

30 to 39 11% 

40 or over 1% 

Survey completion method 

Online 57% 

In person 43% 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The eight focus group recordings were transcribed verbatim. Detailed notes 

were also taken during sessions to facilitate retest reliability. To ensure 

inter-coder reliability each transcript was then read independently by two 

researchers who coded constructs emerging from the dialogue. The results 

were compared and discussed until consensus was reached. Codes were 

applied each time a construct appeared and no more than once per 
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participant per statement. However, if the same participant raised the same 

construct later in the discussion, it was counted separately. 

 

The authors coded for the following constructs:  

 

 Dietary and personal preferences  

 Definitions of sustainable food and/or sustainable food systems  

 Perceived benefits of a more sustainable diet  

 Perceived barriers to a more sustainable diet  

Each construct was divided into multiple variables. For example, under the 

construct perceived benefits, variables included health and taste. A list of 

variables was made for coding purposes and these were tagged when they 

appeared in the transcripts. Any emerging variables which had not been 

pre-defined were coded under the appropriate construct. This was done to 

avoid missing valuable information. Barriers were coded based on 

Gifford‟s “Seven Dragons of Non-Sustainability” model. This helped 

ensure breadth and depth of the analysis, especially as some barriers were 

not apparent elsewhere in the literature. The full list of constructs and 

variables can be found in Appendix E. 

The process of coding the focus group transcripts involved a certain degree 

of subjectivity, particularly as some of the ideas and opinions which 

emerged were applicable to more than one construct. For example, if a 

participant gave a definition of sustainable food as being that which 

supports a more healthy society, this could be coded as a definition or as a 

perceived benefit of eating more sustainably. When multiple codes were 

relevant, all or both were applied. 

Interviews and open-ended survey questions were coded in the same ways 

as focus group transcripts. 

3.4 Strengths and Limitations 

Focus Groups. These are valuable tools for generating information from 

groups of people. The dynamics of group interaction and dialogue allow 

time for reflection and are thought to generate information better than in 

individual interview situations. Because of this, focus groups are considered 

a useful independent method of research. Furthermore, when used in 
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conjunction with interviews and surveys, data can be triangulated to 

increase the validity of results (Byers and Wilcox 1991). Focus groups are 

most successful when the proceedings are facilitated by a moderator who 

effectively guides the conversation and encourages participants to articulate 

their thoughts, feelings and behaviours.  One potential downside to focus 

groups is that individuals with differing opinions may remain silent in order 

to conform to the group. Additionally a few individuals might dominate the 

conversation. There are also concerns that the presence of the moderators 

may influence what participants say (Kitzinger 1995).   

 

Other limitations arose by virtue of the fact that the authors were dependent 

on others to conduct six of the eight focus groups. The levels of facilitation 

experience and the ability of moderators to „focus‟ the direction of inquiry 

also varied. Audio recording methods were also not standardised and 

occasionally the quality of recordings hampered accurate transcription.  

 

When transcribing, it was sometimes difficult to differentiate between 

participants to determine who said what. This may have had some effect on 

the number of times particular statements were coded.  

Interviews. While interviews lack the generative element found in focus 

groups, they do have the added advantage of being fast and eliciting quick, 

initial responses from participants. 

Surveys. These have the advantage of allowing large amounts of data to be 

collected independently, without need for continuous input from 

researchers. Despite pre-testing, some limitations with the survey design 

became apparent after use. Data was collected from participants from a 

wide range of nationalities with differing levels of English comprehension. 

Some misunderstandings may have occurred in answering the surveys even 

though measures had been taken to avoid this. 

3.5 Validity, Assumptions and Biases 

The three authors are of similar age (between 28 and 32) and come from 

Canada and Australia - countries which share many cultural similarities. 

This research has therefore been conducted with a predominantly Western 

perspective by people who share common interests and values around food 
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and sustainability. The process of coding focus groups and interviews can 

also be highly subjective; particularly as the number of variables increases. 

 

The focus group, interview and survey questions were designed to avoid 

leading participants to particular conclusions and the researchers were 

cautious when explaining the purpose of the research to participants in 

advance in case this information affected the answers given. Nonetheless, 

data based on self-reporting or personal accounts has limitations due to the 

fact that people‟s own cognition of their motivations and behaviours is 

often unknown to them and their beliefs are sometimes not reflective of 

reality (Schoeller 1990).  

3.6 Expected Results 

A study of relevant literature combined with the authors‟ personal 

experience lead to a set of expected results. It was anticipated that: 

 Men would place a higher emphasis on price and quantity while 

women would place more emphasis on nutrition and sustainability 

 Students would hold positive attitudes towards the concept of 

sustainable food but lack detailed knowledge about how to define it 

 Many barriers would prevent students from eating more sustainably 

and these would be consistent across cultural and geographic 

boundaries 

 The salient barriers would be lack of knowledge about the 

relationship between food and sustainability, price, and availability 
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Sustainable Eating Challenge  

Sophocles once said: “One must learn by doing the thing. For 

though you think you know it, you have no certainty until you try 

it.” For our thesis we are trying to understand how to help 

university students eat more sustainably. Our study focuses on 

identifying the barriers that prohibit students from adopting more 

sustainable eating habits.  While talking to students and reading 

academic journals helped us better understand the topic, we felt 

that we could learn a lot from trying to adopt more sustainable 

eating habits in our own lives.   

Thus, we embarked on a personal challenge to eat as sustainably as 

possible for one month. We developed guidelines based on our 

literature review and committed to choosing foods which were 

organic, local, in-season, unprocessed, and largely plant-based. 

Because the challenge would take place in the small Swedish city 

of Karlskrona in the month of March, we recognised that meeting 

these criteria might not always be possible. As such, we also 

developed a more detailed guide to help us choose between 

different products (see Appendix F for details).  

In February we kept track of everything that we bought and/or ate 

to establish baseline data on our regular diets. We noted price, 

product origin, organic certification, time spent shopping and 

preparing food, and a litany of other details. In March we tracked 

the same information for comparison and shared our experiences 

though a blog to inspire others to take on similar challenges. 

There were times when we probably forgot to write everything 

down and this self-study was admittedly less rigorous than other 

areas of our research. It is not meant to provide robust data, but 

instead to gain broad insights into what it is like to push oneself to 

eat more sustainably. Ultimately, this section is an adjunct to our 

other research methods and our language will be less formal as a 

reflection of the anecdotal nature of studying one‟s own behaviour.  



26 

4 Results 

4.1 Focus Groups 

Data from the focus groups is organised according to the constructs 

outlined in the Methods section (see section 3.1): preferences, definitions, 

benefits and barriers. 

Preferences 

Health considerations were raised by participants in all focus groups as 

being important when making food choices. However, the link between 

healthier foods and more sustainable foods was not always articulated. 

 

Price was cited as a priority by participants from seven of the eight groups 

and appeared to be the biggest purchasing factor. For some participants this 

preference for cheap food also represented a barrier to selecting food which 

they considered more sustainable. Students in three focus groups stated that 

they actively searched for items on sale. 

 

“Price is a factor. With foods that I think might be more sustainable, 

if they‟re considerably more expensive, it‟s harder to make that choice 

when you‟re a student and you‟re already ten thousand dollars in 

debt.” – Canadian female, UVIC2 

 

As expected, preferences for quality, freshness and taste were frequently 

recurring themes in the majority of groups.  

 

“...there are many factors. Like, first of all the price, how much you 

are used to the taste...” – Palestinian male, BTH1 

 

Similarly, convenience of store location and readiness for eating were 

important factors in a majority of participants‟ purchasing habits.  

 

“...we‟ll go through [fresh vegetables] too fast so there‟s not enough, 

but if they‟re frozen it kinda gets rationed better.” – Canadian female, 

Ottawa 
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Numerous participants voiced an inclination towards organic and local 

foods for reasons related to taste, health and support for the local economy. 

These themes appeared in seven and three of the focus groups respectively. 

Participants from three focus groups indicated that they looked for variety 

when making decisions about where to shop and what to buy. In four 

groups, anti-corporate sentiments, a fondness for shopping at farmers‟ 

markets, and a preference for unprocessed foods with minimal additives 

and preservatives were acknowledged as influencing purchasing habits. 

 

Concerns about animal welfare were raised in two focus groups, a 

predilection for meat was apparent in four and preferences for certain 

cultural food types were evident in three. Other factors mentioned included 

preferences for minimal packaging, fair-trade products and seasonal foods. 

Definitions 

Students were asked to define the term sustainable food in their own words. 

Some participants had not heard the term, many were unclear about what it 

meant, and the majority confessed to having only a limited understanding 

of sustainability in relation to food.  

 

A few participants were familiar with the definition of sustainable 

development as outlined in the Brundtland Report of the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED 1987) and applied 

this to the food system as a whole:  

 

“...[sustainable food] means a food resource that you‟re not depleting 

for future generations.” – British male, York  

 

Some were able to identify specific practices and food types which they 

considered sustainable. Seven out of eight focus groups identified 

sustainable food as that which avoided damaging the environment and 

three-quarters of focus groups explored the idea that sustainable food 

should be beneficial to society in some way. 

 

When asked to specify which foods they considered sustainable, at least 

one respondent from each focus group identified organic food as being 

synonymous with sustainable food. It was unclear, however, how they 

defined organic or why they thought it was more sustainable.   
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Other students recognised production methods as having an effect on food 

sustainability. Permaculture methods, avoidance of hormones, chemical 

fertilizers and pesticides, and composting were suggested as more 

sustainable approaches. Two focus groups cited home-grown food as being 

sustainable. 

 

Participants in seven of the groups thought that local food was more 

sustainable than food travelling greater distances. Three focus groups felt 

that eating food in-season was more sustainable than not. 

 

Students from half of the groups highlighted animal welfare and livestock 

production methods as affecting the sustainability of animal products and a 

similar number equated healthier food with more sustainable food. Six out 

of eight also recognised vegetarian and vegan diets as being more 

sustainable:  

 

“I try to do a couple of days a week where I don‟t eat any meat 

because...I don‟t know if it‟s actually true, but [I hear] meat 

production is way worse for the environment, so I‟m not a full 

vegetarian but I‟ve tried to cut down just for environmental reasons.” 

– Canadian male, Ottawa  

 

Other definitions and practices included sourcing MSC certified fish, fair-

trade and minimising packaging and waste. 

 

In three focus groups mottled definitions of sustainable food were 

expressed by a number of participants. These illustrate a lack of strategic 

thinking around sustainability and food:  

 

“...but the organic thing, doesn‟t that mean that you get lower crop 

yields because of blight and so you end up having the opposite effect 

on sustainability?” – British male, York  

 

Ultimately, the majority of participants were either vague or professed to be 

unable to define sustainable food. Most participants acknowledged the 

complexity of the concept and recognised how difficult it was to set hard 

and fast rules for consumers to follow.  
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Benefits 

Five out of eight focus groups expressed the belief that there are health 

benefits to eating more sustainably, three seemed to think that sustainable 

food would taste better, two felt that eating more sustainably would benefit 

the environment and one perceived the benefits to animal welfare, farmers 

and the local economy.  

Barriers 

Thirty distinct barriers were identified across the eight focus groups. These 

were divided into structural and behavioural barriers. Some emerged from 

single focus groups and were specific to location and culture whereas others 

appeared more frequently and were common to all focus groups.  

 

The structure and pace of students‟ lives appeared as a potential barrier as 

participants expressed concerns that more sustainable food would take too 

long to source. Students reported a lack of routine and a busy schedule.  

These interact with structural barriers concerning sustainable food being too 

far away or difficult to find. All focus groups alleged that more sustainable 

food was not always available. Another associated barrier was a lack of 

transportation which some participants said prevented them from accessing 

such food. Other structural barriers which emerged included living alone, 

living in student residence, lack of cooking facilities and lack of cooking 

skills. 

 

“I think it‟s down to lifestyle, and family structures. If you‟ve got 

family structures, people who work regular hours and eat together, 

there‟s a lot more cooking that goes on. If I live alone, or live with 

people who come in at different times...we don‟t cook together…if you 

eat on your own, you‟re less likely to cook for yourself because it‟s 

more of a hassle.” – British male, York 

 

The biggest barrier seemed to be cost, with participants in all focus groups 

expressing the view that eating more sustainably would be more expensive. 

In most cases there was insufficient information to determine whether this 

represented a structural barrier as in the case of students on genuinely tight 

budgets, or a behavioural barrier where students simply prioritise other 

purchases.  
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“...but the problem is that part of the time, I would be completely 

willing to pay more for those things...but because I‟m a self-funded 

graduate student, it‟s quite hard to do those things.” – British male, 

York 

 

Other conflicting goals emerged from six of the groups:  

 

“I study biology, so I don‟t eat much fish. I feel lots of guilt about the 

fisheries crisis...but it‟s my favourite because it tastes so fresh.” – 
British female, York  

 

Behavioural momentum, or habit, also emerged as a related behavioural 

barrier:  

 

“There are certain products which I always buy, so I buy those, and 

then, in the moment when I go around I see something which is cheap 

that day, then I grab it...” – Turkish male, BTH1 

 

Participants in half of the groups alluded to being influenced by other 

people and by social norms:  

 

“I think for me it depends, if I‟m just buying it for myself, say I wanted 

to make a Greek salad and I wanted lemon in it, I would maybe just be 

like, well, I don‟t really want to buy a lemon so I‟ll just go without it. 

But if I was making it for a whole bunch of different people I might 

just be like, „oh well I want to please everyone‟, so I‟ll just make the 

unsustainable choice.” – Canadian female, Victoria3 

 

Two groups raised the question of perceived inequity:  

 

“Do the people who actually eat the majority of the food care [about 

sustainability]?..So theoretically, we as a bunch of university students 

are supposed to think and care about stuff [when others don‟t].” – 

Canadian male, Victoria3 

 

While the majority of participants seemed to support the need to eat more 

sustainably, several expressed uncertainty about the benefits of sustainable 

food or any need to change the current food system:  
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“Didn‟t your brother‟s wife‟s husband...have 10,000 chickens [that 

were ecological
7
] and they got this flu or something and he couldn‟t 

give them vaccine shots because it wouldn‟t be ecological so he had to 

kill 10,000 chickens and throw them away? I mean that‟s not fricken 

ecological.” – Bosnian male, BTH2 

 

Furthermore, at least one participant in six of the groups exhibited levels of 

mistrust for aspects of the sustainable food movement.  

 

“...eco-stuff, it‟s something people now want to tag onto their product, 

I guess. And at first you‟re like ooh, great, and then you get it, and 

you look into it later and you‟re like, oh, that wasn‟t really 

sustainable, or environmentally friendly, or conscious, or anything.” –

Canadian female, Victoria1 

 

Additionally, reactance was seen in one instance in response to a discussion 

about shipping tropical fruit around the world.  

 

“I eat pineapples. Anytime.” – Canadian female, Ottawa  

 

Participants in two groups linked sustainable food with types of people they 

differentiated themselves from (e.g. hippies and yuppies) and as such, 

avoided buying these foods by association.  

 

“[sustainable food] is sort of hippie food. I think when things are 

described as sustainable I would describe them as sort of a method to 

appropriate money from the foolish”. Canadian male, Victoria4 

 

Other barriers encountered included a lack of perceived control (doubts 

over the ability of individuals or societies to make the necessary changes) 

and perceived programme inadequacy (the feeling that any action on the 

part of the individual is unlikely to make any difference). 

 

Craving and addictions to certain unsustainable foods were implied by 

participants in three groups. A large proportion of participants from seven 

groups had no or little knowledge about sustainable food and therefore 

                                                 

7
 In Sweden, Ecological (Ekologisk) is the term used to denote organically certified food. 
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made no conscious efforts to purchase it. Others were aware of the issues 

but were happy eating whatever they wanted: 

  

“…I make almost no effort to buy sustainable foods for various 

reasons listed earlier, and I‟m satisfied with making no effort to do 

so.” – Canadian male, Victoria4 

 

One participant exhibited reasoning reminiscent of the tragedy of the 

commons:  

 

“I feel like I should eat fish while there‟s still some left. It actually 

makes me eat more because they will be gone soon. When I‟m old I 

won‟t get to eat any.” – British male, York 

4.2 Structured Interviews 

The interview questions were the same as for focus groups. Both methods 

yielded similar results. Interview results are organised below by constructs 

in the following order: preferences, definitions, benefits and barriers. 

Preferences 

As with focus group participants, interviewees showed preferences for 

price, taste, health, freshness and variety. Price was the most commonly 

stated food preference. Ten out of fourteen participants mentioned this 

variable and some mentioned it multiple times. Seven students each 

mentioned that taste, nutrition and freshness influenced their purchasing 

decisions, with three stating preferences for unprocessed foods and two 

mentioning a preference for vegetables. Four students mentioned a 

preference for variety. 

 

Four students had a preference for foods from their own culture. Two were 

vegetarian and another two had preferences based on religious beliefs. Two 

students had a preference for frozen foods and two mentioned a preference 

for colourful packaging. 

 

When asked directly about food preferences only two mentioned concepts 

related to sustainability, stating a liking for local and in-season foods. At 
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the end of the interviews students were asked what they would change 

about the foods being served on campus. Over half mentioned 

sustainability-related preferences in response to this question, with six 

stating that they would make all food on campus sustainable and three 

saying they would make all food on campus organic. 

Definitions 

When asked if they had heard the term sustainable food, six students 

answered “yes” and four answered “no”. Two students said they had heard 

of sustainability before, but not the phrase sustainable food. Two were not 

sure and asked if sustainable food is the same as organic food. Three of the 

interviewees were unsure and asked interviewer to define sustainable food 

for them.  When asked to define the term in their own words, most 

struggled to articulate a clear definition. One student believed sustainable 

food was that which was easily digested. 

 

Despite this difficulty in defining the term, twelve participants made a 

conscious effort to purchase foods that they consider sustainable and nine 

stated that they would like to buy these more often. 

 

Many students referred to the complexity of defining sustainable food by 

either stating this explicitly (three) or noting the many factors influencing 

food sustainability (six):  

 

“The packaging and the delivery, there are a lot of steps. If I think 

through all the way, even when you got the products and get to the 

store you – you‟re using a car and it also has to be sustainable and 

the packaging and everything, I mean I can‟t really know what to say 

about the whole thing.” – Swedish male, Computer Programming 

 

All but one student mentioned organic food at some point during the 

interview with most defining organic foods as more sustainable than non-

organics.  

 

Three students believed that vegetarian or vegan diets were more 

sustainable than those containing animal products:  
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“Or maybe that‟s not sustainable food, actually, meat…because what 

I‟ve heard is if you choose not eat meat, you can make so much more 

food and…all human beings…eat food on the planet, but that‟s only 

what I‟ve heard.” – Swedish male, Computer Programming 

 

Three students mentioned the amount of packaging in their definitions of 

sustainable food and two considered GMOs to be sustainable. Social 

benefits were mentioned by one interviewee. One believed the most 

sustainable food was that which was home-grown.  

Benefits 

Health benefits came up in two of the interviews. No other benefits of 

eating sustainable foods emerged during the interviews. 

Barriers 

As in the focus groups, price was the most commonly cited barrier. Eleven 

participants mentioned that price affected the amount of sustainable food 

they purchased, with three students mentioning price multiple times. Seven 

students believed that organic food was often prohibitively expensive.   

 

Seven participants believed that time was a barrier. Three stated they did 

not have enough time to cook while two students thought that shopping for 

sustainable foods took more time. 

 

Four students thought that organic food was harder to find in the 

supermarket. Three students cited shopping habits as a barrier and two 

mentioned a lack of cooking facilities. Lack of cooking skills, lack of 

availability of sustainable foods, excessive packaging of organic foods and 

lack of access to a garden were mentioned by one student each. 

 

Perceived inequity of burden was mentioned by one student:  

 

“…people are thinking about sustainability. But the point is [the] 

military never thinks [about] sustainability…if we all use organic 

foods, sustainable things, it won‟t be more than 10 percent effective. 

Because…all the non-sustainable things are used by the military.” – 

Turkish male, Computer Programming  
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Lack of information or misinformation about sustainability and sustainable 

foods in particular was prevalent throughout the interviews as can be seen 

in student definitions of sustainable food described above. While not cited 

explicitly by students as a factor preventing them from eating more 

sustainably, this lack of knowledge was also coded as a barrier. 

4.3 Surveys 

University students were surveyed about their eating preferences and habits 

as described in the Methods section. A summary of survey results is 

presented below. For all survey results, n=219 unless otherwise stated. 

 

Frequency of Cooking and Eating On-campus or in Restaurants. Students 

were asked how frequently they cook for themselves, for others, and how 

often they eat in restaurants on and off campus. The responses showed little 

variation by gender, program of study or nationality
8
. On the whole, the 

responses indicate that students prepare meals for themselves often, with 

most students saying that they prepare their own breakfasts, lunches and 

dinners at least 3 times per week (83%, 74% and 84%, respectively; see 

Figure 4.1).  

 

                                                 

8
 Nationality refers to the students‟ country of origin as opposed to location of the 

university. 
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Figure 4.1. Number of meals students prepare for themselves 

Half (52%) of the students surveyed also reported cooking for others on a 

regular basis. Students also reported the amount of time an average meal 

takes to prepare. The results are shown in Table 4.1 below. 

 

Table 4.1. Average meal preparation times reported by students 

Meal 
Time (in minutes) 

Range of Responses Average  Mode 

Breakfast 0-60 8 5 

Lunch 0-90 18 10  

Dinner 3-120 35 30 

 

As seen in Figure 4.1 above, students prepare their own meals frequently. 

Accordingly, they eat out (on-campus or in restaurants) less often. When 

students do eat out they tend to buy lunches and snacks on-campus and eat 

dinners at other restaurants. Students rarely purchase breakfast away from 

home (see Figures 4.2 and 4.3). 
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Figure 4.2. Number of meals students purchase on campus 

 

 

Figure 4.3. Number of meals students purchase in restaurants (n=94*) 
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Student Eating Preferences: Dietary Content. Students reported how 

frequently they eat the following foods: red meat, poultry, fish and seafood, 

dairy, eggs, and fruit and vegetables. The results (as presented in Figures 

4.4 and 4.5 below) indicate that students eat meat infrequently, with the 

majority of students eating meat twice a week or less. Fruit, vegetables and 

dairy are eaten more frequently, with most students eating these foods at 

least 5 days a week. Results varied little by gender and nationality. 

However, program of study appeared to be roughly correlated with 

vegetarianism. Of the students sampled, 10% (22 students) report never 

eating red meat, poultry or fish, and an additional 5% (12 students) never 

eat red meat or poultry, but do eat fish. Of these 34 students, 26 (76%) are 

students of natural and environmental sciences (although students in these 

programs comprise only 49% of the total sample). 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Frequency of meat consumption by students 
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Figure 4.5. Frequency of dairy, egg and produce consumption by students 

Student Eating Preferences: Reading Food Labels. Students were asked 

whether they read food labels and if so, what information they look for. The 

majority reported reading labels either always, often or sometimes (31%, 

35% and 21%, respectively). Six percent reported reading labels 

occasionally, while only 5% never read food labels. Students were then 

asked through an open-ended question to report what information they 

sought from food labels. Students most commonly reported seeking 

nutritional information including ingredients, calorie, fat and protein 

content (65%). Also sought were product origin (32%), artificial ingredients 

(25%), eco-labels (17%), expiry dates (13%) and price (7%)
9
. 

 

There was some variability in the information students sought on food 

labels based on demographic (gender, program, nationality), as shown in 

Table 4.2. The 20 participants from low or medium HDI countries showed 

slightly different priorities than the rest of the sample. Compared to the rest 

of the sample, these students were more likely to consider price and expiry 

date (25% and 60% compared to 5% and 8%, respectively). The same 

                                                 

9
 This low figure could be due to a misinterpretation of what „food label‟ means in the 

survey question.  
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group was less likely to mention looking for artificial ingredients or eco-

labels than the rest of the sample (5% and none, compared to 27% and 

20%, respectively). 

Table 4.2. Information students seek while reading food labels- variability 

by selected demographics 

Category 
Percentage of Selected Demographic seeking Nutrition and 
Product Origin Information on Food Labels 

Nutrition Gender 

 Male 48% 

Female 75% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 74% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences 72% 

Computer Science and Engineering 36% 

Other 56% 

Student Nationality 

 Australian 81% 

Canadian 84% 

Swedish 29% 

Other 52% 

Product 
Origin 

Gender 

 Male 26% 

Female 36% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 9% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences  43% 

Computer Science and Engineering  21% 

Other 39% 

Nationality 

 Australian 51% 

Canadian 24% 

Swedish 9% 

Other 29% 

 

Twenty-seven percent of students also mentioned looking for other 

information on food labels. A few avoided specific ingredients such as 

palm oil (3%), animal products (3%), gluten (2%), GMOs (2%) and 

allergens (1%). The reputation of the product manufacturer (5%) was also 
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considered, as was animal welfare (e.g. free-range; 4%) and quantity of 

packaging (1%). 

 

Student Eating Preferences: Considerations When Buying Groceries. 

Students were asked to state how often they considered selected factors 

while purchasing groceries. Most students considered taste (91%), 

freshness (91%), price (75%) and nutrition (73%) important, considering 

these criteria either often or always. Fewer students regularly (always or 

often) considered organic certification (37%) or whether products were 

grown locally (41%). 

 

There was some variability by demographic in whether students consider 

price, nutrition, organic certification and product origin while grocery 

shopping (highlighted in Table 4.3). Considerations of taste and freshness 

varied little by demographic. Considerations of price did not vary by 

gender. The 20 participants from low or medium HDI countries showed 

slightly different priorities than the rest of the sample. Compared to the rest 

of the sample, these students were somewhat less likely to consider 

nutrition, organic certification or whether a product was locally grown 

(55%, 20% and 20%, compared to 74%, 40% and 44% respectively). 

Table 4.3. Primary factors influencing student purchasing preferences - 

variability by selected demographic 

Category Percentage of Selected Demographic Prioritising Price, Nutrition, 
Organic Certification and Local Origin when Food Shopping 

Price Gender 

 Male 76% 

Female 74% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 59% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences 85% 

Computer Science and Engineering 68% 

Other 69% 

Student Nationality 

 Australian 86% 

Canadian 71% 

Swedish 54% 

Other 75% 
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Category 
(cont.) 

Percentage of Selected Demographic Prioritising Price, Nutrition, 
Organic Certification and Local Origin when Food Shopping 

Nutrition Gender 

 Male 61% 

Female 81% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 65% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences  83% 

Computer Science and Engineering  43% 

Other 78% 

Nationality 

 Australian 88% 

Canadian 82% 

Swedish 46% 

Other 65% 

Organic 
Certification 

Gender 

 Male 29% 

Female 42% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 24% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences  48% 

Computer Science and Engineering  7% 

Other 45% 

Nationality 

 Australian 46% 

Canadian 31% 

Swedish 34% 

Other 34% 

Local Origin Gender 

 Male 29% 

Female 50% 

Program of Study 

 Human Health 29% 

Natural and Environmental Sciences  56% 

Computer Science and Engineering  8% 

Other 38% 

Nationality 

 Australian 58% 

Canadian 40% 

Swedish 23% 

Other 33% 
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Three students filled in the optional “other” choice, citing animal welfare, 

eco-labels and reputation of the country of origin as factors influencing 

their purchasing decisions. 

 

Student Eating Preferences: Choosing Restaurants. To further clarify 

student priorities around food choices, students were asked in an open-

ended question to state the factors of importance to them when choosing 

restaurants and cafes. Eighty-six students responded (this question was not 

included in the online survey). Food type (e.g. taste, quality and specific 

foods; 77%) and price (58%) were the most commonly mentioned 

variables. Also mentioned were atmosphere (26%), location (20%) nutrition 

and availability of healthy options (14%) and time and convenience (7%). 

Twenty-seven percent of students listed other factors, including quality of 

service, availability of vegetarian, local and wheat-free options, being 

influenced by the opinions of others and avoiding companies with bad 

reputations. 

 

Student Knowledge and Values: Food and Sustainability. Students 

completing the online version of the survey (n=125) were asked about their 

knowledge of and behaviours concerning sustainable food. The vast 

majority responded that they are aware of the term sustainable food (91%). 

A total of 117 students answered the follow-up question: “how would you 

define sustainable food”. Four variables were consistently included in 

student definitions: environmental benefits (82%), local foods (38%), 

organic products and practices (32%) and social benefits (32%). 

 

Concepts included in definitions of sustainable food did not, for the most 

part, vary widely by gender, program, or nationality. Students from 

countries with a medium or low HDI were less likely to include local foods 

or social benefits in their definitions (8% for both, compared with 38% and 

32%, respectively, in the entire sample).  Canadians were also more likely 

to include social benefits when defining sustainable food (53% compared to 

32% in the entire sample). 

 

Half of the participants (50%) also mentioned other ideas in their 

definitions of sustainable food. Many referred to future generations and the 

concept of being able to continue producing food well into the future.  

Others mentioned nutrition, reduced packaging, reduced meat consumption, 

animal welfare and seasonality. A few students noted the complexity of the 

topic, including such phrases in their responses:  
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“there is no clear boundary between sustainable and unsustainable 

food” and “this ambiguous definition is reflective of the ambiguous 

nature of the concept itself” - Mexican male, Fisheries Science 

 

The relationship between food and sustainability was understood to varying 

degrees.  On the whole, most showed at least some understanding of how 

the two relate, as can be seen from the following selected definitions. Some 

responses suggested that students have given the topic enough thought to 

form strong personal opinions on the topic.  

 

 “Food that can continue to be grown for the foreseeable future” –

Australian male, Arts 

“Food with low carbon footprint” –Chinese female, Bachelor of 

Environmental Management 

“I've heard it from many different contexts. I think eating plants 

(including veg and fruit, rice) or plant products (e.g. bread), is more 

sustainable that eating something produced from animals, which are 

higher up in the trophic level” –Thai male, Bachelor of Science 

 

“Food that is local and preferably organic, that doesn't require 

excessive resources to produce, package or transport” –Australian 

female, Psychology 

“Food that was produced locally with no use or minimum use of 

chemicals in its production.  For example the red meat I eat is 

primarily Kangaroo, it is free range, has no chemicals/ hormones 

added etc.  Also in Australia 10's of thousand of Kangaroos are culled 

each year; whether or not I purchase the meat or not the animal 

would be killed” –Australian male, Environmental Management and 

Sustainability 
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“Food that has minimal impact on the environment, is good for your 

health, benefits the communities who produces it, has fully 

recyclable/biodegradable packaging, and doesn't exploit people, 

animals or the planet” –Australian female, Sustainable Development
10

 

Barriers Preventing Students from Eating More Sustainability.  The 

majority of students surveyed (71%; n=125) sometimes make an effort to 

buy foods they consider sustainable. A further 28% indicated that they do 

not currently make this effort but would like to, and one respondent 

answered that they do not currently attempt to buy “sustainable food” and 

are not interested in doing so. In response to the follow-up question, 81% 

reported that they do not buy sustainable foods as often as they would like.  

 

A variety of barriers are preventing respondents from buying sustainable 

foods as often as they would like. The most prominent of these are price 

(82%) and lack of availability (70%). Lack of information was identified by 

42% of respondents. Students of different genders, programs, and 

nationalities were equally likely to cite price and lack of availability as 

barriers. While 42% of the entire sample cited lack of information as a 

barrier, only 30% of men did compared to 47% of women. Students from 

countries with medium or low HDI were also more likely to cite lack of 

information as a barrier (69%).  

 

 Lack of time (15%), forgetting while shopping (14%), taste (9%) and lack 

of cooking skills (6%) also prevent some respondents from buying 

sustainable foods more often. Only 3 respondents selected the response “it‟s 

not that important to me”.  

 

A few students (11%) filled out the optional “other” response; these 

responses were coded according to the methodology described for focus 

groups (see section 3.2). Of these, four students mentioned mistrust (e.g. “I 

honestly don't trust certification labels”; “in some cases I think it‟s a 

marketing gimmick”), two mentioned ignorance (e.g. “Not sure which 

foods are sustainable”), and five mentioned a lack of availability.  

  

                                                 

10
 A large proportion of survey respondents were Australian Environmental Science 

students who generally appeared to have a better understanding of sustainability and food. 

This explains the over-representation of quotes by Australians in this section. 
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Sustainable Eating Challenge 

As we approached the month of March, we had a number of concerns. 

We expected a month of eating more sustainably to be onerous and 

expensive. We also worried about being hungry as we couldn‟t buy food 

on impulse.  

 

Ultimately, it was not as hard as we thought. The first week was 

frustrating because we were not accustomed to planning our meals in 

advance. Once we established a routine we began to enjoy many aspects 

of the challenge. Despite our concerns to the contrary, many organic 

products were available in Karlskrona. Before beginning the challenge, 

we all thought we bought predominantly organic food. We were 

surprised and embarrassed to see that in February (our baseline month) 

only about 20% of our groceries were organic. This jumped to nearly 

90% in March. Our friends were supportive but we did occasionally find 

it awkward when forced to decide between declining social invitations 

and breaking our diet.  

 

Benefits of the challenge: 

 Trying new recipes with the ingredients on hand 

 Cooking and eating together with friends 

 Eating a healthier diet with more vegetables and fewer processed foods 

 Eating in-season 

 Discovering that we had spent less money on food than during our 

baseline month (see Table 4.4) 

 Receiving fresh vegetables through the CSA scheme 

 Personal satisfaction of living in accordance with our values 

Table 4.4. Results from Sustainable Eating Challenge 

Month 
Chris 

Feb        March 
James  

Feb        March 
Sophie 

Feb        March 

Shopping Time  2:00 2:25 1:45 2:15 5:02 2:55 

Food Prep Time 7:45 9:05 7:15 6:40 10:15 17:10 

% Products Organic 12% 85% 21% 90% 33% 86% 

% Products Swedish 30% 32% 20% 21% 26% 39% 

Cost–Groceries SEK 2102 1849 1258 850 1270 1273 

Cost–Eating Out SEK 2931 2032 2701 2031 1303 667 

Total Cost SEK 5033  3881  3959  2881  2573  1940  
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5 Discussion 

This study explored several sustainable food-related constructs held by 

students at universities in Sweden, Canada, Australia and the UK. Food is 

linked to culture and place, so an initiative targeted at changing 

consumption habits of Australian students, for example, will likely look 

different than one targeted at Swedes. Nevertheless, common preferences 

and barriers emerged among students in the countries studied. These 

commonalities are the focus of the following discussion and form the basis 

of the recommendations provided. In recognition of the context-specific 

nature of sustainable food, suggestions are kept deliberately broad.  

It should be noted that the constructs explored during this study 

(preferences, definitions, benefits and barriers) are interrelated and cannot 

be treated in isolation. Recommendations related to one of these constructs 

will likely affect another. To remain consistent with earlier sections of this 

report, findings will first be discussed by construct. The recommendations, 

which will link findings from multiple constructs, will follow. 

5.1 Preferences 

Expected Result. Men would place a higher emphasis on price and quantity 

while women would place more emphasis on nutrition and sustainability 

Actual Result. As expected, findings suggest women place more emphasis 

on nutrition and sustainability. Contrary to expectations, no gender 

difference emerged regarding price. Neither men nor women explicitly 

mentioned a preference for quantity. 

 

The results from all data collection methods showed that taste, 

convenience, variety and price appeared to strongly influence students‟ 

food preferences and choices. These findings are congruent with existing 

literature examining student food preferences (Marquis 2005; Harker et al. 

2010; Davy, Benes and Driskell 2006). Considerations of price did not vary 

between men and women, with each giving this high priority. This was not 

expected, as other studies have found that men consider value for money 

more than women (Morse and Driskell 2009; Bryant and Dundes 2008).  
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Findings from this study were consistent with other studies (Morse and 

Driskell 2009; Misra 2007) in that women were found to prioritise nutrition 

more than men. Women surveyed were more likely than men to consider 

product origin (50% compared to 29%) and organic certification (42% 

compared to 29%) while shopping. This is in line with other studies (Lockie 

et al. 2004; Zelezny, Chua and Aldrich 2000). 

 

Interesting cultural difference emerged in the survey. Australians were 

found to prioritise price much more than Swedes (86% and 54%, 

respectively). Both the Canadians and Australians surveyed were also 

found to seek nutrition information on food labels more frequently than 

Swedes (84%, 81% and 29% respectively), suggesting they share a greater 

concern for nutritional information. This could be due to the small sample 

size of this study, or the findings could reflect a genuine cultural difference 

in priorities. These findings suggest that further research on the subject is 

warranted.   

 

Ten percent of participants in this study identified themselves as vegetarian.  

Although this figure was as expected (Santos and Booth 1996), the authors 

were surprised at the low levels of meat, poultry and seafood consumption 

claimed by the non-vegetarians with 42% eating red meat, 37% eating 

poultry and 61% eating seafood less than once a week. It was expected that 

students would eat meat more frequently than the findings suggest. Setting 

aside the possibility of under-reporting, the results could be explained by 

the study demographics (higher representation of women [62%] and 

Environmental Science [48%]). Another possibility is that students may be 

less inclined to eat meat than the general population. Either way, it seems to 

be more socially acceptable for students to eat less meat than it would have 

been 25 years ago (Santos and Booth 1996), and vegetarianism on the 

whole is increasing (Jabs, Devine and Sobal 1998). As high levels of meat 

consumption have been shown to be a prominent driver of climate change 

(FAO 2006), broad societal shifts towards plant-based diets could have 

positive implications for sustainability.  

 

Findings appear to indicate that participants in this study are equipped with 

cooking skills. Most cook for themselves often and half of the survey 

sample also cook for others on a regular basis. Students reported that the 

average dinner takes about 30 minutes to cook, suggesting that these meals 

required more cooking skills than simply heating prepared foods. 
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The extent to which students claim to prepare their own meals was higher 

than expected when compared to the literature (Cluskey and Grobe 2009).  

5.2 Definitions 

Expected Result. Students would hold positive attitudes towards the concept 

of sustainable food but lack detailed knowledge about how to define it. 

Actual Results. Findings were consistent with expectations. 

It was apparent that most students taking part in this study had some degree 

of understanding of sustainability in relation to food. Students spoke about 

one or two elements of sustainable food, such as local or organic, but 

overall had a fragmented understanding of the topic. Despite this limited 

understanding, survey data indicates that there is a positive attitude among 

students towards sustainable food with 81% of the sample stating that they 

do not buy it as often as they would like. This attitude was largely echoed 

in the interviews and focus groups. Many students in this study do seem to 

value sustainable foods, but paradoxically, the majority of them make little 

effort to actually eat more sustainably. These findings are in line with other 

studies that explore behaviour change and students‟ attitudes towards food 

(Bissonnette and Contento 2001; Harmon and Maretzki 2006). This 

suggests that students may be receptive to programs aimed at helping them 

eat more sustainably. These programs could be made more effective by 

focusing on overcoming barriers (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999). 

Results from focus groups, surveys and interviews all show that students 

generally were not knowledgeable about the environmental and social 

consequences of their personal food choices. Many students felt that buying 

local or organic food was more sustainable but they did not articulate why 

and rarely spoke about changing the actual composition of their diets. For 

example, surprising few students spoke about the environmental and social 

implications of meat-heavy diets compared to plant-based diets.  

Some students in the focus groups complained that there was a lack of 

information on campus regarding food impacts and sustainable eating.  

While increasing awareness around the positive impacts of adopting a more 

sustainable diet may not be sufficient to foster behaviour change, it can be a 

necessary precursor to programs aimed at changing students‟ behaviour 
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(Lindenberg and Steg 2007; Stern 2000; Pelletier et al. 1998; McKenzie-

Mohr and Smith 1999).  

Survey respondents generally appeared to provide more comprehensive 

definitions of sustainable food than interviewees and focus group 

participants.  One possible explanation for this disparity is the fact that 

survey respondents could take as long as they pleased to formulate and re-

formulate a definition of sustainable food. Furthermore, because many 

surveys (125 of 219) were completed online, it is possible that respondents 

searched for definitions on the Internet while completing the survey. 

Interviewees and focus group participants had to formulate a definition on 

the spot.  Another possible contributing factor is the fact that 49% of the 

survey respondents were enrolled in natural sciences. These students 

seemed to have a better overall understanding of food and sustainability. 

This could be due to self-selection bias by online survey respondents (see 

section 5.7).  

5.3 Benefits 

Expected Results. There were no expected results concerning students‟ 

perceptions of the benefits of eating more sustainably. 

 

Findings in this research suggest that students are largely unaware of many 

personal benefits of eating more sustainably. For example, although health 

and nutrition were important to students in this study (as is consistent with 

the literature; Robinson O‟Brien et al 2009; Saher, Lindman and Hursti 

2006), students seldom spoke about the potential health benefits of a more 

sustainable diet. Programs directed at students could highlight these and 

other benefits based on student preferences and priorities identified in this 

study and elsewhere in the literature.   

 

A few students spoke of experiences which highlight other benefits of a 

more sustainable diet. These included cooking, meeting people at farmers‟ 

markets, enjoying tasty, fresh food and the pleasure of sharing food with 

others. The authors‟ personal experiences during their self-study confirmed 

this. Being more intentional about food throughout the planning, purchasing 

and cooking processes was found to be very rewarding. As more care was 

taken over meals they became tastier, healthier, more varied and more 

enjoyable particularly as the inclination to share these efforts with others 
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increased. Eating more sustainably was also a conduit to living in 

accordance with personal beliefs. The authors‟ self-study also provided 

unexpected financial benefits as less money was spent than during the 

baseline month.  

5.4 Barriers 

The following section (5.4) addresses the secondary research question: 

What are the barriers preventing university students from eating more 

sustainably? 

Expected Results. Many barriers would prevent students from eating more 

sustainably and these would be consistent across cultural and geographic 

boundaries. The salient barriers would be lack of knowledge about the 

relationship between food and sustainability, price, and availability. 

Actual Results. Findings were consistent with expectations and 

time/convenience also emerged as a significant barrier 

5.4.1 Lack of Knowledge 

Ignorance emerged as a significant barrier with 42% of survey respondents 

explicitly identifying lack of information as a barrier to eating more 

sustainably. A lack of knowledge about sustainable food can affect 

preferences, definitions, and an understanding of the benefits.  

As graduate students studying food and sustainability, it can be argued that 

the authors have a greater-than-average understanding of the topic. 

Although students did not always explicitly profess their ignorance, the 

authors were sometimes able to identify a lack of knowledge through what 

students did and did not say. 

Several participants of one focus group had taken a course at BTH which 

incorporated the four Sustainability Principles in its definition of 

sustainability. These students had difficulty making the link between food 

choices and sustainability and were in fact among the least knowledgeable 

of all focus group participants. They described themselves as originating 

from the “Sub-continent”. Given that many of the problems with the current 

food system (along with subsequent efforts to combat them) have emanated 
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from Western society, it is understandable that for many students from 

other backgrounds, these issues are simply not on their radar. It is unclear 

whether this inability to make the connection was a result of cultural 

backgrounds or if it speaks to the need for specific courses aimed at food 

sustainability. 

In three of the four focus groups conducted at the University of Victoria, 

students had participated in a food sustainability course. These students 

often mentioned this course during the focus group and typically had a 

more comprehensive understanding of food and sustainability issues when 

compared to students in other focus groups. From what was reported in the 

focus groups, it appears that these students had more sustainable behaviour 

around food as well.  This suggests that increased awareness around 

environmental issues can foster more sustainable behaviour around food 

consumption. However, in some instances it appeared to also have a 

negative effect. Occasionally, as students‟ understanding of environmental 

issues increased, they became overwhelmed by the scale of the problems.  

When this happens, students can begin to doubt the ability of individuals or 

societies to make necessary changes. This can lead to increased fatalism 

(Gifford 2010). Information, particularly regarding effective actions one 

can take to address global problems, can assuage fatalistic attitudes.   

Uncertainty presented itself as a barrier in the study. Some students 

recognised that when buying food at a supermarket, their food had already 

travelled through complicated processes upstream in the value chain and 

that it was very difficult for them to assess the sustainability of different 

foods. Others spoke of their mistrust of the food system and their 

disapproval of the commoditisation of food by big multinational 

corporations. One possible way to address these concerns is to empower 

students to bypass the conventional food system – which some students 

stated they did not like supporting – by teaching them how to grow some of 

their own foods or by introducing them to farmers‟ markets.  

5.4.2 Cost 

The cost of food is clearly important to students. In most cases there was 

insufficient information to determine whether the perceived cost of eating 

more sustainably represented a structural barrier as in the case of students 

on genuinely tight budgets, or a behavioural barrier where students simply 

prioritise other purchases. The authors‟ self-study suggested that 
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perceptions play a role. Despite initial concerns about the increased cost of 

eating more sustainably, each author spent less on groceries and also on 

eating out over a period of a month than in the preceding baseline month 

(see table 4.4). Although organic products tended to be more expensive 

than comparable non-organic products, the difference was rarely more than 

10%. Food purchased at farmers‟ markets and through the Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA) scheme also tended to be less expensive than 

that found in supermarkets. Purchasing fewer processed and value-added 

foods ended up being considerably less expensive. As expected, the 

absence of any organic cafes or restaurants in Karlskrona prohibited the 

researchers from eating out. This also saved money.  

 

It is noted that spending less on sustainable food may depend on changing 

patterns of purchasing behaviour and eating; this requires some degree of 

flexibility. It is acknowledged that this dietary freedom is not always 

possible. 

5.4.3 Time/Inconvenience 

Time considerations are also important to students with many focus group 

and interview participants saying that location, convenience and time were 

barriers to eating more sustainably. This was corroborated by other studies 

(Cason and Wenrich 2002; Betts et al. 1997; Cluksey and Grobe 2009). 

Once again, the authors‟ self-study gave some insight into managing these 

barriers. Initial concerns about the length of time it would take to source 

food were allayed when it became apparent that organic and local products 

were available and not too difficult to find. One just had to look for them. 

Access to information on the whereabouts of such foods would be useful, as 

would a willingness to spend time searching. Having fresh produce home-

delivered through the CSA scheme was convenient and effective at 

reducing shopping time. As eating out was not an option, more time was 

taken preparing meals although this yielded some welcome benefits of its 

own (as discussed in section 5.3).  

5.4.4 Availability  

Availability (or lack thereof) of more sustainable food was cited as a barrier 

by most students. This structural barrier can prevent even students with no 

behavioural barriers from eating more sustainably.  
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5.5 The SSD Approach 

As described in section 1.4, the SSD approach developed by Robèrt et al. 

(2002) involves identifying the boundaries of the system and developing a 

vision of success grounded in the Sustainability Principles. Thus, within the 

realm of student food consumption, the vision of success is a society in 

which all consumption complies with the SPs.   

In today‟s society, most foods cannot come close to complying with all of 

the SPs (see Appendix A) and the SSD approach acknowledges that any 

system is unlikely to become fully sustainable overnight. Rather, Robèrt et 

al. recommend backcasting from the vision of success using a strategic 

approach to move from the current reality towards that vision. This 

involves selecting actions that are feasible in the short term and can act as a 

platform for undertaking longer-term actions requiring bigger investments. 

Before selecting an action intended to move society towards sustainability, 

Robèrt et al. recommend asking three questions: does this action move 

society closer to sustainability; does this action provide an adequate return 

on investment; and does this action provide a flexible platform for future 

steps towards sustainability?  

In the context of student food consumption, there are a number of actions 

that students can take which meet these criteria. As described in the 

literature review (section 2.1), these include eating organic, local, seasonal, 

unprocessed foods, choosing plant-based foods much of the time, and 

obtaining foods through farmers‟ markets, CSA programs, and growing 

food.  Furthermore, actions by universities to help students to eat more 

sustainably can be based on promoting these behaviours.  
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5.6 Recommendations 

The following (section 5.6) addresses the primary research question:  

How can university students overcome barriers to eating more sustainably? 

The actions and tools recommended in this section are shaped by an SSD 

perspective and are chosen to help students move in a strategic, stepwise 

manner towards sustainable food consumption. The authors see targeting 

student eating habits as a strategic action which contributes to a move 

towards a sustainable society. These recommendations are intended to 

address the common barriers that have been identified through the course of 

this research.  

Recommendations are informed by the literature review, existing programs 

at universities (see Appendix B) and student feedback. They are also 

grounded in the authors‟ personal and professional experience. In 

recognition of the context-specific nature of sustainable food, suggestions 

are kept deliberately broad. As well as addressing barriers, these 

recommendations can also bring a number of potential benefits to students. 

The barriers and potential benefits addressed by these recommendations are 

shown in Figure 5.1 and are described in more detail below.  

Students were queried on the barriers preventing them from eating more 

sustainably. Interestingly, students pointed back towards the institutions 

themselves, indicating a need for universities to help students adopt more 

sustainable eating habits.  As such, the recommendations fall into two 

categories: those targeted at university sustainability coordinators and 

educators and those aimed at students themselves. There is some overlap as 

a number of recommendations can be used both by students on an 

individual basis, and facilitated by institutions. Although aimed at two 

audiences, these recommendations point to a common goal which might be 

best achieved through collaboration between students and university staff 

and faculty. Such an approach allows for shared ownership and is likely to 

lead to increased engagement between all stakeholders. 
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Figure 5.1. Barriers addressed and benefits provided by recommendations 

Offer sustainability and food course. Creating programs and/or courses that 

foster a systems perspective around sustainability and food would help 

students understand the environmental, social and health benefits which 

stem from eating more sustainably. As mentioned in section 5.4.1 above, 

some focus group participants from the University of Victoria had taken a 

food sustainability course. This course appeared to enhance both their 

knowledge and behaviour around sustainable food. It is important to nurture 

and build upon successful existing courses that tie food together with 

sustainability.  

Creating food sustainability courses that combine a theoretical high-level 

systems perspective of sustainability with a practical component, such as 

teaching basic food growing techniques, could help curb fatalist attitudes. 

Teaching students about gardening has also been identified as a practical 

conduit to instil understanding of systems thinking and sustainability in an 

experiential setting (Capra 1998). Many universities already have 

community gardens and demonstration farms (see Appendix B) and some 

focus group participants suggested that developing more of these would be 

a good way to improve sustainability on campus. Courses could be 

designed to integrate time spent in the university‟s garden with time in the 

classroom learning about sustainability from an SSD perspective including 

a concrete definition of sustainability centred on the SPs. By 
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acknowledging that full sustainability requires a strategic, stepwise 

progression, an SSD approach can also empower students to act in the face 

of an overwhelming sustainability challenge.  Courses such as this would 

also encourage universities to create or expand community gardens on 

campus.  

Provide information. The findings in this study demonstrate the need for 

universities to provide information to students about sustainable food. 

Apart from the course suggested above, universities could also develop a 

resource for students to access information about local restaurants, 

supermarkets and farmers‟ markets where more sustainable food can be 

sourced (e.g. through a website or in the student guide). The findings show 

that there was a general lack of awareness of the benefits to eating more 

sustainably. Therefore the resource should be sure to emphasise these 

benefits. 

SSD-informed research. Much of the existing literature around eating more 

sustainably takes a narrow “drill-hole” perspective on defining more 

sustainable food choices from a single metric. For example, there have been 

numerous studies focusing only on the carbon footprint of specific food 

items. This approach does not take into consideration many other important 

aspects of sustainability. To avoid a drill-hole perspective, research into 

more sustainable food consumption can be grounded in a definition of 

sustainability bounded by the four Sustainability Principles. 

Farmers‟ markets on campus. It is the authors‟ opinion that universities 

could address availability and convenience barriers by hosting (preferably 

organic) farmers‟ markets regularly on campus. This would provide a 

convenient source of more sustainable foods while supporting local farmers 

and fostering community around food and sustainability on campus.  

 

Promote Community Supported Agriculture schemes (CSAs). Promoting the 

benefits of joining CSAs to students on campus could also help address the 

time and price barriers. As students are often moving to universities from 

other cities and may be unaware of local options, institutions are well-

situated to help students by providing information about local CSAs. 

 

Sustainable eating challenges. These can be an effective tool to help 

students both overcome the barriers preventing them from eating more 

sustainably and curb fatalistic attitudes. To enhance the effectiveness of a 
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sustainable eating challenge, students could sign up in pairs or in groups, 

thereby making a public commitment to the challenge. As Mckenzie-Mohr 

and Smith (1999) describe, public commitment is an effective strategy to 

overcome barriers such as behavioural momentum (habit). During the 

authors‟ Sustainable Eating Challenge, shopping and cooking together 

helped aid the formation of new habits. During the challenge, peer 

influence could be extended further by having students recruit friends to try 

the challenge.  

 

Sustainability professors, practitioners and students are important role 

models and by embodying more sustainable behaviour can inspire others to 

do so too. In the authors‟ experience, the practice of attempting to eat more 

sustainably led to an increase in both credibility and compassion around the 

topic. Initiatives to promote behaviour change can be enhanced when the 

people spearheading those initiatives practice the desired behaviours 

themselves.   

 

Cook together and share food. Students in focus groups and interviews 

highlighted the social benefits of sharing food. Students perceived that food 

is more than simply fuel, and plays an important role in tradition, family 

gatherings and other social occasions. They frequently mentioned that 

meals were enjoyed not only because of the types of food eaten, but also 

largely due to who was present. Furthermore, sustainability relates not only 

to environmental, but to social concerns as well. Sharing food can help 

build social cohesion and trust, thus contributing directly to social 

sustainability. There are many ways that sharing food could be used as a 

leverage point to help students eat more sustainably. Universities could 

promote a number of activities. For example, student sustainable dinner 

clubs could be organised, or cook-off challenges could be held where 

students compete to cook the best meal using only local or organic 

ingredients within a specified price range.  

 

Grow or gather own food. Gardening or gathering wild food can have 

multiple benefits for sustainability and for students. As well as providing a 

source of cheap, fresh and healthy food, these activities connect people to 

the fundamentals of food, or as Fritjof Capra states, to the fundamentals of 

life (Capra 1998). Consequently, they are excellent ways to develop 

systems awareness and an appreciation of the natural world, which may 

lead to further sustainable behaviour change. Some students are able to 

grow or gather food themselves. However, many will not have the 
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knowledge, time or space necessary to do so. Universities can assist 

students by providing an on-campus community garden and offering basic 

gardening workshops. Even urban universities can take this step, by 

incorporating rooftop gardens. 

5.7 Strengths and Limitations 

 

The main strength of this research was the use of multiple data collection 

methods. Results were consistent across each method. The demographics of 

survey, focus group and interview participants inevitably influenced results. 

The survey sample was 62% women who, according to Morse and Driskell 

(2009), differ from men in their priorities regarding food. Almost half of 

the participants were natural and environmental sciences students who can 

be assumed to have a more detailed understanding of sustainability. Thus, 

the data may not be representative of the general population, but it likely 

represents higher than average understanding of the connection between 

food and sustainability.  

 

As previously mentioned, many studies around sustainable food focus on 

measuring one or two elements of sustainability such as carbon emissions 

or energy use associated with specific foods. By using a systems 

perspective of sustainability, this study attempts to shed light on the need to 

see food sustainability in a broader context. Food impacts are complex and 

dispersed, so looking only at the carbon footprint of specific foods can give 

a simplistic and misleading assessment of how sustainable that food is.  

 

An apparent self-selection bias emerged in the survey results. When 

students were asked through an open-ended question what information they 

sought while reading food labels, online survey respondents were more 

likely to mention product origin and eco-label (44% and 24% compared to 

16% and 9%, respectively). This bias showed up again when students were 

asked to select how often they considered various criteria while food 

shopping. Approximately half of online survey respondents cited that they 

prioritise organic certification (48%) and locally grown products (56%), 

while less than one-quarter of the remaining students prioritised these 

factors (23% and 21%, respectively).  
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The tendency for individuals to over and under-report certain behaviour 

likely influenced results. This was found to be true to some extent in the 

authors‟ self study as perceptions of organic purchases were overestimated.  

Despite pre-testing survey and focus group questions, there was still 

potential for misinterpretation, particularly as English was not the native 

language of many participants.  

Strengths and limitations of Gifford‟s “Seven Dragon” Model. The “Seven 

Dragons of Non-Sustainability” model was very useful for exploring 

behavioural barriers related to more sustainable eating habits. Of the 29 

species of dragon, 19 emerged during the focus group sessions. A few 

species (e.g. discounting, financial investments) seem unlikely to apply to 

food-related behaviour; however, the model was overall quite applicable.  

5.8 Further Research 

Countries selected for this study (Australia, Canada, Germany, Sweden and 

the UK) represent a small portion of the Western industrialised world
11

. As 

the main barriers appear to be common to all these countries, it follows that 

these findings may also apply to other industrialised countries as well. That 

being said, caution should be taken not to over-generalise the results. In 

particular, individuals wishing to design a program promoting more 

sustainable diets to a particular set of students should carry out further 

research to determine the barriers specific to that population and context, as 

suggested by Mckenzie-Mohr and Smith (1999).  

The barriers of price and time appear to be widespread. It is the authors‟ 

opinion that in some cases these barriers exist due to conflicting priorities. 

More research needs to be focused on how to make buying more 

sustainable food attractive enough that it becomes a priority.  

Social norms play a major role in consumer behaviour. Further research 

into social norms around sustainable eating habits is needed, particular in 

the areas where negative associations are drawn to sustainable food. 

                                                 

11
 Data was gathered from students representing at least 33 nationalities across five 

continents. 
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Many studies take a narrow view of food‟s impact on sustainability, e.g. 

highlighting the carbon footprint of food products. Research into how 

different food choices contribute to violations of the Sustainability 

Principles, e.g. by performing a Strategic Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA), 

could help identify more strategic food choices. 
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6 Conclusion 

An SSD approach is very useful when studying sustainability. By providing 

a strict, principle-based definition of a sustainable society, and providing 

strategic guidelines to move towards that society, an SSD approach avoids 

many of the pitfalls that can hamper other sustainability initiatives (for 

example unintended negative consequences, or lack of a clear vision of 

success). By acknowledging that full sustainability requires a strategic, 

stepwise progression, an SSD approach can also empower individuals to act 

in the face of an overwhelming sustainability challenge. 

However, an SSD approach does not, in itself, incorporate the study of 

behaviour change and psychology around behaviour change. In order for 

individuals and organisations to adopt actions identified as more 

sustainable, individuals will sometimes need to change their behaviour. The 

current research reminds sustainability practitioners that there may be many 

cognitive barriers preventing individuals from adopting more sustainable 

behaviour, that these are not always obvious, and that these must be 

identified and addressed before a behaviour change program can be most 

successful. 

Anecdotal evidence indicates that students are starting to add food 

sustainability to their list of concerns, to the point of choosing universities 

based on whether they serve local and organic meals (Horowitz 2006; 

Burros 2005). This level of student interest suggests that the time is ripe for 

student-centred initiatives promoting more sustainable eating habits.  

Many students, with their busy lives, limited budgets and competing 

priorities, face many barriers despite genuinely wanting to eat more 

sustainably. The authors acknowledge that these barriers will not be easy to 

overcome. Changing eating habits can be a difficult and slow process. The 

authors were made keenly aware of this fact after struggling to maintain 

some of their new, more sustainable eating habits after the end of their self-

study. A shift to a more sustainable diet involves many steps and it is 

unrealistic to expect students to develop entirely new eating habits 

overnight. That said, it is hoped that the information provided in this thesis 

will contribute to a larger shift towards more sustainable student diets and a 

sustainable society as a whole.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Negative Impacts of the Modern 

Food System 

This appendix shows some of the major impacts of the Modern Food 

System that contribute to violations of the four Sustainability Principles as 

defined by Ny et al. (2006).  

Sustainability Principle 1 - relates to systematically 

increasing concentrations of substances extracted from 

the Earth’s crust. 

 Agriculture is responsible for around one third of anthropogenic 

radiative forcing of climate change, exceeding the impacts of the 

transport, manufacturing and industrial sectors (Cole et al. 1997). 

Although this figure includes emissions from livestock (which relate 

to SP2), the bulk of these emissions stem from fossil fuel use 

associated with production, e.g. tractors, pumps, storage, 

manufacture of fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides (Weber and 

Matthews 2008) 

 Production of synthetic fertilizers is highly energy intensive. In the 

US this accounts for about a third of total energy input into crop 

production (Gellings and Parmenter 2004) 

 In the US, transportation of food (commonly referred to as “food 

miles”) is responsible for roughly 11% of life-cycle GHG emissions. 

Delivery from producer to retailer contributes 4% (Webers and 

Matthews 2008) 

 Materials and energy used in the processing and packaging of food 

have increased along with demands for value-added food products. 

This stage of the food chain is highly energy intensive and as much 

as 15 percent of energy use in the food system has been attributed to 

packaging alone (Pimentel 1990).) 
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Sustainability Principle 2 - relates to systematically 

increasing concentrations of substances produced by society. 

 Meat production increasing globally as developing countries like 

India and China increase wealth and imitate the Western food 

model. “One of the major challenges to the food system is the 

rapidly increasing demand for meat and dairy products...” (Godfray 

et al. 2010, p816) 

 Meat and dairy products are responsible for 50% of "total food 

related impacts" (Kramer et al. 1999)  

 The livestock industry is the main contributor of Nitrous Oxide and 

Methane. Methane has 23 times the global warming potential of 

CO2 and the impact of nitrous oxide is 296 times more powerful 

(FAO 2006, Table 3.12) 

 Agro-chemical pollutants from farms, feedlots, abattoirs and 

processing plants are a major cause of freshwater contamination 

(Goodland 1997)  

 Pesticides, herbicides and synthetic fertilizers have been linked to 

human health problems (Clarren 2008; WHO 1998) 

 Food waste is a significant source of landfill-generated methane 

(Hall et al. 2009). 
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Sustainability Principle 3 - relates to systematically 

increasing degradation by physical means. 

 ≈35% of the Earth‟s ice-free land surface is devoted to agriculture 

(Foley et al. 2007) with ≈70-74% of this being used for livestock 

production, either directly through grazing or indirectly through 

production of feedcrops (FAO 2006) 

 Loss of biodiversity and habitat are occurring at alarming rates due 

to deforestation and land clearing. Analysis of the world‟s most 

threatened species show that habitat loss driven by increases in 

livestock production is a significant factor (FAO 2006). 

 In OECD countries, powerful agri-businesses determine much of 

what is grown for consumption. This has resulted in widespread loss 

of food crops species. In China 10000 species were under 

cultivation in 1965. Now only 300 species are grown. (FAO 2010) 

 Globally marine fish populations are on the verge of collapse. 

(Pauly et al. 2002; Worm et al. 2006). 

 Eutrification of freshwater sources (Nijdam et al. 2006). 

 The Agricultural industry is the largest consumer of water, 

accounting for 70% of all fresh water consumed globally (FAO 

2011). 

 Many ground-water aquifers are severely depleted and the dynamics 

of many of the world‟s great rivers have changed due to over-

irrigation which leads in turn to rising water-tables (FAO 2011). 

 Erosion, topsoil loss, decreasing fertility and salinity of soils are 

widespread problems associated with intensive crop-production 

methods (Reganold, Elliot and Unger 1987; Fliessbach et al. 2007).  

 Food packaging, especially plastic, is persistent and pollutes the 

oceans and waterways (Derraik 2002). 
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Sustainability Principle 4 - relates to systematically 

undermining the capacity for people to meet their needs. 

 Despite producing sufficient food to easily feed the global 

population, approximately 840 million people suffer from chronic 

hunger and more than 2 billion suffer from micronutrient 

deficiencies or „hidden hunger‟ (Kennedy, Nantel and Shetty 2003). 

This is equivalent to more than one in seven people today who still 

do not have access to sufficient protein and energy from their diet, 

and even more suffer from some form of micronutrient 

malnourishment (FAO 2009). 

 Meanwhile, the livestock industry feeds roughly one third of the 

global cereal harvest to livestock (FAO 2006).  

 Globalised industrial food system has negative impacts on local 

economies, developing countries, and on farmers‟ ability to make a 

living. Suicide rates among farmers have increased to alarming 

levels in some countries. In India alone 182,936 farmers committed 

suicide between 1997 and 2007 (Sainath 2009). 

 Processed foods tend to contain higher levels of refined sugars and 

carbohydrates but are deficient in minerals and vitamins. Obesity 

and malnutrition diets high in processed foods. 

 30-40% of food in both developed and developing countries is 

wasted. (Godfray et al. 2010). In the west, most waste can be 

attributed to the fact that food is simply too cheap, high cosmetic 

expectations, commercial pressure to offer more for less and warped 

concerns over food safety due to lack of education and over reliance 

on 'use by' dates (WRAP, Banbury, UK, 2008). 

 Current food system lacks resilience. Recent price increases due to a 

combination of poor harvests (climate related) and energy v food 

competition (biofuels) are cause for concern. Global food prices, in 

real terms, have increased by an average of 15% annually between 

2006 and 2008, relative to a modest rate of 1.3% between 2000 and 

2005 (FAO 2008) 
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Appendix B: Existing Programs Aimed at 
Improving Student Diets 

Discussions about sustainability are becoming common at universities 

around the world, with many institutions attempting to incorporate 

sustainability into their curricula (Cusick 2009; Rusinko and Sama 2009). 

Accordingly, there are many programs at these institutions attempting to 

increase the sustainability of student diets. More than 200 universities in the 

US are attempting to incorporate local food offerings into their menus 

through “farm to cafeteria” programs (Burros 2005), and “many institutions 

of higher learning now have procurement managers and food service 

directors who specifically work toward connecting the consumer 

(predominately students) to the producer of the food served (local farmers)” 

(Merrigan and Bailey 2008, 160). This type of program, in which students 

have the opportunity to learn about, connect with and eat local foods, is 

likely strengthened by including an element of free choice and participatory 

education as suggested by Kaplan‟s (2000) Reasonable Person Model.  

The University of British Columbia’s Food System Project (UBCFSP) 

also acknowledges the need for student learning, and includes an education 

component. This program began by identifying the barriers which hinder 

and the opportunities that support food system partners and collaborators in 

a transition towards a sustainable food system. The faculty introduced a 

series of three Land, Food and Community Courses which were mandatory 

for all undergraduates and which investigated the UBC food system as a 

microcosm of the global food system. The project linked students with a 

number of partners and collaborators including the UBC Demonstration 

Farm (a 40-hectare working farm in Vancouver), the Alma Mater Food and 

Beverage Department (AMSFBD - a student-run campus food provider 

with 10 individual food service outlets) and UBC Waste Management 

Department (providing waste management services and waste reduction 

education to the campus community). The program at UBC involves 

educating those involved, and developing a consensus-based set of 

principles based on a shared vision (Rojas, Richer and Wagner 2007). 

Yale University also incorporates participatory learning through the Yale 

Sustainable FoodProject - a group made up of students and staff which 

volunteers on organic farms on or near campus. Produce from the Yale 

Farm is visible at special events on campus and is sold weekly at the New 

Haven Farmers‟ Market. Thomas Peterlik, director of Yale's Culinary 
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Resource Center, has been in charge of bringing more sustainable food to 

campus. His goal is for Yale to serve 100% sustainable and organic food, 

and progress has been rapid. In 2000, it served almost no organic food. By 

2005, organic entrees were offered at least once daily at all dining halls. In 

2006, it was two meals daily (Horovitz 2006). Local food is increasingly 

being offered on campus through farm-to-cafeteria programs. Some 

universities incorporate elements of conservation psychology, such as the 

participatory and educational elements of the programs at UBC and Yale 

described above.  

The Eco-Reps Program, which aims to encourage more sustainable 

behaviours, can be found at over 45 universities in North America. Eco-

Reps focuses on fostering sustainable behaviour change around activities 

such as recycling and energy conservation. The programs use peer-to-peer 

outreach to overcome behavioural barriers by providing education and also 

intentionally building support networks and strengthening social norms 

around environmentally responsible behaviours (Erickson 2010).  
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Appendix C: Focus Group and Interview 
Questions 

All questions were asked during both focus groups and interviews. As not 

all focus groups were conducted by the researchers, prompts were included 

for the external facilitators to encourage consistency. 

[Note to facilitator: prompt questions are to be used at your discretion, if 

needed, to encourage conversation. To make coding data easier, it can help 

to clarify participants‟ responses by using the flowing probing questions: 

“Why do you think that...” 

“so what you are saying is that...” 

“where have you come across this..” 

 “can you be more specific.. ” or “can you elaborate 

on that”] 

Sequence 

[Welcome the group. Explain that the purpose of this focus group is to 

gather data for some research into sustainable food, and that we would 

like to get their opinions on the topic.] 

1. Let’s start by sharing some of our experiences with food. Can you 

describe for us a great meal you’ve had?  What was it that made 

that meal so good? 

2. When purchasing groceries, what are the most important factors 

that influence your decision? 

3. Have you ever heard the phrase “sustainable food”?  

o [Prompt: some people use the term “environmentally-friendly 

food”] 

o  [Prompt question: Have you ever heard people talking about 

“sustainable food”?] 

o  [Prompt question: Can you tell us what you‟ve heard about it?] 
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4. How would you define sustainable food? 

o [Prompt question: Can you name some foods that you consider 

sustainable?] 

5. Do you ever make a conscious effort to purchase foods that you 

consider sustainable?  

6. Do you buy sustainable foods as often as you would like? 

7. If not, what’s stopping you from doing so? 

o [Prompt question: What are the challenges you face when 

buying sustainable food?] 

8. If you had magic powers and could do one thing to make eating on 

campus better, what would you do? 

[Thank the group for their participation] 
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Appendix D: Survey Questions 

1. What is your age? 

□   21 or younger 

□   22-25 

□   26-29 

□   30-39 

□   40 or over 

 

2. What is your gender? 

□   Male 

□   Female 

 

3. What is your nationality?  

______________________________________________ 

 

4. What year of university are you currently enrolled in? 

□   Undergraduate, Year 1 

□   Undergraduate, Year 2 

□   Undergraduate, Year 3 

□   Undergraduate, Year 4 or greater 

□   Masters Program 

□   PhD Program 

 

5. What is your program of study? 

6. Do you regularly cook for anyone else besides yourself? (Please circle 

one)     Yes     No 
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7. On average, how many days per week do you eat the following foods?  

 Never Less 
than 1 
day per 
week 

1-2 
days 
per 
week 

3-4 
days 
per 
week 

5-6 
days 
per 
week 

Every 
day 

Red Meat 
(e.g. beef, 
pork) 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

Poultry 
(e.g. 
chicken) 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

Fish & 
Seafood 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

Dairy  □ □ □ □ □ □ 

Eggs □ □ □ □ □ □ 

Fruit & 
Vegetables 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 

8. When buying a food product, how often do you read the labels? 

□  Always 

□  Often 

□  Sometimes 

□  Occasionally 

□  Never 

 

9. If reading labels, what information are you looking for? 

__________________________________________________________ 
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10. How often do you consider the following criteria when purchasing 

groceries? 

 Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always 

Price □ □ □ □ □ 

Taste □ □ □ □ □ 

Freshness □ □ □ □ □ 

Nutrition □ □ □ □ □ 

Organic 
certified 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Locally 
grown 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Other 
(please 
identify) 

□ □ □ □ □ 

 

11. Have you ever heard the phrase “sustainable food”? 

(*Question only available via online survey) 

 

12. How would you define “sustainable food”? 

(*Question only available via online survey) 

 

13. Do you ever make a conscious effort to buy sustainable food? 

(*Question only available via online survey) 

 

14. If you do buy sustainable foods, do you buy them as often as you would 

like? (*Question only available via online survey) 
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15. What is preventing you from buying sustainable foods more often? 

(*Question only available via online survey) 

 

□  Price 

□  Taste 

□  Lack of time 

□  Lack of availability 

□  Lack of information 

□  Lack of cooking skills 

□  I forget when I‟m shopping 

□  It‟s not important to me 

□  Other (please specify) 

 

16. On average, how many meals per week do you purchase on campus?  

 None Less than 
1 per 
week 

1-2 per 
week 

3-4 per 
week 

5 or more 
per week 

Breakfast □ □ □ □ □ 

Lunch □ □ □ □ □ 

Dinner □ □ □ □ □ 

Snacks □ □ □ □ □ 

 

17. On average, how many meals per week do you eat out (in restaurants, 

cafes, etc), not including on campus? (*Question not present in online 

survey) 

 

 

 

 

 

 None Less than 
1 per 
week 

1-2 per 
week 

3-4 per 
week 

5 or more 
per week 

Breakfast □ □ □ □ □ 

Lunch □ □ □ □ □ 

Dinner □ □ □ □ □ 

Snacks □ □ □ □ □ 
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18. When choosing a restaurant (including cafes, fast food outlets, etc), 

what are the most important factors that influence your decision? 

(*Question not present in online survey) 

19. On average, how many meals per week do you prepare yourself? 

 

 

 

 

  

20. Approximately how many minutes does the average meal take to 

prepare? 

Meal Average length of time to 
prepare (in minutes) 

Breakfast 
 

 

Lunch 
 

 

Dinner 
 

 

Snacks 
 

 

  

 None Less than 
1 per 
week 

1-2 per 
week 

3-4 per 
week 

5 or more 
per week 

Breakfast □ □ □ □ □ 

Lunch □ □ □ □ □ 

Dinner □ □ □ □ □ 

Snacks □ □ □ □ □ 
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Appendix E: Coding 

Four constructs were coded while reading focus group and interview 

transcripts (barriers, benefits, and definitions of eating more sustainably, 

and general food preferences). Some new variables of these constructs 

emerged during the coding process – that is, they were added to the list of 

variables after being identified in a transcript. These are referred to in this 

appendix as “emergent” variables.  

What follows is a list of all constructs and variables that were coded during 

the study. 

Behavioural barriers were coded on the basis on the “7 Dragons of Non-

Sustainability” (as described in the literature review; Gifford 2010).  

BEHAVIOURAL BARRIERS 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Ancient Brain Yes No 

Ignorance Yes No 

Numbness Yes No 

Uncertainty Yes No 

Discounting No No 

Optimism Bias No No 

Lack of Perceived Control Yes No 

Political Worldviews Yes No 

System Justification No No 

Suprahuman Powers No No 

Technosalvation No No 

Social Comparison No No 

Social Norms Yes No 

Perceived Inequity Yes No 

Financial Investments No No 

Behavioural Momentum Yes No 

Conflicting Goals and Aspirations Yes No 

(Lack of) Place Attachment Yes No 

Perceived Risk: Social Yes No 
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The following structural barriers were coded: 

  

Perceived Risk: Psychological No No 

Perceived Risk: Financial Yes No 

Perceived Risk: Functional Yes No 

Perceived Risk: Physical Yes No 

Perceived Risk: Temporal Yes No 

Perceived Program Inadequacy Yes No 

Mistrust Yes No 

Reactance Yes No 

Denial Yes No 

Tokenism No No 

Rebound Effect No No 

STRUCTURAL BARRIERS 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Transport Yes No 

Organic food store is too far away Yes No 

Availability of cooking facilities Yes No 

Products are hard to find in the store Yes No 

Products are not available Yes No 

Other: Doesn't think about it Yes Yes 

Other: Organic food has more/worse 

packaging and that dissuades people 

from buying it Yes Yes 

Other: Lack of cooking skills Yes Yes 

Other: No space to grow food Yes Yes 

Other: Forced to buy residence meal 

plan Yes Yes 

Other: Living alone and cooking for 

yourself - not fun nor economical Yes Yes 
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Benefits of sustainable food, as perceived by focus group and interview 

participants, were coded as follows:  

BENEFITS OF SUSTAINABLE FOOD 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Health Yes No 

Taste Yes No 

Good for the Environment Yes No 

Supports local farmers/economy Yes No 

Doesn't support big corporations No No 

Avoid guilt/live in accordance with 

personal values No No 

Empowers people as consumers (I can 

vote with my dollar) No No 

Builds trust, personal relationships, 

connections No No 

Makes me look good to others/friends No No 

Builds identity No No 

Other: Animal Welfare Yes Yes 
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Definitions of sustainable food held by participants were coded as follows: 

DEFINITIONS OF SUSTAINABLE FOOD 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Misinformation Yes No 

Local Yes No 

Organic Yes No 

Socially beneficial Yes No 

Environmentally beneficial Yes No 

Complex/struggle to define Yes No 

Other: Vegan Yes Yes 

Other: Animal welfare/free range Yes Yes 

Other: Packaging Yes Yes 

Other: Vegetarian Yes Yes 

Other: Seasonal Yes Yes 

Other: Compostable packaging Yes Yes 

Other: Vague Yes Yes 

Other: Wild food Yes Yes 

Other: Hippie food Yes Yes 

Other: Permaculture food ecosystem Yes Yes 

Other: Grow your own Yes Yes 

Other: Healthy/nutritional Yes Yes 

Other: Composting Yes Yes 

Other: Biodiesel Yes Yes 

Other: MSC Certified Seafood Yes Yes 

Other: Whole foods Yes Yes 

Other: Minimal waste Yes Yes 

Other: Brundtland definition Yes Yes 

Other: Home grown Yes Yes 

Other: No hormones Yes Yes 

Other: GMO Yes Yes 

Other: Unprocessed Yes Yes 

Other: Farmers‟ markets Yes Yes 

Other: Fair Trade Yes Yes 
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Student eating preferences were coded for as follows:  

PREFERENCES 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Dietary Restriction 

(vegetarianism/veganism) Yes No 

Dietary Restriction (weight loss/gain) Yes No 

Dietary Restriction 

(allergies/gluten/etc) Yes No 

Dietary restriction (other) No No 

Cultural preference Yes No 

Religious preference Yes No 

Sharing food with others Yes No 

Cooking Yes No 

Aesthetic preference (yuppie vs hippie 

etc) Yes No 

Other: Fresh Yes Yes 

Other: Frozen food Yes Yes 

Other: Vegetables Yes Yes 

Other: Convenience/convenient 

location Yes Yes 

Other: Knowing where your food 

originates Yes Yes 

Other: Cheap meat Yes Yes 

Other: Price Yes Yes 

Other: Meat Yes Yes 

Other: On sale Yes Yes 

Other: Variety Yes Yes 

Other: Nutrition Yes Yes 

Other: In season Yes Yes 

Other: Local Yes Yes 

Other: Unprocessed Yes Yes 

Other: Bulk Yes Yes 

Other: Less packaging Yes Yes 

Other: Farmers‟ Market Yes Yes 

Other: Quality Yes Yes 
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PREFERENCES 

Variable 

Found during 

coding? Emergent? 

Dietary Restriction 

(vegetarianism/veganism) Yes No 

Other: Health Yes Yes 

Other: Supermarket cleanliness Yes Yes 

Other: Free-range/animal welfare Yes Yes 

Other: Organic Yes Yes 

Other: Taste Yes Yes 

Other: Avoid excess packaging Yes Yes 

Other: High protein foods Yes Yes 

Other: Low sugar content Yes Yes 

Other: Home-grown Yes Yes 

Other: Wild food Yes Yes 

Other: Seasonal Yes Yes 

Other: Composting Yes Yes 

Other: Regulation Yes Yes 

Other: Fast food Yes Yes 

Other: Non-organic Yes Yes 

Other: Fair trade Yes Yes 

Other: Avoiding foods from Israel Yes Yes 

Other: Anti-corporation Yes Yes 
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Appendix F: Food Prioritisation Guidelines for 
Self-Study 

During our self-study, we established a number of guidelines to help us 

prioritise more sustainable food choices. We set both hard-and-fast rules, 

and softer guidelines as well. As we were based in Karlskrona, Sweden, 

„local‟ was defined as being from Europe. 

Rules: 

1. Prioritise products that are both organic and local 

2. Animal products must be organic 

3. Plant-based products may be either local or organic, if not available in 

both forms 

4. If a fair trade option exists that also complies with guidelines 1, 2 or 3, 

choose that product 

5. For wild fish, choose European, MSC-certified products (or evaluate on a 

case-by-case basis) 

 

Further Guidelines: 

 Choose Swedish 

 Consider nutrition 

 Consider cost 

 Avoid wasting food 

 The less packaging and processing, the better 

 Eat low on the food chain; eat meat and dairy sparingly 

 Know where our food comes from (particularly for animal products) 

 Eat slowly, eat modestly and eat with gratitude 

 


