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Executive Summary 
 
The deliverables “Guidelines for promoting sustainable diets at canteens of Worksites and Universities”,  
“Guidelines for promoting sustainable diets among customers in Food Retailers” and “Guidelines for 
promoting sustainable diets to the Citizen” are the main reference documents resulting from the 
preparatory action A1 “Observatory on Sustainable Diets: analysis of the initiatives to promote a shift in 
dietary behaviour”.  The documents are the result of an extended analysis of the latest developments and 
past or on-going initiatives related to the promotion of sustainable diets among different focus groups, 
including civil society, governments and local areas, the private sector, institutions, universities and 
worksites. The massive amount of data analysed by the BCFN Observatory team span from scientific data 
related to the quantification of the environmental impacts of food items and dietary options to social 
studies of behaviour in relation to food and to documents and dissemination material describing on-going 
initiatives on sustainable diets among focus groups of interest for this project.  
The guidelines are the basis for shaping the experiments to be conducted at the canteens in the course of 
the project, but can also be regarded as a basic “live document” which could be used to set the action for 
further replication activity by interested stakeholders during the course of the project and beyond. The 
“live” quality of the document is due to the continuous feedback and document implementation that will 
occur during the project as a result of “learning by doing”, as the experiments in the canteens and the 
experiences with stakeholders in the course of the project are meant precisely to define and identify the 
best strategies for communicating with people and engaging them toward adopting sustainable diets.  
Part I of the guidelines is common to the three documents and describes and establishes the rationale for 
issues and topics analysed and proposed in Part II, which comprises the specific guidelines for each focus 
group. 
“Guidelines for promoting sustainable diets among customers in Food Retailers” is specifically meant to 
support the work of dissemination and engagement in Food Retailers. Experiences from past and on-going 
initiatives related to the distribution sector are collected and analysed as a basis for future replication 
actions of the project and beyond.  
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SU-EATABLE DIET GUIDELINES PART I 
 

Premise 
The SU-EATABLE LIFE project aims at contributing to the international initiatives on sustainable diet 

adoption by all the actors involved in food distribution and consumption, from citizens to canteens, 
retailers and public bodies such as municipalities. 

The core actions of SU-EATABLE LIFE are designed to engage EU citizens to adopt a sustainable and 
healthy diet, leading to a substantial reduction in GHG emissions and water saving, through a series of pilot 
experiments performed at universities and company canteens and by means of an easy-to-use information 
system. 

The SU-EATABLE guidelines define the basic principles underlying a sustainable diet aimed at GHG 
reduction and water saving and provide indications to support replication activity tailored to the three main 
types of actors involved in the offer of food to the citizens: the catering sector (for public and private 
canteens), food retailers and municipalities. Key concepts are derived from the analysis of scientific 
literature, public case studies and interviews.  

The guidelines are comprised of a more general introductory section (“Part I”) followed by a specific 
section (Part II) for canteens, food retailers and municipalities. 

“Part I” briefly introduces the reader to the link between dietary choices, environmental 
sustainability and health. It concisely analyses the most common examples of sustainable diets and states 
the definition of “sustainable diet” adopted in the SU-EATABLE LIFE project, which is summarized in 8 key 
principles. Each principle has been chosen on the basis of its environmental and health benefits, based on 
scientific evidence. Suggestions for citizen engagement are also briefly discussed.   

In Part II, the 8 principles are considered in the perspective of the specific stakeholder analysed; past 
and on-going case studies are reported or analysed as examples of successful initiatives to inspire future 
replication activities. 

 

SU-Eatable diet: taking care of our health and 
planetary sustainability 

We human beings are unequivocally linked to our planet, as together with all the other organisms, 
we interact with the Earth in a self-regulating complex system, which has allowed life on the planet 
(Lovelock 2009). Human actions are causing unprecedented changes on the planet (Lovelock 2009), to the 
point that we define the present geological era as “anthropocene” (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000). We use the 
planet’s resources to create our food and our commodities and to derive the energy we need for transport, 
heating, cooling and industrial processing. We consume land and alter natural ecosystems for urbanization, 
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agriculture, transportation, waste disposal, and industrial settlements, and for withdrawal of primary 
resources like metals, minerals, fossil fuels, wood, wildlife, and water. We release into the environment all 
types of pollutants, which redistribute in all the planetary compartments: air, land, water, biota.  

In doing so, we are also shaping our future and the future of the coming generations. We are 
modifying the climate (IPCC 2018), we are impacting natural ecosystems with a drastic reduction of 
biodiversity (FAO 2019), and we are polluting and consuming critical resources like soil and water for food 
production at unprecedented rates (Rockström et al. 2009).  

Each choice we make every day has a consequence on the planet and on ourselves 

One of the most effective actions we can take as world citizens to support a more sustainable 
lifestyle is to act on our dietary choices (Willet et al. 2019). Food is an extremely important component of 
our daily life, in terms of both health and the impact we have on the planet. A change in dietary habits, as 
well as in the food distribution system, towards more healthy and sustainable options could be a relatively 
easy way to improve our lives and the health of the planet compared with more complex initiatives like 
shifts in transport mode or energy provision, where technological, political and infrastructural issues can 
have a much more prominent impact than single citizen choices.  

Issues related to food, diet and sustainability cover a variety of aspects. Several of these aspects 
depend heavily on the food production sector, including the use of pesticides, GMOs, the farming system 
(organic vs. conventional), and the choice of quality standards for food production that protect the 
environment and reduce environmental pressures.  

We, as citizens, can freely make dietary choices that can lead to significant 
environmental gains 

Sustainable dietary choices made by millions and even billions of people can have striking effects on 
the amount of greenhouse gases we produce in the food chain systems and the amount of water we 
consume. By simply adopting more healthy and sustainable diets and paying attention to the way we get 
our food and beverages, we can take care of our health and significantly contribute to some of the most 
important objectives of sustainability of our times (Willet et al. 2019).  

What do we know about the link between dietary choices and health? Or dietary choices and their 
environmental impact? Is there a clear link between what is good for our health and for the planet? 

 

Dietary choices and health 
A good diet is important for our health and well-being. It can also protect us against malnutrition in 

all its forms as well as non-communicable diseases. However, increased production of processed foods, 
rapid urbanization and changing lifestyles have led to a shift in dietary patterns. People are now consuming 
more foods high in energy, fats, free sugars and salt/sodium, and many people do not eat enough fruit, 
vegetables and other dietary fibre such as whole grains (WHO 2019). The growing prevalence of obesity is a 
global health concern, as it forecasts increasing incidence of several debilitating chronic diseases, including 
type 2 diabetes, hypertension, coronary heart disease, metabolic syndrome, respiratory conditions, cancer, 
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osteoarthritis, and reproductive, gall bladder, and liver diseases (Butland et al. 2007, Wang et al, 2011). 

How do we define a healthy diet? 

The exact make-up of a diversified, balanced and healthy diet will vary depending on individual 
characteristics (e.g. age, gender, lifestyle and degree of physical activity), cultural context, locally available 
foods and dietary customs. However, the basic principles of what constitutes a healthy diet remain the 
same based on evidence drawn from research, clinical expertise and reliable institutions.   

According to the WHO, a healthy diet includes the following (WHO 2019): 

 Fruit, vegetables, legumes, nuts and whole grains. 

 At least 400 g (i.e. five portions) of fruit and vegetables per day. 

 Less than 10% of total energy intake from free sugars. 

 Less than 30% of total energy intake from fats. In particular, industrially produced trans fats are not 

part of a healthy diet and should be avoided. 

 Less than 5 g of salt intake per day. Salt should be iodized. 

Healthy diets are generally considered to include a diversity of nutrient-rich foods, such as 
vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and pulses (beans, legumes, nuts and seeds), with (for non-vegetarians or 
vegans) modest amounts of meat and dairy and unsaturated vegetable oils (Glopan 2016). 

For the present guidelines, the indications for a healthy diet are based on recommendations by, 
among others, the World Health Organization (WHO 2019), the Joint WHO/FAO Expert Consultation on 
diet, nutrition and the prevention of chronic diseases (Geneva 2002), the British Dietetic Association (BDA), 
and the EAT-Lancet Commission on Food, Planet, Health.  Considerations on health effects of specific food 
groups are based on proven evidence reported in the scientific literature.  

 

Dietary choices and impacts on the environment 
When we refer to our diet and the food we eat, we have to consider that each single food item is 

part of a full food supply chain (Poor & Nemececk, 2019; Willet et al. 2019). This chain starts from the farms 
where food items or their ingredients are produced, and includes the materials needed, the transport of 
materials to the farm and transport of products from the farm to processing stations, packaging, 
distribution to retailers and markets, and storage at retailers, often with refrigeration. The final step of the 
chain involves the management and/or disposal of used packaging and food “wasted” on the farms and at 
retailers.  

In reality, rather than a food supply chain we can imagine that each food item is connected to a full 
network of interactions, each interaction having its own environmental weight in terms of resources and 
energy consumed, waste and pollutants released into the environment. 

The most significant impacts of the food sector are related to the production of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs), which are key drivers of climate change (question box n°1), accounting for about 26% of all man-
made GHG emissions (Poor & Nemecek 2019); water use by irrigation for agriculture, accounting for 70% of 
freshwater withdrawals; freshwater and groundwater pollution with chemicals, including excess P and N 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 7 

(Willet et al. 2019); land use and biodiversity losses due to deforestation to convert natural land into 
croplands and pastures (Poor & Nemecek 2019, Willet et al. 2019).  

Unsustainable rates of overfishing and excessive expansion of aquaculture in specific areas with 
intensive systems have also resulted in marine and freshwater degradation and biodiversity losses (Klinger 
& Naylor 2012, Willet et al. 2019).   

Not all the food and food chains have the same impact on the environment 

There is a growing amount of scientific evidence that shows that specific dietary choices might be 
helpful in reducing our impact on the planet.  

The first important fact is that different food types have different levels of impact on natural 
resources (Clune et al., 2017, Poor & Nemecek 2019, Willet et al. 2019). Plant-based food is generally less 
impacting on climate and water resources than animal-derived food (Mekonnen & Hoekstra 2010, Clune et 
al., 2017, Willet et al. 2019). This can be explained by the fact that animal lifetime before slaughtering is on 
the order of several months to a few years. During these months the animals will need feed and care, so all 
the GHG emissions and water use associated with the cultivation of animal feed will be added into the 
calculation of the impact of the meat. Similarly, all the energy or water necessary to support the animal’s 
feeding and well-being over the months will be accounted for on the estimate of the meat’s environmental 
impacts.  

Additionally, ruminants like bovines and sheep produce in the rumen a powerful greenhouse gas, 
methane (CH4), which has a warming effect on the atmosphere 34 times higher than the gas CO2 (IPCC, 
2013). Hence beef and lamb meat have on average a greater impact on the climate than most other meat 
types (Mekonnen & Hoekstra 2010). Similarly, dairy products like cheese and butter that concentrate milk 
can also have a significant impact on climate and water resources (Mekonnen & Hoekstra 2010, Clune et 
al., 2017, Willet et al. 2019). 

We can significantly reduce our footprint on the planet by balancing our diet, 
preferentially consuming food items with reduced environmental impact 

A second important aspect related to the impact of the food sector regards farming practices. The 
main actors in this case are the food producers. The same food item can be produced using many different 
agricultural practices, which can result in differences of environmental impact up to 50-fold (Poor and 
Nemecek 2019). While this may be bad news on the one hand, on the other hand it clearly leaves wide 
space for the improvement of food production to meet environmental targets (Poor and Nemecek 2019, 
Willet et al. 2019).  

Can consumers have an impact on this aspect of the food chain? 

The answer is “YES”. Consumers have the power to drive market transformation with their choices. 
Consumers should increase their awareness on issues like quality, traceability and sustainable production of 
food, and they should reward producers who value quality above quantity. Adoption of sustainability 
standards on a large scale could virtually force producers to adhere to such standards in order to gain 
market access (Poor and Nemececk, 2019).  

A third aspect, as a more general perspective, is related to “the need for technological development 
in agriculture to achieve ‘sustainable intensification’” (EU SCIENCE HUB), i.e. to produce more food per 
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hectare of land respecting sustainability standards. This technological development includes practices such 
as precision farming and smart agriculture, the use of agrobiodiversity for climate adaptation strategies, 
innovative breeding, crop improvement, and nanotechnologies or nanomaterials in farming for improved 
fertilizers and crop protection. The biggest challenge of this third aspect is the investment of public money 
to support technological development first and then adoption of the new technologies by farmers (Poor & 
Nemececk, 2019; Willet et al. 2019). 

Citizens can drive public opinion by making their commitment to sustainable food 
choices clear at all levels of public engagement  

 

The global call for a sustainable diet 
Scientists from the health and environmental sectors have come to an agreement that the majority 

of the planet’s population, and in particular in wealthy and developed countries, have average dietary 
habits that are both unhealthy and unsustainable for the environment (Willet et al. 2019). Most 
importantly, they have also underscored that this negative aspect leaves plenty of space for a significant 
change in dietary habits towards choices that would be beneficial to human health and contribute to 
keeping most of the critical environmental targets by 2050 within the so called “planet boundaries”, i.e.  
“the global biophysical limits that humanity should operate within to ensure a stable and resilient Earth 
system—i.e. conditions that are necessary to foster prosperity for future generations” (EAT-Lancet 
Commission Summary Report:  Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food Systems, 2019).   

More recently, the commitment of governments and citizens on global environmental issues is 
reaching a new level of engagement, driven by the dramatic evidence of important environmental crises 
like global warming and climate change, the unprecedented extent of plastic pollution in the oceans, water 
scarcity, soil loss and degradation, and loss of productivity. In this context, a global call for sustainable diets 
is timely and responds to several of the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), which the United 
Nations have set as key development strategies to be reached by 2030 in order to have a sustainable and 
equitable world (the 2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT). Sustainable diets could also 
contribute to meeting the strict requirements of the Paris Agreement to keep global warming to well below 
2°C and achieve carbon emissions neutrality by 2050. 

What is the current definition of a sustainable diet? 

Many authors have tried to define the concept of “sustainable diet” with a scientific approach. The 
“reference individual” is an average adult male/female citizen with no specific pathologies. There are 
several environmental targets which are analysed in relation to dietary changes, the most common being 
the amount of GHGs emitted to produce one unit of food item (C footprint, question box n° 2), the water 
that has been used and polluted by all the processes involved to provide us with the food item (the water 
footprint, question box n°3), and the surface of land used by agriculture.  

A summary of the most recent and relevant examples of what is considered a “sustainable diet” is 
shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 – Most relevant examples of sustainable diets proposed by the scientific literature and/or related 
projects.  

Authors Diet specifics Targeted 
environmental issues 

Willet et al. 2019 Diversity of plant-based food; low amounts of animal source foods; 
use unsaturated rather than saturated fats; use limited amounts of 
refined grains, highly processed foods and added sugars; reduce 
food loss. 

GHG, land use, water 
use, N&P use, 
biodiversity 

Poore et al. 2018 Reduce meat consumption by half, in particular beef, lamb, farmed 
crustaceans; reduce cheese; lowering consumption of more 
discretionary products (oils, sugar, alcohol, and stimulants), use 
traceable food with land sustainability evidence. 

GHG, eutrophication, 
acidification, water 
scarcity, land use 

Garnett 2014 Food diversity; energy balance; whole grain; field grown vegetables; 
small quantity of meat; moderate use of dairy; very limited high fat 
food; limited sugar and salt; oils and fats with Omega 3:6 ratio; tap 
water. 

GHG, land use 

Livewell, WWF-UK More vegetables; increase food variety; reduce food waste; 
moderate meat consumption; increase vegetable proteins; buy 
certified food; avoid food high in fat, salt, sugar; avoid soft drinks.   

GHG, water use, land 
use 

In all cases, the most impacting diets are considered those that have excessive consumption of meat, 
in particular red meat, as well as an excess of cheese, especially from sheep and cows. In diminishing order 
of impact are the pescatarian, flexitarian, vegetarian and vegan diets (Poor & Nemececk, 2019). The most 
recent example of sustainable diet proposed by the EAT-Lancet Commission, based on extensive literature 
on foods, dietary patterns and health outcomes, identifies a planetary health plate comprised by volume of 
approximately half a plate of vegetables and fruits, while the remaining part, considered in calories, 
consists primarily of whole grains, plant protein sources, unsaturated plant oils, and modest amounts of 
animal sources of protein, which however are optional.  

 

The SU-EATABLE LIFE diet: definition and criteria 
Based on the evidence provided by both the health and environmental sectors, the SU-EATABLE 

project has adopted the definition of sustainable diet as reported by the Food and Agriculture Organization 
2010 (WHO 2018),  

‘Sustainable diets are those diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to food and nutrition 
security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and 
respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and 
affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy, while optimizing natural and human resources’ 
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We are aware that sustainability has many different aspects and dimensions ranging from 
environment to health, economics and social issues. To define a single set of recommendations for pilot 
studies for replication that encompass all these aspect would be extremely complex.  

The SU-EATABLE project has thus chosen to tackle two of the most important environmental issues 
that have proved to have potential benefits from the adoption of a sustainable diet on a large scale, as 
discussed in the previous paragraphs. The key environmental targets addressed are represented by the 
reduction of the amount of GHGs emitted into the atmosphere and the reduction of water use and 
pollution.  

We have organized our concept of sustainable diet into 8 key principles that express actions which 
any citizen or stakeholder could put in place on different scales to save CO2 and water, based on dietary 
behaviour.  

Each of the 8 principles is based on scientific evidence indicating that the suggested action is 
beneficial to the reduction of GHG emissions and water savings. However, in defining the 8 principles we 
have also considered actions that are less impacting yet still have important implications for other 
environmental targets and for social and economic issues, such as, for example, the issue of plastic bottled 
water or single-use packaging.  

Therefore, we think that the most effective actions for climate and water should be combined with 
less effective ones because of the extra educational value these have for citizens, in order to develop an 
approach to sustainability in broader terms. The 8 key principles of the SU-EATABLE LIFE project are in line 
with the 10 criteria most recently produced by the United Nations on sustainable food systems and with 
the basic criteria reported by the EAT-Lancet Commission.  

The 8 key principles of the SU-EATABLE DIET 

From the analysis of scientific literature on the impact of food on health and environment, our 
project has distilled 8 key principles that constitute the basis for a healthy and sustainable diet. These 
principles can guide the actions of citizens and all the stakeholders involved in the food sector (retailers, 
caterers, restaurants, canteens, municipalities).  

1. Champion plant-based food in your diet 
 Make vegetables, legumes, nuts and fruit the basis of our daily diet. 
 
2. Enjoy meat in moderate amounts 
 Enjoy meat in moderate amounts, especially red meat and processed meats.  
 
3. Enjoy dairy products in moderation 
 Consume dairy products, including milk, in moderation.  
 
4. Avoid too much food 
 Avoid having too much food on your table and in your daily diet to avoid excess calories and food waste. 
 
5. Celebrate variety  

Vary your diet with the seasons and enjoy regional products and local varieties. 
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6. Fresh is best (for you and for the environment) 
Favour fresh and naturally prepared food in your diet. 

 

7. Drink tap water whenever possible and safe 
Drink plenty of water, choosing tap water over bottled water whenever it is possible and safe.  
 
8. Reduce single-use!  
Reduce, reuse and recycle food packaging by bringing your own bags, cups and cutlery whenever possible. 
Choose food with minimum packaging and recycle and reuse materials wherever possible. 

 

The scientific reasons for the choice of each principle are reported in detail in Appendix I. 
Explanations are given regarding the impact of each choice on Health and Environment. In a few cases, the 
action is neutral in terms of health yet still has a significant impact in environmental terms.   

Table 2 below summarizes the 8 points in terms of the relative importance of the different actions on 
different sustainability targets. The indication is qualitative and based on expert judgment and should be 
used for comparative purposes only.  

 

Table 2 – Impact strength on environmental and health targets as a direct consequence of engaging in the 8 
suitable principles. A plus sign indicates a positive impact on the target as a consequence of engaging in 
that specific action. The / sign stands for a neutral effect. 

Principles Climate 
change 

Water 
footprint 

Land 
use 

Biodiversity  Diffused 
pollution 

Health  

1. Champion plant-based food in 
your diet 

++++ +++ ++ + + +++ 

2. Eat meat in moderate amounts 
+++++ ++++ ++++ +++ +++ +++ 

3. Enjoy dairy products in 
moderation 

++ +++ +++ ++ ++ + 

4. Avoid too much food  
+++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 

5. Celebrate variety  
++ ++ + ++++ + ++ 

6. Fresh is best (for you and for 
the environment)  

++ + / + + + 

7. Drink tap water whenever 
possible and safe 

+ + / +++ +++ / 

8. Reduce single-use!  
+ + / +++ +++ / 
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For the specific purpose of the SU-EATABLE project, the environmental targets of reduction refer primarily 

to the impact on climate (carbon footprint) and water resources (water footprint).  

The SU-EATABLE project has set ideal boundaries or limits of CO2 emissions and litres of water that should 

be associated with one meal in order to be sustainable. 

For the climate scenario, a personal emission per meal has been established that allows European citizens 

to keep within the Paris agreement reduction of 40% of greenhouse gas emissions by productivity sector by 

2030. These emissions are set in a range of 0.80 - 1.0 kg CO2e per meal per day, assuming two main protein 

meals per day. 

For the water resource, the limit is set in relation to personal water use per meal such as to remain close to 

the planetary boundary of water use, sufficient to support future sustainable development of humankind 

as indicated by the EAT-Lancet Commission for population growth projection to 2050. This water limit is 

700-1000 litres of water footprint per meal per day, assuming two main protein meals per day. 

 

Engaging people in sustainable behaviours 
Making the environment a priority starts at the individual level (OECD 2013). Along with 

government policies, international agreements, corporate measures and technological innovations, 
behavioural choices that people take daily indeed play a fundamental role in enhancing sustainability. In 
recent years, motivating people to engage in sustainable behaviours as a mean to address environmental 
challenges has thus become a priority for national and local governments, not-for-profit environmental 
organizations and researchers, resulting in the application of a wide array of behaviour change techniques. 
But what is the best way to engage people on these issues? 

Elements of successful engagement programs 

According to the Centre for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES), successful engagement programs 
often incorporate four main elements, namely:  

 Education. People must be aware of a problem and/or the opportunity for action before 

any engagement can occur. Providing accessible and credible information for the users will 

help to avoid dismissal or scepticism and to ensure understanding. 

 Meaningfulness. As a second key step, people must find motivation to cope with new 

challenges. Failing to induce a sense of purpose blocks further progress towards change. 

Long-term change must align with people’s life values in order to occur. Any activity that 

invites people to reflect on their beliefs and actions, share them and receive feedback will 

be particularly suitable for increasing meaningfulness. 

 Empowerment. Empowerment is a process through which people gain greater control over 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 13 

decisions and actions affecting their health. People can respond positively to a call to 

action if they have the capacity and possibility to engage. If there are obstacles to action, 

the program should seek to empower people by highlighting options and setting out a clear 

path forward. 

 Call to action. A successful call to action is inviting, clear, and well-communicated. 

 Recognition. People stay more engaged when they have a clear indication of the impact of 

their actions and are given positive reinforcement for changing their behaviour. 

Engagement approaches and tools 

Different barriers have been found as the main reason for the failure of programs dedicated to 
citizen engagement on environmentally sustainable behaviour. Engagement tools can be used accordingly 
to overcome such barriers (McKenzie-Mohr, D. 2013) (Table 3). 

Table 3 – Engagement tool categories for tackling key barriers to successful engagement on 
sustainable dietary choices. 

BARRIERS TOOLS 

Lack of knowledge Communication 

Social modelling 

Lack of motivation Commitment 

Benefits 

Forgetting to act Prompts  

Lack of social pressure Feedback 

Structural barriers Environmental alterations 

 

The first step to engage people on environmentally sustainable food choices is to raise their level of 
knowledge on the related issues, as a lack of awareness, information and knowledge has been recognized 
as one of the main barriers to participation in pro-environmental behaviours (Peschel et al. 2016). 

Written information represents perhaps the most common type of intervention to promote 
behaviour change, enabling a considerable number of people to be reached with low effort and costs. It 
includes the following tools: 

 informational fliers and brochures that advocate the behaviour and explain how/why to 

practice it 

 signs/posters displayed in prominent areas that prompt the correct behaviour, describing 
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its benefits and importance 

 reminders (prompts) in the form of fliers, stickers or other means such as text messages, 

containing a short message that tells people what they should do and often also why 

 internet (websites and newsletters), social networking sites and digital apps 

To be effective in triggering sustainable behaviour change, it is not sufficient to correctly inform people, 
as research in the field has shown that programs that are strictly information-based have little likelihood of 
substantively changing behaviour. Interventions synergically combining different strategies appear indeed 
to be particularly effective, since they enable acting simultaneously on different behavioural barriers 
(McKenzie-Mohr 2013). These might include the following activities. 

Gaining a commitment from individuals that they will adopt a certain behaviour by signing a verbal 
or written pledge (ex. memorandum, group statement, billboard in the canteen, internal messaging 
platform). The action driver is that inconsistent behaviour is commonly perceived as a socially undesirable 
trait (Cialdini, 1988). Employee pledge boards placed in canteens with the words “I will…” written on them, 
so that people can write down things that they could individually do to help reduce food waste, have been 
used with success by the Rockefeller Foundation as a way to reduce food waste in the offices. Written, 
public and voluntary commitment has been demonstrated to be one of the most effective ways to foster 
sustainable behaviours. 

Learning through observation of the behaviour of others, especially when it is relevant, easily 
understandable and permits the observer to achieve meaningful and positive outcomes. For example, a 
champion (individual or group) can be identified among people engaged in the project on the 
environmentally sustainable diet and her/his results can be publicized and explained as an example of good 
practice. 

Giving benefits (e.g., rewards, refunds and unit pricing programs, gifts, prizes, lottery tickets, 
discount coupons, etc.) to people as a result of a positive or proactive behaviour. Incentives encourage 
behavioural change among those whose intrinsic motivation is low and helps to overcome monetary, time 
or effort-related personal costs. To avoid the negative effect of rewards, that is, the exclusive association of 
a positive behaviour with external rewards, a lottery scheme can be applied, i.e. not every instance of a 
behaviour is rewarded. An example is the Norwegian recycling system, where you can write your name and 
address on the milk cartons returned for recycling to participate in a lottery. 

Making a sustainable behaviour more convenient and easier to perform by modifying the 
physical environment in which that behaviour occurs. Environmental alterations have been demonstrated 
to be particularly effective in changing habitual behaviours, since they disrupt the environmental cues that 
automatically trigger the habitual performance of the behaviour. Examples are “a meat-free day” in the 
weekly schedule of a canteen, an easily accessible area where “green dishes” or “most sustainable food 
types” are offered in canteens and food retailers. 

Providing either individuals or groups with feedback regarding their behaviour, along with a 
comparison with a predefined standard so as to show the difference from the standard and motivating 
them to fill the gap. Feedback can provide the individual or group with information regarding: 

o the effects of his/her/their current behaviour compared to past behaviour (individuals or group)  

o the behaviour of other individuals/social groups, evoking social comparison mechanisms that 
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activate upward/downward comparisons (individual or group) 

Receiving feedback on the performance of an entire group (a team, a campus, an office or a university 
canteen among several of the same firm or institution) instead of the performance of a single individual 
adds the feeling of collective efficacy to the feedback motivation.  

Performance (feedback) and rewards can be communicated on site using screens, billboards, posters, 
leaflets, newsletters, websites, social networking sites and web apps.  

Common thinking on sustainable diet issues – a starting point for 
planning engagement activities 

The core psychological flow to induce engagement entails 1) awareness - inducing understanding of 
the impact of sustainable food choices on the environment and health, 2) threat and coping appraisal - 
offering learning strategies about alternatives, and 3) deciding to act - removal of barriers and offering of 
incentives to initiate action. To correctly plan an engagement campaign on sustainable food choices, it is 
important to start from the point of view of the engaged individuals, who might have different ideas, 
sensitivities, knowledge, misconceptions, or personal ideological or economic barriers in relation to these 
three key engagement fields.  

Findings from two projects on sustainable diets, LiveWell for LIFE by WWF-UK and FCRN (Garnet et al.) 
2015, both highly relevant for the SU-EATABLE LIFE objectives, indicate the following key barriers for 
limited engagement of citizens regarding a sustainable diet: 

 LACK OF AWARENESS: Lack of solid knowledge on climate change issues, on the role of 

consumers in using food, on the C footprint concept. Confusion among environmental 

terms like organic, natural, and environmentally friendly.  

 HABITS AS A MAJOR BARRIER: Habits are a major barrier for changing behaviour, and even 

with strong motivation it is difficult to change existing habits. 

 TOO EXPENSIVE: some foods such as fruit and vegetables are considered more expensive 

than energy-dense foods. The issue might be geographically relevant.  

 TIME-CONSUMING: Most people think a sustainable diet takes longer to think about, 

prepare and cook 

 CULTURAL BARRIERS: strong social and cultural attachment to meat which associates meat 

consumption to masculinity and healthier/vegetarian diet to less masculinity (Canada).  

Evidence collected from the SU-EATABLE LIFE survey 

A survey was developed and submitted to anonymous volunteer participants with 13 questions 
(Appendix II) on the topic of sustainable diets in order to evaluate their degree of AWARENESS, THREAT 
AND COPING APPRAISAL, and WILLINGNESS TO ACT. The questionnaire was proposed online to citizens in 
the UK and Italy in Spring 2019 for three weeks and there was a total of 802 respondents. The majority 
were from 20-60 years old (60% of which between 20 and 40); 70% were female; 63% were employed and 
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17% students, and only a minor sample was composed of retired and unemployed persons. 72% of the 
respondents had an omnivorous diet and 18% a flexitarian diet. Vegans and vegetarians overall accounted 
for 7.5% of the respondents. The results of the questionnaire are summarized in Table 2 (Appendix III). 

 

Most frequent answers to the thirteen questions 

 Q1 The majority of respondents associate the concept of “sustainable diet” with the concepts of: 

food good for the environment; with low GHG emissions and water consumption; good for 

biodiversity; locally grown possibly without chemicals; with recyclable or biodegradable packaging. 

A sustainable diet is not generally associated with low meat consumption or with vegetarian or 

vegan diets. Certified food is less of an issue, as well as free-range meat, wild fish or food sold by 

sustainable retailers or farmers markets.  

 Q2-Q3-Q4 The majority of respondents stated that they would not be able to distinguish which 

types of food have low carbon and water footprints, or low impact on biodiversity and the 

environment in general.  

 Q5 Only occasionally (44% of the answers) are buyers able to identify locally produced food or 

ingredients, and the remaining 46% of the respondents are equally balanced towards yes or no 

answers.  

 Q6 Around 70% of the respondents would be able to recognize if the food they are eating or buying 

is in season. 

 Q7 Regarding customer priorities when buying food, they are most sensitive to health impact and 

food quality (21% and 23%), seasonality (17%), environmental issues and cost (12% & 12%), 

traceability (7%), ease in cooking (5%).  

 Q8-Q9 Almost 80% of the respondents said they are very well informed or quite well informed on 

climate change issues and risks, while less informed on sustainable food production and sustainable 

agriculture. 

 Q10 99% of the respondents think that citizens might reduce their personal impact on the 

environment through their food choices.  

 Q11 More than half (56%) of the respondents would be willing to pay more for food with a low 

impact on the environment; around 25% would adopt a more sustainable diet only if there were no 

cost increase or the increase were contained within 10%; the remaining 18% if the cost increase 

were contained within 30%.  

 Q12 The majority of respondents (93%) are interested in learning more about how their food 

choices influence the environment. 

 Q13 The answers related to how people would like to be informed on sustainable diet issues are 

quite diverse. The most frequent answer (22%) indicated “information displayed in a 

shop/canteen/restaurant/other”; 36% would like to be informed via websites, apps, social media 

(answers almost equally distributed), only 5% of the respondents would like to join a group, and 
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only 7% would like to receive newsletters.  

TIPS BASED ON QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 

 Although informed on the issue of climate change, people are generally not knowledgeable about 

the extent to which different food items differ in their impact on environmental targets. This lack of 

knowledge might limit their ability to make independent choices in canteens or retailers. This is 

therefore an important gap to be filled. 

 People seem to be aware of the link between diet and climate or other environmental issues, but 

not of the specific reasons, including a general lack of awareness of the association between 

personal meat consumption and climate change or water consumption. Focused informational 

campaigns could help to increase knowledge and the engagement level. This also leads to the 

following point. 

 Higher prices for sustainable food are not perceived by the majority of respondents as one of the 

most important barriers to sustainable food choices. However, only a minority of the respondents 

were in the categories which might be the most sensitive to cost issues (retired 6%, unemployed 

3%). The cost issue needs to be analysed in depth in particular for the retail sector, where retired 

and unemployed people might be more frequent.  

 Despite the stated awareness of climate change issues and their link with diet, the respondents still 

indicated the quality of the food and its effect on health as their first priority when buying food. In 

this respect, it is important to have informational campaigns that show that the most effective 

dietary choices are beneficial to both health and the environment.  

 People are ready to learn more about a sustainable diet, and the preferential way to get 

information is to have initiatives in the place were food is consumed or bought.  

 Overall evidence from answers Q1-Q5 indicates that people have an idea about the general links 

between health and environment, however they do not have a clear idea about how this translates 

into everyday choices. This is a typical outcome of surveys on health as well, and causes the so-

called intention-behaviour gap: people know something but they do not know how to translate this 

into action and consequently they do not change their practices. This concept needs to be at the 

core of any specific action aimed at inducing long-term effective change in people’s habits. 

Facilitating activities that engage people to share their own story and find out for themselves how 

to change will make a valid contribution to closing the intention-behaviour gap.  
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SU-EATABLE DIET GUIDELINES PART II “PROMOTING 
SUSTAINABLE DIETS AMONG CUSTOMERS IN FOOD 
RETAILERS” 
 

The role of food retailers in promoting sustainable 
and healthy diets 
 

The private sector must play a leading role in identifying and implementing sustainable solutions in light of 
the SDGs adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2015, especially SDG 12 “Sustainable production and 
consumption”, which advocates the principles of sustainable production and consumption that must be 
widely adopted by 20301. On a global level, the retail sector represents 31% of GDP and employs billions of 
people worldwide, with hypermarkets and supermarkets currently accounting for 35% of direct retail sales. 
For this reason, this sector has substantial economic leverage as well as great potential for being a leading 
actor in addressing global food sustainability issues2.  

Retailers are key actors in the sustainability transition as active intermediaries between primary producers, 
manufacturers and consumers, as well as for their proximity to end consumers. The retail sector has the 
potential to drive both sustainable consumption and production by promoting, coordinating and 
strengthening sustainable practices across the whole food value chain by leveraging their relationship with 
suppliers to adopt sustainable practices, as well as interacting directly with individual consumers3. For 
instance, retailers can improve water management at the supply chain level by putting forward a number 
of initiatives, such as setting water footprint reduction targets with suppliers, reporting on sustainable 
water use in corporate sustainability reports, and adopting product labelling or business water 
certification4. 

Three main drivers that can influence the shift away from business-as-usual approaches in the food retail 

                                                           
1
  Azapagic, A., Perdan, S., 2000. Indicators of sustainable development for industry: a general framework. Trans. 

IChemE 78, 243e261. 

2
 BusinessWire, 2016. Global Retail Industry Worth USD 28 Trillion by 2019-Analysis, Technologies & Forecasts Report 

2016-2019-Research and Markets.  

3
 Jones, P., Comfort, D., Hillier, D., 2009. Marketing sustainable consumption within  

stores: a case study of the UK's leading food retailers. Sustainability 1, 815e826.  

4
 Hoekstra, A.Y., Chapagain, A.K., Aldaya, M.M., Mekonnen, M.M., 2011. The Water Footprint Assessment Manual: 

Setting the Global Standard. Earthscan, London: UK. Retrieved from http://waterfootprint.org/media/downloads/ 
TheWaterFootprintAssessmentManual_2.pdf. (Accessed 20 November 2019).  



  

 

 

 

 

 

 19 

sector towards more environmentally friendly retailing practices have been identified5. The first driver is 
adopting green practices in the retailing sector to increase profitability, in terms of optimization of 
resource utilization, cost control and efficiency. An increasing body of evidence shows that these actions 
can not only reduce costs (for instance, by reducing waste) but also generate revenues (by repurposing 
waste into new products)6. These actions can also give the retail company a competitive advantage in a 
market that increasingly requires environmentally sustainable products. Secondly, environmental policy 
initiatives such as the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) have added pressure for corporations to act 
in a sustainable manner7. Other policies can also influence food retailers’ behaviour and generate positive 
impacts on food systems, such as the food waste reduction policies in      France or the incentives for 
donations provided in Italy8. A third driver that can foster corporate sustainability responsiveness is 
stakeholder pressure, both externally (e.g. media, suppliers, consumers) and internally (e.g. top 
management). Factors related to stakeholder perception that drive sustainability strategies include 
reputational costs associated with the image of a business, increased awareness of environmental issues, 
increasing the number of corporate shareholders with proven environmental and ethical credentials, and 
preferential investment in environmentally and ethically responsible companies by large lenders1. In terms 
of the relationship between retailers and consumers, it has been suggested that the store, as a point of 
interaction of both actors, plays a key role as “a place for exchange of information, ideas and understanding 
of what it means to consume sustainably” (2015: 389)9.  

Claro et al. (2014) conceptualized the drivers of sustainability investments as including internal, supplier 
relationship and external drivers (Figure 1) and tested the model through a survey of 101 retailers. The first 
driver includes daily organizational operations (process, human, customer-driven). No significant effect on 
retailers’ sustainability-related investments was found for this driver. The second driver is related to 
communication with suppliers. Well-developed supplier relationships can lead to investments in 
sustainability. Claro et al. (2014) showed that effective communication can result in greater willingness to 
commit to sustainability investments. Finally, external drivers include economic instability and uncertainty, 
which may lead to sustainability investments as a long-term strategy that can positively lead to more 
business opportunities as well as positively affecting brand image and reputation among customers. This 
driver, however, has no significant effect on retailers’ sustainability-related investments. 

The following sections highlight the different strategies that have been used in the food retailing sector. 

                                                           
5
 Naidoo M., Gasparatos A., Corporate environmental sustainability in the retail sector: Drivers, strategies and 

performance measurement, Journal of Cleaner Production, Volume 203, 2018, Pages 125-142, ISSN 0959-6526, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.08.253. 

6
 DesJardin, J., 2005. Business and environmental sustainability. Bus. Prof. Ethics J. 24, 35e59. 

7
 Haugh, H.M., Talwar, A., 2010. How do corporations embed sustainability across the organization? Acad. Manag. 

Learn. Educ. 9 (3), 384e396   

  

8 EIU and BCFN, 2018. Food Sustainability Index. http://foodsustainability.eiu.com/wp-
content/uploads/sites/34/2018/12/FixingFood2018-2.pdf. (Accessed 20 April 2019). 

9
 Lehner, M., 2015. Translating sustainability: the role of the retail store. Int. J. Retail Distrib. Manag. 43 (4/5), 

386e402. 

http://foodsustainability.eiu.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/34/2018/12/FixingFood2018-2.pdf
http://foodsustainability.eiu.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/34/2018/12/FixingFood2018-2.pdf
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Figure 1. Drivers of sustainability investments (source: Claro et al. 2014: 366) 

.  

Certification 

 

A variety of tools have emerged to address environmental governance in supply chains, ranging from 
individual firm efforts to NGO-led certification and industry standards10. Among these approaches, NGO 
and multi-stakeholder certification schemes, such as Fairtrade or the Forest Stewardship Council, are the 
most frequently studied11,12. However, supply chain standards developed by individual companies are the 

                                                           
10

 Thorlakson T., Hainmueller J., Lambin E.F., Improving environmental practices in agricultural supply chains: The role 
of company-led standards, Global Environmental Change, Volume 48, 2018, Pages 32-42, ISSN 0959-3780, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2017.10.006. 

11
 R.S. DeFries, J. Fanzo, P. Mondal, R. Remans, S.A. Wood 

Is voluntary certification of tropical agricultural commodities achieving sustainability goals for small-scale producers? 
A review of the evidence Ruth 

Environ. Res. Lett., 12 (033001) (2017), pp. 1-11, 10.1088/1748-9326/aa625e 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6438-9_101958-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6438-9_101958-1
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/aa625e
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most commonly used strategy employed to deal with social and environmental issues13,14. There is concern 
by some actors that company-led standards will not be effective, as the profit-maximizing nature of 
companies does not ensure that their environmental commitments are translated into change on the 
ground15. On the other hand, there is stronger evidence in the literature on the effectiveness of multi-
stakeholder and NGO-led certification schemes in promoting environmental practices. Studies point out 
how, for example, Rainforest Alliance or organic standards improve the adoption of environmental best 
management practices among farmers16,17.  

 

     Certification Products 

Ethical Tea Partnership Tea 

Fairtrade International Cocoa, tea, sugarcane, bananas, fruit, cotton, nuts, honey, rice 
and grains, spices, coffee  

1.1.1.1 Forest Stewardship Council® (FC) 
Wood and paper materials 

Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification (PEFC) 

Wood and paper materials 

1.1.1.2 Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 
Fish 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
12

 X. Rueda, R.D. Garrett, E.F. Lambin 

Corporate investments in supply chain sustainability: selecting instruments in the agri-food industry 

J. Clean. Prod., 142 (2017), pp. 2480-2492 

URL http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616318649 

13
S. Barrientos, S. Smith 

Do workers benefit from ethical trade? Assessing codes of labour practice in global production systems 

Third World Q., 28 (4) (2007), pp. 713-729, 10.1080/01436590701336580 

14
 M.R. Miller 

Corporate Codes of Conduct and Working Conditions in the Global Supply Chain 

J. Martin, K.E. Bravo (Eds.), The Business and Human Rights Landscape, Cambridge University Press, New York, 
NY (2015), pp. 432-467, 10.1017/CBO9781316155219.016 

15
 S.D. Elder, J. Lister, P. Dauvergne Big retail and sustainable coffee: a new development studies research agenda 

Progress Dev. Stud., 14 (1) (2014), pp. 77-90 

16
 A. Blackman, M.A. Naranjo Does eco-certification have environmental benefits? Organic coffee in Costa Rica Ecol. 

Econ., 83 (2012), pp. 58-66 

17
 M. Ibanez, A. Blackman Is eco-certification a win–win for developing country agriculture? Organic coffee 

certification in Colombia 

World Dev., 82 (2016), pp. 14-27  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616318649
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616318649
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590701336580
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590701336580
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316155219.016
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316155219.016
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464993413504354
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800912003060
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X16000024
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X16000024
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1.1.1.3 Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC) 
Fish 

1.1.1.4 The Rainforest Alliance™ 
Forestry products 

      

1.1.1.5 Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 
(RSPO) 

Palm oil 

 

1.1.1.6 UTZ 
Coffee, tea, cocoa and hazelnuts 

      

1.1.1.7 Bonsucro 
Sugarcane products 

 

 

 

 

Carbon certification Action 

CarbonCare 

 

The applying entity must have in place a verified carbon audit report in accordance with 
the CarbonCare® Label Protocol, a carbon footprint management plan and a declaration 
of a minimum 5% carbon reduction commitment. 

      

      

CarbonFree® Certified 

 

By determining a product’s carbon footprint, reducing it where possible, and offsetting 
the remaining carbon emissions, it has created a meaningful, credible way for businesses 
to provide carbon-neutral products to their customers. 

      

1.1.1.8 Carbon Neutral 
Certification 

After calculating the carbon footprint of a business wanting to be Carbon Neutral 
Certified, it offsets the carbon footprint by retiring carbon credits, to allow      businesses 
to mitigate the GHG they are unable to      eliminate through reduction strategies. 

      

Carbon Reduction Label 

 

A public commitment that the carbon footprint of a product or service has been 
measured and certified and the owner of the product or service has committed to reduce 
that footprint over the following two years. 

      

 

http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabel/carboncare
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabel/carbon-reduction-label


  

 

 

 

 

 

 23 

  

 

Labelling 

 

During the past decade, eco-labelling and third-party certification have proliferated, establishing and/or 
strengthening a market for sustainable products. For instance, organic food sales in Europe increased by 
70% between 2004 and 2009, and in 2017 they were worth about 80 billion Euros18,19. Carbon footprinting 
and carbon labelling of food products are currently voluntary in the UK, and the term carbon footprint, 
even if not fully understood, is fairly familiar to many consumers20. In a study21 exploring purchasing habits 
and perceptions in relation to various sustainability credentials of food in 428 UK supermarkets, shoppers 
concluded that sustainability labels currently do not play a major role in consumers’ food choices, and the 
future use of these labels will depend on the extent to which consumers’ general concern about 
sustainability can be turned into actual behaviour. Another study22 based on a survey implemented in the 
UK, France, Germany, Spain, Sweden, and Poland, with a total sample size of 4408 respondents, showed 
that consumers      expressed medium high to high levels of concern with sustainability issues at the general 
level, but lower levels of concern in the context of concrete food product choices. The conclusion was that 
sustainability labels currently do not play a major role in consumers’ food choices. As stated by the authors, 
these results do not imply that sustainability labels do not have a future but that, at present, their use by 
consumers in Europe is limited. This means that for now consumer demand alone cannot enable 
sustainability to become the “mainstream” in the food sector23. However, consumer perception of a 
retailer’s investment and engagement in sustainability can affect brand image and influence consumers’ 
propensity to buy specific products24. Moreover, customers are increasingly aware of the social and 

                                                           
18

 Soil Association 2019. Organic Market 2019. https://www.soilassociation.org/media/18224/omr-report-2019-
interactive.pdf  

19
 Chkanikova O. and Lehner M. (2014), Private eco-brands and green market development: towards new forms of 

sustainability governance in the food retailing, Journal of Cleaner Production, 107, 74-84.  

20
Boardman, B., 2008. Carbon labelling: too complex or will it transform our buying? Significance 5 (4), 168–171.  

21
 Gadema Z., Oglethorpe D., The use and usefulness of carbon labelling food: A policy perspective from a survey of UK 

supermarket shoppers, Food Policy, Volume 36, Issue 6, 2011, Pages 815-822, ISSN 0306-9192, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2011.08.001. 

22
 Klaus G. Grunert, Sophie Hieke, Josephine Wills, Sustainability labels on food products: Consumer motivation, 

understanding and use, Food Policy,  

Volume 44, 2014, Pages 177-189, ISSN 0306-9192, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2013.12.001. 

23
 Chkanikova O. and Lehner M. (2014), Private eco-brands and green market development: towards new forms of 

sustainability governance in the food retailing, Journal of Cleaner Production, 107, 74-84. 

24
 Handelman, Jay M., Arnold, Stephen J., 1999. The role of marketing actions with a social dimension appeals to the 

institutional environment. Journal of Marketing 63 (Jul), 33–48. 
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environmental activities of retailers, and the companies that invest in such activities generally show better 
performance25. 

 

 

Social Responsibility 

 

Retailers invest in Corporate Social Responsibility through social projects in the surrounding communities.      
Projects are selected based on the retailer’s perceived societal obligations, such as corporate philanthropy, 
cause-related marketing, minority support programs, and socially responsible employment and 
manufacturing practices26. An example in Brazil is Walmart’s community stores, where the company offers 
a community centre where customers have access to health services, document expedition services, a job 
agency and basic training courses27. Launched in 2015, Tesco’s “Bags of Help” in the UK provides funding 
for local projects across Britain that are voted on by customers. Tesco has awarded over £71 million in 
grants to over 23,000 community projects28. 

 

In Sweden, Axfood’s Code of Conduct stipulates that suppliers must be in compliance with the UN and ILO 
conventions on human rights and the rights of the child and serves as the foundation for all its activities. All 
contract suppliers must sign Axfood’s Code of Conduct, and suppliers in risk categories must show that they 
adhere to the Code through systematic work practices. In 2011, the Diversity Charter Sweden network was 
launched, with Axfood as one of the initiative-takers. The aim is to share knowledge and experience 
surrounding diversity and thereby contribute to successful and profitable work with diversity issues. Axfood 
sees employee diversity as a key to success and profitability, and therefore strives for an embracing and 
inclusive company culture. Finally, the Axfood Academy is the Group’s centre for training and trainee 
programs, providing training to all employees as well as development programs for managers within the 
Group. Training activities are focused on ensuring basic competence toward the goal of increasing sales and 
conveying Axfood’s core values and view of leadership and employeeship29. 

 

 

 

                                                           
25

 Garcia-Gallego, Aurora, Georgantzis, Nikolaos, 2009. Market effects of changes in consumers’ social responsibility. 
Journal of Economics & Management Strategy 18 (1), 235–262. 

26
 Claro, Danny Pimentel & Laban Neto, Silvio AbrahÃ£o & de Oliveira Claro, Priscila Borin, 2013."Sustainability drivers 

in food retail," Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Elsevier, vol. 20(3), pages 365-371. 

27
 Ferraz, T., 2009, Walmart abre 1a% Loja da Comunidade no estado Dia ́ rio de Pernambuco (12/01/2009). 

ECONOMIA. Available at: /http://www.diariodepernambuco.com.br/2009/12/01/economia3_0.asp  

28
 https://www.groundwork.org.uk/Sites/tescocommunityscheme 

29
 https://www.axfood.com/globalassets/startsida/investerare/rapporter-och-presentationer/axfood_ar18_eng.pdf 
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Supply Chains 

      

Many players in the retail sector are investing in improving their supply chains as well as packaging in order 
to reduce their carbon footprint and waste6.  

The Quality Line Product initiative by Carrefour30, for example, involves 20,000 partner producers supplying 
Carrefour and Carrefour market stores with more than 110,000 tons of fresh, quality core-market products 
that meet stringent requirements for traceability, quality and taste. These products are the result of long-
term partnerships with suppliers of meat, deli products, fish, seafood, vegetables, cheese, eggs and honey. 
Traceability of food products from the farm to the dinner table is at the heart of the initiative: in order for a 
product to be included in the Quality product line, its producer must comply with a stringent array of 
specifications. 

These rules specify the production methods that must be used as well as taste criteria and obligations with 
regard to protecting the environment. Carrefour appoints an independent inspection body that monitors 
compliance with the product specifications. These inspections are conducted on each animal used in meat 
production, each batch of cheese and seafood products, and each plot of land used to grow fruits and 
vegetables. It adds up to an annual total of 3,000 inspections and over 1,000 product analyses. 

Unilever has committed to 100% sustainably sourced raw materials by 202031, while Hershey promises to 
only use third-party certified sustainable cocoa in the same time period32. Sainsbury’s has introduced the 
‘Farm Promise’ scheme to support market transformation towards the British sustainable & organic dairy 
sector. It covers associated conversion costs, guarantees post conversion contracts, and ensures price 
premiums for products meeting sustainability standards. Sainsbury’s Dairy Development Group has four 
sustainability priorities: farm efficiency, animal welfare, rural care, and industry collaboration 
improvements. The initiatives under this focus include support for herd management and farm-related CO2 
emissions reduction. In addition, the ‘Farm connection’ scheme was established to deliver training courses 
to address the lack of IT skills among farmers engaged in British beef and lamb production33. 

 

 

 

                                                           
30

 http://www.carrefour.com/providing-support-to-our-partners/quality-line-product-a-unique-and-newly-expanded-
initiative 

31
  https://www.unilever.com/Images/unilever-sustainable-sourcing-factsheet_tcm244-409293_en.pdf 

32
 https://www.thehersheycompany.com/en_us/responsibility/good-business/responsible-sourcing.html#tab3 

33
 Forum for the Future (2008). Retail leadership. What are the hallmarks of a sustainable retail business? London, 

Forum for the Future: 4 

http://www.carrefour.com/providing-support-to-our-partners/quality-line-product-a-unique-and-newly-expanded-initiative
http://www.carrefour.com/providing-support-to-our-partners/quality-line-product-a-unique-and-newly-expanded-initiative
https://www.unilever.com/Images/unilever-sustainable-sourcing-factsheet_tcm244-409293_en.pdf
https://www.thehersheycompany.com/en_us/responsibility/good-business/responsible-sourcing.html#tab3
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TOOLS FOR ENGAGING CONSUMERS IN 
SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOUR 
 

Retailers have engaged consumers in sustainable purchasing through several initiatives, while only a few 
have provided tips on sustainable food consumption34. COOP Sweden keeps track of green products 
purchased by making them visible for consumers on receipts. Annual eco-receipts also show, at the 
aggregate level, the benefits brought by such sustainable behaviour. For example, eco-sales made from 
1994 to 2007 have resulted in a reduction of insecticide and artificial fertilizer application by 122,000 kg 
and 9,200,000 kg, respectively35.  

 

COOP Sweden also offers double bonus points for buying organic items36 and has introduced green stickers 
in all its stores to increase visibility of green products to consumers and make them easier to find34.  

 

TESCO has invented an ‘Action CO2 calculator’ (BIO Intelligence Service 2009) and also developed ‘Green 
Club Card Points’ to reward consumers who make green choices. The awarded points, however, can be 
used to obtain free air miles, which is in conflict with the retailer’s objective to encourage more sustainable 
lifestyles (Forum for the Future 2008).  

 

Coop Italia has launched “Spesa all’impronta”, an online carbon footprint calculator for food products that 
simulates food choices in supermarkets to increase consumers’ awareness of their environmental 
impacts37. 

 

COOP Denmark has issued a cookbook with eco-recipes that can be purchased in its shops together with 
green products. The objective is to increase visibility of a wider range of eco-friendly products and to 
promote sustainable behaviours by demonstrating how the entire meal can be cooked using only green 
products38.  

 

                                                           
34

 BIO Intelligence Service (2009). Towards a Greener Retail Sector, European Commission :233. 

35
 Frisk, M. (2008). Interview with Press director at Coop Sweden. H. Backman, Miljöaktuell. 

36
 Linell, A. (2005). Towards Sustainable Food Consumption? Exploring the role of the food retailers in the 

development of the Swedish organic food market. LUMES. Lund, Lund University: 47. 

37
 Coop Italia website. Accessed on April 14th: https://www.e-coop.it/web/guest/spesa-all-impronta1 

38
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TESCO and Somerfield provide incentives to encourage bag re-use by offering Club Cards points. For 
bringing back 5 bags, Somerfield awarded customers a free ‘bag for life’39. Retailers can also organize 
product assortment to increase visibility of available sustainable alternatives, through the arrangement of 
specific green corners, placing green items at the aisle’s ends, and introducing pop shelf displays33. 

 

Far from the traditional configuration of displays, Carrefour planet now has a retail space organized to 
surprise shoppers. A big central aisle offers different specialist areas identified by simple colourful signage, 
designed to offer a new shopping experience focused on easy shopping, novelty and pleasure. This has also 
led to the creation of a new space, the Organic area. With close to 3,000 items, including more than 500 
Carrefour Bio products, this new space characterizes Carrefour’s commitment to environmental 
consciousness and the Group’s determination to offer a wide range of organic products at low prices40. 

 

An interview with Coop Italia 
 

Coop is a system of Italian consumers' cooperatives that operates the largest supermarket chain in Italy. 

Sustainability is applied in the economic, environmental and ethical dimensions and connecting with various 
stakeholders, through partnerships with public and private institutions and through direct interventions on 
the production chain. For the purposes of the SU-Eatable Life project, Chiara Faenza, Responsible for 
Sustainability and Values Innovation at Coop Italia, was interviewed. The activities implemented by Coop 
Italia over the past years include: 

 

1. "Buoni e Giusti" (Good and Just) is a campaign that promotes the ethics of fruit and vegetable 
supply chains at risk. The campaign involved over 800 Coop fruit and vegetable suppliers (national 
and local), operating with over 70,000 farms, and the supply chains most at risk from the Italian food 
industry. The 7200 farms supplying Coop brand products were invited to join the Agricultural Quality 
Network. Since the launch of the campaign in 2016, 13 supply chains have been under the spotlight, 
for a total of over 600 companies audited. Eleven farms have been expelled in the last 7 years. The 
control campaign will continue to affect the other supply chains and aims to be a forerunner in 
taking concrete action on the issue of illegality. 

 

2. In Emilia Romagna, the Climate ChangE-R project deals with the issue of the environmental impact 
of greenhouse gases in a systemic logic, with a view to greater integration between crop production 
and livestock breeding. The heart of the project is the definition of a "Manual of good practices", 

                                                           
39
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40
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measured according to the Life Cycle Assessment (LCA), which represents a joint commitment of the 
Emilia-Romagna Region, agricultural producers and their associations, the processing industry and 
consumers. The Region's scientific partners are the Regional Environment Protection Agency and the 
research institutions CRPV of Cesena and CRPA of Reggio Emilia. Demonstration activities and the 
direct involvement of producers and consumers are entrusted to important private partners, which 
in addition to Coop Italia include Apoconerpo, Barilla, CSO, Consortium of Parmigiano Reggiano, 
Granarolo, Parmareggio and Unipeg. The project has a cost of 1,853,000 euros financed 50% by the 
European Union and the other half by the project partners. 

 

3. Coop is also committed to reducing packaging and has voluntarily joined the campaign launched by 
the European Commission to increase the use of recycled plastic. In 2025 the amount of recycled 
materials used by Coop will increase to 6400 tons. As early as 2022, 8 years ahead of the EU targets, 
all Coop products will have recyclable or reusable packaging.  

 

4. The “Spesa all’impronta” initiative is an online simulation tool developed to make consumers aware 
of the environmental impact of the food they purchase. The simulator allows consumers to shop 
virtually for food products that normally end up in the shopping cart. The CO2 emissions calculated 
are then paired with suggestions for an environmentally sustainable and healthy diet.  
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An interview with Despar Triveneto and Emilia-
Romagna 
Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna is a consortium that operates in the large-scale retail sector, holding a 

position of market leadership in the area of north-eastern Italy. In 2016, the sustainability report produced 

by Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna won the international "Integrated Thinking Award" conferred by 

the Institut du Capitalisme Responsable. For the purposes of the SU-Eatable Life project, Fabio Donà 

(Marketing Director), Marco Marchetti (Digital Marketing Manager), and Alessandra Destro (Brand and 

Media Relations Manager) were interviewed. 

In Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna, sustainability is based on three main pillars: economic, 

environmental and social. With regard to environmental sustainability, the stores built in recent years are at 

the forefront in terms of eco-design and all of them employ careful management of food waste. A food 

surplus collection system implemented in collaboration with Last Minute Market and Banco Alimentare 

makes it possible to collect and donate an amount of surplus food products equivalent to almost 2 million 

meals a year. 

Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna is also involved in several social sustainability projects that aim to 

promote and enhance people's health through the promotion of daily good practices, with a particular focus 

on food choices. The core concept of Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna’s "Health Project" is the so-

called “Piatto Unico” (“Balanced Dish”), a simplified model that aims to provide a clear, practical and 

immediate indication to people about how to respect the right proportions and the correct food 

combinations during the preparation of nutritious and tasty meals. The “Balanced Dish” is at the basis of 

several projects and activities implemented by Despar Triveneto and Emilia-Romagna, including: 

1. Casa di Vita and Di Vita Magazine: “Casa di Vita” (House of Life) is Despar Triveneto and Emilia-

Romagna’s blog dedicated to healthy eating. It complements the “Di Vita Magazine”, which is 

distributed free of charge in the stores. The goal of the blog and the magazine is to inform people 

about the principles of healthy and correct diet and lifestyle (in 2018, more than 1.2m paper copies 

of the magazine were distributed in the stores. The Casa di Vita website received more than 1.3m 

views). 

2. Le Buone Abitudini (Good Habits): A free nutrition education program that Despar Triveneto and 

Emilia-Romagna has been offering for over 10 years to local primary schools located in the Italian 

regions in which it operates, with the aim to increase the knowledge of children and young people 

regarding healthy eating. The primary focus is on the “Balanced Dish” concept. The program includes 

both a series of activities and training meetings for teachers and a catalogue of activities and 

educational workshops for children and young people (in 2018, 100+ schools involved, 680+ 

teachers, 16,000 students). 
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3. Courses for employees and in stores: Courses are held at the main stores to increase awareness on 

well-being and healthy lifestyle and eating (in 2018 more than 40 courses were held, with the 

participation of more than 800 people). Also, internal food education courses are organized for 

employees. 
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Appendix I - 8 key principles: explanation boxes 
 

The 8 key principles of the SU-EATABLE DIET – THE WHY 

The following boxes report the scientific evidence in support of the 8 principles on which the SU- 
EATABLE LIFE diet is based. Environmental impact is specifically addressed with reference to the two main 
indicators of the SU-EATABLE Life Project: CO2 emissions equivalents, and water quality and quantity. The 
amount of CO2 emitted per kg or litre of food product is referred to as Carbon Footprint (question box n°2), 
or is reported as CO2 equivalents (question box n°4). The amount of water used per kg or litre of food 
product is indicated as Water Footprint – WF (question box n°3). 

 

1. Champion plant-based food in your diet 

Environment: Plant-based food emits on average significantly less CO2 equivalents (0.2 to 2.7 kg CO2-eq/kg) 
compared to animal-based food (3.5 to 28 kg CO2-eq/kg), with the exception of milk and eggs, which are in 
the range of plant-based food (Clune et al. 2017, Poore and Nemecek 2018, Willet et al. 2019). Large 
savings in WF with dietary choices can be achieved depending on the weekly menu. The WF of vegetables, 
grains and fruit is about 25 times lower when compared to beef; as a protein source, legumes have a WF 
from 2 to 4 times higher than the beef WF and similar to the WF of chicken and eggs (Mekonnen, M.M. and 
Hoekstra, A.Y., 2010). The optimal daily diet [-composition-] for health and the environment which could 
help the planet to stay within its sustainable resource use should consist, by volume, of approximately half 
a plate of vegetables and fruits, and a significant source of protein should still be provided by legumes, nuts 
and cereals (Willet et al. 2019). To date, in industrialized countries, people tend to consume too much 
sugar, oils and fats, red meat as well as milk and cheese combined, while not enough fruit and vegetables 
(Vanham et al 2018, Willet et al. 2019). 

Health: According to the World Health Organization, a healthy diet includes: fruit, vegetables, legumes, 
nuts and whole grains, with at least 400 g (i.e. five portions) of fruit and vegetables per day (WHO, 2018). 
Emphasizing nutrient-dense, plant-based foods such as fruit, vegetables, legumes and nuts, is associated 
with significantly better health outcomes (Tuso et al. 2013; Satija et al., 2016; BDA, 2017; Satija et al., 2017; 
Toumpanakis et al. 2018). 
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2. Enjoy meat in moderate amounts  

Environment: Meat production significantly affects climate change, as the “impacts of the lowest-impact 
animal products typically exceed those of vegetable substitutes” (Poore and Nemecek 2018). At the highest 
end of CO2-eq emissions is ruminant meat, i.e. beef and lamb, which can be almost 10 times higher than 
poultry, eggs, rabbit and most fish, and 4 to 5 times higher than pork (Clune et al. 2017, Poore and 
Nemecek 2018). In terms of pressure on freshwater resources, meals that include beef have 3 times the 
WF as those that include other meat protein sources (pork, chicken) or legumes, and twice the WF of eggs 
(Mekonnen, M.M. and Hoekstra, A.Y., 2010). The big WF impact of beef is mainly related to the production 
of animal feed over the lifetime of the animal (Hoekstra 2015). A WF reduction of up to 35% (average per 
capita per day) could be achieved by adopting the common guidelines for healthy diets (Vanham et al. 
2018). A good compromise for protein intake is represented by fish, both in terms of CO2 equivalent 
emissions and water saving (Mekonnen, M.M. and Hoekstra, A.Y., 2010, Clune et al. 2017). A full shift to a 
pescatarian (or vegetarian) diet could reduce the WF per capita within the range 33-55% (Vanham et al. 
2018).   

Health: Following reclassification in 2015 by the World Health Organization’s International Agency for 
Research on Cancer, processed meats (such as hot dogs, ham, sausages, corned beef, canned meat, and 
meat-based sauces) eaten daily may increase the risk of colorectal cancer and stomach cancer. A minimum 
intake of these types of food that guarantees complete safety cannot be defined. Similarly, also red meat 
consumption (i.e. all muscle meat, such as beef, veal, pork, and lamb) is associated with an increased risk of 
colorectal, pancreatic, and prostate cancers (IARC, 2015), cardiovascular disease (Abete et al. 2014), and 
risk of stroke and type 2 diabetes (Chen et al., 2013, Feskens et al., 2012). Such risks can be significantly 
diminished by substituting other protein sources for red meat (Pan et al., 2012).  

According to the EAT-Lancet commission (Willet et al. 2019): “Because intake of red meat is not essential 
and appears to be linearly related to total mortality and risks of other health outcomes in populations that 
have consumed it for many years, optimal intake might be 0 g/day, especially if replaced by plant sources 
of protein. Because data on risk of low intakes of red meat are imprecise, we have concluded that an intake 
of 0 g/day to about 28 g/day of red meat is desirable and have used a midpoint of 14 g/day for the 
reference diet. Since consumption of poultry has been associated with better health outcomes than red 
meat, we have concluded that the optimum consumption of poultry is 0 g/day to about 58 g/day and have 
used a midpoint of 29 g/day for the reference diet.”  
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3. Enjoy dairy products in moderation 

Environment: Plant-based milk, except for rice milk, has a lower Carbon Footprint (CF) than dairy milk 
(Clune et al. 2017). The difference is even more significant for the Water Footprint (WF of soy milk is 296.9 
L/kg vs cow’s milk 1050 L/kg, Ercin et al. 2011). Yogurt has a value similar to milk, while cheese - due to the 
high concentration of milk used for its production - can have a CF and WF up to 6 times higher than the 
original milk. When compared with other protein sources, cheese has twice the WF of soy-based proteins, 
and both the CF and WF of cheese can be higher than those of many meat sources, including chicken, pork 
and fish (Clune et al. 2017, Mekonnen, M.M. and Hoekstra, A.Y., 2010).  

Health: High intake of dairy products, at least three servings per day, has been widely promoted in 
Western counties for bone health and fracture prevention, primarily because of their high calcium content. 
However, the optimum calcium intake remains uncertain (Willett et al., 2019), while there is evidence that 
the adverse effect of protein of animal origin might outweigh the positive effect of calcium intake on the 
calcium balance (FAO and WHO, 2002). Animal-based dairy fat like butter conveys a higher risk of 
cardiovascular disease than unsaturated plant oils, which therefore should be preferred whenever possible 
for cooking and food preparation (EAT-Lancet Commission, Willett et al., 2019).  

 

 

4. Avoid too much food 

Environment: Every kilogram of food carries the embedded environmental impact generated during its 
production, processing, transportation, and packaging (Willet et al. 2019, Ercin et al. 2011, Clune et al. 
2017, Vanham and Bigoglio, 2013). To reduce pressure on the environment, we need to not only balance 
the composition of our diet, but also to reduce the portions of food we consume. Every time we throw 
food into the waste bin, we are basically wasting resources and generating unnecessary environmental 
pressures. The wasted environmental value is higher for meat and animal-based food (Clune et al. 2017, 
Willet et al. 2019). A dietary shift combined with reducing our food waste might help us to reach important 
sustainability targets in terms of climate change and water use (Willet et al. 2019). In Spain, for example, 
the WF of food waste accounts for 2095 hm3, equivalent to 131 litres per person per day (Blas et al. 2018). 

Health: Energy intake (calories) should be in balance with energy expenditure (WHO, 2018). Excess energy 
intake (i.e. energy-dense unhealthy dietary patterns) has been identified as the most significant dietary 
factor in relation to weight gain and the development of obesity (Roberts et al., 2002).  
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5. Celebrate variety  

Environment: Agrobiodiversity is an important strategy for facing the challenges of climate change, as it 
offers more flexible climate adaptation strategies, thus supporting food security and resource saving 
(Fischlin et al. 2007). Widening food choices allows for more creativity in our diet, making it easier to plan 
more sustainable diets. Coupling variety with highlighting seasonal and local products could help to boost 
local economies and save resources. Seasonality is also important. The CF of vegetables and fruit grown in 
heated greenhouses can be increased four-fold (Clune et al. 2017). Refrigerated transport of plant-based 
food and long-term refrigerated storage of “out of season” vegetables and fruit in warehouses can be a 
significant source of CO2 equivalents (Hospido et al. 2009, James & Jasmes 2010, Wakeland et al. 2012). 
Generally, only when local markets are affected by seasonal constraints which strongly limit food variety 
(cold climates), long-distance supply chains may be more advantageous compared with greenhouse food 
production or with long-term food storage throughout the seasons (Wakeland et al. 2012). 

Health: Dietary diversity has long been recognized as a key element of high-quality diets. Increasing the 
variety of foods across and within food groups is recommended in most dietary guidelines internationally, 
as a means to ensure adequate intake of essential nutrients and to promote good health (Ruel, 2003). 
Simplification of human diets associated with increased accessibility of inexpensive commodities and 
erosion of agrobiodiversity lead to nutrient deficiencies and excess energy consumption (Johns & 
Eyzaguirre, 2006). Fruits, minor vegetables, and leaves used as condiments, spices, or sauce ingredients can 
be grown in small quantities and add variety and essential nutrients to diets otherwise dominated by staple 
foods. Agrobiodiversity is an underexplored avenue for giving both food producers and consumers access 
to greater dietary diversity (Johns et at. 2006). 
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6. Fresh is best (for you and for the environment)  

Environment: Food processing can add further pressure on the environment. The more complex the 
processing, the higher amount of energy and materials required, which leads to higher CO2-eq emissions 
and resource consumption per kilogram of product (Notarnicola et al. 2017). For example, the CF of fresh 
peas can increase by 60% to more than 100% when purchased canned, jarred or frozen (Clune et al. 2017, 
Carbon Footprint Frozen Food Report 2012). The global warming potential (GWP) of processed tomatoes 
(chopped, peeled, puréed) can be twice the amount of fresh tomatoes due to the energy use for processing 
and packaging (Del Borghi et al. 2014).  

Health: The increasing proportion of ultra-processed foods in diets has been identified as a driver of excess 
energy intake (Monteiro, 2010). Also, the evidence thus far shows that displacement of minimally 
processed foods and freshly prepared dishes and meals by ultra-processed products is associated with 
unhealthy dietary nutrient profiles. (Monteiro, Cannon et al. 2018). 

 

 

7. Drink tap water rather than bottled water whenever possible and safe  

Environment: When safe tap water is available, the use of water in plastic bottles places an unnecessary 
burden on the planet. An analysis of 6 different Italian water providers showed that consumers can save on 
a yearly basis 163.50 kg of CO2-eq per capita by drinking 2 litres of tap water rather than PET-bottle water 
(Botto et al.  2011). In terms of water savings, bottling 1.5L of water requires around 1.9 extra litres of 
water for bottling operations, processes, packaging and transport (Nicolucci et al. 2011), compared with 
0.5 litres of extra water if using tap water responsibly from efficient municipal systems. Bottled water in 
plastic material poses a further environmental burden, as plastic production relies heavily on oil (Foolmaun 
& Ramjeawon 2008), and in the EU the amount of plastic recycled in many countries is still less than 50% of 
the production (Plastic Europe 2017).  

Health: Good hydration is vital for good health and well-being. Water safety and quality are fundamental 
to human development and well-being, and 71% of the global population uses a safely managed drinking-
water service (WHO, 2017). The reason for the increase of bottled water consumption is not 
straightforward; one of the most common factors seems to be consumer dissatisfaction with tap water 
organoleptics, i.e. the water characteristics that affect the senses of taste, odour and sight (Miguel, 2006). 
However, the quality of bottled water in not necessarily superior when compared with municipal tap 
water, as shown by Rosa et al. (2011) in a study conducted on 37 bottled waters available on the market 
and 15 municipal water pipelines.  
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8.Reduce single-use!  

Environment: Food packaging represents an important fraction (25%) of the plastic materials that leak into 
the environment. The estimated annual input of mismanaged plastic waste to the ocean is about 13 million 
metric tons (Jambeck 2015). This plastic remains in the ocean for centuries, causing harm to natural 
systems. Shopping for food in hypermarkets has shown to have 3 times the CF per food basket than 
shopping in local food markets, due to the higher amount of packaging in hypermarket food (Sanyé et al. 
2012). Retailers could save a great deal of CO2 emissions by helping to reduce food packaging, while users 
could significantly reduce the environmental footprint of their food basket by recycling or bringing their 
own shopping bags (Sanyé et al. 2012).  
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Appendix II - SU-EATABLE LIFE Survey  
 

The SU-EATABLE LIFE survey was implemented using Formstack and was offered in English and Italian. 

It consists of two sections (questions on sustainable diets – reported in full below – and demographics), 

preceded by an initial page explaining to respondents that their answers would be used for research 

purposes only, in aggregated form and in accordance with the European Privacy and Data Protection laws. 

All the respondents had to express their informed consent to participate prior to being allowed to proceed 

to the next sections of the survey. 

The survey was piloted internally and then refined, and remained available online from February to March 

2019. In addition to its promotion on the SU-EATABLE LIFE website and newsletter, it was circulated via the 

project beneficiaries’ digital channels (websites, social media pages, newsletters, intranet). 

Furthermore, various public and private organizations were contacted and accepted to help in publicizing 

the survey to their staff, members, readers and affiliates via different channels (among others, providing a 

lint to the survey from their website, through their intranet, using their mailing lists and newsletters, and 

publishing news and posts on their social media pages). Two Italian e-journals published dedicated articles 

describing the SU-EATABLE project and inviting the readers to take the survey. 

In total, 812 people responded to the survey. Ten responses were excluded since they were incomplete, 

resulting in a sample comprising 802 respondents, 70% of whom were women and 30% were men, aged 52 

on average. Out of all respondents, the majority were omnivores (63%), 23% of were flexitarian and the 

remaining 14% were either vegetarian, vegan or pescatarian. 

 

SU-EATABLE LIFE survey. List of questions. 

 

Q1: Which of these concepts do you associate with the idea of ‘sustainable diets’? 

Please select up to 5 options 

 Inexpensive food  

 Healthy food 

 Good for the environment 

 Protections for farmers and agricultural workers  

 Low meat consumption  

 Vegetarian 

 Vegan 

 Low emissions of greenhouse gases  

 Low-intensity water usage  

 Preserves and encourages biodiversity  

 Certification based on location (DOC, DOP, etc.) 

 Certification based on welfare (Red Tractor, Free-Range, etc.) 
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 Certification based on farming practices (Organic, Bio, LEAF, etc.) 

 Minimal or no chemical use  

 Local food  

 Traditional foods  

 Wild fish 

 Free-range meat and dairy  

 Biodegradable packaging 

 Recyclable packaging 

 Farmers markets  

 Sustainable retailers or health food stores 
 

In the questions below, “retailers” refers to local markets, supermarkets, local shops, etc. “Food service 
providers” refers to canteens, take-aways, restaurants etc. 
 

Q2: When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do you feel confident that you are able 
to recognise goods that are produced with low greenhouse gas emissions? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Occasionally 

 Hardly ever 

 Never 
 

Q3: When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do you feel confident that you are able 
to recognise goods that are produced with low water consumption? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Occasionally 

 Hardly ever 

 Never 
 

Q4: When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do you feel confident that you are able 
to recognise goods that are produced encouraging biodiversity and/or environmental protections? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Occasionally 

 Hardly ever 

 Never 
 

Q5: When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, are you able to identify if goods are 
produced using local or heritage ingredients? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 
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 Occasionally 

 Hardly ever 

 Never 

 

Q6: When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do you know which products are in 
season? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Occasionally 

 Hardly ever 

 Never 

 

 Q7: What are your priorities when buying food? 

Please select up to 3 options 

 Cost 

 Traceability 

 Ease in cooking/preparation  

 Health impact 

 Environmental Impact 

 Quality 

 Seasonality 

 

Q8: Are you informed on climate change issues and risks? 

 Very well informed 

 Quite well informed 

 I understand a bit, but not a lot 

 I don’t know or understand much about it 

 I don’t know anything about it beyond some simple key issues 

 I know nothing about it 
 

Q9: Would you consider yourself informed on sustainable food production and agriculture? 

 Very well informed 

 Quite well informed 

 I understand a bit, but not a lot 

 I don’t know or understand much about it 

 I don’t know anything about it beyond some simple facts 

 I know nothing about it 

 

Q10: Do you think that through food choice citizens might reduce their personal impact on the 
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environment? 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don’t know 
 

Q11: Would you be willing to pay more for food with a low impact on the environment? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Only if cost increase is below 10% 

 Only if cost increase is below 30% 
 

 

Q12: Are you interested in learning more about how your food choices influence the environment?  

 No   

 Yes 

Q13: How would you like to become more informed? 
Please select up to 3 options 

 By information displayed in a shop/canteen/restaurant/other 

 By joining a group of people with similar interests  

 Through a dedicated website 

 Through social media 

 Through an app 

 Through a newsletter/email service 

 Through a video 

 Other (please specify): ............  
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Appendix III - SU-EATABLE LIFE Survey results 
 

Table 2  - Survey results – Results of the questionnaires carried out in UK and IT with 13+4 questions, 
expressed as a percentage of the total scores from UK plus Italy (802) 

Q1 Which of these concepts do you associate with the idea of ‘sustainable diets’? 

Inexpensive food  

Healthy food   

Good for the environment  

Protections for farmers and 
agricultural workers  

Low meat consumption   

Vegetarian   

Vegan    

Low GHG emissions   

Low-intensity water usage   

Preserves and encourages 
biodiversity  

0.7% 

5.6% 

10.8% 

5.0% 

 

6.0% 

1.9% 

1.4% 

9.6% 

7.1% 

8.2% 

 

Certification based on location  

Certification based on welfare  

Certification based on farming practices  

Minimal or no chemical use    

Local food 

Traditional foods     

Wild fish    

Free-range meat and dairy  

Biodegradable packaging   

Recyclable packaging 

Farmers markets     

Sustainable retailers or health food stores 

1.9% 

3.3% 

3.9% 

6.1% 

5.7% 

1.2% 

0.9% 

3.8% 

6.2% 

5.4% 

2.1% 

3.1% 

Q2 When you buy food at retailers and/or food service 
providers, do you feel confident that you are able to 
recognise goods that are produced with low greenhouse 
gas emissions? 

Q3 When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do 
you feel confident that you are able to recognise goods that are 
produced with low water consumption? 

Always 

Most of the time 

Occasionally  

Hardly ever 

 Never 

0.6%  

8.9% 

23.2% 

42.1% 

25.2% 

Always 

Most of the time 

Occasionally  

Hardly ever 

 Never 

0.6% 

4.4% 

14.5% 

43.1% 

37.4% 

Q4 When you buy food at retailers and/or food service 
providers, do you feel confident that you are able to 
recognise goods that are produced encouraging 
biodiversity and/or environmental protections? 

Q5 When you buy food at retailers and/or food service providers, do 
you feel confident that you are able to recognise goods that are 
produced using local or heritage ingredients? 
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Always 

Most of the time 

Occasionally  

Hardly ever 

Never    

1.4% 

9.1% 

35.9% 

35.7% 

18.0% 

Always 

Most of the time 

Occasionally  

Hardly ever 

Never   

2.6% 

33.4% 

47.6% 

12.6% 

3.7% 

Q6 When you buy food at retailers and/or food service 
providers, do you know which products are in season? 

Q7 What are your priorities when buying food? 

Always 

Most of the time 

Occasionally  

Hardly ever 

Never        

16.8% 

48.1% 

26.1% 

6.7% 

2.2% 

Cost  

Traceability  

Ease in cooking/preparation  

Health impact  

Environmental Impact  

Quality  

Seasonality  

15.1% 

6.0% 

6.4% 

22.0% 

13.4% 

22.6% 

14.4% 

Q8 Are you well informed on climate change issues and 
risks? 

Q9 Would you consider yourself informed on sustainable food 
production and agriculture? 

Very well informed 

Quite well informed 

I understand a bit, but not a lot 

I don’t know much about it 

I don’t know anything about it beyond 
some simple key issues 

I know nothing about it  

28.2% 

48.5% 

21.7% 

0.4% 

1.1% 

 

0.1% 

Very well informed 

Quite well informed 

I understand a bit, but not a lot 

I don’t know much about it 

I don’t know anything about it 
beyond some simple key issues 

I know nothing about it  

13.8% 

38.4% 

35.5% 

5.1% 

6.4% 

 

0.7% 

Q10 Do you think that through their food choice citizens 
might reduce their personal impact on the environment? 

Q11 Would you be willing to pay more for food with a low impact on 
the environment? 

Yes  

No  

I don’t know  

Empty  

94.1% 

1.2% 

4.4% 

0.2% 

Yes 

No 

Only if cost increase is below 10% 

Only if cost increase is below 30% 

54.5% 

5.1% 

22.4% 

18.0% 

Q12 Are you interested in learning more about how your food choices influence the environment? 

Yes 

No 

92.1% 

7.9% 
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Q13  How would you like to become more informed? 

By information displayed in a shop/canteen/restaurant/other 

By joining a group of people with similar interest 

Through a dedicated website  

Through social media  

Through an app  

Through a newsletter/email service 

Through a video  

Other (please specify) 

22.3% 

6.0% 

13.0% 

12.4% 

10.4% 

7.3% 

6.0% 

22.7% 

Q14 Age distribution by age group Q15 Gender 

(1-10)      0.0%                    

(11-20)   1.6%                   

(21-30)   38.5%                    

(31-40)   26.4%                

(41-50)   14.3%               

(51-60)           11.8% 

(61-70)           6.0% 

(71-80)           1.2% 

(81-90)           0.0% 

(91-100)         0.0% 

male 

female 

prefer not to answer 

non-binary 

27.9% 

70.9% 

0.9% 

0.2% 

Q16 Which of the following best describes your current 
position? 

Q17 What are your dietary habits? 

Employed (full-time) 

Employed (part-time) 

Student 

Retired  

Unemployed 

Other 

54.9% 

13.3% 

17.3% 

4.5% 

2.7% 

7.2% 

Omnivore (you eat everything) 

Flexitarian  

Vegetarian  

Vegan  

Pescatarian  

Other  

63.1% 

23.4% 

8.5% 

2.2% 

1.5% 

1.2% 
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Appendix IV - Question boxes 
 

Question box 1 – What does “Climate Change” mean? 

Definition: The term Climate Change indicates a long-term variation or trend of change in climate 
properties, like air temperature, humidity, atmospheric pressure, precipitation, and winds, identified by 
statistical analysis over extended periods (decades or longer) (Cubasch et al. 2013). These properties are 
also used to commonly define the weather. The climate of a region or country represents the average 
weather over a long period of time, generally at least 30 years (World Meteorological Organization). One of 
the most important properties used to describe the on-going trend of climate change is the global average 
atmospheric temperature.  

A commonly used definition of Climate Change, related to its actual causes, is given by the Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 1992) in its Article 1: “a change of climate which is attributed 
directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in 
addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods.”  
Current trend: The global average atmospheric temperature has been constantly increasing since record-
keeping began in 1850. This phenomenon is known as Global Warming. At present it is approximately 1°C 
higher than it was in the late 19th century (IPCC, 2018). The most recent climatic simulations indicate a 
threshold of +2° compared to pre-industrial times as the limit above which there will be a high risk of 
dangerous and catastrophic environmental changes on the local and global scale (IPCC, 2018).  

Causes: Although climate change can be induced by natural causes, like changes in solar cycles, volcanic 
eruptions, and so on, there is a strong general consensus among the scientific community that the main 
cause of the current global warming is anthropogenic activity that is introducing into the atmosphere high 
amounts of long-lived greenhouse gases – GHG (CO2, CH4, N2O, CFC, O3, etc.) as the consequence of human 
activities which make use of fossil fuel energy sources, deforestation, agricultural management and 
fertilizer use, livestock farming, and use of fluorinated gases (Myhre, G., et al. 2013). Additionally, 
deforestation and land degradation have strongly reduced the natural sink of atmospheric CO2, which 
contributes to maintaining the atmospheric balance of this important greenhouse gas. If the human 
population continues to maintain its present habits, the projections of world GHG emissions indicate that 
by the year 2100 the planet will pass the critical threshold of 2°C in the average atmospheric temperature 
increase, which will probably settle at around 3-4°C, with catastrophic consequences for the planet and its 
inhabitants (IPCC, 2018). 
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Question box 2 – What does “Carbon Footprint” mean? 

Carbon footprint is a term that describes the amount of greenhouse gases (GHGs) that have been emitted 
by all the processes involved in the production of a good or a service (PAS 2050, ISO 14064-1:2018, GHG 
protocol). For goods, the Carbon Footprint of a product is the amount of CO2 equivalents produced (see 
box 3) per unit of production. This unit could be a weight measurement, like a kilo or litre, or a unit of 
production such as a wine bottle or a pot of yogurt. 

When calculating the Carbon Footprint of a good, all the processes from 'cradle to grave' are considered. 
This includes, but is not limited to, the raw materials, production, processing, packaging, distribution, and 
all the way to the end life of the waste products used to create the item. 

Looking at this journey from cradle to grave is called 'Life Cycle Analysis' (ISO 14040:2006 ). This allows us 
to calculate the total GHG emissions from a product’s creation, including the energy source used for 
transportation, the impact from all materials used (such as fertilizers or packaging), livestock or soil, and 
waste management.  

 

Question box 3 – What does “Water Footprint” mean? 

The Water Footprint (Hoekstra and Chapagain 2008; Hoestra 2015) is an indicator of water use in relation 
to consumer goods and is similar to the concept of ecological and carbon footprints. The water footprint of 
a product is the volume of fresh water used to produce the product along the production chain.  

The WF has three components:  

 The blue water footprint is the volume of fresh water that has evaporated from the global 

blue water resources (surface and groundwater).  

 The green water footprint is the volume of water evaporated from the global green water 

resources (rainwater stored in the soil).  

 The grey water footprint is the volume of water that would be required to dilute 

pollutants generated during the production process so as to maintain the quality of the 

ambient water within local water quality standards. 

As the three elements of the water footprint depend on local climate, hydrology, crop types, and other 
environmental pressures present in the same water basin, the water footprint is a geographically explicit 
indicator, so it can significantly vary for the same food item depending on the place of production.  
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Question box 4 – What does “CO2 equivalents” mean? 

All greenhouse gases (GHGs) have the capacity to absorb and emit radiant energy in the thermal infrared 
wavelength range. This means that they play a key role in trapping thermal energy emitted by the Earth 
within its atmospheric boundaries. This results in an increase of the average atmospheric temperature, i.e. 
“global warming”. 

As GHGs all act through the same mechanism, we can use a common scale called the “CO2 equivalent 
emissions” (Shine, 2009). This can be calculated using the Global Warming Potential (GWP) of each gas, 
which is the known relative radiative effect of the gas against the effect of carbon dioxide (CO2). 

For example, on a mass basis, the GWPs of the gases CH4 and N2O are 34 times and 298 times higher than 
the GWP of CO2, respectively (100 years projection, IPCC 2013).  

This means that 1 g of CH4 is equivalent in terms of greenhouse effect to 34 g of CO2, and 1 g of N2O is 
equivalent to 298 g of CO2. In this way we can sum up the three gases using their equivalent values in 
terms of CO2, which we call CO2 equivalents (CO2e): 

1g CH4 + 1 g N2O + 20 g CO2 = 

1g CH4 x 34 + 1g N2O x 298 + 20 g CO2 x 1 = 

24g CO2e + 310g CO2e + 20g CO2 = 

323 g CO2e 

Note: “The GWP for a time horizon of 100 years was later adopted as a metric to implement the multi-gas approach embedded in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and made operational in the 1997 Kyoto Protocol.” (IPCC, 2013) 

 

 

 


