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Food—always a personal choice—has emerged as 
a discussion fl ashpoint on many social platforms.1 
In addition to a food’s nutrient profi le, consumers 
now consider the process of how food is produced 
and delivered an indication of its ‘healthfulness.’ 
Attributes and claims such as country of origin, 
carbon footprint, food-miles traveled, sustainably 
raised, organic, locally grown, green, antibiotic-
free, hormone-free, no GMOs, wild and line-caught 
now are part of the purchase decision. 

This issue of Health Connections provides some back-
ground and resources so health professionals can 
assist consumers—in the face of rising food costs—
in maintaining a balanced nutrient intake when 
seeking to defi ne who they are by what they eat.

Background
Once considered fringe or the purview of ‘activists,’ 
concern over the deterioration of the environment 
and the careless dissipation of natural resources 
has become mainstream and consumer-driven. 
Over the decades, professional organizations have 
supported ecological sustainability; government 
agencies have initiated environmental oversight 
(EPA); supported research and education programs 
(USDA); and industries now compete to provide 
‘green’ products and services consistent with 
consumers’ core values. 

As consumers make changes in driving, recycling 
and purchasing habits in their own lives, they look 
to organizations and businesses to do the same. A 
survey of consumer purchasing habits of products 
marketed as sustainable or green (described as eco-
friendly, organic and fair treatment of personnel) 
reported that about 30 percent of consumers look 
for these characteristics when choosing between 
brands.2 An emerging 17 percent of consumers—
‘green buyers’ or LOHAS (Lifestyle of Health and 
Sustainability)—report to be willing to shift brand 
loyalties to ‘green’ companies, with another 21 
percent (Naturalites) focusing on natural/organic 
products.3 

Sustainability—Evolving Defi nitions
Sustainability is generally defi ned as “meeting 
the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs” (www.epa.gov/sustainability), and 
encompasses many complex, environmental, 
economic, social and political interactions, locally, 
regionally, nationally and globally. Approaches to 
achieve and measure sustainability in any segment-
specifi c application will continue to evolve as needs 
of the environment and society are balanced with 
economics to make these approaches possible. 
Sustainability has transformed from a ‘fuzzy concept’ 
to a blueprint to support a robust ‘triple bottom 
line’—the convergence of corporate responsibility, 
including profi ts and environmental and societal 
interests.4

A safe, nutritious, adequate and sustainable food 
supply is built on both human resources (the ‘social’ 
component of sustainability, including farmers, 
fi shers, governments, educators, communities) 
and natural resources (soil, land, energy, water, 
air, crop biodiversity), which interact in a complex 
network to transform raw materials for distribution 
and consumption while prospering economically. 
Elements of a sustainable food system and its 
agricultural base—beyond the scope of this 
newsletter—have been defi ned and described in 
detail.5-9 In general, these involve the commitment 
to agricultural management and environmental-
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stewardship practices that do not irreversibly 
damage the land; that improve or enhance the 
lives of farmers and members of their communities; 
that apply animal-welfare standards; that conserve 
raw materials and effi ciently use non-renewable 
resources; and integrate these input practices 
throughout the production system. 

Beyond agriculture production, the food industry 
requires energy and water for processing, storage 
and transport of food and beverage products. Food 
processors, realizing the need to reduce burdensome 
energy costs as well as to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions, are harnessing the renewable energy 
power of the wind and sun as well as recycling and 
reusing water from processing streams, installing 
energy-effi cient equipment and designing buildings 
with improved ventilation systems and more natural 
light. Even food by-products and organic food waste 
become sources of energy as part of solid-waste 
management and recycling efforts.10

Helping Consumers Decide
Research suggests that, although about half of 
consumers claim some familiarity with the term 
sustainability, they fi nd it diffi cult to defi ne. 
Consumers use language themes and imagery to 
describe sustainability as it relates to food: local, 
fresh, organic, artisanal, unpackaged and seasonal.11 
Although some consumers may equate sustainable 
food choices with the organic movement, they are 
not synonymous, as an example below from the 
dairy industry indicates. 

According to the Organic Trade Association, 
organic usage is motivated primarily by health 
and concern over pesticides, growth hormones, 
antibiotics and genetically modifi ed products.12 
However, the production practices, not the 
product, differ when comparing milk from organic 
or conventional farming methods. Research on 
milk composition as affected by different farm-
management practices such as conventional, 
rbST-free (recombinant bovine somatotropin-free, 
a processor certifi cation), or organic (as defi ned 

by USDA organic practices, identifi ed through 
label claims at retail) indicates that there are 
few and minor differences in antibiotic levels, 
bacteria counts, nutritional content and hormonal 
composition.13 Although these products were 
found to be compositionally similar, milk labeled 
rbST-free or organic may be priced higher, which 
raises the question of consumer affordability and 
economic sustainability to include nutrient-dense 
foods in their diet. 

In addition, organic farming may not necessarily 
be more sustainable than conventional methods. 
One must consider extra land needed to support 
production and miles traveled to deliver the 
product to market, particularly in areas where 
organic agriculture is not local to the community. 
There is some indication that ‘buy local’ is rivaling 
organic, as consumers turn to other indicators of a 
food’s quality, such as freshness, seasonality and 
desire to support community-based agriculture, 
preserve local farmland and contribute to local 
and regional economic development. 

In summary, the sourcing/production, 
manufacturing, distribution and consumption 
segments of the global food system are complex 
and resource interdependent, giving consumers 
many choices about how a food is grown, 
processed, packaged and delivered. Health 
professionals can help consumers balance a food’s 
entire ‘environmental lifecycle’ with its nutrient 
contribution when making food choices.

PRACTICE POINTS FOR THE HEALTH 
PROFESSIONAL
! Help consumers take a balanced approach and consider 

both a food’s carbon footprint and its nutrient 
contribution, among other factors, when making food 
choices.

! Keep informed on trends in local and regional 
agricultural practices, government programs 
and policies that infl uence food production and 
distribution systems.

! Encourage food-purchasing habits that minimize 
packaging, transportation and kitchen waste.

! Encourage consumers to adopt ‘nutritional’ serving 
sizes (serving sizes advocated in MyPyramid), which 
could help lower food cost and waste and support a 
healthy weight.

! Keep in mind that organic and conventionally produced 
products such as milk may in fact contain the same 
combination of essential nutrients. Consumers can 
choose among the different production methods based 
on individual preference and fi nancial fl exibility.

! Contact small farm associations and Community 
Supported Agriculture (CSA) networks that can link 
consumers with local foods. See Side Bar links at left.
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Q. What’s the take-home message for 

health professionals, considering that 
‘sustainability’ is such a huge topic with 
huge implications? 

A.  Health professionals may affect the consump-
tion sector of the food system through nutrition-
guidance recommendations, and may affect 
the access sector of the food system through 
decisions regarding purchasing, preparing 
and distributing quality (nutritious) food in 
a variety of settings. They are in positions to 
know (or become educated about), infl uence 
and communicate accurately characteristic 
attributes of these sectors as they sustain 
consumers’ nutrient intake. 

 In relation to food choices, true sustainability 
is more than a low carbon footprint—
sustainability includes consumption of 
nutrients to support health. Sustainability 
focuses on the triple bottom line…healthy 
people, planet and profi ts. I’ve observed that 
some health professionals think sustainability 
refers primarily to the ‘environment/planet,’ 
but sustainability is not a one-legged stool. 
Quality food—the product of a sustainable food 
system—provides the basis for a nutritious 
diet that contributes to and sustains overall 
well-being.

 Consumer research suggests that when 
consumers see or read ‘green,’ they think of 
packaging or how a product was produced. 
This can result in a disconnect if the consumer 
overlooks the importance of what is in the 
food/product to sustain his or her quality of 
life. Choosing foods from a single dimension 
could result in a less nutritious diet, especially 
for consumers living in areas with limited 
agricultural access and for consumers with little 
fi nancial fl exibility. To encourage consumers 
to connect and balance the footprint—which 
represents the process—with the nutrient 
contribution of the food to their health is 
the unique role and opportunity for food and 
nutrition professionals.

Q. What suggestions do you have for consumers 
who may feel overwhelmed by the choices, 
claims and expectations related to lowering 
environmental impact?

A. The cliché is that it isn’t easy being green—it 
is certainly complex given patterns of consumer 
behavior. As a member of USDA’s NAREEE 

Advisory Board, we look at large-scale issues 
such as biofuels, organic agriculture, specialty 
crops and water accessibility. A recent report 
claimed that in the United States, as much as 
30 percent of food (over $48B) is discarded in 
processing, transporting, in supermarkets and 
in consumers’ kitchens. This is equivalent to 
leaving the tap running, losing 40 trillion liters 
of water down the drain.14 Consumers sometimes 
have the tendency to push the expectation for 
action (or blame) further back along the food 
system, but consumers can start by looking into 
their own refrigerators—to see their purchase 
patterns and evaluate waste. 

 Trends in convenience, health and food safety 
have resulted in packaging proliferation with 
the offering of single/smaller servings, limited-
calorie packs, meal kits and other ready-to-eat 
products. Encourage consumers to recognize 
what they need in packaging and to balance 
these choices by purchasing wholesome, 
unprocessed foods year-round and shopping 
seasonally at local farmers’ markets.

Q. What does the future hold for ‘sustain-
ability’?

A. Sustainability certainly is not a fad, nor is it a 
‘program or project,’ but a way of doing business. 
Companies, industries and corporations are not 
ignoring sustainability because it contributes 
to their triple bottom line. Campuses and 
universities offer environmental majors and 
minors, have sustainability coordinators and 
committees that look at ways to reduce waste, 
especially plate waste through portion control. 
University operations are also involved with 
solar energy facilities and green roofs, to name 
just a few examples. This means that future 
generations are growing up with the triple 
bottom line representing business as usual.

 For consumers, however, sustainability may not 
be the red dot on the radar screen since it is 
still a relatively small percentage of consumers 
who are fully engaged. Consumers may retreat 
from paying price premiums often associated 
with ‘eco-friendly’ products in times of rising 
prices. However, even in times of economic 
stress, consumers can support some aspects 
of sustainability—such as locally or at least 
regionally produced, high-quality, nutrient-
rich foods.
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