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Young Adults’ Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices Towards Sustainable Nutrition – A Qualitative Study



ABSTRACT
A sustainable diet encompasses a range of environmental, economic, and social goals. Rising dietary shifts have intensified environmental and health pressures, making sustainable food practices a global priority. This qualitative study aimed to assess knowledge, attitudes, and practices towards sustainable nutrition among young adults aged 18 to 25 years, identifying them as pivotal stakeholders in shaping sustainable food systems. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling. In this study, 20 in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face, audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analysed using thematic data analysis. The results revealed a lack of sensitivity and knowledge regarding sustainable diets and practices. However, an interest in learning more about the habits and behaviours contributing to a sustainable diet was evident. The dominant factor guiding participants’ food choices was personal health benefits. The environmental impact of food production and consumption was poorly understood and largely excluded from dietary considerations. The research highlights a clear gap in both the comprehensive understanding and the practical application of sustainable dietary behaviours. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Everyone shares a physiological need for energy and adequate amounts, types and combinations of nutrients. From a human health and well-being perspective, a healthy diet has been defined as one that “promotes optimal human growth and development and prevents malnutrition in all its forms (Lawrence, 2024). One-third of global anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions originate from agrifood systems, including crop and livestock production, land conversion, and deforestation, as well as pre- and post-production activities such as manufacturing, transport, retail, consumption, and disposal (Tubiello et al., 2021; Crippa et al., 2021; Tubiello et al., 2022). Rising dietary shifts have intensified environmental and health pressures, making sustainable food practices a global priority (Swinburn et al., 2019; Nandal et al., 2025). Sustainable diets, as defined by FAO (2010), protect biodiversity, are culturally appropriate, affordable, nutritionally sufficient, and optimise resource use. Plant-based diets, including vegetarian and vegan patterns, are increasingly recognised for reducing GHG emissions, improving waste management, enhancing food safety, and supporting human health (Branca et al., 2019; González-García et al., 2018).
Consumer attitudes and demand for food, including sustainable diet consumption, differ widely across countries. A broader range of initiatives is required to educate consumers on diet sustainability practices and target the general unawareness of the population concerning diet sustainability behaviours (Hilary et al., 2024). Transforming food systems through structural, governance, and regulatory changes is essential to align human and planetary health goals and address power imbalances (Willett et al., 2019; Lang, 2020; Duncan et al., 2022). While sustainable diets offer major environmental and health benefits (Springmann et al., 2018), shifting individual behaviours remains challenging. Knowledge, Attitude, and Practices (KAP) surveys are effective in assessing health-related behaviours (Andrade et al., 2020). This study explores young adults’ KAP of sustainable nutrition, examining drivers and barriers influencing food choices to inform policy and educational initiatives promoting sustainable eating.
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 Participants 
The study sample consisted of twenty participants of both genders, with a predominance of females (n = 14). All participants were aged between 18 and 25 years, categorised as young adults (Walker-Harding et al., 2017). Participants were recruited through purposive sampling. Before participation, informed consent was obtained from each individual to ensure ethical compliance. Interviews were scheduled at times convenient for the participants. Young adults were selected for this study as this life stage represents a critical period for the development and modification of health-related behaviours (Desbouys et al., 2019).
2.2 Study design and data collection 
A qualitative design using semi-structured interviews was adopted to explore young adults’ perceptions, practices, and barriers to sustainable diets. Participants were aged 18–25, with sociodemographic details (age, gender, education, occupation) recorded. Interviews, lasting 30–40 minutes, were conducted face-to-face by trained researchers. A pilot test refined the questionnaire, and those participants were excluded from the final sample. Investigator triangulation, involving three independent assessments, enhanced credibility and reduced bias. Semi-structured interviews were selected for their ability to elicit rich, personal insights through open-ended, inclusive, and non-judgmental questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013). With informed consent, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
The questionnaire addressed: food consumption patterns (e.g., seasonal/local foods), attitudes toward sustainable nutrition (e.g., organic food, willingness to adopt), awareness of environmental impacts (e.g., carbon footprint knowledge), factors influencing choices (e.g., health, convenience, affordability, culture), and barriers/enablers (e.g., challenges and motivators in adopting sustainable diets).
2.3 Data analysis
All audio recordings were transcribed from Hindi to English, first approved by the interviewer and then reviewed for accuracy against originals. Data were analysed using the six-step thematic method. Codes were generated through detailed transcript review, with consensus reached among researchers. Coded data were categorised into themes and subthemes through inductive and deductive reasoning, and all researchers reviewed themes for reliability. Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously, enabling new codes to emerge. Saturation was reached after the twentieth interview, with two additional interviews confirming no new codes, thereby validating data saturation (Guest et al., 2020).
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
The socio-demographic characteristics of participants are summarised in Table 1.
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample (n = 20)
	Variable
	Profile
	n
	%

	Sex
	Male
	6
	30

	
	Female 
	14
	70

	Age
	18-25 y
	20
	100

	Marital Status
	Married
	1
	5

	
	Unmarried
	19
	95

	Education
	UG/PG
	15
	75

	
	Pursuing UG
	5
	25

	Occupation 
	Employed
	12
	60

	
	Student
	8
	40

	Dietary restrictions 
	Vegetarian
	17
	85

	
	Non-vegetarian 
	3
	15



3.1 Themes
Major themes and sub-themes were identified and are described in detail, with illustrative quotes provided in Table 2. The main themes include knowledge and awareness of sustainable diets, actions towards sustainable nutrition, and challenges in adopting sustainable nutrition.


Table 2: Knowledge and Awareness of Sustainable Nutrition
	Main Themes 
	Sub- themes 
	Illustrative quotes 

	
Knowledge and Awareness of Sustainable Nutrition
	
Definition of Sustainable  Diets













Environmental Awareness of Diet












Carbon Footprint and Food Sustainability
	“A sustainable diet is something that is accessible to you because rich people can afford it but normal people can’t. So, if I can’t purchase it, it is not sustainable. But if any dietitian recommends it, I will eat it, but it will be a hassle for me. A sustainable diet shouldn’t be a burden” (P10, F,25)
“A sustainable diet means healthy and home cooked food, less processed which includes more fruits and vegetables.”(P8, F,19)
“I feel that a Sustainable diet is a vegetarian diet, eating fresh  food, whole foods, fruits, vegetables, etc. with less consumption of non veg foods” (P12, M,24)
“I  food items which are organic, i.e. free from pesticides and fertilisers and are locally grown, can be included in a sustainable diet” (P2, M,20)
“ I haven’t heard of sustainable nutrition or diet. ” (P17, F,18)

“Not really. I don’t think that our food choices impact the environment. if I think about it, food packaging could be a factor which can harm our environment” (P17, F,18)
“I don’t think that the food I eat harms the environment in any way. I think the food I have is sustainable; no changes are needed” (P12, M,24)
“ I know about how our food habits affect the environment. For example, if we choose to eat a fancy food like avocado or blueberry, it is not grown in our region, so it comes with a cost. “I know that I consume a lot of foods which are not environment friendly but in reality I don’t think too much that I shouldn’t eat it because of its environmental impact”
(P5, F,24)

“Carbon footprints are the CO2 release from human activities. It is high for rich people and low for us because they can afford private jets! I think cereals and  junk food produce more CO2 than other food items”   (P5, F,24)
“Yes, I have heard about carbon footprints. These are the greenhouse gas emissions from human activities on earth, which are harmful to the environment and contribute to global warming. But I don’t know about carbon footprints of our food, foods that are producing more CO2 would be meat, eggs, and all animal based products” (P3, F,22)

	Actions Towards Sustainable Nutrition
	Avoid Packaged Foods








Reducing Consumption of Animal-Based Products




Preference for organic, seasonal and local food   products




Reduce Food Wastage and its Management  
	“We bring our bag to stores when we go to buy something so that we can avoid plastics which are harmful for planet and I also try to limit the consumption of processed foods as they are not even healthy for us” (P14, F,20)
“We don’t eat junk or processed foods. I don’t order food online either because my family doesn’t eat food outside. Also, we generally don’t eat out and I think these are healthy habits, and I am thinking that they don’t affect environment much.” (P1, M,25)  

“As I am a vegetarian, I don’t consume eggs and meat products, and these foods harm the environment. So if we limit animal-based products, particularly non-veg foods, then we can achieve sustainable nutrition” (P15, F, 18)
“I tend to avoid animal-based food products because it is cruel to them. So we should stop it, and I hope that it will end up in a sustainable diet” (P12, M,24)
“ I think we should eat more local food and organic food as these support local vendors and it is also a sustainable food practice. We prefer seasonal foods like jowar and bajra millet in winter, we eat fruits according to the season as they are cheaper and fresh also. If we eat kiwis or some exotic fruit and vegetable, it will be expensive and I can’t afford it” (P10, F,25) 
We don’t waste food. If there is any, we use last night’s leftover food in the morning’s breakfast or can mix it in atta dough and make sandwiches out of it. Sometimes, raw vegetables and fruits spoil .” (P3, F,22)
“ There is no food wastage; we cook according to the need of family and if there is any leftover food we gave it to dogs or cows” (P1, M,25)  

	Challenges in Adopting Sustainable Nutrition
	 Economic Constraints




 


Accessibility and Convenience


Social and Cultural Influences




Social media influence on food choices
	“I mean affordability is the biggest constraint in adopting sustainable food choices as if we go to market to purchase any food item which is organic or healthy it will be of higher prices. I have noticed many times that healthy foods are more pricier than unhealthy junk or processed food, so most people are attracted towards cheaper foods as they can’t afford to spend so much on healthy food even if they know that processed food is not good ” (P7, F,24)

“In cities, there are organic food options available, but they are not trustworthy. But in many parts, organic foods are not available.” (P4, F,20)

“If my friends are eating outside food, I would also like to join them even I know that this food is not healthy. It is very difficult to avoid outside food with family and friends. Traditionally, we are non-vegetarians, so I also tend to consume animal-based food products” (P13, F,23)
“Our generation is very much active on social media and follow the trends. When  people go to cafés and share what they eat, then I  also want to go there and try the food. If any social media content creator is giving information about any food, we consider it true without finding that it is true or not. In my opinion, some people just eat out to show”  (P17, F,18)
“I think that social media is very helpful in knowing about sustainable food and nutrition as they give you information which is not in your academic syllabus and you will never read about it on your own. There are people on social media who are genuinely helping others by creating awareness about healthy foods and how our food choices are impacting the environment. How to identify healthy foods, what to look for on food packs. Educating people more about environment friendly foods. in my point of view, social media is very helpful” (P6, F,23)




This qualitative study explored young adults’ knowledge, attitudes, and practices regarding sustainable diets, revealing significant gaps and highlighting the complexity of adopting such behaviours. Knowledge of sustainable and healthy diets varied widely: some participants were unfamiliar with the concept, while others showed partial understanding without a cohesive perspective. Only one participant articulated a comprehensive view. Overall, participants demonstrated limited awareness of how dietary choices affect the environment, with many perceiving ecological benefits as negligible.
Participants associated sustainable eating with reducing packaged and processed foods, minimising waste, purchasing organic and plant-based options, and limiting meat consumption. The strongest motivations centred on avoiding processed foods, reducing waste, and buying local produce, reflecting the FAO’s multifaceted definition of sustainable diets (Steenson & Buttriss, 2020). However, health considerations dominated decision-making, while environmental factors remained secondary, echoing earlier findings (Hoek et al., 2016; De Boer et al., 2015). Awareness of the carbon footprint of food was minimal, with only two participants demonstrating knowledge of its implications.
Preference for local and seasonal produce was widespread, valued for freshness, affordability, and support of small-scale farmers. Yet, family influence, accessibility, and cost constraints strongly shaped dietary practices, limiting independent decision-making. While some participants reported proactive behaviours such as waste reduction and using reusable bags, others were inattentive to their habits. Despite motivation to adopt sustainable diets, barriers such as limited food literacy, lack of cooking skills, time constraints, insufficient knowledge, and higher costs remained prominent (Hartmann & Siegrist, 2017; Reipurth et al., 2018; Fox et al., 2021).
Economic and socio-cultural challenges were repeatedly cited as obstacles, with social media emerging as both an enabler and barrier. Platforms such as Instagram and YouTube influenced behaviours by promoting nutritious foods for some, while encouraging indulgence in processed or fast food for others (Canet et al., 2021; Ventura et al., 2021). This dual role underscores the significance of media environments in shaping food practices.
The findings affirm that young adults rarely connect food with environmental sustainability, and current practices remain minimal. Nonetheless, participants expressed willingness to learn and adopt healthier, more sustainable behaviours. Greater emphasis on education and eco-labelling is needed to strengthen public understanding of sustainable diets (Potter et al., 2021). However, awareness alone may not suffice to change behaviours, as highlighted by prior evidence of the limited effectiveness of educational campaigns (Marteau, 2017). Thus, broader interventions are required.
A holistic approach that integrates nutritional, environmental, social, and cultural dimensions is essential for reshaping food systems (Fardet & Rock, 2018). By identifying structural and behavioural barriers, this study contributes critical insights into how sustainable dietary practices may be better promoted among young adults. Educational initiatives must extend beyond awareness, embedding sustainability into curricula, media strategies, and community-level interventions. Collaboration with social media influencers and campaigns grounded in trustworthy information may further empower individuals to make informed dietary choices.
While the study’s findings are limited by its focus on young adults in India and a convenience sample, its implications resonate across broader contexts. The consistency of these findings with international evidence reinforces their relevance and the urgent need for targeted strategies to bridge the gap between knowledge and practice in sustainable nutrition.
CONCLUSION
This study identifies significant gaps in young adults’ understanding and practice of sustainable nutrition. Health concerns strongly shaped food choices, while environmental impacts were rarely considered. Sustainable behaviours, such as reducing processed foods or waste, occurred but lacked intentionality. Family influence, limited autonomy, economic constraints, and social media shaped decisions, with minimal awareness of carbon footprints. The findings highlight the urgent need to embed sustainability within nutrition education, supported by policies and community initiatives. Equipping young adults with knowledge and skills to align personal health with planetary well-being is essential for building resilient, sustainable food systems.
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