CONSUMPTION OF HEALTHY AND SUSTAINABLE DIETS AMONG ITALIAN
ADULTS: ENVIRONMENTAL SENSITIVITY OR JUST A LIFESTYLE?

1. Topic

Food consumption habits are central to the current environmental and health-related debate for
several reasons. The recent shift toward a longevity society is emphasizing healthy ageing, which can
be supported by proper diets (Suresh et al., 2022) and the concept of "silver ecology," highlights the
role of seniors in sustainable development. At the same time, the growing focus on climate change
and sustainability encourages more sustainable food and resource consumption (ISTAT, 2023a). The
importance of diets is also advocated by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which
showed the GHG mitigation potential of different diets such as vegan, vegetarian, flexitarian,
Mediterranean, or other (IPCC, 2019). Mitigation potential of dietary change may be higher, but
achievement of this potential at broad scales depends on consumer choices and dietary preferences
that are guided by social, cultural, environmental, and traditional factors, as well as income growth.
The excess weight and the daily consumption of vegetables and fruits are then two indicators collected
by ISTAT in the BES (Equitable and Sustainable Well Being) in the thematic area of health (ISTAT,
2023b). Already more than twenty years ago WHO warned governments and institutions about the
influences of diet and physical activity on health and pushed to implement global, regional, national
policies and action plans to improve diets and increase physical activity that are sustainable (WHO,
2004).

Building on these considerations, several countries, including Italy, monitor food consumption
and daily lifestyles as part of regular multipurpose surveys. The Italian National Institute of Statistics
(ISTAT), for instance, has traditionally included nutrition among its indicators related to health risks
and lifestyle factors (ISTAT, 2023a). In this contribution, we use Italian data to explore the potential
factors associated with the consumption of red and processed meat. vs. behavioural reasons, including
environmentally conscious behaviours.

2. Theoretical focus

Relations between demographic characteristics, environmental sensitivity, and individuals’
prevention have been studied from different perspectives in several countries in the Northern world.
Some studies have highlighted that individuals with greater environmental concern and awareness
tend to engage in reduced red meat consumption and are more inclined toward sustainable purchasing
choices (Boehm et al., 2019; Coker and van der Linden, 2022). Other studies using varied methods,
ranging from 24-hour dietary recalls to cross-sectional surveys, consistently linked measures such as
reduced meat consumption or a lower share of red meat spending with higher environmental
awareness (Coker and van der Linden, 2022; Bimbo, 2023; Slotnick et al., 2023). These findings
indicate that, when measured across diverse populations and methods, environmental consciousness
relates quantitatively to lower red meat consumption and increased sustainable food purchasing
behaviours.

Furthermore several studies identified mediating variables in the relationship between
environmental awareness and dietary behavior. Among others Baur et al. (2022) used the Theory of
Planned Behavior and found that intentions for healthy eating were more likely to translate into
behavior than intentions for environmentally sustainable eating, as reported by the study, highlighting
an intention-behavior gap. Sanchez-Sabaté and Sabaté (2019) discussed the roles of attitudes, self-
efficacy, and perceived barriers (such as taste preferences and social norms), though mediation was
not formally tested. Szalai er al (2024) and Goralska-Walczak er al. (2023) noted that health
consciousness and ethical motivations (such as animal welfare) often mediate or override
environmental motives. These studies report a positive association between environmental awareness
and plant-based dietary habits across diverse populations and contexts, but the strength and nature of



the relationship vary. Gender and age are consistent moderators, with women and younger individuals
more likely to act on environmental awareness. European and Asian populations are generally more
responsive than United States populations, as reported by the studies. The gap between intention and
behavior is a recurring theme, particularly for environmental motives.

A previous Italian study on red and processed meat consumption between 2012 and 2022 revealed
a significant decline primarily driven by changes in individual consumption propensities, possibly
influenced by growing environmental awareness, health concerns, and evolving dietary norms (Furfaro
et al., 2025).

Moving from the above-cited literature, we now broad the study to the consumption of different
types of diets among Italian adults, following these two research hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: individual environmental sensitivity is associated with a more healthy and sustainable
diet.
Hypothesis 2: a healthy daily lifestyle sensitive to ego well-being is associated with a more healthy
and sustainable diet.

3. Data and Methods

We use data from the annual household survey, Aspects of Daily Life, conducted by ISTAT since
1993 as part of its Multipurpose Survey system. Each year, the survey interviews approximately 20,000
households, encompassing around 50,000 individuals. We focus on 2022 and we consider only people
aged 18+ who do not have missing values on the response variables of interest, amounting to a total
sample size of 33,315. The survey includes several items related to dietary habits, and for the purpose
of this study, we focus specifically on items which explore the frequency of red and processed meat
consumption and the amount of fruit and vegetables. We created two variables: one which describes
whether people eat at least four portions of vegetables and fruit and another one which describes a
limited consumption of red and processed meat, where limited consumption refers to “less than once a
week” for beef, cold cuts, pork and lamb. These items will help us describe the Mediterranean diet.

The sample distribution of these two variables by age groups is represented in the Figure 1 below:
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Figure 1: Percent of sampled individuals who eat at least 4 portions of fruit and vegetables (left
panel) and red and percent of people who eat red and processed meat consumption often (right panel)
by age group and Sex.



In order to include additional indicators of a healthy lifestyle in the analysis, we derived several

variables from the original dataset. We created a binary variable representing physical activity.
Participants were classified as physically active if they reported engaging in sports or physical exercise.
Next, we defined a binary indicator for obesity based on the BMI category, we considered smoking
behavior and alcohol consumption frequency outside of meals.
With reference to individual environmental sensitivity we followed Furfaro et al., 2025 two variables
representing, respectively, two domains: one which refers to behaviour when grocery shopping, named
Grocery Environmental Behaviour (GEB), and the other one which measures the behaviour in other
everyday activities, named Everyday Environmental Practices (EEP). See Furfaro et al., 2025 for more
details on the indicators construction.

In preliminary analysis, we noted significant differences among age groups and sex, suggesting that a
multivariate analysis which considers all these factors is needed. In particular, by means of logistic
regression we plan on understanding factors associated with the probability of a mediterranean diet with
a focus on older adults. We also plan on further expand the analysis to include other types of diets
considered healthy and unhealthy.

4. (Expected) Findings

This study contributes to the growing literature on sustainable diets by highlighting the
demographic and behavioural drivers. We expect the Mediterranean diet to be an eating lifestyle
associated both with environmental and ego well-being sensitivity (Carruba and Paganini 2025),
especially for adult women. The analysis by macro age group could then reveal intergenerational
differences useful for planning policy interventions for an healthy ageing.

Acknowledgements

We acknowledge funding from Next Generation EU in the context of the National Recovery and
Resilience Plan, Investment, Age-It (Spoke 6).

References

BAUR, L., STYLIANOU, K. S., ERNSTOFF, A., HANSMANN, R., JOLLIET, O., BINDER, C. R.,
2022. Drivers and barriers toward healthy and environmentally sustainable eating in Switzerland:
linking impacts to intentions and practices. Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems, 6, 808521.

BIMBO, F., 2023. Climate change-aware individuals and their meat consumption: Evidence from
Italy. Sustainable Production and Consumption, 36, 246-256.

BOEHM, R., VER PLOEG, M., WILDE, P. E., and CASH, S. B., 2019. Greenhouse gas emissions,
total food spending and diet quality by share of household food spending on red meat: results from a
nationally representative sample of US households. Public health nutrition, 22(10), 1794-1806.

CARRUBA M., PAGANINI P. (2025), Obesita, istruzioni per ribellarsi. La via mediterranea per
equilibrio, longevita e liberta di scelta, goWare & Guerini Associati, Firenze.

COKER, E. N., VAN DER LINDEN, S., 2022. Fleshing out the theory of planned of behavior: Meat
consumption as an environmentally significant behavior. Current Psychology, 41(2), 681-690.

FURFARO, E., RIVELLINI, G., \& TERZERA, L. (2025). Red and processed meat consumption in
Italy: Trends 2012-2022. (Under review)

GORALSKA-WALCZAK, R., KOPCZYNSKA, K., KAZIMIERCZAK, R., STEFANOVIC, L.,
BIENKO, M., OCZKOWSKI, M., & SREDNICKA-TOBER, D., 2023. Environmental Indicators of



Vegan and Vegetarian Diets: A Pilot Study in a Group of Young Adult Female Consumers in Poland.
Sustainability, 16(1), 249.

IPCC, 2019. Food Security. In: Climate Change and Land: an IPCC special report on climate
change, desertification, land degradation, sustainable land management, food security, and
greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009157988.007.

ISTAT, 2023a. Rapporto annuale 2023. La situazione del Paese. Capitolo 3.
ISTAT, 2023b. Rapporto Bes 2022: il benessere equo e sostenibile in Italia, Roma.

SANCHEZ-SABATE, R., SABATE’, J., 2019. Consumer attitudes towards environmental concerns
of meat consumption: A systematic review. International journal of environmental research and
public health, 16(7), 1220.

MODOSNE’ SZALAI S., MOLNAR, J., JENEL S., BERKES, J., REMSEI, S., 2024. Societal
acceptance and environmental impact of sustainable diets: A comparative study of vegetarian, vegan,
and flexitarian diets with similar transportation distances. JOURNAL OF INFRASTRUCTURE
POLICY AND DEVELOPMENT, §(16), No-10004.

SLOTNICK, M. J.,, FALBE, J., COHEN, J. F., GEARHARDT, A. N., WOLFSON, J. A., and LEUNG,
C. W., 2023. Environmental and climate impact perceptions in university students: sustainability

motivations and perceptions correspond with lower red meat intake. Journal of the Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics, 123(5), 740-750.

SURESH 1. S., RATTAN S., GURCHARAN K., 2022. Nutrition, Food and Diet in Health and
Longevity: We Eat What We Are, Nutrients, 14, 5376.

WHO (2004), Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health.



