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Sustainable packaging and the 
consumer 

The issue of sustainability 

is gaining more and more 

attention – from the clothes 

Canadians wear, to the 

toys they buy their children, 

and the food they eat. 

Sustainability is more than 

just a trend, but an issue 

that will increasingly 

influence consumer attitudes and behaviours.1  

What does sustainable food 
mean to Canadians? 

 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the term “sustainable food” 

means different things to different people. According 

to a recent survey,2 almost half of Canadians (45 per 

cent) responded that sustainable food has a positive 

impact on climate change and the environment,  

while 31 per cent stated that grown and raised 

locally was sustainable. Fourteen per cent of 

respondents believed that it means food that is 

available in sustainable packaging. Albertans 

were more likely than non-Albertans to claim that 

sustainable food means food that is grown/raised 

and is safe for your family.3  
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Figure 1:  What does sustainable food mean to 

Canadians?

 

Source: Canadian Centre for Food Integrity 
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How serious are Canadians 
about food packaging? 

Canadians are 

demonstrating a desire 

for their version of a 

sustainable food system 

through their purchasing 

power. The majority (55 

per cent) of Canadians 

say they actively seek 

out grocery store 

items that use less 

packaging or have a 

minimal environmental 

impact (47 per cent).4 

 

A study conducted by the Agri-Food Analytics Lab at 

Dalhousie University found that 94 per cent of 

Canadians surveyed said they are “personally 

motivated to reduce single-use plastic (SUP) 

food packaging because of its environmental 

impacts.” The same study found that 71 per cent of 

Canadians support a ban on all SUPs used for food 

packaging, and 56 per cent of Canadians are 

already actively shopping for food with non-plastic 

packaging.5 

 

Who seeks sustainable food? 
Overall, Millennials and 

Generation Z rank 

sustainability as a higher 

priority compared to older 

generations, according to 

research from the NYU 

Stern Center for 

Sustainable Business. 

Research found that 
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content/uploads/2019/12/the2020trendreport-nourish-
digital_KAHN.pdf 
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Millennials were most likely to purchase 

sustainability-marketed consumer packaged goods 

even during the Coronavirus pandemic.6 

Canadians followed the same trend as their 

American counterparts. Younger Canadians (aged 

18-23) are more likely to seek sustainable food 

and as their purchasing power increases with age, 

so too will the demand for these options.7 Compared 

to other Canadians, Gen-Z is more likely to: 8 

 Define sustainable food as food that is available 

in sustainable packaging.  

 Seek out food items with less packaging (62%) 

and that have a minimal environmental impact 

(58%). 9 

Where do consumers look for 
information about food related 
topics? 

Thirty-six per cent of Canadians surveyed sought 

information regarding environmentally friendly or 

sustainable food production.10 As illustrated in 

Figure 2, Google and websites were most 

frequently cited as the primary information 

source. This information is useful when developing 

content and delivery strategies.  

Figure 2: Information sources consumers use

Source: Canadian Centre for Food Integrity 

7 THE CANADIAN CENTRE FOR FOOD INTEGRITY 2020 PUBLIC TRUST 

RESEARCH 
8 THE CANADIAN CENTRE FOR FOOD INTEGRITY 2020 PUBLIC TRUST 

RESEARCH 
9 THE CANADIAN CENTRE FOR FOOD INTEGRITY 2020 PUBLIC TRUST 

RESEARCH 
10 THE CANADIAN CENTRE FOR FOOD INTEGRITY 2020 PUBLIC TRUST 

RESEARCH 

16%

18%

20%

38%

39%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Advocacy groups

TV

Newspaper or magazine

Google search

Websites

Percentage of Consumers

55% of 

Canadians seek 

food that uses 

less packaging 

 

 

 
  
 

Millennials and 

Generation Z 

most 

interested in 

sustainability 

https://www.iriworldwide.com/en-us/news/press-releases/latest-research-from-nyu-stern-center-for-sustaina
https://www.stern.nyu.edu/
https://www.stern.nyu.edu/
https://www.stern.nyu.edu/


 

Economics and Competitiveness Branch, Alberta Agriculture and Forestry 

©2021 Government of Alberta | Published: March 2021  

 

Who is held responsible for 
reducing food waste and 
environmentally friendly 
packaging options? 

As illustrated in Figure 
3, nearly 70 per cent of 
Canadians feel that food 
processors and 
manufacturers are 
responsible for reducing 
the amount of 
packaging and offering 
more environmentally 
friendly packaging 
options for food. Many 
other stakeholders have 
a role to play on this 

issue as a majority feel grocery stores, consumers, 
government, and restaurants hold some 
responsibility to improve food packaging.11 

Figure 3: Who do Canadians say is responsible 

for food loss and waste reduction, 

environmentally friendly packaging?  

Source: Canadian Centre for Food Sustainability  
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What do Albertans 
say? 

Nearly half (48%) of Albertans 
say they either sometimes or 
always seek out items that use 
less packaging in the grocery 
store. 12 

While there are commonalities 

among all Canadians regarding 

viewpoints on sustainability and food packaging, 

there are some unique perspectives shared by 

Albertans: 

 

 While Albertans largely believe they are 

responsible for reducing food waste, they also 

believe that food processors and manufacturers 

have a responsibility to reduce the amount of 

packaging and offering more environmentally 

friendly food packaging options (65%). 13 

 

 Albertans are more likely than non-Albertans to 

report that their food decisions are influenced by 

social media. 14 

 

 Albertans are less likely to always engage in all 

types of sustainable food-related behaviours. 15 

 

 Albertans are more likely to claim that sustainable 

food means food that is grown/raised and is safe 

for your family.16 

 

 Cost of food – 52 per cent of Albertans surveyed 

are very concerned about the cost of food. 17 
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Gender Differences  

 Women are more likely than men to hold 

restaurants, grocery stores, and food 

processors responsible for reducing the 

amount of food packaging and offering more 

environmentally friendly packaging options. 
18 

 

 Women are also more likely than men to actively 

seek out grocery store items that use less 

packaging or items that have minimal 

environmental impact. 19  

What do U.S. consumers say? 

As studies show that shoppers care about 

sustainability now more than ever, food and 

beverage companies are pledging to make their 

portfolios more eco-friendly. Even as the pandemic 

shifts consumer demand, nearly half of U.S. 

respondents surveyed say the Coronavirus 

outbreaks have made them even more 

concerned about the environment.20 

In addition to the survey’s clear indication that the 

will is there to shop more sustainably, it appears 

more consumers are willing to pay to do so. Nielsen 

found companies have a monetary motivation to 

switch to more environmentally friendly practices, as 

two-thirds of U.S. customers are willing to pay 

more for sustainable brands and this number is 

continually rising.21 

How are companies responding 
to sustainability in packaging? 

Consumers are looking for both convenience and 

sustainability, and companies are responding with 

containers, bottles and bags designed for many 

uses. 

Mondelez announced its plans to make all their 

packaging recyclable by 2025. Nestlé, Unilever and 

PepsiCo have agreed to phase in packaging made 
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from recyclable, compostable and biodegradable 

materials with more recycled content by 2025.22 

Packaging is an area companies are working to 

make more green because it is one of the largest 

causes of waste in the U.S. Designing high-quality 

sustainable packaging that keeps products fresh, 

holds liquids and endures temperature changes has 

been challenging for manufacturers, but companies 

are beginning to put resources toward that. From a 

wine bottle made from 94 per cent recycled paper to 

a more sustainable meat package, smaller 

companies are developing prototypes and bigger 

firms like Nestlé are investing billions of dollars in the 

space. 23 

Key Takeaways 

Rising Demand - Sustainability in food is not just a 

trend but a requirement to be a trusted and 

successful food system participant. Food processors 

can address consumer concerns on this issue by 

clearly demonstrating commitment to environmental 

sustainability in food and agriculture as well as 

improving food packaging. Those who are the most 

innovative will be the most successful.  

 

Marketing – Food processors can appeal to 

consumers who value sustainability in food products 

by marketing their products as being 

environmentally sustainable whether on their 

website, on their packaging, and social media, in 

order to increase market share. Since most 

Canadians source information from the Internet, this 

would be a valuable marketing tool to utilize to 

spread the sustainability message. Marketers may 

also wish to target the younger population of 

Generation Z and Millennials and women as they 

are more likely to seek out sustainable food than 

their older male counterparts. 

 

Cost – Albertans appear to be more concerned with 

the price of food than their Canadian and U.S. 

counterparts. Therefore, food manufacturers must 

be cognizant of this fact when establishing pricing 

for products sold in Alberta. 

20 fooddive.com/trendline/sustainability 
21 fooddive.com/trendline/sustainability 
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23 menumag.ca/2020/06/22/how-has-covid-19-affected-consumer-trends 
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