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Revisiting attitudes and awareness around sustainable diets
after 10 years
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While the impact of highmeat consumption on the environment(1) and health(2) have been studied for decades, public knowledge of these
issues is less well understood. The aim of this study was to assess the awareness and knowledge of the environmental impact of food
choices among the public, as well as people’s willingness to reduce their consumption of meat. We sought to repeat the study conducted
by Macdiarmid et al.(3),which found limited knowledge of the link between meat and the environment, and a general unwillingness to
change, to understand if public knowledge of and perceptions around sustainable diets have changed in the decade since the original
study was conducted.

Nine in-person focus groups were conducted between March and August 2023. Adult participants (≥18 years old) were recruited in
Scotland from populations matching the original study(3) based on a balanced urban vs rural, locations and high vs low socio-economic
status (SES) areas. Data was coded and analysed using a thematic approach.

Most participants (n = 60, ranging from 5-11 participants per group) believed that food choice impacts the environment and human
health. Views diverged between the sociodemographic groups with urban/higher SES groups generally more knowledgeable of the
impact of meat on the environment and rural/lower SES participants typically less aware. Willingness to reduce meat consumption was
also split by SES and motivations were different. Higher SES groups were more willing to reduce meat consumption, and in some cases
reported having already started to do so, than lower SES groups. The former groups discussed ethical, health and environmental reasons
whereas the latter groups were more sensitive to the price of alternatives. Meat, variously defined, but generally ruminant meat, was
considered an important part of a ‘balanced’ diet and most participants were reluctant to remove it entirely.

Although the language of dietary sustainability was not uniformly recognised or understood, there was greater understanding of the
underlying concepts in 2023 compared to 2013. The environmental impacts of food choices were more often couched in terms of the
physical environment (e.g., packaging) than climatic impacts (i.e., greenhouse gas emissions). There was a strong sense that local (i.e.,
Scottish) production was more ‘sustainable’ than imported food and there was broad willingness to reduce, but not remove, meat
consumption in principle.
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