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Why do food choices matter?  

LEARNING source food DEMOCRACY

It seems that one aspect or another of food is often in the news. 
Scan the latest news and you may find information about health and 
nutrition, the environment, food availability or food trends. 

You may see economic issues, from the state of family farms to the 
lack of choice, to stories about food insecurity and people living in 
poverty  who cannot afford healthy foods. 

You may also run across a variety of “food trend” words like 
locavore, slow food, buy local, food systems, food sovereignty and 
sustainability.  

it’s about choice

All food production has a footprint. The ways that our food choices 
affect other people and the environment depend on the five 
following aspects: 

 6 What we eat 

 6 How much we eat (of what)

 6 How much food we waste (including food preparation waste, i.e. 
food peelings)

 6 How our food was produced 

 6 Who benefits from the food system

A trend is a pattern of change or a 
movement that occurs over time. What 
food trends can you identify? How do 
these trends influence consumer’s 
decisions about food products?   

What conscious food choices do you 
make as a consumer?   
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In places with food security, people often choose food that aligns 
with their priorities and values. With the millions of people in the 
world, these individual actions may seem to be inconsequential,  
but when considered collectively, they can have great impact. 

The choices that people make regarding food production and 
consumption already have direct or indirect consequences on the 
climate, on the use of resources like water and land and on their 
ability to feed themselves and enjoy a good quality of life.

Food choices are also influenced by what is popular or what 
is “trending.” Sometimes these trends are based on accurate 
information and other times they are based on misconceptions or 
myths about food, such as “large-scale agriculture feeds the world” 
or “only meat labelled “hormone-free” is hormone free.” 

In fact, according to the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization, family farms produce over three quarters of the 
world’s food. 

When it comes to the second misconception, no meat is hormone-
free. Hormones are molecules that regulate different functions, and 
they exist naturally across all plant and animal species. The use of 
synthetic growth hormones is prohibited in poultry, egg and pork 
production as well as in Canadian dairy products.  

The Nielsen Global Health and Ingredient-Sentiment Survey identified 
some consumer preferences that reflect trends in food choices. 

Find definitions for these three 
terms used in the graphs below: GMO, 
MSG and BPA packages.

How would you define quality of life?  

Graphs based on The Nielsen Company (2016). Food for Thought: How Canadian’s Dietary Choices are Influencing Food Purchases. Online. www.nielsen.com/ca/en/insights/article/2016/
food-for-thought-how-canadians-dietary-choices-are-influencing-food-purchases/

Ingredients consumers are trying to avoid Grocery products consumers are looking for in-store

https://www.nielsen.com/ca/en/insights/article/2016/food-for-thought-how-canadians-dietary-choices-are-influencing-food-purchases/
https://www.nielsen.com/ca/en/insights/article/2016/food-for-thought-how-canadians-dietary-choices-are-influencing-food-purchases/
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food production economics

Agriculture is important to the economy. It benefits the economy 
through job creation. These jobs are both directly related to, and 
outside of, direct agricultural activities. Jobs are created in both 
urban and rural areas. 

When agricultural production increases, farm incomes and the food 
supply can increase and food prices go down. In supply managed 
industries, food prices consider both the cost of production as well 
as inflation. Therefore, there is less fluctuation, or irregular rise and 
fall, in price.

Farmers in Alberta are an important part of the province’s food 
system. Canada’s egg, poultry and dairy industries contribute 
economically to many communities across the country. 

What conclusions can you make about 
food production and the Canadian 
economy from the map?   
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informing consumers

Consumers use food labels to make more informed choices about 
the food they choose to purchase. Health Canada and the Canadian 
Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) are responsible for food labelling 
and regulations in Canada. 

In Canada, there are mandatory requirements for certain food 
products to indicate the country of origin on their labels.  
Companies may also make voluntary claims to highlight the   
origins of a product or ingredient in a product.

All prepackaged food products sold in Canada are required to be 
labelled with the name and address of the company responsible  
for the product, such as the importer or manufacturer.

When a food product is wholly manufactured outside of Canada,  
the label must show that the product is imported. This information 
can be provided in three ways:

 6 The name and address of the Canadian company distributing 
the product, with the country of origin of the product

 6 The name and address of the foreign manufacturer

 6 The statement “imported for” or “imported 
by” followed by the name and address of the 
Canadian company

In addition, it is mandatory to state the country 
of origin on some specific imported prepackaged 
products, including dairy products, eggs (shelled 
and processed) and meat products (including 
poultry). For example, prepackaged cheese from 
the United States imported into Canada is required 
to be labelled “Product of United States.”

Canadian Food Inspection Agency (2014). Country of Origin Labelling for Food 
Products. Online. www.inspection.gc.ca/food/information-for-consumers/fact-
sheets-and-infographics/country-of-origin/eng/1329519448771/1329519600512

The Government of Canada brought in new food 
labelling guidelines on December 31, 2008, that 
must clearly tell consumers what foods have been 
grown or raised by Canadian farmers and what 
foods were prepared by Canadian workers.

Do you think food labelling can 
be used as a form of marketing? 
How does this labelling influence 
consumer decision-making?  

http://www.inspection.gc.ca/food/information-for-consumers/fact-sheets-and-infographics/country-of-origin/eng/1329519448771/1329519600512
http://www.inspection.gc.ca/food/information-for-consumers/fact-sheets-and-infographics/country-of-origin/eng/1329519448771/1329519600512
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A “Product of Canada” label means that all, or nearly all, of the food, 
processing and labour used to make the food is Canadian. These 
foods were:

 6 Grown or raised by Canadian farmers, and

 6 Prepared and packaged by Canadian food companies

A food can still be labelled “Product of Canada” if it contains small 
amounts of imported food, such as spices, food additives, vitamins 
and flavourings. 

The words “Made in Canada from domestic and imported 
ingredients” on a food label mean that:

 6 A Canadian company was involved in some of the preparation of 
the food, and

 6 It contains some food grown by Canadian farmers, and some 
food that’s been imported

The words “Made in Canada from imported ingredients” on a food 
label means that:

 6 A Canadian company was involved in some of the preparation of 
the food, and

 6 The contents of the food were imported

Canadian Food Inspection Agency. (2014). Shopping for Canadian Food. Online. http://inspection.gc.ca/food/
general-food-requirements-and-guidance/labelling-standards-of-identity-and-grades/for-consumers/
canadian-food/eng/1409065542798/1409065599130

consulting consumers

The Canadian government has made a commitment to reduce 
poverty in Canada. In 2017, a nation-wide consultation process was 
conducted to ask Canadians what they thought a Canadian Poverty 
Reduction Strategy should look like. 

These consultations found that many Canadians struggle to make 
ends meet and satisfy basic needs. 

Essential things, such as providing for the needs of one’s children 
or taking care of one’s health, are simply out of reach for some 
people. These essentials include housing and healthy and culturally 
appropriate food. 

What effect do increasing food 
prices have on the economy? What 
effect do decreasing food prices 
have?  

http://inspection.gc.ca/food/general-food-requirements-and-guidance/labelling-standards-of-identity-and-grades/for-consumers/canadian-food/eng/1409065542798/1409065599130
http://inspection.gc.ca/food/general-food-requirements-and-guidance/labelling-standards-of-identity-and-grades/for-consumers/canadian-food/eng/1409065542798/1409065599130
http://inspection.gc.ca/food/general-food-requirements-and-guidance/labelling-standards-of-identity-and-grades/for-consumers/canadian-food/eng/1409065542798/1409065599130
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 What was heard about poverty reduction  

Canadians told us that living in poverty can mean not being able to afford 
groceries and seeking help from food banks. We also heard stories from 
parents who felt frustrated and worried because they often have to decide 
between paying their bills and buying food for their children. 

Stakeholders who sent us submissions highlighted the importance of quality 
nutrition for children facing poverty across the country. Food security was a 
key concern among First Nations, Inuit and Métis participants in particular. 
They said that the high prices of, and limited access to, nutritious food in their 
communities, particularly in northern, isolated areas, are major issues.

Government of Canada. (2018). Canadian Poverty Reduction Strategy - What we heard about poverty so far. 
Online: www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/what-we-
heard.html

As part of a strategy to address food security, the Canadian 
government held consultations on a proposed food policy between 
May and September 2017. The government heard from more than 
45 000 Canadians, including consumers, farmers, experts in 
environment, health and food security, Indigenous groups and 
community organizations. 

Infographic from Government of Canada (2018). A Food Policy for Canada: Consulting with Canadians. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/what-we-heard.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/what-we-heard.html
http://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/what-we-heard.html
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Participants in these food policy consultations 
identified the following ideas as important: 

 6 Increasing food security by reducing poverty and 
promoting income security

 6 Improving the accessibility and affordability of 
nutritious food for all Canadians, and particularly 
for vulnerable populations, such as Indigenous 
and isolated northern communities 

 6 Establishing food as a basic human right 

 6 Promoting and supporting local and community-
based solutions to food security, with several 
respondents mentioning the need to recognize 
the importance of traditional/country food

a food policy

Canada now has its first-ever food policy. A vision for 
the Food Policy for Canada was developed from the 
consultations and priorities that people identified. 
This vision states that “all people in Canada are able 
to access a sufficient amount of safe, nutritious 
and culturally diverse food. Canada’s food system is 
resilient and innovative, sustains our environment, 
and supports our economy.” 

Government of Canada. (2019). Food Policy for Canada. Online. www.canada.ca/en/campaign/food-policy.html

As part of the new food policy, the government has started other 
initiatives, including:

 6 Canada Brand and Buy Canadian promotional campaigns that 
aim to increase pride and consumer confidence in Canadian 
food

 6 Support for community-led projects like greenhouses, 
community freezers and skills training that address food 
challenges and food insecurity in Northern and isolated 
communities

 6 A challenge fund to support the most innovative food waste 
reduction ideas in food processing, grocery retail and food 
service

How do the food policy initiatives 
meet the needs identified by 
participants in the government’s 
initial consultations?   

https://www.canada.ca/en/campaign/food-policy.html
http://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/what-we-heard.html
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 6 Funds to help the Canadian Food Inspection Agency crack down 
on food fraud — the mislabeling and misrepresentation of food 
products — to protect consumers from deception and companies 
from unfair competition

 6 First steps to work alongside provinces and not-for-profit 
organizations towards the creation of a National School Food 
Program

indigenous food security 

How will Canada’s new food policy represent Indigenous people? 
There is an increasing commitment to address Indigenous 
perspectives in relation to the right to food as part of the process of 
reconciliation. 

There are unique factors related to harvesting, 
sharing and consumption of traditional foods within 
Indigenous communities. These factors affect the 
access, availability and supply of food. 

Access and availability of food are the most 
important aspects of food security. Indigenous 
food security can be negatively affected by loss of 
traditional hunting and food preparation practices. 
The food supply that comes from hunting and 
fishing can be affected by decreased access to the 
traditional lands and hunting territories. 

Food costs are also a determining factor in food 
availability. As a result of factors such as racism 
and the intergenerational harm and traumatic 
legacy of the residential school system, Indigenous 
people can have fewer economic resources 
compared to the rest of the Canadian population. 
As a result, the cost of food may prevent them from accessing 
healthy and nutritious food. 

As many indigenous communities are located in remote areas, it can 
also be difficult and expensive to transport food to these locations. 
This increased cost is reflected in higher food prices, which makes it 
difficult for some families to afford. 
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