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Canadians have ideas about sustainability

Did you know that there are more than 100 definitions of sustainability? 
The most commonly used definition of sustainability comes from 
the United Nations. It defines sustainability as “development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs”. There are three pillars of 
sustainability – the environment, the economy and society. 

This definition of sustainability is often shown with three connected 
circles. It can also be shown as three circles nested in each other. 
This image is used to show that the environment affects all decisions 
related to sustainability.

Sustainability can apply to many different activities and decisions. 
Sustainable practices can apply to groups, organizations and 
individuals. 

What can sustainable agriculture look like? 
Sustainable agriculture influences, and is influenced by, the way 
food is produced. 

SPARK questions about sustainable PRACTICES

I will use information and 
INVESTIGATE FURTHER 
questions to help me identify 
a project question I want to 
investigate for an sustainable 
PRACTICES project. 

I will identify what I need to 
know more about. 
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the concept of sustainability applies to our food 

Sustainability can also be used to describe food. Some 
organizations and individuals describe sustainable food as food 
that:

	6 Protects the diversity of plants and animals

	6 Does not damage or waste natural resources and ecosystems

	6 Provides benefits for society, such as safe and healthy food 
products

	6 Contributes to sustainable ways of life and communities 

The Canadian Centre for Food Integrity (CCFI) is a non-profit 
organization made up of farmers, ranchers, people interested 
in food and food companies as well as universities, non-
governmental organizations, restaurants, retailers and food 
processors. 

The CCFI conducts research surveys every year. According to their 
2020 survey, sustainable food means different things to different 
people. However, there are some areas of agreement. 

	6 Almost half of the Canadians 
who participated in the study 
believe sustainable food 
has a positive impact on the 
environment.

	6 Three in ten say that 
sustainable food means that it 
is grown/raised locally. 

	6 About one in four to one in five 
Canadians say that sustainable 
food means that food: 

	6 Is safe for themselves and 
their family

	6 Provides a healthy 
standard of living for 
farmers 

	6 Is nutritious for 
themselves and their 
family 

Infographic from the Canadian Centre 
for Food Integrity (2020).  

INVESTIGATE FURTHER

The way food is produced, 
distributed and eaten forms an 
important link between natural 
and agricultural environments 
and a healthy society. What 
practices are involved in 
producing sustainable food?

20     THE CANADIAN CENTRE FOR FOOD INTEGRITY 2020 PUBLIC TRUST RESEARCH

 

SUSTAINABILITY AND THE  
ENVIRONMENT
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The issue of sustainability is gaining traction in all areas of life - from the clothes Canadian’s 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.		In	order	to	meet	expectations	
when it comes to sustainability in food, CCFI asked Canadians what it means to them when food is 
grown sustainably.  

‘Sustainable	food’	means	different	things	to	different	people,	but	there	are	certainly	commonalities	
across	definitions.		Almost half (45%) believe sustainable food has a positive impact on the 
environment and three in ten (31%) say that sustainable food means that it is grown/raised locally. 
Roughly	a	quarter	to	one	in	five	Canadians	say	that	‘sustainable	food’	means	that	food	is	safe	for	
themselves and their family (25%), provides a healthy standard of living for farmers (22%), and is 
nutritious for themselves and their family (20%).

SUSTAINABLE FOOD… 

Has a positive impact on climate 
change and the environment

31% Is grown/raised locally

19%
Can be tracked from the farm 
to your plate

20%
Is nutritious for you and 
your family

25% Is safe for you and your family

22%
Provides a healthy standard of 
living for farmers

45% Is grown/raised according to 
government-regulated protocols

15%
Is grown/raised by family-
owned farms

10%
None of the above

14%
Is available to you in a 
sustainable package

8%
Is grown/raised as part of a 
professionally recommended (but 
not regulated) production protocol

18%
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the food system is influenced by public interest in 
sustainability  

The Canadian Centre for Food Integrity also found that many 
Canadians associate sustainable food with a positive impact on 
climate change and the environment. For example, they look for 
grocery store items that use less packaging.

Younger Canadians, aged 18 to 23, have the most influence on the 
demand for environmentally sustainable food. 

	6 These younger Canadians define sustainable food as food that 
is provided in sustainable packaging. 

	6 They also look for food items with less packaging that have a 
minimum impact on the environment. 

	6 These younger Canadians are also more likely to look for 
grocery stores, restaurants and recipes that offer plant-based 
or meat alternative options.

These concerns are connected to what 			 
makes up our food system and the 				  
entire process involved in making 
food accessible to all people. 

A food system includes how and 
where food is grown, the materials 
needed to grow the food, how 
it is processed and distributed 
and how it is consumed. It also 
includes the waste that is created 
by all these activities. 

INVESTIGATE FURTHER

To what extent and why can 
definitions and understandings of 
sustainability change over time?

INVESTIGATE FURTHER

In what ways can a demand 
for sustainable food influence 
sustainable farming practices?
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public interest in sustainability is also connected to an 
interest in farming  

Canadians are not only interested in the “big idea” of sustainability, 
but they are also interested in farming. This includes an interest 
in the ways that farming is connected with natural environments. 
What other food system interests and concerns are identified in 
the infographic below? 

INVESTIGATE FURTHER

How is sustainable food 
production connected to natural 
environments and interactions in 
those environments?

Infographic from the Canadian Centre for Food Integrity 
Insight Report: Sustainability (2020).  
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The Canadian Centre for Food Integrity Public Trust Research indicates that consumers are interested 
in the topic of sustainability. Check out the results!

ReseaRch

In addition to CCFI research, many food companies have publicly shared their commitment to sourcing 
sustainably produced agricultural products. 
•  Maple Leaf Canada vows to become “the most sustainable protein company on earth” by meeting a 

number of goals related to animal care, emissions, becoming carbon neutral, and water-use among 
others.3

•  Molson Coors aims to source 100% of its barley and hops from sustainable sources and reduce  
carbon emissions across agricultural supply chains by 20%.5

•  High liner Foods has committed to 100% sustainably sourced seafood, using criteria developed by 
numerous fisheries standards including Marine Stewardship Council, Ocean Wise, Global Sustainable 
Seafood Initiative, and others.2
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91% of Canadians claim they 
know ‘little or nothing’ about 
modern farming practices, 
and 60% indicate they are 
interested in learning more.

When consumers were asked who they trust to provide credible information 
about farming and environmental issues, Canadians indicate farmers and 
researchers as their top sources, respectively.

No

40% 60%

40% of  
Canadians agreed that 
Canadian farmers are 
good stewards of the 

environment.

41% indicated 
they were concerned 

with the topic of 
environmental 
sustainability in 

farming.
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