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Abstract

Background: There is a significant global lack of policy action on consumption of sustainable diets. Application of

political science theories such as theories of the policy process can help in understanding policy inaction. Applying

these theories could provide a more in-depth understanding of how various influences on the policy process shape
decision making for consumption of sustainable diet policy.

Methods: A systematic review to examine application of eight key political science theories of the policy process to
research on consumption of sustainable diets was conducted.

Results: The review identified no papers applying a theory of the policy process although 17 papers did mention or
discuss influences on the policy process that are common elements within theories of the policy process. Most nota-
bly these elements were the influence of coalitions/networks, evidence use, narratives and framing, institutional and
political system factors, and the importance of value and belief systems and socio-cultural norms. However, in most
papers these influences were not examined in a detailed or in-depth way and often presented as suggestions for lack
of policy action without the support of empirical data or application of any theory.

Conclusions: Most research discussing policy inaction on the consumption of sustainable diets fails to utilise politi-
cal science theories of the policy process, although a small number of papers include mention of or discussion of
influences on the policy process. Application of political science theories could provide a more in-depth understand-
ing of how different determinants might shape decision making at various points in the policy process. This could
help identify key reasons for policy inaction on the consumption of sustainable diets and suggest possible ways to
increase attention and action on the issue from policy decision makers.

Keywords: Sustainable diets, Policy, Policy process, Policy theory

Background

Policy on consumption of sustainable diets

A systematic review of the environmental and health
impacts of dietary change in high-income countries
concludes there are clear environmental benefits to
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modifying current dietary practices towards more sus-
tainable choices, and that environmental benefits are
largely proportional to the extent by which meat and
dairy consumption can be reduced [1]. However, it is
clear policy change to influence public behaviour towards
consuming more sustainable diets faces significant
policy resistance (see for example: [2-8]). Porritt [9] is
not exaggerating when he notes, “Policy makers’ atten-
tion to..meat eating is as close to zero as it is possible
to get” (p.386). Lang et al. [6] and Westhoek et al. [10]
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express similar sentiments about the current situation in
which interest in and initiatives regarding consumption
of sustainable diet policies, and in particular reduction of
meat consumption, are practically nonexistent and seen
as politically taboo.

A number of possible reasons for this policy resistance
have been put forward, with studies citing the complexi-
ties related to contemporary food production and con-
sumption as being the major challenge for policy makers
in taking action [7]. The difficulties in changing con-
sumer behaviour have also received attention, for exam-
ple changing food consumption practices will require
a shift in consumer behaviour and this has been seen to
be “politically delicate” ([6], p.3). As Lang and Barling [6]
argue “demanding or even subtly re-framing consumer
behaviour change is an anathema to the neo-liberal ethos
of consumer choice and sovereignty” (p.3). Both govern-
ment and non-government organisations may not wish
to impinge on individuals’ lifestyle decisions for fear of
alienating supporters and being accused of ‘nanny stat-
ism’ [11, 12]. Others have suggested that governments
are discouraged from taking action by a perceived lack
of evidence of the efficacy of intervention strategies [7]
and opposition from powerful interest groups such as the
food industry or agricultural producers [13, 14].

Alongside these suggestions there have also been some
recent attempts in the literature to examine the processes
occurring around the creation and implementation of
policies in support of consumption of sustainable diets.
These studies have largely focused on describing the
competing interests involved in the governance of sus-
tainable diets such as between government, civil society,
consumers, and private sector stakeholders [6, 11, 14—
19]. Other studies have examined the role of non-gov-
ernment organisations in the promotion of sustainable
diet policies [12, 20, 21] and the alignment of research
priorities to better reflect policy needs [7, 22]. Such stud-
ies are useful for identifying some of the determinants
that might be influencing decision making in the policy
process around sustainable diets. These have included
the knowledge, values and beliefs of policy makers [14,
18, 23, 24] and the evidence-policy gap [7, 15, 22, 25].
Power imbalances between stakeholders [16, 25, 26], the
processes occurring in policy networks [14, 24] and the
influence of vested interests on policy makers [15] have
also been identified as factors affecting policy decisions.

While studies which elucidate potential policy deter-
minants have a role to play in contributing to knowledge
about why there has been so little policy action on con-
sumption of sustainable diets, they do not provide any
in-depth understanding of sow these determinants might
shape decision making at various points in the policy
process. For example the powerful influence of food and
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agricultural industry lobbying on policy makers has often
been cited as a key reason for a lack of policy action, and
the production and use of evidence highlighted as a sig-
nificant factor in shaping policy decisions. Yet there is
no research which examines critical questions such as
how and on whom do policy actors exert influence in the
policy process? And, how do policy actors form success-
ful coalitions to influence policy decisions, and how are
policies on consumption of sustainable diets informed by
evidence?

Political science perspectives on consumption

of sustainable diets policy

The questions outlined above are not isolated to the area
of sustainable diets and indeed in areas such as public
health and environmental policy there has been increas-
ing attention on the need to utilise theories from other
disciplines, particularly political science, to help concep-
tualise and make sense of the many interactions and vari-
ables involved in complex policy areas [27-31]. As Breton
and de Leeuw argue, without robust theoretical ground-
ing, policy failures and successes cannot be satisfactorily
explained and “remain all but anecdotal accounts” ([32],
p- 88).

Distinct from the “what have we done” and “what
should we do” questions of policy evaluation and analy-
sis, policy process research asks questions about the why
and how of policy making. For example policy process
scholars seek to find out why certain policy issues capture
the attention of governments, how coalitions or groups
influence policy making, and how different institutional
arrangements and history shape policy. As Breton and de
Leeuw [32] identify, theories of the policy process need
to be able to explain the links between the goals, values,
beliefs, and actions of potentially hundreds of policy
actors interacting in the policy process which eventu-
ates in specific policy outcomes. These theories look at
the conditions under which particular policy events (i.e.
decisions on resource allocation and implementation
of policy, preferences for particular intervention types,
and inclusion or exclusion of different stakeholders) take
place and how these factors determine support or oth-
erwise for particular policy positions [32, 33]. As such,
multiple theories are needed to describe, explain and
highlight “different and sometimes overlapping or nested
partitions of the policy process to account for a variety of
interactions” ([34], p.5). There are a number of key politi-
cal science theories that can help guide this analysis.

De Leeuw et al. [35] describe a theory as a “clear and
logically interrelated set of propositions, some of them
empirically falsifiable, to explain fairly general sets of
phenomena” (p.26). Within the field of political sci-
ence numerous theories of the policy process have been
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developed [36] with their application ranging from being
able to be broadly applied to any situation to in-depth
modelling for very specific situations [32]. While there
is no universal guide as to which theories of the policy
process can be said to be ‘good’ theories, Sabatier [36],
an eminent researcher in contemporary political science,
has identified theories of the policy process (see Table 1)
which reasonably meet a set of minimal conditions:

1. Meet the criteria of a theory (specifies the scope
of inquiry, details assumptions, provides a shared
vocabulary amongst members of a research team,
and clearly defines and relates concepts in the form
of principles, testable hypotheses, and propositions).

2. Is indicative of an active research program via recent
theoretical development and empirical applications.

3. Has a relatively broad scope that seeks to explain a
substantial portion of the policy process

For the purpose of this review “Theories of the policy
process’ will refer to the eight key theories identified by
Sabatier as meeting the minimal set of conditions. These
will be the theories that are used to guide the systematic
review and analyse the current gaps and limitations of
current research into consumption of sustainable diets
policy.

Given the large body of literature espousing the need
for policies to increase consumption of sustainable diets
for both health and environmental reasons, there is a
clear need to understand why there has been such a sig-
nificant lack of policy action on this issue at a global scale.
Increasing sustainable diet scholars’ knowledge of how
policy works could help make their work more relevant
and targeted towards addressing policy barriers which
could assist with uptake of sustainable diet policies. One
way this knowledge could be increased is through the use
of theories of the policy process that examine reasons for
policy inaction. This study thus aimed to systematically
review the literature on consumption of sustainable diets
to determine if any research uses policy process theories
from political science to explain the lack of policy action
and if so what are these explanations?

Data and methods

The systematic review was undertaken to broadly align
with the guidelines laid out in the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Anal-
yses) statement [38]. These guidelines were developed to
help researchers use systematic methods which reduce
bias to enable the production of “reliable findings from
which conclusions can be drawn and decisions made”
([39], p.€2).
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This systematic review examines the literature on con-
sumption of sustainable diets to ask the question: Do sus-
tainable diet consumption studies draw on or apply any
political science theories of the policy process to help
explain policy inaction? A systematic electronic search
was conducted in June 2021 to identify relevant publica-
tions from the following databases: CINAHL, ScienceDi-
rect, Scopus, Web of Science, ProQuest, PubMed, PLoS
and JSTOR. The reference lists for included papers were
also searched for relevant studies. Search terms for all
databases included the following: (climate change OR
greenhouse gas OR sustain*) AND (food OR diet* OR
nutrition® OR meat) AND (policy OR policies OR gov-
ern*). These search terms were chosen to help include
papers that linked diets to sustainability and included
some mention of policy. The searched fields were key-
word, title and abstract where available. Searches were
limited to English language studies published until July
2021.

Inclusion of relevant studies

Titles (and then abstracts where available) were screened
for relevance to consumption of sustainable diets policy.
Citations were categorized into two groups: i) possibly
relevant studies; and ii) excluded studies. The full text of
all candidate studies (i.e., possibly relevant studies) was
obtained, using a low threshold for inclusion if there was
any doubt. These publications were then screened against
the inclusion criteria (see Table 2) to determine eligibil-
ity. Rather than examining the entirety of the sustainable
diet literature (which includes discussion of agricultural
production and food security) this review examines only
papers specifically focusing on human consumption of
sustainable diets. This is for two reasons, firstly the sus-
tainable diet literature is so broad it would be difficult to
examine all facets of it in a single review, and secondly
changing population behaviour towards consumption of
more sustainable diets has been identified as essential for
climate change mitigation but an area that has met with
significant policy resistance. Papers were thus excluded
if they focused only on production side measures of sus-
tainable diets (i.e. discussed policies aimed at agricultural
production) and if they were not specific to consumption
of sustainable diets (i.e. examined food systems or food
security more generally).

Figure 1 outlines the selection process. The search pro-
cess identified 4157 papers, leaving 3827 after duplicates
had been removed. After the titles and/or abstracts were
screened for relevance, 516 papers remained. A further
499 papers were excluded after full-text review found
that they did not meet the inclusion criteria (258 papers
did not focus on consumption of sustainable diets, 35
papers focused on food systems and/or food security
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Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the identification of journal papers reporting on the consumption of sustainable diets

Inclusion criteria
The article:

1.Isin a peer-reviewed journal indexed in CINAHL, SciDirect, Scopus, Webof Science, ProQuest, PubMed, Jstor, PLOS

2. Written in English
3. Published before July 2021

4. Features in abstract, title, or subject headings the search terms: (greenhouse gas OR climate change OR sustain*) AND (nutri* OR diet* OR food

OR meat) AND (policy OR policies OR govern*)
5. Has a focus on the consumption of sustainable diets
6. Draws on or applies a theory of the policy process

Exclusion criteria
The article:

1. Has a focus on production side on production side measures of sustainable diets i.e. technological advances to mitigate carbon emissions from

agricultural production

2. Does not have a specific focus on sustainable diets (i.e. focuses on food systems or food security more generally)

3.1s an opinion piece, editorial, book review or conference proceeding
4. Does not draw on or apply a theory of the policy process

more generally rather than a focus on consumption of
sustainable diets, 206 papers did not draw on or apply a
theory of the policy process). The remaining 17 eligible
papers were then further categorised to reflect to what
extent they drew on or applied a theory of the policy pro-
cess to explain a lack of policy action:

1. Applies a theory of the policy process to analyse sus-
tainable diet consumption policy to help explain pol-
icy inaction (N=0).

2. Includes mention of or discussion of influences on
the policy process consistent with elements from the-
ories of the policy process to help explain policy inac-
tion but does not directly apply a theory of the policy
process (N=17).

Data extraction

Data used for extraction included all text under ‘results,
‘findings’ or ‘discussion’ sections of the papers. Thus the
reviewer took into account all data that appeared to be
reporting and discussing results and excluded text that
discussed existing literature. A standard data-recording
form was used to extract information from included
studies. The data extracted was mention of challenges to
policy action and/or influences on the policy process. For
example whether there was mention of reasons for a lack
of policy action on consumption of sustainable diets or
factors authors identified as influencing the policy pro-
cess in this area. These identified ideas or discussion of
policy influences were summarised into a table for each
of the included studies and from this data six key themes
of influence were identified (see Additional file 1: Appen-
dix A for a summary table of key themes extracted from
the data).

Results

Application of theories of the policy process

This review did not identify any papers applying a key
political science theory of the policy process (as identi-
fied in Table 1) to help explain policy inaction on sustain-
able diet consumption policy. However, 17 papers were
identified that discussed some of the influences on the
policy process that are included elements of political sci-
ence theories of the policy process (See Table 3). These
are examined in the sections below.

Influence of coalitions/networks

Eleven of the seventeen papers mentioned the influence
of coalitions or networks on sustainable diet consump-
tion policy. The way in which coalitions or networks of
policy actors are integral parts of the policy process is
highlighted in many theories of the policy process, most
importantly Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Analysis [49]
which discusses the importance of policy entrepreneurs
in influencing policy change, and the Advocacy Coali-
tion Framework which organises policy actors into advo-
cacy coalitions based on shared beliefs and co-ordination
strategies [50]. While these papers mentioned the impor-
tance of coalitions these were not analysed in depth in
regard to the strength or otherwise of these networks and
only anlaysed in a rudimentary way with regard to how
they might influence the policy process.

Eight papers mentioned power imbalances between
sustainable diet policy actors [16, 25, 40, 42, 43, 45-47]
and identified the food industry and/or farming lobby
groups as having greater political access and influence,
which was concluded to be a significant reason for lim-
ited political action on sustainable diets. However, these
eight papers did not conduct extensive analysis of power
imbalances, rather they focused on what is happening
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Records identified through database search
(Pubmed. CINAHL., SciDirect, Scopus,
ProQuest, JStor, PLOS, Web of Science)

n=4101

Additional records identified through other
sources (i.e. snowballing)

n=56

=
S
=
©
=
=
=
=
o)
~

v

n=3.827

Records after duplicates removed

.

Screening

abstract

n=3.827

Records screened based on title and

Records excluded

n=3311

‘

n=516

Eligibility

Full text articles assessed for eligibility

Full text articles excluded

(Exclusion criterion 1: n=258)
(Exclusion criterion 2: n = 35)
(Exclusion criterion 3: n = 206)

.

n=17

Included

Articles included in the final review

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow diagram

rather than sow and why it is happening. Johnston et al.
[14], Joyce et al. [24] and Lawrence et al. [44] mentioned
the need to understand policy networks and the way
different policy actors influence political agendas with
Johnston et al. [14] stating that to overcome political
challenges to governance of sustainable diets will require
“co-operation, coordination, and negotiation across all
stakeholder groups” (p. 426). However without empirical
evidence on the values and beliefs of different stakehold-
ers or the ways in which policy actors form coalitions and

networks and exert political influence in particular politi-
cal contexts it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions on
their importance as barriers or enablers of policy change.

Two papers by James et al. [25] and Denniss et al. [16]
attempted to address this gap by using empirical evidence
from food policy actors in Australia to help understand
the barriers and enablers of policy action on consumer
adoption of healthy and sustainable food behaviours.
James et al. [25] conducted semi-structured inter-
views with food policy stakeholders including the food
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Table 3 Summary of themes of influence on the policy process by included studies

Author, year Influences on the policy process

Coalitions/ Organisational, institutional Narratives/ Dominant Use of Personal values, beliefs,
networks and political system factors Framing political evidence and socio-cultural
ideology norms

[40] v 4 v v v

[41] v v

[42] v v v

[16] v v v

[25] 4 v v v

[43] v v v v 4

[14] 4 v v

[24] v

[20] v

[12] 4 v v

[21] v 4

[44] v/ v 4

[45] 4 v v 4 v

[46] v v v

[7,22] v v

[47] v v

[48] v

industry, government, and non-government organisa-
tions while Denniss et al. [16] conducted a Delphi study
with similar stakeholders. Based on the barriers and ena-
blers identified in the interviews James et al. [25] devel-
oped a framework for intersectoral action and Denniss
et al. [16] made a number of similar policy recommenda-
tions including the need to build relationships with key
stakeholders and developing greater understanding of
the policy process. These were one of the few examples
that provided some more analytic depth on the policy
process albeit that a specific political science theory was
not used in the analysis. The lack of application of any
theories of the policy process to analyse the influence on
coalitions and networks to try and explain policy inaction
on consumption of sustainable diets highlights the con-
siderable gap in application of political science theories
in this area. This means practitioners and policy makers
have little research by which to guide their actions and
strategies.

Organisational, institutional and political systems

The study of institutions, organisations and political
systems within the policy process has been the focus
of much work in political and social sciences [51]. For
example the Institutional Analysis and Development
Framework is a theory of the policy process which pro-
vides a way to think about how different institutions
cultivate collective action [52]. Six papers mentioned

either organisational factors, institutions, or politi-
cal systems as impacting sustainable diet policy. From
interviews with stakeholders involved in Australian
sustainable diet policy James [25] identified that organ-
isations give little attention to sustainable diets as many
don’t see it as “core business” largely because of a lack
of institutional or political interest or prioritising of
sustainable food supply and demand issues. Similarly,
in investigating factors influencing NGOs to campaign
on reduced meat consumption Laestadius et al. [12,
21] found that depending on their focus (environment,
food, health) some NGOs had a low level of engage-
ment with the issue as it was not seen as their primary
focus. However, no policy theories were specifically
mentioned as having guided the analysis of their empir-
ical data.

Institutions and political systems were discussed by
Santaoja and Jauho [46] in the context of the Finnish
Dietary Guidelines. They identified a situation of insti-
tutional ambiguity in regard to where and who is mak-
ing sustainable food policy with no political consensus
on what sustainable diets are. It was noted that policy
makers had little independence in the contexts in which
they worked and were thus reluctant to experiment with
policy on sustainable diets. Rather than using any policy
theories the authors employed the concept of ontonorms
to help understand the integration of sustainability into
dietary guidelines.
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Narratives/framing

Many policy theories discuss the links between evi-
dence, persuasion, and the framing of policy problems
(which sit within a broader environment where particu-
lar beliefs may dominant discussions) [53]. One theory
of the policy process — the Narrative Policy Framework,
explicitly focuses on the importance of narratives in cre-
ating policy change [54]. The way sustainable diet policy
has been framed was mentioned in five papers [14, 20,
25, 40, 43]. For example Beverland [40] commented that
marketers, promoters and critics have often framed veg-
etarian or “ethical” diets as something for those who are
culturally privileged rather than for the mainstream and
language around reducing meat consumption is framed
in anthropogenic terms which conceals how meat con-
sumption impacts sustainability. Additionally he identi-
fied an economic logic as being pervasive in sustainability
narratives. Similarly, James et al. [25] showed how in
the Australian context economic themes and frames are
often used by industry stakeholders when they define
sustainability and stakeholders describe concepts of
health and sustainability separately, with health receiv-
ing the greatest emphasis. In discussing dietary guide-
lines Jelsge [43] argued that dietary guidelines act to
reproduce and strengthen the discourse around food and
health where health issues are seen as isolated from other
considerations such as sustainability. However, although
some narrative and framing issues were identified as pos-
sible barriers to policy action on consumption of sus-
tainable diets no papers utilised any narrative or framing
policy theories to analyse sustainable diet narratives in a
more in-depth way. Again this is another potential limita-
tion in the literature given the use of a theory to guide the
analysis could help reveal possible strategies and actions
that increase policy action around consumption of sus-
tainable diets.

Dominant political ideology

A number of papers made mention of dominant eco-
nomic or neoliberal political ideology acting as a bar-
rier to policies to encourage consumption of sustainable
diets. This often has interactions with other influences
on the policy process. For example in their examination
of how livestock industry practices influence sustainable
diet policy in the US Rose et al. [45] discussed the way
industry framed their practices as of economic impor-
tance in order to align with the dominant economic
rationalist ideology of government. Denniss et al. [16]
similarly noted that neoliberal ideology and prioritisation
of economic interests act to exacerbate a lack of “politi-
cal will” by governments to act on sustainable diets. Yet
as theories of the policy process show “political will” is
merely the end point of a range of inter-related elements
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coming together to create policy action [55]. This again
underscores the way applying theories of the policy pro-
cess in research on consumption of sustainable diet pol-
icy could help elucidate the key factors acting as barriers
to policy action.

Use of evidence

There is a large literature demonstrating the gap between
production of evidence and a policy making response [53,
56, 57] in many policy areas including social, environ-
mental and health policy. However studies in these areas
have rarely utilised insights from political science pol-
icy theories to explain the evidence-policy gap [53, 56].
Similarly although six papers in this review touched on
the use of evidence in sustainable diet policy none used a
policy theory to further analyse evidence used in particu-
lar policy contexts. Dagevos and Voordouw [41] pointed
out that despite there being abundant scientific evidence
on the sustainability problems of meat consumption
“political attention is conspicuously absent” In contrast
James [25] found it was a lack of evidence of what con-
stitutes a sustainable diet that acted as a barrier to inter-
sectoral action on sustainable diets. Jelsge [43], Johnston
et al. [14] and Lawrence et al. [44] also commented that
there either wasn't enough evidence on the metrics of
sustainable diets in particular contexts or that the evi-
dence was too fragmented or overwhelming for politi-
cians to take meaningful action. Additionally Jelsoe [43]
noted that the food industry has questioned the evidence
around sustainable diets as a way to avoid sustainability
being included in dietary guidelines. Utilising empirical
evidence combined with policy theory to explore these
hypotheses would enable a greater understanding of bar-
riers to policy action.

Personal values, beliefs and socio-cultural norms

Theories of the policy process recognise the importance
of the public mood, and the values and beliefs of stake-
holders in the way the policy process operates. Almost all
theories of the policy process include these elements with
some such as the Social Construction Framework and
Narrative Policy Framework more specifically focusing
on these influences. A number of papers in this review
commented on the way meat consumption is associ-
ated with socio-cultural norms and beliefs. Beverland
[40] argued that in developed economies consumption
becomes more about expressing identity than fulfill-
ing basic needs with consumption of meat being the
most obvious example, reflecting identity issues of gen-
der, class, race, and culture, which acts as a barrier to
political action on sustainable diets. Similarly Dagevos
& Voordouw [41] commented that it is unlikely consum-
ers would be receptive to policies around reduced meat
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consumption due to a carnivorous food culture and Jelsge
[43] noted that providing advice on what people should
eat can be perceived as a threat to individual choice. In
their exploration of NGO messaging Laestadius et al. [12,
21] identified a negative feedback loop on messaging to
reduce meat consumption — when governments and the
public see the issue as unpopular or uninteresting NGO’s
reduce their messaging efforts which in turns deprives
the issue of the attention it needs. However none of these
papers sought to apply a political science theory to exam-
ine in more depth the way these influences could be a sig-
nificant reason for policy inaction.

Discussion

This systematic review found no papers that applied a
key political science theory of the policy process to help
explain policy inaction on consumption of sustainable
diet policy. However, a small number of papers did dis-
cuss or mention some influences on the policy process
that are regularly included as elements within theories of
the policy process. Most commonly mentioned was the
influence of coalitions or networks on the way sustain-
able diet consumption policy is being made, with a focus
on power imbalances between stakeholders’ ability to
influence policy. The power of the food industry and/or
farming lobby groups in exerting political influence was
mentioned in a number of papers (e.g. [25, 40, 42] and
seen as a significant factor in the limited policy action
on sustainable diets to date. However, only the papers by
James et al. [25] and Denniss et al. [16] used empirical
data to investigate this assumption although the authors
did not specifically mention having analysed the results
by applying a political science theory. Rather barriers and
enablers to policy action on sustainable diets were organ-
ised thematically with these themes then used to create
an action framework designed to help encourage inter-
sectoral action [25] and to make policy recommendations
[16]. While welcome, this type of research could be fur-
ther strengthened by applying theories of the policy pro-
cess. For example using a theory such as the Advocacy
Coalition Framework [50] could provide greater insights
into the policy core beliefs of sustainable diet advocacy
coalitions and how they co-ordinate actions to influence
a policy subsystem. The increased insight and knowledge
from application of a theory of the policy process would
then help strengthen any proposed interventions or solu-
tions such as the action framework devised by James
et al. [25].

Other policy influences identified in some of the papers
included the narratives and framing used to communi-
cate consumption of sustainable diets as a policy prob-
lem, institutional, organisational and political system
factors, the use of evidence and the influence of personal
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values, beliefs and socio-cultural norms. However most
papers with the exception of those by James [25], Denniss
[16] and Laestadius et al. [12, 20, 21] did not use empiri-
cal evidence to support their discussion of these policy
influences. Rather different policy influences were pre-
sented more as suggestions by the authors to account for
the lack of policy action. For example Johnston et al. [14]
cite a lack of evidence on measurement of what consti-
tutes a sustainable diet as a reason “policymakers are una-
ble to make decisions or recommendations to advance
the concept of sustainable diets” (p.426). While it may be
that some of these suggestions are correct, a lack of use of
theories of the policy process to test these in a more ana-
lytical way limits any conclusions being made about why
meaningful political action on consumption of sustain-
able diets is absent on a global scale. For example applica-
tion of a theory such as the Narrative Policy Framework
[54] which utilises empirical evidence to examine the
implicit truth that narratives have power by asking “do
narratives play an important role in the policy process?”
([54], p. 225) could provide greater clarity on the nar-
ratives in play in sustainable diet policy and how these
are shaping policy action/inaction. Likewise examining
sustainable diet policy through the lens of a theory such
as the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD)
Framework could assist in gaining greater insight into the
institutional factors shaping the problem and its potential
solutions. The IAD framework originated with a quest
by policy scholars to explain how people develop institu-
tional arrangements to “solve collective action problems
and provide shared benefits” ([58], p. 271), making it well
suited to analysing a complex policy issue like the con-
sumption of sustainable diets.

As identified in a number of papers, personal values,
beliefs and socio-cultural norms are also suggested to
shape decision making by policy actors and to influence
which problems become the focus for policy. For exam-
ple a few papers in this review discussed the influence of
socio-cultural norms on consumption of meat with this
being perceived as a barrier to policies on consumption of
sustainable diets. Jelsge [43] hypothesised that socio-cul-
tural meat eating norms reduce politicians willingness to
implement policies to shift consumers to eating less meat
as they believe these type of policies would be unpopular
with the public. Similarly in examining NGO messaging
on reducing meat consumption Laestadius found NGO’s
reduce their messaging around issues perceived to be
unpopular with politicians and the public — creating a
negative feedback loop in what politicians perceive to be
a problem the public wants addressed. Utilising theories
of the policy process can provide increased insight into
how values, beliefs and norms influence policy making
and how this means certain issues come to be perceived
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as policy problems decision makers need to solve. Nota-
bly Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Analysis [49] includes the
“problems stream” which comprises a variety of condi-
tions that citizens and policy makers currently identify
as public problems they want addressed [59], such as
climate change, reduced health budgets, inflation, and
so on. Not all conditions become problems, as Kingdon
[55] states, problems contain “a perceptual, interpretive
element” (p. 10). Conditions which come to be perceived
as problems are the ones which receive the greatest atten-
tion. Zahariadis [60] suggests that a range of values is
usually associated with a specific issue and that changes
in a particular condition may disrupt these values thereby
stimulating attention and interest. People also iden-
tify conditions as problems by allowing their values and
beliefs to guide their decisions. While the MSA has been
applied extensively to policies in a variety of settings and
across national, sub-national, and supra-national levels,
none of the papers in this review utilised this theory to
examine consumption of sustainable diets policy.

It should also be noted that the policy change influ-
ences identified in papers in this review and which are
elements in policy theories are not mutually exclusive
and are often highly interrelated [27]. This points to a
need for more sustainable diet policy research utilising
theories of the policy process that consider a multitude of
influences to examining complex policy areas. Theories
such as Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Theory, the Advo-
cacy Coalition Framework, and Punctuated Equilibrium
Theory for example all consider numerous crucial influ-
ences on policy decision making including network and
coalition influences, ideas, institutional factors, and the
rationality of decision makers as well as the importance
of the external socio-cultural and political context. They
also highlight how these influences are inter-connected
to more clearly explain potential means for policy adop-
tion [34]. Policy scholars have also suggested that gain-
ing a variety of perspectives by employing more than one
theory of the policy process can provide a more compre-
hensive examination of the complexities involved in pol-
icy making for a particular policy area [28, 33, 61].

Across the sustainable diet literature as a whole there
is a focus on reducing uncertainty for policy makers by
presenting more or better evidence. This is evidenced
by the largest concentration of papers being diet mod-
elling studies which seek to establish a quantitative
evidence base around how different diets contribute
to variables such as greenhouse gas emissions, water
use, or land use. Almost of these diet modelling stud-
ies also make some kind of policy recommendations
in their conclusions, commonly around the need for
governments to conduct consumer education cam-
paigns or tax carbon intensive foods. However these
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recommendations are being made without any discus-
sion or regard for factors which influence the policy
process or for the socio-cultural or political contexts
in which the policies would need to be developed and
implemented. As Cairney and Oliver (2017) argue, rec-
ognising that policy makers have a tendency to base
judgements on their well-established value and belief
systems and make decision making shortcuts based
on emotions and familiarity with information is a key
understanding required for stakeholders advocat-
ing policy change. Without a focus on the way policy
makers understand and react to problems those seek-
ing to create policy change will find it much harder to
exert any influence, and instead find themselves only
responding to sudden demands from policy makers
for evidence-based solutions to pre-defined problems
[62]. Greater utilisation of theories of the policy pro-
cess to examine policy inaction could help sustainable
diet researchers gain a better understanding of how
policy making works and where the barriers to policy
action lie. This could help them tailor their policy rec-
ommendations to better reflect what is achievable and
what would be most impactful in specific contexts (i.e.
in different political situations, countries, or levels of
governance) rather than making recommendations that
have very little chance of success.

Given that food consumption is a complex and inter-
connected policy area that encompasses a vast literature
including food security and production issues, a limita-
tion of this review is that it may have missed studies
which have used policy theories to examine other food
sustainability policy issues. Never the less this review
highlights that in the area of consumption of sustain-
able diets there is the need for greater use of political
science theories of the policy process to help analyse
the lack of meaningful policy action from governments
across the world. This could provide greater clarity on
how policy decision making is being made in this area,
where there may be increased opportunities for policy
advocacy efforts and to identify where barriers to policy
adoption lie. Without application of such theories stud-
ies may be more limited in their ability to explain a lack
of policy action and elucidate which policy options would
be most likely to gain the attention of decision makers.
Further, a greater understanding of how the policy pro-
cess is operating for consumption of sustainable diet pol-
icy could help inform policy actors on how they can best
influence future policy making and the best strategies
for different political and socio-cultural contexts. Given
the ample evidence on the need for a global shift to pub-
lic consumption of more sustainable diets to help miti-
gate climate change and other environmental impacts,
future research that applies political science theories of
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the policy process to help understand policy inaction is
urgently needed.

Conclusion

This review examined the application of theories of the
policy process to research on consumption of sustain-
able diets to help explain policy inaction. No papers were
found that directly applied a theory of the policy process
although a small number of papers were identified that
did include some discussion of key influences on policy
making that are commonly included elements within
theories of the policy process. However, these were often
only examined in a rudimentary way and most papers
lacked empirical evidence to support suggestions for pol-
icy inaction. A lack of application of theories of the policy
process means studies are more limited in their ability
to explain the absence of policy action or to recommend
strategies and leverage points which would help achieve
future policy change. Given the urgent need to shift con-
sumers towards more sustainable diets to help mitigate
climate change and other environmental impacts we rec-
ommend more research utilising theories of the policy
process to help explain this lack of policy action and pro-
vide greater insight into how to achieve increased atten-
tion and policy implementation by decision makers.
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