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Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is a transmissible illness that was recognized in

December 2019 and World Health Organization (WHO) stated a pandemic on 11 March

2020. As no cure has been developed for COVID-19 disease yet, Italy has adopted

restrictive measures to avoid the spread of the virus, causing different psychological

reactions (e.g., stress, anxiety) that lead people to change lifestyle and in particular

the consumer orientation toward food. In addition, the COVID-19 emergency had also

affected the Italian economy, causing an 11.3% decrease in GDP (gross domestic

product). All these changes gave rise to a sense of instability, but it is known that

new possibilities may arise in these situations. In particular, the pandemic could be

the turning point to make consumers aware of the close link between human health

and the ecosystems, supporting the “One Health” perspective and enhancing the

orientation to consumer sustainable food products. However, little is known about how

the psychological reactions to COVID-19 emergency have affected the consumers’

intention to purchase sustainable food products. In order to answer these questions, a

representative sample of 1,004 Italian citizens, extracted by stratified sampling, answered

an online survey between May the 12th and 18th 2020. The data were analyzed using

ANOVA and contingency tables. The results show that during phase one of COVID-19

disease about 30% of the sample reported that have frequently (often and always)

consumed the certified sustainable food products and about 20% of the sample have

intention to increase the consumption of them in the next 6 months, percentages that

increase among those who feel more vulnerable regarding the risk contagion. Moreover,

the psychological impact of the COVID-19 emergency has led to a change in consumers’

attitudes, increasing the interest in animal and environmental issues and in human health.

These aspects seem to drive the future intention of purchasing sustainable food products.

This research highlights how the psychological reactions to the health emergency

have changed the consumers’ attitudes toward sustainability issues, leading them to

follow a more sustainable diet that is recognized as a way to preserve human health,

environmental preservation, and animal welfare for present and future generations.
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INTRODUCTION

In January 2020, the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-

CoV-2) started to spread in Italy and profoundly changed people’s
habits. As no cure or vaccine has been developed for COVID-19

disease yet, since March 8th the Italian government have adopted

restrictive measures to avoid the spread of the virus and the
consequent worsening of the health emergency. These measures
to prevent and control the spread of COVID-19 disease affected
not only the global economic system, causing a drop in the Italian
GDP (1), but they also had a profound psychological impact
on people, resulting in an increase of stress, depression, anxiety
and frustration (2). These psychological reactions to COVID-
19 pandemic have changed people’s lifestyle and the perception
of the Italian economy, defining it as worrying, and at risk of
crisis (3). In response to that, the Italian population has greatly
changed food consumption and their food purchase patterns
(4–6). Indeed, the stress caused by the pandemic and the risk
susceptibility levels of contagion led to increase the consumption
of comfort food and to raise food intake to feel better, limiting
the purchase of fresh vegetables, and fruits (7). In particular, a
study carried out during the COVID-19 lockdown on Tunisian
consumers (8) has shown that the stress felt during the COVID-
19 pandemic and the risk susceptibility levels of contagion have
determined a change in the consumers’ sustainability attitudes
and in particular toward the food wastage. Most people, indeed,
declared that nothing of the foods purchased were discarded,
setting up a strategy of saving, storing, and eating leftovers. This
first study seems to confirm the thinking of some scholars who
argued that this pandemic could be a window of opportunity
for recognizing the importance of sustainability issues and
in particular the close link between human health and the
ecosystems (9–12), supporting the “One Health” perspective.
In particular, the “One Health” perspective is defined as an
approach that identifies the health of people as closely connected
to the health of animals and the environmental themes (13).
Understanding the importance of these different facets of health
could have changed the attitudes and perceptions of Italian
consumers toward sustainability issues, leading people to give
more importance to sustainable diet (14, 15). Indeed, many
studies that dealt with the topic of sustainable food consumption
in “One Health” perspective have shown that the importance
given to environmental issues, animal welfare, human health
and to the individual responsibility in society are the main
aspects in influencing the sustainable food consumption and
the implementation of sustainable diet (16, 17). Moreover, some
studies argued that the change in the consumers’ attitudes toward
sustainable food products and the consequent implementation of
a sustainable diet could be considered as ways to preserve the
ecosystem and the human well-being, decreasing the chances of a
new pandemic (18, 19). In particular, research conducted in Italy
has suggested that to solve the current pandemic and to prevent
the future ones is not enough to carry out studies in the field
of medicine, immunology and microbiology, but it is necessary
to implement a preventive strategy for sustainable development
(10, 11) that supports a higher level of clean production in order

to reduce the exploitation of the environment and, as result, the
factors that cause the spread of COVID-19 disease and other
infections in society (20).

Given these premises, it seems clear that researchers
and scientific literature have long recognized the importance
of interconnection between human health, environmental
preservation, and animal welfare, supporting the “One Health”
perspective. On the contrary, the Italian consumers seem to have
recognized and given importance to these aspects as a reaction
to the COVID-19 emergency, leading them to change their
orientation toward amore sustainable food consumption. In light
of this, it appears necessary to explore changes in consumers’
attitudes toward human health, environmental preservation and
animal welfare (16, 17), during the COVID-19 crisis. In this way,
it is possible to interpret potential future consumption trends
and to orient educational strategies devoted to enable better
sustainable food consumption (21, 22).

Although there are many studies that have investigated
how the emergency situation caused by COVID-19 disease
has impacted on food consumption (4, 7, 23), little is
known about how the psychological reaction to COVID-19
pandemic affected the current and future intention to change
consumption in the direction of choosing food product with
a certification of sustainability and more respectful of human
health, environmental preservation, animal welfare. In particular,
this study focuses on consumer intentions and attitudes as they,
as claimed by the Theory of Planned Behavior (24, 25), are the
most important predictors of behavior and have been used to
forecast a wide range of behaviors including consumer purchase
(26, 27). Furthermore, it has been shown that studying intentions
and attitudes allows to investigate the actual predisposition that
people have toward food consumption. On the contrary, studying
food consumption behavior does not allow to understand the
real predisposition that the subject has toward a food product
or a type of food consumption since it can be influenced by
various psychological, situational, and contextual variables that
can compromise the realization of an intention (28, 29).

In particular, the aims of this study are: (1) understand how
COVID-19 emergency has changed consumer attitudes toward
human health, environmental preservation, animal welfare, and
the individual responsibility in society (2) understand the
association between perceived vulnerability to the contagion risk
and the intention to consume certified sustainable food products
(3) association between the intention to consume certified
sustainable food products and the consumers’ attitudes toward
human health, environmental preservation, animal welfare, and
the individual responsibility in society.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Research data were collected via questionnaire that was filled
out by a representative sample of the Italian population with
sex, age, profession, size of the center, and geographical area
extracted by stratified sampling. The percentages relating to the
Italian population were taken from the website of ISTAT (30)
(https://www.istat.it/it/) and reported in Table 1. The survey was
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conducted using a CAWI (Computer AssistedWeb Interviewing)
methodology between May the 12th and 18th 2020. In particular,
the data collection period focused on collecting information
regarding consumers’ orientation toward sustainable food
consumption in relation to the evolving health and economic
situation of the country. In particular, in the questionnaire there
were 2 questions about the self-reported consumption of certified
sustainable food products that referred to different phases of
COVID-19 in Italy: phase 1, (started in early March), and phase
2, (started in early May). The two questions allow us to portray
two different historical-epidemiological periods characterized by
distinct attitudes and behavioral reactions, in particular toward
sustainable consumption orientations.

The sample is made up of 1,004 subjects of which 495 are
male and 509 are female, aged between 18 and 70 years (Mean
= 44.45, Standard Deviation=±13.9). The demographic profile
is presented in detail in Table 1. The subjects were randomly
selected from the consumers’ panel managed by Norstat SRL, a
company specialized in collecting data (https://norstat.it/). This
study is a part of a broader project (entitled: “Italian citizens’ food
habits monitoring from a consumer psychology perspective”)
aimed at monitoring consumption habits of Italian citizens,
to which questions are added based on the most interesting
contingent events. This study has been performed in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki and has been approved by an
independent ethics committee of Università Cattolica del Sacro
Cuore in Milan (CERPS).

Measures and Procedure
In particular, in order to answer the research questions, the
survey was focused on measuring the following variables (see
Supplementary Materials_A):

Risk Susceptibility
Participants were asked their perceived risk of being infected by
the newCOVID-19 virus using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (very
little) to 5 (a lot).

Changes of Attitudes After COVID-19
Participants were asked how the emergency situation caused
by COVID-19 could possibly have led them to re-evaluate
the importance given to environmental issues, animal welfare,
human health and responsibility of individuals in society,
intended as aspects of “One Health” approach (13). We created
4 ad hoc items to assess these aspects starting from the
definition of the concept of “One Health.” In particular, the
most commonly used definition shared by the US Centers
for Disease Control (31) and Prevention and the One Health
Commission (32) is: “One Health is defined as a collaborative,
multisectoral, and transdisciplinary approach—working at the
local, regional, national, and global levels—with the goal of
achieving optimal health outcomes recognizing the interconnection
between people, animals, plants, and their shared environment.”
From this definition it is clear that the concept of “One Health”
is composed by three specific aspects interconnected with each
other: human, animal, and environmental health. To measure
these facets, we have created three ad hoc items that investigated

TABLE 1 | Demographic profiles of the sample (N = 1,004).

n % % population

1. Gender

Male 495 49.3 49.3

Female 509 50.7 50.7

2. Age

18–24 101 10.1 10.0

25–34 163 16.3 16.3

35–44 215 21.4 21.5

45–54 228 22.7 22.7

55–59 109 10.8 10.8

60–70 188 18.7 18.8

3. Education

Elementary 3 0.3 –

Junior high 123 12.2 –

Senior high 602 60.0 –

College or university 276 27.5 –

4. Geographic area

North-West 264 23.6 26.3

North-East 187 18.6 18.6

Centre 198 19.7 19.7

South and Islands 355 35.4 35.5

5. Inhabited center size

Until 10,000 inhabitants 314 31.3 32.1

10/100.000 inhabitants 443 44.1 44.0

100/500.000 inhabitants 109 10.9 10.9

More than 500.000 130 12.9 12.9

Missing 8 0.8

6. Profession

Entrepreneur/freelancer 124 12.4 12.4

Manager/middle manager 38 3.8 3.8

Employee/teacher/military 193 19.2 19.2

Worker/shop assistant/apprentice 211 21.0 21.0

Housewife 151 15.0 15.0

Student 53 5.3 5.3

Retired 79 7.9 7.9

Unoccupied 155 15.4 15.4

7. Household income level

Until 600 e 63 6.2 –

601–900 e 66 6.5 –

901–1,200 e 106 10.5 –

1,201–1,500 e 152 15.1 –

1,501–1,800 e 116 11.6 –

1,801–2,500 e 143 14.3 –

2,501–3,500 e 105 10.4 –

More than 3,501 e 103 10.3 –

Missing 150 15.0 –

the importance that people give to environmental issues, animal
welfare and human health. Furthermore, the definition talks
about “collaborative approach” to achieve optimal outcomes
referring to the participation and the personal responsibility,
paramount aspects to meet the “One Health” principles. In line
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with this aspect, we have also added a question that measures
this issue related to individual responsibility, investigating the
importance that people give to the responsibility of individuals
in society. These four items were measured using a 5-point Likert
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

The Orientation Toward the Consumption of Certified

Sustainable Food Products
The orientation toward the consumption of certified sustainable
food products [identified with the following labels: Sustainable
cleaning, Ecocert, Ecolabel, Cruelty free, FSC, Fairtrade, Friends
of sea, Dolphin safe,MSCwhich are, according to the observatory
carried out by Nielsen (33), the most used to identify the
sustainable food products in Italy] was measured considering the
self-reported consumption in the last month (corresponding to
phase 1 of COVID-19), starting from phase 2 of COVID-19 and
future purchase intentions in the next 6 months. All these items
concern the reported sustainable food consumption by people
and not data regarding sales. The self-reported consumption in
phase 1 of COVID-19 was measured by a 5-point Likert scale
from 1 (never purchased) to 5 (always purchased). The self-
reported consumption of sustainable food products during phase
2 and the future purchase intentions were assessed surveying
whether the perceived buying of these food products had
diminished, remained the same or increased. All these questions
about the orientation toward food consumption had “I do not
know” as an option of answer. The subjects who chose this
answer were considered as “missing data” and therefore not
reported within the different distributions in order to obtain
more readable results.

Data Analysis
The data analysis is divided into three main parts. In the
first section was used a descriptive statistic and in particular
frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations were
carried out in order to understand the distribution of different
answers relating to the changes of attitudes, after COVID-19,
toward the issues of sustainability, the orientation toward the
consumption of certified sustainable food products and the
different risk susceptibility levels. The second part of analysis
focused on assessing the association between the orientation
toward the purchase of certified sustainable food products and
the different risk susceptibility levels using a series of contingency
tables and one-way ANOVA. In particular the one-way ANOVA
was used to analyze the effect of the different risk susceptibility
levels (independent variable) on the last month’s (corresponding
to phase 1 of COVID-19 crisis) self-reported purchase of certified
sustainable food products (dependent variable) followed by
Bonferroni post-hoc. Given the categorical nature of the variables
and the unbalanced distributions regarding the measure of
phase 2 self-reported purchase and the intention to purchase
the sustainable food products in the next 6 months we carried
out a series of contingency tables inspecting the Pearson’s Chi-
square and the standardized residuals. The standardized residuals
are calculated as the difference between observed and expected
counts of a cell divided by an estimate of its standard deviation.
Since they are asymptotically normally distributed with a mean

of 0 and standard deviation of 1 under the null hypothesis of
independence, as a general rule of thumb cells with an absolute
value of standard residuals equal or above 2 can be considered
to significantly contribute to the general chi-square value (34).
The contingency tables were also used in the third and final
part of the analysis which is aimed at exploring the association
between the future intentions to purchase the sustainable food
products and the importance given to environmental issues,
animal welfare, human health and the role of individuals in
society after COVID-19 emergency. Moreover, we have analyzed
the socio-demographic differences between those who have
intention to maintain, increase or decrease the consumption
of certified sustainable food products in the next 6 months
considering the age (18–38 years old; 39–52 years old; >53 years
old), gender, income level (low= 600–1,800e; medium= 1,801–
3,500; high >3,501), education level (low = elementary and
junior high; medium= senior high; high= college or university)
and the geographical area of residence (North-West; North-East;
Centre; South and Islands). These analyses were carried out
using Pearson’s χ

2 to test the hypothesis that the distributions
are equal across groups. Whenever the χ

2 resulted significant,
column percentages were confronted as post-hoc with a z-test
(corrected with Bonferroni method), as suggested by Sharpe (35)
and were graphed.

To simplify the reading of the variables and to allow
comparisons among consumer groups, the continuous variables
that measure the risk susceptibility and the change of attitudes
toward human health, environmental issues, animal welfare and
individual responsibility was divided in bands. In particular,
the risk susceptibility was divided into three bands: “low risk
susceptibility” in which those who responded that they felt not
at risk or at little risk (1 and 2 likert scale points) were grouped
together; “medium risk susceptibility” represented by those who
answered that they felt neither very nor very at risk (3 likert
scale point) and “high risk susceptibility” composed by those
who answered that they felt quit or very at risk (4 and 5 likert
scale points). As regards questions relating to the attitudes toward
environmental issues, animal welfare, human health, and the role
of individuals in society the medians of each distribution were
calculated and these variables were divided into two bands: “low
importance” which includes those who strongly agree, agree or
neither agree nor disagree with the proposed statements (1, 2, and
3 likert scale points) and “high importance” which includes those
who strongly disagree or disagree with the statements (4 and 5
likert scale points). All analyses have been carried out with IBM
SPSS 20.

RESULTS

The frequency distributions of the items are presented in
Table 2. In particular, the results show that most of sample
perceives a medium risk susceptibility (42.3%) and only a
quarter of the sample has a low risk susceptibility (24.6).
Moreover, the results display that this sanitary crisis seems
to have shred a light on Italians’ awareness toward the
sustainability themes. In particular, most of Italians declared
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TABLE 2 | Frequency distribution of items.

n % Mean (SD) Md A K

Risk susceptibility (N = 1,004) 3.08 (±0.96) 3 −0.19 −0.23

Low (1–2) 247 24.6

Medium (3) 424 42.3

High (4–5) 333 33.2

Importance of animal welfare (N = 1,004) 3.63 (±0.91) 4 −0.36 0.10

Low (1–2) 81 8

Neutral (3) 364 36.3

High (4–5) 559 55.7

Importance of environmental issues (N = 1,004) 3.78 (±0.87) 4 −0.41 0.20

Low (1–2) 48 4.8

Neutral (3) 321 32

High (4–5) 635 63.2

Importance of human health (N = 1,004) 3.91 (±0.80) 4 −0.36 −0.07

Low (1–2) 31 3.1

Neutral (3) 267 26.6

High (4–5) 706 70.4

Importance of individual responsibility in society (N = 1,004) 3.71 (±0.88) 4 −0.40 0.17

Low (1–2) 64 6.5

Neutral (3) 337 33.5

High (4–5) 603 60

Self-Reported Consumption of certified sustainable food products

in the last month (Phase 1 of COVID-19 pandemic) (N = 930)

2.69 (±1.31) 3 0.09 −1.17

Never 253 27.3

Rarely 143 15.3

Sometimes 252 27.1

Often 199 21.4

Always 83 8.9

Self-Reported Consumption of certified sustainable food products

in phase 2 of COVID-19 pandemic (N = 770)

Decreased 46 5.9

Remained stable 618 80.2

Increased 106 13.8

Consumption of certified sustainable food products in the next 6

months (N = 857)

Will decrease 36 4.1

Will remain stable 648 75.6

Will increase 173 20.2

(1) SD, Standard Deviation; Md, median; A, asymmetry; K, kurtosis; (2) the numbers in bracket and written in italics represent the points of the Likert scale that were grouped in order

to simplify the reading of the table.

that they will increase the importance given to human health
(70.4%) followed by the relevance given to environmental
issues (63.2%), individual responsibility in society (60%), and
animal welfare (55.7%). If we consider the orientation toward
the consumption of certified sustainable food products in
phase 1 of COVID-19, 30.3% of the Italian population has
reported to consume these foods very frequently (often or
always). With regard to the orientation toward these products
starting from phase 2 and in the next 6 months we note
that most people perceived to have kept stable and intend
to keep stable the consumption of certified sustainable food
products in the next 6 months even if the percentage of those

who perceived to have increased or intent to increase this
food consumption is greater than those who have perceived
to decreased or have intention to decrease them in the next
6 months.

In order to assess the association between the self-reported
frequency of purchase certified sustainable food products (in
phase 1 of COVID-19, starting from phase 2 of COVID-19 and
in the next 6 months) and the different risk susceptibility levels
some contingency tables and one-way ANOVA were carried
out. In particular the one-way ANOVA was carried out after
checking the normality of distribution. How it is possible to
see in Table 2 the kurtosis and asymmetry show a normal
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distribution. The ANOVA’s results showed a main effect of risk
susceptibility levels on the consumption of certified sustainable
food products in phase 1 of COVID-19 [F(2, 926) = 14.381; p

TABLE 3 | Main results from risk susceptibility levels comparison.

Risk susceptibility levels

Low (n = 226)

Mean (SD)

Medium

(n = 386)

Mean (SD)

High (n = 318)

Mean (SD)

Self-Reported

Consumption of certified

sustainable food products

in the last month (phase 1

of COVID-19 pandemic)

2.42 (±1.29) 2.61 (±1.27) 2.99 (±1.32)

Risk susceptibility levels comparison

Low/medium

Diff. mean

(SE)

Low/high

Diff. mean

(SE)

Medium/high

Diff. mean (SE)

Self-Reported

Consumption of certified

sustainable food products

in the last month (phase 1

of COVID-19 pandemic)

−0.185

(0.108)

−0.572

(0.113)***

−0.387 (0.098)***

(1) SD, Standard Deviations; (2) Diff mean, differences in means; (3) SE, Standard Errors;

(4) Significance in marked with asterisks (*** sig. at p < 0.001).

< 0.001, η2 = 0.03]. In particular, people who have a higher
risk susceptibility level perceived to have purchased, in phase
1 of COVID-19, more certified sustainable food products than
those who have a medium or low risk susceptibility level (see
Table 3).

Considering the orientation toward the consumption of
certified sustainable food products in phase 2 of COVID-19
emergency and in the next 6 months, contingency tables
show that among those who perceived to have increased
in phase 2 the purchase of sustainable food products
there is a significantly higher presence of consumers
with a high perceived risk of contagion and the same
consideration can be used to describe the future intention
of consuming certified sustainable food products (see
Table 4).

Considering the socio-demographic differences of those who
intend to increase, not change or decrease the purchase of
certified sustainable food products in the next 6 months,
we can say that they differ by level of education [Chi-
square = 11.967 (df = 4), p < 0.05) and by age (Chi-
square = 10.134(df = 4), p < 0.05]. In particular, among
younger subjects there is a higher percentage of people
that said that will diminish the consumption of certified
sustainable food products in the next 6 months, compared
to the oldest individuals (7 vs. 2%, p < 0.05; Figure 1). As
regards the level of education, we note that those who had
a high educational level are less likely to keep stable their
sustainable food consumption than people with low level of

TABLE 4 | Results of contingency tables.

Variables Answers Cell Risk susceptibility levels Row total

Low Medium High

Self-Reported Consumption of certified sustainable food

products in phase 2 of COVID-19 pandemic

Chi-square = 18.238 (df = 4), p < 0.01

Diminished Observed 14 20 12 46

Expected 10.7 19.1 16.2

Std res. 1.0 0.2 −1.0

Unchanged Observed 152 261 204 617

Expected 143.6 255.9 217.4

Std res. 0.7 0.3 −0.9

Increased Observed 13 38 55 106

Expected 24.7 44.0 37.4

Std res. −2.4 −0.9 2.9

CT 179 319 271

Self-Reported Consumption of certified sustainable food

products in the next 6 months Chi-square = 24.396 (df =

4), p < 0.001

Will Diminish Observed 4 17 14 35

Expected 8.2 14.9 11.8

Std res. −1.5 0.5 0.6

Will Unchanged Observed 175 278 196 649

Expected 153.0 276.4 219.6

Std res. 1.8 0.1 −1.6

Will Increase Observed 23 70 80 173

Expected 40.8 73.7 58.5

Std res. −2.8 −0.4 2.8

CT 202 365 290

(1) CT, Column Total; Std res, standard residues; df, degrees of freedom; (2) Cells with an absolute value of std. res ≥ 2 are marked in bold.
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FIGURE 1 | The classification of the consumption of certified sustainable food products in the next 6 months by age. Percentages with the same superscript letter do

not differ significantly from each other (z-test with Bonferroni correction, p > 0.05).

education (70 vs. 85%, p < 0.05; Figure 2) and in particular
they are more prone to increase the certified sustainable
food consumption in the future. On the contrary, there are
no differences for gender (p = 0.170), geographical area of
residence (p = 0.197), and net monthly household income
(p= 0.073).

Regarding the relationship between changes in attitude
toward human health, animal welfare, environmental issues and
individual responsibility, after the emergency from COVID-19,
and the future orientation toward certified sustainable food,
the contingency tables show that among those who intend to
increase the consumption of certified sustainable food products
in the next 6 months there is a higher presence of consumers
who have acquired, during COVID-19 emergency, a greater
awareness of the importance about environmental issues, animal
welfare and the responsibility of individual in society (see
Table 5). With regard to the importance given to human health,
it is possible to note that the significance of the chi-square is
not so high and also there are not strong significant residual
values to comment. This data is difficult to evaluate in terms
of significance. However, it is possible to say that among
those who intend to increase the consumption of certified
sustainable food products in the next 6 months there is a higher
presence of consumers who have acquired, during COVID-19
emergency, a greater awareness of the importance of human
health even if this presence is not so strongly significant as the
other values.

DISCUSSION

This study highlighted how the sanitary emergency caused by

COVID-19 disease is raising Italians’ attention toward the issue

of food consumption sustainability, who are re-evaluating the
importance of respecting the environmental, animal welfare,
human health and who are reappraising the role of individuals’
responsibility in society. This changes in Italians’ attitudes appear
in line with the scientific principles enshrined in the “One
Health” perspective. In particular, the COVID-19 emergency
had led Italians to attribute an enhanced importance to the
promotion of human health, considering this strongly connected
with environmental issues and animal welfare and dependent
from the level of individuals’ social responsibility. Regarding
the perception of vulnerability, most of the Italian population
perceive a medium risk of contagion of COVID-19 and just a
quarter of them stated that they perceive themselves to be at low
risk of contagion. Considering the self-reported consumption
of certified sustainable food products, this study shows that in
phase 1 of COVID-19 almost a third of the Italian population
declared to consume these products frequently (often or always)
while in phase 2 of COVID-19 and in the next 6 months most
of the sample declared to have kept and to will keep them stable
even if those who reported that they have increased or want to
increase sustainable consumption are much greater than those
who reported to have decreased or intend to decrease them.
These results are in line with previous studies which showed
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FIGURE 2 | The classification of the consumption of certified sustainable food products in the next 6 months by level of education. Percentages with the same

superscript letter do not differ significantly from each other (z-test with Bonferroni correction, p > 0.05).

how the COVID-19 pandemic raised citizens’ concerns about the
potential consequences of the intensive exploitation of natural
resources on the ecosystem and on the well-being of the world
population (9–11). This appears to lead people toward the choice
of certified sustainable food product (14, 15). A study carried out
in China (36) observed that consumers, due to the COVID-19
crisis, increased the consumption of food products considered
healthy, natural and environmentally friendly (37, 38). However,
these data are controversial. Other studies conducted in Spain
(39, 40) showed that the COVID-19 and containment measures
determined by lockdown led to less sustainable nutritional
habit of consumers with higher values of Global Warming
Potential, Blue Water Footprint and Land Use in respect to
the average diets of April and March 2019. The variable results
of the available literature on the topic may be interpreted as
the potential discrepancy between the consumers psychological
attitudes and intention toward a sustainable diet (particularly
in a period of sanitary crisis) and actual nutritional behaviors.
Many studies have explored the intention-behavior relation in the
field of food, demonstrating that it is often moderated by several
variables such as actual behavioral control, situational context
and psychological variables (41–43). In particular, a recent study
carried out in China (44) aiming at understanding the gap
between intention to buy and actual consumption of sustainable
food during COVID-19 crisis, has showed that high prices of
green food, unavailability issues, mistrust issues, and limited
knowledge moderated the relationship between intentions to

consume sustainable food products and the real purchase. In
line with this research, could be assumable that the discrepancy
between the studies on intentions toward the consumption of
sustainable food products and those based on real behavioral data
could be explained by the presence of some moderators related
to COVID-19 crisis such as the unavailability of sustainable
food products given by the scarcity of food resources during the
pandemic. Considering the relationship between the orientation
toward the consumption of certified sustainable food products
in phase 1 of COVID-19 pandemic and the perceived risk of
infection, the study shows that those who perceived to have most
frequently purchased the sustainable food products have a higher
level of risk susceptibility. Moreover, our study shows that among
those who perceived to have increased in phase 2 of COVID-19
disease the consumption of sustainable food products there is a
significantly higher presence of consumers with a high perceived
risk of contagion, underlining how this psychological emotional
aspect affects the orientation toward the consumption of certified
sustainable food products. the same results are observable if
we consider future purchases. This evidence confirms previous
studies that have highlighted how the psychological reaction—
for example in terms of stress and fear of contagion—determined
a change in food consumption intentions (45, 46). For instance,
a research on Tunisian consumers (8) has shown that the
stress felt during the COVID-19 lockdown has raised citizens
attention toward the importance of opting for a better sustainable
diet, with a particular focus on reducing food waste. Another
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TABLE 5 | Results of contingency tables.

Variables Levels Cell Consumption of certified sustainable food products in

the next 6 months

Row Total

Will diminish Will unchanged Will increase

Importance of animal welfare Chi-square = 13.181 (df = 2), p

< 0.01

Low (1–2–3) Observed 19 279 51 349

Expected 14.3 264.2 70.5

Std res. 1.3 0.9 −2.3

High (4–5) Observed 16 369 122 507

Expected 20.7 383.8 102.5

Std res. −1.0 −0.8 1.9

CT 35 648 173

Importance of environmental issues

Chi-square = 10.814 (df = 2), p < 0.01

Low (1–2–3) Observed 18 228 44 290

Expected 11.9 219.5 58.6

Std res. 1.8 0.6 −2.0

High (4–5) Observed 17 420 129 566

Expected 23.1 428.5 114.4

Std res. −1.3 −0.4 1.4

CT 35 648 173

Importance of human health Chi-square = 6.486 (df = 2), p <

0.05

Low (1–2–3) Observed 13 200 38 251

Expected 10.3 189.8 51.0

Std res. 0.9 0.7 −1.8

High (4–5) Observed 22 448 136 606

Expected 24.7 458.2 123.0

Std res. −0.6 −0.5 1.2

CT 35 648 174

Importance of individual responsibility in society Chi-square =

15.888 (df = 2), p < 0.001

Low (1–2–3) Observed 22 259 49 330

Expected 13.8 249.6 66.5

Std res. 2.2 0.6 −2.2

High (4–5) Observed 14 390 124 528

Expected 22.2 399.4 106.5

Std res. −1.7 −0.5 1.7

CT 36 649 173

(1) CT, Column Total; Std res, standard residues; df, degrees of freedom; (2) Cells with an absolute value of std. res ≥ 2 are marked in bold; (3) the numbers in bracket and written in

italics represent the points of the Likert scale that were grouped in order to simplify the reading of the results.

longitudinal research carried out by the International Food
Information Council (IFIC) (47) on American consumers has
shown that, although the perception of importance of achieving
an environmental sustainability was stable compared to past
years, the COVID-19 pandemic has led American consumers to
becoming better aware about the impact of individuals’ decisions
in achieving the sustainable goals. Furthermore, an Italian study
(48) has analyzed how the fear of reduced food availability during
the COVID-19 pandemic has led consumers to better preserve
and manage purchased food products, by reducing the extent of
food waste. Very similar results were achieved in Qatar where
the COVID-19 pandemic has not only greatly reduced food
waste but has also drastically changed the consumption behavior
of people who have purchased more healthier and sustainable
products (49).

Focusing on the future orientation toward the consumption
of certified sustainable food products, this study underlines
how this orientation is also influenced by socio-demographic
characteristics such as age and level of education while income,

geographical area of residence and gender do not influence
this predisposition. In particular, the study showed that young
people (18–35 years old), compared to older ones (>53 years
old), had a less predisposition to increase the consumption of
sustainable food products. This result is controversial in the
current literature. Some studies carried out both in Italy (50)
and in other foreign countries (51) confirmed that older people
seemed to be more prone than the younger ones to purchase
sustainable food products. However, other research conducted
in Italy and in Serbia, achieved an opposite result, namely that
young people weremore predisposed toward the sustainable food
products than the older ones (52, 53). From this results we may
conclude that the socio-demographic characteristics impact on
the intention to buy of sustainable food consumption is not clear.
Other situational factorsmay influence this phenomenon, such as
the psychological alarm caused by a sanitary crisis. Furthermore,
people with a high level of education (college or university)
were more likely to change the consumption of sustainable food
products in the future by increasing them, than those with a
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lower education level. This data seems to be strongly consolidated
and supported by previous studies which underlined how people
with a higher level of education were more orientated toward
the consumption of sustainable food products than those with a
lower level of instruction (54, 55).

Finally, it is possible to note that the change in attitude toward
sustainable issues during the COVID-19 pandemic affects the
future intention to consume certified sustainable food products.
In particular, the study shows that the consumers attitudes
toward the environmental issues, animal welfare and their
appraisal of the individual responsibility in the process affect
their intentions to consume sustainable food products in the
Italian population. These results are in line with other studies
that highlight how the consumption of sustainable products is
not only influenced by personal ethic values but also by a social
component (16, 56). In particular, some studied demonstrated
that those who consider their sustainable food choices as a
way to contribute to specific sustainable development-related
outcomes are more prone to consume sustainable food products
(57, 58). Although it is clear that the crisis caused by COVID-
19 has increased people’s interest in environmental issues,
animal welfare and in individual responsibility, which positively
influence the future orientation toward the consumption of
certified sustainable food products, the role of health is uncertain.
Our results clearly show that among those who intend to increase
the consumption of certified food products there are more people
who have re-evaluated the importance of human health but it is
difficult to describe it as a strong significant result. Furthermore,
from the results it can be observed that the importance given
to human health seems to have a lower association with
the consumption of certified sustainable foods than the other
variables considered (animals welfare, environmental issues and
individual responsibility). The latter result is confirmed by some
previous studies (59, 60) that have noted how the egoistic
motivations (i.e., health consciousness and food safety) have
a significant effect on the intention to purchase products that
support sustainable consumption patterns (e.g., consumption
of local products, consumption of organic products) but to
a lesser extent than altruistic motivations related to respect
for the environment and animals. Nonetheless, this evidence
suggests that Italians perceive an association between sustainable
consumption and the protection of their health even if this
awareness should be reinforced.

In conclusion, this study showed that the COVID-19 sanitary
emergency has not only increased citizens’ awareness toward
the issue of sustainability but the sense of vulnerability to the
risk of contagion has also led Italians to a greater intention
to consume certified sustainable food products during phase
1 and phase 2 of COVID-19 pandemic. This appears also
influencing their future consumption intentions. This research,
therefore, points out how the crisis caused by COVID-19 can
represent an unrepeatable opportunity to educate and involve
the consumer toward sustainable diets, exploiting the positive
attitudes of consumers toward sustainability issues. For these
reasons, this is the moment in which policy makers and food
companies should create opportunities for discussion with the
consumer, creating workshops or dedicated web platforms.

They have the opportunity to take advantage of this “teachable
moment” (61), that if properly exploited can push people toward
significant change in consumption behavior. In particular, it
would be advisable to exploit the openness that older people
with a high level of education have toward the consumption of
sustainable food products, making them informed citizens who
in turn can positively influence the attitudes and orientations
of younger people who are less inclined to this type of
consumption. Furthermore, these educational moments could
be an opportunity to emphasize the concept of “One Health”
by highlighting how the safeguarding of our health is closely
linked to animal and environmental well-being by promoting
sustainable diet as a means of preserving the natural resources
and human health (21, 22). Now all the stakeholders of food
supply chain have the opportunity -but also the necessity- to
rethink on holistic approaches for improving the relationship
with the environment that will lead people toward sustainable
consumption as a way to preserve the ecosystem and the personal
health of present and future generations.

Although this research produced interesting results, it has
some limitations. The frequency of consumption of certified
sustainable food products is based on self-reported items, which
allows the researchers to grasps individual elaboration of this
phenomenon and real people’s perceived intentions, however
these items do not allow to testifying the real consumption
behavior. Moreover, the questions regarding the certified food
products considered them as a single category that included
all sustainable food products without take into account the
different types of sustainable labels or product categories. This
decision allowed the subjects to have clear examples of certified
sustainable food, even if the certifications chosen are not all the
possible ones. Moreover, future research could be implemented
to deepen these results. In particular, given the controversial
intention-behavior relationship, it would be interesting to
understand if some psychological (such as social-influence,
involvement in food etc.) and situational variables (related to
the COVID-19 pandemic) can influence this relationship. It
would also be interesting to understand how these variables
differ in predicting diverse types of sustainable food products
or particular sustainable labels. Finally, despite the presence
of many studies that have investigated how COVID-19 has
changed consumption habits, the majority of them focused on
understanding how negative emotions caused by COVID-19
have worsened food habits, not considering what people have
learned from this sanitary emergency. The Coronavirus will
not be the last epidemic to hit us therefore it is necessary a
preventive strategy based on the key issues that we learned
from this pandemic. In this sense, further studies that focus
on the “lessons taught” by COVID-19 (as this work) are
necessary in order to exploit this knowledge to prevent possible
future pandemics.
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