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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this study was to identify consumer segments for the Canadian population based on factors guiding their food choices, to
leverage their preferences and dietary characteristics as a robust starting point for the development of interventions aimed at promoting sustainable
eating behaviours.

Design/methodology/approach — An online nation-wide survey was developed and administered collecting socio-demographic and food attitude
and behaviour related data. A total of 3,329 respondents were included in the study. Using exploratory factor analysis to identify the determinants
of food choices, followed by a cluster analysis, respondents were grouped into segments to create relatively homogeneous groups.

Findings — Five factors were identified as determinants of food choices including: sustainability and health, food influencers, joy and pleasure,
convenience and familiarity. Six consumer segments were also identified: the “concerned” consumer, the “trend and tradition-follower” consumer,
the “conventional” consumer, the “eat what you love” consumer, the “sustainable and healthy” consumer and the “convenience seeker.” This
study highlighted that convenience and familiarity tend to be important deciding factors of food choices across all segments, and almost one fifth of
the consumers were reluctant to try new food concepts or brands, further emphasising the importance of familiarity. Finally, respondents reported
health as one of the main reasons why they would make short-term or long-term dietary changes, and health and sustainability, were deciding
factors for many consumers.

Originality/value — This study contributes to the field of consumer segmentation as it is applied to sustainable eating patterns, and to leverage
points for transforming the food system. Additionally, this study used the social cognitive theory as the underlying framework to create consumer
segments, and it provides a more effective understanding of the Canadian population’s eating patterns, identifying two new segments. Finally, the
findings support the necessity of a transition towards sustainable eating behaviours through a systems approach rather than focusing on individual
level interventions that create short-term adjustments.
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consumer’s food choices are important in advancing
sustainability and food system transformation (Poore and

1. Introduction

Food sustainability is one of the main aspects considered in
achieving a sustainable future as food is one of the key
determinants of health and social well-being, and has major
environmental impacts (Willett ez al, 2019). Additionally,
agricultural production, is a major driver of exceeding
planetary boundaries, particularly livestock production
(Campbell et al., 2017). Thus, to achieve food system
sustainability and positive health outcomes requires major
shifts in eating patterns. From a systems thinking point of
view, transforming the food system plays a critical role in
achieving sustainability milestones. Dietary shifts towards
sustainable food choices, such as lowering the consumption of
animal-based products and reducing food waste are among the
key leverage points that have been identified for this systemic
transformation (Armstrong McKay ez al., 2023). Furthermore,
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Nemecek, 2018). Thus, a shift towards sustainable food
consumption requires that a variety of personal and food
environment variables be taken into consideration. This
requires a mix of interventions that target both information- and
market-based instruments (Reisch ez al., 2013).

Although there have been many interventions aimed at
promoting sustainable eating, Abson er al. (2017) argue that
most of these interventions are weak, meaning they are easy to
implement but have limited potential for change. For example,
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raising awareness about the benefits of certain food choices has
been a commonly used intervention. However, some research
on food sustainability labels demonstrated that this approach
was not the most efficient way of increasing consumers’
tendency to choose environmentally-responsible food (LLazzarini
et al., 2018) and therefore may not result in a meaningful shift in
eating patterns, possibly because the responsibility to make the
right choice is still with the consumer. The complexity of food
choices means that information alone is unlikely to create/
encourage change (Lynes and Wolfe, 2017; McKenzie-
Mohr, 2024). Therefore, in addition to information provision
through tools such as labelling, a combination of interventions
(for example product placement and nudging intervention in
food outlets) is necessary to facilitate consumer shifts, rather
than relying solely on individual agency (Olstad and
Kirkpatrick, 2021; Wetherill ez al., 2018). Furthermore, not all
interventions target the same levels and actions of the food
system, and there is a need to target those leverage points that
support change on a larger societal and structural level
(Leventon er al., 2021). Finally, no single intervention can
effectively resonate with or persuade all consumers to change
their food consumption patterns. Different consumer groups
have unique needs, preferences and motivations (Dietrich
etal., 2015b; Jenkins ez al., 2021; Visschers ez al., 2013).

Therefore, understanding consumer perceptions regarding
their food choices, the underlying motives, needs and wants is
critical to advancing interventions aimed at improving eating
behaviours and promoting sustainable food choices particularly
for policy and decision makers. There is evidence that
interventions that do not consider segment-specific characteristics
undermine the success of potential behaviour change as a result of
the intervention (Dietrich ez al., 2015b; Visschers and
Siegrist, 2015). Thus, policies and interventions should
account for segment differences among the population to
have the most impact (Grunert, 2019; Jenkins ez al., 2021).
Given the heterogeneity of eater profiles among consumers, it
is essential to understand the specific characteristics of each
consumer group to avoid campaigns and interventions that
overlook these differences, resulting in disengaged consumers
and ineffective efforts.

Segmentation is a foundational and common approach used
when a population differ in needs and wants; hence potential
customers are grouped into segments to create relatively
homogeneous groups which are heterogeneous across segments
(Grunert, 2019). It entails dividing the population into smaller
groups based on their similarities to create a more targeted
strategy and increase effectiveness (Dietrich ez al., 2015b). To
identify homogeneous segments, populations can be divided
into groups based on a variety of characteristics, variables and
methods (Grier and Bryant, 2005). For example, geographic
and socio-demographic characteristics are commonly used and
valuable for intervention design. However, for behaviour
change interventions, solely focusing on these variables
results in overlooking certain characteristics of the target
audience which can support or hinder behaviour change
(Kitunen ez al., 2019b). Therefore, complementing geographic
and socio-demographic variables with behavioural variables can
create a more effective intervention (Chon and Park, 2017).
Given the importance of behavioural and environmental factors
as predictors of behaviour change for specific populations
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(Dietrich ez al., 2017, 2015a), behavioural theories that explain
underlying assumptions and variables that form the segments
are key to successful interventions.

Consumer segmentation has been an approach used by
scholars in sustainable marketing literature (McDonagh and
Prothero, 2014) and many studies have used consumer
segmentation to explain consumer characteristics and
attitudes towards general pro-environmental behaviours
(Gonzalezer al., 2015), or specific behaviours including waste
reduction (Gracia and Gomez, 2020; Li and Roe, 2024), energy
consumption (Graczyk er al., 2023; Stupik, et al., 2021),
eating behaviours (BreCi¢ et al., 2017; Funk et al., 2021;
Mollaei et al., 2022), or social marketing programs focused on
behaviours such as consumption of food with added sugar
(Naughton er al., 2017) or alcohol consumption (Dietrich
et al., 2015b). A review of the literature demonstrates that there
may exist important differences and substantial amount of
heterogeneity in environmentally-responsible behaviours, values
and attitudes among consumers (Dolnicar and Grun, 2009).

Furthermore, the number of studies that use segmentation
guided by theory to examine eating behaviours is limited
(Jenkins ez al.,, 2021; Kitunen ez al., 2019a). Therefore, the
current study uses Social Cognitive Theory (STC), as the
underlying framework. This theory recognises the role of
individual behaviour and environmental influence in behaviour
change (Bandura, 1999). According to STC, behaviour is
influenced by personal self-efficacy and behavioural capacity,
surrounding actions and observational learning and behaviour
reinforcements that promote behaviour change (Bandura,
1999; Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020). For example, a study
by Rakib ez al. (2022) used STC as their guiding framework to
investigate consumer sustainable consumption behaviour in
the textile and apparel industry. Therefore, STC is a
theoretical framework that can be used to guide studies
examining consumer segmentations intended for sustainable
behaviour change interventions and provide opportunities for
social support that reinforces sustainable eating behaviours in
particular.

In studies that specifically looked at food choices,
populations from different countries have been categorised into
different segments to better understand their food choices.
While many of these studies were conducted in Europe, there
are instances of such studies focused on populations from non-
European countries as well. In Europe, studies on general food-
related behaviours, Brecic ez al. (2017) looked at the importance
of different intrinsic and extrinsic food quality characteristics
among consumer segments in Croatia and they identified fours
factors (health and sensory characteristics, price and availability,
body weight and digestion and convenience) and six consumer
segments (healthy and tasty food lovers, convenient, concerned
(about all aspects) and indifferent consumers). Since cultural
and geographical factors play a role in what is consumed, more
studies from more regions are needed to characterise eating
patterns of various populations.

More recent studies have emphasised the importance of
sustainable food choices. However, there are still very few
global studies on consumer segmentation based on sustainable
eating patterns or behaviours, without only focusing on certain
instances or characteristics of sustainable food such as
environmental impact or organic production. The study by
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Funk ez al. (2021) looked at environmentally-responsible eating
behaviours in Switzerland and identified six segments (meat-
and fish-eaters, origin-focused food savers, ambiguous
consumers, food waste reducing sharers, renouncement
aversives, consequent pro-environmental consumers). A study
in Belgium by de Graaf er al. (2016) looked at sustainability
attributes of food, particularly animal welfare, which is
considered an ethical aspect, and identified three segments
based on their purchasing attitude towards animal welfare. In
contrast, Park ez al. (2020) looked at consumer segments based
on their attitude towards Korean temple food, which was
considered healthy and sustainable by the authors because of'its
characteristics such as animal-welfare considerations and
vegetarianism. A study in Awustralia used a consumer
segmentation guided by a socio-ecological lens to identify
tailored strategies that promote health eating among Australian
adults (Kitunen etz al., 2025). This study focused on health and
reducing obesity and is among the few studies that used a
theoretical framework for consumer segmentation and
confirmed the usefulness of theory-driven segmentation to
design effective interventions. Another study focused on
organic foods specifically (as a form of sustainable food choice)
and identified three segments health-conscious, quality-
conscious and value-conscious (Daraboina et al., 2024). An
example of a study that had a more comprehensive approach to
food sustainability is the study by Piracci er al. (2023). In this
study sustainable food consumption was identified as
consumption that is pro-environmental, moral, healthy, frugal,
thrifty and self-transcendent, which encompasses more extensive
attributes of sustainable food. The study mostly focused on
values that impact sustainable product purchase decision and
identified three segments for Danish and Italian consumers
(private benefit seekers, sustainability focused and naturalness
and health driven). They concluded that healthiness and price
were the two most important values for the majority of
consumers and marketers are encouraged to go beyond relying
only on sustainability values when promoting sustainable food
products.

There are also studies that investigated more than one
country. A study examining consumers’ willingness to pay
and perceptions related to sustainable food technologies in
four countries (Australia, India, Singapore and the USA)
concluded that although there are cross-cultural differences
identified in segments from each country, there is a general
scepticism regarding sustainable food technologies (Giacalone
and Jaeger, 2023). Another study conducted across five
European countries (Czechia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and
the UK), created segments by assessing psychological factors
determining consumers’ attitudes towards sustainably produced
meat and dairy (Yue er al., 2024). This study identified four
segments including low food involvement, high food
involvement, price-sensitive and health- and sustainability-
involved consumers. They found European consumers often
view sustainability as a single concept, though they assign varying
levels of importance to different types of sustainability
information.

There are only two studies looking at Canadian dietary
patterns. Marquis ez al. (2019) developed eater profiles for
university students in Québec, Canada, identifying four
segments including The planet-nutrition-kitchen lover, The
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utilitarian lonely eater, The body-driven eater and The
mindless eater; Mollaei er al. (2022) looked into the eating
patterns of young Canadian adults and identified six segments
including conventional, concerned, indifferent, non-trend
follower, tradition-follower and eat what you love consumer.
These two studies highlight the different characteristics of
Canadian young adults and that this population might be to
some extent homogeneous regarding certain determinants of
food choices; nevertheless, this population is heterogeneous in
most aspects, therefore there is a need to develop a better
understanding of different consumer segments and factors that
drive their food choices. However, these studies only focused
on the young adult population and there is no study focused on
consumer segmentation of all Canadian adults based on factors
affecting their food choices while accounting for sustainability
considerations. Canada is a highly diverse country, in
ethnicities and food environments, which can provide new
insights into consumer segments.

Using factor analysis followed by cluster analysis to identify
consumer segments and factors that help explain segment
attitudes (based on the importance) is a methodology
commonly used in the literature (Gunden et al., 2020; Rejman
et al., 2019). However, a review of the literature indicates that
the number of consumer segmentation research focused on
food and nutrition is limited (Jenkins ez al., 2021). Furthermore,
regarding food sustainability, there is a pattern of focusing on
just one specific aspect of sustainability, such as environmental
impacts, ethics or animal welfare, rather than a comprehensive
approach.

Trends show consumers in Canada, particularly younger
generations, are becoming more aware of their food choices and
have the tendency to have more sustainable diets. For example, a
study on Canadian youth and young adults (Vergeer et al., 2020)
demonstrated that nearly 14% of their sample reported having
vegetarian dietary practices, which may have been due to valuing
health-conscious diets and sustainable food production.
Furthermore, market research surveys also indicate that
Canadians are attempting to improve their eating habits and
claim to be eating and purchasing healthier food (Mintel Group
Ltd, 2017; Scherme et al., 2014; TheNielsenCompany, 2017).
Considering these trends, there is a lack of studies looking at
consumer segmentation focused on food choices, particularly
sustainable food choices.

From a marketing point of view, the percentage of consumers
who express their concerns towards the environment is much
higher than consumers who actually purchased environmentally-
responsible products (Sharma, 2021). Thus, there is a need to
bridge the attitude-behaviour gap in consumer decisions related
to green and sustainable products. With sufficient data and
understanding of the target population, marketing tools can be
used as a market-based lever or policy to promote and implement
behaviour change without focusing on individual actions and
behaviours which is key in creating change that is feasible and
sustains overtime. Therefore, consumer segment analysis could
elucidate how values and priorities of different segments
influence the decision-making process. Despite existing efforts,
marketers, policy makers and other decision-makers are not
equipped with adequate information and tools to identify
consumer segments and determinants of their food choices
regarding sustainable eating behaviours.
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There are three main gaps identified in literature examining
interventions aimed at improving food choices to be healthier
and more sustainable. Firstly, there is a lack of theoretical
foundation, particularly theories that go beyond individual
behaviour change, wused in healthy/sustainable eating
segmentation studies (Jenkins ez al, 2021). Secondly, many
intervention studies provide limited application opportunities as
they do not account for segment differences focusing on a more
unified approach towards all consumers (Kubacki ez al., 2017).
Finally, the majority of studies tend to focus on individual
level behaviour change and there is a limited consideration of
population level, structural (e.g., food environments) and
social determinants of behaviour change (Abson ez al., 2017).
Furthermore, there exists a lack of focus on more comprehensive
sustainable eating behaviours that go beyond health and nutrition.
In an effort to close these gaps, the current study aims to:

+ identify the underlying personal and environmental
factors impacting Canadian consumers’ food choices
based on SCT. This approach enables underpinning both
individual and social determinants of behaviour change
and addresses the role of behavioural factors as well as the
surrounding environment in relation to sustainable
behaviour change; and

+ develop consumer segments for the Canadian population
based on their eating behaviours.

Using a systems-oriented approach, will result in a more
effective understanding of the population and the cause or
intent of a transition towards sustainable eating behaviours
rather than focusing on interventions that create short term
adjustments. This study contributes to the field of consumer
segmentation as it is applied to sustainable eating patterns, and
to leverage points for diet transforming the food system.

2. Methodology

The aim of this study was to use data collected from a nation-
wide survey to develop population segments based determinants
of food choices and to help identify behaviour change strategies
targeted towards specific segments. The methodology used in
this study draws from Mollaei ez al. (2022) in which they used a
survey data to examine determinants of food choices among
Canadian young adults and created eater profiles for the
population. To create segments comprising of consumers with
similar behavioural patterns (as homogenous as possible),
this study included three steps; firstly, an online survey was
administered; secondly, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
was conducted to summarise data and identify latent
variables (determinants of food choices); and finally, a cluster
analysis was conducted to sum up the population and present
consumer segments. All statistical analyses were performed
using IBM SPSS28. This study received ethics approval from
the University of Waterloo (ORE 41458).

2.1 Survey data collection, recruitment and design

A Canada-wide online survey was developed and administered
collecting socio-demographic and food attitude and behaviour
related data. Participants were recruited in November 2020 via
Quest Mindshare, which is an online distribution platform. A
total of 3329 respondents were included in the study. Based on
available data from Statistics Canada (2020), the number and

84

Volume 43 - Number 1 - 2026 - 81-97

distribution (such as age, gender and province) of respondents
was determined to be representative of the Canadian population.
For instance, prior to commencing data analysis, an
underrepresentation of respondents from Quebec was identified.
In response, additional participants from that province were
recruited through Quest Mindshare to improve regional
representation. While some variation in demographic
distribution was anticipated, the discrepancies were minimal
and did not result in significant sampling bias. Participation
in this survey was voluntary and anonymous, and the
respondents were paid a remuneration upon completion.

Section 1 of the survey included questions related to socio-
demographic characteristics. To better portray segment
characteristics, respondents were asked questions regarding
age, gender, immigration status, type of community and
province/territories (all three territories were categorised
under one subgroup due to low number of respondents),
highest level of education, income and household size (to
share food).

Questions in Section 2 of the survey were based on the
principles of SCT which explains the interaction and relation
between personal factors, environmental factors and behaviours
(Bandura, 1999). Thus, the survey included 51 questions related
to 11 determinants of food choices including factors such as
health and wellbeing, environmental impact considerations
and convenience and familiarity (refer to supplementary
material for a complete list). These determinants were
extracted using previous empirical research on determinants
of food choices (Booth ez al., 2001; Deliens er al., 2014;
Erinosho et al., 2012; Glanz et al., 2005; Markovina ez al.,
2015) and the U.S. National Cancer Institute’s (NCI) Food
Attitudes and Behaviours (FAB) Survey (National Cancer
Institute (NCI), 2020). For each question, respondents were
asked to choose the level of importance of the statement in
their food choices on a 7-point Likert scale (1 being not
important at all, and 7 being very important).

The third and final section of the survey included questions
about diet characteristics of the respondents. As per Canada’s
Food Guide recommendations, eating food with others,
cooking more often and involving others in planning and
preparing food can help develop healthy eating habits (Health
Canada, 2019). Therefore, questions in this section focused on
the social component of food as a part of healthy and sustainable
eating habits. The questions were guided by the framework
previously developed by Glanz er al. (2005) which explains the
role of different nutrition environments such as community
and organisational (e.g., work) nutrition environments on eating
patterns and how consumers interact with these environments.
Using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never, 2 = A few meals a month,
3 = A few meals a week, 4 = Most meals and 5 = All meals),
respondents were asked questions related to the frequency of:

+ eating at various locations;
+ eating food prepared at various locations; and
+ eating in various social settings.

To gain a better insight into consumers’ short- and long-term
dietary changes, respondents were asked if they had tried any
diets in the past five years for more than six months (long-term)
(including vegan, vegetarian, Keto, Paleo, Mediterranean diet,
lactose-free, gluten-free, nut-free, raw, low carb, no dietary
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changes and other), and if they had made any changes in their
diets in the past six months (short-term) (such as reducing
meat consumption, reducing all animal-based products,
increasing fruit and vegetable consumption, eating seasonally
and locally, others). As budget constraints and cost are often
identified as major barriers to dietary changes (Barosh ez al.,
2014; Glanz et al., 2005), respondents were asked “If you had
50% more money to allocate to your food budget, please
indicate what changes, if any, you would make to your eating
habits” (e.g., “eat healthier”, “eat out more” and so on).

The survey was piloted with a group of 20 graduate students
from the Faculty of Environment at the University of Waterloo.
Adjustments were made in survey delivery using feedback
provided during the pilot. Prior to the statistical analysis, data
was first interrogated to detect possible errors and of the 3625
respondents, 296 questionnaires were incomplete and removed.
A total of 3329 questionnaires were included in the final analysis
(n=3329).

2.2 Exploratory factor analysis (EFA)

To reduce the number of food choice determinants and identify
common factors affecting eating behaviours methods such as
EFA are often used. Factor analysis is used to summarise large
data by summarising a large number of variables (in this case 51
statements) into a fewer number of latent variables. The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity
determines whether data are suitable for EFA or not. If
KMO>0.9 data are marvellous for factor analysis and if
Bartlett’s p < 0.05 data are acceptable for factor analysis
(Dziuban and Shirkey, 1974; Hair ez al., 2010; Kaiser and Rice,
1974). For this study KMO=0.906 and p < 0.000 which
indicated marvellous suitability for a factor analysis.

Once suitability for EFA is confirmed, the number of latent
variables (factors) was determined using a scree plot (refer to
the supplementary material) and six factors were extracted.
Each of the factors were then labelled based on the statements
that loaded on to the factor meaning the factor loading was
greater that |0.3] (Santos er al., 2019). To ensure internal
consistency of the survey items, meaning the latent variables
(factors) measure the constructs they were intended to
measure, Cronbach’s alpha was used. For Likert-scale
questionnaires, a Cronbach’s alpha higher that 0.7 indicated
high internal consistency (Field, 2013), which held true for the
current survey. All respondents then received a score for each
factor and these scores were standardised and used as the input
for cluster analysis. Spearman rank correlation was also used to
assess whether a statistically significant correlation exists
between socio-demographic characteristics and extracted
factors where a p-value smaller than 0.01 indicated statistical
significance.

2.3 Step 3: Cluster analysis

To create the consumer segments, respondents should be
separated into different groups based on the factors that influence
their dietary choices. For segmentation K-means clustering was
used which is a non-hierarchical technique used to determine the
optimum number of segments for clustering cases with similar
characteristics (Hair ez al., 2010) and has a high efficiency in the
clustering process (Puspitasari ez al., 2020). This method has
been commonly used in similar literature (Breci¢ et al., 2017;
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Espinoza-Ortega er al., 2016; Mollaei ez al., 2022; Puspitasari
et al., 2020). Testing different cluster numbers (K) from two
to seven, indicated that six in the optimum number of clusters
and ANOVA test confirmed all factors had significant impact
on clustering (p < 0.001). For each segment (cluster) the
score of each factor was calculated. Factors with a higher
value indicate that the variable has a greater influence in
differentiating the segment. Based in these values and using a
similar methodology to Espinoza-Ortega er al. (2016) and
Mollaei er al. (2022), each segment was labelled in a manner
that best describes its characteristics. A chi-square test of
independence was performed to determine whether in each
segment the distribution of population based on socio-
demographic factors was statistically significantly different
than or similar across segments. For all socio-demographic
variables p < 0.001, meaning all socio-demographic factors
are significant in distinguishing consumer segments.

3. Results

3.1 Sample characteristics

A total of 3329 respondents were included in the study. Table 1
shows the socio-demographic characteristics of the
respondents. The age distribution of the respondents was
similar to the Canadian Population in year 2020 according to
data from Statistics Canada (2020) [Stat Can] with a few
notable differences. There was a slight under representation for
the age group “18-24” (8.8% versus Stats Can’s 14.3%) and
“65 and older” (16.7% v. Stats Can’s 21.4%), whereas there
was a slight over representation for the age group “25-35”
(20.5% v. Stats Can’s16.6%) and “35-44” (20.5% v. Stats
Can’s 15.9%). The other two the age groups “45-54” (15.7%)
and “55-64” (17.8%) was proportionally representative of the
Canadian population.

For gender, there were more respondents who identified as
female (62%) compared to male (37.4%). Hence there was an
overrepresentation of the female population compared to the
Canadian public in 2020 where there was almost an equal
distribution of male and female (Statistics Canada, 2020).
There were also less than 1% of the population who identified
as other or preferred not to disclose their gender.[1] A majority
of the respondents (94.2%) were Canadian citizens, which is
higher than data reported by Statistics Canada in 2021
(Statistics Canada, 2023).[2]

More than half of the respondents (59.3%) indicated that
they were living in large urban centres, almost a quarter in small
urban centres (25.3%) and the rest in rural areas (15.3%).
There was a slight under representation of rural respondents
according to data published by Statistics Canada from the 2021
Census (Statistics Canada, 2022a). As for province of
residency, the distribution of respondents from the current
study is similar to the Canadian population in 2020 (Statistics
Canada, 2020). Provinces with the highest proportions include
Ontario (41%), Quebec (23.6%) and British Columbia
(11.7%). In the questionnaire, the three territories were
presented as separate options. However, due to low number of
respondents all three territories were grouped into one category
which comprised less than 1% of the population.

The highest level of education of the respondents was to
some extent different from data reported by Statistics Canada
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents (n = 3329)

Volume 43 - Number 1 - 2026 - 81-97

Socio-demographic variable Frequency (n) % Canadian population (%)
Age

18-24 294 8.8 143
25-34 681 20.5 16.6
35-44 681 20.5 15.9
45-54 523 15.7 15.1
55-64 594 17.8 16.6
65 or older 556 16.7 214
Gender

Female 2063 62 50.3
Male 1245 374 49.7
Other 12 0.4

Prefer not to say 9 0.3

Immigration status

| am a Canadian citizen 3137 94.2 74.4
I am a permanent resident of Canada. 192 5.8 23
Type of community

Large urban centre (more than 100,000 people) 1973 59.3 73.3
Small urban centre 845 25.4

Rural area 51 15.3 17.8
Province and territories

Alberta 324 9.7 11.6
British Columbia 388 1.7 13.6
Manitoba 109 33 3.6
New Brunswick 77 23 2.1
Newfoundland and labrador 65 2 1.4
Nova scotia 108 3.2 2.6
Ontario 1366 1 38.8
Prince Edward island 13 0.4 0.4
Quebec 786 23.6 22.6
Saskatchewan 88 2.6 3.1
Territories (Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Yukon) 5 0.2 03
Highest level of education

No certificate, diploma or degree 208 6.2 16.2
Secondary (high) school diploma 754 226 26.7
Apprenticeship or trades certificate or diploma 461 13.8 8.7
College or university certificate or diploma below or equal to bachelor level 1252 37.6 21.7
University certificate or diploma above bachelor level 654 19.6 26.7
Income

Less than $10,000 84 2.5

$10,000-$19,999 21 6.6

$20,000-$29,999 298 9

$30,000-$39,999 307 9.2

$40,000-549,999 320 9.6

$50,000-$59,999 321 9.6

$60,000-$69,999 264 7.9

$70,000-$79,999 224 6.7

$80,000-$89,999 191 5.7

$90,000-$99,999 223 6.7

$100,000-$149,999 421 12.8

More than $150,000 198 5.9

Prefer not to answer 251 7.5

Household size (to share food)

One 798 24

Two 1196 35.9

Three 589 17.7

Four 513 15.4

Five or more 233 7
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in 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022b). The category with the
highest proportion of the respondents was “College or university
certificate or diploma below or equal to bachelor level” (37.6%)
followed by “Secondary (High) school diploma” (22.6%),
“University certificate or diploma above bachelor level” (19.6%),
“Apprenticeship or trades certificate or diploma” (13.8%), and
lastly “No certificate, diploma or degree” (6.2%). There was an
over representation in the “Apprenticeship or trades certificate or
diploma” and the “College or university certificate or diploma
below or equal to bachelor level” categories and an under
representation in the remaining three categories.

Respondents were also asked to indicate their household
income and the category with the highest and lowest proportion
of respondents were “$100,000-$149,999” (12.8%) and “Less
than $10,000” (2.5%), respectively. All other categories had an
average of approximately 8% of the respondents. According to
Statistics Canada, the average total income of households in
Canada in 2020 was $100,830 (Statistics Canada, 2024). The
respondents were also asked to provide the number of
household members with whom they share food with
(household size). The household size with the highest
proportion of the respondent was “two” (35.9%), followed by
“one” (24%), “three” (17.7%), “four” (15.4%) and “five or
more” (7%).

3.2 Factors guiding food choices

Using EFA the determinants of food choices among the target

population, were reduced to five factors including (1)

Sustainability and Health, (2) Food Influencers, (3) Joy and

Pleasure, (4) Convenience and (5) Familiarity. With the factor

loading threshold set at [0.3|, six statements from the 51

statements did not load on to any of the five factors (refer to the

supplementary material). All factors also indicated high internal
consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha higher than 0.7. Each factor is
explained in the following section:

»  Sustainability and Health: Of the 5 statements, 13 loaded
onto the sustainability and health factor. This factor
included considerations regarding sustainability
characteristics of food such as low environmental impact,
being fair trade, packaging, animal welfare and low
consumption of animal products; it also included health
considerations, including foods that were not highly
processed, having no additives, being non-GMO, aligned
with personal diet and helping to maintain weight, seasonal,
local and organic and having low fat and low calories. From
the socio-demographic characteristics, there was a
statistically significant correlation between this factor and
age (Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, ry = 0.123),
education (Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001,
rs=0.056) and gender (Spearman’s rank correlation,
p < 0.001, rg=-0.0091). Specifically, this factor tended to
be more of a concern to women, respondents with higher
education and older respondents.

«  Food Influencers: The second factor was food influencers
which included a variety of different types of influencers
such as culture, ethnicity, religious views, food trends and
advertisements, nutrition experts and friends and family.
Of the 51 statements, 13 loaded on to this factor as well. This
factor indicated statistically significant correlation with age
(Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.435), type
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of community (Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001,
r,=0-0.139), education (Spearman’s rank correlation,
p < 0.001, rg=0.145), household size (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.214) and income (Spearman’s
rank correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.089). Specifically, younger
respondents, living in urban settings, with higher education,
higher income and from larger households consider food
influencers as a significant factor influencing their food
choices.

«  Jov and Pleasure: The third factor was joy and pleasure
where seven of the 51 statements loaded onto this factor.
These statements included enjoying spending time with
others, social gatherings around food, family traditions
and traditional dishes, enjoying cooking and having cooking
skills and trying out different recipes. Joy and Pleasure
indicated high correlation with age (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.055), gender (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r,= -0.104), education (Spearman’s
rank correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.070), household size
(Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.106) and
income (Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, r, =-0.037).
In other words, female respondents, from larger households,
higher in age, income and education consider joy and pleasure
as a significant factor influencing their food choices.

+  Convenience: The fourth factor was convenience. Seven of
the statements loaded onto this factor including food
being easy to prepare, value for money and item being on
sale, taste and easily available in stores. From the socio-
demographic characteristics age (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r,=0.089) and household size
(Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, r,=-0.049)
indicated statistically significant correlation. Thus, older
respondents, from smaller households tend be more
driven by with convenience when choosing what to eat.

»  Familiarity: The last factor was familiarity with five of the
statements loading onto this factor. Considerations related
to familiarity included choosing familiar brands and food
neophobia (avoiding trying new food, food from different
cultures and plant-based food). Age (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r=0.134), gender (Spearman’s rank
correlation, p < 0.001, r= 0.048), type of community
(Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001, re= 0.066),
education (Spearman’s rank correlation, p < 0.001,
r,=-0.138) and income (Spearman’s rank correlation,
p < 0.001, r;=-0.155) were the socio-demographic
characteristics that demonstrated statistically significant
correlation with familiarity. Hence, there is more concern
regarding familiarity of food choices among older, male
respondents, living in rural areas, with lower education and
income.

3.3 Consumer segments

The respondents were divided into clusters with similar
behavioural patterns (as homogenous as possible), based on the
importance placed on the identified factors in their food
choices. There were six clusters (consumer segments)
identified and labelled using the cluster factor value figure
which illustrated the level of importance placed on each of the
factors by each segment. These segments include (1) The
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Table 2 Socio-demographic characteristics of the consumer segments

The trend and The sustainable

The concerned  tradition-follower  The conventional The eat what healthy The convenience
Categories” consumer (%) consumer (%) consumer (%) you love consumer (%) consumer % seeker (%)
Overall population 225 18.9 17.5 16.0 15.6 9.5
Gender
Male 30 38 34 37 42 53
Female 70 62 65 61 57 46
Other or prefer not 0 0 0 2 1 1
to say
Age
18-24 5 11 3 11 9 20
25-34 18 25 8 22 22 34
35-54 35 42 30 36 39 34
55-64 22 12 29 16 16 6
65 or older 19 10 30 15 14 6
Type of community
Urban 84 90 79 87 83 86
Rural 16 10 21 13 17 14
Province and territories**
Atlantic region 7 7 1" 6 9 7
Central Canada 65 67 66 64 59 69
Prairie provinces 13 16 14 17 21 "
West Coast 14 10 10 13 1 13
Territories 0 0 0 0 0 1
Highest level of education
High school diploma 22 21 40 27 35 34
or lower
Apprenticeship or 16 12 17 12 13 1"
trades certificate or
diploma
College or 63 67 42 61 52 55
university
certificate or
diploma
Income
Under $30,000 12 14 28 20 18 20
$30,000-$69,999 41 42 43 45 44 46
$70,000-$149,999 40 37 22 28 30 31
More than $150,000 8 8 3 6 5 4
Prefer not to answer 7 6 9 9 7 6
Household size (based on how many people share food in the household)
One 18 15 31 34 28 22
Two 46 29 39 33 32 30
Three 16 25 13 14 16 26
Four 15 21 1" 13 16 17
Five or more 5 1" 5 5 9 6

Note(s): *Analyses of variance revealed a significant effect of food consumer segments for all descriptive variables, p < 0.001. To summarise socio-demographic
data, the number of categories were reduced ** Province and territories were reduced to; Atlantic region (Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova
Scotia and New Brunswick), Central Canda (Quebec and Ontario), Prairie provinces (Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta), West coast (British Columbia) and
Territories (Northwest Territories, Nunavut and Yukon)
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“concerned” consumer, (2) The “trend and tradition-follower”
consumer, (3) The “conventional” consumer, (4) The “eat
what you love” consumer, (5) The “sustainable and healthy”
consumer and (6) The “convenience seeker”. The most
prominent characteristics and the highlights from the socio-
demographic distribution within each segment is discussed in
the following section and outlined in Table 2:

o The ‘concerned’ consumer: This is the largest segment, with
22.50% of the respondents. Consumers in this segment
place a high level of importance on all identified factors,
particularly convenience and familiarity. Across all
segments, this group had the highest percentage of female
respondents (70%), residence of the west coast province
(British Columbia) (14%), respondents with an annual
income higher than $70K (48%) and household size of
two persons (46%).

o The ‘wrend and tradition-follower’ consumer. Making up
18.9% of the population, this segment is mostly driven by
food influencers (such as friends, culture and ethnicity,
trends and experts) and is least driven by about joy and
pleasure. These consumers are also to some extent driven
by the health and sustainability implication of their food
choices. This segment had the highest proportion of
respondents aged 35-54 (42%), living in urban areas
(90%), with a college or university certificate or diploma
(below, equal to or higher than bachelor level) (67%),
income more than $150,000 (8%) and household size of
more than 4 people (32%).

o The ‘conventional’ consumer: This segment is the most
driven by the familiarity of their choices and had 17.5% of
the population. Therefore, they were reluctant to try new
foods or brand and tend to choose options that they are
used to eating. This segment had the highest number of
respondents who: were older than 55 (59%), were rural
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residents (30%) or from the Atlantic region** (11%) (refer
to the note below Table 2), had apprenticeship or trades
certificates or diplomas or any lower education (57%), had
an annual income less than $30k (28%) and lived in a one-
person household (31%).

The ‘eat what you love’ consumer: This segment,
representing 16% of the population, considers the ‘joy and
pleasure’ factor considerably more than the other
segments. For consumers in this segment, food related
activities, such as eating or cooking, are a social activity that
brings them joy, and it is an opportunity for them to try new
foods from various cultures. In addition, familiarity and
convenience are also important. In this segment had a
demographic distribution similar to the overall population.
However, it had the highest percentage of the respondents
that chose “preferred not to say” for gender across all
segments (although it was a very small percentage, only 2%).
The ‘sustainable and healthy’ consumer: The fifth segment,
with 15.6% of the population, was mostly driven by the
health and sustainability implications of their food choices.
Therefore, these consumers care about the environmental
and social impacts of their food choices as well as impact on
their individual health. The demographic distribution of
this segment was similar to the overall population.

The ‘convenience seeker’ This was the sixth and smallest
group, with 9.5% of the population. For this segment, the
most important deciding factor is convenience which taste,
cost, availability and food that is easy to prepare. This
segment had the highest proportion of male respondents
and was the only group where the male respondents were
more than the female respondents with 53% and 46% of
the population, respectively. Across all segments, this group
also had the highest number of respondents aged 18-24
(20%), living in central Canada (69%) or the territories

Table 3 Frequency of food consumption at different locations and social settings. The mean of answers, based on a five-point Likert scale is provided, as data

was not skewed

Question Mean Interpretation
How frequently do you eat at the following locations?

At home 4.23 Most meals

At work 2.16 A few meals a month
At restaurants 2.33 A few meals a month
Others” 2.33 A few meals a month
How frequently do you eat food prepared at the following locations?

At home 4.06 Most meals

At work 1.82 A few meals a month
At restaurants 2.49 A few meals a month
Others™” 2.28 A few meals a month
How frequently do you eat in the following social settings?

Alone 3.08 A few meals a week
With a partner 3.18 A few meals a week
With nuclear family 2.65 A few meals a week
With extended family 2.21 A few meals a month
With friends 2.45 A few meals a month
Other*” 2.17 A few meals a month

Note(s): 1= Never, 2 = A few meals a month, 3 = A few meals a week, 4 = Most meals, 5 = All meals *Others: friends, family, in their car/bus, **Others:

friends and family
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(1%), having an annual income of $30,000-$69,999
(46%), with a household size of three people (26%).

3.4 Dietary characteristics

In terms of dietary characteristics, (Health Canada, 2019)
respondents reported having most meals at home and a few
meals a month at work or at restaurants (see Table 3). In the
“other” category, respondents mentioned eating their food on
the bus or in their car. For frequency of eating food prepared at
different locations, most meals were prepared at home, a few
meals at restaurants and very few meals prepared at the
workplace. Regarding frequency of eating in different social
settings, respondents reported eating a few meals a week alone,
with a partner and with nuclear family and a few meals a month
with extended family and friends.

When exploring long-term dietary changes (changes in diets
in the past 5 years for more than six months), respondents were
asked to choose up to three answers from a list of diets they had
tried (n indicates the number of times an option was chosen).
Among the answers “none of the above” (43%, n=1896) was
chosen the most, followed by “vegetarian” (12.3%, n=546)
and low carb (8.8%, n= 383). Other diets mentioned by the
respondents were fasting/intermittent fasting, low calorie,
weight watchers, pescatarian and low sodium/sugar/salt. As for
reasons for long-term dietary changes, the top three voted
reasons were health (37%, n=1092), weight control (25%,
n="718) and animal welfare (9%, n=249).

Considering short-term dietary changes made in the previous
six months, respondents could choose up to three answers. The
top three selected answers were increasing fruits and vegetables
consumption (40%, n= 1575), eating seasonally and locally
(25%, n=991) and reducing meat consumption (23%,
n=2897). Other changes mentioned by the respondents were
reducing sugar, eating low sodium or low carbohydrate foods
and reducing processed food consumption. The top three
voted reasons for making these changes were health (36%,
n=1729), weight control (19%, n=931) and cost (13%,
n=642).

Respondents were also asked how cost or budget affects how
they eat by choosing up to three answers (n indicates the
number of times an option was chosen). If respondents could
increase their food budget by 50%, the top three voted answers
were eating healthier (24%, n=1581), eating higher quality
food (21%, n=1378) and making no changes to their eating
habits (14%, n=915).

Finally, when asked which factors were the greatest
motivators to change their diet (up to three choices and n
indicates the number of times an option was chosen), the top
three voted answers were information on nutrition and health
aspects of food products (26%, n=1563), recommendation
by nutrition experts (22%, n=1294) and information on
environmental impact of food products (16%, n=964).
Other motivations to change mentioned by the respondents
were lower prices and doctor recommendations.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to identify consumer segments for the
Canadian population based on factors guiding their food
choices, to leverage their preferences and dietary characteristics

90

Volume 43 - Number 1 - 2026 - 81-97

as a robust starting point for the development of interventions
aimed at promoting improved eating behaviours. Six segments
were identified:

the “concerned” consumer (22.5%);

the “trend and tradition-follower” consumer (18.9%);

the “conventional” consumer (17.5%);

the “eat what you love” consumer (16.0%);

the “sustainable and healthy” consumer (15.6%); and

the “convenience seeker” (9.5%).

U W

In this study a variety of socio-demographic (e.g., gender
and age), behavioural (e.g., social influence and neophobia)
and environmental (e.g., access, price and affordability)
variables related to both the individual and the social
context were used to create and interpret each segment.
These variables were guided by STC and similar to the findings
from previous literature (Kitunen ez al., 2025; Naughton
et al., 2017; Rakib ez al., 2022), consumer segmentations that
are guided by a theoretical framework result in more effective
intervention design.

This study contributes new insights to the field of consumer
segmentation and sustainable food choices. Specifically, two new
consumer segments were identified for the Canadian population,
the “trend and tradition-follower” and the “sustainable and
healthy” consumer. Furthermore, although the “indifferent”
segment has been the most common segment within the
literature (for example, this segment was identified in studies on
consumers in Malawi (Simunaniemi et al, 2013), Spain
(Montero-Vicente et al., 2019), Croatia (BreCic¢ ez al., 2017) and
among young adults in Canada (Mollaei ez al., 2022) this type of
segment was not identified in this study. Moreover, this study
highlighted that convenience and familiarity tend to be
important deciding factors in food and eating preferences
across all segments, and almost one fifth of the consumers
were reluctant to trying new food concepts, choices, or
brands, further emphasising the importance of familiarity.
Finally, respondents reported health as one of the main
reasons why they would make short term or long-term dietary
changes, and health and sustainability, were deciding factors
for many consumers.

Results from this study, particularly the lack of an
“indifferent” segment, showed that Canadian consumers value
different factors when deciding what to eat, and while consumer
segments have different characteristics, the majority placed the
greatest emphasis on convenience and familiarity, including the
“concerned” consumer (which was the largest segment), the “eat
what you love” consumer and the “conventional” consumer.
Previous literature has also identified a strong positive correlation
between convenience and familiarity, particularly as they relate to
sustainable food choices. (Pula ez al., 2014; Yue ez al., 2024). The
“trend and tradition-follower” consumer, a new segment that
was identified, was reluctant to try new food, specifically plant-
based products. One previous study focused on Hungarian
young adults and their motivation to buy local food also
identified a “trend-follower” segment (Kovacs er al, 2022),
which were inclined to choose traditional food. However, this
study was only focused on local food and did not explore
attitudes around any other food characteristic and choices.

Convenience was identified as a deciding factor of all segments
except the “conventional” consumer and showed high correlation
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with older respondents. Moreover, the “convenience seeker”
segment who considers convenience factors, such as availability
and food that is easy to prepare as their top priority, had the highest
proportion of male respondents. Familiarity was identified as a
deciding factor of all segments except the “convenience seeker”.
There was also a correlation between familiarity and respondent
being older, male and living in rural areas. Other studies have
also indicated that men are more likely to make practical food
choices and have higher meat consumption frequencies
(Schnettler ez al., 2017a, 2017b). Lack of awareness regarding
gender-based differences in food preferences and dietary needs
has been identified as one of the major shortfalls regarding
sustainable and plant-forward diets (Klapp er al., 2025); this
study contributes to a better understanding of this.

There have been previous consumer segmentation studies
looking into food neophobia including plant-based products
and food technology (Schnettler ez al., 2017a, 2017b). Shifting
to plant-based alternatives offers a promising path toward
sustainable diets (Willett er al., 2019). Additionally, there is
evidence that consumers with sustainability-driven food choices
have a decreased neophobia towards plant-based meat alternatives
(Faria and Kang, 2022). Consequently, it is essential to closely
examine neophobia toward plant-based products across different
consumer.

Respondents identified health as the main reason for dietary
shifts and indicated they had tried switching to healthier diets,
such as eating more fruit and vegetables and foods with low
sodium. Furthermore, the “health and sustainability” factor
was identified as one of the determinants of food choices across
three segments, including the “concerned”, the “trend and
tradition-follower” and the “sustainable and healthy”
consumer. However, health and sustainability considerations
were the primary food choice determinants of only one group of
consumers (the “sustainable and healthy” consumer), whereas
for the other two segments it was less significant; furthermore,
there seems to be awareness of health and sustainability within
the “concerned” consumer, providing new insights into
potential ways to shift dietary patterns. Nevertheless, even
though the “sustainable and healthy” consumer segment
indicated valuing health and sustainability more than other
consumers, they were still concerned with familiarity and
convenience of their food choices and might not opt for the
healthy sustainable choice when the choice is not available,
accessible, or simply does not appeal to their taste.

In the literature exploring consumer segmentation related to
food choices, there are studies that have identified segments
with health considerations (Breci¢ et al., 2017; Burton et al.,
2017; Koksal, 2019; Lara et al., 2014; MiloSeviC et al., 2012;
Saba er al., 2019; Wetherill ez al, 2018); however, these
segments often represent a smaller portion of the overall group,
with a lower percentage of respondents. Regarding sustainability,
fewer studies have identified segments characterised by
environmentally-responsible behaviours (Verain et al., 2016;
Yilmazsoy et al., 2015). Even in the current study sustainability
considerations and health considerations loaded onto just one
factor and created one segment. This could be due to the fact that
healthiness is often associated with sustainability and consumers
tend to have misconceptions or misjudge the environmental
effects of foods (ILazzarini ez al., 2016; Mollaei ez al., 2023).
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It could be concluded that consumers are familiar with the
health benefits of their food choices and are striving to have a
healthier diet. However, existence of contextual limitations or
barriers, results in an opposite behaviour (Olstad and
Kirkpatrick, 2021) where convenience and familiarity become
a more dominant factor guiding food choices. Furthermore,
respondents reported making both short-term and long-term
dietary changes that are considered sustainable, such as trying a
vegetarian diet (12% of respondents) or reducing meat
consumption (23% of respondents). This indicates
opportunities for sustainable dietary shifts, highlighting the
importance of transforming short-term changes into lasting
habits over time. In Western food environments there is a
prevalence of external cues associated with foods that are
considered unhealthy and unsustainable (such as ultra-
processed food; Sample et al., 2015). Therefore, as a leverage
point for behaviour change, making sustainable and healthy
food choices with familiar brands, easily accessible and
available in food stores, could increase the likelihood of
consumers purchasing them.

4.1 Implications for dietary shifts
Ultimately, food choices are contingent on the context where
they are made and eating patterns are dependent on a variety
of nutrition environments including consumer, community
and organisational (work, school) nutrition environments
(Glanz er al., 2005). For example, previous research on eating
behaviours of Canadian university students indicated that in
addition to individual variables, the university food
environment (including meal plans or available food outlets)
is among the most important determinants of students’ eating
behaviours (Mollaei ez al., 2023). Healthy and sustainable
eating involves more than just the foods consumed; it also
includes aspects such as where, when, why and how meals are
enjoyed (Health Canada, 2019). Canada’s Food Guide has
also identified elements of healthy eating habits that highlight
the importance of food-related activities (and not just the
food). For example, cooking more often and the social setting
where food is consumed and prepared are components that
help improve enjoying food and food-related activities, which
can result in improved eating habits and food choices (Health
Canada, 2019). Given that joy and pleasure was one of the
determinants identified for food choices, focusing on
increasing the enjoyment of food can play a valuable role in
supporting healthy eating practices. Simple practices, such as
involving family members in meal preparation, taking time to
savour meals mindfully and sharing meals with friends or
family can further promote enjoyment and satisfaction,
fostering a more holistic approach to healthy eating.
Therefore, to achieve a population-level dietary shift, food
environments including where food is purchased, prepared
and consumed require structural transformations to facilitate
the transition. This further highlights the importance of
considering how a chain of different actions or leverages can
reinforce or hinder each other, which can be missed if the
focus is only on individual actions or one behaviour (Fischer
and Riechers, 2019).

Although there are instances of effective individual-level
interventions such as knowledge provision or motivation
interventions, improving population level food consumption
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patterns requires strategies that go beyond focusing on only
behavioural aspects (Olstad and Kirkpatrick, 2021). For
example, respondents indicated they would eat healthier or
higher quality food if they had more budget allocated to food,
which could translate into an opportunity for decision-makers
to focus on interventions related to the cost of healthy food
(Maller, 2015). However, given the complexity of consumers’
attitudes, behaviours and decision-making process, a single-
pronged approach that only focuses on affordability might not
be effective. Results from the current study demonstrated that
although many consumers indicated changing diets for health
reasons and expressed willingness to eat healthier if cost was
not a barrier, the “sustainable and healthy” consumer was a
small segment of the overall population.

Furthermore, this research highlights an opportunity to
explore the specific personal and food environment barriers and
motivators unique to each segment, and to examine how
targeted interventions can encourage a shift towards diets that
promote personal, public and planetary health. For example,
given the lack of interest in trying new (neophobia) and plant-
based food and importance of familiarity, it is important to
design dietary shift interventions that focus on nudging the
consumer to improve their food choices rather than promoting
a product as a new alternative or replacement. Consumers are
more likely to opt for plant-based options if the taste, brand or
concept is familiar for them.

By mapping each consumer segment to its core motivations
and barriers, policymakers and marketers can implement
segmentation-informed choice architecture, including defaults,
financial incentives and tailored messaging strategies (Huangfu
etal., 2024; Tirion et al., 2025). For example, based on findings
from the current study, marketers targeting Canadian
consumers should avoid focusing too narrowly on the
environmental or social benefits of a product. Instead, bundling
environmental claims with attributes such as familiarity and
convenience (e.g., grab-and-go formats and economic value
incentives) could result in a strategy effective across many
segments. Moreover, the “sustainable and healthy” consumer
segment may respond best to transparent sustainability
certifications and health-related endorsements, while the “trend
and tradition-follower” consumer may be more influenced by
cultural figures and peer advocates. Understanding where the
target market falls within these segments is essential for
designing and implementing effective strategies.

Ultimately, restructuring food environments can reinforce
behaviour change across all segments, shifting the focus from
individual-level awareness to systemic, structural changes in
food choice norms. Therefore, a systems approach and a
paradigm shift that addresses food choices from a sociological
point of view could generate improved consumption patterns
without solely holding the consumer responsible to make the right
decision. This paradigm shift can also translate into providing
support and training for nutrition experts (including dietitians), as
respondents in this study identified recommendation by nutrition
experts as well as health/nutrition information as one of the main
factors that would motivate them to shift their diets.

4.2 Strengths and limitations of the study
To our knowledge this was the first study to conduct a
consumer segmentation of the Canadian population based on
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factors guiding their food choices as well as dietary
characteristics. Although, previous studies (Marquis ez al., 2019;
Mollaei et al., 2022) have taken similar approaches to consumer
segmentation focused on Canadian consumers, these studies
only included young adults. The current study adopted a more
comprehensive approach than similar consumer segmentation
studies by incorporating psycho-behavioural and environmental
variables, examining dietary characteristics (such as where food is
consumed, how it is prepared and dietary shifts) and addressing
all aspects of food sustainability in the survey. Questions included
in the current study covered food environment factors, as well as
behavioural and individual characteristics, whereas the common
approach to consumer segmentation on food and nutrition-
related research is the use of psycho-behavioural segmentation
(Verain et al., 2016; Yilmazsoy et al., 2015). This approach was
key to identifying the nuances between different groups while
identifying opportunities to design and implement both
individual-level and population-level interventions that go
beyond individual behaviours and decision making and emphasis
the role of contextual constraints.

There is a limitation concerning generalisability of the results
as this study was conducted in Canada as diets, behaviours and
food environments vary widely between different geographical
locations and countries. However, the current research can be
replicated in terms of methodology and results can be used as a
starting point for future research in other countries. There is
also the inherit limitations associated with self-reported data.
There is a potential that respondents answered the questions in
a manner that would enhance social desirability (Van de
Mortel, 2008) which could result in under or over exaggerating
their behaviours. Moreover, self-reported data might not reflect
consumers’ actual behaviour, but rather their beliefs and
perceptions (Gatersleben, 2002). Nevertheless, given the aim
and scope of this research using self-reported data as a proxy for
real behaviour is an acceptable and meaningful methodology
commonly used in similar research (Funk ez al., 2021).

Finally, although the respondents were asked to answer the
questions based on their habits prior to the COVID-19
pandemic, given that they completed the survey during the
lockdowns, results might be skewed to reflect their habits at the
time of the pandemic and not their regular habits. Particularly,
in questions regarding places where they prepare or eat their
food, “at home” tends to have a higher percentage compared to
the other choices which might be due to food outlet closures
and work from home arrangements at the time. There is evidence
that food consumption, behaviours and patterns had changed
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ammar et al., 2020). A review
of the literature also identified that many consumers leaned more
towards considering familiarity as one of the main determinants
of their food choices (Skalkos and Kalyva, 2023), which was in
line with findings from the current study. Given the uncertainty
felt during the lockdowns, familiarity of food choices that
consumers know and trusted helped consumers address anxiety
(Mertens et al., 2022). Furthermore, during the pandemic there
was a heightened food risk and safety concern among consumers
(Liu er al., 2023; Veselovska, 2023). Similar to our findings
where sustainability and health were loaded on the same factor
(and sustainability was not a stand-alone consideration), other
research conducted during this time also highlighted the
importance of health and familiarity and a lower concerns related
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to sustainability, ethical or environmental impact of food choices
as a result of the pandemic (Yue ez al., 2024).

4.3 Suggestions for future research

The current research provides a comprehensive methodological
approach to consumer segmentation based on a theoretical
framework (STC) as well as insight into consumer characteristics
that can be leveraged to design and implement behaviour change
interventions for policy makers, practitioners and researchers.
Therefore, future research can further examine the role of
specific food choice determinants among each consumer
segment to identify which behaviour change approach (such as
communication, regulation or fiscal methods) is the most
appropriate complementing previously identified tools such as
the behaviour change wheel (Michie et al., 2011). Future
research can also focus on further separating segments,
particularly concerning health and sustainability. Given the
significant impact of food choices and dietary patterns on health
and the natural environment, understanding consumers’
perceptions and behaviour around sustainable food choices is
crucial for a move towards sustainable food systems.

Future research should also prioritise the inclusion of
underrepresented and marginalised groups, particularly those
from Canada’s three territories and individuals identifying
outside the gender binary. These populations are often absent
or underrepresented in data sets and commercial survey panels,
resulting in a limited understanding of their food-related
attitudes and behaviours. Given the unique food environments,
cultural practices, logistical constraints and systemic inequities
that may influence dietary choices of these groups, targeted
studies are needed to capture their lived experiences more

accurately. Doing so will enhance the inclusivity and
generalisability of research findings and support the
development of equitable and culturally responsive

interventions that promote sustainable and healthy eating
across diverse population segments.

Finally, as mentioned in the limitations, although this study
focused on the Canadian population, the outcome and
methodology can be used as a reference or starting point for
both future research and more practical intervention planning.
Studies that examined more than one country (Giacalone and
Jaeger, 2023; Yue er al., 2024), have concluded that there are
cross-cultural and distribution differences in segments from
each country. Furthermore, dietary patterns and hence diet-
related greenhouse gas emission (which is a major contributor
to food system sustainability) differ by region and research has
shown a positive correlation between socio-demographic
characteristics (such as social expenditure) and emissions
(Vazquez-Rowe et al., 2017). Therefore, country-specific
considerations are integral to the design and implantation of
research and strategies aimed at promoting sustainable food
consumption whilst certain similarities and approaches can be
adapted internationally.

5. Conclusion

The goal of this study was to take a holistic approach to examine
determinants of food choices and specific subgroup
characteristics of Canadian consumers through conducting
consumer segmentation. By doing so, this study enables
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decision-makers and different stakeholders to identify leverage
points for dietary shifts which can ultimately result in achieving
a sustainable food system. Findings from this research
underscore the need for well-rounded, segment-specific
interventions in food choices that adopt a systems approach
rather than solely focusing on individual behaviours. If the end
goal is to achieve a transition to sustainable food practices on a
population level, it is important to create an environment that
facilitates and promotes making these choices.

Notes

[1] The authors acknowledge that recommended wording
for gender questions has changed since this survey was
designed in 2020. The ‘other’ category would be now
included as “prefer to self-identify” with a text entry.

In the Census Profile by Statistics Canada, the definition
of Non-immigrants is persons who are Canadian citizens
by birth, and Immigrants are persons who landed in
Canada prior to May 2021 or permanent residents. It
also included immigrants who have obtained Canadian
citizenship. Therefore, the portion of Canadian Citizens
(both born in Canada and obtained) will be higher than
74.4% which is the portion of Non-immigrants and
closer to the percentage from the current research.
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