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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to evaluate the criteria of choice in the purchase of food products, 
relating consumption and sustainability during the pandemic of Covid-19 in Brazil. The 
survey was carried out online from April to June 2021, with questions about socioeconomic 
data and consumption profile. A total of 395 individuals participated in the survey, with a 
predominance of females, with monthly income above one Brazilian minimum wage. Of 
those individuals, 80.25% pointed out changes in their eating habits, 51.14% felt difficulty in 
buying food, and 91.14% increased their food expenses. A total of 73.16% have full or partial 
responsibility for household purchases and 19.75% were consuming more ultra-processed 
foods. Among the criteria that stood out the most when purchasing products were shelf life 
(76.34%), taste (74.81%) and fair price (70.48%). In contrast, buying national meat (17.81%) 
and other products produced in Brazil (22.39%) were considered unimportant. For product 
quality characteristics, 54.96% considered whether the food is healthy, 48.09% the presence 
of certain ingredients and 63.1% freshness. Criteria related to price and sensory 
characteristics were considered more important than aspects related to environmental and 
social responsibility. 
  

1. Introduction 
The concepts of sustainability and sustainable consumption have been widely 

discussed in academia and in political debates that consider the impacts caused by 
consumption. Sustainability was first discussed in 1972, at the United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment, known as the Stockholm Conference, the first to discuss the 

environment (Guimarães and Fontoura 2012). 
Food systems have reached high levels of food production, and as consequence, 

the health of the population and the environment are impacted. All over the world, problems 
related to food systems, such as nutritional, socio-economic, environmental, and Chronic 
Noncommunicable Diseases (CNDs) are becoming more and more apparent. Food systems 
are therefore directly related to sustainability, and food systems in their traditional format 

have come to be considered unsustainable (Triches 2021). 
Brazil, as one of the most densely populated and productive countries in terms of 

agriculture, is responsible for large greenhouse gas emissions, water use, and land 
occupation while considering the extent of food processing. The environmental effects of 
food purchases have increased in Brazil due to changing dietary patterns in the period 
between 1987 and 2018. Increased consumption of processed and ultra-processed foods, 
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and decreased consumption of fresh and minimally processed foods were identified (da 
Silva et al. 2021). 

In the last decades, Brazil has undergone changes in the political, economic, social 
and cultural spheres, which have emphasized modifications in the population's way of life, 
and therefore food and eating have undergone transformations (Brasil 2014). 

The Food Guide for the Brazilian Population, elaborated by the Ministry of Health, 
promotes adequate and healthy eating. Such guidelines aim to ensure the health and proper 
nutrition of the population (Brasil 2014). In Brazil, food is a social right, according to the 
Article 6 of the Federal Constitution, and Food and Nutrition Security is established through 
the Organic Law of Food and Nutrition Security (LOSAN) as "the guarantee of the right of 
all individuals to regular and permanent access to quality food, in sufficient quantity, without 
compromising access to other essential needs, with health-promoting food practices that 
respect cultural diversity and that are environmentally, economically and socially 
sustainable" (Brasil 2010; 2006). 

In Brazil, which recently returned to the level of the Hunger Map, the impact was 
greater in the social, economic and food areas, as the scenario worsened hunger, 
unemployment, and poverty of the population and, consequently, food and nutrition 
insecurity. More than ever, the Sustainable Development Goals face challenges, as the 
world has never been more unequal, hunger affects millions of people, and health faces 
challenges to reach as many people as possible (Rede PENSSAN 2022). 

Food choices in Brazil are influenced by the existing inequalities in the country, which 
lead Brazilians to consume a growing number of foods that can cause nutritional imbalances 
and health problems. Fresh or minimally processed foods, which are part of a healthy diet, 
as recommended by the Food Guide for the Brazilian Population, can also be part of a 
sustainable and balanced lifestyle, which should be guaranteed for all Brazilians, in 
accordance with Sustainable Development Goal 2 (Brasil 2014). 

Therefore, the aim of this study was to evaluate the criteria of choice in the purchase 
of food, relating consumption and sustainability during the Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil, to 
analyze the sustainability of food choice of Brazilians during the pandemic, and to discuss 
the need for public policies for the Human Right to Adequate Food – HRtAF. 

 
2. Materials and Methods 
The survey was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Federal 

University of the State of Rio de Janeiro, under number 30994920.6.0000.5285, conducted 
online from April to June 2021, and designed with questions about socioeconomic data and 
criteria profile of sustainable choices in the purchase and consumption of food, during the 
pandemic. A total of 395 individuals participated in the survey people of both genders aged 
18 years or older and, residents in Brazil.  

The data were collected through the Google Forms platform, and, to evaluate the 
sustainability of choices, questionnaire with closed questions using a Likert scale of 5 points 
(Apostolidis and McLeay 2019; Kusch and Fiebelkorn 2019; Truninger et al. 2020) and 
tabulated in Excel® program was utilized. 
 

3. Results 

Table 1 shows the socioeconomic and consumption data during the Covid-19 
pandemic in Brazil. The study was characterized by the participation of a larger number of 
females (79.75%), from the southeastern region of the country (89.87%), aged between 18 
and 29 years (51.90%). Regarding family income, 87.37% reported being higher than U$ 
221.00 (minimum wage in Brazil at the time of the survey), and as for the level of education, 
at least 39.24% had completed high school, and about 45% had a college degree. Most 
individuals identified changes in their eating habits (80.25%), 51.14% felt difficulty in buying 



food due to price increases, and 91.41% of individuals had increased expenses on food. Of 
the respondents, 73.16% have full or partial responsibility for household purchases. It is a 
warning to public health that 19.75% of respondents were consuming more ultra-processed 
foods. 

Table 1. Socio-economic characterization and consumption during the Covid-19 pandemic (N = 395) 

Question Answer N % 

Gender 

Female 315 79.75 

Male 77 19.49 

Undeclared 3 0.76 

Region 

Southeast 355 89.87 

South 8 2.03 

Center 8 2.03 

Northeast 10 2.53 

North 14 3.54 

Education 

Primary School 4 1.01 

Secondary School 155 39.24 

Higher Education 72 18.23 

Specialization 65 16.46 

Doctorate 41 10.38 

 Undeclared 58 14.68 

Family income 
≥ U$ 221.00 345 87.34 

< U$ 221.00 50 12.66 

Age 

18 to 29 205 51.90 

30 to 39 112 28.35 

40 to 49 31 7.85 

50 to 65 41 10.38 

≥ 66 6 1.52 

Change of food habits 
Yes 317 80.25 

No 78 19.75 

Difficulty in food purchasing 
Yes 202 51.14 

No 192 48.86 

Expenses with food 

Increased 360 91.14 

Decreased 11 2.78 

Not applicable 24 6.08 

Increased consumption of processed foods 
Yes 78 19.75 

No 317 80.25 

Total 395 100.00 

Authors, 2022 

Chart 1 shows the sustainability criteria in the purchase and consumption of food 
during the Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil. The criteria highlighted by Brazilians were shelf life 
(76.34%), taste (74.81%) and fair price (70.48%). In contrast, the purchase of national meat 



(17.81%) and other products produced in Brazil (22.39%) were considered unimportant. For 
product quality characteristics, 54.96% considered whether the food is healthy, 48.09% the 
presence of certain ingredients and 63.1% freshness. 

Chart 1. Importance of sustainability criteria in choosing, purchasing, and consuming food during the 
Covid-19 pandemic (N = 395) 

     

 

Caption: 1 (not important); 2 (not very important); 3 (indifferent); 4 (moderately important); 5 (very 
important) *n=362. Authors, 2022 

4. Discussion 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the global population, causing 

enormous damage to public health and to social and economic issues. In Brazil, the social 
and economic problems were not directly caused by the new Coronavirus but were 
aggravated by it (Matheus 2021). 

The origin of the pandemic brought the hypothesis that the new virus has migrated 
from a wild environment to the urban environment, leading to ecological imbalance, 
increasing the discussion about the urgent need to control the levels of consumption and 
production and, consequently, the conscious use of natural resources Lima, Alencar and 
Fonseca (2022). In Brazil, especially in the State of Rio de Janeiro, an environmental, health 
and humanitarian crisis is becoming evident due to the water supply crisis in the region (Lima 
et al. 2022). 

Thus, the concept of sustainability has gained prominence on the world stage with 
the Covid-19 pandemic. It is known that the definition of sustainability is under constant 
construction; it started from the environmental, economic, and social dimensional tripod, 
however, Freitas (2012)  highlights two further dimensions: the legal-political and the ethical. 
These dimensions are directly related and essential for shaping development (Matheus 
2021). 

The conscious use of natural resources is directly related to food choices that have 
important interactions with agricultural, environmental and health systems (Auestad et al. 
2015).  

The report of the High-Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (2017) 
emphasizes that all actors have responsibilities in sustainability, as all decisions at any stage 
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of a food chain have implications for the other stages and significantly influence supply and 
marketing policies, and therefore the ways in which food is produced and consumed. 

The criteria for sustainable choices deserve emphasis and should have low 
environmental impact and contribute to Food and Nutrition Security and healthy living for 
present and future generations (Triches 2020). Thus, recommendations and initiatives, both 
governmental and non-governmental, recognize that sustainable food purchases should 
prioritize the acquisition of organic, locally produced, and seasonal foods. In relation to 
animal production and consumption, animal well-being during rearing should be prioritized 
(EAT lancet commision 2019). 

During the pandemic among the population studied, an important criterion when 
choosing a product was its shelf life (76.3%), especially due to the social isolation and 
uncertainties of the moment. That ended up increasing the consumption of ultra-processed 
foods. Their consumption is related to the risks of obesity and Chronic Noncommunicable 
Diseases (CNDs). Analyses show that in countries where there is a high consumption of 
processed and ultra-processed foods, obesity levels are higher. It is known that the different 
forms of malnutrition can lead to the development of Chronic Noncommunicable Diseases. 
Malnutrition can occur due to lack of food and consumption of foods harmful to health with 
low nutritional value (da Silva et al. 2021). 

In addition to the uncertainties of the pandemic, the increased price of products 
directly interfered with the purchase of ultra-processed products, which in general are 
cheaper and more accessible in Brazilian markets. Therefore, the fair price is a criterion of 
choice when purchasing products in Brazil, especially given the economic crisis that was 
increased with the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Nevertheless, research developed by the Brazilian Network of Research on Food 
Sovereignty and Security showed that food insecurity has become even more present 
among Brazilian families. The number of households with starving residents jumped from 
9% to 15.5% (33.1 million people). There are 14 million new hungry Brazilians. The 
dismantling of public policies, the worsening economic crisis, the increase in social 
inequalities and the second year of the Covid-19 pandemic kept more than half (58.7%) of 
the Brazilian population in food insecurity, at various levels of severity (Rede PENSSAN 
2022). 

The increase of the consumption of processed and ultra-processed foods during the 
Covid-19 pandemic does not follow what is recommended by the Food Guide for the 
Brazilian Population currently in use, as well as in other researches such as Lacaz and Tabai 
(2021).  Authors such as Monteiro et al. (2021), highlight that in countries where there is a 
high rate of consumption of processed and ultra-processed foods, obesity levels are higher. 
 As for the consumption of meat by non-vegetarian Brazilians during the pandemic, 
culturally speaking, animal protein or "mixture", a term often used by Brazilians, is one of 
the items considered essential in everyday meals (APBPA 2021). However, the pandemic 
of the Covid-19 raised the price of meat by up to 38% in 12 months, interfering in the pockets 
of Brazilians and consequently in the consumption of food by Brazilians. Besides the price 
increase, the pandemic brought the greatest concern about the environment and health, 
because it is understood that epidemiological outbreaks such as the pandemic of Covid-19 
are directly related to the human habit of consuming meat in their diets. The current dietary 
practice, has been carried out through unbridled deforestation and uncontrolled expansion 
of agriculture, is precisely one of the factors responsible for establishing systemic crises that 
threaten humanity and directly interfere with health (Carlo et al. 2020). 

Products produced in Brazil (22.7%) were considered unimportant, but on the other 
hand the demand for fresh, healthy and quality food highlights the appreciation of small 
producers and the consumption of fresh food as recommended by the Food Guide for the 
Brazilian Population (Brasil 2014). Especially at the time of restrictive measures, the 



alternative consumption movement, with organic and agroecological products, grew in the 
country (Duarte Pires and Silva Bega 2021). 

The purchase behavior of consumers is influenced by several factors, such as: 
sociocultural, psychological, personality, lifestyle, learning and the perceptions of each 
individual, in addition to the physical environment and time pressure. This behavior occurs 
in the following stages: recognition of need, information search, purchase evaluation, 
purchase and consumption, post-purchase evaluation and, finally, disposal (Martinelli and 
Cavalli 2019) 

 In relation, the increased demand for healthier products sourced from, organic and 
local producers during the pandemic was occasioned by the fact that consumers were 
cooking more, consuming less out of home, supporting small producers, food delivery 
increase and health motivations, such as the need to increase immunity (Pasqualotto and 
Sampaio 2022). Additionally, the search for agroecological products is a current trend due 
to the recognition of the contribution of these production practices to environmental 
protection and the health of producers and consumers  (Constantino et al. 2020). 

Due to the emerging challenges of climate change on the food system, alternative 
solutions that promote food security for the Brazilian population while conserving 
ecosystems and supporting smallholder farmers are needed, especially in countries with 
high rates of food insecurity (Weintraub, Rodrigues, and Tabai 2022).  

It was concluded that the population did not follow what is recommended in the Food 
Guide for the Brazilian Population, as well as other current recommendations, such as 
Sustainable Development Goals 2, 3 and 12, that are zero hunger, good health and well-
being, responsible consumption, and production, respectively (Figure 1). 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Sustainable Development Goals (World Health Organization 2015) 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
Given the findings, it was observed that the relationship between consumption and 

responsibility was not very expressive during the pandemic. Thus, it is concluded that the 
population did not follow the recommendations of the Food Guide for the Brazilian 
Population, which has a golden rule a diet based on foods closest to their natural form and 
the appreciation of culture, as well as the Sustainable Development Goals that aim to 



combat hunger and sustainable agriculture, health and well-being and responsible 
consumption and production.  

It is important to point out that this situation is due to different factors such as the 
decrease in income and mass unemployment, environmental racism, and other aspects that 
have been aggravated by the environmental crisis because of the pandemic that permeates 
the individual issue over the knowledge of the need. It is hoped that these alarming data can 
guide public policies in food and nutrition, especially in Brazil, to ensure Food and Nutrition 
Sovereignty and Security. 
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Providencias. Diário Oficial Da União. Brasil. 
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_Ato2007-2010/2010/Decreto/D7272.htm. 

———. 2014. “Guia Alimentar Para a População Brasileira — Português (Brasil).” 
https://www.gov.br/saude/pt-br/assuntos/saude-brasil/publicacoes-para-promocao-a-
saude/guia_alimentar_populacao_brasileira_2ed.pdf/view. 

Carlo, Rhuann, Viero Taques, Patricia Neumann, Thiago Francisco, and Costa Solak. 2020. 
“O Consumo de Carne, a Crise Climática e a Saúde Mundial Pela Perspectiva Da 
Educação Ambiental Complexa.” Revista Brasileira de Educação Ambiental (RevBEA) 
15 (4): 55–69. https://doi.org/10.34024/REVBEA.2020.V15.10792. 

Constantino, João Henrique, Sales Silva, Alex Da, and Silva Barbosa. 2020. “A Inserção Da 
Agroecologia Em Um Novo Sistema Alimentar Pós COVID-19.” Revista Brasileira de 
Educação Ambiental (RevBEA) 15 (4): 148–59. 
https://doi.org/10.34024/REVBEA.2020.V15.10618. 

Duarte Pires, Ana Christina, and Maria Tarcisa Silva Bega. 2021. “Crise No Sistema 
Agroalimentar Brasileiro e COVID-19: Uma Chamada Para Outros Estilos de Vida.” 
Guaju 7 (2): 264. https://doi.org/10.5380/GUAJU.V7I2.81150. 

EAT Lancet commision. 2019. “Healthy Diets from Sustainable Food Systems. Food Planet 
Health. Summary Report of the EAT-Lancet Commission.” Lancet. 
https://eatforum.org/eat-lancet-commission/eat-lancet-commission-summary-report/. 

Freitas, J. 2012. Sustentabilidade: Direito Ao Futuro. Fórum. 
Guimarães, Roberto, and Yuna Fontoura. 2012. “Desenvolvimento Sustentável Na Rio+20: 

Discursos, Avanços, Retrocessos e Novas Perspectivas.” Cadernos EBAPE.BR 10 (3): 
508–32. https://doi.org/10.1590/S1679-39512012000300004. 

HLPE (High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition). 2017.  “Nutrition and 
Food Systems - CGLU Afrique/Hub Des Savoirs.” FAO. Rome. https://knowledge-
uclga.org/nutrition-and-food-systems.html?lang=fr. 

Kusch, Sarah, and Florian Fiebelkorn. 2019. “Environmental Impact Judgments of Meat, 
Vegetarian, and Insect Burgers: Unifying the Negative Footprint Illusion and Quantity 
Insensitivity.” Food Quality and Preference 78 (December): 103731. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2019.103731. 

Lacaz, Letícia Matias., and Katia Cilene Tabai. 2021. “Food Identity of Brazilian Immigrants 
during the Covid-19 Pandemic. .” Sodebrás 16: 74–81. 
https://doi.org/10.29367/issn.1809-3957.16.2021.192.74 

Lima, Elaine, Letícia Lacaz, Thaiane Oliveira, Laura Coutinho, and Katia Tabai. 2022. 
“Impact of Water Supply Quality for Residents in Rio de Janeiro State, Brazil, during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Environmental Sciences Proceedings 2022, 15 (1): 34. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ENVIRONSCIPROC2022015034. 

Martinelli, Suellen Secchi, and Suzi Barletto Cavalli. 2019. “Alimentação Saudável e 
Sustentável: Uma Revisão Narrativa Sobre Desafios e Perspectivas.” Ciência & Saúde 
Coletiva 24 (11): 4251–62. https://doi.org/10.1590/1413-812320182411.30572017. 

Matheus, Ana Carolina Couto. 2021. “vista do o agravamento das desigualdades sociais na 
pandemia do coronavírus sars-cov-2 e a dimensão social da sustentabilidade.” 
VirtuaJus,6(11)64-77, 
http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/virtuajus/article/view/27995/19362. 

Monteiro, Carlos Augusto, Mark Lawrence, Christopher Millett, Marion Nestle, Barry M. 
Popkin, Gyorgy Scrinis, and Boyd Swinburn. 2021. “The Need to Reshape Global Food 
Processing: A Call to the United Nations Food Systems Summit.” BMJ Global Health 6 
(7): e006885. https://doi.org/10.1136/BMJGH-2021-006885. 



Pasqualotto, Carina, and Cláudio Hoffmann Sampaio. 2022. “Mudanças No Processo de 
Compra e Consumo de Alimentos Orgânicos Durante a Pandemia Do COVID-19.” 
Iheringia, Série Botânica. 77 (March). https://doi.org/10.21826/2446-
82312022V77E2022007. 

Rede PENSSAN (Rede Brasileira de Pesquisa em Soberania e Segurança Alimentar e 
Nutricional). 2022. II Inquérito Nacional sobre Insegurança Alimentar no Contexto da 
Pandemia da COVID-19 no Brasil: II VIGISAN : relatório final/Rede Brasileira de 
Pesquisa em Soberania e Segurança Alimentar – PENSSAN. São Paulo, SP: 
Fundação Friedrich Ebert: Rede PENSSAN, 2022. https:// olheparaafome.com.br/wp-
content/uploads/2022/06/Relatorio-II-VIGISAN-2022.pdf 

Silva, Jacqueline Tereza da, Josefa Maria Fellegger Garzillo, Fernanda Rauber, Alana 
Kluczkovski, Ximena Schmidt Rivera, Gabriela Lopes da Cruz, Angelina Frankowska, 
et al. 2021. “Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Water Footprint, and Ecological Footprint of 
Food Purchases According to Their Degree of Processing in Brazilian Metropolitan 
Areas: A Time-Series Study from 1987 to 2018.” The Lancet Planetary Health 5 (11): 
e775–85. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00254-
0/ATTACHMENT/BE1DA406-5BE2-49AD-84F8-F3085BB1F8BA/MMC2.PDF. 

Triches, Rozane Márcia. 2021. “Dietas Sustentáveis: Definição, Estado Da Arte e 
Perspectivas Para Uma Nova Agenda de Pesquisa No Brasil.” Ciência & Saúde 
Coletiva 26 (5): 1833–46. https://doi.org/10.1590/1413-81232021265.09742019. 

Truninger, Mónica (coord.), Luísa (coord.) Schmidt, Susana Fonseca, João Graça, Luís 
Junqueira, and Pedro Prista. 2020. “2o Grande Inquérito Sobre Sustentabilidade Em 
Portugal, 2019.” http://dados.rcaap.pt/handle/10400.20/2081. 

Weintraub, Kathleen, Camila Rodrigues, and Katia Tabai. 2022. “Perspectives on 
Sustainable Management of Jackfruit Trees for Food Consumption in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil.” Environmental Sciences Proceedings 2022, Vol. 15, Page 8 15 (1): 8. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ENVIRONSCIPROC2022015008. 

World Health Organization. 2015. “The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 | United 
Nations Development Programme.” https://www.undp.org/publications/millennium-
development-goals-report-
2015?utm_source=EN&utm_medium=GSR&utm_content=US_UNDP_PaidSearch_B
rand_English&utm_campaign=CENTRAL&c_src=CENTRAL&c_src2=GSR&gclid=Cj0
KCQjw0JiXBhCFARIsAOSAKqAEOqcJnsKY8o2JTTZmp1aelY_Ct2e9jUORyhXJSHP
RmaaiDBx5I_kaAqdEEALw_wcB. 

  

https://doi.org/10.3390/environsciproc2022015034

