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Although living standards in certain parts of the world have
improved significantly in recent decades, these
improvements have often been accompanied by
environmental degradation that poses health risks to millions
of people. Sustainable food choices play a critical role in
addressing these environmental challenges. The current
review summarizes how sustainable food choices are used as
an impression management action aimed at projecting a
desirable image of oneself to others. We show how three
distinct factors — status striving, group cooperation, and the
desire to attract a partner — influence the use of sustainable
food as an impression management tactic. The review
concludes by highlighting several future research directions
based on recent research on related topics.
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Introduction

Living standards in most parts of the world have steadily
improved decade by decade. This increase in affluence
has led to increased use of natural resources and pollu-
tant emissions, posing alarming threats to natural and
socicetal systems [1]. Without considerable changes in
consumption patterns, the Sustainable Development
Goals will not be achieved [2]. Society-led changes have
been identified as a cornerstone for limiting climate

change and environmental degradation [3]. The United
Nations has emphasized the role of consumer behavior
within the sustainable development agenda [4].

Considering that food production is a major contributor
to climate change, shifts in consumer food choices are
critical for sustainable development [5]. Consumers have
the potential for making food systems more sustainable
by choosing more environmentally friendly food pro-
ducts, rejecting less sustainable alternatives, and redu-
cing food waste [6]. With consumer and planetary health
in mind, the Lancet Commission recommends reducing
consumption of animal products, especially meat from
ruminants, and increasing consumption of plant-based
foods such as whole grains, legumes, nuts, fruits, and
vegetables [7]. In addition, consumers can reduce the
environmental footprint of their food choices by
avoiding ultraprocessed foods, wasting less food, and
making their menus more diverse by buying local pro-
ducts that do not have to be transported long dis-
tances [8].

However, these recommendations for making diets more
sustainable are complex to implement due to the char-
acteristics of modern food systems as well as individual
factors [9]. Human beings are evolutionarily predisposed
to prefer (less sustainable) energy-dense and animal-
based products over (more sustainable) plant-based al-
ternatives and food options with fewer calories [10-13].
Beyond sensory experiences with food, consumers also
use food choices as a means to express values, attitudes,
and social identities [14,15].

Determinants of sustainable food choices are diverse
and include both individual and social factors [16]. So
far, attitudes, values, and cognitions related to the en-
vironmental impact of consumption have been the
main factors highlighted in the literature [17]. This
review contributes to the literature by summarizing
recent advances in studying sustainable food choices as
an impression management strategy. We first describe
impression management, which is a central construct in
this review. Next, we delineate how three distinct
factors influence sustainable food choices as an im-
pression management tactic. Here, we focus on status
striving, group cooperation, and the desire to attract
mates. The review concludes by pinpointing implica-
tions and several potentially fruitful avenues for future
research.
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Impression management in the domain of
sustainable food choices

Social interactions are never-ending theatrical perfor-
mances in which people sometimes flaunt their posses-
sions and adjust their behavior to impress others [18].
Impression management is the activity whereby a sender
strategically tries to control which information to send
out to a receiver, such that the latter interprets the
former in a certain way regarding attributes, traits, and
key characteristics [19]. People are particularly prone to
engage in impression management activities when (a)
they are motivated to do so (e.g. when there is a dis-
crepancy between their desired and current social
image), and (b) the selected strategy can aid in con-
veying a desirable impression (i.e. when a given action
can meet or exceed certain expectations and commu-
nicate values that present the sender in a positive light)
[20]. What, where, and how to eat is part of a wide range
of impression management tactics [21].

Factors underlying sustainable food choices as an
impression management strategy

Status striving

The pursuit of status is a fundamental human motive,
with relative position in a social hierarchy (hereafter re-
ferred to as ‘status’) influencing self-esteem, well-being,
and various health outcomes [22]. Whereas conspicuous
consumption of expensive goods and services has tradi-
tionally been a widespread status signal, consumers today
are increasingly turning to inconspicuous and authenti-
city-based goods that have emerged as contemporary
status signals [23]. Indeed, recent research has found pro-
environmentalism to be positively associated with sub-
jective and objective socioeconomic status [24].

Sustainable products, including food, tend to be more
expensive and may be inferior to conventional alter-
natives in specific characteristics, but are more likely to
benefit society at large rather than individual consumers,
thus meeting common criteria for status signals [25].
Supporting this notion, previous research has found that
the motivation to gain status increases consumer pre-
ferences for sustainable products, especially when those
products cost more than their conventional alternatives
and when the consumption takes place publicly (e.g.
shopping at a mall) rather than privately (e.g. shopping
in front of a PC at home) [26]. Indeed, people who
choose ‘green’ products are perceived as having higher
status than those who choose conventional alternatives,
with this effect being mediated by their assumed higher
prosociality and wealth [27]. Qualitative research further
indicates that Canadians use their food-related behaviors
to signal status [28], whereas South Koreans perceive the
organic food market to be similar to luxury fashion [29].
In fact, South Korean consumers associate organic food
with price premiums and star status, considering that

many high-status celebrities, who often display their
luxurious lifestyles, frequently consume such goods [29].
All in all, the extant literature suggests that impression
management strategies aimed at signaling status may
motivate consumers to choose sustainable foods, espe-
cially when other consumers are present during the food
selection process [26].

Group cooperation

Maintaining complex social networks requires at least
some degree of cooperation. Cooperative behavior often
brings benefits to individuals in the form of improved
access to valuable resources [30]. People who wish to
benefit from cooperation with others must not only be
cooperative themselves, but also be perceived as
such [31].

Engaging in sustainable eating habits may be seen as a
way of caring for the future of society. Thus, sustainable
food consumption can communicate cooperativeness.
People who are described as more (vs. less) pro-en-
vironmental are preferred as interaction partners, elicit
more cooperative behaviors from others, and are seen as
more cooperative in the public goods game [32]. More-
over, being observed by a prospective interaction partner
leads people to donate more to environmentally friendly
organizations than when they make a donation decision
anonymously [33ee]. Interestingly, participants who
behave in a very environmentally conscious manner do
not engage in more cooperative actions than those who
behave in a less environmentally conscious manner [32].

However, consuming sustainable foods may also have
negative consequences for those wishing to convey a co-
operative image. Although organic consumption makes
people appear more altruistic, consumers who buy organic
(vs. conventional) products are also perceived as having a
stronger impression management motivation [34ee].
Supporting this notion, people who follow relatively sus-
tainable diets (i.e. vegans and vegetarians) are perceived
as more moral, but also more moralistic and eccentric than
their omnivore counterparts [35]. Finally, the presence of
others sometimes leads to unsustainable behaviors related
to eating, such as overconsumption of energy when eating
with friends and family members, which is often ex-
plained through the lens of social facilitation effects [36].
In sum, sustainable food consumption is a double-edged
sword when used as an impression management strategy
to promote cooperation. Whereas buying ‘green’ produce
can convey cooperativeness, such food choices can also
make consumers appear shallow and motivated to impress
others, with the mere presence of other consumers even
resulting in unsustainable eating behaviors at times.

Mate attraction
The desire to attract a mate is vital for survival and re-
production, thus representing a fundamental human
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motive [37]. When applied to food settings, several studies
indicate that contextual cues related to mate attraction can
change consumers’ preference patterns and choice beha-
vior, either toward or away from sustainable foods.

Because men and women have faced different chal-
lenges in our evolutionary past, the impression man-
agement tactics used to appear desirable and attract
mates are sometimes sex-specific [38-40]. Men more
than women prioritize beauty in a potential mate,
whereas women more than men prefer a potential mate
with good financial prospects [41]. Accordingly, when
striving to attract a potential partner, men may be more
prone to prefer meat, given the established relationship
between meat, masculinity, and status [42], whereas
women may manage to convey femininity and beauty by
means of more sustainable food choices, such as vege-
tarian or vegan meat substitutes [43-45].

Although sustainable consumption is often associated
with femininity, which could help to explain why men
sometimes avoid purchasing products that signal sus-
tainability, male consumers may also benefit from dis-
playing their commitment to environmental protection,
beyond the status gains associated with buying green
products. In fact, several studies indicate that sustainable
consumption, such as purchasing environmentally
friendly foods, is interpreted as an act of altruism and
generosity as well as a signal of high partner commitment,
particularly in  long-term  romantic  relationships
[460e 47e¢| However, it remains debated whether such
forms of conspicuous conservation are always honest sig-
nals of partner commitment or rather reflect a ‘cheap’ way
of appearing attractive on the mating market. Borau and
colleagues [46e¢]| found that men who were in a com-
mitted relationship reported being more environmentally
friendly than single men by means of green consumption
but not regarding their perceived green self-identity,
whereas Palomo-Velez and colleagues [47¢¢] did not find
any difference in preferences for sustainable products
between participants (both men and women) who were
exposed to attractive opposite-sex faces (vs. neutral con-
trol stimuli), thus indicating a possible actor—observer
discrepancy. In other words, observers tend to think po-
sitively about individuals who are described as purchasing
sustainable products in mating contexts, but whether
such inferences are congruent with the actual traits and
behaviors of people who engage in green consumption
remains inconclusive.

Conclusion and future research

This review summarizes recent research on how people
use sustainable food choices as an impression manage-
ment strategy. We elaborated on three factors (i.e. status
striving, group cooperation, and mate attraction) that can
explain why, when, and how people use sustainable food

choices as a means of portraying themselves in a favor-
able fashion. However, these factors have not yet been
exploited to promote more sustainable food choices.
Thus, the inclusion of references to impression man-
agement strategies as part of communication campaigns
and interventions can contribute to encouraging changes
in eating habits.

Considering that the topic has not received much at-
tention in the literature yet, some fruitful future re-
search directions deserve special consideration. First,
although (conspicuous) sustainable food consumption is
recognized as a status-signaling strategy [27¢e—29¢] it is
not known exactly how sustainable food consumption
signals status. There are two main status-signaling
strategies: dominance, which involves the use of fear
and intimidation to force compliance, and prestige,
which involves demonstrating skills that are valued by
others so that they voluntarily comply [48]. Future work
should test whether sustainable food consumption pri-
marily conveys dominance, prestige, or both. Second,
people who consume sustainable foods are seen as more
cooperative, although their behavior is not more co-
operative than the behavior of people who do not en-
gage in such consumption [32,34ee 35]. Thus, it is
possible that some people strategically use green con-
sumption as a way to camouflage their other non-
cooperative practices, thus mimicking the ‘green
washing’ strategies that some companies unethically
engage in [49]. Further studies, preferably those that
examine human behavior longitudinally, should test this
possibility. Relatedly, to disentangle whether green
consumers show a genuine care for the planet or simply
want to visibly display such prosocial tendencies in
public places, it would be interesting to test whether
consumers’ scores on the scale capturing green con-
sumption values [50] correlate with the Marlowe—
Crowne Social Desirability Scale or the BIDR
Impression Management Scale [51]. Finally, whereas
the current review focused on three important con-
textual factors underlying consumers’ sustainability-re-
lated decisions, there are multiple traits and individual
difference factors, ranging from birth order [52¢], per-
sonality [53], and attachment style [54¢] to gender and
sex [42] that have also been shown to predict sustain-
able shopping. Future studies, preferably using meta-
analytic techniques, should optimally test the strength
of association between green consumption and a series
of (a) situation-specific states and (b) stable traits.

In closing, it is worth mentioning that the current review
is largely based on studies from Western, educated, in-
dustrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) societies
[55]. As a result, cultural variability in the direction and
strength of the reported effects remains to be examined.
Moreover, people differ substantially in their values
even within WEIRD and non-WEIRD countries [56],
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thus highlighting the need to also consider social strati-
fication and regional fluctuations on top of cross-cultural
variation in future research on sustainable food choices
as an impression management strategy [57].
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