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ARTICLE 

Beating unsustainability with eating: four alternative food-
consumption scenarios
Anna Kirveennummi1, Johanna Mäkelä2, & Riikka Saarimaa1 
1 Finland Futures Research Centre, Tykistökatu 4B, 20014 University of Turku, Finland (email: anna.kirveennummi@utu.fi;

riikka.saarimaa@utu.fi) 
2 Department of Teacher Education, PO Box 9, 00014 University of Helsinki, Finland (email: jomakela@mappi.helsinki.fi)

This article describes the future of food consumption from the consumer’s point-of-view, emphasizing the appropria-
tion of sustainability by everyday life. The authors use a scenario process to analyze four food-consumption alterna-
tives for 2030 from the perspective of sustainable food consumption. The evaluative process has three aims: 1) to 
show some possible outcomes of the future of food consumption from the consumers’ standpoint, 2) to produce new 
information about the different sustainability aspects by evaluating food-consumption scenarios innovatively, and 3) to 
reflect on the uses and possibilities of a scenario method as a tool for organizing complex qualitative data in a multi-
actor process. One of the study’s conclusions is that consumers’ ideas of sustainable futures have not gained enough 
attention in policy recommendations. We show how the scenarios could be used as flexible tools employing con-
sumer insights for future policy processes and public discussions. For further implementation, the most interesting 
alternatives and new ideas can be found at the intersection of all four scenarios. It is this area that shows an option 
worth striving for, a space for dealing with different sustainability challenges simultaneously.

KEYWORDS: food consumption, environmental awareness, public policy

Introduction

Global driving forces such as climate change and 
population growth affect the international food sys-
tem, as do trends such as the growing consumption of 
meat and the use of grain in biofuel production. Nu-
merous scholars have identified these developments 
as possible future causes of major changes and even 
crises (von Braun, 2007; Nelson et al. 2010; Brown, 
2011). Analyzing relevant environmental, social, and 
cultural changes allows researchers to form alterna-
tive scenarios for the future and helps to understand 
the consequences and links among possible futures 
for food consumption. Futures thinking, and the use 
of long-term visioning exercises, has become part of 
strategic forecasting in many companies and organi-
zations (see e.g., Sedlacko & Gjotski, 2010; Lakkala 
& Vehmas, 2011; Reisch et al. 2011).

This article uses a scenario process conducted 
between 2006 and 2008 as a starting point and then 
analyzes the scenarios from the perspective of sus-
tainable food consumption in everyday life 
(Kirveennummi et al. 2008a). The methodological 
aim is to demonstrate how the scenarios can be used 
as flexible tools to evaluate, and even re-evaluate, the 
perspectives and ideas of different actors. The four 
scenarios were originally developed during a multi-
actor research process, set up to enhance the compet-

itiveness of the Finnish food sector. We subsequently 
describe the methodological approach and the back-
ground of the overall process and characterize both 
the scenarios of future food consumption and the 
different aspects of sustainability present in each of 
them. Finally, we discuss ways to handle these dif-
ferent forms, contents, and meanings of sustaina-
bility, which could also consider consumer aspects 
and local solutions.

Designing the Scenarios 

Scenarios are ways of organizing our knowledge 
and understanding of possible futures. Scenario 
methods produce information for strategic use, such 
as problem solving and policy making, by simply 
enabling us to ask better questions. Scenarios can 
also work as tools for simulating and exploring 
emerging issues by highlighting trends and major 
changes for creative innovation processes and identi-
fying alternative pathways to different futures (see 
Schwartz, 1991; Godet, 2001; van Notten et al. 
2003).

Our scenario process for food consumption in 
Finland in 2030 worked originally as a tool for identi-
fying the alternative consumption patterns that were 
then being discussed among actors in the food system 
(e.g., experts, consumers, company representatives, 
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policy makers). In our case, it meant creating a 
toolbox for futures thinking using environmental 
scanning and consumer studies as well as scenario 
tools for collecting food-consumption insights in 
Finland. Our aim was to develop a flexible scenario 
method, simulating screenplays or scripts to collect 
and interpret partly overlapping information and to 
design scenarios for further uses (e.g., increasing 
future awareness and product development). The goal 
was thus not to predict but to analyze the intertwining 
relationships among the many trends and aspects of 
food consumption. The scenarios offer a method of 
dealing with the complexities of the future and its 
uncertainties by providing context for seeing the 
effects of planning or not doing anything and allow-
ing markets and individual choices to ultimately 
render an outcome. This approach provides a unique 
way of clarifying the many potential futures and thus 
even opening eyes to present possibilities and chal-
lenges (Másini, 1993). 

The main parts of the scenarios were published 
in “Star Maps of Future Food Consumption” 
(Kirveennummi et al. 2008a) and actively discussed 
in the media. They were also used for further re-
search and to provide information about the various 
consumer perspectives when designing Finnish food 
consumption policies (see e.g., MAF, 2010). We also 
offered some observations about the uses of the out-
comes as tools for strategic thinking or product de-
velopment by the food companies.  

The background research of the scenario process 
was conducted as part of a multi-actor study and 

some of the results have been reported earlier (e.g., 
Kirveennummi et al. 2008a; 2008b; Vinnari & Tapio, 
2009; Tapio et al. 2011) (Figure 1). We conducted 
our study by combining expert knowledge (including 
participation by representatives of nongovernmental 
organizations) with consumer knowledge: our two-
round Delphi study on the future of food consump-
tion contained expert interviews (N=39) followed by 
an expert questionnaire. The unique feature of our 
project was that we invited both experts (N=21) and 
consumers (N=177) to answer the same question-
naire. These questionnaires were then followed by six 
workshops with 53 Finnish consumers recruited from 
a consumer panel maintained by the National Con-
sumer Research Center. The panel was comprised of 
volunteer participants interested in consumer issues 
rather than a representative sample of Finns 
(Pulliainen, 2009).  

The whole process was iterative, meaning that 
feedback from the previous rounds provided the 
information used in creating the next part of the 
study. The expert interviews revealed the major 
driving forces and focal questions for both the expert 
and consumer questionnaires. The answers to the 
questionnaires enabled us to identify the most im-
portant trends. Some of the issues identified in the 
food-consumption discussions were considered very 
problematic by the respondents, namely those who 
believed that the future is going in a probable, but not 
at all preferable, direction, or in an improbable, but 
preferable direction. These challenges included the 
use of convenience food, the expanded deployment 

 

 
 

Figure 1 The Scenario Process of “What’s for Dinner Tomorrow” (MIRHAMI 2030). 
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of technology in food production, and the origin of 
food in 2030. An example of this kind of discrepancy 
can be seen in Figure 2, which shows consumer atti-
tudes toward the increasing presence of vegetarian-
ism in the future. The issues were used as thematic 
starting points in the workshops. In these discussions, 
the participants considered possible ways of influenc-
ing the future of food and eating. 

Methodologically, our project primarily com-
bined qualitative methods used in futures and con-
sumer studies. This approach enabled us to merge 
visions from both experts and laypersons and we 
invited both groups to answer the same questionnaire. 
Finally, to further discuss the scenarios and their 
implications, we organized five workshops for com-
panies representing different parts of the Finnish food 
chain and a seminar for all actors in the food sector. 
We regarded the actors from corporations and other 
organizations as experts and partners and these indi-
viduals were invited to evaluate long-term futures 
rarely considered in the private sector (cf., Laasonen, 
2012). Therefore, the project created interaction 
among the various stakeholders of the Finnish food 
chain and provided new insights, especially from the 
consumer’s point-of-view. We deemed this process 
of engagement to be especially valuable because of 
the importance of understanding the relationships and 
roles of the diverse actors comprising national and 
global food systems within the frame of food govern-
ance (cf. Marsden, 2002). 

The consumer workshops enabled us to discern 
multiple ways of knowing about the future of every-
day life. On several occasions, the discussions during 
our scenario exercises contained elements of back-
casting processes, where people’s hopes and dreams 
of favorable futures were discussed (Vergragt & 
Quist, 2011). The project thus represented a common 

hybrid form of a scenario process containing features 
from both intuitive and explorative forecasting 
(“What could or would happen if...”) as well as nor-
mative backcasting processes (“What should hap-
pen”) (van Notten et al. 2003; Vergragt & Quist, 
2011; see also EEA, 2009). In futures research, it is 
most common to concentrate on macro-level analysis 
and expert knowledge, but here we wanted to assess 
consumer-driven ideas on the future of food and 
eating and to emphasize the consumer’s point-of-
view.  
 
Analyzing the Material and Designing the 
Scenarios  

Our analysis of the data and design of the sce-
narios drew theoretically and methodologically upon 
qualitative research practices where futures and con-
sumer studies—as well as cultural anthropology 
(ethnography)—serve as starting points. Our own 
disciplinary backgrounds are in ethnology, sociology, 
religious studies, and research traditions oriented 
around cultural as well as socio-material practices 
that “consist of both doings and sayings” (Warde, 
2005; see also Löfgren & Wilk, 2006; Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011). The triangulative methodology 
(using different methods and data, Janesick, 2000) 
and our multidisciplinarity enabled us to look at the 
future of everyday life from a variety of perspectives. 

The qualitative material that we analyzed con-
sisted of transcribed interviews and discussions, 
images that the participants were invited to construct 
of future food consumption, and comments written in 
the open questions in the questionnaires. Possible 
futures are interpreted by pondering this empirical 
data, making observations of technologically medi-
ated social interaction, and integrating personal expe-
riences. Even in the workshop discussions, we en-
couraged the participants to use their own historical 
awareness and personal experiences of different phe-
nomena to think about the facts they had previously 
read or heard, to make extrapolations, and to reverse 
and activate their thoughts as in brainstorming. This 
series of procedures led to discussions where con-
sumers used their own insights and abilities to for-
mulate explanations, interpretations, and imaginings. 
In other words, the workshops produced narratives 
based on the creativity of the participants. 

In our analysis, we focus on the different con-
tents and meanings given by the respondents to vari-
ous constructions of different futures. These are pos-
sible alternatives in people’s forethought, analytical 
and semantic constructions created by directing the 
mind toward the future through imaging or by ex-
trapolating observed changes. Bernard de Jouvenel 
(1967) called these constructions “futuribles.” These 
can be created and further simulated by comprising 

 
 
Figure 2 A star map of ecological food consumption.  
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various economic, technological, political, social, 
cultural, and environmental issues (Malaska & 
Virtanen, 2005). By focusing on mundane tasks in 
the kitchen, food stores, and other daily life situa-
tions, our aim was to obtain a better understanding of 
the multiple meanings and voices given to the many 
problems related to food.  

The whole envisioning process was designed to 
be inventive: these scenarios serve as tools for mak-
ing complex phenomena understandable and open for 
discussions and innovations. We visualized the sce-
narios as star maps (Figure 2). In these constellations, 
the size of the star captures the effect of driving 
forces, often felt to be beyond the capacity of ordi-
nary people to influence. The stars in the middle 
describe the consumption trends, mostly made by 
consumers’ own choices. This approach enabled us to 
explore the different factors and their relationships 
affecting everyday life and eating practices, counter-
trends, and reactions within the alternative ways of 
acting in the different scenarios (Kirveennummi et al. 
2008a). 

In existing future scenarios, people’s daily lives 
are not usually described in all their multiplicity 
(EEA, 2000). From our previous experiences, we 
knew that this process tended to simplify many of the 
temporal, cultural, socioeconomic, or geographic 
variations in how people produce coherent scenarios. 
The scenarios work as models, and consequently, the 
process of summarizing the texts and narrations often 
reduces their ethnographically thick descriptions 
(Geertz, 1977). The scenarios can thus be seen as 
constructions and generalizations of knowledge.  
 
Alternative Roles of (Un)Sustainability Within 
Four Scenarios in 2030  
 

In this section, we summarize some of the main 
features of the scenario outcomes (Kirveennummi et 
al. 2008a) and show how they illustrate different 
aspects of sustainable eating practices in the future.  
 
Scenario 1: The Cornucopian Future of Food 
Consumption 

In the cornucopian scenario, neither climate 
change nor population growth has had a sufficiently 
strong local impact to cause political pressure to 
develop ecofriendly legislation or sustainable food-
production systems. Main cultural models and eating 
habits still derive from a world assumed to have 
unlimited resources. There is unrestricted competi-
tion among companies and an overload of food prod-
ucts that try to satisfy difficult-to-predict individual 
consumer needs, as the market is very fragmented 
and in a state of constant change. Large amounts of 
edible food end up as waste, producing some of the 

most severe environmental impacts associated with 
the food sector. Food waste is recycled for the pro-
duction of bioenergy, but the production of “unneces-
sary food” squanders energy and other resources. 

The promotion of healthy eating is an important 
driver in people’s food choices, although taste and 
pleasure dominate desires in relation to food. Con-
sumers are even busier in the future than they are 
today. Thus, industrially produced convenience food 
plays a major role in daily eating habits. 

Due to general indifference toward environmen-
tal issues, food scandals and sudden shortages of 
animal products still exist. These negative occur-
rences, combined with individualistic food choices, 
make the food system both complex and chaotic. 
Demand for efficiently produced organic food is 
growing rapidly and people are willing to pay for 
well-known multinational or multilocal ecological 
brands (the globally owned local brands). To get truly 
organic products and satisfactory experiences, people 
have begun to grow their own vegetables. This activ-
ity springs from a demand for naturalness and nostal-
gia as imaginative and comforting elements. 

Warren Belasco (2006) describes cornucopian 
utopias as a recurring feature in visions of the future. 
The common conceptions presented in this scenario 
follow old, optimistic ideas about the future, namely 
limitless modernization and economic growth. The 
city of the future is like a farm and a wonderland. For 
consumption-oriented people, ecological sustainabil-
ity means increasing the amount of green products, 
which may contribute to the greening of consumption 
practices, but is just as likely to affirm a hedonistic 
consumer culture (Fuentes, 2011). 
 
Scenario 2: Ecological Food Consumption  

In the ecological food consumption scenario, the 
influences of global driving forces are taken more 
seriously. Climate consciousness has caused the most 
radical changes in food cultures (see Anderson, 2005; 
Lemke, 2011). In the expert interviews and in the 
consumer workshops, respondents often described a 
world in which ecological practices, along with in-
stitutional support, guide food consumption. In this 
scenario, the whole food system is integrated into 
flexible production, distribution, consumption, and 
recycling networks. Sustainability in the form of 
ecological thinking is a fully acknowledged social 
driver, and thus the scenario describes an ideal active 
and motivational situation for solving problems. 

There are many multi-level ways of governance 
among different actors, ecological and nutritional 
guidelines, and restrictions in every part of the food 
system. Food-production models and methods are 
planned carefully—how food plants should be grown 
and cultivated, where cattle should be bred, and so 
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forth. New production methods and logistics are 
constantly being sought out, not only for food pro-
duction, but also for the protection of the environ-
ment and its natural resources. Products and packages 
are required to fulfill several ecological criteria and 
new norms regulating societal behavior are adjusted 
to everyday lives and practices. 

In most households, food is prepared at home, 
but there is also demand for services provided by 
centralized kitchens or restaurants. The industry 
produces food more ecologically than the average 
household. Urban farming, as well as community 
supported agriculture, flourishes and many new kinds 
of collective systems come into existence to make 
household logistics more ecologically and economi-
cally sustainable. 

The consequences of these more comprehensive 
sustainability systems also create new challenges. 
First and foremost, the variety of consumer choices is 
limited, sometimes extremely so. The means to dem-
ocratically change the cultural atmosphere by affect-
ing the awareness of the population increases intoler-
ance and anxiety within society. Climate-friendly 
diets in their ultimate form can lead to “climate ano-
rexia” that especially threatens the well-being of 
young people. Meat is no longer used for daily meals, 
and the majority of consumers do not eat meat at all. 
Due to sustainability in food production and demands 
for animal welfare, meat is more expensive and diffi-
cult to obtain. It may still be consumed on special 
occasions such as celebrations, where it has great 
symbolic value. One consumer described the likely 
disappearance of meat as occurring, “Well, maybe 
not in 2030, but I’d say that at some point people will 
think that it’s awfully brutal and primitive that we’ve 
been eating meat and all these other animal-based 
foods. And there’s going to be some other system 
providing protein for people” (Consumer workshop, 
Helsinki, September 25, 2007). There is constant 
debate among different schools of thought and tradi-
tions about values in promoting ecological or other 
forms of sustainability. This development has led to a 
culturally sustainable continuation of the multicul-
tural and more tolerant ways of living, yet with a new 
culture of actions, norms, and restrictions for every-
day life. 
 
Scenario 3: Scarcity and Shortage of Food  

In this scenario, altering circumstances, envi-
ronmental constraints, and the growing population 
have driven food production into a deep global crisis. 
Due to climate change, large areas of the world are 
unsuitable for food production. Energy, water, and 
food shortages have become more severe and food 
prices have increased. Authorities regulate food con-
sumption, which leads to conflicts, even wars. Mili-

tary action is needed to ensure food safety in more 
peaceful areas. Life in major industrialized and ur-
banized areas is, at times, unbearable. The number of 
hunger refugees and migrants has grown continu-
ously for years, and this has affected both global and 
national stability. Regional logistics management has 
become crucial for survival: food diets are simple and 
food consumption-production chains are as short as 
possible. 

At the local level, food shortages spread mistrust 
and create conflicts between landowners and those 
without land. Land ownership is the main guarantee 
for better resources, security, and reproduction. This 
also means strong regulations for the public right of 
access to private land (in the Nordic context). In this 
shortage scenario, various close and global network-
ing models and a new sense of strong communality 
are emerging. The value of food, land, and country-
side living is increasing. Everyday diets are often 
based on grains, potatoes, beans, and cabbage. Con-
siderable time is spent on gathering food for families 
and other networks of relatives or friends. It is diffi-
cult to make long-term plans for a more sustainable 
future. In the world of scarcity and crisis, there may 
be no option other than trying to produce food as 
efficiently as possible. 
 
Scenario 4: Techno-Life and Food 

This scenario is built around the dynamic tech-
nological modernization of society (c.f., Spaargaren, 
1997). The worst future perspectives related to this 
scenario are scarcity and lack of resources, caused by 
global driving forces such as climate change and 
population growth. Technology is developed to solve 
scarcity problems. Innovative and effective techno-
logical solutions and premium food substitutes have 
reduced the suffering of the undernourished. On the 
other hand, people buy functional food, developed to 
promote health and prevent illnesses. The major 
technological and social innovations with an impact 
on food culture include the new forms of industrial 
production and products such as pills and other food 
substitutes for consumers. Other solutions include 
genetically modified food and newly developed food- 
preservation techniques. 

A majority of consumers that attended the work-
shops in 2007, discussing the fourth scenario, be-
lieved that, in 2030, society will be more dependent 
on industrially produced convenience foods than ever 
before. Authentic raw materials are a luxury. Food 
products are designed in factories to meet individual 
tastes and preferences, as well as health and nutri-
tional needs. Competition is fierce, the markets are 
saturated with substitutes and copies, and it is a de-
manding task to trace the origin of food. Numerous 



Kirveennummi et al.: Beating Unsustainability with Eating 

Sustainability: Science, Practice, & Policy | http://sspp.proquest.com Summer 2013 | Volume 9 | Issue 2 
  

88 
 

certificates guarantee the authenticity of products and 
verify the taste and genuineness of raw materials. 

The consumption of meat from “living animals” 
is regarded as abnormal and barbaric, since, in this 
scenario, there is enough in-vitro meat, produced 
painlessly in laboratories. Such products are consid-
ered safe and standardized—proper home food. The 
old vision of food pills has become reality; people are 
finally completely alienated from food production 
(Belasco, 2006). They use the time saved from 
cooking and eating for other activities. As a result, 
the preparation of food from scratch is considered a 
luxury for the privileged. Homemade food is pro-
duced under laboratory conditions. The art of home 
cooking is challenged when technological produc-
tion, consumption methods, and equipment become 
too complex for most people. In many of the discus-
sions with consumers, we noted a slightly utopian 
optimism regarding radical technological innova-
tions: “I think that [running out of energy] doesn’t 
have to be a threat. What if we come up with energy, 
new energy, then we’ll have as much energy as we 
need. So, suddenly we wouldn’t have any problems, 
for example. It could turn out like that—you can 
never know for sure” (Consumer workshop, Helsinki, 
September 25, 2007). 
 
Beating Unsustainability 
 

In all of these scenarios, questions of sustaina-
bility appeared in different settings, in different cul-
tural contexts, and with different patterns of con-
sumption. The scenarios highlighted familiar prob-
lems such as the possibilities of food choices and 
individuality, the origin of food, and technological 
solutions regarding energy, food waste, or food pro-
cessing. Other major features subject to change that 
both the experts and the consumers imagined having 
some future role were demographic sustainability and 
the global scarcity of resources. These themes 
pointed to long-lasting and fundamental changes (see 
Belasco, 2006) that could be seen in the foundation 
of other scenarios as well (see also Godet, 2001; von 
Braun, 2007). The most intriguing practices are the 
solutions carried out in the context of imagined eve-
ryday life. 

Scenario 1: The Cornucopian Future of Food 
Consumption can be described as a market- and con-
sumer-driven “business-as-usual” scenario. Eating, as 
well as consumption in general, is driven by strong 
hedonism and individual health concerns. The field 
of consumption is full of paradoxes, and from an 
ecological sustainability perspective, the multiplicity 
and abundance of choices generate several problems. 
Eating is a problem that is compounded by the ab-
sence of political will or the ability to address prob-

lems of well-being. If consumers remain passive 
there will not be enough critical mass to make the 
necessary cultural changes toward more radical eco-
logical sustainability, as companies and consumers 
mostly focus, respectively, on economic profit or 
individual pleasure. With no effective regulatory 
authority, the situation in the Cornucopia is likely to 
resemble a Pandora’s Box, with ill effects escaping 
into the world food system (cf. Godet, 2001, who 
also uses the Pandora’s Box metaphor but in connec-
tion with food-safety issues). This scenario highlights 
questions on how to manage the changing needs of 
consumers and the variety of rapid flows of food and 
materials, particularly how the management of multi-
plicity will be arranged in the future. 

Scenario 2: Ecological Food Consumption ena-
bles the expression of strong demands for more radi-
cal ecological thinking in consumption as well as in 
production and distribution. The crucial difference 
(compared to Scenario 1) is that the responsibility for 
environmental choices is not left to consumers alone. 
When food-policy issues become politically central, 
less democratic ways of handling opportunism have 
to be applied. Important steps for regulation have 
been made in the public sector with, for example, 
new forms of tax regulation (see also Vinnari & 
Tapio, 2012.) The best solutions show the impact of 
new multi-level governance models, where authori-
ties make the regulations in collaboration with com-
panies as well as active consumers. 

This situation leaves us with two questions. First, 
what kinds of solutions exist, and how could these be 
developed further? Second, how can ecological re-
strictions be made effectively but with democratic 
methods to increase social resilience? 

Scenario 3: Scarcity and Shortage of Food envi-
sions a future where social sustainability and trust are 
constantly challenged by difficult crises. With respect 
to governance, a major focus is placed on human 
survival. Major political conflicts concern landown-
ers and those without land or access to it. Land own-
ership is seen as the main guarantee for better re-
sources, security, and reproduction. This situation 
may lead to strong pressure or some regulation re-
garding the public right of access to private land that 
(at least in the Nordic countries) has been a tradi-
tional form of land use in the woodlands. New ques-
tions emphasize social sustainability in terms of sev-
eral questions. How can we efficiently manage both 
equality and the sharing of resources? How can po-
litical decisions made in a resource-impoverished 
situation even include long-term planning? Where do 
the borders between “us” and “them” go and what 
kinds of politics are used to frame or legitimize these 
actions? 
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Scenario 4: Techno-Life and Food describes 
changes using a familiar perspective related to tech-
nological and ecological modernization without any 
radical ruptures within society (see e.g., York & 
Rosa, 2003). The concept of homemade food as we 
understand it today has changed, as preprocessed 
ingredients are readily available. Challenges of sus-
tainability are characterized by the acceptance of 
radical innovations, as well as the ability of technol-
ogy to perpetuate prevailing cultural values. Many of 
the major critical challenges here are concerned with 
the perspective of cultural sustainability, which pays 
special attention to continuation and change, as well 
as with the participatory aspects of sustainability. As 
a result, it is inevitable that the cultural changes in-
clude alterations in understanding what is regarded as 
natural, “real” food. Taking this scenario as a starting 
point, it would be interesting to discuss the mecha-
nisms of these changes in the future. 

Reading the scenarios from a sustainability per-
spective shows the many contradictory elements 
around the concept and phenomena. The different 
notions of the uncertainty and the contradictions of 
future food consumption should be innovatively 
elaborated using other futures tools. The positive and 
negative outcomes show how the different aspects of 
sustainability should be analyzed and used proac-
tively to make new paths to favorable futures.  
 
Conclusion 
 

 “[In 2030,] there will be vegetarians, vegans, and 
then there’s one crazy beef-person” (Consumer work-
shop, Helsinki, September 25, 2007). This quote 
crystallizes the multiplicity of images created by 
consumers in workshops on the futures of food con-
sumption. Consumers recognized a large number of 
well-known and previously unknown issues that 
should be taken into account when pursuing sustaina-
ble food consumption. In their views of a sustainable 
future in 2030 the major challenges are greenhouse-
gas emissions, the environmental impacts of consum-
ing animal-based food products, food packaging and 
food waste, food preparation in households and insti-
tutions, and organic food.  

It should be pointed out that present policy plans 
have considered all these issues. Sustainability has 
already been apparent in both political and research 
agendas. Efforts to tackle problems related to food 
production, consumption, and distribution have cre-
ated new vocabularies and concepts, such as “food 
policy” and “food governance” (Lang et al. 2009). 
Quite often, food plays a vital role in both strategies 
and research projects. Notable examples include the 

Swedish Food 21 Research Program,1 the UK’s Food 
2030 (DEFRA, 2010), and the future challenges faced 
in the Mediterranean countries (ICAMAS, 2008). On 
the European Union (EU) level, the Policies to Pro-
mote Sustainable Consumption Patterns (the EUPOPP 
project) focused on housing and food.  

Common to many current strategies is a new fo-
cus on consumers. Current policy making often relies 
on the informed choices of individuals, with the em-
phasis now on “consumer choice” (Kjærnes, 2012), for 
better or worse. This is why the collaboration between 
experts and laypersons in the scenario process pre-
sented here is important. Scenarios have typically been 
based on expert views regarding possible futures. 
However, if we are to take the goals of these various 
strategies seriously, it is vital to understand and in-
volve consumers as experts of their own everyday 
lives. For them, the pathways to sustainable and just 
food production and consumption are paved with 
multi-level processes engaging a variety of actors. 
Even though consumers often emphasize the role of 
right consumer choices, they profoundly acknowledge 
the need for regulation and legislation as well. One 
central result of the scenario process is the notion that 
consumers’ ideas on how to balance the different 
perspectives of the sustainable futures have not gained 
enough attention in political processes. 

The four scenarios presented in this article include 
many challenges recognized in other sustainable food- 
consumption discussions (Berger et al. 2011; Lemke, 
2011; Reisch et al. 2011). For further implementation, 
the scenario methods and actual scenarios can be 
evaluated and used more effectively as innovative 
tools addressing the different aspects of sustainability 
generally and the cultural norms and presumptions 
guiding our eating practices and food categorizations. 
Indeed, some of the most interesting alternatives and 
new ideas can be found at the intersection of all four 
scenarios. The future of sustainable eating is not only 
a question of either optimistic growth-oriented abun-
dance or scarcity-focused thinking. It is in the intersti-
tial area where we can find an option worth striving 
for, a space for dealing with different sustainability 
challenges simultaneously. This space, where ecologi-
cal, economic, social, and cultural sustainability meet 
new innovations, could be a new culture of action (for 
example, a sort of LOHAS 2.0, Lifestyles of Health 
and Sustainability, could be developed). This could be 
described as a scenario where all the different “good 
things” bundle and various aspects and perspectives of 
sustainability are identified and developed to new 
practices or products. Could this be a dialogical meet-
ing point where unsustainability can be beaten with 
eating? Or is it another utopia, a trap created by ex-
                                                      
1 See http://www-mat21.slu.se/eng/index.htm. 
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perts? The critical question is how to examine the 
blank spaces on the maps of scenarios and search for 
alternative forms of sustainability. 

As it is evident that food production and con-
sumption are key issues for a more sustainable future, 
it should be noted that ecological challenges are often 
addressed with green products and green consumption. 
In current debates, green usually equals organic or 
local food. Yet the problem is that all this “greenness” 
still reinforces a hedonistic consumer culture without 
promoting new reflexive and critical forms of con-
sumption (Fuentes, 2011). Is it more effective to create 
a more sustainable future through consumer choices or 
selected policy strategies and measures in food pro-
duction and consumption? The conclusion is that a 
consensus of the most desirable future cannot be found 
simply in people’s various values and ideas but has to 
be put forth by dialogue among the different actors. 
Even in the workshops, the participants spent a con-
siderable amount of time discussing the different 
criteria of eating properly and deliberating over who 
has the authority to define those standards. However, 
we cannot assess desirability without carefully experi-
encing and testing it in changing everyday-life con-
texts. 

People do not question consumption, but rather 
see it as a way of life (Repo & Raijas, 2010; Lemke, 
2011). It is clear that big processes like climate 
change tend to be so daunting and modes of produc-
tion so abstract that people feel overwhelmed. Con-
sequently, individuals focus on personal engage-
ments, small steps, and concerns (see also Adam & 
Groves, 2007). The re-evaluative process gives us 
some hints about the multiplicity and complexity of 
sustainability: for consumers, there are no clear nor-
mative standards that could or should be followed. 
Instead, there are different aspects of sustainability, 
and the challenge is to look at the complex issues in 
bottom-up or multi-actor processes. It is true that to 
develop sustainable products and services, some clear 
expert-driven regulations are needed. Nevertheless, it 
is useful to see how different concerns can be per-
ceived from multiple perspectives and within the 
broader change of social patterns, and how analyzing 
them provides a fruitful way of building policies. 
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