
Pesq. agropec. bras., Brasília, v.60, e04143, 2025
DOI: 10.1590/S1678-3921.pab2025.v60.04143

This is an open-access article distributed under the 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

ISSN 1678-3921
Journal homepage: www.embrapa.br/pab

For manuscript submission and journal contents, 
access: www.scielo.br/pab

Nayara Aparecida da Silva Costa ( ) 
Universidade Federal de Viçosa, Programa 
de Pós-Graduação em Microbiologia Agrícola, 
Viçosa, MG, Brazil.  
E-mail: nayara.a.costa@ufv.br

Gabriela Aparecida Nalon 
Universidade Federal de Viçosa, Programa de 
Pós-Graduação em Ciência e Tecnologia de 
Alimentos, Minas Gerais, Brazil.  
E-mail: gabriela.nalon@ufv.br

Kennya Beatriz Siqueira 
Embrapa Gado de Leite, Juiz de Fora, MG, 
Brazil. E-mail: kennya.siqueira@embrapa.br

 Corresponding author

Received
May 12, 2025

Accepted
August 21, 2025

How to cite
COSTA, N.A. da S.; NALON, G.A.; 
SIQUEIRA, K.B. Consumers’ sustainability 
perception in dairy purchases across socio 
economic contexts. Pesquisa Agropecuária 
Brasileira, v.60, e04143, 2025. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1590/S1678-3921.pab2025.v60.04143.

Consumers’ sustainability 
perception in dairy purchases 
across socio economic contexts
Abstract - The objective of this work was to systematically review the 
literature to examine how consumers’ perception of sustainability influences 
their purchasing behavior in the dairy sector. The study explored cultural and 
economic contexts and also identified key barriers and opportunities influencing 
the shift from purchase intention to the actual behavior. The review followed the 
PRISMA 2020 guidelines, with searches conducted in the Scopus, Scielo, Web 
of Science, and Google Scholar databases. After screening 17 eligible studies, 
five analytical categories emerged: activation of ethical values, influence of 
cultural values and information access, clarity in communicating sustainable 
attributes and environmental literacy, trust in certifications and traceability, and 
the attitude-behavior gap. The findings indicate that ethical values - particularly 
a concern for animal welfare - strongly influence sustainable dairy choices, 
sometimes more than environmental arguments. Cultural and socioeconomic 
contexts shape how attributes such as traceability, naturalness, and resource 
efficiency are interpreted. Clear and verifiable communication enhances 
acceptance, whereas lack of trust, perceived costs, and limited information 
maintain the intention-action gap. Overcoming these barriers requires inclusive 
communication, economic incentives, and a greater market availability of 
sustainable options, enabling more coherent and equitable consumption systems 
aligned with local realities.

Index terms: animal welfare perception, eco-label trust, environmental 
awareness, ethical food choices.

Percepção do consumidor sobre sustentabilidade 
na compra de produtos lácteos em 
diferentes contextos socioeconômicos
Resumo - O objetivo deste trabalho foi revisar sistematicamente a literatura 
para examinar como a percepção dos consumidores sobre sustentabilidade 
influencia o comportamento de compra no setor de laticínios. O estudo 
explorou os contextos culturais e econômicos e também identificou as 
principais barreiras e oportunidades que influenciam a transição da intenção 
de compra para o comportamento efetivo. A revisão seguiu as diretrizes do 
PRISMA 2020, com buscas nas bases Scopus, Scielo, Web of Science e Google 
Scholar. Após a triagem de 17 estudos elegíveis, emergiram cinco categorias 
analíticas: ativação de valores éticos, influência de valores culturais e acesso à 
informação, clareza na comunicação de atributos sustentáveis e alfabetização 
ambiental, confiança em certificações e rastreabilidade, e o hiato atitude-
comportamento. Os achados indicam que valores éticos – particularmente a 
preocupação com o bem-estar animal – influenciam fortemente as escolhas 
sustentáveis de laticínios, às vezes mais do que argumentos ambientais. 

COP30 
Food Technology/ Review

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1690-9828
mailto:nayara.costa@ufv.br
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9691-8622
mailto:gabriela.nalon@ufv.br
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6727-7774
mailto:kennya.siqueira@embrapa.br


Pesq. agropec. bras., Brasília, v.60, e04143, 2025
DOI: 10.1590/S1678-3921.pab2025.v60.04143

Consumers’ sustainability perception in dairy purchases across socio-economic contexts2 of 11 3 of 11N.A. da S. Costa et al.

Os contextos culturais e socioeconômicos moldam a 
forma como atributos como rastreabilidade, naturalidade 
e eficiência no uso de recursos são interpretados. 
A comunicação clara e verificável aumenta a aceitação, 
enquanto a falta de confiança, os custos percebidos e a 
limitação de informações mantêm o hiato entre intenção 
e ação. Superar essas barreiras requer comunicação 
inclusiva, incentivos econômicos e maior disponibilidade 
de opções sustentáveis no mercado, possibilitando sistemas 
de consumo mais coerentes e equitativos, alinhados às 
realidades locais.

Termos para Indexação: percepção de bem-estar animal, 
confiança em rótulos ambientais, consciência ambiental, 
escolhas alimentares éticas.

Introduction

Milk is one of the most traded foods worldwide, 
playing a strategic role in global food security and 
national economies, representing an important source 
of protein, income and employment (IDF, 2021; FAO, 
2022). However, in recent decades, this sector has 
been criticized for its environmental impacts, such as 
greenhouse gas emissions, the use of water resources 
and animal welfare issues (Garnett, 2011).

At the same time, there has been a growing 
transformation in the consumers’ profile, who have 
come to consider attributes related to sustainability as 
part of the criteria for choosing food (Grunert et al., 
2011; Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2019). Concerning dairy 
products, this perception is particularly ambiguous: 
while milk is seen as a traditional and nutritious food, 
it is also associated with environmental and ethical 
externalities (Saarinen et al., 2023; Sogari et al., 2023).

The literature has advanced in understanding 
the factors that influence consumption behavior 
toward sustainable foods, including aspects such as 
personal values, social norms and environmental 
labeling (Hartmann & Siegrist, 2017; López-Galán 
& de-Magistris, 2020). Studies show that consumers’ 
adherence and willingness to recognize and value 
attributes linked to sustainability have become central 
elements in this scenario (Gao et al., 2020).

As consumers become more aware of 
environmental, social and economic challenges, their 
purchasing decisions are increasingly influenced by 
the sustainability attributes of products. Andrade et al. 
(2024) observed that consumers of dairy products 
express concern about environmental issues and are 

open to marketing about sustainability. Therefore, 
consumers’ perception of sustainability has a 
significant influence on their decision to purchase 
dairy products. Thus, understanding how consumers 
interpret sustainability signals and how these factors 
influence their purchasing decisions is relevant for 
planning more effective actions in the sector (Goddard 
et al., 2019; Gao et al., 2020).

Understanding consumers’ perceptions of 
sustainability in the dairy sector is fundamental to 
assessing receptiveness to practices and products 
associated with this concept. This perception, in turn, 
is not uniform and can vary according to individual and 
contextual aspects, which reinforces the importance 
of investigations that explore this field systematically 
(Lombardi et al., 2017; Ammann et al., 2024). By 
identifying how consumers interpret and attribute value 
to sustainability, it is possible to guide actions more 
aligned with social demands and the improvement of 
the production chain (Zhao et al., 2020).

Despite advances in research into sustainable 
product consumption, there are still few studies that 
systematically synthesize the factors that mediate the 
relationship between perception of sustainability and 
purchasing behavior, specifically in the dairy sector, 
considering different cultural and economic contexts.

This makes it pertinent to investigate the relationship 
between perceptions of sustainability and consumer 
behavior in the context of dairy products. Identifying 
patterns, motivations and barriers can support 
decisions that are more in line with social demands 
and contribute to improving production practices, 
communication strategies and policy formulations 
aimed at sustainability in the sector.

The objective of this work was to systematically 
review the literature to examine how consumers’ 
perception of sustainability shapes purchasing behavior 
in the dairy sector. It explored cultural and economic 
contexts and identified key barriers and opportunities 
influencing the shift from purchase intention to actual 
behavior.

Materials and Methods

The methodology was a systematic review, following 
the recommendations of the PRISMA 2020 statement 
(Page et al., 2021) adapted to the field of consumer 
behavior research.
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The central research question was: “How does 
consumers’ perception of sustainability influence 
their choices when purchasing dairy products?”. The 
review considered studies published in the last ten 
years, allowing the inclusion of all relevant works 
available until April 2025. The bibliographic search 
was carried out in March and April 2025, in major and 
widely recognized databases: Scopus, Scielo, Web of 
Science, and Google Scholar databases. In addition, 
the snowball technique was applied, examining 
the reference lists of the selected articles to identify 
relevant studies that had not been captured in the 
initial search (Wohlin et al., 2022).

The search strategy was designed using Boolean 
operators (“AND” and “OR”) to optimize the precision 
and comprehensiveness of the results, combining 
different descriptors related to consumer perception, 
sustainability, and dairy products.

 The terms used included: (“consumer perception” 
OR “consumer attitude” OR “consumer behavior” OR 
“consumer preference” OR “consumer willingness 
to pay”) AND (“sustainability” OR “environmental 
impact” OR “carbon footprint” OR “sustainable 
production” OR “ethical consumption” OR “animal 
welfare”) AND (“dairy products” OR “milk” OR 
“cheese” OR “yogurt” OR “butter” OR “dairy 
industry”) AND (“purchase decision” OR “buying 
behavior” OR “consumer choice” OR “market trends”).

Inclusion criteria comprised peer-reviewed articles 
published in English, Spanish or Portuguese in the 
last 10 years, explicitly addressing the relationship 
between consumers and sustainability in the context of 
dairy products, and linking these aspects to purchasing 
decisions. Exclusion criteria included review articles, 
studies addressing organic products as inherently 
sustainable without discussing broader sustainability 
dimensions, articles unrelated to dairy products, and 
studies outside the scope of the research question.

The search retrieved 25 articles in Scopus, out of 
which three were excluded in Rayyan for not meeting 
the inclusion criteria. The Web of Science search 
retrieved seven articles, while Scielo did not return 
any results. Given the limited number of articles found 
in these databases, Google Scholar was included as 
an additional source, following the approach of Costa 
et al. (202 5), who also employed this database to 
enhance the comprehensiveness of their systematic 
review. Because of the large volume of records 

retrieved in this database, titles were first screened 
to identify potentially relevant studies, followed by 
a manual assessment to ensure compliance to the 
inclusion criteria.

All references were first imported into Mendeley 
software (version 2.106.0) for organization and duplicate 
identification. The deduplicated records were then 
exported to the Rayyan QCRI platform (Ouzzani et al., 
2016), where titles and abstracts were screened blindly 
and independently by two reviewers. Discrepancies 
were resolved through discussion with a third reviewer, 
following the methodological recommendations for 
systematic reviews (Higgins et al., 2022).

From Scopus, eight articles were selected for 
full-text analysis, and from Web of Science, one 
article was retained. An additional eight articles were 
identified through manual selection in Google Scholar. 
This process resulted in 17 articles included in the final 
synthesis, all of which were reviewed and discussed by 
the three authors to ensure consistency and reliability 
in the analysis.

 The five analytical categories presented in the 
Results section were defined inductively during 
the data synthesis stage using a thematic analysis 
approach, following the approach adopted by Hwang & 
Kim (2025). These categories were not predetermined 
in the review protocol, but emerged from patterns and 
recurring concepts across the included studies.

Results and Discussion

Despite the growing focus on sustainability in food 
consumption, only 17 studies have examined how 
sustainability perception influences dairy product 
choices. Table 1 provides an overview of these studies, 
which highlighting the diverse methodological 
approaches employed, including choice experiments, 
focus groups, and surveys, across different countries 
and cultural contexts.

According to Table 1, it is possible to note that 
choice experiments and surveys provided quantitative 
insights into consumers’ willingness to pay for 
sustainable attributes, while focus groups offered 
nuanced understanding of attitudes and ethical 
considerations. Despite methodological differences, 
consistent patterns emerged: experimental approaches 
often highlight premiums consumers are willing to 
pay for products with environmental or ethical labels, 
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Table 1. Methodological approaches and key findings on how sustainability perception influences dairy product purchases.

Author Year Location Methodological Approach Key Finding

Lombardi 
et al. 2017 Italy

Choice experiments and focus groups, assessing 
attitudes toward “climate neutral” vs. organic milk 
before and after information on climate change.

Low initial preference for carbon labels; 
importance of “climate neutral” milk increased 
post-intervention, but organic preference decreased 
(label competition).

Goddard et al. 2019 Canada

Data from two Canadian national surveys (2016–
2017) were analyzed using cluster analysis and 
ordered probit regressions to link moral foundations 
with consumer choices.

Respondents endorsing individualizing 
moral foundations were more likely to buy 
sustainable dairy and to support stricter livestock 
environmental and disease control standards.

Gao et al. 2020 China
Surveyed Chinese consumers on sustainable 
milk, linking perceptions, quality awareness, and 
demographics.

Most lack sustainability knowledge; WTP for 
sustainable milk averages 40%, higher for parents, 
boosted by quality link.

Nam et al. 2020 South Korea Study with 450 Koreans used a choice experiment 
and logit models to assess WTP for milk attributes.

Milk from mountain farms was most valued 
(+$0.67/L), with higher WTP among women, 
youth, parents, and wealthier consumers.

Sánchez-
Bravo et al. 2020 Spain, USA, New 

Zealand

A 6-country study (3,600 participants) developed a 
sustainability perception scale using ANOVA, PCA, 
and clustering.

High-income consumers in Brazil and China value 
milk traceability; 40.2% prefer clean-label dairy for 
sustainability.

Zhao et al. 2020
China, North 
Carolina State 
University

A three-step study (focus groups, auction, field 
experiment) with 282 Chinese students tested 
responses and WTP for carbon-labeled milk.

Price was the key factor, with a 3.2% premium 
accepted for carbon-labeled milk; taste, nutrition, 
and labels also influenced choices.

Schiano et al. 2020 EUA
Focus groups and online surveys assessed consumer 
perceptions of sustainability, health, ethics, and 
trust in dairy and plant-based products.

Consumers prioritize low carbon footprint, few 
additives, animal welfare, and clear labels; plant-
based alternatives are seen as most sustainable.

Brumă et al. 2021 Romania

A mixed-methods study in Suceava, Romania 
(n=447) analyzed dairy purchasing habits during 
COVID-19 using surveys and ethnographic 
insights.

Suceava’s direct-to-consumer dairy market is 
growing, with demand for healthy, sustainable 
products via short supply chains, though small 
producers face challenges.

Chang & 
Chen 2022 Taiwan

An online survey of 653 Taiwanese fresh milk 
consumers analyzed moral, attitudinal, and 
behavioral factors using a 7-point Likert scale.

Consumers value quality, safety, traceability, and 
producer credibility; trust in certification strongly 
drives purchase intentions.

Papoutsi et al.  2023 Greece
Interviews with 403 consumers assessed 
willingness to pay (WTP) for ethical labels on feta 
cheese.

Willingness to pay (WTP) values are affected by 
demographic characteristics as well as attitudinal 
variables 

Jin et al. 202 4 China, United 
Kingdom

Online surveys in China (n=1,515) and the UK 
(n=1,656) assessed traceability perceptions and 
purchase intentions for beef, milk, and apples using 
path analysis.

Perceived sustainability traceability boosts 
purchase intentions, especially for beef, with 
stronger effects in the UK influenced by pro-
environmental attitudes.

Cunha et al. 2024
Argentina, Brazil, 
China, France, 
Italy

A total of 1,417 interviews were conducted 
across selected countries, collecting data on four 
ranked choices (from most to least sustainable), 
sociodemographic characteristics, and whether 
price was mentioned.

Choice of eco-friendly foods was shaped by 
country, gender, income, education, and individual 
values and attitudes.

Ammann 
et al. 2024

Czech Republic, 
Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, 
United Kingdom

The EU Horizon 2020 SUPER-G study surveyed 
3,189 participants from five European countries in 
2021 on meat and dairy purchases, sustainability 
perceptions, and trust using 1–5 scales.

Freshness, quality, and animal welfare were top 
priorities; sustainability labels help but rarely drive 
behavior alone.

Aizaki & 
Takeshita 2023 Europe, Japan

An international survey (1,030 per country) used 
best–worst scaling to rank 11 sustainable dairy 
activities and compare preferences across countries, 
genders, and ages.

GHG reduction ranked highest in UK, Netherlands, 
Italy; biodiversity in France; milk safety in Japan; 
preferences varied by country, age, and gender.

Li et al. 2023 China
The study analyzed 542 Chinese web texts on 
agricultural traceability using LDA to identify key 
factors affecting quality and safety.

Farmers, enterprises, distributors, governments, and 
consumers all influence traceability; standardization 
boosts transparency, trust, and green demand 
fulfillment.

Vaikma et al. 202 5 Estonia, Sweden, 
Italy

A three-phase online study surveyed 1,000 
participants on sustainability perceptions and 
product choices, analyzing demographic segments 
and country differences.

Sustainability perceptions vary by product: 
ingredients matter most, packaging impacts differ, 
and storage is least influential, showing a complex, 
multidimensional view.

Burstow et al. 2025 Australia

A three-phase online study surveyed 1,000 
participants on sustainability perceptions task 
to link demographics and product choices to 
perceptions.

Conscious consumers value ecolabels, but 
confusion and greenwashing limit their impact; 
labels work best alongside familiar product 
information.
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whereas survey-based studies emphasize the role 
of socio-demographic factors, cultural values, and 
information access. Overall, consumer decisions are 
influenced by an interplay of ethical, informational, 
and contextual factors, with the relative weight of each 
factor varying by method and region.

 According to the analysis of the selected studies, 
five analytical categories emerged reflecting the 
main factors that condition the influence of the 
perception of sustainability on the decision to buy 
dairy products (Table 1). The analysis of the 17 
studies included in this systematic review indicates 
that consumers’ perception of sustainability directly 
influences their dairy product purchasing decisions, 
shaped by interconnected cognitive, ethical, cultural, 
informational, and contextual factors. Five key themes 
emerged: (a) activation of ethical values, particularly 
regarding animal welfare (five studies); (b) influence 
of cultural values and disparities in information access 
(five studies); (c) clarity in communicating sustainable 
attributes and consumers’ environmental literacy (four 
studies); (d) relationship between trust, certification, 

and traceability (two studies); and (e) the gap between 
consumers’ attitudes and behaviors (one study). The 
temporal distribution of these themes across the 
reviewed studies is presented in Figure 1, highlighting 
shifts in research focus over time.

 Results reveal a notable concentration of 
publications in 2020, primarily focused on Clarity 
in Communicating Sustainable Attributes (c) and 
Influence of Cultural Values and Access to Information 
(b), with a smaller but still relevant contribution on 
Trust, Certifications, and Traceability (d). Interest 
in Activation of Ethical Values emerged in 2019 and 
showed consistent presence from 2021 onwards, with 
peaks in 2022 and 2024. The theme Gap Between 
Attitudes and Consumption Behaviors (e) appeared 
only recently, in 2025, suggesting an emerging research 
direction. Overall, the figure highlights shifting 
research priorities over time, with early emphasis on 
communication clarity evolving toward cultural and 
ethical considerations in recent years.

Clear communication of sustainable attributes 
is crucial for consumers to perceive value in these 

Figure 1. Temporal distribution of research themes on consumer perceptions of sustainability in dairy products (2017–2025).
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products. Lombardi et al. (2017) found that explicit 
labeling, such as the term “carbon neutral,” facilitates the 
incorporation of such attributes, increasing acceptance 
and willingness to pay. Conversely, Zhao et al. (2020) 
observed that environmental labels, when poorly 
understood, fail to guide choices, highlighting the need 
for greater environmental literacy. Jin et al. ( 2024) 
further reported that attributes such as environmental 
impact and traceability positively influence only 
consumers already aware of them or exposed to qualified 
information, underscoring the importance of accessible 
and tailored educational communication. Interactive QR 
codes, certified labels, illustrative narratives, and color-
coded or schematic ratings can enhance understanding 
and trust, particularly for consumers with limited 
environmental literacy or lower educational attainment 
(Gloria et al., 2007; Up ham et al., 2011; Vlaeminck 
et al., 2014; Peschel et al., 2016; Dihr et al., 2021). This 
relationship between ethics and consumption is further 
highlighted by Ammann et al. (2024), who observed 
that, in certain contexts, ethical appeal exerts greater 
influence than environmental arguments. These contexts 
include: local culture and values, where, in countries 
such as Sweden and Switzerland, ethical concerns 

about animal welfare are prioritized in purchasing 
decisions; awareness and education. In markets where 
consumers are more informed about animal welfare; 
specific social segments, vegetarians and vegans, often 
prioritize ethical considerations over environmental 
ones; and inconsistencies in consumer behavior, 
where, despite an expressed concern for sustainability, 
the willingness to pay for ethical products may be a 
stronger motivator. Schiano et al. (2020) corroborate 
this pattern by identifying a strong association between 
purchase preferences and attributes such as recyclable 
packaging and humane treatment, which highlights the 
role of moral values as determinants of the perception 
of sustainability.

Socioeconomic diversity and access to information 
also play a significant role in shaping perceptions 
of sustainability, particularly given the cultural 
backgrounds of the majority of participants (Yue 
et al., 2024). This variation is also reflected in the 
geographical distribution of studies (Figure 2), 
covering Europe, the Americas, Asia, and Oceania.

According to Figure 2, most studies were conducted 
with participants from Europe, followed by Asia, the 
Americas, and Oceania, with great concentration 

Figure 2. Geographic distribution of the countries and continents where the studies in the systematic review were carried 
out.
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in countries such as China, the United States, and 
Italy. The geographical distribution of studies 
reflects socioeconomic and cultural contexts rather 
than patterns of milk production or consumption, 
highlighting their influence on the availability of data 
on sustainability perceptions. The underrepresentation 
of regions such as Africa and parts of Latin America and 
Asia reveals gaps that limit the global generalization of 
the results, reinforcing and highlighting the need for 
further research in emerging markets.

In this context, income plays a central role in 
shaping food consumption patterns, influencing not 
only the quantity but also the quality and diversity 
of purchased products (Zhu et al., 2023). In the dairy 
sector, this relationship is particularly significant, 
with a high-income elasticity being observed for these 
products, especially in developing countries such as 
Brazil (Hoffmann & Ahn, 2021; Siqueira et al., 2022). 
In this context, increased purchasing power tends to 
stimulate consumption of dairy products, although 
this trend does not occur homogeneously among 
different population groups (IBGE, 2017; Duro et al., 
2020). In regions marked by social inequality, such 
as Brazil, increased income alone does not guarantee 
equal access to foods with greater nutritional value or 
sustainable attributes. This is due to structural barriers, 
such as limited schooling, heterogeneous and limited 
access to information – all of which restrict consumer 
choice (Guiné et al., 2020; Headey et al., 2024).

In addition, although Brazil is classified as the 
upper-middle income category according to the World 
Bank Group ( 2025), its dairy consumption pattern is 
still below that of high-income countries, reflecting its 
high social and regional inequality ( Duro et al. 2020; 
IFCN, 2024). Siqueira et al. (2022) showed that, in 
Brazil, an increase in income has greater impact on 
dairy consumption than other protein sources, such 
as meat and fish, indicating the sector’s sensitivity 
to variations in purchasing power. Even so, access to 
products with greater added value, such as artisanal 
cheeses or milks with an ecological appeal, remains 
restricted to the more economically favored classes, 
reflecting a market segmentation that reinforces pre-
existing inequalities (Hoffmann & Ahn, 2021). Thus, 
even in the face of economic growth, the ability to 
incorporate criteria such as sustainability, traceability, 
and artisanal production into food choices is challenged. 
It depends not only on absolute income but also on 

equitable access to information and infrastructure, 
highlighting the important nature of inequalities in 
dairy consumption.

Similarly, cultural values also play an important 
role in the consumer’s choice of products. Nam et al. 
(2020) showed that, in South Korea, there is a symbolic 
valuation of milk from mountainous areas, related to the 
idea of naturalness and traditional production. While 
Sánchez-Bravo et al. (2020) showed that education and 
income interfere with the attributes valuation such 
as traceability and artisanal production, revealing 
inequality in the capacity for critical evaluation. Aizaki 
& Takeshita (2023) complemented this dimension by 
indicating that attributes such as efficient water use 
or biodiversity conservation are perceived differently 
between countries, indicating that cultural values act 
as filters for reading sustainable attributes. These 
variations suggest that sustainability, as a criterion for 
choice, is mediated by specific socio-cultural contexts 
and cannot be understood as a homogeneous category.

Trust in certifications and traceability strongly 
influences consumer perceptions, as shown in China, 
where seals and production information are associated 
with food safety and product quality (Gao et al., 2020; 
Li et al., 2023). The presence of seals, information 
about the production process, and traceability 
practices are elements that reinforce this trust. In this 
way, the concept of sustainability expands beyond 
direct environmental impact, incorporating elements 
related to the origin, reliability, and transparency of 
production processes.

Finally, some studies reveal a misalignment between 
declared attitudes and actual consumer behavior, the 
so-called attitude-behavior gap. Burstow et al. (2025), 
when analyzing the Australian context, observed that 
although consumers recognize the environmental 
benefits of certain products, they tend to prioritize 
aspects such as brand and familiarity at the time of 
purchase, neglecting technical information. Cunha 
et al. (2024) reinforced this ambiguity by showing that, 
although the perception of sustainability in yogurts 
is mostly positive in different countries (Argentina, 
Brazil, China, France, and Italy), the specific 
motivations for this appreciation vary according to the 
cultural and socioeconomic context, which can lead to 
inconsistent behavior. Vaikma et al. (2025) point out 
that women and young people are more critical of the 
sustainability of conventional dairy products, but this 



Pesq. agropec. bras., Brasília, v.60, e04143, 2025
DOI: 10.1590/S1678-3921.pab2025.v60.04143

Consumers’ sustainability perception in dairy purchases across socio-economic contexts8 of 11 9 of 11N.A. da S. Costa et al.

criticality does not always translate into actual changes 
in consumption.

These results indicate that, despite the advance 
of environmental awareness, cognitive, economic 
and informational barriers still limit the systematic 
incorporation of sustainability as a decision-making 
criterion in everyday consumption. This phenomenon 
is widely recognized in the literature as a reflection 
of factors such as perceived cost, lack of trust in 
environmental claims, complexity of information and 
consolidated consumption habits (Vermeir & Verbeke, 
2006; Carrington et al., 2010). In addition, consumer 
behavior takes place in specific social, emotional and 
temporal contexts, which are not always compatible 
with the ideals of ethical or sustainable consumption.

This gap between intention and action reinforces 
the importance of clearer communication strategies, 
as well as the creation of choice contexts that facilitate 
sustainable behavior, such as more accessible labeling, 
economic incentives, and greater availability of 
sustainable products at points of sale (White et al., 
2019). Thus, overcoming this misalignment requires not 
only more conscious consumers but also consumption 
systems that are more consistent with the values these 
consumers claim to prioritize.

Despite the contextual differences, a consistent 
pattern emerges: when sustainable attributes are 
perceived as ethical, clear and verifiable, there is 
greater acceptance, regardless of the region. To sum 
up, studies gathered in this systematic review revealed 
that the perception of sustainability in dairy products 
is shaped by multiple interconnected factors. Clear 
communication of sustainable attributes, combined 
with environmental literacy, is a prerequisite for 
recognizing and valuing these products. Ethical 
values, especially those related to animal welfare, act 
as important motivators for choice, sometimes with 
greater impact than environmental arguments.

Understanding of sustainability is mediated by 
specific socio economic contexts, which influence the 
way consumers evaluate attributes such as traceability, 
naturalness, or efficiency in the use of resources, 
moderated by cultural aspects and informational 
inequalities. Trust in certifications and in the 
transparency of the production chain is becoming a 
determining factor in legitimizing sustainable claims, 
especially in times of uncertainty. Finally, the gap 
between attitudes and behavior shows that, even in 

the face of growing awareness, practical and cognitive 
barriers still make it difficult to convert intentions 
into action, reinforcing the need for more accessible 
communication strategies, economic incentives and 
greater availability of sustainable products. These five 
axes, although distinct, converge in the idea that making 
sustainable product consumption a daily practice 
depends not only on more informed consumers, but 
also on more equitable, coherent consumption systems 
that are sensitive to local realities.

Conclusions

1. Sustainability perception influences dairy 
purchase through five factors: ethical values, cultural 
values and access to information, communication 
clarity and environmental literacy, trust in certifications 
and traceability, and the attitude-behavior gap.

2. Ethical values, especially related to animal 
welfare, have the strongest influence on sustainable 
dairy purchase decisions.

3. The attitude-behavior gap is the main challenge for 
effective adoption of sustainable dairy consumption.

4. This review has limitations, including language 
bias, concentration of studies in the Global North, and 
absence of quantitative meta-analysis.

5. Longitudinal studies and approaches 
integrating public policies, inclusive labeling, and 
digital technologies can enhance sustainable dairy 
consumption.
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