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Introduction 

The way we eat and produce food affects not 
only human health and well-being, but also 
that of our planet. Food production is one of 
the most significant causes of biodiversity loss 
and greenhouse gas emissions and contributes 
significantly to exceeding the planetary bound-
aries [1]. If the greenhouse gas emissions re-
sulting from the food system are aggregated 
across the value chain, they account for around 
25% of total emissions in Germany. In order 
to implement the United Nations' Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) set out in the Paris 
Climate Agreement [2], a transformation of 
the food system is necessary [1, 3]. This is a 
task for society as a whole, and everyone has 
a role to play ([4] p. 58). With regard to sus-
tainability-oriented nutrition, various expert 
discussions are currently being held (e.g. [1, 
3, 5]), including in the DGE Expert Group on 
Nutrition Education1. This article presents the 
results of these discussions.

Sustainable development in the 
area of nutrition

Concepts for a more sustainable diet
The topic of sustainable development in the 
area of nutrition has been and continues to 
be addressed nationally and internationally in 
various concepts.
The interdisciplinary scientific field of nu-
tritional ecology was coined by Claus 
Leitzmann at the Justus Liebig University 
in Giessen back in the 1980s and is still used 
in re search and teaching today. It takes into 
account the various dimensions of nutrition 
(health, environment, economy and society) 
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as well as the network of (inter)effects within the complex sys-
tem of nutrition [6]. In terms of nutritional practice, nutritional 
ecology is associated with the concept of Wholesome Nutrition – 
already in its first version four decades ago. The concept explicitly 
aims at a high quality of life, especially health, protection of the 
environment, fair economic relations and social justice [7].
At the international level, the FAO describes a sustainable diet as a 
dietary pattern that promotes human health and well-being, has 
a low impact on the environment and causes little environmental 
pollution, is available, affordable, safe and fair, and is culturally 
accepted ( box "Goals of a sustainable and healthy diet according 
to FAO and WHO").
In 2019, the Eat-Lancet Commission on Food, Planet, Health pub-
lished the concept of the Planetary Health Diet [1]. Taking into 
account scientific evidence, an international team developed global 
recommendations for more sustainable food production and nu-
trition, which should make it possible to provide the future world 
population of 10 billion people in 2050 with a healthy diet within 
the planetary boundaries ([1] p. 447). The Scientific Advisory Board 
on Agricultural Policy, Food and Consumer Health Protection 
(WBAE) at the Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture has taken 
up the topic for Germany and recommends in the often quoted 
WBAE report a reorientation and strengthening of the policy field 
of nutrition, taking into account the sustainability dimensions of 
health, social issues, the environment and animal welfare [3].

In a position paper, the German Nutrition Society (DGE) also for-
mulates the goal of its activities as demanding and promoting 
a more sustainable diet. In doing so, it is guided by the WBAE 
report statements. These are also being taken into account in the 
current revision of food-related nutritional recommendations for 
a wholesome diet (FDBGs) [9]. All of the concepts and reports 
mentioned above agree on some key recommendations for a more 
sustainable food system:

• Diets should be plant-based,
• food waste should be reduced and
•  the quality of food production should be 

improved.
As the average diet of our population is signif-
icantly different from these recommendations 
[10, 11], there is great potential for a more 
sustainable diet.

The complexity of everyday eating is a 
challenge for a more sustainable diet 
The desired nutritional transformation often 
fails due to the seemingly banal implementa-
tion in everyday life, as eating is a social „total 
phenomenon“ [12] and challenging in its com-
plexity. By providing energy and nutrients, 
food is not only a physiological condition for 
survival, but also serves to satisfy other basic 
psychological and social needs such as affec-
tion, security, recognition, friendship, identity 
and belonging, self-realization and staging 
[13, 14].
As the socio-cultural framework conditions of 
people's everyday (eating) lives differ signifi-
cantly, it is not just an individual decision as 
to what to eat.
Personal resources (time, income, education, 
networks, etc.), values, attitudes and options 
for action are influenced by the socio-cultural 
environment. Consumption options, legisla-
tion, politics, global circumstances, etc. play a 
role here [15, 16]. Ultimately, various stake-
holders and groups of actors with different 
interests and scope for action are involved in 
shaping everyday eating habits. In the case of 
adolescents, for example, these include their 
families, educational professionals, daycare 
centers and schools, their providers or cater-
ers as well as politicians, the media and food 
companies.
People of all ages are challenged every day to 
shape their everyday eating habits - today 
and in the future - within this complex social 
frame work. The numerous everyday ques-
tions of what, how, when, why and with 
whom to eat are therefore accompanied by 
extensive negotiation processes [14, 17].

Nutrition transformation and nutrition 
education
Dealing with complex everyday situations, as 
well as taking responsibility, requires individ-
ual skills that should be ensured through gen-
eral education. The globally demanded and so-
cially intended nutrition transformation relies 
on competence-oriented education – including 
nutrition education [18, 19]. For this reason, 

Goals of a sustainable and healthy diet according 
to FAO and WHO

"Sustainable Healthy Diets are dietary patterns that promote 
all dimensions of individuals’ health and wellbeing; have 
low environmental pressure and impact; are accessible, af-
fordable, safe and equitable; and are culturally acceptable. 
The aims of Sustainable Healthy Diets are to achieve optimal 
growth and development of all individuals and support func-
tioning and physical, mental, and social wellbeing at all life 
stages for present and future generations; contribute to pre-
venting all forms of malnutrition (i.e. undernutrition, micro-
nutrient deficiency, overweight and obesity); reduce the risk 
of diet-related NCDs; and support the preservation of biodi-
versity and planetary health. Sustainable healthy diets must 
combine all the dimensions of sustainability to avoid uninten-
ded consequences“ [8]).
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the following section will first outline what forward-looking nu-
trition education can contribute to a more sustainable diet at an 
individual and societal level and defines its limits.

Education: Empowerment instead of paternalism

Education is a multi-layered term that is defined in different ways. 
The central characteristic of education can be described as the re-
flected relationship to oneself, to others and to the world. Education 
is therefore more than just retrievable (specialist) knowledge and 
includes the ability to reflect and act in a competence-oriented man-
ner. Education is an open process that begins at birth, continues 
throughout life and is integrated into the socio-cultural environ-
ment and its interactions [20].

Learning environments in and outside of school
The places, forms, occasions and offers of education are corre-
spondingly diverse and varied. A basic distinction is made be-
tween formal education, non-formal education and infor-
mal learning.
•  Formal education processes are institutionally anchored, e.g. 

in daycare centers, schools or universities. They take place in a 
planned manner on a curricular basis (e.g. teaching or educa-
tional plans) and can lead to recognized qualifications.

•  Non-formal education is planned learning that is individually 
requested (e.g. further and advanced training or hobby courses 
in leisure facilities with or without certificates, etc.). Unlike for-
mal education, it is not structurally anchored, but is generally 
didactically organized.

•  On the other hand, informal learning refers to non-organized 
learning in everyday life contexts, which often takes place more 
or less by chance in the family, educational institutions or via 
the Internet [21].

Nutrition education 
People are the center of attention in modern nutrition education 
( box "Nutrition education as understood by the DGE specialist 
group"). In this context, nutrition education is far more than 
just concept-based  learning, which often conveys knowledge in 
conjunction with rules of conduct and has proven to be unsuc-
cessful in retrospect. Rather, it is about empowerment, in which 
competencies (knowledge, skills and abilities) for health-promot-
ing and more sustainable nutrition in connection with consump-
tion are promoted [20, 22–26].
The first place for nutrition education is usually the family house-
hold. With increasing age, other people, places and learning envi-
ronments are added: friends, acquaintances and colleagues, day-
care centers, schools, clubs and workplaces, communal catering 
and restaurants, shopping facilities such as supermarkets as well 
as media such as magazines, books, films and the Internet. These 
places - often referred to as socialization instances - have differ-
ent significance and influence depending on age. For adolescents 
in particular, the internet has developed into an influential so-
cial space in recent years due to the newly formed social media 
structure with its innovative, digital networking options and has 

therefore also gained in importance as a place 
for nutrition education [20].

Nutrition education: key to a 
more sustainable diet

The transformation to sustainability is a global 
task for the future [18, 19] and is seen as a 
education-based, participatory process for so-
ciety as a whole [18, 27]. Education is seen as 
a key to success [1, 4, 19]. Consequently, a 
corresponding educational mandate is derived. 
Following the conclusion of the UN Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD; 
2005-2014) and the subsequent Global Action 
Plan (GAP; 2015-2019), there are extensive 
findings on the need for action, which relate 
both to individually responsible eating behav-
ior and to the conditions of everyday eating for 
which society as a whole is responsible ([3] p. 
651; [28-31], [32] p. 9ff.).

Making the individual everyday eating 
more sustainable
In the didactic discussion about the German 
initiative REVIS (reform of nutrition and con-
sumer education in schools), a didactic claim 
to general education is theoretically derived 
and postulated with formulated educational 
goals [22, 26; 28]. Accordingly, nutrition ed-

Nutrition education as under-
stood by the DGE Expert Group

Education is understood as people's 
engagement with themselves and their 
cultural, material and social environment 
[23].

Accordingly, nutrition education is un-
derstood as enabling people to "develop 
and shape their own diet in a politically 
responsible, socially responsible and 
democratically participatory way under 
complex social conditions. It is always 
also food culture education, includes 
aesthetic-cultural and culinary educa-
tional elements and contributes to the 
development of the culture of living to-
gether." ([20] M85; [22, 23]). The target 
dimensions are a health-promoting and 
more sustainable approach to nutrition, 
combined with corresponding consu-
mer skills.
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ucation at the individual level can contribute 
to this, among other things,
•  understand everyday nutritional phe-

nomena - also in the context of sustaina-
bility - and clarify everyday questions about 
nutrition on the basis of cultural and 
scientific knowledge and

•  enable people to shape their everyday 
eating habits in a sustainability-oriented 
way now and in the future.

Ultimately, it is about thinking in 
networks, a process- and problem-ori-
ented approach, multi-perspective 
considerations and the ability to reflect 
as well as an awareness of lifelong 
learning, for example to think about 
the conditions of eating behavior 
and to be able to (discover) goals for 
one's own eating behavior and im-
plement them in a self-determined 
manner. This is the only way to meet 
the challenge of preparing ourselves 
for a world whose future is unknown.

This competence-oriented approach can 
create the conditions for people to be aware 
of the connections between nutrition and 
sustainability and to (learn about) more sus-
tainable alternatives in their everyday eating 
habits. Based on scientifically proven findings, 
the aim is for people to also be able to assess 
the benefits of a more sustainable diet for 
themselves and others in their social environ-
ment and in global society so that they can 
make informed decisions about what to eat in 
their everyday lives. For example, knowledge 
of food labels (e.g. the European BIO organic 
logo) can be used in a skills-oriented way to 
promote a more sustainable diet.

Helping to shape the social  
transformation process
Nutrition education as a general education 
can contribute to a more sustainable nutri-
tion (environment) at a societal level because, 
among other things, people are empowered to
•  understand social discourse on nutri-

tion-related topics (e.g. the regulation of 
children's food marketing),

•  participate in social negotiation processes 
on the basis of appropriate education and 
thus be able to actively and competently 
shape the nutritional environment, e.g. in 
the family and communal catering, in asso-
ciations or in the community.

Ultimately, transformation processes in democracies are primar-
ily dependent on the participation of their educated citizens, who 
can make informed decisions on the basis of a broad information 
base [33]. Particularly in the area of nutrition, the challenge is to 
be able to distinguish between the flood of interest-related "half-
truths" and to recognize methods of influence and manipulation 
[34].

Limits of nutrition education and political responsibility
Everyday actions concerning nutrition are socioculturally embed-
ded. In individualized consumer societies, nutrition has a high de-
gree of distinction as a lifestyle issue. Eating decisions are always 
made under the conditions of the nutritional environment. The 
individual assumption of responsibility and a self-determined life-
style often overwhelm people in complex consumer societies. The 
following factors, among others, contribute to this:

•  Variety of offerings: There is a dynamically changing range of 
food and eating options, which individual consumers are often 
no longer able to keep track of [16].

•  Information overload: People are inundated with information 
on the topics of nutrition, health and sustainable development: 
domain-specific individual scientific findings as well as some-
times unscientific, false (fake news) or interest-driven informa-
tion and advice, which is often disseminated via social media 
channels, etc.

•  High expectations: Socially inflated expectations in relation to 
individual health, planetary pressures, values, social crises, etc.

•  Distorted risk perception: People are confronted with ab-
stract and diverse, often distorted risks in their eating decisions 
on a daily basis, both in terms of the private provision of basic 
needs associated with their lifestyle and with regard to the plan-
etary boundaries. An overall assessment is often hardly possible 
[24, 25].

This structural overburdening of people in their individual every-
day actions cannot be solved by educational approaches alone. 
Even with the best will in the world, individuals can only take 
limited responsibility for the ecological, social and economic con-
sequences of their consumption. Political solutions are needed 
here, which in turn are shaped by people who are sufficiently 
educated to be able to assume their responsibility.

Strategy: Nutritional skills for a more sustain-
able diet

A socially desirable, more sustainable diet leads to greater com-
plexity in everyday life because more and more factors need to 
be considered in their interactions between individual and social 
interests. Forward-looking nutrition education is therefore par-
ticularly important for the success of the transformation process. 
This relates both to individual responsibility in shaping everyday 
eating habits and to helping to shape more sustainable eating en-
vironments, e.g. in the respective communal or company envi-
ronment.
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Mandatory anchoring of nutrition education in the 
canon of general education

Keeping in mind the lack of or inconsistent structures 
and requirements, formal education does not cur-
rently provide the necessary transformation-relevant 
education in the field of nutrition for any age group.

Against this backdrop, the Expert Group on Nutrition Education 
is committed to seeking a resolution at the level of the Stand-
ing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Af-
fairs (KMK) to include nutrition education in the canon of general 
education on a mandatory basis. Nutrition education should be 
comprehensively and obligatorily anchored within the existing 
state-specific curricula for all pupils.Therefore, "new" subjects need 
not necessarily be implemented. It is recommended that existing 
(compulsory elective) subjects or groups of subjects such as "All-
tagskultur, Ernährung, Soziales” (Everyday Culture, Nutrition, 
Social Issues) in Baden-Württemberg, "Arbeitslehre” (voctional 
education) in Berlin and Brandenburg or "Verbraucherbildung” 
(Consumer Education)" in Schleswig-Holstein be expanded to in-
clude nutrition education as a compulsory subject in all school 
types and grades, generally with elaborated curricula [25, 27, 35].

Integration of nutrition education into the training of 
all educational professionals
Only professionally trained teachers should be responsible for 
nutrition-related teaching. This is the only way to ensure that 
nutrition education is based on current methodological and di-
dactic concepts [22, 26, 35]. In addition, the Expert Group on 
Nutrition Education recommends integrating nutrition education 
into the training of all educational professionals and including it 
as a mandatory part of the curriculum in teacher training courses 
and in the training regulations for educators, etc., in order to raise 
awareness of the potential of nutrition for sustainable develop-
ment [36].

Strategy: Ensuring science-based nutrition 
education

As nutrition education cannot currently always be ensured 
through formal education in schools and other educational in-
stitutions [29, 37, 38], various non-formal education programs 
have been established in the short term or as a supplement to 
this. Examples of this include offers from external partners such 
as health insurance companies or municipalities to promote so-
cial space-oriented education and actors in civil society engage-
ment such as urban gardening. Daycare centers and schools in 
particular are currently confronted with a large number of such 
offers, which can certainly make a valuable contribution to the 
lifeworld-related discussion of nutrition and sustainability and 
support educational professionals. However, the prerequisite is 
that the offers are selected in a quality-oriented manner and, in 
the case of schools, linked to formal education.

Development of a quality assurance 
system for nutrition education
As voluntary work or other activities with ed-
ucational content on nutrition and sustaina-
bility are often independent of a corresponding 
professional qualification, professional action 
based on nutritional and educational science 
is left to chance. Given the complexity and 
dynamic developments in the field of more 
sustainable nutrition, it is a challenge to build 
up science-based knowledge and to deal with 
different opinions and lay theories in a differ-
entiated manner. In order to place activities in 
all areas of education on a scientifically sound 
basis, quality must be assured at various lev-
els. Thus, professional and responsible action 
with minimum standards for the quality of 
nutrition education is an important starting 
point in all areas at all levels. The DGE Ex-
pert Group on Nutrition Education therefore 
recommends developing, introducing and sub-
sequently evaluating a science-based quality 
assurance system in all areas of education - 
including non-formal education [18, 31].

Strengthening independent commu-
nication centers for nutrition issues 
A central challenge in the field of nutrition ed-
ucation is dealing with the flood of (un)reliable 
information on more sustainable nutrition. 
Against this background, it is recommended 
that appropriate measures be taken to pro-
mote independent institutions, in particular 
the Federal Center for Nutrition (BZfE) and 
the German Nutrition Society (DGE), which 
provide scientifically sound information and 
offer further education and training on an in-
dependent, scientific basis.

Strategy: Food policy measures 
to create more sustainable food 
environments

Even if nutrition education is a central basis 
for the transformation to sustainability [18, 
19], it cannot take responsibility for shaping 
the transformation process. Politics – sup-
ported by nutrition-educated citizens – is also 
in demand here. Nutrition policy measures, 
such as incentives or obligations, are of central 
importance. They are intended to help shape 
food environments so that they promote more 
sustainable eating decisions [3].
In this context, for example, the binding im-
plementation of DGE quality standards in 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode


Ernaehrungs Umschau international | 1/2024  7

daycare and schools plays a role [39, 40]. The 
daycare and school environment makes a con-
tribution to informal learning in the field of 
more sustainable nutrition that should not be 
underestimated, especially when adolescents 
spend a lot of time there. In this way, school 
meals can be interlinked with formal nutrition 
education and thus mutually support sustain-
able nutrition.

Conclusion 

For the success of the transformation pro-
cess towards a more sustainable diet, for-
ward-looking nutrition education is par-
ticularly important. On the one hand, it can 
help people make their everyday eating rou-
tine more sustainable. On the other hand, it 
enables competent participation in political 
discourses and negotiation processes and the 
assumption of responsibility with regard to 
the necessary transformation processes, e.g. B. 
in designing more sustainable food environ-
ments. In order to be able to utilize this po-
tential, the DGE nutrition education specialist 
group has formulated five recommendations 
for action ( Box “Recommendations for ac-
tion for nutrition education in the context of 
sustainable development”).
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Recommendations for action for nutrition educa-
tion in the context of sustainable development

1.  Mandatory anchoring of nutrition education in the canon 
of general education

2.  Integration of nutrition education into the training of all 
educational professionals

3.  Development of a quality assurance system for nutrition 
education

4.  Strengthening independent communication centers for 
nutrition issues

5.  Nutrition policy measures to create more sustainable nutri-
tion environments
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