
Australia’s National Science Agency

Australians’ eating habits and the changes needed 
for a healthier and more sustainable diet

Gilly Hendrie  |  November 2023



I would like to begin by 
acknowledging the 
Traditional Owners of the 
lands that we are all  
meeting on today, and 
pay my respect to their 
Elders past and present.



Sustainable food system

• Food system is complex, 
involving the production, 
processing, distribution 
consumption, and waste of 
food.

• A sustainable food system 
enhances the environmental, 
economic, social and 
nutritional health for all.
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“Sustainable diets are those diets with low environmental impacts 
which contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for 
present and future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and 
respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, 
accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, 
safe and healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources.”

Ref: FAO Dietary guidelines and sustainability | Food-based dietary guidelines | Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(fao.org)

Sustainable diets

https://www.fao.org/nutrition/education/food-dietary-guidelines/background/sustainable-dietary-guidelines/en/
https://www.fao.org/nutrition/education/food-dietary-guidelines/background/sustainable-dietary-guidelines/en/


Food-based Dietary 
Guidelines (FBDGs)

• Designed to influence policies 
that shape the food system 
and population diets 

• Traditionally they provide 
health oriented advice

• Opportunity to highlight the 
synergies between human and 
planetary health

Ref: Australian guide to healthy eating | Eat For Health

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/australian-guide-healthy-eating


What are Australians currently eating?



CSIRO Healthy Diet Score survey

Ref: CSIRO Healthy Diet Score | Total Wellbeing Diet

https://www.totalwellbeingdiet.com/au/resources/quizzes/healthy-diet-score/


Overall diet quality is poor

• Average score is 55 / 100.

• Discretionary foods, dairy, 
healthy fats and vegetables are 
furthest from guidelines.



Persistent challenge to change eating habits

56
53



How do Australians achieve a healthier and more 
sustainable diet?

1. Eat to our energy needs
2. Consume a wide variety of foods
3. Eat a balance of foods across food groups



Consume energy to 
meet our needs
• All foods have some degree of 

impact on the environment.
• However, we require adequate 

energy to maintain health.
• Correlation between total 

energy intake and dietary 
environmental impacts. 

• Limit overconsumption of 
kilojoules. 

Project funded by MLA

Ref: Ridoutt, Baird, Hendrie (2021) Diets within environmental limits: The 
climate impact of current and recommended Australian Diets. Nutrients.



Importance of variety

• Variety is promoted 
throughout the Australia 
Dietary Guidelines

• Promote a variety of “different 
types and colours” of 
vegetables and “the wide 
variety of foods” within the 
meat and alternatives group. 



Variety of food choices within food groups can also 
influence environmental impacts of diets
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How does the balance of food groups 
compare to guidelines?



Global: EAT Lancet Planetary 
Health Diet (2019)

National: Australian Guide to 
Healthy Eating (2013)



Ref: Hendrie et al. (2022) Towards healthier and more sustainable diets in the Australian context: Comparison of current diets with the 
Australian Dietary Guidelines and the EAT-Lancet Planetary Health Diet. BMC Public Health.

Comparison of Australian diets to recommendations
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Environmental impacts of dietary patterns
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Achieving healthier, more sustainable diets

• Widespread changes are needed to improve eating habits
• Choose a nutrient dense diet with adequate, not excessive, 

kilojoules
• Adjust the balance of food groups to be more in line with 

recommendations
• Focus on variety, not too dependent on any one food group 
• Focusing on changing one aspect of diet doesn’t 

necessarily mean a healthier dietary pattern overall
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