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Consumer Awareness and Attitudes of Plant-Based Meat Options

Introduction
A steady rise in the global population coupled with per capita increase in income has created a growing demand for protein (Food & Agriculture Organization, 1995; Ritchie & Roser, 2019). Meat alternatives entered the marketplace in 1985 with the Gardenburger, the original veggie burger (A Brief History of Fake Meat, 2017). Today, companies such as Impossible Foods and Beyond Meat have plant-based meat products in grocery stores and restaurants. The prevalence of these products has provided opportunities for consumers to try alternative meat options in a more convenient way. From 2017 to 2019, plant-based meat sales grew 37%, and consumer data indicate the consumption trend of plant-based meat will continue to grow (Olayanju, 2019). The purpose of the current study was to determine consumers’ awareness and attitudes of plant-based meat. 

Conceptual Framework
Attitude is defined as an individual’s tendency to act positively or negatively toward an aspect of the world (Ajzen, 1989). Fishbein’s (1963) multi-attribute attitude model explains that consumers evaluate a products’ characteristics as favorable or unfavorable (Wassenaar, 2018). The model indicates that a predictor of attitude is directly tied to an individual’s personal belief or perception of an object (Wassenaar, 2018). For consumers to purchase a food product, their perceptions must be positive and their beliefs in product attributes must be favorable. Consumers who perceive plant-based meat as a healthier, more sustainable option are more likely to increase the share of plant-based foods in their diets (Van Loo et al., 2017). 

Methodology
This study used a descriptive survey research design. Using Qualtrics, a researcher-developed instrument was distributed to 350 respondents through a national Qualtrics panel. Collected data were downloaded into Excel and analyzed using IBM SPSS version 25. To ensure respondents understood the difference between plant-based meat and conventional meat, the following definitions were provided: “Plant-based meat is derived from plants and is formulated to look, taste and cook like traditional meat. Conventional meat is harvested from animals (red meat, fish, poultry) for human consumption.” The instrument asked respondents questions regarding their awareness and consumption of plant-based meat. To determine attitudes of plant-based meat versus conventional meat, a scale from a National Cattleman’s Beef Association (2020) study was adopted. Respondents responded to eight statements with the response options of “plant-based meat is better,” “they are about the same,” and “conventional meat is better.” The 350 respondents were nearly evenly split between females (n = 175, 50%) and males (n = 174, 49.7%) with one not answering this question. The age range was 18-77 years old with a mean age of 35. Most respondents were omnivores (n = 241, 68.9%) followed by flexitarians (n = 69, 19.7%). Those who excluded meat followed a vegetarian (n = 27, 7.7%) and vegan (n = 5, 1.4%) diet. Respondents primarily ate only conventional meat and no plant-based meat (n = 167, 47.7%) or ate some conventional meat and some plant-based meat (n = 157, 44.9%). 

Results
Half of the respondents (n = 185, 52.9%) had heard of plant-based meat and had tried it. Some respondents had heard of plant-based meat but were uninterested in trying it (n = 98, 17.4%). Others had not heard of plant-based meat but were interested in trying the product (n = 57, 16.3%). Nine respondents (2.6%) had not heard of plant-based meat and did not want to try it. On a 5-point Likert type scale, respondents were asked how much they had heard about plant-based meat (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). This resulted in a mean of 3.70 (SD = 1.11) indicating a moderate amount of awareness.

Attitudes about plant-based meat were explored using responses to eight statements. Table 1 provides the frequencies of respondents’ responses. Plant-based meat, when compared to conventional meat, was perceived as better for the following items: “is healthy” (n = 158, 45.1%), “does not harm the environment” (n = 156, 44.6%), “is low in sodium” (n = 127, 36.2%), and “is natural” (n = 117, 33.4%). Conversely, conventional meat, was considered better in terms of “fits my budget” (n = 141, 40.2%), “is a great source of protein” (n = 126, 36%), and “has few ingredients” (n = 131, 37.4%).

	Table 1

	Attitudes of Plant-based and Conventional Meat (N = 350)

	
	Plant-based meat is better
	They are about the same
	Conventional meat is better

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Is healthy 
	158
	45.1
	136
	38.9
	56
	16.0

	Does not harm the environment
	156
	44.6
	137
	39.1
	57
	16.3

	Is low in sodium
	127
	36.3
	149
	42.6
	74
	21.1

	Is natural
	117
	33.4
	142
	40.6
	91
	26.0

	Is processed
	103
	29.4
	144
	41.1
	103
	29.4

	Has few ingredients
	96
	27.4
	123
	35.1
	131
	37.4

	Is a great source of protein
	83
	23.7
	141
	40.3
	126
	36.0

	Fits my budget
	76
	21.7
	133
	38.0
	141
	40.3



Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations
Previous literature indicates attitudes are an important factor in order for people to switch to a new food product, specifically plant-based meat (Van Loo et al., 2017). This study’s results found more than half of the respondents were interested in or have already added plant-based meat to their diet, indicating a high level of awareness of alternative meat products. The research indicated consumers have misunderstandings about the different health benefits of plant-based meat and conventional meat. In regard to attitudes, respondents indicated plant-based meat was healthier and had less impact on the environment than conventional meat. Respondents believed that the health attributes of plant-based meat were more favorable than conventional meat. As plant-based meat becomes as a direct competitor for conventional meat products, communicators for both the plant-based and conventional meat industries will need to understand audience members’ awareness and attitudes about the products. This understanding will directly influence effective communication efforts to correct misinformation and provide details that lead to informed decision making. More research is necessary to continue exploring this topic and how the industries involved create messaging to influence attitudes and behaviors.
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