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Exploring the Public’s Perception of Beef Sustainability: Implications for Values-Based 

Messaging 

 

Introduction/Need for Research 

Known for their active involvement in the climate change movement (Versace & Abyss, 2023), 

Generation Z and Millennials are interested in “sustainability-first buying decisions'' (Wood, 

2022, para. 1). Demanding sustainable products, these generations are fully prepared to change 

their buying habits if a product is not deemed sustainable (Versace & Abssy, 2023). However, 

mixed feelings arise when people hear the word “sustainable” because there is no clear definition 

attached to it (Gosnell et al., 2021; Mancini et al., 2019). To best define sustainability, a three- 

pillar concept has been developed to include economic development, social equity, and 

environmental protection (Gosnell et al., 2021; Mancini et al., 2019). Unlike consumers, 

producers have a different perception of sustainability, and research has shown that they tend to 

shy away from the thought of sustainability despite growing concerns (Meng et al., 2022). 

Apprehensions about costs and additional unknowns that arise from change in operations have 

producers unsure of sustainability (Gibson et al., 2020). However, consumers are driving the 

sustainability industry forward despite these hesitations from producers (Petro, 2022). With a 

willingness to pay more for sustainable products, Petro (2022) adds that it’s crucial for the 

producer to “become aligned with these consumers before it’s too late” (para. 8). A united front 

between the producer and consumer allows for trust, which correlates positively to their 

relationship (Mancini et al., 2019). Agricultural communicators can communicate to audiences 

by understanding their perceptions of sustainability and their personal values to create more 

effective messaging. 

Theoretical Framework 

Personal values were used as the framework for this study. Values-based messaging can be used 

by agricultural communicators to appeal to the consumers by connecting with the values they 

rate as important in their lives (Dwyer et al., 2023; Fischer et al., 2020). Schwartz (2012) 

identified that humans have different value priorities, similar to how we each have different 

cultures. 

There is a strong need to understand these values that shape consumers' perceptions of 

sustainability in the beef industry and how to communicate with them. Developing messages that 

align with someone’s values gives them the opportunity to resonate and absorb more of a 

message (Fischer et al., 2020). By developing these tailored messages, communicators can more 

effectively discuss topics such as sustainability (Gibson et al., 2020; Lawrence, 2015). 

 

Methods 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between the publics’ perceptions of 

environmental responsibility for the beef industry, attitudes toward sustainable consumption, and 

personal values. Data were collected through an online survey instrument that was distributed to 

a population of U.S. residents. Through Qualtrics, a third-party company, we gathered a non- 

probability sample of 1,441 useable responses from U.S. residents 18-years or older who aligned 

with U.S. census characteristics for age, gender, region, and race to participate in the study. The 

respondents answered a series of questions related to their perceptions of environmental 

responsibility for the beef industry (α = .84), their attitude toward sustainable consumption (α 

= .88), and their personal values (α = .88) that were adapted from the prior literature (Burnier et 

al., 2020; Schwartz, 2012). To understand perceptions of environmental responsibility and 
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attitudes toward sustainable products, respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement on 

a 5-point Likert Scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree). For environmental 

responsibility, respondents rated statements such as: “I am concerned if producers adopt 

practices that reduce greenhouse gas emissions.” To measure sustainable consumption attitude, 

respondents rated their agreement toward five statements such as “I would be willing to stop 

buying products from companies guilty of polluting the environment. Personal values were 

collected using Schwartz’s (2012) short value scale, which asked respondents to rate their levels 

of importance of 10 values on an 8-point Likert scale where 0 = opposed to your principles and 

8 = of supreme importance for you. Data were analyzed in SPSS Version 29 using correlations 

following Field’s (2018) guidelines for statistical procedures and correlation coefficient effects 

following nomenclature from Kotrlik et al. (2011). 

 

Results/Findings 

As seen in Table 1, a series of correlations were assessed to examine the relationships between 

the participants’ values, the perceived environmental responsibility of the beef industry, and 

sustainable consumption behavior. 
 

Table 1 

Pearson Correlation Coefficients between Personal Values, Environmental Responsibility, and 

Sustainable Consumption Behavior 

 
Measure 

Environmental 

Responsibility 

Sustainable 

Consumption 

Power .198** .245** 

Achievement .175** .206** 

Hedonism .201** .206** 

Stimulation .209** .254** 

Self-Direction .233** .246** 

Universalism .357** .412** 

Benevolence .228** .247** 

Tradition .185** .184** 

Conformity .201** .206** 

Security .165** .213** 

Sustainable Consumption Behavior .642** - 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at the .01 level 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

These findings confirm prior literature that differing personal values affect the consumer 

relationship and sustainable buying decisions (Lawrence, 2015). We found the values of 

universalism, self-direction, and benevolence are of higher importance to the public. When we 

communicate about beef sustainability efforts, we need to focus on highlighting how the beef 

industry relates to these values. Appealing to these values with targeted messages allows us to 

make information about the agricultural industry and its sustainable efforts relevant to the 

public (Fischer et al., 2021). There is a need to conduct more research on the publics’ and 

producers’ perception of agricultural sustainability, and what shapes these perceptions. 

Specifically, what messages could be developed to resonate more effectively with these 

audiences. 
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