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ABSTRACT 

The plant-based food and beverage market has experienced significant growth across all global consumer markets, 

and it is projected that sales of plant-based products (PBPs) will continue to increase in the coming years in 

response to consumer demand. The PBPs market is therefore an important area of research as it presents a 

significant opportunity for innovation for existing PBP producers and new market entrants . This study examined PBP 

consumption, motivations, and important product attributes, using an online consumer survey. Responses from PBP 

consumers (n=353) were statistically analysed (descriptive statistics and Principal Component Analysis), with results 

finding that the greatest proportion of consumers in the sample identified as omnivores, and that the majority of 

the sample consumed PBPs regularly. Findings further identified the most popular product categories of meat and 

dairy alternatives consumed, the key motivations for consumption of these products , and the product attributes 

most important to consumers when choosing a PBP. The authors conclude by proposing a future framework for 

research which summarises key conclusions from the study.  

Keywords: Plant-based products; meat-alternative; dairy-alternative; consumer motivations; sustainability; market-

oriented. 

 

1 Introduction 

Plant-based Products (PBPs) present significant competition and disruption to the global meat and dairy 
sector, as consumer preferences move towards more sustainable and healthy food choices. Sales of PBPs 
in the US increased by 29% during 2018-2019 to $5bn, with the European meat substitute market forecast 
to reach €2.4bn by 2025 (Deloitte, 2019; GFI, 2020). The PBP market presents a significant opportunity for 
innovation for existing PBP producers and new market entrants. Growth in the PBP sector has been driven 
by the mainstream emergence of ‘flexitarians’, those who still consume meat and dairy but seek to reduce 
levels of consumption and increased numbers of vegetarians and vegans, as consumers respond to ethical, 
environmental and health concerns (de Boer and Aiking, 2018; Peschel et al., 2019). A market-oriented 
approach to developing new PBPs seeks to explore the underlying factors that influence preferences to 
closely meet consumer needs. This study aims: (i) to investigate PBPs consumption and to what extent 
PBPs consumers identify with the categories of ‘vegan’, ‘vegetarian’ ‘flexitarian’ and ‘omnivore’; (ii) to 
examine differences in motivations for choosing PBPs for consumers in these categories; and (iii) to 
identify product attributes which influence PBPs consumption.  

2 Methods 

An online consumer survey collected data from PBP consumers (n=353) across the UK and Ireland and 
results were analysed using SPSSv26. The survey contained questions relating to PBP product type 
consumption and frequency, motivations for consumption, and the importance of various product 
attributes when choosing PBPs. Respondents were also asked to identify with one of the following dietary 
categories: omnivore, flexitarian, vegetarian and vegan. Descriptive statistics examined the prevalence of 
consumers across categories and levels of agreement regarding motivations for consumption and 
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important product attributes. A Principal Component Analysis (PCA) (varimax rotation and Kaiser 
normalisation) was used to reduce PBP attribute variables (n=15) and extract  components that 
represented the underlying dimensions of PBP attribute importance.  

3 Results 

The majority of the sample were currently residing in the Republic of Ireland (84.4%), with the remainder 
in the United Kingdom. Almost three-quarters of the sample (73.7%) were females, and the majority of 
respondents (87.8%) had attained a university/college level education. Household income var ied among 
the sample, however over half of the sample (67.4%) had an income between €0 -80,000/£0-62,000. 
Respondents in the majority represented an urban population (73.1%), with 39.1% living in an urban city 
(more than 50,000 people) and 34% living in an urban town (between 1,500 and 49,999 people).  

 

The greatest proportion of PBP consumers identified as omnivores (36.8%), followed by vegetarians 
(24.4%), flexitarians (21.5%) and vegans (17.3%) (Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Dietary category identified with by participants 

The majority of the sample (72.2%) indicated that they consumed PBPs regularly, while 27.8% of the 
respondents consumed PBPs infrequently. Almond milk (82.2%) and natural meat substitutes made from 
mushrooms and lentils (92%) were the most popularly consumed PBP products.  

 

Key motivations for PBP consumption across dietary categories were ‘sustainability’, ‘animal welfare’, and 
‘health reasons’. For vegetarians and vegans, the key motivation was ‘anima l welfare’, and for omnivores 
‘to add variety to my diet’, while for flexitarians, the key motivation was ‘health reasons’.  

 

Mean scores indicating level of importance of various PBP attributes (as ranked on a Likert scale) 
identified ‘taste’, ‘ingredient list’, ‘product information on the label’, ‘sustainable packaging’ and ‘health’ 
to be the most important PBP attributes. The PCA on product attribute scores identified five components 
with eigenvalues greater than 1.00, which together explained 62.5% of the total variance. Variables 
loaded strongly on five components, termed as ‘product information’, ‘sustainability credentials’, ‘sensory 
properties’, ‘cost considerations’ and ‘trustworthiness’.  
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4 Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

This research proposes a future framework for research which summarises key conclusions from this 
study.  

 

4.1 Opportunities and threats of increasing PBP consumption 

This study’s finding that the greatest proportion of PBP consumers identified as omnivores, corrobora tes 
previous research findings (Allen and Warwick, 2019; Nielsen, 2019), that it is not just those identifying as 
vegetarians / vegans or flexitarians who are consuming plant-based products. It must be recognised 
therefore that although these products present market opportunity, they can also be considered a 
significant threat to the profitability of the agri-food sector. It is important therefore to adopt a wider lens 
view of sustainability, i.e. how do PBPs affect the sustainability of farms which rely on  dairy and meat 
products for their livelihoods, and what policy action is necessary to make meat and dairy production 
more sustainable? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Framework for future research agenda 

4.2 Barriers to PBP consumption 

This study found that females and more educated consumers were in the majority consuming these 
products. Previous research has found that females are more likely to adopt a plant -based diet than males 
(Modlinska et al., 2020), and that higher education correlates with characteristics of consumer segments 
who were identified as being more likely to choose vegan or sustainable products (Sarti et al., 2018). 
Future research on the topic should therefore examine barriers to PBP consumption for other group s, to 
thereby inform targeting of PBPs to non or low-usage PBP consumers.  Are there perceptions about these 
products that need to be overcome, or do consumers lack awareness about these products?  
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4.3 New strategies for marketing plant-based products 

The theme of marketing and messaging for PBPs is relevant and currently underexplored. A decision of the 
European Court of Justice in October 2020 to allow labels such as ‘vegan burger’ and ‘vegan sausages’ is 
likely to spur intense controversies in the area of plant-based foods labelling, especially since the same 
Court in June 2017 banned the use of dairy-style terms like ‘milk’, ‘butter’ or ‘cheese’ for plant-based 
products (Curia, 2017; Abnett, 2020). Considering the fact that PBPs are becoming more attrac tive, is 
there a need for new messaging strategies that would open up this product category to broader consumer 
segments? Can PBPs be promoted in a different way (not only vegan friendly or plant -based)? 

 

To conclude, overall findings are of interest to PBPs producers as they evidence market demand beyond 
those identifying as ‘vegan’ and ‘vegetarian’ and provide insights on motivations for consumption and 
product attributes, which can inform market-oriented product development and marketing strategies. To 
compete in an increasingly dynamic marketplace, PBPs producers should: provide clear product 
information on labels, consider sustainability, aim to maximise the sensory qualities of products while also 
considering healthfulness; and use appropriate pricing and promotional strategies to increase visibility 
and purchases. 
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