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Abstract: Sustainability is becoming an increasingly important consideration for consumers when
purchasing food. As meat production has a significant impact on the environment, meat substitutes
are becoming more and more popular in Europe. However, consumers who regularly buy meat
substitutes are still the exception. Although there are some initial results indicating why this
proportion is still low, most research has been concentrated in the Netherlands. This paper
aims to compare reasons for consuming or not consuming meat substitutes in three European
countries—Germany, the Netherlands and France. As very little is known about the underlying
reasons, an explorative approach was chosen. Focus group discussions were carried out in all three
countries, six altogether. The results show that all participants can enumerate meat substitutes.
The main reason for not consuming meat substitutes is the taste of meat. Further, eating habits seem
to be fixed and convenience might also be an impediment to reducing meat consumption in favour of
meat substitutes, as is confusion regarding healthy eating.

Keywords: meat substitutes; sustainability; focus group discussions; cross-cultural comparisons;
consumer preferences

1. Introduction

Meat substitutes are playing an increasingly important role in the sustainability debate in Western
societies. Although in developing countries the demand for meat is still increasing, in some Western
countries like Germany, France and Switzerland, the demand for meat has stagnated or is even slightly
decreasing [1,2]. These tendencies can also be found in predictions of future dietary patterns. Recent
consumer research shows that in 15 years’ time, meat and dairy consumption will most likely have
decreased in several consumer segments [3].

Sustainability aspects of meat consumption are manifold and typically subdivided into three
dimensions [4–6]. However, in more recent approaches, sustainability is not only represented in three
dimensions, but also in a fourth one [7]. The four pillars are described below.

Firstly, consumer motivation can be ecological as meat consumption has a negative impact on the
environment [8–14]. However, it might be that consumers are not aware of this fact [15]. Secondly,
from a social point of view, modern intensive livestock production is increasingly less accepted
in Europe [16,17]. Especially in western European countries such as Germany, the Netherlands
and France, where livestock density is relatively high, animal welfare considerations are discussed
intensively (ibid.). Thirdly, agricultural economics; local, small-scale farms are disappearing and there
is a constant price battle over food and especially meat amongst large retailers, so that meat is available
at advantageous prices [18]. Fourthly, although a moderate red meat consumption might have a
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protective role for cancer prevention [19], high meat consumption is suspected of having negative
impacts on human health [20–22]. The already high consumption levels of energy-rich foods continue
to increase, including that of meat, milk and other dairy products [23]. Consequently, the consumption
of monosaccharides and saturated fat is increasing (ibid.). However, the total fat consumption is
supposed not to be related to higher mortality [24], whereas a high consumption of saturated fat
increases the risk for higher mortality [25]. A partially vegetarian diet, e.g., one or two meat-free meals
per week, would be an advantageous nutritional strategy not only in environmental terms but also for
more general sustainability and for health aspects [26].

However, despite the reasons mentioned above for reducing meat consumption in Western
societies, the consumption of meat substitutes is still low. In Germany, in 2015 only 11% of consumers
had bought a meat substitute [27] despite the increasing range of products. In 2011 6% of all product
launches in the meat sector were meat substitutes, while in 2016 the figure was already 20% [28]. Why
are European consumers still resistant to buying meat substitutes? Although there have been initial
publications on the reasons why consumers either avoid or buy meat substitutes [29–34], cross-cultural
research comparing European countries is still missing. However, cross-cultural comparison is
favourable as results can provide indicators for meat substitute producers on how to adapt meat
substitutes to gain consumer acceptance. Thus, the focus of this article is a cross-cultural comparison
of three European countries: Germany, the Netherlands and France in an explorative approach.
A society’s openness to food innovations is crucial in determining whether novel food products are
adapted or not. For this reason, the decision was made to compare these three western European
countries as they differ in their degree of openness to innovation. The International Institute for
Management Development (IMD) [35] ranks the Netherlands at position 11 in a comparison of the
openness to innovation of 59 countries; Germany is ranked 32nd and France 58th. All three countries
have high livestock densities so the ethical concerns and discussions of intensive livestock farming
mentioned above are very relevant [16]. Furthermore, there are differences regarding consumption
patterns. In Germany the naturalness of food plays an important role [36], while for French consumers
food culture is characterised by enjoyment [37]. The food culture in France and the Netherlands also
differs [38]: Dutch residents eat more overall and have smaller meals a day within shorter time periods
(ibid.). In contrast, the French food culture encourages moderate social eating and minimises snacking
habits [39]. Moreover, in France eating healthily is not seen as an end in itself, but the experience of
eating (ibid.). These cultural differences are important in analysing whether or not meat substitutes
will prevail in their respective food markets.

Although meat substitutes have an untapped potential to reduce the burden of intensive livestock
farming on the environment [40–42], the focus of the literature to date has been on barriers to
establishing meat substitutes in consumption patterns in the Netherlands. De Boer et al. [29] suggested
not simply focusing recommendations on meat-free meals and meat reduction due to the cultural
and structural aspects in meals; strategies should instead take a holistic view of the whole diet.
Elzerman et al. [30] came to similar conclusions. They found that for the establishment of meat
substitutes, sensory properties were not the most relevant consideration but rather the appropriateness
of the meat substitute in meal combinations. Then again, in focus group discussions in the Netherlands,
the meal context was not reported as an issue [31]. Instead, impediments such as a lack of information
on the product package, high prices of meat substitutes and negative sensory aspects were mentioned
(ibid.).

Further key impediments to consuming meat substitutes in the Netherlands and the UK were
the unfamiliarity with meat substitutes and a lower sensory attractiveness compared to meat [32].
In order to promote meat substitutes ethical arguments for less meat consumption should, therefore,
not necessarily be the focus of the communication [33].

To date however, no study has broached the issue of meat substitutes in a cross-cultural
comparison in European countries. Thus, in an explorative approach, a total of six focus group
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interviews were carried out in Germany, The Netherlands and France. The aim was to detect variables
that influence consumer to eat or avoid meat substitutes.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Methodology

Focus group interviews are a widely-used qualitative research tool in an explorative sense [43]
and were used in this study as little is known about consumers’ motives for choosing or not choosing
meat substitutes in the three target countries. They are particularly suitable for obtaining an overview
of the variation of opinions, ranges of values and of conflicts. The participants should be selected from
the target group and while the sample can be small, it does not need to be representative. The group
should consist of a minimum of four participants, but no more than nine in order to ensure that each
participant is able to give his or her opinion [44]. Further, focus group interviews are appropriate for
cross-cultural comparisons [45].

2.2. Study Design

Six focus group discussions were conducted; two in Germany (Göttingen), two in France (Reims)
and two in the Netherlands (Amsterdam). As all focus groups should take place in the native language
to ensure active participation, both the focus group interviews and the recruiting of the participants
were carried out by experienced local market research institutes and their local consumer panels.
There was a pre-screener to check age, gender, education level and net household income. Each
session lasted 60 min. There was a monetary incentive which was provided at the end of the focus
group interviews. The six groups had a sample size of 43 (13 in Germany, 16 in France, 14 in the
Netherlands). The youngest participant was 21 years old, the oldest 64. There was a good mixture of
gender, education levels and net household income within all six groups. A detailed description of the
sample is in the Appendix A.

Before starting the focus group interviews, participants gave their informed consent for inclusion.
They knew that they could revoke their approval at any time.

2.3. Interview Structure and Procedure

A semi-structured interview guide was prepared beforehand in line with the research objectives.
The guide was translated into German, French and Dutch by native speakers. The focus group interview
moderators in France and the Netherlands were briefed in written form and in a telephone conference.

After the moderator and co-moderator introduced themselves and asked if there were any
questions, the audio and video recording was started. The research project was then briefly introduced.
The groups were told that there were no right or wrong answers but rather that only personal
opinions counted. Finally, participants were requested to follow common conversational etiquette,
such as letting others have their say and only one person speaking at a time. Specific content-related
stages followed.

Stage 1 included the participants introducing themselves. Each was asked to give his or her
name, to say whether they had eaten meat substitutes before. If the answer was yes, then what kind
of product it had been. After the introductions, a supplementary question was posed on what other
kinds of meat substitutes the participants could think of. Suggestions were collected on a flip chart by
the co-moderator.

In Stage 2 the participants were asked what the reasons might be why they substituted meat in
meals or why not. In the next stage (Stage 3) the interviewees were requested to state impediments or
advantages why they would not or would substitute meat in meals. Moreover, they were asked to
state what they like or did not like about meat substitutes currently available on the market. A second
supplementary question asked what price level would be acceptable and what would definitely be too
expensive for a meat substitute.
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All pro and contra statements (Stages 2 and 3) were collected on a flipchart by the co-moderator.
At the end of Stage 3, the participants individually ranked their three top reasons for and against meat
substitutes in order to gain insights into the main impediments to establishing meat substitutes.

2.4. Data Analysis

The focus groups were recorded on audio and video. Transcriptions were made by native speakers.
All transcripts were translated into English.

Codes were prepared following the discussion guide and the text was coded correspondingly.
Two additional codes were included that were not part of the semi-structured interview guide but
had arisen during the discussions. Transcripts were content-analysed using MAXQDA version 12,
following the qualitative content analysis described by Schreier [46]. The process of the analysis
is described in Figure 1. As the reliability of qualitative research is often criticised [44], content
reliability was checked for intercoder reliability by the co-moderator. Both moderators coded the text.
Discrepancies were found for between four and six codings per focus group. These discrepancies were
discussed and consensus was found except for one coding. As the content could not be clarified, the
passage was not coded.
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3. Results and Discussion

Primary themes of the results are emphasised and are organised thematically into three sections
(food preferences and experiences with meat substitues; arguments for the uptake of meat substitutes;
argument against the uptake of meat substitutes).

3.1. Food Preferences and Experiences with Meat Substitutes

Seven of the German participants paid little attention to origin, quality or quantity of meat
consumption. Six participants paid attention to not eating too much meat and additionally watched
out for origin and quality of the meat. One of these six participants did not eat meat and also tried to
avoid other food of animal origin as far as possible; although she called herself a vegan she is flexible
in social situations. Therefore she could rather be called a flexi-vegan. All German participants stated
that they had tried at least one kind of vegetarian meal, although some participants were very sceptical
about meat substitutes:

“It was probably 15 years ago when I tried something vegetarian, but I did not like it at all.”

In the French focus groups, there was one vegetarian who also avoided eggs, thus also a kind of
flexi-vegan. Three further participants said they only ate a little meat; between twice a week and once
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a month. All other French group members “ate everything”. All the French participants had also tried
meat alternatives, which for them included fish as an alternative. Three had tried a soy steak, but one
participant added “that [it] didn’t compare to meat”.

The Dutch focus groups had fewer meat eaters than in the French groups. There were two
vegetarians and three participants who could be characterised as flexitarians (consumers who eat
meat seldom and choose it more conscientiously, e.g., in terms of animal welfare or quality). Of the
remaining nine participants who all ate meat regularly, one participant had been a vegetarian for two
years, and another had also tried to eat vegetarian but had not stuck with it:

“[ . . . ] I tried to remain so for a while, but I come from a family where we eat meat every day.”

A third participant amongst the meat eaters stated that he ate meat but with a bad feeling. As in
the other two countries, the Dutch participants could also all enumerate at least one meat alternative.
Remarkable for the Netherlands is that the participants stated several brands (Quorn, Tivall, Valess),
which was not the case in the other countries. Table 1 gives a summary of the meat substitutes
mentioned in the three countries.

Table 1. Stated meat substitutes by country.

Germany France The Netherlands

• Tofu • Tofu • Tofu
• (Diced) soy • Soy burger • Soy
• Tofu in soy sauce • Soy steak
• Vegetarian burger • Vegetarian steak • Vegetable burger
• Cereals • Cereals, bulgur, wheat • Different kinds of cereals
• (Green) spelt • Quinoa • Beans
• Chickpeas • Fish • Fish
• Falafel • Crustaceans
• Lupins • Mussels
• Seitan • Lentils • Nuts
• Meat-free meatballs • Eggs • Eggs
• Vegetarian bolognese sauce • Insects • Insects
• Vegetarian cordon bleu • Milk, yoghurt, curd • Crickets
• Meat-free schnitzel • Flaky pastries filled with feta cheese • Grasshoppers
• Vegetable schnitzel • Cheese • Cheese
• Vegetables • Vegetable soup • Vegetables

• In vitro meat from the lab • Algae
• Vegetarian mortadella • Fruits • Spinach

3.2. Arguments for the Uptake of Meat Substitutes

In the second stage of the focus group discussions, the participants were asked to specify reasons
for substituting meat in meals. To begin with, ethical reasons were mentioned in the German focus
groups: animal welfare, e.g., “[ . . . ] poultry is totally overbred [ . . . ]” was a reason for consumers
substituting meat, as well as working conditions in the meat sector. Also, in France, for the focus group
discussion participants animal welfare was a reason to forego meat (e.g., “slaughterhouses, cruelty
and mistreatment of animals”). Similarly, in the Netherlands one of the reasons that came up when
talking about substituting meat was animal welfare:

“[ . . . ] animal suffering. Before, when I was a kid, when we’d drive [on holiday] then you had these
trucks coming by with pigs one on another, on their way to the slaughterhouse. And then three days
without drinking water. Ohhh no . . . I really thought that is not necessary.”

The negative environmental impact of intensive livestock farming was also mentioned early on.
In this context sustainability reasons were discussed, e.g., problems with the huge quantity of manure
(“The important quantity of muck. The [excretions] of the animals [ . . . ]”), which is currently an
intensively discussed topic in the Netherlands, or the processing issue of the feed (“You could feed
many more people with the soya grains than make meat out of it”). Also, in Germany the sustainability
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issue was discussed in depth, in terms of environmental impact, long transport routes that were
mentioned repeatedly (which are of course also connected to animal welfare) as well as the legacy for
future generations (sustainable use of resources):

“[ . . . ] although I like meat [ . . . ] that would be the only reason [ . . . ] okay, at least I try to only eat
meat once a week. For the environment and for my kids and my other descendants [ . . . ].”

In terms of the consumption of meat itself, French consumers criticised poor meat quality and
mistrust of the meat sector:

“Personally, I’m having a hard time believing there are enough animals [ . . . ] to feed everyone. So I
don’t think all meat can be real meat. I don’t really believe it.”

Another participant added:

“That’s what I mean, you have an amount of meat at the beginning, and then what they do with it . . . ”

In Germany, additional aspects were also quality-driven. Low meat quality was criticised as well:

“[ . . . ] I can remember, when at home in the past, the schnitzel was put in the pan, it nearly did not
shrink at all. [ . . . ] and now I was watching the meat in the pan shrinking more and more. That was
all water!”

However, in the Netherlands, not low meat quality but health reasons were discussed. They were
variety in human diet as well as hormone and antibiotic residues in meat:

“[ . . . ] all the strange things that can be found in meat; hormones and antibiotics etc. . . . ”

Furthermore, the participants were afraid of illnesses that could be passed on by farmed animals.
In Germany, various health reasons were also debated passionately. The participants discussed
meat being very fatty and thus a cause of several illnesses which could be summarised as metabolic
syndrome. The consumers also thought that meat contained (accumulated) antibiotic residues, fertiliser
residues and toxic residues. Apparently, consumers are not aware of the fact that there are strict legal
provisions for residues in meat. This distorted perception of health hazards might be driven by
media and non-governmental organisations. This can be supported by the fact that consumers assess
particular risks more highly than experts do [47,48]. Similar health concerns were discussed in the
French groups. One worry was that meat was often not fresh—which connected again with mistrust of
the meat sector. As meat has a high calorie density, the participants in general doubted that high meat
consumption was good for the body.

Interestingly, in the Netherlands, the bad taste of meat as well as general meat aversion were
discussed in detail. Paradoxically, later in the discussion they emphasised the good taste of meat.
Maybe this point here was due to social desirability. In this context the considerable improvement in
the taste and texture of the latest meat substitutes was also mentioned, which enhances meat aversion
and supports meat substitution:

“It is spiced as well so it [meat substitute] tasted the same [as meat].”

In Germany, meat texture was also mentioned in foregoing meat. Additionally, in the French
participants’ minds the preparation of meat substitutes is convenient and the price is not too high:

“It is not a high price compared to the price of meat”

“Meat can be expensive. So it could be cheaper to buy vegetarian.”

Furthermore, the French participants agreed that the texture, taste, variety and appearance of
meat substitutes have improved greatly (“Progress has been made though compared to the first tries”),
which is also a positive aspect to substitute meat. As with the German focus groups, the French
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participants discussed positive aspects of substituting meat: there are no negative impacts on human
health when foregoing meat. On the contrary, there is more variety in micronutrients. The Dutch
participants found meat substitutes to be a good protein source and also agreed on the pleasant taste
of meat substitutes.

After all possible reasons to avoid meat were discussed and collected on a flipchart, the
participants were asked to rank their top three reasons for foregoing meat (A reason ranked number 1
resulted in three points, rank 2 in two points and rank 3 in one point). Table 2 gives an overview of
what the consumers decided.

Table 2. Ranking reasons for foregoing meat.

Germany France The Netherlands

Reason Points Reason Points Reason Points

Priority
decreasing order

Animal welfare 25 Animal welfare 19 Health 22

Health 17 Poor meat quality 13 Animal welfare 20

Environmental
impacts 10 Health 10 Sustainability 12

The ranking shows that in all three countries similar reasons were rated as important. In Germany
and the Netherlands, animal welfare, human health and the environment or sustainability were the
most crucial factors for avoiding eating too much meat.

However, in France besides animal welfare and health, meat quality was an important reason.
This was also discussed in Germany but not ranked highly. In contrast, sustainability was less
important for the French discussants. These statements from the focus group members support findings
that French food culture is characterised by high quality and is connected with social interaction [39,49].
However, Hoek et al. [32,33] discussed for Dutch consumers that ethical and health arguments
were not the only reasons why meat substitutes were bought. Nonetheless, meat quality might
be underestimated in a group setting and socially desired aspects such as sustainability considerations
might be overestimated. Further research should therefore quantify what marketing strategy is the
most appropriate to promote meat substitutes, e.g., in a test supermarket or hypothetically with
different information settings and a control and placebo group.

3.3. Arguments Against the Uptake of Meat Substitutes

In the third stage, counterarguments for consuming meat substitutes were required. Starting with
the results of the German focus groups discussions, the consumers criticised the diverse choice of meat
in comparison to the poor availability of meat-free products in out-of-home consumption.

“Also a lack of alternatives. [ . . . ] if I am looking for a restaurant where such things are offered [meat
alternatives], I do not make a find as fast as if I am just having a steak or a sausage, those I get around
every corner.”

“There is still an inadequate supply [of meat substitutes].”

In the same context, the participants also admitted that convenience is a reason to not eat meat
substitutes, although many meat substitutes are processed and easy to prepare. It remains unclear if
the participants had simply never bought any processed meat alternatives. This is closely connected to
a lack of awareness in the preparation of meat-free meals. The participants stated that particularly
during the barbecue season it was very convenient to have meat on the grill.

“There is our fast-moving society and our working lives, coming home in the evening and having
a quick dinner. Exceedingly few cook for themselves. People rely on convenience food [ . . . ] and it
always contains meat.”
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Thus, consuming meat is seen as a part of German society. Being invited to a party where there
was not a meat-free alternative, a guest would not want to offend the host and so would eat the meat.
In addition, participants stated that it was unpleasant to explain (repeatedly) why one did not eat meat
(anymore).

The French participants also discussed social obligations: when invited to dinner and there being
no vegetarian alternative then you just have to eat meat.

“Well when I go to people and there is meat, I am not difficult and I don’t want to make a complete
revolution so I get some. I find it quite good. I take a bite.”

Cultural references were also mentioned in Germany and France, where the habit of eating meat is
deeply imbedded. For the French participants, traditionally, a meal should consist of three components:
meat, starch and vegetables. It was also concluded that meat contained essential nutrients.

“We are meat eaters so it is unnatural to not eat it at all. We can leave it from time to time but if you
say we need more substitutes, no we are meat eaters.”

“Because it is not a complete meal . . . ”

These findings for France are in line with findings by Rozin [39] and Rozin et al. [37] but the
results emphasise that the social aspect can also be found in Germany. However, the social context
is less relevant in the Netherlands, which is in accordance with de Castro et al. [38], who found that
smaller meals throughout the day are dominating.

To complete this discussion issue, there were two additional codes that were not predefined:
“wording of meat substitutes” and “renunciation of meat”. The two codes are closely linked and,
interestingly, were topics in all three countries. One German participant stated that he “does not really
want to renounce meat but rather to eat vegetarian”. This attitude of course is linked to the wording
“meat substitute”, which consumers in all three countries found difficult and inappropriate:

“Personally, I do not want to substitute anything, I just want to have the taste.” (Germany)

“What you’re looking to replace is the protein intake, there’s no reason to call it a steak.” (France)

“I am not necessarily looking for a meat substitute because I do not eat the traditional potatoes,
vegetables and meat dish so then it is completely different.” (Netherlands)

It therefore seems to be crucial to think about wordings that are inspired by meat, e.g., soy
steak. That leads to another question; were members in the target groups looking for meat substitutes
that look and taste like meat or might that even be an argument against buying those products, as
consumers do not want to be reminded of meat? Further research is needed to clarify this question as
recent Dutch research reported the need to make meat substitutes look like meat [30,31,33,50], e.g., via
product tests in a sensory laboratory.

Taking the point further, the French participants agreed that meat is part of human nutrition.
In this context they concluded that there was a desire to eat meat and not meat substitutes.
These arguments support findings by de Boer et al. and Verain et al. [29,51] that structural and cultural
aspects as well as product categories are very important and a holistic approach to establishing meat
substitutes is thus required, rather than simply focusing strongly on meat-free meals. Nevertheless, all
French participants could enumerate meat substitutes, which in some cases they had previously eaten.
This dichotomy has to remain unclear at this point. However, there was no such discussion in the Dutch
focus groups. Again, this might be evidence that cultural food habits in terms of meat consumption
have already changed in the Netherlands and, thus, meat-free meals are already more established.

A further impediment to consuming meat substitutes in France was availability: meat is easily
available everywhere, whereas meat substitutes need to be searched for or bought in specialist shops.
This can be verified by store checks carried out in France (own research). Why there is limited
availability has to remain unclear. A reason for the scare availability might be that retailers are unsure
about consumer demand.
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“No for me it is the fact that there are not enough substitutes to replace meat.”

“Choice, the lack of diversity of available substitutes.”

Further, Dutch participants cited a lack of knowledge on how to prepare meat-free meals:

“I never learnt to cook without meat. It’s embarrassing but I have no idea of what I could prepare.”

The same result was also found in a Dutch study [52].
Further aspects mentioned in the German groups were that the nutritional value of meat

substitutes is lower and that the taste is rather artificial. They lacked micronutrients which were
only contained in meat such as vitamin B12 and omega-3 fatty acids.

“If I can hardly get [vitamin] B12, I do not want to be forced to toss pills in all the time.”

Another argument was the long, complex list of ingredients, which was characterised by additives
which evoke uncertainty and an association with unnaturalness. In this context, the artificial taste of
meat substitutes was mentioned:

“It tastes like they added artificial flavourings. It doesn’t taste healthy, it doesn’t taste natural, even
without looking at the ingredients list.”

The importance of naturalness for German consumers is in line with Kayser et al. [36]. Hence,
meat substitutes should pursue the strategy of clean labelling, thus as few ingredients as possible.

Interestingly, in Germany and the Netherlands sustainability was a point of discussion concerning
meat production, but not the production of meat substitutes. In contrast, the French participants
thought that meat substitutes were not always sustainable:

“If you get a soy steak with genetically modified soy, or soy that’s mass-produced in America, it defeats
the purpose of trying to be sustainable. You need to know what you’re eating.”

However, it might be the case in Germany that consumers are not aware of the fact that many
meat substitutes contain soy, as soy is strongly rejected by German consumers (own research, in
preparation). The Dutch participants discussed additives as well as GMO (genetically modified
organism) ingredients in meat-free products.

“When you read it carefully then you often have a lot of additives.”

“And the fact that soya is modified . . . ”

As a first step, in-depth interviews would be necessary to learn more about the attitudes towards
soy as an ingredient in meat substitutes. Subsequently, a quantitative follow-up study can verify the
qualitative results in a sample which is approximately representative of the respective population. If
the result is that soy has low levels of acceptance, an alternative, e.g., lupins or microalgae, needs to
be used.

The German participants also discussed price without being prompted by the moderator. The price
of meat can be very low while the price of meat substitutes is comparatively high. Furthermore, the
participants rated the price–quality ratio as unfavourable. The French found the price of meat-free
products too high compared to the price of meat.

“Substitutes are not really cheaper than meat, and they should be, to encourage buying them.”

To gain initial insights for a pricing strategy, acceptable price levels for the participants were
requested by the moderators as a follow-up question. The German focus group participants came
to the conclusion that the price of the meat substitute was not the dominating factor as long as the
quality was appropriate. This might be due to social desirability, as price is a more decisive factor
in comparison to the environmental impact of a product for example [53]. However, there was a
maximum they were willing to pay; one participant for example suggested €5 as the maximum for



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1819 10 of 14

a whole meal. The French discussants were more price-sensitive. They also paid more attention to
quality. Nevertheless, the participants agreed they were not willing to pay more for a meat substitute
than for a similar meat product. On the contrary, for them, a purchase incentive would be meat
substitutes being cheaper than meat.

“The price should also be interesting enough for me to consider buying this instead of meat.”

Furthermore, they directly compared the price per kilogram of meat and of meat alternatives.
The Dutch participants discussed their willingness to pay from a more practical point of view. They
also compared meat substitutes to meat prices. One and a half times the price of a comparable price
for meat was accepted. The maximum willingness to pay was three times the price of meat.

As a conclusion, the German participants went on to discuss that the taste of meat was just too
delicious to only follow a vegetarian diet. The same was discussed in France and the Netherlands.

In order to get a better overview of the mentioned reasons and motivations to not consume
meat substitutes, the participants rated their top three arguments as in stage 2. Table 3 summarises
the results.

Table 3. Ranking reasons not to substitute meat.

Germany France The Netherlands

Reason Points Reason Points Reason Points

Priority
decreasing order

Taste of meat 20 Taste of meat 24 Taste of meat 25

Habit of eating meat 13 Micronutrients 10 Price 10

Convenience 11 Health 8 “Something is missing” 8

Health 11 No trust in the labelling
of meat substitutes 8

In all three countries, the main reason for not consuming meat substitutes is the good taste of
meat. Health arguments are also an issue. Further quantitative research is necessary to verify whether
these issues are important for the majority of consumers in the respective countries.

4. Conclusions

The results of the focus group discussions in Germany, France and the Netherlands showed that
consumers in all three countries could enumerate manifold substitutes for meat. However, traditional
eating habits seem to be fixed, and convenience and a lack of skills as well as lack of availability and
ideas in preparing meat-free meals seem to be major impediments to reducing meat consumption.
It may be assumed that this is a major challenge in every country. However, the results suggest that
cultural differences exist which may lead to the need for country-adjusted meat substitutes. There is
some evidence that meat substitutes are already more established in the Netherlands than in Germany
or France. However, most consumers in the focus groups like the taste of meat and this is the main
reason for them to not substitute it. The realistic aim might thus be to substitute meat once or twice a
week. However, these results have to be confirmed by a quantitative follow-up study.

Additionally, German consumers were more open-minded than French consumers to trying new
meat substitutes. Nevertheless, participants in all three countries raised health concerns about meat
substitutes. The discussions focused on additives and the artificialness of the products as well as
concerns that the intake of essential vitamins or micronutrients might be insufficient. The paradox of
the discussion of health (meat is healthy, too much meat is unhealthy, meat substitutes are healthy, but
also unhealthy due to a lack of micronutrients) might lead to the conclusion that consumers are unsure
about health aspects and that there is a lack of information. However, also these results have to be
verified by a quantitative follow-up study.

The results presented in this paper are the first in this field offering a cross-cultural comparison in
Europe and deliver important explorative insights into consumers’ thinking and behaviour concerning
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meat substitutes. Still, all results refer to an explorative study which is a good starting point for finding
relevant variables which can be used in a subsequent quantitative cross-cultural study. They can serve
as a solid basis for future research.
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Appendix

Table A1. Sample description.

Germany

Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2

Description Frequency
(Except Age) Description Frequency

(Except Age)

Average age 38 34

Gender
Male 3 Male 5

Female 5 Female 1

Education level
Primary School 1 Primary School 1

Secondary School 2 Secondary School 0
A-Level 5 A-Level 4

Net household
income

n.a. 3 n.a. 0
Less than 1500 € 5 Less than 1500 € 3

1500–2500 € 0 1500–2500 € 0
2500 € or more 0 2500 € or more 2

France

Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2

Description Frequency
(Except Age) Description Frequency

(Except age)

Average age 40 34

Gender
Male 5 Male 5

Female 3 Female 3

Education level
No qualification (still at school) 1 No qualification (still at school) 1

Secondary School 3 Secondary School 0
A-Level 4 A-Level 7

Net household
income

n.a. 0 n.a. 0
Less than 1500 € 5 Less than 1500 € 2

1500–2500 € 2 1500–2500 € 2
2501 € or more 1 2501 € or more 4

The Netherlands

Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2

Description Frequency
(Except Age) Description Frequency

(Except Age)

Average age 40 46

Gender
Male 2 Male 4

Female 5 Female 3

Education level
Middle Pro 2 Middle Pro 3
Higher Pro 4 Higher Pro 2
University 1 University 2

Net household
income

n.a. 0 n.a. 0
Less than 1500 € 2 Less than 1500 € 4

1500–2500 € 2 1500–2500 € 0
2500 € or more 3 2500 € or more 3
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