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Meat and Morals: Relationship Between Meat Consumption, Consumer Attitudes 

towards Human and Animal Welfare and Moral Behavior. 

 

1 Introduction 

Accumulating evidence assumes that the acquisition and consumption of meat 

has shaped major parts of our human psychology and behavior (Stanford & Bunn, 2001), 

and human morality in particular (Mameli, 2013).  Throughout the evolutionary history 

of human kind, food, and meat in particular, appears to have shaped mechanisms that 

underlie cooperative intentions and actions (Hill, 2002). Compared to other foods and 

resources, meat may have played a more crucial role in the evolution of cooperation, 

because cooperation necessitates both the acquisition of most meat (Hill, 2002; Lee & 

DeVore, 1968) and the distribution of it (Hawkes, 2001). Various theories explaining the 

sharing of meat (Gurven, Hill, Kaplan, Hurtado, & Lyles, 2000; Patton, 2005) suggest that 

meat sharing occurs beyond the family, to members of a social network based on 

reciprocal actions. Accumulating and summarizing all the evidence, Mameli (2013) 

recently concluded that meat might have made us moral. The sharing of meat resulted in 

the evolution of a moral system that nowadays sustains human fairness in general.  

 In contrast, in today’s modern society those who ban meat from their diet are 

seen as more virtuous compared to omnivores (Ruby & Heine, 2011). A kernel of truth 

appears to exist for this perception bias, as previous works have shown proof of a 

correlation between meat avoidance and moral concerns (Rozin, Markwith, & Stoess, 

1997). Of course one may argue that, since vegetarians eat less fatty foods and have a 

lower body mass index (Rizzo, Jaceldo-Siegl, Sabate, & Fraser, 2013), the “vegetarian 

equals virtuousness” stereotype fits into the positive personality traits attributed to 
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consumers of low-fat diets. Accordingly, consumers of high-fat foods are assigned more 

negative personality traits (Barker, Tandy, & Stookey, 1999; Vartanian, Herman, & 

Polivy, 2007; Stein & Nemeroff, 1995). Even after controlling for perceptions of diet 

healthiness in their analysis, Ruby and Heine (2011) still found that vegetarians are 

considered as more virtuous compared to omnivores. It appears to be the decision to 

ban meat that matters for the perception of virtuousness, above and beyond the effect of 

perceptions of diet healthiness. When looking at the motives underlying meat 

consumption and meat reduction, this perception bias appears to be based in fact. 

Starting with motives for meat consumption, among omnivores, quality cues such 

as tenderness and flavor drive meat consumption (Troy & Kerry, 2010). Taste plays a 

major role as a reason for eating meat (Richardson, MacFie, & Shepherd, 1994). The love 

for the “taste of meat” is a major threshold among men and women of all ages who are 

reluctant to reduce their meat consumption (Lea & Worsley, 2003a).   

Further, most motives to reduce or ban the consumption of meat can be split into 

personal health motives and moral motives. The personal health motives refer to the 

fact that meat may expose consumers to health hazards, such as increased additives, 

hormones and cholesterol levels (Richardson et al., 1994). The moral motives refer to 

animal health concerns and ecological concerns (e.g. Kalof, Dietz, Stern, & Guagnano, 

1999; Latvala, Niva, Makela, Pouta, Heikillä, Kotro, & Forsman-Hugg, 2012; Rozin et al., 

1997; Ruby, 2012; Tobler, Visschers & Siegrist, 2011). Research suggests that 

flexitarians are mainly driven by personal health concerns  (Forestell, Spaeth,  & Kane, 

2012; Fox & Ward, 2008; Hoek, Luning, Stafleu, & de Graaf, 2004; Lea & Worsley, 

2003a,b). In Flanders, research showed that although flexitarians equally care about 

environmental issues compared to vegetarians (De Backer & Hudders, in press), most 

people are only moderately aware of the fact that meat production causes a stress to the 
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environment (Vanhonacker, Van Loo, Gellynck, & Verbeke, 2013). Vegetarians are set 

apart from flexitarians by a conscious, explicit and more intense motivation to reduce or 

ban meat from one’s diet because of animal concerns (De Backer & Hudders, in press). 

Not to say that omnivores do not care about animal welfare; even meat retailers are 

concerned about animal welfare issues, especially in times of economic prosperity 

(Miranda-de la Lama, Sepulveda, Villaroel, & Maria, 2013). Yet when comparing 

compassion for animals among vegetarians and omnivores, the first group outscores the 

latter (Greene-Finestone, Campbell, Evers, & Gutmanis, 2008). Because we do not know 

yet how flexitarians’ general compassion for animals contrasts to that of vegetarians and 

full-time meat eaters, this will be the first question addressed in our study.  

Next, the different motives underlying diet choice relate to broader worldviews. 

From a range of studies among predominantly Western populations, beliefs that 

vegetarianism is beneficial to health, the environment, farm animals, and world hunger 

appear to be influenced by other values, particularly altruism (Dietz, Frisch, Kalof, Stern, 

& Guagnano, 1995; Kalof et al. 1999). People with more social tendencies towards 

animals and humans are more likely to be (come) vegetarian or vegan (Ruby, 2012). 

Compared to omnivores, ethically motivated vegetarians and vegans have higher 

engagement of empathy related brain areas while observing negative scenes of both 

humans and animals (Filippi, Riccitelli, Falini, Di Salle, Vuilleumier, Comi, & Rocca, 2010). 

These stronger prosocial beliefs also translate into different political views; clear, 

outspoken concerns about harm and fairness typify a liberal political morality and 

concerns about  ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sanctity are linked to 

traditional world views (Graham, Haidt & Nosek, 2009). Vegetarians tend to be more 

liberal, while omnivores tend to place greater importance on traditional values (Ruby, 

2012). In similar ways, Kalof et al. (1999) added that traditional values decrease the 
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likelihood that people would endorse vegetarian beliefs. May it also decrease the 

likelihood that people would not endorse strict vegetarianism, but consciously reduce 

their intake of meat (i.e. become flexitarian)? Flexitarians are a growing group of 

consumers that reduce, but do not ban, meat from their diet (Dagevos & Voordouw, 

2013). The differences in moral concerns among flexitarians compared to vegetarians 

and full-time meat eaters are not yet known. To investigate this, scores on the five 

domains of the Moral Foundations Theory (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2004) 

will predict diet patterns.   

In addition, and because previous research has focused predominantly on the 

association between diet choice and moral attitudes, with little or no attention to moral 

behavior, we will also investigate if and how flexitarians differ from vegetarians and full-

time meat eaters in terms of donating money to animal- and human-oriented charities. 

 For all analyses, gender, age and educational level will be used as control 

variables in the study presented, this because across time and culture, a vegetarian diet 

has been associated more often with women compared to men (Ruby, 2012). Regardless 

of whether the diet implies meat consumption or avoidance, women are more concerned 

with animal welfare and environmental protection than men (Ruby, 2012). Gender, 

ethical concerns and intentions to reduce meat appear to interact. For instance, in a 

study among Australian non-vegetarians, Lea and Worsley (2003a) found that women 

are significantly more likely than men to agree that meat reduction can help animal 

welfare. Apart from gender and age, other demographic variables link to meat 

consumption, such as educational level. Several previous studies have shown that 

education level positively relates to meat reduction and negatively to fondness for red 

meat (see Ruby, 2012).  
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 In sum, the aim of this study is to investigate whether diet choice can be 

predicted by consumer attitudes towards human and animal welfare. Therefore, we will 

investigate if and how animal concerns (research question 1) and moral domains 

(research question 2) related to harm and fairness (i.e. more liberal) or related to loyalty, 

respect and purity (i.e. more conservative) can predict an individual’s choice for a 

flexitarians diet versus a vegetarian diet versus a full-time meat eating diet. As a new 

added element, differences in moral behavior (i.e., donation to charities) are taken into 

account (research question 3). 

 

2 Materials and Method 

To test the predictions, an online survey was conducted to investigate the 

relationship between eating patterns with and without meat, as well as prosocial 

attitudes and – behavior. This study was implemented in full compliance with American 

Psychological Association (APA) guidelines on the conduct of research involving human 

subjects. Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethical Committee of Social Sciences 

and Humanities, University of Antwerp, Belgium. Participants were fully informed about 

the general aims of the study and that their anonymity was guaranteed; all participants 

provided informed consent. 

 

2.1 Sample and procedure 

A total of 505 Flemish respondents took part in the survey. However, 155 

individuals did not complete the questionnaire and 51 individuals were omitted based 

on the criteria of the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ) catch items (see below). 

That is, anyone who believed math skills are related to virtuousness was omitted (N = 38 
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responded with the last three response options on MATH), and anyone who disagreed 

that it is better to do good than to do bad, was omitted (N = 13 responded with the first 

three response options on GOOD). This leaves a total of 299 individuals: 62% women, 38% 

men (see Table 1 for an overview of the socio-demographic characteristics of the 

sample). The age of the respondents ranged from 20 to 76 years (Mage= 34.40, SD= 

12.58). Over half of the sample (58.6%) obtained a high school or university degree.  

[Table 1 about here] 

Cross-sectional data were collected through a web-based survey in Flanders (the 

northern Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) during March-April 2012. No incentives were 

given for participating in this study. The study used a convenience sampling procedure. 

Hence, results mainly apply within the characteristics of the sample, whereas 

generalizations to wider populations remain speculative. The survey was distributed 

among students (using university lists), and people in general, by sharing the survey 

online via social network sites. In addition, a link to the web-based survey was 

disseminated via a vegetarian organization, Ethisch Vegetarisch Alternatief (EVA). This 

was done to ensure a large enough sample of vegetarians in the study, because meat is 

still considered the centerpiece of a traditional meal in the Flemish food culture, and 

negative images of meat substitutes still need to be addressed in Flanders today 

(Vanhonacker et al., 2013). EVA is a non-profit organization promoting meat reduction 

and vegetarian diets in Flanders, focusing on health benefits and ecological concerns. As 

an example, inspired by the US “Meatless Mondays” campaign, EVA launched 

“Donderdag Veggiedag” (which translates to Meatless Thursdays) in 2009. The 

campaign took a successful start, with some schools offering vegetarian lunches on 

Thursdays (Van Caneghem, Verschraegen, De Keyzer, & Huybrechts, 2010). EVA wants 
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to promote meat reduction, by promoting both a vegetarian and flexitarian diet 

(Lenaerts, 2011). Their aims are different from other Flemish organizations, such as 

Global Action in the Interest of Animals (GAIA) who promote vegetarianism mainly (and 

almost solely) out of concern for the well-being of animals. Our web-based survey was 

not distributed via GAIA, because its membership would have biased our sample.  

 

2.2 Materials 

 First, the participating respondents indicated their diet choice. Next, they were 

asked to indicate their attitudes towards animal and human welfare. To conclude, they 

had to complete some socio-demographic questions, such as age, gender and educational 

level.   

 

2.2.1 Diet Choice 

To determine eating habits, respondents were asked to indicate which diet they 

follow out of list of nine eating diets: 1) full-time meat eater (eating (red) meat, fish and 

chicken), 2) flexitarian (consciously reducing meat intake, but eating meat now and 

then), 3) pollotarian (eating no red meat, but eating fish, chicken and other poultry), 4) 

pescotarian (eating no red meat or chicken, but eating fish and shellfish), 5) macrobiotic 

consumer (eating unprocessed, organic, and locally grown foods, with a great overlap 

with foods consumed in a vegetarian diet, yet also including certain kinds of meat), 6) 

lacto-ovo vegetarian (eating no meat or fish, but eating eggs and dairy produce), 7) 

lacto-vegetarian (eating no meat, fish or eggs, but eating dairy produce), 8) ovo-

vegetarian (eating no meat, fish or dairy produce, but eating eggs), or 9) vegan (eating 

no meat and using no products of animal origin).  
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These subcategories were then grouped into three categories: full-time meat 

eaters (subcategory 1, N= 90, 30.1%), flexitarians (subcategories 2, 3, 4 and 5, N= 83, 

27.8%) and vegetarians (subcategories 6, 7, 8, and 9, N= 126, 42.1%). Flexitarians are 

defined in our sample as those who consciously reduce their intake of either all types or 

specific types of meat (e.g., eating poultry and fish but no red meat), or macrobiotics, 

who strongly reduce their meat intake and only eat unprocessed meat from organic 

farming. Vegetarians are defined in our sample as people who eat neither meat nor fish. 

 

2.2.2 Animal and Human Welfare Attitudes 

Respondents’ attitudes toward the importance of animal welfare were measured 

with the 20-item Animal Attitude Scale (α= .92) (Herzog, Betchart, & Pittman, 1991). 

Individuals’ attitudes towards human welfare were measured with the 30-item 

Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, Koleva, & Ditto, 2011). 

The Moral Foundations Theory considers five types of moral issues: harm/care, 

fairness/reciprocity, ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect and purity/sanctity. Harm/care 

focuses on motives to relieve suffering, closely related to empathy and compassion. 

Fairness/reciprocity refers to reaping the benefits of cooperation in small groups. 

Ingroup/loyalty builds on cooperation benefits in larger social groups. Groups offer 

protection, especially in times of competition, and are valued for that. Authority/respect 

emphasizes the recognition of, and respect for, status and the protection it provides to 

subordinates. The purity/sanctity dimension includes beliefs about the importance of 

following divine/religious mandates, such as sexual chastity and focuses on the 

challenge of impurities that might spread via other people or food. Different from the 

other dimensions, this foundation is rooted in human’ physical nature (as omnivores), 
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rather than only human’ social nature. Moral systems built on this foundation promote a 

life that is pure, sanctified and rising above what is trivial and physical. 

For the analyses, the 30-item Moral Foundations Questionnaire was divided in 

these five sub-dimensions, each originally consisting of six items. Two of these 

dimensions have alpha scores in our sample that could not improve by removing an item: 

Ingroup/loyalty (α= .66), purity/sanctity (α= .67). The alpha scores of the other three 

dimensions slightly benefit from removing one item. For the harm/care dimension 

removing the item ‘It can never be right to kill a human being’ slightly improved the 

alpha score to α= .57. For the fairness/reciprocity dimension removing the item ‘I think it’s 

morally wrong that rich children inherit a lot of money while poor children inherit nothing’ 

improved the alpha score to α= .60. For the Authority/respect dimension, removing the 

item ‘Men and women each have different roles to play in society’ improved the alpha 

score to α= .70.  

 

2.2.3 Moral behavior 

Next to measuring moral attitudes, this study also added a behavioral measure, 

donation behaviors. Donation behavior was measured by asking respondents to indicate 

if they donated money to a charity in the previous six months. They were given a list of 

well-known charities and the option to add a charity not mentioned in this list. In the 

end a variable was created that categorically indicated if they had not donated (0), 

donated to human-oriented charities (1) or donated to animal/nature-oriented charities 

(2). The people who donated to both human- and animal/nature-oriented charities were 

categorized in both 1 and 2.   
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3 Results 

First, the relations between diet choice and attitudes towards animal and human 

welfare are discussed, followed by the results of the analysis between diet pattern and 

donation behavior.  

 

3.1 Animal welfare attitudes to predict diet choice 

To investigate if diet choice is predicted by animal welfare attitudes (Research 

Question 1) a multinomial logistic regression is conducted with diet choice as the 

dependent variable and animal welfare attitudes as the independent variable (see Table 

2). The flexitarian group was used as a baseline group. The results of this analysis 

revealed that the full model showed a significantly better fit than the constant-only 

model, indicating that the predictor could reliably distinguish between the three diet 

groups (χ2(2)= 189.65, p< .001). The model fits the data well (Pearson χ2(104)= 95.28, 

p= .72). Well over half of the cases (63.5%) could be classified correctly based on this 

variable, which is more than can be expected by chance. The percentage of cases 

correctly classified was 66.7% for meat eaters, 29.6% for flexitarians and 83.2% for 

vegetarians. The animal welfare attitudes appeared to be significant predictors of diet 

choice, (χ2(2)= 189.65, p< .001). An in-depth analysis on how animal welfare attitudes 

distinguished vegetarians from flexitarians revealed that for each unit increase in animal 

welfare attitudes, the change of the odds of being in the vegetarian group compared to 

the flexitarian group is 18.12 and the change in odds of being in the meat eater group 

compared to the flexitarian group is .19. This implies that if animal welfare attitudes 

increase, the odds of being in the meat eater group compared to being in the flexitarian 

group decreases by 81%.   



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
MEAT AND MORALS  - Manuscript Submitted to Meat Science  
 

12 

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

3.2 Human welfare attitudes to predict diet choice 

To reveal if diet choice is predicted by human welfare attitudes a multinomial 

logistic regression is conducted with the five dimensions of human welfare attitudes as 

predictors of diet choice (see Table 3). The flexitarian group was used as a baseline 

group. The results of this analysis revealed that the full model showed a significantly 

better fit than the constant-only model, indicating that the predictors could reliably 

distinguish between the three diet groups (χ2(10)= 73.95, p< .001). The model fits the 

data well (Pearson χ2(572)= 584.10, p= .35). Over half of the cases (55.8%) could be 

correctly classified based on these variables. The percentage of cases correctly classified 

was 57% for meat eaters, 25.9% for flexitarians, and 74.4% for vegetarians. Overall, the 

results showed that fairness/reciprocity (χ2(2)= 3.15, p= .21), ingroup/loyalty (χ2(2)= 

2.92, p= .23) and purity/sanctity (χ2(2)= 2.01, p= .37)  were not significantly related to 

diet choice. Harm/care (χ2(2)= 19.64, p< .001) and authority/respect appeared to be 

significant predictors of diet choice, (χ2(2)= 23.84, p< .001).  

An in-depth analysis on how human welfare attitudes distinguished vegetarians 

from flexitarians revealed that for each unit increase in harm/care, the change in the 

odds of being in the vegetarian group compared to the flexitarian group is 4.67. All other 

dimensions could not significantly distinguish vegetarians from flexitarians. An in-depth 

analysis on how human welfare attitudes distinguished meat eaters from flexitarians 

revealed that for each unit increase in authority/respect, the change in odds of being in 

the meat eater group compared to the flexitarian group is 3.57. All other dimensions 

could not significantly distinguish meat eaters from flexitarians.  
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[Table 3 about here] 

 

3.3 Moderating impact of age on the relationship between diet choice and human and 

animal welfare attitudes 

A first multinomial logistic regression analysis with age (split into two categories 

based on a median split, median= 30 years) and animal welfare attitudes revealed no 

main effect of age nor any significant interaction effects between age and the animal 

welfare attitude scale to predict diet choice. 

A second multinomial logistic regression analysis with age and human welfare 

attitudes revealed no main effect of age nor any significant interaction effects between 

age and the human welfare attitude dimensions to predict diet choice. 

 

3.4 Moderating impact of gender on the relationship between diet choice and human and 

animal welfare attitudes 

A first multinomial logistic regression analysis with gender and the animal 

welfare attitude scale revealed no significant main effect of gender nor any significant 

interaction effects between gender and the animal welfare attitude scale to predict diet 

choice.  

A second multinomial logistic regression analysis with gender and the different 

human welfare attitudes revealed a significant main effect of gender on diet choice (χ2 

(2)= 9.56, p= .008). For women, the change in odds of being in the meat eater group 

compared to the flexitarian group is .005 and the change in  odds of being in the 

vegetarian group compared to the flexitarian group is .078, however the latter odds ratio 
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is only marginally significant (p= .069). In addition, the analysis showed a significant 

interaction effect between gender and authority/respect to predict diet choice (χ2 (2)= 

6.10, p= .047). For woman, each unit increase in authority/respect, changed the odds of 

being in the meat eater group compared to the flexitarian group by 4.09, while 

authority/respect did not predict a difference in membership of flexitarian versus 

vegetarian groups. For men, each unit increase in authority/respect, changed the odds of 

being in the meat eater group compared to the flexitarian group by .245, and similar to 

women, no differences in authority/respect occur for the flexitarians versus vegetarians. 

No other significant interaction effects appeared between gender and the moral 

foundations. 

 

3.5 Moderating impact of education level on the relationship between diet choice and 

human and animal welfare attitudes 

A first multinomial logistic regression analysis with educational level and the 

animal welfare attitude scale revealed a significant main effect of educational level on 

diet choice (χ2 (2)= 9.95, p= .007). Without higher eductation, the odds of being in the 

meat eater group compared to the flexitarian group increased 105%. There were no 

significant interaction effects between educational level and the animal welfare attitude 

scale to predict diet choice. 

A second multinomial logistic regression analysis with educational level and 

human welfare attitudes revealed no significant main effects of educational level nor any 

significant interaction effects between educational level and the human welfare attitude 

dimensions to predict diet choice. 
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3.6 Diet choice and charity donations  

The final analysis examines whether diet choice relates to donation behaviors. 

The analyses reveal that charitable donations are more likely among vegetarians than 

among meat eaters (respectively 85.7% and 63.4%, z= -4.05 , p< .001). Flexitarians 

balance in between (73.7%) and are significantly different from vegetarians (z= 2.36 , 

p= .02), but not from meat eaters (z= -1.51 , p=.13). These results show that vegetarians, 

but not flexitarians donate more to charities than meat eaters do.  

The detailed results for donations to human-oriented and animal/nature oriented 

charities are presented in Table 4. Among vegetarians (34.52%), donations for 

animal/nature oriented charities are more likely than among meat eaters (8.60%, z= 

4.56, p< .001) and flexitarians (13.68%, z = 3.6, p< .001). Meat eaters and flexitarians do 

not differ from each other for their donations to animal/nature oriented charities (z= -

1.11, p= .27). For human-oriented charities, donations are as likely for meat eaters 

(54.8%) versus flexitarians (60% , z= -.72 , p= .47), and meat eaters versus vegetarians 

(51.30%, z= .54, p= .59). Vegetarians and flexitarians also do not differ from each other 

(z= -1.34, p= .18). These results show that vegetarians donate more to animal-oriented 

charities, but there are no significant differences for human-oriented charities. 

[Table 4 about here] 

 

4 Discussion 

4.1 Animal welfare attitudes and meat consumption 

The results of this study among a non-random Belgian sample show that there is 

an  association between general attitudes towards animal welfare and diet choice 

options for vegetarians (never eating meat), flexitarians (consciously reducing meat 
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intake, but still eating meat) or full-time meat eaters (no conscious reduction of meat in 

the diet). More specifically, animal concerns (measured by the Animal Attitude Scale) 

can predict the difference between opting for a flexitarian diet versus a vegetarian diet 

or full-time meat diet. In addition, the difference between the flexitarians and 

vegetarians is larger compared to flexitarians and full-time meat eaters. Thus, the 

general trend of these findings suggests that the more one is concerned about animal 

welfare, the more one reduces meat from their diet.  

The results of this study are in line with research that shows that the diet choice 

of vegetarians is much more motivated by animal concerns than that of flexitarians (e.g., 

De Backer & Hudders, in press). The benefit to this existing research is the investigation 

of how flexitarians contrast to vegetarians and full-time meat eaters in animal attitudes. 

The fact that this group of consumers expresses significantly different concerns than 

both vegetarians and full-time meat eaters is interesting for marketers who wish to 

target this emerging group of people.  

 

4.2 Human welfare attitudes and meat consumption 

Domains of human morality also appear to be associated with diet choice. These 

results were obtained by predicting diet choice based on the five moral dimensions of 

the MFQ. It must first be mentioned that most of the alpha scores of these dimensions 

were rather low, but in line with previous reports (e.g., Graham et al., 2009). In addition, 

within social science research it is not uncommon to have lower reliability scores (Kline, 

1999). And some could be slightly improved by removing one item. This was done, and 

therefore, the underlying structure of the dimensions discussed here may differ slightly 

from underlying structures of these dimensions in other publications.  
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With this in mind, every increase in one’s belief that human suffering (harm/care 

of MFQ) must be avoided corresponds to a significant and large increase in the chance of 

being vegetarian compared to flexitarian. An increase in one’s belief that respect for 

status is important (authority/respect of MFQ) corresponds to a significant increase in 

chances to be a full-time meat eater rather than a flexitarian. These results become 

interesting in comparison to some previous studies. Namely, as mentioned in the 

introduction, it is known that vegetarians have more prosocial tendencies (Filippi et al., 

2010; Preylo & Arikawa, 2008; Ruby, 2012). It calls for further investigation into 

whether and how flexitarians differ from vegetarians and full-time meat eaters in terms 

of empathy, in line with the methodology of Filippi et al. (2010). That study also asked 

all participants to complete the Empathy Quotient and the descriptive results showed 

that vegetarians outscore omnivores, exhibiting higher empathy levels. It would be 

interesting to learn further if such differences can also distinguish these two groups 

from their middle option: the flexitarians.  

From this study, it can be concluded that flexitarians differ from both vegetarians 

and full-time meat eaters in terms of their attitudes towards two domains of human 

moral foundations, harm/care and authority/respect.  

 

4.3 Moral behavior and meat consumption 

Next to looking at moral attitudes, this study also investigated the relation 

between diet choice and moral behavior. The results of our behavioral data suggest that 

donation to human-oriented charities are just as likely to come from vegetarians, 

flexitarians or full-time meat eaters. In contrast, donations to animal-oriented charities 

are more likely to come from vegetarians compared to both flexitarians and full-time 
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meat eaters, who do not differ from each other. Thus, in terms of prosocial behavior, 

flexitarians in this sample do not appear to be different from full-time meat eaters in this 

sample, despite the fact both groups show different values on attitudes towards animal 

welfare and respect for other human beings (authority/respect). For vegetarians, both 

their attitudes towards animal welfare and their prososocial behavior towards animals 

(i.e., donating money to animal-oriented charities) set them apart from flexitarians in 

this sample.  

 

4.4 Societal norms and meat consumption 

Some of the differences found in this study can be explained by the dominating 

norms that govern a society. For instance, a feasible, explanation for the significant 

difference between flexitarians and full-time meat eaters with respect to placing value 

on the authority/respect dimension of the MFQ might be the fact that consuming meat 

on an (almost) daily basis is the norm in the society of this study. In Belgium, meat has 

always been considered part of the ideal diet, except during the World Wars period 

(Scholliers, 2013). Moreover, mid-twentieth century meat consumption began to rise 

(Bublot, 1961; Mauquoy, 1960) and remained high, with Belgium becoming one of the 

biggest meat consumers in Europe (Grigg, 1993). A slight decline in Belgian meat 

consumption appeared in the 1990’s, driven by a mix of factors, including health 

concerns, risk perceptions, and changing tastes (Verbeke & Viaene, 1999, 2000).  

Yet, Belgians, and Flemish people in particular, remain heavy meat consumers, as 

reported by the most recent Belgian Food Consumption Survey, conducted in 2004 

(Debacker, Cox, Temme, Huybrechts, & Van Oyen, 2007). According to this study, a 

decade ago, 56.3% of the Belgian population ate meat at least once a day. In Flanders, 

the northern region of Belgium where the research for this study was conducted, 64.9% 
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ate meat at least once a day in 2004. In contrast, at that time only a very small fraction 

(1.5%) of the Flemish population reported never eating any meat (Debacker et al., 

2007). In 2011, EVA conducted a similar survey in Flanders, also focusing on flexitarians 

as a new and rising group of consumers (Lenaerts, 2011). The results of this study were 

similar: 1.5% of the Flemish population was vegetarian at that point, while 11.6% of the 

population considered themselves flexitarian (Lenaerts, 2011).  If the norm is to eat 

meat, then consciously reducing meat intake automatically implies not following the 

norm or not obeying general rules. This may explain the significant difference in moral 

attitudes between flexitarians and meat eaters. Moreover, it would be interesting to 

investigate further if flexitarians consciously feel as if they are a minority group, as it is 

known that vegetarians often feel this way (Fox & Ward, 2008; Rozin et al., 1997).   

 

4.5 Socio-cultural and political determinants of meat consumption 

Lastly, apart from dominating societal norms, a range of other socio-cultural and 

political determinants may also explain some of the results of our study. For instance, in 

Western countries, it is found that vegetarians lean more towards a liberal point of view, 

whereas omnivores place greater value to traditional views (Kalof et al., 1999; Ruby, 

2012). With respect to the MFQ dimensions, it is known that conservatives outscore 

liberals in terms of the authority/respect dimension, while liberals outscore 

conservatives on the harm/care dimension (Graham et al., 2009). Therefore, the results 

of this study indirectly reconfirm past research: (Western) vegetarians (more liberal) 

put stronger value on care and empathy, while (Western) full-time meat eaters (more 

conservative) put stronger value on respect and authority. However, future research 

should investigate whether similar results may be obtained in other (non-Western) 
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countries, as Ruby, Heine, Kamble, Cheng & Waddar (2013) found cross-cultural 

differences in value orientations among vegetarians.  

Further, the current study did not consider political orientation, yet we do advise 

future studies to investigate if political orientation mediates the association between 

diet choice and these human moral foundations. In Belgium political orientations are not 

as linear compared to other countries, such as the United States. Political parties are 

plentiful (David & Van Hamme, 2011), yet it might be worthwhile to ask future 

participants to indicate on a semantic scale whether they adhere more towards 

traditional versus liberal political views. In addition, it would also be useful to add more 

variables related to participants’ cultural and socio-economic (such as income or job 

status) background. This study controlled for age, gender and educational status. The 

results of our study showed that age did not moderate the relationship between diet 

choice and animal and human welfare attitudes. For gender, one significant interaction 

effect was found with the moral foundation authority/respect. More specifically, the 

results showed that an increase in authority/respect, predicts a higher likelihood to be 

full-time meat eater compared to flexitarian for women, while the reverse is found for 

men. With every increase in authority/respect, men are more likely to be flexitarian 

compared to full-time meat eater. The result of our female respondents fits previous 

research (Ruby, 2012), but the result of our male respondents goes against previous 

results that showed how traditional views decrease a meat-reduced diet (Kalof et al. 

1999). Of course, Kalof et al.’s study only looked at omnivores versus vegetarians, while 

this study added flexitarians as a separate group of consumers. Still, this result calls for 

further investigation.  

Although no significant interaction effects appeared for education, moral 

foundations and diet choice, the results do show a main effect for the correlations 
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between educational level and diet choice. Lower levels of education correspond to 

higher chances of opting for a full-time meat eating diet. This is in line with previous 

findings (Hoek et al., 2004; Ruby, 2012) and calls for further follow-up and investigation.  

 

5 Conclusions and Implications 

Our results reveal that flexitarians differ from both vegetarians and full-time 

meat eaters in their attitudes towards animals welfare. They are more concerned about 

animal welfare than full-time meat eaters are, yet less concerned compared to 

vegetarians. In addition, their scores on two dimensions of human moral foundations set 

flexitarians apart from both vegetarians and full-time meat eaters. Compared to 

flexitarians, vegetarians score higher on values of care and empathy. Compared to full-

time meat eaters, flexitarians score lower on respect for status and authority. Despite 

these clear differences in moral attitudes, flexitarians are not different from full-time 

meat eaters in terms of prosocial behavior; they donate as often to human-oriented 

charities.  In addition, the behavioral results reconfirm vegetarians’ stronger caring for 

animal concerns, as this group donates more frequently to animal-oriented charities 

compared to both other groups.  

The main implication of this study for the production and promotion of meat is to 

consider flexitarians as a separate group of consumers. Flexitarians are as different from 

full-time meat eaters as they are different from vegetarians, both in their moral attitudes 

and –behaviors. Acknowledging these differences and targeting as a unique and growing 

group of consumers is a challenge for the meat industry and for marketers in the 

following years.  
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Highlights 

 Meat consumption played a crucial role in the evolution of human morality. 

 Social perception studies show that vegetarians are regarded most virtuous today. 

 This study investigates the relation between meat consumption and moral attitudes.    

 Vegetarians are most and meat eaters are least concerned about animal welfare. 

 Harm/care distinguishes vegetarians from flexitarians. 

 Authority/respect distinguishes full-time meat eaters from flexitarians. 

 Vegetarians donate more often to animal oriented charities compared to meat eaters and 

flexitarians. 
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample 

 

 % of total 

Gender  

Male 38 

Female 62 

Age Group  

Mean (SD) 34.40 (12.58) 

18-30 54.5 

31-45 26.4 

46+ 18.7 

Education  

Secondary school 40.8 

High 
school/University 

58.6 

Eating diet  

Meat eater 30.1 

Flexitarian 27.8 

Vegetarian 42.1 
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Table 2 Animal welfare attitudes to predict diet choice 

 

   95% CI for Odds Ratio 
  B(SE) Lower Odds 

Ratio 
Upper 

Vegetarian vs. flexitarian     
 Intercept -11.25 

(1.60)*** 
   

 Animal welfare 
attitudes 

2.90 (.40)*** 8.33 18.12 39.39 

Meat eater vs. flexitarian     
 Intercept 5.82 (1.25)***    
 Animal welfare 

attitudes 
-1.64 (.35)*** .10 .19 .39 

Note: R2 = .47 (Cox & Snell), .54 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 (2) = 189.65, p < .001.  

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 3 Human concern attitudes to predict diet choice 

 

   95% CI for Odds Ratio 
  B(SE) Lower Odds 

Ratio 
Upper 

Meat eater vs. flexitarian     
 Intercept -4.58 

(1.73)** 
   

 Harm/care .36 (.42) .63 1.44 3.26 
 Fairness/reciprocity -.01 (.44) .42 .99 2.36 
 Ingroup/loyalty -.07 (.36) .46 .94 1.91 
 Authority/respect 1.27 (.35)*** 1.79 3.57 7.12 
 Purity/sanctity -.11 (.34) .46 .89 1.74 
Vegetarian vs. flexitarian     
 Intercept -1.98 (1.52)    
 Harm/care 1.54 (.39)*** 2.20 4.67 9.92 
 Fairness/reciprocity -.62 (.40) .24 .54 1.19 
 Ingroup/loyalty -.54 (.35) .29 .58 1.16 
 Authority/respect -.23 (.33) .42 .80 1.52 
 Purity/sanctity .31 (.31) .75 1.37 2.51 
Note: R2 = .22 (Cox & Snell), .25 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 (10) = 73.95, p < .001.  

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 4 – Correlations between diet choice and donations to human- and 

animal/nature oriented charities 

 Meat eaters Flexitarians Vegetarians 

Did not donate 36.6%  

(34) 

26.3% 

(25) 

14.3% 

(22) 

Human-oriented 

charities 

54.8% 

(51) 

60.0% 

(57) 

51.3% 

(79) 

Animal/nature-

oriented charities 

8.6% 

(8) 

13.7% 

(13) 

34.4% 

(53) 

 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

 


