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Executive summary 
Identity researchers have long approached the multifaceted identity construct as the blind men in 

the famous Buddhist tale who touch different parts of an elephant and are unable to fathom the 

totality of the inspected phenomenon. This singular view of identity occurs despite a consensus of 

the self-concept as a plural construct containing multiple identities. This thesis treats the identity 

concept as multiple and complex, using consumers’ growing awareness of the problematic aspects 

of meat consumption as the case in point. Eating excessive amounts of meat, especially beef and 

lamb, impacts the environment negatively and considerably. Understanding the key drivers of meat 

consumption is fundamental to change this behaviour, and research increasingly emphasises that 

identity is one of these main drivers. To avoid limitations of studying identity singularly, the thesis 

includes multiple identities to understand how each differentially affects an identity-relevant 

behaviour and determine how identities are mentally organised. Including numerous but relevant 

identities can offer novel insights into multiple motives of the consumption, reduction or rejection 

of meat. Other social-psychological variables also matter for meat consumption. These constructs 

include attitudes, social norms and perceived behavioural control, as well as socio-demographics 

(e.g., age and income). Identities affect consumption of meat in concert with these other factors, but 

comprehensive models controlling for these are lacking. Finally, few scholars have longitudinally 

tested the adoption of identities, and the role of attitude in this process has not been explored. With 

inspiration from self-perception theory, meat-related identities are manipulated by increasing 

vegetarian meals in a field experiment to test the role of behaviour and attitude in the adoption of 

flexitarian and vegetarian identities. The overall research questions of the thesis are therefore: 

Which identities determine the consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat, how are they 

organised and how do they develop? 

 
In the first paper, an exploratory and novel qualitative approach was used to identify the identities 

that govern consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat. Thirteen semi-structured interviews 

with meat eaters, meat reducers and meat avoiders were conducted with the inclusion of two visual 

tools. Building on symbolic consumption theory and identity theory from a symbolic interactionist 

perspective, self-labels and symbolic consumption patterns provided evidence of three meat-related 

identities: the pragmatic idealist, the ethical foodie and the healthy hedonist. These were defined as 

higher-order identities (i.e., an abstract identity construct subsuming more specific or lower-order 

identities) which were all marked by internal conflict between lower-order identities. However, 

most conflicts were solved through coping mechanisms, such as changing consumption patterns. 

Conflicts between health, moral and hedonic concerns appeared alongside conflicts relating to 
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identity stigma. Selective attention and altering patterns of meat consumption were used to cope 

with these conflicts. Identifying these complex identity structures related to meat contributes to an 

understanding of meat-related identities as multiple and characterised by ongoing coping due to 

normative changes in the relevant consumption sphere. 

 
The second paper builds on insights from Paper 1. Firstly, meat-related lower-order identities in the 

first paper inspired the identities measured in the second paper. The prevalence of the included 

identities was established in a larger Danish sample (N=1001). Secondly, an identity hierarchy was 

further developed and tested. Attitude and goal theory was employed to provide evidence of 

identities as organised at different levels of abstraction and Theory of Planned Behaviour variables 

were controlled for. The analysis showed how identities determine intentions and behaviour relating 

to meat consumption. Structural equation modelling suggested a hierarchical organisation of 

identities, with some having direct effects and others having indirect effects on meat consumption. 

More mid-level and higher-order identities (e.g., national identity and environmental identity) 

influenced intentions to eat meat indirectly, meditated through a lower-order and behaviour-specific 

identity (i.e., flexitarian identity). The impact of the attitude towards reducing meat consumption 

also appeared to be mediated through flexitarian identity, suggesting that attitudes towards a 

behaviour can be transformed into a behaviour-specific identity. However, national identity also 

appeared to have a direct impact on intentions to eat meat after controlling for more behaviour- 

specific identities. 

 
Paper 3 examines how, when and why an attitude towards a behaviour (reducing meat consumption) 

gives rise to an identity (being a flexitarian). In a longitudinal field experiment, we test the 

hypothesis that an attitude towards a behaviour (e.g., eating vegetarian) can transform into an 

identity (e.g., flexitarian identity) with repeated and frequent identity-consistent behaviour and 

attitude activation. We suggest that self-perception theory drives this process. Participants (students 

at Danish continuation schools) were allocated to two matched groups and “nudged” to eat more 

vegetarian food than normal through an intervention design: opt-out of vegetarian meals for four 

weeks, followed by opt-in for vegetarian meals for four weeks, with the reverse order applying to 

the other group. Six hundred and five pupils finished the first survey, 322 finished the second survey 

and 322 finished the third survey. Results confirm that the intervention caused more weekly 

vegetarian meals in the opt-out condition than in the opt-in condition. Further, frequency of 

vegetarian meals predicted flexitarian and vegetarian identity. Attitudes played the largest role in 

flexitarian identity adoption in the beginning of the adoption phase. Unexpectedly, attitudes towards 
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reducing meat declined significantly from the pre-measurement to the post-measurement in one of 

the groups, which seems to reflect very high attitudes at the outset regressing towards the mean. All 

analyses point to attitudes as catalysing adoption of flexitarian and environmental self-identity in 

the early phases in concert with behaviour, which continues to impact identity centrality at the last 

measure. 
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Dansk resumé 
Forskere inden for identitet har længe tilgået det multifacetterede identitetskonstrukt som de blinde 

mænd i den populære buddhistiske fortælling, der kan mærke forskellige dele af en elefant og ikke 

begriber helheden af det undersøgte fænomen. Denne singulære måde at undersøge identitet på 

finder sted på trods af en konsensus om, at selvkonceptet er et multifacetteret konstrukt, der 

indeholder multiple identiteter. 

 
Denne afhandling behandler identitetskonceptet som multipelt og komplekst med udgangspunkt i 

forbrugeres øgede opmærksomhed omkring de problematiske aspekter ved kødspisning. At spise 

for meget kød, især oksekød og lam, påvirker miljøet negativt og i høj grad. At forstå 

hovedårsagerne til kødforbrug er derfor centralt for at ændre denne adfærd og forskning 

understreger i stigende grad, at identitet er en af drivkræfterne. For at undgå begrænsninger ved at 

undersøge identitet singulært, inkluderer denne afhandling flere identiteter for at forstå, hvordan 

hver identitet differentielt påvirker identitetsrelevant adfærd og giver indblik i, hvordan identiteter 

er mentalt organiseret. Inklusion af mange, men relevante, identiteter kan give nye indsigter i de 

multiple motiver, der ligger til grund for forbrug, reduktion og afvisning af kød. Andre social- 

psykologiske variable har også betydning for kødforbrug. Disse konstrukter inkluderer holdninger, 

sociale normer, perciperet adfærdskontrol og sociodemografiske faktorer (eksempelvis alder og 

indkomst). Identiteter påvirker forbrug af kød sammen med disse andre faktorer, men der mangler 

omfattende modeller, som kontrollerer for disse. Få forskere har testet identitetsudvikling (”identity 

adoption”) og holdningers rolle i denne proces er uudforsket. Med inspiration fra 

selvperceptionsteori manipuleres kødrelaterede identiteter ved at øge antallet af vegetariske 

måltider i et felteksperiment for at teste adfærds og holdningers rolle i udviklingen af 

fleksitaridentitet og vegetaridentitet. Det overordnede forskningsspørgsmål i afhandlingen er 

derfor: Hvilke identiteter påvirker forbrug, reduktion og undgåelse af kød, hvordan er identiteterne 

organiseret og hvordan udvikles disse? 

 
En eksplorativ og ny kvalitativ tilgang blev anvendt i første artikel til at identificere identiteter, som 

styrer forbrug, reduktion og undgåelse af kød. 13 semi-strukturerede interviews, der inkluderede to 

visuelle metoder, blev udført med kødspisere, personer der reducerer deres kødforbrug, og personer 

der undgår at spise kød. Ved at anvende teori om symbolsk forbrug og identitetsteori inden for et 

symbolsk interaktionistisk perspektiv blev ”selvvalgte mærkater” og symbolske forbrugsmønstre 

brugt som evidens for tre kødrelaterede identiteter: Den pragmatiske idealist, den etiske foodie og 

den sunde hedonist. Disse blev defineret som højereordensidentiteter (et abstrakt identitetskonstrukt 



viii  

som omfatter mere specifikke identiteter af en lavere orden), som alle var karakteriseret af interne 

konflikter mellem identiteterne af en lavere orden. Til trods for dette blev de fleste konflikter løst 

gennem copingstrategier, såsom ændring af forbrugsmønstre. Konflikter mellem sundhed, moral og 

lystbetonede anliggender opstod sammen med konflikter relateret til identitetsstigma. Selektiv 

opmærksomhed og ændring af kødforbrug blev brugt til at cope med disse konflikter. Identifikation 

af disse komplekse identitetsstrukturer forbundet med kød bidrager til en forståelse af kødrelaterede 

identiteter som multiple og karakteriseret af løbende coping grundet normative forandringer i den 

relevante forbrugssfære. 

 
Den anden artikel bygger på indsigter fra første artikel. For det første inspirerede de kødrelaterede 

identiteter af lavere orden i den første artikel de identiteter, som blev målt i anden artikel. 

Prævalensen af de inkluderede identiteter blev etableret vha. en større dansk stikprøve (N=1001). 

For det andet blev et identitetshierarki videreudviklet og testet. Holdnings- og målteori blev anvendt 

som evidens for, at identiteter kan være organiseret på forskellige abstraktionsniveauer, og der blev 

kontrolleret for variable i Theory of Planned Behaviour. Analysen viste, hvordan identiteter 

determinerede intentioner og adfærd relateret til kødforbrug. En strukturel ligningsmodel viste en 

hierarkisk organisering af identiteter, hvoraf nogle havde direkte effekter og andre indirekte effekter 

på kødforbrug. Identiteter på de midterste niveauer samt identiteter af højere orden (såsom national– 

og miljøidentitet) influerede intentioner for at spise kød indirekte, medieret gennem lavereordens- 

og adfærdsspecifikke identiteter (såsom fleksitarisk identitet). Indflydelsen af holdninger på at 

reducere kødforbrug blev også medieret gennem fleksitarisk identitet, hvilket antyder, at holdninger 

til en adfærd kan transformeres til en adfærdsspecifik identitet. National identitet viste sig dog også 

at have en direkte effekt på intentioner for at spise kød efter at have kontrolleret for mere 

adfærdsspecifikke identiteter. 

 
Artikel 3 undersøger hvordan, hvornår og hvorfor en holdning til en adfærd (reduktion af kød) kan 

give anledning til en ny identitet (at være fleksitar). I et longitudinelt felteksperiment testede vi, om 

en holdning til en adfærd (såsom at spise vegetarisk) kan transformeres til en identitet (fleksitarisk 

identitet, for eksempel) med hyppig identitetskonsistent adfærd og holdningsaktivering. Vi foreslår, 

at selvperceptionsteori driver denne proces. Deltagere (elever på danske efterskole) blev inddelt i 

to matchede grupper og ”nudget” til at spise mere vegetarisk mad end normalt gennem et 

interventionsdesign: Framelding af vegetarisk mad i fire uger efterfulgt af tilmelding for vegetariske 

måltider i fire uger og med omvendt rækkefølge i den anden gruppe. 605 elever udfyldte 

spørgeskema 1, 322 udfyldte spørgeskema 2 og 322 udfyldte spørgeskema 3. Resultaterne 
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bekræfter, at interventionen skabte flere ugentlige vegetariske måltider i frameldingsgruppen end i 

tilmeldingsgruppen. Desuden påvirkede frekvensen af vegetariske måltider fleksitarisk - og 

vegetarisk identitet. Holdninger spillede den største rolle i udviklingen af fleksitaridentitet i 

begyndelsen af udviklingsfasen. Holdninger til kødreduktion dalede mod forventning signifikant 

fra før eksperimentet til efter eksperimentet i en af grupperne, hvilket synes at afspejle meget stærke 

holdninger i udgangspunktet, som derefter udviste regression mod gennemsnittet. Alle analyser 

peger på, at holdninger kan være en katalysator for identitetsudvikling af fleksitaridentitet og 

miljøidentitet i de tidlige faser sammen med adfærd, som fortsætter med at have indflydelse på 

centralitet af identiteterne ved sidste måling. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Motivation and justification of overall research question 
 

“The arctic zone moves two kilometres further north every year – that is how quickly it goes. It 

was in the news last week. If the ice moved the other way, it would be easier to perceive as a 

threat. If its giant body was like jelly in the bottom, gliding over more and more countries like a 

slug” (Smith, 2015, p. 17). 

 
The Danish writer Amalie Smith wrote this paragraph in 2015, pondering the psychological barriers 

that prevent humans from comprehending climate change as an existential threat. In 2015, 195 

different countries agreed to keep global warming under 2°C (UNFCCC, 2016) to “meet the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(Brundtland, 1987, p. 37), among other things. This goal of keeping the temperature below 2°C is 

also known as the Paris Agreement. The agreement made the environmental consequences of an 

affluent lifestyle, especially in the global north, highly salient. In 2022, it is still hard for many to 

connect mundane consumption habits with environmental changes and biodiversity hazards, despite 

tangible disruptions of the livelihood of billions of people and animals (IPCC, 2022). IPCC released 

their latest report this year, warning the global society that the window for keeping temperatures 

below 1.5°C above pre-industrial averages is closing at a fast pace (IPCC, 2022). To keep within 

the planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2018) and mitigate irreversible environmental changes and 

biodiversity loss, immediate and profound measures must be taken across all sectors, and current 

consumption patterns must change rapidly, including consumer food practices. Food production 

accounts for approximately 1/3 of all global greenhouse gas emissions, whereas 71% of these stem 

from agriculture and land-use (Crippa et al., 2021). Animal-based food, however, is not expected 

to decrease due to sustained demand, low feed prices and maintained product prices. In fact, the 

livestock sector is projected to expand by 14% by 2029 (OECD et al., 2019). 

The growing consumption of meat and dairy not only threatens the environment, food security and 

a general sustainable development on a global scale; excessive consumption of red meat (i.e., cattle, 

pork and lamb), and particularly processed meat, has been linked to a number of health risks, 

including the development of cardiovascular disease, colorectal cancer, stroke and diabetes 

(Godfray et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019). Based on this evidence, Willett et al. (2019) recommend 
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limiting red meat to 14 g/d - a recommendation still debated within the community of epidemiology 

(Vernooij et al., 2021). 

In a Danish context, 20% of national greenhouse gas emissions originate from agriculture, with the 

majority of emissions derived from pork and cattle production (Nielsen et al., 2019). Further, the 

average intake of red meat exceeds recommendations of Danish health authorities (Minter, 2018). 

Reduction potential is therefore high in a Danish context as well. The latest Danish official dietary 

guidelines from 2021 advise Danes to limit consumption of red and processed meats both for the 

sake of health and to protect the environment (The Ministry of Food, 2021). More factors make 

Denmark an interesting case in the study of meat consumption. Firstly, agriculture is an important 

part of culture and history in Denmark (Østergård, 1992), and animal produce (e.g., pig meat and 

dairy products in particular) is essential to the Danish economy (Danish Agriculture and Food 

Council, 2022). The meal structure in Denmark largely follows other Western European plates, with 

meat as the central element served with vegetables and some sort of staple (often potato in a Danish 

context) (Schösler et al., 2012). A European survey from 2013 shows that Danes were less willing 

to replace their consumption of meat with vegetables. They also demonstrated lower acceptance of 

a meat-free day compared to other European countries (European Commision, 2013). This finding 

resonates with the national resistance against the proposal of the Danish government in 2020 to 

introduce two meat-free days in canteens of state institutions (Ahrens, 2020). Further, dietary 

recommendations limiting meat consumption were not updated before 2021, compared to other 

European countries, including the neighbouring Scandinavian countries of Sweden and Norway 

(Cocking et al., 2020). Other evidence points to an increase in willingness to substitute meat with 

more climate-friendly options (Hielkema & Lund, 2021). Almost 30% of Danish consumers 

indicated that they had stopped or reduced their intake of meat in 2020 (Hesselberg et al., 2020). 

Debates about meat reduction in a Danish context expose the cultural and habitual significance of 

meat on one hand and the increased awareness of health and climate-related risks on the other. 

Identity is an excellent avenue by which to understand both the resistance to and the support of meat 

reduction, as food, especially eating or rejecting meat, can signify a range of identity-related 

meanings, such as socio-economic status, health awareness and political stance, among other things 

(Chuck et al., 2016; Cronin et al., 2014; Fox & Ward, 2008). A meta-analysis has suggested that, 

in addition to emotions and cognitive dissonance, socio-cultural factors such as social identity were 

some of the strongest antecedents of meat consumption (Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). With 

the growing problematisation of current meat consumption levels, research on meat-related 

identities has also proliferated. This includes research on vegetarian and vegan identities 

(Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017; Ruby, 2012), “healthy eater” identity 
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(Carfora, Caso, Sparks, et al., 2017; Fox & Ward, 2008), identities related to environmental 

protection (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018; Van der Werff et al., 2014) and research on gender 

stereotypes and meat (Rozin et al., 2012; Schösler et al., 2015). However, research on two segments 

relating to meat consumption are inadequately researched. The first of these is the group of meat 

reducers who consciously limit their consumption of meat, only eating it occasionally (Dagevos & 

Reinders, 2018; Kemper & White, 2021; Szejda et al., 2020; Vergeer et al., 2020). In line with 

recent literature, we coin these “flexitarians.” Exploring whether flexitarianism is internalised as an 

identity is a central question, as identities central to the self are strongly linked to intention and 

behaviour (Rise et al., 2010). The second group that is overlooked in a meat-related identity 

perspective consists of consumers eating meat, constituting the majority of consumers (Szejda et 

al., 2020). One purpose of developing an identity is to distinguish yourself from others cf. Identity 

Process Theory (Breakwell, 2014), and since meat consumption is the norm in most cultures of the 

Western world (Joy, 2009), few have developed a conscious “omnivore identity” or “meat eater 

identity,” as measured in extant studies (Allen et al., 2000; Blake et al., 2013; Carfora, Caso, & 

Conner, 2017; Wolstenholme et al., 2021). Hence, it may be more valid to study other “pro-meat” 

identities, such as national identity (Nguyen & Platow, 2021), which is also rarely studied within a 

meat-related context. 

With a few exceptions (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019), meat-related 

identities are largely studied in isolation, regardless of strong empirical support for the self as 

multifaceted (Forehand et al., 2021; Oyserman et al., 2012). In fact, most research includes only 

one or possibly a few identities in one study (Forehand et al., 2021). People hold multiple identities 

differing with regard to self-centrality (Kettle, 2019) and salience (Reed et al., 2012). Omitting 

identities relevant to a behavioural domain when studying identities’ significance on a specific 

behaviour can bias the outcome, as identities are interrelated and have differential effects on each 

other and on the studied behaviour (Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). The nearly deserted field makes 

theory mute on the role of abstraction and organisation of identities and what it means to intentions 

and behaviour (Forehand et al., 2021). Further, the development or adoption of novel identities into 

the self (not merely situationally cued or primed identities with short-term impact on behaviour) is 

scarcely studied quantitatively (Reed & Forehand, 2016; Schwartz, 2005), despite the importance 

of controlling for the interlinkages with other variables relevant to the target behaviour. 

Notwithstanding a rapidly expanding field of identity research, few scholars have engaged with the 

above-mentioned identified gaps in identity organisation and development of identities. Also, 

mapping out and including relevant identities within the realm of meat consumption, reduction and 
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avoidance, is necessary to propel the field forward. The proposed research question of the thesis, 

stated below, is therefore theoretically and practically relevant to study: 

Which identities determine the consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat, how are they 

organised and how do they develop? 

 

1.2 Scientific scope 
The aim of the present thesis is to identify relevant identities with linkages to meat consumption, 

reduction and avoidance and related processes, as well as to examine how these constructs are 

mentally organised and differentially affect behaviour. The aim requires a delimitation to properly 

focus the thesis. 

The consumers of interest in this thesis are first and foremost those from high-income countries 

(usually those regarded as “Western countries,” i.e., Europe and the USA) to which the main part 

of global meat consumption, and therefore also meat-related CO2-emissions, can be ascribed 

(Milford et al., 2019). It is necessary to explore drivers of and barriers to consuming meat in this 

population, as the environmental impact of reducing meat will most likely be higher than in a lower- 

income country where meat may be eaten less frequently. Danish consumers were chosen as 

participants in all three studies. As argued in section 1.1, meat consumption is still too high in 

Denmark from a health perspective (Minter, 2018), and novel meat-related identities are 

proliferating due to increased awareness of meat as problematic (Hesselberg et al., 2020). Practical 

reasons also affected the choice of participants, as the author is located in Denmark. The thesis 

therefore offers a thorough insight into Danes’ meat consumption habits and their identification 

with meat products. 

Despite broad scientific consensus that excessive consumption of red and processed meats is related 

to health risks (Godfray et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019), there is some debate as to the validity of 

the epidemiological methods used for studying health-related outcomes relating to meat 

consumption (Vernooij et al., 2021). However, the health assumptions of the thesis will lean 

towards the authoritative sources recommending a reduction in consumption, especially of red and 

processed meats, and will not discuss the nutritional composition of a healthy vegan, vegetarian or 

low-meat diet, since ample research indicates the health benefits of such diets (Clark et al., 2019; 

Willett et al., 2019). 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical background 
 

2.1 Theoretical background 
In the following section, I elaborate on how the theoretical background of the thesis upon which the 

three papers are based addresses the overall research question. Accounting for the theoretical 

underpinnings will aid a more coherent understanding of the contributions of the papers. 

 

2.1.1 Conceptualisation of identity 
The underlying theoretical basis of identity in the present thesis is the inclusive definition of identity 

provided by Reed et al. (2012) who propose that an identity is any category label that a consumer 

associates with, either by choice or endowment, that invokes a clear mental representation of what 

such a person looks like, thinks, feels and does. This definition is used in all three papers of the 

thesis because it is anchored in evidence-based identity theory and cuts across multiple disciplines. 

The definition concurs with the basic tenets of Social Identity Theory (Oyserman et al., 2012; Tajfel 

& Turner, 1985), Consumer Culture Theory (Arsel & Thompson, 2010) and identity theory studied 

within symbolic interactionist research (Burke & Stets, 2009). Some may classify the definition as 

predominantly social cognitive, though. Moreover, category labels can be operationalised in both 

qualitative and quantitative studies (Monrad, 2013). The principle of self-centrality of an identity is 

also a key concept, referring to the extent to which the identity is integrated into the self-concept 

(Kettle, 2019). A self-central identity is more chronically accessible (i.e., from memory) and will 

be activated in different situations, determining perceptions and behaviour. Another unifying 

principle is salience, which is the increased identity processing that happens when contextual cues 

activate an identity (Reed et al., 2012). In line with both Udall et al. (2020) and Reed et al. (2012), 

understanding identity in a more uniform way is central to drive the field forward and build a 

coherent body of work. Also, it is necessary to avoid the definitional anarchy in terminology of 

which the field has been accused (Abdelal et al., 2006). 

Most identity research acknowledges and mentions the empirically substantiated fact that people 

hold multiple identities. Still, researchers limit their study to the focus of one or perhaps a few 

identities. Study design and data analysis are easier to perform with only one identity (e.g., that does 

not prime other identities), and generalisability of an identity effect for a single identity may be 

more easily extrapolated than an effect identified in a set of identities (Forehand et al., 2021). Yet, 

ignoring the plural nature of the identity construct will result in a wide gap in our understanding of the 

dynamic, multifaceted self-concept. In the next sections, I account for the theoretical foundation 

used to study identity from a within-network perspective (i.e., the internal structure of 
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an identity network) and a between-network perspective (i.e., researching the pattern of relations 

between measures of an identity network and other constructs) (Marsh, 1990). The first is a 

prerequisite of the latter. 

 
2.1.2 Organisation of multiple identities 
Few scholars study more than one identity at a time, but even fewer engage with the organisation 

and structure of identities (for an exception, see Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). Inspired by associative 

network models from the 1970’s (e.g., the human associative memory model by Anderson and 

Bower (1973) in which memories are interconnected and activated in specific contexts, Forehand 

et al. (2021) propose that identities are also represented in a network. Associations between various 

identities that one may hold exist between identities that are meaningfully connected (or 

disconnected). Emotions, attitudes, norms and goals related to an identity are also represented in 

the network, and if these are activated, the identity itself may also be activated. Dissociated 

identities refer to a pair of identities that are in opposition to each other, and an activation of one of 

them may consequently inhibit the contradictory identity (Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). The 

principle of abstraction is also central to the organisation of identities. Forehand et al. (2021) 

describe abstraction as “the cognitive representation of identities at different levels of abstraction, 

ranging from abstract, broad, and inclusive self-categorisations (e.g., ‘Human’) to specific, 

intersected, exclusive self-categorisations (e.g., ‘Asian-American female athlete’)” (p. 104). 

However, level of abstraction is not to be conflated with self-centrality within an identity network. 

A superordinate and highly abstract identity can be of minor importance to the self. Activating a 

broad or higher-order identity can activate identities at lower levels and their related associations, 

and the inverse applies as well (Ding et al., 2017). Both symbolic interactionist identity theory and 

the unifying identity understanding presented in Reed et al. (2012) maintain that an individual 

monitors her/his behaviour to verify one’s identities (i.e., self-verification), but identity conflicts 

can emerge if the relative prominence of different, and potentially conflicting, identities is not coped 

with. Identity conflicts and coping mechanisms to resolve conflicts are elaborated on in the first 

article. 

 

2.1.3 Hierarchical ordering in goal theory 
The present thesis builds on the empirically validated theoretical understanding of an identity 

network as proposed by Forehand et al. (2021). However, the hierarchical understanding of identity 

organisation is further developed by drawing on goal theory and attitude theory. Goal theory and 

attitude theory can together explain the principle of identity abstraction, the related organisation of 
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identities, in a simple way that encompasses the ordering principle of intersecting social groups 

(Forehand et al., 2021), hence refining the framework of an identity hierarchy by Forehand et al. 

(2021). 

Goals are an internal representation of states (i.e., outcomes, events or processes) that we are 

motivated to achieve (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Bagozzi et al., 2003). In a hierarchical model of 

motives in goal setting, Bagozzi et al. (2003) theorise and test a hierarchy with goal-related motives 

ranging from subordinate goals, i.e., specifying how a goal can be achieved, to superordinate goals, 

i.e., why a goal is desirable. The goal itself (the “what”) is located between the two former goals. 

This logic of abstraction can also be translated to a hierarchy of identities since identities are also 

cognitive self-constructs with motivational properties. Lower-order identities are thus behaviour- 

specific (e.g., flexitarians plan to reduce their meat consumption). In Article 3, behaviour-specific 

identities are defined as identities that specify how one aspires to behave with regard to the target 

and can therefore be considered subordinate identities, located on the lower levels in an identity 

hierarchy (Bagozzi et al., 2003). In Article 3, we further elaborate that the behaviour itself is the 

foundation on which a person claims such an identity, and identity-related behaviour usually 

precedes an accepted behaviour-specific identity. 

The next higher level of abstraction in the hierarchy regards the focal goal in goal theory (i.e., What 

is it for which I strive?) (Bagozzi et al., 2003). We have coined identities located at these levels 

“mid-level identities,” which could be an environmental self-identity that does not specifically 

prescribe a behaviour. They are more informative of general identity-related motives than a 

behaviour-specific identity but are still so specific that they can be subsumed by even more abstract 

identities (e.g., being European). 

Finally, inspired by Bagozzi et al. (2003), higher-order identities are proposed, which represent 

identities constructed at the highest level of abstraction. These are more overarching than mid-level 

identities and may express why mid-level and behaviour-specific identities are enacted. For 

example, a global identity (which is represented at the highest level of abstraction) may be either 

central to the self or made accessible through environmental cues and is informative of why a pro- 

environmental and/or flexitarian identity is simultaneously being activated (i.e., a global orientation 

may motivate to act environmentally friendly to avoid global environmental consequences). 

An actual identity hierarchy is obviously more complex, having multiple levels and branches. 

Central to this suggestion is therefore not the number of levels, but the organisation principle, which 

regards the level of abstraction/behavioural specificity. An identity hierarchy perspective is also 

present in Burke (2003), using a symbolic interactionist identity theory (employed in Article 1) 

where Burke (2003) differentiates between program-level (lower-order) and principle-level (higher- 
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order) identities. Program-level identities are described as concrete and situated goals, whereas 

principle-level identities are more abstract goal states parallel to values, beliefs or ideals (Tsushima 

& Burke, 1999). The similarities between goal theory and Symbolic Interactionist Identity Theory 

seem to further corroborate the idea of identities ordered by level of abstraction. 

Goal theory can therefore specify the differentiation of identities in a hierarchy using the abstraction 

principles and behaviour-specificity (Bagozzi et al., 2003). Yet, this is only a within-network 

understanding. To develop the theory on multiple identities and ensure the theory is useful in 

practice, between-network theory and studies must also be developed. 

 
2.1.4 Attitude theory and hierarchical effects 
Bagozzi et al. (2003) and Forehand et al. (2021) do not clarify how identities at different levels of 

abstraction influence the behaviour to which they are related. Drawing on the logic of attitude 

theory, the more abstract an identity is, the more mediated and smaller an effect on the related 

intention and behaviour it may have (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). At least, this is how broader attitudes 

affect relevant intention and behaviour. Similarly, attitudes resembling the related behaviour with 

regards to target, action and context show stronger correlations with that behaviour, i.e., the 

correspondence principle. Activating a higher-order identity may therefore exert an indirect effect 

on behaviour through a lower-order, behaviour-specific identity more proximate to the behaviour 

in question. There may be a boundary conditions, though. Self-centrality is the extent to which an 

identity is integrated into the self (Kettle, 2019), and the degree of centrality determines behaviour, 

as self-central identities are more likely to be more chronically accessible, guiding cognition and 

behaviour. Further, environmental cues can activate an identity, making the identity salient, which 

will also influence behaviour. For example, if an overarching, broad identity is chronically high in 

accessibility and/or is salient, there may be a direct effect between identity and behavioural 

intentions (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). However, under most circumstances, an effect hierarchy is 

plausible, implying that higher-order identities will have a mediated effect on intentions and 

behaviour through lower-order identities. In sum, Forehand et al. (2021) and Bagozzi et al. (2003) 

together suggest a theory of multiple nested identities ordered by the level of abstraction, and by 

utilizing attitude theory (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977), the mechanism of a hierarchy of effects on the 

identity-related behaviour has also been developed (i.e., between-network theory). 

 

2.1.5 The role of attitudes in adoption and reinforcement of identities 
How, when and why does a consumer adopt a self-relevant identity? Adoption and reinforcement 

of identities are the themes of the third paper. Adoption of identities is rarely studied in longitudinal 
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studies despite its theoretical and practical relevance (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Moreover, 

adoption of an identity, beyond momentary activation, has also received scant attention (Reed & 

Forehand, 2016). In this section, I outline the applied theory and empirical evidence on which Paper 

3 is built. 

 
Reed and Forehand (2016) call for more research on how identities within a multiple-identity 

network are adopted, reinforced and weaken over time. Therefore, the authors present a conceptual 

framework to differentiate the “ebb and flow” of single vs. multiple identities in a multiple-identity 

network. Adoption, reinforcement and dilution together describe how a single identity is first 

adopted into the network and how it is reinforced and weakened with time. Elevation refers to the 

prominence of an identity within a network of multiple identities, and suppression is the reverse 

process (i.e., reduction of prominence). Finally, expulsion occurs when identities are no longer self- 

relevant enough to be a part of the multiple-identity network. The authors suggest that memories, 

emotions and threats may each play a role in these processes, but more research is required. In 

identity research, attention has gravitated towards priming experiments where short-term effects of 

identities on consumer choice have been identified (e.g., Abrahamse et al., 2009; Brough et al., 

2016; Champniss et al., 2015; Sheldon et al., 2011). This type of research is necessary to establish 

situational effects of primed identities and is of relevance to marketeers, but longitudinal studies of 

identity adoption are also necessary since central identities are more accessible and stable across 

situations compared to primed, non-central identities (Reed et al., 2012). 

 
Adoption of a novel identity in the multiple-identity network is rarely studied. However, the major 

theoretical branches of the identity literature share some commonalities in their theoretical 

understanding of how a new identity is incorporated into the self for longer periods. In Social 

Identity Theory, self-categorisation and social comparison form one’s identification with a social 

group (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Self-categorisation is a process whereby one identifies oneself with 

a social category, leading to increased awareness of similarities (e.g., attitudes that are stereotypical 

of that group) between the self and in-group members. When comparing the in-group with a relevant 

out-group, selective attention towards the perceived positive features of the in-group will result in 

a self-enhancement (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). In symbolic interactionist identity theory, 

identification describes the adoption process and is the reflexive process by which an individual 

recognises and identifies her/himself in a social role (Stets & Burke, 2000). A role is a stable 

component of a societal structure that exists because we label each other to recognise one another 

as occupants of positions or roles which invoke meanings or expectations (a “soccer mom” or a 
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“hipster,” for example) (Stets & Burke, 2000). Hence, identity adoption is in most circumstances a 

long-term process in which familiarisation and engagement with the identity-related entity (e.g., 

reducing meat or identifying with a group of vegetarians) precedes adoption of an identity. 

The simple idea of acquiring knowledge about and engaging with an identity-relevant entity before 

integrating an identity into the self repeatedly manifests in different shapes in the major strands of 

identity research. Echoing this, Forehand et al. (2021) ask “When and why do social category labels 

cross the self-relevant threshold to create a motivational impetus for the person to strive to ‘be’ that 

kind of person? At what point does engaging in a given behaviour (e.g., jogging) make someone 

identify themselves as belonging to the relevant social category (e.g., joggers)?” (p.111). 

 
With the above discussion in mind, it seems obvious to consider attitude a precursor to identity 

adoption, but attitudes have rarely been explored as spurring the process. Attitudes refer to the 

positive or negative evaluation of an object, person, behaviour or another entity of importance to 

the person (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), e.g., in Study 1, participants expressed everything from 

specific attitudes about the texture of meat substitutes to abstract attitudes about animal welfare. 

Attitudes are represented in a cognitive network of connections between the attitude object and the 

evaluation. The strength of the connection determines the accessibility of the attitude, and 

accessibility increases with attitude activation or experience with the object related to the attitude 

(Fazio, 1995). Attitudes are important to study, as they can determine intentions and behaviour 

under the right conditions (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977), although the relationship between attitude and 

behaviour is debated (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Attitudes are also interesting in that they can 

be affected by environmental cues or through information. In the former case, attitudes are 

automatically affected, while the latter case concerns a more deliberate change in attitude (Petty et 

al., 1997). Usually, attitudes are studied in an “inside-out” fashion within the realm of identity 

research, using attitudes as the evaluative outcome of a salient or activated identity (Kleine et al., 

2009; Reed et al., 2012; Tajfel & Turner, 1985), whereas an “outside-in” approach involves the 

process of internalising external attributes into a personal evaluation (Cohen & Reed, 2006). 

This thesis suggests that with frequent experiences with the attitude-object, an attitude can increase 

in prominence and become a self-defining identity. However, only two longitudinal studies have 

been identified, studying this process with mixed results (Charng et al., 1988; Prati et al., 2017). 

This gap in the literature is explored in Paper 3. However, the contribution to understanding identity 

adoption and reinforcement must be linked to self-perception theory. 
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2.1.6 Self-perception theory 
Self-perception theory is a theory that posits that individuals infer how they feel and who they are 

based on their own overt behaviour (Bem, 1972). This predominantly automatic process primarily 

occurs when internal states of the individual are vague and difficult to interpret. Statements such as 

“I guess I’m hungrier than I first thought” exemplify the process of using behaviour as a clue for 

self-understanding. Moreover, a self-inference is more likely to happen if it is based on a voluntarily 

performed behaviour that is not ascribed an external reason. Bem (1972) does not mention identity 

as a behaviour-based inference. However, extant literature has employed self-perception theory as 

a mechanism by which people infer their identities and thereby identified an effect of past behaviour 

on identity strength (Hertel & Mermelstein, 2016; Kleine et al., 2006; Prati et al., 2017; Van der 

Werff et al., 2014). Behaviour therefore plays a role in identity adoption, but the identity adoption 

process can be more than a non-deliberate process of reinforcement between repeated behaviour 

and an identity’s internalisation status in the self-concept. What mediates the internalisation? It is 

argued that the evaluation of the self-relevant behaviour precedes the identity. Further, a frequently 

activated attitude can transform into an identity. This proposal implies a more deliberate identity 

adoption process than previously suggested and adds nuance to self-perception theory as a 

mechanism of identity adoption. 

 

2.1.7 Identities relevant to meat consumption, reduction and avoidance 
Article 1 suggests that consumers can use the symbolic meaning of products as tools for building 

identity and maintaining a positive self-image (Belk, 1988; Sirgy, 1982). Therefore, active 

distancing from products incongruent with the self is also an act of identity management (Hogg et 

al., 2009). It is well-known that these processes also take place within the consumption sphere of 

food (Bisogni et al., 2002; Fischler, 1988), which is the assumption on which the present section on 

meat-related identities builds. 

The empirical body of work on vegetarians, vegans and, later, flexitarians has expanded rapidly 

within recent years, although research on flexitarians or meat reducers is still fairly novel in the 

field (Dagevos, 2021; Szejda et al., 2020). The research interest can mainly be ascribed to the 

“second nutrition transition” arising in many high-income countries, describing the movement away 

from animal-based products that is otherwise the norm, which is motivated by health and 

environmental concerns (Vranken et al., 2014). Vegetarians generally abstain from any type of 

meat, whereas vegans exclude meat and all other animal-based products, e.g., egg and dairy (Allen 

et al., 2000; Ruby, 2012). A flexitarian is someone who consciously limits personal consumption 
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of meat without being a vegetarian (Dagevos & Reinders, 2018) (a definition of a flexitarian identity 

is used in Papers 2 and 3). A useful way of understanding the distinction and similarities between 

the three types of identities related to meat curtailment or rejection is to regard them as located on 

a continuum of strictness in terms of excluding animal-based products (Allen et al., 2000; Rosenfeld 

et al., 2020). This conceptualisation leaves room for a nuanced understanding of each type of 

identity that can also vary in terms of strictness. Many studies examining vegetarian and vegan 

identities have employed Social Identity Theory as a useful lens through which to capture group 

membership norms of vegetarians or vegans (Bisogni et al., 2002; Chuck et al., 2016; Nezlek & 

Forestell, 2020; Plante et al., 2019; Rosenfeld et al., 2020). Insights from Social Identity Theory 

were also used in Paper 1 to understand how vegetarians, vegans and flexitarians navigated social 

groups of other like-minded individuals, how they perceived out-groups and how they experienced 

deviating from the prevailing societal group norm of meat eating. 

 
A proliferating range of studies have profiled the increasing segment of meat reducers, finding that 

it is a diverse group of consumers that differ with regards to frequency of meat consumption 

(Austgulen et al., 2018; Dagevos, 2021; de Boer et al., 2017; Kemper & White, 2021; Lacroix & 

Gifford, 2019; Malek & Umberger, 2021; Mullee et al., 2017; Sijtsema et al., 2021). Many 

flexitarians are primarily motivated by health, with environmental and animal welfare being 

secondary concerns driving the curtailment of meat (Szejda et al., 2020), even though the order of 

important motives can be reversed in “heavy meat reducers” (Malek & Umberger, 2021). Few have 

conceptualised flexitarianism as an identity label, besides Rosenfeld et al. (2020). Papers 2 and 3 

have a slightly greater focus on flexitarian identity than the other identities for multiple reasons. 

Firstly, flexitarianism has not been studied much as an identity (compared to the other measured 

identities) despite the increasing evidence that many employ the label, e.g., 30% of meat-reducing 

Danes (Hesselberg et al., 2020). Secondly, eating meat only occasionally is an environmentally 

promising behaviour (Springmann et al., 2018) with a broader appeal to Western consumers, who 

are habituated to eat a highly animal-based diet (Dagevos, 2021). Thirdly, it is a behaviour-specific 

identity, making it interesting from an identity adoption point of view. 

 
To identify other identities related to mitigation and avoidance of meat, environmentally related 

and food-related identities should also be taken into account. Therefore, all articles build on extant 

research, finding that environmental self-identity and healthy eater identity are connected with a 

decreased consumption of meat (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; Van der 

Werff et al., 2014). Healthy eater identity has, however, shown less consistent results regarding 
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reduced meat consumption (Abrahamse et al., 2009; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998), which may express 

conflicting health attitudes towards consuming meat and the fact that studies rarely differentiate 

between categories of meat, weakening the correlation between the attitude and the attitude-object 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). Other identities are also linked to meat, such as religious identities (e.g., 

Buddhist identity) and certain activist identities (e.g., animal activist identity) (Nath, 2010; Thomas 

et al., 2019). However, these are of minor importance in this thesis. 

The three papers of the thesis all problematise the validity of measures reflecting an omnivore 

identity or a meat eater identity (Allen et al., 2000; Blake et al., 2013; Wolstenholme et al., 2021). 

I argue that, since eating animals is the norm in the Western world (Joy, 2009), few people base 

their identity on this normative practice. Yet, other identities may use the symbolic value of certain 

types of meat to express an identity. For example, masculine identity has been linked to 

consumption of red meat in a broad range of studies (Rothgerber, 2013; Rozin et al., 2012; Ruby & 

Heine, 2011), and recently, including in this thesis, studies point to national identities as constructed 

on cultural practices of eating meat (Lockie, 2001; Nguyen & Platow, 2021; Schösler et al., 2015). 

These identities may better serve the purpose of capturing an actual identity and not just the 

frequency of a behaviour. 

 

2.1.8 Behavioural models explaining pro-environmental behaviour and meat consumption 
In the following section, the choice of behavioural model in article 2 is argued for and justified by 

comparing it with another popular behavioural model which is also widely used to predict pro-

environmental behaviour. 

Besides identity, other and more comprehensive social psychological models can help predict a 

relevant behaviour, and some of these models have been applied within the context of 

environmental psychology. Bamberg and Möser (2007) suggest that pro-environmental behaviour 

is a combination of two sometimes conflicting motivations, entailing self-interest (e.g., reducing 

risks towards oneself, such as health risks) and concerns for others, such as people, animals and 

nature. The norm-activation model by Schwartz (1977) captures these tensions to an extent, by 

predicting pro-social behaviour based on activations of personal norms, i.e., feelings of moral 

obligation to act in a certain way. Personal norms are activated in situations where an individual is 

aware of factors with adverse consequences to others (AC) and believes that (s)he is able to perform 

actions that can diminish these consequences (ascription of responsibility to self, AR). The model 

has been utilised to predict various pro-environmental behaviours, such as recycling (De Groot & 

Steg, 2009; Thøgersen, 1996). Stern (2000) extended the model by proposing the Value-Belief- 

Norm theory (VBN) to predict pro-social behaviour. VBN posits that a person’s basic values (e.g., 
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religious values or self-enhancement/transcendent values cf. Schwartz (1992) affect core beliefs 

that one holds about nature (Dunlap et al., 2000) that, in turn, affect AC and AR. Finally, the 

activated personal norm leads pro-environmental behaviour (Stern, 2000). Stern (2000) further 

advocates for including constructs beyond attitudinal, such as context, personal capabilities and 

habits or routine to account for other factors. VBN has been used to predict a range of pro-

environmental behaviour in different cultural contexts (Chen, 2015; Jansson et al., 2011; Kaiser et 

al., 2005; Lind et al., 2015; Van der Werff & Steg, 2016), but some scholars argue it is more 

accurately predicting political and moral behaviour and low-impact pro-environmental behaviour 

(Carfora et al., 2020; Whitmarsh et al., 2021). 

 
VBN is often contrasted with TPB, as both are extensively used to predict behaviour, especially 

pro-environmental behaviour. In TPB, the immediate precursor to behaviour is intention (Ajzen, 

1991). Intention (e.g., eating red meat within the next seven days) is a function of perceived control, 

subjective norms and attitudes. Perceived behavioural control (PBC) is the degree to which a person 

believes that (s)he can perform a specific behaviour, such as the degree to which one feels capable 

of reducing their intake of meat within the next seven days. It therefore also has a direct effect on 

the behaviour itself. Usually, PBC captures the self-perceived ability of the person to reduce meat 

consumption within a given time when studied in the context of meat reduction (Mäkiniemi et al., 

2011; Wolstenholme et al., 2021; Wyker & Davison, 2010). PBC is found to be stronger in those 

who contemplate or already follow a flexitarian or vegetarian diet than in meat eaters. 

Subjective norms refer to the perceptions of social expectations and pressure, and scholars 

differentiate between descriptive and injunctive norms (Cialdini et al., 1990; Fishbein & Ajzen, 

1977; Thøgersen, 2008). Descriptive norms represent perceptions of what others do (e.g., if your 

family tries to eat less meat), and injunctive norms represent what others expect from a person (e.g., 

if your family expects you to eat less meat) (Cialdini et al., 1990). Evidence related to the influence 

of norms on meat consumption is rather mixed. Strong social norms of eating meat can spur meat 

consumption (Vatn et al., 2022), and salient mitigation norms can affect decreased intake of meat 

(Wyker & Davison, 2010). Yet, many studies report insignificant effects of both norms on 

consumption of meat (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Graça, Calheiros, et al., 2015; Povey et al., 

2001). Changing the formulation of a descriptive norm to make it more dynamic (i.e., “30% of 

Americans have now started to make an effort to limit their meat consumption”), rather than static 

(i.e., 30% of Americans make an effort to limit their meat consumption”), in an intervention study, 

however, nudged significantly more consumers to choose a meatless menu (Sparkman & Walton, 

2017). 
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Attitude is the evaluation of a specific behaviour and the consequences related to performing it 

(Ajzen, 1991), such as experiencing highly negative feelings towards the idea of eating less meat 

within the next seven days. Attitudes towards meat reduction have been studied extensively within 

the literature of meat consumption and can predict intentions to reduce consumption of meat 

(Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; De Boer & Aiking, 2011; Graça, Oliveira, et al., 2015; Stoll- 

Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017; Zur & Klöckner, 2014). The most prevalently studied attitudes towards 

eating, mitigating or avoiding meat relate to animal welfare, environmental consequences, health, 

taste and enjoyment (Beardsworth & Keil, 1991; Bonne et al., 2008; De Boer et al., 2007; Stoll- 

Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017; Thomas et al., 2019). 

PBC, subjective norms and attitude are all interrelated. The three predictors of intention usually 

predict between 28% to 40% of the variance in intention (Rise et al., 2010). In principle, TPB is 

therefore open to inclusion of other predictors that add a considerable amount of statistical 

significance to intention, across many behavioural domains and that can be differentiated from the 

other antecedents (Ajzen, 2020). This is an advantage of the framework in the context of the thesis, 

especially since many have argued that self-identity is a potential candidate for inclusion to the 

framework (Ajzen, 2020; Biddle et al., 1985; Charng et al., 1988; Rise et al., 2010; Sparks & 

Shepherd, 1992). 

Moreover, numerous studies have successfully tested TPB across a range of domains in social 

psychology (Ajzen, 1991; Armitage & Conner, 2001), including in research of pro-environmental 

behaviour (Bamberg et al., 2003; Fielding et al., 2008; Heath & Gifford, 2002; Kaiser & Gutscher, 

2003; Povey et al., 2000), such as reducing meat consumption (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; 

Çoker & van der Linden, 2020; Zur & Klöckner, 2014). It can be argued that TPB is a more general 

model of behaviour than VBN that mostly captures moral motivations behind a behaviour. Also, 

some studies seem to find more support for the predictive ability of TPB as compared to VBN on 

pro-environmental behaviour (Kaiser et al., 2005; Klöckner, 2013) and meat reduction (Carfora et 

al., 2020). Since the level of meat consumption is not exclusively morally motivated (e.g., health), 

TPB may more accurately capture variance in intentions towards this consumption domain, 

especially when identities constructed around altruistic motives (e.g., environmental self-identity) 

are included. 

 
2.1.9 Other variables affecting consumption of meat 
Besides TPB-variables, habits, values, capabilities and knowledge, as well as dissonance between 

emotions and/or beliefs are all relevant constructs affecting how much meat and what type of meat 

consumers eat (Graça et al., 2019; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). External factors can support 

or thwart behaviour linked to meat reduction, such as the proximate food environment and even the 
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political and economic context (Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). 

Studies also find robust effects in some common socio-demographic factors on the level of meat 

consumption, while other variables are less consistent. Studies seem to agree that gender is 

consistently linked to consumption patterns, with males eating more meat and being less likely to 

reduce meat than females (Graça et al., 2019; Neff et al., 2018), which is also observed in a Danish 

context (Hesselberg et al., 2020). These gender effects were also identified in Article 2, but we did 

not find any gender identity effects. Effects of age on eating meat are less consistent. Some surveys 

show a decrease in consumption in populations of younger people (De Boer & Aiking, 2011; 

Hesselberg et al., 2020; Jallinoja et al., 2016), whereas other studies demonstrate the opposite 

pattern (Chan et al., 2017; Graça, Calheiros, et al., 2015). Article 2 supports the latter stream of 

research. 

 
Variables related to socioeconomic status have been thoroughly tested with consistent patterns 

emerging across studies. People living in bigger cities are more likely to eat less meat and express 

a higher degree of willingness to reduce meat compared to those living in more rural areas (De Boer 

& Aiking, 2011; Hesselberg et al., 2020; Hoek et al., 2004). Article 2 reproduced this finding. 

Education level also matters for meat consumption. A higher level of education is related to eating 

less meat (Garnett et al., 2015; Graça et al., 2019), in Denmark as well (Hesselberg et al., 2020). 

We did not find an education effect on intentions to reduce meat in Article 2 but Article 3 found 

that the education level of participants’ mothers affected the likelihood of participants reducing 

their meat consumption. The relationship between income and meat consumption seems to differ. 

Darmon and Drewnowski (2008) found that low-income groups in the USA eat larger quantities of 

meat (especially fatty meat) than higher-income households, whereas another study from the USA 

contradicts this finding (Neff et al., 2018). The data from Study 2 found that meat consumption 

increased with income. Vranken et al. (2014) surveyed participants in 120 countries and identified 

an increase in meat consumption with higher income, but only until a certain level at which point 

consumption stagnated or declined. Stoll-Kleemann and Schmidt (2017) propose that eating large 

quantities of meat no longer signals prosperity. 

 

2.1.10 Summative model  
 

Model 1 summarises the hypothesized relationships studied quantitatively in the thesis.  

The identity hierarchy is represented in the box to the left with only two levels, higher- and lower-order 

identities, which affect intentions and behaviour related to meat consumption, reduction or avoidance 



26  

(Article 2). An arrow from behaviour to the identity hierarchy signifies how behaviour can influence 

identity adoption and reinforcement directly (Article 3). Other social factors include sociodemographic 

factors and the three predictors of intentions in TPB. Social factors and identities co-determine each 

other and, as Article 3 demonstrates to some degree, behaviour also affects identity development 

through attitudes. The arrows from the social factors to intention and behaviour represent how 

sociodemographic factors impact behaviour directly and indirectly.  

 

Model 1. Theoretical framework of the interaction between the studied variables. 
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Chapter 3: Research approach 
 

3.1 Introduction to research approach 
In this section, a discussion of the methodology of the thesis is provided. My thesis consists of 

one qualitative data set (Paper 1) and two quantitative data sets (cross-sectional and longitudinal 

survey data) (Paper 2 and Paper 3). Table 1 offers an overview of the methods employed in each 

paper. 

Table 1. Overview of papers 
 

Number of paper 

and running title 

Authors Design Participants/data Methods Status 

1. Coping with 

identities 

Louise 

Randers, 

Alice 

Grønhøj and 

John 

Thøgersen 

Exploratory 

qualitative 

design 

13 interviewees (meat 

eaters, meat reducers 

and meat avoiders) 

Semi-structured 

interviews; 

Four-day photo 

diary of meals; 

Self-product- 

connection 

approach; 

Vignettes 

Published in 

Psychology 

and Marketing 

2. Multiple 

identities 

Louise 

Randers and 

John 

Thøgersen 

Cross-sectional 

survey design 

1001 Danish 

respondents (standing 

panel of the database 

of Userneeds) 

Exploratory 

factor analysis; 

Structural 

equation 

modelling 

Published in   

Appetite 

3. Identity 

development 

Louise 

Randers and 

John 

Thøgersen 

Longitudinal 

field 

experiment 

Three waves with 

pupils from Danish 

continuation schools 

(Survey 1: N==605; 

Survey 2: N=322; 

Survey 3: N=322) 

Regression 

analysis; 

Hayes’ Process 

Macro 

Under review in 

Journal of 

Environmental 

Psychology 

 

3.2 Introduction to and justification for methods 
The choice of method in each paper is accounted for before discussing the mixed methods design, 

research philosophy and the data quality of the thesis. 
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In the first paper, 13 semi-structured individual interviews, supported by two visual methods, were 

used to explore which individual and social identities are relevant to meat consumption, reduction 

and avoidance, as well as conflicts and concordance between multiple hierarchically ordered 

identities. Individual interviews were chosen as the primary source of data in this paper to capture 

identity labels and coping strategies related to identity conflicts. Semi-structured interviews provide 

the researcher with in-depth information about the phenomenon within a flexible frame, allowing 

interviewees to elaborate on relevant issues that emerge in the interview situation (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Focus groups were not considered on the basis of extant research demonstrating 

that interviewees can be reticent about sharing rich, personal information in a group setting (Bisogni 

et al., 2002; Gibbs, 1997). In this study, detailed narratives about personal aspects were favoured, 

and therefore one-on-one interviews were the preferred choice. 

Participant-generated visual material (or “auto-driving”) has been successfully used in other 

hermeneutic phenomenological research, which is also the philosophical underpinnings of Paper 1 

(Bartoli, 2020; Boden et al., 2019; Kirkham et al., 2015). A four-day food diary was used to prompt 

conversations about daily eating routines. The inspiration came from other studies on food and 

identity employing photo-elicitation to contextualise practices related to food (Johnson et al., 2011; 

Thompson et al., 2015). A self-product-connection approach was used to stimulate interviewees’ 

thoughts about how internalised various meat and protein products were in their self-concept. The 

approach was inspired by the idea of the extended self (Belk, 1988), and Verfuerth et al. (2019), 

who developed a visual tool to measure centrality of key concepts in a series of repeated interviews. 

A hermeneutic phenomenological approach ensured awareness of experiences of the interviewees’ 

identities as well as researchers’ assumptions about the subject, with an intention of “fusing 

horizons” (Thompson, 1997). The researchers’ theoretical assumptions included an understanding 

of products (and rejection of these) as symbolic extensions of the self (Belk, 1988; Hogg et al., 

2009). 

Transcriptions and pictures were coded and analysed by means of the flexible analytical frame of 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process was characterised by multiple iterations 

until I derived the central codes. Triangulation (i.e., the use of a variety of sources in a study) was 

employed, as there were three sources of data, and this approach can aid more robust findings 

(Risjord et al., 2002). 

Paper 2 is a quantitative paper involving cross-sectional survey data on consumer identities and 

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) variables as the central constructs. The aim of the paper was 

two-fold: 1) map identities related to meat consumption, reduction and avoidance known from 

extant research and Article 1 by means of a large representative sample, and 2) analyse how 



38  

identities related to meat consumption are organised by level of abstraction and test their differential 

effect on intentions and behaviour. A cross-sectional survey approach enabled us to generalise the 

relevant identities on a population and provide data for a comprehensive identity hierarchy tested 

in a structural equation model. On a practical note, a cross-sectional survey is a cost-effective way 

to obtain a large amount of data from a representative sample in a short period of time. No causal 

inferences can be drawn when choosing this design, but establishing causality was not the goal of 

the research, as other researchers have already demonstrated this (e.g., Van der Werff et al., 2014). 

The purpose is to empirically establish that consumers hold multiple identities that are hierarchically 

organised and have different magnitudes of effect on the related behaviour – a necessary first step 

before developing experiments testing this proposal. 

 
A representative sample of Danish consumers (N=1001) answered a survey which was developed 

on a thorough review of research on pro-environmental and meat-related identities in addition to 

relevant variables related to meat consumption. The survey was pre-tested to strengthen the validity 

of instruments. As some identities were inspired by Paper 1, we developed and pre-tested some of 

the identity scales. Other scales were previously validated, ensuring reliable and valid measures. 

The data was analysed by means of confirmatory factor analysis structural equation modelling. The 

former of these has been used in similar research on hierarchical levels in the self-concept (Marsh 

& Hocevar, 1985). The benefits of structural equation modelling include removing measurement 

error and providing a complete simultaneous test of all relationships in a model (Ullman, 2013). 

Our comprehensive model included identities at different levels and control variables. 

 
Paper 3 was also a quantitative paper, employing a quasi-experimental field design to answer the 

research question, How, when and why does an attitude towards a behaviour (reducing meat 

consumption) give rise to an identity (flexitarian)? The research question calls for a research design 

that can establish causality. Here, laboratory or online experiments priming meat-related attitudes 

and measuring identities could answer how different attitudinal manipulations would affect 

identities, with participants randomly allocated in one of two groups. Priming usually only produces 

momentary effects, however (Forehand et al., 2002), and the question regards long-term identity 

establishment. 

A field experiment realistically reflects the fact that all identities are embedded in one or more 

contexts when they are adopted and reinforced over time. Thus, conducting a field experiment in 

which attitudes are activated through a behaviour manipulation in a natural social setting was the 

best alternative to a more controlled experiment. Besides providing a natural social setting, a field 
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experiment may give the researcher novel insights of variables often neglected in a lab setting, and 

experiments may therefore be improved in subsequent related experiment design (Harris et al., 

2006). Continuation schools in Denmark, where young people spend between 1 and 2 years of their 

life, were chosen as the setting in which we manipulated behaviour and attitudes. An adult 

workplace could also have been chosen. However, young people experiment more with their 

identities than adults – i.e., what James Marcia coined “identity moratorium” (Marcia, 1966)– and 

may be more open to adopting a novel identity. For this reason, eight Danish continuation schools 

were matched, and two groups of 15 to 18-year-old pupils were created. Participants in Group 1 

were allocated to the condition with an opt-out vegetarian meal scheme for four weeks, followed 

by opt-in for vegetarian meals for four weeks, and the reverse order was implemented in the Group 

2. Identities, attitudes and other relevant variables were measured before, during and after the 8- 

week-long intervention (Survey 1: N=605; Survey 2: N=322; Survey 3: N=322). This design 

enabled us to measure how attitudes and identities mutually influenced each other over time when 

controlling for key variables, e.g., demographics. However, causalities are identified with the caveat 

that there may be confounding variables that we did not control for. Still, the design realistically 

reflects the effects in their natural environment, demonstrating relatively strong effects despite the 

lack of control with the environment. A series of regression analyses tested the change in identities 

from Survey 1 to Survey 2, Survey 2 to Survey 3 and Survey 1 to Survey 3 caused by behaviour – 

which is almost similar to cross-lagged panel analyses. The three-step regression analysis also tested 

mediation effects (Baron & Kenny, 1986), and SPSS Process Macro (Model 4) (Hayes, 2017) was 

used to calculate significance levels of indirect effects. Multi-level modelling was not considered 

for two reasons. Firstly, the method is not suitable for an intervention design like Study 3, and 

secondly, there would be too few higher-level categories in the analysis. 

Finally, ethical research has been a central element when designing and carrying out all studies. 

Informed consent was developed in line with the general data protection regulation guidelines and 

obtained from all participants prior to their participation in the studies. 

 
 

3.3 Mixed methods approach 
This section presents a discussion of why and how mixed methods have contributed to answering 

the research question of the thesis. 

Qualitative research is typically characterised by a constructivist or interpretivist approach in which 

the researcher seeks to understand how actors construct the world around them, using a variety of 

methods, including interviews, observations and documents, among other things (Flick, 2018). A 
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qualitative analysis of the data set leads to overarching themes or a theory explaining the social 

phenomenon, using a flexible frame of analysis allowing for many iterations of interpretations (e.g., 

Braun & Clarke, 2006). Quantitative research largely rests on positivist or (realist) post-positivist 

assumptions, and researchers with this orientation usually test hypotheses that seek to determine 

how variables are related through careful observation, testing or manipulation of the objective 

reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Experiments or surveys are both typical means of garnering 

numerical data for statistical analysis within this research tradition. Although the two 

epistemological orientations of knowledge seem incompatible, many scholars argue that all research 

contains some element subjective interpretation, and the lines between the two methods are 

indistinct (Schwandt, 2006). Moreover, epistemologies such as pragmatism and critical realism 

have blossomed in mixed methods research and may provide the middle ground needed for 

combining qualitative and quantitative methods (Shannon-Baker, 2016). Bhaskar (1998), the 

architect behind critical realism, and others, however, contest the idea of including quantitative 

methods to examine a phenomenon within a critical realist framework (Fleetwood, 2014). Since 

proponents of pragmatism regard the research problem and question as central and methods and 

philosophical underpinnings as secondary, pragmatism was chosen as the overall framework of the 

thesis (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). An external reality (i.e., ontology) with causal relations is 

acknowledged, but as in post-positivism, these truths can only be approximated. Epistemologies of 

pragmatist research can be both subjective and objective (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Pragmatist 

research employs an outcome-centred approach, proposing practical solutions for social issues 

(Johnson et al., 2007). This corresponds well with the problem and solution-oriented research of 

this thesis, which seeks to address unsustainable eating patterns and propose practical solutions, 

targeting favourable identities, such as flexitarian identity. 

Article 1 is based on hermeneutic phenomenological assumptions, while no philosophical 

statements are made in Articles 2 and 3. These two quantitative articles are implicitly based on a 

positivist or post-positivist assumption like the majority of quantitative evidence produced in social 

science (Fox, 2008; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). In short, positivist or post-positivist approaches 

believe in an objective epistemology, although this view is relaxed within the latter. However, an 

overall pragmatic framework comprises these different worldviews, and it is therefore relatively 

unproblematic to triangulate the findings of the three articles. 

Many researchers support blending, integrating or mixing qualitative and quantitative methods, but 

the approaches vary depending on the philosophical viewpoint (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Johnson et al. (2007) offer an integrative definition of mixed methods independent of philosophical 

standpoint: “Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of 
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researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of 

qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad 

purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (p. 123). Hence, using multiple 

sources of data to understand the phenomenon from more perspectives and/or to validate findings 

can justify pursuing such an approach. The point of triangulating the methods differs with the design 

of the study. Sometimes different data are integrated within a single study, but a research program 

can also involve mixing different methods across a set of studies. Finally, pure mixed methods 

studies assign equal inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative data, thought one method may 

dominate the compiled pool of data (Johnson et al., 2007). 

The research question of the thesis lends itself to both qualitative and quantitative inquiry. 

Qualitative methods are suited to identifying novel identities and capturing the enactment and 

dynamic aspect of identities (Monrad, 2013), while testing the generality and structure of multiple 

identities and manipulating behaviour (i.e., vegetarian meals) related to the identities to examine 

adoption processes are achieved through quantitative methods (e.g., as in Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 

2017; Charng et al., 1988). An exploratory sequential mixed methods design was chosen to address 

the research question. This involves a qualitative exploratory study at the beginning of the research 

process to identify relevant constructs that can be tested in the later quantitative steps of the research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To capture as many potentially novel identities and processes related 

to meat consumption as possible, an exploratory qualitative study identifying the relevant meat 

consumption, reduction or avoiding identities was conducted in the initial phase. Some of the lower- 

order identities and the idea of a hierarchy were tested quantitatively in Study 2, and most identities 

from Studies 1 and 2 were also measured in Study 3. With this type of mixed methods design, results 

build on each other as the research evolves. The point of “mixing” the methods and triangulating 

results happened at two points in my research: 1) when using identities and the suggested 

hierarchical structure from Study 1 as inspiration for testing identities and their organisation in 

Study 2, and 2) when including identities from Study 1 (and 2) in the final study. This triangulation 

revealed that some identities could be corroborated quantitatively (e.g., flexitarian identity), while 

others could not be generalised to a larger sample (e.g., gastronome and gourmet identities inspired 

by the foodie identity). The present thesis primarily makes use of quantitative data informed by the 

first qualitative enquiry (Johnson et al., 2007). Employing both qualitative and quantitative methods 

hence aided a nuanced insight into the plural identity construct. 



42  

3.4 Assessment of data quality 
This section reflects upon the data quality of each paper. 

 

3.4.1 Qualitative study 
First, the assessment criteria deemed appropriate to evaluate qualitative research differ from the 

criteria used in quantitative research. Qualitative researchers generally agree that the overall term 

of credibility is one of the central evaluation criteria (Patton, 1999; Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 

Credible qualitative research is characterised by a design and methods that match the research 

question and by rigorous and critical data collection and analysis. A credible study depends on the 

ability and effort of the researcher (Golafshani, 2003). The researcher must argue for the relevance 

of the subject and be mindful of providing rich descriptions and examples, ensuring clarity when 

presenting the study, being rigorous in the employment of methodology and use of concepts 

(Golafshani, 2003; Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). Credibility overlaps with both reliability and 

validity, and some argue that credibility encompasses reliability and validity (Golafshani, 2003). 

Both add to the increased credibility of a study. Most qualitative researchers conceptualise validity 

as rigor, referring to methodological thoroughness and careful attention to detail in terms of laying 

out the complexities of the data (Golafshani, 2003; Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Some also regard 

qualitative validity as trustworthiness, which is the degree of confidence in the findings (Golafshani, 

2003). In other words, does the qualitative analysis represent the (social) phenomenon in question? 

Reliability refers to the extent of consistency in qualitative research (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 

Consistency could, for example, refer to whether specific pieces of data are coded in the same way 

by others. Further, to ensure replicability, the research process and theoretical stance must be 

transparent (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). Pre-testing the interview and having more researchers 

analyse the data independently are two ways of increasing reliability. 

 
3.4.1.1 Study 1 
In study 1, I aimed for increasing credibility, validity and reliability in various ways. The relevance 

of studying multiple meat-related identities and related conflicts/coping mechanisms is rationalised 

by arguing that current meat consumption is changing and fosters new identities and internal 

tensions. Theoretically, multiplicity of identities is overlooked, making research mute on how a 

plural identity network functions (Forehand et al., 2021). Credibility was aimed for by aligning the 

data collection (e.g., interview guide), analysis and presentation of data with a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach. Arguing for the methodological choices also relates to increased 

reliability. For example, the recruitment process has been made as transparent as possible, and the 

reasons for not pursuing further recruitment at 13 participants are made clear. However, even more 
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reflections on the recruitment strategy of the sample would have aided more reliability, as some 

interviewees were self-selected through groups on Facebook. Those interviewees may hold more 

extreme views, identities and food practices compared to the norm of this group. However, a 

maximum varied sample was sought to achieve a higher degree of data saturation (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998), i.e., more perspectives on meat-related identities and eating patterns and more moderate meat 

avoiders or reducers were also part of the sample. 

The interview guide was pre-tested to ensure validity of the knowledge that the questions and their 

sequence generated. The two visual methods were also tested in the pilot interview. The visual aids 

improved validity of the findings by probing reflections that would otherwise have been missing. 

First, photo elicitation contributed to the trustworthiness and rigor of the findings through member 

checking, as interviewees were allowed to clarify verbal responses and convey non-verbal, subtle 

meanings (Glaw et al., 2017). Sharing preliminary findings with interviewees to use their reactions 

in the analysis (i.e., member reflections) (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017) was not employed, and the on- 

site member checks were therefore important to overall credibility, despite not substituting for an 

actual member reflection procedure. The self-product-connection approach also increased rigor of 

the study. Much relevant knowledge was generated when interviewees were asked to reflect on the 

placement of the different protein products, and interviews could be compared, as the same products 

were used in all interviews. 

To give a sense of the volume of material produced, the number of pages transcribed and number 

of pictures and codes or themes generated were stated. A description of the coding and analysis 

process followed to demonstrate the level of rigor in that phase of the study. Despite writing little 

in regard to the triangulation of data material in the article, this approach was used in the analysis. 

Seeking confirmation (or ambiguities) between themes in the transcripts and those conveyed in the 

pictures adds to increased completeness of the theory, and ultimately improved validity (Patton, 

1999). Despite double-checking transcriptions against recordings of the interviews, even more 

familiarity with the data would have been achieved had transcriptions not been performed by a third 

party. This was unfortunately necessary in this case. To enhance reliability, more coders could also 

have coded independently. This method was only used in the first interview with one of the co- 

authors. However, the analysis was discussed among the authors multiple times to ensure that codes 

and themes were closely linked to the data and theoretically made sense. When presenting the 

analysis, examples of quotes are presented along with pictures from the photo diary and self- 

product-connection approach to support arguments with rich detail, supporting the credibility of the 

study. 
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Despite the above-mentioned limitations regarding data quality, most limitations that I was aware 

of were countered by different means. The paper contributes with novel method approaches and the 

findings of complex overarching identities characterised by specific conflicts and coping strategies. 

The findings therefore resonate with the theoretical discussions with which it engages, since 

reviewers have accepted publication, and the audience will hopefully draw parallels to familiar 

contexts (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 

 
3.4.2 Quantitative studies 
In quantitative studies, other quality criteria are applicable. Two overall criteria are used to assess 

the quality of the two quantitative papers based on Study 2 and Study 3: 1) validity and 2) reliability. 

Validity concerns whether the researcher in fact has a strong measure of what they intend to measure 

(Campbell, 1957). Validity can be differentiated into internal validity, including measurement 

validity, and external validity, including ecological validity (Druckman et al., 2011). External 

validity, which overlaps with the criterion of generalisability, deals with the question of whether a 

study’s conclusions (e.g., a causal relationship) holds for variations in other settings, individuals, 

treatments and outcomes (Shadish et al., 2002). Ecological validity refers to the representativeness 

of a result to situations in “everyday life” outside an artificial study setting. There are multiple types 

of validity, but the discussion is limited to the categories mentioned as these are the most common 

assessment criteria. Reliability is the extent to which a study can be reproduced with the same results 

and thus concerns measurement consistency. Many categories of reliability exist, but only one will 

be discussed which is deemed most relevant to the two studies. Internal reliability regards 

consistency within a self-reported measure or, in short, whether the participants’ answers on more 

items measuring a construct generally point in the same direction (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 
3.4.2.1 Study 2 
Relevant to the question of internal validity in Study 2 is the measure of identity. In the second 

study, we employed nine identity measures of various identities, whereas some had been tested and 

used in previous studies. Others were developed for the study. All measures were pre-tested on a 

convenience sample (N=132). The initial data was utilised for minor adjustments of the instruments 

through exploratory factor analysis, among other analyses. A measure of vegetarian/vegan identity 

employed a portrait paradigm approach (as measures in Schwartz, 2003), differing from the 

remaining identity measures. Aligning measures might have resulted in greater internal validity of 

the multiple identity constructs. To reduce priming when measuring multiple identities (Kettle, 
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2019), identity items preceded other items in the survey, and the order of these were randomised, 

increasing internal validity. To adjust for measurement error, all identity measures had at least two 

items. Most correlations among the latent constructs displayed good or excellent discriminant 

validity. A few variables were highly correlated, however. Nonetheless, these were expected to be 

closely link (e.g., attitudes and flexitarian identity), and average variance extracted value was >.50, 

complying with the strict criteria proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981). 

The identity construct is complex to measure. Some aspects cannot be captured quantitatively, such 

as the dynamic and context-sensitive nature of identity (Monrad, 2013). However, systematic and 

standardised comparisons of identity labels are possible when measuring identities as self-labels. 

Hence, within the confines of identity as a quantifiable self-label (Reed et al., 2012), the employed 

identity measures of Paper 2 seem to demonstrate high internal validity. 

The most relevant aspect of external validity in Study 2 is probably the degree of generalisability 

of the results for other populations and study contexts. The sample (N=1001) was representative of 

the Danish population in terms of location, age and income. We controlled for all demographic 

variables since a few were skewed. Results should therefore be relatively general to an adult Danish 

population. Some researchers would argue that using a panel financially compensated for 

participating is not representative of the population, but studies have shown that these types of 

panels do not systematically influence effect sizes differently than studies using conventional data 

within the applied psychology field (Walter et al., 2019). Nonetheless, we cannot generalise results 

to children and adolescents. Another Danish survey points to younger people (18-34 years) as eating 

meat less frequently compared to those who are 34 years or older, indicating that adolescents may 

also eat less meat (Hesselberg et al., 2020). We did not find an age effect in the present study. It is 

therefore uncertain whether results could be reproduced in adolescents, while results most likely 

cannot be reproduced in Danish children whose personalities continue to develop throughout their 

early years and who are not yet responsible for their own food choices. The Danish results can 

probably be generalised to similar national contexts (i.e., Northern European countries) as meal 

structures are comparable (Schösler et al., 2012). Other results may occur in other countries. For 

example, a gourmet and/or gastronome identity could have been significant in countries with a 

strong culinary tradition, such as France. Other identity hierarchies and patterns would appear in 

East Asian countries with a strong vegetarian tradition and in some developing countries with 

restricted opportunities to eat meat. 

Finally, an identity hierarchy ordered by level of abstraction should hold in other behavioural realms 

as well, but there are boundary conditions that have not been explored. More messy hierarchical 
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effects almost certainly exist if participants are situationally primed. The stability of identity 

hierarchies likely depends on context, which should be tested in future studies. 

Internal reliability of measures was ensured using confirmatory factor analysis of all measures. The 

analysis showed that all measures were above the cut-off value of .70, demonstrating internally 

consistent instruments (Malhotra et al., 2012). Measures are therefore suitable for use in other 

studies. 

 
3.4.2.2 Study 3 
Internal validity is highly relevant to consider in Study 3, as it is a quasi-experiment conducted “in 

the field,” implying a non-randomised intervention in an uncontrolled environment. To counter 

potential confounding variables, a pre-test of the survey was conducted. Further, Group 2 acted as 

a control group in the first four weeks of the intervention, where schools in Group 2 continued with 

their regular meal scheme. Still, groups were matched and not randomly allocated, increasing the 

risk of confounding variables. Group differences, which caused some effects (i.e., decreasing 

attitudes), were thoroughly analysed. Central to internal validity of a longitudinal study is the aspect 

of maturation, i.e., the naturally occurring changes over time (Shadish et al., 2002). Adolescents at 

a continuation school may go through an extensive development as they are challenged on their 

independence and are influenced by new friends and impressions. To check for this effect, a 

representative control group outside the school could have been included, as well as a post- 

measurement of the participants (Harris et al., 2006). 

A high degree of attrition occurred from Survey 1 to Survey 2, which may have produced artefactual 

effects. Attrition was countered by the pupil-generated IDs, and analyses measuring effects across 

time employed IDs to connect the survey responses. Notwithstanding uniform instructions to the 

schools, a threat to internal validity is potential heterogenous ways in which the experiment has 

been presented at the schools. We encouraged the schools to present the purpose and design as 

objectively as possible, not presenting it as a challenge and stressing voluntariness. Implementation 

may also have differed slightly from school to school (i.e., quality and experience of vegetarian 

food and set-up of meals). Also, we did not have a measure of the perceived taste of the vegetarian 

meals, but attitudes towards reducing meals with meat may reflect how much participants liked the 

vegetarian dishes. Hence, there are insecurities regarding the treatment. However, all schools were 

contacted post-experiment to check for compliance with overall set-up. 

Self-reported behaviour was a central predictor of identity adoption and reinforcement. To counter 

biases of self-reported behaviour, such as social desirability bias, we asked schools to register their 

meal choices. Strong and positive correlations between the self-reported measure and registrations 
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add to the measurement validity of the study, but participants were also asked about compliance to 

the treatment. This measure reveals an imperfect correspondence between self-reported behaviour 

and actual consumption. Since we still identified significant identity adoption effects, it 

demonstrates that a period of flexitarian meals may be sufficiently strong enough to accelerate 

identity adoption. Finally, measures were pre-tested on a sample of pupils, and only minor 

adjustments were made. Still, some pupils may be unaccustomed to reflecting on the themes of the 

survey and answering survey questions in general. 

 
Ecological validity is also worth discussing in regard to Study 3 as the experiment is conducted in 

a special setting. As in many field studies, there is a trade-off between internal validity and 

ecological validity. Ecological validity is increased at the cost of internal validity. Ecological 

validity in this study is considered high. Default effects were identified over a longer period despite 

the heterogeneity of schools. Also, some identities did in fact become more central as a result of the 

experiment, indicating that default effects and frequent behaviour as an identity catalyst may well 

be reproduced in other settings where (young) people carry out their daily lives. The question is 

whether results would apply at a “regular” school or in adults in a work environment. 

The internal reliability of measures is good, considering the fact that most identity measures were 

used in Study 2. All measures employed had a Cronbach’s alpha of >.70 for which reason the 

reliability of measures is more than acceptable. 
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Chapter 4: Article 1 
  

Coping with multiple identities related to meat consumption 
Randers, L., Grønhøj, A. & Thøgersen, J. 

 

4.1 Abstract 

Global meat consumption poses a threat to environmental sustainability and human health. Therefore, 

moral and health related norms connected to eating meat are changing and consumers experience 

conflicts when choosing between meat and non-meat options in various situations. To achieve a better 

understanding of the nature of these conflicts and how consumers cope with them, we study identities 

related to meat consumption and how they are organised. Identity theories are used as the lens to address 

the self-relevance of meat to consumers. Thirteen Danish consumers shared how and why they ate, 

reduced or avoided meat in a food-based photo-diary and in-depth interviews, supported by a 

visualisation approach, developed from self-brand connection methods. Three higher-order identities 

(pragmatic idealist, ethical foodie and healthy hedonist) emerged, governing the consumption, reduction 

or avoidance of different meat categories. Identity conflicts between health, moral (e.g. animal welfare) 

and hedonic concerns were present, but also identity stigma. Coping mechanisms include change of 

salience and changing patterns of meat consumption. Campaigners promoting a reduction in meat 

consumption and developers of alternative protein foods can use these insights to target identities and 

facilitate conflict resolutions. However, more research is needed on how generalisable results are. 

Keywords: Multiple identities, identity conflict, coping mechanisms, meat consumption, 

environmental sustainability 
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4.2 Introduction 
A mounting body of research within the social sciences has studied the sources and impacts of 

identity, including research on environmentally sustainable consumption. It appears that 

identity has become the “Rome to which all discussions of modern Western consumption lead 

(Gabriel & Lang, 2006, p. 79). The popularity of the concept can partly be attributed to its 

success with regard to predicting behaviour (Sparks & Guthrie, 1998; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 

2010). Another reason may be that social media, a globalized community and a proliferation 

of novel products offer many possibilities of constructing a range of identities (Giddens, 1991). 

However, identity research struggles with a fragmented terminology and lack of an integrated 

framework (M. A. Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; Reed II, Forehand, Puntoni, & Warlop, 2012; 

Udall, de Groot, de Jong, & Shankar, 2020). 

It is clear from extant research that people may have multiple identities due, among other 

things, to an ever-increasing number of roles and group memberships. However, the complex 

relationships between multiple identities are under-researched. This is not least true in relation 

to pro-environmental consumption, where individuals seem particularly prone to experience 

conflicting normative expectations (Gatersleben, Murtagh, Cherry, & Watkins, 2019; 

Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). Meat consumption is a case in point. Within the last years, meat 

consumption has become a moralised issue to an increasing number of consumers (Minter, 

2018). Meat is strongly related to critical changes in the global climate due to production 

processes that lead to potent greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, reduced biodiversity and drops 

in water levels (IPCC, 2018; Newbold et al., 2015; Springmann et al., 2018; Vermeulen, 

Campbell, & Ingram, 2012). 

Authoritative sources argue that, to feed a growing population and stay within a safe operating 

space of the planetary boundaries, it is necessary that the global food system and consumers 

reduce meat and dairy production and consumption (O’Neill, Fanning, Lamb, & Steinberger, 

2018; Willett et al., 2019). Excessive consumption of red meat also threatens human health, 

increasing, among other things, the risk of developing colorectal cancer and cardiovascular 

diseases (Godfray et al., 2018). Moving towards a predominantly plant-based diet is thus 

strongly encouraged (IPCC, 2018; Springmann et al., 2018). For example, in Denmark, 

agriculture accounts for approximately a quarter of the total national GHG emission, mainly 

from livestock production (primarily pork and beef) (Nielsen et al., 2019). Further, the average 

intake of red meat among Danes exceeds national dietary recommendations (Fagt, Matthiessen, 

& Biltoft-Jensen, 2018). Hence, the reduction potential for meat consumption is considerable 
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in a Danish context. 

It has been suggested that one of the reasons why meat consumption is so difficult to reduce, 

despite both personal and societal benefits from doing so, is that it is linked to a person’s 

identity (Clark & Bogdan, 2019; Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019). Extant research also suggests 

that a person’s self-identity makes some consumers avoid meat whereas others are attached to 

their daily portion of meat (Bonne, Vermeir, & Verbeke, 2008; Fox & Ward, 2008; Graça, 

Calheiros, & Oliveira, 2015; Sparks, Conner, James, Shepherd, & Povey, 2001). 

This research has especially studied eating identities, such as meat eater identity, vegetarian 

identity and vegan identity (e.g. Bisogni, Connors, Devine, & Sobal, 2002; Blake, Bell, 

Freedman, Colabianchi, & Liese, 2013; Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Ma, Blake, Barnes, 

Bell, & Liese, 2018). Despite good ability to predict behaviour (Abrahamse, Gatersleben, & 

Uzzell, 2009; Blake et al., 2013), the existence of a meat eater identity can be questioned. Is 

eating meat in itself a meaningful basis for establishing an identity in a developed, Western 

culture? Joy (2009) argues that ‘carnism’ is a pervasive belief system in the Western society in 

which meat eating is considered normal and natural. This makes it doubtful if many Western 

consumers reflect deliberately on their meat eating. Consumers who eat meat are often termed 

omnivores, but may not be aware of this category label themselves. The diet of an omnivore 

consists to a high extent of animal-based food (including fish, eggs and dairy products) in 

addition to vegetables, fruits and grains. Vegetarians exclude meat from mammals (e.g. beef) 

as well as fish and poultry from their diet. Some vegetarians consume fish, though. Vegans 

avoid all animal-based food (Allen, Wilson, Ng, & Dunne, 2000). Finally, a flexitarian is a 

person who only eats meat occasionally and consciously limits it in the diet (Dagevos & 

Reinders, 2018). Ascribing one of these identity labels to oneself does not guarantee complete 

alignment of behaviour, though. Qualitative studies have shown that only some vegetarians, 

for example, adapt a ‘strict’ vegetarian diet to their own lives suggesting the fluid nature of 

these categories (Jabs, Sobal, & Devine, 2000; Willets, 1997). 

In research on meat consumption and identity, the focus has primarily been on a specific 

identity, or at most a couple of specific identities, failing to study the relative influence of and 

possible conflicts between several identities that a person may have. Especially, more general 

identities may also account for substantial variation in meat eating, such as religious (Bonne et 

al., 2008), gender (Rozin, Hormes, Faith, & Wansink, 2012; Thomas, 2016), pro- 

environmental (van der Werff & Steg, 2015), health (Fox & Ward, 2008) and national or even 

regional identity (Blue, 2008; Sanderson, 1992; Schösler, de Boer, Boersema, & Aiking, 2015). 
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Identifying multiple identities relevant to consumption, reduction or avoidance of meat is 

obviously not possible if they are excluded from the study beforehand. As a result, the focus 

on one or a few identities from the outset might lead to a too limited understanding of the role 

of identity. 

On this background, the aim of the present study is two-fold. The first aim is to investigate 

which individual and social identities are relevant to meat consumption, reduction and 

avoidance. Second, conflicts and concordance between multiple, hierarchically ordered 

identities are explored, including which consumption patterns and cognitive strategies that are 

used to resolve identity conflicts. Prior identity research has employed both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. Here, we use a qualitative, exploratory approach, which is particularly 

useful to identify identities that are relevant for a consumption domain, and which can also 

inform identity-based behavioural campaigns (Crompton & Kasser, 2010; Gatersleben, 

Murtagh, & Abrahamse, 2014). Specifically, we employ semi-structured interviews and a 

variety of novel exercises designed to elicit identity perceptions. 

 

4.3 Background 
Multiple identities and conflict resolution strategies 

To avoid redundancies in theorising on identity, scholars have tried to integrate the most 

promising and well-validated identity and social identity theories and empirical principles from 

psychology, marketing and sociology (Reed II et al., 2012; Stets & Burke, 2000; Udall et al., 

2020). The distinction between identity theory (Stets & Burke, 2000) and social identity theory 

(Tajfel, 1981) is that the former focuses primarily on personal or role-related sources of identity 

whereas the latter focuses on the impact of groups that the person does or does not belong to 

or associate with (M. A. Hogg et al., 1995). However, it has been argued that the distinction 

between social and personal identity may often not be necessary as the process of dealing with 

identity-congruent feedback is the same whether the identity has its origin in the social or the 

personal sphere (Reed II et al., 2012). Similarly, Udall et al. (2020) argue that the identity 

approach suggested by Stets and Burke (2000) and social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981) should 

be understood in an integrated way. 

According to both theories, individuals have the capacity to reflect upon and categorise 

themselves with respect to personally based features (e.g., personality, appearance and 

behaviour), roles they occupy, groups they belong to (in-groups) and groups to which they do 

not belong (out-groups) (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Tajfel, 1981). In other words, how one is 
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distinct from and how one is similar to others. Reed II et al. (2012) argue that both personal 

and social identity can be defined as self-reflections expressed as category labels that 

correspond to a clear image of specific characteristics of a person in that category. Identities 

affect thoughts and behaviour as one usually conforms to an activated identity. The cognitive 

representation of a set of meanings associated with the identity, in particular expectations, is 

called the “identity standard” (Stets & Burke, 2000). The identity standard is used as a reference 

for self-regulating behaviour. This term is usually used about personal or role identities, but 

the process also applies in the case of a more social identity. Individuals have multiple personal 

and social identities (and identity standards) (M. A. Hogg et al., 1995; Udall et al., 2020). These 

identities differ in terms of salience with some identities being more readily accessible across 

more situations than others (Burke, 2003; Hirsh & Kang, 2016). 

Salience is the extent to which an identity is accessible, differing from low to high (or chronic) 

accessibility (Reed II et al., 2012). The salience of an identity is generally determined by two 

factors: Self-centrality and environmental cues. Self-centrality is the level of integration of 

identity-correspondent attitudes, behaviour and emotional reactions. A strong identification 

with an identity domain will make the identity’s chronical accessibility high (Reed II et al., 

2012). In addition, environmental cues may increase the salience of an identity. Relevant cues 

could be words, images or symbols of in- and outgroups (Tajfel, 1981). Identity salience is 

therefore not under complete conscious control. It operates both on an unconscious level, 

affecting implicit identity-relevant associations, and on a more explicit level involving identity- 

based attitudes and identity verification (Thøgersen, 2018). Self-verification is a constant 

comparative process where meanings and feedback derived from the environment are 

compared with the active identity standards. Behavioural choices can be used to align an 

identity standard and meanings in the environment, and are therefore fundamental in the 

process of identity verification. For example, a person may make behavioural choices that are 

consistent with a highly accessible group-based identity to confirm her or his group 

membership (M. A. Hogg et al., 1995). Self-verification is driven by motivations such as 

enhancing self-esteem, feeling efficacious, experiencing consistency with self and self- 

regulation – processes that are described in both personal and social understandings of identity 

(Higgins, Bond, Klein, & Strauman, 1986; M. A. Hogg et al., 1995; Stets & Burke, 2000). 

Because of the positive self-related outcomes of acting in line with one’s identity (e.g., feeling 

competent or “better”), doing so is a perennial goal. When a self-central identity is threatened 

(e.g., being a vegetarian Hindu at a party where there is only served beef), verification will 
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likely be even more vital. Also, because of the mismatch between a situation and the identity 

standard, negative emotions will probably emerge, as suggested by self-discrepancy theory 

(Higgins et al., 1986). 

Some of people’s multiple identities are related, while others are not. Identities are 

hierarchically organised, meaning that higher-order identities subsume more specific lower- 

order identities, as visualised in figure 1, which is inspired by the perceptual control system by 

Burke (2003), which is mainly focused on personal or role-related identities. Higher-order 

identities are more abstract and share convergent meanings of the lower level identities. 

Nevertheless, lower-order identities are assumed to influence behaviour more directly, as 

illustrated in figure 1 (Burke, 2003). Higher-order identities may thus be conceived as the 

unique, and sometimes complex, composition of self-relevant aspects organising more specific 

identity elements at lower levels. A person can, of course, have a more complex identity 

hierarchy, containing more levels and branches, than the simplified model used for illustration 

here. If conflicts arise between incompatible identities, people will feel discomfort, which they 

are inclined to reduce through various coping strategies, which can be more or less deliberate 

(Festinger, 1972). Hirsh and Kang (2016), who address identity from a social identity and role- 

based identity approach, discuss different types of coping mechanisms that are used to resolve 

identity conflicts. For example, enhancement of the salience of an important identity will make 

a person focus narrowly on goals related to that identity, while other identities may remain the 

same, but will have less impact on behaviour (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). Enhancement of an 

identity aspect can happen as a non-deliberate response to environmental cues, such as social 

groups or a more idiosyncratic cue activating a personal aspect of oneself. However, deliberate 

processes can also result in enhancement, such as efforts of positive verification of an identity. 

For instance, a vegan might engage in an enhancement process by posting a vegan dish on 

social media to be verified as a vegan. 
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Figure 1. Identity hierarchy 
 

 
 
 
 

A second coping strategy discussed by Hirsh and Kang (2016) is compartmentalising, which 

occurs when one seeks to avoid situations in which two conflicting identities are salient. In this 

way, certain aspects of the self are segregated and only brought up in specific situations. Still, 

it is nevertheless stressful if a situation suddenly calls for two such conflicting identities 

(Roccas & Brewer, 2002; Verfuerth, Jones, Gregory-Smith, & Oates, 2019). Like 

enhancement, this process can be intentional, but it is not always the case. An example of 

compartmentalisation could be a situation, such as visiting grandmother for Christmas, in 

which social cues increase the salience of an identity, such as being a grandchild. If the identity 

standard of “the grandchild” is that “well-behaved grandchildren are grateful for any food 

grandmother cooks,” then the salience of a conflicting identity, for example, being a critical 

flexitarian, might be diminished situationally. 

A third coping strategy discussed by Hirsh and Kang (2016) is the integration of two discordant 

identities. This will only take place if meanings in one or both of them are modified so that 

they are in harmony. This conflict resolution requires conscious elaboration and effort, but may 

pay off in terms of increased cognitive flexibility and eradication of stress related to the 

previously felt conflict (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). A person might, for example, perceive herself 

as fit and healthy, and be someone who loves to bake and eat cake. Investing energy in learning 

how to bake delicious, yet healthy, cakes might integrate both identities. The coping 

mechanisms are thus regarded as responses, varying in level of deliberateness, to identity 

conflicts. These processes pertain to all types of identities, even though they are predominantly 

personal or more social in nature. 
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Identity and product use 

There is a long tradition of studying identity-consistent consumption of brands and products 

(Belk, 1988; M. K. Hogg, Banister, & Stephenson, 2009; McCracken, 1988), also in the food 

domain (Bisogni et al., 2002; Escalas & Bettman, 2003; Fischler, 1988). Based on the self- 

congruence principle, specified to consistency between self-perception and perceived product 

image, Belk (1988) proposed that products can become a part of the self, together with persons 

to whom and places to which one feels attached. In this way, positively valued products can 

sustain a positive self-image (Sirgy, 1982). Research has investigated how products of 

symbolic value support self-expression, referred to as symbolic consumption (M. K. Hogg et 

al., 2009). In order to hold symbolic meaning, a product or product category needs to be visible 

when purchased or used, to possess a degree of variability and to create associations to a 

stereotypical user (Sirgy, 1982). Different products or product categories may satisfy these 

criteria to different degree. Hence, when studying if and how consuming a product, such as 

meat and/or meat substitutes, supports identity construction, one needs to investigate the 

criteria used to decide on different categories of meat consumption within a wide range of 

situations. 

(Ahuvia, 2005) suggests that products are not only used as an expression of identity, but can 

also alleviate or even resolve identity conflicts. Compromising is selected as a solution when 

choosing a product that appeals to aspects in two conflicting identities, but still compromises 

other features. For example, if one really likes the taste of meat, but also wants to decrease his 

or her ecological footprint, a product satisfying both identity positions might be chosen, such 

as a meat substitute. The choice however compromises the favourite taste of real meat. 

The identity conflict resolutions of enhancement and compartmentalising are similar to 

compromising in that enhancing or compartmentalising one or more identities will compromise 

other identities. Synthesizing is employed when a consumption activity allows satisfying both 

identities without compromising (Ahuvia, 2005). For example, if the meat substitute is 

experienced as tasty, it may synthesize hedonic and ethical identity aspects. Synthesizing is 

equal to integration as two conflicting elements are bridged and can co-exist in a new way. 

Innovative products catering to consumer needs, which were previously regarded as 

irreconcilable, therefore have the potential to alleviate the cognitive effort of synthesizing 

identities. Based on insights from research on symbolic consumption (Ahuvia, 2005), changing 

consumption activities is therefore considered a behavioural consequence of altered salience 

and thus a coping response facilitating enhancement, compartmentalisation or integration 
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resolutions (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). 
 
 

Factors determining meat consumption 

A broad range of psychological, socio-cultural and external factors determine what types of 

and how much meat people consume. Consumers who eat more meat tend to hold beliefs about 

meat as nutritionally necessary, show a stronger social dominance orientation, and link a high 

level of meat consumption to masculinity (Allen et al., 2000; Joy, 2009; Kildal & Syse, 2017; 

Rothgerber, 2013). Health beliefs and moral beliefs about the production of meat, including 

environmental and animal welfare issues, are related to eating less or no meat (Allen et al., 

2000; Fox & Ward, 2008; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017; Zur & Klöckner, 2014). A study 

found that emotions together with cognitive processes, such as awareness of animal suffering 

and of own moral codex, played key roles in the process of moralising and reducing meat 

consumption (Feinberg, Kovacheff, Teper, & Inbar, 2019). To translate awareness to action, 

skills in cooking is needed (Jabs et al., 2000). Lack of knowledge about how to cook without 

meat and low cooking skills in general obstruct efforts to eat plant-based (Dibb & Fitzpatrick, 

2014). Also, emotional reactions of compassion, fear, regret or disgust have shown effective in 

reducing meat consumption (Amiot, El Hajj Boutros, Sukhanova, & Karelis, 2018; Carfora, 

Bertolotti, & Catellani, 2019; Feinberg et al., 2019; Manyukhina, 2017; Palomo-Vélez, Tybur, 

& van Vugt, 2018). However, such reactions are often repressed when a conflict between 

values and behaviour emerge (Joy, 2009). The strategy of denying or delegating to avoid guilt 

related to personal meat consumption has been coined ‘the meat paradox,’ which has been 

found to be prevalent among consumers to maintain an enjoyable and practical habit (Bastian 

& Loughnan, 2017; Piazza et al., 2015). Also habits are highlighted as a barrier for changing a 

meat-centred diet (e.g. in Graça et al., 2015). Habitual behaviour is performed automatically 

and frequently in stable contexts, because it is rewarding and in some cases helps you achieve 

self-relevant goals (Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017; Verplanken & Sui, 2019). In the case of 

eating, day-to-day habits indeed dominate the lives of many, especially convenience oriented 

consumers lacking cooking skills, interest or time (Buckley, Cowan, McCarthy, & O'Sullivan, 

2005). Intervening on the level of food related habits might therefore support cooking with 

smaller amounts of meat. Liking or disliking the taste of meat are prevalent reasons for eating 

or avoiding it (Dibb & Fitzpatrick, 2014). These taste preferences or aversions can be identity 

defining, for example to picky eaters or vegetarians (Piazza et al., 2015; C. Thompson, 

Cummins, Brown, & Kyle, 2015). These individual factors are all related to the salient identity 
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guiding meat consumption, reduction or avoidance. 

Socio-cultural factors may become internalised and assimilated in identities as a specific and 

distinctive set of meanings. First, normativity around eating meat is an influential force. Social 

norms in some countries and religions prescribe rejection of certain types of meat, for example 

pork meat for a believing Muslim or Jew, making these norms important to social identities 

(Beardsworth & Bryman, 2004). Social norms are shared expectations about how we ought to 

act that are strengthened by the fear of being sanctioned and by potential rewards (Cialdini, 

Reno, & Kallgren, 1990). Further, social norms can be more or less internalised (Thøgersen, 

2006) and the extent to which they are externally imposed is evident, for example, in situations 

where a vegetarian feel obliged to eat meat or an omnivore to reject meat (Amiot et al., 2018; 

Jabs et al., 2000). Social norms therefore may both facilitate and reduce meat consumption. 

Norms are basically constructed by culture, which also affects identities related to meat 

consumption. Elevation of meat to be the central part of a meal is deeply ingrained in many 

cultures. For example, a recognisable typical meal in Northern and Western Europe consists of 

a tripartite structure with some sort of vegetables, staple (often potato) and a protein element, 

which is often meat (Schösler, De Boer, & Boersema, 2012). Moreover, some scholars argue 

that eating animal flesh is a patriarchal practice, as meat symbolises prestige, a high level of 

protein and aggression or a way of expressing human dominance over nature (Adams, 2015; 

Lupton, 1996). Subscribing to this symbolism implies that rejecting meat connects to 

subordination by not fulfilling the requirements of masculinity (Ruby & Heine, 2011; Timeo 

& Suitner, 2018). Other factors, such as lifestyles and social groups and roles may also be 

assimilated as social identities or role identities (Stryker, 1968; Tajfel, 1981). According to 

Giddens (1991), lifestyles are material expressions of identity and can be regarded as a set of 

practices representing a way of life. 

External forces can both increase and decrease meat consumption, partly mediated through 

their effect on identity salience or some of the identity related factors. Examples include enough 

or too little time to plan and cook a meal and the prices and availability of meat and plant-based 

food products (Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017; Säll & Gren, 2015). As previously 

mentioned, social norms in a specific situation have the power to influence food choices, partly 

because an identity is activated. The environment might also contain cues that trigger habits, 

which can overrule or support an activated identity (M. A. Hogg et al., 1995; Verplanken & 

Sui, 2019). Finally, the interrelation of these factors determines whether meat will be 

consumed, reduced or avoided. The consumption choice depends on the match between the 
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standard of a salient identity and the meanings in the environment (as part of a self- verification 

process). According to the reciprocal hermeneutic logic by C. J. Thompson (1997), consumer 

identities are shaped in a dialectic relationship with cultural meanings. 

 
 

4.4 Method 

Research context 

Most Danes’ diets consist of considerable amounts of both meat and dairy, pointing to meat as 

essential in Danish meal culture (Fagt et al., 2018). For example, meat is a part of the dinner 

for 79% of the participants in a recent representative survey of residents in Denmark (Stamer 

et al., 2019). Nevertheless, another survey revealed that 47% of Danes link red meat to 

environmental harm (YouGov, 2019), which is more than reported from other countries 

(Austgulen, Skuland, Schjøll, & Alfnes, 2018; Marinova & Bogueva, 2019). The numbers 

indicate a conflict between beliefs about environmental consequences and meal habits among 

many Danes, which may create goal conflicts and identity frictions. This makes Denmark a 

suitable context for studying the impact of identity (and identity conflicts) on meat 

consumption. 

 
 

Qualitative design and data production 

We employ a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to elucidate experiences of the 

participants and to understand how they perceive themselves in relation to their own and others’ 

eating patterns (C. J. Thompson, 1997). Hermeneutic and phenomenological lenses have been 

fruitful in prior research when exploring consumers’ realities, including how they construct 

identity (Ahuvia, 2005; Azemi, Ozuem, & Howell, 2020). Previous research has found that 

interviewees are reluctant to share rich identity-related information in group settings, so data 

were collected in one-on-one interviews (Bisogni et al., 2002). The semi-structured in-depth 

interview format was chosen as it invites consumers to reflect upon their practices and a photo 

diary supported the accounts by situating them. Hence, data were collected by means of semi- 

structured in-depth interviews with 13 Danish consumers, who also produced four-day photo- 

based food diaries. No incentives were promised, but all interviewees received a gift card of 100 

DKK after the interview. The recruitment process was iterative and data analysis was conducted 

concurrently following a theoretical sampling logic (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Therefore, the 

analysis informed the recruitment criteria of the next interviewee. As previous theory on 
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identities and meat consumption demonstrates that different identities are linked to different 

meat consumption practices, participants varying with regard to eating, reducing and avoiding 

meat needed to be recruited. Besides this central criterion, theory also points to various socio- 

demographical markers as linked to distinct meat consumption patterns and identities, including 

age, gender and educational level. We therefore aimed to vary respondents on these criteria as 

well, in line with the technique of maximum variation sampling, thus exploring the phenomenon 

from many perspectives (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Most participants were recruited via a 

recruitment letter shared on social media (e.g., groups with people sharing vegetarian recipes). 

To satisfy the sampling criteria, the interviewer’s own peripheral social network was also 

employed to recruit six of the interviewees. The interviewer had no prior contact with four of 

these interviewees and only limited prior contact with two of them. This approach carries a 

potential risk that crucial information is withheld due to overlapping social relationships between 

the interviewer and the participant. However, it was not our impression that relevant information 

was withheld. In fact, it can be an advantage to build on an established relation in an interview 

situation as this promotes an atmosphere of trust and openness (Hirschman, 1994; Tjandra, 

Omar, & Ensor, 2015) Also, only selective information is disclosed in interviews, independent 

of the interviewer (Browne, 2005). 

Data saturation was reached in the case of those who curtailed and avoided meat, as interviewees 

were recruited until no new themes were generated (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Since meat 

eaters make up the vast majority of the population and is thus a heterogeneous group, it is 

possible that additional themes might have been generated if more interviewees had been 

recruited from this group, especially uninvolved consumers. However, to avoid compromising 

the deep analysis of the compiled pool of rich data from the 13 interviewees, it was decided not 

to pursue uninvolved consumers further and instead end the recruitment process after the 

thirteenth interview. Fictional names of the interviewees have been used to protect their 

identities. See Table 1 for an overview of the interviewees. collection began with a pilot 

interview with a vegetarian, which led to a small number of adjustments in the interview guides. 

The interviews lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in the spring and fall of 

2019 – usually in the home of the interviewee. Interviews were audio recorded with consent and 

transcribed ad verbatim by a professional transcription bureau. Participants were informed that 

all data would be shared and stored in line with the General Data Protection Regulation and that 

they could withdraw their voluntary participation in the study at any point. The first author 

double-checked all transcriptions. 
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The semi-structured interview guide steered the interviews in the direction of relevant themes, 

but also allowed interviewees to share information in a more spontaneous way (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). The questions progressed from inquiries about their life in general (e.g., 

“what does your life at the moment look like?”), to their food pictures (e.g., “what kind of eater 

would you say you are based on these pictures?”) and to specific questions about their meat 

consumption (e.g., “what are the main reasons that you eat/do not eat meat?”). In addition to 

the interview questions, follow-up questions provided richer narratives and situated their 

experiences (e.g., “tell me more about that situation”). 
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics 
 
 
 

Name Gender Diet Age Household 
composition 

Education 
level 

Occupation 

Anne F Vegetarian 
(including 
fish) 

25 2 (lives with 
room mate) 

General 
Secondary 

Health care 
assistant 

Marc M Meat eater 28 2 (lives with 
girlfriend) 

University Assistant 
attorney-at- 
law 

Dan M Meat eater 68 1 General 
Secondary 

Pensioner 

Tove F Vegan 50 2 (lives with 
child) 

Medium- 
cycle Higher 
Education 

Disability 
pensioner 

Camille F Meat eater 27 2 (lives with 
husband) 

Medium- 
cycle Higher 
Education 

Nurse 

Leo M Vegan 28 2 (lives with 
room mate) 

Bachelor’s 
degree from 
university 

Master’s 
student 

Susan F Meat eater 58 2 (lives with 
her husband) 

Short-cycle 
Higher 
Education 

Pedagogue 

Christina F Flexitarian 35 4 (lives with 
husband and 
children) 

University Unemployed 

Yasmin F Meat eater 
(but no 
pork due to 
religion) 

40 5 (lives with 
husband and 
children) 

Elementary 
school 

Internship in 
canteen 

Andrea F Vegetarian 31 5 (lives with 
husband and 
children) 

Technical 
Secondary 

Sick leave 

Tina F Vegetarian 21 2 (lives with 
roommate) 

General 
Secondary 

Student on 
Medium- 
cycle Higher 
Education 

Victor M Flexitarian 29 3 (lives with 
girlfriend and 
child) 

University Research 
assistant 

Hans M Meat eater 67 3 (lives with 
wife and son) 

Elementary 
school 

Pensioner 
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Tools for identity elicitation 

Two visual methods were used to elicit information about meat related identities and related 

factors. The tools are presented in the order which they were applied in the interviews. Photo- 

elicitation has been successfully used in other food and identity related topics to situate food 

practices (Johnson, Sharkey, Dean, McIntosh, & Kubena, 2011; C. Thompson et al., 2015). In 

this study, photo-elicitation was primarily used for two purposes. Firstly, the method was used 

to verify self-reported food consumption and counter potential risks for impression management 

(e.g., being dishonest about meals to present oneself as more ethical). However, this method 

obviously entails the risk of self-presentation bias, such as photographing others’ food, changing 

dietary habits for a period or forgetting or consciously omitting specific meals. Secondly, it was 

expected that such concrete prompts would encourage interviewees to share day-to-day routines 

that could potentially unveil food and identity dilemmas. Specifically, interviewees had been 

instructed to photograph everything they ate for a period of four days prior to the interview. 

These food diaries were printed and discussed for nearly half an hour in the beginning of the 

interview. They provided an impression of eating routines, preferences and the context in which 

the food was eaten. In most interviews, very telling details about balancing different needs in 

households or identity-relevant self-perceptions of food choices came up that would not have 

been incited with interviewing alone. Confronted with their eating habits, they in particular 

reflected on what the pictures expressed about them as consumers which yielded self-labels such 

as “practical”, “aware” or “healthy”. 

The second tool is based on research on self-brand connections, involving the process of 

consumers using products as a part of their identity expression (Escalas & Bettman, 2005; 

Schmitt, 2012). We adapted a method from Chaplin and Roedder John (2005) to explore self- 

connections to specific categories of meat, as we hypothesised that different categories of meat 

would imply different identity connections. The interviewees were asked to use printed pictures 

depicting a steak, a pork chop, a chicken filet, salmon and a meat substitute product (plant based 

“mince”) to answer the question: “How are you as a food consumer?” Interviewees were 

instructed to place the pictures on a board with a label saying “Me” in the middle, three 

concentric circles around the label and a label saying “Not me” outside the circles. Placement of 

the product illustrates the centrality (i.e. self-importance) of the category in their self- concept. 

The use of concentric circles to depict integration of a product to the self was inspired by Belk’s 

(1988) notion of the extended self and secondly by Verfuerth et al. (2019) using a visual tool 

during interviews to test for the relative centrality of key concepts. Contrary to Verfuerth et al. 
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(2019), the present study did not measure distances as such, but used the visual task as a 

conversation tool to discuss choices. While placing the pictures, the interviewees were instructed 

to verbalise their thoughts, which is a method informed by the “thinking aloud protocol” from 

cognitive psychology. The method is also well-suited for consumer studies (Ericsson & Simon, 

1984; Risius, Janssen, & Hamm, 2017). The visual self-product connection method (SPCM) 

yielded discussions of usage of various protein products, which interviewees might not have 

mentioned spontaneously, such as tofu or plant-based mince. Further, the degree to which they 

had integrated these protein products informed the analysis by revealing the relative importance 

of product attributes to their identities and social groups to which they associated different 

products. Finally, identity conflicts were especially revealed using this tool (e.g., compromising 

ethical principles in certain situations) because it captured meat products not present in the photo 

diary. It might be argued that by asking interviewees to place predefined categories of meat in 

the SPCM, the exploratory nature of the study was confined. Nevertheless, when using common, 

generic products, as we did, we believe that the advantage of increased comparability of answers 

more than compensated for this possible downside. 

 
 

Coding and analysis 

NVivo 12 was used to code and analyse the 857 pages of transcriptions resulting from the 13 

interviews, 148 food pictures and additional pictures from the SPCM. The coding process was 

mainly guided by the flexible analytical framework of thematic analysis proposed by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The first phase of the coding involved familiarisation with the data, which was 

achieved by listening to the interviews, reading the transcripts and looking at the pictures while 

noting preliminary observations. Next, a predominantly data-driven initial coding of transcripts 

and pictures was performed. The coding was marked by an attitude of openness toward emerging 

codes and staying close to the data, for example, by coding line-by-line (Charmaz, 2006), while 

also being aware of identity relevant codes, such as self-labels or self- defining food related 

patterns (i.e., cooking, shopping or eating). 

Concerning the visual food diary and the SPCM, special attention was paid to polytextual 

thematic analysis proposing that all pictures must be interpreted with reference to each other and 

that themes should be identified across all visual cases (Gleeson, 2012). In practice, pictures were 

initially coded together with the connected interview to form an impression of the interviewee’s 

identity. This cycle of coding led to more than 200 hierarchically ordered codes. Subsequently, 

a more focused process of coding was initiated in which codes were revised and condensed by 
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means of reviewing transcripts and pictures and visualising codes and themes in tables and mind- 

maps (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Some major themes linked to self-defining features of 

interviewees were generated from the codes, such as moral consumption, health, convenience, 

enjoyment and identity conflict. In this process, triangulation of interview data and pictures was 

used to increase the validity of the findings (Hall & Rist, 1999) and discussions between the 

authors and with colleagues supported further analysis. Preliminary labels of the identities were 

then suggested and another cycle of coding was initiated to adjust the sub-themes of the identities 

and defining the essence of the theme in question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Relevant identity 

theories were also consulted in the process, as unexpected sub-themes, such as identity stigma, 

were present in the data. The coding and analyses resulted in the identification of three higher- 

order identities, a so-called “non-identity,” and related sub-ordinate identities constructed by 

different identity related motives, conflicts and coping strategies. It is pertinent to highlight that 

a hermeneutic phenomenological approach implies an awareness of the researchers’ underlying 

assumptions and knowledge as the aim is to approximate a fusion of horizons between the 

interpreters’ frame of reference and the material interpreted (i.e. interviews and pictures) (C. J. 

Thompson, 1997). The present research is built on assumptions from the field of symbolic 

consumption (Belk, 1988; M. K. Hogg et al., 2009; Sirgy, 1982) and the theoretical framework is 

applied in the context of food. We therefore assume that food, and the selection and rejection of 

specific foods, can be a source of identity formation, and patterns of these processes were of 

importance to the analysis. However, staying attuned to the meanings conveyed by the 

participants, for example, respecting the devaluation of the role of food and viewing food as less 

important for their self-image, was equally important to the validity of the analysis and for 

“fusion of the horizons”. The results from the analysis are reported below. 

 
 

4.5 Results 
As stated above, three higher-order identities, a non-identity, and related sub-ordinate identities 

and identity related motives, conflicts and coping strategies were generated from the analysis. A 

higher-order identity is an overarching identity located on an encompassing level in the identity 

hierarchy (Burke, 2003). The identity labels used for the higher-order identities were suggested 

by the authors as to describe what self-image interviewees seek to verify and maintain related to 

their meat avoidance (pragmatic idealists), meat reduction (ethical foodies) and meat 

consumption (healthy hedonists and the non-identity). Before presenting the identities, the 

theoretical concepts analysed will briefly be accounted for (following the structure of Table 2 
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that also presents a summary of the results). 

The key theoretical lens employed to analyse identities related to meat is explicit self-labels or 

self-categorisation (Reed II et al., 2012). This includes reflections related to the personal level 

(such as traits and behaviour) and to the social sphere (e.g., roles and group memberships). The 

interviews revealed that “dis-identifiers” (i.e., what one is not) were also popular identity 

markers among interviewees. This type of dis-identification resonates with extant identity 

literature (Banister, Piacentini, & Grimes, 2019; McCall, 2003) and dis-identifiers are therefore 

also used as identity labels. It is essential to mention here that self-labels expressed by 

interviewees are regarded as identities on the lower level in the identity hierarchy as the higher- 

order identity might be harder to articulate due to its abstract nature. As it appears from the 

summary of the findings in Table 2, identities differed with regard to centrality, meaning that 

some of them were of great self-importance, while others only enacted the identities 

situationally. Further, motives connected to the respective identities were also expressed in the 

interviews. Identity motives are here understood as articulated or tacit identity aligned goals that 

the individual strives toward through food related consumption activities – a definition much 

akin to the term “consumer identity projects” from consumer culture theory (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005). Motives could be closely related to food (e.g. deriving health benefits from 

food by reducing red meat), but also pursued in other spheres of life (e.g., physical exercise). 

Conflicts between lower-order identities and related coping mechanisms to resolve the conflicts 

were also analysed by drawing on identity coping mechanisms and assumptions from the 

symbolic consumption literature (Ahuvia, 2005; Belk, 1988; Hirsh & Kang, 2016). Finally, the 

behavioural consequences (i.e. meat consumption, reduction or avoidance) of the salient identity 

are also elaborated on – in particular when used as part of a coping strategy. 

Table 2 summarises the main results from the analysis, which follows in the section below using 

quotes, photos from participants’ food diary and examples of the SPCM. 
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Table 2. Summary of main results 
 

Higher-order 
identity 

Pragmatic 
idealist 

Ethical foodie Healthy hedonist Non-identity 

Centrality High Moderate Low to moderate Situated lower- 
order identities 

Identity labels Environmentalist 
Animal welfare 
supporter 
No food snob 
Uninterested in 
cooking 
Vegetarian/ 
vegan 

Food hedonist 
Being moral or 
“aware” 
Experimenting 
Environmentalist 
Flexitarian 
Vegetarian 
Good provider 

Food hedonist 
Healthy 
Not-fanatic 
Good provider 

Masculine 
Good provider 

Motives Moral 
consumption 

 
Convenience 

Moral 
consumption 

 
Taste and 
enjoyment 

Health concerns 
(weight, nutrition 
and building 
muscle) 

 
Taste and 
enjoyment 

Convenience 
(reduce cooking 
time, known 
recipes) 

Identity conflict Distancing to a 
former identity 

 
Dealing with 
identity stigma 

Enjoying the taste 
and convivality of 
eating red meat 
while also eating 
sustainably 

Staying healthy and 
enjoying tasty food 

Dealing with 
(identity) stigma 

Identity conflict 
solution 

Integration 
Denial 

Integration 
Self-enhancement 
Compartmentalisa- 
tion 

Integration 
Compartmentalisa- 
tion 

Denial 

Behavioral 
consequences of 
salient identity 

Some processed 
plant-based meat 
substitutes 
Natural substitutes, 
such as beans and 
lentils 

White meat, 
including fish 
Limited red meat 
Organic meat 
Meat with animal 
welfare label 
Eating meat when 
served by others 
Self-produced 
meat 
Non-processed 
substitutes, such as 
beans and lentils 

Conventional white 
meat 
Conventional red 
meat a few times 
during the week but 
mostly during 
weekends 
Some processed 
plant-based meat 
substitutes 

Conventional 
white and red 
meat every day 
No conscious use 
of plant-based 
products 
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Pragmatic idealist 
 

An idealist is an individual whose ideals and values drive her or his behaviour, whereas 

pragmatism is considered the antidote to idealism and is used about people stressing practical 

concerns over other motivations (Forsyth, O’boyle, & McDaniel, 2008; Kivetz & Tyler, 2007). 

Both idealism and pragmatism were central to a handful of interviewees, who had cut meat out 

of their diets. Striving for a fair and more sustainable world was not perceived as necessarily 

contradicting the need for everyday pragmatism, as the latter was often a means for achieving a 

more sustainable and just food system. Three participants – two eating a vegan diet and one 

eating primarily vegetarian food and a little fish – were classified as pragmatic idealists, all of 

them expressing that the integration of a strong idealism related to animal welfare and 

sustainability was central to their present identities. They were all living alone, which some 

quotes indicated was a central condition to their food-related identity. 

Self-labels are one way to identify identities. Pragmatic idealists were reluctant to use the labels 

“vegetarian” or “vegan” about themselves, for several reasons that will be discussed later. 

Being recognised as a vegan or vegetarian was less important to them than being recognised as 

someone who cares about animal welfare or sustainability. For example, Tove, a 50-year old 

vegan, self-labelled as a vegan and a dumpster diver, but stressed the consequences of actions 

as more important: 

 
 

And that thing about me being a vegan and rummaging in a trashcan, it’s not to flash it. It is 

irrelevant. People do not have to know that about me. It is because it [i.e. the “mission”] is 

important. (Tove, 50) 

 
 

Leo, a 28-year old vegan, stressed the self-label “climate activist,” and not vegan, when I asked 

him how he would describe himself in general terms: 

 

I am a climate activist, or I don’t know if you can call it that, but I care about sustainability, 

and I have been engaged with that during my whole education, actually. And I can see that 

we have some challenges that must be solved and it is also therefore I don’t fly and I don’t 

eat [i.e. animal products].. I try to limit myself as much as possible. (Leo, 28) 
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Tove described herself as a “critical” food consumer and elaborated with self-reflections 

pointing to her idealism: 

I am damn critical. […] And it does not have to do with good quality. I actually find food 

snobbery super repulsive. […] I’m like “listen up, we are way too many people on this 

planet. We need to use the resources we have in a good and sensible way”. (Tove, 50) 

 
 

The three pragmatic idealists expressed that being exposed to information about animal 

suffering and environmental degradation caused by the food industry had fuelled their idealism 

through increased awareness and changed beliefs regarding animal welfare and 

environmentalism. Besides cognitive reflections, emotions also paved the way for a strong and 

self-central idealism. For instance, Tove explained how watching a video incited negative 

emotions in her and impacted her food choice: 

 
I saw a video on YouTube of a cow attacking a farmer, because he removes her calf. That’s 

what they do. And it just left a mark in me. He does not die, but she is angry because he 

removes her calf. Then I thought, that’s it. I have eaten my last cheese sandwich. (Tove, 50) 

 
 

Negative emotions and the experience of dissonance also affected Leo concurrently with 

increased awareness about animal and environmentalist issues. Leo described that the idealistic 

informed aspect of himself became increasingly important and he had a “weird sense” because 

he “did some things knowing it was wrong” (Leo, 28). He therefore acted on his self- 

discrepancy by changing his diet. Leo had grown up on a farm where he as a young boy ran 

“around in the fields and milked the cows” (Leo, 28). Also, he previously worked out a lot and 

supplemented his fitness practice with plenty of meat. Thus, when he turned vegan, it came as 

a shock to his family: 

 
My grandmother was almost choking in roast pork. [… ] My family is very fixed in what they 

eat. It’s like the old Danish cooking. Sushi and stuff like that is what you eat in the big cities. 

It’s that mentality. I think my family mostly reacted against my opinions about animal 

welfare, because they respect their profession and they don’t think they treat the animals 
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badly. Because it’s in the law that a chicken doesn’t need more than an A4 then it’s animal 

welfare, but one could maybe question it and say.. it can’t spread its’ wings, right. (Leo, 28) 

 
 

The quote above expresses how radical his family experienced his identity transformation. By 

refusing all animal-based products, Leo rejected his former meat-eating self and the ‘farmer 

identity’ represented by his family. Figure 2 shows his diet before his transition and Figure 3 

reflects his current diet. 

Figure 2. Leo’s former diet 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Leo’s current diet 
 
 

 
However, he did not change personality, as he mentions in the interview. So, the identity conflict 
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between previous and present identities were resolved through integrating beliefs and perceived 

moral obligation related to animal welfare and environmentalism. 

 
In addition to idealism, pragmatism also showed in food situations, including in social contexts. 

Leo, for example, had cake with eggs at a birthday party and Tove could not say no to a cheese 

sandwich at a funeral. Further, Leo and Anne, a 25-year old vegetarian, never requested “special 

food” when visiting friends. They would just avoid meat and/or animal produce demonstrating 

flexibility in their principles. Cooking as such was not a part of their identity standard in daily 

life, but the low food involvement seemed to be an identity label, which was especially clear in 

the case of Anne, when reflecting on her food diary: 

 
 

Well, I think it is some quite boring things to eat, and I think it relates to me being indifferent 

with what I eat. So, in that sense, it is a part of my personality, that I don’t care about what I 

eat. (Anne, 25) 

 
 

This identity description is in line with Leo, who also mentioned that, although he had changed 

a lot what he ate, he had not changed his personality much, as he had ”never spent that much 

time cooking beautiful dishes and.. it is very convenient and, yes, focusing on something that 

can be thrown in the oven.” (Leo, 28). The self-reflections on personality and behaviour 

therefore seemed to characterise identity standards related to food in both Anne and Leo, 

testifying to a type of food-related pragmatism being central to their identities. Plant-based 

diets were perceived as instrumental means to achieve universal goals of a sustainable and 

cruelty-free world. Consequently, they practiced “conscious convenience” by pursuing their 

values and minimising inconveniences. For example, Leo had established a habit of cooking 

the same type of dinner in order to make it easy and comply with his ideals: 

 
 

It is completely the same every day, just with slightly different ingredients. This one contains 

chickpeas and in that one there is soybeans [pointing at food pictures]. So, it’s kind of the 

same food or dish, that I make every single day, where I take some rice, some spinach some 

legumes and then some spices. Then I put it in the pot, turn on the stove, and then I don’t 

need to do anything before 20 minutes after. I just take it and eat it. Super easy. […] It’s 

probably 5 liters and sometimes I just fill it up. Then I have for more days. (Leo, 28) 
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Figure 4 depicts the type of dish that Leo had variations of every day. Anne always had the 

same ingredients in her kitchen, because it allowed to make one of her “simple dishes,” as she 

coined it. Figure 5 is an example of one of the pasta dishes she had one night. The simplicity 

of the dish is in line with the following dialogue that started, when she was asked what was 

most important for her when choosing foods: 

 
 

Anne: That it’s quick and easy. It’s a big priority 

Interviewer: So, it should be easy to prepare? 

Anne: Yes, that I do not have to stand in the kitchen for a long time. It should not take more 

than 5 minutes to do. Haha. (Anne, 25) 

 
 

Anne and Leo, especially, did not mind eating the same type of meals almost every day. The 

lack of interest in variety inserted itself in their overall pragmatic approach to cooking, which 

was also characterised by self-blame. Their own food was compared to the stereotypical 

vegan or vegetarian cooking such as in Anne’s interview: 

 
 

Sometimes I have an idea, that if you made the choice to become vegetarian, you should care 

about cooking, and that is just not the case. I can’t live up to that, to that idea of being a 

vegetarian and caring about your food. […] On one side, I don’t have that joy of cooking and 

would be happy if I could just be content with convenient food, right. But I have another side, 

where all the health talk affects me. (Anne, 25) 

 
 

Tove and Leo explicitly made a comparison between their own food and food photos of other 

vegetarians and vegans, which provoked feelings of inferiority. The mixed feelings related to 

their pragmatic attitude point to a discrepancy between their perception of the social identity 

of a vegetarian or vegan and their own diet identity, which does not live up to food pictures 

posted on social media. Strategies, such as compartmentalisation and devaluing, were used by 

interviewees enacting the pragmatic idealist identity. Devaluing involves restructuring or 

reducing the importance of a self-aspect, as it is perceived as negative or stigmatised by oneself 

and/or others (Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002). For example, Leo refused to readily accept 



78  

the label of a vegan. Firstly, by disregarding the relevance of his diet. Secondly, by 

compartmentalising his identity through concealment when meeting new people: 

I am vegan in the sense that I eat vegan, but it is not like Leo equals a vegan. Do 

people even care? That is also why I don’t walk around and try to.. It is not something 

I would mention on a first or second date, but if you then are going out for dinner, 

then they start putting two and two together. (Leo, 28) 

 
 

Figure 4. Leo’s dinner Figure 5. Anne’s dinner 
 



79  

Anne’s considerations revealed similar strategies to avoid stigma: 
 
 

I’m not happy to be associated with being a vegetarian anymore, because when I started, 

haha, as a vegetarian, which is seven years ago, it was not the same. It has all of a sudden 

become modern to be a vegetarian. Suddenly, many are vegetarians. Earlier, it was not like 

that, at all. It’s something that people are very aware of now and I think there is a tendency 

to pigeonhole people, where I believe it is very broad and nuanced to be a vegetarian. I 

don’t like being pigeonholed or associated with something specific. Especially not if it’s 

people who obviously don’t know anything about it. (Anne, 25) 

The quote from Anne demonstrates that it is not only the vegan/vegetarian stigma of being, for 

example, self-righteous, militant or simply annoying, which drives the coping strategy. 

Refusing the label due to an increase in the number of people claiming to be a vegetarian 

indicates a crisis of authenticity and devaluation of one’s identity and related consumption 

practices. 

In sum, lower-order identities were identified through self-labels and self-reflections, such as 

being vegan, vegetarian, animal welfare supporter, critical, environmentalist or a convenience 

seeker. Vegetarian or vegan diets, as well as cooking these, were aligned with the labels and 

reflections. The lower-order identities are organised in a higher-order identity coined 

“pragmatic idealist” by the authors. Finally, attempts to navigate stigmas is coped with by 

distancing from the popular identity standards of “vegan” or “vegetarian.” 

 
 

Ethical foodie 

The term foodie describes “people with a long standing passion for eating and learning about 

food but who are not food professionals” (Cairns, Johnston, & Baumann, 2010, p. 592). 

Oftentimes, foodies are also aware of ethical aspects, such as production methods, animal 

welfare and whether the food is local (Kline, Greenwood, & Joyner, 2015; Ulver, 2019). In this 

study, the ethical foodie is an identity involving passionately enjoying and learning about food 

but at the same being aware of the ethical aspects. Performing an identity as an ethical foodie 

has implications for meat consumption in several ways. The three interviewed ethical foodies 

all lived with a partner and had kids. Partners were also involved in environmental issues and 

agreement on environmentally friendly decisions seemed to drive some of the pro- 

environmental behaviour in the households (Grønhøj, 2006). In addition, they were all skilful 
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and creative in the kitchen. They felt motivated by experimenting with less typical ingredients, 

for example rabbit, and were inspired by recipes found online or by other culinary traditions. 

They rejected processed substitute meat products as they believed it would undermine their 

cooking skills and compromise taste and health. Demonstrating skills, investment and effort in 

cooking is characteristic to foodies (Johnston & Baumann, 2014). 

 
 

Moral beliefs and awareness of food production were strong among the ethical foodies. Hence, 

the ethical aspect of their higher-order identity. They all had a low consumption of meat due 

to environmental concerns, concerns about animal welfare in conventional meat production, 

and health concerns. For example, Victor, a 29-year old man, labelled himself the following 

way: 

 
 

The consumer I am at the moment.. It think flexitarian is the term that describes me best. 
 

(Victor, 29) 
 
 

This lower-order identity was built upon moral reflections like these: 
 
 
 

Our consumption reflects the production system, so if we stop eating meat, then we will not 

contribute to that industry, which hopefully will be reduced emitting less CO2. If we put all 

this food in a cow that we could have eaten, then it is an ineffective system, really. (Victor, 

29) 

 
 

Reducing GHG was something which all ethical foodies were concerned about to differing 

degrees. This was one of the reasons given by especially two of the participants for a transition 

away from meat-based cold cuts and the children friendly dish Spaghetti Bolognese. Figure 6 

is Victor’s SPCM, where all, but the organic beef mince, can be regarded as relatively 

sustainable food options. Victor explained that the family had minced beef approximately 

every third week, but he would always buy the product with the animal welfare-label. Mia, 35 

years old, also explicitly mentioned a number of self-labels when asked how she would 

describe herself in general terms: 
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Well, ehm, aware of quality and food nerd. I know it’s food related, but that is how I am as 

a person. I have always been. (Mia, 35) 

 
 

Later on, she was asked directly how she was as a food consumer: 
 
 

I think I would call it aware. […] Because I am also very aware when standing at a buffet, 

then I allow myself eating some of the meat as I normally do not do, even though I don’t 

have control of where it’s from and that it could be battery chicken or livestock that have 

had to little space. I’m aware of that. (Mia, 35) 

 
 

The ethical aspect is clearly chronically salient in Mia’s life. She has a university degree in 

food studies and is knowledgeable about sustainable production methods and labels, which led 

her to experiment with her own sustainable meat production, breeding chickens and rabbits. It 

gave her control with the meat in terms of what type of meat the family ate and thewell-being 

of the animals. Like Victor, eating the “right” meat (i.e., local, organic and high animal 

welfare), when they ate meat, was central to how she understood herself as a consumer: 

 
 

I would rather go without meat a couple of days and be able to afford the expensive 

organic [meat] or go to a farm and buy pork meat from pigs slaughtered in the field, which 

have had a comfortable life. I would rather do that than compromise and buy cheaper 

conventional meat. (Mia, 35) 

 
 

When Mia’s family did not eat their own meat, they would eat porridge (see Figure 7), fish or 

other meatless dishes. Moral consumption was therefore central to their identity, but so was 

cooking and enjoying tasty food. 
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Figure 6. Victors SPCM Figure 7. Mia’s dinner 
 

 
Common to the three ethical foodies were their high involvement with food. Mia’s self-labels 

above showed how central food was to her identity and one anecdote from the interview 

revealed how this self-perception was also verified through friends: 

 

Our daughter’s first word, you know [name] of five years, her first word was not ‘mom’ or 

‘dad’. It was ‘taste’. And I have been teased so much by my friends saying “it’s so typical 

you”. (Mia, 35) 

Taste was commonly referred to as a central motive to all participants in this group. For 

instance, Andrea, 31 years old, explained why she had converted to a vegetarian diet, besides 

the health and climate motivations: 

The different tastes were actually what did it for me, because I think they are more 

interesting […]. I think it is more interesting to see what tastes you can get out of vegetables, 

right, because suddenly an aubergine is not just an aubergine. (Andrea, 31) 

Taste preferences therefore had great significance to Andrea’s shift to a vegetarian diet and 

she had recently had an epiphany of becoming a dietician: 
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This thing about being a dietician, it was also “pling,” from one day to the next: “This is 

what I want to be.” Then I haven’t really doubted that it was the right thing. (Andrea, 31) 

Food therefore has a central role in her identity standard, especially after dietician has become 

a desired identity. Also, her food diary revealed her interest in healthy vegetarian food (see 

Figure 8 and 9). As a response to her colourful food diary, she explained how she shared food 

pictures in Facebook groups. Cooking tasty food, sharing it on social media and receiving 

positive feedback had verified her identity as a vegetarian foodie, which was much more 

positive to her than the socially condemned label of a picky eater (C. Thompson et al., 2015) – 

a label she was previously assigned. She was asked how she felt about the vegetarian self-label: 

 
 

In some way, it (i.e., being vegetarian) is almost something that I am proud of. Also 

because it describes me better instead of “I am not good at eating red meat” and “I don’t 

like cold cuts and I actually also dislike pork: Ugh, it tastes so bad and it’s stringy,” right? 

So, it is just an easier hat for me to wear. (Andrea, 31) 
 

Figure 8. Andrea’s breakfast Figure 9. Andrea’s dinner 
 

 
By adopting a vegetarian diet and integrating the meaning of being a vegetarian, her identity 

standard moved closer towards the meanings of the prototype of a vegetarian. This might be 

because vegetarians are regarded much more favourably than the stereotype of a “picky eater.” 

By fully integrating an identity, Andrea resolved a conflict of identity. However, not between 

two identities, but by reconstructing the meaning of an, in most parts, existing eating pattern. 
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Taste also acted as a catalyst for eating primarily plant-based in the case of Victor’s 

consumption. Mia, on the contrary, told about situations in which she really enjoyed a properly 

prepared steak or a roast: 

 
 

This steak, I love it. We have it four times a year or something. It is so rare, but when we 

do, it is full on with homemade béarnaise, roasted potatoes and fried on the grill. It is 

insanely good and I think it tastes heavenly. So, I put it the same place as the minced beef 

because it really matters to my “food belly.” (Mia, 35) 

From the placement of the red meat in the SPCM of Mia (Figure 10) and Victor (Figure 6) it 

is also obvious, that the red meat is the most conflicting category and they have to cope with 

this identity conflict. To Mia, the red meat represented the hedonic aspect of her food nerd 

identity. In the quote above, she mentioned that they ate a steak four times a year. In this 

situation, she probably copes with the conflict by enhancing the hedonic identity, as the moral 

identity is most likely not diminished, but is put in the background due to the strength of the 

hedonic identity (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). 

Figure 10. Mia’s SPCM 

Most of the time, she pursued her 

moral identity, though, and eating 

her self-produced meat is an 

integration of her hedonic and 

moral identity aspect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Victor also employed enhancement 

as coping strategy, specifically when buying mince. However, coping through 

compartmentalisation was also pronounced. He mentioned how he and his girlfriend ate meat 

in social situations, outside the household, when they visited his family: 

 
My family would have to change their diets in order for me to become 100% vegetarian. 

Because.. it would be very hard for me to ask them to prepare special food for me. Then I 

would like to just sit down and eat what is served. You know, it is also delicious to eat the 

food you grew up with, right? To come home to mother’s fleshpot and have brown gravy 
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and potatoes that I never eat at home anymore. (Victor, 29) 

 
 

In the context described above, Victor’s hedonic identity is more salient than his moral identity. 

In this way, he can enjoy the meat-based food that he grew up with and he avoids a conflict 

between his moral identity and his hedonic food identity. Also, social norms of Danish 

conviviality and his self-perception as an “easy-going, harmonious and conflict-averse person” 

would collide with the potential conflict of rejecting their food. Compartmentalisation therefore 

seem to work as a situational strategy of avoiding identity conflict, which thus legitimises eating 

meat. 

The analysis of the ethical foodie identity shows that this higher-order identity subsumes 

identity labels and self-reflections of being flexitarian, vegetarian and “aware,” which especially 

are based on moral beliefs related to environmentalism, animal welfare and health. Self-

reflections of being a food nerd and experimenting with non-traditional dishes, production 

methods and, in particular, taste were also central components of their identity standards. 

Sometimes these aspects were successfully integrated through avoidance of meat or eating 

sustainable or animal welfare labelled meat and thus alleviating conflict. However, finding meat 

tasty and social norms of eating dishes with meat constituted barriers to identity integration. In 

those situations, enhancement or compartmentalising were used to cope with identity conflicts. 

 
 

Healthy hedonist 
 

The identity of the healthy hedonist is characterised by a dual goal of catering to the need for 

indulgence and to discipline the body through food. The dialectic between health and hedonic 

motives is well-described in the literature (e.g., Warde, 1997), but it has to our knowledge not 

been conceptualised as an identity before. Ethical reasons behind food choices were of minor 

relevance or not mentioned at all in this group and most healthy hedonists were quite involved 

with food and cooking. Participants differed in centrality of health and (food related) hedonist 

identity, respectively. To some participants the health identity was chronically accessible, 

whereas it was situationally accessible to others. 

Health identity was identified through self-reflections related to food habits and personal goals. 

Nobody claimed to eat a perfectly well-balanced diet. Still, self-perceptions of being a person 

who eats a sensible diet during most weekdays and/or as somebody who is motivated towards 

losing or maintaining weight were prevalent. For example, Yasmin, 40 years old, who above 

all described herself in terms of role identities (mother and wife), answered the following when 

she was asked how she perceived herself as a consumer: 
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I eat healthy, I think. I believe we eat healthy. For example, we don’t have overweight in 

our family. We never have problems. (Yasmin, 40) 

 
 

She was in charge of cooking and mentioned how she told her son not to eat fast food outside 

the home, as it was not healthy and homemade like her food. Therefore, due to her central 

identity as mother and provider, health was her responsibility and a feature characterising her 

as mother. Self-reflections of self-central goals were also present in the interview with Hans, 

68 years old. He and his wife had recently changed their lifestyle to counter a disorder that his 

wife suffered from and he wanted to maintain his weight loss through healthy food and daily 

exercise. The quote below is an example of self-reflections related to health: 

 
That thing about eating to live as long as possible, it is.. You might as well do it, you know. 

We do not smoke and do not drink more than we think is allowed, and it is to live as long 

as possible and as healthy as possible. […] Not suffering from any diseases. (Hans, 68) 

 
 

These self-reflections point to an almost chronical salience of health identity. To Susan, 58 

years old, however, periods of weight loss triggered the salience of health, making it mainly a 

situational identity to her, which these self-reflections revealed: 

 
 

There are periods in which I think I would like to lose some weight. It’s another kind of 

awareness. I think in calories and amount. Especially amount. Yes. I think I am good at 

cooking, so the thing about amount.. That is where I am challenged: ”Yes, now it’s 

finally made and it tastes amazing.” (Susan, 58) 

 
 

Besides illustrating situational health identity, the quotes also illustrates how health identity 

conflicted with an identity of hedonism linked to enjoyment of food. Some meat products 

seemed to alleviate this tension, though. Chicken was particularly highlighted by many as a 

lean product that was also useful for many purposes. Susan for example said the following 

about why she preferred chicken: 
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Because there is not much fat in it, and I like it. Ehm, it can be used for a lot of things and I 

can mix it with many things. (Yasmin, 40) 

 
 

There was evidence that chicken also appealed to hedonism. For instance, Hans mentioned his 

tasty ‘Sunday chicken’, which he cooked for the family every Sunday. In addition, Yasmin 

many times during the interview said that chicken was her favourite dish and she even said “I 

love it” (Yasmin, 40). This is confirmed by her food diary as the family had chicken twice 

during the four days (see example in Figure 11). Chicken might therefore not only support a 

health identity, but might actually facilitate integration between a health identity and a hedonist 

identity by being both tasty and lean. 

A hedonist identity was activated by indulgent, delicious, cosy or high-quality foods and meals 

in this group. To some, pleasurable eating meant investing time and money, while others 

enjoyed eating fast food occasionally. This type of food could be enjoyed alone, but it was 

mostly considered a social activity, when having guests or eating out. Camille, 27 years old, 

was the most prominent example of such an identity, despite of a simultaneously salient health 

identity due to a considerable on-going weight loss. 

 
Figure 11. Yasmin’s dinner 
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She highlighted her high involvement with food when she had to describe herself in general 

terms and evidence of self-verification of this identity was also present later in the interview: 

 
 

And then I am very passionate about cooking and also some more crazy stuff with 

sourdough and making everything from scratch ehm.. I am not fanatic, which we will also 

see later on my pictures, but ehm.. I cook a lot from scratch because I think it is fun. 

 
 

I also have some scheduled lunches with different colleagues and doctors when we are on 

duty together, where they pay and I cook and, you know, it is a big part of my image. 

(Camille, 27) 

 
 

Camille had consciously reduced minced beef consumption to prevent cancer and reduce GHG 
 

– reflections that were also present in the interviews of Hans and Tina. However, her health- 

hedonism conflict was exemplified when she had to place mince beef in the SPCM exercise 

(see Figure 12), because she “really really really likes it:” 

 
 

With the other products, I think there is a fine congruence between what is healthy for me, 

the environment and what I like, but in the case of mince beef it is.. That is where we have 

been aware of cutting down. […] A lot of studies have been published about beef and 

processed meat and how it increases the risk of developing colorectal cancer. So, we had to 

find a way. If you make stews with it, like chili con carne, you can stretch it using vegetables 

and lentils. (Camille, 27) 
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Figure 12. Camille’s SPCM 
 

 

By only eating mince beef in small amounts, her health and hedonist identity are favoured 

pointing to an integration strategy. Yet, dishes with mince beef were clearly activating her 

hedonist identity and was thus placed in the middle of her SPCM. 

To some, the hedonist identity appeared rather situated. Specific temporal spaces seemed to 

activate and make a hedonist identity salient, such as vacations or weekends. This was 

exemplified by Marc, an ambitious and hard-working 28-year old assistant attorney-at-law, 

who assigned the following label to himself as a consumer: 

 
 

Well, some kind of quality awareness like.. situationally quality oriented, somehow. (Marc, 

28) 

 
 

He expressed that the extra time during weekends allowed for cooking “proper food” with the 

“right” ingredients (see Figure 13): 

 

I really, really like, in the weekend, that I have some mental surplus in terms of time to cook 

something else. And it can be many things. I will say, it is not the last time we will make 

pizza. (Marc, 28) 
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Figure 13. Marc’s weekend dinner 
 

 
 

To Marc, who was working hard during weekdays, the boundaries between spare time and 

work were marked very clearly. Hans also highlighted how weekends often allowed for 

more unhealthy foods resulting in an experienced discrepancy between healthy and hedonist 

identity aspects: 

 
 

I guess it’s some kind of mechanism inside me saying that if it has been a good weekend, 

going out and stuff, well then I step on the brake and then I can sustain myself on 

vegetables in quite some time. (Hans, 68) 

Time is therefore a contingency constructing health identity as a “weekday identity” and 

hedonist identity as a “weekend identity” suggesting that compartmentalising is used as coping 

mechanism to separate the two identities and decreasing the salience of one identity in some 

situations. In social activities of eating less healthy food, the hedonist identity is therefore not 

perceived conflicting with a health identity. 

Minced beef was already mentioned as a product activating a hedonist identity, but steak 

activated more associations to pleasure across all interviews. The meaning of the steak was 

considered as something distinguished, eaten in social situations, and enjoyed with a glass of 

wine, maybe in a restaurant. It was also a rare thing to eat among most of them, primarily 

because it was perceived as detrimental to health and some also mentioned the slightly higher 

price. Identity standards regarding food enjoyment in participants below 30 years, however, 

differed from those in older participants. The former actively distanced themselves from 
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glorifying meat as the ultimate hedonic culmination, thus regarding older generations as an out- 

group with different food norms. Camille, for example, highlighted that her family always ate 

“quite a lot of meat” and thought it was “damn delicious with steaks and roast pork” (Camille, 

27), but after her lifestyle change, meat was not the focal point of the meal anymore and 

vegetables were not only regarded as garnish: 

 
 

I can see that in our home, but also in my circle of friends, that it’s okay to really want a 

bean salad and then supplement with some chicken or something, you know. It’s the other 

way around. (Camille, 27) 

 
 

In addition, Marc distanced himself from his family’s traditional Danish food, in which cutlets 

were considered good. Food related prototypes of in-groups and out-groups therefore played 

a role in how consumers perceived their own health and hedonist identities. 

With two central, but often conflicting aspects in the higher-order identity, salience of the 

identities needs to be coped with. This is done by perceiving and decoding the various social 

norms and meanings in the specific situation. Also, those with particularly central health and 

hedonist identities might cope with the conflict by adopting a more complex higher-order 

identity that can contain the ambiguity (Linville, 1987). The elasticity of the identity might 

allow for flexibility and reduce negative emotion experienced from the self-discrepancy. 

Camille, who reported that she had suffered from more eating disorders (without being more 

specific about this), is the most prominent example of this. She tried to avoid the pathological 

extremes of this identity by not becoming overly obsessed with either dieting or indulging in 

food: 

 
Common sense has probably had a huge influence on my relationship with food. This 

tightrope walking, at all times, between all these eating disorders and overweight and 

this constant shift between what was, and still is, in my family with an intense desire for 

indulgence and, at the same time, this huge focus on a normal weight. (Camille, 27) 

 
 

Hans also demonstrated self-awareness of this ambiguity (see the latest quote of him), but 

coped with it by changing eating behaviour. Narratives of avoiding “fanaticism” could be a 

reflection of this coping mechanism. 
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In sum, health identity was evident from self-reflections of central concerns of especially weight 

and avoiding disease, whereas hedonist identity seemed linked to a high involvement with food 

and was by some activated in specific temporal spaces (e.g., weekends) or cued by red meat. 

They all had to navigate the inherent identity conflicts by compartmentalising, but some had 

also coped by engaging in integration mechanism involving change of type and quantity of 

especially white and red meat. As a final point, the participants had adopted a sensible approach 

to food, avoiding “fanaticism” and allowing for enjoyment of less healthy foods. As described 

above, Camille had actively worked towards normalising her relationship with food after 

fighting eating disorders. The identity motive for avoiding fanaticism may therefore prevent 

them from getting caught in the extremes of the healthy hedonist. 

 
The uninvolved consumer 

Only one person in the sample, Dan, 68-years old, could be characterised as uninvolved inthe 

sense of not being ethically motivated and lacking any enthusiasm about food. Dan was retired 

and lived alone. He was only positively engaged in food-related activities in a few situations, 

primarily when having guests, and in these cases, he was guided by a few situated identities that 

will be described below. Otherwise, convenient food and quick cooking were preferred. Dan 

was not the only interviewee, who stated that easy food was favoured, but the others still had 

central identities guiding their food choice. Dan’s primary criteria at this point in his life were 

easy to cook and value for money. When asked what directed his shopping, he summarised it: 

“Cheap, good and quick” (Dan, 68). Meat (e.g., cutlets or minced beef) was regarded as an easy 

choice due to the versatility and because it was quick to prepare, which resulted in many dishes 

with pork, beef or fish: 

 

Ehm, I often buy beef, for example, because you can use it for a steak and for both the pot 

and the pan. It can be used for everything. So it’s a good thing, you know. (Dan, 68) 

 
 

Later in the interview, he elucidated why meat was often on the plate compared to greens: 
 
 
 

If I really tried to cook some good carrots or.. I tried.. At one point, I cooked stuffed leeks 

and it actually tasted really good. But I don’t always take the time to make it. Then it’s 

easier to put a steak on the pan. (Dan, 68) 
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The SPCM of Dan is consistent with the central role which meat played in his meals (see Figure 
 

14) and an example of what he ate three days in a row (a cutlet) is shown in Figure 15. The 

rationale of Dan’s food choices resembles what studies on food-related lifestyle characterise 

as uninvolved food consumers (Buckley et al., 2005; Grunert, Brunsø, Bredahl, & Bech, 2001; 

Thøgersen, 2017). Dan’s frequent use of the word “easy” to describe his meal choices proposes 

that his food choice to some degree are habitual. It is plausible that national food customs and 

norms of eating meat can make consumption of meat a habit (Zur & Klöckner, 2014). Dan was 

not the only one making habitual food choices, however. Other participants also displayed 

habitual behaviour related to meat eating, but expressing other identities. Dan showed no 

central food related identities and his food habits seem therefore to have been formed by other 

socio-psychological forces (e.g., cultural norms) and structural factors (e.g., price, availability, 

civil status). In addition, it was obvious from the interview that he refused to be defined only 

based on the pictures: 

Well, they say something about me as a person, but not what I contain as a person. In that 

sense, they are ridiculous. […] I contain more than that and also other possibilities than 

that. […] It is a simplification of my daily life. […] But ehm.. the main idea I have about 

food is that it does not provide much meaning in my life, food. (Dan, 68) 

Figure 14. Dan’s SPCM Figure 15. Dan’s dinner. 
 

 
 
 

Like the pragmatic idealists, devaluing was employed when he stated that food was 

insignificant to him (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). Also, he contested that his identity should be based 
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on his cooking, which suggests that he was ashamed of his current diet. Devaluing the 

importance of food in general and any food related aspects, such as moral beliefs, indicates the 

presence of a “non-identity” regarding food, which one may enact when denying an inaccurate 

identity (Banister et al., 2019). In this case, he denied an identity as “uninvolved.” Food should 

not be a signifier of who he is, as he does not care much about food. His food-related self- 

perception might also be coloured by situations in which situational identities were activated. 

Situated identities are lower-order identities (Burke, 2003) cued in specific situations 

(Tsushima & Burke, 1999). He explained how he enjoyed enacting the role identity as a good 

provider taking care of family and ex-partners by cooking specific meat-centred meals (hearty 

stews or a roast). When Dan was asked what he cooked for guests, he answered: 

 
Then one can make tenderloin stew or rump steak, which the children love. And I love 

cooking roast pork for them, because my daughter-in-law, who is my son’s wife from Brazil, 

loves roast pork. So I have to make that once in a while. (Dan, 68) 

Through appreciated dishes, he could perform the identity of a good provider and dad. This self-

central identity was only situationally accessible for him as he lived alone, but cooking for others 

evidently spurred positive self-verification. He emphasises that a big volume of red meat is 

needed for guests, which is coherent with the meaning of conviviality many attribute to certain 

dishes with meat (Bogueva, Marinova, & Raphaely, 2017). Dan also explained how former 

partners valued his cooking skills: 

 
 

I know from wives and girls that I have.. that they appreciate, that it’s me who can cook if 

they need it. (Dan, 68) 

He therefore regarded himself as a person who can cook when motivated, but in his daily life, 

when he only cooked for himself, motivation was low. It is often mentioned that red meat is 

linked to masculinity (Schösler et al., 2015; Thomas, 2016), and besides the identity as agood 

provider, Dan’s masculine identity was also situationally enacted. For example, he showed the 

interviewer a recipe named “bachelor’s stew” containing plenty of meat, which he had made 

for his ex-wife, when she visited him recently. Hence, situationally enacted identities seem to 

guide Dan in social contexts, paving the way for positive self-verification. However, the 

majority of his daily meat-centred meals seemed to be predominantly ruled by the entangled 

factors of convenience, social norms, habits and price. 

In sum, convenience, habits and a “non-identity” related to food determined most of his meat- 
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centred diet. Yet, situational identities were occasionally enacted resulting in dishes with meat 

– maybe due to cultural and normative factors related to the respective identity standards. The 

full range of factors and how they are connected should be addressed in research and policy 

for uninvolved consumers to change to a more sustainable and plant-based diet. 

 
 

4.5 Discussion and implications 

The analysis above demonstrates that meat and identity are related in two major ways. First, 

multiple, hierarchically organised identities guide meat consumption, reduction and avoidance 

in different ways. Identities containing self-important moral (i.e., environmentalism and animal 

welfare) and/or health beliefs support a diet with less meat or more sustainable meat. A hedonist 

identity often seems to enact bigger quantities of meat, including red meat. Self- labelling as or 

self-reflections about being an environmentalist or supporter of animal welfare, however, may 

dampen the effect of a hedonist identity on meat consumption. Having food involvement as a 

central identity dimension seems to go hand-in-hand with novel meal structures without much 

meat, especially in younger participants who were influenced by other norms than those more 

than 35 years old. However, involvement in food also appeared to be related to food hedonism. 

Secondly, in line with (Ahuvia, 2005), it seems that identity conflicts are coped with by adjusting 

meat consumption. The consumption patterns reflected a mix of cognitive coping strategies, 

such as integration, enhancement and compartmentalisation of identities. Even forms of denials 

were observed in the form of distancing from the consumption activity itself, when the activity 

was a target of social stigma. 

The present study supports the notion that a moral identity is important to sustainable 

consumption, exemplified by the pragmatic idealists, who reject dominating group norms of 

eating meat due to environmental issues and animal welfare. Living a sustainable lifestyle can 

be a challenge as structural forces and norms often counter the environmentally friendly 

choices. To avoid being tempted by comfortable and quick, but unsustainable choices, an 

integrated moral identity strong enough to override situational temptations and goals is 

important. In environmental psychology, pro-environmental self-identity has been identified as 

a key antecedent of a broad range of sustainable behaviours (Clayton, 2003; Van der Werff, 

Steg, & Keizer, 2014; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010). However, as people have multiple 

identities, the impact of a moral or pro-environmental identity should not be studied in isolation, 

as is oftentimes the case (for an exception, see Gatersleben et al., 2019). Rather, future surveys 

should at least include the most relevant meat related identities to capture critical identity 
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conflicts affecting subsequent behaviour. Results also point to the importance of a hedonist 

identity for meat consumption, emphasising the significance of discrepancies between morality 

and taste/enjoyment. The potential conflict between hedonic and normative motives in 

environmental behaviour has primarily been discussed as a conflict between goal frames 

(Lindenberg & Steg, 2007; Thøgersen & Alfinito, 2020). Just like identities, multiple goals are 

often relevant and can be activated in a specific situation and the goal that “frames” the situation 

will guide subsequent behaviour. Short-term hedonic goals often trump normative goals, unless 

the individual is able to transform so-called “smart norms” into action, which usually requires 

effort and knowledge (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). For pragmatic idealists and ethical foodies, 

knowledge and skills related to cooking tasty plant-based food reduce meat consumption. These 

instances of successful integration, marrying morality with taste, creates an “alternative 

hedonism.” Alternative hedonism describes a type of eudaimonic well-being, involving 

fulfilment of one’s virtuous potentials and expressing who one really is (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 

Soper, 2007). This type of well-being is compatible with sustainable consumption activities and 

might, in theory, allow consumers to avoid the experience of sacrifice (Caruana, Glozer, & 

Eckhardt, 2020). Alternative hedonism, though, might be confined to consumers with a strong 

sense of morality. The efforts of translating smart norms should therefore be outsourced to the 

food related infrastructure of consumers, such as canteens, supermarkets and product 

developers, so that healthy hedonists and uninvolved consumers can also enjoy a tasty and 

sustainable meal without much effort. As healthy and sustainable food usually go together 

(Willett et al., 2019), an integration of health and hedonism would also be offered to healthy 

hedonists. Future studies are encouraged to study how different identities actually respond to 

environmental changes, involving for example meatless meals or price reductions on plant- 

based food. 

The analysis revealed that awareness of issues with meat and skills related to cooking plant- 

based food are crucial in meat-free cooking. This result aligns well with extant literature 

concluding that lack of knowledge about how to cook with no meat is a barrier to omnivores 

(Mullee et al., 2017; Mäkiniemi, Pirttilä-Backman, & Pieri, 2011; Schösler et al., 2012). It is 

well-known that knowledge and skills are key antecedents in pro-environmental behaviour in 

general (Stern, 2000) suggesting that acquiring new knowledge and cooking skills are 

fundamental to change current diets. Knowledge and skills are entangled with identities. It 

seems that self-verification is the mechanism through which consumers confirm their self- 

perception of being knowledgeable about issues with meat and their abilities to cook plant- 
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based food. It is interesting to consider self-efficacy when wondering how identity is actually 

verified through behavioural engagement. By performing a self-important behaviour over time, 

one might nourish a core belief in one’s ability to engage in behaviour and achieve the expected 

outcome, that is, self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982). Consistent with prior research (Strachan & 

Brawley, 2009), it appears that self-efficacy and identity together can predict meat-related 

behaviour. Intervention studies focusing on building self-efficacy within plant-based cooking 

(e.g. through consumer workshops) could be used to study whether self-efficacy may stimulate 

an identity related to reduced meat consumption, such as a pragmatic idealist or an ethical foodie 

identity. 

A final point that needs to be addressed is the apparent generation difference in knowledge and 

skills. With the exception of Tove, who was 50, interviewees under 35 expressed higher 

knowledge about issues with meat and more skills to cook meat-free dishes. Others have 

reported similar age differences with regard to vegetarianism and veganism (Stoll-Kleemann & 

Schmidt, 2017). Some participants above 35, who said they would like to cook more meat free 

dishes, did not know how to do it. Demonstrations and hands-on experience with meat- free 

cooking may thus inspire older generations and spur increased self-efficacy with regard to meat- 

free cooking. 

 

The present study looked for multiple identities of relevance for meat consumption, which gave 

insights into how these identities are mentally organised with three higher-order identities being 

identified. However, only pragmatic idealists and ethical foodies appear to engage in 

verification processes and identity resolution directly connected to meat. Meat was not 

consciously contemplated in the daily lives of healthy hedonists, and even less so in the lifeof 

the uninvolved consumer – Dan – even though much of his diet contained meat. Rather, a non- 

identity regarding food dominated his food related life, together with social norms, habits, price 

and a few situated identities. This is consistent with Wilska’s (2002) claim that consumers are 

generally less active in constructing an identity based on consumption than many scholars 

assume. This suggests that, to study omnivores who do not elaborate much about their 

consumption of meat, the focus should be on other constructs than identity, including lifestyle, 

social class, desires, attitudes, values and norms (Wilska, 2002). Building from this argument, 

scholars should consider comparing the effectiveness of different interventions targeting these 

consumers as they most likely make up a considerable percentage of the population in many 

Western societies and they may also eat bigger amounts of meat. For example, it could be tested 

whether it is in fact possible to prime a situationally salient identity related to reduced 
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consumption of meat among uninvolved consumers, even though they lack a strong food related 

identity. Changing their behaviour at the point of purchase could be an avenue of identity-based 

behaviour change in this group of consumers (Champniss, Wilson, & Macdonald, 2015), e.g. 

by priming a health conscious identity related to curtailment of red meat. 

 
Previous research has primarily focused on the force of habit for maintaining a high intake of 

meat (Graça et al., 2015; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017), which was also evident from the 

present study. However, the analysis showed that also a low-meat diet can be supported by 

habits. For example, pragmatic idealists prioritised quick cooking, often of variations of the 

same dishes. They described how the diet had become habitual after the decision to avoid meat. 

Their identity seemed to support the establishment of the timesaving and deeply entrenched 

habits. This result is in line with literature proposing that self-important identities are related to 

habit formation, although the direction of the relationship has still not been settled (Verplanken 

& Sui, 2019). Qualitative studies are unable to determine causality, but the results from the 

present study hint at self-central identities’ ability to establish new habits and support their 

maintenance. However, studies showing that people infer who they are by observing own 

behaviour (Bem, 1972; Van der Werff et al., 2014) suggest that the relationship between identity 

and habits is bidirectional. This hypothesis should be properly tested in other studies, though. 

An unexpected finding is food identity refusal in pragmatic idealists refusing to be labelled 

vegan or vegetarian. When an identity is marked by social stigma, the inclination to moderate 

the importance of the related behaviour is higher, which has also been found in other areas 

(Banister et al., 2019). Stigma of abandoning meat could be a barrier to those who consider 

transitioning to a diet with less meat (Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019). They may be afraid of 

being accused of being a “do-gooder” by meat eaters (Minson & Monin, 2012). Another 

explanation of the refusal might be that vegetarianism and veganism have become more 

common, which could decrease their ability to make one feel optimally distinct from others 

(Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer, 2010). A related term used in consumer culture theory is that 

of “demythologising,” that is, distancing to a consumption activity if the activity has become 

populated and trivialised as a source of identity value (Arsel & Thompson, 2010). If distancing 

from vegan or vegetarian labels is a general mechanism, communication explicitly targeting 

vegans or vegetarians should probably be avoided. However, this is for future research to study. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

Employing the lens of theories of personal and social identity, including theoretical frameworks 

of identity conflicts (Hirsh & Kang, 2016; Stets & Biga, 2003; Tajfel, 1981), and two visual 

method tools in a semi-structured interview, the study identified three higher-order identities of 

importance for meat consumption: the pragmatic idealists, the ethical foodies and the healthy 

hedonists. A fourth category, represented by only one participant, was the uninvolved 

consumer, whose meat consumption was primarily driven by other factors, such as habits, social 

norms and price. Since the group of uninvolved consumers only contained one informant, it is 

obviously severely limited what this study tells us about this important group. Hopefully, others 

will study this group more thoroughly in the future. The three higher-order identities all 

implicate identity conflicts, which are solved through various coping mechanisms, involving 

selective situational focus and changing the consumption pattern of meat. By identifying 

ambiguities in higher-order identities, an increased understanding is obtained of the complexity 

of identities, emphasising that one should avoid representing identity by a single construct. 

Results are based on a limited number of qualitative interviews and should therefore be 

considered preliminary, in need of further research. Nevertheless, if results can be generalised 

and causality can be established, interventions aimed at reducing meat consumption can target 

identities more effectively by offering products that alleviate potential identity conflicts. 
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Chapter 5: Article 2 
 

Meat, myself and I: The role of multiple identities in 
meat consumption 

 
Randers, L. & Thøgersen, J. 

 
 

5.1 Abstract 
Excessive consumption of meat challenges global food security and environmental sustainability. 

In the mounting literature on identity as a motivator of behaviour, meat consumption has been 

associated with a handful of identities. Identity theory suggests that people hold multiple identities 

on different levels of abstraction, but how identities at different levels of abstraction interact and 

possibly co-determine intentions and behaviour remains largely unanswered. Inspired by research 

on attitudes and goal hierarchies, this study investigates a hierarchical model of meat-related 

identities and their relation to intentions to consume red meat. By means of a survey of Danish 

consumers (N = 1001), we identified identities related to the consumption of red meat (e.g., 

flexitarian identity), using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modelling. We also 

controlled for the most important additional antecedents identified in prior research. Evidence was 

found that more abstract identities (e.g., national identity, environmental identity) mostly influence 

intentions to eat meat indirectly, meditated through more behaviour-specific identities (e.g., flexitarian 

identity). However, some higher-order identities also appear to have a direct impact on intentions to eat 

meat after controlling for more behaviour-specific identities, which suggests a less hierarchical structure 

manifesting itself, possibly due to the behaviour being instrumental at reaching different, functionally 

unrelated goals that are related to different identities. Policy recommendations towards reducing meat 

consumption are proposed. 

Keywords: Meat consumption, multiple identities, identity hierarchy, identity abstraction 
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5.2 Introduction 
 

Meat production requires considerable agricultural resources, such as water and land for crops 

used as animal feed (Mekonnen & Hoekstra, 2012; Newbold et al., 2015), and also contributes 

substantially to global climate change due to potent greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, especially 

from the production of beef and lamb (Springmann et al., 2018; Vermeulen, Campbell, & Ingram, 

2012). Animal welfare is also a concern, especially in connection with large-scale industrial meat 

production (Clonan, Wilson, Swift, Leibovici, & Holdsworth, 2015). Moreover, there is evidence 

that excessive consumption of red meat, especially processed, increases the risk of developing 

colorectal cancer and cardiovascular diseases (Godfray et al., 2018), with the caveat that health 

risks connected with the intake of red meat are still not firmly established (Johnston et al., 2019). 

Nevertheless, there is broad consensus that action to curb global meat consumption is urgently 

needed (Springmann et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019). 

Despite the negative effects of meat consumption, intake of meat is still considerable and growing 

globally due to the growth in world population and incomes (OECD, Food, & Nations, 2018; Willett 

et al., 2019). Many consumers enjoy the taste and texture of meat and it is a central part of diet and 

dishes, particularly in Western cultures (Schösler, De Boer, & Boersema, 2012). Many consumers 

also value meat for its perceived health and nutrition benefits, as a source of proteins, vitamins, and 

minerals (McAfee et al., 2010). 

With most of the variation in pro-environmental intentions and behaviour still unaccounted for 

(Carrington, Neville, & Whitwell, 2010) by popular social cognitive models (Bamberg & Möser, 

2007), the search for additional, important antecedents has led to an increased focus on identity 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011; Rise, Sheeran, & Hukkelberg, 2010). Especially, research has found a 

significant impact of pro-environmental self-identity (e.g., Sparks & Shepherd, 1992; Whitmarsh 

& O'Neill, 2010) and more specific environmental identities, such as recycler or organic food 

identity (e.g., Hansen, Sørensen, & Eriksen, 2018; Nigbur, Lyons, & Uzzell, 2010; van der Werff, 

Steg, & Keizer, 2013b). 

 
People do not have only one, but multiple identities (Forehand, Reed, & Saint Clair, 2021), 

connected in a cognitive network (Reed, Forehand, Puntoni, & Warlop, 2012; Saint Clair & 

Forehand, 2020) or schema (e.g. Linville, 1987; Roccas & Brewer, 2002). Despite a solid 

theoretical foundation and empirical evidence supporting that people hold multiple identities 

(Forehand et al., 2021; Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020), only few empirical studies have included 

more than one (and in rare cases a few) identity(ies) in models of pro-environmental behaviour 
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(e.g., Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Gatersleben, Murtagh, Cherry, & Watkins, 2019). Further, 

the ordering of multiple identities with regard to their influence on behaviour has, to the best of 

our knowledge, only been studied to a limited extent and only within symbolic interactionism 

research on identity theory (Burke, 2003). It seems likely that the ordering of identities follows a 

similar hierarchical logic as attitudes and goals (Bagozzi, Bergami, & Leone, 2003; Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1977), with some adjustments for the specific characteristics of identity (Forehand et al., 

2021; Reed et al., 2012). Empirical studies focusing on only a single identity are mute about the 

interrelated and interacting influence of and possible conflicts between multiple identities and 

might therefore lead to biased estimates of the impact of specific identities on behaviour 

(Carrington, Neville, & Canniford, 2015; Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). For example, general, 

self-central identities that are important to a behavioural domain may lead to the formation of a 

strong behaviour-specific identity, which then mediates the impact of the more general identity 

on behaviour, similar to how attitudes at different levels of specificity form an influence hierarchy 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). Or the impact of a specific identity might depend on the strength of 

another identity, which is also relevant for the same behavioural domain, but in a conflicting way, 

leading to a goal conflict (Kruglanski, Shah, Fishbach, & Friedman, 2018). To obtain a 

comprehensive understanding and unbiased estimate of the impact of identity on behaviour, it is 

therefore necessary to control for multiple identities in a comprehensive model (Forehand et al., 

2021). 

Eating meat is a mundane everyday behaviour, but it is personally important to many people 

(McAfee et al., 2010; Schösler et al., 2012), among other things because it is strongly linked to 

key aspects of their identity (Clark & Bogdan, 2019; Eker, Reese, & Obersteiner, 2019; Graça, 

Calheiros, & Oliveira, 2015; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). The conflict between meat- 

eating being identity relevant to many consumers and the current moral questioning of meat 

consumption in many circles makes it an interesting case for studying the impact of identity on 

(pro-environmental) consumption. 

On this background, it is the aim of this paper to extend our understanding of the impact of 

multiple identities on pro-environmental consumer behaviour, using meat consumption as the case 

and including identities that have been extensively studied (e.g., environmental self-identity, 

gender identity, healthy eater identity) as well as identities that have drawn little attention in this 

context (e.g., flexitarian identity and national identity). By accounting for a comprehensive range of 

potentially relevant identities in a hierarchical model that is able to account for both direct and indirect effects of 

identities at different levels of abstraction, while also controlling for other variables known to affect the behaviour, 

we remove potential omission biases in parameter estimates and obtain a clearer understanding of how a 
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person’s identity guides (pro-environmental) behaviour. 

5.3 Theoretical framework 
 

Conceptualising identity 

Research on identity and its relation to consumer choices and behaviour has proliferated in recent 

years (Fielding, McDonald, & Louis, 2008; Gabriel & Lang, 2006; Gatersleben et al., 2019; Van 

der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2014). From a social cognitive perspective, Reed et al. (2012) define 

self-identity as a category label to which an individual self-associates and that guides cognition 

and behaviour. Similarly, from a symbolic interactionist perspective, identities are defined as 

meanings attributed to oneself (the identity standard) (Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Burke, 2000). 

Self-labelling is the result of self-reflection where people categorise themselves according to 

personal features (e.g., personality, appearance, behaviour), roles (e.g., sister, mother), or group 

membership (e.g., nationality, fan club) (Bisogni, Connors, Devine, & Sobal, 2002; Burke & 

Stets, 2009; Tajfel, 1981). Some identities reflect a personal self-image whereas others are more 

social, which is mirrored in the different self-labels (Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer, 2010). Both 

the social cognitive and the symbolic interactionist position assume that people are aware of and 

reflect on their own identities, which justifies the use of self-report methods when studying 

identity (Monrad, 2013). Hence, in line with both self-labelling identity theory and the symbolic 

interactionism approach, we use self-descriptors to measure identity in the present study (Monrad, 

2013; Reed et al., 2012). 

 
Multiple identities and their organisation 

Corresponding with the increasing evidence of a multifaceted self-concept (Forehand et al., 2021; 

Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012), it is well documented that individuals possess a variety of 

identities at different levels of abstraction and self-centrality (Reed et al., 2012; Reitzes & Mutran, 

1994; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Two principles seem to determine which of many possible 

identities that a person employs to guide behaviour in a situation. First, identities that are relevant 

to a behavioural domain may differ in self-centrality (Verplanken & Holland, 2002) or in the extent to 

which the identity is integrated into the person’s self-concept (Kettle, 2019). The more self-central 

an identity is, the more chronically accessible it is from memory and therefore likely to be activated 

in various situations, where it can guide perceptions and behaviour. Second, an identity can be 

activated and made salient by cues in a situation (e.g., reminders of social groups that one 

identifies with) and less self-central identities may then be activated (Reed et al., 2012). Identity 

activation has been demonstrated in priming studies where manipulation of an identity led to 
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corresponding preferences or behaviour (Forehand & Deshpandé, 2001; Reed et al., 2012; Zhang 

& Khare, 2009). Thus, a salient identity is not necessarily self-central and vice versa. In sum, 

multiple identities are managed simultaneously, both automatically and consciously (Reed et al., 

2012), which makes it pertinent that all identities that are significantly related to a behaviour are 

accounted for in models of behavioural motivation. 

The interplay of multiple identities has not been explored much with regard to environmentally 

relevant behaviour, where research primarily has focused on the effects of environmental or green 

self-identity (e.g., Clayton, 2003; Sparks & Shepherd, 1992; van der Werff et al., 2013b; 

Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010). This stream of research has generally found that pro-environmental 

intentions increase with environmental identity across a range of domains. However, when 

focusing on a single identity in isolation, the impact of identity on intentions (and behaviour) may 

be underestimated or at least not completely understood (Gatersleben et al., 2019; Thøgersen, 

2018; Udall, de Groot, de Jong, & Shankar, 2020). In addition to pro-environmental identity, 

research has found moral, frugal, thrifty and wasteful identities to be relevant for pro- 

environmental behaviour (Evans, 2011; Gatersleben et al., 2019; Thøgersen, 2018), which has 

contributed to understanding the influence of non-environmental motives for pro-environmental 

behaviour (cf., e.g., Steg, Perlaviciute, van der Werff, & Lurvink, 2014). Studies investigating 

multiple identities in the context of meat consumption are scarce (e.g. Carfora et al., 2017; Lacroix 

& Gifford, 2019). Hence, this research may have missed the influence of central identities. 

Research on the impact of identity on meat consumption is reviewed below. 

Recently, theory on the dynamics of multiple identities has received increasing attention in social 

psychology and marketing (Forehand et al., 2021; Kettle, 2019; Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). 

An emerging area of research is identity abstraction, that is, research on the level of abstraction 

at which identities are construed (Forehand et al., 2021). For example, a person might identify 

with a category as abstract as humanity or as specific as a Turkish-German female school teacher. 

Certain broad identities may subsume more specific identities and all of these identities may be 

represented in a cognitive network in which a range of different processes are likely to happen 

(e.g., identity association and identity balance) (Forehand et al., 2021). Such a cognitive network 

of identities may or may not imply hierarchically organised effects, running from overarching 

identities, through more specific identities and, ultimately, affecting behaviour. Such a sequence 

of effects implies more systematic identity processes than suggested by Forehand et al. (2021), 

but evidence from other streams of social cognitive research point to such a “hierarchy of effects” 

in cognitive networks. 

In symbolic interactionist research, it has been suggested that multiple identities are hierarchically 
organised (Burke, 2003; Stryker & Burke, 2000), and hierarchical relationships between mental 
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constructs at different levels of abstraction are also discussed, for example, in research on attitudes 

and goals (Bagozzi et al., 2003; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977; Kruglanski et al., 2018). It seems 

reasonable to assume that the correspondence principle, known from attitude research (Fishbein 

& Ajzen, 1977), also extends to correlations between identities and intentions (or behaviour). This 

principle implies that the more an identity (e.g., meat-reducer) corresponds with behaviour in 

terms of target (e.g., beef), action (e.g., reduction of beef) and context (e.g., dinner at home the 

next week), the stronger the correlation between the identity and behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 

1977). Behaviour-specific identities specify how one aspires to behave with regard to the target 

and can therefore be considered subordinate identities, located on the lower levels in an identity 

hierarchy (Bagozzi et al., 2003). Higher-order identities, located in the middle or top of the 

identity hierarchy, subsume such subordinate identities and will refer to action elements in more 

general terms. For example, an environmental self-identity does not specify how a person will 

behave in specific domains or situations. Unless such a higher-level identity benefits from a 

chronically high accessibility and salience, a weaker correlation between the identity and the 

intention or behaviour a researcher wants to explain is likely (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). Still, such 

a more general identity might exert an indirect effect on intention or behaviour, mediated through 

more proximal, lower-level identities. Such a mediation process, however, entails that the broader 

identity, at least partly, subsumes the more specific identity or identities. For example, a 

behaviour-specific identity, such as being a vegetarian, can be strongly associated with an 

environmental protection goal and thereby be consistent with and perhaps even be perceived as a 

special case of a more general environmental identity. Therefore, when the former identity is 

activated, the latter may frequently be activated as well, leading to a strong link between them, 

just like goals (Kruglanski et al., 2018). This also implies that identity research can learn from 

how the organisation of other cognitive motivational properties, like attitudes and goals, is 

understood and what this implies for these constructs’ influence on intentions or behaviour. Based 

on this theoretical rationale, we formulate the following hypotheses about the organisation of 

multiple identities and their impact of pro-environmental behaviour, using the consumption of red 

meat as example: 

H1: Some consumers hold domain- and behaviour-specific identities that are relevant for and 

proximal antecedents of behavioural intentions (e.g., to eat red meat). 

H2: Consumers also hold more general identities that can be relevant for, but are more distal 

antecedents of behavioural intentions (e.g., to eat red meat). 

H3: Domain- and behaviour-specific identities can be more specific manifestations of general 
identities and mediate the impacts of the more general identities on intentions (e.g., to eat red 

meat). 
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These hypotheses imply an identity-to-behaviour process, structured according to the level of 

abstraction of multiple identities (Bagozzi et al., 2003; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). However, it is 

important to note that identities differ not only in specificity, but also in self-centrality, chronical 

accessibility, situational salience, and implicit motivation, which means that the pattern of 

behavioural influence might not always follow a strict hierarchical organisation. 

 
 

Identities related to meat consumption and meat reduction 

Omnivores are individuals consuming products of both animal and plant origin (Allen, Wilson, 

Ng, & Dunne, 2000). A category like “omnivore” could in principle function as a self-label, but 

in practice research has failed to identify people having an omnivore identity. It appears that, 

because most people, especially in Western cultures, have been raised with eating meat, few 

question the norm of meat consumption (Joy, 2009; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017), making meat 

consumption too “normal” to be an indicator of a distinct identity. Studies that measured “meat- 

eater identity” or “omnivore identity” (e.g., Allen et al., 2000; Blake, Bell, Freedman, 

Colabianchi, & Liese, 2013; Carfora et al., 2017; Ma, Blake, Barnes, Bell, & Liese, 2018) seem 

to have captured frequency of meat consumption rather than an identity as defined above. 

Counter-identities in opposition to vegetarianism and veganism, referred to as “not-me” identities 

by symbolic interactionists (McCall, 2003), probably exist, though. A small handful of identities 

have been (mostly negatively) linked to the consumption of meat, notably being a vegetarian or a 

vegan. Vegetarians avoid meat from mammals, poultry and fish in their diet (Ruby, 2012), 

whereas vegans do not consume food of animal origin at all (Allen et al., 2000). 

Probably in response to the increasing linking of meat consumption to both individual and societal 

problems (e.g., Willett et al., 2019), “light versions” of vegetarianism have multiplied in recent 

years. A label that is increasingly used to characterise these is “flexitarian,” which is used for 

people who consciously reduce their consumption of meat and do not eat it every day (Dagevos 

& Reinders, 2018). Such a compromise diet has been suggested as a more realistic and therefore 

more effective vision than vegetarianism for convincing meat-eaters to eat less meat (Spencer, 

Cienfuegos, & Guinard, 2018). Just like vegetarians and vegans, flexitarian motives for reducing 

meat consumption include health, environmental concern and animal welfare (Chuck, Fernandes, 

& Hyers, 2016; Mullee et al., 2017; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017; Ruby, 2012). Flexitarians 

continue to eat some meat for several reasons, including habit, upbringing, taste and because 

somebody else prepares the food (Mullee et al., 2017). A flexitarian identity therefore expresses an 

awareness about the negative consequences of (excessive) meat consumption while balancing this 

with other goals and concerns. Research on flexitarianism suggests that some “meat reducers” 
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may have adopted this as an actual (behaviour-specific) identity (Rosenfeld, Rothgerber, & 

Tomiyama, 2020). A flexitarian identity is therefore expected to be negatively related to eating 

meat. 

There are also more abstract or higher-order identities that may motivate the consumption or 

rejection of meat, including gender, religious and national identity (see Figure 1). Notably, it is 

often proposed that masculinity is linked to meat consumption (Kildal & Syse, 2017; Rothgerber, 

2013; Rozin, Hormes, Faith, & Wansink, 2012; Schösler, de Boer, Boersema, & Aiking, 2015; 

Thomas, 2016). Men in general hold significantly more favourable attitudes towards red meat 

than women (Graça et al., 2015; Kubberød, Ueland, Rødbotten, Westad, & Risvik, 2002) and men 

also appear to more strongly associate meat and healthiness than women (Love & Sulikowski, 

2018). Meat, especially red meat, is perceived as high in energy and proteins and to symbolise 

power and strength. This may partly explain why men eat bigger quantities of meat, particularly 

red meat (Hayley, Zinkiewicz, & Hardiman, 2015; Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018). The daily 

average consumption of red meat by European men/women has been estimated to 51/33 grams 

(Rohrmann et al., 2013), which is a bigger difference than in recommended daily calories intake 

(approximately 2,800/2,000 calories a day depending on age and activity level, cf. U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services and U.S. Department of Agriculture (2015)). Together 

these studies suggest that a masculine gender identity, a higher-order identity, may motivate and 

therefore be positively related to the consumption of red meat. 

There is also evidence that national identity can be linked to meat consumption (Lockie, 2001; 

Nguyen & Platow, 2021; Schösler et al., 2015). For example, a lot of traditional Danish dishes 

contain pork meat (The Ministry of Environment and Food of Denmark, 2014) and therefore the 

consumption of (certain) dishes with pork might be considered part of the national identity, as 

suggested by qualitative research (Randers, Grønhøj, & Thøgersen, 2021). 

The fact that many religions ban certain types of meat (e.g., Judaism, Islam, Hinduism) or 

advocate restraint (Buddhism) (Beardsworth & Bryman, 2004; Nath, 2010) suggests that religious 

identity might also be linked to meat consumption. However, such effects are difficult to capture 

in single-country studies in countries where the large majority of religious people share the same 

religion. 

Several studies have found a significant impact of environmental self-identity on pro-environmental 
behaviour (Clayton, 2003; Fielding et al., 2008; Gatersleben, Murtagh, & Abrahamse, 2014; van 

der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2013a; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010), including meat reduction (Van 

der Werff et al., 2014). As red meat is often pointed out as the most GHG-intense food category 

(Springmann et al., 2018), it is expected that environmental self-identity is negatively related to 
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eating red meat. 

The healthy eater identity has also been considered in relation to eating meat, but here results are 

mixed (Abrahamse, Gatersleben, & Uzzell, 2009; Carfora et al., 2017; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998). 

Vegans often consider meat to be unhealthy (Fox & Ward, 2008), while others, for example 

soldiers in the Norwegian army (Kildal & Syse, 2017), regard meat as essential to stay healthy. The 

Danish official dietary guidelines caution against eating too much red and processed meat. 1 

Although conflicting, these health beliefs and recommendations make it likely that a healthy eater 

identity is negatively related to eating red meat. 

 
 

Fig.1. Identity hierarchy for meat-eating related identities and their hypothesised relationships to attitudes, 
intentions and behaviour 

 
 
 

 

As argued above, we find it likely that behaviour-specific identities are more proximal and the 
 
 
 

1 https://en.fvm.dk/focus-on/the-danish-official-dietary-guidelines/. 

https://en.fvm.dk/focus-on/the-danish-official-dietary-guidelines/
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more general identities more distal antecedent of a specific behaviour expressing the identity. This 

suggests a hierarchical ordering of identities that are relevant for a specific behaviour, such as 

meat consumption, as illustrated by Figure 1. Note that the ordering of identities in terms of levels 

of abstraction, including the categorisation into higher-order, mid-level and behaviour- specific, 

is not research-based, but heuristic and meant for illustration only. By including several, relevant 

identities in the same study, which few have done (Abrahamse et al., 2009; Carfora et al., 2017; 

Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998; Sparks, Shepherd, Wieringa, & Zimmermanns, 

1995), it is possible to account for both direct and indirect effects of the different identities on 

behaviour, while also controlling for other relevant variables. 

 
Behavioural antecedents of meat consumption 

In order to obtain a valid estimate of the relationship between identity and meat consumption, it 

is necessary to control for other variables that also have a substantial effect on the behaviour 

(Biddle et al., 1985), especially variables that share overlapping variance with identity. Else 

estimates of relationships between identities and behaviour are bound to be biased (i.e., omitted 

variable bias). 

According to social cognitive theory, the intention to perform the behaviour is the immediate 

antecedent of voluntary behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). The behavioural intention is 

assumed to capture and mediate all motivational impacts on behaviour, including the attitude 

towards the behaviour, social pressure and perceived behavioural control, and can be traced 

further back to more distal antecedents, including basic values (Ajzen, 1991; Stern, 2000). Social 

cognitive models including these variables have been fairly successful at accounting for 

behavioural variation (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011), including variation in pro-environmental 

behaviour (Bamberg & Möser, 2007). Especially, the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB, Ajzen, 

1991) has been employed to study voluntary behaviour in a range of contexts, including food 

choice (e.g., Arvola et al., 2008; Bonne, Vermeir, & Verbeke, 2008; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998; 

Zhou, Thøgersen, Ruan, & Huang, 2013). For example, prior research based on the TPB has found 

a strong and positive relationship between intentions to eat meat and actual consumption 

behaviour (Berndsen & Van der Pligt, 2004; Saba & Di Natale, 1998). 

Previous studies have identified a range of attitudes related to meat (Mullee et al., 2017; Rosenfeld, 

2018; Ruby, 2012; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). The personal attitude towards the behaviour 

– for example, if the person would like to have red meat for dinner or not – is generally considered 

a key antecedent of intention and behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). In the TPB, the attitude towards a 

behaviour is assumed to depend on salient beliefs about the behaviour’s consequences. For 
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example, many believe that eating meat leads to health benefits, such as managing weight and 

getting enough B12 vitamins and proteins (Bonne et al., 2008; Kildal & Syse, 2017; Lea & 

Worsley, 2001; Richardson, Shepherd, & Elliman, 1993). However, the health benefits of eating 

meat have been increasingly questioned in recent years, which has influenced attitudes towards 

eating meat (de Boer, Schösler, & Aiking, 2017; Ruby, 2012). Past research also found a strong 

impact on attitudes towards eating meat of beliefs about taste and enjoyment (Graça et al., 2015; 

Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). 

A second antecedent of behavioural intentions is subjective norms, which have been found to be 

of considerate importance in research on healthy eating (Pedersen, Grønhøj,&Thøgersen, 2015;Rageliene 

& Grønhøj, 2020; Åstrøm & Rise, 2001) and pro-environmental behaviour (Goldstein, Cialdini, & 

Griskevicius, 2008; Klöckner, 2013; Thøgersen, 2014). Subjective norms represent the 

perceptions of social expectations and pressure and are often separated into two different types: 

descriptive and injunctive norms (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Thøgersen, 2008). The first refers 

to perceptions of what other people do and the second to perceptions of what others expect from 

the individual (Cialdini et al., 1990). Research has found a strong positive effect of supportive 

social norms on meat consumption (Vatn et al., 2022) as well as a negative effect of making norms 

of rejecting meat salient (Amiot, El Hajj Boutros, Sukhanova, & Karelis, 2018), but in the latter 

case primarily in consumers who already consider adopting a low-meat diet (Wyker & Davison, 

2010). Others found no effects of social norms (Carfora et al., 2017; Graça et al., 2015; Povey, 

Wellens, & Conner, 2001) or only an effect of descriptive, but not of injunctive norms (Zur & 

Klöckner, 2014). 

A third antecedent of behavioural intentions, perceived behavioural control (PBC), captures 

whether the performance of a specific behaviour is perceived to be within one’s control, that is, easy 

or difficult to do (Povey, Conner, Sparks, James, & Shepherd, 2000). In connection with intentions to 

eat less meat, PBC captures whether consumers find it difficult or easy to locate, purchase and 

cook plant-based food, among other things (Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). Prior research has 

found a positive relationship between PBC and intentions to eat less meat (Graça et al., 2015; 

Povey et al., 2001; Wyker & Davison, 2010). It appears that availability of plant-based options 

and cooking capabilities are crucial to reduce meat consumption (Dibb & Fitzpatrick, 2014). 

Hence, PBC is likely to have a significant impact on meat consumption. 

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed relations between the different identities, the behavioural 

antecedents suggested by the TPB, intentions and behaviour. In the following, we report an 

empirical study of the relationships between intentions to eat meat and meat-related identities at 
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different levels of the hypothesised identity hierarchy, while also controlling for behavioural 

antecedents suggested by the TPB and demographic background characteristics. Note again that 

the main purpose of including TPB variables is to reduce the risk of omitted variables bias. 

Therefore, we have not formulated any a priori hypotheses about relationships between the TPB 

variables and identities. Hence, our analyses on these relationships are purely exploratory. 

5.4 Method 

Study context 

Denmark is an appropriate location to study identities and meat consumption, for several reasons. 

First, meat is still a part of the meal in almost 80% of dinners in Denmark (Madkulturen 21, 2021), 

which means that the vast majority of Danes are omnivores. Second, almost half of Danes 

associate red meat with environmental problems (YouGov, 2019). Compared to other countries, 

such as Norway and Australia, the level of problem awareness in relation to meat consumption 

appears to be relatively high in Denmark (Austgulen, Skuland, Schjøll, & Alfnes, 2018; Marinova 

& Bogueva, 2019). Hence, eating red meat is increasingly controversial in Denmark, which might 

facilitate the spread of identities related to meat reduction. Third, in Denmark, agriculture accounts 

for approximately 20% of national GHG emissions, mainly from livestock production (primarily 

pork and beef) (Nielsen et al., 2019). Hence, there is a considerable reduction potential regarding 

meat consumption (and production) in Denmark. 

 
Participants 

An online survey was carried out in July 2020 among a sample drawn from an ISO-certified 

market research company’s (Userneeds) standing panel to be representative of the adult Danish 

population in terms of gender, age and region. Because the focus is on meat consumption, people 

who did not eat meat at all were screened out. Moreover, 24 participants were excluded as 

potential “mischievous respondents” because they spent less than three minutes completing the 

questionnaire (the average response time was nine minutes) and 14 participants were excluded due 

to “straightlining” – providing the same answer to 15 or more identity items, which were central 

to the study. The size of the final sample after screening and cleaning (N) is 1001. Userneeds pay 

members of their standing panel a small compensation for participating in a survey. Ethical 

approval was obtained from the authors’ university before distributing the questionnaire. Before 

the main data collection, the questionnaire was pretested with a convenience sample (N=132), 

resulting in minor changes in some questions. 
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In order to counter the risk of social desirability bias, before consenting to participate, participants 

were informed about the estimated completion time and that their personal information would not 

be revealed (MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2012). Table 1 reports the socio-demographic profile of 

the sample. Slightly more females (56.3%) than males participated in the survey and a relatively 

high percentage had a higher education (60.7%). Else, the demographic profile of the survey 

reflects the profile of the adult Danish population fairly well (Danmarks Statistik, 2020). In order 

to correct for possible biases due to the composition of the sample, we control for these 

demographic characteristics in the statistical analyses. 

 
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics 
of the sample, distribution in percentages. 
 Pct. 

Women 56.3% 
Men 43.7% 
Age  
18-25 11% 
26-35 19.2% 
36-45 17.7% 
46-55 17.2% 
56-65 19% 
66-76 15.9% 
Education  
Primary and secondary school 5.3% 
High school 12% 
Vocational education 21.4% 
Higher education 60.7% 
Location  
Capital 25.4% 
>200.000 inhabitants 10.4% 
20.000-200.000 inhabitants 29.4% 
<20.000 inhabitants 34.3% 
Annual household income  
<299.999 DKK 21.9% 
300.000-499.999 DKK 23.2% 
500.000-799.999 DKK 22.7% 
≥800.000 DKK 15.9% 
NA 16.2% 

 
 

Questionnaire and measures 
 

After the screening questions came questions about meat consumption the previous week, 

followed by identity questions, which were presented in random order across respondents to 

reduce instrument effects. Then followed control variables extracted from extant research on meat 

consumption (Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; Sparks, Conner, James, Shepherd, & Povey, 2001) and 
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after that questions about intentions to eat meat for a main meal the next seven days. The final 

section contained questions about demographic variables. The data can be downloaded from the 

following web address: https://osf.io/kvd98/. Novel instruments were purified using exploratory 

factor analysis. For the final constructs, construct reliability and discriminant validity were 

checked by means of confirmatory factor analysis. 

The questionnaire contained nine identity measures (see Table 2 for translated items, mean values 

and factor loadings). Statements expressing self-labels or (societal or theoretically based) 

meanings (e.g., self-defining actions) of identities were rated on a 7-point scale (1=Does not match 

me at all; 7=Matches me really well), plus a “Not applicable” option coded as missing value. Only 

one identity was measured differently (see below). A translated 3-item instrument, which has 

shown acceptable reliability in previous studies (Blake et al., 2013; Carfora et al., 2017), was used 

to measure healthy eater identity. Likewise, a validated three items instrument was used to 

measure environmental self-identity (van der Werff et al., 2013a). The measures of gastronome 

identity and gourmet identity were too highly correlated to be considered different constructs. 

After purification, the items from gourmet identity were left out and only the first three items from 

gastronome identity were kept. Hence, the final construct is a measure of gastronome identity, 

which apparently cannot be distinguished from a gourmet identity. Also, a 2-item measure of 

vegetarian/vegan identity and a 3-item measure of flexitarian identity were developed specifically 

for this study, the latter with a theoretical basis in the literature on flexitarianism (Dagevos & 

Reinders, 2018). Since we had screened out consumers who never eat meat, the vegetarian/vegan 

identity construct was included to measure its counter identity (vegetarian non- identity). For this 

construct a portrait-paradigm approach was employed, asking how much a description of a person 

(he, she or they depending on the gender category of the respondent) resembled the respondent, 

rated on a 6-point scale (1=Does not resemble me at all; 6=Resembles me a lot). A 3-item measure 

of the centrality of gender identity was adapted from Luhtanen and Crocker (1992). A 3-item 

measure of Danish national identity was created for this study, inspired by literature on national 

identity and the related concept of ethnic identity (Ariely, 2012; Laroche, Kim, & Tomiuk, 1998). 

Similarly, a 3-item measure of religious identity was developed for this study. 

To measure intentions to eat red meat, participants were asked: “How often do you expect to eat 

the following categories of meat for a main meal the next seven days?”. The two items, “beef or 

lamb” and “pork”, were rated on a scale ranging from 0-7 days0F

1. Further, respondents were asked

 
1 We also asked this question for chicken and for seafood (fish and shellfish), but since these items correlated weakly with the 
two red meat items (which correlated strongly) and with attitudes and other constructs focusing on meat reduction, they were 
excluded from further analyses. As a consequence, we narrowed the behavioural focus from meat consumption to red meat 
consumption. 
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about past meat consumption, using the following question: “Think about your main meals for the 

last seven days. A main meal can be breakfast, lunch, dinner, brunch or an afternoon snack 

depending on your eating habits. Please indicate how often you have eaten the following 

categories of meat within the last seven days.” The scale was similar to the measure of intentions 

(cf., Stamer et al., 2019). Participants were asked about past meat consumption before being asked 

about intentions. 

Five 7-point semantic differential scales adapted from Carfora et al. (2017) were used to measure 

respondents’ attitudes towards eating less meat in the next week with the following pairs of 

adjectives: “Harmful-beneficial”, “negative-positive”, “unpleasant-pleasant”, “boring-fun” and 

“bad-good”. 
Table 2. Identity items, factor loadings and means 

Identity Items1 Mean Factor 
loadings 

Healthy eater identity 1. I am someone who eats healthily. 4.7 .86 
 2. I am someone who eats in a nutritious manner. 4.8 .71 
 3. I am someone who is careful about what I eat. 4.3 .77 

Gender identity 1. My gender is an important part of who I am. 5.0 .87 
2. My gender is not important in terms of what kind of person 4 3 31 
I am. (R)   
3. My gender is a central aspect of my self-image. 4.9 .88 

Environmental self- identity 1. Acting environmentally-friendly is an important part of 
who I am 
2. I am the type of person who always acts environmentally- 
friendly 

4.5 .94 
 

4.2 .79 

3. I see myself as an environmentally-friendly person. 4.6 .87 
Gastronome identity 1. I would describe myself as a food lover. 5.2 .68 

2. Family and friends would describe me as someone who is 
really into food. 4.1 .82 

3. To cook from scratch is an important part of who I am. 4.7 .90 
Flexitarian identity 1. I am a ”flexitarian” and sometimes eat meat, but I try to 

minimize my meat consumption. 
2. I am a person with flexible eating habits and consciously 
change between dishes with meat and vegetarian dishes. 
3. To reduce my meat consumption is an important part of 
who I am. 

National identity 1. I am proud to be Danish. 
2. To be Danish is an important part of who I am. 
3. Danish traditions mean a lot to who I am. 

Religious identity 1. My religion is an important part of my self-image 
2. My religion is an important part of my identity. 
3. My religion is not important in terms of what kind of person 
I am. (R) 

Vegetarian identity 1. It is an important part of her/him/them that she/he/they 
avoid(s) meat. She/he/they describe(s) 
herself/himself/themselves as vegetarian. 
2. It is an important part of her/him/them that she/he/they 
avoid(s) all animal suffering. She/he/they describe(s) 
herself/himself/themselves as vegan(s) 1.4 .91 

 

1 On a 7-point Likert scale (1=Does not match me at all; 7=Matches me really well). 

3.0 .80 

3.9 .70 

3.2 .84 

5.6 .77 
5.3 .83 
4.8 .83 
2.7 .94 
2.9 .96 

5.0 .48 

1.6 .76 
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All perceived norms (besides one item) were measured on the same scale as most identity 

measures. Injunctive norms were measured with three items adapted from Carfora et al. (2017) 

(“Family and friends think that I should eat less meat”, “Family and friends prefer that I eat less 

meat,” and “Family and friends believe that I should eat less meat”). Two items adapted from 

Klöckner (2017) measured descriptive norms (“Family and friends try to eat less meat 

themselves” and “Family and friends do not eat or only eat little meat themselves”). A third item 

measuring descriptive norms was phrased as a question: “How many people do you know who 

limit their meat consumption?” (Zur & Klöckner, 2014) that they had to answer on a 5-point scale 

(1= “Nobody at all”, 2 = “Very few”, 3 = “Some”, 4 = “Many” and 5 = “Almost all I know”). 

Perceived behavioural control was measured by two items adapted from (Povey et al., 2001) (“To 

what extent do you see yourself as capable of eating less meat during the next week?” and “How 

easy or hard do you think that it would be to eat less meat during the next week?”) using a 7-point 

scale (”Not very capable-very capable”; “Hard-easy”). 

 
In Table 3, correlations between the latent variables, derived from the CFA, are displayed together 

with measures of construct reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE). Model fit is 

acceptable, judging from the fit indices. The CFI and TLI are .95 or above and RMSEA is below 

.06. The chi-square is significant, which is expected given the sample size (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). 

Values of CR and AVE are good to excellent considering the cut-offs of .70 (CR) and .50 (AVE) 

(Malhotra, Birks, & Wills, 2012) and therefore convergent validity is satisfactory. Variables 

expected to be highly correlated indeed are. Hence, criterion as well as nomological validity are 

acceptable. High correlations between variables could give rise to concerns regarding 

discriminant validity. Correlations are high between some of the constructs in the TPB and 

flexitarian identity and vegetarian identity, which makes sense as people holding these identities 

most likely hold consistent attitudes and norms as an ingrained part of their identity. However, the 

square root of the AVE is in all cases bigger than correlations between the construct and other 

constructs, meaning that all constructs meet Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) strict criteria for 

discriminant validity. 
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5.5 Results 
 

First, bivariate correlations derived from the CFA are used to identify identities that are related to 

red meat consumption intentions and consumption. Next, structural equation modelling (SEM) is 

used to investigate the impact of identities on intentions to eat red meat when also controlling for 

demographic variables known for affecting meat consumption and the most commonly studied 

social psychological antecedents, that is, the antecedents included in the TPB, and accounting for 

the different paths through which identities might influence intentions. Three SEM models are 

estimated: (1) A TPB model, (2) a model with only identity variables predicting intentions, and (3) 

a joint model where all antecedents of the two first models are combined. The joint model is 

modified, adding mediation paths that are suggested by the former analyses. 

 
Bivariate correlations 

 
Table 4 shows bivariate correlations between identities and two behavioural indicators: the intention 

to eat red meat the next week and the frequency of eating red meat the past week. The fit of the CFA 

model is excellent (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). First, note that intentions and past behaviour are strongly 

correlated (r = .75, p < .001), suggesting that intentions are a fairly good predictor of actual (self- 

reported) red meat consumption. The pattern of correlations with identities is identical for intentions 

and past behaviour, with significant correlations with intentions always being slightly stronger. The 

latter is consistent with the assumption that the intention mediates behavioural impacts of identity 

(cf. Figure 1), like other motivational constructs (Ajzen, 1991). Thus, when studying the behavioural 

impact of identity on red meat consumption, its impact on intentions to eat meat should be the 

primary concern. As expected, the most behaviour-specific identity (i.e., being a flexitarian) has the 

strongest (negative) correlation with intentions and behaviour regarding meat eating. Despite the 

screening out of vegans and vegetarians, correlations with vegetarian identity are also relatively 

strong, consistent with the assumption that red meat consumption is bolstered by an anti-vegetarian 

identity. In addition, two mid-level identities (healthy eater identity and environmental self-identity) 

are significantly and negatively related to red meat consumption intentions and behaviour. Finally, 

national identity is significantly (and positively) correlated with red meat consumption intentions 

and behaviour, as the only higher-level identity. Hence, it seems that one of the behavioural 

manifestations of a national identity as a Dane is eating dishes containing red meat (like traditional 

pan-fried pork meat balls, “frikadeller”, and pork roast). The higher-order gender and religious 
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identities and the mid-level gastronome identity do not appear to be related to red meat consumption, 

at least not in this context. Hence, for the sake of parsimony, they are left out of the following 

analyses. 

 
Table 4. Bivariate correlations between identities and two behavioural indicators: eating red meat the past week and 
intentions to eat red meat the following week 

 

 Intention   Behaviour   
 Corr. t p Corr. t p 

Gender identity -.00 -.0720 .943 -.01 -.155 .877 

Religious identity .05 1.471 .141 -.00 -.028 .977 

National identity .24 6.450 <.001 .18 4.999 <.001 

Gastronome identity -.01 -0.191 .849 .02 0.574 .566 

Environmental self-identity -.15 -4.536 <.001 -.14 -4.133 <.001 

Healthy eater identity -.23 -6.336 <.001 -.21 -5.829 <.001 

Vegetarian identity -.22 -6.547 <.001 -.22 -6.480 <.001 

Flexitarian identity -.45 -11.684 <.001 -.38 -10.140 <.001 

Behaviour .75 18.982 <.001    

Model fit: Chi- square = 529.465, 215 df, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .038 (LO 90 = .034, HI 90 = .042). 
 
 

Structural equation modeling 
First, the TPB and the hierarchical identity model were fitted to the data, independently, to estimate 

the ability of TPB variables – attitude, norms and PBC – and identities alone to account for variations 

in intentions to eat red meat when not controlling for other variables than demographics (Table 5). 

Model fit indices indicate an acceptable fit of both, the CFI and TLI being at or above .95 and 

RMSEA well below .06 (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). 

The two models reported in Table 5 account for practically the same share of the variation in 

intentions to eat red meat (R2 = .27/.28). The second model includes the identities that were found 

to be significantly correlated with intentions to eat red meat (Table 4). It reveals that all of the 

included identities, except as a vegetarian, still have a significant impact on intentions to eat red 

meat when other identities are controlled. By far the strongest predictor of intentions to eat red meat 

is flexitarian identity. Informed by the hierarchical model in Figure 1 and the estimated bivariate 

correlations in Table 3, indirect effects of more abstract identities via the two behaviour-specific 

identities – being a vegetarian and being a flexitarian – were also included. It appears that both of 
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these identities are positively related to the broader environmental and health identities and 

negatively related to national identity (i.e., being a Dane). Especially, flexitarian identity mediates 

some of the effects of environmental self-identity, healthy eater identity and national identity on the 

intention, which is consistent with Hypothesis H2. 

Note also that the direct effect of environmental self-identity on intentions to eat red meat changed 

sign when controlling for the other identities (compare with Table 4), but that the total (direct plus 

indirect) effect is still negative, although attenuated. This suggests that the negative effect of an 

environmental self-identity on intentions to eat red meat is completely mediated through a flexitarian 

identity. The counter-intuitive positive effect of environmental self-identity on intentions to eat red 

meat can be a statistical artifact stemming from the fact that the bivariate correlation between 

environmental and flexitarian identity (r = .47) is much stronger than the bivariate correlation 

between environmental self-identity and intention (r = -.15) (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). Hence, it will 

not be discussed further. 

Unexpectedly, the higher-order national and healthy eater identities also have direct effects on 

intentions to eat red meat after controlling for the behaviour-specific identities, but as expected a 

large share of their effects is indirect (national identity: total effect = .21, indirect effect = .08; healthy 

identity: total effect = -.18, indirect effect = -.08), through the more behaviour-specific flexitarian 

identity. Hence, the hypothesis about hierarchically mediated effects of higher-order identities on 

intentions (H2) is only partially supported. 

According to the first model, all four TPB constructs have a significant impact on intentions to eat 

red meat. Consistent with the fact that these predictors were measured with regard to reducing meat 

consumption, their signs are negative, except for injunctive norms, or perceived social pressure to 

reduce meat consumption, which has a surprising positive sign. That perceived social pressure from 

family and friends to decrease one’s meat consumption should increase the person’s intentions to 

eat red meat seems counterintuitive. It might be that the positive effect of injunctive norms, after 

controlling for descriptive norms, reflects psychological reactance against social pressure to eat less 

red meat (Kavvouris, Chrysochou, & Thøgersen, 2020). However, the bivariate correlation between 

injunctive norms and intentions to eat red meat is much weaker (actually not significant, r = .01, p 

= .687) than the correlation between the two norm constructs (r = .64), which means that the negative 

effect of injunctive norms on intentions to eat red meat, after controlling for descriptive norms, could 

also be a statistical artifact (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). 
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Table 5. SEM predicting intentions to eat red meat using either TBP variables or identities, structural model 

only. N = 1001 

Dependent var.  Independent var. B S.E. β t p R2 Total 
standardiz 
ed effect 
on 
intention 
to eat red 
meat 

1. TPB: Attitudes. Norms. Perceived Control 
Intention  Attitude -0.29 .09 -.20 -3.097 .002 .27 -.20 
-  Descriptive norm -0.34 .10 -.21 -3.331 <.001  -.21 
-  Injunctive Norm 0.32 .10 .17 3.243 .001  .17 
-  PBC -0.18 .09 -.13 -2.028 .043  -.13 
-  City residence -0.45 .14 -.09 -3.237 .001  -.09 
-  Higher education 0.02 .14 .00 0.126 .900  .00 
-  Gender 0.62 .14 .13 4.346 <.001  .13 
-  Income 0.09 .03 .11 3.449 <.001  .11 
-  Age 0.00 .00 -.03 -1.013 .311  -.03 
2. Identities alone 
Intention  Flexitarian id1 -0.55 .07 -.40 -7.877 <.001 .28 -.40 
-  National id 0.24 .06 .13 3.840 <.001  .21 
-  Health id -0.19 .07 -.10 -2.519 .012  -.18 
-  Environmental id 0.15 .06 .09 2.398 .016  -.05 
-  Vegetarian id 0.08 .08 .04 0.938 .348  .04 
-  City residence -0.47 .14 -.10 -3.365 <.001  -.10 
-  Higher education 0.10 .15 .02 0.689 .491  .00 
-  Gender 0.73 .14 .16 5.281 <.001  .21 
-  Income 0.07 .03 .09 2.765 .006  .12 
-  Age -0.01 .01 -.07 -2.088 .037  .00 
Flexitarian id  Environmental id 0.44 .04 .38 9.988 <.001 .39 .38 
-  National id 0.33 .05 .23 5.992 <.001  .23 
-  Health id -0.26 .05 -.20 -5.578 <.001  -.20 
-  City residence 0.03 .11 .01 0.308 .758  .01 
-  Higher education 0.15 .11 .04 1.401 .161  .04 
-  Gender -0.44 .10 -.13 -4.263 <.001  -.13 
-  Income -0.05 .02 -.09 -2.691 .007  -.09 
-  Age -0.02 .00 -.19 -5.883 <.001  -.19 
Vegetarian id  Environmental id 0.12 .03 .16 4.170 <.001 .13 .16 
-  Health id 0.16 .04 .18 4.330 <.001  .18 
-  National id -0.08 .03 -.10 -2.612 .009  -.10 
-  City residence 0.06 .07 .03 0.790 .429  .03 
-  Higher education -0.07 .08 -.03 -0.899 .369  -.03 
-  Gender 0.00 .07 .00 0.024 .981  .00 
-  Income -0.02 .01 -.06 -1.519 .129  -.06 
-  Age -0.01 .00 -.18 -5.277 <.001  -.18 

Model 1: Chi square = 469.571; df = 112; CFI = .96; TLI = .94; RMSEA = .057 (LO 90 = .051; HI 90 = .062). Model 2: Chi square = 
287.354; df = 119; CFI = .98; TLI = .96; RMSEA = .038 (LO 90 = .032; HI 90 = .043). 1 “id” is short for “identity”. 

 
 

In both models, gender, income and rural-urban residence account for additional variance in 

intentions to eat red meat after controlling for attitudinal variables, and, in the identity model, age 

as well. With equal attitudes, norms and identity, intention to eat red meat is higher for men and 



135  

people living in more rural areas than for women and people living in more urban areas and it 

increases with income and decreases with increasing age. Flexitarian identity is also related to 

gender, income and age and vegetarian identity to age, after controlling for higher-order identities. 

Neither intentions nor identities are related to education when attitudes, norms and identities are 

controlled. Hence, education is dropped from the following analyses. 

Next, we combine the two models (Table 6). When doing so, most effects of the TPB variables on 

intentions to eat red meat disappear (all except injunctive norms) while the significant identities 

remain significant (and most of them practically unchanged). This suggests that some of the included 

identities mediate the effects of three out of four TPB variables on intentions to eat red meat. The 

two behaviour-specific identities (vegetarian and flexitarian) correspond the most to the 

specification of the TPB variables, making them the most likely mediators, and Table 3 confirms 

that the correlations between TPB variables and these two identities are considerably stronger than 

the correlations with other identities. Hence, we added paths from the TPB variables to the two 

behaviour-specific identities in the combined model. Adding these paths improved the model fit 

considerably (Chi-square difference = 598.553, 8 df., p < .001). Together, identities and TPB 

variables account for 27% of the variance in intentions to eat red meat and when demographics are 

included the explained variance increases to 30% (Table 6). 

 
Consistent with expectations, the behaviour-specific flexitarian identity has a stronger effect than 

the more general identities on intentions to eat red meat (β = -.24), also when controlling for the 

TPB variables. Note in this connection the very strong effects on flexitarian identity of, especially, 

the attitude and descriptive norm. This is the likely reason why these two variables are non- 

significant when controlling for identities. After controlling for the TPB variables, the effects of 

higher-order identities on flexitarian identity are either insignificant (national identity) or attenuated 

(healthy eater identity and environmental identity). Hence, it appears that the effects of higher-order 

on behaviour-specific identities are at least partly mediated through attitudes towards and norms 

regarding the same behaviours. This further suggests that the transformation of higher- order 

identities (to attitudes and norms) involves personal and social reflections rather than purely 

automatic mental processes. 
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Table 6. SEM predicting intentions to eat red meat using both TBP variables and identities, structural model 

only. N = 1001 

Dependent variable Independent 
variable 

B S.E. β t p R2 Total 
standardis 
ed effect 
on 
intention 
to eat red 
meat 

Intention  Flexitarian id1 -0.35 .12 -.24 -3.011 .003 .30 -.24 
-  National id 0.19 .07 .10 2.941 .003  .11 
-  Health id -0.17 .07 -.09 -2.240 .025  -.12 
-  Environmental id 0.13 .06 .08 2.253 .024  .05 
-  Attitude -0.11 .11 -.08 -1.064 .288  -.18 
-  Descriptive norm -0.14 .12 -.08 -1.142 .254  -.18 
-  Injunctive Norm 0.23 .10 .13 2.409 .016  .13 
-  PBC -0.14 .09 -.10 -1.610 .107  -.12 
-  Gender 0.56 .14 .12 3.954 <.001  .13 
-  Income 0.08 .02 .10 3.296 <.001  .12 
-  Age -0.01 .01 -.05 -1.785 .074  -.03 
Flexitarian id  Health id 0.21 .04 .15 4.982 <.001 .77 .15 
-  Environmental id 0.14 .03 .13 4.246 <.001  .13 
-  National id -0.03 .04 -.02 -0.832 .406  -.02 
-  Attitude 0.42 .06 .41 7.522 <.001  .41 
-  Descriptive norm 0.44 .06 .38 6.873 <.001  .38 
-  Injunctive Norm -0.03 .06 -.02 -0.532 .595  -.02 
-  PBC 0.07 .05 .07 1.350 .177  .07 
-  City residence -0.11 .08 -.03 -1.345 .179  -.03 
-  Gender -0.13 .08 -.04 -1.504 .133  -.04 
-  Income -0.04 .01 -.07 -2.717 .007  -.07 
-  Age -0.01 .00 -.09 -3.573 <.001  -.09 
Vegetarian id  Health id 0.13 .03 .16 3.939 <.001 .32 .16 
-  Environmental id 0.00 .03 .01 0.143 .886  .01 
-  National id 0.00 .03 .00 -0.041 .968  .00 
-  Attitude 0.16 .05 .26 3.636 <.001  .26 
-  Descriptive norm 0.07 .05 .10 1.444 .149  .10 
-  Injunctive Norm 0.21 .05 .26 4.594 <.001  .26 
-  PBC 0.00 .04 .00 -0.007 .994  .00 
-  City residence -0.02 .07 -.01 -0.282 .778  -.01 
-  Gender 0.05 .07 .02 0.695 .487  .02 
-  Income -0.02 .01 -.07 -1.991 .047  -.07 
-  Age -0.01 .00 -.13 -3.961 <.001  -.13 

Chi square = 1111.383; df = 376; CFI = .96; TLI = .94; RMSEA = .044 (LO 90 = .041; HI 90 = .047). 1 “id” is short for “identity”. 
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See Figure 2 for an overview of the key SEM results. 
 

Fig. 2. The final, structural model with standardised effects 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Summing up, the hypothesis of a hierarchical order of identities and their effects, based on the 

principle of abstraction, is confirmed overall with regard to the case of intentions toward red meat 

consumption, but with a caveat. The caveat is the remaining direct effects of national identity and 

healthy eater identity on the behavioural intention, in addition to the expected indirect effects. 

Further, it appears that the effects of identities on intentions are much more intertwined with 

behaviour-specific attitudes and norms than hitherto assumed, attitudes and norms partly mediating 

the effects of higher-order identities and at the same time affecting intentions through a behaviour- 

specific (flexitarian) identity. 

 

5.6 Discussion 
By coupling an understanding of identity as a multifaceted and plural construct with a hierarchical 

understanding of identity organisation, the present survey study (N=1001) tested which identities 

were proximal and which were more distal antecedents of intentions to eat red meat (defined as beef, 

lamb and pork) (H1, H2). Further, behaviour-specific identities were tested as mediators of the 

relationship between more abstract or higher-order identities and intentions (H3). The study also 

controlled for commonly included behavioural variables and relevant demographic variables when 
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studying meat consumption. The proposed hypotheses received some support and other interesting 

results emerged as well, which are discussed below. 

 
Multiple identities in a theory of planned behaviour framework 

Based on the results, it is evident that meat consumption is relevant for multiple identities. The study 

identified five identities that appear to be related to red meat consumption in the studied context, 

some of which account for more variation in intentions to eat red meat than others (especially 

flexitarian identity), also after controlling for the antecedents included in the most popular social 

cognitive model of behaviour (i.e., TPB) and relevant demographics. This supports the proposition 

that identity is multi-facetted and should be studied that way, even though it can be a cumbersome 

task (Forehand et al., 2021). The present study examined both identities that have been studied 

extensively in connection to meat consumption before and some that have rarely been studied. 

Several of the studied identities are significantly related to the intention to eat red meat while others 

are not and can, hence, be excluded from the model (i.e., religious, gender and gastronome identity). 

To the best of our knowledge, flexitarian, healthy eater and national identity have rarely been studied 

in relation to meat consumption, but they all account for significant variation in intentions according 

to the present study. Environmental self-identity appears to primarily influence this intention 

indirectly, through the formation of a flexitarian identity. When controlling for flexitarian identity, 

vegetarian identity (which was mostly included to capture a possible counter-identity) was not 

significantly related to intentions to eat red meat. These results open for new insights about what 

drives intention to consume or reduce red meat. 

That a flexitarian identity in fact exists and makes a difference in the studied context has now been 

more firmly established. Still, it is reasonable to discuss whether flexitarian identity is really an 

identity or rather an attitude. Recent research suggests that being a flexitarian is a self-label used by 

some (Rosenfeld et al., 2020). Further, as argued by Randers et al. (2021), meat eating is the norm 

in the studied context and most people do not give it many thoughts. Contrary to meat eaters, 

flexitarians build an identity by an “act of commission” and thereby actively distinguish themselves 

from normality (Scott, 2018). Further, the diffusion of flexitarianism in the Danish society also 

reflects the increased politicisation of meat and awareness of its negative sides, mirrored in a survey 

showing that 30% of Danes have reduced or completely stopped eating meat, whereas 1/3 of the meat 

reducers identify as flexitarians and report being motivated by environmental, climate, health and animal 

welfare issues (Hesselberg, Skjødt Hall, Lähteenmäki, Bech-Larsen, & Grønhøj, 2020). This suggests 
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similar to what has been found in a longitudinal study of attitudes towards blood donation and being 

a blood donor (Charng, Piliavin, & Callero, 1988). At the same time, these behaviour-specific 

attitudes and norms seem to be partly based on higher-order identities. This suggests that meat 

reduction attitudes and norms may become so central to the self-concept that they cross a threshold 

of self-relevance, and are transformed into an identity (Forehand et al., 2021; Reed & Forehand, 

2016). 

Flexitarianism is also a mediator of effects of other, higher-order identities that are cognitively more 

distal from the specific behaviour, such as healthy eater identity and environmental self-identity. 

Targeting flexitarianism in interventions or campaigns may therefore mean addressing more than 

one motivation towards reducing meat consumption, potentially increasing the effectiveness of 

interventions. 

In addition, the relationship between both injunctive and descriptive norms and flexitarian identity 

indicates that a self-perception as a meat reducer is related to one’s social surroundings exhibiting 

and/or endorsing a meat reducing behaviour, as also suggested by other research (Cheah, Shimul, 

Liang, & Phau, 2020; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). These insights should also be taken into 

account when designing identity-campaigns. 

National identity surprised by being a relatively strong predictor of intentions to eat red meat and 

also affecting other variables in the model. This is informative of the level of red meat consumption 

in Denmark. Eating red meat seems to be a powerful culturally contingent food habit in this cultural 

context. Many other countries also have deeply entrenched food traditions revolving around meat 

that are related to an identification with the respective country (e.g., Joy, 2009; Lockie, 2001; 

Nguyen & Platow, 2021; Piazza et al., 2015). As previously mentioned, several Western European 

countries have a meal structure involving meat as the predominant part of the plate (Schösler et al., 

2012). Therefore, it seems likely that the findings regarding the relationship between national 

identity and meat consumption can be replicated in other countries. If that is the case, future research 

on antecedents of meat consumption should remember to control for national identity as a possible 

pro-meat identity. 

An important practical implication is that policy makers and marketeers should be careful to not 

threaten those with a self-central national identity, which could result in psychological reactance  

and thereby produce a “boomerang” effect (Brehm, 1966). Instead, interventions might focus on  

framing or priming an intrinsic national identity that aligns with sustainable, yet national, diets (e.g., 

 dishes with traditional Danish vegetables) as suggested by Sheldon, Nichols, and Kasser (2011).
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These authors primed American participants with an extrinsic or intrinsic American identity, finding 

that those primed with intrinsic values of an American identity recommended lower ecological 

footprints in a hypothetical policy-making scenario. Priming patriotism, and not nationalism, could 

be another avenue of applying this research as research suggests that nationalism is negatively linked 

to environmental protection (Aydin, Bagci, & Kelesoglu, 2022). Patriotism, characterised by pride 

and love of one’s country, may however foster protection of the local or national nature that one is 

connected to and may be reflected in one’s consumption habits (Aydin et al., 2022). 

Finally, results regarding healthy eater identity and environmental identity also provided new 

insights. Prior research on the effect of identity on pro-environmental behaviour, including meat 

reduction, primarily focused on environmental self-identity. The present research demonstrates that 

environmental self-identity has a strong, positive effect on flexitarian and vegetarian identity and, 

when controlling for these more proximate identities, the counter-intuitive direct effect on 

behavioural intentions seems to be a statistical artifact. Same with healthy eater identity, with the 

caveat that the remaining direct effect on intentions has the expected negative sign. This illustrates 

that a self-perception of being an environmentally conscious and/or health-conscious person can 

translate into more behaviour-specific identities, such as a flexitarian identity, which is at least one 

of the possible paths for it to be transformed into the intention to eat less red meat. 

Hence, this study contributes to research on pro-environmental and healthy behaviour by extending 

the understanding of the role of identity beyond environmental self-identity andidentifying important 

more proximal and therefore mediating identities (e.g., van der Werff et al.,2013b; Whitmarsh& O'Neill,2010). 

Exploring the effects of other identities offers novel insights into motivations for acting 

(un)sustainably, beyond the development of a sense of morality for this kind of behaviour 

(Gatersleben et al., 2019; Thøgersen, 2018). 

Another point worth noting is the additional explained variance in red meat intentions that the 

included identities accounts for, on top of the variables proposed by the most popular social- 

cognitive model, the TPB. That most of the TPB variables are insignificant after controlling for 

identity is surprising given previous research on intentions to consume or reduce meat (Carfora et 

al., 2017; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998). An important reason may be that we included behaviour-specific 

identities in this study whereas earlier research on meat consumption based on the TPB only 

controlled for broader, higher-order identities (Carfora et al., 2017; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998), if at 

all (e.g., Zur & Klöckner, 2014). It has previously been discussed whether identity is just a moderator 

of relationships in the TPB framework or it should be considered an additional predictor of intentions 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). 
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A meta-analysis examining 24 TPB-models in which identity was added found that “self-identity 

captured 6% additional variance in intentions above and beyond that afforded by attitude, subjective 

norm, and PBC” (Rise et al., 2010, p. 1098). More recent studies of food choice echo this conclusion 

(Brouwer & Mosack, 2015; Carfora, Bertolotti, & Catellani, 2019). This is in line with the present 

study’s findings, especially the direct effects of identities on intentions after accounting for measures of 

behaviour-specific attitudes, norms, and PBC. It seems that more behaviour-specific identities, as included 

here, can account for additional variance in behavioural intentions, thus satisfying the criterion that 

supplementary variables in the TPB framework should contribute with a statistically reliable increase. 

But what theoretical content does identity capture in our model that the other variables do not? Scholars 

have suggested that identity encapsulates more nuanced aspects of normative conduct than the two types 

of norms (Armitage & Conner, 1999; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2011). Identifying with a group that either eats or 

reduces meat and performing corresponding behaviour to serve self-verification needs is likely to be a 

more powerful predictor of behaviour than merely complying with a group norm (Thøgersen, 2006). 

Further, the apparent close relationship between attitudes and identity is consistent with prior findings that 

self-perception often match with an identity-correspondent attitude (Reed et al., 2012). However, attitudes 

are instrumental and evaluative whereas the primary motivation of identity is self-verification - a distinct 

form of motivation that is not shared with the other TPB predictors (Biddle et al., 1985; Rise et al., 2010). 

Hence, the TPB variables are definitely not superfluous, but identity is also not just an “unhelpful 

artifice” (Sparks & Guthrie, 1998). 

 
Identity hierarchy 

All three hypotheses, H1, H2 and H3, assume an identity hierarchy, organised by the principle of 

abstraction, as proposed elsewhere (Forehand et al., 2021), and an assumption about a relatively 

strict hierarchy of effects on intentions based on theoretical insights from research on goals and 

attitudes (Bagozzi et al., 2003; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977) – a question that has not previously been 

studied in identity research. 

Our findings are mostly in line with our expectations about a hierarchal ordering of the effects 

 of identities on intentions. Especially, one of the two behaviour-specific identities, flexitarian identity,  

has a stronger direct effect on intentions to eat red meat the coming week than any of the other  

included variables. Vegetarian identity is not more strongly correlated with intentions to eat red meat  

than more abstract identities, but this is most likely due to the fact that people who do not eat meat  

(i.e., vegetarians and vegans) were screened away. Furthermore, flexitarian identity mediates most  

effects on intentions to eat red meat of the more abstract environmental self-identity, healthy eater  

identity, and national identity. As predicted by H1, flexitarian identity, which corresponds to the target 
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 and action (meat consumption) elements of the intention measure (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977), is strongly 

correlated with intentions. 

The behavioural effects of environmental self-identity and healthy eater identity, located at the mid- 

level of the hierarchy, are mostly mediated through flexitarian identity. This is in line with goal 

theory, suggesting that overarching goals (e.g., health and environmental sustainability) control 

more instrumental goals (e.g., reducing red meat) (Bagozzi et al., 2003). The mediated effect of these 

identities on intentions is also in accordance with Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1977) correspondence 

principle, suggesting that higher difference in level of abstraction leads to lower effect on intentions. 

In addition, these findings reveal that multiple motives are expressed in a flexitarian identity, which 

then functions as a proximal determinant of intentions. They are also consistent with H2 and H3, 

substantiating the idea of an identity hierarchy. Moving up another level of abstraction, national 

identity appears to be not part of the same hierarchy of identities as the other included identities, 

having a direct effect on intentions to eat red meat, but no indirect effects via more specific identities. 

H1, H2, and H3 are therefore largely supported, with the caveat that there can be direct, unmediated 

effects of higher-order identities, especially in cases where a specific behaviour is relevant to 

different identities that do not belong to the same identity hierarchy. 

For example, the direct, unmediated effect of Danish national identity on red meat intentions show 

that all identities of relevance to a behaviour are not necessarily organised in a strict identity 

hierarchy. A possible reason is that the behaviour serves unrelated goals that makes it expressive of 

unrelated identities. For example, when a consumer reduces meat consumption in order to protect 

the environment, this behaviour expresses both a flexitarian and an environmental identity. If they 

value meat dishes that belong to the traditional Danish cuisine, this is probably unrelated to 

environmental considerations, but eating them may be perceived as an expression of national 

identity. Hence, because (refraining from) meat eating can be motivated by different goals, which 

reflect different and unrelated identities, not all identities that can motivate a behaviour are 

necessarily (hierarchically or otherwise) related. If this is the reason, it seems likely that the relevance 

 of the behaviour to the identity also matters. A direct effect of a higher-order identity on intention  

seems more likely if the behaviour in question is highly relevant to the identity. Identities  

can be unconsciously associated with certain stimuli, which facilitates positive evaluations of the 

 stimuli, but the process can also manifest itself in more conscious reasoning (Reed et al., 2012).  

When an identity is salient, it will influence cognitive processing of identity relevant stimuli 

 and corresponding behaviour. For example, if a product communicates symbolic relevance for a  

reference group to which the person belongs, its mere presence may activate the corresponding 
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social identity (Escalas & Bettman, 2003; Reed et al., 2012). From a social identity perspective, 

positively self-categorising as member of an in-group (e.g., being a Dane) creates stereotypical and 

normative perceptions (Tajfel, 1981), which make direct and robust effects on behavioural intentions 

(e.g., intentions to eat red meat) more likely. For example, perceiving red meat consumption as part 

of one’s national identity has its roots in culture, traditions, and other factors. Past research shows 

that associations that are shared among many members of a group are relatively resilient against 

influence attempts (Bolton & Reed, 2004), which makes it harder to change an outdated association 

between national identity and red meat consumption. 

Another possible reason for a direct effect on behavioural intentions of a more abstract identity is 

self-centrality, as more self-central identities are more chronically accessible (Kettle, 2019). If, for 

example, national identity is highly self-central to many participants, this would make it more likely 

that their cognitions and behaviour are aligned with their national identity. This is similar to research 

finding that whether an attitude affects behaviour depends the level of motivation, together with the 

opportunity and ability to act in an attitude-consistent way (Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 1999). 

In sum, this paper presents evidence that identities are to a large extent organised by level of 

abstraction and that their effects on intentions and behaviour are also hierarchically organised. 

However, it also found that not all identities that are relevant to a behavioural domain are necessary 

part of the same hierarchy of identities. The hierarchical organisation of identities and their 

relationship to behavioural patterns should therefore be investigated more thoroughly. For example, 

the importance of self-centrality should also be examined more closely when the domain relevance 

of each identity has been established. 

 

Limitations 

This study has the usual limitations of cross-sectional survey studies using single source, self- 

reported data. Access to, for example, scanner data or other more objective behaviour data would have 

strengthened the validity of the behavioural measures (Saba & Di Natale, 1998), but we did not have 

that. Instead, we formulated very specific behaviour (and intention) questions that were easy to 

answer and left little room for subjective interpretation. We countered other shortcomings of self- 

reported survey research by procedures, such as randomisation of questions and detection of 

mischievous respondents.  

A cross-sectional study only gives a snapshot of the structure of dynamic relationships and is mute 

about the direction of influence between variables. Hence, in the present study, directions of effects 

are assumptions based on theory and prior research only. Consistent with these assumptions, 

questions about intentions were asked after questions about their assumed antecedents, and with a 
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clear reference to the future (i.e., the next seven days). 

Still, the estimated relationships are relatively weak indicators of causality (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). 

Future research should use longitudinal data to address the dynamic nature of identities. When 

measuring multiple identities, there is a risk of priming respondents, leading to carryover effects 

from one measure to others (Kettle, 2019). This was countering by randomising the order of the items 

across participants, which at least secured that all constructs were “equally primed”. 

 
 

5.7 Conclusion and implications 
Despite its limitations, this paper makes important contributions to identity research, which have 

important implications for theory and practice. It examines multiple identities related to meat consumption 

in a comprehensive model, while controlling for additional antecedents of red meat intentions and 

consumption, identified in prior research. The theoretical framework combines insights from social 

cognitive identity theory and research as well as attitude and goal theory. The hypotheses, (1) that multiple 

identities are relevant for a behaviour, such as red meat consumption, and (2) that their behavioural 

effects manifest themselves in a hierarchically organised way, were largely supported. Multiple 

identities were indeed found to be significantly related to behavioural intentions, specifically 

intentions to eat red meat in the following week, and the behavioural effects of the majority of 

identities followed the proposed hierarchical logic. However, one general identity (national identity) 

did not appear to fit into the same identity hierarchy as the other included identities. Despite its relatively 

high level of abstraction, it has a significant direct effect on behavioural intentions and no mediated effects 

through more behaviour-specific identities. Still, the study supports the notion of identity hierarchies with 

regard to the impacts of identity on behaviour. It also confirms that individuals form domain-specific 

identities for personally important behaviour categories and that such domain-specific identities can be 

highly predictive of behaviour. However, it also gives rise to new research questions about the boundaries 

of hierarchically organised identities, that is, when and why some general or abstract identities affect 

behavioural intentions directly, even when relevant domain-specific identities are controlled. Answering 

these questions are left to future research. On a practical note, the study finds a relatively high awareness 

of the problematic consequences of red meat consumption among Danish consumers and also identifies 

relevant identities with implications for red meat consumption and intentions, which can serve as points of 

departure for novel approaches and strategies for promoting red meat reduction to different 

consumers. The presented study shows the importance of studying multiple identities simultaneously 

as it more accurately reflects the multifaceted self-concept and thereby adds explanatory power to a 

behavioural model. Notably, by including multiple identities we were able to account for a 
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substantially higher share of the variance in intentions than prior single-identity studies. Hence, 

future research is strongly encouraged to consider identity as plural. Studying relevant multiple 

identities, identified through open, explorative qualitative research, is an important first step towards 

designing interventions to prime or reframe identities (e.g., Champniss, Wilson, & Macdonald, 

2015). For example, before attempting to activate a flexitarian identity in communication campaigns, 

it might be tested whether priming this identity also activates other identities, or which aspect of the 

flexitarian identity marketeers should focus on (e.g., healthy eater identity). Future research should 

also be mindful of dynamic aspects when priming identities (Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). The 

identification of a significant impact of national identity on intentions toward red meat could inform 

campaigns aiming to “reframe Danishness” by emphasising aspects of national identity that are 

compatible with a sustainable diet – potentially with inspiration from Sheldon et al. (2011). This is 

not an easy task and experimental testing and cross-cultural studies are 

advised before initiating campaigns. 
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Chapter 6: Article 3 
 
From attitudes to identity? A field experiment on attitude 

activation, identity formation and meat reduction 
Randers, L. & Thøgersen, J. 

 
 

6.1 Abstract 
The reciprocal relationship between a person’s identity and behaviour is well documented, but there 

is little research on the identity formation process. We propose that self-perceptions generated from 

changed behaviour are not transformed into a new identity right away. However, identity-consistent 

behaviour increases the strength and valence of the attitude towards the behaviour. With repeated 

behaviour, this attitude becomes increasingly self-defining and therefore increasingly likely to be 

transformed into an identity. This hypothesis was tested in a longitudinal field experiment, where 

participants (9th and 10th graders at Danish continuation schools) were randomly allocated to two 

different treatments, involving a strong or weak “nudge” to eat more vegetarian food. Vegetarian 

meals were an option in both groups, but in one group they were the default in four weeks, followed 

by four weeks where it was an option, but not the default. In the other group, the order was reversed, 

that is, starting with four weeks where vegetarian food was an option one could choose, followed by 

four weeks where vegetarian was default. As expected, significantly more chose vegetarian when it 

was the default and frequency of vegetarian meals affected flexitarian and vegetarian identity. 

Attitudes fully mediated the impact of behaviour on flexitarian identity over the eight-week-study. 

Most of the effect appeared in the first four weeks. Hence, it appears that the self-perception process 

starts with attitude change before it leads to the adoption of a new identity. This insight opens for new 

tools for increasing campaign effectiveness. 



159  

6.2 Introduction 
In 2019, many Danes used the label “climate nuts” about themselves, to signal being a climate- 

concerned person, as a reaction to the Danish national-conservative politician Pia Kjærsgaard using 

the label in a condescending way when explaining to a journalist why the party’s vote had plummeted 

in the general election (Vestergaard, 2019). Scientific evidence strongly suggests that this self- 

labelling may in fact have made these people behave in a more climate friendly way (Cornelissen, 

Pandelaere, Warlop, & Dewitte, 2008). As we will elaborate below, self-labelling builds identity, and 

identity has proven a strong predictor of behaviour (Rise, Sheeran, & Hukkelberg, 2010), which has 

led to a proliferating interest in consumer identities (Udall, de Groot, de Jong, & Shankar, 2020). 

However, longitudinal studies investigating the identity formation process are rare (Kwasny, 

Dobernig, & Riefler, 2022) and their results point in different directions (Charng, Piliavin, & Callero, 

1988; Prati, Albanesi, & Pietrantoni, 2017). Hence, there is a need of more research on the identity 

formation process and mechanisms facilitating the process (Forehand, Reed, & Saint Clair, 2021; 

Reed & Forehand, 2016). Reed and Forehand (2016) proposed the terms “adoption,” “reinforcement,” 

and “elevation” of an identity. Adoption refers to the process of bringing a novel identity into one’s 

identity structure and reinforcement is the strengthening of an identity over time. Elevation is the 

process of increasing the prominence of an identity within an existing identity structure. Forehand et 

al. (2021) suggest that, as individuals gain more knowledge about various social categories (including 

symbolic types of behaviours), some that are deemed self-relevant may cross a threshold to become 

identities. They do not specify this process any further but instead call for more research. 

 
Regarding the relationship between identity and attitudes, research has primarily focused on attitudes 

derived from a salient identity (Barbarossa, Beckmann, De Pelsmacker, Moons, & Gwozdz, 2015; 

Bartels & Hoogendam, 2011; R. E. Kleine, Kleine, & Brunswick, 2009; Reed, Forehand, Puntoni, & 

Warlop, 2012; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Nevertheless, it seems likely that attitudes can be involved in 

the identity formation process. This is suggested by empirical studies including both constructs, which 

often find a strong correlation between attitudes towards a behaviour and behaviour-relevant identities 

(e.g., Rise et al. (2010). Further, attitudes towards a self-relevant behaviour are the core of many types 

of identities (e.g., vegetarian identity), which suggests that a favourable attitude preceded the identity 

and was perhaps internalised and transformed into an identity. 

 
Among the few studies on the attitude-to-identity process, Charng et al. (1988) found that, over time 

and after repeated blood donations, the attitude towards donating blood became less predictive of 
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behaviour while a blood donor identity became more predictive of behaviour. This suggests that both 

a favourable attitude towards identity-relevant behaviour and repeated behaviour were involved in, 

and perhaps necessary for, the formation of a blood donor identity. It is well documented that an 

attitude can be activated and strengthened by observing own behaviour, partly because people infer 

self-characteristics from own behaviour in an attempt to “know” themselves (Bem, 1972). Self- 

perception theory is widely used to explain identity formation as well (S. S. Kleine, Kleine, & Laverie, 

2006; Prati et al., 2017; Van der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2014). 

In this paper, we attempt to add more substance to the understanding of the identity formation process 

by specifying what we believe is one of the most important (but hardly the only) path(s): the repeated 

performance of an identity-relevant behaviour activates a stronger and more favourable attitude 

towards the behaviour, which is then gradually transformed into a behaviour-specific identity (cf., 

Prati et al., 2017) and may reinforce consistent higher-order identities (Randers & Thøgersen, 2022). 

We draw on several research streams giving input to the understanding of how attitude activation is 

involved in identity formation. Specifically, we anchor the identity concept in social-cognitive theory 

(Forehand et al., 2021; Reed et al., 2012), and self-perception (Bem, 1972) is suggested as the central 

mechanism that changes the attitude towards a behaviour into an identity. As the empirical case, we 

study the attitude towards reducing meat consumption and the formation of a vegetarian or flexitarian 

identity, i.e., as someone who consciously avoids or limits the consumption of meat (Dagevos & 

Reinders, 2018). Specifically, we aim to answer the research question: How, when, and why does an 

attitude towards a behaviour (e.g., to reduce meat consumption) become self-relevant enough to be 

transformed or give rise to an identity (e.g., being a vegetarian or flexitarian)? 
 

6.3 Identity theory 
 

We understand identity as a self-assigned category label, which influences cognition, emotion, and 

behaviour when the identity is activated or salient (Reed et al., 2012). For example, when salient, a 

flexitarian identity is likely to result in increased attention towards issues related to meat and towards 

meals with less meat. An individual may hold multiple identities, which differ in several 

characteristics, including scope and level of abstraction (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). Some identities 

are behaviour-specific (e.g., being a flexitarian) while others are more overarching (e.g., a national 

identity) and may subsume a range of lower-order and more behaviour-specific identities (Forehand 

et al., 2021). Behaviour-specific identities have received little attention in identity research, perhaps 

because identifying more general predictors, such as overarching identities, is often viewed as more 

essential for understanding behaviour. For example, in studies of the impact of identity on pro- 

environmental behaviour (Gatersleben, Murtagh, & Abrahamse, 2014; Thøgersen, 2018), various
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operationalisations of environmental self-identity have been used to explain a wide range of behaviours 

(Clayton, 2003; Sparks & Shepherd, 1992; van der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2013b). In this connection, it 

has been argued that behaviour-specific identities (e.g., being a recycler) are mute about the underlying 

motives (Thøgersen, 2018). However, we argue here that the study of behaviour- specific identities is 

useful for developing knowledge about 1) the relationships between identities construed at different 

levels of abstraction, in an identity hierarchy, 2) relationships between identities and other constructs, 

such as attitudes and behaviours, and 3) how identities are formed. 

 
Meat-related identities 

Studies on meat reducers have increased in concert with the call for curbing meat consumption and 

the growing number of people doing so (Szejda, Urbanovich, & Wilks, 2020). The current meat 

reducers are similar to innovators and early adopters of innovations (Rogers, 2003) in that their level 

of readiness for changing behaviour is higher than most consumers. However, despite the increasing 

use of the label “flexitarian”, there is still little empirical research on this group of meat reducers 

(Szejda et al., 2020), including the question whether this label constitutes an identity for some meat- 

reducers (Rosenfeld, Rothgerber, & Tomiyama, 2020). 

Following a flexitarian diet includes consciously reducing meat consumption and only eating meat 

occasionally (Dagevos & Reinders, 2018). Hence, flexitarians eat meat in a more restricted way 

compared to omnivores, but they are less strict than vegetarians, who normally abstain from any types 

of meat, and vegans who exclude all animal-based products (Allen, Wilson, Ng, & Dunne, 2000; 

Ruby, 2012). Flexitarianism may therefore have a broader appeal than vegetarianism and authorities 

in the field stress the promising environmental potential of this diet (Springmann et al., 2018). 

From research on flexitarians, it is known that their dietary choice is motivated by concerns for 

environmental sustainability, animal welfare and health, similar to vegetarians and vegans (Rosenfeld 

& Burrow, 2017; Ruby, 2012). However, like omnivores, they do not abstain from eating meat, for a 

variety of reasons, such as liking the taste of meat, habit, culture, and upbringing or because somebody 

else cooks (Mullee et al., 2017). Rosenfeld et al. (2020) conceptualised flexitarian identity as a part 

of a vegetarian identification continuum, like research on meat consumption that also regards 

consumption of meat as a continuum based on level of restriction of animal-derived products (Allen 

et al., 2000). Rosenfeld et al. (2020) surveyed 600 flexitarians in the U.S. on psychosocial predictors 

of their identification as either vegetarians or omnivores as indicators of the strength of a flexitarian 

identity. Two factors predicted strong vegetarian identification among flexitarians. The first was the 

self-centrality of avoiding meat. Those rating meat curtailment as a significantly important aspect of 

themselves, also rated themselves as relatively more vegetarian than omnivorous. Further, a lower 

degree of carnism (i.e., the ideology of meat eating) also predicted stronger vegetarian identification. 
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Thus, flexitarians who regard a flexitarian diet to be self-important may therefore also, to some degree, 

identify with being a vegetarian. 

Like other behaviour-specific identities, it is still not clear how this identity develops. Most research 

on flexitarians is cross-sectional, which prevents researchers from examining the identity formation 

process. To move beyond a structural understanding of what characterises a flexitarian, other research 

designs are needed. 

Meat reduction or rejection practices can also be a part of other identities, such as environmental self- 

identity and healthy eater identity (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; Sparks 

& Guthrie, 1998; Van der Werff et al., 2014). However, these identities are more distal antecedents 

of the behaviour and thus subsumes a broader range of different identity-linked practices beyond 

eating particular types of food. Still, if the identity-linked practice (i.e., reducing or rejection meat) is 

symbolically linked to an identity, repeating the behaviour frequently may ultimately lead to the 

adoption of the identity. Measuring these secondary identities, in addition to the more behaviour- 

specific vegan, vegetarian, and flexitarian identities, will therefore also inform our research question 

about identity adoption and reinforcement. 

 
Attitudes and identity formation 
Attitudes are the overall (negative or positive) evaluation of an entity, which can be anything of 

significance to a person, from the very concrete, such as one’s own behaviour in a specific time and 

place, to the very abstract, such as religion (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Attitudes are mentally 

represented as associations between attitude objects and evaluations (Fazio, 1995). These associations 

can vary in strength and number, with implications for the accessibility of the attitude and the 

correspondence between attitude and behaviour (Fazio, 2007). The accessibility of the attitude also 

increases with the frequency of attitude activation and direct experiences with the attitude object 

(Fazio, 1995). Attitudes towards specific entities are situationally constructed, based on the cues that 

are salient in the situation, which makes them context dependent (Shavitt & Fazio, 1991). However, 

the stability of attitudes increases with the similarity of contexts in which the attitude is activated 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). Attitudes can influence behaviour through both automatic and deliberate 

routes (Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 1999; Petty, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1997). The former refers to when 

attitudes are activated by cues in the situation, without the actor necessarily being consciously aware 

of it. The activated attitude facilitates attitude-consistent processing, leading to attitude-consistent 

behaviour (Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 1999). When a self-relevant situation motivates the actor to 

reflect, decide how to act in the situation, and act accordingly, this is an example of the deliberate 

route. 

In identity research, attitudes are usually studied as the result of an identity-based evaluation of the 
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issue/object/person at hand, which might be considered an “inside-out” approach (e.g., R. E. Kleine 

et al., 2009; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). For example, an environmental self-identity may lead to 

favourable attitudes towards specific behaviours that benefit the environment. In attitude research, 

the typical focus is different, namely on how consumers form attitudes towards an object or issue 

based on their evaluation of different attributes, that is, an “outside-in” approach – from characteristics 

of the outside world to a personal evaluation (J. B. Cohen & Reed, 2006). Although it seems likely 

that attitudes formed in this way can contribute to identity formation, this process has hardly been 

studied at all. 

 
Self-perception theory posits that individuals infer self-characteristics based on their behaviour to 

understand themselves (Bem, 1972). This is especially the case when internal cues are ambiguous or 

vague, for example if an attitude or identity is not fully developed. Further, the inference of an attitude, 

and therefore also the inference of an identity, is more likely if the behaviour upon which it is based 

is voluntary and cannot be attributed to external contingencies (Linder & Jones, 1969). This self-

perception process is assumed to be heuristic and predominantly automatic (Bem, 1972). We suggest 

that attitudes are related to and may be transformed into identities when they have gained sufficient 

self-relevance. When a new identity is made salient, the likelihood that identity-congruent attitudes 

will become activated and impact behaviour is increased (Reed et al., 2012). Once identity- 

corresponding attitudes are established together with a self-central identity, they are more robust to 

counterarguments (Bolton & Reed, 2004). Also, people will be more motivated to elaborate on an 

attitude which is consistent with a self-central identity (Fazio, 1995). When an identity and identity- 

congruent attitudes are activated in concert and affect behaviour, the behaviour itself will reinforce 

the attitude and identity (Bem, 1972). When self-relevant behaviour repeatedly activates a self-central 

attitude, this may generate an identity adoption process involving reflections on “who one is” 

(Kahneman, 2003; Petty, Wheeler, & Bizer, 2000). In other situations, where the behaviour is less 

self-relevant and does not activate a strong attitude, it may still contribute to self-perception and 

thereby identity (i.e., the automatic route) – a process more in line with the original self-perception 

theory (Bem, 1972). Besides the theoretical rationale outlined above, there are also empirical studies 

suggesting that attitudes precede identity. First, a previous cross-sectional study by the present authors 

found that the attitude towards reducing the consumption of red meat has a significant effect on 

flexitarian identity (Blinded for review). Second, we know of two longitudinal studies that tentatively 

established causality between the variables, namely Charng et al. (1988) and Prati et al. (2017). As 

previously mentioned, the former found that the attitude towards donating blood (which you are 

usually allowed to every third month) became less predictive on blood donating behaviour over time 

while a blood donor identity became more predictive of behaviour. Prati et al. (2017) argued that
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identity and attitudes mutually influence each other. They employed two waves of survey over a two-

month period to investigate the interplay between identity as an environmentalist and environmental 

attitudes, using the new ecological paradigm scale by Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, and Jones (2000), 

among other things. They found an effect of environmentalist identity (at T1) on attitudes (T2), but – 

counter to their expectations – they did not find an effect of attitudes (T1) on identity (T2). The 

primary reason was that over the two-months period, identity as an environmentalist was more stable 

than environmental attitudes, which is as expected given the nature of the two constructs (Gatersleben 

et al., 2014). Hence, under normal circumstances, a change in identity should be expected to take more 

than two months (Cushan‐Kain et al., 2022; Stets & Burke, 2000). We cannot rule out that a self- 

chosen (vs. endowed) self-identity might change within a month or two, but then it would probably 

demand a context with quite intense focus on identity-relevant attitudes and behaviour. Further, the 

study by Prati et al. (2017) did not involve any interventions. 

So, to reveal a causal effect of attitude on identity over a relatively short period of time, a quite intense 

intervention is probably needed, activating identity-relevant attitudes and behaviour, and changes are 

likely to show up more quickly in identities that are more behaviour-specific than identity as an 

environmentalist. Therefore, to better understand the role of attitudes in the identity formation 

process, research should be carried out in a context that is able to accelerate the process, and focusing 

on a behaviour-specific identity. 

 

The role of behaviour in identity formation 

It is often argued that identities are formed based on frequently performed behaviour (Goldstein & 

Cialdini, 2007; Hertel & Mermelstein, 2016; Prati et al., 2017; Van der Werff et al., 2014). For 

example, Van der Werff et al. (2014) found that environmental self-identity was positively influenced 

by pro-environmental behaviour (a fuel-efficient driving style) one year earlier. Consistent with this, 

Cornelissen et al. (2008) found that participants’ self-perception as a pro-environmental person 

increased when they were asked about their performance of common behaviours (e.g., not littering) 

that were framed as environmentally friendly. Finally, Charng et al. (1988) found that the strength of 

the relationship between blood donor identity and intention increased after repeated blood donations. 

Hence, there is empirical evidence confirming that a person’s identity is a function of previously 

performed behaviour (Stryker, 1987). 

Self-completion theory adds nuances to this picture, suggesting that past behaviour may relax one’s 

effort to pursue an identity related goal (Lalot, Quiamzade, Falomir-Pichastor, & Gollwitzer, 2019). 

This suggests that, when the identity is established, further behaviour might be inconsequential. Then 

other outcomes of frequent behaviour (e.g., habit) may become more important for future behaviour. 
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This is confirmed by studies finding that whereas low levels of past behaviour moderate the effect of 

self-identity on intention, high levels do not (Conner & McMillan, 1999; Fekadu & Kraft, 2001; Smith 

et al., 2007). However, others failed to find a moderation effect, including a study of social group 

identity and healthy eating (Åstrøm & Rise, 2001) and a study on self-perception as a recycler and 

recycling behaviour (Terry, Hogg, & White, 1999). One study reports mixed results, regarding green 

identity and purchase of organic fresh and processed tomatoes (Dean, Raats, & Shepherd, 2012). 

 

The identities in focus in the reviewed research differ in scope and abstractness, a dimension that few 

scholars have paid attention to (Blinded for review). Overarching social identities, such as a national 

or ethnic identity, may be more linked to certain beliefs or feelings (e.g., of affiliation) than to specific 

behaviours (Burke, 2003). Other identities are domain-specific and closely linked to specific 

behaviours, also entailing more specific behaviour prescriptions (Burke, 2003). Hence, behaviour- 

specific identities specify behavioural strategies to reach a desired goal (Bagozzi, Bergami, & Leone, 

2003). It is reasonable to assume that, in most cases, identity-relevant behaviour precedes the adoption 

of a behaviour-specific identity. Despite inclinations to self-deception, leading to an exaggerated 

perception of socially desirable behaviours, it is hard to ignore behaviours that are actually and 

actively performed. Hence, we hypothesise: 

H1: A behaviour-specific identity requires previous engagement with identity linked behaviour. 

H2: Repeated self-relevant behaviour leads to the formation and/or reinforcement of a new behaviour- 

specific identity. 

H3: The impact of behaviour on a behaviour-specific identity is mediated through the attitude towards 

the behaviour. 

 
Conceptual model 

The model of identity formation proposed here (Figure 1) views self-perception as the basic 

mechanism driving the process (Bem, 1972). Despite rarely measured directly, and also not in this 

study, it is assumed that behaviour-based self-perception is the source of changes in attitudes and 

identity. The arrows in the model represent the self-perception process, which is assumed to be a 

predominantly automatic process. Perceptions of own behaviour and attitudes towards the behaviour 

are assumed to lead to the adoption of a new, behaviour-relevant identity and/or reinforce existing 

identities that are consistent with the performed behaviour and activated attitudes. We assume that 

the more frequently identity-consistent behaviour is performed, and aligned attitudes activated, the 

more likely it is that the attitude towards this behaviour will transform into an identity, illustrated by 

the arrows that denote the self-reinforcing process. Behaviour activates aligned attitudes, but attitudes 
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also influence behaviour, as suggested by social-cognitive models, such as the theory of planned 

behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The reciprocal relationship between attitude and behaviour ultimately spurs 

the development of a new, behaviour-relevant identity and reinforces already established behaviour- 

relevant identities. 

As noted earlier, attitudes and identities can influence behaviour through both an automatic and a 

deliberate route (Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 1999; Thøgersen, 2018). We propose that the reverse is also 

true. Individuals with strong attitudes or identities will act on these. If repeated behaviour leads to 

repeated activation of the attitude towards the behaviour, this attitude may at some point transform into 

an identity. This process may involve some deliberation. However, for people with weak or no attitude 

towards the behaviour, who are “nudged” to act in a certain way by the context, an attitude towards the 

behaviour is not activated before, nor need it necessarily be activated by the behaviour. Still, the 

behaviour itself may function as a cue for self-perception, which might sometimes lead to the formation 

of an attitude towards the behaviour and perhaps even an identity (i.e., through  an automatic route). 

The model can accommodate both more deliberate and more automatic identity formation processes. 

 

Figure 1. Identity formation m
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6.4 Method 

 
Design and procedure 
In order to investigate identity formation processes, we conducted a longitudinal field experiment 

with group-wise allocation to different treatments, focusing on the formation of behaviour-specific 

identities related to meat consumption (i.e., vegetarian and flexitarian). We investigated if and how 

attitudes towards meat consumption, actual (self-reported) meat consumption and meat-related 

identities develop over time, whether positive attitudes towards reducing meat consumption are 

transformed into an identity, and to which extent these processes depend on the frequency of 

vegetarian meals. We used a sample whose identity formation could reasonably be assumed to happen 

at a quicker pace than average, studied in a natural context that made it easier than normal to 

manipulate the frequency of a societally desirable and potentially identity-relevant behaviour. Pupils 

at Danish continuation schools (i.e., boarding schools for 9th-10th grade that often have a focus or 

specialisation, such as sports) fit these criteria. At this age and in a context such as this, people are 

naturally experimenting with their identity (i.e., identity moratorium, Marcia, 1980), which increases 

the likelihood that voluntary change of an important behaviour might trigger a process of adopting a 

new identity, compared to older people and people in a stable and familiar context. In May and June 

2021, around 80% of all Danish continuation schools were contacted via email. Schools were told 

that the experiment focused on psychosocial changes by eating a healthy and climate friendly diet. As 

an incentive, we offered to do a presentation of the results at the school and all participating schools 

received a report with the results. Eight different schools with different specialisations agreed to 

participate in the study. The schools were allocated to two different groups in such a way that each 

group contained schools with different specialisations. In all schools, pupils were offered the choice 

of vegetarian vs. standard meals by signing up for one’s meal choice for a week at a time. To make 

sure the share of pupils signing up for vegetarian meals differed between the two groups, the default 

differed. In Group 1, the default was vegetarian meals, but the pupils were offered the option to choose 

standard instead (i.e., “opt out” of vegetarian). In Group 2, the default was standard meals, but the 

pupils were offered the option to choose vegetarian instead (i.e., “opt in” to vegetarian). After four 

weeks, the default was swopped between the two groups. One school in Group 2 forgot to change the 

default in the last four weeks and was therefore excluded from the analyses. Data were collected by 

means of three waves of surveys, each separated by four weeks. Phone calls were made after the 

experiment to check how schools adhered to the guidelines and to gain insights into the staff’s 

impression of how pupils experienced participating. The debriefing provided us with information 

about the practical implementations of the study and other useful knowledge. 
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As pupils were under 18, schools agreed to participate in the study on behalf of the pupils and after 

informing them and their parents about the study. Pupils were always free to opt-out of the meal plan 

and to not complete questionnaires. The Danish Data Protection Act deems a 15-year-old able to give 

informed consent when sharing their data (Datatilsynet, 2019). Therefore, the few pupils under the 

age of 15 were excluded from the study and participating pupils completed a consent form in each 

survey, written in an age-appropriate language, and emphasising that they were free to drop out of the 

survey at any time. See the sample profile and groups in Table 1. 

We expected a default effect, leading to a substantially higher share of pupils choosing vegetarian 

meals in schools where this was the default. We also expected that the share of pupils opting in to 

vegetarian meals would be significantly higher if they had been through a period where vegetarian 

meals were the default, and had therefore on average had a higher number of vegetarian meals, than 

if they had been through a period where standard meals were the default, and had therefore on average 

had a lower number of vegetarian meals. See Figure 2 for an overview of the three phases of the study. 
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Table 1. Sample size, distribution on socio-demographic characteristics (pct.), and t-tests of 

differences between groups 

   Group 1**  Group 2**    
  Survey 1 (both 

groups) 
Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 2 Survey 3 t p 

N*  605 215 197 135 145   
Age 15 years 33.6 38 35.7 33.3 31.3 -1.162 .246 
 16 years 63.3 60.2 61.8 64.4 66   
 17 years 2.8 1.9 2.5 2.2 2.8   
 18 years 0.4 0 0 0 0   
Gender Male 47.3 47.2 49.7 52.2 48.2 -2.039 .042 
 Female 51.2 51.9 48.2 42.2 47.7   
 Other 1.5 0.9 2 4.6 2   
School year 9th grade 21.1 23.1 18.6 20.7 20.1 -.644 .520 
 10th grade 78.1 76.9 81.4 78.5 78.5   
 11th grade 0.8 0 0 0.7 1.4   
Parents’ home Capital 15.7 0.9 3.6 10 13.6 2.569 .011 
 >200.000 

inhabitants 
6.4 4.7 5.2 5.4 6.4   

 20.000-200.000 
inhabitants 

20.8 24.6 21.6 20.7 20   

 <20.000 
inhabitants 

57.1 69.7 69.6 63.8 60   

Mothers’ 
educational level 

Primary and 
secondary school 

2.8 1.9 0 1.9 0.9 -2.505 .013 

 High school 26.1 31.5 39 26.9 22.2   
 Vocational school 6.6 8 9.6 10.2 6   
 Higher education 64.6 58.6 51.5 61.1 70.9   
Fathers’ 
educational level 

Primary and 
secondary school 

5.7 1.9 3.5 4.8 6.1 -1.293 .197 

 High school 14.2 13.6 15.6 15.4 14.9   
 Vocational school 31.9 42.1 45.4 32.7 28.9   
 Higher education 48.2 42.2 35.4 47.1 50.1   

* Number of completed surveys. 

** Survey 2 data from one school in Group 1 is missing, but we have data from survey 1 and 3. Hence, they are included 

in the analyses. A school in Group 2 was excluded from the analyses as they did not switch meal-setup and their data does 

not appear in the table. 

 
Measures 

Participants completed an online survey on attitudes and behaviour regarding meat consumption and 

various identities three times. In the first (pre-experiment) survey, but not in the other two, we 

included questions on previous meat consumption and some extra demographic background variables. 

Otherwise, they were identical. The second survey was conducted after the first four weeks of the 

experiment, at the end of Period 1. The third survey was completed post-experiment, after Period 2. 

The order was first identity questions, then socio-demographic questions (gender, age, school, 

class year, parents’ education length and size of their hometown), then behaviour and last attitudes.
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. 

 
Figure 2. Surveys and phases of the experiment 

 

 
 

In the first survey, participants were asked how many of the past seven days at the school (0 to 7) 

they had eaten different types of meat (beef or lamb, pork, poultry, seafood), and how many days per 

week they had typically done so before starting at the school, using the same scale. In the last two 

surveys, they were asked how many vegetarian weeks they had signed up for in the past four weeks. 

To measure adherence to treatments, we also asked how many days they had eaten different categories 

of meat, even though they had chosen a vegetarian week. As shown in Table 2, between 60-66% of 

those choosing a vegetarian week in Period 1 did not eat any types of meat, while adherence was a 

little lower in Period 2 with 50-57% of participants eating no meat in their vegetarian weeks. Hence, 

it appears that participants signed up for vegetarian meals ate less meat in the weeks they were signed 

up for, but not necessarily no meat at all, which needs to be taken into account when interpreting the 

results. We also asked the schools to register the number of vegetarian weeks of each pupil. These 

behavioural registrations were received from six schools, and were used as a validity check of the 

self-reported number of vegetarian weeks signed up for. The correlation between self-reported 

vegetarian weeks and school registrations was strong and positive for both periods (Period 1: r = .43, 

Period 2: r = .57, p’s <.001)1F

2, which confirms that the self-reported measures are valid and reasonably 

 
2 According to conventions, r > .50 indicates a strong association (J. Cohen, 1988). 

 

Survey 1 
Pre-experiment 

Survey on background and baseline variables, completed by all participants. 

Period 1 
After Period 1(the first four weeks of the experiment), a second survey was 

Survey 2 completed by all participants. 

Survey 3 

Period 2 
After Period 2 (the last four weeks of the experiment), a third survey was 
completed by all participants. 

. 
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2F 
 

accurate measures of actual frequency of vegetarian meals signed up for 

 

Table 2. Number of days participants ate meat in a vegetarian week 
 

 Period 1    Period 2    
Days Beef or lamb 

(%) 
Pork 
(%) 

Poultry 
(%) 

Seafood 
(%) 

Beef or lamb 
(%) 

Pork 
(%) 

Poultry 
(%) 

Seafood 
(%) 

0 60.6 65.4 60.9 62.8 55.2 56.4 54.5 50.0 
1 19.7 18.4 25.4 19.7 20.1 21.1 19.7 23.1 
2 15.3 11.0 8.7 9.5 10.4 11.3 16.7 9.0 
3 2.9 5.01 3.6 3.6 8.2 6.8 2.3 9.0 
4 0.0 0.0 1.4 3.6 4.5 2.3 3.0 3.0 
5 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.0 2.3 3.8 3.0 
6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 2.2 
7 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.7 

 
Flexitarian identity was measured with 3 items (1. “I am a ”flexitarian” and sometimes eat meat, but 

I try to minimize my meat consumption”; 2. “I am a person with flexible eating habits and consciously 

shift between dishes with meat and vegetarian dishes.”; 3. “To reduce my meat consumption is an 

important part of who I am.”) on a 7-point Likert scale (1=Does not match me at all; 7=Matches me 

really well). The measure was inspired by prior research on flexitarianism (Dagevos & Reinders, 

2018). Vegetarian identity was measured with a single item asking how much a description of a person 

(he, she or they depending on the gender category of the respondent) resembled the respondent (1. “It 

is an important part of her/him/them that she/he/they avoid(s) meat. She/he/they describe(s) 

herself/himself/themselves as vegetarian.”), on a 6-point scale (1=Does not resemble me at all; 

6=Resembles me a lot). In addition, a translated 3-item instrument, with acceptable reliability in 

extant research (Blake, Bell, Freedman, Colabianchi, & Liese, 2013; Carfora et al., 2017), was used 

to measure healthy eater identity, and a three items measure of environmental self-identity was 

included as well (validated in van der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2013a). 

Four 7-point semantic differential scales were used to measure attitudes towards eating less meat in 

the next week: “harmful-beneficial”, “boring-fun”, “negative-positive” and “bad-good”. The scale 

was adapted from Carfora et al. (2017). All multi-item scales have an adequate to excellent construct 

reliability (α > .70). 

6.5 Results 
The three surveys were merged using an ID created by the participant as key variable. We checked 

whether excluding speeders (i.e., participants using less than 100 seconds to finish a survey) affected 

central results in the analyses, but it did not. 

 
Default effects 

First, we examined whether the experiment had worked, that is, whether the expected default effect 
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appeared and made a difference with regard to vegetarian meals, using t-tests to investigate between- 

group and within-group differences (Table 3). As predicted, Group 1 reported significantly more 

vegetarian weeks in Period 1 (where vegetarian meals were the default) than in Period 2 (where 

vegetarian was an alternative option). Likewise, in Group 2, significantly more vegetarian weeks were 

reported in Period 2 than in Period 1. The number of vegetarian weeks also differed significantly 

between the two groups in each period and in the expected way. The default experiment increased the 

number of vegetarian meals at all schools and thereby also the potential impact on participants’ self-

perception and meat-related identities. The difference between the two standard conditions was in the 

expected direction, but insignificant, implying that the impact of having been under a vegetarian default 

on the average number of vegetarian meals was not strong enough to make a significant difference. 

 
Table 3. Means and t-tests for both groups in both periods. 

 

Number of weeks with vegetarian meals 
(Mean) 

 Period 1 Period 2 t-test 
Group 1 0.90 0.67 t = 2.83, p<.01 
Group 2 0.64 1.17 t = -3.99, p<.001 
t-test t = 3.23, p <.001 t = -3.30, p<.001  

Note: t-test between Group 2 in Period 1 and Group 1 in Period 2 = -.96, p > .05. t-test between Group 1 in Period 1 and 
Group 2 in Period 2 = -.89, p > .05 

 
Identity development 
Paired samples t-tests of changes in number of vegetarian meals (i.e., number of weeks the 

participants signed up for vegetarian meals), identities, and attitudes towards eating less meat in the 

next week are reported in Table 4. As expected, vegetarian identity and environmental self-identity 

increased significantly from pre- to post-experiment. However, contrary to our expectations, 

flexitarian identity did not change after the experiment and healthy eater identity decreased 

significantly. These changes cannot be explained by biases in drop-out (see detailed analysis of the 

attitude case in the Appendix). 

 

Table 4. Means of and t-tests with the central variables in the analyses 
 

Variable Survey 1 
(N=605) 

Survey 2 
(N=322) 

Survey 3 
(N=322) 

Number of vegetarian weeks in the preceding period - 0.81 0.91 
Flexitarian identity 2.55 2.52 2.52 
Vegetarian identity 1.99a 2.24b 2.89c 
Environmental self-identity 3.45a 3.73b 3.64b 
Healthy eater identity 4.48a 4.39b 4.36b 
Attitudes 3.79a 3.67b 3.52b 

Note: Means marked by different superscript are significantly different, p < .05. Reported means for identities and attitudes 
are the average of two estimates, from the t-tests where a mean is compared with the mean at the two other times. See 
Appendix 2 for the actual means in each comparison. 
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The results are consistent with the proposition that engagement with identity-relevant behaviour can 

reinforce (some) behaviour-specific identities (H1). To further test H1, identity change was regressed 

on groups, that is, using groups as independent variable and the change of an identity (i.e., ΔID3-1, 

ΔID2-1, and ΔID3-2) as dependent variable. To control for possible group differences at baseline, identity 

measured at the beginning of the period was also included. The regression analyses reveal that groups 

account for a significant change in vegetarian identity, but only from Survey 1 to 2, that is, during 

Period 1 (see Table 5). No other identities changed differently between the experimental groups. As 

expected, vegetarian identity increased the most in Group 1, where vegetarian meals were the default 

in Period 1. 

 
Table 5. Regression analysis of the effect of group on the change in vegetarian identity 

 

Dependent Independent B SE β t p R2 

Vegetarian id₂-Vegetarian id₁ Group1 .34 .16 .11 2.117 .035 .15 
 Vegetarian id₁ -.42 .06 -.38 -7.168 <.001  

Vegetarian id₃-Vegetarian id₂ Group .03 .22 .01 .139 .890 .20 
 Vegetarian id₂ -.48 .07 -.45 -6.876 <.001  

Vegetarian id₃-Vegetarian id₁ Group .19 .19 .05 .972 .332 .20 
 Vegetarian id₁ -.52 -.06 -.44 -8.395 <.001  
1 For these and subsequent regression analyses, Group is a dummy variable (Group 1 = 1, Group 2 = 0). 

 
 

Paired samples t-tests reveal a significant increase in vegetarian identity in both groups over both 

periods and overall, except for Group 2 in Period 1 (Table 6). Hence, in general, periods where 

vegetarian meals were the default led to a significant increase in vegetarian identification. In Group 

1, vegetarian identity increased further in the next period, where vegetarian meals were still an option, 

but not the default. However, it did not increase in Group 2 in the first period, where for them 

vegetarian meals were an option, but not the default. As we saw in Table 3, when vegetarian meals 

were the default, participants on average had more vegetarian meals. Hence, these findings are 

consistent with the hypothesis that a change in behaviour (number of vegetarian meals) can produce 

a change in behaviour-specific (i.e., vegetarian) identity, thus confirming H1 with regard to vegetarian 

identity. The further increase in vegetarian identity in Group 1 during Period 2 suggests that, when 

the identity adoption or reinforcement process has been set in motion, the process continues in a self- 

reinforcing manner. It seems likely that identity-relevant options need to be easily available, as in the 

present case, though. 
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Table 6. Paired samples t-test of change in vegetarian identity in the groups 

 

Analysed pairs  Mean1 t p 
Group 1 Vegetarian id₁ vs. 1.98 -3.563 <.001 

 Vegetarian id₂ 2.37   
 Vegetarian id₂ vs. 2.47 -2.934 .004 
 Vegetarian id₃ 3.00   
 Vegetarian id₁ vs. 2.15 -6.673 <.001 
 Vegetarian id₃ 3.06   

Group 2 Vegetarian id₁ vs. 1.81 -.992 .323 
 Vegetarian id₂ 1.93   
 Vegetarian id₂ vs. 2.00 -3.783 <.001 
 Vegetarian id₃ 2.68   
 Vegetarian id₁ vs. 1.93 -5.279 <.001 
 Vegetarian id₃ 2.77   
1 The pairwise comparisons are based on responses from participants that completed both surveys, irrespective of whether or not they 

completed the third survey. Therefore, means differ slightly for the same survey when it is compared with different other surveys. 

 
Mediation analyses 

To test whether attitudes towards meat reduction are formed or reinforced first and then mediate the 

relation between behaviour and identities (H2), mediation analyses were carried out following the 

steps proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) and estimating the significance of indirect effects using 

the SPSS PROCESS macro Model 4 (Hayes, 2017). Results of all measured identities are presented, 

but the main focus is on vegetarian and flexitarian identity. 

H2 (repeated self-relevant behaviour leads to the formation and/or reinforcement of a new behaviour- 

specific identity) was tested by regressing identity on the number of vegetarian weeks the participant 

had signed up for (Table 7). This establishes the relationship between the independent and dependent 

variable without the mediator (attitude). Identity measured at the beginning of the period were 

included to control for differences at baseline, which also means that the rest variance to be explained 

by behaviour is the change in identity. 

As one should expect, the analyses show a high stability of identities, despite participants being as 

young as they are. Among the included identities, flexitarian identity was most strongly influenced 

by the number of vegetarian meals, in both periods and overall. This is consistent with the hypothesis 

that frequently performed behaviour can lead to the adoption or reinforcement of a behaviour-specific 

identity. 

The frequency of vegetarian meals also positively influenced vegetarian identity in the first, but not 

in the second period. It is not clear why the impact disappeared in the second period. Since behaviour 

influenced flexitarian identity in both periods, it is hardly because the impact of behaviour on a 

behaviour-specific identity is temporary. Hence, there seems to be some unmeasured third factor 

neutralising or blurring the effect of behaviour on vegetarian identity in Period 2. As mentioned in 

connection with Table 5, we found a significant effect of groups on vegetarian identity in Period 1, 
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but not in Period 2, where the vegetarian identity developed to the same extent in both groups. Hence, 

a possible third factor could be a carry-over effect from the experiment in Period 1 that was not 

mediated through behaviour in Period 2. 

The two more general identities, environmental self-identity and healthy eater identity, were 

positively influenced by the frequency of vegetarian meals in Period 2, but not in Period 1. This is 

consistent with the proposition that behaviour also influences more general behaviour-relevant 

identities, but not as quickly as behaviour-specific identities. 

Next, it is examined whether the frequency of vegetarian meals in the last four or eight weeks predicts 

the attitude towards eating less meat in the next week. The attitude is hypothesised to mediate the 

impact of behaviour (i.e., vegetarian meals) on identity. Attitudes and identity measured at the 

beginning of the period were also controlled. Results are reported in Table 8. Note first that also the 

attitude is very stable over periods of four or eight weeks. As expected, the frequency of vegetarian 

meals positively influenced the attitude in both periods. Flexitarian identity also positively influenced 

the attitude in both periods and environmental self-identity in the first period whereas vegetarian 

identity and healthy eater identity did not. 

As reported in Table 9, when the attitude is controlled, the significant effect of vegetarian meals on 

flexitarian identity (Table 7) is attenuated, especially in Period 1, suggesting partial mediation of the 

behavioural effect via the attitude. Also, the marginally significant impact of vegetarian meals on 

environmental self-identity in Period 1 is mediated through the attitude. However, the significant 

effect of vegetarian meals on vegetarian identity in Period 1 is not mediated through the attitude, since 

the attitude does not account for additional variation in vegetarian identity. The same is true for the 

significant impact of vegetarian meals on healthy eater identity in Period 2. 

As a final step in the mediation analyses, Hayes’ SPSS PROCESS macro, model 4, was employed to 

test the significance of the indirect effects of behaviour on identity, specifying attitude as the mediator, 

while also including identity lagged one or two periods as covariate, see Table 10. Confirming H2 

and the regression analyses regarding flexitarian identity, the bias-corrected bootstrap confidence 

intervals for the unstandardised indirect effect of vegetarian meals via the attitude does not contain 

zero, neither for Period 1 nor for both periods together. Also, confirming the earlier analyses, but 

contradicting H2, the indirect effect is not significant in the case of vegetarian identity.
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For environmental self-identity and healthy eater identity, there is a significant indirect effect in the 

first period, but the significant effects of vegetarian meals on both of these identities in the second 

period are not mediated through the attitude towards the behaviour. 

In sum, it appears that identities are influenced by identity-relevant behaviour and the effect is partly 

mediated through the attitude towards the behaviour, especially in the early phase of identity adoption 

or change. After the first four weeks, repeated behaviour still affects some identities, but mostly not 

mediated through the attitude. Not all measured identities follow the same pattern, though. 
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Table 10. Indirect effects of behaviour on identity mediated through attitudes 
 

Dependent variable Indirect 
effect1 

SE 95% CI2 
Lower 

95% CI 
Upper 

Mediation 

Flexitarian identity      

Period 1 .09 .02 .0532 .1373 Partial 
Period 2 .05 .03 -.0068 .1119 NS 
Period 1+ 2 .08 .03 .0312 .1299 Full 
Vegetarian identity      
Period 1 -.00 .03 -.0794 .0603 NS 
Period 2 .01 .07 -.1249 .1509 NS 
Period 1+ 2 -.00 .04 -.0815 .0751 NS 
Environmental self-identity 
Period 1 .13 .02 .0811 .1759 Full 
Period 2 .00 .04 -.0754 .0887 NS 
Period 1+ 2 .02 .03 -.0247 . 0746 NS 
Healthy eater identity      
Period 1 .07 .03 .0124 .1199 Partial 
Period 2 .03 .04 -.0556 .1162 NS 
Period 1+ 2 .02 .03 -.0399 .0815 NS 

1 Hayes’ SPSS PROCESS macro, model 4. 2 Bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals for the unstandardised indirect 

effect of vegetarian meals via the attitude, based on 5000 bootstrap samples. 

 

6.6 Discussion 
We have investigated self-perception processes in identity formation and specifically the role of the 

attitude towards the behaviour as mediator between behaviour and identity. The empirical focus is 

on meat consumption, specifically how, when and why attitudes towards cutting down on meat 

become self-central enough to give rise to a behaviour-specific (i.e., vegetarian or flexitarian) 

identity. We investigated this in a field experiment involving participants in a formative age and in a 

natural context that are conducive to attitude and identity formation: 9th – 10th graders in Danish 

continuation schools. The behavioural experiment consisted of offering the option to sign up for 

vegetarian meals for a week at the time. For half of the schools, vegetarian meals were the default in 

the first four weeks, but voluntary and participants could opt-out and have standard meals instead, 

and in the last four weeks vegetarian meals was an option they could choose (i.e., opt-in to). For the 

other half of the schools, vegetarian meals were the default in the last four weeks. 

As expected, we found a default effect in both periods of the experiment, the vegetarian default leading 

to significantly more vegetarian meals. Hence, we succeeded in increasing the number of vegetarian 

meals and thus the likelihood of participants adopting or reinforcing behaviour-specific identities, such 

as vegetarian or flexitarian. Further, the average number of weeks with vegetarian meals suggest that 

many participants tried at least one week of vegetarian meals. Consistent with this and with H1, we 
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found that vegetarian identity increased significantly more in the group where vegetarian meals were 

the default in the first four weeks. Other identities were not influenced differently by the different 

conditions. However, flexitarian identity increased as a function of vegetarian meals (H2). So did 

vegetarian identity, but only in the first four weeks of the experiment. In Period 1, the effect of 

behaviour on flexitarian identity and on environmental self-identity was (partly or fully) mediated 

through attitudes, while the effect on vegetarian identity was direct. Hence, H3 is only partly confirmed 

since behavioural effects on only some identities under some conditions were mediated by attitudes. 

This mediation seemed most prevalent in the first four weeks of the experiment. 

 
The prevalence of flexitarian identity did not increase over the first four weeks overall, but flexitarian 

identity at the end of this period was positively influenced by the attitude towards reducing meat 

consumption and the consumption of vegetarian meals in the previous four weeks. Similar to Prati 

et al. (2017), who investigated environmentalist identity and environmental attitudes over an eight 

weeks period (no intervention), it seems that meat reduction attitudes and flexitarian identity 

mutually reinforce each other, at least in the first four weeks of the experiment. Attitudes were 

activated frequently in the experiment, stimulating the formation of related identities. It therefore 

seems reasonable to assume that behaviour-specific identity adoption and reinforcement was spurred 

by some degree of self-perception of behaviour and by reinforcement of the attitude towards the same 

behaviour. 

Drawing on dual-process models (Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Kahneman, 2003), it seems likely that 

identity can develop through two routes. One of them is a deliberate route through which repeated 

behaviour triggers an attitude towards the behaviour that one elaborates on with an identity ultimately 

being adopted (Petty et al., 2000; Thøgersen, 2018). This identity adoption process involves some level 

of conscious deliberation. The other one is more automatic, where, for example, affordances in the 

environment facilitate a behaviour without much reflection. However, if associated with a salient 

identity via self-perception processes, the behaviour may contribute to the adoption or reinforcement 

of that identity, gradually over time. When the behavioural impact on identity is only partially mediated 

through the attitude towards the behaviour (e.g., in the cases of flexitarian and environmental self- 

succeeded in making some participants eat more vegetarian food. However, attitudes to reducing meat 

became less favourable during the experiment. Backfire effects are known from prior studies of default 

interventions (e.g., Fan, Jiang, & Cui, 2019). However, the drop in attitudes in this study is not 

necessarily a backfire effect. It might instead be the result of adjusting the attitude based on experience 

(with vegetarian meals). In that case, the less favourable attitudes may be inconsequential in practice. 

For example, a study in Denmark found that the majority was positive towards making vegetarian 
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meals the default during a conference (Hansen et al., 2021). Such attitude expressions are perhaps 

inflated, but if they lead to vegetarian meals being offered as the default option more frequently, the 

increased choice of vegetarian meals may still spur the type of self-perception and identity-formation 

processes investigated here. This appears to be a scalable and cost-effective way of accelerating the 

change towards plant-based meals and, consequently, reducing the consumption of meat. 

 
Limitations 

First, studies are needed to investigate what happens to identities in the longer run, after two months 

of intervention (Kwasny et al., 2022).? And will attitudes change again? Field studies are notoriously 

hard to control, and we also encountered problems with adherence to the protocol, which led to 

exclusion of one school and thus to different group sizes. With a relatively limited number of schools, 

matching them was also a challenge, creating differences in participant profiles in the two groups 

(which we controlled for in the analyses). Further, the share of participants answering all three surveys 

is relatively low, which makes it more challenging to study the development over time. Hence, future 

studies should preferably start with an even larger sample. Also, some participants still ate some meat 

during vegetarian weeks, so the behaviour change initiated by the treatment was not complete. Still, 

behaviour did change and affected identity adoption. Finally, our sample consisted of 9th and 10th 

graders at a continuation school. They were chosen because they were assumed to be more 

impressionable and the context more facilitating for attitude and identity development. Hence, we 

assume that the identified changes are probably bigger and occurring more quickly than in many other 

populations and contexts. 

 
6.7 Conclusion 
This study investigated how, when, and why attitudes towards reducing meat consumption become 

self-central enough to be transformed into a vegetarian or flexitarian identity. It did so by means of 

a field experiment on Danish continuation schools, allocated into two groups receiving different 

treatments. Participants chose significantly more vegetarian meals when this was the default compared 

to when it was just an option. Vegetarian identity increased when vegetarian meals was the default. 

Further, after a period with vegetarian as default, vegetarian identity continued to rise in the 

subsequent period, where vegetarian meals were just an option. The other identities did not change 

as a function of the experiment. However, flexitarian identity increased as a function of repeated 

vegetarian meals in both periods. The same was also true for vegetarian identity, but only in the first 

four weeks. Further, the attitude towards reducing meat consumption mediated the impacts of 

behaviour (vegetarian weeks) on flexitarian identity and on environmental self-identity, but mostly 

in the first four weeks. Thus, attitudes seem to play the biggest role in the beginning of the identity 
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formation process. The study contributes new insights to the understanding of the attitude towards the 

behaviour as mediator of self- perception in the identity formation process. It also demonstrates the 

psychological changes that a behavioural experiment can create in terms of facilitating or reinforcing 

identities. Making vegetarian food the default can be a cost-effective and scalable approach to 

reducing meat consumption, which under the right circumstances can accelerate the formation of a 

supportive identity. 
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Appendix 1: Analyses of attitude changes 
Changes in attitudes were further analysed to detect possible biases from attrition. As reported in Table 

3, paired samples t-tests revealed a drop in attitudes towards reducing meat consumption the next seven 

days. The drop in attitudes happened in the first four weeks period whereas the attitude change over 

the last four weeks was not significant. 

There is evidence that socio-demographic background characteristics influence the inclination to 

reduce meat consumption in Denmark (Hesselberg, Skjødt Hall, Lähteenmäki, Bech-Larsen, & 

Grønhøj, 2020), making them a candidate for attrition bias. However, independent samples t-tests 

revealed that the only socio-demographic variable, measured at Survey 1, that differed between 

respondents and non-respondents in Survey 3, was education length of fathers, with fathers of non- 

responders having a longer completed education (M=4.03) than responders (M=3.74, t = -2.069, 

p=.039). This difference would not be significant after Bonferroni correction (which is appropriate 

given the number of exploratory analyses). We can therefore rule out that biased dropout in terms of 

socio-demographic background explains the change in attitudes from Survey 1 to Survey 3. 

Table 1 revealed that the two experimental groups differ in mothers’ education length (longer in Group 

2) and. Hence, we also investigated whether the attitude change is related to differences in groups, 

regressing changes in attitudes (i.e., ΔA3-1, ΔA3-2 and ΔA2-1) on a group dummy while also controlling 

for attitude at baseline, see Table A1. The groups dummy significantly accounts for attitude change 

over the last four weeks period (ΔA3-2) and over the whole period (ΔA3-1). However, the groups dummy 

did not account for attitude change over the first four weeks period and, hence, cannot explain the drop 

in attitude from the first to the second survey (see table 3). 

To examine differences between the two groups further, we conducted separate paired samples t-tests 

within each group (Table A2). These analyses revealed that it is only in Group 1 that attitudes dropped 

significantly over the first four weeks period, and that in this group the decline in the attitude actually 

continued in the second four weeks period, whereas changes in attitudes were not significant in Group 

2. This suggests that group differences are responsible for at least some of the decline in attitudes. 

One important difference between groups is the number of participants, due to one school in Group 

2 being discarded due to not complying with the intervention instructions. This led to the useful 

sample that had completed both Survey 1 and Survey 2 being 203 in Group 1 and only 131 in 

Group 2. With a bigger sample, the drop in attitude in Group 2 over the first four weeks 

might have reached significance at the conventional level. However, it appears that attitudes were 

more favourable from 
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the start in Group 2 than in Group 1, perhaps because pupils in Group 2 came from bigger cities (see 

Table 1), which suggests that attitudes may have been stronger and thereby more resistant to change 

in Group 2 (Howe & Krosnick, 2017). 

We can also speculate that the drop in attitudes over the first four weeks period, especially in Group 

1, might be the results of the vegetarian default in this group led to more participants regretting not 

opting out from vegetarian meals and adjusting their overly positive attitudes based on experience 

from these first four weeks. After the first four weeks, everyone probably had more realistic, 

experience-based attitudes that were therefore also more stable (Howe & Krosnick, 2017). 

Table A1. Regressing attitude change on experimental groups 
 

Dependent variable Independent variable B SE β t p R2 

ΔA2-1 Group -.20 .13 -.08 -1.605 .110 .14 
 Attitude₁ -.27 .04 -.37 -7.191 <.001  
        

ΔA₃₋₂ Group -.38 .13 -.19 -2.928 .004 .10 
 Attitude₂ -.18 .04 -.30 -4.470 <.001  
        

ΔA₃₋₁ Group -.34 .13 -.14 -2.602 <.001 .14 
 Attitude₁ -.28 .04 -.37 -7.012 .010  

 
Table A2. Paired samples t-test of attitudes, separately in the two groups 

 

Analysed pairs Mean t p 
Group 1 Attitude₁ vs. 3.68 2.588 .010 

 Attitude₂ 3.46   
 Attitude₂ vs. 3.39 2.719 .008 
 Attitude₃ 3.14   
 Attitude₁ vs. 3.46 3.456 <.001 
 Attitude₃ 3.15   

Group 2 Attitude₁ vs. 4.11 1.197 .233 
 Attitude₂ 3.98   
 Attitude₂ vs. 4.02 -0.262 .794 
 Attitude₃ 4.04   
 Attitude₁ vs. 4.08 1.328 .186 
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Appendix 2: Means of and t-tests with the central variables in the analyses 
 
 
Table A3: Means of and t-tests with the central variables in the analyses 

 

Variable Mean of variable in t-test    
  

Survey 1 - 
Survey 2 

 
Survey 2 - 
Survey 3 

 
Survey 1 - 
Survey 3 

 
Difference 

Mean 
of 
means 

Flexitarian identity₁ 2.55  2.55 0.00 2.55 
Flexitarian identity₂ 2.54 2.49  0.05 2.52 
Flexitarian identity₃  2.51 2.52 0.01 2.52 

Vegetarian identity₁ 1.91a 
 

2.06a 0.15 1.99 
Vegetarian identity₂ 2.20b 2.27a  0.07 2.24 
Vegetarian identity₃  2.84b 2.94b 0.10 2.89 

ESI₁ 3.45a 
 

3.45a 0.00 3.45 
ESI₂ 3.68b 3.77  0.09 3.73 
ESI₃  3.64 3.63b 0.01 3.64 

Healthy eater identity₁ 4.47a 
 

4.49a 0.02 4.48 
Healthy eater identity₂ 4.34b 4.43  0.09 4.39 
Healthy eater identity₃  4.38 4.33b 0.05 4.36 

Attitude₁ 3.85a 
 

3.73a 0.12 3.79 
Attitude₂ 3.67b 3.67  0.00 3.67 
Attitude₃  3.55 3.49b 0.06 3.52 

Note: The complete analysis behind Table 4, based on the actual means for the sample answering the questions at both 
time points in each analysis. Means marked by different superscript are significantly different, p < .05 
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Chapter 7: Discussion and contribution 
 
7.1 Discussion and contributions 
This chapter presents a discussion of how the findings of the individual papers contribute to theory 

and practice in the field of environmental psychology and the applied theories of identity. This is 

followed by an integrative discussion of the overall contributions of the thesis, including suggestions 

for future research. Next, limitations are stated, and finally, a conclusion wraps up the thesis. 

 
7.1.1 Contributions and practical implications of Paper 1 
Paper 1 provides an initial answer to the two first questions of the overall research question. 

The purpose of Paper 1 was exploratory, which, in the context of the thesis, means that a broad range 

of identities appeared as important to consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat. Several self- 

central identity labels and reflections were mentioned by participants during the interviews, prompted 

by questions, self-generated pictures and the self-product-connection approach. 

Lower-order identities related to avoidance of meat, comprised of labels such as vegetarian, vegan, 

environmentalist and animal welfare supporter. This aligns well with extant research, showing that 

vegetarians, and vegans in particular, are strongly motivated to follow their diet due to self- 

transcendent goals such as animal welfare and environmental concern and that they hold these issues 

very central to their identity (Rosenfeld, 2018; Ruby, 2012). However, they also labelled themselves 

as being relatively uninterested in cooking, hence, the pragmatic aspect. To my knowledge, this aspect 

has been overlooked in other studies to date and contributes with a new dimension relevant to some 

vegetarians and vegans. 

Identities related to reduction of meat include previously known identities, such as vegetarian, 

flexitarian or environmental self-identity (Rosenfeld et al., 2020; Van der Werff et al., 2014b). Being 

a foodie and/or experimenting in the kitchen was also central to these respondents’ self-concepts. Thus, 

they differed on this parameter from the pragmatic idealists. There is scant focus on the relationship 

between being a foodie and eating less meat (for exceptions see Kline et al., 2015; Ulver, 2019), but 

recently, more awareness of this link has emerged (Chu, 2022). Connecting a no or low-meat diet to 

a foodie identity therefore contributes to this strand of literature. 

Healthy eater identity is a known identity affecting both more and less consumption of meat (Carfora, 

Caso, & Conner, 2017; Sparks et al., 2001) and hedonism has been studied as an effective predictor 

of positive attitudes and motivation towards eating meat (Audebert et al., 2006; Feinberg et al., 

2019) 

and as a component of meat attachment (Graça et al., 2015), but it has not been conceptualised as an 

identity. The health aspect related to eating less red and processed meats, whereas the hedonist found 
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pleasure in eating red meat. When a consumer identifies with enjoying well-prepared food, including 

meat, and similarly holds health central to the self, ambivalence arises. The inherent tension in all three 

identities exemplifies the fact that multiple identities related to meat are prone to internal conflict and 

emphasises the complexity behind the behaviour. Internal conflicts related to consuming meat have 

been addressed from a cognitive dissonance perspective in extant literature of meat consumption 

(Feinberg et al., 2019; Piazza et al., 2015; Stoll-Kleemann & Schmidt, 2017). Using an identity 

perspective, however, illustrates the degree of coping in which many engage when decisions connected 

with meat are made because self-verification goals, such as feeling efficacious or consistent, are strong 

(Verfuerth et al., 2019). 

The uninvolved consumer – the one that may have eaten the most meat – only expressed self-labels 

or self-central reflections that were situationally activated. This finding contributes to the meat 

consumption literature by questioning the usefulness of using the identity construct to predict 

consumption of meat. Other constructs, such as norms or meat attachment, may be better suited to 

measure consumption of meat, while identities related to avoidance or reduction of meat reflect a 

salient distancing with an otherwise normal consumption behaviour that one can base an identity on. 

 
The study suggests a hierarchical ordering of multiple identities related to meat which is organised 

by level of abstraction, with inspiration from (Burke, 2003). The idea of an identity hierarchy is 

further developed and tested in the quantitative study. Since the study is qualitative, all contributions 

to theory from Study 1 in isolation must be regarded with caution, and further testing is encouraged. 

As mentioned in the paper, interventions and marketing campaigns may have a stronger effect on 

meat reduction when targeting the suggested identities and their respective conflicts. Another central 

practical contribution is that meat substitution products should have multiple attributes (Anisimova, 

2016), alleviating identity conflicts by addressing more identity goals, such as convenience, 

sustainability, health and the enjoyment of tasty food. These suggestions obviously require that results 

are first tested and generalised. 

 
In addition to inspiring theory and the empirical status of the field, the use and development of methods 

can be regarded as a methodological contribution to identity and food research. Food diaries have 

previously been used in studies of identity and food, but to a very limited extent (Johnson et al., 2011; 

Thompson et al., 2015). The advantages of using it is many-fold, however. Food diaries contextualised 

narratives, spurred self-reflection when looking at the meals and enabled data triangulation to ensure 

more robust findings. The self-brand connection approach (further developed from (Chaplin & 

Roedder John, 2005; Verfuerth et al., 2019) is a novel visual tool that illustrates the relative importance 
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of product attributes related to participant identities and perceptions of products related to in- and out- 

groups. Hopefully, the tool can inspire researchers using Social Identity Perspective (Tajfel, 1981) 

in the context of marketing to employ and develop the self-product-connection approach. 

 

previously been used in studies of identity and food, but to a very limited extent (Johnson et al., 2011; 

Thompson et al., 2015). The advantages of using it is many-fold, however. Food diaries contextualised 

narratives, spurred self-reflection when looking at the meals and enabled data triangulation to ensure 

more robust findings. The self-brand connection approach (further developed from (Chaplin & 

Roedder John, 2005; Verfuerth et al., 2019) is a novel visual tool that illustrates the relative importance 

of product attributes related to participant identities and perceptions of products related to in- and out- 

groups. Hopefully, the tool can inspire researchers using Social Identity Perspective (Tajfel, 1981) 

in the context of marketing to employ and develop the self-product-connection approach. 

 

7.1.2 Contributions and practical implications of Paper 2 
Paper 2 brings more firm answers to the fore in answering the first part of the overall research question. 

The first theoretical contribution of Paper 2 regards the confirmation of multiple identities as relevant 

to determine behavioural intentions of meat consumption when important social psychological and 

sociodemographic variables are controlled for. Others have previously demonstrated how more than 

one identity is linked to consumption or reduction of meat (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Lacroix 

& Gifford, 2019) where Carfora et al. (2017) found that a behaviour-specific identity (i.e., meat eater 

identity) mediated the effect of healthy eater identity on intentions to reduce meat. 

Still, controlling for both TPB-variables and sociodemographic variables, and thereby reducing the 

risk of omission bias, in addition to including five identities in the same study, makes a stronger case 

for the multiple identity hypothesis than previous studies. The results add to the stream of research 

suggesting that pro-environmental behaviour is determined by multiple motives that are not all 

necessarily moral (Gatersleben et al., 2019; Thøgersen, 2018). 

Secondly, the results of Paper 2 largely support the hypothesis that multiple identities are represented 

at different levels of abstraction in a hierarchical identity network, as proposed elsewhere (Bagozzi 

et al., 2003; Burke, 2003; Forehand et al., 2021; Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). Few have attempted to 

empirically establish a domain-specific identity hierarchy, and instead, scholars have primarily 

discussed it on a theoretical and general level. Testing the hierarchical organisation, which to a large 

extent is based on a principle of abstraction/specificity of the identity, on the case of meat consumption 

is therefore the main contribution of the paper and addresses the call to examine identity structure 

by Forehand et al. (2021). 
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Due to the nature of the research design, the study cannot establish causality, but other scholars have 

already established the connection between identity and behaviour (Van der Werff et al., 2014b) and 

the link is widely accepted in the research community (Reed et al., 2012). Based on this evidence- 

based assumption, Paper 2 demonstrated a hierarchical effect of identities on intentions, which is a 

contribution to identity literature. Inspired by the correspondence principle (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977), 

the study found that higher-order identities have smaller and more indirect effects on intention, e.g., 

to eat red meat, whereas behaviour-specific identities that correspond more with the intention and 

behaviour have direct effects on behavioural intentions. This between-network aspect is overlooked 

in literature on multiple identities. Researchers do usually not explicitly discuss the specificity of an 

identity and whether its effects on intention and behaviour may in fact be mediated through a more 

proximate identity, for example. This is strange, since effects in causal chains of many theoretical 

frameworks often originate from the distal construct and cause indirect effects on intention and 

behaviour through more proximate constructs, e.g., as in VBN (Stern, 2000). An awareness of identity 

specificity may also help researchers overcome insignificant results between an identity of interest 

and the related behaviour, as in the case of Prati et al. (2017) where they failed to find a significant 

relationship between environmentalist identity at T1 on specific pro-environmental behaviour at T2. 

 
A caveat related to the contributions emphasised above is that an identity hierarchy was not fully 

supported. A small part of the effect of national and healthy eater identities had a direct effect on 

intentions to eat red meat. As discussed in Paper 2, chronic accessibility, situational salience and 

centrality to self of an identity also affect how the identity impacts intention and behaviour. There is 

also the possibility that an identity, e.g., national identity, that affects a behaviour (i.e., eating or 

reducing red meat) has been included in a measured identity hierarchy, although it is unrelated to the 

included identities. Most of the variance in national and healthy eater identities on intentions to eat red 

meat was, however, indirect. 

 
Moreover, the study contributes with knowledge about the effect of different meat-related identities 

on intentions to eat red meat. The prevalence of flexitarian identity was established and proved to be 

a powerful mediator of more distal identities and attitudes on red meat reduction. Further, both health 

and environmental motivations feed into flexitarian identity, as well as attitudes towards meat 

reduction and descriptive norms. That attitudes are so strongly related to flexitarian identity helped 

spur the idea of Study 3, specifically, that attitudes may become so central that they are adopted as 

an identity. Surprisingly, PBC and subjective norms did not have a significant effect on flexitarian 

identity. Flexitarian identity may also originate from central higher-order identities, such as being a 

healthy eater and protective of the environment, which the data suggest. The novel insights answer 
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the call for more research on this important and growing group of consumers (Szejda et al., 2020). 

Throughout the thesis, the concept of a meat eater identity has been questioned, and with the significant 

and positive effect of national identity on red meat consumption, an alternative identity has been 

suggested. Recently, national identity and the link between meat consumption and environmental 

protection has received some attention (Aydin et al., 2022; Nguyen & Platow, 2021). With the present 

evidence of the effect of national identity on red meat consumption, it is proposed as a promising 

avenue for examining meat consumption in a range of different national contexts. 

 
The study contributes to practice in more ways. One obvious practical application is to target 

flexitarian identity in campaigns or interventions aiming to mitigate meat consumption. An advantage 

of this would be the activation of related higher-order identities that may improve effectiveness, which 

is also argued in the second article. Increasing salience of flexitarian identity in a retail environment 

or in eating settings (e.g., in public canteens or cafés) could potentially activate flexitarian identity and 

affect choice of non-meat options (Champniss et al., 2015). The cue could be descriptive norms 

phrased in a dynamic way (Sparkman & Walton, 2017), which the present results suggest would 

probably affect or prime a flexitarian identity. The effect of national identity also deserves mention 

as a contribution to practice. Campaigners and researchers may use this insight to further examine 

the potential and barriers related to this identity in terms of reducing red meat. It is further advised 

to be mindful of psychological reactance effects of this group of consumers when communicating 

about meat reduction to avoid “boomerang” effects (Brehm, 1966). 

 

7.1.3 Contributions and practical implications of Paper 3 
The third and last paper of the thesis aimed to address the final part of the overall research question, 

namely, how identities related to meat reduction and avoidance develop. The main contribution of 

the paper is the finding of a simple and novel path of identity adoption which, to my knowledge, has 

never been explicitly and longitudinally tested previously, aside from the study of Charng et al. 

(1988) on blood donor identity. So far, self-perception theory has been proposed as a predominantly 

automatic process which has sparked insights on how past behaviour impacts identity (Kleine et al., 

2006; Van der Werff et al., 2014b). Prati et al. (2017) hinted at a more elaborate process by inclusion 

of attitude towards the environment but did not find a mutual interaction of identity and attitudes, 

possibly due to the lack of intervention. Nevertheless, including attitudes in the self-perception 

process in a more intense intervention study proves that identity adoption can be a more elaborate 

process, just like decision-making processes (Kahneman, 2003; Petty et al., 2000). The analyses also 

showed that attitudes were more influential in the beginning of the adoption process. This implies 
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that such a process may move from being an elaborate process to more habituated with time. The study 

contributes to theory on identity adoption and self-perception (Bem, 1972; Charng et al., 1988; Reed 

& Forehand, 2016). Importantly, though, the results must be interpreted with the caveat that a full 

mediation pattern was not present in all identity adoption processes, nor in all experimental periods. 

For example, a more automatic process with only behaviour affecting vegetarian identity in Period 1 

was identified. Hence, the adoption process can vary in the degree of deliberateness depending on 

the identity. 

The importance of additionally studying behaviour-specific identities is emphasised in the third paper 

– something which previous literature has otherwise discouraged (Gatersleben et al., 2014; Thøgersen, 

2018). Behaviour-specific identities may generate new knowledge on the relationship among more 

identities and how a behaviour-specific identity is formed. Since flexitarian identity was successfully 

affected by the intervention, it adds to the literature on identities related to meat consumption and 

environmentally relevant identities in general (Abrahamse et al., 2009; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; 

Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017). The study especially contributes to the literature examining how to 

reinforce favourable identities (Carfora, Caso, & Conner, 2017; Van der Werff et al., 2014b; 

Wolstenholme et al., 2021). It demonstrates that intensity of interventions may be necessary to observe 

significant effects on an identity. 

Practical contributions of the study evidently require that managers and researchers test more radical 

meal set-ups in institutions and workplace settings by making tasty vegetarian meals the default option. 

Making vegetarian food the default is, as previously mentioned, a scalable and effective way of 

targeting a behaviour with a profound negative impact on the environment (Hansen et al., 2021; 

Radnitz et al., 2018; Springmann et al., 2018). Knowing that it can spur a flexitarian identity adoption 

process, it may be a more promising lever to decrease the intake of meat, since identity-related 

behaviour has the potential to spill over into other contexts (Verfuerth et al., 2019). Acceptance of 

the intervention is central, though. Attitudes towards mitigating meat consumption became 

increasingly less positive in the study. Hence, ensuring subjects’ autonomy to increase acceptance is 

a key requirement (Djupegot & Hansen, 2020). 

 
7.1.4 Integrative discussion and future research 
The following section discusses overall key contributions from the thesis as a coherent whole, and 

future research is suggested accordingly. 

The first theoretical contribution can primarily be ascribed to results from Papers 1 and 2, where an 

exploratory approach identified and tested a set of multiple, relevant identities significantly related 

to meat consumption, reduction and avoidance. An integrative understanding of identities as self-

labels was used, making the findings applicable across more theoretical disciplines. As argued, 
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including more than one identity reflects the fact that more than one identity in an identity network 

is related to a behaviour which the research should mirror to understand the multiple motives for a 

behaviour (Forehand et al., 2021). 

The most important identity identified in the thesis is the flexitarian identity. It is already mentioned 

that flexitarian identity was prevalent and strongly connected to reduction of red meat consumption 

in Studies 1 and 2, while Study 3 also showed a causal relation between meat reduction to flexitarian 

identity. The accumulation of evidence in the thesis demonstrates that this powerful behaviour-specific 

identity should indeed be regarded as an identity, distinct from attitudes, that many now identify with. 

Using flexitarian identity may yield higher effects on intentions related to meat reduction than 

environmental self-identity, for example, which is more overarching. The development of a short and 

valid flexitarian identity measure, the empirical establishment of flexitarian identity and the novel 

insight into development of the identity are therefore regarded as a main contribution to research on 

flexitarianism and meat reduction (Dagevos, 2021; Rosenfeld et al., 2020; Szejda et al., 2020). Using 

a measure of flexitarian identity in addition to or instead of vegetarian identity may prove more useful 

in future studies examining meat reduction. 

Environmental self-identity has been identified as related to meat reduction in previous studies, while 

the effect on mitigation of meat of healthy eater identity is less clear, as mentioned above (Abrahamse 

et al., 2009; Carfora et al., 2017; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019). The effect of environmental self-identity 

on red meat reduction corresponds to extant knowledge if considering only the bivariate correlations 

of Study 2 – the reversed sign in the structural equation model of environmental self-identity in Study 

2 is with high certainty a statistical artefact. Healthy eater identity was significantly related 

to decreased consumption of red meat in Study 2, and some of the analyses in Study 3 seem to 

confirm the relationship between reduced consumption of meat and a connection to this identity. 

This result corroborates findings that show a negative relationship between a healthy eater identity 

and intentions to reduce meat (Carfora et al., 2017; Lacroix & Gifford, 2019; Van der Werff et al., 

2014). Future studies should explore if this pattern can be replicated in other cultural contexts where 

attitudes towards meat may differ. 

 

The strong link between national identity and eating red meat was a relatively novel finding that only 

few have suggested to date (Blue, 2008; Nguyen & Platow, 2021). It supports the scant research finding 

that many Western-oriented countries construct much of their national identity on meat eating. Testing 

the meat-nationality link in countries less oriented towards Western culture, would provide more 

insight into the cultural boundaries of the link. As proposed above, it is argued that national identity 

may be a useful alternative to meat eater identity, and though Study 1 questions the usefulness of the 
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identity concept to predict consumption of meat, there remain unexplored opportunities employing 

pro-meat identities. National identity had a strong effect on intentions towards red meat reduction, 

despite being a higher-order identity, which contradicts the correspondence principle. Finding more 

higher-order and valid identities that predict consumption of meat is nonetheless advised. A higher- 

order identity that encompasses a large in-group and significantly relates to pro-environmental 

behaviour is a global identity in which one identifies with all of humanity, not just the Westernised 

global culture (Rosenmann et al., 2016). Priming abstract, collective identities related to pro- 

environmental behaviour (and perhaps also meat reduction) and employing a pro-environmental 

framing of national identity (as in Sheldon et al., 2011) may be an avenue for future research. 

 
Identities that could not be empirically substantiated include gastronome and gourmet identities. 

Publishing insignificant results also provides insights to theory, and these identities were not 

significantly related to red meat consumption. It may be because they were too distinct, and too few 

regard themself as gastronomes or gourmets, inspired by the foodie identity from Study 1. It can also 

be a question of measurement instruments. The latter may also explain why gender identity was not 

shown to be related to intentions of eating red meat. The items were general statements, and it is 

probably difficult to give an unbiased answer for these (e.g., “My gender is an important part of who 

I am”). It is still rather surprising, given that women indicated significantly stronger reduction intention 

in Study 2 when compared to men, which corresponds to other research on meat reduction and research 

on general pro-environmental attitudes and behaviour (Kubberød et al., 2002; Rozin et al., 2012; 

Schösler et al., 2015; Zelezny et al., 2000). 

The next overall contribution has already been discussed in above, namely the empirical establishment 

of an identity hierarchy structured by the principle of abstraction parallel to goal theory and inspired 

by the correspondence principle in attitude theory (Bagozzi et al., 2003; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977) – 

of course, with the caveat of the direct effects of two higher-order identities on intentions. Using 

abstraction (or behavioural specificity) as the guiding ordering principle when studying multiple 

identity organisation, as also suggested in the domain of academic self-concepts (Marsh & Shavelson, 

1985), could have positive implications for identity research (Forehand et al., 2021). It can guide 

researchers to include the relevant identities at different levels of specificity in their theoretical 

framework and thereby increase effects of the relevant behaviour, e.g., by including flexitarian identity 

when trying to predict meat reduction. Since the hierarchy could not be fully established, future 

research should explore boundary conditions, such as self-centrality and the relevance of the behaviour 

to the identity. Also, it is critical to move beyond the understanding of identity structures by studying 

internal dynamics of multiple identities in the network (Saint Clair & Forehand, 2020). To establish 
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causal links between identities and behaviour, experimental and longitudinal designs are also 

encouraged. 

TPB has been a central framework in the thesis to understand how other factors also determine whether 

or not a person eats meat. Further, TPB has aided control of omission bias in Study 2 and expanded 

the understanding of the high degree to which identities, subjective norms, PBC and attitude are 

intermingled. Study 3 confirmed this when finding attitudes as a precursor of flexitarian identity and 

environmental self-identity. Compared to a branch of literature adding identity to TPB and finding 

extra explanation of variance in intention (Rise et al., 2010; Sparks & Guthrie, 1998), no additional 

explained variance was identified in Study 2 (27 vs. 28% of the variance in intentions). By adding 

identities at different levels of abstraction to the TPB-model, much of the variance explained by TPB- 

variables disappeared, though. Flexitarian and vegetarian identity may have captured much of their 

variance as they are behaviour-specific, as with attitudes, for example. Only attitudes and descriptive 

norms still had a negative (mediated) effect on intentions to eat red meat. It confirms attitudes as an 

important predictor of intentions to reduce meat (Carfora, Caso, Sparks, et al., 2017; Sparks et al.,1997; 

Zur & Klöckner, 2014) and conflicts with those studies finding PBC as a predictor (Graça et al., 2015; 

Zur & Klöckner, 2014). Previous studies have generally found no or low effects of subjective norms 

on healthy eating (Blanchard et al., 2009; Louis et al., 2009) or reducing meat consumption (Graça, 

Calheiros, et al., 2015; Zur & Klöckner, 2014). In Study 2, descriptive norms exerted a significant 

effect on intentions through flexitarian identity, which seems to point in another direction than prior 

research. At least, it may reveal that norms influence intention through a more proximate predictor, 

such as flexitarian identity. The combined model of TPB and identities increased explained variance 

with 3%. To further explain the variance in intentions of future studies, similar research should 

consider controlling for past behaviour as well (Carfora et al., 2020; Dean et al., 2012; Klöckner, 2013) 

if it does not compromise fit and parsimony of the behavioural model. This is particularly important, 

since past behaviour affects identity differently depending on the signal strength (Van der Werff et 

al., 2014a). Researchers are also encouraged to test the hierarchy on other behavioural domains, 

controlling for TPB-variables.  

The novel finding that attitudes seem to play a role in the initial phase of an identity adoption process 

is another theoretical contribution previously discussed. The result is useful in terms of specifying how 

identification processes, spurring identity adoption in Social Identity Theory and symbolic 

interactionist identity theory (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1985) may sometimes work. 

The thesis therefore provides greater detail on this process by presenting evidence of how increasingly 

internalised attitudes can be one way of familiarising oneself with and identifying with a group, a 

behaviour or something else deemed self-relevant. 
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Hence, the results of Study 3 provide one answer for the question asked by Forehand et al. (2021) 

regarding the point at which someone starts identifying with a given behaviour. During the first month 

of engaging with a self-relevant behaviour, attitude activation facilitates integration of identity-

relevant attitudes to the extent that they transform to a self- central identity in the second month – at 

least, in the case of flexitarian identity. Whether vegetarian identity acts differently is a question for 

future research. Researchers are also urged to test the boundary conditions of this process, for 

example, what happens to the existing identity constellation, and when does an identity peak, plateau 

and dilute? Self-completion would be interesting to consider as a relevant boundary condition 

studying these questions (Lalot et al., 2019). The proposed questions and suggested theory of 

adoption through self-perception must be tested in various behavioural domains and with 

longitudinal experiments, which the quantitative identity research seriously lacks at present. 

 

7.2 Limitations 
Taking account of how the results of the thesis are encumbered with limitations is advised when 

evaluating the above-mentioned contributions of the thesis. Main limitations of the thesis are stated 

below. 

The samples in the three studies differ from each other but can all be subjected to some degree of bias. 

Participants of Study 1 were partly self-selected (i.e., those recruited through online groups) and may 

therefore hold more extreme views than other meat reducers or avoiders. Study 2 used an online panel 

compensated for their participation, which presents a potential bias, as such a population may, for 

instance, be more frugal and aware of prices than the general population. Schools participating in Study 

3 were recruited by phone, and some may have been motivated to participate in the study because of 

the school’s sustainability or health profile – values that possibly match the orientation of the pupils. 

Although the three studies sought to counter bias related to self-reported behaviour (e.g., photo diaries 

and school registrations), the validity of the data is still inferior to data reflecting actual behaviour. 

Photo diaries may not be representative of how participants normally eat, meals with meat eaten during 

the past seven days may be inaccurately recalled, and school registrations do not capture participants 

not adhering to the registrations. 

The same quantitative identity measures were employed in Papers 2 and 3, which is a strength, but 

vegetarian and vegan identities were not measured using the same scales as the other identities. Also, 

these items came last in the surveys, where some participants had dropped out, felt more cognitively 

depleted or had been primed differently compared to the other identity measures. Unusual results with 

these identities can possibly be attributed to this difference. 
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7.3 Conclusion 
The present thesis has investigated the ways in which identity as a plural concept can offer novel 

insights into consumption, reduction or avoidance of meat. Specifically, this work examines which 

identities determine consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat, how these identities are organised 

and how they develop. More conclusions can be drawn from the three papers that each employed a 

different method. 

Paper 1 identified multiple identities governing consumption, reduction and avoidance of meat. The 

three higher-order identities encompass several lower-order identity labels all relevant to consumption 

patterns. These lower-order meat-related identities correspond or conflict, e.g., provoked by a situation 

where participants were forced to compromise an identity by eating a specific type of meat. Conflicts 

between health, moral and hedonic concerns appeared, alongside conflicts related to identity stigma. 

However, coping strategies were used to solve these tensions, specifically, selective attention and 

altering patterns of meat consumption. 

Paper 2 tested whether multiple meat-related identities, inspired by Paper 1, were significantly related 

to intentions of eating red meat and whether these could be generalised to a larger, representative 

population. Evidence was found for flexitarian identity, vegetarian identity, environmental self- 

identity, healthy eater identity and Danish national identity. Further, theory about attitudes and goals 

was used to understand how multiple identities at different levels of abstraction interact and co- 

determine intentions and behaviour related to meat consumption. An identity hierarchy in which 

identities were organised by level of abstraction was partially confirmed while controlling for Theory 

of Planned Behaviour. More abstract identities (e.g., national identity) mostly influence intentions to 

eat red meat indirectly, meditated through more behaviour-specific identities (e.g., flexitarian 

identity). The impact of the attitude towards reducing red meat consumption appeared to be 

meditated through behaviour-specific identities (flexitarian identity in particular), proposing that 

attitudes towards a behaviour can be transformed into a behaviour-specific identity. Nevertheless, 

some higher-order identities also appear to have a direct impact on intentions to eat red meat after 

controlling for more behaviour-specific identities. 

Paper 3 examined how, when and why an attitude towards a behaviour (e.g., to reduce meat 

consumption) transformed into an identity (e.g., being a vegetarian or flexitarian), inspired in part 

by the findings in Paper 2 but also by self-perception theory and attitude theory. It was hypothesised 

that repeated attitude activation caused by a frequently performed behaviour can facilitate adoption 

of the attitude as an identity. Results showed that attitudes fully mediated the impact of behaviour 

on flexitarian identity over eight weeks of the field experiment. Most of the effect appeared in the 
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first four weeks. Moreover, attitudes mediated the effect between behaviour and environmental self- 

identity in the first four weeks. Only behaviour impacted adoption of vegetarian identity, and a partial 

mediation was present in the first four weeks of healthy eater identity. Thus, the results indicate that 

the self-perception process can involve an attitude change before adoption of a new identity occurs. 
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