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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this qualitative research paper was to explore how companies who offer plant-

based meat and dairy substitutes in the Swedish market, can influence flexitarians towards a 

more plant-based diet. This was based on the conflict between the need to substitute animal 

products with more plant-based alternatives and the current resistance among consumers to 

change from traditional eating patterns. A qualitative research approach was adopted, where 

seven semi-structured interviews were conducted in the empirical data collection process. The 

sample included six leading brands in the Swedish market, namely Oatly, Oumph!, Sproud, 

Violife, Fry and ICA, and one industry expert named Mattias from Vegomagasinet. The 

research identified seven themes where two of them were most significant; the need to direct 

the communication to flexitarians and the importance of creating a taste and texture that is 

similar to meat and dairy. The five remaining influential factors concerned collaborations with 

stakeholders, challenging packaging design, transformative marketing, earned media and 

premium prices.  

 

 



  

Acknowledgements   

 

We would like to express our gratitude to everyone who have both supported and motivated 

us during the entire process of writing this thesis.  

 

Firstly, we would like to sincerely thank our tutor MaxMikael Wilde Björling who, with his 

expertise guided us throughout the process with valuable insights, knowledge and by giving 

constructive feedback. We are beyond grateful for this support!  

 

Secondly, a huge thanks to everyone who participated in our interviews. The respondents all 

provided valuable information and meaningful insights that enabled us to expand our 

knowledge and moreover, made it possible for us to fulfil the research purpose of this thesis.  
 

Lastly, we would like to express some gratitude to ourselves. A tremendous amount of work 

has been put into this thesis and we are proud to put our signatures on this paper.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________           ____________________                         

Alice Moradian                           Karoline Røsand   

 

Jönköping 2019-05-17   



  

Table of Content  

1. Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background ................................................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Problem discussion ....................................................................................................................................... 4 

1.3 Purpose .......................................................................................................................................................... 5 

1.4 Research Questions ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

1.5 Definitions ..................................................................................................................................................... 5 

2. Theoretical framework .......................................................................................................................... 6 

2.1 The food industry .......................................................................................................................................... 7 
2.1.1 Sustainability in the food industry ......................................................................................................... 7 
2.1.2 Open innovation in the food industry.................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 Plant-based diets ........................................................................................................................................... 8 
2.2.1 Plant-based food as a key for sustainability and health ........................................................................ 8 
2.2.2 Flexitarianism ......................................................................................................................................... 9 
2.2.3 The market of plant-based substitutes .................................................................................................. 9 

2.3 Consumer behavior ..................................................................................................................................... 10 
2.3.1 Consumer attitudes towards plant-based food ................................................................................... 10 
2.3.2 The Multidisciplinary Model of the main factors affecting consumer behavior in the food domain . 11 
2.3.3 The diffusion of innovation model ....................................................................................................... 13 

2.4 Marketing .................................................................................................................................................... 14 
2.4.1. The 4P’s of marketing ......................................................................................................................... 14 
2.4.2 Transformative marketing as a tool to influence consumer behavior ................................................ 14 
2.4.3 Word-of-mouth and its effect on purchase intention ......................................................................... 15 
2.4.4 Packaging design .................................................................................................................................. 15 

3. Methodology and method .................................................................................................................... 16 

3.1 Research Philosophy ................................................................................................................................... 16 

3.2 Research Approach ..................................................................................................................................... 16 

3.3 Research Strategy........................................................................................................................................ 17 

3.4 Literature Search ........................................................................................................................................ 18 

3.5 Method ......................................................................................................................................................... 18 
3.5.1 Data Collection ..................................................................................................................................... 18 
3.5.2 Primary Data ........................................................................................................................................ 18 
3.5.3 Sampling Method ................................................................................................................................. 19 
3.5.4 Semi-structured interviews .................................................................................................................. 19 
3.5.5 The companies and participants chosen ............................................................................................. 20 
3.5.6 Interview Outline ................................................................................................................................. 21 

3.6 Data Analysis .............................................................................................................................................. 22 

3.7 Data Quality ................................................................................................................................................ 22 

4. Empirical findings and Analysis .......................................................................................................... 23 

4.1 “We target our communication mainly to the flexitarians”...................................................................... 24 

4.2 “Taste and texture is the key to lower the barriers” .................................................................................. 26 

4.3 “We try to bring our consumers on our sustainability journey” .............................................................. 29 



  

4.4 “Our packaging stands out from the boring crowd” ................................................................................. 31 

4.5 “Collaborations has been an important factor for our success” .............................................................. 32 

4.6 “We receive a lot of earned media” ............................................................................................................ 34 

4.7 “Our products have a premium price” ....................................................................................................... 37 

5. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 38 

6. Discussion ............................................................................................................................................ 39 

6.1 Limitations................................................................................................................................................... 39 

6.2 Purpose driven versus product driven ........................................................................................................ 40 

6.3 A new phase of plant-based substitutes ...................................................................................................... 40 

6.4 Implications for the industry ...................................................................................................................... 41 

6.5 Contribution and suggestion for further research .................................................................................... 41 

7. References ........................................................................................................................................... 43 

8. Appendices .......................................................................................................................................... 52 

Appendix 1. ........................................................................................................................................................ 52 

Appendix 2. ........................................................................................................................................................ 52 

Appendix 3. ........................................................................................................................................................ 53 
 

 
  



 1  

 1. Introduction 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

This section will introduce the background of the research topic consisting of the growth of 

plant-based food, the different motives for following a plant-based diet as well as an overview 

of plant-based food in the Swedish market. This is followed by a discussion about the problem 

that has been acknowledged, subsequently followed by the purpose and research questions of 

this paper. Thereafter, definitions will be presented to make it easier for the reader to 

understand certain terms used in this paper.  

 

1.1 Background 
 

The world today is facing a large trend in plant-based diets, with an increasing demand for more 

plant-based food. Not only is there a growing number of people who identify as vegetarians 

and vegans, but there is also an increasing number of people who more frequently choose plant-

based options (Domke, 2018). In fact, a growing portion of the population are becoming 

flexitarians, which refers to occasionally exchanging meals to plant-based alternatives 

(Derbyshire, 2017). According to Google Trends (2019), the worldwide interest in veganism 

has increased between 2004 and 2019. In the United States, the amount of people who identify 

as vegans have increased with 600% between 2015 and 2018 and a similar development is 

observed in many other areas around the world. For instance, in Australia the number of food 

products with a vegan claim increased with 92% between 2014 and 2016. Furthermore, 

Portugal’s vegetarianism has increased with 400% the last decade and the number of people 

who identify as vegans in the UK has grown with 350% in the last decade (Food Revolution, 

2018).  

 

One can also see a growing number of companies launching plant-based food products globally, 

with a 62% increase between 2013 and 2017 (Smith, 2018). Furthermore, plant-based 

substitutes are becoming increasingly mainstream among the population where 90% of the meat 

substitutes in Europe are consumed by people who regularly eat meat and dairy. This is due to 

the growing number of flexitarians in the market who are looking for easy ways to eat plant-

based (Di Concetto, 2018). Furthermore, The Vegan Society (2019) highlights three main 

reasons for why people choose to adhere to a plant-based diet. These include the concern for 

animal welfare, environmental sustainability and health.  
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Every year within industrial farm animal production, approximately 67 billion land animals are 

raised for meat, dairy and egg production (Mirle, 2012). In addition, over a trillion marine 

animals are killed every year (Vegan Society, 2019). Over half of all pork and over two thirds 

of eggs and poultry is estimated to be produced in industrialized facilities, enabling more 

intensive production compared to traditional systems. In these facilities, animals are often held 

in cages and crates without space to live and express themselves (HSI, 2011). The industry’s 

priority for efficiency and productivity have resulted in poor animal welfare (HSI, 2011; Mirle, 

2012). For many people who adhere to a plant-based diet, the belief that all animals have the 

right to life and freedom serves as a strong motive. For some vegetarians and vegans, the 

emotional attachment to the animals is the main reason for their adherence to a plant-based diet 

(Vegan Society, 2019). 

  

The animal farming industry is the single largest user of land, with a substantial contribution to 

soil degradation, air pollution and decreasing water supplies (HSI, 2011). According to the 

United Nations, 18% of the total human-induced greenhouse gas emissions are caused by 

animal agriculture, indicating animal farming to be the largest contributor to global warming 

and climate change. Based on projections about future product demand, greenhouse gas 

emissions from animal agriculture is estimated to increase to 39% by 2050, which exceeds the 

considered sustainable level of greenhouse gas by more than two thirds. The animals 

themselves account for 9% of the total carbon dioxide emissions and an even larger amount is 

caused by the inputs and use of land necessary to feed the animals, indicating animals to be 

extremely inefficient for food production (ibid). Since sustainability is becoming increasingly 

important in consumer’s food decisions, adherence to a plant-based diet is observed as a way 

to minimize the effects on the environment (Beverland, 2014). The need to reduce consumption 

of animal products and transition toward plant-based options has by researchers shown to be 

the most crucial actions in order for the planet to sustain, indicating the environmental factors 

of animal agriculture to be of high importance (Willett et al., 2019). 

  

The rise of plant-based food is also linked to the strong health trend where a growing number 

of consumers are looking for healthy foods that are fresh, natural and minimally processed (The 

Nielsen Company, 2015). De Backer & Hudders (2015) argue that consumers who avoid meat 

due to health reasons have the belief that meat consumption induce health risks because of the 

high amounts of additives and hormones used in the production process. Plant-based diets have 

been increasingly recognized for its positive effects on cardiovascular health as such diets in 
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multiple studies have shown to be associated with decreased risks of cardiovascular diseases, 

especially when the diet is rich in whole food such as grains, fruits, vegetables and nuts (Satija 

& Hu, 2018). Consumers who are health conscious therefore choose to maintain a plant-based 

diet due to their willingness to stay healthy and maintain physical well-being (The Good Food 

Institute, 2018) 

  

Except animal welfare, sustainability and health, other motives related to religious beliefs, 

plant-based diet of other family members or aversion to the food industry and capitalism have 

also shown to be relevant in consumers decisions. Furthermore, consumers adhering to a plant-

based diet do it based on not only one reason, but due to multiple reasons. Thus, it is deceptive 

to do a segmentation between consumers who are ethically driven, or health driven, since 

consumers often are motivated by more than one reason (Jansen et al., 2016).  

  

Although the growing interest for plant-based food, the Western societies are still dominated 

by high meat consumption and a low motivation and readiness to transition towards plant-based 

diets (Graça, Calheiros & Oliveira, 2015). Graça et al. (2015) argues for the traditional central 

role of meat in Western food culture to play a major role in people’s unwillingness to remove 

animal products from their diets. Due to its cultural role, meat is said to have the highest status 

in the hierarchy of food where it often holds a central position in meals (Holm & Møhl, 2000). 

Graça et al. (2015) further states that many consumers have an affective attachment to meat, 

which prevents a smooth change in eating habits. Furthermore, it is stated by De Backer & 

Hudders (2014) that consumers love for the taste and texture of meat is the main reason for 

their reluctance to stop eating it. Another resistance among consumers to eat less meat is linked 

to their confusion about what to replace their nutritional protein intake with (De Boer, Schösler 

& Aiking, 2014). 

  

The green trend is a worldwide phenomenon that is reflected in the Swedish market too. It is 

argued that from 1990’s, the vegetarianism and veganism has been a part of the Swedish culture 

and has grown to be the foundation for the wide range of plant-based alternatives existing today 

(Wetterstrand, 2010). However, Livsmedelsverket (2019) argues that the plant-based trend in 

Sweden expanded in a greater extent in 2014. According to Animal Rights Sweden, 6% of the 

Swedish population are vegetarians, 4% are vegans and even more people are restricting their 

diets from meat and dairy products due to health reasons (Mousel & Tang, 2016). Ernst & 

Young (2010) conducted a study where data about the Nordic citizens showed a greater 
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openness to plant-based food. This research included data from the Swedish Youth Barometer, 

stating that 30% of young adults in Sweden are already eating more plant-based food to reduce 

their environmental footprint (Murray-Ragg, 2018). As more people are opting for a plant-

based diet, the demand for plant-based food is growing, resulting in the market to respond with 

an increasing supply (Mousel & Tang, 2016). Thus, Sweden is considered as an appealing and 

lucrative market for food companies to enter and operate with plant-based food products (ibid). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 
 

Research conducted by Willett et al. (2019) published by EAT-Lancet Commission suggests 

that in order to maintain a healthy global population and simultaneously ensure survival of the 

planet by 2050, it is required that the population maintain healthy diets from sustainable food 

systems. The proposed change is to shift towards a more plant-based diet with minimal intake 

of animal proteins (Willett et al., 2019). Throughout the literature, the practice of flexitarianism 

has been discussed as the most effective way to lower the negative impact on human health and 

the environment (Raphaely & Marinova, 2013). Although consumers in the Western world 

present an increased positivity towards plant-based diets (Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017), evidence 

show that that there is still resistance among consumers to adopt a plant-based diet (Graça et 

al., 2015). This is due to the reason that animal products such as meat is observed to have a 

cultural position that goes beyond the nutritional and biological aspects (ibid). In fact, meat 

have during history held a central position in the food culture of Western societies, which 

complicates the reduction of the amount of meat consumed (DeFrance, 2009).  

 

Existing research in the field have explored much on consumers’ different motives for 

following a plant-based diet (Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017) as well as the perceived barriers to 

plant-based food consumption (Pohjolainen, Vinnari & Jokinen, 2015). Previous research has 

also explored the potential for plant-based substitutes to act as meat and dairy substitutes for 

vegetarians and vegans (Hoek, Luning, Weijzen, Engels, Kok & De Graaf, 2011). However, 

due to the growing number of people who have decided to reduce their consumption of animal 

products for various reasons, meat and dairy substitute products are now directed not only to 

vegetarians and vegans, but also to flexitarians and meat eaters (McIlveen, Clare & Armstrong, 

1999). A high concern for the environment among the Swedish population have led to an 

increasing number of consumers showing a general negative attitude towards consuming meat. 

This have resulted in a growing number of Swedish consumers identifying themselves as 



 5 

 

vegetarians and flexitarians (Demoskop, 2014; TNS-Sifo, 2015). However, due to the newness 

of the topic, very little or no research has been made on how companies with plant-based meat 

and dairy substitutes should market their products to this new, growing market, including not 

only vegetarians and vegans but first and foremost flexitarians.  

 

1.3 Purpose 
 

The importance to significantly decrease consumption of animal products due to a sustainable 

development makes it necessary to understand how individuals make food decisions and how 

to influence them towards a more plant-based diet (Willett et al., 2019). Due to the existing 

restrain to plant-based food among consumers (Graça et al., 2015), it is vital to understand the 

underlying reasons and how they can be battled. The purpose of this study is to understand how 

leading companies who offer plant-based meat and dairy substitutes in the Swedish market can 

influence flexitarians towards a more plant-based food consumption. The insights from the 

study will provide valuable observations for both established companies and start-ups in the 

industry.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 
 

The following two research have been formulated to guide this study:  

  

• How do leading companies who offer plant-based meat and dairy substitutes market 

themselves in the Swedish market? 

 

• How can companies influence flexitarians towards a more plant-based food 

consumption? 

 

1.5 Definitions 
 

This paper is aimed for students and professionals in Business Administration, as well as for 

professionals in the food industry. To fully understand the content of this paper, some 

commonly used expressions have to be defined.  

 

Plant-based diet 

A plant-based diet consist of food derived from plants with no intake of animal products such 
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as meat, dairy or egg. Such diets are often made from grains, fruits, nuts, vegetables and seeds 

and are frequently referred to as a healthy diet (Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006).  

 

Flexitarian 

A person who consumes meat, fish and dairy but reduces their intake of animal products by 

occasionally substituting meals to plant-based alternatives (De Backer & Hudders, 2014). 

 

Vegetarian 

A person who does not eat meat, poultry or fish, and sometimes exclude other animal products 

too, for moral, religious or health reasons (Oxford Dictionary, 2019). 

  

Vegan 

A person who does not eat or use any products of animal origin. The diet is completely plant-

based, and the person does not use leather, fur, cosmetics or any other products with animal 

origin (Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016). 

  

Dairy substitute products 

Dairy substitutes are plant-based substitutes that resemble with dairy products in taste and 

appearance but differ in composition from dairy products for which it is substituted (Medical 

Dictionary, 2019). 

  

Meat substitute products 

Meat substitutes are plant-based meat substitutes that aim to both look and taste like real meat 

(Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016). 

  

2. Theoretical framework 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

This section outlines the literature review of the thesis. The first section includes existing 

research on the food industry, followed by research regarding plant-based diets and its market. 

The second part will provide an overview of existing research on consumer attitudes towards 

plant-based diets, changes in consumer behavior together with theoretical models. Lastly, 

marketing theories relevant to this study are presented under the final section of this chapter.  

___________________________________________________________________________  
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2.1 The food industry  

2.1.1 Sustainability in the food industry 

The food industry’s impact on the environment has put a pressure on food businesses to act in 

a more responsible and sustainable manner. It is highlighted by multiple researchers that 

isolated sustainability efforts by individual firms are insufficient to create the required change. 

Instead, sustainability in the food industry is better achieved when multiple actors in the value 

chain collaborate (Monastyrnaya, Yannou Le Bris, Yannou & Petit, 2017). Since food 

companies today are dominated by growing relationships along the value chain, such as 

between retailers and brands (Humphrey & Memedovic, 2006), cross-firm cooperation in the 

chain is observed as an important factor for an increased sustainability in the industry 

(Touboulic & Walker, 2015; Varsei, Soosay, Fahimnia, & Sarkis, 2014). Monastyrnaya et al. 

(2017) further state that when companies who share a common goal for sustainability find 

synergies across their strategies, enhanced sustainable value is created.  

 

Collaborative efforts for sustainability between actors in a value chain can be defined by the 

concept Creating Shared Value (CSV), an idea initially developed by the academic professors 

Michael E. Porter and Mark R. Kramer (Monastyrnaya et al., 2017). Furthermore, CSV occurs 

when companies on a voluntary basis integrate concern for sustainability in their interaction 

with stakeholders (Krzyżanowska & Tkaczyk, 2014). It is further argued by Krzyżanowska and 

Tkaczyk (2014) that CSV can be an important practice by companies to maintain a good brand 

image and a stronger market position. 

2.1.2 Open innovation in the food industry 

The food industry has historically been regarded as a traditional and mature industry with low 

innovation and low investment in R&D compared to other industries. However, due to 

technological advances and changes in consumer demand towards more healthy and sustainable 

products, an increasing level of innovation has recently been noticed in the field (Schoen, 2017). 

More companies are incorporating technological innovations to produce sustainable food, such 

as plant-based food. Due to firms in the industry being characterized by close vertical 

relationships, collaborative approaches to innovation across firms are becoming increasingly 

practiced delivering superior customer value (ibid). Furthermore, since the industry is moving 

from being supply-driven to demand-driven, more food businesses see the need in involving 
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their customers in co-creative processes when developing new products (Bayona-Saez, Cruz-

Cázares, García-Marco & Sánchez-García, 2017). 

 

The process when companies combine knowledge and resources across firms to create high 

value results, can be defined as open innovation or cross-firm collaborations (Ollila & Yström, 

2017). Explained by Bellairs (2010), open innovation is currently gaining momentum in the 

increasingly competitive food industry, which allows companies to launch new product 

offerings with lower risk. Open innovation can be practiced in multiple ways, by combining 

knowledge and ideas with stakeholders such as customers or suppliers, to enhance value 

propositions and become more competitive (Bellairs, 2010).      

  

2.2 Plant-based diets  

2.2.1 Plant-based food as a key for sustainability and health 

The excessive production and consumption of meat is highlighted as the leading causes of 

global warming, environmental degradation and human health diseases (Raphaely & Marinova, 

2014). Based on the projected levels of production and consumption of animal products, 

scientists foresee that the livestock industry alone soon will conduce to serious climate change 

and human illnesses (Graça et al., 2015). In addition, current consumption habits are widely 

discussed as not being able to feed the growing population with healthy food (Raphealy & 

Marinova, 2013). Graça et al. (2015) mention that food products with animal origin have a 

greater impact on the environment, in terms of greenhouse gas emissions, water usage, biomass 

and reactive nitrogen, compared to most plant-based products with the same nutritional value.  

 

A growing number of studies also reveal the negative effects of animal products on human 

health, where high meat consumption has been linked to life threatening diseases such as 

obesity, diabetes, stroke and multiple sclerosis. Several studies have also shown a correlation 

between meat consumption and many cancer forms. The use of antibiotics, growth hormones 

as well as genetic modifications in animal production has in the literature been highlighted as 

the main health threatening factor due to its negative direct and indirect effects on health, where 

it indirectly occurs through the creation of antibiotic resistance (Raphealy & Marinova, 2013).  
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2.2.2 Flexitarianism 

Due to the environmental and health threatening consequences of animal production, a change 

in food consumption towards flexitarianism has been widely discussed as an immediate and 

effective way to minimize environmental footprint and adverse health effects (Raphaely & 

Marinova, 2013). Flexitarians are people who reduce their intake of meat from their diet by 

substituting several meals to plant-based alternatives (De Backer & Hudders, 2014). Substitutes 

from plant-based sources are considered more sustainable alternatives due to them having a 

much lower carbon footprint (Nijdam, Rood & Westhoek, 2012) and require less water and 

land use in the production process (Hoek et al., 2011). A growing number of studies show that 

consuming more alternatives to animal products is the fastest and least expensive way for 

individuals and societies to stop global warming (Raphaely & Marinova 2013).  

 

De Backer and Dagevos (2012) highlight that a diet change from less animal products is not an 

easy transition due to traditions, culture and lifestyles. However, a study conducted by De Boer 

et al. (2014) show that an effective way to minimize consumer intake of animal products is to 

promote the practice of flexitarianism, or meatless days. It is stated by Hicks, Knowles and 

Farouk (2018) that although an increasing number of people identify as flexitarians nowadays, 

flexitarianism is in fact the practice of most consumers in the world. They further explain the 

reasoning being due to the fact that most consumers have some prevalence of plant-based meals 

in their diet, even though consumers may have different levels of awareness regarding this 

behavior (Hicks et al., 2018).   

2.2.3 The market of plant-based substitutes 

Plant-based substitutes have previously been consumed mainly by vegetarians and flexitarians 

but are becoming increasingly targeted towards the new consumer group of flexitarians or meat-

eaters (Hoek et al., 2011). Meat and dairy substitutes can make it easier for consumers to make 

a dietary change towards less meat, since a substitution of one product is easier than changing 

a whole meal pattern (Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016). Although it has been noted that substitute 

products can facilitate the transition process (Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016), many consumers 

who are open for flexitarianism also seem to be open to adjust their conventional meals by 

eating plant-based meals without substitutes (De Boer et al., 2014). These observations indicate 

that the growing population of plant-based eaters are expected to be more open to new eating 

habits as well (ibid).  
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A study conducted by Elzerman, Hoek, Boekel & Luning (2011) reveals that it is easier for 

plant-based food companies to reach a larger consumer group of flexitarians and meat eaters 

when the meat substitutes are imitated by real meat products. Furthermore, Boer et al. (2006) 

argue that the current products on the market have not yet fully succeeded with such an 

imitation. They further suggest that future substitute products need to become significantly 

better in terms of taste, texture and carbon footprint. Boer et al. (2006), also emphasize the 

importance of more substitutes to become completely plant-based, as some of them contain egg 

white. Although meat and dairy substitutes are growing in the market, Hoek et al. (2011) 

highlight the underlying factors that seem to make it difficult to gain a broader consumer 

acceptance on such products, including low perceived product quality, unsatisfactory taste and 

texture, considered unhealthiness and high prices. 

  

2.3 Consumer behavior 

2.3.1 Consumer attitudes towards plant-based food 

Existing research attempts to increase the understanding of consumer’s willingness to reduce 

intake of animal products and shift towards more plant-based food (Graça et al., 2015). 

Evidence show that during recent years, an increasing number of consumers in the Western 

world are showing greater positivity towards plant-based food by shifting their diets to more 

vegetarian and vegan options. However, consumers have a wide variety of motives for doing 

so (Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017), where the most common reasons seem to be concern for animal 

welfare, health, sustainability, disgust for meat as well as religion (Ruby, 2012). Hoffman, 

Stallings, Bessinger and Brooks (2013) further add that many consumers prefer plant-based 

also due to weight loss desires, a preference for taste, economic and political reasons. Although 

many different reasons have been reported, most studies conclude that consumers favoring 

plant-based diets are either ethical or health driven (Ruby, 2012). 

 

A lot of research has been made on consumer attitudes regarding plant-based diets, where Graça 

et al. (2015) found that consumers who are more attached to meat, show less willingness to 

transition to a plant-based diet. A study conducted by Lea et al. (2006) show that although 

consumers are aware of the nutritional benefits of plant-based diets, a lack of information and 

knowledge about plant-based food are barriers making people less open to change. 

Furthermore, consumer’s love for the taste and texture of meat products are also argued as the 

main reason for why they are resistant to stop consuming it (De Backer & Hudders, 2014). 
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Elzerman et al. (2011) further highlights that the appearance, taste and texture of meat 

substitutes are some of the most important aspects when it comes to acceptance among 

consumers, where the juiciness and tenderness are appreciated attributes. Although, Elzerman 

et al. (2011) further argues that it is not necessary for the substitutes to have the exact same 

attributes such as meat, instead, they may have different properties but still able to generate 

acceptance.  

 

Another study conducted in the European Union concluded that factors related to taste and 

consumer’s lack of time were seen as main barriers (Kearney & McElhone, 1999). Food 

neophobia has widely been debated as a hindrance for consumers to try potential substitute 

products (Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016), which refers to a consumer’s tendency to avoid new 

food (Hoek et al., 2011). Furthermore, Hoek et al. (2011) investigated that unfamiliarity with 

many plant-based substitutes are some of the main reasons for people’s unwillingness to 

consume them. Since current substitutes on the market do not yet correspond to the qualities of 

what they are substituting for (Boer et al., 2006), this also adds to the average consumer’s 

resistance to adopt the products (Hoek et al., 2011).   

2.3.2 The Multidisciplinary Model of the main factors affecting consumer behavior in 

the food domain 

 

The Multidisciplinary Model of the Main Factors Affecting Consumer Behavior in a Food Domain (Font-i-

Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). 
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Font-i-Furnolis and Guerrero (2014) have developed a framework that explains the different 

factors that affect consumer behavior in the food domain. The framework intends to provide 

insight to how consumer behavior can be influenced keeping those factors in mind. The factors 

are divided into psychological factors, sensory factors and marketing factors 

 

Among psychological factors, beliefs and attitudes, risk, expectations, socio-cultural effects 

and lifestyle and values play a crucial role. Beliefs are seen as an individual’s perception of an 

object or situation and can be created through observation, through information or by 

interference. Attitudes refer to the feelings towards an object, idea or situation, or towards the 

evaluation of it. Furthermore, the attitudes and beliefs that a consumer has towards a product, 

how it is produced or how it is distributed can influence the behavior. Expectations are 

anticipations concerning the likelihood of something particular to happen, based on previous 

experience, knowledge or other reasons. Expectations are important factors that determine 

whether or not a person adopts or rejects a product. High expectations result in higher chance 

of product adoption and expectations on quality is the most crucial factor influencing purchase 

decisions. The lifestyle and values of consumers refers to how they perform activities in their 

lives and how they identify themselves, which are based on factors such as background and 

geographic location (Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). 

 

The marketing factors include price, quality labeling, brand and availability and it is through 

these factors that consumers obtain information about a product. The information gained 

through these factors have a direct effect on psychological factors such as expected quality, 

which indicate further that all factors in the framework interrelate. For instance, price have a 

direct effect on the expected quality of a product, where high prices provide the perception of 

high quality and low prices signals low product quality (Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). 

Among the sensory factors, it is the visual appearance, in-mouth texture, flavor and odor which 

are the major determinants of consumer behavior. Different consumers have diverse 

preferences among the sensory factors, depending on parameters such as genotype, nutrition 

and age. The visual appearance refers to features such as shape, form and color, where color is 

highlighted as most important as it helps determine whether or not the food is fresh. The in 

mouth-texture refers to factors such as juiciness, softness and chewiness (Font-i-Furnolis & 

Guerrero, 2014).  
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2.3.3 The diffusion of innovation model 

Another model that has been used to understand consumer adoption of plant-based diets is the 

diffusion of innovation model (Lea et al., 2006). The model aims at explaining how, why and 

at what rate new ideas, products or practices spread in the society (Rogers, 1995). There are 

four elements influencing the spread of an innovation, including the innovation itself, the 

communication channels, time and the social system. The diffusion of innovation model has 

five categories of adopters, namely innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority 

and laggards (see appendix 1). Innovators are the smallest part of the market and also the first 

ones to adopt a new innovation. They are risk-taking individuals with the highest social status, 

who act as an important gatekeeper for an innovation, since they are the ones integrating the 

innovation to the society (Rogers, 1995). The early adopters are a slightly larger part of the 

market and often act as opinion leaders. They have a higher social status compared to later 

adopters and often serve as a role model for later adopters. Thus, they often obtain central 

communication positions in the society. The early majority takes significantly longer time in 

adopting a new idea, however they adopt it before the average people in the society. They 

seldom hold leading positions, but often take advice from early adopters. Also, they are an 

important link between the early adopters and late majority. Late majority are skeptical 

consumers who adopt a new innovation only when most people in the society have done so. 

Laggards are the group of adopters who are last to adopt a new innovation, as they are very 

traditional in nature and therefore show a more or less aversion to change (Rogers, 1995).  

 

It is argued by Rogers (1995) that companies should use different marketing tactics depending 

on which adopter group they target. He further argues that due to the early majority being an 

important link between the early adopters and the late majority, targeting this group often 

enable firms to reach the mass market. The process by which diffusion occurs happens 

through the five stages: knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation and confirmation 

(Rogers, 1995). Applying the model to understand the adoption of a plant-based diet, Lea et 

al. (2006) argue that an adoption of plant-based diets is likely to happen if such a behavior is 

compatible with the current beliefs and values of adopters and if the benefits of adopting a 

plant-based diet offset the barriers. 
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2.4 Marketing  

2.4.1. The 4P’s of marketing  

One of the most common models for explaining the components of marketing is the marketing 

mix, also known as the 4P’s (Dubey, 2017). It has historically been an important framework 

which defines the set of marketing tactics or tools used and controlled by marketing executives 

to generate a specific marketing outcome. The four components include product, price, place 

and promotion. The product refers to the product or service that is created to the customer, 

including components such as packaging, brand, design, quality and features. Price refers to the 

price that the customers have to pay for the product, which include potential discounts, payment 

periods and credit terms. Place is where customers can get access to the product, referring to 

components such as channels, locations, transportation and logistics. Lastly, promotion refers 

to the marketing communications including elements such as advertisement, public relations 

and sales promotion (Dubey, 2017).  

2.4.2 Transformative marketing as a tool to influence consumer behavior 

Kumar (2018) has developed a marketing concept called transformative marketing, which is a 

marketing approach that intends to create a large societal change that goes beyond the delivery 

of just a service or product. Due to intensified market competition and the changing structure 

of consumer behavior, companies who perform transformative marketing attempt to enhance 

their value proposition and become superior in relation to competitors by incorporating a bigger 

purpose into the product offering (Kumar, 2018). The approach therefore stems from a desired 

organizational change that wants to be reached by the firm. The transformative marketing 

approach is the method in which the firm communicates this change to its customers and 

stakeholders through its offerings. Thus, the organizations’ willingness to make a change 

strengthens the value proposition by creating a deeper meaningfulness to the stakeholders in 

the interaction with the firm. These purposeful changes can be done by changing structures in 

terms of technology, environmental resources, economic resources etc., and by showing how 

the firm is taking part in this transformation, a stronger connection is created with consumers 

(ibid).  It is further stated by Cobb-Walgren, Ruble & Dothu (1995), that consumers show 

greater willingness to buy products from brands that address a higher purpose by taking a stance 

in social, environmental or cultural issues. The authors refer to these purpose driven activities 

as an increase in brand equity.  
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2.4.3 Word-of-mouth and its effect on purchase intention 

Previous research concludes that word-of-mouth (WOM) is the most effective influencer on 

consumer behaviour compared to traditional marketing performed by companies themselves. It 

is said that WOM influence consumers in multiple ways, through the generation of awareness, 

expectations, perceptions, attitudes and intentions, which subsequently influences purchasing 

behaviour (Buttle, 1998). Furthermore, Buttle (1998) highlights that WOM is considered more 

essential than advertising when it comes to increasing awareness about a new product, as well 

as when it comes to making consumers purchase the product. He further explains that this is 

due to the greater credibility that is generated through WOM (Buttle, 1998).  

 

Moreover, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is also growing stronger and playing a crucial 

role in today's marketing actions, for instance in forms of online reviews (Reimer & 

Benkenstein, 2016). In a study conducted by Fitzgerald (2017), it was shown that a positive 

word-of-mouth (pWOM) was related to better results in both low- and high-performance 

perceptions. Furthermore, an exploratory study regarding pWOM’s impact by Su, Lin & Chang 

(2013), also supports the positive outcome effect of pWOM on consumer behaviour. The study 

included three independent variables; product involvement, perceived risk and tie strength and 

the dependent variable; WOM activities whereas all three independent variables were positively 

related to customer satisfaction (Su et al., 2013). On the contrary, Reimer & Benkenstein 

(2016), argues for how a positive untrustworthy WOM (e.g. a seemingly biased review) results 

in either no effect on consumer purchase intentions or in a boomerang effect; shifting from the 

original purchase intention to the opposite. However, a negative untrustworthy WOM resulted 

in higher purchase intention (Reimer & Benkenstein, 2016).   

2.4.4 Packaging design 

The last decade has shown a paradigm shift in developing more sensory engaging products and 

services at large, and the world of consumer packaging is heading in new directions with new 

trends reflecting sustainability and functionality (Krishna, Cian & Aydınoğlu, 2019). Sensory 

marketing is defined as “marketing that engages the consumers’ senses and affects their 

perception, judgement and behavior” by Krishna (2010). As for food products, the packaging 

affects the perception of the food during the buying process in terms of identifying the category 

and brand to which the product belongs to. Both shape and color plays a crucial role as this 

affects the processing of visual elements (Garber, Hyatt & Boya, 2008). Moreover, the specific 
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design and characteristics of the packages is vital as these can suggest various identities for its 

content and can thus either enforce or interfere with its identification (Cardello, Maller, Masor, 

Dubose & Edelman, 1985; Piqueras-Fiszman & Spence, 2011). The graphic design has 

substantial impact on consumers’ respond to the packaged products (Hamlin, 2016) and the 

important functions such as ‘attention grabbing’, communication of aesthetics, symbolic and 

functional information (Husić-Mehmedović, Omeragić, Batagelj & Kolar, 2019). However, an 

in-depth and deeper understanding of the features of a package design and its impact on 

consumers’ decision-making process is yet to be wanted (Husić-Mehmedović et al., 2019) 

 

3. Methodology and method  
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 This chapter will firstly present the methodology, including research philosophy, approach 

strategy and lastly describe the literature search. Furthermore, the method of this study will 

follow, providing the data collection with primary data, sampling method, interview outline as 

well as a presentation of the companies participated in this study. The final part of this section 

will present a data analysis and data quality.   

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 
 

An early step in the process of writing a thesis is to identify its philosophy that corresponds to 

the nature, development and the extraction of knowledge with its purpose to determine the 

suitable philosophy to the research purpose (Saunder et al., 2012). The different philosophies 

can be categorized into four groups; realism, pragmatism, interpretivism and positivism. As for 

this paper, it will follow an interpretivist philosophy. Saunders et al. (2012) argues for the 

interpretivist philosophy to focus on the differences between humans, including feelings and 

emotions for the understandings of others behavior. One could therefore argue for 

interpretivism to be the most accurate philosophy as the aim for this research is to gain an in-

depth understanding of which strategies companies can use to best influence people to choose 

more plant-based food.   

 

3.2 Research Approach 
 

According to Brynman & Bell (2011), the research approach is what connects the theory and 

research together. If the conducted study is based on already existing theory, the approach is 
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called deductive. Deductive approach is most commonly connected to quantitative research 

where hypothesis usually is tested (Saunders et al., 2012). The opposite is called inductive 

approach and is used when theory is an outcome of the research (Brynman & Bell, 2011). 

Inductive research is on the contrary to deductive research, more commonly related to 

qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2012).  That being said, this paper will follow an inductive 

approach, as this is a qualitative study. More often than not, inductive research includes 

gathering of information at an early stage of the process to broaden the knowledge and 

understanding of the topic (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

In this thesis, information was gathered and evaluated to later be used to create a relevant 

theoretical framework (Saunders et al., 2012). The collected information also worked as a 

foundation to the interview questions and helped find the research gap. Therefore, one could 

argue for this research to be inductive as it is empiric driven, but with elements of deductive 

approach due to the literature search that was carried out at the early stage of this research. 

Therefore, the result of this study based on the collected data is linked to relevant theory. By 

using an inductive approach, the aim is to find linkage of the specific perceptions from the 

respondents and moreover, to understand and interpret them. Inductive approaches are, on the 

contrary to deductive approaches, more open-ended whereas the deductive approach is 

narrower and limiting the research purpose (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

3.3 Research Strategy 
 

This thesis aims at being exploratory rather than explanatory or descriptive since this paper will 

investigate a rather new topic and aims at finding new and valuable insights (Saunders et al., 

2012). It is argued that quantitative methods are preferred when doing descriptive research 

(Brynman & Bell, 2011). On the contrary, qualitative methods is most suitable within 

exploratory research as the aim then is to understand underlying behavior of humans (ibid). 

This study wishes to understand what factors affect and influence humans the most in regard to 

food choices and thereby also analyze the human’s behavior and their restrains towards plant-

based food. Hence, a quantitative approach would not give sufficient information, nor would it 

provide the in-depth understanding needed when analyzing the data (Saunders et al., 2012).   

 

As previously stated, this thesis follows a qualitative strategy with a case study approach. This 

strategy was chosen as this study wishes to gain a rich understanding of this topic. To achieve 



 18 

 

a deep understanding of leading plant-based food companies and their strategies, and of 

consumers’ behavior and what influences them, a semi-structured interview technique was 

chosen (Saunders et al., 2009). In semi-structured interviews, both open and probing questions 

are tools that enables in-depth understanding since questions such as “why” and “how” for 

further elaborations will be asked (Saunders et al., 2009). All interviewees are professionals 

within the field and therefore this qualitative, case study approach will allow an in-depth 

understanding with room for reflection and analyses in a wider extent (Saunders et al., 2009).   

 

3.4 Literature Search 

    
In order to allocate important information and further find a research gap, a broad literature 

search was conducted (Collins & Hussey, 2014). This gave a better understanding of the topic 

at large and we could from the literature research establish relevant research questions. During 

the literature search, databases such as Jönköping University’s database Primo, Google Scholar 

and ProQuest were used and from there peer reviewed articles and journals were chosen. 

Keywords such as; sustainability, food industry, plant-based diets, plant-based substitutes, 

flexitarian, meat substitute, dairy substitute, consumer behavior and marketing were frequently 

used during the literature search. The number of citations were also taken into account to 

confirm the trustworthiness and quality of the journals and articles.  

 

3.5 Method 

3.5.1 Data Collection 

For this research, only primary data was collected. Due to limitations of existing research 

regarding this new topic of how to influence flexitarians, no secondary data was collected. 

Primary data is collected for a specific purpose and is classified as a first-hand source of data 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). The findings of the data will be presented further into this paper. 

3.5.2 Primary Data 

The primary data was collected through six semi-structured interviews with interviewees from 

leading plant-based food companies in Sweden. An additional semi-structured interview with 

an expert in the field, unrelated to the interviewed companies, was also conducted. This 

approach, to have an additional interview with one expert was chosen to give the authors 

another perspective and a broader understanding of the topic.   
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3.5.3 Sampling Method 

There are two various methods of sampling and when choosing interviewees to a research, 

probability sampling and non-probability sampling. The difference between the two methods 

consider the selection, where probability sampling randomly selects individuals where all have 

the same possibility of being chosen, whereas the non-probability sampling methods does not 

select individuals randomly (Saunders et al., 2009). 

  

As this research requires specific companies and interviewees, non-probability sampling was 

used. The requirements of this research would not be fulfilled if randomly selection of 

companies would have taken place. Within non-probability sampling there are several 

techniques that can be used, where snowballing, convenience and judgmental sampling are 

some examples (Saunders et al., 2009). For this study, judgmental sampling was used as this is 

the technique most suitable for small samples (Saunders et al., 2009) and it enables hand-

picking the sample population based on previous knowledge and judgements of the authors 

(Collins & Hussey, 2014). The hand-picked interviewees were chosen under the influence of 

predetermined criteria. Since there are not too many leading companies in Sweden that produce 

plant-based substitutes we knew the sample would be rather small, hence we had to be specific 

when choosing and hand-picking our interviewees. When selecting companies to interview, we 

looked at the extent of their distribution, the range of products, how well-known they are in the 

market and to some extent how many years the companies have been active. 

3.5.4 Semi-structured interviews    

Saunders et al. (2009) states that interviews can be divided into two groups; standardized and 

non-standardized interviews. Standardized interviews are often connected to quantitative 

research as the interviews are based on pre-determined and ‘standardized’ questions with no 

differentiation in voice of tone, order of questions and preferably asked exactly as they are 

written (Saunders et al., 2009). On the contrary, non-standardized types of interviews such as 

semi-structured and unstructured interviews are referred to as qualitative research interviews 

(King, 2004). Unstructured interviews are usually informal and are used when exploring 

general areas of interest. Hence, semi-structured interviews were used in this research as 

unstructured interviews could violate the relevance of the topic and structured interviews is 

most suitable to quantitative studies (Saunders et al., 2009).   
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According to Collins & Hussey (2014), close-ended questions that generate answers like yes 

and no might affect the bias of the answers and furthermore limit the interpretations. Therefore, 

a total of eight to predetermined open-ended questions were asked to the companies with 

probing and follow-up questions depending on the answers. Since we wanted to gain 

information about their marketing strategies, we used the 4 P’s as a foundation when creating 

the questions. By having open-ended and probing questions the interviewee could speak more 

freely and elaborate on their answers deeper than closed-ended questions allow.  

3.5.5 The companies and participants chosen  

The sample consist of seven participants where six out of them are representatives from six 

companies and one interviewee is an expert in the field. The companies included in this case 

study are; Oatly, Food for Progress (Oumph!), ICA, Ahlström Factory (Fry and Violife) as well 

as Sproud, furthermore the expert Mattias who has no connection to any of the companies stated 

above. As previously mentioned, our sample group is based on certain criteria in order to study 

the leading companies in Sweden. Therefore, start-ups within the business were excluded in 

our sample selection as they did not fulfil this research requirements.    

 

Oatly is the largest oat-drink producer in Sweden and was founded 20 years ago by Björn and 

his brother. Today Björn is part of the board of directors, operating and developing the business 

in USA and have been part of Oatly’s journey since start. Oatly has of today almost 40 different 

products, where oat drinks, ice-cream and yogurt of oats (outgurt) are some examples. With the 

in-depth knowledge and understanding of Oatly’s core values that Björn possess, he became 

the prefect representative of the company. 

 

Food for Progress is the company behind the brand Oumph!. We chose to narrow down the 

focus from the entire company to only the brand Oumph! since it is the largest and most well-

known brand from Food for Progress. Oumph! has today 15 soy-based meat substitutes in 

various forms such as Pulled Oumph!, Kebab Spice and The Chunks. Elisabeth is the 

representative and works as a marketing coordinator at Oumph!  

 

ICA is with their market share of approximately 36% the leading and largest grocery chain in 

Sweden (ICA Sverige, 2019). Their strong position together with their initiative to go greener 

and focus on sustainable and healthy products caught our interest when deciding on companies 

to interview. Sara, the Category Manager for vegan products, were contacted and asked to 
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participate in our interview and is thus the respondent from the company. ICA has both their 

own products as well as many other food brands in their assortment, however the focus was put 

on ICA’s own plant-based products. Example of their vegan products are falafel, fish-ish sticks, 

vegan schnitzel, vegan nuggets and vegetable buns.  

 

Ahlström Factory is a distribution company with different brands, where Fry and Violife are 

the two largest brands on the market, hence, the two brands we chose to interview. Samira acted 

as respondent for both brands but answered the questions separately as they 1) operate 

differently on the market and 2) have different products. Fry produces plant-based meat 

substitutes, such as plant-based burgers, sausages and nuggets, whereas Violife is one of the 

largest vegan cheese company in Sweden with approximately 40 products in their assortment. 

Since neither of these two brands are initially Swedish, interviewing their Swedish distributor 

was considered the optimal way to gain insight to their marketing activities.  

 

Sproud is the newest brand on the market among the companies interviewed in this research. 

Similar to Oatly, they produce non-dairy drinks but differentiate themselves by being the only 

brand having pea protein drinks. They have two different drinks, a regular pea drink and a 

similar barista edition. Their products can be found in 634 stores and are sold in all grocery 

chain in Sweden. Sammy is one of the co-founders and currently the Brand Manager, thus, the 

respondent from Sproud.  

 

Lastly, we interviewed Mattias, an expert in the field of plant-based food. He is the founder and 

editor-in-chief of Vegomagasinet, which is Sweden’s biggest magazine for plant-based food. 

He has been actively involved in veganism and the plant-based industry for more than ten years. 

We chose to interview him in order to get different perspectives and gain better insight of both 

the industry at large and the companies’ answers.  

3.5.6 Interview Outline   

All seven semi-structured interviews were carried out over Skype, as none of the participants 

were available to meet up face-to-face and Skype was considered the most time efficient 

alternative for all parties involved. All interviews were held in Swedish to eliminate possible 

language barriers, as all participants’ native language were Swedish. Each interview lasted for 

40-50 minutes and with everyone's consent to record. 
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The authors divided the important tasks included in an interview, where one author held the 

interview and asked the questions while the second author observed, took notes and identified 

important quotes or arguments. Although the interviews were recorded, notes were important 

for documentation of identifying important key features, themes or other factors providing 

significant information to the research gap.   

  

Before conducting the interviews, it was decided upon the questions being divided into two 

different focus areas. The first two main questions (with additional follow-up questions) were 

about the interviewee and their role within the company. Furthermore, the following seven 

questions concerned the company’s marketing strategy, including questions about their 

products, prices, promotion and distribution strategies. As these interviews were all semi-

structured, nine main questions were prepared and then follow-up questions were then added 

for further elaborations. All predetermined questions are presented in appendix 3. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 
 

Miles & Huberman (1994), states that analyzing data is a gradual process. Opposed to Saunders 

et al. (2009), who argues that there are no standardized processes of analyzing data, hence 

different methods are used by different researchers. In this study, all semi-structured interviews 

were recorded, and notes were taken at all times. As this research is a qualitative one, the chosen 

strategy for analyzing the collected data, is a thematic analysis. Therefore, the gradual process 

consisting of six septs, suggested by Miles & Huberman (1994) were used for identifying and 

analyzing specific themes and patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). First step in this process was 

transcribing the recorded interviews and the examination of it, as this enables familiarization of 

the collected data. Secondly was the initial coding, including arrangements in a systematic way 

that enabled the potential codes to be included. Third step in this process involved the 

examination of a subset of the codes, which then created the themes. Reviewing the themes to 

either merge or separate them was the fourth step and this was followed by next step including 

giving the themes name and further explain them. Lastly, a final analysis of the data was 

presented in a coherent and logical way.  

 

3.7 Data Quality 
 

Collins & Hussey (2014), argues for four strategies to be implemented to ensure the 

trustworthiness and the extent of neutrality: credibility, dependability, confirmability and 
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transferability.  Credibility concerns the internal validity and is believed to be reached when 

the informants’ opinions and answers are truthfully and unbiased (Shenton, 2004). In order for 

the authors to achieve as high credibility as possible, the interviewees were informed that their 

real name would be changed in the empirical findings as this encourages the interviewees to 

speak more truthfully and freely (Shenton, 2014). Secondly, dependability concerns the issue 

of reliability and emphasizes on whether the research itself can be repeated by an external party 

and still gain the same outcome and result, as the original researchers’ findings. Confirmability 

focus on what effect the human perception can have on neutrality. Reaching full confirmability 

of a study is when the collected data with its conclusion is considered to be unbiased (Shenton, 

2004). The risk of the human factor influencing this study exists, as one of the authors is vegan. 

However, the other author is a meat eater and by having two different point of views of this 

subject, the risk was minimized. Moreover, to reach an as unbiased result as possible, the data 

were analyzed independently in order to not influence each other. The analyses were then 

compared and thereafter re-evaluated. Lastly, the transferability concerns the external validity. 

The main characteristic of transferability is that findings and outcomes from a study should be 

transferable to external parties (Shenton, 2004). Though the central focus of this research is to 

explore and evaluate influential factors of leading plant-based companies, the authors believe 

the findings can be generalized for the industry. However, as this quantitative research illustrate 

a small sample size, one could argue for a generalization to be misleading.  

 

4. Empirical findings and Analysis 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

This section will present the empirical findings that was collected from the semi-structured 

interviews. The analysis of the findings was done through a qualitative technique, supported 

from theories presented in chapter two. All informants are presented in table 1 and their 

answers will be displayed in given themes and categories in forms of citations and explanations. 

The themes were taken form by analysing the empirical data and investigating key categories. 

A visualisation of the themes is found in appendix 2.  

___________________________________________________________________________ 



 24 

 

 

 

4.1 “We target our communication mainly to the flexitarians” 
 

All brand representatives emphasized that they mainly direct their communication towards 

flexitarians and not solely vegetarians and vegans. It was evident among all respondents that 

their particular products, being meat and dairy substitutes, are intended for mainly flexitarians 

who look for easy ways to eat more plant-based and thus, this is where their communication 

should be directed. The approach followed by the companies is aligned with the insights of 

Hoek et al. (2011) who state that plant-based substitutes are becoming increasingly targeted 

towards meat-eaters. Although, all companies highlighted that they still reach out to a large 

number of vegetarians and vegans too, but flexitarians are the greater mass market which they 

intend to communicate to and reach, in order to stimulate a larger change. Elisabeth from 

Oumph! explained: 

 

“Vegans and vegetarians are, of course, part of our target audience, but our main 

customers are the flexitarians. So, in other words, people who want to eat more plant-

based. The reason is simply because we’re here to make a change and it is within the 

flexitarian audience that we really can make a change. It is super important that the 

alternatives are attractive for vegans and vegetarians too, but it is among the 

flexitarians we really can make an impact”.  

 

Due to the fact that flexitarians constitute the mass market (Hicks et al., 2018), targeting 

flexitarians enable companies to reach out to a larger consumer group that goes beyond 

vegetarians and vegans. It is also considered easier for consumers to make a diet change by 

exchanging one product in a meal instead of changing the whole meal pattern (Apostolidis & 

McLeay, 2016). Therefore, targeting substitute products toward flexitarians can be considered 

an effective way to influence a diet change among the mass market. This is also supported by 
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Elzerman et al. (2011) who state that in order to reach a larger consumer group of meat eaters, 

companies should strive to offer substitute products that are closely imitated by animal 

products. Since the companies offer such products and also target their promotional activities 

toward the flexitarian audience, they are capable of bringing forth a change in an effective way. 

When explaining how the communication is directed toward flexitarians, Sammy from Sproud 

emphasised: 

 

“We focus on communicating that we have a really good drink powered by pea protein 

and not necessarily that it is vegan. Of course, this message speaks directly to the vegans 

too, but the flexitarians are the bigger part of the market and that’s the part we need to 

reach. So a communication towards the mass market is very important”.   

 

Furthermore, Elisabeth from Oumph! highlights a similar strategy: 

 

“There’s tons of things we could state on the packaging, that it’s vegan, high in protein  

or something else that highlights the vegan aspect, but we choose to not do that. We’ve  

chosen to focus on emphasising that these products are really tasty and good for you,  

because we find it to be more including for the consumer”. 

 

With the above citations as examples, all respondents highlighted the importance of making the 

plant-based alternatives attractive for flexitarians by using communication expressions that 

does not solely focus on the “vegan” aspect, but rather that they offer “great” and “tasty” 

products. As consumers generally have a sceptical perception toward plant-based and vegan 

alternatives (Graça et al., 2015), this approach can be seen as an essential way to gain broader 

acceptance among these usually sceptical consumers. Since consumers unfamiliarity with 

plant-based substitutes is one of the main reasons for their low willingness to consume them 

(Hoek et al., 2011), we see that a communication focusing on how “great” and “tasty” the 

products is a way to decrease unfamiliarity.  

 

Another way of perceiving the companies’ target group of flexitarians, is to see them as part of 

the early majority in the diffusion of innovation model, due to them being more resistant to 

change, but still showing interest in plant-based food (Rogers, 1995). Simultaneously, the 

companies described that a couple of years ago, it was mostly vegetarians and vegans who 

bought their products, which reflect the behaviour of innovators and early adopters (ibid). It is 
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argued by Rogers (1995), that in order to bring products from to the mass market, early majority 

is an important target market to reach, since they act as an important link between early adopters 

and late majority. Therefore, as the interviewed companies are all targeting mainly flexitarians, 

who reflect the group of early majority, this strategic choice can be supported as the suggested 

approach to increase the adoption of a plant-based diet by the larger market. Björn from Oatly 

also touched on how the plant-based market is in a paradigm shift and how we are entering a 

new stage of plant-based food, and thereby becoming a norm: 

 

“It is pretty obvious that it is remarkably more than only vegans who buy our products 

as we see the market reaching a tipping point. We’re moving to the critical mass. That’s 

why we nowadays have a large number of flexitarians who wants Oalty too”.  

 

His reflection on how the market is reaching a tipping point corresponds to the previously made 

analysis of how an entrance to the greater market in enabled by targeting the early majority.  

 

4.2 “Taste and texture is the key to lower the barriers” 
 

All interviewed company’s representative indicated that an essential part of their strategy is to 

create a taste and texture that is similar to, or better than, meat and dairy. All companies 

highlighted the understanding that although consumers are becoming more conscious about 

their health and the environment, they are not willing to sacrifice the taste of their food. This is 

why the companies put taste and texture in highest priority, attempting to create products with 

identical qualities as meat and dairy. Samira from Fry explained: 

 

“People are very comfortable. They don’t compromise on taste. If meat taste better, 

they will go for the meat. Therefore, we have to be as good as meat or even better”. 

 

This finding corresponds to what De Backer & Hudders (2014) claims about taste and texture 

being the main reason for why consumers are reluctant to stop eating meat. Furthermore, when 

Elisabeth from Oumph! explained the brand’s reasoning behind their chosen taste and texture, 

she said:  

 

“Consumers appreciate the taste and texture they recognize from before, which creates 

a low barrier to eat plant-based. They can do it without compromising on taste”.  
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This is aligned with what is stated by De Boer et al. (2006), that substitute products have to be 

similar in terms of taste and texture in order to gain a broader consumer acceptance. By 

observing the companies’ perspective on taste and texture, together with the research findings 

by De Backer & Hudders (2014) and De Boer et al. (2006), we can identify an alignment with 

the multidisciplinary model. We understand from the model that there are three main factors 

affecting consumer behaviour; psychological, marketing and sensory. By this, we understand 

that although there may be psychological factors influencing consumers’ attitudes and beliefs 

about animal products being unhealthy or unsustainable, consumers are not willing to 

compromise the sensory factors of flavor and in-mouth texture. We can conclude that the 

interviewed companies are focusing on creating products where sensory factors of plant-based 

substitutes are equivalent to sensory factors of animal products, so that consumer behavior can 

be driven towards a plant-based consumption. Furthermore, representatives from the companies 

who create meat substitutes, namely Oumph!, ICA and Fry, explained that their reasoning for 

creating imitating substitutes is also because consumers find it easier to exchange one product 

in a meal rather than changing the whole meal. Samira from Fry mentioned:  

 

“We work a lot with soy-based products that are similar to meat. We believe that it is 

easier to exchange the protein than learning to cook completely new meals. Many 

people still want to be able to eat the same meals that they are used to”.  

 

Moreover, Elisabeth from Oumph! highlighted: 

 

 “[...] because they can use the same recipes as before. You can make the same taco but 

using Oumph! instead of minced meat. They don’t have to learn how to cook in a new 

way”.  

 

This understanding is in line with the findings of Apostolidis & McLeay (2016), claiming that 

meat substitutes can make it easier for consumers to make a dietary change due to a substitution 

of one product being easier than changing the whole meal pattern. Furthermore, Samira from 

Violife stated that their consumers not only expect their products to taste like cheese, but also 

to have the same functions. In fact, consumers expect to be able to slice it, grate it and melt it 

in the same way as regular cheese. We can thus conclude that the more alike substitutes are in 

terms of taste, texture and function, the easier it is to change consumer behaviour towards plant-
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based alternatives. By following this approach, the companies are lowering the barriers to plant-

based food and making it easier for consumers to adopt them. The expert Mattias agrees that 

substitute products are an effective way to cut barriers but highlights the importance of also 

stimulating a bigger diet change beyond substitution. He said:  

 

“I don’t think it’s the only way. It might be a good way for some people to try a veggie 

burger that taste like meat, because then they might be more open to eat other stuff that 

is not specifically meat alike. So, it might be like cutting barriers, but I think it’s also 

important to inspire and influence consumers towards a bigger change as well, such as 

eating just sweet potatoes filled with vegetables and quinoa”.  

 

De Boer et al. (2014) found that many consumers who are open for flexitarianism are also open 

to adjust their conventional meals beyond the substitution of one product. Given this, we 

understand that it is easier to exchange just one product (Apostolidis & McLeay 2016), 

however, this should only be seen as one way and does not exclude the fact that people are 

likely to become open for a bigger change in the future (De Boer et al., 2014). This is aligned 

with the statement by Mattias, which further makes us understand that substitutes are not only 

facilitating the transition process, they also generate an openness among consumers to try other 

plant-based products that are not substitutes. In fact, by cutting barriers, the companies are 

enabled to influence consumers to a more positive attitude towards plant-based food. 

Subsequently this could lead to an increased adoption of a plant-based diet. Samira from Fry 

also touched on this when explaining how consumers might change in the future:  

 

“We know that consumers may be more open for change in the future, so it might be 

relevant in the future to create vegetable-based products that don’t necessarily have to 

be similar to meat”. 

  

Moreover, Mattias further explained that he does not think people necessarily need the exact 

meat characteristics in the products, instead he thinks that people just want good and tasty food. 

This is aligned with the findings of Elzerman et al. (2011) who state that substitutes does not 

need to have the same sensory attributes, but in order to gain acceptance by meat eaters, the 

taste have to be really good. By applying the multidisciplinary model to this case, we see that 

the sensory factors relate to visual appearance, in-mouth texture, flavor and odor, meaning that 

companies can aim to improve these aspects without creating equivalence to meat and dairy 
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(Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). Although, as identified among the interviewed companies, 

it is the identical substitution that creates a low barrier and easy transition. However, taking 

into account the expectations about a greater consumer openness for change in the future 

discussed previously, it is possible to see that companies may succeed without creating identical 

substitutes and instead focus on optimizing the sensory factors in general. Furthermore, Björn 

from Oatly explained that many consumers have started to choose one of their products over 

dairy products because of the superior taste. He explained:  

 

“More people want our Barista drink in their coffee because it tastes better than regular 

milk. It adds a unique taste and feeling to the coffee which have never been experienced 

with cows’ milk”.  

 

This is an example of how Oatly have enhanced the sensory factors in their substitutes (Font-i-

Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014) without being identical to regular dairy. Instead, they have created 

a taste and texture that is considered superior to dairy. We can therefore conclude that in order 

to influence consumers to eat more plant-based, we can agree with De Boer et al. (2006) that 

substitutes have to be similar or better in terms of taste and texture. However, we can also 

identify that companies may potentially succeed by not necessarily being identical to animal 

products, but rather enhancing the sensory factors in general.  

 

4.3 “We try to bring our consumers on our sustainability journey” 
 

The companies Oatly, Oumph!, Fry and Sproud all highlighted that they want to be part of a 

bigger change that goes beyond creating solely plant-based products, instead they want to join 

a revolution towards a more sustainable world. All of them have environmental sustainability 

at the core of their organisational values, and they all indicated that they strongly communicate 

this vision with their stakeholders to make them feel part of this change. When asked what 

Oatly does, Björn answered:  

 

“We are here to change the world to the better […], to actively help prevent global 

warming and to help consumers choose plant-based protein instead of animal protein 

[…], we want to create a movement around this”.  
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He further explained that the company uses several expressions to communicate this movement 

with their stakeholders, such as ‘Post Milk Generation’, ‘Wow No Cow’ and ‘Totally Oatsome’. 

Sammy from Sproud also touches on the area on creating a revolution and explains how they 

communicate their movement with expressions such as ‘Next level plant-based’ and ‘No 

yesterday’ throughout their marketing channels. He further explained:   

 

“We want to show people that this is the next big thing. That we’re heading towards a 

revolution. The feeling we communicate is for one to feel belongingness and a 

connection. People should feel that this is what they want to be part of”. 

 

When analyzing these approaches, it is possible to identify that the companies have a 

willingness to create a large societal change in terms of environmental impact, and the 

practice of communicating this change with their customers is a way of performing 

transformative marketing (Kumar, 2018). Instead of just offering great food products, the 

companies enhance their value propositions by incorporating their mission for a sustainable 

environment into their product offerings, which create a potential stronger connection to the 

consumers (Kumar, 2018). As the companies claimed that their consumer feels part of this 

sustainability journey, it is possible to see that those consumers experience a greater 

connection and meaningfulness by purchasing the company’s products. Thus, the 

transformative marketing approach followed by the companies can therefore be seen as an 

effective way of enhancing value proposition by establishing a more emotional connection to 

the brand. Moreover, Elisabeth from Oumph! also highlighted their sustainable focus: 

 

“Our mission is ‘imagine better’. In order to change the world to the better, you first 

have to imagine one. We exist to create food that fit into the planetary limitations […], 

we are here to make a change”. 

 

When applying the multidisciplinary model to this analysis, it is possible to see that the 

transformative marketing approach has potential to change consumer behaviour by influencing 

consumer’s psychological factors (Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). By communicating the 

importance of choosing plant-based food due to environmental reasons and showcasing how 

the company takes responsibility for this change, the brands are attempting to affect the 

psychological factors by influencing the consumer’s beliefs and attitudes. It is also possible to 

see that the enhanced value proposition through the transformative marketing approach creates 
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a stronger brand, which affects consumer behaviour under marketing factors. Since consumers 

generally show a greater willingness to buy products from brands with a higher societal purpose 

(Cobb-Walgren et al., 1995), it is possible to see the purposeful focus of these brands as an 

essential factor to their success. Consumers who already possess the belief or attitude that plant-

based food is better from an environmental perspective, are exposed to a brand who connects 

with these already existing beliefs.  

 

4.4 “Our packaging stands out from the boring crowd” 
 

Another distinct commonness among many companies concerned their strategy on packaging 

design. All companies except ICA and Fry emphasized that they have focused on creating a 

unique packaging design to stand out from competing brands. By creating a design that is 

different from the general approach in the industry, the companies aim to make their products 

more noticeable in the shelves. The companies indicate that they have used different colours, 

illustrations and aesthetics compared to what is normally observed in the shelf. They all 

further explained that their design is an important way of communicating their message, 

although it was identified that the companies used different design themes depending on how 

they wanted to direct their communication. For instance, Björn from Oatly explained how 

their packaging works as a direct communication channel to their consumers which they find 

to be important in terms of standing out:   

 

“We are challenging the dairy brands. They are usually very boring, so we have used a 

very funny, playful and humorostic approach. It is also t is very important  

for us to be extremely transparent. We don’t hide anything and we talk about our  

strengths and weaknesses on our packages” 

 

Moreover, Sammy from Sproud explained their thoughts on packaging design:  

 

“In order to stand out from the other products in the shelf, it was of highest importance  

for us to develop an identity that made it possible to stand out. It is said that one should  

work with colors, however we chose to go in the opposite direction to create more  

excitement and to create something unique. We wanted to awake the curiosity  

among consumers and this striped, black and white design is kind of like a warning  

tape”    
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Elisabeth from Oumph! further explained that they are attempting to make Oumph! an attractive 

option in the shelf by using a design that is modern and “stylish”: 

 

“We’ve made the bag black because we want to create the feeling of young and  

energy. More emphasis on those aspects. We’ve done a transformative branding that  

engages, that people want to identify themselves with” 

 

These findings are in relation to what Krishna (2010) stated about sensory marketing and the 

engagement the marketing creates among its consumers. One could argue for these brands to 

create identities and belongingness that consumers can identify themselves with, as they work 

with specific designs, features and characteristics on the packages (Cardello et al., 2011). From 

our findings one could argue that the companies have strengthened their brand image by having 

their specific package design as a communication channel. Although, as Husić-Mehmedović et 

al. (2019) argues, it is yet not known exactly how these specific attributes and features affect 

the consumer, only that they are affecting the consumer and in this study, we can see a positive 

effect.  

   

4.5 “Collaborations has been an important factor for our success” 
 

Another strategic choice that has been identified is that the brands Oumph!, Sproud, Oatly and 

ICA have been collaborating with essential stakeholders to reach out with their products and 

more effectively promote their messages in the market. Oumph! has been collaborating with 

two of the largest restaurant chains in Sweden: O’Learys and MAX. Elisabeth from Oumph! 

explained that change is better achieved when working together, and therefore, an essential part 

of their strategy is to find other actors in the market who share the same vision as they do and 

thus collaborate together for a common goal. She explained:  

 

“We want to find other companies with the same values, conditions and purpose. 

Together we can achieve incredible results”. 

 

O’Learys wanted to become more environmentally friendly by replacing much of their food 

with plant-based options, so together with Oumph! they developed a new menu including dishes 

such as Oumph! Quesadilla, Oumph! Tacos, Oumph! Caesar Salad and Oumph! Barbeque 



 33 

 

Burger, which resulted in a huge success. Furthermore, MAX has recently been noticed for its 

focus on sustainability and together with Oumph! they developed a new vegan burger, called 

BBQ Sandwich. These initiatives can be seen as typical activities for CSV through synergies 

between multiple actors in the value chain (Monastyrnaya et al., 2017; Krzyżanowska & 

Tkaczyk, 2014). The expression by Elisabeth shows that Oumph! is aware of the increased 

potential for sustainable results when working together, which is aligned with Monastyrnaya et 

al. (2017) who state that sustainable results in the food industry are better achieved when actors 

collaborate along the value chain. By including more actors in the creation of sustainable food, 

one can argue for an increased reach with their plant-based products as the different companies 

most likely have different consumers and can therefore reach out to a larger number of people.  

  

Björn from Oatly explained that they have close collaborations with many of the large cafe 

chains in Sweden where they together have created vegan coffee drinks by using their Oatly 

Barista Edition. He furthermore highlighted a collaboration with the music festival Way out 

West (WoW) which have been going on for many years, where one of the collaborative 

activities are the development of serval plant-based drinks. Since WoW’s main value 

proposition is sustainability, Oatly views these collaborations as a way to together spread the 

word about sustainability and sustainable food to the larger market. Björn explained:  

 

“This is more than just sponsorship. We work together to take the fight against cow's 

milk. We have together created drinks completely based on Oatly”.  

 

Furthermore, Sammy from Sproud also stated that an essential part of their strategy is to 

collaborate with cafe chains so that they together can create plant-based options. He explained:  

 

“We recently initiated a collaboration with Espresso House with our Sproud Barista. 

So, you can find us at all Espresso House cafes in Sweden now, where for example their 

new vegan cappuccino is made with Sproud”.  

 

He highlighted these collaborations as an important way to reach out with their products to the 

market in a more effective way. These collaborations have enabled the brands and chains to 

enhance sustainability in the value chain, by creating new plant-based products and making 

them available to more consumers. The three companies, Oumph!, Oatly and Sproud explained 

how these collaborations have been successful initiatives and by this, it is possible to draw the 
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conclusion of the companies creating a stronger brand image and position in the market, which 

is aligned with the research findings by Krzyżanowska & Tkaczyk (2014). The collaborations 

have been a way to combine knowledge and resources across companies to create better 

products, which is a practice of open innovation (Bellairs, 2010). One could therefore argue 

that by combining resources and knowledge with actors such as restaurants and cafes, the 

companies have been able to create more competitive products and superior customer value 

(Schoen, 2017). 

  

Furthermore, Sara from ICA stated that they have created a Facebook group called “Best at 

Vego”, where they let consumers be part of the development of new products. This could be 

seen as a form of collaboration, known as a co-creative process (Bayona-Saez et al., 2017). Sara 

explained:  

 

“We created a Facebook group a couple of months ago where we asked our consumers 

what they were missing in the shelf and what they wanted us to create. It was very fun. 

It was 7000 consumers who voted and brought their opinions on what products we 

should create. For example, we’re going to create a new fresh vegan pizza as well as 

vegan sauces based on this feedback”.  

 

By asking the consumers what they want, ICA was able to develop products that their target 

market demanded, which makes the product development less risky since the products meet 

customer needs and wants. This is aligned with what is stated by Bellairs (2010), that open 

innovation allows companies to launch new products with lower risk. By involving their 

customers in the creation of plant-based products, ICA is enhancing their potential to deliver a 

great value proposition and thus create products that their market really wants (Bellairs, 2010). 

One could also argue for ICA to create a positive and strong brand image where they have a 

closer relation to their consumers as they get to be part of ICA’s decisions, and thereby create 

higher satisfaction among their consumers.  

   

4.6 “We receive a lot of earned media” 
 

There was a noticeable commonality among all companies regarding the positive word-of-

mouth and earned media they receive on social media platforms, which have resulted in positive 

effects on sales. All company representatives stated that earned media is an important part in 

https://search-proquest-com.proxy.library.ju.se/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Bayona-Saez,+Cristina/$N?accountid=11754
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how awareness about their products is spread among consumers. They all agree that the 

communication among consumers both generate a fast spread when it comes to consumers 

trying their products, but also to the creation of a strong brand image. Sammy from Sproud 

explained: 

 

“We’ve been contacted by many influencers and restaurants who want our products. 

We’ve noticed an extremely fast traveling word-of-mouth among consumers. Everyone 

is talking about us so we’ve gained 100% awareness in a very short period of time”  

 

The fact that word-of-mouth have provided positive results for the companies in terms of 

growing sales and strengthened brand image, is aligned with the findings of Buttle (1998) who 

states that word-of-mouth is the most effective influential aspect on consumer behaviour. He 

also states that WOM is most effective when it comes to spreading awareness about a new 

product and making consumers buy it, which corresponds to the findings among the companies. 

This is even more evidential with regards to specifically Sproud, which is a new brand who 

launched a couple of months ago and the fact that they have gained a wide spread already. It is 

thus possible to see that positive WOM among consumers have a positive effect on their 

readiness to purchase plant-based substitutes. Since consumers generally have a skeptical 

perception towards substitutes (Graça et al., 2015) and experience unfamiliarity with the 

products (Hoek et al., 2011), WOM about such products have the potential to make them more 

attractive for consumers, since WOM is observed as a source with greater credibility compared 

to other marketing sources (Buttle, 1998). While all the interviewed companies expressed that 

their consumer involvement is the reason behind their earned media, ICA, Violife, and Fry 

explained that they were not actively seeking to create earned media. Despite this, they have all 

experienced the effect of a positive WOM. Samira from Violife explained:  

 

“We’re not really marketing ourselves, except from our participation at vegan trade 

shows and sometimes we try to demonstrate our products in stores. But as a rule of 

thumb, our sales are based on that people have tried it before[...] It’s spreading among 

the customers” 

 

Three of the interviewed companies, namely Oatly, Oumph! and Spoud expressed that they 

work actively with creating earned media, by creating content on their own platforms which is 

aimed to stimulate sharing among consumers. Elisabeth from Oumph! said that they work a lot 
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with earned, shared and owned media and that most of their communication is either through 

their own channels or generated content by others through social platforms. Furthermore, Björn 

from Oatly also explained how their outdoor advertisements are aimed to create earned media: 

 

“The attention we get from media is overall a reaction to the fact that we are changing 

a whole industry. [...]we’ve used a lot of outdoor advertisement, such as in the metro 

and at bus stops with our humoristic touch. That might be a bit special. The point with 

this is the earned media we get from it on instagram etcetera. We have a lot of 

engagement in social media even though we’re not the one creating most of the 

content”.  

 

He further quoted two examples of what their outdoor advertisements have expressed: 

 

 “We spent an insane amount of money on this fancy billboard. Hope someone interested 

in oat drink sees it”, and “Maybe a social media celebrity will take a photo of this poster 

and you will see it on instagram and like it more than you do right now”.  

 

The earned media they receive on social media can be seen as a type of electronic word-of-

mouth (Reimer & Benkenstein, 2016), which influences consumers by generating awareness, 

perceptions, attitudes and intentions about the brand (Buttle, 1998). Not only does this have a 

positive effect on purchase intention (Buttle, 1998) but it also help create a strong 

brand, regardless of actual or perceived product knowledge (Fitzgerald, 2017). Furthermore, 

the expert Mattias explained how WOM usually is the best promotion tool a company could 

benefit from. He explained that the fundamental advantage of a positive WOM is the 

trustworthiness gained from it. A brand with high trustworthiness among its consumers creates 

higher loyalty, something that Mattias claimed to be a desired outcome. These statements are 

all aligned with the findings of Fitzgerald (2017) and Buttle (1998), which enable the 

conclusion that WOM, gained both electronically and verbally, makes the brand more attractive 

for the consumer which subsequently influence purchase behaviour. Furthermore, Björn from 

Oatly claimed that the most important communication is not the one from the company itself, 

but rather the communication between the consumers:   

 



 37 

 

“Who cares about what we say about ourselves, what matters is what people on social 

media say and if that results in spreading our message and help us raise awareness 

about veganism, then that’s a very effective way to create awareness about us”.  

  

By analysing the interviewees’ response regarding earned media and a positive word-of-mouth 

spreading among consumers, one can draw the conclusion between a positive outcome in terms 

of both awareness and trustworthiness and a strong and positive brand image.  

  

4.7 “Our products have a premium price” 
 

When the informants were asked about their pricing strategies, one commonality among the 

companies Oumph!, Oatly, Violife and Sproud was the premium price on their products. All of 

them highlighted their extensive research and development being one of the main reasons 

behind the high prices. Elisabeth from Oumph! explained:  

 

“Well, we have a premium pricing and that is based a lot on the innovation we’ve 

developed. It took a very long time to find the texture we have today. It is a world class 

product, so it took quite some time to develop it, and therefore slightly higher price than 

other vegan substitutes” 

 

Moreover, Björn from Oatly provided a similar answer to what Elisabeth did. He explained 

that Oatly possesses a unique patented technology behind their production and claims this to 

be one of the main reasons behind the pricing model. He further explained:  

 

“If we compare us with other oat drinks, we’re probably the most expensive one, but 

almond milk is more expensive, due to higher expenses to produce, and soy milk is on 

the other hand cheaper [...] We’ve never experienced that the price has been an issue. 

People are willing to pay.” 

 

Sammy from Sproud also argued for the same pricing strategy as Oumph! and Oatly with the 

response: 

 

 “We’ve got slightly higher price than oat drinks, maybe not the most expensive one but 

we are cheaper than almond. Sproud is defined as a premium product” 
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In the multidisciplinary model, price is one of the parameters influencing consumer behavior 

under marketing factors (Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014). Since Font-i-Furnolis and 

Guerrero (2014) argue that high prices provide a positive effect on expected quality, one can 

argue that the premium prices on the companies’ products generate the perception of a high 

quality by the consumers. Under section 4.2 in this paper, it was highlighted that Oatly, 

Oumph!, Violife and Sproud offer products with high quality in terms of taste and texture. One 

may therefore claim that the high prices on their products can be seen as an addition to how this 

product quality is communicated to the consumers. Since Hoek et al. (2011) claims that 

consumers show unwillingness to buy substitute products due to the low perceived product 

quality, one can argue that premium prices on such products being a way to generate the 

perception of higher quality. Due to consumers being explicitly more inclined to purchase 

products with a high perceived quality (Font-i-Furnolis & Guerrero, 2014), one can argue that 

meat and dairy substitutes can become more attractive for consumers when using a premium 

pricing model.  

 

As claimed before, substitutes are products that make it easier for consumers to eat plant-based 

by exchanging just one product in a meal instead of having to learn how to cook in a new way 

(Apostolidis & McLeay, 2016). One can therefore argue that consumers’ willingness to 

purchase substitute products with a premium price is due to substitutes facilitating their diet 

change. Flexitarians who opt for an easy and smooth transition to plant-based food may 

therefore be willing to pay a higher price for a substitute, instead of learning how to cook a 

whole plant-based meal on their own.  

 

5. Conclusion  
 

This research aims to explore how companies who offer plant-based meat and dairy substitutes 

can influence flexitarians towards a more plant-based food consumption. Two research 

questions were formed to guide the research: 1. How do leading companies who offer plant-

based meat and dairy substitutes market themselves in the Swedish market? 2. How can 

companies influence flexitarians towards a more plant-based food consumption? Seven 

interviews were conducted with six companies operating in Sweden, namely Oatly, Oumph!, 

Sproud, ICA, Violife and Fry, and with one industry expert named Mattias Kristiansson from 

the magazine Vegomagasinet. 
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The study was grounded in the conflict between the need to eat more plant-based food in order 

to maintain sustainability and the restrain among consumers to change current eating habits. By 

studying this conflict and how to overcome it, this study aims to contribute with new knowledge 

to the field that can be relevant for companies operating in the food industry. When weighing 

the evidence of this study, it appears that there exist distinct marketing tactics when influencing 

consumer behaviour towards more plant-based eating.  

 

The research identified seven themes on how companies market themselves and how they aim 

to influence the mass market to eat more plant-based. Two of these were identified to be the 

main themes, due to them being found in all companies. Namely, that they direct their 

communication to flexitarians and not solely vegetarians and vegans, as well as their strive to 

create a taste and texture that is identical to meat and dairy products. These two themes were 

aligned with previous research on how plant-based substitutes are marketed. The remaining five 

themes concerned the use of transformative marketing, collaborations with key partners, the 

use of a challenging packaging design, their earned media from consumers and their premium 

pricing models. Furthermore, Oatly, Oumph! and Sproud were the three companies where all 

themes were identified, which leads to the conclusion that the marketing tactics performed by 

these companies are good examples on how flexitarians can be influenced towards a more plant-

based food consumption.  

6. Discussion  
 

6.1 Limitations 

 
In order to understand the relevance of this thesis, there are certain limitations that need to be 

acknowledged. Firstly, the number of companies interviewed is only a small sample of the 

number of companies operating in the Swedish market with plant-based substitutes. This 

limitation comes as a consequence of companies’ unwillingness to participate in the study, as 

well as the limited time frame. Due to this limitation, the authors would like to highlight that 

the identified marketing tactics performed by the companies are only observed as some 

examples of useful tactics for companies in the field. However, there may be other important 

tactics that are not reflected in this study. Secondly, the other limitation concerns that some of 

the company representatives had limited insights and knowledge regarding the company’s 

marketing strategies. For example, although Samira from Fry and Violife is responsible for 
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these brands’ operation in Sweden, she possessed limited knowledge regarding the brands’ 

fundamental marketing strategies. On the contrary, the representative from Sproud was both 

co-founder and brand manager of the brand which provided greater insights of the company’s 

strategic choices.  

 

6.2 Purpose driven versus product driven 
 

Beyond the identification of the themes among the companies, the authors got a notion that the 

companies were following two different paths in how they market themselves. The companies 

Oatly, Oumph!, Fry and Sproud were observed as more purpose driven whereas ICA and 

Violife were perceived as product driven. The purpose driven companies seemed to have a 

greater purpose incorporated in their marketing, where they aim to be part of a bigger societal 

change. On the contrary, the product driven companies were more focused on offering only a 

high-quality product. Thus, one could argue that there is more than one possible approach of 

successfully marketing plant-based substitutes. In this study, Oatly, Oumph! and Sproud were 

the only companies where all themes were identified and therefore the authors see the potential 

of these companies being the most influential ones. Since these companies also were seen as 

purpose driven, the authors therefore argue for the purpose driven approach being the most 

successful one.  

  

6.3 A new phase of plant-based substitutes  
 

The authors presumed prior to the study that companies offering plant-based substitutes mainly 

target vegetarians and vegans. However, this was disproven in the study as the findings revealed 

that the companies mainly directed their communication to flexitarians. This was aligned with 

previous research stating that plant-based substitutes are becoming increasingly targeted to 

flexitarians (Hoek et al., 2011), who constitute the larger part of the market (Hicks et al., 2018). 

By conducting this study, the authors have understood that this strategy is a major key in 

influencing the Swedish population towards a more sustainable food consumption. It is thus 

possible to see that the market of plant-based substitutes is entering a new phase, where no 

longer vegetarians and vegans are the main consumers of such products.  
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6.4 Implications for the industry 
 

The findings revealed that meat and dairy substitutes are an important way of lowering the 

barriers to plant-based food consumption. However, a dispute was encountered regarding 

whether or not substitutes are just a tool for creating a smooth plant-based transition or if these 

types of products will continue to grow in the market. Existing theory highlighted that some 

consumers reject substitute products due to considered unhealthiness (Hoek et al., 2011). This 

made the authors question a future growth of this segment, since the meat substitutes offered 

by the interviewed companies are processed food, but also due to ICA who highlighted that 

consumers demand for healthy substitutes have increased. It was identified in this study that 

the meat substitutes offered by the companies were mainly marketed with an emphasis on 

environmental sustainability and not with a focus on healthy products. However, due to the 

possible change in demand of healthier substitutes, the authors see a possibility of health being 

an important aspect for companies to consider in the future. 

 

The study showed that the interviewed companies have had a significant focus on creating 

products with a low environmental impact and with high quality in terms of taste and texture. 

This actuality is likely to affect other companies in the food sector to also incorporate these 

focus areas in their product offering. Not only does this concern companies offering substitute 

products, but also companies who operates in the meat and dairy industry.   

 

6.5 Contribution and suggestion for further research  
 

This research contributes with knowledge in the field of marketing of plant-based food products 

and shows insight of how companies can influence consumer behaviour in several ways. The 

findings of this study can provide valuable knowledge for established companies as well as new 

companies planning to enter the field of plant-based substitutes. However, due to the limitations 

of this study, further research is needed to investigate this topic even further. 

 

The study found seven important themes used by companies to influence consumers towards a 

more plant-based diet. Although, it has not fully been understood how these marketing tactics 

should be combined to create the most optimal outcome. It has been highlighted that the authors 

could see patterns where the companies Oatly, Oumph! and Sproud were seen as most 
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influential. Furthermore, to gain a broader understanding on how companies can influence 

flexitarians towards a more plant-based consumption, future research is suggested to investigate 

the flexitarians’ perspective and attitudes towards plant-based substitutes in the Swedish 

market. By conducting a qualitative research on flexitarians’ perspective, a more thorough 

understanding of the topic will be generated.  
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Appendix 1. 
Diffusion of innovation model   

Rogers (1995)  
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Themes identified from data analysis  
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Appendix 3. 

Interview questions 

1. What kind of company is X and what do you do? 

- What kind of products do you have?  

- Which products are more popular?  

- Where do you operate?  

2. Tell us about your role and what you work with at company X.  

3. Who are your consumers?  

- Have they changed over time?  

- What do they think of your products?  

- Which attitudes do they have to your products? 

- Do they have any expectations on the products, and if they do which ones?  

4. What factors do you believe have been the most important ones for the 

company’s success?  

5. Tell us about your products  

- How do they taste? Texture?   

- What is the reasoning behind you packaging design?   

- Is the product similar to meat/dairy in terms of taste and texture? And if so, how 

6. What are the prices of your products?  

- More expensive/cheaper?  

- What does your consumer think of the prices?  

7. What is your distribution like? Which channels are you using for communicating 

with your consumers?  

8. Tell us about company X’s communication strategy, what does it look like?    

- What feeling are you trying to communicate?  

- Specific expressions?  

9. How do you communicate your message to your consumers?  

- Social medias? Influencers? Collaborations?  
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