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Veganism (or following a PBD) is scientifically proven to be one of the possible answers to the 

environmental, ethical and health issues our society is currently facing. The documentary film 

What the Health advocates this claim and presents the tremendous impacts, meat and dairy 

production and consumption, have on our environment, our personal health and for the 

people living on our planet. The documentary’s attempt of persuading people to adopt a PBD 

remained unanswered and was the chosen case-study for this research on audience reception 

and media effects. The purpose of this research is to provide new empirical data on how the 

documentary film What the Health changes females’ and males’ perception of a PBD. Using a 

qualitative method of in-depth interviews, this study aimed to understand how the 

documentary film What the Health changes females’ and males’ perception of a PBD in times 

of the 21st century Vegan social movement. Using theoretical insights from the following 

theories:  Framing theory, schema theory, social representation theory, social cognition theory 

and the concept of hegemonic masculinity, this study aimed to assess whether the 

documentary film What the Health contributed to perception changes among its audience. 

And whether gender differences were prominent.  

The findings of this study indicated perception changes of a PBD among its audience. 

Preconceptions of Veganism as a social trend or for ethical justifications were changed to 

understanding people’s individual motivations for attaining such a diet. Overall, no significant 

gender differences were detected. The social determinant of perceived restrictions within a 

social context were the most dominant factors of not transitioning to a PBD. Meat is 

undoubtedly an inherent and substantial part of people’s lives and restricting oneself from it 

is not perceived to be the answer to environmental, personal health and ethical issues. 

However, the audience was observed to admire Vegans for their discipline and strength.  

This study indicated that the documentary film What the Health might have an effect on its 

audience in the long term, which is proposed as future research respectively.  

Keywords: PBD, Vegan, Documentary,  What the Health, Audience Perception, Gendered Nutrition  
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Definitions  
Vegan/Plant-based diet1 The Vegan diet is similar to the 

Vegetarian diet in that it does not 

include any meat. However, it also does 

not include any animal products at all: 

complete abandonment of dairy 

products such as milk, cheese, yogurt, 

eggs, and honey. In addition to that, 

complete abandonment of animal 

products, no animal derivatives, and no 

animal testing. This is also a lifestyle, by 

which many do not purchase any items 

that are made of animal products2. 

Omnivore diet The omnivore diet consists of animal 

products and meat, as well as fruits and 

vegetables. It essentially means that one 

can eat everything and nothing is limited 

to them. It is the most common diet 

amongst us human beings and also the 

most diverse. 

Vegetarian diet Abstention from the consumption of 

meat.  

 
  

                                                      
1 In this paper, the word ‘Vegan’ diet is used interchangeably with ‘Plant-based diet’. The researcher is 

fully aware that the terms might have different meanings and connotations to some people. Nonetheless, 
for the purpose of this paper, the term will be used interchangeably and is defined by the definition 
above and elaborately explained below.  
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Introduction  
The topic of Veganism has frequently been addressed in mainstream media. This is the 

result of the current social movement around the claim that a plant-based diet 

(henceforth PBD) benefits environmental sustainability, human health and improves 

animal welfare. Advocates of this claim have delivered scientifically proven results, 

which show that following a PBD is straightforwardly better for the world (Graça, 

Oliveira, & Calheiros, 2015). It is believed that following a PBD will decrease global 

warming, reverse chronic diseases and end animal cruelty. As a corollary of this, 

multinational corporations are also making an effort to incorporate plant-based 

options (meat substitutes) into their menus since research had shown that demand for 

these options are rising (Popper, 2019); with Millennials dominating this demand 

(Rowland, 2018).  

Within the social movement of Veganism, Vegan-focused media, Vegan-

promoting documentary films and Vegan-celebrities, have enjoyed increased 

popularity (e.g., Vegetarian Times and Forks over Knives (2011)) and been distributed 

through global streaming platforms. A documentary published by Netflix (see 

Appendix I, p. 47) in 2017 called What the Health addresses the benefits of a PBD and 

reveals new findings of how animal-derived products impact people’s health negatively 

and how its production causes and worsens climate change. Ultimately, the 

documentary attacks health organizations in the United States by insisting on a direct 

link of funds made by the animal agriculture industry towards these organizations, 

implying collusion between economically pioneering global companies.  

Narratives have proven to be a powerful communication tool within the media 

entertainment business (Jamieson et al., 2017) and documentaries have become a 

commonly used medium in environmental communication with strong evidence of 

impacts on its audiences (e.g., Janpol & Dilts, 2016 drawing on Opel, 2007; Lindenfeld, 

2010; Monani, 2008; Rosteck & Frentz, 2009).  

I have viewed the documentary What the Health in 2018 with the immediate 

outcome of transitioning to a PBD. The impact of this particular documentary has 

resulted in a profound change for my dietary choices, which made me wonder whether 

this documentary can cause conversion among a larger audience. I wondered whether 

the medium documentary published on one of the most influential media streaming 

platforms in the world, changes viewers’ perceptions of a PBD. Of special interest for 

me and the scientific problem, is the question of how this documentary is perceived by 

male/female audiences, claiming that there are significant gender differences when it 

comes to nutrition generally; especially, as following a PBD is socially constructed to 

be feminine (e.g., Beardsworth et al., 2002; Mallyon et al., 2010; Prättälä et al., 2007; 
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Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017; Turner et al., 2013). Nevertheless, in regard to the current 

social movement around Veganism, males have increasingly reported to follow a PBD 

(Murray-Ragg, 2017), thus offering a fruitful research focus.  

The documentary What the Health (2017) (see Appendix II, p. 48) was produced by 

the American Filmmakers Kip Andersen and Keegan Kuhn, resulting in media 

attention worldwide. The documentary’s narrative features Andersen, as the 

protagonist, on his journey to find out the truth about meat and dairy 

production/consumption. Thereto he interviews scientists, physicians, world-class 

athletes and most importantly regular people. Andersen uncovers his truth of how the 

pharmaceutical industry and health organizations are colluding with the animal 

agriculture industry, how chronic diseases were reversed by transitioning to a PBD, 

presenting regular people and their personal journeys. The documentary describes the 

unethical aspects of meat and dairy production and the immorality behind it, for 

animal welfare and for the communities living in the areas of meat and dairy 

production. The narrative combines scientific information through storytelling and 

characterization and thus promotes the content’s understanding, increases 

engagement and captures attention (Jamieson et al., 2017).    

Is this pro-Vegan documentary perceived as a scientific breakthrough or a 

conspiracy myth? Will males’ perceptions differ to females’ perception considering 

that meat is associated with masculinity (Prättäla et al., 2007; Turner et al., 2013)? 

Interesting in this regard is Hansen’s (2010) claim that “it is instructive to consider 

whether we are, broadly speaking, within a generally ‘receptive’ period or whether we 

are going through a period where society is, if not directly hostile to, then perhaps 

bored with ‘the environment’ […]” (p. 23). This study departs from the assumption that 

we are currently in a very ‘receptive’ period in regard to environmental issues with 

multiple major news outlets, like The Economist and Forbes, having declared 

Veganism to go mainstream in 2019 (Cappiello, 2018).  

 

Background  
Originated from Vegetarianism, which is a well-known concept globally, Veganism 

differs in the way that no animal-derived products are being consumed. Or rather 

being avoided as much as possible in all areas of life (Boström et al., 2019). This calls 

for subcategories of Veganism, with PBDs that are rather focused on a more 

sustainable way of eating, taking the lead. While Vegetarians might still eat fish and 

eggs as a part of their diets, Vegans do not consume products originating from animals. 

Or as states above, strive not to. Diets that largely compose of vegetables and grains 

have existed since ancient times. But Veganism in the 21st century is not only about 
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eating vegetables and grains but rather a lifestyle that challenges the public’s belief 

system of animal-derived products as “normal to consume” within societal discourse. 

And prevails ethical, health, environmental, as well as political reasons around this 

perception of consumption (Boström et al., 2019). This PB-lifestyle has been created 

and sustained by popular media (Christopher et al., 2018) and identifies “Veganism as 

a distinctive second-order subculture situated within the broader Vegetarian 

subculture” (p. 55). This lifestyle profoundly builds on the tenet of ethical, health, as 

well as environmental reasoning. It furthermore increasingly goes beyond these 

factors, leading to a focus of contemporary political consumerism, by which consumers 

voice political concerns through refraining themselves from buying animal products. 

 
“[Political consumerism] represents actions by people who make choices among 
producers and products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or 

market practices. Their choices are based on attitudes and values regarding issues of 
justice, fairness, or noneconomic issues that concern personal and family well-being 

and ethical or political assessment of favorable and unfavorable business and 
government practice.” 

(Boström et al., 2019 drawing on Micheletti, 2003, p.2) 

 
Veganism being a lifestyle that allows ‘blurry boundaries’ describes individual’s 

embracement of practices that can be linked to self-identity (Boström et al., 2019 

drawing on Giddens, 1991). And while the several various practices on how to be Vegan 

are defined by individual preferences, Veganism goes beyond anticonsumerism. It is 

conceptualized as political consumerism in the way that individuals “use their private 

life to take responsibility for the allocation of common values and resources” (Boström 

et al., 2019, drawing on Stolle & Micheletti, 2013, p. 169). By questioning existing social 

structures through adapting Vegan habits and falling out of the ordinary of societal 

eating patterns, people make profound lifestyle changes. Another focus conveys “a 

philosophical worldview emphasizing a more egalitarian relationship between human 

and nonhuman animals” (drawing on Francione, 2010, p.161). These multiple and 

varied subgroups are practiced ‘fluidly’ and ‘flexibly’ in modern societies with various 

groups having numerous motivations and solutions to the bigger problem of animal-

derived foods’ production/consumption (Boström et al., 2019). The diversification and 

adherence of Veganism is going from “Meat Free Mondays” (p. 161) and “Eat Vegan 

Before 6 p.m.” (p. 161) to “reducing meat consumption by 20 percent” (p. 161) to only 

eating “Raw Vegetables” (p. 161) and highlights consumers as individuals who are free 

to make their own choices; in Western societies at least. As well as its rising public 

acceptance and encouragement.  

However, we still find ourselves living in a world that is dominated by 

Omnivores due to the obvious cultural pattern within most Western societies (Graça, 
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Oliveira & Calheiros, 2015). The “unprecedented increase in the frequency and amount 

of consumption of animal-based products” (p. 80) lead to an increase in animal-

derived foods’ consumption and meat being detached from prosperity. Hence, meat 

became part of our social lifestyle. This also becomes apparent when Viswanath & 

Bond (2007) analyzed the role of social determinants. In regards to nutrition, they 

highlight the societal impact of neglecting dietary changes because of the deep roots 

meat has within society. And because of the “…increasingly prominent role of meat in 

contemporary lifestyles” (Olausson, 2018, p. 29).  

A repeated finding within PBD studies is the role of gender on this topic. 

Notably, the role of meat consumption among men is consistently higher while the 

willingness to convert to a PBD is higher among women (e.g., Beardsworth & Keil, 

1991; Prättälä et al., 2007; Rothgerber, 2013; Ruby, 2012). Parallel to this notion, there 

is the socially constructed assumption that eating meat, translates into masculinity 

(e.g., Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). Research has 

shown that “ultimately, an individual is more likely to be perceived as masculine when 

they increase their consumption of meat” (Sumpter, 2015, drawing on Nath, 2011, p. 

104). This gave reason to discuss gender roles with producer and protagonist Kip 

Andersen during a Skype interview, conducted in the beginning of this study (see 

Appendix III, p. 49-50). Andersen stated that gender ideologies played a role within 

production (K. Andersen, personal communication, February 14, 2019). PBD-critics 

often claim that following a PBD leads to a ‘protein deficiency’. This is, especially for 

men striving to become muscular and lean in today’s society, believing in the need of 

protein to achieve that, highly unattractive when considering to transition to a PBD. 

Consequently, Andersen and his colleague Keegan had put a particular emphasis on 

interviews with world-class athletes claiming that a PBD increased their performance 

as well as on interviews with physicians debunking the, so-called ‘protein myth’. 

Andersen explained that the documentary tried to focus on the “health” aspect of a 

PBD and, especially for women, points out that “’big is beautiful’ is fine, but only to a 

certain extend” (K. Andersen, personal communication, February 14, 2019). In 

summary, content was created to specifically target both genders.  

Disposition 
In the next sections, the aim of the study will be explained with guiding research 

questions that will be presented. Thereafter, the next chapter is followed by a literature 

review on audience perception of documentary films and gendered nutrition to provide 

the wider context in which this study is conducted. Then, I will describe the general 

research design including its scientific base leading to a presentation, analysis and 

discussion of the data collected. Lastly, a conclusion of the findings will be presented.   
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Aim of this study  
This study aims to provide new qualitative empirical data on the individual’s 

perception of a PBD. And how the individual’s perception of a PBD potentially changes 

after having watched the documentary What the Health. It aims to analyze perception 

changes by investigating gender differences and attitude changes of a PBD after having 

viewed the documentary What the Health. Thus, this study wishes to gain knowledge 

of gender differences within the study of media effects on the audience, with the 

documentary film What the Health as a case-study.  

As a corollary of this, the purpose of this scientific study is to examine the role of the 

documentary film What the Health in regard to its effects onto the audience.  

 

Research questions  
This qualitative empirical study aims to answer the following research questions:  

 
1. Does the audience’s perception of a PBD change after having watched the 

documentary film What the Health?  

1.1 How does the audience’s perception of a PBD change after having watched the 

documentary film What the Health?   

 

2. How do the males’ and females’ perception of a PBD differ, after having 

watched the documentary film What the Health?  
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Review of literature 
Audience reception of documentary films  
Documentary films are a subcategory of films that create journalistic work rather than 

a fictional story. Driven by fact-based information, documentary films follow a story 

line that, arguably just like news stories, work on the premise of true facts (Kasson, 

2010). Notably, it is a storyline with a narrative that creates tensions, highlights aspects 

and wishes to convey a message. Advocates of emphasizing documentary productions 

as truthfully informing the public on a certain topic thus equate them with journalism. 

They argue that journalistic news, just like any other media, can be argued to have a 

certain agenda, frame debated issues, and have been criticized to be dominated by 

corporate profit (Kasson, 2010). However, unlike journalism, documentary films do 

not follow a strict code of ethics and are therefore criticized as a medium of 

entertainment rather than forming public opinion (Scott, 2010).  

Several scholarly quantitative and qualitative studies have aimed to determine the 

effects of documentary films in regard to changes of the audience’s attitudes and 

behaviors toward specific topics in the scope of their research. Using methodologies of 

pre-testing prior to viewing, post-testing immediately after having viewed the 

documentary and an online follow-up, these studies investigated audience’s immediate 

as well as short and long term changes. In this line of research, Cottone & Byrd-

Bredbenner (2007) showed the documentary film Super Size Me to their audience of 

young college students, building on the Prochaska’s Transtheoretical Model of 

Behavior Change. Which states that, “emotional arousal” (p. 1197) in form of extracting 

certain emotions as well as “consciousness-raising” (p. 1197) in form of available 

information given to the viewer and thereof raising awareness, can have an impact on 

individual’s health choices. Mass-media had already claimed the documentary to be a 

“behavior-change catalyst” (p. 1201) and the study’s findings supported these claims 

with fruitful results; affirming the medium’s impact on individual’s nutrition 

perception.  

The fictional movie The Age of Stupid was used in another study of Howell (2011) and 

surveyed people that were initially already going to the movie, aiming to find an 

increase in viewers’ concerns about climate change, their motivation to mitigate 

climate change and whether viewers’ fear for future catastrophes would rise. This study 

concluded that people that already possessed a certain interest in climate change do 

not show a significant change in attitudes and behaviors after having viewed the film. 

Future visual communications’ attempts in changing attitudes and behavior need to 

focus on positive, ordinary people representing an example in mitigating climate 

change. They also concluded that attitudes are more “amenable to change through 
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information provision” (p. 177) and the ‘magical cure’ of what exactly changes behavior 

is missing (drawing on Gatersleben et al., 2002; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). 

Interesting and important to mention is their finding that emotional messages, besides 

knowledge increase, have a bigger impact on viewers’ attitude change.  

In line with these findings, another study by Leiserowitz (2004) assessed whether an 

increase in concern about climate change would lead to taking action; which it only 

partially did. This study, using the fictional movie The Day After Tomorrow as the 

chosen case-study, shows that climate change is viewed as a distant concern that is 

geographically too far away to make viewers worry, which “helps to explain the 

seeming paradox between […] expressing high concerns about the issue yet giving it 

low priority…” (p. 27). Following this study, Nolan (2010) separated their participants 

based on whether these would have initially gone to the movies (study 1) and university 

students that had not intended to view the movie (study 2). Ultimately, it tested “a 

negative correlation between being informed about global warming and concern” (p. 

645), proposed by Kellstedt, Zahran, & Vedlitz (2008). Their research had refuted the 

knowledge-deficit theory and moral norm activation theory (Nolan, 2010, drawing on 

Schwartz, 1970 and Schulz, 2002), which claim that a lack of information hinders 

people to change their behavior and providing a person with the impact of their own 

behavior can change behavior, and state that there is a correlation between more 

informed people and a decrease in their concerns. Results show that self-initiated 

‘moviegoers’ and university students, both, scored marginally higher. However, 

university students scored even higher, which proves to be consistent with the 

knowledge-deficit theory and the moral norm activation theory and gives great new 

insights for this study. Consequently, it contradicts with the findings of Nolan (2010) 

drawing on Kellstedt et al. (2008), claiming that more informed people are less 

concerned about global warming.  

To further examine actual behavior change, Jacobsen (2001) analyzed whether the 

documentary An Inconvenient Truth caused an increase in purchasing voluntary 

carbon offsets. Findings of this study indicate an increase in individuals purchasing 

carbon offset, which translates into behavioral action. Limitations that this study 

points out are the differences between short and long-term behavioral change effects, 

which in this case were only short-term lasting. More empirical evidence of such 

behavioral changes is offered by a study undertaken by Janpol & Dilts (2016) that 

streamed an environmental-related movie to one group of students and a non-

environmental movie to the other group of students. After having viewed the movies, 

participants were asked to play a computer game called Flexitwins, which measures 

individual’s associations with various cognitive elements based on the principles of the 
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Implicit Associations Test (IAT). The IAT uses “stimuli presented at a level near the 

recognition threshold, implicit association tasks attempt to assess perceptual 

phenomena that may be present within an individual at a preconscious level” (p. 94) 

to estimate what kind of associations people make after having viewed the movies. 

Results verify a correlation between having watched either movie and making 

donations (behavior change) for environmental issues, consequently actively taking 

action.   

 A vast majority of previous studies (Holt & Cartmell, 2013; Lundy et al., 2007; 

Meyers et al., 2011) examined effects on viewers of documentaries focused on the topic 

of agriculture. All studies follow a qualitative research design through a focus-group 

study, a journaling research design and a survey study followed by a group discussion. 

Anew, regardless of the studies’ varied research objectives, all studies provide evidence 

on documentaries’ effectiveness for short-term as well as long-term effects, which is in 

line with previous research stated above and offers new insights of long-term effects. 

Schema theory, used in their studies, focuses on the receiving end of communication 

by which the receiver links newly available information to past experiences and prior 

knowledge and cognitively structures it (Lundy et al., 2007). “Individuals use schemas 

to process incoming information and link it to stored information” (p. 4) drawing on 

Graber (1988). Framing theory organizes received information in socially constructed 

frames that add meaning to the social world around us. These cognitively socially 

constructed frames are a reflection on how we structure the world around, being 

socially influenced (Lundy et al., 2007). Questions that arise, having reviewed this 

study, are whether the schemas that people have cognitively structured around 

Veganism are currently re-constructed, considering that it is heavily discussed in 

mainstream media. Will watching a pro-Vegan documentary film change a pre-

constructed schema?  

Another qualitative study by Laursen & Brickley (2011) examined the 

effectiveness of a documentary in regard to how university students’ perception of 

scientists potentially change before and after having viewed a documentary on the 

topic. Perceptions of scientists were positively changed from a socially constructed 

image of scientists as somewhat distorted to a more accurate perception on how to look 

at scientists differently. This is an important for this study because they also analyzed 

perception changes and because they concluded that participants’ “views will change 

only if they become aware of their own preconceptions and see alternative portrayals 

of science and scientists” (p. 135). Which is another finding that motivates this study 

and gives reason to conduct a pre-test prior to viewing the documentary.  
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 The role of documentaries in social movements, behavior changes and 

knowledge increase in regard to environmental issues has become “a popular and 

significant vehicle for communication scholars analyzing media” (Janpol & Dilts, 2016, 

p. 91), which was discussed and consented by many other (e.g., Janpol & Dilts, 2016 

drawing on Open, 2007; Lindenfeld, 2010; Monani, 2008, Rosteck & Frentz, 2009) 

and thereof of high interest in regard to the current social movement around 

Veganism.  

 

Gendered nutrition and PBD motivations   
A quantitative study undertaken by Lea, Crawford & Worsley (2006) examined males’ 

and females’ perceived barriers and benefits of the consumption of a PBD and found 

out that the greatest barrier detected was lack of information about plant-based 

dieting. With focus on gender differences, this study points out, just like similar studies 

(Beardsworth et al., 2002; Burrow, 2017; Mallyon et al., 2010; Prättälä et al., 2007; 

Rosenfeld & Turner et al., 2013;), that women are more likely to reduce meat and 

become Vegetarians, conceive their dietary choices as more important than men and 

associate their diet with certain beliefs such as health impacts, environmental benefits 

and animal welfare. Last but not least women still to this day have a different role in 

society than men when it comes to food. The latter referring to women’s positions in 

traditional family structures, being responsible for the household, food purchases and 

the family’s overall health. In a similar vein, several studies have concluded that 

women are more likely to eat healthier diets (Beardsworth et al., 2002; Lea, Crawford 

& Worsley, 2006, drawing on Kearney et al., 2000; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017 and 

Worsley and Worsley, 1989). Generally speaking, more women than men are reducing 

their meat intake (Kalof et al., 1999; Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006, drawing on 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1997; Lea and Worsley, 2004; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 

2017). In summary, “the main sex differences were that more women than men 

believed PBDs could help people remain healthy, provide plenty of energy, be tasty, 

and could help the environment and animal welfare” (Lea, Crawford, Worlsey, 2006, 

p. 833).  

In conjunction with these findings, another quantitative research specialized their 

study on gender differences in regard to nutritional attitudes and choices (Beardsworth 

et al., 2002). Significant differences were detected and related to how femininity and 

masculinity is being socially constructed, drawing on Harding (1998). As research 

shows, meat is considered to be masculine and connected with power while fruits and 

vegetables are perceived to be feminine (Adams, 1990; Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006, 

drawing on Twigg, 1983; Prättälä et al., 2007; Turner et al., 2013). As an outcome of 

this, the study shows that more men than women assess meat as part of a healthy diet 
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whereas more women indicated that they were Vegetarian (Beardsworth et al., 2002). 

In light of these considerations, more women report to be more environmentally 

oriented than men when it comes to choosing a particular diet. Ultimately, and an 

important finding for this paper is the result of women being more willing, and 

therefore showing greater inclination to making food changes “with animal welfare or 

ecological issues in mind” (Beardsworth et al., 2002, p. 486).  

In order to detect differences in how men and women are dieting, Mallyon et 

al. (2010) undertook a qualitative study with male and female participants, comparing 

their dieting conditions. Through semi-structured interviews, this study examined 

males’ and females’ dieting behavior within the framework of gendered discourses 

that, as the study claims, can make sustaining a healthy diet quite difficult. Reason for 

that is “hegemonic masculinity” (p. 331), a predominant concept that originated from 

research on gender and power relations, claiming that males eat meat for masculinity 

reasons. Consequently, manliness is socially constructed which is an important factor 

when researching gender differences and of high importance to this study. These 

discourses and constructions self-evidently vary over time, are practiced differently by 

men depending on for instance their social class or their culture and cannot be 

generalized. The study concluded that “avoiding feminine associations is key in men’s 

discourses about their embodiment” (p. 336), drawing on Gill et al. (2005). 

Furthermore, and of high importance to this study is their conclusion that men are 

more likely to be attentive to dieting if it is supported by scientific evidence (Mallyon 

et al., 2010).   

Another study by Rosenfeld & Burrow (2017) further analyzed people’s 

motivations to change to a PBD by applying the ethical health framework and the 

Unified Model of Vegetarian Identity (UMVI). They report that motivations in regard 

to why people chose for a PBD are, among others, animal welfare, health and 

environmental benefits. What is interesting about their study is the categorization of 

motivations into two categories: ethically-motivated and health-motivated. Ethically-

motivated plant-based dieters chose their diets because of animal welfare or 

environmental reasons while health-motivated plant-based dieters chose their diets 

because of their perception of developing a health disease. The study then takes it one 

step further and relates these motivations to internally oriented motivations (health-

motivated) and externally oriented motivations (ethically-motivated), drawing on Fox 

and Ward (2008). Since previous studies (Beardsworth et al., 2002; Mallyon et al., 

2010; Prättälä et al., 2007; Rosenfeld & Burrow, 2017; Turner et al., 2013) had already 

claimed more women to change to a PBD for ethical or health reasons, male audiences 

need to be questioned to this regard. Lea, Crawford & Worsley (2006) suggest that in 
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order to motivate people to change to a PBD, information beyond health benefits need 

to be communicated. Examples given are environmental benefits, animal welfare and 

improvement of quality of life, which is another fruitful finding for this study.  

 

Research gap  
The findings from previous research depicted that documentary films’ effectiveness 

have been researched before. The effectiveness of documentary films has been largely 

researched thus far, as the findings from previous research verifies. Effectiveness, in 

this regard, depended firstly on the various different research objectives and research 

questions and secondly on what exactly the documentary wished to advocate. Previous 

research on documentary films consequently focused on, for instance, whether there 

was an increase of awareness about climate change among its audience. As shown 

above these studies have mainly focused on behavioral intentions. To my knowledge, 

there is limited empirical evidence of an analysis of gendered perception within the 

study of documentary’s audience reception. Which consequently is the chosen aim 

here. Previous documentaries have focused on the ongoing debate of climate change 

and the agricultural industry while the documentary used in this study focuses on 

people’s individual nutritional choices and how that affects their personal health, their 

personal impact on the environment and how their personal own doings effect animal 

welfare. Thereof, it is a very sensitive and personal matter. Additionally, the 

documentary reveals parallels between corperations’ donations made toward health 

organizations to hide negative health impacts of meat and dairy products’ 

consumption. These parallels show that the agriculture industry makes donations to 

health organizations tackling diseases that are caused by the agriculture industry itself. 

And these donations are supported and encouraged by government-funded projects. 

These parallels concern society as a whole and explain the phenomenon of political 

consumerism and its connection to Veganism, connecting Veganism with lifestyle 

politics.    

The research problem of this study is to analyze audiences’ perceptions, before and 

immediately after having viewed the documentary What the Health. The focus of this 

study and the juncture of the scientific problem is to analyze audiences’ perceptions in 

regard to gender differences in a time where scientifically based dietary choices are 

more debated than ever and the discourses of masculinity and femininity are changing 

(Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). Meat and dairy 

production is rapidly increasing even though it has been proven to be negative for the 

environment and meat and dairy consumption negative for people’s health and animal 

welfare (Graça, Oliveira & Calheiros, 2015; Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006; Rosenfeld 



 17 

& Burrow, 2017). A great social change is needed and by understanding people’s 

perceptions and possible attitude changes after having viewed the documentary, 

researchers can learn to have an impact on people’s nutritional perceptions in the 

future. Therefore, it was necessary to generate further knowledge to evaluate 

audiences’ perception of this documentary and to identify gender differences in regard 

to nutrition communication from a media and communication research perspective. 

There are irrefutably other factors than gender attributes that affect individual’s 

perception of viewing such a documentary that elucidate perception differences, which 

need to be taken into account when analyzing the data collected. However, for the 

purpose and the scope of this study, emphasis will be put on gender differences within 

the perception analysis.   

A research gap had been found in regard to gendered orientation toward a PBD and 

their perceptions to it. Aiming to increase the consumption of a PBD, the documentary 

offers an ideal case-study, having incorporated a story line that is both appealing to 

men and women (K. Andersen, personal communication, February 14, 2019). 

Another thing identified is the lack of scientific media and communication research on 

the subject in regard to gender differences. The research problem of this study is to 

investigate audiences’ perception changes of a PBD after having viewed the 

documentary film What the Health and research upon gender differences in regard to 

their perception of a PBD. The question of whether male and female audiences perceive 

a PBD differently after having watched the documentary film What the Health is still 

unanswered and consequently explored in this study. 
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Theoretical framework and concepts  
History of media effects  
The history of media effects research is characterized by fundamental paradigm shifts 

within society’s history. From assuming the power of media messages to be exceedingly 

strong with limitless influence on the audience, to understanding audiences’ processes 

in making sense of mass media messages within their own social reality, the complex 

historical development process on media effects research is quite contrary (McQuail, 

2010). During World War I until the end of the 1930s, audiences were believed to be 

instantly and passively influenced by metaphorically seen hypodermic needles, with 

mass media injecting messages into the audience’s heads followed by immediate 

effects (McQuail, 2010, drawing on Lasswell, 1927). Conversely, diverging research 

marked the following 30 years of media effects research by claiming that mass media 

had little to no influence on the audience. For a long time, media effects research had 

been focused on effects intended by the communicator not on audience reception. New 

scholarly literacy proved effects to exclusively be on the audience after having shifted 

focus to the audience itself (McQuail, 2010, drawing on Hyman & Sheatsley, 1947; 

Mendelsohn, 1973). These findings were quickly challenged when new media effect 

research showed that messages proved to potentially effect the audience if they were 

targeted selectively to the right group of people (McQuail, 2010, drawing on Gruning, 

1989). As a return to the era of powerful media effects, numerous studies revealed 

audiences to firstly only select information relevant to them and secondly to make 

sense of the information in their own construction on reality (McQuail, 2010). 

From immediate to limited to selective effects – the complex historical development 

process of media effects research offers quite antithetic findings throughout time.  

 
Audience perception theories  
Research undertaken by Olausson (2018) prompts an explanation of how consumers, 

having been given the information of livestock production’s impacts, are legitimizing 

claims made by the media to reduce cognitive and emotional dissonance; drawing on 

Festinger (1957) and Kahan (2006). By making use of the social representation theory 

(henceforth SRT), Olausson applies the theoretical concepts of anchoring and 

objectification, which in her findings, are used when legitimizing livestock production 

discussed on social media. SRT, used in her study as the analytical framework, is a 

theory that builds around the concept of how we make sense of the unknown. Through 

the process of anchoring, we implement the unknown into the already known and 

through the process of objectification, we turn the abstract of the unknown into 

something concrete. Moreover, by claiming that false information is being presented 

to them, people make use of the processes of anchoring and objectification and 
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consequently avoid cognitive dissonance. In her earlier work, Olausson (2011) studied 

the relationship of scientific knowledge in regards to social representation and how 

people are making sense of this knowledge. Noted by Olausson (2011), drawing on 

Moscovici (2000) and SRT anew, “in order for an emerging understanding, such as 

about climate change, to become implemented in everyday cognition, it needs to be 

discursively anchored in a familiar interpretative framework” (p. 285). As a normative 

point of departure, SRT and the processes of anchoring and objectification highlight 

how people make sense of the unknown and is linked to their existing beliefs, values, 

and experiences. Understanding this phenomenon is pivotal for future analysis and an 

important learning for the study of audience perception. For the purpose of this study, 

I am building on the necessity of empirical analyses to better understand the 

relationship of media information and audience perception in regard to a PBD.  

To examine the dynamics of audience’s perceptions of new information made 

available to them, framing theory and schema theory are of high importance (Lundy et 

al., 2007; McQuail, 2010). When people receive messages, they interpret them based 

on past experiences, and previously held meanings. This needs to be taken into account 

when analyzing viewers’ perceptions on a PBD in regard to the documentary What the 

Health. People interpret messages based on frames that are “socially shared and 

persistent over time, that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the social word” 

(Lundy et al., 2007 drawing on Reese, Gandy, & Grant, 2001, p. 11). Moreover, people 

use so-called schemas to organize information made available to them to existing 

knowledge. This existing knowledge can be seen as multiple groups to which this new 

information is presented to, grouping knowledge of the same kind accordingly (Lundy 

et al., 2007, drawing on Graber, 1988). Another important theory in regard to media 

effects is the social cognitive theory (henceforth SCT) that furthermore builds on the 

premise of learning and how our individual behavior is guided by four different stages 

(Nabi & Oliver, 2009). Important to mention in this regard is the phenomenon of 

feedback, in which the individual will not adapt a certain behavior if she expects to 

receive negative feedback about it (Nabi & Oliver, 2009).  
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Gender theories  
Does our prevailing culture perceive certain attributes in life as gendered? Is food 

perceived to be gendered? And more specifically is meat considered to be male and 

vegetables considered to be female? Scholarly work on masculinity has analyzed 

gendered perceptions of meat consumption and found meat to be masculine with men 

increasing their meat consumption to be perceived to be more masculine than others; 

building on the theoretical framework of ‘hegemonic masculinity 3 ’ (Sobal, 2005, 

drawing on Connell, 1995, 2000). The concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ is among the 

most dominant concepts of masculinity and men and was initially theorized by Raewyn 

Connell (1995, 2000), explaining the relationship of gender and power in modern 

Wester societies. As the fundamental theory within masculinity and men, it has been 

applied to gendered nutrition research, challenging the version of an idealized man 

within society who follows certain hegemonic ideals (Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 

2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). According to Connell’s concept of ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’, the male sex role is a dominant one and superior and opposing to the 

female sex role. As a normative point of departure, ‘hegemonic masculinity’ builds the 

fundament within gender studies but has also frequently and heavily been criticized 

(Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). When applying 

‘hegemonic masculinity’ to the portrayals of mass media onto our Western society, 

Sumpter (2015), drawing on Stibbe (2004), found that “’true’, or hegemonic, 

masculinity was displayed through the size of one’s muscles, eating meat, drinking 

beer, watching television, sexual conquests, and a disregard for dietary health” (p. 

105). Not following these manly qualities were consequently thought to lead to a man’s 

disapproval within society. These manly ideals, arguably outdated (Buschmeyer & 

Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015), can be referred back to historical and 

cultural developments, from manly hunting to a man’s wish of superiority within a 

group, men having to detach themselves from emotions, having to empower 

themselves among other men and consequently eating meat as a sign of manhood 

(Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016: Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). Contemporary 

research on gendered nutrition has challenged this ideal of masculinity and offers 

alternative versions of masculinity that propose alternative meat-consumption 

practices (Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016: Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015). This line of 

thinking challenges the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ as does this study, 

acknowledging new versions of masculinity and hegemonic values. The growing 

number of examples of these new versions of masculinity and gendered food gives 

                                                      
3 The concept of ‚hegemonic masculinity’ originates from Connell’s social theory of gender and is 

applicable to the Western world  
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reason to apply the original theory of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ to this case-study and 

ultimately question these stereotypically gendered characteristics of food 

consumption. Research, that has challenged the current version of ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’ within society proposing diversifying versions of masculinity, argue that 

“individuals are redefining their perceived masculinity and incorporating 

characteristics contradictory to standard hegemonic practices” (Sumpter, 2015, p. 

107). Examples are theories of multiple masculinities, natural masculinity, protest 

masculinity and hybrid masculinity, offering alternative masculinity theories that 

negate a hegemonic version of masculinity and its implication of society’s dichotomous 

divide between hegemonic masculinity. Will male audiences perceive the documentary 

What the Health differently to female audiences based on hegemonic standards of 

meat consumption? Is ‘hegemonic masculinity’ still applicable in the times of the 

Veganism social movement in the 21st century?     

Eating as social practice  
Previous literature has conceptualized eating as a social practice, making use of 

sociologist Anthony Gidden’s structuration theory. They propose the hypothesis that 

people’s food choices are integrated in social relations, where one can view eating as a 

social practice (Delormier et al., 2009). In order to do so, we need to differentiate 

between “a fundamental dualism in social theory […], that is, either the product of an 

actor’s voluntary action (agency), or as a product of structure (social processes) 

determining agency” (p. 218), which for Gidden (1984) never exist independently. But 

rather form routinized social practices developing social systems and consequently 

explain social life. This social life is constantly being reinforced, changed and lived by 

people. Following Gidden’s perspective, it is important to mention that there has been 

a shift from a rather negative perception of Veganism to “a publicly celebrated way of 

life” (Boström et al., 2019, p. 163) in which Veganism and its ideology is being 

mobilized. Regardless, eating meat is deeply rooted within our societal patterns and 

our social lifestyle, which is why it is still the dominating way of eating.   
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Methods and materials  
Since this study aimed to analyze people’s perceptions of a PBD, and a possible attitude 

change towards such a diet, after having viewed the documentary What the Health 

focusing on gender differences, this research followed the method of a qualitative 

approach; pre–and-post-testing viewers’ perceptions through semi-structured in-

depth interviews. This was proven to be the most effective and productive method in 

understanding personal perceptions (Hansen & Machin, 2013). Using a qualitative 

method of semi-structured in-depth interviews before and immediately after the 

documentary, the aim was to detect perception changes of a PBD. The changes might 

lead to an attitude change, by differentiating between female and male audiences, 

hypothesizing for a shift of hegemonic masculinity within the Vegan social movement. 

In other words, this research attempts to provide new insights on the different impacts 

such a documentary has on different genders in regard to perception. 

Nutrition is a sensitive topic to the individual; it is part of someone’s daily life 

and integrated into a socially constructed lifestyle. An advantage of using qualitative 

interviewing is discussing topics with a sensitive nature, which is why this method in 

form of in-depth interviews was selected for the pre–and-post-testing of viewing the 

documentary (Hansen & Machin, 2013). “Semi-structured individual interviews […] 

are approaches which allow the researcher a potentially much richer and more 

sensitive type of data on the dynamics of audiences and their relations to media than 

survey” (p. 227). The focus group method could have been helpful in answering the 

research questions, however, I have decided to focus on the individual’s perception 

rather than data collected from a group. As stated above, nutrition is a personal topic 

and I wish for the individual to be able to openly express his or her thoughts, opinions, 

attitudes, without the pressure of a group discussion. Considering that there is 

currently a Vegan social movement (Rowland, 2018), I am arguing that people will not 

openly say what they really think because they might feel judged by having a certain 

opinion about the Veganism trend. This might lead to the discrepancy of not wanting 

to voice truthful personal opinions in a group context (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 

An interview guide was developed for the in-depths interviews with a set of 

questions that this study aimed to explore. The interview guide (see Appendix IV, p. 

51-52) originated from literature by Hansen and Machin (2013). A pilot study was 

undertaken to test the interview guide’s suitability (Hansen & Machin, 2013; Seale, 

2017), in which I realized that I first of all needed more questions and second of all 

should avoid too many closed questions when questioning the research subjects about 

their opinions and attitudes. New topics that had not initially been incorporated in the 

interview guide were added since useful questions were missed during the pilot study. 
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Specifically, the explanation of study and Veganism related terms and the social 

determinant of Veganism was included in the introduction and questionnaire after the 

pilot study.  

The interview materials were used as a resource to analyze what interviewees 

said about their perceptions. The initial reading of the transcripts resulted in a number 

of categories, which were then coded and systematically analyzed using the initial 

categories and thematic content analysis (Hansen & Machin, 2013; Seale, 2017).  

The research approach chosen for this study is deduction in which different 

theories are tested. It is important to mention that within this qualitative study the 

research philosophy of deduction is attempted but there is a certain ‘openness’ in this 

chosen method. Since this study uses theories to test knowledge and simultaneously 

aims to complement existing knowledge and add valuable findings to the media and 

communication field. Based on the previously undertaken literature review, relevant 

theories to the field of audience reception and gender studies were investigated. These 

form the foundation for developing the hypotheses that assume a causal relationship 

between knowledge increase and effects on audiences’ perceptions of a PBD (Seale, 

2017).  

 

Participants   
Eight participants, four male - and four female participants, have been chosen to 

participate in this study and are the source of qualitative data collected. All of them 

were held in person, except two that were held via Skype due to the existing physical 

distance between the researcher and the research subjects. Each interview (2 

interviews per research subject, 1 interview prior to watching the documentary and 1 

interview immediately after having watched the documentary) took between 30 – 50 

minutes, of which all were held in English except two interviews that were held in 

German. For transcribing purposes, all interviews were recorded and safely stored on 

the computer, not accessible for third parties4. The aim of the interviews were the 

collection of perception descriptions and attitudes toward a PBD prior and after having 

viewed the documentary What the Health.  

During the interviews, all participants were asked to answer a set of open and closed 

questions that revolved around their perception of a PBD, their attitude toward content 

given to them in the documentary What the Health, and their perception of gendered 

nutrition. Both types of questions were asked to ensure interviewees would not be 

limited in their responses yet, give precise and concrete ones. Although interview bias 

                                                      
4 Transcriptions can be made available upon request 
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was tried to be avoided the best possible way, probing and closed questions were 

sometimes asked to receive clear answers on the intended topic.  

All participants were following an Omnivore diet and had never watched the 

documentary film What the Health. With seven out of eight participants coming from 

Europe (France, Germany and the Netherlands) and one participant coming from 

Australia, this study only focuses on participants from the Western world. Since the 

documentary film What the Health was produced for the Western world (K. Andersen, 

personal communication, February 14, 2019), this gave reason to focus on this cultural 

context. The choice of male/female participants was based on limited research of 

gender differences within the study of documentary film’s impacts on such an 

audience. The participants had been recruited via my personal Facebook profile, 

having responded to a post published on the 21st of March, 2019 (see Appendix V, p. 

53).  

Since anonymity is highly valued in this study, the following list provides a brief 

overview of participants’ background information:  

 
Table 1: Participants’ background information  

 

Validity  
Principally, there are plausible validity threats within qualitative studies, especially 

when it comes to conducting in-depth interviews. During in-depth interviews, 

researchers aim to understand the meaning people give to their own reality, which is 

challenging to interpret. Ambiguity, individuality, unique circumstances and 

reflexivity are just among the many validity threats within qualitative research 

(Bickman & Rog, 2009; Hansen & Machin, 2013; Seale, 2017). Important to mention 

for this study is the assumed ‘bias’ of my personal values toward the topic of a PBD and 

how these influence the conduction as well as the conclusion process of this study. 

“However, eliminating the actual influence of the researcher is impossible, and the goal 

in a qualitative study is not to eliminate this influence but to understand it and to use 

it productively” to ensure integrity (Bickman & Rog, 2009, drawing on Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1995, p.30).    
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Result and analysis  

Prior to watching the documentary What the Health  

 

Perception of a PBD – disciplined, admiration but too restrictive  
Prior to viewing the documentary, none of the male participants (A-D) considered to 

follow a PBD, namely because of the following reasons: current meat-heavy diets and 

their perceived health benefits for muscle gain, substantial liking and enjoyment from 

eating meat, incorporated social determinant in one’s social lifestyle and incorporation 

of meat in long-term nutritional routine. Prior to viewing the documentary, none of 

the female participants (E-H) considered to follow a PBD, namely because of the 

following reasons: incorporated social determinant in one’s social lifestyle, not 

wanting to have the role of the “odd” one in a social context, difficulty of giving up dairy 

products, limited positive impact on the environment as well as accessibility and 

acceptability.  

A PBD was perceived to be substantially positive by seven out of eight 

participants (A-G) of this study, with a certain admiration to the people that follow 

such a diet. With key words describing Vegans (or following a PBD) as “disciplined”, 

“high strength”, “health-conscious”, “healthy option”, and “admirable”, seven out of 

eight participants (A-G) were observed to have a positive perception toward the 

nutritional aspects of Veganism; prior to watching the documentary What the Health.  

Participant H’s perception of a PBD was the only perception that was observed 

to be slightly negative in the way that she claimed Veganism to be “overrated” and 

perceived as a lifestyle that is created by people that like to be “different”, to convey a 

certain Vegan stigma as “hip”, “alternative” and “trendy”. She described her perception 

to be rather skeptical because she believed that not all Vegans care for the animals and 

the environment but rather follow this lifestyle because “it looks good”. In addition to 

that, participant H perceived Veganism to be an urban-oriented trend. This was agreed 

upon by participant F who also claimed Veganism to be “trendy”, “alternative” and 

“urban-oriented”.  

Concurrently, besides being positively oriented towards a PBD, other key words 

legitimizing why a PBD is not an optimal choice for all participants were “extreme”, 

“too restrictive” and “limitations”. This thinking could be identified among all 

participants for this study, claiming Veganism to be “too extreme”.   

 

Meat as a societal norm 
Participant A grew up with the belief that humans are Omnivores, explained to him by 

his grandfather. He was raised with the belief of limiting meat consumption to an 

extend that is healthy, having the right amount of balance in his diet, varying from 
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vegetables to fiber to carbohydrates to meat and fish. This means, that not every meal 

contained meat but that meat is a substantial part of a healthy diet, being consumed 

multiple times a week. Growing up, participant B had always consumed meat, with a 

rapid consumption increase when his mother got re-married and her new husband 

demanded a meat-heavy diet. Participant B cannot remember that meat was discussed 

within his family, as healthy nor as unhealthy. He claimed that meat was simply part 

of his diet since he ate all foods prepared by his mother without questioning them. 

Having been made well-aware of the nutritional benefits of meat while growing up, 

participant C’s belief system was developed around the claim that meat is certainly 

healthy and a good factor in a balanced diet. Participant D was observed to be stumped 

by the question whether he grew up with the belief that meat is part of a healthy diet. 

He stated that it was “normal” to eat meat and questioning it had never crossed his 

mind. Participant E claimed meat to be part of her “normal” diet without having 

questioned it in the past. However, participant E mentioned that she started limiting 

herself to white meats such as chicken and turkey whenever she wishes to look 

skinnier. Having been raised traditionally German, meat had always been perceived as 

a “normal” part of a nutritious diet by participant F. Participant G described that she 

was not necessarily raised with the belief that meat is part of a healthy diet but certainly 

a “normal” aspect in her daily dietary routine. This view had slightly changed in the 

last couple of years since mass media had been reporting about animal livestock 

production. And since its resultant public health debate had also been discussed in her 

closer family context. This health debate, that she described to be a public debate in 

Germany, had challenged her view on the amount of meat consumption and made her 

decide to limit her meat intake. Regardless, participant G still believed meat to be part 

of a balanced diet. Participant H had not been raised with the belief that meat is part 

of a healthy diet, even though it was consumed on a regular basis.  

The most common answer to the question of whether the participants think that 

meat is part of a healthy diet, was, that all participants used the term “normal” when 

speaking about meat and its correlation to humans’ nutrition. An interesting 

observation from the interview was, that all participants agreed that they had been 

raised with meat being part of their routinized diet. When asked whether participants 

had grown up in a family household where meat was considered part of a healthy and 

balanced diet, participants (A, B, D, E, F, G, H) agreed that they could not remember 

whether it was actively being promoted to be healthy (mostly by the mother of the 

household) but definitely part of a “normal” diet.  

 
A - “Meat is an inherent part of my family’s traditions. Growing up, we used to 
have a big roasted beef or chicken on Sundays. Especially when my grandparents 
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are coming to visit, my mother always prepares a special feast, largely containing 
out of meat. It is simply part of our tradition.” 

 
F – “I was raised in a very traditional German family that always served meals 
with a component of meat. For me, it was nothing that was much questioned but 
part of the normal food culture around me.”  

 
Participant C, on the contrary, is the only participant that actively remembered being 

raised with the belief that meat was part of a healthy diet and still highly advocates this 

belief. He did not, regardless, perceive a PBD more negatively than other participants 

but rather claimed that everyone can eat what they wish to. However, he was raised 

with the belief of meat being particularly healthy. Furthermore, participant E and H 

pointed out that meat is considered part of a special food group, to be enjoyed 

consciously.  

In all, meat-consumption stayed unquestioned and was considered a substantial part 

of a balanced diet. The traditional aspect of meat consumption in a family context and 

meat-consumption being too firmly established in one’s dietary routine led to eating 

meat without questioning it; among all female and male participants.  

 

Social lifestyle and social acceptance   
All participants mentioned that transitioning to a PBD would substantially change 

their social lifestyle. Since a PBD comes with perceived restrictions that would affect 

all participants routinized eating behavior, especially in a social context. This thinking 

could be identified among all participants for this study and was explained by the 

practice of eating to be a dominant part in their social lifestyle. And since meat is an 

inherent part of the practice of eating within their social lifestyle, all participants 

claimed meat to be part of their leisure time; as all participants enjoy to eat out in a 

social context. The struggle of eating together with friends that are meat eaters is the 

most dominant factor when discussing the social determinant of transitioning to a PBD 

and when participants were asked about their perception of a PBD. All female and male 

participants expressed irritation by the perceived restrictions of one’s social lifestyle.  

An observation from the interviews among all female participants (E-H) was 

the additional perceived discomfort of having to be the “odd” one of the group, 

following a PBD. With the social component already being the most common answer 

when explaining their perception of a PBD, all female participants (E-H) mentioned 

their perceived discomfort, their own dietary choices would cause others in a social 

context. All female participants (E-H) explained their discomfort of making people 

annoyed by their dietary choices.   

 
E – “Food is well-established in my life. It is a substantial part of my daily life 
where I go out to eat with friends. I simply don’t want to be the odd one out.”  
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H – “We cooked with a Vegan the other day and I could feel how annoyed 
everyone was by it.” 

 
When asked whether meat is part of their social lifestyle, all male participants (A-D) 

described a masculine barbeque culture that is, from an observational point of view, 

unimaginable without meat.  

 
C – “What would a barbeque be without meat? What are we eating then?”  

 
Furthermore, participant D pointed out that meat is simply too integrated in his social 

life to give it up. Moreover, participant A, B, and C explicitly identified meat as a 

substantial part of their social lifestyle.  

When describing Vegans (or people following a PBD), two male participants (A 

and D) mentioned words such as a “marginalized group” and slightly “special” and 

“different”, while two female participants (F and H) mentioned words such as “trendy”, 

“hip” and “alternative”, pointing toward the lifestyle itself rather than the individual. 

Overall, all female and male participants expressed Vegans to go against the social 

norm, which none of the participants claimed to be a negative aspect.   

When the participants were asked if they knew Vegans, either in their social or 

work-related surroundings, the most common answer to this question was, that all 

participants only know a few people around them that were Vegan (or PB). In this 

regard, participant B mentioned that he only knows people that are struggling to attain 

such a diet and participant H explained that she knows people in her surroundings that 

have tried to go Vegan but actually felt worse, so they stopped. Two participants (H 

and B) expressed their preconception of struggle when a person transitions to a PBD.  

All female participants (E-H) described how their living surroundings had been 

influencing their dietary choices in the past. Both participant E and H regularly cook 

with their roommates, who enjoy meat-heavy dishes. Participant B and D had adjusted 

their diets in the past due to desired muscle gains, which for them, included an increase 

in meat consumption. Participant F had adjusted her diet due to a sensitive stomach 

and participant H transitioned to a Vegetarian diet for a short period of time.  

 

Perception of a PBD and environmental sustainability  
Participant A drew special attention to the fact that Vegans are dependent on the 

capitalistic economy and hence participate in destroying the planet. Eating mostly soy-

derived products, Vegans are harming the planet, and for participant A, consuming 

these products equates Vegans with Omnivores from an environmental sustainability 

perspective. Participant E, F, and H additionally claimed soy-derived products to be 

just as bad for the environment as meat/dairy production. Thus, participant E claimed 



 29 

this connection to only negatively affect her perception of a PBD because she believed 

that this aspect outweighs meat/dairy’s impact on the environment. This is agreed 

upon by participant F and H who believed that substituting animal-derived products 

with soy-derived products and eating imported vegetables is also harmful for the 

environment and for the communities living in soy production areas.  

 
F – “If you still eat internationally produced fruits and vegetables, you are also 
harming the environment. Same with soy-derived products.” 

 

Enjoyment from eating meat and dairy products  
Participant D viewed eating PB as “difficult” and “tough” to attain, considering that he 

simply likes meat too much. Participant A highlighted Vegan’s “strength” and 

“discipline” by exemplifying the assumed exhaustion of always having to ask what is in 

the food (restaurants, at friend’s houses, public places, etc.). Which in his view, bears 

such a burden that he reasoned this as why he could not transition to a PBD. More 

substantial and in line with participant A was his reasoning of simply liking animal-

derived products too much, with participants (A, B, C, D, G) claiming meat to be “too 

tasty” to refrain from it.   

 
D – “Humus, lentils, couscous, greens – that’s not manly. You sit in front of it 
and it does taste alright but I need my barbeque and my piece of meat.”   

 
Furthermore, participant G mentioned that she questions whether a PBD contains 

enough tasty offers and whether such a diet might not be suiting with her taste. An 

interesting observation from the interviews was the fact that all female participants (E-

H) mentioned that refraining themselves from meat might not be the most difficult 

factor of a PBD. Rather the dairy component was perceived to be extremely difficult, 

which made all female participants (E-H) perceive a PBD to be “too restrictive”. In 

comparison, the dairy component of a PBD was not mentioned by male participants 

(A-D).  

 
E – “I admire people who can actually live without cheese. For me, refraining 
oneself from meat does not seem to be too hard, but dairy products are 
impossible for me.” 
 
F – “Meat and dairy is everywhere. It is part of the culture that I live in. It is 
considered normal. It is present at university, present in my family-context. You 
can walk down the street anywhere in Germany and get meat and dairy products. 
It is the cigarettes in the 60s.”  
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Subsequent to watching the documentary What the Health  

Perception change of a PBD 
The most common factor among the participants (A-G), were that these participants 

conveyed a perception change of a PBD prior to watching the documentary film What 

the Health. Except participant H, who claimed her perception to not have been 

changed. This perception change (participants A-G) goes hand in hand with the 

limitation of having to do further research about the issue. Participant A, B, F, and G 

clearly stated that they need to review other sources in order to form a representative 

opinion of a PBD while participant D repeatedly stated that one source is not enough 

to make immediate dietary changes.  

Overall, all male participants (A-D) claimed to have a different perception of a PBD 

that shifted decisively after having watched the documentary film What the Health. 

From viewing Veganism as something that is done due to an assumed ethical 

standpoint and belonging to a marginalized group (“weird” and “different”), 

participants’ perception shifted to viewing it as an individualized process that could be 

motivated by all aspects discussed in the documentary (environmental sustainability, 

political consumerism, personal health).  

 
A – “I perceived Vegans to have certain personally traits that are “weird”, 
“different”, “weak”, “special”, and now I look at them so differently in all aspects, 
beyond nutrition itself and my perceived ethical stand all Vegans take.” 

 
B – “Veganism is much more than I thought it was. Many more things are 
involved in Veganism. I thought it was partially a trend because there were so 
many sub-categories all of the sudden: gluten, lactose, etc. But now I know, it is 
so much more than that. It is not a trend anymore. I think people transition to a 
PBD because of an internal process of thought more than because of a trend.”  

 
D – “It has definitely done something with me. It has changed my understanding 
of a PBD. But at the same time, this is one source. This is one viewpoint of a PBD 
within a public debate that has many different ones. Maybe I am saying this for 
self-protection reasons where I subconsciously try to find arguments against 
Veganism but I simply cannot question my entire way of living by watching one 
documentary.”   

 
Three female participants (E, F, G) claimed to have a different perception of a PBD that 

shifted decisively after having watched the documentary What the Health. From 

viewing Veganism as something that is done due to a social trend, participants’ 

perception shifted to viewing a PBD as a great way to improve our planet for the people 

living on it. There were different reasons for participant’s perception change, including 

sustainability aspects on the environment as well as on the people living in these areas, 

mass production within the animal agriculture industry, and a PBD’s effect on people’s 

personal health.  
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E – “I really feel like Veganism is a great movement. It is also in line with the 
sustainability movement that is so heavily discussed in mainstream media. 
Through that, Veganism has definitely also gotten a different image for me. It is 
more than saving animals, it is about saving our planet.”  

 
F – “A PBD has been perceived to be an ideal toward environmental 
sustainability and all humans living on our earth. Sustainability really became 
clear to me. That it is not eating meat and maybe also reducing dairy products 
and eggs that is helping the environment. That hasn’t stood out to me like that 
before.”  

 

 

Perception of a PBD and personal health  
On the question whether the participants’ perception of a PBD had changed, 

participant A and B instantly connected the perception of a PBD to protein. Participant 

A claimed to not have known that proteins come from plants and participant B 

described to have known that protein come from plants but not to this extend. None of 

the female participants (E-H) mentioned the protein aspect of the documentary. Being 

impressed by the world-athletes that have transitioned to a PBD with great results, 

participant B instantly showed a high degree of motivation. 

  
B – “Damn, if being Vegan can actually make you stronger, it could be nice to 
try. And now, I am also curious how I am going to feel.”  

 
The personal health aspect of meat/dairy consumption were the biggest factors for 

male participants (A-D), that changed their perception of a PBD. Participant A and B 

predominantly built their perception on the tenet of protein and plants and their newly 

perceived influence on athletic goals. Two out of four participants (A and B) recalled 

the protein-aspect of the documentary as the most substantial information of the entire 

documentary with participant B naming the admiration of muscle gains as the most 

influential reason for him to transition to a PBD. Participant C and D name personal 

health to be the most convincing factor of the documentary.  

For the female audience of this study, all participants (E-H) had substantially 

different reasons of why and how their perception of a PBD changed. Participant G 

described to be very surprised by the correlation of dairy and meat consumption and 

chronic diseases. Especially the factor of processed meat having a substantial influence 

on her personal health, has had an impact on her perception of a PBD. However, 

participant G believed that the correlation of meat/dairy consumption and cancer, for 

instance, comes only from the amount and quality of meat, not necessarily from meat 

itself. Participant G also highlighted that the scientific information presented in the 

documentary were difficult to follow and almost impossible to understand. Which for 

participant G affected the documentary’s influence on her perception of a PBD 
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negatively. Interesting to point out in this regard is participants’ (A and C) explanation 

of the supported scientific information presented in the documentary to be perceived 

as reliable and a substantial and dominant reason to have believed in it respectively.  

Participant F’s perception of PBD had been affected by the impacts mass production 

of animal-derived products has on the environment as well as on the communities 

living in these areas. Participant F explained how she cares for animal welfare but her 

perception had been impacted substantially when the negative impacts of mass 

production on the communities living in these areas had been discussed. She 

elucidated that it decisively changed her perception of a PBD when negative impacts 

on human beings were addressed. Of substantial interest in this regard was the aspect 

of colored communities living in these areas, by which the documentary claims 

governmental racism to be involved. 

For participant A, accessibility was observed to be a dominant factor when questioned 

about her perception of a PBD. This finding was observed to have a negative 

association with a PBD.  

 
A – “It is too black and white for me. If I have a stressful week and need to grab 
a snack somewhere, certain foods are just not accessible that easily. The 
restriction of easy accessible food groups makes me wonder…why should I 
restrict myself? It only causes me personally more stress in that moment, it is 
difficult for me.”  

 

Perception of a PBD and the animal agriculture industry  
Two participants (A and C) passed the question of whether they were concerned for 

animal welfare when eating meat while participant D specifically said that he is not 

concerned about animal welfare. Participant B claimed to be more sensitive to the topic 

and pointed out that as long as he does not have to see the process of the slaughter, he 

is not too concerned about it.  

Participant E, F, and G described to be disgusted by the information presented to them 

in regard to the animal agriculture industry, without further arguing that this factor is 

a reason for their perception of a PBD to change.  

 
E – “The scale on which this industry operates makes me sick. It is different when 
you have your own cow or your own chickens but this scale of breeding animals 
to feed them until they explode…we are talking about living creatures, living 
organisms.”  

 
In comparison, the least common factor for transitioning to a PBD were the collusion 

aspect between corporations, health organizations, the animal agriculture industry 

and governments. The participants (A-D) described this aspect to rather be commonly 

known than new information. Participant A and B however, still mentioned that the 
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extent to which collusion appears to happen behind society’s back is perceived to be 

frightening.  

 
D – “It is quite evident that corporations are colluding for corporate profit’s sake. 
Money makes the world go round. It shouldn’t be normal, but it kind of is, isn’t 
it?”    

 
A – “I knew that lobbying activities were involved in checkoff programs but not 
to this point. This is kind of scary.”  

 

Documentary film as too dramatic   
Participant H claimed to have not been affected by the documentary and explained 

reason for that to be the extremeness of the documentary.  

 
H – “If someone tells me that eating one egg a day is as cancer provoking as 
smoking 5 cigarettes, I shut down.”  

    
This was also a common factor among all other participants’ (A, B, C, D, E, F, G), where 

the documentary was perceived to be very dramatic and overdone with unrealistic 

healing examples. All participants explained this phenomenon based on the fact that 

the documentary was written and produced in the United States and how the content 

is presented in the documentary.  

 
A – “I hate when they overplay it. It is very American, very overdone, very 
dramatic.”  

 
D - “I refuse to believe that it is as dramatic and drastic as conveyed in the 
documentary.”  

 
F – “In regard to personal health, I felt the documentary was quite extreme, 
comparing cigarettes with eggs or that milk is fueling cancer production in our 
bodies.” 

 
G – “I know a lot of people die of cancer. In Europe, in the U.S., everywhere in 
the world, but not everyone does.”  

 
H – “Everything that the documentary discusses makes sense to a certain extent. 
But in the documentary it was also so over the top that I thought I cannot believe 
this. It is simply too extreme.”  
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Discussion  
The results from the study by Laursen & Brickley (2011) showed that people can only 

change their perception if they are being made aware of their own preconceptions. This 

is why I repeated participants’ initial perception of a PBD at the beginning of the 

interview subsequent to the viewing. Having reminded the participants of their past 

perception, this set the base for gathering data to answer the first research question(s) 

(1. Does the audience’s perception of a PBD change after having watched the 

documentary film What the Health? And 1.1 How does the audience’s perception of a 

PBD change after having watched the documentary film What the Health?). 

A dominant observation from the interviews was participants’ immediate 

connection of their perception of a PBD and their possible motivations to transition to 

a PBD. Only after clarifying that their perception of Veganism is asked, I found out that 

all participants seem to view the practice itself with a Vegan’s motivation to attain such 

a diet and a Vegan’s personal characteristics. This thinking can be explained by schema 

theory, which states that people cognitively structure new knowledge to prior 

knowledge. And framing theory, that claims people to have socially structured frames 

of their past experiences (Lundy et al., 2007, drawing on Graber, 1988).  

All participants claimed meat to be part of their routinized balanced diet, 

having been raised with the belief that meat is a substantial part of their societal norm. 

This supports findings of meat being integrated in our societal patterns of our daily 

lives (Delormier et a., 2009, drawing on Gidden, 1984) as well as meat being deeply 

rooted within our society (Graça, Oliveira & Calheiros, 2015; Olausson, 2018; 

Viswanath & Bond, 2007). Interesting in this regard is participants’ (A and F) 

argumentation of the traditional aspect of meat in a family context (p. 26 and p. 27), 

which is also in line with previous stated research (Olausson, 2018; Viswanath & Bond, 

2007).  

By highlighting Vegan’s impact on the environment through consuming soy-

derived products, participants A, E, F, H legitimized their own behavior to lessen 

cognitive dissonance, when questioned about their perception change of a PBD in 

regard to environmental sustainability. Their reaction can be explained by the SRT and 

the process of anchoring and objectification (Olausson, 2018, drawing on Festinger 

(1957) and Kahan (2006)) as mentioned in a previous chapter. This reaction was also 

detected when participant D pointed out that he only consumes meat that is organic, 

legitimizing his meat consumption in regard to environmental sustainability. This can 

additionally be explained by the SRT (Olausson, 2018).  

Overall, two male participants (A and B) mentioned that they have gotten used 

to being cooked for. This makes them restrictive toward having to cook fresh foods on 
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a daily basis. Interesting in this regard was that participants (A and B) pointed out that 

if “their mother or girlfriend” was cooking for them, both participants would not be too 

concerned about being Vegan. This thinking is in line with previous research showing 

that women still have a certain position within a family context, being responsible for 

food preparation practices (Beardsworth et al., 2002; Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006).  

Participant B and D had adjusted their eating behavior in the past when striving 

for more muscles, focusing on a high consumption of protein-rich sources, which in 

their perception included a meat-heavy diet. The other male participants (A and C) 

agreed upon this perception, of the benefits of a meat-heavy diet for a muscular and 

lean body. This finding goes along with previous literature on how men perceive meat 

to be substantial in the process of muscle gain (Beardsworth et al., 2002). This 

perception began to shift decisively when the ‘protein myths’ was presented to the male 

audience. Among my participants, only male participants (A-D) perceived the factor of 

protein to be dominant in regard to a perception change. An interesting observation 

from the interviews with male participants A and B, was that the protein aspect even 

led them to intend to transition to a PBD (p. 31). This finding shows how the protein-

aspect led to male’s motivation to change behavior, beyond perception changes. Which 

is in line with research offered by Janpol & Dilts (2006) claiming documentaries to be 

able to influence behavior changes. Furthermore, participants’ (A and B) stated 

attempt to transition to a PBD can be explained by research offered by Cottone & Byrd-

Bredbenner (2007). Their research builds on Prochaska’s Transtheoretical Model of 

Behavior Change and claims that raising awareness can have an impact on individual’s 

health choices (behaviors).   

All of the participants agreed that meat is associated with masculinity prior and 

subsequent to viewing the documentary. This thinking is in line with scholarly findings 

claiming the practice of eating meat to be masculine (e.g., Beardsworth et al., 2002, 

drawing on Harding, 1998; Lea, Crawford & Worsley, 2006, drawing on Twigg, 1983; 

Prättäla et al., 2007; Turner et al., 2013), as well as eating meat being a hegemonic 

ideal of a man (Sumpter, 2015, drawing on Connell, 1995, 2000). A substantial finding 

from the interview with participant D was his explanation of PB-options (p. 29). This 

statement clearly challenges critics of Connell’s proposed theory (1995, 2000). As 

described in previous studies (Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; 

Sumpter, 2015 drawing on Connel, 1995, 2000), hegemonic values are being 

challenged by the idea of a more individualized modern portrayal of hegemonic 

masculinity that does not follow a certain hegemonic ideal anymore. When participant 

D described meat to be masculine (p.29), however, he described hegemonic 

masculinity as described in mass media; meat being manly (Sumpter, 2015). This is 
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also in line with participant C’s comment toward a meat-heavy barbeque culture in 

Australia (p. 28). When asked to clarify the meaning of “we” in this context (p.28), 

participant C explained “we” to stand for “males”. This answer relates with the 

perceived connection of meat with masculinity, as proposed by previous research by 

Sumpter (2015) drawing on Connell (1995, 2000). On the contrary, three out of four 

participants (A, B, D) said that if they were to transition to a PBD, they do not think 

that they would be judged by other males. This finding can be identified with the 

societal acceptance of Veganism in the 21st century (Boström et al., 2019). As described 

in previous studies, this result shows that the idealized hegemonic masculinity values 

are being challenged, where Connell (1995, 2000) claims hegemonic masculinity to be 

identified by men increasing their meat consumption to be perceived to be more 

masculine by others (Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Sobal, 2005; Sumpter, 2015 

drawing on Connell, 1995, 2000). These findings contradict Connell’s (1995, 2000) 

proposed idealized hegemonic practice. On the other side, participant C believed to be 

judged for transitioning to a PBD, mainly because of the masculinity aspect.  

It was evident that all female participants (E–H) associated meat with masculinity and 

vegetables with femininity. All participants from Germany (F, G, H) elaborated this 

viewpoint based on how, especially in Germany, meat is marketed as an aspect of 

masculinity, having a dominant barbeque culture where predominantly men grill the 

meat and eat it while women prepare the salads and have a more greens-filled plate. 

Three out of four female participants (E, G, H) clarified that they believe to be judged 

by others if they were to transition to a PBD. Predominantly because Veganism, in their 

societal context, is still viewed as something that runs against the norm, causing 

assumed discomfort during social gatherings, which restricts participants from 

transitioning to a PBD. This viewpoint can be explained by the SCT that claims negative 

feedback by one’s social surroundings to hinder one to adopt a new behavior, as one of 

the four steps (Nabi & Oliver, 2009). On the contrary, participant F claimed to stop 

eating meat. Her initial perception of a PBD as a trend in “urban-areas” had 

substantially changed in which she elaborated that she feels ashamed for having used 

these arguments in her prior interview without ever having gotten informed about it.  

 
F – “Is it really that difficult? Is it really just a lifestyle? Is it really that difficult 

for other people to accept a PBD within a family and a friend context? If you 

really believe in it, it is not that big of a deal!” 

 
This finding contrasts with participants’ (E, G, H) explanation of their perceived 

judgement within a social setting to be enormous.  



 37 

According to schema theory, participants A and B structured their perception of 

a PBD to their previously held knowledge to organize it accordingly (Lundy et al., 2007, 

drawing on Graber, 1988). What is interesting in this regard is their description of how 

exactly their perception had changed from a prior perception of a trend or as 

something against the norm to a much more thoughtful motivation (p.30). 

Furthermore, it can be stated that all participants displayed various individualized 

reasons for perceiving Veganism the way they did prior to watching the documentary. 

Subsequent to viewing the documentary, it became clear that the factors5 discussed in 

the documentary led all participants to look at eating meat and dairy from a different 

perspective, including environmental, ethical, political and health reasons in their 

perceptions. All participants’ attitudes were changed, which is in line with research 

offered by Howell (2011) claiming that information provision can lead to an attitude 

change.   

An interesting finding is participant C’s answer, not knowing any male Vegans, 

and also participants (A, B, D, E, F, G, H) perceived a PBD to be a more feminine 

dietary choice. This supports findings of Beardsworth et al. (2002), Mallyon et al. 

(2010), Prättälä et al. (2007), Rosenfeld & Burrow (2017) and Turner et al. (2013). 

Another interesting finding is two female participants (E and G) claimed to 

occasionally lower their meat in-take due to body weight loss goals while two male 

participants (B and D) increased their meat in-take due to muscle gain goals. This 

supports findings of Beardsworth et al. (2002) claiming that women had reduced their 

meat intake due to a desired body weight loss and males increased their meat-

consumption when striving for muscle gains.  

Participant A and D stated to believe in the information that was presented to 

them in the documentary, especially in the interviews held with doctors and scientists. 

On the contrary, participant G claimed the scientific part to be the reason that caused 

confusion and disbelief. This is in line with previous research by Mallyon et al. (2010) 

claiming that men are more likely to be attentive to dieting if it is supported by 

scientific evidence.  

The environmental issues and animal welfare showed to be somewhat more 

import for female participants (E-H) than male participants (A-D), which is in line with 

previous literature (Lea, Crawford, Worlsey, 2006; Beardworth et al., 2002). 

Nonetheless, all participants stated personal health to be the most convincing factor to 

them, having changed their perception of a PBD. This phenomenon could be identified 

among all participants and supports findings of Joyce et al. (2012) and Beverland 

                                                      
5 environmental, personal, ethical and political  
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(2014) that found out that personal health was a much more convincing factor than 

environmental factors in their study. With all male participants claiming personal 

health to be the somewhat more important than any other factors, these findings are 

also in line with findings by Rosenfeld & Burrow (2017), drawing on Fox and Ward 

(2008), claiming that men follow more internally-oriented motivations (health-

motivated) rather than externally-oriented motivations (ethically-motivated).  

 The findings from this study showed that females’ and males’ perception of a 

PBD diet changed in the way that all participants understand and respect Vegans’ 

motivation of following a PBD. The participants for this research had little knowledge 

about Vegan’s motivations and their perception of people following such a diet. Their 

preconceptions varied among female and male audiences where the female audience 

perceived Veganism to be a trend and the male audience perceived Veganism to be 

motivated by ethical reasoning. Their perception changes can be translated into 

attitude changes toward Veganism where an increase in knowledge and arguably, as 

proposed by previous research (Howell, 2011), the emotional messages in the 

documentary changed their perception and consequently their attitudes.  

Compared to earlier findings, my study shows similar results of documentary’s 

effectiveness on people’s attitudes, with documentaries offering fruitful results for an 

impact onto its audience (e.g., Janpol & Dilts, 2016 drawing on Opel, 2007; Lindenfeld, 

2010; Monani, 2008; Rosteck & Frentz, 2009). Seven out of eight participants 

described a perception change of a PBD in a way that they firstly had too little 

knowledge and secondly a pre-existing view of what it entails to be Vegan that was 

proven to be inaccurate. Based on the participants’ answers on their newly formed 

perceptions of a PBD, new frames and schemas were developed by participants, which 

can be explained by schema – and framing theory as mentioned at a previous point. 

Regardless, this newly established construct of perceived motivations to attain a PBD 

do not go along with the audiences’ motivation to transition to a PBD. Consequently, 

the documentary did not actively effect individual’s behavioral intentions. At least not 

at this point of the study.  

Based on the participants’ answers, there are different reasons that changed their 

perception of a PBD: Environmental sustainability impact, personal health, protein 

aspect of plants, communities’ sufferings living in the areas of meat/dairy production 

and correlation of meat/dairy consumption with disease. Among my participants, one 

of the main factors mentioned by all participants was personal health, impacting their 

perception of a PBD. From an observational point of view, all participants understood 

the message of a needed social change in regard to saving our planet and the people 

living on it. Interesting in this regard was however that none of the participants 
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perceived the advocated factors in the documentary (environmental, personal, ethical, 

political) to be their personal responsibility. This can be explained by previous 

literature from Leiserowitz (2004) that reasoned people’s worriless approach to the 

phenomenon of climate change, for instance, to be viewed as a distant concern that is 

geographically too far away. This can be related to my study in the sense that 

participants A, B, C, D, E, G, H claimed personal health to be a convincing factor in 

considering to go PB. However, all mentioned participants pointed out that they are 

currently in a satisfactory health state, which is why they would currently not consider 

to transition to a PBD.  

When it comes to answering the second research question (Does the audience’s 

perception of a PBD change after having watched the documentary film What the 

Health? And if yes, how?), the results show that only a few aspects of the documentary 

were perceived differently by male and female audiences. In regard to protein and 

plants, only male participants recalled this aspect of the documentary, while female 

participants did not even recall this factor. While the scientific aspect of the 

documentary positively affected two male participants (A and B), it negatively affected 

one female participant’s (G) perception. From an observational point of view, men 

displayed to be more certain in their beliefs than women. While all female participants 

(E-H) were observed to question their own beliefs, all male participants’ (A-D) 

attitudes and opinions were straightforward and definite.  

Overall, the documentary film What the Health was perceived to be extremely 

overdone, in the way the information was presented. All participants stated that the 

documentary itself was too extreme, which resulted in participants’ disbelief. This 

finding indicates what we have learned from the history of media effects research, 

indicating that the audience makes sense of the information presented to them in their 

own construction of reality and that the audience is not obstinate (McQuail, 2010). In 

addition to that, this caused disbelief among all participants and contradicts with the 

fact that documentaries equate journalistic work (Kasson, 2010). These findings show 

that participants’ reception of information presented to them, by the medium 

documentary, depends on how it is presented to them. And that documentaries are 

perceived to be a subcategory of films rather than a fact-driven production by my 

participants of this study. This is in line with findings offered by Scott (2010) 

mentioned at a previous point. The way the documentary was made hindered 

participants absorption of information and even led to disregard (p. 33). As stated at a 

previous chapter, narratives have proven to be a powerful communication tool 

(Jamieson et al., 2017). This result did not necessarily appear the same for my study. 
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Additionally, it contradicts with findings from Howell (2011) that show how emotional 

messages can contribute to an attitude change.   

Altogether, meat is an inherent and substantial part of males and females’ 

routinized diet that has deep roots within our society. This is due to our historical as 

well as traditional Western culture. Eating meat is part of a social practice within our 

society that is inherently the main reason for all participants not to want to make 

dietary changes. A person’s living environment has an important impact on how they 

eat and people’s desire to belong to a group restricts them to fall out of the ordinary. 

Furthermore, a PBD is perceived to be inconvenient and not the answer to all health, 

environmental and ethical problems our world is facing. Among all factors the 

documentary film What the Health mentioned, personal health was the most 

convincing reason for participants to transition to a PBD. However, since all 

participants claimed to be in a satisfactory health state, none of the participants would 

currently transition to a PBD for this factor.  

Studies of hegemonic masculinity have requested new versions of masculinity 

and hegemonic values, as indicated in previous chapters. This study showed how 

hegemonic masculinity as proposed by Connell (1995, 2000) still exists as findings 

from my study contradict as well as confirm hegemonic standards. On the one side, 

meat was considered to be masculine by all participants, which confirms previous 

literature. On the other side, the consumption of meat was not considered to increase 

a man’s manliness among other males, which contradicts previous literature. Certain 

aspects, such as meat and masculinity, showed to still be firmly established within our 

society while other aspects, such as males’ approval within a males group, showed to 

challenge hegemonic ideals.  

To answer the second research question, it can be concluded that female 

participants showed more concerns for the environment and animals than men. This 

is in line with previous research offered by Rosenfeld & Burrow (2017) and Lea, 

Crawford & Worsley (2006). Furthermore, there are still certain hegemonic ideals that 

the men of my study follow. In the 21st century, meat is still considered to be masculine 

and the offered proposal of plants having a substantial influence on muscle gain is 

observed to be more attractive to male than female participants of my study. Scientific 

information is more convincing to male participants of my study than female 

participants and female participants would feel more judged by others if they were to 

transition to a PBD. This can be explained by SCT but no explanation of why female 

participants would feel more judged than male participants can be offered. This is a 

suggestion for future research.  



 41 

Conclusion 
In What the Health, Kip Andersen makes an attempt to convince viewers to the 

adoption of a PBD due to personal health, ethical, environmental as well as political 

reasons. The research results exhibit that What the Health contributed to change 

female’ and males’ perception; understanding people’s motivations of transitioning to 

a PBD. From various individualized perceptions of a PBD, that participants displayed 

prior to viewing What the Health, the research results indicate a collectivistic 

perception change: What the Health broadened all participants’ knowledge about a 

PBD and deepened their understandings of the motivations behind transitioning to 

such a diet. Preconceptions of a PBD being a trend (female) and due to ethical 

justifications (male) were changed to understanding and accepting people’s individual 

motivations to attain and uphold such a diet. However, and important to mention in 

this regard is the fact that participants’ perception of a PBD was already positively-

oriented prior to watching What the Health. It can be stated that the perception 

changes arguably resulted from the documentary, or rather that the documentary 

contributed to these changes. Nonetheless, from a research perspective, we must be 

open to the influence of other factors that could have influenced participants’ 

perception respectively.  

The most important findings from this study  

• Meat is an inherent part of participants’ routinized balanced diet and a 

substantial part of their societal norm  

• Restricting oneself from meat is not perceived to be the answer to 

environmental, personal health and ethical issues  

• The social determinant of perceived restrictions within a social context were 

the most dominant factors of not transitioning to a PBD  

• Meat is associated with masculinity prior and subsequent to viewing the 

documentary  

• The environmental issues and animal welfare showed to be somewhat more 

important for female participants in the decision-making process to transition 

to a PBD  

• Male participants perceived the benefits of plants for muscle gains to be a 

driving factor in the decision-making process to transition to a PBD  

• Personal health was one of the most dominant factors for participants’ 

perception change and possible motivation to transition to a PBD  

• The documentary film What the Health was perceived to be extremely 

overdone, which resulted in participants’ disbelief  

• Participants living environment has an important impact on how they eat and 

their desire to belong to a group restricts them to fall out of the ordinary  
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• Although perceptions of a PBD were changed by understanding this subject 

from a broader perspective, the audience did not claim to immediately make 

dietary changes without doing further research6 

 

To conclude, this study did not detect significant gender differences. Participants did 

not perceive the factors 7  discussed in the documentary to be their personal 

responsibility, but at the same time considered Vegans’ perseverance to be admirable. 

Which is an underlying finding this study presented, where all participants expressed 

their admiration towards attaining such a diet, while at the same time not perceiving 

the necessity of a social change to lie in their personal responsibility. The 

documentary’s extremeness caused disbelief and contradicts with the fact that 

documentaries are perceived to equate journalistic work. These findings show that 

participants’ reception of information depends on how it is presented to them and 

important for future analysis in the field of media and communication research.   

Since the termination of this study, two out of eight participants have contacted 

me and claimed to try to transition to a PBD. It is advised that future research focuses 

on behavioral changes after having watched What the Health in this regard. This study 

has its limitations, especially since the qualitative method of in-depth interviews 

chosen, only offers a low number of participants. Only eight participants were 

interviewed and findings thus consist of eight participants’ opinions and thoughts. 

Therefore, this study focuses on individual differences rather than being able to make 

generalizations.   

Within the media and communication research field, this study provides 

evidence for the usefulness of What the Health in contributing to change perceptions 

of a PBD within the broader discussion of environmental, political, ethical and health 

debates. This study aimed to complement media research that examined the effects of 

the medium documentary. The history of media effects has taught us that media 

messages are being processed by audiences within their own social reality. And that 

media might not have an effect at all. What the Health can be said to have contributed 

to participants’ changed perceptions of a PBD. However, without conducting a larger 

study it is difficult to attribute direct effects to the documentary. Strong perception 

changes within the audience were detected which is why this study points in the 

direction of the documentary having played a role in this. Thus, the question remains 

whether other factors played a role in this effect.      

                                                      
6 This indicates that even though perceptions were changed, the factors that were discussed in the 

documentary were not convincing enough  
7 the advocated claim for people to transition to a PBD for personal health, environmental sustainability, 

ethical reasons and political collusion 
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Appendix I 

Netflix 
With a total of approximately 130m subscribers worldwide, Netflix is estimated to 

service about 37 percent of the world’s Internet users (Statista, 2018). Netflix was one 

of the first companies to realize the potential of online streaming and has therefore 

changed the guidelines of television. Without commercials or restrictions to 

timeframes, Netflix offers a high-quality range of programming and has revolutionized 

television on the Internet. One of Netflix’s advantages leading to its success is 

individualized suggestions, trying to understand the consumers and offering the most 

suitable programs accordingly. In addition to that, Netflix has been continually 

successful in producing and therefore making original content for its subscribers (The 

Economist, 2018). A study undertaken with Netflix’s subscribers additionally showed 

that “60 percent of subscribers state that original shows are either very important or 

absolutely critical when it comes to their decision to use Netflix” (Statista, 2018, para. 

1), which is one of the main differences of Netflix to its competitors, and consequently 

a competitive advantage. Offering over 300 original content programs, Netflix has also 

been producing food documentaries about the impact of people’s food choices, its 

correlation to their health in regards to chronic diseases and meat and dairy 

consumption and production. All of which are associated and interconnected with 

climate change and with the degradation of the environment by human kind.  
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Appendix II  

The Documentary What the Health: Plotline  
The advocative and investigative documentary What the Health is a follow-up 

documentary from the producers of the award-winning documentary Cowspiracy 

(2014, exclusively produced by Leonardo DiCaprio), by Kip Andersen and Keeghan 

Kuhn. Andersen reviews scientific studies that have affirmed that animal consumption 

will lead to chronic diseases such as diabetes, cancer, cardiovascular disease and 

Alzheimer’s, and hence wishes to consult American Health organizations. Since 

American Health organizations are publicly advocating a meat-heavy diet, Andersen 

wishes to understand why these new scientific findings are not being taken seriously 

and why American Health organizations such as the American Cancer Society or the 

American Diabetes Association are not doing anything about this. He is on a mission 

to find out the truth about animal production and consumption and takes his audience 

to the dark side of government-funded projects promoting meat and dairy 

consumption. More precisely, American Health organizations receive donations from 

companies such as KFC and Dominos to cover up information for the sake of corporate 

profit.  

Having grown up a Hypochondriasis, with his grandparents being diagnosed with 

cancer, passing away way too early, Andersen has a very personal attachment to 

clarifying the effects of meat consumption to our environment, personal health and 

animal welfare. He uncovers a direct link between deforestation, depletion of our 

resources, soil erosion, species and habitat loss, ocean dead zones, water and air 

pollution and world hunger, with meat production. In conclusion, the raising of 

animals for food has grown to become one of the most damaging industries on our 

planet. As production grows, with it grows the demand of land, taking over living 

community space. Andersen visits the so-called ‘hog-community’ in Duplin County, 

North Carolina “where confined pigs outnumber people 40 to 1” (K. Andersen, 

personal communication, February 14, 2019), interviewing community members who 

are 1 by 1 losing family members due to cancer or other chronic diseases. Concurrently, 

these communities are rather often low-income communities of color.  

All in all, the documentary What the Health, addresses four pillars that are the focus 

of argumentation within the documentary. These promote the transition to a PBD: 

personal health, environmental sustainability, ethical factors and the collusion of big 

companies (political).   
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Appendix III  

Interview with Kip Andersen (Transcribed)  
An interview with the Producer and Protagonist of the documentary film What The 

Health Kip Andersen took place on the 14th of February, 2019 via Skype. 

The interview has been transcribed below. 

(1) Gender Ideologies: Have you and Keegan put a particular emphasis on the 

topic of „protein deficiency“ because, especially men, are more resigned toward 

a Vegan/plant-based diet? How much did gender ideologies play a role during 

the production of the documentary film? Was there a conscious effort put 

toward gender ideologies?  

Protein one, you hear that all the time. I mean I have been Vegan for 10 years or so 

now and we just knew that we had to put protein in there. Protein, the one that has 

been infused into our society for a 100 years or so now, infused by the meat and 

dairy industry – it is actually the stupidest myth of all times. So yeah, we knew we 

would have to put it in there, it had to be addressed. Emphasis was primarily, 

however also, put on the “healthy” aspect of following a Vegan/plant-based diet. In 

regard to gender differences, we definitely firstly focused on protein for men and 

on what it means to be healthy for women. There is this whole “big is beautiful” 

image, at least in America, and that is true but only until a certain point. Therefore, 

we wanted to put emphasis on that for women. You are simply not supposed to be 

a certain amount of overweight; it is simply not healthy. When we chose the NFL-

player to be interviewed for the documentary, there definitely was a conscious 

effort in communicating that being Vegan is “strong”. So we thought who is the 

biggest, strongest, fittest person – well yeah an NFL player. 5 years ago, Vegans 

were not strong and mostly female so we definitely intended to change that image.  

 

(2) Connotation of Veganism: I actually counted the V-word (Veganism) in 

What the Health and in comparison to Cowspiracy, for instance, or other 

Vegan documentaries, you keep referring to ‘plant-based diets’ rather than 

‘Vegan-diets’. Was that on purpose? To avoid people watching the documentary 

having a direct connotation with Veganism? To ensure more open-

mindedness?  

In Cowspiracy, we actually had the intention to transform the word Vegan to a 

different connotation within society. Interesting though, the producer of Cowspiracy 

only let us put in the word Vegan after an hour into the documentary. There is a certain 

connotation that people still put onto the word Vegan and we definitely want to change 

that. Same with What the Health, but in this documentary there wasn’t so much the 
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focus on changing the connotation of Veganism but more on the diet itself. I guess, 

that’s why we didn’t use the word Vegan as much but we definitely wanted it to be in 

there so the meaning that people put onto the word Vegan can slowly be transformed 

and people get offered a different image of the word itself. We want to transform the 

word Vegan, so we definitely needed it to be in there. It is cool to be Vegan now whereas 

5 years ago it was not.  

 

(3) How and when did Netflix come into play? Generally speaking, what is your 

opinion on Netflix’s power on our population today?  

 

Somehow Leonardo Di Caprio came into play. He saw Cowspiracy somehow and 

wanted to be an honorary producer and propose it to Netflix. He was the one who 

introduced us and took us to Netflix. And after that, we had a good enough relationship 

with them and they loved What the Health so they came on board with What the 

Health so we have a good relationship with Netflix now, which is great.   

Netflix is definitely a great communication channel, they are in over 100 countries with 

over 100m subscribers and I mean that doesn’t only count subscribers. I mean I have 

4-5 friends who use my account so that adds up. When something launches like that, 

What the Health, it is hands down the best way to get information out to the world. It 

was the greatest outlet for us to do that – very powerful.  
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Appendix IV  

Interview Guide  
 
Interview Introduction  
Hello (research subject name),  
  
Thank you very much for agreeing to taking the time to speak with me today, to 
watch a documentary film and to talk to me about your personal perceptions and 
attitudes of a plant-based diet. I highly appreciate your willingness to participate in 
my study.  
 
I am a Master student at Jönköping University majoring in International 
Communications and currently conducting a study of perception on a plant-based 
diet based on the documentary film What the Health, as a case-study. Today, I hope 
to glean insight into your personal perception of a plant-based diet and how this 
perception might change after having viewed the documentary film What the Health.  
 
I can assure you that any information you share with me today will not be attributed 
to you or used to identify you or anyone else. You will remain anonymous and since 
your participation is strictly voluntary you may decline to answer any question during 
this interview.  
 
After your consent, I would like to record our conversation, which I will keep strictly 
confidential. The only person that will hear our conversation is you and me. If at any 
time you would prefer that I turn of the recording device (phone), please let me 
know, and I will do so immediately.  
 
I will record, transcribe and save the interview in a secure way. I may then use parts 
of the transcription in my Master Thesis. If I do so, your name will not be linked to 
quotes from your interview. Or in other words, if I cite you, I will do so anonymously, 
without identifying you by name.  
 
Do you have any questions before we begin?  
 
Then, do I have your permission to begin recording our conversation?  
 
 
Interview Questions  
 
Background Questions  

1. Where are you from?  
2. How old are you?  
3. What do you do for a living/are you a student?  
4. What kind of diet are you following?  
5. Have you ever tried a different diet from the one that you are following at the 

moment? If yes, why?  
6. For how long have you eaten the way you do today?  
7. Are there people in your surroundings that are Vegetarian/Vegan/plant-

based?  
8. To what extend did you get raised with the belief that meat is part of a healthy 

diet?  
 
Questions about a plant-based diet prior to viewing the documentary film What the 
Health  

1. Please describe your general attitude and opinion towards a plant-based diet?  
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2. What is your perception of a plant-based diet in relation to firstly animal 
welfare, secondly personal health and thirdly environmental sustainability?   

3. To what extent is meat part of your social lifestyle? And to what extent or 
rather under which conditions can you picture your life without meat?  

 
Questions about a plant-based diet after having viewed the documentary film What 
the Health  

1. Please describe any opinions or attitude changes the documentary film What 
the Health has on your initial perception of a plant-based diet.  

2. If you were to transition to a plant-based diet, would it be for health, ethical 
or environmental reasons? And why?  

3. Please describe in what way you consider the information presented to you in 
the documentary What the Health as truthful?  

4. How are you legitimizing the information that was presented to you in regard 
to your personal health, animal welfare and environmental sustainability?  

5. Do you associate meat with a gender? Or is it gender neutral for you?  
6. Do you associate vegetables with a gender? Or is it gender neutral for you?  
7. Do you think you would be judged by other males or your social surroundings 

if you were to transition to a plant-based diet?  
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Appendix V  

Participant Recruitment  
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