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public perceptions: 
plant-based diets
“Vegetarian includes dairy and honey.  Plant-based is synonymous 
with Vegan?” (Finance Executive)

“I would think that plant-based would be more flexible (i.e. some 
animal products, more than vegetarian which includes no animal 
products. But then again, cows eat plants so hamburgers are plant 
based, right?” (High school teacher)

“I don't know the difference between anything that has the word 
diet in it, LOL.” (Office manager at a non-profit organization)

“I don’t have an articulate answer and I have been investigating 
food for five years!” (Food Filmmaker)



public perceptions: 
plant-rich diets
“I look at vegetarian as using fresh veggies and plant-based as 
using things that were vegetables and got turned into something 
else... am I right?” (Residence Life manager at a university)

“I have been a vegetarian since 1995, no meat. But ate a lot of 
unhealthy foods. A candy bar would fit into a vegetarian diet. I 
have been vegan for about 7 years, and went completely whole 
food, plant-based almost 5 years ago. Big difference.” 
(Homemaker)



defining our terms



basic plant-rich diets

Vegetarian (approx. 5% of population)

▪ A diet containing only plant foods, but may include some animal-

derived foods such as dairy and seafood

▪ Different levels

▪ Pescatarian, etc.

Vegan (approx. 3% of the population)

▪ A diet containing only plant foods and no animal foods



plant what? new variations
Plant-Based Diet

▪ A style of cooking and eating that emphasizes and celebrates, but is not 
limited to, plant-based foods including fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
beans and other legumes, soy foods, nuts and seeds, plant oils, herbs 
and spices—and that reflects evidence-based principles of health and 
sustainability

-Menus of Change, a joint initiative of the Culinary Institute of 
America (CIA) and Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public 
Health—Department of Nutrition

▪ Proportionately choosing more of your foods from plant sources

▪ Doesn’t mean that you are vegetarian or vegan and never eat meat or 
dairy



flexitarian diet

▪ Eat mostly fruits, vegetables, legumes and whole grains

▪ Focus on protein from plants instead of animals

▪ Be flexible and incorporate meat and animal products from time to time

▪ Eat the least processed, most natural forms of foods

▪ Limit added sugars and sweets



recognize this?

MyPlate is



or this?

Eat food.

Mostly plants.

Not too much.



market and consumer 
perspectives



market for protein foods is 
large, with meat on top

MEAT MEAT 
ALTERNATIVES

$893 million 
market

Less convenient

Opportunities for 
strategic 
placement in 
stores, making 
this more 
convenient and 
available

PROTEIN

$190 
billion
market

$95 billion market

Convenient

Deli category 
growing



many consumers are trying 
plant-based diets

▪ 39-52% of US consumers are trying to eat more plant foods (One 
Poll)

▪ Only about 21.6% of American households purchase meat 
alternatives (Nielsen)
▪ Up 1.6% from last year

▪ 98% of all meat alternative buyers also purchase meat and do so 
more than the average buyer

▪ Nielsen defines “flexitarian” consumers as medium and heavy 
buyers of meat and meat alternatives

▪ 60% of consumers believe having the right balance between plant 
and animal foods is important



many are trying products 
marketed as plant-based

▪ 51% of consumers have purchased plant-based milk, meat or dairy 
alternatives in the past three months (Hartman Group, 2019)

▪ 32% purchased meat alternatives

▪ 63% of Millennials are trying to include more plant-based foods in 
their diets (YouGov Survey) 

▪ 60% would like the switch to more plant-based to be permanent 
(HealthFocus International Study)



plant-based, plant-forward
flexitarian diets 



plant-based, plant-forward
flexitarian diets 

Source: White Hutchinson NMI 2019 Sustainability Report



who are plant-based 
consumers?

Source: White Hutchinson NMI 2019 Sustainability report



who are plant-based 
consumers?



health: driver of the plant-
rich diet
▪ A research group researched consumer motivations for adopting a plant-

forward, flexitarian diet (White Hutchinson)

▪ Driven mainly by HEALTH concerns, not environmental sustainability

▪ These consumers tend to be younger, more ethnically diverse, higher-

income, urban/suburban and more trendy (Hartman Group)

▪ Average age: 40



the science



the science
Major studies that support the healthfulness of plant-based 
diets

▪ EPIC-Oxford Study: Large cohort study that compared omnivores 
with vegetarians (including vegans)

▪ The vegetarian and vegan group had lower average BMIs, lower 
systolic blood pressure and lower risk of ischemic heart disease

▪ NHANES III data: Has been analyzed for the value of plant-based 
diets in numerous studies

▪ Plant-based diets have lower risks for obesity, cardiovascular disease 
and hypertension; and higher intake of phytochemicals



the science
▪ The Congress on Vegetarian Nutrition (ICVN): Held at Loma Linda 

University School of Public Health produces some of the greatest research in 
plant-based eating

▪ Loma Linda, CA,  named the only “Blue Zone” in the US 

▪ Large cohort studies on people from around the world who consumed 
vegetarian diets and these diets were linked with lower fasting blood sugar, 
lower risk of T2D, cataracts, kidney stones, gout and certain cancers

▪ The Adventist Health Studies (AHS): Cohort studies began in the 1950’s

▪ Several studies were conducted on mortality, cancer risk and heart disease

▪ Was the first study to report on tomatoes preventing prostate cancer, that 
whole grains prevent CVD, and that in general a plant-based diet improves 
longevity

▪ Found that eating meat, especially red meat, increases heart disease risk, 
especially in men



the science
▪ The Nurses’ Health Study and the Physicians’ Health Study: 
Overwhelmingly reproduced what the Adventist studies found
▪ Eight years after the AHS, the Nurses’ Health Study found that nuts 

prevent heart disease, meat increases risk of heart disease and whole 
grains prevent colon cancer

▪ “Traditional” US Diet with Variations
▪ A 2016 NHANES study investigated if certain dietary modifications to 

MyPlate.com would change nutrient adequacy in individuals
▪ When plant-based foods were increased by 100%, the portion of 

people who met their target requirements for Mg, Fe, folate and 
Vitamins C and E went up

▪ However, fewer people met their targets for Ca, protein, and 
Vitamins A and D

▪ When dairy was increased from 2 to 4 servings a day, more 
individuals reached calcium, protein, Mg and Vitamin A and D 
goals



meat and health
▪ Meat is a good source of energy and a range of essential 

nutrients, including protein and micronutrients such as iron, 
zinc, and vitamin B12

▪ The strongest evidence about adverse effects of meat is in its link to 
colon cancer

▪ The World Health Organization’s International Agency for Research on 
Cancer (IARC) has classified processed meat as carcinogenic to humans

▪ IARC estimates that 34,000 cancer deaths per year worldwide are 
attributable to diets high in processed meat

▪ Other large studies have suggested that high intakes of processed meat 
are associated with heart disease, diabetes, weight gain and higher risk of 
mortality



consumer concerns:
getting enough protein
▪ Consumers pondering plant-based diets are concerned about getting 

enough protein

▪ International Food Information Council (IFIC) found that 92% of 

consumers consume animal-based proteins (e.g. beef, poultry, pork, cow’s 

milk, eggs and seafood)

▪ 72% of consumers reported consuming plant-based proteins (e.g. tofu, 

soy milk, beans, tempeh, nuts, seeds and legumes)

▪ Top reasons for eating both: Taste, familiarity, health, convenience, ease 

of preparation



environment: a driver of 
the plant-based diet
▪ IFIC’s 2019 Food and Health Survey reported that environmental 

sustainability has been a main driver of food choices

▪ Environmental sustainability is defined in the Journal of Environmental 

Sustainability as “the condition of balance, resilience and 

interconnectedness that allows human society to satisfy its needs while 

neither exceeding the capacity of its supporting ecosystems to continue to 

regenerate the services necessary to meet those needs nor by our actions 

diminishing biological diversity”



meat and the planet
▪ The Harvard University and Culinary Institute (CIA) Partnership, 

Menus for Change, said that:

▪ Over the next 10 years, the plant-forward diet will change how chefs 
think about menus, flavor development, creativity, profitability and 
their future customers

▪ By 2050 the world will not be able to sustain its population of 9-10 
billion people with meat-centered diets that exacerbate climate 
change and accelerate the depletion of fresh water, soils and forests 
and other natural resources



meat and the planet

Source: M. Springmann, H.C.J. Godfray, M. Rayner, P. Scarborough. Analysis 
and valuation of the health and climate change cobenefits of dietary change. Proc. 
Natl. Acad Sci. USA. 113, 4146-4151 (2016). 



perceive both types 
of protein as sustainable
▪ However, consumers largely believe that protein from both animal and 

plant sources can make for an environmentally sustainable diet

▪ Over 60% felt they should consume their current plant-based 

protein intake and would still have a sustainable diet

▪ Over 50% felt that they should eat the same amount or more from 

animal sources and still have a sustainable diet

Source: IFIC Survey of Consumer Attitudes, 2019.



counseling clients on plant-
based eating

This MUST be 
plant-based!



popular plant-based burger



thinking about meatless 
burgers v. meat burgers

▪ Consumer Lab reported two popular meatless burger brands v. 
traditional

▪ The meatless burgers provide more iron that the beef burger, but 
because is not all is heme-bound, it is not as well-absorbed

▪ The meatless burgers provide more calcium and they provide 
potassium

▪ Only one matches beef in zinc, but neither meatless burger provides as 
much Mg or selenium as the meat burger

▪ Both meatless burgers provide four times the sodium of a meatless 
burger



dairy v. plant-based 
beverages



opportunities for RDNs



nutrients to watch in plant-
based diets
▪ Protein: Emphasize getting protein from a variety of plant foods. 

Athletes and those with higher requirements may need to focus more.

▪ Omega-3 Fatty Acids: Algae-based EPA-DHA supplements may 
help those who need to meet omega-3 requirements.

▪ Iron: Non-heme iron is not absorbed as efficiently as heme. Hence 
supplements may be required.

▪ Zinc: Vegetarians tend to have lower zinc status. Good plant sources 
include soy products, legumes, grains, seeds and nuts. Pregnant and 
lactating women, older adults and children may need 
supplementation.



nutrients to watch in plant-
based diets
▪ Iodine:  Plant-based diets may be low in iodine. Vegan women should 

take an iodine supplement with 150 mcg/day.

▪ Calcium: Vegans’ calcium intake may be low, especially due to the lower 
bioavailability of calcium found in some vegetables. Cruciferous and 
fortified soy foods are the best options. Supplements may be advisable.

▪ Vitamin D: Status should be assessed. Vitamin D is found mostly in 
animal foods, such as egg yolks, fatty fish, fortified milk and beef liver. 
Individuals should get exposure to sunlight.

▪ Vitamin B12: Found in animal foods and fermented foods, unfortified 
nutritional yeast, spirulina and chlorella algae. Plant sources are not 
sufficient and thus supplements are advisable.



talking points when 
advising clients
▪ Eating large quantities of meat is expensive at the store and to health 

in the long term.

▪ Plant-based diets may be even more flexible than meat-based diets 
because you have more money left in your food budget to try new 
foods.

▪ Try having a meatless meal once a week and try adding additional 
meals over time.  You can say: “I have a meatless meal every week and 
my family got used to it.”



talking points when 
advising clients

▪ Legumes are inexpensive and healthful.

▪ You can get enough protein. Here’s how…

▪ Market yourself as a plant-based expert.

▪ Be part of improving community nutrition. Consult with local 
restaurants, schools and organizations on getting the right verbiage in 
menus.  



effective approaches for 
counseling clients
▪ Start with a familiar food and try a plant-based option, perhaps tofu or 

a burger.

▪ Avoid wonky words.
▪ Pick a term, explain it and stick to it.
▪ Words like “meat-free,” “vegan” may imply restriction.

▪ Emphasize what the market suggests motivates consumers to try 
plant-based foods: 
▪ Health
▪ Environmental friendliness
▪ Taste



effective approaches for 
counseling clients

▪ Remember that our knowledge is similar to that of computer 
specialists.

▪ Clients will describe a problem in inaccurate terms and the expert 
will help us solve the problem on a higher level.

▪ That’s what we do.

▪ Stay patient and remember that change is usually slow.

▪ Also, encourage patients to be forgiving with themselves.

▪ Black and white thinking, which may impede individuals’ ability to 
exercise moderation and restraint and lead to weight gain.



tools to have ready
▪ Rating sheets for kids (since kids often shirk F&V)

▪ Recipes and recipe search words/websites

▪ Cooking shows that emphasize plant foods

▪ List of seasonal produce seasonal

▪ Price/quality comparisons between supermarkets

▪ Share your own practices and experiences at home

▪ Testimonials from clients who reduced meat in the diet
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thank you!

contact us: 
jenna.amos@siggis.com

q&a


