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‘Is food really failing us that badly?  
Does food alone really hold the key to 
success?
Well, the short answer is yes.
The battle for climate change is no longer being fought over the global energy system.  Decarbonisation is on its way, and is relatively 
simple compared with food.

…

Both transitions are needed to succeed, that is undeniable.  But right now the energy transformation, despite all our concerns, the 

frustratingly slow progress and the lack of urgency, is far ahead of food.  

The food transition is lagging behind in 
terms of policy, economy, awareness, 
and technology.  In fact we would argue 
that the topic of sustainable food is 
today… where the energy agenda was 30 
years ago.’
[emphasis by me]



‘The food system is no longer simply a means of sustenance.  

It is one of the most successful, most innovative and most destructive industries on Earth…  Diet-related 
disease is now the biggest cause of 
avoidable illness and death in the 
developed world. 
By 2035, the UK’s National Health System is projected to spend more on treating type 2 diabetes, just one condition caused by  bad diet, 
than it does on all cancers today.

There are those who insist this is an issue of personal responsibility.  That the answer is to ‘educate the masses’ in how to eat well, and 
leave the rest to individual willpower.  But this fails to acknowledge, let alone explain, the sheer scale of the problem.  In 1950, less than 
1 percent of the UK population was clinically obese.  Today, that figure stands at 28 percent.  Are we to believe that, in the intervening 
years, the British public has suffered a massive collapse of willpower?  Of course not.

People haven’t changed; the food system 
has.
This is not to say we are powerless in the jaws of the machine.  On the contrary: to a large extent 
we are the machine.  Our appetite and 
behaviours are crucial to how the food 
system arranges itself.  If we adjust them, 
we can adjust the system.’
[emphasis by me]



The case for and against meat consumption
Public health 

crisis
Climate 

breakdown

Images generated using OpenAI's DALL·E, 
January-March 2025.
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↓20% by 2035
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Why Cambridge Colleges?

Background image credit: Nick Ansell/PA

All expressly consider it their duty to provide healthy and 
nutritious food to their members minimise their detrimental 

effects on the environment.

Tens of thousands of meals a day for ~1,000 college members 
per college, in addition to often substantial out-of-term 

catering operations is a major challenge.

Going to university a formative experience where lifelong 
habits are often formed1.

Access to uniquely great data, but external validity…

1. Sprake et al. (2018); Winpenny et al. (2018)



What did I do?

Online survey (Dec 2023-Jan 2025)
849 responses

Average of 26.32 responses per 
college

592 meat-eaters

In-person focus groups (Feb-May 2025)
30 participants, representing 17 different 

colleges
All meat-eaters

14 UG, 12 PG, 2 postdocs, 2 fellows
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Will it give me 
what I need?

Functional properties of 
specific meal choices, 

chiefly nutrition

Will it work for 
me?

Rationality of selecting the 
meal

Will it align with 
me?

Moral, value, and identity 
alignment with the meal

Will it be 
enjoyable?

Hedonic experience of 
specific meal choices

Dominant 
gatekeepers

Supporting 
sensitivities

MEALS Framework

What I found

First-order

Second-order



(n=224)‘Environmental and moral 
reasons, mostly that I couldn't 
personally kill an animal to eat, 
so I don't see how I could let 
someone else do so for me.’

‘I believe it's our responsibility as 
morally conscious creatures not to 
hurt the weak for our pleasure.’

‘I don't eat meat for 
environmental and 
ethical reasons, it is a 
destructive, polluting, 
and cruel industry.’



(n=592)

‘I eat meat because it is 
tasty, what I am used to, 
and it is an easy way to get 
protein.’

‘Easy and cheap source of 
large amounts of protein 
and…[I] believe it to be the 
tastiest food’

‘It tastes good and gives me 
energy/protein/makes me 
feel full’

‘I enjoy it and it helps me to 
consume a balanced diet I 
know I will enjoy. ’









Will it be enjoyable?

Multi-faceted enjoyment of eating 
meat:
- The taste
- The texture
- How eating meat made them feel
- The short and long-term effect that 

eating meat had on them.

Student:“… [College] …generally tries to, like, include some really good 
vegetarian options. It doesn't succeed, but it tries! [group laughter]... you can 

see that they've not put as much effort into them... It just 
doesn't look as good or taste as good, for that matter... 
So that's why not many people go for it.” 

Student: “I don't think I would ever opt to have a vegetarian formal at 

[College]. The options are just much worse. If I'm going to go and 

spend more than I would otherwise do on food I'd have nice food.” 

Meat-free food could achieve 
the same effect, but not 
currently in colleges.

Twice as many meat-eaters (80%) than non-meat-eaters (37%) answered that 
it was ‘not challenging at all’ to follow their diet preference in college.

Student: “…when I come here and I see the vegetable options…it feels like 

there's been very little effort put in.  Usually, it’s just boiled 
vegetables. [groans of agreement]… I'll just go for the meat 

option, since there is some effort that has been expended there.”



Student: “…my family actually didn't eat beef for several years... And 
then I came to Cambridge, and I was like... if I don't eat beef, then I'm 
literally not going to get enough protein. So, I've actually started eating 

beef again… I can't see any other way in which I 
can... get a meal that is both filling and also has 
the requisite nutrients in terms of protein and iron… that I 
can keep my body going...[nods of agreement]” 

Will it give me what I need?

Protein is important but it is not the 
only thing

Iron, vitamins and minerals are also 
on people’s minds

As is the need for energy and 
fulfilment

Meat is currently considered 
essential for these things in college

Student: “I only want a normal amount of protein. 

But the vegan options at [College] blatantly 
lack that.” 

Student: “…my biggest consideration is how much protein is in a 
dish, because, you know, I need this lunch to last me through three 
lectures or something like that, right? So I'm always a little bit more 

tentative with the vegetarian options that are just a 
vegetable, because I know it won't keep me as 
fulfilled, as full for as long.” 

Fellow: “…I don't think that they [meat options] should be 
replaced with ultra-processed options.  I think that would be 

solving a small set of problems and just 
creating a much, much bigger set of 
problems.”



Will it work for and align with me?

Broad agreement that eating less 
meat is desirable

but…

It is confusing…

Also, intriguing discussions about 
the role of culture and gendered 

identities and stereotypes

Student: “To me, that's [local products] a good thing, because it means it 
has not travelled super far. I've had conversations with people before 
about say, like, so you go vegan, and you change your entire diet to like 

avocados because you want to save the planet. Well, that's 
obviously not saving the planet, because they're traveling 

1000s of miles and they're using a ton of water. But if you have, like, only 

British meat and super local…maybe that's better in 
a certain way. [nods around table]”

Student: “Social media tells us that men want to be big, 
and women want to be thin. And that 
corresponds to men eating more meat and 
women eating less meat. I mean, it's terribly reductive 

but that's probably true [laughter and nods of agreement].” 

Student: “And [men are] also more culturally 
stubborn, inflexible and possibly less 
empathetic about environmental issues or 
animal welfare [laughs and agreement].”

Student: “For me meat is at the centre… It's like how we eat, 
it's also a sign of completion…you're sort of taught to eat the 
meat, last you know, as a as an act of finality that comes 

after the eating process. And so, when it's not there, 
it's usually because of want and you feel 
ashamed [nods of agreement].”



Openness to interventions
But diverging opinions on what these should involve…

Postdoc: “I think it's too…complex, 
like I just want an option that is 
balanced...  And I want to kind of 
guarantee the safe nutrition for 
myself instead of having to think … 

like can someone do it for me, can 
the college nutritionist 
just give me like safe 
meals, and I just pick one 
plate and that's it… Can I 

outsource it to my college and just 
tell me...  I don't want to think 
about it. It's too much. My brain 
explodes! [laughs and nods around 
table].”



Approaches not supported by my study

Educating meat-eaters
The myth of the knowledge-deficit

Eco/Carbon labelling – Descriptive norms (Biggs et al., 
2026)

Emotive messages
Moralisation polarises discourse, entrenches attitudes 

and reduces willingness to compromise1

Restrictions on free choice
Meat-free days (Merk et al., 2024; Russo et al., 2025)

Big success… for Nandos & McDonalds

Meat-alternatives
Cautious engagement

‘Meat free Monday (but the options are awful)’ 
‘Meat free Mondays - which always has the worst veggie 

options, making everyone dislike it.‘ 

Price incentives/penalties
Inherently regressive/counterproductive? 

But some evidence of effect? (Garnett et al., 2021)

Student: “For a long time, attendance was a third lower. This 
term it went down to a third of usual attendance. At that 

point, it's just completely unsustainable for the 
catering team, so they're going to push very hard to 

get rid of it.”

"If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone 
would be vegetarian.“

Paul McCartney

Student: “…[prices are] like, maybe a pound more expensive for 
the chicken burger versus the plant based option...But when I 

think about how satisfied I am going to end up being…I feel like I 
get more of my money's worth …if I'm 
choosing the meat option.”

1.  Bayes, 2025; Kodapanakkal et al., 2022; Skitka et al., 2005.



Failed to achieve meaningful effect?

Lohmann et al. (2026)

Cohen’s d effect size categories:  <0.2: Very small/trivial effect, 0.2-0.5: Small effect, 0.5-0.8: Medium effect, >0.8: Large effect.



The approaches I suggest

Defaults, menu order, availability

Simply focus on serving nutritious, healthy and fulfilling 
meat-free options that people will enjoy eating.

Be inclusive!

‘[College] Make delicious and equally appetising 

non-meat dishes that aren't just 
‘alternatives' but are actually things 
people want to eat.’

‘I tried to be vegetarian for 3 months but I started eating 

meat again due to health-related reasons.’

‘I tried going vegetarian and it made me tired and 
faint.’

‘I tried to go vegan before but it didn't work, seems my 
body needed meat to have enough 
energy and blood to function.’

‘My doctor has told me that being vegetarian would be 
very detrimental for my health.‘

‘…I'm often borderline anaemic and my doctor said I 
should really eat more red meat.’

‘I can't eat some other protein sources due to having Crohn's 
disease.’



Thanks to the following for support, 
advice and/or feedback
• Dr Chris Macdonald

• Dr Paul Lohmann

• Emily Goniea
and

• Dr Emma Garnett

• Lizzie Biggs

• Clara Ma

• The many Bursars and Catering Managers who were happy to take time to meet with me and to 
collaborate on this project – you know who you are.

• The 849 people who took time to complete the survey , and 30 people who also took time to 
attend a focus group and share such a great insight into what they eat and why. 

I welcome questions and comments!
5

Either now or feel free to send me an email

Sigurdur Martinsson
sm2237@cam.ac.uk

We humans, like everything else in the garden, are nothing but stardust powered by sunshine.
Food Intelligence, Kevin Hall & Julia Beluz, 2025

lessisbetter.org
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One possible design

Work with a nutritional expert on designing menus that are nutritionally adequate in the key 
areas people are concerned about, ie protein, iron, vitamin B12, using whole foods and not 

novel and unproven ingredients.

Communicate the purpose for the design of the menus to the members.

Hold taste testing events and offer free tasters to get buy-in on experiential barriers from 
meat-eaters.

Will this work better than previous approaches?



Is it possible to get adequate nutrition from a 
meat-free diet?

Yes and no…

Key questions:
1. What is adequate?
2. What is optimal?

Endlessly complex (age, gender, body size, illness, activity levels…)
Could/should there be more honesty about this complexity in scientific discourse?

Age and gender (bracketed) 

body size, sarcopenia risk, illness, activity 

levels, or any number of other factors that 

can impact on the nutrient need and ability 

to absorb nutrients from diet.

Assessment of nutrient quality and 

availability included in the assessment of 
adequacy.



What about “better” meat?

Santo & Cho (2026)



College overview

Carbon labelling – average effect size 0.03 (Fisher’s Z)1 

Pricing incentives – average effect size 0.17 1 

Decision structure – average effect size 0.281

Meat free days – avoidance and negative after-effects2 – extremely unpopular

Fischer’s Z:
Low: 0.100
Medium: 0.310
High: 0.549 

1: Lohmann et al. (2026)  2: Merk et al. (2024); Russo et al. (2025) Background image credit: Sigurdur Martinsson, 2025







“I think if the meat free options were delicious, cheaper and 
easily accessible - I don't find my identity tied to eating 
meat. I just end up picking it as an option because of 
a variety of factors, you know, and if those factors 
were eliminated, I'd have no problem being entirely 
vegetarian or largely meat free.”  
Student: “Yeah, I second that, and obviously add protein to 
those list of factors. [murmurs and nods of approval around the 
table]”.



Policy, economy, awareness, and technology…

1-3%4

Public health Climate Food tech
1 in 5 global deaths

255 million life-years1

CVD risk ↓32%2

6,000 in the UK
29,000 life-years3

33%5

2.5-4%6

<2%7

20237

Taste, texture, nutrition, price

1.  Afshin et al., 2019. 2. Stubbendorff et al., 2022. 3. The Food Foundation, 2024.  4.  OECD (2023) NIH (2024).  5.  Xu et al., 2021.  6.  Global Alliance for the Future of Food, 2024.  7. Grunwald, 2025.



The conflicting root narratives of meat eating
Eating meat is morally wrong

Deontological position of moral absolutism.
Believe that the only acceptable world is one 

without any meat consumption.

Eating meat can be reasonable

Consequentialist position of balanced outcomes.
Believe meat can be consumed at any level that 

maximises benefits and minimises detriments if they 
believe there are any.

Which is more 
persuasive to 
meat-eaters?



How we are getting it wrong?
Moralisation polarises discourse, 
entrenches attitudes and reduces 

willingness to compromise1.

1.  Bayes, 2025; Kodapanakkal et al., 2022; Skitka et al., 2005.  2.  Changing Markets Foundation, 2024 & 2025; Greenpeace, 2025.  3.  Piazza et al., 2015.  4.  Kember & White, 2021.  5.   Rothgerber & Rosenfeld, 2021.  6.  Rothgerber, 2014.  

Misinformation is a real and growing 
problem2.  It exists on both sides 

but… not equally.

At the centre is an individual with a 
unique perspective and moral and 

rational position.  This is not always 
appreciated.

Is there an issue with lack of 
knowledge? 

4Ns3, 4Cs4, and the Meat Paradox5 
and Meat Justification Scale6.



The case against meat
Public health 

crisis
Climate 

breakdown
Mis- and 

disinformation
Social and political 

cohesion breakdown
Biodiversity 

collapse
Resource 
depletion

Images generated using OpenAI's DALL·E, 
January-March 2025.
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Ehrlich (2023) 7. Hayek (2022); Allel et al. (2023) 8. Burgaz et al., 2024; Fraser et al., 2025; Kennedy et al., 2024; G. Li et al., 2024; Y. Li et al., 2025; Sares-Jäske et al., 2024 9. The Changing Markets 
Foundation (2025) 10. Hubbub (2025); The Bryant Foundation (2025) 11. Global Witness, 2025
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The case in favour of meat
Reasonable 
arguments

Far-
fetched/Bogus

Image credit: BBC, and Kiss the Ground Movie

1:  Dimina et al., 2022; Domić et al., 2025; Drewnowski et al., 2024; Łuszczki et al., 2023; Matthews et al., 2025; Simon et al., 2024; 2:  Hirvonen et al., 2020; Herforth et al., 2024; Klapp et 
al., 2025.  3:  Ohlau et al., 2022; Popkin et al., 2025; Varela et al., 2022.  4:  Parlasca & Quaim, 2022.  5:   You et al., 2024; Vecchio et al., 2019.  6:  Zionts et al., 2025; Wirsenius et al., 2025; 
Searchinger et al., 2023.  7:  Kelliher et al., 2025; Mercer & Valin, 2025.

Nutritional considerations1

Affordability, but…2

Concerns about alternatives3

Intersectional justice4

Meat is enjoyable to eat5

It is good for the climate 
to rear livestock6

Technological innovations 
will make meat safe for 

the climate/health7



20% →13 years
 30% →→ 21 years
1.7%1: 35% →→→ 25 years
 50% →→→→ 41 years
 66% →→→→→ 63 years
 89% →→→→→ 129 years

Lack of progress

1:  Stewart et al., 2021 





Lohmann et al. (2024)

In university settings only



We are all activists...

Acknowledge 
positionality, partial 

knowledge, and bias 
(Garret, 2024)

I don’t eat meat for reasons of morality.  BUT, I used to eat a lot of meat and I 
loved it!  Meat is delicious and eating it made me feel great.
I do plenty of other things that others would question…

I believe the world would be a better place if more people ate no meat, but a lot 
more people ate less meat.  
I do not believe that a world entirely without meat consumption is realistic or 
even necessarily desirable.

I am not an expert.  I am learning all the time, and I hope to learn something 
new today.
As an academic it is not my role to provide answers, it is my job to contribute to 
asking the right questions (Ypi, 2023)



Chat GPT/Gemini show me an image of what a… looks like

Meat-eater Vegetarian Vegan





Intervention studies in Cambridge and Oxford
Garnett et al. (2019)
Vegetarian availability

Garnett et al. (2020)
Order of meal options and 
distance between options

Garnett et al. (2021)
Price difference

Lohmann et al. (2022)
Carbon footprint labelling

94,644 meal datapoints from three colleges over a year
Substantial (7.8-14.9%) increase in non-meat sales from doubling option availability from 25 to 50% without trade-off impact 
on overall sales or increase in meat consumption in other meals with lower vegetarian availability.  Most impact on high meat-
eaters.  No data collected on nutritional properties or palatability to college users.  Challengers of mislabelling and 
misattribution of meals and shifts in design due to operational challenges surrounding menu changes.

105,143 meal datapoints from 2 colleges over two academic years.
Substantial (4.6 and 6.2%) increase in non-meat sales from putting non-meat options first with at least 1.5m distance to 
meat options, but only in one college where options were 1.86m apart but not in the one where they were 85cm apart. This 
was further tested reducing the distance between options in the college that showed effect and this resulted in the effect 
disappearing.  Loss aversion heuristic?
In the college with effects diners did not need to walk past all options to conclude their choice, but they did in the other 
college…

106 meal services and 13840 meal datapoints from a colleges over one (Lent) term.
Substantial (3.2%) increase in non-meat sales from reducing cost by 20p from £2.05 to £1.85 (9.8% reduction) but no impact of 
corresponding increase in price of meat dishes from £2.52 to £2.72 (7.9% increase).  Small decrease in fish options.  No overall 
effect on number of meals sold.  If aggregated with vegan and fish choices respectively almost no effect (less than 1%).  Effect 
predominately seen amongst those most likely to select vegetarian options before intervention.
College charged fixed termly charge for students, £50 for postgrads and £165 for undergrads.  No vegan option on Saturdays.  
Challenging to change prices in a college environment where there are strong sentiments of pastoral care.

More than 81,401 meal datapoints, by 2228 individual diners during 232 services,in five colleges over six months (two 
terms).
Substantial (2.7%) reduction in probability of selecting high-carbon meal (meat), with increase in mid-carbon (vegetarian, 
vegan and fish) meal but no effect on low-carbon meal.
Exit survey tested whether subjects noticed intervention and attitudes to them.  Labels developed from consulting a small 
sample of students – what were they asked?


