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1 

Politicised opinion leaders in the younger generation: To meat or not to meat? 1 

Abstract 2 

Purpose 3 

The consumption of animal-based food products faces several sustainability challenges. To 4 

date, however, meat intake plays an important role in everyday food choices. With their ability 5 

to change the opinions of a critical mass, opinion leaders in food choices are assumed to play a 6 

predominant role in influencing future dietary styles. Thus, the objective of this study was to 7 

identify opinion leaders in food choices and their personal meat consumption behaviour as well 8 

as their attitude towards policy interventions aiming to reduce meat-reduction.  9 

Methodology 10 

The sample consisted of 1,479 German participants aged between 15 and 29 years who were 11 

online surveyed in autumn 2020. A latent profile analysis (LPA) identified three distinct groups 12 

of opinion leader in the younger generation labelled “non-opinion leaders”, “weak opinion 13 

leaders”, and “opinion leaders”. The identified profiles were used to understand opinion leaders 14 

and their food choices by using chi-square tests as well as univariate ANOVA with Tukey or 15 

Games-Howell post hoc tests. 16 

Findings 17 

Opinion leadership in food choices was associated with a higher interest in meat-reduced 18 

dietary styles and with more positive attitudes towards innovative food ideas. Moreover, 19 

opinion leaders were associated with politicised food decisions, indicating that their food 20 

choices align with their political and social interests.  21 

Originality 22 

The results contribute to a better understanding of the development of future dietary styles, 23 

provide evidence for a shift towards more sustainable dietary patterns in the near future, and 24 

highlight that food decisions are no longer solely decisions on an individual basis but rather 25 

becoming of political relevance.  26 

Keywords: Youth; Opinion Leadership, Meat Consumption, Sustainability, Politicised Eater, 27 

Latent Profile Analysis  28 
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1. Introduction  30 

Food production faces several sustainability challenges and has widespread impacts on land use 31 

changes, water use, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions (Swain et al., 2018). Especially 32 

livestock production is a key driver of environmental impacts, and previous findings have 33 

already pointed out the urgent need of changes in dietary patterns to reduce greenhouse gas 34 

emissions (González et al., 2020) as well as negative consequences for human health (Blaurock 35 

et al., 2021). This is especially true for the relative share of meat products in future dietary 36 

styles (Harwatt et al., 2017; Swain et al., 2018).  37 

To date, however, meat intake has been playing an important role in everyday food choices in 38 

developed regions, such as Europe and the U.S. Recently, emerging countries such as China 39 

have also been steadily increasing their meat consumption (Stoll-Kleemann and Schmidt, 40 

2017). Individuals following a more sustainable diet, such as vegetarians or vegans, are still in 41 

the minority (forsa, 2020; Pfeiler and Egloff, 2020). The same hesitancy can be observed when 42 

it comes to the substitution of meat with more environmentally friendly plant-based alternatives 43 

(Aiking, 2011; Onwezen et al., 2021).  44 

For most individuals, food choices are highly habituated and characterised as low involvement 45 

decisions (Bell and Marshall, 2003) and thus hard to change. However, social norms such as 46 

the presence, behaviours, and expectations of others affects sustainable behaviour changes 47 

positively (White et al., 2019). In diffusion research that generally investigates the adoption of 48 

innovation, opinion leadership is one mechanism that influences the spread of new ideas within 49 

social interaction (Rogers, 2003). The concept is based on the “two-step flow of 50 

communication” developed by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955). It describes opinion leaders as 51 

intermediaries between the mass media and society, indicating that individuals are more often 52 

influenced by opinion leaders than by the mass media directly. Thus, opinion leadership is 53 

defined as the degree to which an individual influences the attitude or behaviour of other 54 

individuals (Rogers, 2003). With their ability to change the opinions of a critical mass, opinion 55 

leaders are assumed to promote the diffusion of sustainable eating behaviours and thus play a 56 

predominant role in social change towards more sustainable food choices (Keys et al., 2010).  57 

Overall, opinion leaders are well-educated and technologically interested (Keller and Berry, 58 

2014). Opinion leadership is domain-specific, meaning that individuals who are opinion leaders 59 

in food choices are not necessarily opinion leaders in other areas (Flynn et al. 1996). Opinion 60 

leaders are identified as focal points for the communication of innovative ideas (Goldenberg, 61 

2009; Jansson et al., 2017; Nair et al., 2010).Generally, opinion leaders have greater knowledge 62 

and expertise in a specific field (Keller and Berry, 2014). They are highly involved in their 63 

favoured area (Chan and Misra, 1990). Previous research revealed that individuals highly 64 

involved in food choices warrant extensive efforts in food choices (Bell and Marshall, 2003). 65 

They are more prone to new food experiences and associated with healthier food choices (Bell 66 

and Marshall, 2003). Thus, it can be assumed that opinion leaders more often follow meat-67 

reduced dietary styles. The recent emergence of numerous food blogs and food forums in online 68 

social networks as well as the common practice to share food pictures on social media already 69 

indicate the increasing relevance of opinion leadership in promoting more sustainable dietary 70 

styles. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, no scientific studies investigating opinion leaders 71 

in food choices and their meat consumption behaviour exist so far. 72 

Recently, it was observed that meat reduction and especially vegetarianism is often based on 73 

societal and political motives, such as animal welfare, environmental protection, and health 74 
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concerns (Cheah et al., 2020; Chuck et al., 2016; Harguess et al., 2020). For some individuals, 75 

food decisions are part of their political and social orientation (Chuck et al., 2016). So-called 76 

politicised eaters make food choices that foster political and societal changes (Chuck et al., 77 

2016; Edwards, 2013). Recently, especially the younger generational cohort has demonstrated 78 

its interest in political issues, such as sustainability, environmental protection, and global 79 

warming. A well-known example is the “Fridays for Future” movement initiated by Greta 80 

Thunberg, a Swedish environmental activist who motivated millions of students all over the 81 

world to participate in school strikes for climate. Until now, little has been known about whether 82 

the political interest of the younger generation is transferred to sustainable food choices.  83 

Existing studies regarding the meat consumption of young people reveal inconsistent findings. 84 

While Pfeiler and Egloff (2018a) showed that younger German individuals consume more meat 85 

than older generations, Pfeiler and Egloff (2018b) have provided evidence that German 86 

individuals who follow a vegetarian diet are younger than individuals on an omnivorous diet. 87 

Vergeer et al. (2020) investigated the younger part of the Canadian population (16–30 years) 88 

and found 2.5% vegans and 11.1% vegetarians (incl. pescatarian) (data from 2016). In contrast, 89 

Bogueva and Marinova (2020) examined individuals from Gen Z in Australia and found fewer 90 

vegetarians in their sample compared with the general Australian population (Morgan, 2019). 91 

The younger generational cohort tends to be highly educated, globally oriented, and politically 92 

interested, characteristics that are associated with a lower meat consumption and a more 93 

positive attitude towards meat substitutes (de Boer et al., 2014). However, previous results 94 

regarding the meat consumption behaviour of the younger generational cohort are not 95 

consistent.   96 

Thus, the objective of this study was to identify opinion leaders in food choices in the younger 97 

generational cohort and their attitude towards meat consumption. Specifically, latent profile 98 

analysis (LPA) was used to identify sub-groups according to their degree of opinion leadership. 99 

Subsequently, identified groups were further described by their individual meat consumption 100 

behaviour as well as their attitude towards political interventions regarding meat consumption 101 

on a societal basis. The results contribute to a better understanding of the diffusion of 102 

sustainable dietary styles, as well as the political importance of food decisions.   103 

2. Material and methods  104 

2.1 Participants  105 

An online survey was conducted in Germany in September and October 2020. The 106 

questionnaire was sent to respondents via an online access panel provider who was responsible 107 

for data collection (respondi AG, Cologne, Germany). Only participants aged between 15–29 108 

participated in the study. To ensure high data quality, two quality checks were included (e.g., 109 

“To control for your continued attention, please select disagree”). Respondents who incorrectly 110 

answered those questions were directly excluded from the survey (n = 541). Furthermore, 98 111 

respondents were excluded due to rapid response behaviour (faster than ½ median response 112 

time indicating careless response behaviour). In the end, 1,479 participants remained and were 113 

included in the subsequent analysis.  114 

Of the respondents, 673 (45.5%) were male, 808 (54.4%) were female, and 2 participants 115 

identified themselves as other (0.1%). Thus, women were slightly overrepresented in our 116 

sample compared to the average German population. The mean age was 24 years (SD = 4). The 117 

sample included 249 (16.8%) participants from northern Germany, 496 (33.5%) from western, 118 
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441 (29.8%) from southern, and 293 (19.8%) from eastern Germany. More, 408 (27.6%) had 119 

not yet graduated, while 783 (52.9%) had finished an apprenticeship or a technical school 120 

programme. The remaining 288 (19.5%) stated to have already earned a university degree at 121 

the time of the survey. Of the respondents, 927 (62.8%) stated to follow an omnivorous dietary 122 

style, 362 (24.5%) were flexitarians, 157 (10.6%) vegetarians, and 31 (2.1%) stated to follow a 123 

vegan dietary style.  124 

2.2 Measures  125 

The construct of opinion leadership was used as a profile indicator and consisted of ten 126 

statements measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 127 

Statements were based on Flynn et al. (1996) but were adopted and complemented to fit the 128 

food domain. Newly developed statements that expanded the well-known scale from Flynn et 129 

al. (1996) covered primarily active engagement in promoting concrete dietary patterns (e.g., I 130 

am politically involved in promoting good nutrition). Including these additional items was 131 

perceived as relevant because the area of sustainable food choices is gaining more and more 132 

political importance (Chuck et al., 2016; European Commission, 2021).  133 

Furthermore, several profile-descriptive variables were used to better understand characteristics 134 

of opinion leaders in food choices. The demographic variables included in the questionnaire 135 

were gender, place of residence, education, income, and rural or urban origin.  136 

Meat consumption behaviour was measured as follows: First, the self-reported dietary style 137 

(omnivore, flexitarian, pescatarian, ovo-lacto-vegetarian, lacto-vegetarian, or vegan) was 138 

included. Second, inspired by Rosenfeld et al. (2020), after asking for their dietary style, the 139 

duration of respondents’ current diet was measured by the question “For how long have you 140 

been following your current dietary style?”, with responses ranging from 1 = a few weeks, 141 

2 = less than 1 year, 3 = approx. 1 year, 4 = a few years, to 5 = for many years / always.  142 

Furthermore, to account for opinion leaders’ interest in innovation adoption, attitudes towards 143 

plant-based substitutes for animal products in general (milk and meat) (e.g., For the climate, 144 

vegetarian/vegan substitutes are better than the animal products) as well as attitudes towards 145 

cultured meat (e.g., I think cultured meat will have a positive effect on the climate) were 146 

included and were measured with responses ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 147 

agree. 148 

To investigate opinion leaders and their knowledge about the environmental impact of food 149 

consumption, subjective knowledge (i.e., what participants think they know) about the impact 150 

of food production on the environment was assessed by two items (e.g., I know how to eat in a 151 

climate-friendly way), also with responses ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 152 

agree. As individuals’ self-assessed knowledge is not necessarily a valid indicator of their actual 153 

knowledge (Tobler et al., 2012), objective knowledge (i.e., what participants actually know) 154 

was additionally assessed by asking participants to indicate CO2 equivalents for meat and meat 155 

substitutes by using a free text field. In this study only the product groups ‘meat substitutes’ 156 

(mean of sausage substitutes, burger patty made from peas) and ‘meat’ (mean of pork, poultry, 157 

beef, sausage) were compared. Before answering those questions, participants were provided 158 

with a short informational text about the definition of CO2 equivalents as well as anchor values 159 

of two foods. Correct answers were presented at the end of the questionnaire and were based 160 

on the results from Reinhardt et al. (2020). Subsequently, for data analysis, a new variable was 161 

computed by calculating the difference between the CO2 equivalent from Reinhardt et al. 162 
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(2020) and the answer given by each participant. The newly generated index variable objective 163 

knowledge about climate impact of food was summed up, and mean values for the product 164 

groups (meat substitutes, meat) were included in the subsequent analysis. 165 

More, participants’ attitudes towards several policy interventions regarding meat consumption 166 

were measured. Three levels of policy intervention depth were included according to Spiller et 167 

al. (2017). As such, attitudes towards policy interventions aiming to support consumer decision 168 

(e.g., through information provision), to guide the decision (e.g., through taxes), and to restrict 169 

consumers’ choices (e.g., through bans) were measured. The statements were inspired by 170 

Jürkenbeck et al. (2020) and modified as well as complemented to fit policy interventions 171 

focussing on meat consumption behaviour.  172 

2.3 Statistical approach 173 

To distinguish opinion leader from non-leader in food choices the present study used a latent 174 

profile analysis (LPA). This approach allows to identify latent subpopulations with different 175 

configural profiles of personal attributes. LPA is a special form of latent class analysis that is 176 

applied when continuous variables are used for the formation of a latent categorical variable. 177 

Compared to traditional segmentation approaches (e.g., cluster analysis), LPA classifies 178 

profiles based on individual probabilities that belong to a profile (see Spurk et al. (2020) for a 179 

detailed overview). The statistical approach is suitable to identify types of people that share 180 

similar attitudes and outperforms conventional non-latent clustering methods, such as K-means 181 

clustering (Vermunt and Magidson, 2002). It has been applied to identify profiles in the context 182 

of sustainable dietary styles before (Lacroix and Gifford, 2019).  183 

It should be noted that profiles identified in this study are solely based on the dimension of 184 

opinion leadership, and thus, calculated profiles are one-dimensional. This approach is 185 

appropriate to define opinion leaders in food choices. It provides more detailed results 186 

compared with previous studies that distinguished opinion leader from non-leader by using the 187 

sample’s mean (Chan and Misra, 1990) or a certain percentage (Vernette, 2004). 188 

Subsequently, the identified profiles were used to understand opinion leaders and their food 189 

choices by using chi-square tests as well as univariate ANOVA with Tukey or Games-Howell 190 

post hoc tests. Stata 16 and IBM SPSS statistics 26 were used for the analyses.  191 

3. Results 192 

The model fit was evaluated using the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), Akaike 193 

Information Criterion (AIC), and entropy. A smaller AIC and BIC value in combination with a 194 

higher value of entropy indicates a better model fit (Nylund et al., 2007). More, following Tein 195 

et al. (2013), the entropy value should be greater than 0.8. Model fit indices for 1 to 5 profile 196 

solutions are presented in Table 1. Next to the above-mentioned goodness-of-fit values, it was 197 

further considered that the retained solution should not include profiles with a small number of 198 

participants (< 10%) (Lacroix and Gifford, 2019; Nylund et al., 2007). As the fourth profile 199 

included only 6% of the sample, the three-profile solution was evaluated as superior and used 200 

for further analysis. 201 

Table 1. 202 

The derived profile solution included three segments that differed in opinion leadership 203 

regarding food choices. With 673 participants (45.5%), profile 1 was the largest group that 204 

included individuals with a low degree of opinion leadership. Individuals assigned to this profile 205 
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showed low interest in advising others in food choices. They were not interested in staying 206 

informed about news in the food sector, nor were they interested in promoting more sustainable 207 

food consumption. However, they stated to be somewhat proud of their dietary style. Profile 2 208 

was the second largest segment with 592 participants (40.1%) and included individuals with a 209 

weak expression of opinion leadership. Individuals assigned to this profile stated to be 210 

somewhat interested in advising other people on food choices. They were somewhat interested 211 

in working towards ensuring a more sustainable food consumption and stated to be somewhat 212 

proud of their dietary style. However, they were unwilling to get politically involved in the 213 

promotion of sustainable nutrition. Profile 3 was the smallest segment. It included 211 (14.3%) 214 

participants who showed a high degree of opinion leadership. Individuals assigned to this 215 

profile showed the highest interest in advising others in food choices. They also demonstrated 216 

a high interest in ensuring that people eat more sustainably in the future. Accordingly, profile 217 

1 was labelled as “non-opinion leaders”, profile 2 as “weak opinion leaders”, and profile 3 as 218 

“opinion leaders”. The means of the profile indicators are presented in Table 2. Univariate 219 

ANOVA showed that profiles differed significantly regarding opinion leadership.  220 

Table 2. 221 

More, the groups differed in terms of sociodemographic characteristics. Half of the participants 222 
characterised as non-opinion leaders (1) were female (49.2%), while weak opinion leaders (2) 223 

(57.8%) and opinion leaders (3) (61.1%) included more female than male individuals. In 224 
general, opinion leaders (1) were better educated, mostly lived in urban areas, and the 225 

proportion of individuals with a higher income was slightly higher compared to non-opinion 226 
(1) and weak opinion leaders (2).  227 

In addition, group differences existed regarding the meat consumption behaviour (Table 3.) 228 

Opinion leaders (3) more often followed meat-reduced dietary styles. With 10% (29%), the 229 

percentage of individuals following a vegan (vegetarian) dietary style was much higher 230 

compared to the other groups. The percentage of individuals with a flexitarian diet (29%) was 231 
similar to that of individuals with weak opinion leadership (2). Another 30% followed an 232 
omnivorous dietary style. In contrast, weak opinion leaders (2) were less often vegetarians 233 

(11.8%) or vegans (1.0%) compared with opinion leaders (3) (29.4% and 10.4%, respectively). 234 

Instead, more than half of the weak opinion leaders (2) (57%) followed an omnivorous dietary 235 
style. However, the proportion of flexitarians was similar to that of opinion leaders (3) (30%). 236 
The majority of non-opinion leaders (1) followed an omnivorous dietary style (77%). With 237 
0.4% (3.7%), the proportion of vegans (vegetarians) was small. However, 18% reported to 238 
follow a flexitarian dietary style. Opinion leaders (3) adopted their dietary style more recently 239 

than individuals with weak (2) or non-opinion leadership (1). In contrast, the majority of non-240 
opinion leaders (1) (79%) and weak opinion leaders (2) (58%) had always followed its dietary 241 
style or had been following it for many years.  242 

Table 3. 243 

 244 

Further analysis of group-specific differences in innovation adoption revealed that opinion 245 
leaders (3) had the most positive attitude towards substitutes (i.e., milk, cheese, and meat 246 
substitutes) (Table 4) and cultured meat (Table 5).  247 

Table 4. 248 

With decreasing degree of opinion leadership, positive attitudes towards substitutes and 249 
cultured meat also decreased. However, individuals from all three profiles showed at least a 250 
somewhat positive attitude towards substitutes and cultured meat. No significant differences 251 

between the three profiles were found for the statements “I think cultured meat is disgusting” 252 
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and “I would eat cultured meat”, with means for those two statements ranging from 3.02 to 3.14 253 

and 2.81 to 2.94, respectively.  254 

Table 5. 255 

Opinion leaders (3) were characterised by the highest subjective knowledge about the 256 
environmental impact of food production (Table 6). As such, in contrast to weak (2) and 257 
non-opinion leaders (1), they felt better informed about the climate impact of food production 258 
compared to the overall sample. Subjective knowledge was lowest for non-opinion leaders (1). 259 
Still, they felt somewhat informed about the environmental impact of food production. In 260 

contrast, objective knowledge about the impact of meat and meat substitutes did not differ 261 
significantly between profiles.   262 

Table 6. 263 

In addition, the three profiles differed in their attitude towards political interventions to 264 

influence the meat consumption behaviour (Table 7). Overall, opinion leaders (3) showed the 265 
highest approval for all political interventions, followed by weak (2) and non-opinion leaders 266 
(1). Opinion leaders (3) had a positive attitude towards all policy interventions. However, 267 

decision restriction through bans was perceived as least positive. Weak opinion leaders (2) 268 
agreed to decision support and guidance, while policy interventions aiming to restrict 269 
consumers’ decisions received only limited approval. Non-opinion leaders (3) expressed some 270 
approval for decision support and decision guidance and disagreed with policy interventions 271 

aiming to restrict individuals’ meat consumption behaviour.  272 

Table 7. 273 

Discussion 274 

This study identified opinion leaders in food choices in the younger generational cohort to 275 

explore the diffusion of sustainable dietary styles, especially regarding sustainable meat 276 

consumption. LPA was used to detect profiles that differed in their degree of opinion leadership, 277 

followed by cross tabulation and univariate ANOVA, to describe group-specific inhibitors 278 

regarding individual meat consumption behaviour as attitudes towards policy interventions 279 

aiming to foster meat-reduced dietary styles. Three profiles labelled “non-opinion leaders”, 280 

“weak opinion leaders”, and “opinion leaders” were identified that differed in their individual 281 

dietary style as well as their attitude towards the extent of policy interventions promoting meat-282 

reduced dietary styles. In light of opinion leaders’ influence on attitudes of others and thus their 283 

influence on future developments of sustainable dietary patterns, special consideration in the 284 

following is given to weak opinion leaders and opinion leaders.  285 

This study identified 14.3% of the sample as opinion leaders. This result resembles the 286 

widespread rule of thumb indicating that 10% of the population exhibits characteristics of 287 

opinion leadership (Keller and Berry, 2003; Vernette, 2004;). As shown in previous studies 288 

(Vernette, 2004) results of this study confirm the existence of another group of opinion leaders 289 

associated with a lower degree of opinion leadership. While Vernette (2004) defined another 290 

15% of the population as moderate opinion leaders in clothing fashion, this study identified 291 

40% of the population as weak opinion leaders in food choices. Accordingly, 54% of the 292 

younger generational cohort is interested in food choices pointing to the high importance of 293 

food among the younger generational cohort. Food and eating activities are part of everyday 294 

life, and thus, many individuals might be per se intrinsically interested. When choosing food, 295 

political issues such as animal welfare, impact on the environment, or social issues are 296 

becoming more important in consumers’ purchasing decisions (Chuck et al., 2016; European 297 
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Commission, 2021). This might be a reason for the higher number of individuals associated 298 

with at least a weak degree of opinion leadership. The high number of weak opinion leaders 299 

might also be based on the different statistical approaches. Vernette (2004) used predefined 300 

subgroups according to a certain percentage, while this study used a probabilistic approach.  301 

This study showed that younger individuals more often follow meat-reduced dietary styles 302 

compared with the overall German population (forsa, 2020). Thereby, this study confirms the 303 

results from Pfeiler and Egloff (2018b), and Vergeer et al., (2020) stating that younger age is 304 

associated with lower meat consumption. However, this study found differences between 305 

profiles of opinion leadership: Both opinion leaders and weak opinion leaders in food choices 306 

more often followed a meat-reduced dietary style compared with non-opinion leaders. This was 307 

especially true for dietary styles that included a strict abandonment of meat (vegetarian and 308 

vegan). The percentage of individuals with a flexitarian diet was similar for opinion leaders and 309 

weak opinion leaders. These results indicate that a stronger expression of opinion leadership is 310 

associated with a stricter meat-reduced dietary style and thus suggest that opinion leaders in 311 

food choices encourage sustainable and environmentally friendly dietary styles.  312 

Further analysis of group-specific inhibitors confirmed this finding. Opinion leaders are known 313 

to be focal points for the communication of innovative ideas (Goldenberg, 2009; Jansson et al., 314 

2017; Nair et al., 2010). As such, unsurprisingly, opinion leaders’ interest in substitutes and 315 

cultured meat was significantly higher compared with non-opinion leaders. However, it is 316 

noteworthy that the intention to eat cultured meat did not differ between opinion leaders, weak 317 

opinion leaders, and non-opinion leaders. In contrast to previous literature indicating opinion 318 

leaders’ role in innovation adoption (Goldenberg, 2009; Jansson et al., 2017; Nair et al., 2010; 319 

Keller and Berry, 2014), opinion leaders in food choices seemed rather reluctant about the 320 

actual consumption of cultured meat. Previous studies revealed that unnaturalness, disgust, and 321 

expected taste inhibit consumers’ acceptance of cultured meat (Dupont and Fiebelkorn, 2020; 322 

Weinrich et al., 2020). As such, for opinion leaders in food choices, the early adoption of 323 

cultured meat is presumably associated with the risk of jeopardising their opinion leader 324 

position as long as the overall population is disinclined towards cultured meat (Valente and 325 

Pumpuang, 2007). When advantages of cultured meat become more apparent and barriers for 326 

innovation adoption are reduced, opinion leaders in food choices will presumably use their 327 

influence and promote cultured meat (Valente and Pumpuang, 2007).  328 

However, another explanation for opinion leaders’ rejection to eat cultured meat might be a 329 

strong naturalness preference when it comes to food choices (Hartmann and Siegrist, 2017). As 330 

such, it could also be that opinion leaders are more in favour of plant-based meat alternatives 331 

and might never be willed to eat cultured meat.  332 

In terms of distinguishing between subjective and objective knowledge about the impact of food 333 

production on the environment, this study can only partially support previous work that 334 

indicated that opinion leaders have greater knowledge and expertise in a specific field 335 

(Goldenberg, 2009; Jansson et al., 2017; Nair et al., 2010). As such, results from this study 336 

found the highest subjective knowledge for opinion leaders, followed by weak and non-opinion 337 

leaders. This finding confirms that higher subjective knowledge is associated with more 338 

sustainable eating behaviour (Peschel et al., 2016). In contrast, objective knowledge did not 339 

differ between profiles. High standard deviations pointed to high uncertainty regarding the 340 
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actual impact of food production on the environment. However, it should be noted that although 341 

CO2-equivalents of food products are key in the discussion about climate protection, probably 342 

they are not an easy understandable unit of measurement for consumers (Rondoni and Grasso, 343 

2021).  344 

Camilleri et al. (2019) already showed that consumers tend to underestimate GHG emissions 345 

of food. Rozenblit and Keil (2002) argue that the consumers’ limited knowledge about actual 346 

data of GHG emissions is based on unawareness of the incompleteness of their knowledge. 347 

Consumers believe that they have more knowledge about the climate impact of food than they 348 

actually do (Rozenblit and Keil, 2002). Surprisingly, this is also true for opinion leaders. 349 

Opinion leaders identified in this study stated to have a higher subjective knowledge about the 350 

climate impact of food. These individuals are used to providing information to their followers. 351 

As such, they are rarely forced to doubt their intuitions and, as such, do not seem to be aware 352 

of their fragmentary and skeletal knowledge about the climate impact of food (Rozenblit and 353 

Keil, 2002). 354 

Previous studies showed that approval for policy interventions decreases with increasing policy 355 

intervention depth (Diepeveen et al., 2013). Although this study found similar results, opinion 356 

leaders showed a surprisingly high demand for policy interventions in general.  357 

However, this study found weak opinion leaders to be less politicised. They are mainly involved 358 

in personal food decisions and open towards meat-reduced dietary styles as well as towards 359 

meat substitutes. However, these individuals stated not to be politically engaged in promoting 360 

good nutrition. These results confirm that food decisions, especially for individuals who are 361 

highly involved in food, are gaining in political relevance (Chuck et al., 2016). Politicised 362 

opinion leaders identified in this study not only focus on their personal dietary choice and thus 363 

do not solely foster dietary choices in their own network. They additionally pursue political and 364 

social change with their dietary choices. In most cases, politicised eaters follow a dietary style 365 

that differs from the mainstream food culture, and thus, they are part of a minority (Edwards, 366 

2013). As a result, identifying only opinion leaders as a small group of individuals (14.3%) as 367 

politicised is in line with previous literature describing politicised food consumption behaviour 368 

(Chuck et al., 2016).  369 

4. Conclusion  370 

Overall, results revealed that only a minority (14.3%) of individuals in the younger generational 371 

cohort acts as opinion leaders in food choices on an individual as well as political level. These 372 

individuals’ high approval for policy interventions on all levels showed their potential in 373 

pursuing more sustainable dietary styles beyond their own network. Another 40.1% were 374 

defined as weak opinion leaders. Their demand for policy interventions as well as sustainable 375 

dietary styles was smaller but still somewhat observable. Another 45.6% were defined as 376 

non-opinion leaders. They were less interested in sustainable dietary styles as well as policy 377 

interventions.  378 

Keeping in mind the importance of the younger generation that makes up the workforce of 379 

tomorrow and that will be future parents, it is possible to assume that opinion leaders in food 380 

choices will further promote meat-reduced diets, at least in high-income countries, such as 381 

Germany. Opinion leaders in the younger generational cohort show great potential to influence 382 
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a shift towards a more sustainable dietary style that includes less meat and an increased 383 

consumption of meat substitutes.  384 

Based on the results of this study, it can be assumed that the trend of meat reduction will grow 385 

in the near future. In a world where social media is part of individuals’ lives, social networks 386 

allow opinion leaders to spread sustainable food choices to a broad group of potential adopters. 387 

The high proportion of at least weak opinion leaders in the food domain has great potential to 388 

enhance this effect. However, the social system is only one dimension that influences the 389 

adoption of new ideas besides, e.g., advertising and media.  390 

Future studies should explore whether individuals who show weak or no interest in opinion 391 

leadership define themselves as opinion seekers. If so, opinion leaders’ choices provide even 392 

more potential to influence a sustainable transformation of the food system.  Future studies 393 

should also focus on how opinion leaders try to convince others in order to better understand 394 

opinion leadership. Recent developments regarding an increasing interest in social media 395 

suggest great potential for opinion leaders in food choices to foster a shift in future dietary 396 

patterns.  397 

 398 
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 537 
Table 1. Model-fit indices for the latent profile analysis 538 

Profile solution LLm AIC BIC Entropy 

1 −22803.22 45646.44 45752.43  

2 −20823.79 41709.59 41873.86 0.84  

31 −20371.20 40826.39 41048.95 0.90 

4  −20175.02 40456.05 40736.9 0.92 

5 −20079.73 40287.46 40626.6 0.93 

Note(s): 1 the best-fitting model; LLm: Log-likelihoodmodel; AIC: Akaike Information Criteria; BIC: Bayesian information 539 
criterion 540 
  541 
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Table 2. Means comparison of profile indicators in the 3-profile solution  542 

 Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 

 

Non-opinion leaders Weak opinion leaders   Opinion leaders 

n = 673 (45.6%) n = 592 (40.1%) n = 211 (14.3%) 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F (p-values) 

     

With my way of eating, I 

want to set an example. 
1.35a (0.62) 2.64b (0.90) 4.10c (0.79) 

1156.17  

(<0.001) 

I try to convince others of my 

way of eating. 
1.25a (0.52) 2.43b (0.90) 3.72c (0.89) 

980.87  

(<0.001) 

I'm a pioneer in food trends. 1.26a (0.54) 2.17b (0.86) 3.15c (0.96) 
577.62 

(<0.001) 

The diet of people I admire is 

important to me.  
1.33a (0.63) 2.39b (0.95) 3.26c (1.02) 

524.33  

(<0.001) 

I will work towards ensuring 

that people eat sustainably in 

the future. 

1.97a (0.96) 3.11b (0.89) 4.00c (0.87) 
480.18  

(<0.001) 

Other people come to me for 

advice about food.   
1.63a (0.85) 2.65b (1.00) 3.68c (0.96) 

453.94  

(<0.001) 

I am politically engaged in 

promoting good nutrition. 
1.28a (0.60) 1.95b (0.91) 3.19c (1.12) 

440.95 

 (<0.001) 

I keep myself informed about 

news in the food sector (e.g., 

at food events, via social 

media).  

1.84a (1.09) 2.69b (1.09) 3.63c (1.06) 
245.94  

(<0.001) 

Sometimes I get into an 

argument with others about 

the right way of eating. 

1.69a (0.95) 2.55b (1.06) 3.32c (1.10) 
244.79 

(<0.001) 

I am a little proud of the way 

I eat. 
2.61a (1.03) 3.13b (0.94) 3.97c (0.94) 

159.51 

(<0.001) 

Note(s):  All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”. 543 
Significance: a, b, c indicate a significant (p < 0.05) difference between groups according to Games–Howell or Tukey post-544 
hoc test, depending on whether Levene’s test was significant.   545 
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Table 3. Differences in meat consumption using cross tabulation  546 

 

Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3  

 

 

 

χ2 

(p-values) 

 

   
Sample 

 

n (%) 

Non-opinion 

leaders 

 Weak  

opinion 

leaders 

Opinion leaders 

 n (%) n (%) n (%)  

Dietary style1    261.88 (<0.001)  

Omnivore 522 (77.4) 340 (57.4) 65 (30.8)  927 (62.8) 

Flexitarian 124 (18.4) 176 (29.7) 62 (29.4)  362 (24.5) 

Vegetarian 25 (3.7) 70 (11.8) 62 (29.4)  157 (10.6) 

Vegan 3 (0.4) 6 (1.0) 22 (10.4)  31 (2.1) 

Duration of current 

dietary style    145.37 (<0.001)  

For a few weeks 8 (1.2) 5 (0.8) 9 (4.3)  22 (1.5) 

For a few months  23 (3.4) 37 (6.2) 20 (9.5)  80 (5.4) 

Approx. 1 year 34 (5.0) 62 (10.5) 32 (15.2)  128 (8.7) 

For a few years 76 (11.3) 145 (24.5) 69 (32.7)  290 (19.6) 

For many years / 

always  
533 (79.1) 344 (58.0) 81 (38.4)  958 (64.8) 

Note(s): 1Vegetarian diet includes pescatarian, ovo-lacto vegetarian, and lacto-vegetarian diets.  547 

  548 
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Table 4. Means comparison of group-specific differences in attitude towards substitutes using 549 

univariate ANOVA   550 

 Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 

 

Sample 

Non-opinion 

leaders 

 Weak  

opinion leaders 
Opinion leaders 

 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F (p-values) M (SD) 

Attitude towards substitutes 

(α = .85) 
3.25a (1.02) 3.54b (0.89) 4.05c (0.79) 

59.26 

(<0.001) 
3.48 (0.98) 

There should be a wider range 

of vegetarian/vegan substitute 

products at the supermarket. 

3.21a (1.12) 3.56b (1.01) 4.04c (0.93) 
51.00 

(<0.001) 
3.47 (1.11) 

It is good that there are more 

and more vegetarian/vegan 

substitutes. 

3.50a (1.20) 3.75b (1.05) 4.26c (0.91) 
38.58 

(<0.001) 
3.71 (1.13) 

For the climate, 

vegetarian/vegan substitutes 

are better than animal products. 

3.13a (1.10) 3.36b (1.00) 3.90c (1.02) 
43.13 

(<0.001) 
3.33 (1.08) 

For me, such vegetarian/vegan 

products are definitely out of 

the question. 

2.82a (1.39) 2.50b (1.23) 2.01c (1.23) 
32.56 

(<0.001) 
2.58 (1.33) 

Note(s):  Items listed in bold are mean index values with α = Cronbach’s alpha. Items listed in italics were reverse-coded for 551 
reliability analysis and mean index calculation. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” 552 
to 5 = “strongly agree”. Significance: a, b, c indicate a significant (p < 0.05) difference between groups according to Games–553 
Howell or Tukey post-hoc test, depending on whether Levene’s test was significant. 554 

Table 5. Means comparison of group-specific differences in attitude towards cultured meat 555 
using univariate ANOVA   556 

 Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 

 

Sample 

Non-opinion 

leaders 

 Weak  

opinion leaders 
Opinion leaders 

 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F (p-values) M (SD) 

Attitude towards cultured 

meat 

(α = .85) 

2.86a (1.02) 2.96a (0.85) 3.13b (0.87) 7.01 (0.001) 2.94 (0.94) 

I think cultured meat is a good 

alternative to killing animals. 
3.24a (1.27) 3.39a (1.11) 3.68b (1.08) 

11.33 

(<0.001) 
3.36 (1.19) 

I think cultured meat will have 

a positive effect on the climate. 
3.17a (1.17) 3.31a (0.95) 3.50b (1.04) 

8.18 

(<0.001) 
3.27 (1.07) 

Cultured meat is unnatural. 3.79a (1.12) 3.56b,c (1.04) 3.42c (1.18) 
12.17 

(<0.001) 
3.64 (1.10) 

I think cultured meat is 

disgusting. 
3.14 (1.3) 3.17 (1.14) 3.02 (1.25) n.s. 3.14 (1.23) 

Note(s):  Items listed in bold are mean index values with α = Cronbach’s alpha. Items listed in italics were reverse-coded for 557 
reliability analysis and mean index calculation. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” 558 
to 5 = “strongly agree”. Significance: a, b, c indicate a significant (p < 0.05) difference between groups according to Games–559 
Howell or Tukey post-hoc test, depending on whether Levene’s test was significant  560 
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Table 6. Means comparison of group-specific differences in knowledge using univariate 561 

ANOVA   562 

 Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 

 

Sample 

Non-opinion 

leaders 

 Weak  

opinion leaders 
Opinion leaders 

 

 45.6%  

of sample 

40.1% of 

sample 

14.3% of 

sample 

 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F (p-values) M (SD) 

Subjective knowledge about 

climate impact of food 

(α = .65) 

2.84a (0.97) 3.06b (0.81) 3.45c (0.79) 
40.28 

(<0.001) 
3.01 (0.91) 

I know how to eat in a climate-

friendly way. 
2.99a (1.09) 3.21b (0.91) 3.58c (0.99) 

30.01 

(<0.001) 
3.16 (1.01) 

I feel sufficiently informed 

about the effects of meat 

consumption on climate 

change. 

2.69a (1.14) 2.91b (1.01) 3.32c (1.08) 
28.47 

(<0.001) 
2.87 (1.10) 

Objective knowledge index 

about climate impact of meat 

substitutes2 

2.95 (17.34) 4.73 (46.28) 3.63 (26.77) n.s. 3.76 (33.16) 

Sausage substitutes 3.96 (30.57) 4.51 (40.43) 3.58 (18.66) n.s.  4.12 (33.60)  

Burger patty made from peas 1.98 (9.17) 5.08 (81.16) 3.72 (36.04) n.s. 3.47 (53.55) 

Objective knowledge index 

about climate impact of meat 

products2 

16.10 (147.13) 7.27 (55.17) 7.84 (36.80) n.s. 11.37 (106.17) 

Pork 17.37 (117.53) 12.80 (100.57) 14.36 (61.02) n.s. 15.11 (104.51) 

Poultry  5.58 (61.58) 3.70 (34.53) 4.13 (22.33)  n.s. 4.62 (47.78)  

Beef  29.41 (428.71) 4.35 (76.88) 4.67 (45.12) n.s. 15.84 (294.43) 

Sausage  12.10 (76.12) 8.84 (51.51) 9.60 (39.92) n.s. 10.48 (63.08)  

Note(s): 1 Measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree” 2 Represents the mean 563 
difference between estimated CO2 equivalents and actual CO2 equivalents. Significance: a, b, c indicate a significant (p < 564 
0.05) difference between groups according to Games–Howell or Tukey post-hoc test, depending on whether Levene’s test 565 
was significant.  566 
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Table 7. Means comparison of group-specific differences in attitude towards political 567 

interventions regarding meat consumption using univariate ANOVA 568 

  Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3 

 

Sample 

 
Non-opinion 

leaders 

 Weak  

opinion 

leaders 

Opinion 

leaders 

 

  45.6%  

of sample 

40.1% of 

sample 

14.3% of 

sample 

 

 
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F (p-

values) 

M (SD) 

Decision support 

through information 

provision   

There should be 

government advertising 

campaigns to reduce 

meat consumption. 

2.63a (1.20) 3.25b (1.10) 4.00c (1.08) 
123.472 

(<0.001) 
3.07 (1.24) 

There should be a 

warning label on 

climate-harmful foods 

like meat.  

3.22a (1.24) 3.62b (1.07) 4.20c (0.92) 
62.783 

(<0.001) 
3.52 (1.18) 

Decision guidance 

through nudging or 

taxes   

The state should ensure 

that more 

vegetarian/vegan food is 

offered in refectories 

and canteens. 

3.20a (1.24) 3.66b (1.00) 4.26c (0.88) 
79.053 

(<0.001) 
3.54 (1.16) 

The state should raise 

the price of meat 

through a tax and use the 

money for more climate 

protection.   

2.78a (1.36) 3.35b (1.24) 4.06c (1.09) 
87.041 

(<0.001) 
3.19 (1.35) 

 
XXL-schnitzel should 

be banned 
2.40a (1.32) 2.90b (1.23) 3.52c (1.35) 

64.548 

(<0.001) 
3.52 (1.35) 

Decision restriction 

through bans  

There should be a 

mandatory Veggie Day 

in canteens and 

refectories. 

 2.25a (1.32) 2.95b (1.28) 3.80c (1.18) 
125.597 

(<0.001) 
2.75 (1.40) 

 

There should be a ban 

on advertising products 

that are harmful to the 

climate.   

2.30a (1.12) 2.93b (1.10) 3.73c (1.13) 
141.843 

(<0.001) 
2.76 (1.21) 

Note(s): All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree”. 569 
Significance: a, b, c indicate a significant (p < 0.05) difference between groups according to Games–Howell or Tukey post-570 
hoc test, depending on whether Levene’s test was significant.  571 




