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Little Angus, your eyes are haunting me: Emotion and ethics in the NZ
alternative meat market

Summary

The present study is of a qualitative and exploratory nature and is dedicated to plant-based
meat advertisements, with a focus on emotion and ethics. The understanding of both
emotion and ethics is important because plant consumers’ purchase decisions are often
based upon values and morals and associated with lifestyle, consumer identities, and them
believes. Results show how plant- and fungal-based meat brands use or shield consumers
from the meat paradox and design messages. Further, virtue and utilitarian ethics are
important for their messaging. Emotional content balances tension and positivity.
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Introduction

Meat is a stable food item in New Zealand households (Vatsa and Renwick, 2026).
Approximately 93 % of the population follow an omnivorous lifestyle; the remainder of
the population follows vegan, vegetarian or other forms of meat-reducing lifestyles (Goode
et al., 2025; Greenwell et al., 2024; Kidd et al., 2021). Generation Z are often advocates
for these lifestyles, and in favour of alternative meats such as plant-based or fungi-based
meats (White et al., 2022; Kerslake et al., 2021). The alternative meat market in New
Zealand is slowly growing, mostly due to premium prices for alternative meats and
somewhat limited product assortments (Statista, 2025). Yet health and climate
consciousness among Kiwi consumers drive the demand (Statista, 2025). Plant-based
meats are reportedly contributing revenue of approximately $30million to $45million NZD
in retail sales (Statista, 2026). Given that plant and fungi-based meats present a niche
product, advertising became essential for brands to communicate their value propositions
and influence consumer perceptions and purchase intentions (Realini et al., 2023.

Even though the extant literature has covered consumer acceptance, preferences and
willingness to pay for these meats, including word of mouth (Realini et al., 2023; Dean et
al., 2024), how marketing messages and advertisements shape these behaviours has yet to
be more widely explored. Therefore, the present study aims to analyse plant-based meat
advertisements, with a focus on emotion and ethics. The understanding of both emotion
and ethics is important because plant consumers’ purchase decisions are often value and
morally based and often associated with lifestyle, consumer identities, and them believes
(Yonwikai & Wannamakok,2026; Seyfi et al., 2025). Purchase decisions for a plant-based
meat brand require considerations beyond product functionality.

Literature review

Consumers of plant and fungi-based meats are often following meat-free or meat-reduced
lifestyles, or are motivated by religious, environmental health or animal welfare-based
reasons. Earlier works show that plant-based meat consumption is associated with negative
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emotion and socially frowned upon (Markowski & Roxburgh, 2019), more recent work
shows normalisation, increased societal acceptance and positive emotion such as pride,
satisfaction, happiness and feeling hopeful, morally superior and cool (Onwezen et al.,
2022; Zandstra et al., 2024). In advertisements and marketing messages, these emotions
are widely explored in the form of appeals (Wang et al., 2024; Ye & Mattila, 2021).
However, the wider emotion and ethics-based literature includes various schools of vegan
ethics, the meat paradox, and the meat-eating defence mechanism (Buttlar & Walther, 2018;
Gradidge et al., 2021; Fonseca & De Groeve, 2025). Aligned with the paradox and defence
mechanism (Piazza et al.,, 2015), three types of emotion, namely victim-oriented,
perpetrator-oriented and self-oriented, are discussed (Fonseca & De Groeve, 2025). In
plant-based meat advertisement contexts, understanding the paradox, psychological
defence mechanisms, emotion and vegan ethics is required to avoid triggering consumer
avoidance or anger, and allows the design of messages to widen their appeal to consumers
that are meat-free, meat-reducing and those aiming to transition from regular meat eating.

The meat paradox, defence mechanism and emotion

The meat paradox occurs when consumers are encouraged to think about the origin and
process of regular meat products (Grading et al., 2021). Eating meat and simultaneously
caring about animal welfare and wanting to avoid cruelty or harm can lead to psychological
conflict and cognitive dissonance (Loughnan et al., 2010). The discomfort in the
consumers’ minds is commonly resolved by 4 strategies (Bastian & Loughnan, 2016;
Fonseca & De Groeve, 2025), the first, denying the pain capacity and emotional
intelligence of animals. Acknowledging these makes the justification of consumption
habits more difficult. Second, disconnecting consumption from product description and
animals, as well as their processing and packing (Fonseca & De Groeve, 2025). Third,
psychologically justifying meat consumption by employing the 4 Ns: it’s natural, it’s
normal, it’s necessary, and it’s nice. Lastly, seeking justification externally, within food
culture and agricultural systems, instead of acknowledging their own choices (Fonseca &
De Groeve, 2025). Consumers following a meat-reducing and meat-free lifestyle may view
these justifications critically and regard strategic dissociation as a way to avoid victim-
oriented emotion, such as empathy and perpetrator-oriented outrage, before they can fully
develop (Feinberg et al., 2019). Justifications such as natural and necessary disregard self-
oriented guilt by framing regular meat consumption as an unavoidable biological
requirement. Similarly, normal and nice counteract perpetrator-oriented emotion, such as
outrage and victim-oriented emotion, empathy through social compliance, conformity and
sensory pleasure (Fonseca & De Groeve, 2025).

Ethics

The understanding of ethical schools allows plant-based food marketers to overcome
consumer defence mechanisms and craft emotionally and morally resonant campaigns and
advertisements. Alvaro (2017) uses schools of normative ethics, namely utilitarianism,
virtue ethics and deontology, to discuss meat consumption and veganism. Alvaro (2017)
makes a case for virtue ethics and outlines the shortcomings of utilitarianism and
deontology. For deontology, the shortcoming argument is grounded in animal rights, in that
they do not result in a binding moral requirement for consumers to give up regular meat
and follow plant-based diets. With respect to utilitarianism, the shortcoming is that an
individual consumer’s decision to follow a meat-free diet does not change the food industry,
agricultural systems, welfare problems, or the associated suffering. The author discusses
why meat eating does not contribute to character building and is rather a manifestation of
selfishness and moral shortcomings. The development of character and soul requires meat
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rejection and compassion. In contrast to Alvaro (2017), research from Scotland discusses
how strong ethical or environmental claims are not entirely fit for purpose when it comes
to plant-based meat advertisement and hindering inclusivity (Yue, 2023). It polarises
consumers with politically conservative values, but is appreciated by those with a liberal
mindset. Focusing on product function, health and taste appealed to all consumers
irrespective of their convictions and values. Research from Sweden shows that explicit
ethical messages shaming meat eaters were avoided to establish the plant-based brand
“Beyond Meat” within the Swedish market. Advertisements were designed to appeal to
omnivores and meat-free consumers alike (Chaput & Paulsson, 2023). Figure 1 graphically
depicts how the aforementioned elements may influence receptiveness to plant-based meat
advertisements.
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Fig. 1: Elements influencing the receptiveness to plant-based meat advertisements of
consumers with varying meat-related lifestyle preferences

Material and methods

The present study is of an explorative and qualitative nature. Thirty-five video clips
portraying plant-based meat advertisements shown in New Zealand and Australia were
analysed. As both countries have similar retail chains, brands and products, this was
deemed appropriate (Rombach & Dean, 2026). The advertisements from Beyond Meat, La
Vie, Impossible Burgers, Sunfed Meats and Quorn were transcribed and analysed via
qualitative content analysis following an abductive approach (Elo & Kyngis, 2006). After
an initial inductive analysis, schools of normative ethics, meat paradox and emotion-based
concepts were used as a lens to identify, code, and categorise the data. The abductive
approach was deemed suitable as it balances discovery and theory in the iterative, reflective
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and recursive process (Nicmanis, 2024). Excel spreadsheets and NVIVO as QDA software
were used to execute the analysis.

Results and Discussion

Results from the content analysis show that plant-based meat advertisements are diverse.
Some display well-known chefs, celebrities or other opinion leaders who advocate for
plant-based diets and products. These ads are mostly focused on product features, such as
taste and texture, brands, and are humorous, modern, and upbeat in emotional display.
Polarising and controversial content is not presented. Findings are consistent with the
recent body of literature recommending that marketing messaging and advertisements
focus on product functionality, taste and health, to appease omnivores and consumers with
meat-reduced or meat-free lifestyles alike (Yule & Cummings, 2023; Cismaru et al., 2024).
The positive emotion and support of opinion leaders contribute to stronger normalisation
and acceptance in society, such as New Zealand, where most of the population are
omnivores and societal and meat products are important in food culture, as well as domestic
and export markets (Kemper & Kennedy, 2021; Chaput & Paulsson, 2025; Vatsa &
Renwick, 2026).

Other ads from Quorn, La Vie, and Beyond Meat specifically show animals and meat
products that originate from them. Ads showcase how animals witness the food preparation,
cooking, and eating process. Underlying music creates tension, and imagery shows the
taste, enjoyment and pleasure of the meat products. Tension rises until it is revealed that
consumers in the video are consuming plant-based products. Young animals such as calves,
chicks and piglets are presented as comic figures, hand puppets, or computer-generated
realistic creatures sitting at the table in a kitchen or restaurant with childlike features such
as big, anxious eyes.

These advertisements address the meat paradox by breaking the mental disconnection
between meat products and living animals in an ironic manner. For instance, the La Vie
advertisement using a computer-generated piglet at the kitchen table disrupts the defence
mechanism of meat eaters by portraying the piglet’s emotional intelligence and ultimately
presenting plant-based alternatives as a resolution to cognitive dissonance (Fonseca & De
Groeve, 2025). The La Vie advertisement does not allow consumers to separate the meat
on their plate from a cute living piglet. Following Alvaro (2017), La Vie’s advertisement is
aligned with virtue ethics. The ad forces consumers to rethink their consumption habits by
confronting them with the living animal and their intelligence. When consumers evaluate
their meat-eating habits as part of character-building towards altruism and compassion,
plant-based meats are a choice beyond product switching; it is the only right and virtuous
choice from a vegan ethics perspective. Respectively, the brand stands for transparency and
moral accountability. The same findings and interpretation hold for Beyond Meat’s all taste
and no worry (Muhlhauser et al., 2021; Murdy & Phillips, 2023), as La Vie served as the
blueprint for their advertising.

Also, Quorn’s ads show the tastiness of fungal-based products (Apostolidis & McLeay,
2016) and use cartoon figures and hand puppets for their advertisements. As an alternative
to consumer confrontation, the whimsical and funny hand puppet animals bypass the meat
paradox. The concept rather builds on positive reinforcement and emotional shielding from
the reality of animal husbandry, slaughter, food processing and consumption (Fonseca &
De Groeve, 2025). Following Alvaro (2017), Quorn advertisements are aligned with the
utilitarian school of ethics. The use of puppets contributes to normalisation, product
mimicking, and the reduction of consumer rejection. The aim is to encourage voluntary
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switching to fungal-based meats for every consumer. Ultilitarianism seeks to create the
greatest good for the greatest number of people and minimise harm. Reducing moral
judgment and evaluative force increases the success towards consumer switching and the
reduction of animal cruelty. Quorn makes fungal-based meat consumption desirable by
presenting controversial topics aligned with meat consumption, such as animal advocacy,
as light-hearted entertainment. Interestingly, no advertisement uses perpetrator or victim-
based emotion; emotional tension is quickly resolved through emotional nudging towards
positivity.

Conclusion

The results of the present study are of value to food marketers and producers alike, as they
provide a foundation for informed decision-making in consumer targeting, with a focus on
taste, pleasure and positivity to be inclusive towards varying consumer groups. Ethical
content can be displayed, but should avoid strong confrontation with the meat paradox or
moral lecturing if it is to appeal to omnivorous consumers. Vegan consumers may be
receptive towards more explicit messaging, which does not shield consumers from the meat
paradox. Future research may conduct choice experiments to elicit consumers’ preferences
for ethical messaging design. The authors critically acknowledge the limitations in terms
of sample size and generalizability of the results, while the merit of the study lies in
bringing together ethics, emotion, and the meat paradox to intensify the understanding of
plant- and fungal-based meat advertisement content.

References

Alvaro, C. (2017). Ethical veganism, virtue, and greatness of the soul. Journal of
Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 30(6), 765-781.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-017-9698-z

Apostolidis, C., & McLeay, F. (2016). It's not vegetarian, it's meat-free! Meat eaters, meat
reducers and vegetarians and the case of Quorn in the UK. Social Business, 6(3),
267-290. https://doi.org/10.1362/204440816X14811339560938

Bastian, B., & Loughnan, S. (2016). Resolving the Meat-Paradox: A Motivational Account
of Morally Troublesome Behavior and Its Maintenance. Personality and Social
Psychology Review, 21(3), 278-299. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868316647562

Buttlar, B., & Walther, E. (2018). Measuring the meat paradox: How ambivalence towards
meat influences moral disengagement.  Appetite, 128,  152—158.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.06.011

Chaput, M., & Paulsson, A. (2023). Bypassing the animal: Plant-based meat and the
communicative constitution of a moral market. Economy and Society, 52(2), 274—
297. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2023.2168370

Chaput, M., & Paulsson, A. (2025). Tasting the alternative: plant-based meat, consumer
captivation and the capitalization of plants in food markets. Consumption Markets
& Culture, 28(5), 412—429. https://doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2025.2607368

Cismaru, M., & Edu, T. (2024). “Eat less Meat”: Beneficial for you and for the
environment-integrating theory and practice to shape communications encouraging


https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2023.2168370

a decrease in meat consumption. /nternational Review on Public and Non-Profit
Marketing, 21(4), 915-940.

Dean, D., Rombach, M., Vriesekoop, F., de Koning, W., Aguiar, L. K., Anderson, M., ... &
Alvarez, B. (2024). Should I really pay a premium for this? Consumer perspectives

on cultured muscle, plant-based and fungal-based protein as meat alternatives.
Journal of International Food & Agribusiness Marketing, 36(3), 502-526.

Elo, S., & Kyngés, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis process. Journal of
Advanced Nursing, 62(1), 107-115.

Feinberg, M., Kovacheft, C., Teper, R., & Inbar, Y. (2019). Understanding the process of
moralization: How eating meat becomes a moral issue. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 117(1), 50-72. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000149

Fonseca, R. P, & De Groeve, B. (2025). Meating ‘the animal and moral emotions:
Exploring animal caring and cruelty appeals for dietary change. Appetite, 212,
108018.

Gradidge, S., Zawisza, M., Harvey, A. J., & McDermott, D. T. (2021). A structured
literature review of the meat paradox. Social Psychological Bulletin, 16(3), 1-26.
https://doi.org/10.32872/spb.5953

Goode, J. P., Marchese, L. E., & Smith, K. J. (2025). Plant-based diets and health outcomes
in Australia and New Zealand. Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, 84(2), 129—
138. https://doi:10.1017/S0029665125001685

Greenwell, J., Grant, M., Young, L., Mackay, S., & Bradbury, K. E. (2024). The prevalence
of vegetarians, vegans and other dietary patterns that exclude some animal-source
foods in a representative sample of New Zealand adults. Public Health Nutrition,
27(1), 1-9. https://doi:10.1017/S1368980023002677

Vatsa, P., & Renwick, A. (2026). The Inflation Illusion: How New Zealand Households
Overestimate Increases in Food Prices. Journal of the Royal Society of New
Zealand, 56(1), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1002/snz2.70018

Kemper, J., & Kennedy, A. M. (2021). Evaluating social marketing messages in New
Zealand’s like minds campaign and its effect on stigma. Social Marketing
Quarterly, 27(2), 82-98. https://doi.org/10.1177/15245004211005828

Kerslake, E., Kemper, J. A., & Conroy, D. (2022). What's your beef with meat substitutes?
Exploring barriers and facilitators for meat substitutes in omnivores, vegetarians,
and vegans. Appetite, 170, 1-12. https://doi:10.1016/j.appet.2021.105864

Kidd, B., Mackay, S., Vandevijvere, S., & Swinburn, B. (2021). Cost and greenhouse gas
emissions of current, healthy, flexitarian and vegan diets in Aotearoa (New
Zealand). BMJ Nutrition, Prevention & Health, 4(1), 275-284. https://doi:
10.1136/bmjnph-2021-000262.

Loughnan, S., Haslam, N., & Bastian, B. (2010). The role of meat consumption in the denial
of moral status and mind to meat animals. Appetite, 55(1), 156-159.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2010.05.043

Markowski, K. L., & Roxburgh, S. (2019). “If I became a vegan, my family and friends
would hate me:” Anticipating vegan stigma as a barrier to plant-based diets.
Appetite, 135, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.12.040

7



https://doi:10.1017/S1368980023002677
https://doi.org/10.1002/snz2.70018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.12.040

Mudry, J., & Phillips, R. J. (2023). Making hamburgers healthy: Plant-based meat and the
rhetorical (re) constructions of food through science. Food, Culture & Society,
26(1), 193-208.

Muhlhauser, P., Drews, M., & Reitz, R. (2021). Grilling Meataphors: Impossible™ Foods
and Posthumanism in the Meat Aisle. Humanities, 10(1), 49.
https://doi.org/10.3390/h10010049

Nicmanis, M. (2024). Reflexive Content Analysis: An Approach to Qualitative Data
Analysis, Reduction, and Description. [nternational Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 23, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069241236603

Onwezen, M. C., Verain, M. C. D., & Dagevos, H. (2022). Positive emotions explain
increased intention to consume five types of alternative proteins. Food Quality and
Preference, 96, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2021.104446

Piazza, J., Ruby, M. B., Loughnan, S., Luong, M., Kulik, J., Watkins, H. M., & Seigerman,
M. (2015). Rationalizing meat consumption. The 4Ns. Appetite, 91, 114-128.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2015.04.011

Realini, C. E., Driver, T., Zhang, R., Guenther, M., Duff, S., Craigie, C. R., ... & Farouk,
M. M. (2023). Survey of New Zealand consumer attitudes to consumption of meat

and meat alternatives. Meat Science, 203, 1-9.
https://doi:10.1016/j.meatsci.2023.109232

Rombach, M., & Dean, D. L. (2026). Snacks, sweets, soups, salads and shakes:
Investigating predictors of kiwi consumers’ willingness to recommend and pay
more for sea-vegetable products. Journal of International Food & Agribusiness
Marketing, 38(2), 186-206.

Statista  (2025). Meat Substitutes - New Zealand. Online available at
https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/food/meat/meat-substitutes/new-
zealand?srsltid=AfmBOop500aMbgTUcLV pkva7vASxxPtknRCZXpK9K5wIO
xWB3-foUw4#revenue {Accessed 15/06/2026].

Seyfi, S., Orea-Giner, A., Hall, C. M., & Zaman, M. (2025). The ethics of eating: how do
lifestyle politics shape tourists’ ethical food consumption behaviours?.
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 37(13), 103-122.

Wang, L., Li, W., & Zheng, Y. (2024). Does the advertising of plant-based burgers attract
meat consumers? The influence of new product advertising on consumer responses.
Agribusiness, 40(3), 680-698. https://doi.org/10.1002/agr.21916

White, S. K., Ballantine, P. W., & Ozanne, L. K. (2022). Consumer adoption of plant-based
meat substitutes: A network of social practices. Appetite, 175, 1-10. https://doi:
10.1016/j.appet.2022.106037

Ye, T., & Mattila, A. S. (2021). The effect of ad appeals and message framing on consumer
responses to plant-based menu items. International Journal of Hospitality
Management, 95, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/1.ijhm.2021.102917

Yonwikai, W., & Wannamakok, W. (2026). The plant-based movement through the
moderated mediation model: the roles of health consciousness and marketing

strategies toward entrepreneurial and consumer behaviors. British Food Journal,
128(5), 1753-1773.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2021.104446
https://doi:10.1016/j.meatsci.2023.109232
https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/food/meat/meat-substitutes/new-zealand?srsltid=AfmBOop5OoaMbgTUcLV_pkva7vA5xxPtknRCZXpK9K5wIOxWB3-foUw4#revenue
https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/food/meat/meat-substitutes/new-zealand?srsltid=AfmBOop5OoaMbgTUcLV_pkva7vA5xxPtknRCZXpK9K5wIOxWB3-foUw4#revenue
https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/food/meat/meat-substitutes/new-zealand?srsltid=AfmBOop5OoaMbgTUcLV_pkva7vA5xxPtknRCZXpK9K5wIOxWB3-foUw4#revenue

Yue, J. (2023). How downplaying green benefits could boost plant-based meat. Online
available at https://impact.ed.ac.uk/research/climate-environmental-
crisis/downplaying-green-boost-plant-based-meat/ [Accessed 16/06/26]

Yule, J. A., & Cummings, K. H. (2023). Conservative consumer disinterest in plant-based
meat: A problem of message incongruence. Appetite, 187, 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2023.106574

Zandstra, E. H., Ossel, L., & Neufingerl, N. (2024). Eating a plant-based burger makes me
feel proud and cool: An online survey on food-evoked emotions of plant-based
meat. Food Quality and Preference, 113, 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2023.105046


https://impact.ed.ac.uk/research/climate-environmental-crisis/downplaying-green-boost-plant-based-meat/
https://impact.ed.ac.uk/research/climate-environmental-crisis/downplaying-green-boost-plant-based-meat/

