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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite meat eating’s negative environmental and health outcomes, meat-heavy diets dominate the 

current food culture in Finland. However, in the past decade, plant-based eating has become a 

trending topic due to the increasing environmental and health concerns. Consequently, plant-based 

diets have been promoted by several means in which Finnish schools have an important role in 

educating and accustoming students to plant-based eating by offering plant-based school lunch 

options for all students. Despite this progress, students’ willingness to eat plant-based school lunch 

options has remained low. Thus, this thesis aims to study how attitudes and subjective norms 

toward plant-based eating could improve students’ willingness to eat plant-based foods. To study 

this, the thesis applies the Theory of Reasoned Action, which emphasises the role of attitudes and 

subjective norms in one’s behaviour. The study follows a qualitative research method based on 

semi-structured focus group interviews which involve twelve students from Tiirismaa lower-

secondary school in Lahti, Finland. Besides, document analysis and personal communications with 

relevant sources are used. The thesis analyses the results according to the theory and characteristics 

of the data in a thematic analysis. Firstly, the students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating are 

analysed in relation to four different outcomes: environmental outcomes, animal welfare, health-

related outcomes, and taste of plant-based foods. The results show that animal welfare motivated 

the students the most to eat plant-based foods, whereas environmental outcomes to a lesser extent 

increased the students’ willingness to eat plant-based foods. In contrast, health-related outcomes 

and taste divided the students’ opinions radically between the students who were familiar with 

plant-based diets and those who were less familiar with plant-based diets. Secondly, the students’ 

subjective norms toward plant-based eating are analysed according to how norms among the 

students’ friends and family members, as well as social media, have influenced them. Family 

members were found to affect the students’ eating behaviours the most, while friends and social 

media had no significant effect on the students’ dietary habits. Thirdly, linkages between the 

students’ attitudes and subjective norms are analysed. Norms among the students’ family members 

were found to have a strong influence on the students’ attitudes toward environmental and health 

outcomes as well as opinions on the taste of plant-based foods. Thus, this thesis concludes that the 

students’ eating behaviours are mostly influenced by norms among their family members which, in 

turn, shape the students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating. At last, the thesis recommends that 

schools should take more responsibility in educating students on the benefits of plant-based eating 

as this could provide a more even starting point for all students to decide on the adaptation of plant-

based eating habits. 
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1. Introduction 

Shifting away from meat-heavy diets toward more plant-based eating habits is broadly considered 

beneficial to both planetary and human health. On a global level, current food systems cause 

approximately 20- 30 per cent of global human-made greenhouse gas emissions of which livestock 

alone creates around 14.5 per cent (Garnett et al., 2016). Despite the increasing awareness of meat 

production’s environmental burden, traditional meat-based diets dominate the current food culture 

in Finland (Päivärinta et al., 2020). The national meat consumption rate has drastically increased 

from the 1950s up to the recent years (Clausnitzer, 2021). In 2020, Finns consumed approximately 

79 kilograms of meat per capita, which is two kilograms less than the highest record in 2018 

(Clausnitzer, 2021). Consequently, red meat and dairy products covered over half of the food-

related carbon footprint of an average Finn in 2018 (Kalaniemi et al. 2020; Sitra, 2018). As 80 per 

cent of food production’s environmental load comes from primary production, food choices are 

central to the state of the environment (Kortetmäki et al., 2021). Meat and especially beef 

production have a significantly higher carbon footprint compared to plant-based foods due to the 

energy loss in a longer food chain and additional methane emissions from ruminants (Petrovic et al., 

2015). Moreover, livestock production requires significantly larger land areas compared to plant-

based food production, which accelerates several environmental problems such as deforestation, 

nutrient leaching, and biodiversity loss (Pohjolainen et al., 2016). Therefore, rapid changes in food 

production and dietary choices are urgently needed to limit the current environmental burden and its 

serious consequences (IPCC, 2021).  

Besides the environmental stress from food production, meat-based diets have been 

linked to several health issues such as chronic diseases, type 2 diabetes, and colorectal cancer 

(Päivärinta et al., 2020; Willett et al., 2019). Respectively, the replacement of animal protein with 

plant protein has been associated with improved cholesterol levels, dietary fatty acid composition, 

and lower total mortality (Cacau et al., 2021; Päivärinta et al., 2020). The EAT-Lancet Commission 

emphasises that diets including high intakes of red meat are the most typical cause of diseases, and 

they pose a higher risk of mortality than alcohol, drug, and tobacco use combined (Willett et al., 

2019). Thus, the EAT-Lancet Commission sets healthy diets including a diversity of plant-based 

foods as a major goal for global food systems (Willett et al., 2019). Despite this, plant-based foods 

cover less than a third of the total protein intake of an average Finn, whereas weekly consumption 

of red and processed meat exceeds the EAT-Lancet Commission’s recommended range of 0-200 g 

over three times in Finnish men and twice in women (National Institute for Health and Welfare, 

2018; Päivärinta et al., 2020, Willett et al., 2019). The alarming situation calls for a transition 
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toward healthier and more sustainable dietary habits, in which the replacement of meat-based 

protein with plant-based protein sources has an essential role (Päivärinta et al., 2020; Willett et al., 

2019). 

The Finnish National Agency for Education, the Ministry of Environment and several 

individuals from the environment, health, and education sectors have shown initiative to develop 

the Finnish school meals toward healthier and more sustainable dietary recommendations (Ministry 

of the Environment, 2019; Finnish National Agency for Education, 2022). Finnish school lunches 

are an outcome of the unique welfare structure as they offer warm, daily meals for students in all 

basic education levels (Lombardini & Lankoski, 2013; Finnish National Agency for Education, 

2022). School lunches have become compulsory in Finnish comprehensive schools in 1943, and 

currently, municipalities are obliged to provide free school meals that cover about one-third of daily 

nutritional requirements for all students from elementary to high- and vocational schools (Finlex, 

2022; Lombardini & Lankoski, 2013). Thus, Finland has been a pioneer in the World Food 

Programme’s mission to ensure that all school-aged children have access to school meals (World 

Food Programme, 2022).  

Besides the importance that school meals have for national welfare, school lunches are 

currently recognised as an important part of sustainability education by the Finnish National 

Agency for Education (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2022). As most Finns eat at school 

during the time they grow up, school meals educate students to adopt a certain food culture, which 

has long-term effects on the food-related national carbon footprint (Finnish National Agency for 

Education, 2022). The past decades have proven that school lunches can be adapted to recent health 

recommendations and demands (ELO-säätiö, 2019). For example, dietary diversity has rapidly 

increased since the 1960s and food waste campaigns have been running since the 2010s in Finnish 

schools (ELO-säätiö, 2019). During the past decade, plant-based options that include dairy and eggs 

have also become available for all students as sustainability has become an increasingly emphasised 

criterion for school meals (Kouluruoka.fi, 2022; Finnish National Agency for Education 2022). This 

shows exemplary progress toward healthier and more sustainable food culture that many countries 

could learn from (Kouluruoka.fi, 2022; Finnish National Agency for Education, 2022; World Food 

Programme, 2022). Despite the promising development, most students continue to choose 

traditional meat-based school lunch options (Kouluruoka.fi, 2022; Finnish National Agency for 

Education, 2022).  
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1.1. Structure of the Thesis  

This thesis examines students’ eating behaviours in six chapters, of which chapter one offers an 

introduction to the entire study. Chapter two covers a literature review, which introduces existing 

studies on Finnish school meals, and recently included plant-based options on them. Chapter two 

continues to introduce existing studies on Finnish adults’ motives for dietary choices and for 

adopting vegetarian diets. Finally, chapter two introduces ongoing projects in Finland which have a 

similar focus to this thesis. Based on the identified knowledge gaps, chapter three covers the 

research questions and theoretical background of the study. Chapter four covers the materials and 

methods of the study, followed by chapter five on combined results and discussion that analyses the 

findings based on the theory and existing data. Finally, chapter six concludes the entire thesis and 

provides recommendations to Finnish schools based on the findings.  

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Finnish School Meals 

To understand students’ eating behaviours during school lunches, the Finnish Ministry of Social 

Affairs and Health has conducted a continuous reporting on lower secondary school students’ eating 

behaviours in certain schools since 1988 (Urho & Hasunen, 2003). School meals and their health 

outcomes on lower secondary school students have also been studied in several healthcare degree 

theses. In these studies, the school lunch system has been generally considered important for 

students’ health education as it provides healthy and nutritious foods and promotes diverse and 

regular eating habits (Urho & Hasunen, 2003; Hartikainen & Airaksinen, 2009; Lindstedt, 2019). 

However, the previous studies show that only a minority of students eat all parts that belong to a 

school meal including a main dish, salad, bread, and milk (Urho & Hasunen, 2003; Hartikainen & 

Airaksinen, 2009; Lindstedt, 2019). Considering this, Hampinen and Piiroinen (2018) have 

investigated reasons that lead students not to eat all parts of school meals in their thesis. The taste 

was stated as the main reason for leaving out certain foods, and the oldest students were skipping 

school lunches most often (Hampinen & Piiroinen, 2018). In addition, students’ eating behaviours 

were affected by their gender, family background, and friends as concluded in several studies (Urho 

& Hasunen, 2003; Hartikainen & Airaksinen, 2009; Lindstedt, 2019).  
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2.1.1. Plant-Based Foods on Finnish School Meals 

The effects of increasing plant-based foods on school meals have been studied in multiple schools 

as natural experiments. Kaljonen et al. (2018) carried out a yearlong study in three Finnish 

comprehensive schools in different municipalities in which the schools added an optional 

vegetarian dish as part of their lunch. Schools were able to arrange their canteens in a way that 

suited them best, and the municipalities were able to develop recipes and foods according to their 

preferences and existing practices (Kaljonen et al., 2018). Similarly in 2019, the Finnish National 

Agency for Education and the Ministry of the Environment ran a Kouluruoka 2030 -trial that 

investigated if a school lunch menu with halved carbon footprint is feasible in two municipalities 

(Kokeilun paikka, 2022; Ministry of the Environment, 2019). In both experiments, students were 

involved in developing menus and discussing their food preferences (Kaljonen et al., 2018; 

Kokeilun paikka, 2022). On the contrary, Lombardini and Lankoski (2013) ran a study of a weekly 

mandatory vegetarian day in 33 schools in the Helsinki School District including all school levels. 

The experiments concluded that a plant-based school lunch menu with halved carbon footprint is 

achievable, but replacement of traditional options with plant-based alternatives remains challenging 

(Kaljonen et al., 2018; Kokeilun paikka, 2022; Kortetmäki et al., 2021; Lombardini & Lankoski, 

2013).  

Students’ unwillingness to eat plant-based options due to the lack of vegetarian 

recipes that were accepted by the students and feasible to prepare in all preparing institutions were 

stated as the main challenges in studies by Kaljonen et al. (2018), Lomabardini and Lankoski 

(2013) and the Finnish National Agency for Education and the Ministry of the Environment 

(Kokeilun paikka, 2022). Moreover, a study by Kaljonen et al., (2018) reveals that consumption of 

plant-based options was significantly lower in rural schools compared to schools in urban areas, and 

boys were less willing to choose plant-based options compared to girls. The increased food waste 

due to the plant-based options was considered another major problem in all studies (Kaljonen et al., 

2018; Kokeilun paikka, 2022; Kortetmäki et al., 2021; Lombardini & Lankoski, 2013). In addition, 

forced restriction of food choices decreased the amount of food taken by the students on mandatory 

vegetarian days in the short- and medium-term (Lombardini & Lankoski, 2013). The study by De 

Costa et al. (2017) supports this finding arguing that a controlling approach to children’s eating has 

shown to affect their eating behaviours negatively and in the opposite direction to that which was 

intended, whereas actively engaging them in meal planning has shown to positively affect 

children’s eating behaviours.  
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2.2. Motives for Dietary Choices Among Finnish Adults 

Motives for dietary choices have been studied among the adult population in Finland. In a study by 

Vainio et al. (2016) health and weight control were found to be the most common reasons for 

choosing plant-based options over meat-based options. Similarly, health-related outcomes and the 

origin of food were ranked the highest motives in a study by Lehikoinen and Salonen (2019) on 

food consumption behaviours among Finnish adults. Also, the social status and group that 

participants belonged to significantly affected their willingness to adopt sustainable diets 

(Lehikoinen & Salonen, 2019; Vainio et al., 2016). Middle-aged men with a lower education level 

and people that were not familiar with plant-based protein options were the most reluctant to adopt 

more sustainable eating habits (Lehikoinen & Salonen, 2019; Pohjolainen et al., 2015).  

Vaarasto (2021) argues that mental images of the ideal food deriving from social and 

cultural norms partly explain differences in eating behaviours among social groups. For example, 

meat has been connected to affluence, power, and strength whereas plant-based foods were 

considered to have a lower monetary and nutritious value which made them less desired in the 

traditional Finnish culture (Vaarasto, 2021). Moreover, meat and animal-based diets have been 

strongly connected to masculinity, which partly explains the differences in eating behaviours of 

Finnish men and women (Parker, 2020; Vaarasto, 2021). The studies conclude that food 

consumption behaviour is linked to social identities and cultural images, and motivated by personal 

objectives such as health and weight loss to a larger extent than environmental concerns 

(Lehikoinen & Salonen, 2019; Pohjolainen et al., 2015; Vainio et al., 2016). 

 

2.2.1.  Motives for Adopting Vegetarian Diets Among Finnish Adults 

Salonen and Helne (2012) have studied Finnish university students’ ability to adopt vegetarian 

diets. According to their study, social groups and habits were the main barriers for university 

students to switch to vegetarianism (Salonen & Helne, 2012). Surprisingly, vegetarianism was 

considered feasible, but less important compared to other aspects of sustainable development 

(Salonen & Helne, 2012). Therefore, the authors suggest that supporting information about the 

benefits of plant-based eating is required to overcome the social and habitual barriers (Salonen & 

Helne, 2012). 

Theses studies by Väätäjä (2019) and Keskinen (2017) support the previous findings 

from vegetarians’ viewpoints. The interviewed Finns with vegetarian diets mentioned various 

reasons for adopting more sustainable eating habits including ecological and ethical concerns, 
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health factors, and social aspects (Keskinen, 2017; Väätäjä, 2019). Thus, social acceptance, 

knowledge and beliefs can create positive attitudes toward plant-based eating, which were found to 

have an even stronger influence than the actual benefits when becoming interested in vegetarianism 

at first (Keskinen, 2017). Typically, the respondents were driven by a certain motive toward 

vegetarianism, but the motives multiplied along with the respondents’ empirical knowledge of 

vegetarianism (Väätäjä, 2019). Even though plant-based food consumption was stated to be an 

individualistic choice among the respondents, Väätäjä (2019) notes that there seems to be a strong 

group identity among people who identify themselves as vegetarians (Väätäjä, 2019). Self-

expression and identification with social groups were especially found to affect young people’s 

dietary choices (Keskinen, 2017). Keskinen (2017) points out that social aspects were both 

encouraging respondents toward more sustainable diets, but also creating strong barriers and 

situations in which the respondents felt uncomfortable due to their dietary preferences. 

 

2.2. Ongoing Studies 

Besides the past studies, several ongoing projects are actively searching for solutions to a dietary 

transition toward a more plant-based food culture. Multiple Finnish institutions including 

universities, schools, and day-care centres aim to replace meat foods with plant-based options under 

different projects which are tailored for each specific context (Finnish Institute for Health and 

Welfare, 2022; Tasty School, n.d.; University of Helsinki, 2021). For example, Finnish Institute for 

Health and Welfare runs an ongoing FoodStep project, which aims to adjust the served foods in 23 

day-care centres according to the recent health- and sustainability recommendations (Finnish 

Institute for Health and Welfare, 2022). Moreover, the project aims to advance food education, 

reduce food waste, and assess the financial and environmental impacts of the shift toward a more 

plant-based diet (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2022). Altogether, the project involves 

four hundred children and surveys families, decision-makers, and workers in food service and early 

childhood education and care between the years 2021 and 2024 (Finnish Institute for Health and 

Welfare, 2022). Despite the broad group of stakeholders, children’s willingness to shift toward 

plant-based diets is less focused, which in turn, would be a prerequisite for older students to adopt 

plant-based eating habits as shown in the previous studies. 

 

3. Research Questions and Theoretical Background 
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3.1. Research Questions  

The previous studies on plant-based school meals have mainly focused to measure to what extent 

students eat plant-based options. However, motives other than the taste of plant-based foods were 

less emphasised in the previous experiments on students’ eating behaviours during school meals. 

On the contrary, the existing studies on Finnish adults’ food consumption behaviours show that the 

taste of food was a less significant reason for them to adopt more sustainable diets. Instead, 

attitudes and social acceptance were shown to affect the eating behaviours of Finnish adults toward 

and away from plant-based eating. Based on these findings, it is likely that students’ eating habits 

are similarly driven by attitudes and subjective norms including social expectations, beliefs, and 

knowledge of ecological, ethical, and health-related outcomes of dietary choices. Thus, to improve 

students’ willingness to adopt a more sustainable school lunch diet it may be useful to examine the 

following question among students who at least occasionally choose plant-based options over 

regular school lunch options. 

How do attitudes and subjective norms affect students’ behaviours to choose plant-based school 

lunch options in Finland? 

To answer this question, the following sub-questions are asked:  

 

1. How do beliefs about outcomes and their evaluations affect students’ attitudes toward plant-based 

eating? 

2. How do normative beliefs and motivations to comply with them affect students’ subjective norms 

toward plant-based eating? 

3. What are the linkages, if any, between the attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating 

among the students? 

 

3.2. The Theory of Reasoned Action 

To study students’ attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating, I apply the Theory of 

Reasoned Action that was first introduced by Ajzen and Fishbein in 1975 (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). 

The Theory of Reasoned Action provides a logical framework to measure linkages between 

attitudes toward a behaviour, subjective norms, behavioural intentions, and actual behaviour as 

shown in Figure 1 (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). According to the theory, attitudes toward behaviour 

and subjective norms create behavioural intentions that most likely predict whether one will 

perform a certain behaviour or not (Yzer, 2017).  
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Attitudes consist of one’s overall evaluation of certain behaviour and its likely 

consequences (Yzer, 2017). Specifically, attitudes are based on behavioural beliefs of one’s 

subjective probability that performing behaviour will cause a certain experience or an outcome, for 

example following a plant-based diet (the behaviour) may improve one’s health (the outcome) or be 

challenging in social situations (the experience) (Ajzen, 2020). Behavioural beliefs usually form 

positive and negative outcomes which affect how favourable one evaluates a certain behaviour e.g. 

in terms of good and bad (Yzer, 2017). Evaluation of outcomes can be shaped by past experiences, 

perceived knowledge, and cultural- and moral values, which all affect one’s attitude toward 

behaviour. 

Subjective norms, in turn, consider how one expects other people to behave, and 

approve or disapprove of a certain behaviour (Yzer, 2017). In other words, subjective norms can be 

understood as normative beliefs based on perceived social pressures, and their impact on one’s 

behaviour (Ajzen, 2020). Normative beliefs can be either injunctive or descriptive which together 

form the overall perceived subjective norms (Ajzen, 2020). Injunctive normative beliefs refer to 

how one expects a certain individual or group to approve or disapprove of a certain behaviour, for 

example, family members’ perceived acceptance of plant-based eating (Ajzen, 2020). Descriptive 

normative beliefs, on the other hand, refer to how one expects important others to behave 

themselves, for example, family members’ perceived eating behaviour (Ajzen, 2020). Finally, the 

extent to which one is motivated to comply with normative beliefs forms the influence that 

subjective norms have on one’s behaviour.   

Despite the clear distinction between attitudes and subjective norms, the line between 

these variables may be challenging to draw in cases where social environments affect one’s 

perceived knowledge or moral values, etc., and the other way around. For this reason, the third sub-

research question focuses on examining possible linkages between attitudes and subjective norms. 

Thus, this study follows Ajzen’s (2020) understanding of attitudes and subjective norms as 

explained in this chapter. 

 

Figure 1 

Illustration of the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) 
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Note. The figure is adapted from Brewer et al. (1999). 

 

3.3. Applications and Limitations of the Theory 

Even though attitudes and subjective norms have mostly been sufficient to explain human 

behaviour, in some cases, a third variable is needed to predict behaviour in situations where one 

does not have complete control over certain barriers to performing a certain behaviour (Tommasetti 

et al., 2018). Therefore, the Theory of Reasoned Action was later extended to include perceived 

behavioural control as a third variable in the Theory of Planned Behaviour by Ajzen (1991). 

However, in this research students have equal opportunities to choose between plant-based and 

regular school lunch options as these are equally available to all students (Kouluruoka.fi, 2022). 

When people have perfect volitional control to perform a certain behaviour, and they believe that 

they are capable to do so if they desire, perceived behavioural control becomes irrelevant as 

explained by Ajzen (2020). Thus, in this research, the Theory of Reasoned Action is chosen to 

predict students’ eating behaviours. 

The Theory of Reasoned Action and the later extended Theory of Planned Behaviour 

are among the most influential consumer behaviour theories that have been used in a wide range of 

studies including environmentally responsible consumption, food preferences, and healthy eating 

habits (Ackermann & Palmer, 2014; Brewer et al., 1999). For example, Grønhøj et al. (2013) have 

applied the Theory of Planned Behaviour in their study on Danish adolescents’ healthy eating 

Behavioural 

intention
Behaviour

Subjective norm

Normative beliefs

x

Motivations to comply

Attitudes towards 

behaviour

Beliefs about outcomes of behaviour 

x

Evaluations of outcomes



 

 

 

10 

habits, and Tarkiainen and Sundqvist (2005) on organic food consumption in Finland. Moreover, 

Beaulieu and Godin (2011) have applied the theory to predict students’ likelihood to stay for a 

school lunch in Canada. In turn, the theory of Reasoned Action has been particularly applied to 

study food preferences in similar settings to this study in which participants have a volitional 

control to choose based on preferences (Ackermann & Palmer, 2014; Brewer et al., 1999). 

However, neither of the theories have been applied to study students’ eating behaviours in Finnish 

schools nor attitudes toward plant-based diets in Finland.  

Despite the widespread use of the Theory of Reasoned Action and Theory of Planned 

Behaviour, the theories have been criticised to have an insufficient number of variables to explain 

behaviour (Tommasetti et al., 2018). Due to this possible limitation, various studies have included 

additional variables such as past experiences, moral obligations, refusal skills, and perceived ease of 

use (Tommasetti et al., 2018). Especially habits and routines create automatic reactions that 

together with behavioural intentions guide behaviour (Salonen & Helne, 2012). This has been 

considered in the Theory of Interpersonal Behaviour by Triandis in 1977, which includes additional 

categories for emotional effects, facilitating conditions, and habits based on past experiences 

(Salonen & Helne, 2012). Despite the Theory of Reasoned Action’s possible limitations to capture 

all aspects that affect behaviour, it includes required variables to study attitudes and subjective 

norms which this study focuses on.   

 

4. Materials and Methods 

4.1. Study Design 

This study applied a qualitative research method based on semi-structured focus group interviews to 

analyse students’ attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating in a Finnish lower 

secondary school. A qualitative research method fits for the aim to understand students’ eating 

behaviours and specify the reasons for them (Bryman, 2012, p. 380). Focus group interviews allow 

a researcher to select individuals that are known to have a certain experience, and thus to be able to 

discuss it with other group members (Bryman, 2012, p. 501). In this study, support from other 

group members may have facilitated the interview situation by making it more comfortable for 

students compared to individual interviews. According to Bryman (2012, p. 501), focus group 

interviews may encourage participants to broaden their perspectives while reflecting on other group 

members’ views and experiences. Participants may be challenged to argue their views and explain 
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them in more detail, which may even cause participants to change their opinion during the interview 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 501).  

The interviews followed pre-selected topics that covered (1) students’ eating habits, 

(2) social environments, such as friends, family, and social media, and how these affect students’ 

eating behaviours, and (3) how students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating were shaped by 

environmental factors, animal welfare and health-related aspects including students’ physical 

capabilities, appearance, and mental health. Finally, students were asked to comment on (4) plant-

based options served at a school. Besides the pre-selected topics, participants were encouraged to 

generate their own questions and discuss issues that were important to them. The interviews took 

place in the last week of January and in the first week of February 2022 on a zoom video call due to 

the COVID-19 restrictions. The students that were at the school during the scheduled interview 

participated together from one electronic device in an empty classroom. The interviews took around 

forty-five minutes, and the students were able to use class time for participation. However, 

participation was not affecting the students’ school performance. In addition to the focus group 

interviews, the school principal, canteen staff, and the teacher who was responsible for recruiting 

students were asked about school-specific data via email and phone calls. Finally, document 

analysis of the relevant policy papers, media reports, etc. was also done before the interviews. 

The interviews were electronically recorded on zoom and on a phone. The recordings 

were transcribed from word to word, which is typical for a qualitative interview method (Bryman, 

2012, p. 482). As the interviews were in Finnish the selected quotations were translated into English 

from the transcriptions. Translations aimed to maintain the original meanings of the spoken 

language, which required careful attention to linguistic nuances in both languages. The data were 

analysed according to a thematic analysis, which aims to identify and examine themes in the 

collected data (Howitt, 2013, p. 175). Themes can be understood as certain patterns or repeating 

categories in transcribed data to help a researcher to understand and organise them (Howitt, 2013, p. 

175). In thematic analysis, themes are usually identified and revised in several rounds of coding as 

done in this study (Howitt, 2013, p. 175).  

The first round of coding identified positive and negative aspects of plant-based eating 

from the transcribed data. The second round concentrated to identify attitudes and subjective norms 

within the positive and negative aspects mentioned by the students. On the third round of coding, 

positive and negative attitudes were further categorised in themes related to (1) environment, (2) 

animal welfare, (3) health-related aspects and (4) taste, whereas positive and negative social norms 

were categorised in themes related to (1) friends, (2) family members and (3) social media. On the 

fourth round of coding, beliefs about outcomes and outcome evaluations were identified from 
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themes under attitudes, and normative beliefs and motivations to comply with them were identified 

from themes under subjective norms. As the identified themes derived from the theory and 

characteristics in the data, this study combined data- and theory-led approaches in its thematic 

analysis (Howitt, 2013, p. 189). Finally, linkages between attitudes and social norms, and their sub-

categories, were carefully analysed.  

 

4.2. Study Population 

The study population included lower secondary school students who were regularly eating school 

meals. Lower secondary school is part of the Finnish compulsory education and therefore it 

involves students from different backgrounds and interests (Ministry of Education and Culture, 

2021). The usual age of lower secondary school students is between 13 to 16 years old, which was 

estimated to be old enough for students to be able to explore and elaborate on reasons that impact 

their dietary choices. As the research aims to find both positive and negative aspects that affect 

students’ plant-based eating behaviours, the sample consisted of purposely selected students who at 

least occasionally choose to eat plant-based options over the regular school lunch option (Bryman, 

2012, p. 418).  

Due to the limited scope of the study, the sample was selected from one lower 

secondary school in Lahti, which is an average size city in Southern Finland with about 12000 

inhabitants (Lahti, 2021). The city of Lahti has shown exemplary progress in reducing meat-based 

foods by one-third in schools and day-care centres between the years 2018 and 2020 (Etelä-Suomen 

Sanomat, 2021). Besides, Lahti is one of the participating municipalities in the current FoodStep 

project, which aims to further develop the transition toward plant-based diets in early childhood 

education and care (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2022).  

Tiirismaa lower secondary school was selected as it represents an average lower 

secondary school in Lahti with around 460 students (K. Turpeinen, personal communication, 

January 2022). The school locates in the city centrum and includes students from different parts of 

Lahti. Plant-based lunch options have been available for all students at Tiirismaa lower secondary 

school since 2017 (Tiirismaa school canteen staff, personal communication, January 2022). In 

addition, the regular school lunch menu includes a weekly vegetarian day for all students (Tiirismaa 

school canteen staff, personal communication, February 2022). Despite the school’s aim to increase 

the consumption of plant-based foods among the students, plant-based options are served at a 

separate allergy section in the Tiirismaa school canteen due to the insufficient space at the main 

serving line (Tiirismaa school canteen staff, personal communication, February 2022). According to 
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the canteen staff, consumption of plant-based options has varied yearly without notable trends 

(Tiirismaa school canteen staff, personal communication, January 2022).  

 

4.3.  Sample Selection 

The sample was selected from Tiirismaa lower secondary school students who at least occasionally 

eat plant-based options instead of the regular school lunch options. Students who met the sample 

criteria were able to identify themselves by raising their hands when asked by their teacher in a 

class. The teacher informed the students about the opportunity to participate and gave the consent 

forms for volunteers to fill and sign together with their guardians. All volunteers who returned the 

signed consent form were included in the sample, which consisted of twelve students in total, ten of 

them girls and two of them boys. The small sample size shows that few students were eating plant-

based options at Tiirismaa lower secondary school, which was confirmed by the teacher recruiting 

participants. Boys were especially few in number, which is seen in the sample’s unequal gender 

representation. The volunteered students were fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds from eight and ninth 

grades, and they were further divided into three focus groups according to their classes. 

 

4.4. Ethical Considerations 

Data collection and analysis respected the privacy of the participants, and their willingness to 

participate. The participants were informed about the purpose of the research, how their data will be 

used, and their rights to withdraw their data at any stage of the research process. In addition, the 

participants were required to fill in a consent form together with their guardians before the 

interviews. The consent form included detailed information about the study, data use, and the 

participants’ privacy and rights, as well as information on how to correct or withdraw their data 

after the data collection. For this reason, the participants were able to keep the consent forms after 

sending a picture of a signed form. The participants were given an opportunity to ask questions 

directly from me, or through the teacher who was responsible for recruiting volunteers. All data was 

stored and managed anonymously according to the Norwegian Centre for Research, and securely 

deleted after the research process. Finally, all participants, including the Tiirismaa school principal, 

canteen staff, and the teacher who was responsible for recruiting participants, were invited to read 

the published thesis and thanked once more for their participation.  
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4.5. Limitations of the Study 

As with most studies, this study is subject to limitations that may have affected the trustworthiness 

of the results. The truthfulness of the data, credibility, is the most critical possible limitation, as it 

affects all further steps in a research process (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). Triangulation of different 

sources, data collection methods, and consideration of different theoretical perspectives have been 

done to improve the credibility of the study (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). However, the COVID-19 

pandemic has hampered the exchange of ideas and perspectives among peer students and the 

university staff. Despite the regular online meetings with the supervisor, it would have been helpful 

to have assisting observers and analysts to spot the blind spots and to reflect on ideas.  

The credibility of the participants’ data should be considered with caution, as it may 

be subjected to bias due to the interview situation, other group members and personal aspects. The 

online interview situation may have felt uncomfortable for some of the participants despite the aim 

to ease the situation. Similarly, some of the participants may have felt unwilling to discuss the 

topics among the group members, which is a possible downside of focus group interviews (Bryman, 

2012, p. 501). Due to the different personalities and experiences, some of the participants talked 

more, while others agreed more with what was said. In addition, some of the participants may have 

(unconsciously) avoided radically different opinions from the group consensus, which is common in 

such situations. Even though the provided data may have been less personal or variable than it 

would have been in one-to-one interviews, member checking was applied to improve its credibility 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 390). As the interpretations of the data were shared with the participants, the 

participants had an opportunity to clarify, correct, and give additional comments to the conclusions.  

Another major limitation of the study was the insufficient sample size for the 

generalisation of the results (Bryman, 2012, p. 392). The sample size of twelve students provided 

insight into the aspects that affected these specific students’ plant-based eating behaviours at 

school. Thus, the results of the study were unique to the sample and insufficient to provide valid 

conclusions to other lower secondary school students in Finland. For more generalisable results, a 

significantly larger sample size from several lower secondary schools in different municipalities in 

Finland would have been required. In other words, a larger sample size would have improved the 

transferability of the findings to other contexts (Bryman, 2012, p. 392). Besides, an equal gender- 

and grade division of the sample could have described students in Tiirismaa lower secondary school 

more evenly. However, the results of the study aim to provide a thick description of the data that 

enables readers to make their judgments of its transferability to other cases (Bryman, 2012, p. 392). 
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A thick description of the analysis is also provided to improve the dependability of the 

study, which refers to the findings’ consistency and repeatability (Bryman, 2012, p. 392). As the 

interviews were in Finnish, some aspects may have gotten lost in translations to English. In 

addition, my values and positioning may have affected the coding and analysis of the results. As an 

eager supporter of sustainable and healthy eating, my personal opinions challenged the 

confirmability of the study to a high extent (Bryman, 2012, p. 392). To separate my reflections from 

the research process, I have been aware of the risks and paid careful attention to my objectivity. As 

the only researcher, communication with the supervisor and other triangulation efforts have been 

significant for the confirmability of the study (Bryman, 2012, p. 392).  

 

5. Results and Discussion 

5.1. Description of the Sample  

The total sample of twelve students included even amounts of fourteen- (4), fifteen- (4), and 

sixteen- (4) year-old students, of which ten were girls and two were boys, as shown in Table 1. 

Eight of the students were omnivores, three not eating red meat, and one following a lacto-ovo-

vegetarian diet. At school, four of the students were eating plant-based options occasionally (0-1 

times per week), three sometimes (1-2 times per week), three often (3 times per week), one usually 

(4-5 times per week) and one always (5 times per week). The sample was further divided into three 

different focus groups according to the students’ classes. As the students’ eating behaviours varied 

significantly between the focus groups, Figure 2 provides a visual representation of the students’ 

diets and consumption of plant-based options at school in addition to Table 1.  

The first focus group included four girls, three sixteen- and one fifteen-year-old from 

the ninth grade. In the first group, all participants were omnivores, two sometimes eating plant-

based options at school (1-2 times per week), and two occasionally (0-1 times per week). The 

second focus group included three girls and one boy, all fourteen-year-olds from the eighth grade. 

In the second group, two of the participants were omnivores, one not eating red meat, and one 

following a lacto-ovo-vegetarian diet. Respectively, a person with a lacto-ovo-vegetarian diet was 

always eating plant-based options at school (5 times per week), a person not eating red meat often 

(3 times per week), and another of the omnivores occasionally (0-1 times per week). However, the 

other of the omnivores was usually eating plant-based options at school (4-5 times per week), which 

differed from her diet at home. The third focus group included three girls and one boy, one sixteen- 

and the other fifteen-year-olds from the ninth grade. Two of the participants were omnivores, one 
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eating plant-based options at school often (3 times per week) and one sometimes (1-2 times per 

week). Another two of the participants were not eating red meat, one of them ate plant-based 

options at school often (3 times per week), and one occasionally (0-1 times per week) and rather 

skipping the main dish on the days when red meat was served. 

Table 1 

Description of the Sample 

  Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

Age 15 14 15 

  16 14 15 

  16 14 15 

  16 14 16 

Gender female male male 

  female female female 

  female female female 

  female female female 

Diet omnivore omnivore omnivore 

  omnivore omnivore omnivore 

  omnivore no red meat no red meat 

  omnivore lacto-ovo-vegetarian  no red meat 

Plant-based options occasionally (0-1) occasionally (0-1) occasionally (0-1) 

(times/week) occasionally (0-1) often (3) sometimes (1-2) 

  sometimes (1-2) usually (4-5) often (3) 

  sometimes (1-2) always (5) often (3) 

 

Note. Description of the students in three focus groups according to age, gender, diet, and 

consumption of plant-based options at school. 

 

Figure 2 

Eating Behaviours of the Sample 
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Note. Pie charts illustrating the students’ diets and consumption of plant-based options at school 

(times/week). 

Diets

(n=12) 

omnivore no red meat lacto-ovo-vegetarian

Consumtion of plant-based options
(n=12)

occasionally sometimes often usually always

Diets 
(group 1) 

omnivore no red meat lacto-ovo-vegetarian

Consumtion of plant-based options
(group 1)

occasionally sometimes often usually always

Diets
(group 2)

omnivore no red meat lacto-ovo-vegetarian

Consumtion of plant-based options
(group 2)

occasionally sometimes often usually always

Diets
(group 3)

omnivore no red meat lacto-ovo-vegetarian

Consumtion of plant-based options
(group 3)

occasionally sometimes often usually always



 

 

 

18 

 

5.2. Attitudes Toward Plant-Based Eating 

 

5.2.1. Beliefs About Environmental Outcomes 

The students believed that plant-based diets were generally better for the environment compared to 

meat-based diets. However, only four of the students named reasons for this, while others agreed 

with what was said. Thus, most of the students seemed to have difficulties providing concrete 

examples or naming the most significant environmental outcomes. Besides, some of the mentioned 

aspects revealed that the students’ beliefs about food production’s environmental outcomes were 

based on rather vague knowledge, as shown in the following comments: 

I think it [meat eating] affects the environment quite negatively because I have watched all that how meat 

production really is, so that tells quite a lot about why I’m vegetarian. 

It [plant-based eating] is a lot more sustainable for the long term, and it would not cause that thing… carbon 

dioxide? . . .  Sustainability is very important so that the generation after us would know and could do things 

better and so on. 

Water use is a lot bigger in meat foods and so plant-based foods are better for that.  

In comparison, meat production’s greater land use compared to plant-based food production, which 

is one of the essential differences between plant- and animal-based foods’ environmental outcomes, 

was clearly described by one of the students: 

Probably it [plant-based eating] has quite positive effects if these big meat farms are reduced and that land 

where food is grown for livestock is replaced to grow food for humans, so I think plant-based foods are more 

environmentally friendly per se. 

In addition, students in two of the groups mentioned that also certain plant-based foods affect the 

environment negatively due to long-distance transportation. As for the students’ other comments on 

environmental outcomes, this was agreed upon by all group members. 

But it depends where that plant-based food is made, for example, if it’s made somewhere else in the world and 

then brought to Finland it’s a bit… [negative for the environment]. 

 

But then one must think that soy and all these things might need to be transported from abroad by plane to 

Finland so it may not always be domestic… So domestic is maybe the best option for the environment. 
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 Although the students’ knowledge of food production’s environmental outcomes was 

variable and missing some essential aspects, such as energy demand and -loss in food chains, 

nitrogen and phosphorus runoffs, and methane emissions, the students touched on multiple 

environmental aspects which indicates that they had received some information about food 

production’s environmental outcomes. Moreover, most of the students mentioned that 

environmental aspects motivate them to eat plant-based foods, while three of the students stated 

environmental reasons as their main motivation for plant-based eating. However, the students’ 

comments revealed that environmental outcomes were often mixed with animal welfare and even 

human rights when they were asked how environmental outcomes affect their eating behaviour: 

That’s why I started eating plant-based foods because I don’t like the idea that animals are killed.  

…and then I could say that it [plant-based eating] is also more humane because there’s less of all that 

neglecting [of animals]. But then one should know precisely where that soya comes from, and if it comes from 

that kind of place where human rights are not followed. 

In particular, animal welfare was considered as part of the environmental outcomes among most of 

the students, and these were mentioned together and used as synonyms by several students. For this 

reason, it is challenging to make conclusions about the impacts that purely environmental outcomes 

had on the students’ eating behaviours. Besides, judgments about the students’ environmental 

awareness should be considered with caution as most of the students agreed with other group 

members when asked how they believe food production affects the environment. Thus, some 

insights or significant knowledge gaps may have got lost in a group consensus even though each 

person was separately asked for their opinion. 

The findings on the students’ beliefs about food production’s environmental outcomes 

resonate with the previous studies among Finnish adults. Both the students and Finnish adults in the 

studies by Keskinen (2017) and Väätäjä (2019) stated that environmental reasons motivate them to 

eat plant-based foods. However, environmental aspects alone were less likely to cause a shift 

toward a plant-based diet among Finnish adults (Keskinen, 2017; Väätäjä, 2019). This can be also 

seen from the students’ comments as the students who mentioned environmental reasons as their 

main motivation for plant-based eating, were in fact likely to consider other aspects, such as animal 

welfare and human rights, together with environmental outcomes. Moreover, cultural norms and 

recent trends, such as taking care of the environment, may have affected the students’ ideas on 

ethically right behaviours. Thus, a behaviour that is considered good in the Nordic culture may have 
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influenced the students’ ideas on food production’s environmental outcomes even without a strong 

knowledge base for one’s beliefs.  

Considering the findings according to the Theory of Reasoned Action, attitude toward 

a behaviour consists of beliefs about outcomes as well as their evaluations (Ajzen & Fishbein, 

1977). As the students’ beliefs about food production’s environmental outcomes were rather vague 

and based on partial knowledge, it is logical that the students’ evaluations of the outcomes of their 

dietary choices were also rather weak and nonspecific. More precise knowledge of food 

production’s environmental outcomes could perhaps strengthen the students’ beliefs, and 

importantly, make the students trust that their beliefs were correct. Consequently, this could 

strengthen the students’ ideas on the outcomes that their dietary choices have on the environment, 

which in turn could affect the students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating.     

 

5.2.2. Beliefs About Animal Welfare 

Meat-eating and its outcomes for animal welfare were known and well understood by the students. 

The students were aware of the current meat industry, and its possible harm to animals’ living 

conditions, health, and overall well-being. In addition, the students were able to question the 

ethicalness of killing animals for people’s food, as shown in the students’ comments when asked 

how animal welfare affects their eating behaviour: 

 

At least then [when eating plant-based foods] I know that it has not come from some terrible conditions . . . In 

a way, I have been taking a step toward better [conditions] for animals. 

Then [when eating plant-based foods] I know that animals are not hurt for people’s food. 

 

If one thinks that some animals are being killed without any other reason to die than that people would get 

food, then I think it’s a much better option to choose plant-based foods. 

 

That’s why I started eating plant-based foods because I don’t like the idea that animals are being killed . . . 

And I never got that some dogs are being eaten, so already since little I have been like “ugh that’s something 

one cannot do”. 

Although most of the students were eating meat occasionally or more often, many of them stated 

that when they were thinking or being reminded of aspects related to animal welfare, they felt less 

willing to eat meat. However, most of the students stated that this was temporal, and did not make 
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them change their eating behaviours in the long term. Thus, the students’ beliefs on meat eating’s 

outcomes for animal welfare were often in contradiction to their actions.  

Sometimes if I think too much that this meat has once been alive, then I get that kind of moment that I cannot 

eat meat for a few weeks. I just got that very disgusting feeling that it has once been a living animal.  

 

At first, I couldn’t eat cow meat or beef without thinking about that living animal, and then it really disgusted 

me. As I still eat chicken, my little brother has this annoying habit that he tells me how that chicken has once 

been running, and then I’m just “I’m not eating anymore”. It just always ruins it. 

 

I’m a big animal lover and sometimes I get a bad feeling like “oh no, that my food here has once been a living 

animal”. 

Considering the Theory of Reasoned Action, the students’ evaluations of the 

outcomes for not eating meat could perhaps explain their behaviours that contradicted most of the 

students’ beliefs. For example, the students could strongly believe that killing animals for human 

food is unethical, but they may have thought that their eating behaviour is insufficient to stop meat 

industries from killing animals. On the other hand, the students may simply not be thinking about 

the origin of meat foods, as these are often highly processed and alienated from their origin. Despite 

this, ten of the students considered that animal welfare motivated them to eat plant-based foods, and 

five of them named animal welfare as their main reason for eating plant-based foods. In 

comparison, only two of the students mentioned that animal welfare did not affect their eating 

behaviour. Thus, aspects related to animal welfare had a strong positive impact on the students’ 

willingness to eat plant-based foods. 

In contrast to previous findings on Finnish adults, animal welfare had a major 

influence on the students’ willingness to eat plant-based foods, whereas health reasons had a 

significantly stronger impact on Finnish adults’ eagerness to eat plant-based foods on average 

(Lehikoinen & Salonen, 2019; Vainio et al., 2016). However, the age difference between the lower 

secondary school students and the adult population could partly explain the different motives for 

plant-based eating. Besides, recent trends and changes in food culture are also likely to explain 

different motives between the generations. 

Similar to environmental outcomes, cultural norms may have influenced the students’ 

ideas on ethically right behaviours, such as treating animals well and avoiding their suffering, 

which may have affected students’ attitudes toward animal welfare. This shows a significant 

limitation of the Theory of Reasoned Action which defines attitudes and subjective norms as 

disconnected entities, even though cultural norms affect both of them. In fact, cultural context could 
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be understood as a subjective norm that also affects one’s attitudes. However, as culture has such a 

strong influence on our thinking, it would be extremely challenging to self-report the extent to 

which it affects one’s behaviour. For this reason, this study does not include cultural context as a 

separate subjective norm, but it recognises its influence within all the studied categories. 

 

5.2.3. Beliefs About Health-Related Outcomes 

The students considered meat-heavy diets, especially red meat, unhealthy compared to vegetable-

rich diets. Despite this, the students did not consider plant-based diets to be necessarily healthier 

than an average omnivore diet. In all groups, the students agreed that plant-based diets can be 

unhealthy in the same way as any other diets, and these are more prone to contain insufficient 

amounts of energy, protein, and certain nutrients compared to an average omnivore diet. In 

particular, lack of proteins and certain nutrients, such as iron, were stated as major challenges with 

plant-based diets. Besides, one of the students mentioned that athletes may require additional 

protein from meat.  

You get proteins from meat, so [on a plant-based diet] it may be difficult to find foods from which you get 

minerals and some things.  

…But on the other hand, you don’t get so much protein from plant-based foods, and then you must take some 

vitamins and nutrients. 

One might not get so many nutrients [from plant-based foods] as from meat, and isn’t it so that you might not 

get so much iron from plant-based foods?   

I have a few athletes in my family, and they of course need to eat quite a lot of protein which they try to get 

from meat. 

Insufficient energy intake on a plant-based diet was also mentioned by three of the students. The 

students acknowledged that this was mainly due to the poorly planned diet or too small portions 

sizes:     

My dad said that he doesn’t really get full [on a plant-based diet]. 

I was totally vegetarian a year ago and I realised that I didn’t eat enough, and I should have eaten more 

because I felt dizzy sometimes. 
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…And then on a totally vegan [diet], one must maybe eat a bit more and more often. Other ways one feels 

tired and does not have the energy to do things. 

Despite the challenges, a well-balanced plant-based diet, with ideal energy-, protein- and nutrient 

intake was considered the healthiest option by the students: 

But I don’t think I totally agree that plant-based foods are somehow healthier, although it has more staff from 

vegetables. But I think that a well-balanced diet is the best. 

If one eats [plant-based foods] in a way that getting enough protein is considered, then I think it affects 

[physical capacity] in the same way as normal food. But if one eats even a bit too little then it does affect 

[physical capacity]. 

Most of the students were sometimes thinking about the health outcomes of their 

dietary choices, but only four of the students mentioned that health reasons motivate them to 

increase plant-based foods in their diets. This differs from the previous findings among the Finnish 

adults who were mainly motivated to eat plant-based foods due to health reasons (Lehikoinen & 

Salonen, 2019; Vainio et al., 2016).  

 

For me maybe health and wellbeing [motivate for plant-based eating]. When you get all vitamins from 

vegetable foods that motivates. 

Unexpectedly, the students who were motivated to eat plant-based foods due to health reasons 

mentioned that health outcomes also discouraged them from following plant-based diets. This 

contradictory situation was explained by the students’ insufficient knowledge and understanding of 

nutritional aspects and different plant-based protein sources. Thus, the students felt that switching to 

a fully plant-based diet, without sufficient nutritional understanding, could affect their health 

negatively: 

 

It’s difficult to balance a plant-based diet because you would need to get enough protein and that’s a bit… 

when you don’t understand how to eat more different plant-based proteins, it [a plant-based diet] may even 

be a health risk.  

The students’ eating habits seemed to affect their opinions on plant-based diets’ health-related 

outcomes. Four of the students who considered that plant-based diets could even pose a health risk 

were occasionally eating plant-based foods, whereas the students who were eating plant-based 

foods more regularly did not consider plant-based diets risky. Instead, the students who were most 
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familiar with plant-based diets mentioned that after some difficulties at the beginning, it has been 

rather easy to maintain a balanced and healthy plant-based diet: 

At first, it was a bit like what else I should eat, but then when I found things [dietary supplements] that I take 

as an extra, it has been quite easy.  

Others who would like to try [a plant-based diet] may feel that they need meat. But when you just learn and 

know what to add to your meals [it’s rather easy to follow a plant-based diet]. 

In addition, the students who were most familiar with plant-based diets were able to identify other 

positive outcomes of plant-based eating, such as improved skin conditions and a positive impact on 

their mental health. In comparison, the students who were eating plant-based options less regularly 

were not aware of changes in their appearance or mental health. 

Maybe my skin has slightly fewer impurities…  

 My skin is a lot better, especially when I started eating even more plant-based foods. 

Mentally, I just feel so much better when I eat foods that feel right to me. 

It [plant-based eating] just makes me feel good. 

 

The students’ comments demonstrated the importance that evaluations of the 

outcomes have for one’s attitude as the Theory of Reasoned Action describes. The students’ beliefs 

about plant-based diets’ health outcomes were two-folded; a plant-based diet could be very 

beneficial for one’s health, but at the same time it could pose a health risk. Even though this was 

generally agreed upon by the students, their attitudes about plant-based diets’ health outcomes for 

themselves differed significantly due to different outcome evaluations. Most of the students who 

were familiar with plant-based diets considered that plant-based eating would result in positive 

outcomes for their health, whereas the students who were less familiar with plant-based diets 

considered that plant-based eating would rather cause negative outcomes for their health due to 

their insufficient knowledge on plant-based nutrition. Thus, the students’ previous experiences and 

practical knowledge impacted their evaluations of the outcomes that plant-based eating would cause 

for them. Due to the different outcome evaluations, the students’ attitudes toward plant-based diets’ 

health outcomes differed between the students who were familiar and those who were less familiar 

with plant-based eating. 
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5.2.4. Beliefs About Taste 

The taste of plant-based foods divided the students’ opinions radically. Four of the students 

considered plant-based foods tastier than meat foods, which was their main reason for plant-based 

eating from other positive aspects: 

Sometimes I think that in a way this [eating plant-based foods] is better, but mostly it is because of the taste. 

Now it [plant-based eating] is mostly because I don’t really like the taste of red meat. 

The main factor [for plant-based eating] is the taste. For example, I think that vegetarian pizza is a lot better 

than meat pizza.  

On the contrary, the taste of plant-based foods significantly discouraged the other four students 

from eating plant-based foods. Especially the taste of plant-based options served at school gained 

critique from most of the students, even from the students mostly eating them. Four of the students 

who were less familiar with plant-based diets considered plant-based options at school rather weird 

because of the ingredients, texture, seasoning, and/or appearance: 

I think their [plant-based foods at school] seasoning is quite interesting. Sometimes there’s a lot of weird 

spices in them, and then that food that could actually be tasty tastes weird because it’s so spicy.  

Usually, I have no idea what the school’s plant-based foods are… 

And when you taste the school’s plant-based foods you still don’t know what they are.  

In addition, most of the students mentioned that plant-based options at school seemed to lack effort 

from the menu planners and canteen staff, which was making them less attractive. For example, two 

of the students emphasised the dryness of the food, and four of the students often repeated foods on 

the menu. Moreover, two of the students mentioned that plant-based options were poorly advertised 

for students at the school. 

Sometimes I feel that there’s no effort put on them [plant-based foods at school] and they are just because 

there must be some [plant-based food].  

Sometimes it seems that someone has just picked meat pieces away from them [plant-based foods at school] 

and left the rest to be served. Maybe there could be more effort put into them because we anyway have them.  

Last week when I ate plant-based food at school it was so dry that I nearly choked on it. They don’t usually 

put effort into them and then they are like dry wood from the bottom of a pan. 
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…People are quite cautious to try [plant-based foods] because they think these are monotonous and boring… 

Maybe there could be more effort put on them [plant-based foods at school], and they could be better 

advertised as we anyway have them.  

I didn’t even know that there are plant-based options at school before I got to know about them during the 

ninth grade. So, I think they could be better advertised. 

Three of the students mentioned that they were also eager to cook plant-based foods at 

home. In addition to taste, trying out different recipes was part of the positive eating experience for 

them. One of these students mentioned cooking as his main inspiration for plant-based eating 

because it positively challenges his previous cooking skills. On the contrary, one of the students 

mentioned that she felt less motivated to eat plant-based foods because it is challenging to make 

them tasty. 

I feel proud of myself when I manage to make tasty vegetarian foods because it’s easy to make good food from 

meat, but if you don’t put any effort into trying to make good food from vegetables, it usually turns out bad. If 

I make tasty vegetarian food, it just makes me feel good. 

…It [plant-based foods] should maybe have more taste, or at least when I have made some tofu it’s very hard 

to make it tasty. 

 

Unlike other categories that described the students’ attitudes toward plant-based 

eating, the taste was mostly influenced by the students’ personal preferences instead of knowledge 

or ethical considerations. However, the students’ familiarity with plant-based diets notably affected 

their opinions about the taste of plant-based foods. The students who were regularly eating plant-

based foods considered them tasty, whereas the students who were occasionally eating plant-based 

foods considered them weird and less tasty on many occasions. This corresponded with the 

students’ eagerness to cook plant-based options as the students who were familiar with plant-based 

diets considered plant-based cooking easier compared to the students who were less familiar with 

plant-based diets. 

Reflecting the findings of the Theory of Reasoned Action, taste lies outside the theory 

as beliefs, such as the taste of a certain food, and evaluations of the outcomes, such as the taste of 

the food when I eat it, are mostly the same. In this way, taste does not completely fall into a 

definition of an attitude as the theory describes it, which could be seen as another limitation of the 

theory. Consequently, the results about the taste are not further analysed according to the theory, 

although the taste was shown to significantly influence the students’ eating behaviours. 
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5.3. Subjective Norms Toward Plant-Based Eating 

 

5.3.1. Normative Beliefs Among Friends 

The students’ friends at school and outside the school had a neutral, or in some cases negative 

impact on the students’ willingness to eat plant-based foods. Respectively, none of the students 

were motivated to eat plant-based foods by their friends. Four of the students had a few friends who 

were eating more plant-based foods, but the rest of the students didn’t know anyone within their 

friend groups:   

 

I don’t know anyone from my friends who would follow a plant-based diet . . . Maybe they think I’m a bit 

weird.  

Even though the majority of the students’ friends were omnivores, most of them were neutral 

toward plant-based foods and did not judge or comment on plant-based eating negatively. 

Moreover, most of the students agreed that eating behaviour neither affected their friendships nor 

was considered important for their friends:  

No one is really against it [plant-based eating]. Obviously, everyone is like good if you try it, and no one 

criticises you if you take them [plant-based foods]. But I don’t think they are really excited about it either, at 

least I don’t have [friends that are excited about plant-based eating]. 

I guess my friends don’t care what I eat. 

I don’t think it [what one eats] really matters, it’s other things that matter more. 

Despite the general acceptance, three of the students who were regularly eating plant-

based foods described social situations at school and in their free time where they felt discouraged 

to eat plant-based foods. One of these students mentioned that sometimes on common meals others 

were not considering her eating preferences. In addition, another of them mentioned that 

vegetarians and plant-based eaters were often connected to negative stereotypes such as a 

judgmental attitude toward meat-eaters. 

But maybe I get most annoyed when we order food because others don’t really notice me. For example, when 

we order some pizza and I say, “could we take something else other than the ones with red meat”, everyone is 

like “why”. So that’s maybe the most annoying thing about it. 
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But sometimes I get maybe a bit annoyed when I eat with someone and I choose a plant-based option, I 

somehow got stigmatised that “now you want that everyone eats plant-based foods”. There are a lot of 

negative stereotypes about plant-based eating that I don’t get at all because what one eats doesn’t affect that 

person. 

The same students mentioned that negative stereotypes also existed toward plant-based foods at 

school, which may discourage other students from trying them. Prejudices toward plant-based foods 

were mostly connected to the taste and a general belief that plant-based options were healthier 

compared to the main options. Interestingly, a healthy lifestyle, including food choices, was mocked 

by some students at school as one of the students described: 

At school, there are quite a lot of prejudices toward plant-based foods. Somehow people think that no one can 

eat them even though they have never tried them.  

I have maybe noticed that sometimes when I take plant-based food at school someone comes to say that “are 

you trying to be fit when you take plant-based food or a lot healthier”, which is quite interesting because it 

doesn’t mean that it would be healthier or anything. 

The previous studies on Finnish adults’ eating behaviours concluded that social 

acceptance and identification with social groups shaped the eating behaviours of the studied 

population (Keskinen, 2017; Lehikoinen & Salonen, 2019; Vainio et al., 2016; Väätäjä 2019). 

Although the same could be expected from teenagers, friends did not significantly influence the 

eating behaviours of the interviewed students. In fact, the students who were eating plant-based 

foods were rather exceptional among their friends and they occasionally faced negative prejudices 

because of their dietary choices. Thus, the students were aware of the normative beliefs that existed 

among their friends toward plant-based eating, but their motivations to comply with these norms 

were rather low as they kept behaving differently from their friends.  

According to the Theory of Reasoned Action, subjective norms consist of normative 

beliefs and motivations to comply with them. As previously mentioned, the normative beliefs 

among the students’ friends had a neutral or in some cases negative impact on the students’ 

willingness to eat plant-based foods. Nevertheless, the students were not particularly motivated to 

comply with these norms, which partly abolished the negative impact that normative beliefs among 

their friends had on plant-based eating. Therefore, the overall subjective norms among the students’ 

friends did not significantly affect the students’ eating behaviours. However, the interviewed 

students were known to be exceptional among most students, which could partly explain the 

surprising results. For example, if students who were not eating plant-based options at school would 
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have been studied about their unwillingness to try plant-based foods, their friends may have had a 

more significant impact.  

 

5.3.2. Normative Beliefs Among Family Members 

Family members had the most significant influence on the students’ eating behaviours at home, as 

well as on their independent dietary choices. Especially the students who were following plant-

based diets were usually motivated to do so by their family members. Ten of the twelve students in 

total followed principally the same diets they have been accustomed to at home, which can be seen 

from the students’ comments that described eating habits in their families as a uniform behaviour: 

In my family, none of us eat meat but we eat fish. 

…at our home, we eat quite a lot of plant-based and vegetarian foods, which goes quite well hand in hand 

with my family’s values. 

We try to keep one vegetarian day every week . . . My parents did kind of a lifestyle change that changed our 

diet quite a lot, for example, we reduced red meat. 

We also have a vegetarian day once a week, but now mom has started to make vegetarian foods for us more 

often. 

All the students that were either lacto-ovo-vegetarians or not eating red meat, had parents who were 

following the same diet. Respectively, the students whose family members followed omnivore diets 

were more likely to eat meat foods when making independent dietary choices, for example at 

school. Despite the general trend, two of the students preferred plant-based foods even though they 

followed omnivore diets at home like their parents. Exceptionally, another of these students 

influenced her parents’ eating behaviours at home toward a plant-based diet: 

I talked about it [eating more plant-based foods] with my family, and I realised that my mom and dad thought 

the same. 

In addition, athlete family members, younger siblings, and males in the family often preferred to 

have more meat, which separated family members’ diets. Especially gender seemed to divide family 

members’ eating preferences as four of the students mentioned their mother being more willing to 

eat plant-based foods compared to their father. Similarly, two of the students had a big sister who 
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followed a plant-based diet, while three of the students had a little brother who was unwilling to eat 

plant-based foods.  

But we all have quite different diets and quite often we need to make different foods. 

My mom likes to eat more plant-based foods, and she hardly ever eats red meat. My dad usually eats red 

meat, and he doesn’t like any plant-based stuff . . . My mom doesn’t make plant-based foods that she eats 

herself for me, or she makes a different version of it for me because she knows that I like to eat more meat. 

My mom aims to eat a lot of vegetables, but she’s not a vegetarian. Dad not so much. 

My dad anyway likes meat foods more, but my mom tries to push them [plant-based foods] to him.  

My mom is a vegetarian, and my dad avoids red meat. My little brother just eats whatever. 

Dad and little brother eat meat, but my dad has been trying to get used to eating plant-based foods. 

My little brother hasn’t gotten used to them [plant-based foods], and he thinks they taste bad. 

Gender differences in the students’ family members’ eating behaviours supported the 

previous findings in the studies by Parker (2020) and Vaarasto (2021) which emphasised the 

masculinity around meat-eating. As most of the students’ fathers were less willing to eat plant-

based foods compared to their mothers, gendered assumptions shaped normative beliefs toward 

plant-based eating within most of the students’ families. According to the students, female members 

of their families usually stated health aspects as their main reason for plant-based eating, which 

seemed to be less important for most of the male members of the students’ families. This further 

differentiated normative beliefs between the genders and strengthened the existing masculine and 

feminine eating habits in most of the students’ families.   

Besides the gendered eating habits that most of the students were exposed to, family 

members had a strong effect on subjective norms that shaped the students’ eating behaviours. The 

students with family members who followed plant-based diets gained positive normative beliefs 

toward plant-based eating, whereas the students with family members who followed omnivore diets 

were usually more doubtful toward plant-based eating due to the normative beliefs they were 

exposed to at home. Despite a few exceptions, the students’ tendency to follow the same diets they 

were accustomed to at home shows that the students were strongly motivated to comply with the 

normative beliefs that existed among their family members. Thus, subjective norms from the 

students’ family members had a greater influence on the students’ eating behaviours compared to 

subjective norms from their friends. The fact that the students were likely to live at home and eat 
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foods that their parents have provided is likely to explain this. However, it also seems that the 

students adopted similar food-related values and concerns as their parents especially, which shaped 

the students’ independent dietary choices.  

My mom motivates me the most [to eat plant-based foods]. 

Mom and dad are both vegetarians, little sister not, aunt and other cousin are vegans. . . My parents are my 

biggest motivation [to eat plant-based foods] and in a way, I have learnt from them. 

 

5.3.3. Normative Beliefs on Social Media 

Besides the people from the students’ daily lives, most of the students were following different 

individuals on social media. Seven of the students mentioned that they followed individuals or 

organisations that shared plant-based cooking ideas and recipes or generally supported plant-based 

eating. Four of these students have got some good plant-based cooking tips from social media, 

which motivated some of them to cook plant-based foods: 

 

I wouldn’t say that they have really affected [my willingness to eat plant-based foods], but I have got some 

recipes that fit my diet. 

 

On YouTube, there are different cooking videos of which many are plant-based…  

I follow a few people on social media who are vegetarians, and I have got some good tips from them. 

Well, I follow cooking videos quite a lot, because I cook pretty much. And myself, I follow people that either 

make vegan or vegetarian foods, but also those who make food from meat. 

In addition, the students agreed that when they see other people eating plant-based foods on social 

media it slightly motivates them to eat plant-based foods as well. Especially fitness bloggers and 

influencers were often promoting plant-based diets, as acknowledged by four female students in one 

of the focus groups. However, the students that were mainly eating plant-based foods emphasised 

that individuals on social media had a relatively low impact on their eating behaviour. 

… I see that some people also eat [plant-based foods]. 

I know that few people whom I follow eat plant-based foods, but it doesn’t really affect anything… 

I follow some fitness people on Instagram that are often vegetarians. 
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Furthermore, animal rights organisations that were visible on social media motivated one of the 

students toward plant-based eating: 

 

I don’t follow anyone, but I follow Rights for Animals, from which I have kind of got some influences…  

Despite the students’ familiarity with social media, only one of the students mentioned 

that individuals on social media significantly motivated her to eat plant-based foods. However, this 

did not seem to have a significant effect on her eating behaviour. 

When I see some people on YouTube that are somehow living very well and have a happy life, and when it’s 

shown what they eat it’s pretty much always vegetarian. It somehow motivates me that I could also try 

different foods which could even be vegetarian. 

In comparison, most of the students stated that social media had a neutral effect on their eating 

behaviour, whereas other factors shaped their dietary choices more significantly. Thus, normative 

beliefs on social media had a neutral or slightly positive effect on the students’ willingness to eat 

plant-based foods. Nevertheless, the students were less motivated to comply with these norms, 

which lowered the overall influence that social media had on the students’ eating behaviours. In 

other words, subjective norms on social media did not have a significant effect on the students’ 

dietary choices, even though it motivated some of the students toward plant-based eating to a slight 

extent. 

The differences between normative beliefs and motivations to comply with them 

could perhaps be explained by the lack of personal connections and interactions with individuals on 

social media. As the students were able to see others’ eating behaviours without being forced to 

share their own dietary choices, their motivations to comply with the normative beliefs on social 

media were likely to remain marginal. Even though the previous studies did not concentrate on 

examining the effects that social media had on Finnish adults’ eating behaviours, similar findings 

could be expected among Finnish adults as they are likely to be more distant from social media and 

perhaps consider social media less important compared to current teenagers.  

 

5.4. Linkages Between the Attitudes and Subjective Norms Toward Plant-Based Eating 

Within the studied categories, animal welfare influenced the students’ attitudes toward plant-based 

eating the most, while family members had the most significant effect on the students’ subjective 

norms toward plant-based eating. Even though family members did not significantly affect the 
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students’ attitudes on animal welfare, they had a remarkable influence on the students’ attitudes on 

environmental and health outcomes as well as on the students’ taste preferences. In contrast, the 

students’ friends as well as social media had a minor impact on most of the students’ attitudes and 

eating behaviours. Similarly, the students’ attitudes were unlikely to affect subjective norms among 

their friends and family members, despite one exception among the students who affected her 

family members’ eating behaviours. However, the findings of the study indicate that family 

members had a dominant effect on the students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating in multiple 

studied categories. 

 

5.4.1. Family Members’ Influence on Taste Preferences 

The most obvious difference between the students whose family members followed plant-based 

diets and those whose family members followed omnivore diets was connected to the students’ 

opinions about the taste of plant-based foods. As previously mentioned, the students’ familiarity 

with plant-based foods significantly affected their taste preferences. Despite the diets that the 

students themselves followed, the students whose family members followed plant-based diets 

considered plant-based foods less weird compared to the students with family members who 

followed omnivore diets. In fact, all the students who mentioned taste as their main reason to eat 

plant-based foods had family members who at least aimed to follow plant-based diets. Besides, the 

most negative comments on the plant-based foods at school came from the students whose family 

members were omnivores, whereas the students whose family members were following a lacto-ovo-

vegetarian diet or not eating red meat only criticised often repeating foods on the school lunch 

menu. Thus, family members seemed to have an important role in familiarising the students with 

plant-based foods and in changing their preconceptions toward them.  

Similar to the students’ opinions about the taste of plant-based foods, their willingness 

to cook plant-based foods was influenced by their family members’ eating habits. The students who 

stated that they were eager to cook plant-based foods had family members who followed plant-

based diets. Besides, three of the students mentioned that their family members inspired them and 

shared their knowledge of plant-based cooking. For example, two of these students mentioned that 

they have got some good recipes from their family members, which motivated them for plant-based 

eating: 

My brother motivates me [to eat plant-based foods] because he is eager to try everything new and he has very 

good recipes. It has motivated me to try new recipes and so on. 
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…I cook a lot of [plant-based] foods, and I ask for some good recipes from my mom. 

Thus, family members also had an important role in teaching and supporting the students for plant-

based cooking, which increased their eagerness to make plant-based foods themselves.  

 

5.4.2. Family Members’ Influence on Dietary Health 

Perhaps the most influential aspect that family members shared with the students was connected to 

dietary health. As previously mentioned, some of the students felt discouraged to eat plant-based 

foods due to the lack of essential knowledge on plant-based nutrition. Interestingly, some other of 

the students, including the ones who did not eat red meat and who followed a lacto-ovo-vegetarian 

diet, mentioned that it has been rather easy to maintain a well-balanced plant-based diet with 

sufficient protein- and nutrient intake. A likely reason for this was that these students had family 

members who followed the same plant-based diets as them. Thus, the students who did not eat red 

meat and who followed a lacto-ovo-vegetarian diet learned how to balance and maintain good 

dietary health from their parents as a natural part of other eating-related aspects. As these students 

were not required to learn aspects related to plant-based dietary health on their own, they seemed to 

be more confident with the knowledge they had on plant-based nutrition than the students’ who did 

not have family members who followed plant-based diets.  

…But all my family members have supported me in trying to find information on what one should eat on a 

plant-based diet. 

Despite the family members’ likely influence on the students’ knowledge of plant-

based nutrition, two of the students whose family members were not familiar with plant-based 

eating were rather confident that plant-based diets would not affect their health negatively due to 

possible limitations on their nutritional knowledge. Instead, these students believed that they could 

learn about plant-based nutrition on their own and trusted that plant-based options that were 

designed for the students at school would contain enough required nutrients. Another factor that 

connected these students was their strong motivation to eat plant-based options due to ethical 

reasons, which seemed to override their possible health concerns.  

 

I have also started [to follow a plant-based diet] quite recently, so I don’t know everything, and I still have a 

lot to learn. But I don’t consider it too hard. 
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I didn’t think about it too much because at least plant-based foods at school should offer enough all nutrients, 

or at least so they [Lahti’s school food providers] say. So, it would be kind of against their principles [not to 

provide enough nutritious plant-based foods].  

 

5.4.3. Family Members’ Influence on Environmental Awareness 

In all the focus groups one of the students defined food production’s environmental outcomes while 

others mainly agreed with the mentioned aspects. Although this challenged conclusions about the 

students’ environmental knowledge in total, it showed an interesting connection among the students 

who were most capable of defining different environmental outcomes; all these students had family 

members who followed plant-based diets. Even though none of the students mentioned that their 

family members would have influenced their environmental awareness, it seems that family 

members who were following plant-based diets had a positive influence on the students’ knowledge 

of food production’s environmental outcomes. Consequently, most of the students whose family 

members were following plant-based diets considered environmental reasons more important in 

their dietary choices than the students whose family members were following omnivore diets. 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

This thesis aimed to find out how attitudes and subjective norms affect the students’ willingness to 

choose plant-based options over regular school lunch options in a Finnish lower secondary school. 

Based on the existing studies among Finnish adults, different factors such as health outcomes were 

found to influence the sample population’s attitudes toward plant-based eating. In addition, social 

aspects seemed to shape the eating behaviours of Finnish adults. Similar to these findings, attitudes 

and social norms were expected to affect the students’ dietary choices at school. Thus, this thesis 

applied the Theory of Reasoned Action which analyses the role of attitudes and subjective norms in 

one’s behaviour as explained in chapter 3.2.  

The students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating were analysed in relation to 

environmental outcomes, animal welfare, health-related outcomes, and the taste of plant-based 

foods in chapter 5.2. Within these outcomes, animal welfare motivated and impacted the students’ 

eating behaviours toward plant-based eating the most. In contrast, environmental outcomes had a 

less significant influence on the students’ eating behaviours, which was likely to be caused by the 

students’ partial knowledge of food production’s environmental outcomes. Instead, taste and health-

related outcomes divided the students’ opinions radically as some students were motivated and 
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some were discouraged to eat plant-based foods depending on their familiarity with plant-based 

eating. 

In chapter 5.3. the students’ subjective norms were analysed according to how the 

students’ friends and family members, as well as social media, have influenced their plant-based 

eating behaviours. Family members were found to have the most significant impact on the students’ 

eating behaviours. In particular, family members who followed plant-based diets had a positive 

effect on the students’ willingness to eat plant-based foods. On the contrary, friends and social 

media had no significant impact on the students’ eating behaviours. However, some students 

mentioned situations in which other students at school had a negative influence on their willingness 

to eat plant-based foods.  

The findings on the students’ attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating 

are summarised in Table 2. However, the table includes only the most distinct characteristics of the 

data, and therefore it does not provide complete information of the findings. In addition to the 

findings on the students’ attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating, linkages 

between the findings were analysed. This was significant because the theory defines attitudes and 

social norms as disconnected entities, even though these are likely to affect one another.  

 

Table 2 

Summary of the students’ attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based eating 

  Summary of the findings 

Environment  - Vague knowledge of food production’s environmental outcomes.  

   - Plant-based diets were considered better for the environment than meat-based diets. 

   - Mostly important but did not affect the students' eating behaviours. 

Animal welfare  - Meat industries' outcomes for animal welfare were well understood. 

   - Meat industries were considered harmful for animal welfare and animal rights. 

   - Very important, most popular reason to eat plant-based foods. 

Health etc.  - Good understanding of healthy eating, but less knowledge on plant-based nutrition. 

   - Balanced plant-based diets were considered healthy but unbalanced as a health risk. 

   - Less important, lack of knowledge on plant-based nutrition discouraged some students.  

Taste  - Varying opinions: some liked, and some disliked the taste of plant-based foods. 



 

 

 

37 

 

Note. The students’ attitudes toward plant-based eating are summarised in categories of 

environment, animal welfare, health and taste-related outcomes, and subjective norms in 

categories of friends, family members, and social media.   

Chapter 5.4. examined linkages between the students’ attitudes and subjective norms 

toward plant-based eating. The findings showed that subjective norms were likely to affect the 

students’ attitudes, which was less common the other way around. In particular, norms among the 

students’ family members were found to have a major impact on the students’ attitudes toward 

plant-based eating. The results showed that the students whose family members followed plant-

based diets were more likely to consider plant-based foods tastier compared to the students whose 

family members did not follow plant-based diets.  Moreover, family members who followed plant-

based diets increased some of the students’ knowledge and eagerness to cook plant-based foods 

themselves. Besides the students’ taste preferences, family members who followed plant-based diets 

were found to increase the students’ knowledge of plant-based nutrition, and thus improved the 

students’ ability to maintain a good nutritional balance on a plant-based diet. In contrast, some of 

the students whose family members were not following plant-based diets believed that plant-based 

eating could affect their health negatively due to their insufficient knowledge of plant-based 

nutrition. At last, family members seemed to increase the students’ knowledge of food production’s 

environmental outcomes as the students whose family members were following plant-based diets 

were more able to describe environmental outcomes compared to the students with family members 

who followed omnivore diets.  

   - The students who were more familiar with plant-based foods considered them tastier. 

Friends  - Few or no friends who followed plant-based diets. 

   - Mostly neutral toward plant-based foods, some negative comments from other students. 

   - Less important, but sometimes discouraged the students from eating plant-based foods.  

Family members  - Half of the students had family members who followed plant-based diets. 

   - Health aspects motivated especially female family members for plant-based eating.  

   - Very important, most of the students followed the same diets as their family members.  

Social media  - Most of the students followed individuals or organisations that promoted plant-based eating. 

   - Positive picture of plant-based eating. 

   - Less important for most of the students, no significant effect on their eating behaviours. 



 

 

 

38 

To conclude the findings of the study, subjective norms among the students’ 

family members had the most significant influence on the students’ plant-based eating 

behaviours. Norms among the students’ family members influenced the students’ attitudes 

toward environmental and health-related outcomes as well as opinions on the taste of plant-

based foods. However, among the studied outcomes animal welfare motivated the students the 

most toward plant-based eating. Interestingly, family members did not seem to affect the 

students’ attitudes toward animal welfare, and thus animal welfare was especially important 

among the students whose family members were not following plant-based diets.  

However, as with most studies, this study design is subjected to several limitations 

as described in chapter 4.5. Besides the acknowledged limitations of the researcher and study 

design, the chosen theory was found to maintain significant limitations. Firstly, the theory’s 

description of a behaviour as a sum of attitudes and subjective norms as disconnected entities 

were shown to be too simplified as the results of the study found multiple linkages between the 

categories. Secondly, some aspects such as a cultural context were found to affect both attitudes 

and subjective norms, and therefore it was challenging to apply to the theory. Finally, attitudes 

such as taste toward plant-based foods lay outside the theory which showed that attitudes were 

not necessarily caused by beliefs and beliefs about their outcomes as the theory describes. 

 

6.1. Recommendations 

 

Although the results of the study should be considered with caution, the most significant findings 

could aid in designing policy recommendations that aim to improve students’ willingness to eat 

plant-based foods at school. To begin with, the results of the study have demonstrated that attitudes 

and subjective norms influence students’ eating behaviours to a significant extent. Despite this, the 

role of attitudes and subjective norms seemed to be less concerned in Finnish schools. In fact, the 

findings revealed that most of the students who were mostly eating plant-based options at school 

were influenced by their family members instead of teachings at school. Thus, the Finnish 

curriculum could focus more on promoting plant-based eating through positive attitudes and 

subjective norms. For example, schools could further improve students’ knowledge of food 

production’s environmental outcomes, plant-based nutrition, and -cooking, as well as provide a 

social environment that strongly supports plant-based eating. Consequently, students’ willingness to 

eat plant-based options could eventually improve, which, in turn, is required for a dietary transition 

toward a more sustainable food culture. 
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To promote plant-based eating at schools the different topics that students should gain 

more knowledge of could be included in the studied school subjects. For example, food 

production’s environmental outcomes could be better included in environmental studies, aspects 

related to plant-based nutrition in health studies, and plant-based cooking skills in home economics. 

Besides, plant-based eating should be considered as any positive action that schools encourage 

students to follow. In this way, students could receive information and support which would 

improve their attitudes and subjective norms to be more positive toward plant-based eating. As 

schools would take responsibility for educating students on the benefits of sustainable diets, all 

students could have a more even starting point to decide on the adoption of plant-based eating 

habits. Thus, the following step to improve students’ willingness to eat plant-based options at 

school should focus on examining how positive attitudes and subjective norms toward plant-based 

eating could be better included in the Finnish curriculum and put into practice. As we have reached 

the point where our food choices are destroying the planet and our health, we must speed up the 

dietary transition toward more sustainable and healthy diets. Therefore, I hope this thesis has 

managed to pave the way for the urgent shift toward plant-based eating in which Finnish schools 

could have a pioneering role.  
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