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1. INTRODUCTION
 

The present study sought to address the lack of research in the area of dietary 
practices that take young people and their attitudes towards ethical consu-
mption as a starting point. Existing research shows that some young people 
are changing their dietary practices to reduce their impact on the environment 
(e.g. by choosing to eat a meat-free diet or avoiding beef (Ruby, 2012) as it 
causes a heavy environmental burden) or are expressing their environmental 
concerns and political views at protests organised by the Fridays for Future 
movement (Ziesemer et al. 2021, 428), which has been present in Slovenia 
since 2019 as part of the Youth for Climate Justice organisation. 

Despite the great potential for political engagement in the sphere of consumption, ethical 
consumption is practised by only a few young people, reflecting the gap between their 
views, the intention to take action, and their actual actions (Melović et al., 2020; Saheli-
ces-Pinto et al., 2021). However, from the perspective of theories of behavioural and social 
change, this is not surprising.

In the process of planning behaviour change, one of the fundamental requ-
irements is a good understanding of the target groups, as well as of perso-
nal and environmental factors that influence problem-related behaviours, 
as pointed out by numerous models of behaviour change, ranging from the 
individualistic and group-based to ecological models (e.g. the transtheoretical 
model and stages of change, the rational action model, and the planned beha-
viour model).

The amount of information that young people have about the impact of dietary practi-
ces on the welfare of their environment is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to 
change behaviour in terms of ethical food consumption. Ethical food consumption is a 
complex phenomenon, which can be most concisely defined as practices based on the 
idea that people can influence society, politics and/or the environment through their 
consumption choices. But consumption depends on many structural and personal factors, 
on capabilities, desires, values and beliefs.

It is considered that food not only satisfies biological needs, but also social 
and cultural needs; for this reason, individuals do not choose it exclusively on 
the basis of rational criteria, but according to many other requisites. Eating is 
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primarily an emotional behaviour and only secondarily a rational behaviour. 
Food serves as a means to mark life transitions (birthdays, marriage, reti-
rement and death) and has an important role in community renewal rituals 
(especially during the holidays: Christmas, New Year, Carnivals, Easter; work 
parties, family lunches); it can be a way of expressing affection, care and 
hospitality, as well as worldviews and attitudes (vegetarianism, the rejection 
of food products from various producers, fair trade); parents use it to con-
trol their children’s behaviour (rewarding and comforting); moreover, it is an 
important building block of an individual’s identity and an indicator of social 
status and economic situation. At the same time, the ethical aspect of consu-
ming food depends on structural factors beyond the control of the individual, 
such as the availability of foods, the tax rate on foodstuffs, commercial pricing 
policy etc. (Tivadar and Kamin, 2005).

Ethical dietary criteria are only one piece in the mosaic of dietary factors. In the light of 
sociopsychological findings on the influence of attitudes on behaviour, this is completely 
understandable. First of all, people need to be informed about the impact of food and ea-
ting habits on society and the environment and have to consider this aspect as important; 
moreover, they need to be under an appropriate amount of social pressure and to feel in 
control of their own behaviour. People will therefore buy and eat food that they believe 
has qualities or effects that they value positively, food their significant others think they 
should eat, and food whose consumption is presumably under their control and is consi-
dered consistent with their “food identity” (Conner et al. 1998; Denison and Shepherd 
1995; Shepherd and Raats, 1997). The personal support the individual receives from rela-
tives, friends and professionals when making the decision to change eating habits is also 
significant (Povey et al., 2000). Dietary practices are, of course, also strongly influenced by 
socio-demographic factors; among these, the impact of gender, age, social class, formal 
education, and income level are most frequently identified by both foreign and Slovenian 
research (see, for example, Kamin et al. 2012).

Even though young people nowadays are able to choose between different 
dietary patterns, many continue to embrace established dietary practices 
learned in their primary social environments. This is consistent with findings 
from other research showing that dietary patterns and habits change remar-
kably slowly (e.g. Kamin et al., 2012), since, according to Fischler (1988: 290), 
dietary patterns and habits are an important part of an individual’s identity 
and their belonging to a group. 
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Many contemporary dietary patterns are linked to broader societal changes and trends 
that promote more sustainable diets, which young people may be more inclined to adopt 
than their parents’ generation. In fact, the values of solidarity, global justice and equality, 
which are directly linked to tackling environmental problems, are perceived as important 
by young people, who also consider care for the environment as a primary concern (see 
Vezovnik et al., 2022). 

Therefore, the aim of the present research is to examine how sensitisation to 
environmental issues shapes the eating habits of young people. In particular, 
the research focuses on the following questions:

1. What are the eating habits of young people in Slovenia?

2. How do young people choose the foods that are part of their diets and to 
what extent do they evaluate/consider various environmental and ethical 
factors, such as the environmental footprint of food and the exploitation of 
animals?

3. What environmental impacts do they associate with or attribute to particular 
foods?

4. What are young people’s attitudes towards limiting or reducing meat consu-
mption in their diets?

5. What are young people’s attitudes towards the consumption of “new” foods 
or alternatives to meat, which include cellular meat, plant-based meat and 
insects?

* The research “The Eating Habits of Young People in Slovenia” is part of the 
project concerning the dietary future in Slovenia, which is carried out by the 
Centre for Social Psychology (Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Ljublja-
na). 

The research was financially supported by the NGO Focus, the Association for 
Sustainable Development, and the CSP of the Faculty of Social Science.
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2. RESEARCH

2.1. Me thod

Taking into account the theoretical underpinnings and the results of previous 
research, a quantitative research method was chosen, i.e. an online survey 
involving a sample of JazVem panellists.

The survey included 1023 participants aged between 18 and 35 years. The 
sampling was quota-based. Quotas were set after stratifying all the members 
into quota cells as combinations of gender, four age groups, and 12 statistical 
regions (2 × 4 × 12 quota cells). 4850 panellists were invited to complete the 
survey. Of these, 99 did not complete the survey.

Data collection took place between 9 and 16 December 2021. The average du-
ration of the survey was 26:39 minutes and the median was 23:18 minutes.

2.2. De scrip tion of the Sa mpl e

The survey sample was composed of 47.5% female and 52.4% male respon-
dents. 

71.3% of the respondents were born between 1990 and 2003; the rest were 
born before 1990. 

The majority of the respondents have completed four or five years of secon-
dary school (59.2%) and are employed (54.8%). 

The majority of the respondents are in a relationship (63.0%) and live with 
their family of origin (34.4%).

Most of the respondents come from the Central Slovenia (29.4%) and Podra-
vska (15.8%) statistical regions. 

The majority of the respondents identify their dietary style as omnivorous 
(89.2%).
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2.3. Thema tic Se ts of Sur vey 
Que s tions

The questionnaire consisted of several thematic sections:

young people’s eating habits and their eating style; 

food shopping practices;

consumption of selected foods and reasons for the possible avoidance of 
certain foods;

attitudes towards meat consumption, attachment to meat, and willingness to 
reduce the usage of meat;

food waste;

the perceived environmental impact of the selected foods;

attitudes towards the environment;

attitudes towards information sources;

values;

satisfaction with life.

7
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3. RESEARCH FINDINGS

The data shows the significant influence of media content on the eating habits 
of young Slovenian consumers. For example, among those who have limited 
or intend to limit their meat consumption, 31.5% said they have been encou-
raged to do so by documentaries and series. Moreover, the results reveal that 
young people perceive that foods with a major impact on the environment are 
often part of the media agenda and presented as problematic in terms of their 
negative environmental footprint. Thus, most young people describe products 
containing palm oil (43.1%), imported fruit and vegetables (41.2%), and wild-
-caught fish (33.8%) as having a very serious or serious impact on the envi-
ronment. Interestingly, all three of these foods are ranked higher in terms of 
the perceived environmental burden than conventionally produced meat from 
large-scale meat companies, which was identified as a product with a serious 
or very serious negative impact on the environment by 32.9% of young people. 
On the other hand, almost half of young people (40%) expressed that coffee 
has no or only a minor negative impact on the environment, despite its produ-
ction heavily affecting natural habitats as a result of mass consumption.

The analysis of the purchasing of ethically-sourced foods shows that one-third of young 
people in Slovenia (29.6%) buy food products certified as organic at least once a week, 
33.8% choose products without packaging, 43.8% shop for products with a certificate of 
local origin, and 28.3% pick food products certified as free-range. It should not be ignored 
that some young consumers never buy foods with labels associated with ethical consu-
mption. For example, almost a third of young consumers (27.4%) never buy products certifi-
ed as Fair Trade. 

The family of origin has a significant influence on young people’s eating 
habits. Young people living at home adapt to family preferences, which me-
ans that they may not participate in ethical consumption even if they wanted 
to. In the case of food with a certificate of local origin, young consumers in 
Slovenia living with their families of origin report less frequent shopping 
than those living in other types of households. This indicates that family is an 
important factor in ethical food consumption. This interpretation is reinforced 
by the findings of qualitative research (Vezovnik and Kamin, 2021). 
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Young Slovenian consumers of ethical food are often concerned about the environmental 
impacts of food production caused by modern conventional food production systems. 
Despite this, for the most part, the concern about the environmental footprint of food 
does not generally deter young people from consuming it. This finding is consistent with 
behavioural models showing that available information, attitudes in favour of ethical 
consumption, and behavioural intentions do not necessarily lead to behaviours that meet 
the criteria of ethical consumption. As the data suggests, the impact on the environment 
(or the environmental footprint of food) is generally not the most prominent reason for 
not consuming certain foods or consuming them less often. When environmental fo-
otprint was mentioned, it was most often cited as a reason for not consuming poultry 
(7.6%) and beef (7.2%), or for consuming these types of meat less often. 11.2% of respon-
dents do not consume poultry or consume it once a month or less often, and 26.5% of 
respondents do not consume beef. In Slovenia, a little more than a third of young people 
who do not consume beef or consume it less often, have made this decision for ethical 
reasons: 22.9% of young people cited that meat consumption is associated with animal 
suffering and exploitation, while 7% of respondents expressed that eating meat impacts 
the natural environment.

As conventionally produced meat is one of the foods that has a major en-
vironmental impact, the research specifically assessed young people’s wil-
lingness to reduce the amount of meat they consume. Similar to previous 
studies, the results show that the attachment to meat is markedly higher in 
men than in women. Moreover, other associations can be observed. Young pe-
ople who express a greater attachment to meat also show a lower willingness 
to make a sacrifice for the benefit of the environment, a lower awareness of 
the impact of environmental problems on their daily lives, a lower willingness 
to limit their meat consumption to twice a week, and a lower sense of control 
over the possibility of cutting meat out of their diet. 

3.1. Sel ec ted Finding s Deriving 
f rom the Ba sic S ta tis tics (i.e. 
F requencie s a nd Mea n Value s)

Most respondents attributed a very serious (negative) environmental impact 
to products containing palm oil (18.3%), but also to wild-caught fish (12.1%), 
imported vegetables (12%), and conventionally produced meat from large-sca-
le meat companies (10.6%).
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A total of 40% of respondents attributed no or only a mild (negative) envi-
ronmental impact to coffee. 

A total of 38.5% of respondents attributed no or only a mild (negative) envi-
ronmental impact to chocolate/coffee. 

Conventionally produced meat from large meat companies and conventionally 
produced milk and dairy products from large dairy companies were conside-
red to have no or only a mild (negative) impact on the environment by a total 
of 27.9% and 38% of respondents respectively.

The impact on the environment (or the environmental footprint of food) was 
generally not listed among the most prominent reasons for not consuming 
certain foods or consuming them less often. When mentioned, it was usual-
ly cited as a reason for not consuming poultry (7.6%) and beef (7.2%), or for 
consuming these types of meat less often. 11.2% of respondents do not consu-
me poultry or consume it once a month or less often, and 26.5% of respon-
dents do not consume beef.

The majority of respondents (45.8%) who do not consume poultry or consu-
me it occasionally (i.e. once a month or less frequently) – 11.2% of the total 
sample – cited animal suffering and animal exploitation as the main reasons 
for their choice.

More than two-thirds (i.e. 78.4%) of the young people participating in the 
survey do not consume avocados or consume them once a month or less 
frequently.

More than two-thirds (i.e. 78.4%) of the young people participating in the 
survey do not consume soya products or consume them once a month or less 
frequently.

66% of young people never consume almond-based drinks, whereas 19.4% 
consume them once a month or less frequently.

On average, respondents reported that they like meat (M = 3.67; SD = 1.18) or 
agreed with this statement. In total, 63.5% of young people agreed or comple-
tely agreed with this statement.

On average, respondents also agreed with the statement that consuming meat 
is natural and unquestionable (M = 3.66; SD = 1.08). In total, 63.7 % of young 
people agreed or completely agreed with this statement.

10
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A total of 43.8% of young people participating in the survey buy foods with a 
certificate of local origin several times a week or about once a week.

27.4% of young people participating in the survey never buy Fair Trade certifi-
ed foods; the data also shows that in the group consisting of certified organic 
foods, products without packaging, foods certified as free-range, foods with a 
certificate of local origin, and Fair Trade certified foods, the highest proporti-
ons of respondents never choose to buy Fair Trade certified foods.

66.4% of respondents never shop for groceries online.

On average, respondents disagreed with the statements that they would be 
willing to eat whole insects in the future (M = 1.78; SD = 1.04) or that insects or 
insect products could replace meat in their diet (M = 1.90; SD = 1.08).

47.5% of young people would be willing to try cellular meat or cultivated meat.

54.8% of young people would not be willing to try foods containing edible 
insects.

Figure 1: Proportion of young people according to the (self-)estimated amount 
of food they throw away (N = 1023)

36.2% of young people estimate that they throw away a little food. This is fol-
lowed by slightly more than a third of young people who estimated that they 
throw away hardly any food (34.60%) and just under a fifth of respondents 
who throw away some food (18.1%). 6% of respondents said they throw away a 
reasonable amount of food, while 5.1% reported that they do not throw away 
any food.

6,00%

18,10 %

36,20 %

34,60 %

5,10 %

Razumno količino Nekaj Malo Komajda kaj NičA reasonable amount Some A little Hardly any None
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Figure 2: Proportion of young people according to their management of lefto-
vers. (N = 1023)

More than one-third of the respondents reported that they usually save lef-
tovers for later use (37.5%), slightly more than a third dispose of leftovers as 
bio-waste (33.4%), and 16.9% compost them. The lowest percentage of respon-
dents dispose of leftovers as mixed waste (3.6%) or give them away (2.4%).

Figure 3: Proportion of young people adopting a particular dietary style, ba-
sed on their self-definition (N = 1023)

The majority of young people (self-)defined their eating style as omnivorous 
(89.2%). Other dietary styles are less common among young people according 
to their self-definition. 5.4% defined their dietary style as vegetarian, 1.5% as 
flexitarian, 1.5% as vegan, and 1.4% as pescetarian. 

2,40%

3,60%

6,20%

16,90%

33,40%

37,50%

0,00% 20,00% 40,00% 60,00% 80,00% 100,00%

Podarim jih naprej sosedom, prijateljem,
sodelavcem.

Vržem jih v mešane odpadke.

Drugo

Kompostiram jih.

Vržem jih v biološke odpadke.

Shranim si jih za kasneje (npr. zamrznem,
pojem naslednji dan).

2 % 5 %
2 %

1 %

89%

1 %

Veganstvo

Vegetarijanstvo

Fleksitarijanstvo

Pesketarijanstvo

Vsejedost

Drugo

I save them for later  
(e.g. I freeze them or eat them the next day).

I dispose of them as bio-waste.

I compost them.

Other.

I dispose of them as mixed waste. 

I give them away to neighbours,  
friends or colleagues.

Veganism 

Vegetarianism

Flexitarianism

Pescetarianism

Omnivorous diet

Other
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Figure 4: The frequency distribution of responses according to the perceived 
environmental impact of selected foods 

Most young people attributed a medium environmental impact to the foods 
listed above, despite the fact that in the general social discourse on dietary 
styles these foods are often associated with various aspects that contribute 
to creating a negative environmental footprint. In the case of conventionally 
produced milk, for example, the percentage is 42.3%. Of all the foods listed, 
the highest percentages of young people attributed no environmental impact 
to coffee (14.2%), chocolate/cocoa (11.3%), and wild-caught fish (11%). On the 
other hand, the majority of young people described products containing palm 
oil (43.1%), imported fruit and vegetables (41.2%), and wild-caught fish (33.8%) 
as having a very serious or serious impact on the environment.

0,00% 20,00% 40,00% 60,00% 80,00% 100,00%

Izdelki, ki vsebujejo palmovo
olje

Ulovljene divje ribe

Uvožena zelenjava in sadje

Kovencionalno pridelano
meso

Konvencionalno pridelano
mleko

Kava

Čokolada/kakav

Zaznani vpliv izbranih živil na okolje med mladimi

Zelo resen Resen Srednji Blag Nikakršen/nepomemben

Perceived environmental impacts of selected foods among young people

Chocolate/cocoa

Coffee

Conventionally produced milk

Conventionally produced meat

Imported fruit and vegetables 

Wild-caught fish

Products containing palm oil

Very serious Serious Medium Mild None/irrelevant
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Figure 5: The frequency distribution of responses according to the perceived 
environmental impact of selected foods 

Among the foods that general social discourse on nutrition associates with 
a smaller negative environmental footprint (than their alternatives with a 
greater environmental impact), young people most often attributed no or mild 
environmental impact to organically produced vegetables and fruit (69.9%), 
seasonal vegetables and fruit (68.7%), and organic milk and dairy products 
(63.2%). A fifth of young people attributed a very serious or serious impact to 
soy products (20.9%) and farmed fish (20.8%).

0,00% 20,00% 40,00% 60,00% 80,00% 100,00%

Izdelki iz soje

Gojene ribe

Lokalno pridelano meso
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Zaznani vpliv izbranih živil na okolje med mladimi (II)

Zelo resen Resen Srednji Blag Nikakršen/nepomemben

Perceived environmental impacts of selected foods among young people (II)

Seasonal fruit and vegetables

Organically grown fruit and 
vegetables

Organically produced milk and dairy 
products

Locally produced meat

Farmed fish

Soya products

Very serious Serious Medium Mild None/irrelevant
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Figure 6: Proportions of young people who have reduced their meat consu-
mption in the last year and of those who have not (N = 1023)

Among all the respondents, 74.6% reported that they have not reduced meat 
in their diet in the last year. One-fifth (25.4%) have already reduced their meat 
intake in the last year.

Figure 7: Proportions of young people who intend to reduce their meat intake 
in the next 30 days or 6 months, do not intend to reduce their meat intake in 
the observation period, or are undecided (N = 763). *Responses of respondents 
who have not reduced their meat intake in the last year are included.

The majority of respondents who have not reduced their meat intake in the 
last year reported that they do not intend to reduce their meat intake in the 
next 6 months (76.8%) or 30 days (83.2%). However, 21.2% are also undecided 
about whether they will reduce their meat consumption in the next 6 months, 
and 14.9% are undecided about whether they will reduce their meat consu-
mption in the next 30 days.
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74,60%

0,00% 10,00% 20,00% 30,00% 40,00% 50,00% 60,00% 70,00% 80,00% 90,00% 100,00%
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No
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Not planning to reduce meat 
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Intend to reduce meat 
consumption

In the next 30 days...
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Figure 8: Proportions of young people who have already tried meat substi-
tutes, have not tried them yet, or are unsure (N = 1023)

55.7% of young people reported that they have already consumed plant-ba-
sed meat substitutes (e.g. vegan burgers, patties, pâtés, medallions, tofu, soy 
meat, tempeh or wheat meat), whereas 39.2% of respondents have never tried 
such meat substitutes.

Figure 9: Reasons for the consumption of meat substitutes among young pe-
ople, where (1) means “does not apply to me at all” and (5) means “applies to 
me completely” (N = 570)
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Young people who have already tried meat substitutes cited the fact that they 
like to try new foods and their curiosity about plant-based substitutes as the 
most important reasons for consuming meat substitutes.

Figure 10: Consumption of meat substitutes in relation to the reduction of 
meat intake in the last year (N = 1023)

Among young people who have reduced their meat intake in the last year, 
68.8% have already tried meat substitutes, while 28.1% have not yet tried 
them. The majority (51.2%) of young people who have not reduced their meat 
intake in the last year have also tried meat substitutes; however, 43% of re-
spondents in this group said they have not consumed them yet.

Figure 11: Structure of young people who have not reduced their meat consu-
mption in the last year (N = 763) and of respondents who have reduced it (N = 
260) according to their dietary style

Focusing on the key dietary styles that allow for meat consumption, the data 
shows that among young people who have not reduced their meat intake in 
the last year (N = 763), 92.5% define their dietary style as omnivorous and 1.4% 
identify as flexitarian. However, among those young people who have already 
reduced their meat consumption in the last year (N = 260), 79.2% identify with 
an omnivorous dietary style and 1.9% with a flexitarian dietary style. 
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92,50%
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Figure 12: Proportions of undecided and those who intend or do not intend to 
reduce their meat consumption in the next 6 months in the group including 
both flexitarians and omnivores (N = 717)

The majority (i.e. 76.4%) of young people in the group composed of flexitarians 
and omnivores do not intend to reduce their meat consumption in the next 6 
months, while 22% are undecided regarding this matter (i.e. it is possible they 
will change their dietary habits).

Figure 13: Proportions of undecided and those who intend or do not intend to 
reduce their meat consumption in the next 30 days in the group including both 
flexitarians and omnivores (N = 717)

The majority of young people in the group consisting of flexitarians and omni-
vores do not intend to reduce their meat consumption in the next 30 days. 
Nevertheless, the percentage of undecided respondents (15.1%) is lower than 
in the previous case (see Figure 10).
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Undecided

Do not intend to reduce meat consumption in the next 30 days



19

Figure 14: Proportion of young people who are undecided (N = 115) or have no 
intention to reduce meat consumption in the next 30 days (N = 635) based on 
their agreement with the statement that they have complete control over how 
often they will cut meat out of their diet from this point on (on a scale from 1 – 
strongly disagree to 5 – strongly agree).

The majority of young people (i.e. 55.2%) who do not intend to reduce their 
meat consumption in the next 30 days consider the statement that they have 
complete control over how often they will/would cut meat out of their diet as 
either completely true or true. In the category of undecided respondents, a 
total of 56.6% provided the same answer.
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