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Abstract

Men historically consume more meat than women, show fewer intentions to reduce meat consumption, and are under-
represented among vegans and vegetarians. Eating meat strongly aligns with normative masculinities, decisively affirming
that “real men” eat meat and subordinating men who choose to be veg*n (vegan or vegetarian). The emergence of meat
alternatives and increasing environmental concerns may contest these long-standing masculine norms and hierarchies.
The current scoping review addresses the research question what are the connections between masculinities and men’s atti-
tudes and behaviors toward meat consumption and veg*nism? Using keywords derived from two key concepts, “men” and
“meat,” 39 articles were selected and analyzed to inductively derive three thematic findings; (a) Meat as Masculine, (b)
Veg*n Men as Othered, and (c) Veg*nism as Contemporary Masculinity. Meat as Masculine included how men’s gendered
identities, defenses, and physicalities were entwined with meat consumption. Veg*n Men as Othered explored the social
and cultural challenges faced by men who adopt meatless diets, including perceptions of emasculation. Veg*nism as
Contemporary Masculinity was claimed by men who eschewed meat in their diets and advocated for veg*nism as legiti-
mate masculine capital through linkages to physical strength, rationality, self-determination, courage, and discipline. In
light of the growing concern about the ecological impact of meat production and the adverse health outcomes associ-
ated with its excessive consumption, this review summarizes empirical connections between masculinities and the con-
sumption of meat to consider directions for future men’s health promotion research, policy, and practice.
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Introduction 1999; Pfeiler & Egloff, 2018; Prittidla et al., 2007,
Roos et al., 1998), show fewer intentions to reduce

Food takes the foremost position in the hierarchy of their meat consumption (Nakagawa & Hart, 2019),

human needs, as the agricultural sector commands a
substantial role in the global economy (Belasco &

Scranton, 2014). However, the livestock industry in
particular contributes significantly to greenhouse gas
emissions (Clark & Tilman, 2017; Lacroix, 2018; Leip
et al., 2015). Within this context, there is growing con-
sensus that transitioning toward a more plant-based
diet would benefit the climate, public health, and ani-
mal welfare (Aiking, 2011; Anomaly, 2015; Mechrabi
et al., 2020; NCDs, 2015; Pluhar, 2010; Willett et al.,
2019). Historically across many countries, men eat
more meat than women (Beardsworth & Bryman,
1999; Gossard & York, 2003; Kiefer et al., 2005;
Liebman et al., 2003; O’Doherty Jensen & Holm,
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and are underrepresented among Veg*nsl (Browarnik,
2012; Trocchia & Janda, 2003). In terms of gendered
dimensions, meat has been portrayed as a symbol of
manhood, power, and virility (Adams, 1994) to the
extent that men’s alignments to masculine norms can
moderate their meat consumption (De Backer et al.,
2020) across the life course (Ritzel & Mann, 2021).
The current scoping review, in addressing the research
question what are the connections between masculinities
and men’s attitudes and behaviors toward meat con-
sumption and veg*nism? considers directions for future
health promotion research, policy, and practice.

For industrialized nations to reach climate targets,
current meat consumption patterns will need to
undergo substantial change (Lacroix, 2018; Mechrabi
et al., 2020). In addition to environmental concerns,
current levels of meat consumption have been linked
to negative health outcomes (NCDs, 2015; Willett
et al., 2019) while the production of meat raises ethical
concerns over animal welfare (Anomaly, 2015; Pluhar,
2010). That said, global meat consumption is rapidly
increasing (Whitnall & Pitts, 2019), and consumers
indicate little interest in reducing their consumption
(Sanchez-Sabate & Sabaté, 2019). While some consu-
mers in developed countries indicate their intent to eat
less meat (Latvala et al., 2012) amid white meat repla-
cing a significant amount of red meat consumption
(Zeng et al., 2019), overall consumption levels have
not decreased (Tobler et al., 2011; Zeng et al., 2019).
Indeed, while consumer awareness, attitudes, and
intentions toward meat may be changing, their actual
dietary behaviors are not (Dagevos & Verbeke, 2022;
Richardson et al., 1993). Even consumers who decide
to eliminate animal products from their diets often
return to consuming them (Asher et al., 2014).

Sex differences have been used to explain men’s
higher meat consumption. For example, men show
less activation of empathy-related brain regions than
women when they are exposed to animal and human
suffering (Proverbio et al., 2009). The gendered
dimensions of men’s meat consumption align with
normative masculinities, affirming that “real men eat
meat” (Schésler et al., 2015), and many men situate a
meal without meat as not being a “real” meal (Sobal,
2005). Men also have more negative views of veg*ns
than women, especially with regard to men who do
not eat meat—a subgroup they [dis]regard as outsiders
(Kildal & Syse, 2017), weak (Minson & Monin, 2012),
and unmasculine (Ruby & Heine, 2011). The gender
comparison and meat consumption research has pre-
sented differences wherein women report more nega-
tive feelings about meat than men (Kubberod et al.,
2002) and dissociate themselves from their reasons for

eating meat, while men tend to deny animal suffering
and justify their consumption (Rothgerber, 2013).
Meat-eating men are less likely than women to be con-
cerned with the environment (Rosenfeld, 2020) and
more highly value security and conformity (Hayley
et al., 2015). These men tend to endorse social hierar-
chies (Allen et al., 2000), dominance over nature
(Rothgerber, 2013), and exhibit more Machiavellian
traits (Mertens et al., 2020). It has been suggested that
as long as meat and masculinity are closely linked,
effectively reducing consumption will be challenging
(De Backer et al., 2020; Kildal & Syse, 2017).

One promising avenue to reduce meat eating is shift-
ing consumption toward meat alternatives, which have
the potential for improving men’s health (Chriki &
Hocquette, 2020; Hu et al., 2019; Sadler, 2004), as well
as environmental outcomes (Lynch & Pierrehumbert,
2019; Post, 2012; Tuomisto & Teixeira De Mattos,
2011), and animal welfare (Sexton et al., 2019).
However, early research indicates that consumption of
plant-based meat alternatives is low (Hagmann et al.,
2019; Siegrist & Hartmann, 2019) and that many men
harbor negative attitudes toward such foods (Michel
et al., 2021). This reticence may be influenced by food
neophobia (Bryant & Dillard, 2019; Hoek et al.,
2011)—the aversion to try new foods (Pliner &
Hobden, 1992)—wherein alternatives (Barton et al.,
2020; Birch et al., 2018; Hartmann et al., 2015; Hoek
et al., 2011; Onwezen et al., 2021) including cultivated
meat (Wilks et al., 2019), meat that is grown through
stem cell technology (Post, 2012), is of little interest.

While the literature reiterates strong connections
between normative masculinity and meat consump-
tion, the gendered dimensions of men’s uptake of meat
alternatives are poorly understood, as the authors of a
2022 study noted their research was “the first study to
explore male attitudes toward plant-based alterna-
tives” (Bogueva et al., 2022, p. 3), while interventions
to promote reduced meat consumption have been gen-
der blind (Kwasny et al., 2022). The current scoping
review summarizes empirical connections between
masculinities and the consumption of meat and atti-
tudes toward the notions of reducing consumption
and/or consuming alternatives to thoughtfully con-
sider directions for future men’s health promotion
research, policy, and practice.

Methods

The decision to complete a scoping review was based
on the heterogeneous nature of studies examining
masculinities and attitudes and behaviors toward meat
consumption. Guided by Arksey and O’Malley
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(2005), the scoping review included (a) articulating a
research question, (b) developing a search strategy, (c)
screening retrieved studies, (d) extracting and tabulat-
ing data from the included studies, and (¢) summariz-
ing the results. As per Levac et al’s (2010)
recommendation, thematic analysis was used to offer
inductively derived thematic findings.

Search Strategy

The research question what are the connections
between masculinities and men’s attitudes and behaviors
toward meat consumption and veg*nism? was devel-
oped in recognizing masculinities as socially con-
structed norms, behaviors, and expectations
associated with men that operate relationally within
temporal, cultural, and locale specificities (Connell,
2013). As the article centers on the meat-masculinity
nexus and those who refrain from meat consumption,
the term veg*nism was employed inclusively to
encompass all individuals abstaining from meat con-
sumption. A search using keywords derived from
“men” and “meat” (masculinit* OR gender identit*
OR gender role* AND Meat* OR Vegan* OR
Vegetarian*®) was conducted on May 17, 2023 in seven
databases: Embase, Medline, CINAHL, Web of
Science, Women’s Studies International, CAB Direct,
and PsycINFO Ovid. No year range was set and the
oldest retrieved study in the database was published in
1977.

Using Covidence, studies reporting primary data
findings regarding men’s meat consumption were
included, and studies were excluded if they were not
available in English or if the full-text article was una-
vailable. To ensure screening accuracy, a second
researcher (NG) independently reviewed the retrieved
articles, and discrepancies, disagreements, and find-
ings were discussed to reach consensus. Through
abstract screening studies were included if they
focused on perceptions, beliefs, behaviors, or attitudes
about men’s meat eating, meat alternatives, and/or the
adoption of veg*nism relating to masculinity (please
see Figure 1: Flow Diagram for retrieval details).

Data Extraction and Analysis

Nearly all studies were conducted in Western contexts
and most focused on younger adults, with just three
study samples comprising respondents with an aver-
age age of >40 years-old. Fourteen studies were con-
ducted with male only samples, while 25 had a mixed
gender sample. Studies utilized qualitative (n = 17),
quantitative (n = 18) and mixed methods (n = 4)
designs. Included studies were published between 2011

and 2023. Each article was read in full, and data were
extracted and charted (please see Table 1: Study
Characteristics). In charting each study, descriptive
categories were formulated to organize the data and
develop preliminary interpretations. As the specifici-
ties were compared across studies, tentative categories
and themes were derived, under which patterns were
discerned and developed with the writing up of each
of the thematic findings; (1) Meat as Masculine, (2)
Veg*n Men as Othered, and (3) Veg*nism as
Contemporary Masculinity. Meat as Masculine
included how men’s gendered identities and physical-
ities were idealized in the preparation and/or con-
sumption of meat. Veg*n Men as Othered included
risks to men who adopted meatless diets including
emasculation and being perceived as weak. Veg*nism
as Contemporary Masculinity was characterized by
men who unashamedly eschewed meat in their diets
and advocated for veg*nism as a legitimate embodi-
ment of manly values.

Results

Theme [: Meat as Masculine

The most heavily weighted theme was Meat as
Masculine, wherein explicit connections were made
between gender and men’s meat consumption.
Twenty-seven of the 39 studies connected the research
design and/or findings to socially constructed masculi-
nities. Eighteen quantitative and mixed-methods stud-
ies (Bogueva et al., 2020, 2017; Bogueva & Marinova,
2020; Cinar et al., 2021; De Backer et al., 2020;
Graziani et al., 2021; Leary et al., 2023; Love &
Sulikowski, 2018; Mertens & Oberhoff, 2023; Mesler
et al., 2022; Peeters et al., 2022; Pohlmann, 2014, 2022;
Ritzel & Mann, 2021; Rothgerber, 2013; Schosler
et al., 2015; Stanley et al., 2023; Timeo & Suitner,
2017) and nine qualitative studies included masculi-
nity as a thematic finding (Bogueva et al., 2022;
Carroll et al., 2019; Johnston et al., 2021; Kelly &
Ciclitira, 2011; Kildal & Syse, 2017; Nath, 2011;
Sogari et al., 2019; Unsain et al., 2020; Van Der Horst
etal., 2023).

Among quantitative studies, several scales to mea-
sure masculinity were used (Bem, 1974; Kachel et al.,
2016; Kaplan et al., 2017, Spence et al., 1974;
Thompson & Pleck, 1970). Specific details can be
found in Table 1. Self-reported adherence to idealized
masculinities was linked to higher self-reported meat
consumption and/or lower willingness to reduce con-
sumption (De Backer et al., 2020; Peeters et al., 2022;
Rothgerber, 2013; Stanley et al., 2023), the use of
“direct” meat consumption strategies (endorsing pro-
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higher meat neophobia (fear of alternative meat prod-
ucts) (Cinar et al., 2021), and endorsing “the 4 Ns”
(Piazza et al., 2015): meat as natural, normal, neces-
sary, and nice (Stanley et al., 2023). The strength of

meat attitudes as distinct from “indirect” strategies
such as dissociation) (Mertens & Oberhoff, 2023;
Rothgerber, 2013), unwillingness to consider veg*n-
ism (De Backer et al., 2020; Stanley et al., 2023),
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the meat-masculinity relationship was reported to be
culturally contingent, with Schosler et al. (2015) indi-
cating significant variation across ethnic groups in the
Netherlands.

Three studies (Mertens & Oberhoff, 2023;
Pohlmann, 2014, 2022) utilized masculinity threat
manipulations, wherein men completed surveys asses-
sing “masculine” knowledge and, regardless of their
actual performance, were informed that they scored
significantly below average, aiming to elicit a sense of
“threat” to masculinity and influence their subsequent
behavior (Bosson et al., 2013; Schmitt & Branscombe,
2001). This was reported to increase men’s intended
meat consumption (Pohlmann, 2014) and reduce the
likelihood of choosing plant-based meat jerky
(Pohlmann, 2022). One study, however, identified no
such relationship (Mertens & Oberhoff, 2023). Two
studies (Leary et al., 2023; Mesler et al., 2022) used a
masculinity stress measure (Reidy et al., 2016), which
directly assesses men’s feelings of masculinity com-
pared with societal norms and their distress arising
from any perceived disparity. Men experiencing such
stress were more likely to Google search red meat and
less likely to search for meat alternatives, and were
more likely to consume plant-based meat when it was
positioned as masculine (Leary et al., 2023).
Masculinity stress also increased the likelihood that
men chose red meat options over salad, and exposure
to information that red meat was surging in popularity
influenced men to pay more for meat (Mesler et al.,
2022).

Meat consumption was reported to increase in the
“masculinity intensifying stages” of men’s lives during
adolescence and early adulthood (age 12-35), peak
during midlife and mature adulthood (age 36-65),
before decreasing in old age (age 65-80) (Ritzel &
Mann, 2021). In two studies, preschool children asso-
ciated masculine faces with images of meat (Graziani
et al., 2021) and kindergarten age boys associated
meat with men and expressed preferences for mascu-
line foods (Graziani et al., 2021). Men linked the
words “meat” and “healthy” significantly more often
than women (Love & Sulikowski, 2018), associated
meat-based pizza toppings with  masculinity
(Pohlmann, 2014), and were more likely to choose
meat-based dishes in a restaurant setting if they associ-
ated vegetarianism with femininity (Timeo & Suitner,
2017). Whereas using photos to prime compassion—
images depicting men engaging in acts of care and pro-
tection toward animals, such as gently holding them—
decreased women’s intent to consume meat, it
increased that of men (Pohlmann, 2022).

Qualitative findings linked the sensory properties
of meat to masculinity including the “blood” of meat
(Bogueva & Marinova, 2020; Bogueva et al., 2017;
Sogari et al., 2019), its masculine smell (Bogueva &
Marinova, 2020; Sogari et al., 2019; Unsain et al.,
2020), and the primal ripping of meat from bones with
one’s teeth (Bogueva & Marinova, 2020). Meat was
consistently positioned as providing men power,
strength, protein, and muscle (Bogueva et al., 2017,
2020; Johnston et al., 2021; Kildal & Syse, 2017; Nath,
2011; Sogari et al., 2019; Unsain et al., 2020; Van Der
Horst et al., 2023). Connections between masculinities
and the preparation of meat also consistently linked
the barbeque as a manly, macho pursuit, and the “epi-
tome” of masculinity (Bogueva & Marinova, 2020;
Carroll et al., 2019; Nath, 2011; Unsain et al., 2020).
The value of freedom—to eat what a man desires—
also featured (Bogueva et al., 2022; Bogueva &
Marinova, 2020; Carroll et al., 2019), with studies
describing plant-based burgers as a “symbol of elimi-
nated freedom” (Bogueva et al., 2022) and cultured
meats and alternative proteins as threats to masculi-
nity (Bogueva & Marinova, 2020; Sogari et al., 2019).
Calls for reduced meat consumption were predicted as
potentially ineffective and even counterproductive
among men (Carroll et al., 2019). Meat was regarded
and reinforced as a manly choice (Bogueva &
Marinova, 2020; Kelly & Ciclitira, 2011) with affirma-
tions that “real men eat meat” (Bogueva et al., 2017,
2020).

Theme 2: Veg*n Men as Othered

The second most common theme was Veg*n Men as
Othered, which focused on the negative perceptions
held and/or expressed about veg*n men. Thirteen of
the 39 studies were designed to and/or inductively
derived discrete findings to explain how veg*n men
were “othered.” This included four quantitative and
mixed methods studies (Bogueva et al., 2020; Ruby &
Heine, 2011; Thomas, 2016; Timeo & Suitner, 2017)
and nine qualitative studies (DeLessio-Parson, 2017;
Fidolini, 2022; Johnston et al., 2021; Khara et al.,
2021; Kildal & Syse, 2017; Mycek, 2018; Nath, 2011;
Unsain et al., 2020; Van Der Horst et al., 2023). It is
important to note that the “othering” of veg*n men is
marked by emasculation and social exclusion, distinct
from the systemic oppression faced by historically
marginalized groups that is characterized by pervasive
obstacles to fundamental societal resources and
opportunities.

Three quantitative and mixed-method studies uti-
lized vignettes (Ruby & Heine, 2011; Thomas, 2016;
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Veg*nism as Contemporary

Location

North America—United
States

Europe—ltaly

South America—Brazil

Oceania—Australia
Europe
International

Male
v
v

Veg*

26-item Male Role Norms Scale; NMI

Traditional Masculinity-Femininity Scale; VaCM

Subtheme findings
men seen as less masculine; Veg*n men

seen as less attractive

MaM; VMaO  Meat sensory properties as masculine; Meat
as physical strength; Barbequing meat as

masculine; Veg*n men seen as less

masculine

MaM; VMaO;  Meat as physical strength; Disapproval of
of veg*n male role models; Veg*nism as

courageous; Veg*nism as toughness

Veg*nism as physical strength; Influence
Veg*n men masculine self-concept

consumption/lower willingness to
reduce consumption; Masculinity
associated with lower willingness to
consider veg*nism; Masculinity
associated with endorsing 4Ns
Veg*n men seen as less masculine
veg*n men; Veg*nism as healthy;

Masculinity associated with higher meat
Gender Identity Threat, Gender Knowledge Questionnaire; IAT = Implicit

VaCM

Themes
MaM; VMaO  Masculinity associated with meat; Veg*n

MaM
VaCM

Masculine Gender Role Discrepancy Stress; MRNS

Research aim
Positive-Negative Sex-Role Inventory; TMFS

Food Neophobia Scale; GITGKQ

consumption and masculine gender role

norms
To describe food preferences and eating

stop consuming animal products while

practices of gay bears in Brazil and their
others do not

between masculinity and vegetarianism
relations to masculinity

gender typicality explains differences in
meat consumption intentions and
To investigate the link between meat

behavior
mixed and plant-based diets

To replicate and extend research on the link VMaO

To explore the extent to which self-rated
To investigate male athletes’ perceptions of
To understand why some people decide to

fully male sample.

Data collection

Surveys—TMFS
Vignettes—ATVS
Ethnography; Surveys;
Interviews
Surveys—PNSRI

Interviews

Vignettes
Meat Attachment Questionnaire; MGRDS

Bem’s Sex Role Inventory; FNS

Method
Quantitative
Quantitative
Quantitative
Qualitative
Qualitative
Quantitative

Journal
Personal Attributes Questionnaire; PNSRI

Veg*n Men as Othered; Veg* = fully veg*n sample; Male

Meat as Masculine; MAQ

Sex Roles

Appetite

Psychology of Men &
Masculinity

Appetite

Appetite

Sustainability

Attitudes Toward Vegetarians Scale; BSRI

Masculine Inventory; PAQ

Table I. (continued)
Author, year

Stanley et al. (2023)

Thomas (2016)

Timeo & Suitner (2017)

Unsain et al. (2020)

Van Der Horst et al. (2023)
Weber & Kollmayer (2022)
Association Test; MaM
Masculinity; VMaO

ATVS

Timeo & Suitner, 2017), wherein one sample cohort
read vignettes featuring individuals adhering to an
omnivorous diet, while another group read identical
vignettes with the only difference being that the diet-
ary preference was adjusted to veg*n. The participants
were then asked to rate the target on traits such as vir-
tue (Ruby & Heine, 2011), health-consciousness
(Thomas, 2016), and attractiveness (Timeo & Suitner,
2017), in addition to their perceived masculinity. Two
of these studies reported that both men and women
perceived vegetarian men as less masculine than omni-
vorous men (Ruby & Heine, 2011; Timeo & Suitner,
2017). While one study identified no difference
between vegetarian and omnivorous men, they
reported that vegan men were regarded as less mascu-
line than both omnivorous and vegetarian men, par-
ticularly those who ate vegan by choice (Thomas,
2016). In addition, the perceived lack of masculinity
among vegetarian men was reported to reduce their
attractiveness to women (Timeo & Suitner, 2017).

Using the Attitudes Toward Vegetarians scale
(Chin et al., 2002), vegetarianism was associated more
with femininity than masculinity by both men and
women (Timeo & Suitner, 2017). Bogueva et al. (2020)
reported high levels of intolerance and resentment
toward veg*ns and the use of derogatory language to
question their heterosexual orientation, as well as
comments about veg*n men being emaciated and
broader references to being “un-Australian,”
“strange,” and a “disappointment” to masculine meat-
eating men.

Qualitative studies explored non-veg*n men’s per-
ceptions of men who eschewed meat (Johnston et al.,
2021; Khara et al., 2021; Kildal & Syse, 2017; Unsain
et al., 2020) and/or veg*n men’s experiences of dis-
crimination (DeLessio-Parson, 2017; Fidolini, 2022;
Mycek, 2018; Nath, 2011; Van Der Horst et al., 2023).
Non-veg*n men described veg*n men as thin, physi-
cally weak, lacking muscle, and feminine (Johnston
et al., 2021), using derogatory language in several
studies (Khara et al., 2021; Unsain et al., 2020). The
link between homosexuality and masculinity was
made (Mycek, 2018; Nath, 2011; Unsain et al., 2020)
and veg*n men were positioned as outsiders (Bogueva
et al., 2020; DeLessio-Parson, 2017; Kildal & Syse,
2017; Nath, 2011).

Veg*n men expressed that they had their masculi-
nity and physical prowess questioned (Nath, 2011)
and that others regarded them as weak for not con-
suming meat (Fidolini, 2022). Veg*n men frequently
mentioned experiences of other men’s disapproval
(Bogueva et al., 2020; DeLessio-Parson, 2017;
Fidolini, 2022; Mycek, 2018; Nath, 2011). A common
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theme was veg*n men struggling with belongingness in
relationships with family and friends (DeLessio-
Parson, 2017; Fidolini, 2022; Nath, 2011), as one
study reported athletes in team sports dismissing
vegan team members (Van Der Horst et al., 2023) and
another identified meat-eating men avoiding being
associated with veg*n men (Bogueva et al., 2020).

Theme 3: Veg*nism as Contemporary Masculinity

Twelve of the 39 studies were included in Veg*nism as
Contemporary Masculinity, a theme characterized by
contextualizing and negotiating veg*nism as a mascu-
line practice, challenging the traditional association of
masculinity with meat and disrupting manly dietary
norms and behaviors. Four of these studies used quan-
titative or mixed methods (Bogueva et al., 2020; De
Backer et al., 2020; Kakoschke et al., 2022; Weber &
Kollmayer, 2022) and eight used qualitative designs
(Aavik & Velgan, 2021; Brookes & Chatupnik, 2022;
DelLessio-Parson, 2017; Fidolini, 2022; Greenebaum
& Dexter, 2018; Mycek, 2018; Oliver, 2023; Van Der
Horst et al., 2023).

Two quantitative studies (Kakoschke et al., 2022;
Weber & Kollmayer, 2022) analyzed veg*n men’s gen-
dered self-concepts (Berger & Krahé, 2013) and
reported that vegan men scored higher in positive fem-
ininity, but described themselves as no less masculine
than omnivores. Weber and Kollmayer (2022) further
delineated that vegetarian men scored lower on posi-
tive masculinity than their vegan counterparts, and
that vegans ascribed fewer negative masculine attri-
butes to themselves than omnivores. One study (De
Backer et al., 2020) indicated that men who identified
more strongly with progressive forms of masculinity
(Kaplan et al., 2017) had more positive attitudes
toward veg*ns, as another noted that younger
Australian men were more likely to admire the “brav-
ery” of veg*n men for adopting their dietary practices
despite stigmatization (Bogueva et al., 2020).

Among qualitative studies, veg*n men questioned
the traditional tenets of masculinity and meat eating
in two studies (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018; Oliver,
2023), describing rigid gendered practices as “passe”
(Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018). However, instead of
integrating traditionally feminine values such as care
or compassion, it was more common for men to justify
their veg*nism by framing it within the context of tra-
ditional masculinity, emphasizing ideals such as physi-
cal strength, rationality, and self-determination—one
study described this as veg*n men “redoing” gender
more than “undoing” it (Mycek, 2018).

Many veg*n men focused on the health benefits of
veg*nism (Aavik & Velgan, 2021; Fidolini, 2022;
Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018; Mycek, 2018; Van Der
Horst et al., 2023), emphasizing maintaining or gain-
ing muscle and/or strength (Brookes & Chatupnik,
2022; Fidolini, 2022; Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018;
Oliver, 2023). Veg*n men doubted the need for animal
protein for physical strength (Van Der Horst et al.,
2023) and some emphasized that they could still con-
sume unhealthy junk foods (Aavik & Velgan, 2021),
while others claimed that veg*nism led to hormonal
changes such as higher testosterone, more body hair,
and curative effects for erectile dysfunction (Brookes
& Chatupnik, 2022). The importance of role models
was also highlighted in two studies wherein men spoke
to the impact of well-known veg*n male athletes
(Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018; Van Der Horst et al.,
2023). Indeed, one study noted that athletes with
plant-based diets were regarded positively by their
peers, which was associated with their perceived
“determination, discipline and rationality” (Van Der
Horst et al., 2023). Another study noted that men’s
veg*nism was deemed acceptable by men when it was
for either religious or health reasons (Bogueva et al.,
2020).

Veg*n men strongly emphasized rationality in sev-
eral studies, where they described their choice to
become veg*n as entirely rational—a distinctly non-
emotional decision that was driven by experts and/or
scientific evidence (Aavik & Velgan, 2021; Brookes &
Chatupnik, 2022; DeLessio-Parson, 2017; Mycek,
2018). Self-determination was also mentioned and
linked to values of autonomy and independence, with
some men explaining that veg*nism gave them a sense
of control over their lives, health, and the alignment
between their values and behavior (Aavik & Velgan,
2021; Brookes & Chatupnik, 2022; Fidolini, 2022;
Mycek, 2018). In one study veg*nism was framed as a
rebellious act in which men were not “going along
with the crowd” (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018).
Veg*n men spoke about courage in standing up for
their beliefs despite stigma and emphasized their pro-
tector role in sticking up for animals who cannot
defend themselves (Brookes & Chatupnik, 2022;
Greencbaum & Dexter, 2018; Oliver, 2023). They
reformulated meat-eating as a behavior that commu-
nicates weakness rather than strength (Brookes &
Chatupnik, 2022; DeLessio-Parson, 2017) and con-
structed veg*nism as a sign of willpower, discipline,
toughness, and determination (Brookes & Chatupnik,
2022; Fidolini, 2022; Greenebaum & Dexter, 2018;
Van Der Horst et al., 2023).
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Veg*n men feeling the need to justify their decision
within the context of masculinity was common
throughout the studies, often due to experiencing stig-
mas. In three studies men spoke to hypermasculine
activities such as fighting, shooting guns, and/or
asserting their sexual prowess (Brookes & Chatupnik,
2022; Fidolini, 2022; Oliver, 2023). Men also used
masculine redemption narratives, such as an influen-
cer portraying himself as having transitioned from
being a dangerous criminal to becoming a veg*n
(Oliver, 2023). Rejecting masculine norms was
reported in two studies of veg*n men; one noted men
showing a lack of care about achieving and maintain-
ing a muscular body, problematizing the notion that
men need to be physically strong (Aavik & Velgan,
2021), and another mentioned men discussing the neg-
ative aspects of masculinity and positive aspects of
femininity (Brookes & Chatupnik, 2022).

Discussion

The scoping review findings confirm intricate relation-
ships between masculinity, meat consumption, and
veg*nism to reveal gendered dimensions that both rely
on and disrupt deeply ingrained societal norms. While
a significant body of research has linked the meat-
masculinity nexus in traditional hunter-gatherer and
pastoral societies to historically gendered divisions of
labor (Bliege Bird & Bird, 2008; Eerkens & Bartelink,
2013; Leroy & Praet, 2015; Lowassa et al., 2012; Talle,
1990), the empirical literature on the “real men eat
meat” phenomenon in Western society is relatively
recent. Indeed, the studies included in this analysis
were published in the last 12 years.

The current review findings reveal the meat-
masculinity link as contested rather than monolithic
in contemporary Western society. Central are the ten-
sions between two opposing constructs: meat con-
sumption as emblematic of masculinity and veg*nism
as a burgeoning symbol of progressive manhood.
Challenging the norms central to meat consumption,
some veg*n men might be best understood as carving
their own contemporary masculinity spaces. Yet, as
noted here and in previous research (Sumpter, 2015),
many veg*n men were apologetic, concealing, and/or
conflicted in their public alignments to hegemonic
masculinity, as they attempted to negotiate their diet-
ary practices with traditional tenets of masculinity,
rather than embodying traditionally feminine values
such as compassion.

Men who could justify their veg*nism for health
reasons faced less criticism than those opting to do so
for moral reasons (Aavik & Velgan, 2021; Bogueva

et al., 2020), which reflects existing research on the
social attractiveness of veg*ns (De Groeve et al.,
2022). Veg*n male athletes were positively viewed by
their peers due to their perceived discipline and deter-
mination (Van Der Horst et al., 2023), lending support
to suggestions that men who have established their
masculinity in one domain may feel less pressured to
adhere strictly to other traditional masculine norms,
such as their diet (De Visser & Smith, 2006). In addi-
tion, as previously reported (Maclnnis & Hodson,
2017), those adopting veg*n diets for religious reasons
faced less scrutiny as well (Bogueva et al., 2020).
Central to meat and veg*nism jockeying for masculine
capital were traditional hegemonic discourses render-
ing veg*n men weak and emasculated, with some
being complicit in sustaining, and others protesting,
the subordinating effects of traditional gendered prac-
tices and powerplays. These prevailing masculine
structures may hinder the promotion of plant-based
diets and partially explain the relatively modest suc-
cess of previous attempts to encourage sustainable eat-
ing (Modlinska et al., 2020).

Only three studies (Bogueva et al., 2022; Leary
et al., 2023; Sogari et al., 2019) spoke to men’s percep-
tions of meat alternatives, highlighting threats to mas-
culinity (Bogueva et al., 2022), eliminated manhood
(Sogari et al., 2019), and the importance of masculine
framing (Leary et al., 2023). It was noted that calls for
reducing meat consumption or switching to alterna-
tives may provoke reactance among men (Carroll
et al., 2019). The commercial determinants of health
play a significant role here, wherein advertising that
reinforces meat and meat eating as synonymous with
masculinity beckons the primal masculine essence to
sustain those practices (Buerkle, 2009; Rogers, 2008).
Similarly, popular TV shows promote the meat as
masculine narrative by encouraging men’s preoccupa-
tion with barbeques and meat (Veri & Liberti, 2013)
and reinforcing the notion that men should not be
emotionally concerned for farmed animals (Parry,
2010). In addition, consuming meat serves as a direct
response to refute social movements that challenge
traditional masculinity (Calvert, 2014).

Although research indicates that plant-based alter-
natives are more accepted than cultivated meat
(Onwezen et al., 2021), consumers with high meat
consumption—by and large men—are more receptive
to cultivated meat and are less open to other alterna-
tives (Circus & Robison, 2018; de Boer et al., 2013;
Onwezen et al., 2021). Since men tend to evaluate food
in terms of taste and satiety more so than health, culti-
vated meat may meet the needs of male consumers
(Lee et al., 2020; Post, 2012). Indeed, it has been
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suggested that mimicking the taste and texture of meat
are the most important considerations to make meat
alternatives more popular (Caputo et al., 2023; Michel
et al., 2021). However, it must be noted that the ethi-
cal, environmental, and health benefits of cultivated
meat have been questioned (Chriki & Hocquette,
2020), with criticisms about simplifying the complex
issue of sustainable and ethical food production into
binary oppositions of technology versus nature.
Risked here is the perpetuation of existing power
imbalances rather than addressing the root causes of
unethical meat consumption (Abrell, 2023; Broad,
2020; Humbird, 2020). Since men frequently mention
that they regard meat as essential sustenance for their
bodies (Fiddes, 2004), it will be important for future
research to more closely study the health effects of
alternative meats, as these insights are crucial for their
uptake (Santo et al., 2020; Toh et al., 2022).

This study has several limitations. Mainly, as a
scoping review, appraisal of the included studies was
not conducted to assess the quality of evidence. In
addition, this study grouped vegetarians and vegans
together to report the findings, despite their attitudinal
and behavioral diversities (Rosenfeld, 2019), which
may influence perceptions of and alignments to mas-
culinities. Importantly, the study is restricted by its
reliance on White Western samples. As meat-
masculinity is deeply influenced by culture (Schosler
et al., 2015) and the growth rate in meat production is
significantly higher in non-Western countries (Ritchie
et al., 2017), future research might benefit by broaden-
ing its view to examine these connections in diverse
cultural contexts to delineate discrete patterns in and
across specific male subgroups, particularly among
those that are less privileged. It should be noted that
the relative importance of masculinity in men’s deci-
sions surrounding meat consumption and veg*nism is
difficult to ascertain, as masculinity sits among
broader factors that influence men’s dietary practices
such as affordability, availability, and perceptions of
processed foods (Machin et al., 2017).

So far, interventions to reduce meat consumption
have given little attention to the effects of gender
(Kwasny et al., 2022). It is important for future interven-
tions to be tailored and to positively frame meat alterna-
tives (Bryant & Dillard, 2019) to target men’s behavior
change (Creighton & Oliffe, 2010; Singleton, 2008;
Sloan et al., 2010). It has been suggested that showing
male vegetarians who fit masculine ideals (Funk et al.,
2020) may help lever normative sustained changes for
meat-eating men (Michel et al., 2021). However, consid-
ering that this approach could inadvertently reinforce
negative stereotypes, it is critical to thoughtfully

examine how such portrayals can be balanced to avoid
perpetuating harmful masculine norms. In addition,
advocating for a more inclusive and flexible masculinity
has been suggested as a potential means to reduce meat
consumption (Salmen & Dhont, 2023), where incorpor-
ating insights on reactance will be essential to ensure
efforts are well-received.

This review has illustrated the contested nature of
the meat-masculinity link in Western society. Men’s
dietary choices, especially when based on ethical con-
siderations, often conflict with societal expectations,
leading to a complex relationship with food and gen-
der identity. Their choices, influenced by health, envi-
ronmental, and moral concerns, face varying levels of
scrutiny, revealing underlying societal biases relating
to masculinity. The study also points out the chal-
lenges faced by meat alternatives in gaining accep-
tance among men and underscores the importance of
understanding these gendered dynamics in promoting
sustainable dietary choices and creating interventions
to reduce meat consumption.
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