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ABSTRACT

Defaults have been widely shown to affect people’s behaviors—also when it comes to fostering
sustainable behaviors. In this project, we examine how default effects interact with incentives in
the context of plant-based meat consumption. Specifically, we examine whether defaults remain
effective when there is a disincentive on the default option—such as when the “non-default”
alternative is cheaper or lower in calories (and hence likely to attract choice shares). Our
preliminary results suggest that making plant-based meat (vs. regular meat) the default increases
its choice share even in the presence of price or calorie incentives on regular meat. Theoretically,
our findings shed light on the interaction of defaults and incentives and suggest that defaults can
help buffer against disincentives on the target options. For retailers and producers, it means that
instead of discounting sustainable products (and losing margin) or changing their compositions, a

more cost-effective way can be to change the choice architecture.

Keywords: choice architectures, default effects, incentives, sustainable consumption, plant-based

diet



INTRODUCTION

One of the UN Sustainable Development Goals is to provide a sustainable and healthy diet
to 10 billion people by 2030 (United Nations Sustainable Development, n.d.). To achieve this, the
2019 EAT-Lancet Commission Report has concluded that changes in food habits are one of the
major levers: “consumption of foods such as red meat [....] will have to be reduced by more than
50%.” (Willett et al., 2019). Some countries have followed suit. In the UK, the Climate Change
Committee has set out a National Food Strategy, which called for a 30% reduction in meat

consumption by 2030 (Ho, 2021; London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, 2021).

To achieve the 30% target, researchers conclude that it would only require “individuals
made simple switches” (Ho, 2021). But how simple can this be? Meat-eating consumers perceive
regular meat to be the “main part” of a dish (Graca et al., 2019; Hoek et al., 2011; Holm & Mohl,
2000). Of course, one option could be to directly replace meat by making vegetables the “main
part” of a dish. However, this would likely make the “switching” extremely difficult for meat
eaters (Fiddes, 1991; Kildal & Syse, 2017). Thus, another, likely more promising option, could be
to substitute that “main part” with an equivalent plant-based meat, that is, a plant-based product

that maximally resembles meat in its look, taste, and texture (Graga et al., 2015).

However, knowing that plant-based meat is better for the environment and one’s health
than regular meat is likely not enough to help meat eaters reduce meat intake. We know from
myriads of past research that behavior change is difficult and that intentions to switch to more
sustainable behaviors often don’t follow suit in the necessary actions (Bublitz et al., 2023; White
et al., 2019). Thus, for meat-eaters, switching to plant-based substitutes will most likely be
anything else than “simple” as Ho (2021) wishfully stated above. However, there is a silver lining

to how to nudge green behavior. Prior research has shown that choice architecture, that is how



choices are presented to people, can materially affect their preferences (Johnson, 2021) and help

them establish habits (White et al., 2019).

One choice architecture tool that has been shown to reliably affect people’s choices is
setting defaults—or pre-selecting choices (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; Jachimowicz et al., 2019;
Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). A classic example is opt-out schemes. A famous study on organ
donation, for example, shows that in countries where people are organ donors by default, only a
small percentage opts out, whereas in countries where people need to opt-in to become organ
donators only a small percentage will opt-in, leading to massive differences in the pool of organ
donators in countries with opt-in versus opt-out schemes (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). The
positive default effects of opt-out schemes have been replicated in many other domains, like the

promotion of women leaders (He et al., 2021).

In this paper, we examine how defaults can be used to reduce meat intake. One
complication in this context is that, as for many sustainable products, plant-based meat is typically
more expensive than the regular meat it tries to mirror (BEUC, 2020; Michel et al., 2021). On top
of it, on some occasions, plant-based meat may contain more calories than regular meat (Webster,
2020). Thus, on a theoretical level, the focus of the paper is to examine how default effects interact
with conflicting incentives—that is, whether, why, and when default effects work in contexts with

negative price and calorie incentives.

Importantly, our findings so far show that making plant-based meat the default is effective,
even when plant-based meat is more expensive and has more calories than regular meat. From a
practical point of view, our results suggest that rather than working towards reducing disincentives
(like reducing the price) for plant-based meat, defaults can buffer against conflicting incentives.

Shedding light on the interaction of defaults with alternative incentives, our research contributes



to the literature on default effects (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; Jachimowicz et al., 2019; Johnson
& Goldstein, 2003), incentives (Gneezy, 2023; Gneezy et al., 2020) and choice architecture
(Johnson, 2021; McKenzie et al., 2018; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). On a practical level, it helps

understand how and when plant-based alternatives can help reduce meat intake.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

DEFAULT EFFECT

Defaults are choice options that are pre-selected and hence “imposed when an individual
fails to make a decision” (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003, p.1338). They have been widely shown to
effectively change individual decisions (Jachimowicz et al., 2019; Johnson & Goldstein, 2003)
and are considered one of the most powerful nudges (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; He et al., 2021;

Johnson & Goldstein, 2003).

There are various reasons why people tend to stick with default options (Goswami &
Urminsky, 2016; Johnson & Goldstein, 2003): (1) Inertia: People may stick with default choices
due to mere inaction or inertia (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003; Madrian & Shea, 2001; Thaler &
Benartzi, 2004), (2) Effort reduction: Defaults help people to reduce the effort in making choices,
especially if choosing the non-default option would require effortful cognitive processing
(Goswami & Urminsky, 2016), (3) Status quo/Reference point: Defaults can serve as reference
points for future choices (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; Johnson et al., 2007; Kahneman et al.,
1991) and be viewed as the status quo or societal norm one does not want to lose (Johnson et al.,
2007; Kahneman et al., 1991), (4) Suggested option/Persuasion attempts: When there are default
options, people tend to consider the advantages of the default option but the disadvantages of the

alternative option (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; Steffel et al., 2016), which leads them to interpret



defaults as signaling the preferred or suggested course of action (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003;

McKenzie et al., 2006; Steffel et al., 2016).

Making the sustainable option the default option can be an effective way to promote green
behaviors and the formation of habits (White et al., 2019). Previous research demonstrated the
effectiveness of default options for pro-environmental choices (Berger et al., 2022; Betz et al.,
2022). Berger et al. (2022) showed that, defaults prompt consumers to pay more to offset the
environmental impact of their flights. In the context of restaurant menus, Betz et al. (2022)
demonstrated that making low-carbon emission dishes the default of a menu increases the choice
of low-carbon emission dishes by 26.7%. A recent field example of the power of defaults in plant-
based diets is New York City’s “Greener by Default” initiative. New York City Health + Hospitals
made plant-based dishes the default in their menu. This public (non-experimental) initiative
apparently encouraged more than half of all eligible patients to choose plant-based options

(Greener by Default, n.d.).

Since regular meat is regarded as the “main part” of a dish (Fiddes, 1991; Graca et al.,
2019)—that is, the mental default of the dish—making plant-based meat the default instead may
reduce feelings of loss aversion for cutting meat and instead instill a sense of loss aversion on the
plant-based meat default (Graca et al., 2015). In this project, we experimentally examine how
defaults can help consumers reduce their meat consumption and, importantly, compare the

effectiveness of default effects to competing incentives focused next.

BUFFERING EFFECT OF DEFAULTS AGAINST INCENTIVES

Besides choice architecture focused above, incentives have been shown to be another

powerful element affecting people’s behaviors (Gneezy et al., 2020). A key type of incentive is



price incentives, that is, setting lower prices. Discounting products is a common strategy to
increase sales (Gupta & Cooper, 1992) as a price decrease typically results in a rise in consumer
demand for that product (Runge et al., 2021). Thus, cheaper alternatives tend to be more
frequently chosen. Following this logic, if plant-based meat can be offered at a
discounted/cheaper price than regular meat, the choice share of plant-based meat would likely
increase. The problem is that the current situation is inverse: plant-based meat is generally more
expensive than regular meat and its price is one of the key barriers why consumers don’t switch
to plant-based meat (BEUC, 2020; Michel et al., 2021). Thus, there is a disincentive on the plant-
based option. Similarly, in some cases, plant-based meat has more calories (Tso & Forde, 2021;

Webster, 2020), another typical disincentive on the plant-based option.

In the previous section, we argued that simply making plant-based meat the default would
increase its choice share. However, what should we expect when plant-based meat is more
expensive or higher in calories than regular meat—two attributes that are easily evaluable for
consumers (Hsee, 1998; Hsee & Zhang, 2010)? Will defaults still work? One of the properties of
defaults is that they help consumers infer which the normatively suggested products are—
especially, when the choice is difficult, or the options are in conflict. Prior research shows that,
under difficulty and conflict, defaults likely become even more potent to avoid unwanted
outcomes (Broniarczyk & Griffin, 2014). Choosing a meat alternative becomes easier when its
calorie or price is lower compared to regular meat, as it is what is expected of a meat alternative
(Hoek et al., 2011; Michel et al., 2021). Therefore, opting for the lower-calorie or price meat
alternative is in line with consumer expectations, and the default option has a weaker influence in
this scenario. However, when the calorie and price of a meat alternative are higher, it creates a

conflict with consumer expectations, making the default option more helpful in decision-making.



When plant-based meat is more expensive and contains higher calories, it conflicts with
consumers’ expectation of meat alternative to be cheaper and contains lower calories than
regular meat (Hoek et al., 2011; Michel et al., 2021). This may push producers and retailers to
“dump” the price or change the composition of plant-based meat—a costly strategy. However,
due to the reasons mentioned above, we suggest that making plant-based meat the default can

buffer to some extent against the disincentive of lower prices and calories for regular meat.
H1: Making plant-based meat (vs. regular meat) the default option will increase its choice share.

H2: Making plant-based meat (vs. regular meat) the default option will increase its choice share,

even when there are well-evaluable disincentives for the default option.

In other words, we expect a buffer effect of defaults against incentives on regular meat.
We test this assumption in two pilots and two main studies—the first three focusing on price

incentives and the last study on calorie incentives.
Pilot 1: Price Disincentives

In July 2022, Burger King Austria launched a new campaign “Normal or with meat?”.
This campaign showcased a plant-based burger as the default option (see Figure 1 left, (Burger
King Osterreich Startet Neue Kampagne, 2022). We used this campaign as stimuli material for

our pilot study 1.



Figure 1. Original 2022 Campaign from Burger King Austria (in Engl. “Normal or with

meat?”)

uit FLEISCH?

© Burger King

Method

Sample. We collected responses from 808 participants on Prolific Academic. In this and
all studies, we only focus on the subset of red meat eaters, which were N = 651 (61.4% female;

Mage = 40.3 years, Range: 1877 years).

Design. Pilot 1 followed a 2 (default: meat vs. plant-based burger) x 3 (substitute price:
the same vs. less vs. more) between-subject design. In the plant-based default condition,
participants saw the original ad that was translated into English (left, Figure 2); in the meat-based
default condition, the ad title was reversed (right, Figure 2). Depending on the condition, the
price of the default option was either mentioned to be $2 less or $2 more than the alternative

while in the “same price condition” no price difference was given.
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Figure 2. Stimuli of Pilot 1

Condition: Default = Plant-based Condition: Default = Meat

Imagine that today you are going to eat at a burger  Imagine that today you are going to eat at a burger
restaurant. restaurant.

Today’s menu features a plant-based burger. You can  Today’s menu features a meat burger. You can
substitute it with a meat burger. substitute it with a plant-based burger.

[The meat burger costs $2 less/more] [The plant-based burger costs $2 less/more]

NORMAL NORMAL
\.ORWIm MEAT? » - OR PLANT-BASED?

Measures. Participants were asked whether they would choose the plant-based burger or

regular meat burger. Our key dependent variable was the choice share for the plant-based burger.

We also collected several exploratory variables related to perceived quality (on a 7-point
scale from 1 =" Meat burger is clearly higher quality”, 4 =" Both are the same quality”, 7 ="
Plant-based burger is clearly higher quality"= 7), perceived healthiness ( on a 7-point scale from
1 =" Meat burger is clearly healthier”, 4 =" Both are equally healthy ", 7 =" Plant-based burger
is clearly healthier "= 7), perceived tastiness (on a 7-point scale from 1 =" Meat burger is clearly
tastier”, 4 =" Both are equally tasty"”, 7 = " Plant-based burger is clearly tastier "= 7), perceived
coolness (on a 7-point scale from 1 =" Meat burger is clearly cooler”, 4 =" Both are equally
cool", 7 =" Plant-based burger is clearly cooler "= 7), perceived expensiveness (on a 7-point
scale from 1 =" Meat burger is clearly more expensive”, 4 =" Both are equally expensive ", 7 =

" Plant-based burger is clearly more expensive "= 7).
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Results

A chi-square test revealed an effect of price on the choice share of plant-based meat. As
expected, the choice share of the plant-based burger decreased as the price of the plant-based (vs.
meat) burger increased (M>P: 38.3%, M=P: 21.4%, M<P: 12.6%, X? (1, N = 649) = 40.393, p =

.001).

More importantly, there was also a significant effect of the default on the choice of plant-
based meat (X2 (1, N = 649) = 4.617, p = .032). When the plant-based burger was the default,
consumers were more likely to choose the plant-based burger (27.3%) than when the meat burger

was the default (20.1%).

Next, to examine interaction effects, we ran a logistic regression with default, price, and
their interaction term as the independent variables and choice of plant-based meat as the
dependent variable. When the plant-based burger is cheaper than the meat burger there is a
nonsignificant interaction effect (B = -.504, S.E. = .442, p = .254) while the plant-based burger is
more expensive than the meat burger there is a nonsignificant interaction effect (B =.171, S.E. =
541, p =.754). Nevertheless, pairwise chi-square tests showed that the default effect was not
significant when the plant-based burger was cheaper (X3(1, N = 206) =.18, p = .667) but was
marginally significant when it was more expensive (X?(1, N = 223) = 3.58, p = .058). In the latter
case, the increase in the choice share of the plant-based option was 8.4% (from 8.3% to 16.7%),
see Figure 3. The latter suggests that even when there is a price disincentive on the default
option, defaults are still effective and can buffer against that price disincentive. This is obviously
only suggestive evidence (the result is marginal, and the interaction term was not significant) and
in our next study, we will examine these effects using more controlled stimuli, a larger sample,

and a clearer indication of what is meant to be the default choice.



Table 1. Logistic Regression (Pilot 1)

12

B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Default 627 337 3.476 1 .062 1.873
Price 1 (PB<M) 1.105 329 11.314 1 <.001 3.021
Price 2 (PB>M) -.766 433 3.128 1 077 465
Default*Price 1 -.504 442 1.301 1 .254 .604
Default*Price 2 A71 .545 .098 1 (54 1.187
Constant -1.642 .258 40.672 1 <.001 194
Figure 3. Choice Share of Plant-based Burger (in %, Pilot 1)
Choice of Plant-based meat (in %)
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Note. M = Meat, PB = Plant-based

PB Default

One explanation for why defaults were still effective when meat was cheaper (last two

bars, Figure 1) could be that people just thought the advertised meat is of lower quality when it

was cheaper. However, in our exploratory variables, we did not find significant differences

between conditions in perceived quality, health, taste, or coolness. In detail, separate 2 (default:

meat vs. plant-based burger) x 3 (substitute price: the same vs. less vs. more) ANOVAs showed

that there was no significant main effect of default (F(1,645) = 1.276, p = .259), price (F(2,645)

=2.229, p =.108), or their interaction (F(2,645) = 1.243, p = .289) on perceived quality; there
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was no significant main effect of default (F(1,645) =.188, p = .665), price (F(2,645) =.038, p =
.963), or their interaction (F(2,645) =.115, p =.891) on perceived healthiness; there was no
significant main effect of default (F(1,645) = 1.181, p =.278), price (F(2,645) =1.876, p =.154),
or their interaction (F(2,645) =.274, p =.761) on perceived tastiness; there was no significant
main effect of default (F(1,645) = 1.892, p =.169), price (F(2,645) =.562, p = .570), or their

interaction (F(2,645)=.674, p = .510) on perceived coolness.

However, as expected by the design we used, there was a significant main effect of price
on perceived expensiveness (F(2,645) = 7.285, p <.001). In general, when the price of the
substitute was more expensive, participants reported that they believe this product is typically
more expensive. Interestingly, there was also a significant main effect of default (F(1,645) =
7.155, p =.008): the default option (whether regular or plant-based meat) was perceived to
typically be less expensive (Note: we do not replicate this effect in our next two studies and
hence don’t discuss it here further). There was no significant interaction effect on perceived

expensiveness (F(2,645) = .763, p = .466).
Pilot 2: Price Disincentives

In Pilot 2, we aimed to examine whether the default effect replicated with more
controlled stimuli and a clearer indication of what should be the default choice than in the

original Burger King ad.
Method

Sample. We collected responses from 812 participants on Prolific Academic of which
N=678 revealed as red meat eaters and were used for analysis (63% female: Mage = 39.1 years,

Range: 18-79 years).
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Design. The experiment was again a 2 (default) x 3 (substitute price) between-subject
design. Participants were presented with “Today’s menu” which either had the plant-based or

regular meat as the default and where the default option costs the same or $2 more or $2 less.

Figure 4. Stimuli of Pilot 2

Plant-based Meat Default Conditions Beef Default Conditions

Imagine that you are eating at the hot spot restaurant in town. Imagine that you are eating at the hot spot restaurant in town.

Today's menu features plant-based meat. You can substitute it with beef. Today's menu features beef. You can substitute it with plant-based meat.
Same price ;
oday's Menu $20 oday's Menu $20
Plant-based meat (substitute with beef) Beef (substitute with plant-based meat)
Substitute
Plant-based meat (substitute with beef -$2) cheaper Beef (substitute with plant-based meat -$2)
Plant-based meat (substitute with beef +52) Substitute Beef (substitute with plant-based meat +52)

more expensive

Measures. As the key dependent variable, participants were asked whether they would
choose the plant-based meat or beef. Our dependent variable was the choice share for plant-
based meat. We collected the same exploratory variables related to perceived quality, perceived

healthiness, perceived tastiness, perceived coolness, and perceived expensiveness.
Results

Again, as expected, a chi-square test revealed a significant main effect of the default on
the choice of plant-based meat (X?(1, N = 678) = 12.456, p <.001). As in Pilot 1, we also run a
logistic regression, which showed a marginally significant interaction effect (3=1.117, S.E. =
.680, p =.054) when plant-based meat is more expensive than beef and a nonsignificant
interaction effect (f =.022, S.E. =.517, p = .966) when plant-based meat is cheaper than beef.
Again, pairwise chi-square tests showed that the default effect was not significant when the

plant-based meat was cheaper (X?(1, N = 223) = 1.634, p = .257) but significant when it was
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more expensive (X2 (1, N = 230) = 14.630, p < .001) with an increase in the choice share of
19.3% (7.5% to 26.8%), see Figure 5. Replicating Pilot 1’s results, the latter suggests that
especially when beef is cheaper, that is when there is a price incentive on beef, changing the

default can buffer against that price incentive.

Table 2. Logistic Regression Output (Pilot 2)

B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Default .395 .399 .980 1 322 1.485
Price 1 (PB<M) 597 394 2.300 1 129 1.816
Price 2 (PB>M) -.426 478 .793 1 373 .653
Default*Price 1 .022 517 .002 1 .966 1.023
Default*Price 2 1.117 .580 3.715 1 .054 3.056
Constant -2.090 .306 46.638 1 <.001 124

Figure 5. Choice Share of Plant-based Meat (in %, Pilot 2)

Choice of Plant-based meat (in %)
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m Beef Default PB Default
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Note. M = Beef, PB = Plant-based.
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Defaults seem to work differently for plant-based versus beef: When beef is the default,
opting out from the default is sensitive to price incentives, whereas when plant-based meat is the
default not. To explore, we conducted logistic regressions with price incentive (advantaged vs
disadvantaged) as the independent variable and opting out from the default as the dependent
variable, separate for when beef was the default or plant-based meat was the default. There was a
significant positive coefficient for beef (B = 1.023, S.E. = .443, p = 021), that is the first two bars
in Figure 6 are significantly upward-sloping, while this is not the case when plant-based meat is
the default (B =-.072, S.E. =.296, p = 808). The effect of price incentives appears more
powerful when beef is the default and less powerful when plant-based meat is the default. Again,

suggesting that defaults buffer against price disincentives on the more normative option.

Figure 6. Choice Share of Opting Out from the Default (in %, Pilot 2)

Opt-out from the default (in %)
80

70 73.2
60
50
40

30

0
Beef Default PB Default
Ad mDis

Opt-out from the default

Note. PB = Plant-based, Adv= Default has a price advantage, Dis = Default has a price

disadvantage.
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As in Pilot 1, there were no (or only subtle) differences among the condition in perceived
quality, health, taste, or coolness perceptions. As expected, there was no significant main effect
of default (F(1,672) = 1.128, p = .289) or the interaction of the default and the price (F(2,672) =
1.150, p = 317) on perceived quality. Unexpectedly, the main effect of the price on the quality
perception was significant (F(2,672) = 3.320, p =.037). Again, as expected, there was no
significant main effect of default (F(1,672) = .546, p = .460) or price (F(2,72) = 1.457, p =.234)
on perceived healthiness. However, their interaction effect was marginally significant (F(2,672)
=2.437, p =.088). There was no significant main effect of default (F(1,672) = 2.146, p =.143),
price (F(2,672) =1.416, p =.244), or their interaction (F(2,672) =.135, p =.874) on perceived
tastiness. There was no significant main effect of default (F(1,672) =.185, p =.667) or price
(F(2,672) = .369, p =.691) on perceived coolness but their interaction was marginally significant

(F(2,672) = 2.585 p =.076).

However, as expected, and as in Pilot 1, there was a main effect of price on perceived
expensive (F(2,672) = 3.499, p =.031). When the price of the substitute was more expensive, it
was perceived as being typically more expensive. Neither the main effect of default (F(1,672) =

460, p =.498) nor the interaction effect were significant (F(2,672) = 1.970, p = .140).

Study 1: Price Disincentive

Study 1 was pre-registered and aimed to replicate the observed effects with a larger

sample and a different population.

Method

Sample. We received 1634 observations of Amazon Mechanical Turk workers via

CloudResearch. Based on the preregistration (https://aspredicted.org/TXF_SFF), we excluded



https://aspredicted.org/TXF_SFF

18

participants who (a) indicate that they don’t eat meat, (b) who fail the attention check question
(““As per the scenario you read at the beginning of the survey, what was the price of today’s
menu?”), (¢) who have duplicated IDs, (d) who do not consistently answer demographic
questions across studies, and (e) whom we suspect to be bots from the open-ended questions. Of
our initial sample, we ended up with 1319 participants for analysis after these exclusions (50.5%

female; Mage = 41.4; Range: 19-90 ages).

Design. The design and stimuli were identical to Pilot 2 except that in the menu we said

“regular meat” not “beef” to make the terminology more comparable with “plant-based meat”.

Measures. As the key dependent variable, participants were asked whether they would
choose the plant-based meat or regular meat. Our dependent variable was the choice share for
plant-based meat. We collected the same exploratory variables related to perceived quality,

perceived healthiness, perceived tastiness, perceived coolness, and perceived expensiveness.
Results

Replicating the results of the pilot study, there was a significant effect of the default on
the choice of plant-based meat (X?(1, N = 1319) = 56.83, p < .001). If the plant-based (vs.
regular) meat was the default, the choice share of the plant-based meat was 14.9% higher. As in
Pilot 1 and 2, we also run a logistic regression, which showed a marginally significant interaction
effect (B =-.604, S.E. =.333, p =.070) when plant-based meat is cheaper than the regular meat
and a nonsignificant interaction effect (f =-.148, S.E. = .360, p = .682) when plant-based meat is
more expensive than regular meat. Also, the effect of the default replicated in all three price

conditions (all three ps < .003). Thus, this means that the core contrast from our previous pilot
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replicated: When plant-based meat was more expensive, making it the default increases its

choice share by 17.4% (p <.001), see Figure 7.

Table 3. Logistic Regression Output (Study 1)

B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Default 1.300 246 28.003 1 <.001 3.671
Price 1 (PB<M) 373 265 1.985 1 159 1.453
Price 2 (PB>M) -.186 297 394 1 530 .830
Default*Price 1 -.604 333 3.283 1 .070 547
Default*Price 2 -.148 .360 .168 1 682 .863
Constant -1.883 .203 86.142 1 <.001 152
Figure 7. Choice Share of Plant-based Meat (in %, Study1)
Choice of Plant-based meat (in %)
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Note. M = Meat, PB = Plant-based.
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Again, defaults seem to work differently for plant-based versus regular meat: When

regular meat is the default, opting out from the default is sensitive to price incentives, whereas

when plant-based meat is the default not. To explore, we conducted logistic regressions with

price incentive (advantaged vs disadvantaged) as the independent variable and opting out from
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the default as the dependent variable, separate for when regular meat was the default or plant-
based meat was the default. There was a significant positive coefficient for regular meat (p =
560, S.E. =.262, p = 042), that is the first two bars in Figure 8 are significantly upward-sloping,
while this is not the case when plant-based meat is the default (B =.104, S.E. = .210, p = 622).
The effect of price incentives appears more powerful when regular meat is the default and less
powerful when plant-based meat is the default. Again, suggesting that defaults buffer against

price disincentives on the more normative option.

Figure 8. Choice Share of Opting Out from the Default (in %, Study 1)

Opting-out from the default (in %)
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o
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Note. PB = Plant-based, Adv= Default has a price advantage, Dis = Default has a price

disadvantage.

As in Pilot 1 and 2, there were no (or only subtle) differences among the condition in
perceived quality, health, taste, or coolness perceptions. As expected, there was no significant
main effect of default (F(1,1311) = 1.956, p =.162), price (F(2,1311) =.687, p = .503), or their

interaction (F(2,1311) = 1.138, p =.321) on perceived quality. Again, as expected, there was no
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significant main effect of price (F(2,1311) = .579, p = .561) or the interaction of the default and
price (F(2,1311) = 1.281, p = .278) on perceived healthiness. However, the default effect was
marginally significant (F(1,1311) = 3.191, p = .074). There was no significant main effect of
default (F(1,1311) = 2.203, p =.138), price (F(2,1323) = .843, p =.931), or their interaction
(F(2,1311)=1.161, p =.314) on perceived tastiness. There was no significant main effect of
default (F(1,1311) =1.104, p =.294) or price (F(2,1311) =.052, p =.950) or their interaction
(F(2,1311)=.463, p = .630) on perceived coolness. There was no significant main effect of
default (F(1,1311)= 2.566, p=.109) or price (F(2,1321)=.706, p = .494) or their interaction

(F(2,1311)=.978, p =.376) on perceived open-mindedness.

However, as expected, and as in Pilot 1, there was a main effect of price on perceived
expensive (F(2,1311) =4.587, p =.010). When the price of the substitute was more expensive,
that product was perceived as being typically more expensive. There was no significant main
effect of default (F(1,1311) = 1.363, p =.243). Nevertheless, the interaction of the default and the
price did have a significant effect (F (2,1311) =15.543, p <.001). Only in the condition where
plant-based is more expensive, it was perceived to be more expensive as the substitute vs. the

default.

Study 2: Calorie Disincentive

Study 2 aimed to examine whether the default effect replicated under another type of

easily evaluable disincentive besides price: calorie disincentives.

Method

Sample. We received 1201 observations of Amazon Mechanical Turk workers via

CloudResearch. Based on the preregistration (https://aspredicted.org/DS2_KWL), we excluded
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participants who (a) indicate that they don’t eat red meat, (b) who fail the attention check
question (“Please indicate your agreement with the following statement: | love my profession.
Please respond with "Strongly agree"), (c) who have duplicated IDs, and (d) who fail the
CAPTCHA anti-bot verification task. Of our initial sample, we ended up with 991 participants

for analysis (49.3% female; Mage = 41.7; Range: 19-79 ages).

Design. The experiment was a 2 (default: regular vs. plant-based meat) x 3 (calorie:
plant-based meat more calories vs. less calories vs. no calorie information) between-subject
design. In each condition, participants saw 7 different menus (from fast food to fine-dining

menus). The order of the menus was counterbalanced (See Figures 9, 10, 11).

Figure 9. Sample Stimuli of Study 2

Condition: PB Default (McDonald’s) Condition: Meat Default (McDonald’s)

Imagine that you are planning to have your meal at McDonald's today. Here is
what you can find on the menu.

Order McPlant |

Substitute it with McBeef (429 Cal)
(beef-based)

Substitute it with McPlant (507 Cal)
(plant based beef)
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Figure 10. Sample Stimuli of Study 2

Condition: PB Default (Santa Masa) Condition: Meat Default (Santa Masa)

Suppose you plan to dine at Santa Masa Restaurant today. This item is listed on
their menu.

SNEAMaS2, SONEAMaS2,

BURGERS BURGERS

with FRENCH FRIES
choose your plant-based or meat burger:

hecra 235 Cal

with FRENCH FRIES
choose your meat or plant-based burger:

" Plant-based -BEEF STEAK 198 Cal
= §libfﬁ_ui“i \n_rit_h ______ Substitute with
-BEEF STEAK 198 Cal = he{}m 235 Cal
Plant-based
AMERICAN 14,9
lettuce, tomato, bacon, cheddar, (\?;ER'C'AN o i 14,9
Santamasa sauce efiuce, fomaro, bacon, che r
SANTAMAS, Santamasa sauce
Al ASA 13,5
tomato, lettuce, cheddar, ketchup SANTAMASA 13,5
tomato, lettuce, cheddar, ketchup

GUACAMOLE 13,5
lettuce, tomato, onion GUACAMOLE 13,5

lettuce, tomato, onion

Figure 11. Sample Stimuli of Study 2

Condition: PB Default (lkea) Condition: Meat Default (Ikea)

Here is what you can find on the menu. Imagine that you are planning to have a
meal at lkea today, and the following options are available on the menu.

Meatballs .

12 meatballs served
with mashed potatoes,
vegetables, Lingonberry
and cream sauce

Veggie Balls .

12 veggie balls served
with mashed potatoes,
vegetables, Lingonberry
and cream sauce

Substitute with Substitute with
Meatballs - Veggie Balls 2 <
500 Cal : 610 Cal .
) , ) P 5 (e

Measures. As the key dependent variable, participants were asked whether they would
choose the plant-based or regular meat option. Our dependent variable was the choice share for

plant-based meat. We collected the same exploratory variables as in Study 1.
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Additionally, we asked participants to what extent they care about calorie labels when

they decide what to eat.

Results

As expected, a clustered chi-square test revealed a significant effect of the default on the
choice of plant-based meat (X3(1, N =991) =26.17, p < .010). Logistic regression with clustered
standard errors showed a nonsignificant interaction effect (f =-.371, S.E. =.273, p =.174) when
plant-based meat has more calories than regular meat and when plant-based meat has lower
calories than regular meat (p = .059, S.E. = .278, p = .829). Yet, pairwise chi-square tests showed
that the default effect was not significant when the plant-based meat has lower calories (X (1, N
= 334) = 53, p =.707) but significant when it was more expensive (X? (1, N = 330) = 18.81, p =
.027) with an increase in the choice share of 6.3% (17.8% to 23.9%), see Figure 12. The results
suggest that especially when regular meat had less calories, that is, when there was a calorie
disincentive on plant-based meat, changing the default can buffer against that calorie

disincentive.

Table 4. Logistic Regression with Clustered Standard Errors (Study?2)

B S.E. z value Sig.
Default .387 .200 1.933 .053
Calorie 1 (PB<M)  .309 199 1.552 121
Calorie 2 (PB>M)  -.026 207 -.128 .897
Default*Calorie1  -.371 274 -.356 175
Default*Calorie 2 .059 278 -.215 .829

Constant -1.537 .148 -10.367 <.001
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Figure 12. Clustered Choice Share of Plant-based Meat (in %, Study?2)

Choice of Plant-based meat (in %)

30
5 25 | |
2 | 1
B 20 22.79822 .
8
‘é 15 17.7 17.3
T
10
8
5
5 5

0

Calorie M>PB No Calorie Calorie M < PB

m Meat Default PB Default

Note. M = Meat, PB = Plant-based.

Although the interaction was not significant, defaults seem to work differently for plant-
based versus regular meat: When regular meat is the default, opting out from the default is
sensitive to calorie incentives, whereas when plant-based meat is the default not. To explore, we
conducted logistic regressions with calorie incentive (advantaged vs disadvantaged) as the
independent variable and opting out from the default as the dependent variable, separate for
when regular meat was the default or plant-based meat was the default. There was a marginally
significant positive coefficient for regular meat (p = .335, S.E. =.196, p = .087), that is first two
bars in Figure 13 are significantly upward-sloping, while this is not the case when plant-based
meat is default (B =-.095, S.E. =.182, p = .601). The effect of calorie incentives appears more
powerful when regular meat is the default and less powerful when plant-based meat is the
default. Again, suggesting that defaults buffer against calorie disincentives on the more

normative option.
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Figure 13. Clustered Choice Share of Opting Out from the Default (in %, Study 2)

Opting-out from the default (in %)

90

80
= T
370
S
s 60
€ 50
o
£ 40
3
2%
8% ] 22.7

10

0

Meat Default PB Default

Adv mDis

Note. PB = Plant-based, Adv= Default has a calorie advantage, Dis = Default has a calorie

disadvantage.

Again, there were no (or only subtle) differences among the condition in perceived
quality, health, taste, or coolness perceptions. In more detail, there was no significant main effect
of default (F(1,981) = .486, p = .486), calorie (F(2, 981) = .659, p = .518), or their interaction
(F(2,981) = 1.477, p = .722) on perceived quality. There was no significant main effect of default
(F(1,981) = .218, p = .641), calorie (F(2, 981) = .342, p = .710), or their interaction (F(2,981) =
.308, p = .735) on perceived healthiness. There was no significant main effect of default
(F(1,981) =.188, p = .665), calorie (F(2, 981) =.090, p = .914), or their interaction (F(2,981) =
974, p =.378) on perceived tastiness. There was no significant main effect of default (F(1,981)
=.257, p =.613) or calorie (F(2, 981) = .080, p = .923) on perceived coolness. Only their
interaction is significant (F(2,981) = 5.531, p = .004) There was no significant main effect of
default (F(1,981) = .348, p = .555) or their interaction (F(2,981) = 1.471, p = .230) on perceived

expensiveness but there was a significant main effect of calorie (F(2, 981) = 3.494, p = .031).
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There was no significant main effect of default (F(1,981) =.077, p = .781) or calorie (F(2, 981)

=.393, p =.675) or their interaction (F(2,981) = 1.322, p = .267) on perceived open-mindedness.

However, as expected, there was a main effect of calories on perceived caring about
calorie labels (F(2, 981) = 6.532, p = .002). People cared more about the calorie labels when
plant-based meat has higher calories than regular meat than when regular meat has more calories
than plant-based meat. There was no significant main effect of default (F(1,981) =1.384, p =

.240) and only a marginal interaction effect (F(2,981) = 2.389, p =.092).

CONCLUSION

Reducing the consumption of meat has been widely recognized as an essential step
toward a sustainable future (Ho, 2021; Willett et al., 2019). However, despite the growing
awareness, two major obstacles have hindered the adoption of plant-based alternatives: taste and
price. Plant-based alternatives are currently priced the same as, or higher than, conventional
meat, which makes them less appealing to many consumers (BEUC, 2020; Hoek et al., 2011).
Moreover, many meat-eating consumers have long been accustomed to perceiving conventional
meat as the “main part” of a dish (Graca et al., 2019; Hoek et al., 2011; Holm & Mohl, 2000).
This perception has made it challenging for them to embrace plant-based alternatives, as they
may view them as inferior or not substantial enough to replace meat. In response to this
challenge, one potential solution is to substitute the "main part" of a dish with equivalent plant-

based meat, which can provide a similar taste and texture (Graca et al., 2015).

Our results show that one way to help meat-eaters switch to plant-based meat may be by
applying defaults. Our research shows that making plant-based meat the default option can be

effective in increasing its choice share, even when there are easily evaluable incentives on the
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regular meat open (i.e., when it is cheaper and has lower calories). All four studies documented
that defaults lead to a significant increase in the choice of plant-based meat by 8.4%, 19.3%,

17.4%, and 6.3% respectively when there was a clear incentive on regular meat.

Shedding light on the interaction of defaults with alternative incentives, our research
contributes to the literature on default effects (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; Jachimowicz et al.,
2019; Johnson & Goldstein, 2003), incentives (Gneezy, 2023; Gneezy et al., 2020) and choice
architecture (Johnson, 2021; McKenzie et al., 2018; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Prior research has
shown that defaults are one of the most powerful nudges (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016; He et al.,
2021; Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). However, defaults have been typically studied within the area
of choice architecture elements. Instead, we show evidence of the strength of defaults when there
are competing incentives against the default option. Specifically, we focused on easily evaluable
incentives related to price and calories. We show that the effect of defaults still persists under

negative price and calorie incentives.

From a practical perspective, our findings demonstrate how the adoption of a sustainable
product can be encouraged, especially if getting rid of some of its disincentives (e.g., decreasing
its price or changing its composition) isn’t possible. In many instances, sustainable products are
more expensive than their conventional counterparts (BEUC, 2020; Deloitte, 2022) and sometimes
also have more calories (Tso & Forde, 2021; Webster, 2020). Our results show that rather than
trying to lower prices or change compositions, defaults can protect against incentives on
conventional products. For retailers and producers, it means that instead of discounting (and losing
margin) or changing sustainable products, a more cost-effective way can be to change the choice

architecture.
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There are several limitations of this present set of studies. The first one is it's consisting
of lab studies. Future research should incorporate a field experiment to improve its external
validity. The second limitation is that it exclusively concentrates on calories and price as easily
evaluable incentives. Subsequent research should examine the interaction of default and other
easily evaluable incentives. The other limitation is that the results of this study cannot be
extrapolated to other countries because only US or UK citizens participants were included in its
sample. To further understand the default and incentive effects, a study involving international
participants or a sample from other countries might be useful. For these reasons, we are in
discussion with field partners for a field study to examine how default effects work in settings of

actual disincentives and with a different population.
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