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Paradox

Vegetarianism in the U.S. is on the rise, but meat
consumption has not changed.
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KEY POINTS

e Americans will eat more plant-based Thanksgiving
dinners this year.

¢ The percentage of Americans who do not eat meat has
doubled in the past two decades.

e Per capita meat consumption in the U.S., though, has not
changed in decades and remains among the highest in
the world.

On Thanksgiving Day, my vegetarian friend Cathy Nieman
and her family will dine on Gardein Plant-Based Turk’y
Cutlets, a vegan alternative to a Butterball. Alexander

Hamilton would not have approved. He is reputed to have
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proclaimed, “No citizen of the U.S. shall refrain from turkey on

Thanksgiving Day.”

Americans seem to have taken him up on this dictate.
According to the National Turkey Federation, Americans eat
nearly 50 million turkeys each year on Thanksgiving day. But
for a couple of reasons, fewer turkeys will die for our dining
pleasure in 2022. One is that the price of turkey jumped 25
percent in the last year. This spike in prices is due to both in-
flation and an outbreak of avian flu that has killed more than 7

million birds.

But there is another reason turkeys will grace fewer tables on
Thanksgiving in 2022—changing American attitudes toward
meat. The idea of a meatless Thanksgiving dinner has been
gaining traction for several decades. | used Google’s Ngram
Viewer search engine to examine shifts in the relative fre-
quency that the terms vegan Thanksgiving and vegetarian
Thanksgiving appeared in American books between 1950

and 2019. As you can see in this graph, interest in vegetarian
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1975. About a decade later, this was followed by an uptick in
interest in vegan Thanksgiving dinners.
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But the idea of meatless Thanksgiving dinners took off about
20 years ago. For example, according to a Google News in-
ternet search | conducted, media coverage of a vegetarian
Thanksgiving jumped 350-fold between 2004 to 2022.

The Meatless Thanksgiving Paradox?

You might think that this huge spike in media coverage of

plant-based Thanksgiving dinners is simply a reflection of a
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similarly large increase in the number of American vegetari-
ans and vegans. But this is not the case. To assess the num-
ber of vegans and vegetarians in the U.S,, the Vegetarian
Resources Group regularly commissions surveys on the diets
of representative samples of Americans. Their data indicate
that the percentage of Americans who do not eat meat has
doubled over the past 20 years—from 2.8 percent in 2003 to
6 percent in 2022. But while impressive, this rate of increase
pales in comparison with the 3000 percent jump in media in-

ternet coverage of vegetarian Thanksgiving dinners.

But while the visibility of vegetarian and vegan lifestyles on
America’s culinary landscape has skyrocketed, the actual
amount of animal flesh Americans consume has not budged.
Indeed, according to data from the National Chicken
Association, in 2022, the U.S. set a new record—224 pounds
of red meat and poultry per person, among the highest meat

consumption in the world.
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How do we make sense of both increased interest in meat-
less holiday dinners and the doubling of the number of
Americans who are vegetarians and vegans, and, yet per
capita consumption of meat in the U.S. has remained stable—

or even gone up—over the past couple of decades?

The rise of interest in meat-less Thanksgiving dinners could
be due to the growing number of Americans who identify as
“flexitarians” or “reducetarians.” Flexitarians and reducetari-
ans are concerned about the negative health, environmental,
and animal welfare impact of meat eating. For a variety of
reasons, however, they don’t completely give up the con-
sumption of animal protein. (See 84 percent of Vegetarians
and Vegetarians Return to Meat.) One recent survey found
that nearly half of Americans between the ages of 24 and 39

identified their diet as flexitarian.

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT
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You are probably familiar with some of the campaign slogans
to encourage people to cut back on meat, “Meatless
Mondays” or the Eat Vegan Before Six Diet or Vegan
January. Not surprisingly, many meat reducers are drawn to
the idea of Thanksgiving dinner sans the turkey. The rapid
rise in the number of Americans who claim to be meat reduc-
ers might explain the increased visibility of meatless
Thanksgiving dinners, but it does not explain the fact that
meat consumption has not dropped in the U.S. over the last

20 years.

The paradox is that the collective desire of Americans to eat
animals has not declined at all despite an increase in vegetar-
ianism and veganism and an impressive jump in sales of
plant-based foods. (There are now three vegan restaurants
within 15 miles of my house in the mountains of North
Carolina, including Plant, one of the top-rated vegan eateries
in the United States.)

When | described this to my wife, Mary Jean was puzzled.

“That does not make sense,” she said.
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About the Author

Hal Herzog, Ph.D., is the author of Some We
Love, Some We Hate, Some We Eat: Why It's
So Hard To Think Straight About Animals.

Online: Hal's book website, Facebook, Twitter
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ANIMAL BEHAVIOR 6 MIN READ

Do Pets Really Save $23 Billion a Year
in Health Care Costs?

A new pet industry report claims pet-ownership saves Americans
$23 billion a year in medical costs.

GUILT 5 MIN READ

Do You Suffer Guilt Over Owning a
Pet?

While pet-owner guilt is common, it has only recently been studied.
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MEDIA 4 MIN READ

5 Reasons You Can’t Stop Checking
Your Ex’s Social Media

4. You want to see which of you is "winning" the breakup.

MEDIA 4 MIN READ

Using Social Media for Reassurance
and Validation
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MEDIA 5 MIN READ

Why Representation Matters and Why
It’s Still Not Enough

Positive media representation can be helpful in increasing self-
esteem for people of marginalized groups (especially youth).

MEDIA 5 MIN READ
The Trouble with "Main Character
Syndrome"
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MEDIA 4 MIN READ

The Danger of Telling Mental-Health-
Focused Stories

Mental health storytelling is a worthy goal, but it can be harmful if
done incorrectly.

MEDIA 4 MIN READ

6 Tips to Stop Checking an Ex’s Social
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MEDIA 6 MIN READ

What Quitting Social Media Taught Me

| got off social media completely for a few months and it was life-
altering.

MEDIA 3 MIN READ

Stop Seeking Validation from Others

Letting go of the need for praise, acceptance and acknowledgment.
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Find a Therapist

Get the help you need from a therapist near you—a FREE service
from Psychology Today.
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