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Abstract: Although there is great interest on the global stage in promoting plant-based diets (PBDs)
to achieve some of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the results of their adoption are
unsatisfactory. Academics propose to entangle this effort by addressing the challenges of dissem-
ination of social innovations (SIs). SIs generate different adoption attitudes, some of them related
to socio-psychological aspects on the part of potential adopters. This research work aims to better
understand the adoption of SIs, such as PBDs, which may induce socio-psychological concerns in
potential adopters. In this sense, this research postulates that current perspectives on the dissemina-
tion and adoption of SI offer partial insights into understanding the shift to PBD. To overcome these
limitations, a holistic process perspective of the adopter’s decision-making to change diet is derived
and proposed. An exploratory, abductive, and theory-building effort has been carried out, based on
a cross-analysis of three different adopter profiles, with a total of 69 semi-structured interviews. A
new model for a comprehensive understanding from the adopter’s perspective on dietary change is
outlined with new socio-psychological insights emerging from the adopter’s viewpoint. Additionally,
the new model offers renewed opportunities for practitioners in terms of PBD implementation, usage,
and policy.
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1. Introduction

The protein transition through changing food patterns promoted by the United Nations
(UN) and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO) can contribute to the
achievement of some of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), such as “Zero Hunger”
and “Climate Action” [1,2]. In addition, policies that favour PBDs will optimise food
supply and social justice, and health and the environment [3]. Indeed, there is now a
general consensus that food diets link environmental and human health [4].

SIs provide possible solutions to unmet needs, and among these solutions are those
that are sustainable for societal challenges, such as animal welfare, climate change, or
environmental destruction [5,6]. Along these lines, PBDs have been considered SIs [7,8]
that require special attention for their dissemination because the adaptation to a new diet
may require specific and interrelated change decisions at different stages of the adoption
process [9–12] and, in addition, communication is not sufficient to ensure their dissemina-
tion [13].

Research on innovation research has been underpinned by different and comple-
mentary perspectives [14–17]. Some scholars suggest that SI requires a more integrated
perspective focusing on the consumer and user of innovation [18]. In this paper, it is
assumed that, in addition to the potential adopter’s innovativeness level and adoption
patterns [15], the adoption of SIs requires an evolution in the potential adopter’s decision-
making to change some habits that may hinder and/or impede the potential adopter’s
behaviour.
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Specifically, this research studies social contagion between prior and potential adopters
in the PBD adoption process to improve the current understanding of the dissemination
of SIs from the adopter’s perspective [18]. Arguing that the adoption process of some
SIs is mediated by the potential adopter’s decision to adopt some habits to imitate the
behaviour of prior adopters, a process perspective is proposed for a better understanding
of the potential adopter’s habit adaptation decision-making. In this vein, this research work
delineates an improved conceptual framework based on the different stages of the adoption
process paying attention to the evolution of adopters’ change and the contexts in which
they are expected to adopt the new diet. In summary, the proposed conceptual framework
aims to improve knowledge about adoption by paying attention to the willingness and
capacities of potential adopters and considering the influence of the social context.

Following a qualitative approach supported by an abductive effort, three cases were
studied with sixty-nine semi-structured interviews to delineate the outlines of a suitable
conceptual framework based on a process perspective that includes all the specific stages
followed by a potential adopter. The proposed conceptual framework sheds light on how to
move from a perspective based on the adopter’s profile and innovativeness to an adopter’s
perspective that highlights the adopter’s role in the different stages of the adoption process,
the contextual environment affecting each stage and the interaction between them, the
adopter’s propensity to progress in the adoption process, and his or her propensity to
overcome or not the barriers that appear in the evolution of decision-making related to the
dietary pattern change.

Both academic and professional implications for SIs are derived from the results of
this work. The academic implication of this research work is underpinned by a new process
model that offers a conceptual framework with a new lens from the perspective of the
adopter and his or her socio-psychological conditioning factors in the change to a new
diet. The new process model delineates a holistic and comprehensive framework that
includes the contextual setting of the adoption decision-making of the potential adopter,
the socio-material specificities of PBDs, and a comprehensive interrelationship of all stages
of the process in terms of triggers and deterrents affecting the psychological comfort (or
discomfort) of the potential adopter.

The implications for practitioners can be seen in the results of the conceptual frame-
work from an adopter’s point of view. Specifically, some aspects of the new model could
be of interest when the adopter belongs to the early majority adopter’s profile. First, PBD
potential adopters should not be assimilated only into users and consumers of new diets.
The model clarifies that the PBD adoption process is a decision-making process that could
affect the psychological comfort of the potential adopter due to the decision to shift diets.
Second, this psychological comfort affects all stages of the decision-making process and
is affected by the adopter’s contextual setting and the socio-material properties of the
PBD. Third, the model provides solid clues to PBD producers seeking strategies for PBD
promotion marketing. Finally, policymakers can draw new insights from the lessons of the
new model to foster the path towards meetings the challenges of some of the SDGs.

The paper is structured as follows: after an introduction to the topic, a literature review
follows to describe the main theoretical frameworks that affect the dissemination of SI and
the adoption of PBD. Subsequently, the methodology used to answer the research question
is detailed, and the in-depth analysis of the empirical data collected. Finally, a discussion
of the results and their connection to the previous literature is presented, just before the
conclusion of this research paper.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Challenges of SI Dissemination

Early studies on diffusion assumed that dissemination of an innovation, from the
perspective of a potential adopter, meant the exact copying or imitation of how the inno-
vation had previously been used in a different environment and a specific individual’s
decision to start using this innovation [15]. Early seminal approaches to understanding the



Sustainability 2023, 15, 7577 3 of 29

dissemination of innovations suggested that the force enabling their dissemination would
be an imitation of the idea and its use, just as it was argued that diffusion was based on
small psychological interactions between individuals, prior and potential adopters, with
imitation being the fundamental force [16]. This can be considered a social contagion in the
social network of the potential adopter. Thus, the adoption of a generic innovation (tech-
nology, behaviour, or policy) largely depends on how the social context and background
of the population using it influences the interaction of potential and prior adopters. This
type of result echoes the importance of imitation and mimicry in studies of other types
of innovations, both at other times and in other countries [19]. In addition, interpersonal
channels and the interactivity features of technologies enhance the imitation effect during
the growth stage [20].

The outcome of the dissemination of a particular innovation is the combination of
the characteristics of the potential adopter, the characteristics of the innovation, and some
contextual conditions that facilitate the interaction between prior and potential adopters.
Moreover, some interdependencies among the above-mentioned building blocks intervene
in the progress of dissemination. The social network may interfere in the relationship
between prior and potential adopters [15] by facilitating and interfering with the necessary
trust; the socio-material attributes of the innovation may affect, mainly in SIs, the potential
adopter’s decision-making behaviour during the dissemination process [21] and the poten-
tial adopter may encounter socio-psychological barriers to initially consider, and eventually
use, the innovation and has to be able to cope with the resistance to overcome these barriers
when they appear [22,23].

Furthermore, SI research has to face new challenges [24] to build bridges with current
trends in innovation studies and, as an emerging field, develop theory-building efforts that
provide a more holistic perspective that can support the specificities of non-technological
approaches and in this line, try to overcome the predominant models on adoption patterns.
In this vein, new efforts may include new ways to enhance the adoption-side perspective
and propose perspectives that focus on adopters, their specificities and capacities within
the context surrounding SI adoption [18].

Focusing on PBD, the current situation of the dissemination of these new diets can be
considered to be in the early majority stage [15]. This means that dissemination is based on
an imitation perspective and not on an innovation perspective. An innovation perspective
is appropriate for the “Innovators” and “Early Adopters” adopter profiles [25]. Based
on these profiles, the theoretical framework has been structured in three main sections:
the contextual conditions, the relevant conceptual frameworks, and the interrelationships
between the above components. The following sections describe the theoretical basis that
can help formulate the contribution of this research work.

2.2. Context of SIs Dissemination
2.2.1. What Is SI?

SI is a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable,
or fair than existing solutions and whose created value accrues primarily to society as
a whole rather than to individuals [26]. In addition, SIs have a cultural focus, as they
aim to address unmet human and social needs [27]. The European Commission states
that SI means developing innovative ideas, services, and models to better address social
problems [28]. Different studies [29] highlight that the three broad outcomes of SI are
the provision of solutions to pressing social needs, solutions to social and environmental
challenges, and SIs for systemic change, and there are different examples of SI initiatives to
support people’s lives [30]. Moreover, unexpected and unplanned social uses of innovative
technologies can lead to SIs (e.g., open-source software) [29].

When innovation has a social component, its dissemination may face problems, such
as societal passivity or lack of funding [31], cultural barriers [32], and communication
problems [11], among others. Some scholars have pointed out that attention is paid to
difficulties in understanding the dissemination of SI [33]. They add that SI has an inherent
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desire to spread its message and change the world but point out that this is not sustainable
for a large majority of SIs that originate from third sector projects, initiatives, and actors,
which do not have a direct interest beyond their local context. The role of professional
organisations and networks as intermediaries for dissemination is prominent, downplaying
the role of third-sector organisations and citizen’s initiatives, as they are often limited to a
more local level [33].

The reduction in meat consumption is framed as a diet-focused SI [7]. Moreover,
it is demonstrated that it is possible to link vegetarianism and veganism to SIs [8]. The
results of their study suggest that, according to the convictions and motives for following
such diets, food choices can be qualified as SIs, as most consumers are influenced by and
respond to major social and environmental problems, such as animal abuse in macro-farms,
environmental pollution from macro-production, deforestation, etc., by choosing these
diets. Although the literature had not previously presented them in this light, they were
identified as such when projecting SI indicators onto them [8]. Following the dissemination
patterns of most SIs [11], the dissemination of PBDs is affected by several variables that
can influence the different stages of the dissemination process, such as stereotypes [10],
stigmas [12], and food neophobia [9].

2.2.2. A Socio-Material Approach to SI Adoption

The socio-material approach is a novel and innovative perspective [34]. In this research
study, this approach is appropriate because the adoption of the innovation is affected by the
interrelationship between the material aspects of the innovation and the socio-psychological
aspects of the potential adopter. The characteristics of the innovation are not enough,
and it is necessary to look at the interaction between the innovation itself (material) and
the individual (social). In this sense, some socio-psychological variables (linked to the
potential adopter) may affect the success of the dissemination among prior and potential
adopters and, consequently, disrupt the dissemination process. In the case of SIs, the social
component is relevant, as their purpose is to improve the well-being of individuals and
communities [35].

Materiality is social because it has been created through social processes and is inter-
preted and used by individuals in social contexts [21]; furthermore, most material things
and objects sustain social life and help individuals. In theories of management [36], or-
ganisation [37], and organisational communication [38], the concepts of materiality and
socio-materiality are popular due to a deeper understanding of the contextual and relational
factors that shape, change, and organise human behaviour.

PBD can also be understood from a social-material perspective. There are barriers
and facilitators related to social and physical-material opportunities to reduce meat con-
sumption and move towards PBDs (lack of social support and changes in service provision
in collective meal contexts, among others) [39]. Moreover, meat consumption performs
a fundamental role in the social representation of food and meals, especially in Western
societies [40,41]. On the material part, i.e., substance side, some interventions are suggested,
such as socio-material restructuring focused on modifying physical/material contexts, e.g.,
increasing the supply and changing the display of plant-based foods and meals [42].

2.2.3. The Social Network in the Dissemination of SIs

The Tardian theory states that the social contagion of innovations occurs in a commu-
nity, and its members are the subjects of social contagion. The “social system” is one of the
basic elements affecting dissemination, and homophilic relationships facilitate interaction
between community members [15]. Moreover, following Tardian contagion theories, in-
fluences come largely from the social context and background of the population through
social conformity, pressure, and facilitation [16].

Similarity breeds connection [43]. Interaction is easier when both the prior and the
potential adopters share some similarities [44] and seems to be more effective when both
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share a homophilic relationship [45]. Thus, the social network of the prior and potential
adopter performs a relevant role in the diffusion process [46,47].

Social networks are relevant in influencing the habits of individual PBD adopters [48,49],
critical in maintaining the common dietary practices of plant-based adopters [50] and
perform a fundamental role in what and how we eat [51,52]. The willingness and support
of close people, such as family and friends, facilitates an individual’s opportunity to reduce
meat consumption and follow a more PBD [39]. For example, individuals who reduced
meat consumption or followed a PBD were encouraged to do so by family members and/or
friends [53], among others. Furthermore, network homophily can foster and reinforce
divisions between convinced meat eaters and individuals who strictly follow a PBD [54].
In addition, communication regarding PBDs between the prior and the potential adopter
may not be effective, e.g., due to a lack of family support [55].

2.3. The Main Conceptual Frameworks for Understanding SI Dissemination

In order to understand the PBD dissemination process from an adopter’s perspective,
this research work takes into consideration the context outlined in the previous section
that is relevant for SIs and borrows three main conceptual frameworks rooted in previous
studies on the dissemination of innovations. All of them are relevant to SIs and can
be adapted accordingly: diffusion of innovations [15], contagion theories [16,56,57], and
adoption and acceptance models based on socio-cognitive theory [14].

2.3.1. SI Dissemination through the Diffusion of Innovation Framework

The Diffusion of Innovations (DOI) framework [15] suggests that dissemination occurs
through a process of communication and social influence. Information is transmitted from
one individual to another within the social network [58]. Consistent with Tardian theories,
diffusion is a process of interpersonal communication, and imitation occurs when, in the
social network, a potential adopter copies the action of a prior adopter. At the heart of
the dissemination process is the modelling and imitation of prior adopters by potential
adopters, with communication and social influence being sufficient and imitation being
accepted as an “automatic reflex action”, which “results directly from merely seeing the
behaviour of others, without any other mental intermediary” [15]. Indeed, word of mouth
is a powerful determinant of technology dissemination [15]. Therefore, if communication
is present, imitation is a matter of time and depends only on the innovativeness of the
potential adopter, the characteristics of the innovation and social influence. Following
this framework, dissemination is more likely to occur when there are common meanings,
mutual sub-cultural language and when both sender and receiver have similar personal
and social characteristics [59]. In summary, the DOI framework offers a global perspective
on the dissemination of innovations that is useful when dissemination depends only on
the effectiveness of the communication process and imitation by the potential adopter is
automatic. The DOI framework assumes that the innovativeness of the potential adopter is
the sole moderator of the potential adopter’s decision.

Due to the socio-material character of some SIs in general and PBD in particular, the
conditions of the DOI framework are difficult to sustain. SIs may face some communication
problems during their dissemination [11]. The socio-psychological variables observed in
the case of SI adoption that may affect the propensity to imitate are not taken into account in
DOI’s framework [15], but Tardian’s works indicate that these variables do affect diffusion.
Some studies suggest that, in addition to the characteristics of the innovation per se, other
characteristics, such as psychological and sociological factors, among others, may affect the
diffusion of the innovation [22,23] due to various concerns in communicating innovation
characteristics [25,60].

2.3.2. Contagion and Imitation Theories of SI Dissemination

SIs have a social character that interferes with communication between prior and
potential adopters. Additionally, although DOI’s framework [15] proposes to understand
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the dissemination process of innovation as an “automatic reflex action” when communica-
tion has been successful, the socio-material aspects of SIs and the influence of the social
network surrounding the potential adopter may affect the potential adopter’s decision
when knowledge of the new innovation has been communicated [22,23]. In this vein, the
theories of social contagion [16,56,57] argue that the successful dissemination of innovation
is based on small psychological interactions between individuals whose fundamental force
is imitation. Therefore, the Tardian theories suggested that when a new idea or product
appears, the force that would allow its dissemination would be the imitation of the idea or
its use. In addition, individuals establish relational behaviours in accordance with their
individual characteristics and, therefore, generally exemplify one of the three basic, distinc-
tive, and interrelated processes that characterise human society: “Invention”, “Imitation” or
“Opposition”. “Imitation” refers to the adoption of a behaviour following the observation
of similar behaviour in others, according to the Tardian theories. In contrast, “Opposition”
refers to the decision not to follow the observed behaviour.

Following the adopter perspective of this research work, social contagion requires a
decision to change to follow the observed behaviour on the part of the potential adopter,
and in this line, imitation is affected by a wide variety of factors to contribute to the copying
of another’s behaviour. Previous descriptions of contagion theories focus on various influ-
ences, such as “contagion, conformity and social pressures, and social facilitation” [56,57],
all of which mediate the imitation decision-making of potential adopters of SIs and PBDs.
Moreover, an attempt has been made to assess the likelihood that a person with certain
characteristics will imitate a particular new behaviour (i.e., the use of an innovation) [61]. In
addition, if innovative product concepts are decomposed into several behavioural elements,
it is possible to estimate the likelihood that a person with certain personality traits will
imitate these behavioural elements and consequently adopt the new product [61]. Recent
research in cognitive and social psychology highlights the subconscious nature of many
decisions [62]. Finally, imitation remains the default social behaviour [63].

The existing literature refers to multiple studies on barriers affecting dietary adop-
tion and dissemination. For example, meat eaters claimed to be in agreement with their
cultural roots and gastronomic traditions [64]. Sometimes, the desire to fit in can make
individuals want to eat what others eat [65]. Therefore, the choice of food to consume
depends on multiple factors, such as product characteristics, individual characteristics
(psychological components, habits, experiences, among others), and social characteristics
(culture, economics, among others) [66]. Overcoming some of these barriers affects the
potential adopter’s switching process, and different psychological positions can affect the
decision to switch.

In the study of individual change, social psychology has proposed paying attention
to the situation of discomfort resulting from switching to a new behaviour or idea [67].
The theory of “cognitive dissonance” [68] describes this discomfort that can be present in,
for example, consumer buying behaviour and influences decision-making [69]. Moreover,
the term “comfort zone” [70–72] has been proposed as a metaphor for overcoming an
individual’s cognitive dissonance.

At the individual level, both comfort zone and cognitive dissonance can be seen as
difficulties for imitation and, consequently, the dissemination of PBDs. On the one hand,
cognitive dissonance occurs when two actions or ideas are not psychologically consistent
with each other, and the individual makes every effort to change them until they are
consistent [68]. On the other hand, the comfort zone is a mental/psychological state in
which the individual operates under conditions of neutral anxiety and without risk. That
is, the individual behaves to achieve a constant level of performance through tasks, actions,
and thoughts that always follow the same routine [72].

Interestingly, in the PBD literature, the “meat paradox” [73,74] is an example of an
individual’s cognitive dissonance from the potential adopter’s perspective. Eating meat
is a common behaviour, despite the fact that many people claim to love and care about
animals. The meat paradox arises from observing the apparent disconnect between not
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wanting animals to suffer and killing them for food. Therefore, the belief in the value of
animal welfare and life can be held at the same time as the belief that one can eat animals
whose welfare is poor [74].

2.3.3. Effectiveness in the Adoption Process

After the decision to imitate another’s behaviour, the next stage in the dissemination
of innovation should be the individual’s decision to use the innovation on a regular basis.
This stage is based on the mental process that the individual experiences from the moment
he or she is aware of the innovation to the acceptance of the positive decision to use
an innovation. The conditions of this decision-making that lead to acceptance may be
related to a combination of variables derived from cognitive models and theories that
attempt to predict user behaviour and that have been used in a wide variety of individual
behaviour [14,17].

Three main drivers are observed in acceptance theories and models. First, social norms
are related to the influence of the social network, as explained in the description of the
context of this literature review. Second, motivations are needed for the positive decision
of use. Motivation is one of the main facilitators of PBD adoption [75]. The most common
ones are animal welfare, health, and environment [10,11,55,75]. The third driver is the
Perceived Behavioural Control construct which refers to the perception of the individual’s
ability to use innovation. Dietary research maintains that eating habits are determined by
the individual’s skills and behaviour [76]. There are different facilitators that promote the
decision to use PBDs, such as availability, perceived good taste, culinary skills [75,77], ethi-
cal concerns [78], taste preferences, family support [55], health, and sustainability [55,75].
Moreover, there are different barriers that discourage their dissemination as the lack of
information [79], personal taste preferences [55], concerns about protein content, and effects
on environmental and personal health [77], among others. In addition, even despite the
fact that there are prior adopters of PBDs in their social network, it is worth noting that
there are individuals who reaffirmed their choice to continue eating meat and identify
themselves with this diet [64].

Furthermore, some SIs, such as food diets, may have a “personal involvement”, i.e.,
the individual is psychologically involved. Individual differences in dietary preferences are
related to personality traits [80]. Moreover, they highlight the value of better understanding
the psychological factors underlying plant-based eating behaviour. This certain personal
involvement can also be present in the case of the adoption of political ideas and in holiday
travel decisions, for example, among others [81,82].

Although innovation may be necessary and desirable, some functional (use, value,
and risk) and psychological (tradition and image) barriers have been identified [83]. In
the case of PBDs, it is known that dietary habits are acquired throughout an individual’s
childhood through the immediate family [84]. The change in these eating habits may be
due to a multitude of reasons [55,75], but if these habits are different from those acquired,
as in the case of contagion theories, cognitive dissonance may arise [85] or resistance to
leaving the comfort zone and these may be barriers that not all individuals are willing
to face.

2.4. Structuring the Intended Contribution of This Work

This research work aims to better understand the adoption of SIs, in general, and
PBDs, in particular. To do this, it is proposed to use a process perspective based on the
vision that the potential adopter may have. Our research work understands that in order to
develop this vision of the adoption process, a comprehensive scope is necessary, from the
initial contact to the regular use of the innovation. The conceptual frameworks that have
been proposed to understand the adoption of SIs have been based on the dissemination
of innovations of a more technological nature. In some cases, solutions for technological
innovations are not suitable for SIs.
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Several reasons support this idea. Initially, individuals in a SI adoption process present
cognitive interaction that generates facilitators [55,77] and barriers [55,77,79] to the dissem-
ination of SI. In addition, similarities among individuals create a social network [43,44]
that, on the one hand, encourages communication between individuals [15] but, on the
other hand, proposes homophilic relationships that can stimulate or discourage social con-
tagion [86]. Finally, although PBDs are studied from the point of view of motivations [75],
nutritional characteristics [87], sustainability [3], and health effects [88], among others, few
research work considers the impact of the social network and the socio-material nature of
SIs, both require interactions between individuals and between the characteristics of the
innovation and potential adopters.

The current perspective offers partial visions of the adoption process that can be useful
for technological innovations but that prevent the antecedents that affect SIs from being
considered in the effects in all stages of the adoption process that the potential adopter
follows. Moreover, the dissemination of innovation has been conceptualised as social
contagion [89]. The American Psychological Association (APA) defines social contagion as
“the spread of behaviours, attitudes, and effects through crowds and other types of social
aggregates from one member to another”. In this process of contagion, the members who
are influenced by the spreading action have to adapt their current behaviours, attitudes,
and traits and change to internalise the new action.

For this, a process perspective [90] aims to understand the way in which the potential
adopter advances in the decision-making evolution before adopting a SI. Process research
seeks to explain how the change in the research object evolves; that is, it arises, develops,
and diminishes over time. The process perspective can contribute to the theory by consid-
ering the dynamic development of phenomena over time [91]. This approach has already
been used in organisation and management [92], entrepreneurship [93], and innovation and
organisational change [94]. At the individual level, this vision has been used by considering
individuals as active and adaptive agents [95].

This study considers the process of social contagion as a sequence of stages from the
initial contact between a prior and a potential adopter to the continuation stage, in which a
new process of social contagion is generated. The suggested intermediate stages are based
on the conceptual frameworks: communication, imitation, and acceptance. Therefore, this
process perspective studies how and why decisions arise, develop, grow, and end over
time. Time is a key variable, as it examines both the tensions and contradictions in the
driving patterns of change and the interactions between the levels that contribute to the
change [90].

In summary, this research work proposes to consider that a successful adoption of SIs
can be seen as a process that represents the life cycle that a potential adopter’s decision-
making should follow from the initial contact with innovation until its use on a regular
basis after overcoming those barriers that may arise in the change process.

3. Methodology

This study aims to contribute to the theory-building effort to better understand the
specificities of adoption of SI adoption from an adopter’s point of view. Likewise, attention
is paid to some claims in this field [24] that call for new efforts in this direction. Deepening
the effectiveness of adoption communication from the initial contact to the regular use of
PBDs by the adopter suggests requiring a qualitative methodological approach. The use of
the case study allows a deeper understanding and learning about the phenomenon and
the context.

3.1. Methodology Approach

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to propose a framework to under-
stand the effectiveness of the social contagion process that triggers or does not trigger the
different stages of the process by potential adopters in the particular case of a SI, such as
PBDs. Qualitative researchers are engaged in naturalistic research, studying real-world
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environments inductively to generate rich narrative descriptions and build case studies [96].
A deep exploration of the ideas and experiences of individuals is required in order to under-
stand in detail the communication processes between them. Therefore, it will be difficult
to generalise to a wider population. A cross-case analysis of three cases was performed.
Each case was analysed through semi-structured interviews, collecting data using some
pre-formulated questions about the socio-demographic characteristics, personal history,
and social environment of each of the interviewees.

A pilot test was conducted between March and April 2019 to ensure that the outline
covered the different areas of study and was understandable to the participants. The final
outline was designed and approved by the Ethics Committee in April 2019. The outline
has 25 questions divided into 5 sections: (a) Socio-demography; (b) The individual and
innovation; (c) The individual’s perception of innovation; (d) The individual and his/her
social network; and (e) The impact of the variable “homophily”.

3.2. Data Collection

The cross-case analysis allows the researcher to examine themes, similarities, and
differences between cases [97]. Three case studies were designed to explore the impact of
socio-psychological variables of individuals on communication on the diffusion of PBDs
in different contexts. In this way, it can be observed if the results obtained were similar
when comparing the different contexts and what other insights emerged that could help to
answer the research question. The semi-structured interviews were conducted between
April 2019 and December 2020. Candidates received prior information about the content
of the research and were provided with a consent form. They could withdraw from the
study at any time, even if they had signed the consent form. All the data obtained were
anonymised in accordance with the Data Protection regulations. Therefore, the privacy
of the participants was guaranteed in all processes. Individual interviews of an average
duration of 45 min were conducted face-to-face or online. The interviews were conducted in
Spanish, Catalan, or English and were recorded, transcribed, and reviewed by two different
researchers. The analysis and interpretation of the data were carried out by coding; for
this, the information was organised to discover and code the units of analysis, assigning
categories and codes. Both the transcription of the interviews and their subsequent analysis
were carried out manually. This process helps to explore and deepen the “why” and the
“how”, i.e., the reasons and why [98].

3.2.1. Design of the Cases

The three cases are designed as follows: from the beginning, the idea was to find out
how the process of adopting a PBD had been or was being, i.e., to explore how the process
of obtaining information was, the impact of the social environment on the individual, etc.
In case study 1 (PBC), a convenience sample of individual customers of a 100% plant-based
food store was analysed. The sample obtained belonged to generations Y and X. Generation
X has a great interest in plant-based foods [99]. Furthermore, the literature emphasises
that Generations Y and Z are more likely to consume plant-based foods [100,101] and
that, specifically, Generation Z is the most interested in plant-based foods [99]. However,
there are also differences between them; for example, Generation Z takes climate change
associated with food waste and biased diets very seriously [102]. For these reasons, this
research incorporated two additional case studies focusing on specific samples of age
groups of Generation Y and Z, so that case studies 2 and 3 were designed with the age
range as a fixed variable. In other words, in each study, it is possible to explore how each
generation behaves towards a SI, such as PBDs.

3.2.2. Sample Size and Sample Bias

In terms of sample size, the guiding principle has been that of saturation. This concept
means that no additional data are found to develop the properties of the categories. That is,
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when similar cases are observed repeatedly, it can be empirically stated that the category in
question is saturated [103].

In addition, bias was considered when selecting individuals in each of the three
samples for each of the three case studies [104]. To this end, an attempt was made to
minimise bias by ensuring that there was a variety of gender and age groups in the case
study of PBC, while in the case studies of GENY and GENZ an attempt was made to have
potential sample participants follow different types of diets in order to have more variety.

Table 1 shows the general characteristics of each case study.

Table 1. General characteristics of each case study.

Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3

Name of the case study PBC# GENY# GENZ#

Type of respondent Gen X and Y Gen Y Gen Z

Sample size 14 27 28

Sampling method Convenience Snowball

Range of ages 27–51 26–39 18–25

Gender 5 males/9 females 6 males/21 females 10 males/18 females

Location Barcelona

Channel One-on-one in
person One-on-one in-person/online (Teams/Skype)

Duration 45 min avg.

Languages Catalan and
Spanish Catalan, Spanish and English

Period of time April–June 2019 October–December 2020

3.3. Description of the Cases
3.3.1. Case Study 1: PBC

The sample was obtained by recruiting customers from a 100% plant-based food shop
located in the Gràcia neighbourhood of Barcelona (Spain). Since 2016, the city of Barcelona
has been declared veg-friendly. Moreover, Gràcia is one of the two neighbourhoods that
brings together most of the city’s businesses related to the consumption of all kinds of
plant-based products (food, clothing, etc.). As the shop only offers plant-based food
products, it is ensured that customers buy this kind of food product. Participants were
recruited on the basis of convenience after making their purchase, ensuring that they were
consumers of 100% plant-based food products and that there was a variety of both gender
and age. Respondents included married couples, members of the same family unit and
other unrelated individuals.

3.3.2. Case Study 2: GENY

Generation Y individuals, or millennials were born in the period between 1980 and
the mid-1990s, as the Merriam-Webster dictionary states. Wellness is a key element in their
daily lives and PBDs already have an established penetration in this age range [100].

The sample was drawn from some individuals in this age group selected by conve-
nience. Once the initial individual agreed to participate in the study, the date and time
for the interview were arranged. After the interview, the initial individual was asked, if
possible, to give us the contact details of people he or she believed would want to partici-
pate in the study. Therefore, the data collection method used in this case study is snowball
sampling. The next step was to contact these potential candidates to explain the study to
them, give them the information they needed, and, if they agreed to participate, a date and
time was set for the interview, and so on. Respondents included married couples, members
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of the same family unit, friends, and other unrelated individuals. It should also be noted
that the respondents were either adopters of PBDs or were omnivores.

3.3.3. Case Study 3: GENZ

Generation Z individuals or centennials were born between the late 1990s and early
2000s, according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary. This generation is setting food trends
in the post-pandemic world because they tend to order more, choose frozen foods, and eat
more plant-based dishes [101].

As in the previous case, the sample is obtained from some initial candidates by
convenience, then followed the snowball sampling methodology. The procedure was the
same as explained in case study 2. Respondents included couples, members of the same
family unit, friends, and other unrelated individuals. It should also be noted that the
respondents were either adopters of PBDs or were omnivores.

3.4. Data Analysis Approach

The analysis of the data collected during the interviews was structured in four
main phases: (a) transcription, (b) interpretation, (c) coding, and (d) thematisation of
the data [105]. The interviews were transcribed verbatim to avoid misquoting or misinter-
preting the participants’ contributions. Each interview was reviewed to ensure the accuracy
of the text by two researchers. The next step was to interpret the data collected from the
interview transcripts. The assessment of these characteristics helps to correctly interpret
the respondents’ perspectives. Subsequently, the data were coded by identifying issues,
themes, similarities, and differences revealed through the participants’ narratives and inter-
preted by the researcher [105]. In this way, the aim has been to establish common points
between the narratives, bringing the contributions closer to similar concepts, definitions,
and practices.

In the last phase, after coding, the data were categorised following the content analysis
method, i.e., the data were categorised into classifications that then formed segments
and sub-segments of the research and analysis section [106]. For this purpose, the coded
versions of the interview transcripts were re-analysed, and the contributions were assigned
to one of the established categories. Then, the classifications were formed in order to
derive and present coherent, significant, and faithful conclusions to the primary data. The
transcription, review, and interpretation of the interviews were completed manually. The
whole process was reviewed by two researchers.

4. Analysis

Data collection was carried out for each case separately. The first case was PBC,
followed by GENY and GENZ. As an initial condition for all participants in the three
cases, this research work considers that the adoption process begins through the interaction
between a PBD prior adopter and a PBD potential adopter who can share the former’s
experience in this dissemination. This paper is mainly concerned with potential adopters
and, later, with potential new adopters. Following Rogers’ framework (Rogers, 2003), the
members of the samples can be considered as members of the early majority profile (first
stage of the mainstream market). Participants frequently interact with their peers and
deliberate before adopting PBD; therefore, they do not like to “test” them because they are
not looking for products but for solutions that “work” for them. Thus, they are interested in
considering the adoption of PBD, so they would enter into the process of social contagion
of such innovation. This process has a specific starting point for each potential adopter
but subsequently follows a similar evolution based on a social contagion process, i.e., a
communication stage, an imitation stage, and an acceptance stage.

4.1. Starting Point

The first evidence from the empirical work was that each potential adopter is in a
different position regarding the adoption process. For example, GENZ22 is in a transition
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process (consuming more plant-based products and reducing meat consumption), while
GENY14 claims that it is necessary to eat everything but consciously.

“I have doubts, because I do not know what the right diet is... I still eat everything, but I
have reduced my consumption of animal food, animal food, and quite a lot.” (GENZ22)

“I believe that we should consume everything, but in the right measure and with aware-
ness. Aware of what we need, aware of where it comes from and how this resource has
been obtained.” (GENY14)

During the interviews, respondents were asked whether or not they perceived an
evolution in their personal perception of PBDs and, if so, in what way. In this way, a
possible evolution could be observed, which implies a decision-making, a maturation
process, on the part of the potential adopter. For example, PBC13 illustrates this type of
evolution at the food level.

“I am in a hybrid process and it motivates me because I have a relative (sister) who is
vegan. We often eat vegan things at home and I am curious to try the flavours and
textures. Also, we hardly eat meat because it has a lot of fibre and when it comes to eating
it, it is not pleasant. I also get tired of omnivorous products.” (PBC13)

4.2. From Initial Contact to Successful Communication

In all three cases of the cross-case analysis, respondents who were interested or inclined
to consider PBD as a potential dietary option decided to initiate actions to increase their
knowledge of PBD when they encountered prior PBD adopters within their closest social
network. For example, PBC6 said:

“When I met my partner, I did not know she was a vegetarian. I realised it when I had
lunch with her. She refused the food I wanted, for example, meat. When I realised it, the
next day, I stopped eating meat.” (PBC6)

Moreover, in all cases, these family and friendship social networks tend to favour the
beginning of the social contagion process due to their emotional and intimate component
that is surrounded by homophilic relationships. This is illustrated by the statement of
GENZ12:

“When someone close to you is vegan, for example, I think you’re kind of more influenced
to be vegan or more curious to understand it or... just because people are close to you
(friends).” (GENZ12)

When the initial contact has been consolidated, and contagion has arisen, the two
participants in the contagion continue with a communication stage that allows the exchange
of information between them within the framework of innovation diffusion [15].As the
example of GENZ13 illustrates, the communication stage is part of the evolution of social
contagion.

“I have some friends who are vegans, and they explain to me the whole issue of pollution
(in relation to animal protein production).” (GENZ13)

Moreover, as PBC12 explained, this exchange of information requires maintaining the
emotional and intimacy component that initiated the contact:

“It’s not a subject I talk about a lot. It has come up a few times and the reaction (from the
potential adopters of the association with which I usually collaborate) has been curiosity.”
(PBC12)

Communication between prior and potential adopters is possible if there is interest
from both sides in all three cases, as GENZ27 said:

“Sometimes I talk about this with my friends and explain to them why I do not like
buying meat in supermarkets and that I do not like the texture and the idea of how it was
produced. So I think it helps the environment to learn a way of how I am spreading it
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with the people around me, basically by spreading awareness. My flatmates are becoming
vegetarians.” (GENZ27)

In addition, the communication stage requires the involvement of both parties (prior
and potential adopters) with a specific role for each of them. GENY15’s quote illustrates
the emotional and intimacy characteristics of the communication stage.

“In my usual environment, my sister-in-law and her partner are vegans. My sister-in-law
respects what others think and asks them to respect what she thinks.” (GENY15)

Although the communication act produces the consolidation of contagion, the poten-
tial adopter must feel that the prior adopter has enough experience in this diet. This is the
case of GENZ20 which confirms the previous variables of emotion and intimacy plus the
perceived experience of the prior adopter:

“I have had conversations with people who were making the change or who had been
vegetarians for some time, for example, my sister. I wanted to take the time to have
conversations with them. Everything I heard and everything she explained to me really
made a lot of sense.” (GENZ20)

During the analysis, it was also observed that some prior adopters openly expressed
that they preferred not to discuss their eating habits with potential adopters outside their
more private sphere (intimacy) (family and friends). Therefore, it seems that this private
sphere (intimacy) is a kind of precondition for the communication act, as PBC7 illustrates.

“I am a person who keeps his philosophy of life or his lifestyle very private.” (PBC7)

Some of the difficulties in the progress of social contagion in the communication stage
are related to the lack of intimacy between participants, such as prior adopters who do not
feel safe in the communication act and need to be (on both sides): (a) willing to discuss
PBDs (interest and attention), and (b) avoid criticism and misinterpretation, as illustrated
by the quotes from GENY22 and GENZ17.

“When I became vegan, I suffered a lot of alienation from some friends . . . I started to feel
like I was being left out . . . it was hard. They did what was most comfortable for them
. . . pushing me away.” (GENY22)

“If you attack someone or tell them something about eating meat products, they will take
it as an offence and they will not want to listen to you.” (GENZ17)

Moreover, in other cases, prior adopters were not very active in disseminating informa-
tion to potential adopters due to a certain lack of trust in the relationship. As an illustrative
example, PBC3 considered that prior adopters could search for information about PBDs on
their own,

“One day I decided that I would say what I think as I think it. And answers to silly
questions would go unanswered . . . I do not want to answer questions that, if you are
really interested, you can find at home. I will answer other kinds of questions that are a
bit more complicated, I will even answer sophisticated questions about menus or meals,
but not silly questions.” (PBC3)

Therefore, some difficulties must be overcome in order for the act of communication
to be successful.

4.3. Imitation Stage

The analysis of the data obtained confirms that, when communication has been suc-
cessful, the potential adopter has gathered sufficient information to consider whether a
PBD fits his or her socio-psychological characteristics, moving on to a new decision-making
stage. In all cases, evidence is found that this new stage may be affected by some bar-
riers of the potential adopter that may reduce the likelihood that the adoption process
progresses and begins to practice the new diet. As described by GENZ22, changing habits,
and stepping out of the comfort zone can be detrimental to moving towards PBD adoption:
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“I am kind of afraid to change my habits and that it might be worse than what I already
have.” (GENZ22)

Similarly, GENY22 notes, as his own experience, that avoiding conflict over behaviour
change is more comfortable than facing the challenge of moving towards the adoption of
the new diet,

“I have in common with potential adopters the conflict between “this is more comfortable,
even though I know it is wrong”. However, they look the other way and do the comfortable
thing.” (GENY22)

In all cases, it is common for potential adopters to have to change their current
psychological settings and be influenced by their social environment in order to leave their
current comfort zone and progress towards PBD adoption. In all three cases, it is observed
that overcoming current environments and social influences is not rapid but involves
a certain maturation process that requires a period in which the individual must make
the transition to a new diet, including the preliminary phases of resistance to changing
behavioural habits and the struggle with previous beliefs [83,107].This maturation period
may include, as illustrated by PBC7, a process of learning about the new options available
and, as exemplified by GENY10, a change in food preferences,

“My transition was slow. Little by little I became aware... changing my diet until, in the
end, I eliminated all animal products.” (PBC7)

“It took me a year and a half or two years to try it because I do not like vegetables...
and I did not know what a wide variety of non-animal food there was on the market.”
(GENY10)

This analysis has detected different groups of elements that may affect the progress to-
wards PBD adoption. The different groups of variables are illustrated below with examples.

4.3.1. Group 1—Elements That Make Imitation Difficult

Traditions, beliefs, and habits can make imitation difficult when they are not aligned
with the information received. If the potential adopter cannot overcome any of these
barriers, he or she will not be able to imitate the prior adopter, as illustrated by PBC8 and
GENY19.

“We have deep-rooted nutritional traditions, and any change is very difficult to accept at
first, even for the family.” (PBC8)

“My family is exactly like me. We like to eat a lot and we do not deprive ourselves or
forbid ourselves anything . . . it is hard for us to change our habits.” (GENY19)

4.3.2. Group 2—Elements That Create Barriers to Imitation

Parents use behaviours and strategies to influence what, when and how much their
children eat [108]. Thus, eating habits are acquired early in life [65] and, once established,
are likely to be long-lasting and resistant to change [109], although they may modify parents’
eating dynamics due to changes in the social environment, among others [65]. In the case of
Generation Z, parental influence is extraordinarily strong since most individuals continue
to live in the nuclear family and are often emotionally and financially dependent on them.
In these cases, potential adopters conform to their parents’ beliefs and customs in order to
avoid conflicts, as illustrated by GENZ1.

“I am the one who has to adapt to them because they (her parents) do not understand.”
(GENZ1)

4.3.3. Group 3—Elements That Create Initial and Transitory Reluctance but That Are
Eventually Overcome

Leaving the comfort zone means facing a zone of fear (lack of self-confidence, impact
of others’ opinions, excuse-making), but after a while, the individual enters a learning zone
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where he or she acquires new skills and faces challenges and problems. This process is
difficult for some potential adopters, as GENZ6 states:

“I have always loved cooking and I did not know how to make a cake without eggs . . .
How is it going to grow? It is like stepping out of what you consider normal, what you
consider healthy, what you think you should eat, stepping completely out of it.” (GENZ6)

The comfort zone is overcome even if the current traditions, beliefs, and habits are
different from those of the new diet, as PBC9 illustrates:

“Until it was clear to me that, for example, if you make lentils, you do not have to put
meat in them... first I made them and made the classic ones. When it was clear to me, I
removed the meat and that was one less thing. And that is how I have been evolving.”
(PBC9)

In some cases, this overcoming is based on an accepted cognitive dissonance, as
GENY22 states:

“I have in common with potential adopters the conflict between “this is more comfortable,
even though I know it is wrong”. But they look the other way and do the comfortable
thing. But I distinguish myself from them saying “I do not care about my comfort. This
is not right.” So I stop doing it.” (GENY22)

4.3.4. Group 4—Elements That Cause Rejection and Discomfort

Even if potential adopters have received information on PBDs, they may decide not
to adopt them even if there are prior adopters in their close social environment. Their
mental barriers are not mitigated, and potential adopters show rejection and discomfort,
and feeling challenged, as illustrated by GENY20:

“I have been taught to eat in a way that is neither better nor worse... it is what I have
been taught and I like the way I eat. I can’t not eat a steak or a baked sea bream... I enjoy
these things. I mean, I would rather eat that than a hamburger substitute... life has been
working this way for many years.” (GENY20)

4.3.5. Group 5—Elements Related to Attitudes and Skills

The adoption of PBD may be perceived as complicated by a lack of time or culi-
nary knowledge (Perceived Behavioural Control). An individual’s skills and behaviour
determine eating habits [76]. For example, GENY15 states:

“Both my partner and I are omnivores. My sister-in-law and her partner are vegan. I
think what is really lacking is culinary education.” (GENY15)

Food preferences can reinforce the attitude against imitating a prior adopter who
adopts a PBD, as GENY16 and GENZ27 claim:

“I like meat very much.” (GENY16)

“I am big meat lover.” (GENZ27)

4.4. Acceptance Stage

From the collected data, some aspects that apply to the decision to initiate the specific
behaviour of adopting a PBD can be identified. In this situation, potential adopters have
experienced a process of contagion and communication of the characteristics of the PBDs
and have positively overcome the barriers to imitate the new behaviour.

The conditions of this decision-making that lead to adoption behaviour can be related
to a combination of variables from the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) [110] and variables
from the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) [14]. Three drivers of adoption are observed:
social norms, motivation/attitude, and Perceived Behavioural Control.
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4.4.1. Social Norms

Once the imitation stage becomes effective, potential adopters, such as PBC4, GENY10,
and GENZ16, end up adopting a PBD and state:

“My partner started vegetarian/vegan before me. It has an impact on you in the sense
that she adopts other habits. You eat differently. You go to different places . . . I have
joined the diet. I mean, I have moved closer to it; I have just occasionally eaten things
that she has not.” (PBC4)

“My sister was the first (to adopt). My partner and I were the second. Living in the same
house made it easier for us to go together.” (GENY10)

“My motivation to become a vegetarian came from my sister’s influence . . . after a long
time of insisting and not insisting, in the end . . . ” (GENZ16)

In general, in all three cases, it is observed that the close relationship with the prior
adopter (family member or friend) influences the potential adopter, and the latter gradually
ends up adopting a diet with more plant-based foods.

4.4.2. Motivation/Attitude

Motivations are needed for the adoption to be sustained. Motivation is one of the main
facilitators of PBD adoption [75]. The most common are animal welfare, health, and envi-
ronment [10,11,55,75]. In the analysis of the interviews, it was found that the motivations
were strong and defined and formed the backbone of the adopters’ lives. Motivations, such
as animal welfare, environment, and health, are mentioned most frequently, as illustrated
by PBC4, GENY27, and GENY22.

“My basic motivation was the animals. How ruthless the production is and how well
they do it by hiding it. It pricks my conscience.” (PBC4)

“The main motivation was that I did not feel physically comfortable eating animal protein.
And on the other hand, clearly, for the environment and animals.” (GENY27)

“Strictly, a moral issue.” (GENY22)

4.4.3. Perceived Behavioural Control

Eating habits are determined by the individual’s skills and behaviour [76]. Food
preferences, lack of time, and lack of culinary knowledge may also be included here.
GENY4 and GENZ2 illustrate some of these elements.

“I could not do it because if animal protein is removed from my diet, I have no way to add
protein to my diet.” (GENY4)

“The main problem people have is the time factor and learning new dishes. I think a lot of
people are afraid that they do not have enough time to dedicate to creating a new diet.”
(GENZ2)

At this stage, there are no differences between the three case studies. Potential adopters
claim that they have close contact with a prior adopter and that, subsequently, one or a
combination of several motivations (animal welfare, health, and environment) pushes
them to adopt a diet with more plant-based foods. As new dietary learning requires a
perceived behavioural control, the “comfort zone” influence may reappear at this stage.
Even so, respondents find that they have to go beyond their comfort zone and, in some
cases, develop culinary skills, among others, for the adoption to be effective.

4.5. Continuation to a New Contagion Process

According to the data obtained, “new adopters” promote social contagion through
their close homophilic relationships (they adopt a “prior adopter” role), and some of them
admit that after adopting PBDs, they have observed changes in the eating habits of their
social networks. That is to say, potential adopters in their usual social environment with
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whom they have a homophilic relationship (partners or other family members or friends)
have initiated processes of dietary change. Therefore, they have, to some extent, influenced
family and friends by providing them with information and/or by example. In fact, in
these social networks, it is possible to have some kind of intimacy, and this gives rise to
opening the individual’s private sphere to these close people.

In general, new adopters perceive that they can freely disseminate and share informa-
tion about PBDs among potential adopters in their social networks. In this way, a kind of
communication through example is observed, as PBC10 illustrates.

“The fact that they know I am pro-vegan/vegetarian sometimes brings this topic up in
conversations, and I occasionally share an article with co-workers.” (PBC10)

5. Discussion

After the analysis of the data collected, the empirical data of the three cases (PBC,
GENY and GENZ) are compared with the theoretical framework outlined in the literature
review and a series of propositions are discussed in the following sections. The set of
propositions builds the conceptual framework that includes the process perspective of
social contagion with its respective stages. This perspective tries to include an integral
vision of the social contagion process for the PBDs adoption from the adopter’s point of
view. This conceptual framework aims to explain how the generation of the outcome due
to the PBD adoption develops, whether it is a success or failure. A high-level schema of the
conceptual framework with the main contextual configurations is drawn in Figure 1.
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5.1. Setting up the Environment for the Contagion to Exist

The importance of the social network is highlighted, which is the scenario in which the
initial contagion occurs and the successive contagions, mainly within a close homophilic
environment. In all the cases of our analysis, this homophilic environment favours the
beginning of the contagion process from the affective relationships and intimacy between
the members of the social network. Moreover, as an additional confirmation of this relation-
ship, some of the difficulties for the continuation in most stages of the contagion process
are related to the lack of intimacy or trust between the participants.

To complete the configuration of the environment, the relationship between prior
and potential adopters involves socio-material components that affect the evolution of the
PBD contagion process [39]. Although PBD has a material component based on a multidi-
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mensional perspective [42,111], food and diets have a clear social role and a psychological
engagement [40,41,52]. In this vein, the environment of our potential framework for the
PBD contagion process should consider the potential tensions between the materiality of
PBD and the socio-psychological relationships between the participants in the contagion
process.

Therefore, the following proposition is delineated:

Proposition 1. The adoption of PBDs from the adopter’s perspective, considered as a SI, needs to
consider the overall social contagion process within a contextual setting that includes the following
components:

The socio-material components derived from the interaction between the characteristics of the
potential adopter and the characteristics of PBDs as a new diet; the process of social contagion
leading the adopter from the first contact with the new diet to the regular use of it; and, finally, all
these in a specific environment built under the umbrella of the social network hosting prior and
potential adopters that requires homophilic relationships.

5.2. A Process Perspective for the Adopter’s Point of View on the Adoption of PBD

From the first contact between the prior and potential adopter in a social network, until
the potential adopter decides whether to adopt a PBD, there is a period of time in which
different stages have been proposed to occur: communication, imitation, and acceptance.
According to the analysis of our cases, the contagion process needs to follow each of these
stages to be successful. At each stage, the contagion may continue to the next stage or
fail. Therefore, and according to previous literature [90], a process perspective helps to
understand the different stages: how and why they occur, grow, or end over time. A process
perspective has been used in psychological studies [95] and based on the empirical effort, it
is useful to understand the decision-making structure of changing from a previous diet to a
new one. Although most of the specific stages have been studied individually, this work’s
contribution is rooted in a comprehensive understanding of the overall contagion process
by integrating the existing stages into a unique perspective. Therefore, the next proposition
is presented:

Proposition 2. The adoption of PBDs, considered as a SI, from an adopter’s perspective is delimi-
tated by the contextual settings described in proposition 1, in this context the adopter’s adoption
process follows an evolution that is built in three stages: Communication, Imitation, and Acceptance.
These stages mediate the adopter’s decision-making for a dietary change from the initial contact to
the adoption outcome.

5.3. Overcoming Socio-Psychological Concerns about the PBD Adoption

Following the adopter’s point of view on the PBD adoption, the cross-case analysis
provides evidence that the adopter’s decision-making to switch to the new diet is influenced
by some socio-psychological aspects that come from the adopter’s profile that can favour
or deter the adoption of the new diet. The socio-psychological concerns can appear as
cognitions that are promoted by the social network, by the psychological characteristics
of the potential adopter and by the interaction between the adopter and the materiality
of the PBD. These cognitions can be understood as facilitators or barriers in the adopter’s
decision-making to switch his or her diet.

The individual’s facilitators and barriers can be modulated by the influence of the
individual’s social network (mainly the close and personal ones, i.e., family and friends),
promoting or discouraging the decision to obtain information about the new diet, the
decision to imitate the behaviour of the prior adopter, and, finally, the decision to engage in
regular use of the new diet. In other words, the potential adopter reacts to the messages
that he or she receives from the prior adopter of the social network either by applying
those facilitators to his or her decision-making or by lifting the associated barriers. Thus,
lifting the barriers implies the failure of the contagion process, while the use of facilitators
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to reduce them allows the potential adopter to progress in the adoption process, opening
the individual to experiment and to the success of the contagion process.

In the empirical analysis of our cases, in all three cases, facilitators are present to
mediate in the stages of the social contagion process. In this vein, communication between
prior and potential adopters is favoured by homophilic relationships and intimacy within
the social network that includes individuals participating in social contagion. The effect of
the communication stage on contagion has been highlighted by the effect of those prior
adopters that have been recent adopters within the close contacts of the potential adopters.
Additionally, the decision to imitate can be favoured by a set of facilitators that come
from the potential adopter’s socio-psychological characteristics, the influence of contextual
settings (such as social networks), and diet characteristics on the socio-material effects on
the adopter’s decision. Finally, in the acceptance stage, social norms, favourable attitudes,
and positive perceived behavioural control can facilitate potential adopters’ definitive
commitment to the use of PBD.

Taking into consideration the analysis described in the previous chapter, if any of the
characteristics of the environment delimited in Proposition 1 is not present, the contagion
process can fail. Specifically, potential adopters can argue that the information is not reliable
enough to overcome existing barriers [107], and, prior adopters may consider their food
choices to be part of the private sphere and, therefore, not talk about them outside of their
closest homophilic relationships and this may hinder the dissemination of information
about PBD. In this sense, in the PBC case, the barriers to communication came from the
prior adopter’s attitude not to disclose information about the new diet because the personal
diet is part of the private sphere.

As a result of the empirical analysis, although the potential adopter could have
gathered enough information to consider whether PBD fits his or her socio-psychological
characteristics, in all cases of this research work, evidence is found that potential adopters
may feel some barriers that may deter them from imitating the prior adopter’s behaviour.
Overcoming socio-psychological barriers includes changing habits and stepping out of the
comfort zone and, consequently, a proactive attitude to imitate the behaviour of eating PBD.
In the analysis of this work, five groups of elements (cognitions) have been detected. In all
cases, new psychological adjustments are needed and overcoming current environmental
and social influences implies a certain maturation process that could include preliminary
steps of resistance to changing behavioural habits and struggle with previous beliefs [107].

Considering the empirical data of the three cases of this study, the decision to start,
on a regular basis, using the new diet is affected by barriers due to different groups of
elements. Some of these elements arise in the acceptance stage; other barriers are also
present in previous stages. As in the case of the imitation stage, the barriers that can deter
the adoption process need to be overcome by the potential adopter to progress towards a
successful PBD adoption. Again, the propensity to overcome these barriers will depend on
the cognitive dissonance of the potential adopter. A specific situation was detected in the
GENZ case when parental feeding education was not aligned with the new diet.

Figure 2 describes a detailed composition of the conceptual framework that will be
based on the following propositions.
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In this sense, a new proposition is described:

Proposition 3. The progress of the adopter’s decision-making regarding a diet change is mediated
by some facilitators and barriers that affect each of the stages of the contagion process. Facilitators
and barriers come from the adopter’s cognitions generated by the contextual setting, the diet
characteristics, the adopter characteristics, and the interaction due to the PBD socio-material
characteristics.

Although different studies have proposed barriers and facilitators of the adoption
of PBD [55,77], the conceptual framework of this study aims to better understand the
adoption process from an adopter’s point of view. To achieve our objective, this conceptual
framework proposes an integral perspective of the social contagion process that includes
those stages that have been found relevant in the PBD adoption. Furthermore, to ensure
an adopter’s perspective, each of the stage should consider the adopter’s decision-making
progress towards a switch to the new diet. In this sense, the adopter’s progress towards the
action of switching to the new diet includes a motivational part and a volitional part (this is
common in transitions due to health issues and dietary aspects) and can be conceptualised
as the adopter’s propensity to engage in the new diet. Our conceptual framework includes
the adopter’s point of view by understanding that progress at each stage is related to the
individual’s propensity to overcome each stage. In this vein, proposition 3a is delineated:

Proposition 3a. Facilitators and barriers that mediate each of the stages of the social contagion
process, configure a set of factors that predispose an individual to switch to a PBD.

By emphasising the adopter’s point of view, the proposed comprehensive perspective
adds a better understanding of the adoption process since the adopter’s socio-psychological
concerns affect all stages, but each stage is affected in a specific way. As far as the authors
know, this comprehensive process perspective has not yet been proposed.

Although all cognitive concerns, either facilitators or barriers, are part of the adopter’s
affective state, and all of them can affect the adopter’s decision-making to switch the diet,
evidence was found in empirical work that these cognitive concerns can have a different
effect at each of the stages of the process. In this sense, a new proposition is made:

Proposition 3b. The mediating effects of these facilitators and barriers are moderated by the
specificities of each stage.
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Moreover, all cognitive concerns, either facilitators or barriers, come from the social
network and the socio-material characteristics of the new diet and the potential adopter
has internalised them as part of the adopter’s decision-making to switch diet. In this vein,
the following proposition is raised:

Proposition 3c. The mediating effects of those facilitators and barriers are moderated by the
contextual settings of the adoption process.

Figure 3 shows the mediating effects of both facilitators and barriers at each stage of
the adoption process.
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5.4. Adopter’s Cognitive Consistency When Switching to PBD

One of the features coming from most of the participants in the empirical work of
this study is the affective implication of switching diets. This dimension is common in the
literature on goals and action propensity in health and dietary circumstances [112–114].
In this sense, most of the participants expressed concern about overcoming the comfort
zone and dealing with cognitive dissonance due to switching to a new diet. The “meat
paradox” is an exemplary case of such situations [73,74]. Cognitive dissonance [68] is
a theory that tries to explain why and how an individual overcomes a change situation
in which cognitions (these cognitions can arise from eating habits, beliefs, and opinions,
coming from the current diet or the new diet) about the prior state and the future state
generate some kind of conflict and consequently an affective discomfort.

As in the case of PBD adoption, cognitive dissonance is relevant in situations where
cognitions are acquired in a decision-making process that drives one to perform an action
and pursue a goal. In these situations, the decision maker experiences a state of negative im-
pulse, and the adoption process could fail. To avoid the lack of cognitive consistency [115],
the action-based cognitive dissonance model posits that the potential adopter will inter-
vene by adding consonant cognitions or by devaluing dissonance cognitions and/or a
combination of both. Participants in PBD switching processes are affected by cognitive
discomfort when their affective state due to different cognitions, either facilitators or barri-
ers, is negative towards the PBD switch. In this vein, PBD potential adopters expressed
their willingness to improve psychological comfort to progress in the adoption process by
combining facilitators (consonant cognitions) and barriers (dissonance cognitions) to reach
a situation of cognitive consistency to switch to PBD.
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In this sense, the following propositions are described:

Proposition 4. The potential adopter needs to progress in the decision-making process that is
necessary for a change in the PBD adoption. In this process some barriers and facilitators intervene
such as dissonant or consonant cognitions that produce a psychological discomfort in the potential
adopter.

Proposition 4a. Potential adopters elaborate the consequences of facilitators and barriers at all
stages of the social contagion process by understanding those combinations of them that produce a
less negative state of psychological discomfort.

It has been proposed that the magnitude of the cognitive dissonance caused by the
PBD switch is a function of the number of cognitions (facilitators or barriers), and a specific
weight should be considered for each cognition. Since the presence of cognitive dissonance
is uncomfortable, potential adopters struggle to reduce it by reinforcing consonant cogni-
tions, de-valuing dissonant cognitions, and/or changing one or both cognitions to make
them more consonant with each other.

In this vein, the following proposition is considered:

Proposition 4b. Potential adopters elaborate the consequences of facilitators and barriers at all
stages of the social contagion process striving to achieve a sufficiently comfortable combination of
them through the reinforcement of facilitators, the reduction of barriers and the proposal of a stable
psychological state in the switch to PBD.

Figure 4 presents the set of elements that either moderate or mediate by influencing
the propensity for cognitive consistency on the part of the potential adopter.
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Finally, Figure 5 presents the process perspective of the adoption of PBDs in which all
the elements involved and their relationship can be seen.
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5.5. Implications

In summary, this research work contributes to some challenges of SI research, as an
emerging field, to propose a new model as a research reflection based on a theory-building
effort to better understand the specificities of the adoption of non-technological technolo-
gies. Additionally, responding to some claims in this field [24], the derived process model
delineates a comprehensive framework based on a set of propositions, providing a more
holistic perspective that enhances the perspective on the adoption side and proposing a
process that focuses on adopters’ decision making, their cognitive specificities and capaci-
ties within the context surrounding the adoption of SIs [18] and the affective state of the
adopter in the switch to PBDs.

As an academic contribution, the results of this research work show that the psycho-
logical states of potential adopters can be influenced by each of the stages of the process of
the proposed process that builds the conceptual framework. In addition, these influences
may also come from the relationship with prior adopters and as an effect derived from the
contextual environment surrounding the contagion process. Although this has already been
partially observed in the case of certain technological innovations [22,23,116], this research
work goes a step further by proposing a holistic perspective that allows the analyses of
what happens in the contagion process of a SI, such as PBDs, from the point of view of the
influence on the psychological states of the potential adopter. Finally, an action-based cogni-
tive dissonance approach allows the analysis of the psychological comfort (and discomfort)
of the potential adopter at all stages of the decision-making process to change diet.

The implications for practitioners can be seen from a threefold perspective. First, PBD
potential adopters are users and consumers of novel diets. Interestingly, novel diets, such
as health products, can be considered products with high consumer cognitive involvement.
In this sense, the adoption process could be assimilated to a consumer behaviour process.
Moreover, the adopter’s perspective could be useful in the case of products with high
consumer cognitive involvement, and this should help in the promotion of these new
diets. However, the results of this research work illustrate which conditioning factors of
the adoption process require the necessary attention in the dissemination processes of
innovations with a high socio-psychological component. Both facilitators and barriers
may have a determining and complementary role in these processes, and these roles
may manifest influence on different dimensions (stages of the social contagion process,
mediating role of barriers and facilitators in each stage, contextual effects, and affective state)
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of the decision maker to switch to a new diet. Moreover, these dimensions of the influence
of cognitions on adoption decision-making seem to be arranged in a hierarchical structure
that requires specific attention if intervention is to be exerted. In this sense, PBD potential
adopters cannot be considered solely from the perspective of consumer behaviour. The
new model clarifies that PBDs potential adopters experience the PBD adoption process as a
decision-making process to change their diet. This process might affect their psychological
comfort due to the socio-material properties of PBDs, conditioning factors derived from
cognitive involvement and the effects of the contextual setting that are present in the
decision to change diet. Interestingly, this psychological comfort (or discomfort) of the PBD
potential adopter affects, in an understandable, holistic, and integrated way, all stages of
the decision-making process. In this vein, actions to support the PBD’s potential adopter’s
cognitive coherence should have a perspective that encompasses the whole process and is
affected by the adopter’s contextual setting and the socio-material properties of PBDs.

Second, it is not surprising that the model provides new tools for the promotion and
marketing of PBDs. Marketing strategies should take into account, on the one hand, the
specificities of early majority adopters, and, on the other hand, that although the PBDs
potential adopter follows different stages in the decision-making process, promotion actions
should focus on his or her holistic psychological comfort. Furthermore, the psychological
comfort of the potential adopter derives from his or her cognitive coherence in the evolution
towards a new diet.

Finally, in a complementary way, the model can be useful to better understand the
challenges for policymakers who are willing to drive the path towards the protein transition
challenges included in some of the SDGs. Lessons from the new model can help in this
endeavour. On the one hand, the model focuses on a strong individual component in the
decision-making process to change diets. Congruently, the model emphasises different
dimensions: intimacy, psychological comfort, private sphere, and cognitive coherence.
However, on the other hand, the model emphasises the social and community dimension
of the contextual setting of the decision-making process. The role of the family and parental
influence on eating habits and the homophilic influence of the potential adopter’s social
network are dimensions that could be included in the policy intervention to promote the
protein transition.

6. Conclusions

SI addresses social issues and aims to improve social services [28]. Some of the
solutions proposed by SIs are sustainable for some social challenges, such as climate
change [5,6]. In fact, the protein transition promoted by the UN and the FAO can contribute
to achieving some of the SDGs, such as Climate Change. In fact, according to several
studies [4], there is a general consensus that food diets are also related to environmental
and human health.

Although innovation research has developed a good bunch of theoretical frameworks
that have made it possible to study the dissemination and adoption of innovations with
a solid technological foundation, they provide partial support for an integral perspective
of the needs of SIs. It is required to consider the involvement of the adopter, taking
into account cognitive, social, and psychological traits. Adopter’s profiles and adopter’s
innovativeness are the main theoretical lenses that build dissemination of innovation. This
research work proposes an adopter’s point of view that provides an integral vision of the
overall social contagion process with all the interdependencies between the different stages
of the process, from the initial contact to the definitive use of the innovation by the user
and consumer.

In this line, developing an abductive approach, this research work proposes a concep-
tual framework based on a process perspective of the adopter’s evolution from the first
contact with PBDs to the regular use of the new diet. Based on the empirical effort of three
cases, a cross-case analysis has been developed to propose the facilitators and barriers of the
adoption process paying attention to the contextual elements that affect decision-making
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for the change from the old diet to the new one. In addition to the context, the process
conceptual framework includes the different stages of the decision-making process towards
the adoption of the new diet. All the proposed process stages, in an integral perspective, are
based on the main theoretical frameworks that have been proposed for the understanding
of the dissemination and adoption of innovation.

Certain limitations can be observed since some questions may remain unanswered,
since at the exploratory level, they are not explored as much as at the quantitative level.
The qualitative character of this research effort lacks generalisation of its contribution.
However, an enhanced perspective has been offered as a result of an empirical effort
that can suggest new insights into the adoption and dissemination of PBDs. Similar to
many of the research papers, this work should take into account additional limitations.
Specifically, the limitations of this qualitative research work are due to the location of the
interviewed individuals (most of them are residents of Barcelona). In addition, the current
global pandemic situation has made it impossible for the interviews of cases 2 and 3 to
be conducted offline, which means that the richness of the study is lost due to the lack
of non-verbal information from the interviewee. In terms of the theoretical frameworks
of all stages, new approaches can be used. Using the current frameworks, derived from
technological innovations, that can limit the integral perspective, since the starting point
can be conditioned by these partial perspectives. Considering that the potential adopter
integrates all the effects in the decision-making process that allow the dietary change, it
could be interesting to explore more integrative frameworks to develop new conceptual
pathways avenues in the adopter’s process perspective.

Thus, this work can be seen as a starting point for further works that quantify the
propositions mentioned in this work, and for a more detailed study of the influence of com-
munication processes. The exploration of the influence of the stages in the social contagion
process in the psychological states of potential adopters in the PBD dissemination processes
should facilitate further research in the field of SI, as it can be a starting point to study
the dissemination of other emerging SIs from the point of view of the socio-psychological
involvement of the potential adopter. Moreover, as the field of innovation diffusion shifts
from technological to SI, there is a growing need to delve into the psychological aspects
related to the individual and his or her environment that can affect the dissemination of SI.
In terms of future research, the study could be expanded to include other case studies with
individuals from other parts of the world and/or other age groups. In addition, specific
case studies could also be designed in which individuals have gender, economic capacity,
and religious or spiritual group membership in common to observe if new insights can
be proposed.
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