THE BUSINESS CASE FOR
PLANT-BASED FOODS

“Plant-based dining is 2018’s
trend of the year!”

– International restaurant consultants Baum + Whiteman

Appealing to Millennials

Millennials are far more likely than other generations
to eat meat alternatives in a restaurant.1 Given that

the Millennial generation accounts for 25% of the

U.S. population and is projected to spend $1.4 trillion
annually by 2020, this is an important segment to

consider. According to the USDA, among all generations,
Millennials devote the smallest share of food
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expenditures to grains, white meat, and red meat.2

based offerings attracts new customers. Pret A

The Flexitarian Consumer

vegetarian items in 2016 which led to the 2017

driven by flexitarians — those actively consuming less

Many restaurants are reporting that adding plantManger saw double-digit sales increases of its

launch of 20 new plant-based dishes. Umami Burger
started carrying the Impossible Burger in 2017

and has found it to be the #1 driver of new sales
chainwide — now accounting for one-third of all
burger sales.
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The burgeoning growth in plant-based eating is being
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The Protein Report: Meat Alternatives U.S., Mintel (2017).
A. Kuhns and M. Saksena, Millennials Devote Larger Shares of Their
Grocery Spending to Prepared Foods, Pasta, and Sugar and Sweets
Than Other Generations, USDA Economic Research Service (2017).
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Diners are seeking plant-based options for reasons ranging from weight and
health management to saving money to eating more sustainably. Restaurants that
embrace this shift towards plant-based eating can benefit from increased foot
traffic, lower ingredient costs, and a point of differentiation from their competitors.

beef, chicken, pork, and dairy — not by vegan or vege-

tarian consumers. Less than 5% of the population identify
as vegan and vegetarian and it hasn’t shifted much

over the years, whereas flexitarian eating patterns are
now widely adopted, particularly among Millennials.
As a restaurant operator, it’s not necessary to com-

pletely remove meat from your menu; instead, add

more plant-based options and also make vegetables
more prominent in entrées that do contain meat.

As a restaurant operator, it’s not
necessary to completely remove
meat from your menu; instead,
add more plant-based options
and also make vegetables more
prominent in entrées that do
contain meat.

LOWER INGREDIENT COSTS

Protein-rich plant-based foods like legumes and grains
offer several benefits including lower costs, a longer

shelf-life than animal products, and less price volatility.
While some plant-based meat, seafood, and dairy

and competition from supermarkets and meal kit

companies. Adding plant-based entrées can provide

an important point of differentiation by adding interest
to your menu, allowing for innovation, and aligning

products are priced at a premium, consumers are

seeking them out and seem willing to pay for products
that are better for their health and the environment.

your brand with customer values around health and
environmental sustainability.

As plant-based entrées continue to grab press

POINT OF DIFFERENTIATION

Restaurants face competition for dining dollars due

to over-development, penny pinching by consumers,

headlines and social media shares, restaurants should

capitalize on this interest by offering more protein-rich,
plant-based menu items.

Download all the resources in the Restaurant Toolkit to

MARKETING PLANT-BASED FOODS

As a general rule, restaurant consumers purchase what is familiar.
Tastes can change, but it takes time and significant marketing effort.

the ubiquitous veggie sandwich or wrap — while

two are predominantly plant-based (Caesar Salad
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HOW YOU ORGANIZE YOUR MENU MATTERS

consumers. Implemented correctly, plant-based entrées

Most consumers are looking for familiar foods

can meet or exceed the popularity of their animal-based
counterparts if they are competitive on price and taste.
1

when they dine out, so marketing plant-based menu

entrées should focus on ensuring that these items are
integrated into the rest of the menu and that they are

Better Buying Lab: Innovating for Impact, World Resources Institute.

labeled with appealing and familiar words.

Getting Beyond the Veggie Wrap

Studies have shown that when plant-based entrées

1.

Burgers

6.

Tacos

2.

Chicken Sandwich/Wrap

7.

Burritos

8.

Pasta

4.

Deli Sandwiches/Subs

9.

Hotdogs

5.

3.

Chicken Tenders

Entrée Salad with Chicken

10. Pizza

CAP ITALIZE O N THE S HIFT TO P LANT-BAS E D E ATING!

are moved from a “Vegetarian” section of a menu
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The Good Food Institutes’s analysis of the top 100 restaurant menus revealed that the ten
most common menu items could all easily be made plant-based with minor tweaks.

goodfoodscorecard.org

of this macro-consumer shift by ensuring that they have at least one or two
appealing plant-based items on their menu. The best approach is having a
variety of protein options available for most dishes.
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In fact, plant-based dishes are most successful when
they are similar to dishes that are already familiar to

and Specialty Salad).1 Fortunately, it is very easy to

modify most common menu items to make them

When plant-based entrées
are moved from a “Vegetarian”
section of a menu into the
general menu, sales more than
double.1
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Consumers say they choose to eat more plant-based foods due to a variety
of reasons including improving their overall health, weight management,

a desire to eat “clean,” and to eat more sustainably. These self-reported
motivators are most likely reinforced by the media attention that plant-based
celebrities and athletes garner as well as the movies that have been
released over the past few years calling attention to the health and planetary
concerns of a diet that includes meat.

into the general menu, sales more than double.1

Given that fewer than five percent of consumers eat
a vegan or vegetarian diet, in order to appeal to a

wider swath of the population, plant-based entrées
should be mixed in with other similar menu items.

HEALTH

The main reason consumers say they reduce their meat

The World Resources Institute’s Better Buying Lab

consumption is to be healthy and feel well physically.

is currently working with Panera, Hilton Hotels,

Stanford University, Unilever, Sodexo, and others to
identify ways to help consumers shift to more

plant-based dishes. Preliminary research conducted

by the Better Buying Lab has shown that even terms
like meatless and meat-free should be avoided.

When consumers are choosing foods in the moment,
they don’t want to be reminded of what the food
1

J. Holzer, Don’t Put Vegetables in the Corner: Q&A with Behavioral
Science Researcher Linda Bacon, World Resources Institute
(2017). See also WRI’s Better Buying Lab.

It’s well-known that meat consumption is directly linked
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Of the 20 most commonly offered dishes in the

United States only one is entirely plant-based —

WHY CONSUMERS ARE SHIFTING
TO PLANT-BASED EATING

Plant-based meat alternatives are being eaten by a wide variety of people,
many of whom also eat animal proteins. Restaurants can take advantage

So it should not be surprising that there are a limited number of
commonly consumed items on most restaurant and food service menus.

plant-based.

to the rise of obesity and to an increased risk for several
types of cancer, stroke, cardiovascular disease, lung

disease and diabetes. According to the CDC, nearly 1

in 3 Americans has high cholesterol, which puts them at
risk for several of those diseases.1 Because plant-based

foods contain no cholesterol, consumers with health
concerns are highly motivated to eat more of them.
1

2
3

WEIGHT MANAGEMENT

In a 2017 national survey by market research firm
Nielsen, a whopping 62% of U.S. consumers listed

weight management as one of the benefits of plant-

based eating.2 For the seventh consecutive year, U.S.

News & World Report voted the plant-based eating

plan the best choice overall for losing and maintaining
weight.3 Plant-based diets are typically higher in fiber,

help people feel full longer, and they usually contain a

higher percentage of fruits and vegetables which are less
calorie-dense than other foods with similar volume.

E. Benjamin, M. Blaha, S. Chiuve, M. Cushman, S. Das, R. Deo, et. al. Heart disease and stroke statistics—2017 update: a report
from the American Heart Association. Circulation. 2017;135:e1–e458.
Nielsen, US Homescan Panel Protein survey, April 2017.
U.S. News & World Report, January 4, 2017.
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CREATING PLANT-BASED ENTRÉES
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better understand consumer motivations in shifting toward plantbased eating, the reasons why this represents an opportunity

for your restaurant, ideas on adding plant-based entrées to your
menu, and best practices in marketing these dishes.
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