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Drawing on research from the field of social psychology, Corey Wrenn, VegFund’s Spring 2013 intern,

presents ideas on how we can positively engage with our non-vegan family members.  

One of the most important factors to going and staying vegan is a supportive network (Cherry 2006).

Unfortunately, some individuals find themselves at odds with their non-vegan family, as most people do not

associate a capacity to suffer with animals categorized as food (Bratanova, Loughnan, and Bastian 2011).

Vegans are sometimes perceived by non-vegans as “thinking they’re better than everyone else.” This

chastising of morally-motivated individuals is something social psychologists have termed “do-gooder

derogation.” However, research shows that individuals who feel threatened by veganism will be more open if

they are given the opportunity to combat the perceived moral threat (Minson and Monin 2011). So

discussing veganism with family members, even if that discussion becomes uncomfortable, could actually

reduce their need to bolster non-vegan attitudes.

Unfamiliarity with new foods may also be a barrier to eating vegan with family members. A 2013 study found

that non-vegans who were repeatedly exposed to vegan alternatives to “meat” began to view them more

favorably. However, participants also reported boredom with the same three products included in the study,

indicating the importance of variety (Hoek et al. 2013). Indeed, the human brain is programmed to respond

to novelty (Gallagher 2011). The variety offered by vegan foods and even the provocativeness of animal

rights issues might actually pique the interest of family members.

Active involvement in preparing the food can also be advantageous. Parents may be familiar with

overcoming picky eaters by having their children help prepare their meal. This works because effort

increases liking. Known as the IKEA effect, creating something leads to pride and positive association with

that something (Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2011). Family members who are encouraged to prepare a

vegan meal may find themselves more favorable to that dish if they have created it themselves. For

example, Dad might really get a kick out of figuring out a tasty vegan dinner for his vegan daughter.

Furthermore, research has demonstrated that individuals who are given snacks to munch on when

presented with new information were more likely to be persuaded (Janis, Kaye, and Kirschner 1965). The

positive associations with food seem to spill over onto the message. Sharing vegan food with family

members will not only increase their familiarity with that food, but it also creates positive associations with

veganism, and hopefully reduces tensions. Just be sure that the food is tasty—as Nathan Winograd argues

in All American Vegan, nobody is going to be won over by bland, flavorless health food.

Summary 

Give family members a chance to express their discomfort with your moral choices;  an open dialogue

may reduce negative attitudes

When possible, expose family members to vegan foods to increase familiarity and liking

Try to include a variety of vegan foods to peak interest and avoid boredom

Encourage family members to create vegan meals themselves, as creating increases liking

Provide delicious vegan food for family members when discussing veganism; snacks positively

influence persuasion

Opt for tastier foods over blander health-focused food when sharing with family members
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