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A B S T R A C T   

In recent sustainability transitions research, more attention has been called to dynamic relations 
between regimes and niches in complex processes of systemic change. In this paper, we provide 
the case of meat alternative markets, which have been expanding rapidly in Europe and in 
Northern America. During this expansion, animal-free alternatives are in a contradictory situa-
tion. In aiming to carve out market space for these products the aim is to be as similar to meat as 
possible. In this paper we study how, in Finland, the niche actors have situated themselves within 
the regime by detaching from the first generation of plant-based foods and attaching to shared 
rules, materialities and cultural meanings in the meat regime. We discuss how the concepts of 
detachment and attachment can help in understanding further the transitional pathways created 
as niches aim to fit-and-transform the rules of the market, and the regime.   

1. Introduction 

The focus of transition research on niche-regime relations highlights that existing structures and modes of consumption and 
production significantly impact the ways in which more sustainable technologies, products, and practices can emerge. In recent 
sustainability transitions research, increased attention has been focused also on regime-niche dynamics in highlighting the impacts of 
external factors on the success of niches (Schot and Geels, 2008). Thus, calls have been made for closer examination of how niches 
move from the formative stage to the growth stage, in which they attempt to break into mass markets (Smith and Raven, 2012). 

The emergent plant-based meat alternatives in food markets provide an interesting case to study the dynamics of niche expansion in 
sustainability transitions. In recent years, meat and milk alternatives have emerged from a minority niche into an established segment 
on the food market, in particular in Europe and in Northern America (Fuentes and Fuentes, 2017; Mylan et al., 2018; Sexton et al., 
2019; Tziva et al., 2020). The role of concerned consumers interested in issues related to sustainability and animal welfare, mainly 
vegetarians and vegans,1 were crucial in constituting the niche markets in the beginning. These v*gan consumers initiated the 
normative contestation over meat consumption (Tziva et al., 2020). Now, however, as public discussion about the various problems 
related to meat-eating has accelerated, new consumers are becoming attracted to meat alternatives and the market is growing rapidly 
(Niva and Vainio, 2021; Tziva et al., 2020). 

In this moment of expansion, the studies on meat and milk alternatives have identified an inherent ontological tension within the 
products (Lonkila and Kaljonen, 2021). In aiming to be as similar to meat and milk as possible – while at the same carving out a space 
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for themselves by depicting animal-based products as problematic in various ways – the products reveal their fundamentally con-
tradictory nature (Fuentes and Fuentes, 2017; Mylan et al., 2018; Sexton et al., 2019). In this paper, we suggest that the insights from 
performative economics (Callon, 1998; 2007a, 2007b; Callon et al., 2002) can help in making sense of how companies navigate this 
ontological tension in the transition of markets. Following Callon et al. (2002) market creation takes shape through the simultaneous 
processes of attachment and detachment between novel and existing products in the market. Earlier studies examining the dynamics of 
market creation for meat and milk alternatives have highlighted how the markets for these products are built on various promissary 
narratives and the ethical imperatives that aim at detaching these products from the regime (Mouat and Prince, 2018; Stephens et al., 
2018). The referential nature of the meat and milk alternatives can, however, translate into hybrid and co-existing marketing strategies 
(Fuentes and Fuentes, 2017). In this paper we examine further how, in the growth stage, the companies producing meat alternatives in 
Finland are now working to detach themselves from the ethical imperatives attached to the niche products. Rather, the companies 
direct their marketing efforts to attach the meat alternatives to the existing values and meanings of meat in the everyday cooking 
practices of consumers, i.e. the rules of the regime. 

In this paper we scrutinize the marketing strategies employed by four major plant-based meat companies in Finland. The companies 
represent both niche and regime actors. Two of the companies started as small start-ups (Gold & Green and Verso Food) actively 
building the meat alternative market in Finland, whilst the other two incumbent food companies (Pouttu and HKScan), entered the 
meat alternative market a few years later. We explore the shared strategies of these different companies in shedding their niche identity 
of meat alternatives and embedding the products into the regime in order to gain larger market shares. In Finland, the forerunner start- 
ups have closely aligned and attached their products to the animal-based food regime, which has allowed regime actors to adopt many 
of the values and visions attached to these alternatives. In the paper we pay specific attention to how regime-niche relations are 
reimagined and restructured in this process. 

By using the concepts of performative economics, the Finnish case contributes to the understanding of regime-niche relations in 
sustainability transitions. Previous studies have suggested that a certain degree of compatibility between the practices and visions of 
niches and regimes is needed for niches to anchor into the regime (Smith, 2007; Ingram, 2015). The two niche-regime dynamics 
examined by Smith and Raven (2012), fit-and-conform and stretch-and-transform, indicate that niches can develop different – 
although often hybrid – strategies for attaching themselves to the regime. In the process, both the niches and the regime may change. 

2. Theoretical anchoring 

In order to make sense of relations between the internal and external factors impacting niche development, it is crucial to pay 
attention to the hybrid dynamics of niche-regime relations Smith and Raven (2012). Specifically, it is important to understand these 
dynamics as bi-directional (Mylan et al., 2018), focusing also on how niches can impact the regime, especially when they break into 
larger markets Smith (2007). Various strategies of empowerment may be employed for niches to enter the growth stage and become 
competitive with incumbent companies. In the fit-and-conform strategy, the alignment of niches is attempted in relation to unchanged 
practices and structures of the regime, while in the stretch-and-transform strategy the regime is actively attempting to change in ways 
that are favourable to the niche. Empowering measures can be both internal and external to niches, emerging from niche actors as well 
as from regime working to help the niche grow. 

In reality, as Smith and Raven (2012) also acknowledge, the strategies of niche empowerment are always hybrid. The manifold, 
partial and overlapping nature of these strategies, involving multiple actors within and outside the niche, is also witnessed by many 
empirical studies carried out on sustainability transitions. Studying the plant-based milks in the UK market, (Mylan et al., 2018) found 
hybrid empowerment strategies, highlighting that in the different environments of new products (e.g. related to policy, culture, or 
business), niches aim to conform to some regime practices while transforming others. In the plant-based meat alternatives market, 
incumbent actors and practices have shown eagerness to align with certain niche practices and values (Sexton et al., 2019). This is 
indicative of indirect stretch-and-transform patterns and showcases that actors such as food companies may incorporate elements from 
both niche and regime. 

These examples underline the manifold ways by which niche and regime practices intertwine and shape each other in transition 
processes. In recent years, transition studies have witnessed an increasing interest in studying regime change from this perspective 
(Mylan et al., 2018; Runhaar et al., 2020). Understanding food system transition can contribute significantly to this growing body of 
literature due to the specific characteristics of incumbent actors and regimes. First of all, the regime(s) in the food system can be 
characterized as more dispersed and less monolithic in comparison to the energy sector, for example. The incumbent actors within the 
food system (e.g. large food companies and retail chains) have also proven agile and powerful in shaping and adapting to new con-
sumer demands (Fuentes and Fuentes, 2017; Mylan et al., 2018; Tziva et al., 2020). When responding to and shaping the demand they 
need to, however, be attentive to the cultural meanings and material practices related to food in order to fit their products to the 
existing practices of their customers (Kaljonen et al., 2020). 

These existing practices compose an essential part of the ‘semi-coherent rules’ of the regime (Geels 2002: 1260). They grant the 
regime stability while at the same time allow for tensions and misalignments. In this paper, we argue, that, in such markets as food, the 
relational concepts offered by performative economics can be of value in understanding transition dynamics further (Callon 2007a). 
They draw attention to the ontological battles that keep the markets alive and in tension. 

According to Callon (2007a, 2007b), when new products are brought to the market, companies must convince consumers to 
re-evaluate their consumption practices and consider the new product as an alternative or addition to their existing practices. All novel 
products that wish to enter the market must position themselves against the existing products and categories. Following Callon (2007b: 
201), this results in the ‘paradoxical nature’ of all products, which simultaneously must assert themselves as different from other 
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products, while also positioning themselves within the existing network of relations on the market. According to Callon, market 
creation is always based on this double movement. On one hand, the product must be ‘singularized’ so that consumers can tell it apart 
from other products and that they recognize which of their demands is met by this good. On the other hand, market creation requires 
that products must be in some measure comparable to existing goods, so that ‘new markets are constructed through the extension and 
renewal of existing ones’ (Callon et al., 2002: 201). 

We argue that the double movement of detachment and attachment can work as an analytical toolkit in teasing out the strategies for 
niche empowerment and growth in food markets. As the market of meat alternatives is by nature highly referential, the alternatives 
must position themselves to the characteristics, values and user practices of meat products, and the regime. This becomes ever more 
critical when the products aim for breakthrough into mainstream markets. The everyday food practices, be they related to meat or 
plants, are characterized by routines and carry out strong social ties and cultural meanings (Mylan, 2015; Peltola et al., 2020; Warde, 
2016). They compose an essential part of the semi-coherent rules of the regime. The ways in which the novel niche products de/attach 
themselves to these rules is hence critical for the kind of transition pathways they develop. 

Furthermore, the paradoxical dynamics of market creation also speak to the hybridity inherent in niche development and help to 
analyse the strategies used in different stages of niche development. For example, in the formative stage, niches often attach them-
selves to protective elements, such as predominant policy objectives (e.g. creating jobs, promoting sustainable innovation), or the 
existing values of sub-groups and early adopters (e.g. veg*n consumers) Smith and Raven (2012). The performative view on market 
creation allows examining in more detail the growth stage of niches when they may be eager to detach themselves from perceived 
niche identities, practices and even users. At the same time, when the niche has established its market position, detachment can also 
take shape as a strategy for detaching the niche from the regime, in order to create an individual identity in relation to incumbent 
actors who are already perceived as the niche actors’ comparable competitors. The processes of attachment and detachment can 
broaden the analytical categories of niche empowerment, examine their emergence within the evolving trajectories of niche devel-
opment, as well as tease out their internal processes in more detail. 

Finally, the theory of market creation highlights the need for addressing also the active work done by incumbent actors and the 
patterns of attachment and detachment emanating from the regime towards the niche. In bi-directional patterns of attachment, niche 
actors are actively attached to the regime, but incumbent actors are also attaching themselves to the values and practices of the niche. 
Fit-and-conform strategies may be very useful for niches in the growth stage, but successful attachment processes may lead to the 
transformation of the practices of the regime, resulting in indirect stretch-and-transform patterns. 

3. Empirical context and data analysis 

3.1. The growing market of meat alternatives in Finland 

This study focuses on the growing market of meat alternatives in Finland. The analysis is focused on the marketing strategies of four 
companies, Gold & Green, Verso Food, Pouttu and HKScan. These four companies have managed to break into the mainstream by 
producing one of the most popular meat alternatives in Finland (Picture 1). 

The Finnish alternative protein market was transformed when a product called Pulled Oats, produced by the company Gold & 
Green, entered the market. The hype and media attention around this new product was unprecedented. Promoted as a novel alternative 
to meat, Pulled Oats was developed by industrial designer Maija Itkonen and food scientist Reetta Kivelä. The two women founded the 
company Gold & Green in 2015 with the food scientist Zhongqing Jiang and brought the first Pulled Oats products to the market in the 
spring of 2016. The first products disappeared from supermarket shelves in minutes. Issues with supply led to a certain mythical aura 
being attached to the product in the first few months Hoskonen (2018). 

In one of the earliest media stories about Pulled Oats by YLE, the Finnish public broadcasting company, the product is presented as 
‘the perfect protein source’, and a ‘plant-based alternative to broiler strips and minced meat in everyday food’ Auvinen (2016). The 
CEO Maija Itkonen is cited as saying that the goal has not been to produce ‘fake meat’, but a sustainable alternative with domestic 
ingredients that are sourced locally. It is also highlighted that in blind tests the product has been assumed to be meat. ‘The goal has 
been to create an easy “user interface” for busy cooks. Pulled Oats, compared to minced meat, is even easier because it does not need to 
be cooked, it’s enough that you roll it on the pan a little.’ The taste is said to resemble chicken Kallionpää (2016). The fact that the 
product is not soy or wheat-based is also highlighted as a novelty in media discourses and on the package. At the time of our study, 
Pulled Oats was made of Finnish oats, Swedish fava bean protein, and French pea protein. The marketing of Pulled Oats has focused on 
the widely acknowledged positive brand of oats in Finland, associated with various health benefits (Martínez-Villaluenga and Peñas, 
2017). In August 2016, 51 per cent of the shares of Gold & Green were acquired by an established family-owned Finnish food company, 
Paulig, specialized in the production of spices and coffee. Since its launch, the Pulled Oats product line has grown to include many 
products such as burger steaks, balls, and ready-made meals. 

Soon after Pulled Oats was launched, it got competition: the company Verso Food brought a fava-bean-based product Härkis to the 
market. Härkis is a fava bean and pea-based alternative to minced meat. Verso Food has underlined that they wanted to create a 
product that turned Finnish fava bean into a food that all Finns would know how to eat and like. The cultivation of fava beans in 
Finland dates to the 7th century Rantakaulio (2007), but its use has been very marginal in modern times. Experiencing a resurrection in 
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the 2010s, the production of fava beans has increased from 2000 hectares to over 20,000 hectares between 2009 and 2017 Luke 
(2017).2 Verso Food’s products are made with Finnish fava bean protein and French pea protein. Verso Food was from the beginning 
able to respond to the growing demand. In 2019, Verso Food was bought by the Norwegian food company Kavli. Lately, Verso Food has 
focused on global markets, with the help of its fava bean- and pea-based product line ‘Beanit’ which resembles chicken strips in terms 
of its user interface. 

Two start-up companies, Gold & Green and Verso Food, worked to build the Finnish meat alternative niche market. They harnessed 
support from existing policy objectives and measures (e.g. innovation aid), cultural values and meanings and the existing values of 
early-adopter sub-groups. The products were attached to predominant policy objectives and widely shared values in Finnish society: 
creating domestic jobs, promoting domestic ingredients and Finnish innovations. Furthermore, both Gold & Green and Verso Food 
acknowledge the crucial role the veg*n consumer segment has had in building momentum for their products. Health-conscious 
consumers were also important, and the success of the products can be linked to the well-documented protein trend in Finland in 
the 2010s. Finally, the success of the products was made possible by the involvement of the largest Finnish retail companies (SOK and K 
Group) in kick-starting the new meat alternative market. As the market developed, incumbent companies also became interested in the 
business opportunities presented by the meat alternative niche. Pouttu, the fourth largest meat company in Finland, entered the vegan 
meat alternative market in 2019. 

Pouttu was founded in 1938 and has struggled in recent years with competitiveness, especially as a result of the struggling pork 
production industry in Finland. Pouttu was bought in 2013 by the Estonian food company, AS MAAG Group. The launch of their meat 
alternative product line called ‘Muu’ is linked to their hopes to gain new market shares and increase the productivity of the company. 
The main ingredient in Muu products is the green pea, sourced from Denmark. The Muu products (Meat Food Tech Ltd) were 
established as a subsidiary company under Pouttu in 2020. In the launch of the product (STT 25.9.2019), the CEO of Pouttu said that 
‘Muu is the first Finnish product […] designed for meat-eaters. If you compare it to other vegetarian protein products on the market, 
the benefit of Muu is that it has structure and taste that are unexpectedly meat-like. Muu tastes exactly like meat’. In the same press 
release the Muu product is compared to its international counterparts that very closely mimic meat, such as Beyond Meat. The nature of 
Pouttu as a meat company makes the company, according to its CEO, ideally positioned to understand the needs of the meat-eater. 

In the fall of 2020 the largest meat company in Finland and the fifth largest meat company in the EU, HKScan, also launched a vegan 
meat alternative product line. The line includes plant-based alternatives to minced meat, chicken nuggets, meatballs and burger steaks. 
The products are made from pea and fava bean sourced from Europe, as domestic ingredients are not yet available in the quality and 
quantity they require (HKScan interview). HKScan did not disclose to us the exact origin country of their ingredients. The goal of the 
product line is to create easy-to-use and effortless products that help families in creating ‘greener everyday meals’ HKScan (2020). The 
products reproduce familiar user interfaces and cooking methods for Finnish foods. The goal is to respond to families’ needs of getting 
children to eat more vegetables as well and to offer more varied sources of protein to everyone from meat-eaters to vegans (ibid.). 
HKScan states that it aims to develop into a versatile food company that creates further growth from novel consumer trends – with 

Picture 1. Examples of the products of the companies studied. Pulled Oats (Gold & Green), Härkis Original (Verso Food), Muu Kasvisjauhis (plant- 
based mince) (Pouttu) and HK Vihreät Jauhis (green mince) (HKScan). 

2 Much of this goes directly to animal feed though. 
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responsibly produced meat still remaining at its core (ibid.). 
Together, these four companies well represent the process of mainstreaming within the Finnish meat alternative market. While the 

forerunner companies, Gold & Green and Verso Food, have worked to actively build the meat alternative market, the products of 
Pouttu and HKScan are firmly situated in the growth stage of the market. In this stage, the focus shifts to system expansion and large- 
scale technology diffusion through the formation of […] mass markets (Bergek et al., 2008: 420). The market has grown fast, attracting 
incumbent actors quickly. We explore how the strategies employed by the first-comers to the market, Gold & Green and Verso Food, 
have lowered the threshold for the incumbents to enter the market. We go on to show that at the mainstreaming stage, the companies 
use very similar marketing strategies that aim at building a novel category for meat alternatives in the Finnish food market. 

3.2. Empirical data and analysis 

The empirical data of this study consists of interviews conducted in the spring of 2020 with Gold & Green, Verso Food and Pouttu 
and in the fall of 2020 with HKScan (Table 1). The interviews were constructed around five themes: origin and development of the 
products, marketing of the products, support for domestic pulse production, policy support for the plant-based food industry and future 
visions of the companies. This paper focuses on the first two themes aiming at understanding how the various marketing strategies of 
the products dynamically affect the niche-regime relations on the market. The questions involved, for example, the values and 
practices the products were attached to or detached from, the messages with which they were marketed and the consumer segments 
the companies hoped to reach. With the method of qualitative content analysis, we teased out recurring themes in the data in relation 
to the de/attachment. 

The interviews were transcribed and coded in the qualitative analysis software Nvivo QSR 10. The companies’ websites and social 
media accounts, as well as media releases and newspaper articles, have also been analysed in order to make sense of the discourses and 
framings attached to the products. This knowledge was used as background information for the interviews and added to our under-
standing of the positioning of the products market. The website, Facebook, and Instagram page of each company was examined in 
relation to the key words used in marketing (Table 2). In Instagram, the pictures, text and the hashtags were examined. The websites 
and social media sites for Gold & Green, Verso Food and Pouttu were analysed in the fall of 2019, while the sites for HKScan were 
analysed in the fall of 2020. 

4. Creating the novel category for meat alternatives in the markets 

When a new product is introduced on the market, a whole new set of relations must be established around it. The product is likely to 
be unfamiliar to consumers, retailers as well as to legislation. How will consumers know how to use the products, and for which dishes 
are they suitable? How do consumers find the products: where should they be placed on supermarket shelves? Where do the products 
fall within the regulative landscape concerning food: how can they be named, for example? The four Finnish meat alternative com-
panies under scrutiny have approached this problem in very similar ways, regardless of their niche or regime position. According to our 
analysis they use two strategies in creating a novel category for their products. First, they detach the product from its identity as a 
veg*n product and position it as ‘food for all’. Secondly, they play with the ontological nature of the product: detaching it from a 
referential substitute identity and attaching it to novel positive associations that highlight the singular identity and authenticity of 
plant-based foods. As a result, the new category becomes situated somewhere between the existing veg*n niche products and the 
mainstream meat market. 

4.1. From niche products to food for all 

We have really tried to make a product that everyone could eat. Whether we get 20%, 50% or 70% to eat it, that’s only a matter 
of time. […] So with setting such a simple goal of getting each household to eat a plant-based meal once a week, we would 
increase the market share [of the whole category] by 17 times. We would be bigger than minced meat or chicken. That’s not 
going to be fast, but we must match our processes with that goal. […] And not pursue some subsegment’s subsegment of some 
market, which is really a common way of thinking in many companies. They shoot into the same standard box with their 
processes, they do not even try to build the category. Taking control of the category […] is super important. [Verso Food] 

Of course we have to see [flexitarians] [as the main segment] because we have never thought that we would push products to 
anyone. We don’t want to be converting people, but rather give them good alternatives, good options so that they can make easy 
choices in their life, at least every now and then. […] When there is a really good meat dish and people enjoy it and really decide 

Table 1 
Interviews.  

Company Data Participants 

Gold & Green Two interviews Founders 
Verso Food Two interviews CEO, founder 
Pouttu One interview CEO 
HKScan One interview Executive vice president (Business Unit)  
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that today’s the day that we eat this, then why not? But our hope is that they would consider [our product] for everyday meals. 
[Gold & Green] 

We have to believe that we are trying to change the market step by step, to create a chance for consumers to impact this thing 
through their own choices. And to make sure that threshold is not that steep. You know, like in cars, if you don’t want to go 
straight from gasoline to electricity, you can get a hybrid. […] Our goal is specifically the meat-eater, you know, to wean the 
meat-eater from meat. This is maybe a bit ugly to say, but like a drug addict goes to rehab and uses Subutex [a replacement 
therapy drug], here that alternative is plant-based protein. [Pouttu] 

We don’t target only vegetarian eating, but really, protein sources alongside [meat]. In practice, the main target group is 
flexitarian, because the increasing amount of plant-based proteins on the plate is a fact. [HKScan] 

Especially in the beginning, the companies asserted the novelty of their products in relation to the plant-based alternatives already 
on the market, such as tofu and textured soy protein. Although veg*ns are a crucial market segment for the alternatives and the 
companies especially appreciate the role these consumers played during the launch of the products, this market is still very small. In 
order to increase the market shares, the forerunner companies Gold & Green and Verso Food saw it important to detach their goods 
from these niche products. This strategy has also been important in the growth stage and has been adopted by the incumbent com-
panies (Pouttu and HKScan) entering the market. 

As an integral part of this strategy of category building, all of the companies have marketed their products purposefully as everyday 
‘food for all’. In comparison to textured soy protein, beans or seitan, the companies highlight their products as easy to prepare and 
appealing also to meat-eaters. Companies are underlining that they have nothing against meat-eaters, stating that to be a consumer of 
their products, there is no need to stop eating meat. With these narratives, the companies want to shift the identity of the products from 
the niche to the regime. 

Attention is turned to questioning the cultural convention of meat-eating as the norm, rather than placing blame on the individual 
consumer. Companies want to make sure that regular meat-eating Finnish consumers would feel that the products are made for them. 
In hoping to remove barriers for experimentation and lowering the threshold for using the products, the companies want to detach the 
products from niche identities related to v*ganism, for example. This is important so that consumers would not regard their identity as 
meat-eaters as a barrier for consuming meat alternatives. 

I am not, and the company is not like that. We don’t want to take a very radical angle, but with humour, let’s try to drive change 
in a playful way. [Pouttu] 

I really want to consciously avoid any confrontation. Like, I am a man who eats meat, and is honest about it. I like to grill a good 
steak as much as anyone. […] That we would choose a rabbit’s diet as the only right one; a majority of people would say: “I don’t 
want that, because I just don’t want that”, without any logical reason. Because when someone attacks your basic diet, the 
defences go up […] and then the points about a healthy, responsible, planet-saving diet disappear due to that first reaction. 
[Verso Food] 

I think it [confrontational marketing] won’t work, because there is a counter reaction. There is the small minority who are 
satisfied with it; they are usually those people who do not eat meat […]. But usually, all those kind of extreme phenomena in 
behaviour, they will initiate counter reactions, and that does not fit with this kind of new product category development; it does 
not really fit with Finnish culture. […] We look for a liberal food democracy which allows for all types of eating, and the 
principle of sustainable development. [HKScan] 

The focus on flexitarians translates into detachment from certain types of marketing strategies and attachments to others. In short, 
the companies avoid deploying marketing strategies that they perceive as confrontational or too radical for the regular Finnish meat- 
eating consumer. This means that the various positive environmental or health attributes of the products are explicitly not referred to 
in the marketing of the products. Neither are broader societal questions such as food security or self-sufficiency addressed, although in 
previous research, such positive promissory narratives have been found critical for the framing and marketing of various meat al-
ternatives (Sexton et al., 2019; Stephens et al., 2018). Such attachments might alienate the consumer segments (i.e. flexitarians) the 
Finnish companies want to win over. The non-confrontational strategy is exemplified in the slogan for Beanit: “Sure, there are other 
reasons as well, but it just happens to taste so good”. The marketing representative for Verso Food describes this as a fundamental 
eureka moment in which the company realized that the marketing strategy needs to be turned upside down, to stop highlighting 
responsibility or sustainability, and start focusing on taste, because that is what interests people most Tuominen (2019). For the other 
companies as well, the focus on marketing is on taste and the user interface of the products. The companies mostly steer away from 
marketing practices that directly challenge meat. Many mention the plant-based milk company Oatly as a cautionary example of 
radical and polarizing marketing (Fuentes and Fuentes, 2017) that they want to avoid for two reasons. First, shooting down meat is 

Table 2 
Social media and website data.   

Facebook Instagram Website 

Gold & Green facebook.com/goldandgreenfoods @goldandgreenfoods goldandgreenfoods.com 
Verso Food facebook.com/beanitsuomi @beanitsuomi beanit.fi 
Pouttu facebook.com/Muutosruoka @pouttumuu pouttu.fi/muu 
HKScan facebook.com/HKHooKoo @hk_fi hk.fi  

A. Lonkila and M. Kaljonen                                                                                                                                                                                         



Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions 42 (2022) 1–11

7

only seen to produce a negative backlash from flexitarians, and second, attaching the product strongly to veg*n identities is seen to 
alienate non-veg*n consumer segments unnecessarily. 

This marketing strategy also rests on the companies’ perceptions that consumers potentially swayed by the products’ qualities 
related to environmental sustainability, animal rights or social justice are already well informed of them. Additional information is not 
what will help the companies win over new market shares. The Gold & Green representative reminded that vegans specifically are 
often better informed than the company itself, e.g. about the placement of the products in supermarkets, also facilitating other like- 
minded consumers through social media platforms. At the same time, the other company representatives speculated that the Finnish 
consumer in general is already quite well-informed about issues related to health and sustainability. Consumers mostly know that 
plant-based eating is good for themselves and the planet, but the problem is that this does not translate into action. In other words, 
appealing to the conscience of the consumers is not perceived as a helpful strategy for attracting new customers. Rather, the purchase 
and use of the products should be made as easy as possible for the consumers. 

Yet for all companies, material attachments to meat are seen as crucial for lowering the barriers for the use of meat alternatives. Yet 
there are tensions involved, as companies are wary of portraying their products as wholly referential. The forerunner companies, Gold 
& Green and Verso Food, underline that their products only relate to meat in terms of the user interface. This covers the form as well as 
the packaging of the alternatives. For the incumbent companies, Pouttu and HKScan, relating their products strongly to meat also in 
terms of taste and consistency is not perceived as problematic, but beneficial. 

It has to be easy to use, so that you don’t have to soak, marinate, everything for two days before you want to make the dish, but 
that it’s ready to use. You can make food that tastes good, and normal. [Gold & Green] 

We realized that these products must be such that anyone can like them. That may sound simple, but not everyone has, to this 
day, realized this. This is how we made that idea concrete: we wrote a product development brief, explaining that we need to 
make a product like minced meat. A product that is so familiar that there are no barriers to use. A product that everyone can 
prepare. One that will fit in all the sauces of the current Finnish cuisine, and like, into regular, normal foods like that. But based 
on fava bean. Of course, on the side, it would be domestic, responsible, healthy… all the good things. […] After a few missteps 
we got the product in such a shape that, now we have fava beans in this form and, in principle, all Finns know how to use it. 
[Verso Food] 

The material attachment to everyday routines of the Finnish customers and households is manifested in the material design of the 
product as an alternative to minced meat – the most used meat product in the Finnish diet (TNS Gallup, 2014). All four companies have 
products that resemble minced meat. These products are easy to prepare and fit easily into most of the favourite foods of Finns (e.g. 
meatballs, lasagne, pizza, macaroni casserole, minced meat sauce, tortillas) (Ruokatieto, 2015). The user interface of a novel product is 
aimed to be as familiar as possible. At the same time, it detaches the products from the pulses or other existing meat alternatives, such 
as tofu, which often require various steps in preparation: soaking, cooking, kneading, frying, which are not familiar to Finnish cuisine 
(Jallinoja et al., 2016). The main thing is that the user interface highlights convenience, which is an established desirable quality in 
today’s food business. Convenience is also crucial because the products specifically aim to position themselves in the ‘everyday food’ 
market. Similar to minced meat and broiler strips, the products are well suited for simple recipes you can easily prepare on a 
weeknight. 

The products are also attached to meat in relation to other material qualities such as the structure and mouth-feel of the products. 
This was part of the strategy of the forerunners who wanted to detach the products from the earlier meat alternatives on the market, 
such as tofu or seitan. The meat-like structure is emphasized also in media coverage reports related to the launch of Pulled Oats 
(Auvinen, 2016; Leminen, 2016). Even if the forerunners explicitly denied the similarity to the structure of meat in some cases, its 
importance as a reference point is obvious. 

It must have a certain mouthfeel, it cannot be too mushy, it needs to have a fibrous, stringy mouthfeel, something to bite on. […] 
After experimenting we found that we must include two different ingredients, one based on fava bean and the other based on 
pea. That’s how we got this structure with more stringy pieces and the more tender, round pieces […] so it’s both. We were 
searching for an organic structure. [Gold & Green] 

Of course, the key, like in all food, is taste, structure and mouthfeel. Whether it’s a meat product or vegetarian product or a 
combination of both. […] Some people think they are meat-like, some people don’t. I think they are […] products that taste 
excellent and have excellent structure. Our goal is not to make meat-like products, but good food and food components. 
[HKScan] 

We started to make the products for meat-eaters. The closer we get to the taste of meat, that has been the most important thing. 
So, taste first, and [thinking] how do we get into the meat-eater’s mouth, so that the product is accepted. Taste has been the 
most important, and then structure. It needs to feel as much like meat as possible. [Pouttu] 

All companies highlight good taste as the most crucial single characteristic of their product. Taste is of course crucial for all food, 
but the strong focus on taste seems to also highlight attempts to detach the products from the questionable reputation of the existing 
meat alternatives. In addition to promises that there is no unfavourable aftertaste in the products, the companies highlight that they 
want their products to be suitable for all palates, and to the Finnish taste. Children are often mentioned: if a mother buys the product 
and her children won’t eat it, she is unlikely to try it again. Thus, the taste has to be neutral, with no off-tastes – a suitable basis for 
seasoning. As mentioned, companies are also concerned about the taste of other products in the same category. The category is still so 
small that one bad experience may put the consumer off the whole category. Companies highlight that they would like to see more 
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extensive product development rather than a high number of inferior products. 
Furthermore, the products also have to be positioned in relation to the nutritional qualities of meat. Instead of invoking the dis-

cussion on the negative health impacts of red meat, the companies attach their products closely to the desired nutritional qualities of 
meat, the most important of which is the protein composition. Plant-based proteins tend to have a less-ideal amino acid composition, 
forcing especially vegans to pay specific attention to the combination of proteins on their plate. In meat, all the amino acids are 
naturally present. The developers of Pulled Oats wanted to develop the ‘perfect protein’ also in this regard, which they managed to do 
with the combination of beans and grains. At the same time, the companies do not tend to highlight the ‘healthiness’ of their products 
in relation to other potential qualities, such as fat or sodium content. In fact, the healthiness of meat alternatives has been under 
brought scrutiny, questioning whether they benefit from a ‘health halo’ where consumers assume that the products are healthier than 
others on the market (Schwartz and Laestadius, 2020). 

Finally, the placement of the products in the supermarket also relates to attaching to the rules of the regime. The Finnish alternative 
meat companies have wanted to place their products close to the minced meat and ready-made meals already in the supermarket 
shelves. As Cochoy (2010) underlines, display works as an important element in marketing and strategic management of a product. The 
placement of the products instructs the consumers about right user interface of the product. It also positions the product in the view of 
the desired consumer’s eyeshot. Placement close to minced meat lowers the barriers for use for use making sure that all consumers 
have access to the products – including those who would not look at the ‘vegetarian shelf’ twice. Being placed on the vegetarian shelf 
would underline the undesired identity of the alternative as a niche v*gan product – not necessarily suitable for the regular Joe. 
Importantly also, placement side-by-side minced meat allows for impulsive purchases. 

4.2. From substitute identity to authenticity 

It is not enough that we make copies of meat, because it can never taste like meat. That’s how we set new goals to bring plant- 
based alternatives as actual alternatives to diets. If we would have done that by copying, then we would speak about substitutes. 
There is no sense in trying to make a copy, but rather try to make good food that is fava-bean based. Because then it is real. This 
substitute thinking is a bit tricky. You see it a lot in the media. But you know, if I ask you, does the substitute taste good? The 
answer is no. Marketing-wise it gives you the wrong idea immediately […] the majority would not try the products for the first 
time. [Verso Food] 

We are constantly processing the product line, so that we can get it as close to meat as possible. At the same time, there is this 
goal that it must be honest. That we don’t do those things with additives. As little allergens and additives as possible. It’s like, 
not of this day, that kind of artificiality. You must be able to write the recipes and ingredients openly. [Pouttu] 

In order to grow the market, to build a new category, especially the forerunner companies feel that plant-based meat alternatives 
have to stand on their own feet. They worry that this will be difficult to achieve based solely on a referential identity. While the 
incumbent companies do not shy away from such an identity, all companies acknowledge that authenticity is a strong consumer trend. 
Companies want the products to be proudly what they are – be it oat-based, bean or pea based. This requires, new, positive attachments 
which highlight the originality of the products. All companies also acknowledge that the word substitute brings to mind cheap, inferior 
‘ersatz’ products. These discursive practices also work to detach the products from the (perceived) narrative of plant-based protein as 
merely a cheap replacement for meat. 

First, the new positive attachments for meat alternatives can be related to the ingredients used. For example, in the first article 
about Pulled Oats, published in the largest Finnish newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, it is explained that at the moment, the market 
consists of ‘tofu made of foreign soy, seitan made out of wheat gluten, or quorn based on industrially grown mycoprotein and egg. But 
[the founder of Pulled Oats] has a trump card up her sleeve: Finnish oats.’ Kallionpää (2016). All companies highlight that the 
authenticity and simplicity of the ingredients used is crucial for them. Familiar ingredients with positive ‘brands’, such as oats or peas, 
help companies to avoid food neophobia (see e.g. Hoek et al., 2011), which may lead to prejudice, aversion and disgust related to 
unfamiliar components. This also relates to the reasons why companies want to avoid soy. Soy products have a long history as meat 
substitutes and soy’s image in Finland is tainted by perceptions of its negative environmental and societal impacts, especially in Brazil. 
Soy is also attached to negative perceptions of taste Schyver and Smith (2005). Novel, yet familiar ingredients such oat, peas and fava 
beans are free of these types of negative associations (see also Peltola et al., 2020). 

Positive attachments also have to be built around the taste of meat alternatives. To create an authentic identity, the companies have 
to convince consumers that the new products not only taste good, but that their characteristic flavours are desirable and positive in 
themselves rather than something that needs to be overcome through seasoning. Thus, instead of imitating the taste of meat, the 
forerunner companies highlight the ‘nutty taste’ of fava bean or the subtle flavour of oat in the product. The incumbent companies are 
more eager to imitate the taste of meat also as closely as possible. 

Finally, all the companies aim at attaching their products to the positive attributes related to domestic production in the Finnish 
food market. This is one of the key methods of singularization, of detaching the products from the soy-based meat alternatives on the 
market. This is the case even though, as of 2020, all the products contain at least some imported pulse ingredients, as access to 
processed protein isolates is limited in domestic produce. The familiarity of the ingredients and the potential domestic nature of the 
products is what matters. In an important strategic move, the companies have stated widely that they are committed to working 
towards building value chains for processed domestic protein. Here, the companies deploy the notion of consumer ethnocentrism, a 
belief according to which it is inappropriate or even immoral to purchase foreign food (Shrimp and Sharma, 1987), which leads 
consumers to prefer domestically produced food. It can emerge as prejudice against imported goods and the perception that purchasing 
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foreign products may harm the economic benefits of one’s own country (Shrimp and Sharma, 1987). Finnish consumers also heavily 
prefer domestic food and also attach environmental and food safety benefits to domestic produce (Niva et al., 2018). 

5. Discussion 

In this paper we have shown a dynamic pattern of detachments and attachments used by the Finnish meat alternative companies 
that produces specific forms of regime-niche relation. The companies themselves describe this as ‘category building’. In building the 
category, both the forerunners and the incumbent actors are strategically detaching their products from the first generation of plant- 
based foods, while at the same time attaching them to the regime product identity and to the materialities of meat (Table 3). In order to 
attract wider masses of consumers, the companies aim to attach their products to the existing rules in the market: the routines and 
cultural meanings of meat in everyday cooking practices of the Finnish consumers. This strategy closely resembles the pattern of fit- 
and-conform (Smith and Raven, 2012), in which niche innovations diffuse by aligning with the selection environment of the regime. 
This strategy is in contrast with previous research findings where meat alternative companies have been found to pursue larger market 
shares by evoking the ecological and ethical promises attached to them (Sexton et al., 2019; Tziva et al., 2020), contributing to 
stretch-and-transform, or even rage-and-reform, strategies (Mylan et al., 2018). 

In the Finnish market, in contrast, the forerunners have aimed at transforming the food market through strategies of alignment, 
avoiding confrontation, and highlighting shared values and everyday cooking practices amongst the consumers and the existing meat 
regime. The fit-and-conform strategy utilized by forerunners in this case has been crucial for lowering the barrier of incumbent actors 
to enter the market, thus also containing significant transformative potential. The fact that the forerunners have actively detached their 
products from niche identity and attached them to shared regime identities may have accelerated the development of competing 
product lines also with incumbent actors. These bi-directional connections between niches and the regime within the alternative 
market underline the hybrid and multi-dimensional nature of niche-regime relations. 

Importantly, the companies’ strategy rests on the thinking that larger segments of consumers can be attracted to the meat alter-
natives, when there are no barriers for the use of the products as part of existing cooking practices, routines and values of food. Familiar 
ingredients and user interfaces built for the meat alternatives retain consumers’ competences and skills in cooking. The values and 
meanings attached to the products also aim to lower barriers of use, often searching for the lower common denominator amongst 
consumers. In the Finnish case, these represent authenticity, taste and domestic production. Emphasizing these shared values, allows 
sidestepping the conflicts and complex politics related to plant-based eating and diets. 

As a result, the consumer of the Finnish meat alternative market is being actively and strategically reconstructed as one whose 
values evolve around convenience, familiarity, effortlessness and domestic food; as someone who is hoping to add some plant-based 
food into their diet. 

Previous literature on meat alternatives highlights that referential, substitute products are often attached to moderate transitional 
pathways in terms of sustainability (Morris et al., 2019). Specifically, substitution is seen to be linked to ‘sustainability by stealth’ 
pathways (Apostolidis and McLeay, 2016; de Bakker and Dagevos, 2012; Sage, 2014) in which sustainability targets are achieved by 
small changes in eating practices, acceptable also by consumers who are less motivated by environmental or other benefits of 
plant-based foods. Yet, the Finnish case on the growing meat alternative market shows that substitution can also have a crucial role in 
more ambitious transitional pathways. De Bakker and Dagevos (2012) have offered a similar kind of interpretation on the increasing 
interest in flexitarianism (see also Niva and Vainio, 2021). The Finnish case underlines that the more ambitious transitional pathways 
require, however, more conscious effort. Realizing the positive expectations attached to the products regarding authenticity, taste or 
domesticity is still underway. Strengthening the positive attachments in marketing could help consumers become aware and appre-
ciate the plant-based products and their ingredients on their own and as a valuable part of their diet on their own. The current strategy 

Table 3 
Practices of detachment and attachment in building the category of meat alternatives in Finland.  

Detachments Attachments 

From first generation niche plant-based foods 
• User interface 
• Taste 
• Ingredients 
• Niche-identity 
Substitute-identity 

To regime product identity 
• ‘Food for all’ 
• Marketing for meat-eaters, not v*gans 
• Non-confrontational marketing 
• Using humour, supporting small changes in 
diets 
• Everyday routines, cooking practices 
• Placement in stores 
To materialities of meat 
• User interface 
• Structure 
• Mouthfeel 
• Nutritional value  

From politicized marketing messages often linked to alternatives 
• Confrontation between animal agriculture and plant-based foods avoided (e.g. related to ethics, 
environment, health) 

To positive values on the market 
• Authenticity 
• Taste 
• Domestic products and ingredients  
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underlining only the similarities to meat inadvertently still solidifies the role of meat as a necessary component of diets and everyday 
cooking. 

In the Finnish case the incumbent actors entering the market will also most likely work to solidify the fit-and-conform strategy 
further. While this will contribute to strengthening the category and normalizing plant-based foods, it may also strengthen existing 
market shares and power relations within the Finnish food industry. As a result, radical changes to consumer behaviour may not 
follow, as incumbent actors have strong incentives to continue to support the coexistence of meat and plant-based protein products, 
rather than any form of capture of the animal-based market. In this regard, also the increase in domestic pea and fava bean production 
is critical. Currently the supply does not meet the demand. The stretch-and-transform pathway, in this respect, would also require 
further efforts from the companies to strengthen their domestic supply and develop models by which farmers can introduce plant 
proteins, legumes, peas or fava beans into their crop rotation and structures more prominently. Such a pathway would seek trans-
formation in the whole food system, not just the markets (Lonkila and Kaljonen, 2021; van der Weele et al., 2019). 

6. Conclusions 

In a market-driven transition, such as that of plant-based foods, it is important to understand how new products are positioned in 
relation to the existing products on the market. In this article we have introduced the double dynamic of attachment and detachment as 
a useful conceptualization to open up and evaluate the transitional pathways created by the meat alternatives on the food market. The 
double dynamic reveals the inherent tensions built into the transitional pathways created. The results reveal how the meat alternative 
companies attach and fit their products to the rules of the existing regime and to the cultural meanings and values of meat in everyday 
food practices in order to attract wider segments of consumers. The results also indicate that the more capable the companies are in 
doing that, the better chances they have in introducing new products to the plates of consumers. The results call for further attention to 
the ways in which the niches play with the rules of the regime when aiming to fit or transform the markets. In this study we have shown 
how the concepts and approaches offered by performative economics can help sustainability transition studies to go deeper into this 
direction. The analysis of food markets can provide further scope for empirical analysis in this respect as well, since the rules of the 
regime are deeply embedded in and reconfigured by everyday consumption practices. Any significant transition should allow 
reconfiguration of these rules as well . 
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Kallionpää, K., 2016. Suomalaisnaiset kehittivät nyhtökauran vaihtoehdoksi lihalle ja kertovat, miten Suomeen saadaan lisää ruokainnovaatioita. Helsingin Sanomat, 
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