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Abstract: The article delves into the landscape of the plant-based food industry, exploring
innovative market entry strategies and their interplay with the evolving food market and shifting
consumer preferences and lifestyles. Adopting a multidimensional approach, the study reflects
diverse perspectives at play. Through a comparative analysis of strategic promotion and growth
strategies employed by both innovative startups and established industry giants in the plant-based
meat alternatives sector in Germany, the study aims to capture the challenges faced by the ‘newer’
wave of plant-based alternatives. This examination is particularly relevant for navigating the
complexities of entering a competitive market. Striving to penetrate evolving consumer lifestyles,
the study draws insightful comparisons with their “older” counterparts. In addition, through in-
depth interviews with selected companies, the study investigates the entry methods of startups
venturing into the German market, aiming to identify parallels and contrasts in market strategies
with established brands. This provides valuable insights into innovation within the alternative food
market. Furthermore, the study explores the process of brand “platformization” by scrutinizing the
websites of the selected companies and analyzing customers’ online reviews of their brand
experience. This comprehensive analysis unveils distinctive patterns in communication strategies,
brand positioning, and consumer engagement, offering insights into plant-based innovation
shaping new, caring lifestyles.

Keywords: plant-based food industry; innovative market entry strategies; growth strategies; brand
“platformization”; multidimensional approach; caring lifestyles; alternative diets

1. Introduction

This study aims to explore the diverse ways online platforms shape and transform the
interactions between brands and consumers. Platforms play a vital role in business operations by
engaging consumers in online activities, and consumers actively contribute to shaping brands by
using these platforms (Hein et al., 2019; Rohn et al., 2021). In this unique this looped-like exchange,
increasing significance and importance is attributed to platforms themselves, acting as prime agents
of development. Involvement and co-creation process carried out by these expanding digital
environments enhance perceived value and innovation, deepening the connection between brand
and consumers (Martin and Todorov, 2010; Casidy et al., 2022). Various research findings (Powers et
al., 2012; Hedin, B et al. 2019) provide evidence of digital platforms’ critical role in shaping food
choices, particularly in promoting sustainability and health.

The interest in this study within the specific field of plant-based business stemmed from the
recognition that alternative proteins may serve as indicators of innovation in consumption, appealing
to both meat-eaters and non-meat eaters. Therefore, the authors focused their research on the
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platformization strategies of businesses operating in the plant-based industry, particularly in Berlin,
reknown as the European vegan capital.

The study analysed the impact of brands’ platformisation strategies on consumer perceptions
and sentiments, by examining the extent to which consumers’ online feedback reflects the brand’s
digitised discourses. Conversely, attention is drawn to the commitment of companies to respond to
and integrate consumer input into their brand management strategies.

To this end, the research selected a number of plant-based companies in Berlin, Germany,
following a sampling scheme based on their size, presence in the plant-based market, and customer
reviews found online on popular consumer feedback platforms. These companies have been reached
out through qualitative surveys submitted to their executive figures, where the nexus between their
business and platforms has been focused. Parallelly, data mining has been led on consumer
feedback of plant-based products some of the considered brands including some of those reached
out through the surveys.

This is done to gain a nuanced understanding of a growing market, one that is by definition
more open than others to innovation from both brands and consumers.

The article is structured as follows: After this Introduction, the first section provides an
Overview of the plant-based industry within the EU context, Research State of the Art in the field,
and the Study objectives. The second section outlines the research Methodology, detailing Data
Collection Methods, Criteria for Selection, and Ethical Considerations. The third section presents
Results and Discussion, with a focus on Sample Characteristics, Brand “Platformization” Patterns,
and Analysis of Online Reviews. Finally, a conclusion summarizes the study, identifying areas for
future research, critically analyzing the study’s limitations, and providing final Recommendations.

1.1. Brief Industry Overview

Veganism has grown exponentially in Europe during the last decade (Anthony, 2021), finding
its way into the mainstream and ultimately being considered a trend. Different markets have
responded positively to the growing demand for vegan ingredients (Kenton, 2024), and the food
sector has introduced new vegan products into brands and restaurant’s offers (Veganuary, 2023).

The ITD (International Trade Centre) found that the sustainable good market in Europe has also
increased. According to the European Commission (2021) 85% of retailers reported higher sales of
sustainable products within the past 5 years, making the EU the second-largest market after the USA
for products made with organic standards. In terms of demographics, generation Z and millennials
(people from the ages of 21 to 40), are 75% more likely than baby boomers (ages ranging from 57 to
75 years) in shaping their lifestyles to became environment friendly (Gelsky, 2019).

Within the European Market, Germany boats the highest per-capita spending on plant-based
food, second only to the Netherlands (Williams, 2023). In 2020, the sector in the country experienced
a 53% growth, nearly reaching a 1 billion euros turnover (GTAI—Invest in Germany, 2023). The best-
selling products are vegetarian meat, and milk alternatives (Statista, 2024).

Berlin, in particular, is witnessing a relevant rise in vegan eateries. According to reports from

Happy Cow!, Germany has over 556 vegan restaurants and food establishments, the highest number
in Europe, Berlin leading with 122, surpassing all other European capitals (Ricardo, 2023; Kavi, 2023).
Recognized on the platform as Europe’s vegan capital, Berlin plays a vital role in shaping Germany’s
plant-based sector.

In 2022, approximately 8 million individuals adhered to a vegetarian diet, while 1.58 million
identified as vegan (Rehder, 2023). The trend of reducing meat consumption is also a relevant aspect
of consumption, with 55% of Germans identifying as “part-time vegetarians” and “flexitarians”
(Rehder, 2023). Furthermore, in 2016 it was estimated than more than 80,000 vegans were living in

! HappyCow is a user-driven platform aimed at helping individuals discover, review, and share
information about vegan, vegetarian, and vegan-friendly restaurants and health food stores globally.

https://www.happycow.net/
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Berlin (Osborne, 2016). The significance of Berlin within the EU and German plant-based business
context justifies the focus of this study on the city and its businesses.

1.1.1. Big versus Small: Size Dynamics in the EU Plant-Based Industry

The European Union offers many programs and facilitation initiatives in support of plant-based
companies. These initiatives focus primarily on promoting innovation and growth in the alternative
protein sector. Some of these programs include the EIT Food established under Horizon Europe, and
the European Innovation Council (EIC) Accelerator, play an important role in supporting the creation
and expansion of startups and established companies working in the plant-based sector.

In 2024, the European Innovation Council (EIC) allocated €50 million in support of startups and
small business venturing in alternative protein production. This investment proved the EU’s recent
commitment to improving innovative approaches within the food industry (Isbrecht, 2023).

The EIT Food ‘Fast Track to Market funding’ offers opportunities to a number of companies,
particularly start-ups and SMEs, looking to accelerate their time to market. This is especially relevant

for companies producing plant-based alternatives, in accordance with the EIT Food’s mission?.
Accordingly, both startups and established companies operating in the sector are granted an
accelerated selection process with the EIC panel.

These facilitations highlight the European Commission’s efforts in the creation of a diverse and

dynamic plant-based industry, benefiting companies regardless of their scale’.

1.1.2. Research State of the Art

Online platforms act as invisible environments where brands and consumers meet and connect
(Gielens and Steenkamp, 2019), granting both actors access to numerous services, allowing brands to
gather feedback and facilitate engagement with the consumers. The concept of “platformization” is
used in this context to describe the evolving relevance that these non-material spaces hold on the way
brands and consumers enter, navigate an engage with the services provided. This signify an
important shift in the way interactions are carried out online (Wichmann et al., 2022, Cochoy et al.,
2019).

The literature emphasizes the importance of such platforms, bettering service personalization,
customer satisfaction, and brand loyalty, also facilitated by the nuanced use of user data and
integration within a diverse ecosystem (Juteau, 2023; Chan et al., 2019). This helps business create
tailor-made services that are able to meet the ever-changing consumer preferences (Nambisan et al.,
2018; Wichmann et al., 2022).

The concept of platformization extends on food culture, where digital platforms have
revolutionized the interaction with food. Rosseau (2012) reasons that digital spaces facilitate active
engagement, inclusivity, and diversification of tastes (see Figure 1). Social media in particular enabled
millions of people to actively participate in food culture by sharing and interacting with recipes,
photos, and experiences, thereby shaping food trends. This system allows for the creation of a global
community of food lovers, connecting on the premises of passion and emotions inspired by food, and
dismantling geographical and socio-economical barriers. The exposure to different cuisines, cultures,
and food content found online, encourages innovation in culinary habits (Rousseau, 2012).

2 See: https://www.eitfood.eu/open-calls/fast-track-to-market-2024

3 See: https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/research-area/environment/bioeconomy/food-

systems/food-2030_en#ref-11-pathways-to-achieve-the-goals
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Inclusivity

Active Engagement

Figure 1. Adapted from Rousseau’s (2012) key insights into the integration of platform dynamics
within food studies.

Research confirms that these platforms have deeply changed how people interact with food,
mutating their preferences, encouraging culinary experimentation and promoting a diverse food
landscape (Rutsaert et al., 2013; Satwani, Singh, & Pandya, 2020; Onorati & Giardullo, 2020; Valifio &
Rodriguez, 2020).

Consumer choices in this sector are especially influenced by sustainability, quality, and health
attributes (Fehér et al., 2020; Guiné et al., 2020; Pashchenko et al., 2022). These trends push brands to
align their marketing strategies (Martinho, 2020; Nunes et al., 2021), and pose a great opportunity for
plant-based business.

Understanding consumer preferences becomes fundamental in this industry (Nasution et al.,
2022), where factors such as taste and texture represents significant barriers to mainstream
consumption (Alcorta et al., 2021; Giacalone et al., 2022; Moreira et al., 2021).

1.1.3. Study Objectives

This article aims to explore the relationship between the market strategies of plant-food brands
and the ever-changing preferences and lifestyle of consumers. In order to tackle convergences and
divergences within such relationships, a part of this study conducts the analysis of online reviews
found on dedicated platforms, which we have gathered from actual brands, offering a unique lens
through which we can explore this growing sector.

Our research methodology involves interviewing representatives from over 12 different plant-
based business operating in Berlin and adjacent areas, and analyzing more than 800 online reviews
based on a portion of their products and services. The interviews reveal entry market strategies and
marketing methods employed by the businesses, including a comparative analysis of startups and
established entities in Germany’s prominent plant-based sector. The qualitative and quantitative
analysis performed uncovers patterns in communication strategies, brand perceptions and customer
engagement influences by platformization. This approach also acts as a thread trying to connect the
companies strategies and consumer opinions, fundamental for business and marketers looking to
improve their competitive edge in the industry.

The research scope also highlights how online spaces, along with the consumer feedback they
generate, reshape the way businesses enter the market. This dynamic process resembles a loop of
shaping and reshaping business strategies that respond to consumer choices.

We will try to answer to the following questions:

Is it possible to recognize observable patterns in brand communication strategies, consumer perception,
and customer engagement in the plant-based meat sector that reflect a loop dynamics enhanced by
platformization?

Can this dynamic interaction, promoted by platforms, become a useful intermediary between consumer
behavior and decision-making processes, particularly regarding plant-based meat products, within a dynamic
context like Germany?
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2. Methodology

2.1. Data Collection Methods

This study utilized a mixed-methods approach for data collection, integrating qualitative and
quantitative analysis as described by Johnson et al. (2007) and Venkatesh (2013). It started with
collecting insights from plant-based businesses through a questionnaire, which helped
understanding market entry tactics and platformization strategies used by startups and industry
leaders. Additionally, the research directed a thorough reviews of over 800 online customer feedback
to understand their main interests and concerns.

These reviews underwent a detailed analysis, where they were assigned semantic values to
identify underlying sentiments and perceptions. This approach, modeled after the Grounded Theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), exercised a bottom-up, post-hoc coding and classification method to
understand trends in product experience and brand impression. The QDA Miner Provalis software
was utilized in this study to create categorical trees and perform a qualitative codification of the texts
found on the reviews. The software found reoccurring themes within the extracted corpus, which
were manually categorized and defined within a coding system for particular subjects. The main
sentiments, terms, and subjects in the text were found by analyzing these codes.

The mixed use of qualitative insights and quantitative data allowed the study to gain a better
understanding of the complexities and looped connections between market strategies, consumer
feedback, and brand position.

2.1.1. Criteria for Selection

We selected German-based companies focusing solely on producing plant-based food and
beverages, with products suitable as standalone meals. Our selection included meat alternatives,
vegan beverages (including barista-specific options), seafood alternatives, and cheese substitutes,
covering various segments of Germany’s plant-based industry. Out of the 12 chosen companies, four
are international giants based in Germany, with two other major players, while the rest are startups
or very small businesses. Our research delved into market strategies and consumer analysis,
spotlighting innovative companies like one utilizing 3D printing for meat replication, another
revolutionizing seafood alternatives with seaweed and beans, and a company offering poultry-like
products as a tasty alternative to conventional meat.

2.1.2. Ethical Considerations

We maintained strict ethical standards throughout our data collection process. We did not create
any searchable consumer profile databases, nor extracted personal information such as names,
gender, IP addresses. We did not and don’t intend to profit in any way by the information obtained.
Our dedication to ethical research ensured confidentiality and protected the identities of all actor
involved in this study. Additionally, our research received approval from the appointed ethical
committee at the University of Gastronomic Sciences of Pollenzo.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Sample Characteristics

The sample is evenly split, with half of the companies having fewer than 50 people and the other
half having 50 or more, according to the analysis of the company interviews. Specifically, 33% of the
businesses have one to ten workers, 17% have eleven to fifty, 17% have fifty to one hundred, and 33%
have one hundred or more.
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Figure 2. Distribution of Employee Count in Sample.

In examining the composition of these companies, several aspects were taken into consideration,
including the ways they were founded, duration of operation, and their structural organization.

67% were founded independently, 17% formed from the expansion of a sub-brand of an existing
company, and 8% each originated from accelerator programs or as brand extensions into vegan

products.
67%
17%
Founded independently Founded within an Extension of an existing Sub-brand growth within
accelerator program brand into vegan an existing company

products

Figure 3. company origin.

When correlating company size with founding methods, it was observed that all startups
employing between 1 and 10 individuals were founded independently. However, as companies
expanded, the variety in founding methods increased, with only 50% of companies employing more
than ten individuals having been founded independently.

Regarding the founders’ age, 41.7% fall within the range of 36 to 50 years old, while 25% are
aged between 26 and 36. Additionally, 8.3% fall within the 46 to 55 age bracket, leaving the remaining
quarter above 56 years old. There were no founders between the ages of 18-25.

46-55
8.3%

36-45
41.7%

Figure 4. founder age range.

As for age distribution by company size, 75% of startups with 1-10 employees have founders
aged between 26 and 45, while half of the companies with a larger number of employees have
founders aged over 56. All founders of the smaller companies are younger than 45.
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As per for the gender composition, 25% of founders are only male, another 25% are mostly male,
42% have an equal distribution of male and female founders, and 8% are mostly female. There were
no exclusively female or non-binary founding teams.

42%
25% 25%
8%
= 0% 0%

All Male Mostly Male  Equal Male and Maostly Female All Female MNon-binarylothe
Female r

Figure 5. founders by gender identity.

This finding aligns somewhat with Germany’s gender equality index, especially in the power
dimension. This dimension refers in particular to the “Share of members of boards in largest quoted
companies, supervisory board or board of directors (%)” (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2024).
Specifically, men score an average of 63%, while women score 37%, indicating a slight deviation from
the European average.

Interestingly, among startups with fewer than 10 employees, 25% have predominantly female
founders, exponentially higher than any other category.

The following section will tackle the market entry strategies from the platformization
perspective, focusing on the way the businesses analyzed communicated and connected with the
public, and the way they incorporate consumer feedback into their operations.

3.1.1. Brand “Platformization” Patterns

In this section, we will analyze the segments of the questionnaire related to the platformization
spectrum. Specifically, we will examine the online business tactics utilized by our sample, as well as
how the brands attempt to connect with their consumers.

Within our company sample, 50% of the businesses utilize social media platforms to enhance
costumer engagement, 25% utilize CRM, 8% utilize E-commerce platforms, while 17% favors a mixed
approach, employing digital newspaper and answering to online reviews.

50%
25%
1 7%
8%
Social Media E-commerce Maobile Applications Customer Other
Platforms Platforms Relationship ...

Figure 6. main digital platforms utilized to enhance customer engagement.

Literature shows that about 75% of businesses with less than 50 employees use social media as
a fundamental means to engage and sell (Wong, 2023). Our small sample confirms this trend,
showing exactly 75% of the reached startups using platforms precisely for this reason.

The rest of the stratification between small and big companies is rather balanced when
considering the approach to customer engagement. 50% of the businesses with more than 100
employees in our sample have registered a mixed approach to customer engagement, with a special
focus on digital newspapers.
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Furthermore, CRM systems are widely accredited to enhance customer satisfaction and
operational efficiency, proving the importance of data management and automation in the
platoformization process (Hashemi-Pour and Chai, 2023; M. Volik, M. Kovaleva, E. Khachaturova,
2021). These systems help businesses understand consumers behaviors, ultimately facilitating
personalized marketing and improved customer service — key elements in building a well-rounded
platformized brand.

Despite the wide use of social media and CRM systems, our findings revealed a less prominent
use of e-commerce and newer technologies like AI among small business, pointing to potential
innovation areas within this framework. This tells us that while business select digital tools aligning
with their needs and customer engagement preferences, there is room for further and rounder
integration of digital platforms to fully realize the benefits of platformization.

The survey also indicates that business update their social media strategies quite frequently,
with 42% of businesses doing so quarterly, highlighting the intrinsically dynamic nature of social
media. This contrasts to the annual adjustment of CRM systems adoption, suggesting that the
allocation of resources in social media communication leads to more dynamic and engaging
strategies.

42%

33%

17%

Quarterly Semi-Annually Annually Biennially

Figure 7. adaption frequency of the business-owned digital platforms.

Notably, 75% of our surveyed start-ups with less than 10 employees tend to update their
platform on a quarterly basis, proving a higher use of social media in smaller and younger companies.
In fact, social media plans and strategies have to be constantly changed and retaught (Li et al., 2020)
online, where the trends change at the fastest pace ever (The Aggie, 2021).

Expanding on the dynamic nature of online marketing strategies, we explored how businesses
increased engagement. Overall, our sample drove up engagement with their company through open
website access (50%), closely followed by active participation on active blogs or feedback spaces
(33%), and finally, through mobile application usage (17%).

25% of small businesses found their consumers to primarily engage with them through active
participation in different digital environments, such as blogs or feedback spaces. These tools
represent the primary method of customer engagement only for 2% of big companies. When larger
businesses invest in digital engagement, this is mainly addressed to apps developed by their brand,
and this happens for more than 50% of big brands in our sample. The limited or different investment
in platformization by big brands can be attributed to various reasons. Bigger businesses tend to have
larger budgets for online advertising, which could place their site at the top of Google search results
(see Open website access in Figure 8), making it easier for consumers to find and interact with them.
Secondly, the development of an app might be an expense and requires an amount of effort that only
big business are able to justify. For a small start-up all of this would be hard to implement, as well as
keeping these tools updated and marketed correctly. This also explains why, especially for small
businesses, blogs and feedback platforms represent essential tools, not only to gather feedback on
their products but also to observe how their consumers interact with each other and their main
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interests. In synthesis, small businesses appeared to prioritize interactive content creation,
investment in events and tradeshows, and collaboration with professional chefs. In contrast, larger
organizations seemed to focus on community development programs, often requiring substantial
budget allocations and dedicated teams.

50%
33%
17% :
=]
Open website access Mobile application usage Active participation in blogs or

feedback spaces

Figure 8. consumer interaction with our sample.

Our research also provides detailed insights into the wide range of methods employed for
feedback gathering, with 33% utilizing online channels, 17% relying on social media interactions, and
another 17% utilizing focus groups. Interestingly, 17% of businesses employed a combination of
methods, including direct human interactions.

Other Social media interactions @ Online feedback (e.g. reviews, rating, etc.) Focus groups @ Surveys

Figure 9. modalities employed by businesses for feedback acquisition.

This diversity in feedback collection methods underlines the importance of a multi-faceted
approach to understanding customer preferences and improving product offerings. It also highlights
the role of digital tools and platforms in modern feedback mechanisms, aligning with the broader
trend of platformization and digital engagement strategies for business growth and customer
relationship management. Nonetheless, the most used technique is the online feedback. Examples
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like the restaurant booking platform TheFork* exemplify how digital platforms can integrate various
services (e.g., online booking, review management, and payment processing) into one environment
to create a unified brand ecosystem. This case illustrates how platformization enables businesses to
gather critical feedback through digital channels, enhancing customer satisfaction and refining
product offerings, akin to the diverse methods small businesses use for feedback collection as
mentioned in our query (Juteau, 2023). In the discourse surrounding the dichotomy of ‘big vs small’
in feedback gathering modalities, our data reveals a balanced distribution of modalities across
various businesses.

Ultimately, platformization requires a strategic amplified approach to the digital environment,
as highlighted by Jamali et al. (2016), Ukpere et al. (2014), Essa & Yahia (2019), and Sheikh (2018). The
successful platformization of a brand not only demands an online presence but requires strategic
planning and integration of various digital tools to create a synergistic ecosystem that supports
business growth and sustainability. This approach underscores the transformative potential of this
process in aligning brand strategy with digital innovation, ensuring that businesses can effectively
engage with their customers and remain competitive in the digital age.

Primarily, our research indicates that online reviews emerge as a critical instrument for feedback
collection, particularly beneficial for smaller brands that typically operate with limited marketing
budgets. These reviews offer a direct avenue for customer engagement, leveraging the platforms
consumers utilize to evaluate business offerings. With this foundation, our objective is to conduct a
thorough analysis of online reviews. By identifying and analyzing prevalent themes within consumer
feedback, we aim to extract relevant implications and insights. This will allow us to make informed
recommendations tailored to our sample’s approach towards engaging with their consumer base.

3.1.2. Focus on Online Review

In this section, we will examine online reviews of two specific businesses, denoted as “A” and
“B,” carefully chosen based on several criteria. Given the prevalence of plant-based milks and meat
alternatives as the most popular vegan products in Germany (Statista, 2024), we have selected one
company specializing in plant-based milk products and another offering a diverse range of meat
alternatives. These businesses were chosen due to their substantial volume of available reviews and
notable similarities, which will be further discussed later on.

Initially, we will conduct an analysis of their respective websites to identify primary themes
featured on their web pages. Subsequently, we will provide an overview of the more than 800 reviews
that were analyzed from these two businesses. Finally, we will employ a topic-based system
discussed above to categorize and assess the significance of the main discussion points derived from
these reviews.

The purpose of the following content is not to compare the two businesses and their reviews,
but rather to justify our decision for selecting them for unified analysis based on their similarities.

Initially, we have identified the primary themes present on the websites of Business A and
Business B by segmenting their content and organizing it into clusters that highlight the most
prevalent topics. Each business was associated with three main themes.

Both business A and B prioritize sustainability, but with nuanced differences. A focuses on
“healthy and sustainable food,” highlighting personal health benefits, while B emphasizes “organic
and sustainable food,” indicating both health and environmental consciousness. This distinction
reflects varied consumer perceptions; vegan consumers see these aspects as inseparable, unlike
omnivores who view them as distinct (Kilian and Hamm, 2021). Additionally, A emphasizes ‘Plant-
based nutrition,” focusing on the reasons behind consuming plant-based foods for their intrinsic
benefits, whereas B highlights ‘Plant-based diet,” concentrating on the specific choices and
composition of meals that are plant-based (Zohoori, 2019), and that evoke the idea of a lifestyle.
Lastly, A champions “sustainable practices,” showing a deep commitment to eco-friendliness,

4 https://www.thefork.com/
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whereas B values “Convenient delivery,” emphasizing customer convenience, highlighting their
distinct priorities.

Table 1. Main Topics of Website Content for Business A and Business B.

Topic Business A Business B
1 Healthy and sustainable food Organic and sustainable food
2 Plant-based nutrition Plant-based diet
3 Sustainable practices Convenient delivery

A glance at the online review statistics for both businesses reveals the following findings.
A’s Overview:

% Average Rating: 4.6 Stars
% Total Reviews: 1894

% Rating Distribution:

5 Stars: 78%

4 Stars: 15%

3 Stars: 4%

2 Stars: 1%

1 Star: 2%

YYVYY

B’s Overview:

*%* Average Rating: 4.5 Stars
% Total Reviews: 2879

** Rating Distribution:

5 Stars: 75%

4 Stars: 12%

3 Stars: 7%

2 Stars: 3%

1 Star: 3%

YYVVY

Business A has a slightly higher customer satisfaction than Business B, with 78% vs. 75% in 5-
star reviews, despite Business B’s wider range of ratings. Adjusting for the same number of reviews,
Business A still leads in 5-star ratings. This suggests that while review quantity indicates popularity,
rating distribution better reflects customer satisfaction, with Business A potentially seen more
favorably due to its higher concentration of top ratings. This ultimate similarity in their outcomes
enabled the analysis of the two businesses as a single corpus.

After completing the initial phases, we proceeded to extract the actual reviews.

Our analysis encompassed a total of 27,709 words across 832 reviews. Among the most
frequently occurring words, ‘Good” emerged as the most prevalent, appearing in 29.6% of the
reviews, followed by ‘taste’ (25.3%), ‘great’ (24%), and ‘product’ (23.6%). The predominant words are
depicted in Figure 10.
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Figure 10. illustration of word cloud derived from the analyzed data.

The subsequent step involved examining the associations among the most frequently used
words. This was a crucial step in setting up the basis for groping words together with similar meaning
later on. To achieve this, we employed the Provalis Wordstat Software, with Figure 11 illustrating
link analysis where lines show the strongest connections between the words.
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Figure 11. Interconnections among the most frequently used words.

For each of the main words displayed above, we found other similar words within the review
corpus. For example, the main word ‘Good” was very similar to adjectives like ‘Great’ or ‘Bad,” used
to describe food or experiences. Thus, we manually included these similarities and grouped them
with the most frequently used words, organizing them within a coding system.

The classification scheme was divided into two main categories: “Food” and “Service,”
depending on the focus of each review. The “Food” category was further delineated into four sub-
categories. The first sub-category, “Food Use,” encompassed parts of reviews describing or
suggesting methods for cooking, consuming, or storing food. For instance, a review stating, “To make
an oat drink from this powder, 1 needed three times the specified amount...,” exemplifies this “Food-use”
sub-category. Notably, within a single review, multiple codes could intersect, as observed in the
review: “300 grams of powder (vanilla) - yields just 2.5 liters of vanilla - tastes too bland and very watery to
me - good in a pinch but otherwise I'll stick to my soy milk.” This review is informative, providing both
practical information and personal taste preferences, thereby warranting coding under both the
“Food Use” and “Food Taste” sub-categories.

The “Food Taste” sub-category encapsulated reviews expressing personal opinions on the taste
of the product. The third sub-category, “Food Quality,” specifically included references to the


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202406.0792.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 12 June 2024 d0i:10.20944/preprints202406.0792.v1

13

product’s actual quality, beyond mere taste descriptions, e.g., “...the product is sustainable, practical and
super tasty. The berry shake is also delicious and both products are really easy to mix.” Lastly, the “Food
Packaging” sub-category pertained to comments on the packaging, such as “...has arrived super
packaged. I think the products themselves are really innovative, high quality and simply great.”

In terms of service-related feedback, codes were divided into “Service Communication,”
referring to the business’s responses to customers. The “Service Speed” code addressed delivery
times, such as in the feedback: “Delivery to Switzerland took a long 2 weeks.” Subsequently, this analysis
will quantify the prevalence of these codes within the entirety of the review corpus, providing
insights into their significance across the collected reviews.

Table 2. Percentage Distribution of Codes within the Review Corpus.

Code % Cases
Food Use 62,9%
Food Taste 41,3%
Food Quality 34%
Food Packaging 13,8%
Service Speed 34,9%

Finally, we aimed to explore the correlations among these codes. As previously discussed, these
codes may intricately interact with each other, encouraging an investigation into their co-occurrences.
Co-occurrence in this context means that two codes are mentioned together within the same or
adjacent sentences in a review. This kind of analysis is useful for understanding the relationship
between different aspects of customer feedback. To achieve this, we utilized Jaccard’s coefficient’> of
occurrences. The “Response” code will be analyzed separately since it was not included in the
primary review corpus.

As depicted in Figure 12, the primary findings are as follows.

5 “Jaccard's coefficient is a statistical measure used in this context to quantify the similarity and diversity of
sample sets. It is calculated by dividing the number of observations where both codes occur by the union of the
number of times each code occurs separately and together. The coefficient ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 indicates

no co-occurrence and 1 indicates that the codes always occur together” (Survarachakan et al., 2022).
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Figure 12. Co-occurrence Analysis.

Food Use and Food Taste:

The strong link between Food Use and Food Taste suggests that discussions about how to use a
product often coincide with comments on its taste. This relationship indicates that, within the
context of online reviews, the practical use of the plant-based food product is intrinsically tied
to its sensory evaluation. Consumers not only want to know how to use the product but also
what sensory experience to expect when following these suggestions.

Food Use and Food Quality:

Food Use and Food Quality are also closely linked, potentially because when consumers discuss
the use of a plant-based product, they are also considering the inherent quality of the product in
that usage. High-quality ingredients often yield a better culinary experience, so users discussing
one are likely to mention the other.

Food Quality, Food Use, Food Taste:

The fact that Food Quality and Food Use have a stronger relationship to each other than to Food
Taste may be indicative of a trend where the perceived quality of the food is not just about taste
but about the entire experience of using the product, including preparation and consumption.
Service Speed and Food Packaging:

Service speed and food packaging being outliers suggests they aren’t commonly discussed
alongside other factors. This denotates a separation from the food’s quality itself. Speed of
service likely relates to the purchasing experience, while packaging is often about logistics and
the environment. These outliers hint at how consumers compartmentalize their considerations.
While product quality dominates, logistical and service aspects form a separate evaluation.

This is particularly relevant for plant-based food companies operating in innovative sectors,
where environmental preservation stands as one of the core values embraced by vegans and
consumers adopting a mindful lifestyle. This highlights the need to not only innovate products but
also enhance the purchasing experience and adopt sustainable packaging. This dual focus could set

them apart in a competitive market, especially as consumers increasingly prioritize caring and
sustainable lifestyles.

e  Response: In our analysis, we found that 89.4% of the time, businesses engaged with customer

reviews, and notably, over 9% of these responses were directed towards negative feedback. This
pattern predominantly comprised acknowledgments and expressions of gratitude towards
consumers, thereby fostering a sense of connection and demonstrating sincere appreciation for
their input. Such interactions significantly enhance the likelihood of repeat patronage.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202406.0792.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 12 June 2024 d0i:10.20944/preprints202406.0792.v1

15

According to a survey involving more than 1,000 participants, 89% expressed a high or moderate
inclination to support businesses that consistently address online reviews. Conversely, 57%
indicated a low or nonexistent propensity to frequent establishments that neglect to respond to
customer feedback (Paget, 2024). This behavior underscores the commitment of our sample
businesses to maintaining a strong consumer relationship, signifying an exceptional level of
consumer care. This trend is particularly pronounced within plant-based business sectors,
suggesting these enterprises are more attuned to customer concerns compared to traditional
brands. This might stem from the core values of care and universalism that are prevalent among
vegans and those adhering to vegan diets (Nunes et al., 2021). Given this context, plant-based
businesses may benefit from aligning their consumer engagement strategies with these
fundamental values, thereby deepening their connection with customers.

Overall, the closed correlation between Product Use, Taste, and Quality highlights the holistic
approach consumers have towards plant-based food products (Fiorentini et al., 2020). These insights
align with our study preference, suggesting that the modern consumer values an encompassing
sensory experience (Waehrens et al., 2023). Consumer feedback is not solely related to the product
taste, but rather to the quality and applicability in their daily lives that matter (Hansen, 2005; Maria
et al., 2015; Petrescu et al., 2019). As consumer expectations grow beyond taste and hedonistic values,
companies should also empathize with their consumers and market the quality and versatility of their
products. This approach could also resonate well with the shifting consumer preferences towards
healthier and more sustainable lifestyles.

Our survey also addressed the eco-commitment and sustainability of the businesses under three
distinct domains:

e Selection of Organic Ingredients
e Selection of Local and Sustainable Ingredients
e Use of Eco-Friendly Packaging
Participants rated their practices on a scale ranging from 1, indicating “no commitment,” to 5,
denoting “high commitment.”

Selection of Organic Ingredients

The data revealed a spectrum of commitment levels towards organic ingredient sourcing.
Notably, 58.3% of businesses exhibited moderate dedication, with the remaining participants
dispersed between minimal and full commitment. This distribution suggests diverse approaches and
varying prioritization levels of organic practices within the business community.

Selection of Local Ingredients

Our findings indicate a significant inclination towards embracing local and sustainable
ingredients, with the majority of businesses (41.7% at level 4 commitment) demonstrating a strong
preference for these practices. This trend reflects an increasing awareness of the environmental and
social benefits of local sourcing, which aligns with consumer preferences for sustainability and
supports regional economies.

Use of Eco-Friendly Packaging

The trends in eco-friendly packaging mirror those observed in the selection of organic
ingredients. The convergence of these trends could be attributed to the shared values that underpin
both practices. The pursuit of eco-friendly packaging often goes hand-in-hand with organic sourcing
as businesses strive to present a coherent sustainability narrative. This alignment may also be driven
by market forces, with consumer demand for sustainability extending beyond the product itself to its
packaging. The literature supports this, suggesting that consumers increasingly consider the
environmental impact of packaging in their purchasing decisions (Lindh et al., 2016).

The encapsulated data (Figure 13) demonstrates the varied levels of commitment to these
sustainability practices among businesses. The observed commitment pattern underscores the need
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for a more unified approach to sustainability, potentially through policy interventions or consumer-
driven market pressures.

58.3%

41.7%

16.7%

o 8.3% 8.3%

0

0%

1 No commitment 2 Limited 3 Moderate 4 Commitment 5 High commitment
commitment commitment

@ Selection of organic ingredients @ Selection of local ingredients @ Use of eco-friendly packaging

Figure 13. Brand Commitment Across Various Practices.

Ultimately, more than 58% of brands recognized the importance of their products being
perceived as natural and healthy, showcasing a profound grasp of consumer preferences. Figure 14
underscores the significance of this attribute within our study.

58.33%

L B

h

1 Mot important 2 Minimally 3 Moderately 4 Important 5 Very important
important important

Figure 14. Importance of Brand Perception in Regards to Natural and Healthy Attributes.

However, this dynamic shift when examining small versus large brands. Interestingly, we
observed that companies with fewer than 50 employees exhibited greater dedication across all three
dimensions. Moreover, 25% of smaller companies prioritized this perception, compared to 33% of
larger corporations.

In conclusion, while the commitment to sustainability is evident across several domains, the
degree of integration into business practices varies considerably. This highlights an opportunity for
businesses to further align their operations with the growing global mandate for environmental
stewardship.

4. Conclusions

4.1. Summary of Findings

This research offers insights into the dynamics between brands and consumers within the plant-
based food sector. German-founded plant-based brands, ranging from startups to established
industry players, demonstrated a strong commitment to engaging with consumer feedback on online
platforms, incorporating it into various aspects of their operations. Analysis of over 800 product
reviews revealed a strong correlation among dimensions related to food quality, use, and taste,
indicating a holistic approach to food consumption facilitated by online platforms. This looped-like
relationship between brands and consumers provides valuable insights into an evolving industry,
with the potential to redefine standards in brand-consumer interactions. Consumers, seen as
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community contributors, provide feedback on lifestyle-aligned products. Brands, in turn, affirm
consumer identity through value-aligned offerings, positioning themselves as community
stakeholders and offering growth incentives for the community.

The strategic utilization of digital platforms is indispensable for businesses aiming to thrive in
sustainable innovation during the digital age. By fostering a robust brand ecosystem, brands
promoting sustainable eating styles, such as the plant-based food companies analyzed in this study,
can utilize digital environments to boost engagement and drive innovation among consumers
inherently drawn to alternative lifestyles and open to embracing innovation. This curated use of
platforms extends far beyond mere alignment with consumer expectations typically pursued by
marketing for customer satisfaction. It paves the way for a new form of brand value co-creation.

4.1.1. Study Limitations

First, it’s essential to thoroughly examine consumer behavior using a detailed profiling method.
Understanding factors like gender, interests, age, and location can provide valuable insights.
Researchers like Gretzel and Yoo (2008) and Ravula et al. (2023) have pointed out that age can greatly
affect reviews. While we may not have this data now, it could be important for future studies to
consider.

Expanding the distribution of the questionnaire to a broader range of businesses would enhance
the statistical relevance of the data collected.

Additionally, conducting a comparative analysis between traditional companies and those in
the plant-based sector would offer valuable insights into the differing strategies and consumer
preferences within these industries.

Furthermore, undertaking a cross-cultural study that compares various markets and cities across
different dimensions would provide a comprehensive understanding of how consumer behavior
varies across diverse cultural contexts.
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