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Horizon Series:
Animal-free meat, milk and eggs
White paper highlights with Dr. Michael von Massow, Professor, School 
of Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics, University of Guelph

As part of its Horizon Series, Livestock Research Innovation Corporation (LRIC) has written a series 
of white papers on issues impacting livestock producers and the entire livestock value chain. 
In this issue of the series, Dr. Michael von Massow reviews the types of animal-free products, 
provides some consumer insights, and shares ideas on what the livestock industry can do. Von 
Massow is a professor in the Department of Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics at the 
University of Guelph, and author of a popular food-focused podcast and blog. He’s the Ontario 
Agricultural College Chair in Food Leadership and co-authored LRIC’s white paper Animal-Free 
Meat, Milk and Eggs.

“There are two types of products that compete with livestock production.”  
Dr. Michael von Massow

When talking about the impact of animal-free products, von Massow reviewed the two main 
types of products – plant-based products and cellular agriculture – that sometimes compete 
directly with animal agriculture. 

Plant-based products are not new, but there is a perception of newness around products like 
the Impossible Burger and Beyond Meat. People have been eating plant-based products like 
lentils and pulses for a long time but there are an increasing number of products available 
in that category and that, according to von Massow, is making some in the livestock more 
concerned. Plant-based products also include products that are blended to contain meat and 
plant components mixed according to cost, marketing and/or flavour. Today, plant-based products 
represent nearly $30 billion in Canada, with projections of a $162 billion market by 2030.

Cellular agriculture covers lab-grown meat and fermented products. Lab-grown meat is not 
technically animal-free since animal cells are often used to grow the product, including lab-grown 
chicken nuggets that cost $25 US for a small basket in Singapore. The economics for these 
products aren’t there yet – and the technology is not that far along – but von Massow believes 
there is clear evidence that these products are coming. Fermented products don’t include any 
animal products, but some involve inserting animal genes into yeast or bacteria for grow out 
in fermentation tanks. These constitute ingredients more than an end food product, such as 
growing casein and whey to use in frozen desserts in place of actual dairy proteins. Von Massow 
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said some fermented products will play a role in animal-free proteins, but that lab-grown meat is 
probably going to be a bigger issue for the livestock industry. Estimates for the growth in sales of 
cellular agriculture products are estimated as high as $95 billion by 2030.

“How are consumers going to be thinking about these animal-free products?” 
Dr. Michael von Massow

Understanding what consumers think about some of these products, and food in general, is one 
of the most important factors in driving how new products come to the market, how they grow, 
and how they are positioned against traditional livestock products. 

“There is no ‘the consumer’ anymore.”  Dr. Michael von Massow

Food is no longer a commodity, and there is no singular “consumer” that food products are 
marketed to, von Massow noted. Consumers are not uniform in their opinions of plant-based 
products, and they want specific combinations of attributes from their food, such as health, where 
and how the food was produced, and the impact of food production on the environment and 
animal welfare. Producers and food companies will need to balance these different attributes 
to be able to manage and provide consumers with those choices. In some cases, the rise 
in plant protein may be about wanting more choice, not specifically about not eating meat. 
Understanding the different attributes that consumers are after is fundamentally changing 
the supply chain and the need for increasingly complex infrastructure. For some, von Massow 
explained, it means producers are developing a direct relationship with a processor who has a 
direct relationship with a retailer. These changes will become critical in defending the position of 
traditional animal products in the marketplace. 

“Consumers have very little understanding of how food is produced.” 
Dr. Michael von Massow

Von Massow has conducted research with consumer groups on various aspects of the animal-free 
protein segment. When asked specific questions about how long chickens were raised for meat, 
and when dairy cows begin giving milk, more than 50 per cent of consumers they surveyed had 
no idea. The overarching finding was that there is no universal opinion on food issues, and von 
Massow likened trying to determine what aspects of food production affect consumer choices to 
a game of Whack-a-Mole. 

“What’s the language around a breakfast sandwich worth?”  Dr. Michael von Massow 

In his research, von Massow has looked at the willingness of consumers to pay for product 
attributes in a breakfast sandwich. There has been a lot of talk about the egg in a breakfast 
sandwich but nobody is talking about the sausage. Von Massow’s research showed that if 
customers care about welfare (they like enriched housing better than enriched cages for eggs), 

https://www.livestockresearch.ca/
https://twitter.com/LivestockInnov


LRIC ON THE FLY

www.livestockresearch.ca  @LivestockInnov

they care about all welfare (so sausage from pigs raised in open housing versus stalls). Consumers 
like language that sounds good (nest boxes), even if they have no idea what it is, but don’t like 
things that sounds bad (cages, antibiotics). 

“What can the livestock industry do?”  Dr. Michael von Massow

Von Massow reviewed two key areas the industry can focus on:

1. Innovate and adapt. Consumers like more choice about the type of products coming to 
market. We need to talk about how we raise animals to effectively “defend” against some of 
the plant-based products because consumers choose products for different reasons.

• Understand consumers. We need to understand what is important to consumers rather 
than reiterating what’s important to the agriculture and livestock sector. We need to engage 
consumers in conversation, find out what they are looking for and articulate the value we 
bring, says von Massow.

Watch the full webinar or review the white paper at livestockresearch.ca/white_papers. 
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