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                                                                                        5. Discussion

                                                                5.3. The importance of validating personal perspectives externally

                                
                    It is essential to emphasize the differences between the acclaimed internal driving themes and 
 the  external  influencing  themes  found  in  the  analysis.  As  mentioned  above,  an  individual 
 seeks external validation to form their opinions. It is vital to understand and elaborate on this 
 process to most effectively validate opinions, hence the goal is to change dietary behavior. In 
 the following section, the three essential external factors to dietary behavior are described and 
 discussed. 


The importance of reinforcing dietary choices through expert opinions 


The  theme  “informational  influence”  is  deemed  to  be  a  representation  of  how  people  seek 
information about dietary behavior and which kind of information they are currently exposed 
to within the subject of matter. This particular theme is defined through how the interviewees 
learn  about    dietary  products  and  innovations  through  blogs,  mass  media,  internet  and 
restaurants. As such, this indicates that the interviewees are influenced and seek information 
and  confirmation  about  dietary  products  through  these  types  of  informational  sources ‘...if 
someone  really  know  stuff  about  it,  like  a  nutritionist,  dietician,  who  is  present  in  the 
environment it will influence my choice’ (OM2:CEC, 2016). In this sense, people seemed to 
be  influenced  by  expert  opinions  and  they  seek  validation  these  kinds  of  expert 
statements.‘...Also, I find a great deal of information through Jamie Oliver's online site, and 


also  through  a  Danish  and  a  foreign  food  blogger…’ (VE2:MAL,  2016). As  such,  famous 
 food experts and known chefs, such a famous chef Jamie Oliver, or the Danish well-known 
 nutritional expert, Christian Bitz, are both considered to be influential sources.  


Expert  sources  are  identified  to  be  something  people  seek  when  figuring  out  which  dietary 
 choices to make. In addition, the interviewees underline that they are exposed to this kind of 
 expert  influence  through  extensive  information  on  different  blogs,  TV  or  magazines: 


‘...actually I read an interview where a specialist explained how chickpeas and black beans 
 almost  have  the  same  amount  of  protein  as  chicken.  I  have  actually  been  buying  pre  made 
 hummus  because  it  is  healthy’ (OM1:CHR,  2016). This  quote  emphasizes  the  fact  that  the 
 interviewees  are  not  only  exposed  to  this  kind  of  expert  information,  but  also  highly 
 influenced on these expert advices when identifying the healthiness of a particular food item. 


Thus,  people  seek  information  about  health  through  nutritional  experts  and  are  heavily 
 influenced by these opinions.  ‘For example if a friend tell me that skyr is not so good for you 
 I would think ‘yes but whatever’. But if they back that up with a reference to for example that 
 Christian Bitz actually said it is not so good to eat everyday, then I would believe the person 
 even  more  and  then  I  would  trust  that.’ (OM2:  CEC,  2016). Arguments  that  are  supported 
 with  factual  information  from  nutritional  experts  is  something  people  use  to  validate  their 
 own beliefs about dietary choices, but also applied as an approach for validating claims within 
 a social group. In this sense, participant stimulus can come from many different sources and 
 be in the nature of personal models in the individual social sphere or in the nature of medias, 
 Internet  and  so  forth.  Thus,  informational  influence  is  a  representation  of  how  factual 
 information from especially nutritional experts views are valued in in the context of dietary 
 changes  and  additionally  how  innovations  and  experiences  may  be  initiated  (Winett  et  al., 
 1995,  p.  236).  By  applying  opinions  from  recognized  food  and  health  experts  to  validate 
 personal  perspective  is  deemed  to  be  a  key  factor  in  influencing  personal  dietary  choices 
 among Danish consumers. 


The importance of social reinforcement 


The theme social influence is perceived to be a representation of how people are influenced 
by  their  social  sphere.  Social  influences  are  how  people  are  influenced  through  their  social 
setting in terms of their partners, family, friends and colleagues: ‘...eating full grain pasta was 


one of the changes he made, so I thought I should also try it, I mean you also saw it in the 
 different medias on blogs and so on, there have been a lot focus on it…’(VE2: PET, 2016). 


The theme of social influences is the identified to be the second largest theme in the analysis 
 with  31  references  that  relate  to  how  people  are  influenced  on  dietary  choices  by  a  person 
 from within their social sphere. 


Many cases showed how a person's family has particularly influenced their dietary choices: ‘I 
 am a big fan of broccoli, I was introduced to it by my little nice…’(OM2: SVB, 2016), ‘...my 
 focus is always family related, so I see who lives longest and best. I would look at their diets 
 and  lifestyles’ (OM2:SVB,  2016). The  interviewees’  family  are  relevant  when  choosing 
 whether  to  ad  or  eliminate  food  items,  as  families  influence  both  the  vegetarians  and 
 omnivores. Moreover, they seek inspiration from their family member and validate personal 
 drivers from these groups. 


Several  of  the  interviewed  vegetarians  argued  that  their  choice  to  become  a  vegetarian  was 
 partially due to a family member that already was a vegetarian: ‘...My big sister was before, 
 and my smaller sister became after me...’ (VE2:MAL, 2016). Moreover, in several cases the 
 interviewees were introduced to pulses through a person in their family, ‘My sister was vegan, 
 she  has  been  shifting  between  vegan  and  vegetarian  for  the  last  many  years.  I  have  been 
 looking a bit into her food and in the beginning when I was eating meat and she was a vegan, 
 she  was  cooking  lentils  and  stuff  and  told  me  about  them’ (VE1:  LOU,  2016)  also  ‘I  was 
 inspired  from  my  sister,  who  are  both  vegetarians,  so  they  use  a  lot  of  beans,  lentils  and 
 chickpeas in recipes’ (VE2:MAL, 2016). Thus, close peers in a social setting are identified to 
 be a powerful mediator for promoting a food item.  ‘I added in leaf celery, which I almost 
 never ate. Some of my friends told me that it leads to an increased metabolism’ (OM1: FRE, 
 2016). In this case, the person had his driver of health validated by his friends who told him 
 about  the  fact  that  e.g.  broccoli  leads  to  increased  metabolism  and  health,  which  made  an 
 impact on his dietary choices.  


The  above  references  are  just  a  minor  extract  of  all  of  the  references,  which  indicates  that 
social  influences  are  central  to  make  an  impact  on  dietary  choices  and  when  the  goal  is  to 
change  dietary  behavior.  In  this  sense,  people’s  social  sphere  is  deemed  important,  as  it  is 
considered to be an efficient way to seek influential information: ‘...My boyfriend was a high 


reason  for  my  making  the  change,  and  also  because  I  knew  they  were  healthy  and  high  in 
 proteins’ (VE1: SIG, 2016) and ‘Also a good friend of mine lost a lot of weight because he 
 did some changes in his diet, eating full grain pasta was one of the changes he made, so I 
 thought  I  should  also  try  it’   (VE2:  PET,  2016). As  such,  people  also  act  as  mediators  of 
 change,  as  they  also  make  an  impact  on  their  social  sphere  and  thus  influences  people  to 
 change behaviour: ‘I did a bike race last year in France and it was a quite tough race. None 
 of the my friends thought that I could do this on a vegan diet. When they actually saw and we 
 started training up to this bike run, they could just see that this diet did not make less good 
 than the other, actually it did the opposite thing. And we were a group of 8 people who did 
 this  race,  4  of  them,  they  haven’t  completely  shifted  to  becoming  vegetarians  but  they  are 
 really  thinking  about  it’ (VE1:  ALE,  2016). In  this  way,  the  mediator  of  change  is  thus 
 illustrating how his personal health is influenced by his vegetarian diet. As such, his friends 
 have their driver for health reinforced by seeing what a vegetarian diet is able to do and this 
 vegetarian is thus modelling his friends’ perception of health.  


Additionally,  the  interviewees  emphasize  that  they  are  influenced  to  try  new  innovations, 
 habits,  and  changes  through  their  social  relations.  The  subject  of  social  influence  is 
 considered to be particular relevant for this thesis. Thus, it is deemed interesting to include the 
 application of a theory within social influence developed by Winett et al. (1995) & Haggerty 
 (1977)  to  emphasize  the  importance  of  how  social  influence  can  be  have  a  significant 
 influence on dietary behavior.  ‘Near-peer models within a social network can be viewed as 


"change agents" or "mediators" of change’ (Winett et al(1995, p. 234). This particular theory 
explains  how  mediators  of  change  should  be  educated  to  make  an  influence  and  it  is 
considered to be a prominent strategy for behavior change and social diffusion. By applying 
this  social  learning  theory  (Haggerty  1977),  it  is  possible  to  enlighten  and  provide 
justification towards why a person's social sphere is deemed influential in relation to dietary 
choices,  as  it  was  also  found  in  the  analysis. In  order  to  efficiently  influence  people,  the 
mediators must exhibit a desired behavior‘...My big sister was before, and my smaller sister 
became after me.’ (VE2:MAL, 2016). In this case, the big sister of one of the vegetarians is 
thus  identified  to  be  the  mediator  of  change,  as  she  has  had  a  significant  influence  on  the 
interviewee’s choice to become a vegetarian herself. ‘Particularly effective stimuli are given 
by models (i.e., someone who exhibits the desired behavior’ (Haggerty 1977, p 281). Haggerty 


(1977, p 281) additionally underlines the importance of reinforcements, as the behavior must 
 be followed by reinforcements to sustain the desired state. In a participant's social sphere it is 
 possible  to  lead  to  higher  change  behavior  due  to  the  natural  reinforcing  effect  of  a  group 
 dynamic  (Haggerty  1977).  Moreover,  in  social  groups  age,  ethnicity,  gender  and  personal 
 interests  are  important,  as  being  near  in  proximity  and  in  frequency  is  deemed  to  increase 
 adoption of a particular behavior (Winett et al.1995). Thus, the social sphere  is considered to 
 have  a  high  influence  on  dietary  changes.  As  the  main  findings  of  the  analysis  illustrated, 
 there are several drivers to dietary changes, which makes it a complex matter. In addition, if 
 changes include complicated repetitive behavior, high barrier or initially negative outcomes, 
 such  as  eating  pulses,  then  the  use  of  guided  practice  and  feedback  is  urgent,  which  is 
 provided by the social sphere of the particular group (Haggerty, 1977). 


The importance of engagement to influence personal dietary choices 


Throughout the focus group sessions, the following question was asked: ‘If you currently eat 
 any  form  of  pulse,  either  regularly  or  occasionally,  is  there  anyone  who  influenced  your 
 decision to eat pulses and what argument would you use to persuade others to start eating 
 them?’ (Focus  group  questionnaire).  It  was  found  that  all  of  the  vegetarians  identified  the 
 actions of cooking to be an inspirational way to influence people to eat more pulses. ‘Through 
 inspiration in general, convince through inspiration and that could be both by cooking with 
 them for example’ (VE1:ALE, 2016). In this case, the respondent explains how one is able to 
 inspire  others  through  one’s  own  habits  as  well  as  introducing  new  food  items  through  a 
 collaborative action, such as cooking together. Additionally, four out of the six interviewed 
 omnivores suggested that influencing and inspiring to eat more pulses should be done through 
 the action of cooking together  ‘I would promote pulses through cooking with my friends and 
 making  them  taste  different  pulses  and  so  on.  Definitely  by  cooking  with  them.’(VE1:SIG, 
 2016). By cooking with people, you engage them in a shared activity ‘I would talk about the 
 health and make the dish for them and invite people over and make the dish with them. That is 
 probably the best way to introduce a food’ (OM1:MEC, 2016). Other quotes underline this 
 argument: ‘Yes cook it together with them, to show that it is not that difficult to try new items’ 


(OM1:FRE, 2016). These quotes emphasize that the most efficient way to influence dietary 
behaviour  as  well  as  to  reinforce  personal  drivers  and  introduce  pulses  to  others  is  through 
collaborative cooking. In other words, by cooking with the person, you are trying to influence 


and  thus  providing  him  or  her  the  opportunity  of  trying  these  products,  is  perceived  to  be 
 highly  inspiring  and  an  efficient  influencing  mechanism.  The  theory  of  Haggerty  (1977) 
 explains  that:  ‘guided  participant  modeling  leads  to  increased  behavior  influence  and 
 reinforcement’ (Haggerty, 1977, p. 281). As such, the model or teacher can demonstrate the 
 desired behaviour in graduated amounts to overcome adoption hurdles or barriers by sharing 
 the cooking experiences. If the behaviour is  presented in graduated amounts, then it leads a 
 higher  appreciation  of  the  presented  behavior,  such  consuming  and  preparing  pulses.  With 
 complex  behavioral  changes,  such  as  shifting  from  animal-based  protein  to  plant-based 
 protein of pulses, huge initial barriers exist, especially if you should make them yourself ‘I 
 never really taken that to me as a dish I make. I would say the main reason is that in my head 
 I  think  it  is  too  much  work’ (OM1:  CHR,  2016).  In  this  sense,  the  act  of  cooking  together 
 decreases these initial barriers and instead creates an interpersonal environment where guided 
 practices  are  introduced,  and  it  is  able  to  provide  feedback  and  reinforce  the  behaviour 
 (Winett et al. 1995). 


The three above presented external influencers are found to be key to dietary choices, due to 
the fact that the individual seeks these factors when wanting to validate their dietary choices 
and when seeking inspiration about them. The themes are interrelated as they work together to 
help the individual to form his or her opinions. For the purpose of  increasing consumption of 
pulses  in  Denmark,  it  is  found  that  strategies  that  are  include  expert  reinforcement,  social 
reinforcement and engagement through cooking are more likely to change dietary choices to 
favour pulses. 
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