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ABSTRACT
Objective: Our study aimed to explore vegan mothers’ experiences and decision-making processes when
feeding their children (up to 3 years old).
Methods: We conducted a qualitative photo-elicitation interview study in the United Kingdom. Eight
vegan mothers provided 5 photographs of food choices they had made for their children and completed

online photo-elicitation interviews to discuss these images. Data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed

using reflexive thematic analysis.
Results: Five themes were developed: role modeling eating behavior, shared decision-making, nutritional
guidance for vegan parents, fear of judgment for being vegan, and desire for convenience.
Conclusions and Implications: Findings illustrate the complexity of the decision-making process and
highlight the need for targeted resources for vegan parents. There is a need for awareness raising and train-

ing for health care professionals and the development of vegan-specific child-feeding resources to facilitate

the provision of evidence-based nutritional guidance for vegan parents.
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INTRODUCTION

A vegan diet contains only plant-
based foods and excludes food
derived from animals.1 The number
of people following a vegan diet is
increasing, particularly in European
countries.2 Although no formal sta-
tistics are available in the United
Kingdom, YouGov tracker data sug-
gest that around 2% to 3% of the UK
population are vegan.3 Three main
motives for choosing a vegan diet are
ethical, health, and environmental.4

Implementation of a vegan diet dur-
ing infancy, childhood and adoles-
cence is on the rise,5 and it is likely
that the principles and beliefs held
by vegan individuals may influence
decisions as to what they feed their
children.6

Although there is debate about the
suitability of the vegan diet for
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infants and young children,7 there is
general agreement that a vegan diet
is adequate when supported by appro-
priate supplementation.8−11 Poten-
tially reduced food variety means that
poorly managed vegan diets for in-
fants and children could result in
nutritional deficiencies7 with greater
risk than that posed by offering a veg-
etarian diet.12 Furthermore, it has
been argued that children should not
follow vegan diets without expert
guidance, planning, and supplementa-
tion support.12 Therefore, the diets of
young children need to be well-
planned by parents to guarantee the
intake of adequate nutrients for opti-
mal growth and development.13

Parents choosing to feed their
children a vegan diet need to be well-
informed about food choices and sup-
plementation requirements.8,9 Health
care professionals (HCPs) are well
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placed to deliver advice to imple-
ment a well-planned diet, but re-
searchers have found that this may
not occur for vegan parents.11 Italian
parents report that pediatricians do
not provide sufficient advice regard-
ing vegan or vegetarian feeding prac-
tices and may display opposing views
toward these dietary choices.7,14

Alternative sources of information
for parents include internet resour-
ces; however, the quality of these for
vegan diets can be poor and some-
times misleading.15 To ensure pa-
rents can access the best available
evidence and support regarding feed-
ing choices, it is important to under-
stand how vegan parents decide what
to feed their children.

The World Health Organization
recommends commencing comple-
mentary feeding when children are
aged 6 months.16 The complementary
feeding stage is a window of opportu-
nity for caregivers to introduce vari-
ous healthy foods.17 Food preferences
acquired through early experiences
often remain throughout child-
hood,18 with important implications
for growth and health outcomes.19

Children aged 3 years are most likely
to display picky eating behaviors,
such as refusing to try new foods.20

Consequently, when children are
3 years old, parents may still offer the
ehavior � Volume 55, Number 9, 2023
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same foods but have less control over
the food consumed by their child as
their autonomy increases. In addition,
the preferences expressed by children
at this age can influence the foods
selected by parents through a bidirec-
tional relationship with parents offer-
ing the foods they think a child will
eat, potentially reducing the variabil-
ity of foods offered.21,22 Therefore,
it is important to understand the fac-
tors influencing food provisioning by
parents of children aged between 6
months and 3 years.

Although greater importance is
placed on equality in food provision-
ing in heterosexual relationships,
socialization of culture and gender
continue to be barriers to fathers tak-
ing an equal role in practice.23 As a
result, mothers generally have the
greatest influence regarding dietary
decision-making for their infant or
child.24,25 This is also the case when
children wean to a vegetarian or
vegan diet; therefore, it is an area in
need of further research.7

Previously, researchers have used
photo-elicitation to explore mothers’
experiences of making food choices
for their children,26 illustrating how
choices can be influenced bymothers’
level of identification with a healthy
identity. In addition, researchers us-
ing semistructured interviews have
highlighted that child food provision-
ing decisions are a complex social
practice. Various environmental and
individual circumstances contribute
to this, including beliefs and values,
cost and time restrictions, food avail-
ability, perishability, and infant ac-
ceptability.27

However, researchers working in
this area have not explored the
thoughts and experiences of vegan
mothers in these studies. Therefore,
it is important to explore vegan
mothers’ experiences of infant food
choices before 3 years old; at this
point, childrenmay have more auton-
omy over their food consumption.
Better understanding can then be
used to improve vegan mothers’ expe-
riences of feeding their young chil-
dren and ensure well-planned diets.
Our study aimed to address the gap
in the literature by answering the
following research question: How do
vegan mothers experience and make
decisions about feeding their infants
and young children?
METHODS

Study Design

We collected data using a qualitative
semistructured photo-elicitation inter-
view design and analyzed this using
reflexive thematic analysis.28
Participants

Mothers from the United Kingdom
aged >18 years with a child aged
between 6 and 35 months were eligi-
ble to participate. We recruited a con-
venience sample via social media
platforms to complete a survey about
infant-feeding choices as part of a
broader study comparing the food
knowledge of mothers with different
diet types (Jones and Burton, Unpub-
lished data, 2021). Respondents who
self-identified as vegan in the initial
study (n = 24) could choose to share
contact details regarding follow-up
photo-elicitation interviews. Fifteen
expressed an interest in further infor-
mation and were sent an information
sheet explaining the need to collect
photographs for the follow-up inter-
view study. Of these, 8 agreed to
complete an interview. Six partici-
pants chose to feed their infants a
vegan diet, 1 a vegetable-based diet,
and 1 an omnivorous diet (partici-
pant demographic characteristics by
pseudonym can be seen in Table 1).29

Our final sample size was not
guided by the concept of saturation
as this is not theoretically coherent
with reflexive thematic analysis.29

Instead, we concur that judgments
on sample size to meet study aims are
necessarily informed by the ongoing
interpretation of the researcher dur-
ing the process of data collection and
analysis.30 Therefore, we pragmati-
cally applied the guide of 6−10 par-
ticipants for a study using reflexive
thematic analysis28 alongside the
concept of information power, which
argues that sample size should be
determined by the study aim, sample
specificity, existence of established
theory, quality of the dialogue and
analysis approach employed.31
Procedure

Ethical approval was granted for this
study by Staffordshire University Psy-
chology Ethics Committee after a full
ethical review process. We collected
data between January 2021 and April
2021 during the coronavirus disease
2019 pandemic. We shared a Qualtrics
(Qualtrics, January 2021) link with
interested participants directing them
to an information sheet detailing the
aims of the study and an online con-
sent form to provide written consent.
During the initial survey, we collected
demographic information relating to
age, child’s age, relationship status,
and ethnicity (Table 1).

We asked consenting participants
to take 5 photographs of foods they
chose to feed their infants on a given
day and instructed them to email
these to us before the interview
(Table 2). We had the participant’s
submitted photographs present and
discussed these with them during
the interviews. The photo-elicitation
method and quantity of photographs
were informed by a similar study that
aimed to explore mothers’ food
choices.32 This ensured a manageable
number of photographs to discuss
during the interview without over-
burdening the participant.

Interviews were conducted using
Microsoft Teams (Microsoft, 2021).33

The duration of the interviews was
25−40 minutes. The first interview
was a pilot enabling us to test the
process and interview guide. We
made no changes to the procedure
following this first interview. The in-
terviews followed a semistructured
interview guide and consisted of
open-ended questions (eg, Does the
reasoning behind your choice to fol-
low a vegan diet influence your food
choices for your infant and why?)
(Table 3). We used photo-elicitation
as a participant-led approach to gen-
erate data by using visual images to
prompt an in-depth response from
participants.34 We transcribed the
interview verbatim and anonymized
any identifying information. After
the interview, we emailed the partici-
pants a debrief form to thank them
for their involvement, remind them
of the study aims, and provide sources
of support and further information.
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No incentive was offered for participa-
tion.
Data Analysis

We analyzed the data using reflexive
thematic analysis.28 We took a critical
realist perspective35 to explore vegan
mothers’ realities, truth of experience,
and decision-making process regarding
food choices for their infants. The first
author annotated the transcriptsmanu-
ally, with initial coding ideas focused
on the research aims. The first author
derived the coding from reading and
re-reading the data as part of an induc-
tive, data-driven process.35 The first
author used semantic coding to
describe the participants’ experiences
and thoughts.28 The first author col-
lated codes into themes and checked
these for coherence through discussion
with the second author as part of an
iterative and recursive process. The first
and second authors co-created the nar-
rative account of the themes.

The first author has Master of Sci-
ences level training in the conduct of
qualitative research. The second
author is a qualified health psycholo-
gist with a Doctor of Philosophy and
>10 years of experience in using
qualitative methods. As a vegan, the
first author and interviewer could be
considered to have insider status.
Therefore, it is possible that when
conducting the semistructured inter-
views, the questions may have been
informed by the researcher’s invest-
ment. To address this, the lead
researcher used a reflective diary to
engage in reflective practices follow-
ing each interview and during the
analysis.28 In addition, themes were
interrogated through regular meet-
ings and discussions with the second
author, a nonvegan, to ensure they
captured and represented the partic-
ipant’s accounts.
RESULTS

We developed 5 themes from the
data: being a role model for vegan
values, shared decision-making, nu-
tritional guidance for vegan parents,
fear of judgment for being vegan,
and desire for convenience.
Being a Role Model for Vegan Values:

“DoWhat Mummy Does, Eat What

Mummy Eats”

The participants’ decisions for their
vegan diet were grounded in moral,
environmental, health, and prefer-
ence-based reasoning. For example:

I was just doing [Veganuary] to try
and be a bit healthier [. . .] I ended
up doing a lot more reading during
that month about how the wider
aspects of veganism and like you
know? The animals and environ-
mental impacts of meat and so
after that month morally I found
it difficult to go back. (Mary)

Those who chose a vegan diet for
their child (n = 6) applied this frame-
work to their decision-making. How-
ever, regardless of the diet choice for
their child, the participants saw
themselves as role models. Through
this role modeling, they hoped to set
a lifestyle example their child would
ultimately choose for themselves.
One participant, who fed her child
an omnivorous diet, explained:

I would like him to think that he
wants to do what mummy does and
eat what mummy eats, but if he
doesn’t then that’s fine, because I
didn’t, you know? I didn’t, wasn’t a
vegan when I was a child, so I can’t
really expect him to be. (Lucy)

This participant did not want to
ask anything of her child that had
not been applied to herself and per-
haps felt that being open to an
omnivorous diet in childhood
enabled her child to make their own
choice later in life:

He’s got a kind of a strong lead to
it [veganism], but it would be bet-
ter for him to come to himself
rather than it being forced on him.
Because you know he will eat
other food, I will not be controlling
everything he eats, and I don’t
want to. (Lucy)

In comparison, for another partic-
ipant, a vegan diet in childhood
meant that her son could choose
whether to eat animal products
when he was older without unknow-
ingly compromising his future values:



Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior � Volume 55, Number 9, 2023 Jones and Burton 627
He might when he’s older, when
he’s a teenager or whatever, decide
to say, “actually no [veganism] isn’t
for me,” that’s you know his choice.
But I want him to have that option
[. . .] You know? To be to be able to
say “actually yeah, I’ve, I’ve never
eaten an animal I’ve never eaten
animal products.” (Mia)

Children were described as eating
meals with their families and were
exposed to the same foods as their
parents, often resulting in vegan
meals being offered regardless of the
overall diet choice that had been
made. For example, in response to an
image of a meal containing pesto
pasta, Jaz commented, “that’s what I
ate so it’s what he would normally
have.” This is another example of
role modeling as the mothers saw no
reason to proactively offer their chil-
dren animal-based products; they
were offered the food they ate.

Shared Decision-Making: “What We

Feel Is Best”

Despite all participants eating a vegan
diet, not all family members were
vegan. Therefore, decisions regarding
children’s diets were depicted as
shared within and influenced by the
family unit. When parental dyads
were both vegan, the decision-mak-
ing process was straightforward. For
example:

I’m not going to go out and buy
nonvegan products just so my chil-
dren can try them, that’s, you
know? Until they’re old enough to
make their own decisions they’ll
eat what we have [. . .] because
we’re vegan they are vegan too.
(Nina)

As exhibited in the previous
theme, this feeding stage was seen as
a window of opportunity for children
to develop the same food-related val-
ues held by the family unit. Similarly,
when asked about the greatest influ-
ences on decision-making, another
participant explained:

Just my and my husband’s per-
sonal choices really and what we
feel is best. We don’t really take
any advice from other people and
things that we read about, we
always talk about this, so it’s
mainly just our own, our own,
opinions and our own morals
really. (Mary)

This again demonstrates the pro-
cess of food-related decision-making
within a vegan family unit. The
extract evokes the idea that parents
know best and that their preexisting
beliefs influence their decisions
regarding what to feed their infant.

When others in the household ate
omnivorous diets, this could alter the
choice and availability of animal-
based foods for their child. This could
be potentially challenging:

For my son, I did initially really
want him just to follow a vegan
diet, but I then thought my
husband’s not vegan and, he
wasn’t like against it completely,
but he did worry that if my son
was, if our son was a full vegan, it
would be a bit difficult for [our
son]. (Lucy)

This participant touched on the
potential for conflict if the partici-
pant chose to inflexibly enforce a
diet incompatible with that of her
partner. Lucy seems to rationalize
this by considering the added com-
plications of veganism for an older
child, possibly alluding to the lack of
availability of vegan foods in some
environments and the negative views
of veganism that might be held by
others. For another participant, her
partner’s choice to eat a more vegan-
based diet meant that decision-mak-
ing was simpler:

[My partner eating more vegan
foods] definitely makes it like easier
[. . .] it’s not like a battle at all to,
to, have understanding of why we
would, you know? Feed the chil-
dren a largely plant-based diet [. . .]
there’s never like arguments or
anything like that about it. It’s just
it makes it a lot easier to be in a
relationship with somebody who’s
who understands and sort of shares
or is at least starting to share those
values and beliefs. (Sue)
Nutritional Guidance For Vegan

Parents: “A Bit of an Afterthought”

For all participants ensuring a healthy
diet was an important influence on
the diet choices made for their child
(eg, “I want him to be as healthy as he
possibly can.” [Mia]). The nutritional
value of food was an important moti-
vator underpinning the decision-
making process; however, access to
information to make the best choices
when offering a vegan diet was lim-
ited.

When information was lacking,
this could lead to individuals making
choices they believed were in the in-
terests of their child’s health but at
the expense of their morals or prefer-
ences. For example, 2 participants
had chosen to give their child for-
mula containing cow’s milk protein.
One participant did not perceive
there to be a choice regarding this,
having only been able to identify a
single vegetarian brand of the for-
mula: “He is entirely sort of vegan
food based, with the exception of his
formula that is a bit of a bugbear, but
it is what there is.” (Claire).

Although another offered cow’s
milk formula because of a perceived
lack of research into vegan alter-
natives:

I couldn’t breastfeed fully like I
didn’t have enough supply. So
early on he had to go on formula,
you know? We sort of combi fed
and, you know that formula
wasn’t vegan [. . .] I think you
know? You could get soya formula
if they if, you know? If infants
have a cow milk protein allergy,
you can get soya pro-soy formula
but he didn’t have a cow milk
allergy so, and again, it’s not as
well researched. (Lucy)

The participants showed aware-
ness of sources by which they could
gain knowledge about infant diets;
however, they suggested that these
resources were not tailored to their
needs. Jaz explained that these sour-
ces had come from an HCP “the
health visitor sent me some National
Health Service (NHS) resources.”
Another participant talked about
online NHS resources:

Guidance for vegetarian and
vegan parents is a bit of an after-
thought. [. . .] it kind of feels like a
bit of an invalid choice or lifestyle
when it just is sort of like, here’s
all the information, “oh and by



Table 2. Description of Images Submitted by Participants Representing
Foods Offered to Their Child

Image No. Image Description

Sophie

1 Warm oats topped with seeds, nuts and fruit
2 Three vegan brioche bun slices (toppings: butter,

avocado and marmite, sprinkled yeast), walnuts,

dried apricots, and fruit juice
3 Vegetables and rice
4 Grapes and half a packet of crispy seaweed

5 Homemade shortbread biscuits
Lucy

1 Overnight oats with berries
2 Cereal

3 Peanut butter sandwich and banana
4 Raisins and apples
5 Lentil bolognese and green beans

Jaz
1 Oats with blueberries and a peach
2 Pasta and vegetables

3 Pomegranate seeds
4 Sandwich, butternut squash, and tomatoes
5 Crisps (Veggie Straws)

Mia
1 Pancakes, chia pudding and berries
2 Lentil bolognese and strawberries with peanut butter
3 Vegan beef strips, black beans, rice,

peppers and guacamole
4 Crispy seaweed thins and strawberry fruity bakes
5 Orange

Mary
1 Overnight oats with seeds and fruit
2 Chili bean rice, vegetables, avocado and berries

3 Chickpea stew and vegetables
4 Banana and Satsuma
5 Bread, dried fruit and a power ball

Nina

1 Porridge, berries, banana, and jam
2 Picnic food: sandwiches, pastries, salad, potato

salad, crackers, fruit and biscuits

3 Picnic plate: sandwiches, pastries, salad,
potato salad, crackers houmous

4 Oat bar (prepacked) and bacon rasher

5 Couscous, vegetables and vegan cheese
Claire

1 Cereal

2 Pasta and vegetables in a tomato sauce
3 Oat bar (prepacked)
4 Crispy seaweed thins
5 Tofu, edamame beans and rice

Sue
1 Peanut butter on toast with fruit
2 Crackers, salad and fruit

3 Haricot bean and sweet potato cassoulet pouch
4 Vegan meat, mash and vegetables
5 Crisps: Veggie straws

Note: Participants were all vegan mothers living in the United Kingdom.
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the way, if you’re vegan, then you
might want to think about this”
[. . .] Even if they had like 1 [leaf-
let] for Omni diets and 1 for vege-
tarian and vegan, so you didn’t
have to like wade through all of
the stuff that was like “oh and
make sure they eat yogurt and
make sure they have some cubes
of chicken, they are really easy for
them to eat” and stuff like that.
(Sue)

This lack of formal guidance re-
sulted in many conducting research
to access resources. For example,
one participant accessed an online
resource giving guidance on infor-
mation such as portion size for 0
−5 years. She had based many feed-
ing decisions on this resource and
explained: “a lot of what we feed
are based off that.” (Sophie).

In contrast, another participant
had gone a step further to seek out
specialist 1−2−1 advice on feeding
her child a vegan diet:

We got [a dietitian or nutritionist
that] specialized in veganism for
children and had a few sessions
with her to kind of make sure that
we were on the right track [. . .] she
gave us quite a lot of information
that we didn’t have previous, just
that like kind of hammered home
the importance of iron and vita-
min C, kind of combining those as
much as you can and she just said
“put seeds on everything” but
absolutely everything so we do
[laughs] and Iodine that’s the one
that I didn’t really know much
about so he has Iodine and ‘cause
some of the some of the plant milk
is fortified with it, some of it isn’t,
so we try getting the one that is.
(Jaz)
Fear of Judgment For Being Vegan:

“Being Labeled a Bad Parent”

Although participants were clear in
their reasons for eating a vegan diet,
they displayed concerns about how
applying this decision-making to
their child’s diet might be viewed by
others. This had implications for
those who disclosed these dietary
choices:



Table 3. Interview Guide Used to Explore Vegan Mothers’ Decision-Making
Regarding Food Choices For Their Young Child

Question

Tell me about yourself and your family.

What are the main reasons that you follow a vegan diet?
Does the reasoning behind your choice to follow a vegan diet influence your
food choices for your infant, and why?

(For each image discussed) Do you feel this image is an accurate representa-
tion of a typical meal you would feed your infant, and why?

(For each image discussed) Why did you choose the foods in the image?

What made you choose X item?
For future meals, would you change any of the food in this image and why?
What influences your food choices for your infant?
Do any of your family or friends follow a vegan diet?

What access do you have to nutritional guidelines for feeding your infant?
What would you identify as the greatest influence when making decisions as to
what to feed your infant and why?

Is there anything else you think is important that you would like to tell me about
how you feed your infant?

Note: The semistructured interview explored the family context and decision-mak-
ing experience regarding feeding a child aged < 36 mo. Image-related questions
referred to photographs of meals given to the child and supplied to the researcher
by the participant before the interview.
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I don’t tend to talk about it with a
lot of people so a lot of the mums,
like a lot of my friends will know,
but like my just mum friends will
maybe not know that she follows
a vegan diet. But, like, when you
read about some of the experiences
of the other vegan mums have, a
lot of the concerns [other] people
have is nutrients. (Mary)

This extract expresses a sense of
secrecy that this participant has cre-
ated around food choices for their
child. It appears some vegan mothers
worry about the repercussions of
revealing that they feed their infants
a vegan diet and actively try to avoid
feelings of being judged by others,
including HCPs. For example:

I was quite worried about bringing
[my veganism] up with anyone, so
like the health visitor or a midwife
[. . .] I didn’t want people to think
that I was then going to just feed
my child oat milk [. . .] I went to a
feeding group [. . .] at the Child-
ren’s Centre and we were given
books on things that we could feed
our children and they talked about
meat and stuff and I just I didn’t
feel comfortable to sort of raise my
hand and say, “or what if you’re
not feeding your child meats?”
[. . .] because I didn’t want, I just
didn’t want everyone to look at
me and go like “what a weirdo
why wouldn’t you?” (laughs)
(Lucy)

This participant illustrated an
internal battle regarding the desire to
feed her child a diet in line with her
morals and a fear of being labeled as
a bad parent for choosing to restrict
meat in her child’s diet.

Some anticipated judgment when
making food choices for their infants
that opposed societal norms: “I think
to begin with they were quite worried
about how we’d bring up a child
vegan in the current world, so you
know with people questioning every-
thing.” (Nina).

However, when social networks
also follow a vegan diet, this could
positively influence a mother’s out-
look on their decisions:

[Having vegan friends and family
members] certainly makes me feel
more confident and validated that
it’s you know a valid, healthy,
and appropriate choice to feed
them mostly vegan diets. (Sue)
Participants felt empowered in
their decisions when those surround-
ing them implemented a similar life-
style. However, for some vegan
mothers, following a vegan diet is
not the ‘norm’ for those around
them. Lucy and Claire responded no
to the question asking if any of their
family or friends follow a vegan diet,
and Jaz commented, “I think I’ve
only ever known 1 person in the flesh
like you know to be vegan.” To com-
pensate, some were drawn to online
social networks for comfort and to
feel more confident in their food-
related decisions for their children.
Claire explained: “in some sort of
weird way it maybe does help to
know that you’re not the only ones
doing it,” and Mary commented, “I
follow a few vegan mums on Insta-
gram so follow some vegan subs on
Reddit so I can kind of get informa-
tion from all those different places.”

Desire For Convenience: “Something

Quick and Easy”

Because of the fast-paced life often
experienced by families, the con-
venience of food influenced the
participants’ food choices. This was
dis-played by a participant’s response
to an image of a meal of couscous
with vegetables:

[The convenience of foods] defi-
nitely influences my decisions. If
I’ve got something quick and easy
that I can just pop in front of the
children, or that has minimal prep
time, then that works really well
for us. It might be that we get, we
may come back late from activity,
or that we’ve just got to the even-
ing, and, you know, completely
forgotten about dinner, or it might
be that we get to the evening, and
I don’t want to cook what I plan
to cook for dinner because I’m fed
up by that point. (Nina)

The multiple benefits of quick and
easy food highlight the role of practi-
cality when making food choices,
particularly when the mother is feel-
ing exhausted or stressed. However,
convenience food is not always easy
to source when feeding a vegetarian
or vegan diet. For example, one par-
ticipant explained in reference to an
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image of a baby food pouch meal,
“there aren’t a huge amount of vege-
tarian and vegan pouch options.”
(Claire).

However, there was also an
acknowledgment that access to such
convenience foods for a vegan diet
was improving:

When I first went vegan, I could
only get like maybe 2 sorts of sau-
sages, whereas now I go to the
supermarket, and I probably got a
choice of about 10 or 15 different
sorts of sausages and then of
course you got all the different
vegan bacons and meals and
stuff. (Nina)

To balance family life and child
feeding, most participants discussed
their use of meal-prepping, allowing
them to conveniently prepare food
throughout the day. For example, in
response to an image of a meal con-
taining spaghetti bolognese, a partic-
ipant explained: “‘cause we like that
meal it’s quite easy, we batch cook it
and freeze the sauce so quite easy
after my husband’s come back from
work to just heat up really quickly.”
(Lucy).

Similarly, Jaz meal-prepped snacks
for the week, such as lentil muffins
and porridge bars, and Lucy and
Mary meal-prepped overnight oats.
Aiming to balance nutrition and con-
venience, this allowed the mothers
to feel more confident in their deci-
sions: “I always feel a bit better about
what I’m giving him when I’ve had a
chance to do the meal prep, but I
wouldn’t say I feel bad about what I
give him the rest of the time.” (Jaz).

This comment indicates that to
access the same experience of conve-
nience foods as nonvegan families,
Jaz felt she needed to be proactive in
organizing time to prepare and
batch-cook convenient homemade
alternatives.

DISCUSSION

This study explored vegan mothers’
experiences feeding their young chil-
dren in the United Kingdom. The
participants expressed wanting to
feed their children in line with their
ethical, moral, and environmental
principles. Such beliefs, values,
norms, and knowledge also influence
food choices made by parents who
were nonvegan.27 Furthermore, in
accordance with previous litera-
ture,36 of our participants portrayed
vegan mothers as wishing to be role
models for the development of
desired eating behaviors. Through
purchasing decisions that control
availability and modeling, parents
can expose their children to foods
more likely to be accepted by the
child.37 This role modeling approach
is argued to be a more effective strat-
egy for encouraging a healthy diet in
young children than forced dietary
control.38

In our study, many participants
chose to offer their child a vegan
diet; however, they highlighted chal-
lenges around access to the evidence-
based knowledge required to ensure
that this diet was healthy. Informa-
tion made available by health care
contacts was not well suited to vegan
parents’ needs. This mirrors findings
reported in research in other coun-
tries,7 reaffirming an area for inter-
vention.10,11,37

A lack of health care−provided
information meant that participants
relied on their motivation to self-edu-
cate by accessing online resources,
books, or social media groups to
research how to feed their child a
healthy diet. This is not unique to
vegan parents as nonvegan parents of
young children also report poor infor-
mation on healthy eating, leading to
their search for information.39 How-
ever, online resources for vegan diets
can be of particularly poor quality and
sometimes misleading.15 Therefore, it
is harder for vegan mothers to access
evidence-based nutrition information
for their infants than nonvegan moth-
ers, despite the greater need for nutri-
tional guidance to ensure that vegan
diets are appropriate.12

We found participants’ fear of
judgment was an additional barrier
to accessing nutritional guidance.
This type of judgment is unique to
those who do not eat meat, particu-
larly vegans, who are stigmatized
for disrupting social conventions
related to food.33,40 Fear of judg-
ment made decisions not to disclose
their dietary choices to HCPs. This
could create an added risk whereby
any available guidance on nutri-
tionally appropriate vegan diets for
children may not be communicated
to parents as HCPs are unaware of
their needs. This experience can be
compared with the challenges of ac-
cessing weaning advice, in which
HCPs are an important source of
information; however, the quality
of advice given can be variable, and
many parents are also influenced by
informal advice, which can result in
earlier weaning against evidence-
based guidelines.41

Several participants highlighted
how decisions to feed a vegan diet
were also compromised when choos-
ing infant formula. Vegan infant for-
mula is not widely available in many
countries, including the United King-
dom, in which this research was con-
ducted, and participants in this
study talked about using cow’s milk
formula against their preferences.
Although there is increasing demand
for plant-based formulas, the quality
of these varies, and such formulas
may not meet nutritional require-
ments and could be a health risk,
potentially resulting in severe mal-
nutrition in young infants.42 Soy-
based formulas are not suitable for
infants aged < 6 months but may be
suitable for some children aged > 6
months once soy allergy is absent.43

Although hydrolyzed rice protein
milk is used as an alternative for-
mula for young children with cow’s
milk protein allergy, these formulas
have the addition of animal-derived
Vitamin D3.43 Given the lack of
nutritionally appropriate vegan alter-
natives to breastmilk, this issue high-
lights the importance of breastfeed-
ing support for vegan mothers to
enable them to feed their child in a
way that fits with their values and
preferences.

Partners and other family members’
dietary choices influenced the child’s
diet. Researchers exploring food provi-
sioningbynonveganparentshave illus-
trated that co-parent support plays an
important role in food-based decision-
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making 44 and that food decision-mak-
ing can be a source of conflict within
parental dyads.45 Our study has illus-
trated how these issues occur within
vegan family units.

The need for convenience also in-
fluences food-based decision-making
parents who are nonvegan.27,46 Re-
searchers exploring the experiences
of nonvegan parents have illustrated
a parental desire to offer healthy
foods, but those time restraints can
act as a barrier47 leading to the use of
prepackaged meal options.48 However,
shop-bought vegan convenience foods
were difficult to source for our partici-
pants. As a result, many described
planning and preparing their conve-
nience foods and snacks. This may be
beneficial, as commercially sourced
convenience foods are often not for-
mulated in line with national infant
and young child-feeding advice; for
example, snacks marketed as healthy
often have high sugar content, prod-
uct names sometimes do not reflect
the balance of ingredients, and many
do not provide clear feeding instruc-
tions.49 However, without appropriate
awareness and education, alternative
homemade snacks and convenience
foods may also be at risk of containing
excess salt or lack of appropriate nutri-
tional balance.50

Notably, most mothers in our
study identified as White, and 75%
had achieved higher education or
above. Although this reflects demo-
graphic trends in those following a
vegan diet,51 the transferability of
our findings to the wider population
is limited. The coronavirus disease
2019 pandemic and lockdowns were
ongoing during data collection and
may have restricted infant and child
feeding at home; therefore, food
choices outside the lockdown restric-
tions may differ. Although the first
author who interviewed the partici-
pants had an insider status, engage-
ment in reflective practices through-
out the research process helped to
understand the impact of personal
experiences on the research and
interpretation of the data. These data
only present the perspectives of
mothers; further research with other
primary caregivers, such as fathers
and broader family members, would
enhance our understanding of this
topic.
IMPLICATIONS FOR

RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

This is an exploratory study; further
research with a larger and more
diverse sample would be beneficial to
assess and enhance the transferability
of the findings. However, the find-
ings indicate a need for high-quality
resources for parents to be developed
and evaluated to support those offer-
ing children a vegan diet to meet
nutritional requirements. Further-
more, as vegan parents may be more
likely to make their snack foods
because of the limited vegan options
available in stores, targeted educa-
tional resources for both parents and
HCPs are needed to support vegan
parents in making nutritionally bal-
anced choices.

Health care professionals with the
most contact with new parents need
awareness regarding the spectrum of
dietary choices and resources and
training to deliver nonjudgmental
educational support regarding the
best plant-based sources of nutrients
for children. Further research is
needed to develop interventions to
improve communication about child-
feeding decisions between vegan
parents and HCPs.

More research is needed to explore
the types of conflict that might occur
when parent dyads have different
dietary preferences and how these
may impact food choices offered to
children. As a starting point, some
vegan parents may benefit from addi-
tional family-level support, rather
than just interventions directed at
the mother, when negotiating deci-
sion-making within these circum-
stances.
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