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Abstract: Diet is an important element of health behaviour. As studies show,
changes in lifestyle and strategies of prevention can positively affect
age-related diseases. Nevertheless, existing research on diet in old age as an
element of health behaviour has been insufficient. To date, information about
the eating habits of older Europeans is primarily procured from national
surveys, but comparison is limited due to different methodological approaches.
Employing data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe
(SHARE), this article aims to empirically describe the meat and fish
consumption of the European population aged 50 and older and to present
similarities and differences between countries. Furthermore, we explore gender
and age differences among the “passionate meat-eaters” — individuals who eat
meat on a daily basis. We also consider elderly individuals who rarely eat meat
and explore whether they do so due to economic reasons. In all 15 European
countries included in the analysis, meat is eaten regularly, and meatless diets
are rare. Daily meat consumption is more common among men. In the majority
of countries, the share of older people who eat meat infrequently due to
financial restrictions is rather small.
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Introduction

Europe is experiencing demographic changes and has to adapt to the complex social and
economic consequences. Human life expectancy has continuously increased during the last
two centuries and western societies are now facing the challenge of older individuals
constituting the fastest growing population group — a population group which has also an
increased risk of disease and disability (Oeppen and Vaupel 2002; Christensen et al. 2009).
Despite this increased risk, age-related diseases can be somewhat mitigated by changes in
personal lifestyle patterns and prevention strategies (Kouvari, Tyrovolas, and Panagiotakos
2016), as has been shown by research on physical activity in old age, for instance (Rea 2017).
In addition to physical and mental activity, nutrition can be considered an essential element of
health behaviour. Yet, nutrition is insufficiently researched as a component of health
behaviour in old age (Kouvari, Tyrovolas, and Panagiotakos 2016). Studying the eating habits
of older populations is relevant in many respects, since knowing the eating habits of older
people is not only beneficial for tackling health-related aspects and challenges of the
healthcare system, but also matters for organising food supplies and food services for the
continuously growing older population (Fjellstrom, Sidenvall, and Nydahl 2001; Koehler and
Leonhaeuser 2008).

Information on individual eating habits of older Europeans have been collected almost

exclusively through national studies that differ in methodology, period of data collection, and
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sample composition, among other dissimilarities. Ultimately, the numerous differences
between these studies limit their comparability with each other (Volkert 2005). Dietary
patterns of older individuals with an emphasis on meat consumption have not been
sufficiently researched so far. This research gap is of particular relevance in this population
since the meat consumption of the European population has doubled during the last 100 years
and meat has ceased to be a luxury good and an indicator of wealth (Trummer 2015).
Moreover, meat consumption has become a controversial topic that is discussed with regard to
ethical, ecological, and health aspects (Kanerva 2013). The objective of our article is to
empirically describe the meat consumption of the European population over the age of 50,
using data collected from questionnaires administered in the Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE).

We will explore whether and how often people eat meat in their “second half” of life. Is meat
a fixed or an irregular component of meals? Furthermore, we will show the similarities and
differences between European countries in the frequency of meat consumption. Is it possible
to identify general patterns of meat consumption among older Europeans or does every
country have its peculiar habits? Past studies on the dietary behaviours of older people in
different European countries have pointed towards a large variation between countries
(Volkert 2005). The following analysis will clarify whether this also holds true when focusing
solely on meat consumption. Beyond that, we will take a closer look at the “passionate meat
eaters”, meaning the people who eat meat or fish daily in old age. In this context, the
existence of gender and age disparities will be explored. Finally, we will focus on older
individuals who rarely eat meat or fish and examine the role of economic factors in their

dietary behavior.

Meat and fish consumption in old age: Current state of research
and research gaps

Although nutrition constitutes a core component of health behaviour, this factor has been
insufficiently researched so far with regard to the older population (Kouvari, Tyrovolas, and
Panagiotakos 2016). Concerning the diet of the older European population, there is no
substantial research landscape (Irz et al. 2014). Furthermore, past studies on nutrition in old
age in European countries have not focused on meat consumption (Fjellstrom, Sidenvall, and
Nydahl 2001; Koehler and Leonhaeuser 2008). The existent studies examining the individual
meat and fish consumption in the older population have concentrated mainly on the effects on

mortality or health outcomes (e.g., cognitive functions, sarcopenia, cancer, or cardiovascular
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diseases). Methodologically, many of these studies have focused on specific countries or have
relied on non-representative samples, such as clinical samples (see Kouvari, Tyrovolas, and
Panagiotakos 2016 for a summary). In the following section, we will present insights from
selected national and transnational European studies of meat consumption of the older

population.

Meat consumption of the older population in Europe: National studies

The most comprehensive study of eating behaviour in Germany, the ‘“Nationale
Verzehrstudie II” [National food consumption study], was conducted in 2005 and 2006 by
means of two 24h-recalls (Max Rubner-Institut 2008a). The data showed that meat
consumption slightly declines with age. Regardless of gender, the consumption of meat and
meat products was lowest in the highest age group (65 to 80 years). For women, this
amounted to an average of 46 grams of meat and meat product per day and for men, this
amounted to an estimated 79 grams per day (Max Rubner-Institut 2008b). This decreasing
trend in meat consumption was supported by the results of a later German study from 2013, in
which 1,174 individuals were asked about their attitudes towards meat in an online survey
(Cordts et al. 2013). Again, a weak relationship between meat consumption and age could be
observed, as older participants reported lower meat intake than younger participants.

The 2012 “Osterreichischer Ernihrungsbericht” [Austrian nutrition report] (Elmadfa 2012)
collected data on the eating behaviour of 419 adults, aged between 18 and 64 years, and 196
senior citizens, aged between 65 and 80 years. Study participants documented their food
intake of nine food groups in two 24h-recalls. The consumption of meat and sausages (in
grams per day) was lower for male senior citizens than for adult men under 65 years. In
contrast, female senior citizens consumed more meat and sausages than adult women under
65 years (Elmadfa 2012).

In Great Britain, the dietary habits of the population is assessed periodically through the
National Diet and Nutrition Survey, where participants document their nourishment in a diary
on four consecutive days (Public Health England 2016). The study’s 2016 report indicated
that the average consumption of red and processed meat was 47 grams per day for women
between 19 and 64 years, and 57 grams per day from 65 years onwards. For men, the amount
was considerably higher with men between 19 and 64 years consuming an average of 84
grams of meat per day, and men 65 years and older consuming an estimated 81 grams of meat
daily (Public Health England 2016).

Together, the various national studies present inconsistent patterns of meat intake among the

older population in Europe. Though older people tended to eat less meat than the younger
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population in Germany, this was only true among men in Austria, and no differences between
age groups were found among British men. Among women in Austria and Great Britain, the
meat consumption of older women was slightly higher than the meat consumption of younger

women, contrary to the results of the German studies.

Meat consumption of the older population in Europe: multi-country studies

Transnational statistics on meat consumption in Europe can be accessed from the Eurostat
(statistics office of the EU) and FAOSTAT (statistics department of the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the UN (FAOQ)) databases. These data offer insight into the production and the
supply of meat and fish in different countries. However, it is not possible to derive the amount
of meat that is actually eaten by consumers. According to an estimation of the FAO, more
than 20 percent of the meat produced and more than 30 percent of the fish produced in Europe
ends up in the trash or gets lost on the way to the consumers by various processes including
storage and packing (FAO 2011; Hallstrom and Borjesson 2013; Kanerva 2013).

Kanerva (2013) compared official meat supply statistics of the FAO for eight European
countries (Germany, United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, France, the Netherlands, Finland,
Hungary). The author defined consumption as meat that is available for human consumption,
measured in grams per inhabitant. The meat data took into account several loss factors
emerging between production and consumption in households, yet did not consider loss to
preparation, disposal, or storage in households (Kanerva 2013). The study showed that higher
shares of people over 65 corresponded with higher meat consumption in a country.
Nevertheless, one cannot conclude that this association results from a higher consumption of
meat among older people, as other interacting or confounding factors might be crucial.
Despite the general association between meat consumption and age composition, the
consumption of beef constituted an exception. In seven out of eight examined European
countries — except for Spain — beef consumption was lower at older ages. The author
speculated that the underlying causes may be the conservative eating habits of older cohorts
and the negative health image of beef.

Figures on the frequency of meat consumption of the European population are available
through a 2012 Eurobarometer survey conducted by the European Commission. In 27 EU
countries and Croatia people above age 15 were asked how often they ate meat per week. The
results exhibited substantial differences in the frequency of meat consumption in the EU
countries. The highest frequency of meat consumption was reported by the Danish population,
with 55 percent of Danish participants reporting meat intake more than five times per week

(people over 55 years: 43 percent). The Netherlands came second with a (substantially lower)
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share of 34 percent who consumed meat more than five times a week (for the people over 55
years, this only amounted to 23 percent). In Italy, Malta, and Greece, over all age groups, less
than five percent of the population indicated that they consumed meat more than five times a
week. The highest share of people declaring no meat intake lived in Great Britain (six percent;
five percent for the people over 55), followed by Finland (four percent; three percent for the
people over 55). In all other EU countries, the share of those abstaining from meat was
between one and three percent (European Commission 2013). As these are survey data for a
total population, the number of older respondents were occasionally very low, limiting the

explanatory power of the data concerning meat consumption in the older population.

Data set and sample description

The fifth wave of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE)
(Borsch-Supan 2017)* served as a data source for the following analyses. SHARE is a
multidisciplinary longitudinal survey which collects data on socio-economic and health
conditions of the European population aged 50 or older (Borsch-Supan et al. 2013).

Data on individual meat consumption is available in the fifth survey wave, which was
conducted in 14 European countries and Israel in 2013. The information was obtained through
a self-report of the frequency of intake, whereas the amount of intake was not enquired. For
the question “In a regular week, how often do you eat meat, fish or poultry?”, the answer
options “Every day” / “3-6 times a week” / “Twice a week” / “Once a week” / “Less than
once a week” were available. If the respondents reported eating meat or fish twice a week or
less frequently, they were asked in a follow-up question whether they could not “afford to eat
it more often”, or whether they eat meat or fish seldomly “for other reasons”.” Consequently,
we refer to the eating frequency whenever using the term meat and fish “consumption”. The
actual amount consumed cannot be considered.

For our analyses, we used a sample of individuals aged 50 or older with valid responses to the

question concerning the frequency of meat and fish consumption. Thus, we arrived at a

" Another survey of the European Commission collected changes in meat consumption in Europe as
well as personal assessments whether meat and fish are considered healthy or unhealthy, however, no
eating frequencies were surveyed (European Commission 2006).

* The analyses were conducted with the data version 6.0.0.

’ Because of a deviation in the questionnaire instrument (Stuck et al. 2017, 32), there is a slight
difference in the number of respondents of the follow-up questions compared to the number of
respondents having stated a rare meat and fish consumption. Some respondents were not asked the
follow-up question although they had stated eating meat or fish less than twice a week.



sample of 64,812 individuals from 15 countries. The number of interviews per country ranged
from 1,586 in Luxembourg to 6,560 in Spain. Figure 1 provides an overview of the sample.

We combined the results of the analyses of the SHARE data with macro-information from the
particular countries. The gross domestic products (GDP) per capita (in US dollars, at current
prices adjusted for purchasing power parities) in the survey year, 2013, were extracted from
the OECD (2016) database. Data on price level indices for food, meat and fish were provided
by Eurostat (2016).* Calibrated cross-sectional weights, which were provided in the SHARE
data set (Stuck et al. 2017), were used for all descriptive analyses, allowing for conclusions

representative of the population aged 50 and older.

Figure 1: Description of the sample.

Country Gender Age Total
Male Female 50-59 60-69 70-79 80+

Austria 1,831 2,443 1,076 1,499 1,196 503 4,274
Germany 2,660 2,902 2,009 1,781 1,316 456 5,562
Sweden 2,107 2,399 825 1,839 1,257 585 4,506
Netherlands 1,850 2,258 1,176 1,614 898 420 4,108
Spain 3,038 3,522 1,717 2,028 1,616 1,199 6,560
Italy 2,128 2,526 1,256 1,594 1,272 532 4,654
France 1,902 2,507 1,187 1,549 977 696 4,409
Denmark 1,884 2,161 1,431 1,389 795 430 4,045
Switzerland 1,360 1,621 877 1,054 721 329 2,981
Belgium 2,494 3,022 1,898 1,780 1,118 720 5,516
Israel 1,114 1,404 620 907 632 359 2,518
Czechia 2,297 3,223 1,338 2,259 1,385 538 5,520
Luxembourg 749 837 610 533 276 167 1,586
Slovenia 1,263 1,644 868 963 702 374 2,907
Estonia 2,248 3,418 1,349 1,811 1,718 788 5,666
Total 28,925 35,887 18,237 22,600 15,879 8,096 | 64,812

Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, weighted. Own calculations.

Comparison between countries regarding meat eating frequencies

Figure 2 elucidates the country-specific frequencies of meat consumption, and clearly shows
that the categories “daily consumption” and “3-6 times a week” were mentioned most
frequently. In all studied European countries and Israel, meat and fish seem to be consumed

on a regular basis by the population over 50. In the Netherlands, France, Denmark, Belgium,

4 There is no information available for Israel.



and Estonia, more than half of the respondents reported eating meat or fish daily. In Sweden,
exactly half of the individuals aged 50 or older answered likewise. Denmark and France had
the highest values of frequent meat consumption, with more than 70 percent of the
respondents stating daily meat consumption. Less than five percent of the respondents in all
countries reported eating meat less than once a week. Although the answer option “never”
was not available, we can estimate that the percentage of vegetarians and vegans among the
respondents were in the single-digit percentage range. Among the 66,000 interviews available
in the SHARE data without sample restrictions, there were only four refusals, and only 30
individuals who answered with “don’t know”. As such, it can be assumed that vegetarians did

not systematically refuse to answer this question or answer with “don’t know”.

Figure 2: Frequency of fish and meat consumption of the population aged 50 or older (in percent)

Denmark France Belgium Netherlands Estonia
76.7
715
68.9 63.9
0.7 1.8 3.4
1.6 0.5 0.5 431510 432113
Sweden Luxembourg Israel Switzerland
58.5
50.3 475 54.0
2.0 41.742.9 .
26.4 259 318
15.8
9.8 12.2 7.8
49 1810 4.0 15 6538 5227 14 06
Czechia Slovenia Germany Italy Austria
56.5 54.8
542 486 52.8
254
221 20.1 18.1 16.7 22.2 215
14.2 8.7 11.1 77 11.9 9.0
5122 55 22 J =38 [ ] 3.0 | 2.8
I
-dail 3-6 times twice once less than once
y a week a week a week a week

Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, weighted. N=64,812. Own calculations.

Age and gender differences of “passionate meat eaters”

In this section we exclusively consider individuals aged 50 and older who consume meat or

fish daily.

At first glance, the results support known gender disparities in meat consumption (see e.g.,

Gossard and York 2003; Prattdla et al. 2007; Fekete et al. 2012; Schosler et al. 2015). The



higher daily meat intake among men in comparison to women is a cross-border phenomenon.
However, in Italy, Sweden, and Spain, the difference between the sexes is rather small (less
than 3 percentage points). In contrast, larger differences could be found in Luxembourg,

Estonia, Israel, Czechia, Germany, and Austria (between 9 and 14 percentage points) (see

Figure 3).
Figure 3: Daily fish and meat consumption by gender (in percent)
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Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, weighted. N=64,812. Own calculations.

Figure 4 illustrates the proportion of daily meat eaters in the various age groups. The largest
difference exists between the youngest and the oldest age group in Estonia and Slovenia (19.3
and 15.4 percentage points). For most countries, the disparities between age groups are rather
small. Nevertheless, some patterns in the trends between age and meat or fish consumption
become apparent. In the Netherlands, Belgium, and Denmark, the share of people consuming
meat or fish on a daily basis increases with age. In contrast, in Austria, Germany, Spain,
Slovenia, Czechia, and Estonia, the share of daily meat eaters is lower in higher age groups.
Sweden, Switzerland, Italy, France, Israel, and Luxembourg are amongst the countries

without (systematic) differences between the age groups.



Figure 4: Daily fish and meat consumption by age group (in percent)
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Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, weighted. N=64,812. Own calculations.

Because this study utilised cross-sectional data, it cannot be determined whether the
demonstrated disparities are age or cohort effects. Cohort effects may play a role, considering
that individuals of each specific age group grew up and were socialised under similar
circumstances. The social and economic situation and the thereby resulting nutrition during
childhood affect dietary attitudes, habits, and familiarity that persist over the life course
(Winter Falk, Bisogni, and Sobal 1996; Brombach 2000). Certain birth cohorts shared, for
instance, the experience of war and famine. Such similarities can permanently influence the
appreciation of certain nourishment and individual food preferences. Possible age effects of
changes in dietary behaviour may have health-related reasons — for example, certain illnesses
require a certain diet, sense of smell and taste can change with age, and natural teeth are
replaced by artificial ones (Koehler and Leonhaeuser 2008). Moreover, physical constraints in
old age can impair the ability to prepare certain meals (e.g. Volkert 2005), for example,
cutting and preparing meat may no longer be possible. However, it could be also the case that
major intentional changes in dietary behaviour become less likely with increasing age. For

instance, a study based on German population data showed that older adults are well informed



about the health consequences of overeating, but that the intention of overweight adults to

change their nutritional behaviour decreased with age (Winter 2013).

Reasons for low fish and meat consumption

Next, we focus on individuals who reported eating meat rarely or never. As described above,
in most of the countries only a minority of the people aged 50 or older consumed meat or fish
less than three times a week. Asked for the reasons for their rare meat consumption, few of
them stated financial causes (see Figure 5). In nine out of 15 countries, this minority
constituted less than ten percent of the respondents. However, there were also countries where
economic aspects influenced the meat and fish intake of larger population groups. With
33 percent, Estonia had the largest share of respondents who attributed their low meat
consumption to financial reasons. In Spain, this was true for at least 18 percent of the survey

participants with low meat consumption.

Figure S: Reasons for low fish and meat consumption by country (in percent)
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Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, weighted. N=10,420. Own calculations.

Economic factors and nutrition
According to the reports of the surveyed Europeans, monetary reasons do not seem to play a
major role in choosing a completely or almost meat-free diet. Objectively, supply and prices

for meat and fish vary substantially between European countries.
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When analysing the association between meat consumption and economic factors, it is
worthwhile to consider the relationship of prices for food in European countries. Figure 6
depicts the prices for meat, fish and food as a whole in the particular countries compared to
the EU average.” Unsurprisingly, prices in countries with a relatively high Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) were substantially higher than the EU average, whereas prices in economically
weaker countries were below the EU average. Combining prices for food with the frequencies
of fish and meat consumption based on SHARE data on country level, no association could be
found between the price of food and the frequency of meat or fish consumption (results not

shown).

Figure 6: Price level indices for food, meat, and fish in 2013 in comparison to the EU average

EU-28 0,00
Switzerland 115,40
Luxembourg — 33,10
Germany [r— | 32,80
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-40,0 -20,0 0,0 20,0 40,0 60,0 80,0 100,0 120,0
mFood mMeat = Fish

Data: Eurostat (2016). Own depiction.

The impact of economic factors on nutrition has been examined in several studies at both the
micro and macro level. Previous investigations from various European countries have
reported unanimously that higher fish consumption was associated with higher income
(Moreira and Padrdo 2004; Bonaccio et al. 2012; Maguire and Monsivais 2015; M¢éjean et al.
2016).° Concerning the eating frequency of older adults, Dijkstra et al. (2014) showed that
higher fish consumption is associated with higher income for this population group as well.

The same European studies identified a negative association between meat consumption and

> This figure was created following Eyerund (2015).
% These studies measured fish consumption as daily intake in grams (except for Moreira and Padrio (2004), who
examined eating frequency).
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income (Moreira and Padrao 2004; Bonaccio et al. 2012; Maguire and Monsivais 2015;
Méjean et al. 2016). This association was found to be consistent with an analysis of older
adults, and was particularly apparent in men; individuals with lower incomes consumed meat
more often per week (Samieri et al. 2008). Presumably, these findings are not a direct effect
of income. It is more likely that income correlates strongly with other characteristics such as
education, knowledge about food, and ecological attitudes (see Méjean et al. 2016).

The connection between wealth and meat consumption has been already identified in macro-
analyses. Most of the studies have linked national indicators of wealth to information on meat
consumption or supply. It has often been observed that the association between GDP per
capita and meat consumption follows an inverted U-shaped curve (Vinnari, Vehema, and
Luukkanen Jyrki 2006; Cole and McCoskey 2013; Vranken et al. 2014). In a study of Cole
and McCoskey (2013), the turning point was identified at a very high income level. As a
result, few countries have reached the GDP level required for a decline in meat consumption.
In contrast, other studies have found a positive linear association rather than an inverted
U-shaped relationship (York and Gossard 2004; Frank 2008; Sans and Combris 2015).
Another study with FAO data found no association between meat consumption (in percent of
the overall energy intake) and GDP, although the share of food of animal origin increases
with rising GDP per capita (Mathijs 2015).”

In contrast to the macro-level studies mentioned above, which have generally supported an
association between the wealth of a country and its level of meat consumption, our data did
not confirm this association. We only detected a slight association between GDP per capita

and the share of the older population consuming meat or fish daily (r = 0.15, see Figure 7).

7 In these studies, meat consumption was derived from macro data of FAOSTAT on meat supply, measured in
kilograms per capita per country or the share of caloric intake through animal products.
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Figure 7: Share of daily meat eaters aged 50 and older w.r.t. the GDP of a country
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Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, OECD (2016). r=0.15. Own calculations.

The deviation of our results from the results of previous investigations could have several
explanations. In the SHARE data, the measurement of meat consumption is not based on a
quantity, but on the frequency of consumption. In addition, relatively few and mainly
(wealthy) European countries are considered in the cross-section, so there is less variation
than in global comparisons or time series analyses. As a result, the prosperity of a country did
not seem to be related to the frequency of meat and fish consumption within Europe.
However, a clear association could be seen in relation to GDP and the proportion of
respondents who, for financial reasons, did not eat meat more often.

In Figure 8, the two values for all the countries studied as well as the resulting regression line
(linear OLS) are shown on a coordinate system, with a clear correlation to be seen (r = —
0.70). The higher the GDP of a country, the smaller population proportions of individuals who

for financial reasons rarely consumed meat or fish.®

¥ Figure 8 uses the natural logarithm of GDP. Also if the GDP is used without transformation, there is
a clear correlation (r =—0.58).
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Figure 8: Share of individuals aged 50 or older who eat fish and meat rarely out of financial reasons, w.r.t.
to the GDP of a country
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Data: SHARE w5 6-0-0, OECD (2016). r=0.70. Own calculations.

Discussion

Research on health behaviour, including eating habits, plays an important role in the context
of population ageing and increased life expectancy. With the current state of research, meat
cannot be classified as a healthy or unhealthy food per se, but, for some diseases, there are
recommendations regarding the consumption of meat or fish. On the one hand, meat provides
proteins and essential micronutrients such as iron, zinc, and vitamin B12. On the other hand,
the consumption of red (especially processed) meat has been linked to an increased risk of
type 2 diabetes, colorectal cancer, cardiovascular diseases, and mortality (Ekmekcioglu et al.
2016). These non-communicable diseases have become the predominant cause of death in
Europe (OECD/EU 2016) and play a correspondingly large role in the second half of life.
However, other evidence suggests that red unprocessed meat can serve as an important source
of protein that could counteract muscular atrophy and cognitive dysfunction in old age
(Kouvari, Tyrovolas, and Panagiotakos 2016). Concerning fish consumption, the state of
research is similarly controversial. The intake of omega-3 fatty acids, protein and other

nutrients through fish consumption is considered to be health enhancing in terms of heart
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diseases, type 2 diabetes, neurological development, and mortality. However, the exposure of
marine animals to environmental toxins in the form of heavy metals such as mercury or
arsenic is well-known and poses a risk to public health (Miklavcic et al. 2013; Ren et al.
2016).

Data on the actual extent of meat consumption of the older population can provide an
evidence base for future nutrition recommendations or health-policy considerations. For
mastering the challenges of population ageing in Europe, a relevant component is the
knowledge of needs and preferences of the eating behaviour of older individuals. The
objective of our contribution was to describe similarities and differences in the meat
consumption of the population aged 50 and older in Europe. Our analyses showed that typical
gender disparities can be observed in all countries. The relation between age and the
frequency of meat consumption, however, differed from country to country. There was no
explicit pattern revealing whether the frequency of meat consumption increases, decreases or
remains constant with age. In general, it can be stated that the examined cohorts are regular
meat eaters, whereas vegetarians are rare. This data also showed that the frequency of meat
consumption could not be explained by economic reasons in the studied sample. The relation
is considerably more complex, and cultural, regional and many other macro-level aspects as
well as individual, socio-demographic characteristics may interact (Kutsch 2000; Kanerva
2013). It would be interesting to explore information on the motives for consumption or
non-consumption of meat, which are unfortunately unavailable in this data source. An already
mentioned advantage of the study is the uniform method of collection and resulting
comparability of the frequency of meat consumption for many countries. In contrast to studies
that use data on meat supply in particular countries and relate this to the number of
inhabitants, SHARE data depict the actual (self-reported) individual frequency of meat intake.
At this point, the boundaries and limitations of the data used here should also be explicitly
mentioned. Firstly, it was not possible to differentiate between the consumption of meat and
fish in this study. As fishing and fish consumption vary in importance in the various European
countries, it would be worthwhile to analyse fish consumption separately. Secondly, the data
were collected through a voluntary self-report of the eating frequency and as such can be
biased by the response behaviour of the respondents. How often meat is actually eaten by the
older population could differ from the reported information. For instance, due to a false
assessment of what one’s own consumption is in a “regular week”, or cultural differences in
the response behaviour. Thirdly, vegetarians and vegans are not clearly identifiable. Though

they certainly contribute to the group which consumes meat once or less in the week, the
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exact percentage of vegetarians and vegans could not be quantified. Nevertheless, it can
certainly be noted that the proportion of older people who are potentially vegetarians was
below four percent. Finally, it should be emphasised that the study deals solely with cross-
sectional data. Our analysis of the meat eating habits of the different age groups of the older
population contributes to the limited research landscape. However, only statements about the
birth cohorts of the SHARE survey can be made. The nutrition of future generations in old
age cannot be predicted from these results, and it is possible that today’s younger generation
will consume far less meat in old age than the current elderly population, as they are growing

up under the impression of meat scandals and trends such as vegetarianism and veganism.
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