Plant-Based by Default

Making the sustainable choice the easy choice
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Comparison of setups: (A) both options visible, (B) vegan dish displayed by default, meat offered on
request. (Photo courtesy of Gregg Sparkman)

The Impact

Evidence from both research and real-world programs shows that default choices can
substantially reduce meat consumption, lower emissions and normalize sustainable eating habits without
limiting individual choice. A Boston College study found that making plant-based meals the default
reduced meat consumption by 21-57% and increased plant-based meal selection by 58%. Similar
results have emerged in hospital and university pilot programs that have adopted or tested plant-based
defaults.

Description

Plant-Based by default is an approach to food service in which plant-based meals are offered as
the standard option, while animal-based dishes are available only by request. The goal is to make
sustainable, lower-carbon meals the easiest and most visible choice, without removing personal
freedom. By changing how options are presented, this approach encourages more people to choose
plant-based foods, helping institutions reduce emissions, improve health outcomes and align with climate
and equity goals. Default options are a simple yet powerful approach rooted in behavioral science that
can shift decisions without restricting them. As Dr. Syon Bhanot of Swarthmore College explains, “the
idea behind a default is that it's what you get if you do nothing.” In institutional food settings, such as
schools, hospitals or government events, defaulting to plant-based meals can make sustainable eating
the easiest and most accessible choice. Because meat-based meals are often the automatic or expected
option, diners may overlook plant-based alternatives altogether. By reversing that norm, serving
plant-based meals by default and allowing people to opt in to consume meat, institutions can help reduce
emissions, model climate-conscious practices and promote healthier diets.
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Where It's Been Implemented

In 2019, the New York City Health and Hospitals Corporation (NYC Health+ Hospitals) began a
“Meatless Mondays” program at its 11 hospitals. Within the first year of the New York City rollout, half of
eligible patients opted for the plant-based default menu, demonstrating that default choices can
meaningfully reduce emissions while maintaining high levels of satisfaction. Building on its success, the
program expanded in 2022, in partnership with Sodexo and Greener by Default, to offer daily, fully
plant-based “Chef’'s Recommendation” meals for lunch, later extending to dinner. Over 2 million
plant-based meals have been served since March 2022.These meals have achieved a 98% customer
satisfaction rate and have reduced food-related carbon emissions by 36% while also saving $0.59 per
tray for a total $500,000 saved in the first year of the default implementation. Inspired by these results,
Greener by Default and Sodexo, one of the largest food service providers in the U.S., have announced a
major expansion of plant-based default programs in hospitals nationwide. The initiative will extend
plant-forward patient menus from 131 hospitals to 400 by 2026.

Several cities have adopted default options. In Takoma Park, Maryland (population 17,000+), the
city council passed a 2020 resolution making plant-based meals the default at city events and cafeterias,
with meat available only by request. Supported by the Better Food Foundation, staff received training to
implement a green catering and meeting policy requiring all city-hosted events to feature plant-based
menus and ensuring that public cafeterias offer healthy plant-based meals daily. In 2024 the City of West
Hollywood adopted a comparable policy, committing to serve plant-based food as the default at all
city-sponsored events to make sustainable and inclusive food choices more visible and accessible to
residents.

Colleges and universities are also playing a key role in advancing plant-based defaults. The

Menus of Change University Research Collaborative is a national network of dining leaders, faculty, and
chefs who work to promote plant-forward menus on college campuses. It advances plant-based default
choices as part of its strategy to make sustainable meals the easy and appealing option. A collaboration
between the Food for Climate League, Better Food Foundation, Sodexo and three university dining halls
tested plant-based default choices in all-you-can-eat settings. When a plant-based entrée was presented
as the default, with meat available by request, the share of diners choosing the plant-based option rose
from about 30% to over 80%, leading to a 23.6% reduction in food-related greenhouse gas emissions.

The success of these programs reflects the broader power of default choices to guide behavior.
Similar patterns have been documented in other contexts, such as retirement savings and organ
donation. In one company, only 37% of new employees voluntarily enrolled in a 401(k) plan, but when
enroliment became automatic, while still allowing employees to opt out, participation rose to 86%. In the
organ-donation context, a 2003 study examined the effective consent percentage between countries that
require explicit consent (opt-in system) versus countries that presume consent (default). They found a
stark contrast between the two groups: countries with presumed consent for organ donation had consent
rates of 86% or more, compared to maximum 27% in opt-in systems.

Key Drivers

High meat consumption is a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, deforestation and
water use, while industrial livestock production raises serious animal welfare and public health concerns.
As communities look for practical ways to address climate change, reduce emissions and promote
healthy diets, reducing meat consumption has become an important goal.

Yet shifting eating habits can be difficult, since meat-based meals remain deeply embedded in
cultural norms and daily routines. Default choices offer a promising way to encourage change without
restricting personal freedom. People often go along with the option that is easiest or most visible, so
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when plant-based meals are presented as the standard choice, more diners naturally select them. Over
time, this simple design shift can help normalize plant-based eating, support institutional sustainability
goals, and move communities toward a more climate-friendly food system.

Key Factors for Success

Successful implementation depends on strong commitment from the organization or vendor
responsible for food service. Leadership and staff must fully support the shift to plant-based default
choices and understand the guidelines for carrying it out. Because there is no single model that works
everywhere, each institution should tailor its approach to fit the setting—whether a hospital cafeteria, city
event or university dining hall. Defaults are most effective in environments where options are limited and
clearly defined, allowing the plant-based meal to serve as the natural, convenient choice. Training, clear
communication and visible support from management all help ensure that the change is embraced and
sustained over time.

Key Obstacles

Implementing a plant-based default requires operational changes and buy-in from the
organization managing food service. Staff and customers may initially have questions or concerns,
especially if the change is not clearly communicated. Defaults also work best in structured environments,
such as cafeterias, hospitals or catered events, where meals are served from a set menu. In restaurants
or other settings where diners make active, individualized choices, it is more difficult to establish a true
default. In those cases, promoting plant-based options may require additional strategies such as menu
design, placement and messaging to guide choices effectively.
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