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Eating vegan uses up only 1/16 of the resources—
water, land, grain—that a meat eating diet does, 
and produces less than half the carbon footprint.

Food & Agriculture Organization of the UN
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Is meat really that bad?

The first time I heard these statistics, I couldn’t believe it. If 
animal agriculture was so bad, why hadn’t I heard about this 
before? The message to turn off water, use reusable bags 
and bottles, recycle, and use LED bulbs has been burned into 
my brain. But meat? I started to explore this question with 
formal research, with a pamphlet comparing earth-friendly 
behaviors, and with a poster-turned-book about the culture 
of beef in my native United States. With each one I asked 
myself questions and tried to answer them through design. 

All the private homes 

in the United States 

combined use 5% of 

the nation's freshwa-

ter supplies. Animal 

agriculture uses 55%  

of water resources. 

Cutting your showers 

short is an ineffective 

way to save water in 

comparison to eating 

tofu instead of beef.
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How much am I really accomplishing with my “green” behaviors?
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How can I stop consuming meat?
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How can I tell people?

A campaign was the most obvious answer to me (at least at 
the start of the project). Some kind of multimedia, visually 
unified collection of materials and events that would all fall 
under a single, easy-to-remember word: cowfree. I would 
focus on getting people to stop eating beef, and in that way, 
would start a movement where “cowfree” dishes would be 
right on the menu with gluten-free and vegetarian. 

I figured that the foundation of a campaign must be a web-
site that summarized the movement, so I began there.

Animal agriculture 

accounts for 18% of 

global greenhouse 

gas emissions, while 

all transportation 

combined accounts 

for only 13% of GHG 

emissions worldwide.
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Can I simplify the issues around animal agriculture to one message or one action? 
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How can I get website visitors to immediately identify with issues they want to take action on?
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What makes a campaign successful?

At this point, I realized that though I had been trying so hard 
to make this happen, I really had no idea what I was doing.     
I have never run or even been part of any kind of campaign. 
What are the tactics that people have used successfully in the 
past? What are examples that I could draw from?

I began to study campaigns that I found especially successful 
or interesting, analyzing aspects of each and summarizing 
lessons learned that I tried to apply in my campaign materials.

80% of antibiotics 

produced in the US

are used to keep 

livestock alive while 

living in unhealthy 

conditions. This 

overuse of drugs for 

animals raises the 

price of antibiotics 

for people, and, 

more scarilily, gives 

antibiotic-proof 

"superbugs" an ideal 

place to develop and 

spread to humans.
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KONY 2012

Power of subverting an existing context. KONY 2012 used visual 
language—signage, image treatment, typography—borrowed from 
United States political campaigns. This made it easier for people to 
understand the message and added surprise through the twist of 
making a negative figure infamous.

Simple messages, simple actions, results. This campaign simplified 
the extremely complex issue of the Ugandan civil war into a good 
vs. evil narrative that was easy for anyone to catch onto. It asked 
for a very simple action: sign an online petition and share a video on 
social media. This simplicity drove it to be the most virally spread 
campaign in history, reaching 100 million views in six days. 

It's already happening, come join us! Throughout the infamous 
video, shots of large groups of teenagers and young adults protest-
ing are interspersed with calls to "join a movement." This strategy 
provided strong social proof and lowered the risk of anyone thinking 
of joining: after all, everyone else was involved already.

Your involvement will be the tipping point. This empowering 
message attracted many who want to feel like their actions would 
make a difference on a global issue. 

Low-risk action for a high-impact reward. Sharing a video is not 
risky, and the campaign framed that action as what would "bring 
Joseph Kony to justice." 

How can I subvert an existing context about beef to make people pay attention to the hidden costs?
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got milk?

Strong slogan = strong awareness. "got milk?" has become a 
ubiquitous part of pop culture, riffed on constantly decades after its 
invention. A simple, active verb and the colloquial question instantly 
engage the reader and make it mentally sticky.

Catching people in the context of consumption. The original 
television commercials were carefully programmed to run during 
after-dinner hours when people would be snacking in front of the 
television and ask themselves the question: do I have any milk? 
They hung posters in grocery stores and school cafeterias where, 
if the answer was "no," milk was readily available for purchase. 

Aspirational figures are authoritative figures. The use of famous 
celebrities, from actors to musicians to athletes, gave authority to 
the idea that drinking milk would make you healthy and successful.

Target people who already agree. The got milk? campaign did 
not try to convert non-milk drinkers, but instead got milk drinkers 
to be constantly aware of whether they had milk, getting them to 
consume more of it.

Visibility does not equal behavior change. Despite its popularity, 
milk sales fell as sodas and sports drinks emerged on the beverages 
market. The got milk? campaign did not ultimately drive the behavior 
change that it aspired to.
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How can I create a surprising slogan that underlines the personal cost of eating meat?
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Why am I doing this in the first place?

I went back to the beginning. I was lost in all the things I was 
trying to accomplish and I had forgotten the truth of my own 
journey with eating meat—and that personal story was, over 
and over again, the most compelling tool I had in talking to 
people about why they shouldn't eat meat. How can I convince 
others unless I fully understand and accept my own reasons?

So I started to write.

Five tons of livestock 

waste is produced 

per person per year 

in the United States. 

That's 7,000,000,000 

pounds of excrement 

per minute. Waste is 

dumped into bodies 

of water, seeps into 

ground, and is dried 

and pulverized to 

form dust that blows 

to nearby towns.
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I’m not sure when I first started to worry about the planet. 

There’s a photo my parents took when I was about six: me and my four-year-old 

brother bundled up in our winter coats, standing next to a cardboard sign with a 

smiling sun drawn in marker and childish letters: “SAVe The eARth, PLEASe dON’T 

LiTTeR.”  I would get upset on the way to school, looking through the school bus 

window and seeing so much garbage along the road. I made the sign and begged 

them to staple it up on a telephone pole where trash piled up in the gutter. My 

parents humored me, taking the photo by my sign of earnest protest. They did not, 

of course, tell me that the sign itself would disintegrate into litter a few days later. 

That kind of futility has marked most of my environmental activism.

In middle school, I developed an obsession with recycling—it seemed like a noble 

cause to take on—and even bought a bleached-out shirt with the recycle symbol 

on it to advertise my passion for the environment. Then I read somewhere about 

the hidden costs of clothing like that shirt: the dangerous working conditions, the 

carbon footprint of transporting it from China, the likelihood that it would go to a 

landfill after I was done with it. Tossing a water bottle in a bin didn’t really seem 

to cancel that out. I felt vaguely hypocritical whenever I wore it.

In high school, I joined the Earth Club, but lost heart when our Earth Day spectacle 

featured styrofoam cups stuck in the football field’s chain-link fence to spell out 

“GO GREEN, BRUINS.” Everyone parked in the adjacent neighborhood and walked 

a quarter mile to school, picking up trash as they went. But as the parking lot filled 

up with cars again, the cups fell out one by one and were ground into the dirt to 

last for another millennia. No one else seemed to notice the irony. 
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In my last semester, my dream college, New York University Abu Dhabi, accepted 

me on full scholarship. Thrilled to be leaving the United States and starting on a 

new adventure, I learned everything I could about my new home in the United Arab 

Emirates. Depressingly, it turned out to be worse than the US in terms of carbon 

footprint per capita. A city in the middle of the desert requires plane travel, water 

desalination, 24/7/365 air conditioning, and billions of tons of oil. 

Well, I thought, maybe I can make a difference here. 

But I didn’t. The more I learned, the more defeated I became. Really, what could 

a reusable water bottle and double-sided printing do in the face of melting ice 

caps and global droughts? I had to take taxis and planes. I couldn’t install solar 

panels in my dorm room. I lived twenty floors up, and that was too many stairs to 

climb all the time. I like long, hot showers. We weren’t supposed to drink the tap 

water. The recycling all went to the same landfill. Every Friday they hosed dust off 

the plastic bushes on campus and left puddles of water to evaporate in the street. 

Really, what could I do? 

So I gave up for four years.  

I returned to the United States for graduate school, studying design at Maryland 

Institute College of Art. For the first time, I was living Really On My Own in an 

apartment in Baltimore. I had choices to make. Would I walk to school? Would 

I make the effort to go all the way to the backyard to separate the recycling? 

Would I get plastic bags when I bought groceries, or remember to bring the 

reusable ones? What kinds of businesses and products would I spend money 
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Over Christmas, my mom introduced me to dinner guests as “my daughter, who 

is a vegan,” and I explained it as a personal health experiment rather than preach 

about the environmental injustices of meat eating. I didn’t want to make the 

neighbors feel guilty about their spaghetti and meatballs. When I cooked sofritas 

to go along with the chipotle chicken for family taco night, everyone refused to 

try the tofu. “The texture just seems too weird.”

But something must have gotten through. My dad emailed me and announced 

that after a four-week, almost-vegan crash diet, he lowered his cholesterol levels 

to a healthy range. 

I feel just a little vindicated.  

This is all much easier when I am shopping and cooking for myself. I found a great 

way to cook tofu: freeze it so that the texture gets tougher; rehydrate it in a pot 

of boiling water; and saute it with a little bit of oil. I eat a lot of lentil curries, beans 

and rice, and stir-fry vegetables. In fact, it’s less expensive than eating meat, as 

long as I don’t buy the fancy tempeh burgers and chia seeds. 

And even when I am in a position, as a guest or a traveler, where I can’t choose a 

plant-only option, I can weigh decisions against the environmental impact. Local 

or sustainably raised meat is better than industrial meat. Chicken is not as terrible 

as beef or pork. Eggs are even better, and vegetarian food is better than that. 

Half a year of eating (mostly) vegan has saved 198,000 gallons of water, 8100 

pounds of grain, 5,400 feet2 of forested land, 3600 pounds of CO2 emissions 

equivalent, and 90 animal lives. 

I’m 23, old enough to be thinking about my long-term future and my legacy. Nick 

and I really want to raise kids together. But what kind of world will they live in? If 

things keep going in this pattern, there will be political instability, food and water 

insecurity, repercussions of climate change that we can’t even predict yet. I don’t 

want my children to go hungry. I don’t want them to get sick from an environment 

that poisons them. I don’t want them to worry about survival.

And above all, I don’t want my family’s survival to be at the expense of other 

families around the world. Which has, unfortunately, been reality throughout my 

life. Water is polluted by animal waste or used up for irrigation so I can get my $2.50 

fast-food burger. Tons of grain go to growing the two hundred pounds of meat I 

eat in a year instead of into the stomachs of people who need it. Rural towns fall 

sick because of toxic waste produced by factory farms nearby.

Tackling this life change as a thesis project has forced me to take responsibility 

for what and how I consume. The fundamental problem with eating meat is 

that the person who ultimately consumes it is not paying the full cost. With the 

way the industry works, the cost gets passed on to crop farmers in developing 

countries, to factory farm workers who put their health at risk, to communities 

near industrial farms, to species that are starved out of their habitats, and to the 

humans of the future who will have less water and food and arable land. 

And every object that I buy suffers from the same problem of externalized costs. 

Whenever I choose to buy the best bargain, whether it’s cheap meat or an iPhone 

or a pair of jeans, I tell the consumer industry that it’s fine with me if other people 

bear the true cost.
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And it isn’t fine with me. 

Changing what I eat has empowered me to live in a more just way. I can make a 

small but significant stand in the face of these huge global issues. So I don’t eat 

animal-based foods anymore. I’m also changing what I buy: reusable dishcloths 

instead of paper towels, clothes from thrift stores instead of new, paper from 

wind-powered manufacturers, and soap from manufacturers with a commitment 

to sustainability. I am convinced that renegotiating the consumption chain is the 

best way to take action. I have the privilege to make consumer choices that 

ripple positively around the world and into the future, and so, I will.

A visual note to 
self: I’m doing this 
to create a just and 
prosperous future.
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Can I get people to make their own decisions?

I’ve been too prescriptive in my approach so far, trying to 
find ways to convince people to stop eating meat, and I have 
run into many who don’t want to. This approach puts people 
on the defensive. Instead of being so direct, I want to take 
a more neutral stance and get people to engage in discovery. 
When people invest time and energy, and feel that they have 
made a decision, they follow through on it. 

Methane, which cows 

produce 150 billion 

gallons every day 

through burps and 

flatulence, is a green-

house gas with at 

least 50 times more 

warming power than 

carbon dioxide. 
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What are the real costs of all these different choices?
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How can I visually compare foods?
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How can I interrupt the right moment?

Imagine you’re at the grocery store deciding between chicken 
and hamburgers for your cookout tonight. What factors into 
making that decision? Price, ease of cooking, what you like 
best to eat. Maybe you think fleetingly about that article you 
read yesterday about how some foods aren’t so great for 
the environment, but you can’t really remember what it said. 
This is the moment of decision that I want to step into. I can 
tell people all the statistics I want, but if it’s not at the right 
time to change a decision, it won’t make an impact at all. 

Through careless 

waste management, 

livestock operations 

have created more 

than 500 nitrogen-

flooded deadzones 

in oceans around 

the world, where no 

marine life can live.
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How can I give show viewers a sinking feeling?

This data about what you eat is so personal, on the intimate 
scale of what you choose to eat for breakfast. My challenge is 
to make a sixteen-foot exhibit that is true to the shock of the 
numbers as well as the familiarity and universality of food.

I wanted to give the people who see it a sinking feeling as the 
information sits in, to rivet them to a changing data landscape 
that builds tension and challenges them to consider their meal 
habits in a new light.

One quarter-pound 

hamburger takes 

6.7 pounds of grain, 

74.5 square feet of 

land for grazing, 488 

gallons of water, and 

enough fossil fuel 

energy to power a 

microwave on high 

for 18 minutes.
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How can I present the data accurately but impactfully?
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How do I display this on the gallery wall?
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What do I do next?

As I wrap up this project I find myself with more questions 
asked than answered. Food and sustainability is overall a 
touchy topic: research is hotly debated, diets disparaged, 
moral accusations made, and complexities unearthed in      
every new conversation.

I know that my choice to stop eating meat is a privilege. 
I have the money and the resources to eat a wide variety 
of plant foods, and most people in the world do not. But for 
those like me, with the opportunity to choose and the desire 
to make a difference, I want to make the choice easy.

Animal agriculture is 

responsible for 65% 

of all anthropogenic 

emissions of nitrous 

oxide. Nitrous oxide 

is a greenhouse gas 

with 296 times the 

global warming power 

of carbon dioxide.
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Who else made this happen?
Jennifer Cole Phillips with definitive guidance

Ellen Lupton by asking hard questions

David Barringer by asking (even more) hard questions

Kyle Van Horn with screenprinting expertise

Elizabeth Dickinson with immediate understanding

Jason Gottlieb with enthusiastic insight and programming chops

Andrew Losowsky by challenging my premises

Nicholas James Collins by being my past, present, and future

Katherine Noble-Goodman by starting me on this path

John and Sarah Meekhof by buying tofu even when they don’t like it

Goffredo Puccetti through constant faith in my capabilities

Claudia Carrasco by teaching me the sacredness of food

Brianna Haining through once-a-year wisdom

Relay Foods

Enviro-Tote

French Paper 
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