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Foreword Executive Summary
The way we produce food matters. Increasingly, consumers want to know not 
only where their food comes from, but how the animals involved were raised, 
transported and slaughtered. Yet for many people, navigating the current 
landscape of animal welfare labels and claims is far from straightforward.

Across the supermarket shelves, shoppers are presented with a wide range 
of logos and marketing claims, often with little clarity about what they 
actually mean in practice . Terms such as “responsibly sourced” or “farm 
fresh” can appear reassuring, but too often consumers are left without a clear 
understanding of how these claims relate to real welfare outcomes for animals. 
This lack of consistency risks undermining public trust and makes it harder 
for consumers to make informed choices about the food they buy.

This report highlights an important point: transparency matters. Consumers 
should be able to understand, quickly and clearly, the production systems 
behind the food they buy. Equally, farmers and producers who are already 
investing in higher welfare standards deserve a fair and level playing field 
that recognises and rewards those efforts.

The evidence presented here also demonstrates that voluntary assurance 
schemes, while valuable, cannot resolve these challenges. Existing schemes play 
an important role in setting standards and supporting compliance, but the 
wider system remains fragmented and inconsistent. The EFRA Committee has 
highlighted that clearer, more consistent method-of-production labelling 
is needed to improve transparency and support higher welfare across the 
sector. The Government therefore has an important role to play in establishing 
mandatory labelling frameworks that are transparent, credible and workable 
across the supply chain , for both domestic and imported products.

This report provides a timely and thoughtful contribution to that discussion . 
Drawing on stakeholder interviews, analysis of assurance schemes, consumer-
facing welfare claims and international examples, it explores the strengths 
and limitations of the current system and considers how clearer and more 
consistent method-of-production labelling could improve transparency, 
strengthen consumer confidence and support continued progress in farm 
animal welfare .

The Rt Hon Alistair Carmichael MP 
Chair of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee

Public concern for farmed animal welfare remains high, and consumers increasingly want to know how the 
animals used to produce their food were raised and slaughtered. However, the UK market currently presents 
consumers with a fragmented landscape of assurance logos, retailer claims, method-of-production (MoP) 
descriptors, and welfare-related marketing language and imagery.

Terms such as “higher welfare”, “outdoor bred”, “responsibly sourced” and “farm assured” often appear without 
clear definition or explanation of how they relate to legal minimum standards, or to one another. Consequently, 
consumers seeking to support higher-welfare farming may struggle to interpret the welfare labels presented on 
supermarket shelves.

This is particularly significant because animal welfare is a credence attribute, meaning that consumers cannot 
verify it at the point of purchase and must instead rely on labels and claims to infer production conditions. Where 
these signals are unclear, misleading or unsubstantiated, consumer choice is undermined, trust is weakened and 
market incentives for welfare improvements are reduced.

Commissioned by FOUR PAWS UK, this report examines the current landscape of animal welfare labelling in the 
UK, focusing on transparency, consumer understanding, welfare outcomes and enforcement. The analysis draws 
on reviews of supermarket labels, comparisons of assurance schemes, stakeholder interviews across the food 
system, and a review of European labelling models and scientific literature.

Key Findings
The UK animal welfare labelling landscape is fragmented, with inconsistent assurance logos, 
retailer claims and undefined welfare-related terminology. 

Consumers must rely on labels and claims to infer production conditions. Unclear or 
misleading welfare claims undermine consumer trust and weaken incentives for higher-
welfare production.

Voluntary assurance schemes provide important standards and auditing systems, but 
coverage across the market remains uneven.

The clearest welfare differences between products are generally linked to production-system 
factors such as housing, stocking density and pasture access.

Evidence from the egg sector demonstrates that clear and universal MoP labelling can 
improve consumer understanding and shift purchasing behaviour. 

Stakeholders broadly support approaches that combine simple production-system labels with 
stronger use of animal-based welfare indicators and cover the whole lifecycle of the animal.  
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Consumers increasingly rely on labelling to 
understand how food is produced. For animal 
products, however, identifying the welfare 
standards under which animals were raised often 
requires navigating a confusing mix of labels, 
marketing claims and assurance schemes. Without 
clear and credible information, consumers who 
wish to support higher-welfare farming may 
struggle to identify products that genuinely reflect 
those values.

Public concern for farmed animal welfare has 
grown steadily. A 2025 FOUR PAWS UK survey 
found that 80% of respondents supported banning 
cages for farmed animals, while two-thirds 
supported ending systems in which animals are 
raised exclusively indoors.1 Similar findings from a 
2023 Eurobarometer survey showed strong public 
support across the EU for higher welfare standards  
and stronger protections for farmed animals.2 

Despite this, purchasing of higher-welfare products has not increased at the same pace. Because animal welfare 
cannot be directly verified at the point of sale, consumers must rely on labels and claims to infer production 
conditions. When these signals are unclear or inconsistent, informed purchasing becomes difficult.

In the UK, welfare information is communicated through a wide range of assurance schemes, retailer-led tiers 
and marketing claims. Although many of these aim to signal higher welfare, it can be difficult for consumers to 
compare products or understand how claims relate to legal minimums.

These challenges have prompted growing policy interest. In 2023, the UK Government consulted on mandatory 
method-of-production (MoP) labelling for pork, poultry and eggs, reflecting recognition that clearer, more 
standardised labelling could improve transparency.3  

Against this backdrop, FOUR 
PAWS UK commissioned this 
report to examine the current 
labelling landscape and assess 
how different approaches 
influence transparency, consumer 
understanding and welfare 
outcomes.

Introduction Animal Welfare Labelling Schemes  
in the UK
Animal welfare information in the UK food market is communicated through a wide range of assurance schemes, 
retailer labels, regional schemes and MoP labels. These schemes vary not only in the welfare standards they require, 
but also in how those standards are presented to consumers.

Welfare claims are often communicated through logos, tiered systems and descriptive marketing language without 
clearly explaining how they compare to legal minimum requirements. As a result, consumers may struggle to 
distinguish between schemes or understand the welfare significance of different claims. The examples shown below 
illustrate the wide range of welfare-related terminology currently visible on UK supermarket shelves and highlight 
the diversity and overlap of welfare signals presented at the point of sale.

As these images show, similar welfare-related phrases appear across retailers and product categories, and are 
often applied to products from animals raised under different husbandry systems. The result is a marketplace in 
which assurance scheme logos, MoP descriptors and retailer-led marketing claims appear alongside one another. 
The presence of both undefined terms and formal certification logos creates a signalling environment in which 
comparability between products is limited.  

Figure 1. Illustrative examples of welfare-related labels and marketing claims used on supermarket animal products. 

Reared with care by 
farmers who share our values

Lamb

Beef
Higher welfare, bought only 
from farmers we know and 
trust, who share our values

Pork
Outdoor bred pork sausages

Chicken
Our chickens are reared on 

trusted British farms & now 
have more space than the 
industry standard to lead 

happier and healthier lives

Reared by our 
trusted farmers

Turkey

Pork
Trusted farmers, 
welfare assured

Duck
M&S duck is reared in small flocks 
in airy straw barns with multigrain 

diet and space to roam

Chicken
Reared to higher welfare 

standards in natural light by 
trusted British farmers

In the UK, welfare information is 
communicated through a wide range of 
assurance schemes, retailer-led tiers and 
marketing claims. Although many of these aim 
to signal higher welfare, it can be difficult for 
consumers to compare products or understand 
how claims relate to legal minimums.

© Adobe Images

Scan the QR code to find our Appendices and see existing labels across all UK retailers for beef, pork, 
lamb, chicken, duck and turkey product’s, alongside detailed score cards for each species assessing 
how animal welfare assurance schemes compare to legislation.
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For many consumers, food labels are the primary source of information about how farmed animals are raised. When 
labels are unclear or misleading, it becomes difficult for shoppers to make informed choices about animal welfare. 
Because welfare cannot be directly observed at the point of purchase, consumers rely on labels and claims to infer 
production conditions. Where those signals are inconsistent or ambiguous, interpretation becomes difficult and 
market incentives for higher welfare weaken.

Consumer concern about animal welfare, alongside growing demand for transparency around farming practices, 
has led to a considerable rise in labels indicating improved husbandry conditions.4 However, this proliferation 
of animal welfare labels has made it increasingly difficult for consumers to understand and compare production 
systems, reducing their effectiveness in encouraging higher-welfare purchasing decisions.1,5,6,7  As shown in Figure 1, 
many claims and labels differ in terminology, credibility and transparency, limiting their ability to provide clear and 
comparable information that consumers can trust.8,9 

Although public concern for animal welfare is increasing, research shows that consumer understanding of animal 
production systems remains limited.10,11,12 This gap between concern and understanding makes welfare labels 
particularly difficult to interpret. Animal welfare in modern livestock systems is technically complex, with outcomes 
shaped by multiple interacting factors that are not visible at the point of sale. Without clear and standardised 
labelling, even engaged consumers may struggle to interpret welfare claims accurately.2,13

“Welfare washing” refers to the use of vague, misleading or unverified claims intended to imply higher welfare 
standards.14 It has emerged in response to growing consumer demand for ethically produced food and weak 
regulation governing welfare-related claims. Often, such claims are not required to meet robust, independently 
verified standards. This can undermine credible labelling initiatives, mislead consumers and reduce incentives for 
producers to implement meaningful welfare improvements.11,15,16,17,18,19

These concerns are reflected in regulatory 
rulings. In 2025, the UK Advertising Standards 
Authority (ASA) ruled against a Red Tractor 
advertisement claiming pigs were “farmed with 
care”, citing “insufficient substantiation” in light of 
pollution incidents on assured farms.20  A Waitrose 
advertising campaign for outdoor bred pork 
was banned in 2010 by the ASA. They concluded 
that the visuals could imply continuous outdoor 
rearing.21 It demonstrated that even retailers who 
voluntarily offer animal welfare standards above 
the legal baseline could face issues in how they 
communicate them to shoppers.

These cases illustrate the importance of ensuring 
that standardised legal definitions determine the 
use of product descriptions, such as ‘outdoor bred’ 
and ‘free range’, to help people make informed 
decisions, regardless of where they choose to shop. 
This would also help distinguish products from 
farmers who go above and beyond on welfare, something 
we want to encourage and reward, as per the success story of eggs.

Similar concerns have also been raised in the context of environmental “greenwashing”, where undefined 
sustainability claims undermine consumer trust.22  

The UK Government’s Proposed Method-
of-Production Welfare Labelling Reform

In March 2024, the UK Government launched the Fairer Food Labelling consultation with the intention of improving 
transparency for consumers regarding the origin and production standards of animal-based food products. This 
consultation reported substantial support for 
mandatory MoP labelling to improve transparency 
and reduce misleading terminology.23 This reflects 
wider UK consumer research showing strong 
support for standardised MoP labelling and 
suggesting that clearer labelling would influence 
purchasing decisions, despite many consumers 
finding existing welfare information difficult to access 
and interpret.24

The Fairer Food labelling proposal has several 
important strengths. It would move beyond the 
current voluntary and inconsistent landscape 
towards a more universal and standardised form 
of disclosure, reducing reliance on selective 
welfare messaging. A mandatory tiered label could 
also improve comparability between products by 
providing a common framework across retailers and 
brands. By applying to products that meet, exceed or  
fall below baseline standards, it could address the current situation in which only some higher-welfare products carry 
visible welfare information. The proposal drew explicitly on the precedent of mandatory egg MoP labelling, which the 
Government associated with increased consumer awareness and the subsequent growth in the market share of free-
range eggs.23 

However, several important questions remain unsolved. These include how clearly the tiers would distinguish 
between legal compliance and genuinely higher welfare, how compliance would be verified and enforced, and how 
equivalent standards for imported 
products would be assessed. In addition, 
the initial exclusion of beef and dairy and 
highly processed products, as well as 
most food service, will leave significant 
parts of the market outside the scope  
of reform. 

The Fairer Food labelling proposal has 
several important strengths. It would 
move beyond the current voluntary and 
inconsistent landscape towards a more 
universal and standardised form of 
disclosure, reducing reliance on selective 
welfare messaging. 

Scan the QR code to find our Appendices and References

© Jo-Anne McArthur / Djurrattsalliansen
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How Animal Welfare Labelling Operates 
in Practice
Semi-structured stakeholder interviews were conducted to explore the effectiveness, limitations and future 
development of animal welfare labelling. Interviewees were selected from across the UK food system, including 
farmers, assurance schemes, certification bodies, retailers, animal welfare scientists, industry representatives and 
civil society organisations.

The purpose of animal welfare labelling is to improve welfare outcomes for animals. Through our interviews, we 
evaluated whether current UK labels effectively communicate welfare conditions, raise welfare standards in practice 
and reflect contemporary animal welfare science. 

Dr Marc Cooper, the Head of Farm Animals at the RSPCA, argued that the impact of labelling depends largely on where 
standards are set, with well-designed schemes being capable of delivering meaningful welfare gains where they exceed 
legal baseline requirements. However, several stakeholders noted that some assurance schemes align closely with 
baseline legislation, meaning that labels may formalise compliance rather than drive substantial welfare improvements. 
A representative of a dairy cooperative similarly acknowledged that assurance schemes have improved compliance 
and consistency, but highlighted “variability in transparency” and clarity across schemes, particularly regarding pasture 
access requirements in dairy systems. Grazing is strongly associated with cattle production in the public imagination, 
and consumers often expect that beef and dairy products come from animals that have spent much of their lives on 
pasture.25, 26 While this expectation is reflected in the standards of organic schemes, as well as RSPCA Assured and 
Pasture for Life, neither Quality Meat Scotland nor Red Tractor require pasture access, illustrating a gap between 
common consumer assumptions and the requirements of some assurance schemes.

Economic pressures were repeatedly cited as a constraint on the welfare impact of labelling. One farmer noted that 
“price pressures” and market access requirements often shape production decisions more than consumer-facing 
labelling. Professor Peter Sandøe from the University of Copenhagen similarly emphasised that welfare labelling 
alone is unlikely to deliver large-scale change where higher welfare depends on consumers paying price premiums, 
particularly during periods of economic pressure. 

Several stakeholders emphasised that animal welfare labels function primarily as signals to consumers rather than 
direct drivers of welfare outcomes. An animal welfare policy expert argued that voluntary logos can “reassure rather 
than transform” where they signal acceptability without shifting low-welfare norms across the wider market. For labels 

to influence welfare outcomes effectively, consumers must be able to differentiate meaningfully between production 
systems and reward higher-welfare standards through their purchasing decisions. A retail stakeholder noted that 
labels inevitably simplify complex information and act as shorthand cues that reassure consumers without requiring 
detailed engagement with welfare standards. Oona Buttafoco, Senior Policy Officer from the Soil Association, identified 
the egg sector as a leading example of welfare change at scale, noting that the proportion of eggs from caged hens has 
“drastically gone down” following sustained shifts in consumer purchasing and retail sourcing. She argued that where 
MoP distinctions are visible and widely adopted, labelling can contribute to measurable system-level change. This view 
was echoed by the British Egg Industry Council (BEIC), whose representatives argued that the clarity and consistency of 
the British Lion Code of Practice have underpinned sustained welfare 
improvements within the egg sector.

Dr Sophie de Graaf from the Dutch Beter Leven (Better 
Life) label similarly emphasised the welfare impacts 
of intermediate tiered labels. She argued that labels 
positioned between legal minimum standards and organic 
production can create viable markets for improved welfare, 
supporting measures such as greater space allowances, 
environmental enrichment, slower-growing breeds and, 
in some cases, outdoor access. Beter Leven also provides 
price premiums that helps farmers transition towards 
higher-welfare systems. One farmer echoed this point 
and said that tiered labelling systems give farmers 
something to evolve towards and support gradual welfare 
improvements.

However, stakeholders also highlighted limitations 
of existing labelling systems. Representatives from 
Compassion in World Farming (CIWF) warned that some labels may influence welfare in “the wrong direction” where 
packaging creates misleading impressions of higher welfare, potentially diverting consumers away from genuinely 
higher-welfare products. They argued that producers investing in higher-welfare indoor systems can struggle to 
communicate those improvements clearly, while lower-welfare products may still benefit from ambiguous marketing 
claims. They also suggested that without a consistent mandatory scheme, on-pack messaging can be a weak guide 
to “the true conditions” animals are reared in, and that marketing can be “deliberately trying to mislead” consumers 
about predominantly indoor production.

Some stakeholders questioned whether consumers should bear primary responsibility for welfare decisions at the 
point of purchase. Dr Annie Rayner, an animal welfare scientist and consultant to agrifood organisations, argued that 
consumers should not have to navigate complex distinctions such as “outdoor bred versus outdoor reared” when buying 
pork. Instead, responsibility for ensuring welfare standards should lie primarily with supply chains and regulation. Dan 
Crossley, Executive Director at the Food Ethics Council, reinforced this concern, arguing that retailers and government 
should provide better default welfare standards rather than placing responsibility primarily on individuals. Oona Buttafoco 
from the Soil Association noted that while awareness of certain labels is high, understanding of what they guarantee is 
often limited, observing that “the conversation hasn’t shifted in the same way as [for] eggs.” Dr Rayner also commented 
that brand recognition does not equate to understanding, and suggested that consumers may recognise organisations 
such as the RSPCA without understanding the specific standards they certify.

Overall, the interviewees agreed that assurance can improve consistency and stabilise compliance. However, the scale of 
welfare improvement depends on how demanding standards are, how effectively they are enforced, and whether welfare 
gains are driven through supply-chain requirements rather than relying primarily on consumer choice. 

© Mark Pell / Unsplash

© Existence / We Animals Media
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Animal welfare labelling schemes derive their credibility not only from the standards they set, but from how those 
standards are monitored, enforced and reported in practice.

Stakeholders interviewed broadly agreed that most established assurance schemes operate structured monitoring and audit 
systems, typically involving periodic farm inspections, documentation checks and, in some cases, risk-based or unannounced 
visits. However, enforcement models vary between schemes. While some processes were described as highly robust, others 
were viewed as more limited. Several stakeholders highlighted the importance of unannounced audits in strengthening 
credibility, although practical constraints, particularly around scale and resources, were acknowledged. Dr Cooper noted that 
resource limitations inevitably restrict how frequently farms can be monitored, observing that auditors cannot be present 
“day in, day out”. Although inspections may increase when concerns arise, oversight remains periodic rather than continuous. 
Professor Rick D’Eath from Scotland’s Rural College (SRUC) similarly described audits as “point-in-time assessments”, which 
limits their ability to capture animals’ day-to-day lived experience.27 

Non-compliance procedures were generally described as graduated according to severity, ranging from requests for 
corrective action to suspension or removal from schemes. A Red Tractor representative noted that farmers typically 
address issues quickly because suspension can have significant commercial consequences. For example, suspended 
farmers may be unable to send livestock to their usual abattoir as assured, or may lose milk collection arrangements, 
creating substantial financial and logistical pressures. Farmers interviewed confirmed that the commercial risks 
provide strong incentives for rapid corrective action, even where non-conformities are minor or administrative. As a 
result, scheme representatives reported that serious non-compliance is relatively uncommon, with most issues being 
resolved before escalation is required.

While stakeholders generally described formal audit systems as structured and systematic, views diverged more 
sharply regarding the transparency and public visibility of enforcement outcomes. Several interviewees noted that much 
compliance activity occurs internally, with limited publication of audit findings or non-compliance data. Dan Crossley 
of the Food Ethics Council emphasised that the credibility of enforcement depends not only on inspection frequency 
but also on the degree to which schemes are publicly accountable for their findings. A representative from the dairy 
sector highlighted limited transparency surrounding certain scheme derogations. They noted that around 15 tethering 
derogations remained in place within the dairy sector, despite widespread public assumption that tethering is banned in 
the UK. They argued that the existence and use of these derogations are not always clearly communicated, creating a 
gap between public perception and how schemes operate in practice. 

Craig Lewis, from the European Forum of Farm Animal Breeders, emphasised that welfare labels must demonstrate 
clear alignment between welfare claims and on-farm delivery if consumer confidence is to be maintained. Several 
stakeholders also referred to recent exposés involving accredited farms, warning that such incidents can undermine 
public trust in assurance schemes and welfare labelling more broadly.

Overall, the interviewees described assurance systems as operationally credible but necessarily selective, relying on periodic 
verification, risk-based escalation and commercial incentives rather than continuous oversight to secure compliance. 

Voluntary assurance and labelling schemes were widely viewed as valuable infrastructure for setting auditable 
standards and maintaining baseline compliance. However, stakeholders repeatedly identified structural constraints 
that limit the ability of voluntary systems to deliver consistent, sector-wide welfare change.

This report assessed voluntary assurance schemes across major farmed species and found that they have limited 
capacity to signal meaningful differences in animal welfare. Although many such schemes encourage incremental 
improvements in production systems and management practices, welfare gains are often narrower than consumers 
might expect from products marketed as “higher welfare”. In poultry systems in particular, exceedance of the 
legislative baseline varies considerably across welfare indicators (Appendices 1–3), highlighting inconsistency within 
and between schemes.

This is significant because effective welfare labelling depends on clear terminology, transparent standards and 
credible governance.1,3,5,12,28 Research shows that without these elements, labels struggle to support informed 
purchasing or create meaningful incentives for higher-welfare production. Consumers also report difficulty accessing 
and interpreting existing welfare information.

The UK Government’s Fairer Food Labelling consultation 
reported substantial support for mandatory MoP 
labelling to improve transparency and reduce 
misleading terminology.23 Similarly, a 2025 FOUR 
PAWS UK survey found that almost 80% of 
respondents supported mandatory MoP labelling 
on all animal products sold in supermarkets,1 
higher than the 66% reported in a 2024 
CIWF poll.29 Likewise, wider UK research 
shows strong support for clearer and more 
standardised MoP labelling and suggests that 
clearer labelling would influence purchasing 
decisions.24

A central concern of our interviewees was that 
the voluntary nature of schemes creates uneven 
coverage and durability. Several stakeholders 
emphasised that schemes can influence welfare 
only where participation is widespread and sustained. 
Representatives from Red Tractor described assurance 
as formally voluntary but, in practice, often necessary for 
market access, as many producers must be assured to supply 
major processors and retailers. Retail stakeholders similarly described 
assurance schemes as functioning as a de facto baseline requirement within supply chains.

Scheme representatives viewed this high participation as a strength. Red Tractor representatives highlighted 
substantial uptake across sectors such as dairy, pigs and chickens, arguing that changes to standards therefore affect 
most UK producers. Other stakeholders, however, stressed that where participation remains genuinely optional, 
higher welfare can remain confined to niche or premium markets. As one stakeholder observed, voluntary schemes 
can “create a place” for higher-welfare farmers without necessarily raising standards across the wider market. Dan 
Crossley of the Food Ethics Council similarly cautioned that voluntary approaches are “arguably better than nothing” 

Enforcement, Monitoring and Reporting Structural Limits of Voluntary Schemes

Almost

of respondents supported 
mandatory MoP labelling 

on all animal products 
sold in supermarkets1

CASE STUDY: Waitrose animal welfare labelling scheme
Waitrose introduced its own animal welfare label alongside delivering the Better Chicken 
Commitment across all own‑label chicken. Years of planning, supplier partnerships and 
investment meant higher‑welfare standards such as lower stocking densities, enrichments and 
slower‑growing breeds, were already in place. The new label helped customers understand 
welfare criteria and supported farmers raising birds to higher standards. Strong communication 
and clear labelling drove customer trust and sales, demonstrating that transparency enables 
workable, scalable welfare improvements.
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but insufficient to guarantee population-level change, particularly where businesses quietly step back from their 
commitments.

Stakeholders also identified gaps in scheme coverage. Professor Frank Tuyttens, an animal welfare scientist, noted 
that assurance does not always extend consistently across breeding, transport and slaughter, meaning that only 
parts of the production lifecycle may fall within scheme oversight. Concerns were also raised regarding food service 
and other out-of-home sectors, where procurement systems and welfare labelling are often less developed than 
in mainstream retail. Processed products were repeatedly described as a loophole. One retailer representative 
noted that as products become more complex, welfare information becomes diluted and consumers are less likely 
to scrutinise claims. Consequently, lower-welfare ingredients may become concentrated in processed or composite 
products for which welfare information is absent or less visible.

One farmer also raised concerns about imported products produced under different welfare standards entering UK 
supply chains. They argued that consumers often assume products are local or produced to UK-equivalent standards, 
but imported meat may in fact be produced under less stringent systems, weakening the relationship between 
domestic assurance schemes and overall welfare outcomes. 

Economic pressures were consistently identified as a major constraint on voluntary welfare improvements, 
particularly in the context of the cost-of-living crisis. Representatives from Red Tractor questioned whether more 
granular welfare tiering would substantially influence purchasing behaviour, arguing that affordability pressures and 
limited consumer engagement with detailed welfare information restrict the commercial viability of higher-welfare 
tiers. Professor Sandøe similarly emphasised that higher-welfare purchasing is sensitive to economic conditions, 

noting that “in times of crisis and uncertainty, people tend to back down and just buy cheaper food”. Several 
interviewees referred to the gap between consumers’ stated support for higher welfare and their actual purchasing 
behaviour. As one farmer commented, consumers may express concern for welfare, but “when push comes to shove, 
it’s the cheapest”. Dr Cooper framed progress as cumulative, with schemes being designed to “incrementally increase 
standards” while maintaining commercial viability.

Competition from imported products 
was also highlighted as a major 
challenge. Without regulatory alignment 
or import equivalence, lower-cost 
imports produced to different welfare 
standards can undercut domestic 
higher-welfare systems, reducing 
incentives for domestic producers to 
exceed baseline requirements. BEIC 
representatives noted that without 
country-of-origin and production system 
labelling of ingredients, consumers 
cannot determine the welfare status 
or provenance of animal products in 
processed foods. Producer organisations, 
including the National Farmers’ Union 
and Scotland Food & Drink, argued 
that labelling requirements should 
apply equally to imported products to 
avoid disadvantaging domestic farmers 
operating under higher regulatory 
standards.23,30,31 Animal welfare organisations also 
advocated for consistent disclosure across domestic and imported products to ensure transparency for consumers 
and prevent lower-welfare imports entering the market without equivalent labelling requirements.23,32 

Several stakeholders also emphasised that voluntary schemes remain constrained by commercial realities. 
Standards must be practical, auditable and economically viable at scale. While these requirements support 
enforceability, they can also limit 
ambition, as schemes cannot move 
substantially beyond what producers 
can realistically implement without 
risking participation. Although 
schemes described suspension 
and revocation procedures, some 
interviewees argued that limited public transparency around non-compliance weakens external scrutiny. An 
assurance insider suggested that inspectors may face subtle pressures not to fail producers where enforcement 
decisions carry significant commercial consequences. 

Overall, stakeholders agreed that voluntary assurance systems can deliver meaningful welfare improvements where 
participation is widespread and supply chains are closely coordinated. However, uneven participation, economic 
pressures, import competition, and gaps in product and lifecycle coverage limit the ability of voluntary schemes to 
raise welfare standards consistently across the market.

 

... consumers often assume products are local 
or produced to UK-equivalent standards, 
but imported meat may in fact be produced 
under less stringent systems ...

© Juho Kerola / HIDDEN / We Animals Media
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Conditions for Workable Mandatory 
Animal Welfare Labelling 

... the overall consensus was that the key 
factor is not just introducing a label ,  
but having strong governance in place 
around it.

Tiered animal welfare labels are often presented as a pragmatic way to improve welfare within competitive markets. 
By offering graded levels above the legal minimum, they aim to broaden consumer participation beyond niche 
premium markets and provide farmers with a pathway for incremental improvement. Research suggests that where 
each tier corresponds to distinct husbandry standards, multi-tiered labels can improve consumer differentiation 
between products and increase willingness to pay for higher-welfare options, compared with simpler binary labels.4,33 

These dynamics are reflected in 
existing European schemes. Denmark’s 
government-owned Bedre Dyrevelfærd 
(Better Animal Welfare) label, introduced 
in 2017, uses a three-tier “heart” system 
to identify products exceeding Danish 
legal minimum standards.34 Similarly, the 
Dutch Beter Leven label, developed by the 
Dutch Society for the Protection of Animals, 
applies a three-star system based on 
welfare conditions.35 Since its introduction 
in 2007, Beter Leven has achieved 
substantial uptake across Dutch retail 
supply chains, with many supermarkets 
committing to selling products meeting at 
least the lower tiers of the scheme.36 

A common feature of these systems is 
the exceedance principle, whereby only 
production systems going beyond legal 
minimum standards qualify for labelling. 
This is intended to help consumers associate labels with higher-welfare production. However, some argue that 
exceedance-only labelling can also create ambiguity.9 Products produced to minimum legal standards remain 
unlabelled, meaning that the absence of a label does not necessarily indicate lower welfare to consumers. As a result, 
lower-welfare products may remain indistinguishable within the wider market, limiting overall transparency.5,37 

Despite their strengths, voluntary tiered systems also face structural limitations. Participation is not universal, 
meaning that consumers cannot easily compare welfare standards across all products within a category. 
Nevertheless, these European models highlight several considerations for UK policy. State-backed frameworks, such 
as the Danish scheme, may improve harmonisation and reduce label fragmentation, while NGO-led systems such as 
Beter Leven demonstrate how retailer participation can embed welfare standards across supply chains.

At the same time, developments in animal welfare science increasingly recognise the importance of animals’ mental 
states and positive experiences, frequently represented by the Five Domains.38,39,40 However, practical tools for 
measuring these outcomes remain limited. Consequently, welfare assessment often focuses on easily measurable 
physical harms such as lesions, mortality or disease, and this can also explain why welfare labelling systems rely on 
structural indicators, such as housing or management conditions, rather than direct welfare outcomes. One example 
is MoP labelling, which distinguishes products according to the system in which animals are kept, such as cage, 
indoor, free-range or extensive systems.

Models for Labelling 

When interviewees were asked what would be required for mandatory animal welfare labelling to work, the overall 
consensus was that the key factor is not just introducing a label, but having strong governance in place around it. 

Stakeholders emphasised the importance of a clear policy objective and a coherent government strategy. Labelling 
alone was considered insufficient to achieve meaningful welfare improvements if used solely as a consumer 
information tool. Instead, stakeholders argued that it should form part of a broader food policy framework with clearly 
defined aims, such as improving transparency, raising baseline welfare standards or incentivising higher-welfare 
production systems. Collaboration across 
the supply chain, including farmers, 
processors, retailers, veterinarians, 
certification bodies and NGOs, was also 
considered important. 

Many stakeholders felt that any 
mandatory label must be simple and clear for consumers, with MoP labelling widely viewed as the most intuitive 
approach. Labels based on clearly defined production systems were considered easier to interpret than complex 
welfare scoring systems. Stakeholders also stressed the importance of integrating any mandatory scheme with 
existing assurance infrastructure, including certification schemes, auditing systems and supply-chain verification 
processes, in order to reduce duplication and administrative burdens.

Importantly, many interviewees argued that mandatory welfare labelling would be effective only if comparable 
requirements applied to imported products. Without import equivalence, domestic producers could face higher 
compliance costs while competing against products produced to lower welfare standards. Several stakeholders also 
emphasised the need to include processed foods and food service channels to ensure comprehensive market coverage.

Stakeholders highlighted that any system would require clear, auditable standards, realistic enforcement 
arrangements, and adequate resourcing to ensure effective implementation.

© Fotolia / Jolanta Mayerberg
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Figure 2 shows the UK Government’s example of a tiered MoP label presented in the Fairer Food Labelling 
consultation, showing a traffic light system from green to red and numbers 1 to 5. It includes illustrations 
representing the MoP, indicating highest welfare to lowest welfare, and space for an assurance scheme logo if 
applicable. While there are some amendments we feel need to be made, such as changing the fourth tier from purple 
to orange, this example would enable consumers to easily distinguish between higher- and lower-welfare animal 
products, and allow them to make a more informed choice about the food they eat.

Clearer labelling can strengthen incentives for producers to adopt higher-welfare practices by enabling retailers and 
consumers to distinguish products according to their production methods. As a consequence, the UK Government’s 
impact assessment for MoP labelling proposes that even relatively modest shifts in consumer demand could 
translate into changes in production practices over time.41 Given the scale of UK animal production, such changes 
could have a meaningful impact on the lives and welfare of millions of farmed animals by encouraging systems that 
provide better housing, greater behavioural opportunities and improved living conditions.

Figure 2. The Government’s example of a MoP label, as 
show in the Fairer Food Labelling consultation. 

The stakeholder perspectives and evidence outlined in this report suggest that mandatory welfare labelling can 
function effectively only when embedded within a broader governance framework that ensures clarity for consumers 
while remaining workable for producers and supply chains. Reform will therefore require clear policy objectives and 
coordination across the food supply chain, including farmers, processors, retailers, certification schemes and NGOs. 

Ensure assurance schemes are robust and secure legislative change 
Stakeholders highlighted that existing assurance schemes play an important role in maintaining welfare 
standards, monitoring compliance and supporting governance across much of UK production. However, 
many schemes provide only limited welfare uplift beyond baseline legal requirements, and standards and 
transparency vary considerably between schemes. Existing assurance systems therefore require continued 
improvement to ensure they deliver meaningful and measurable welfare gains for animals. Nevertheless, 
stronger statutory welfare protections, including improvements to baseline MoP standards for farmed 
animals, would reduce reliance on assurance schemes to differentiate minimum acceptable welfare 
conditions. Future policy should therefore build on existing assurance infrastructure while also driving 
higher legal standards and clearer welfare outcomes across the sector. Given the evidence presented in 
this report, FOUR PAWS UK recommends that the Government strengthens baseline welfare legislation 
while supporting the development of MoP labels and ensuring harmonisation of assurance schemes that 
demonstrably exceed baseline standards.

Improve clarity and consistency in welfare labelling
In the absence of a unified legal framework for welfare labelling, the current landscape includes numerous 
assurance logos, retailer claims and welfare-related descriptors, many of which differ in meaning and 
standards. Although voluntary schemes provide consumers with welfare-related information, research 
shows that consumers remain unclear about what many of the labels represent in practice. Reform should 
therefore improve the clarity, consistency and comparability of welfare information, alongside stronger 
rules governing welfare-related claims, terminology and imagery. FOUR PAWS UK believes the Government 
must introduce clearer and more enforceable rules around animal welfare claims to ensure consumers are 
not misled and can make informed purchasing decisions.

Introduce a clear MoP identifier to improve consumer transparency
Consumers require a simple and accessible signal indicating, at a glance, the likely welfare conditions 
animals experienced during production. Although MoP labels do not provide a complete measure of 
welfare, they offer a clear indication of housing and management systems and the extent to which these 
support behavioural and welfare needs. The success of MoP labelling in the shell egg sector demonstrates 
its potential to improve consumer transparency and influence purchasing behaviour. Given the evidence 
reviewed in this report, FOUR PAWS UK recommends the introduction of mandatory MoP labelling across 
all major animal products sold in the UK.

Recommendations

1

2

3

© Unsplash / Judith Prins
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Incorporate welfare outcomes into future frameworks
While MoP labelling provides a useful starting point for improving welfare transparency, stakeholders 
emphasised that it should be complemented by stronger welfare outcome measures. Future frameworks 
should incorporate validated animal-based indicators capable of assessing welfare outcomes directly 
across all stages of production, including transport and slaughter, where significant welfare risks may 
occur. FOUR PAWS UK believes the Government should ensure that future labelling frameworks combine 
clear production-system information with robust welfare outcome measures to support genuine welfare 
improvements for animals.

Ensure consistent application of a future welfare labelling framework across 
the market
To provide meaningful transparency and avoid market distortions, any future framework should 
apply consistently across production systems, processed foods, imports and food service channels. 
Without import equivalence and comprehensive coverage, higher-welfare UK producers risk being 
undercut by imported products produced to lower standards. Future frameworks should also build on 
existing assurance and auditing infrastructure where appropriate to minimise duplication and support 
practical implementation. FOUR PAWS UK therefore recommends that any mandatory welfare labelling 
framework applies consistently across the whole market and is underpinned by equivalent standards 
for imported products.

4

5

The introduction of mandatory animal welfare labelling has the potential to improve transparency 
across the food system and enable consumers to make more informed purchasing decisions. Public 
concern for farmed animal welfare remains consistently high, yet the current fragmented landscape 
of welfare-related claims, labels and imagery often overcomplicates the issue, erodes trust, and 
leaves consumers uncertain about the value of paying more for higher-welfare products. In some 
cases, genuinely higher-welfare products may also be undermined by lower-welfare products using 
ambiguous or misleading marketing terms.

Providing consumers with clearer information on production systems and welfare conditions would 
help them make purchasing choices more confidently. As demonstrated in the shell egg sector, 
clearer MoP labelling can also encourage shifts away from caged and other intensive systems with 
limited welfare potential.

A mandatory label outlining the housing system in which animals are kept, complemented by 
validated indicators and practical welfare indicators, could provide consumers with clearer and more 
consistent welfare information. It could also support farmers already investing in higher welfare 
standards by creating a more level playing field and reducing the impact of misleading welfare-
related claims.

The publication of the UK Government’s recent Animal Welfare Strategy represents an important 
opportunity to move this agenda forward. The strategy acknowledges the importance of transparency 
and consumer information in driving higher welfare standards, including through improved 
labelling. However, despite long-standing public support, cross-party political support and previous 
government consultations on MoP labelling, meaningful legislative progress has yet to follow.

This report demonstrates that the case for reform is clear. Consumers want transparent and 
consistent welfare information, farmers need a fair and credible system that rewards higher 
standards, and animals stand to benefit from production systems that better support their welfare 
needs. The Government must now go beyond consultation and deliver meaningful action on its 
commitment to work with stakeholders to improve animal welfare labelling, including bringing 
forward legislation for mandatory MoP labelling. Any future framework should apply consistently 
across domestic and imported products, processed foods and food service sectors, while integrating 
robust assurance, enforcement and welfare outcome measures.

Overall, a clearer and more consistent welfare labelling framework represents an opportunity 
to better align consumer expectations, farming practices and policy objectives while supporting 
continued improvements in farmed animal welfare standards across the UK food system. 

Conclusion

© Xxxxxxxxxxxxx
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