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Consumer perception of pig meat
production

Animal welfare is an increasingly important factor in the purchasing decisions of consumers (Napolitano et al.,
2010), sustained despite the prevailing recession (IGD, 2011). Recent surveys indicated almost half of UK
consumers surveyed rated animal welfare as either ‘very important’ or ‘extremely important’ (IGD, 2011), whilst
76% (Defra, 2011) and 85% (Clonan et al., 2010) rated welfare as ‘an important’ issue. In fact, farm animal welfare
was rated the single most important sustainability related food issue for British consumers (IGD, 2011; Defra,
2011), above health or safety concerns. Over 70% of U.S citizens surveyed also reported ‘concern’ for farm animal
welfare (Norwood and Lusk, 2011a). Pigs were identified amongst the three animal systems most in need of
animal welfare improvements by EU citizens (European Commission, 2005).

A previous study assessing public attitudes towards pig welfare in the UK (Holloway et al., 1999), showed a
general lack of knowledge of pig production, with predominant and concurrent attitudes around efficiency of
production and pig welfare. Eighty percent of respondents were prepared to pay more for bacon from alternative
systems (indoor straw-court / outdoor bred / outdoor bred and fattened), equating to 30.5% of the price of a
pack of bacon at that time. More recently, the RSPCA (2010) reported an increased spend of 64% on Freedom
Food pre-packed pork products, compared with the previous year, reflecting increasing consumer demand. At the
start of 2012, 80% of French survey respondents declared their concern with the way pigs are farmed in intensive
systems and 21% were prepared to pay more for higher welfare pig meat (Ifop, 2012).

Consumer attitudes to housing conditions

Animal living conditions, particularly free-range systems and outdoor access, were valued ‘very highly’ by
consumers (Norwood and Lusk, 2011b; Lagerkvist et al., 2006 and Verbeke et al., 2010). A survey by Norwood and
Lusk (2011b) specifically designed to result in ‘rational formation of preference’; indicated U.S. consumers were
willing to pay almost twice as much for their meat when pigs were reared in open barns, pasture and organic
systems. The negative impact of outdoor rearing on piglet survival was considered to be outweighed by the
benefits of pasture access for piglets and sows (Norwood and Lusk, 2011b).

Outdoor access and litter bedding were more highly valued by consumers than any quality or health attributes of
the meat (Verbeke et al., 2010). Units with fewer than 100 sows were viewed positively whilst units with more
than 800 sows were viewed negatively; fully slatted flooring resulted in the strongest negative evaluation of pork
production (Verbeke et al., 2010).

Swedish consumers were ‘strongly opposed’ to the ‘fixation’ (confinement) of sows (Lagerkvist et al., 2006),
whilst more space and group housing were preferred over confinement and individual penning (Meuwissen et al.,
2007). EU legislation enforcing the partial ban on the use of sow stalls (gestation crates) will come into force in
2013, whilst increasing global consumer awareness of the negative welfare impact of sow stalls is advancing their
phase-out. The Australian pig industry is implementing a voluntary phase out of the system by 2017 (Australian
Pork, 2010), whilst in the U.S, the largest pork producer Smithfield Food (supplying McDonalds and several
retailers), is also phasing out sow stalls (Van Sickle, 2011) and several states have voted to ban the practice
altogether (Tonsor et al., 2009; Prickett et al., 2010).

Consumer attitudes to mutilations

Castration of male pigs is used to mitigate the negative effects of boar taint. Consumers expressed concern over
the pain and stress of surgical castration and overall favour the use of immunocastration in a ‘willingness to pay’
exercise (Lagerkvist et al 2006). Immunocastration did not present itself as a problem for Belgian consumer
acceptance (Vanhonacker et al., 2009). The quality of meat from immunocastrates was no different to that of
meat from either females or castrated males (Gispert et al., 2010; Morales et al., 2010) and there was better
consumer acceptance of meat from immunocastrates than entire males (Font i Furnols et al., 2008). Consumers
were also concerned about the practice of tail docking, but also about tail biting where tails were left intact
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(Largerkvist et al, 2010), demonstrating the need for appropriate housing, environmental conditions and suitable
contingency plans for tail biting, where tail docking is not practiced.

Quality, safety and animal welfare

Organic and free-range logos increase consumer expectation of quality and healthiness (Bredahl and Scholderer,
2004; Scholderer et al., 2004) and consumers often perceive meat produced in outdoor systems as safer and
more nutritious (Edwards, 2005). Eighty five percent of German pork consumers said they considered organic
production to be an important indicator of product safety (Becker et al., 2000), whilst extensive free-range
production systems were also considered to positively affect meat quality when compared to intensive
production; factors such as confinement, lower space allowances and poor treatment of the live pigs were
thought to negatively influence quality (Bredahl and Poulsen, 2002).
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