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ABSTRACT 

Social acceptance of livestock farming has been declining in recent years. Especially the husbandry 
conditions of pigs are controversially discussed in society, industry and politics. We conducted an 
exploratory cross-national study (Poland, Italy, Japan and South Korea) to provide insights into consumer 
attitudes, preferences and possible willingness to pay for pork, considering the influence and importance 
of pork purchasing criteria, the country of origin and animal welfare. Five online focus groups took place 
in each study country and were analysed using a qualitative content analysis. Consumer knowledge of 
animal welfare differed in European and Asian countries, although it was limited overall. Regarding pork 
purchasing habits, all participants emphasized that freshness, appearance, quality, country of origin and 
price were important. Nevertheless, almost all participants linked higher animal welfare standards with 
higher meat quality and therefore saw a personal benefit. In all countries, there is a need to increase 
awareness on the subject of animal welfare by developing specific infomational campaigns. 

Keywords: Animal welfare; purchasing criteria; cross-national study; pork. 
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1 Introduction 

Pork consumption is very high in many countries all over the world. But since 2007, pork has been replaced by 
poultry meat as the most important type of meat (OECD, 2022). In most European countries, the per -capita 
consumption of pork has been stagnating or even declining in the last decade due to ethical concerns such as 
animal welfare and environmental or health-related aspects (Clune et al., 2017). For example, Polish consumers 
decreased their pork consumption by 6.2% (−3.4 kg) and Italian consumers by 0.8% (−0.3 kg) in the stated period 
(AMI, 2007–2020). In contrast, in some Asian countries, pork consumption increased between 2008 and 2018. For 
example, in Japan and South Korea, an increase of 9.7% (+1.4 kg) and 46.6% (+8.9 kg) was observed (MJ 
International, 2020; OECD, 2022). Given that none of these countries is 100% self -sufficient, Italy, Poland, Japan 
and South Korea rely on pork imports (AMI, 2020). Italy imported 891,920 tons of “meat of swine, fresh, chilled or 
frozen” in 2020, and Poland imported 565,331 tons. At the same time, Japan imported 891,825 tons and South 
Korea 417,778 tons of “meat of swine, fresh, chilled or frozen” (UN Comtrade, 2022). In contrast, Germany has a 
self-sufficiency rate of 120% and exported about 2.9 million tons of pork in 2018 (AMI, 2020). 

Although data show that pork consumption is still very important in the human diet, livestock farming is discussed 
controversially in many European countries (Vanhonacker et al., 2009; Kayser et al., 2012; Wildraut et al., 2015; 
Weible et al., 2016; Font-i-Furnols et al., 2019; Alonso et al., 2020). According to the EU Barometer, 94% of 
Europeans believe that the protection of farmed animals is important or rather very important. Specifically, 94% 
of Italian participants answered that the protection of farm animals is important, whereas only 86% of Polish 
respondents rated this aspect as important (European Commission, 2016; Grunert et al., 2018). Of all livestock 
species, pig farming is discussed particularly critically in politics, society, science and industry. Therefore, ethical 
aspects play an increasingly important role in terms of livestock farming. In this context, the demands for better 
husbandry conditions become louder and include outdoor access for pigs as well as more space  in the barn and 
more manipulable material (Kayser et al., 2012; Weible et al., 2016; Ermann et al., 2017; von Meyer -Höfer, 2019; 
Schütz et al., 2020). Furthermore, topics such as tail docking, castration without anaesthesia and teeth grinding or 
(prophylactic) use of antibiotics are subjects of concern (Vanhonacker and Verbeke, 2011; Hartmann et al., 2014; 
Busch et al., 2020; Tomasevic et al., 2020). Nevertheless, increasing animal welfare requires a restructuring of 
livestock farming. This implies higher production costs for the farmers and finally leads to higher consumer prices 
(Weiß, 2013; Spandau, 2015; Deblitz et al., 2021). Therefore, especially in Germany, farmers are afraid of losing 
their competitiveness in international trade.  

In Germany, the government currently discusses the implementation of a uniform animal welfare label. 
Additionally, a group of experts has recommended ways to transform livestock farming towards more animal -
friendly production systems. This group has also suggested potential financing possibilities to support farmers in 
this transformation process (BMEL, 2020). In other European countries, such as Denmark or the Netherlands, 
successful animal welfare labelling systems are already in place (Danish Veterinary and Food Administra tion, 2022; 
SPA, 2022). 

Many studies deal with the attitude and perception of European consumers towards animal welfare (Frewer et al., 
2005; Martelli, 2009; Vecchio and Annunziata, 2012; Hartmann et al., 2014; Di Pasquale et al., 2016; Brümmer et 
al., 2018; Grunert et al., 2018; Rovers et al., 2018; Pejman et al., 2019; Christoph-Schulz and Rovers, 2020; Cornish 
et al., 2020). In Asia, however, the topic of animal welfare is of little relevance at this stage, which becomes 
apparent by the limited available literature (Washio et al., 2019). Nevertheless, to our knowledge, only few studies 
have been conducted on the relevance of animal welfare, consumption habits and meat demand in the respective 
study countries, especially in Japan and South Korea. To close this research gap, we conducted an explorative 
cross-national study (Poland, Italy, Japan and South Korea) to assess important purchasing criteria for pork and to 
analyse the relevance of animal welfare and the country of origin in different nations. Germa ny, Poland and Italy 
were chosen as the most important pork-importing countries within the EU, whereas Japan and South Korea were 
chosen as important third-country markets for European pork. Japan is one of the largest importers in the world, 
and the pork consumption increased over the last decades both in Japan and South Korea (OECD, 2022). 
Additionally, South Korea opened its markets with several free trade agreements. As a result, various types of cuts 
are marketed on the South Korean pork market today (Derstappen et al., 2021). All in all, pork is the most 
important type of meat in all four study countries. 

The aim of this study is to get first insights into consumers’ attitudes, preferences and possible willingness to pay 
for pork in general and German pork produced with higher animal welfare standards in particular in the different 
study countries, considering the influence and importance of the country of origin and animal welfare. We aim to 
answer the following research questions: 
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(1) What consumer preferences can be observed in the study countries in relation to pork?  

(2) What are important purchasing criteria when buying pork? 

(3) How do consumers in different countries perceive animal welfare as a purchasing factor and what is the 
relevance of animal welfare for them? 

(4) How important is the country of origin when purchasing pork?  

(5) Is there a willingness to pay a premium price for pork produced under higher animal welfare standards?  

The results and the deriving implications of the presented study are part of a com plex overarching question that 
aims to estimate the export potential for German pork produced under higher animal welfare standards. Against 
this background, the presented results provide first indications that need to be examined more closely in the 
further research process and will help to understand the effects of higher animal welfare standards on the future 
position of German pork production on the international market.  

In section two of this paper, the method is described in more detail, followed by a  presentation of the focus group 
results. Finally, a discussion leads to concluding remarks and limitations of this study.  

2 Method 

To get an overview of consumer attitudes and their perception on meat purchasing criteria, consumption habits 
as well as the relevance of animal welfare, we chose the approach of qualitative research, particularly focus 
groups. By interacting with each other, participants of focus groups present their opinions and spontaneous 
reactions to a given topic. The overall aim of focus groups is to get various opinions from different people on one 
topic. Usually, a focus group consists of six to ten participants and a moderator (Wilson, 1997; Flick et al., 2007; 
Finch et al., 2013). 

During our research we had to adapt the methodology of focus groups due to Covid-19 and the associated 
worldwide contact restrictions. Thus, we decided to conduct online focus groups in the respective study countries. 
Five focus groups in each study country were carried out between July and August 2021. To ge t a wide range of 
various opinions, three different regions were determined in the study countries. Each group consisted of six 
participants, and the focus groups lasted 110 minutes on average. The main categories of the guideline were 
defined as follows: purchasing and consumption habits, relevance of labels, importance of animal welfare, 
information on animal welfare and impact of this information on the perception of animal welfare involving a 
possible willingness to pay an additional price. Besides open questions, the guideline contained a section where 
participants had to share their opinion on different statements. Additionally, the moderator provided some 
information on the topic animal welfare, including a short definition based on the ‘Five Freedoms ’ (OIE, 2022) as 
well as some information about higher animal welfare standards (Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1. Information on animal welfare. 
Source: own compilation based on the guideline of the focus groups 
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The guideline for the focus groups in Japan and South Korea had a few different questions and a different order 
of the questions with respect to animal welfare compared to the European guideline. Therefore, the focus was 
often on the aspect quality instead of animal welfare and, as a consequence, most questions with regard to animal 
welfare were asked after the informational input due to the limited relevance of this topic in the Asian study 
countries. This was a conscious decision since previous expert interviews by Derstappen et al. (2021) had shown 
that the knowledge and interest in animal welfare differs between the countries.  

As the focus groups were conducted in different regions, each country had its own native moderator who 
moderated all five focus groups in the respective study country. To ensure that the discussions were conducted in 
a comparable manner, the moderators received intensive training in advance. Specifically, the authors discussed 
the guideline question by question with each moderator and clarified important points in the guideline. During 
the focus groups, the authors were present all the time to give the moderators hints on certain questions or to 
indicate that the moderator should focus more on a particular question. Moreover, the mod erators received 
additional information about the questions to prepare for the focus groups. Before the actual focus groups were 
conducted, the guideline was pretested with a focus group.  

Participants with a background in agriculture or market analysis were excluded, as well as consumers working in 
the following fields: nutrition science, agriculture, marketing or consumer research, psychology and sociology. This 
was done to ensure that no quasi-experts on the research topic or method were included. To acquire heterogenous 
groups, quotas were set in terms of age (between 20 and 70 years old), gender (mixed 50:50 or at least 33% and 
at most 66% female and male) and employment (at least 33% and at most 66% employed full or part -time). 
Furthermore, all participants had to regularly consume or purchase pork and had to be citizens of the respective 
country. According to the quotas, all participants were recruited by a market research institute. The online focus 
groups were conducted via Zoom and were documented via audio as well as video. Afterwards, the discussions 
were transcribed and at the same time translated into English. The methodology of a content analysis by Mayring 
was used to analyse the transcripts (Mayring, 2015). Therefore, the codes were first forme d deductively and then 
supplemented by inductively formed codes. Since the coding guide was verified by another person throughout the 
qualitative content analysis, we could guarantee that the system would be transferable to third parties. Finally, 
the results were interpreted step by step by a summarizing content analysis (Mayring, 2015).  

3 Results 

Based on the guideline, this chapter is categorized into four sub-categories: purchasing criteria and consumption 
habits, importance of animal welfare, relevance of country of origin and willingness to pay. 

3.1 Purchasing criteria and consumption habits 

During the focus groups, many purchasing criteria were mentioned and explained by the participants. These 
criteria are summarized in Table 1. Here, only the most important purchasing criteria are described in more detail. 
Most participants declared the aspects freshness, appearance (colour or fat content) and quality as the main 
purchasing criteria for meat. While Japanese consumers preferred a clean red colour, Pol ish consumers favoured 
pink meat. The freshness of meat was the most important aspect in all study countries. South Korean consumers, 
for example, verify the freshness by closely examining the slaughter date. An Italian participant clarified that 
freshness stands for quality. 

’Regarding the preparation or the purchase of pork, the most important aspects for me are freshness, which 
stands for quality, because a fresh product is a quality product.’ (Italy)  

The next most important purchasing criteria mentioned were price and origin of the meat. Both aspects were 
discussed approximately in the same frequency. In terms of the country of origin, all participants in Japan, South 
Korea and Italy preferred domestically produced pork over imported pork. In this contex t, especially the Japanese 
consumers indicated that they preferred domestic pork to ensure they bought safe products or to support local 
production. In addition, Japanese consumers frequently associated a bad smell with imported meat.  

‘I also want to support this concept of locally produced, locally consumed.’ (Japan)  

‘Japanese pork is always clean. That's what I think in comparison with an overseas supermarket. Japanese pork 
has less smell. There is a lot of smelly pork sold in an overseas supermarket. Jap anese pork never smells.’ (Japan) 

According to Italians, the meat should at least come from Europe. In contrast, the country of origin seemed to play 
only a minor role for Polish participants. Either they did not care about the origin and looked more on th e price or 
appearance of the product, or they were not able to determine the origin and assumed they always buy Polish 
pork. Polish consumers seemed to be very affected by the price. In the other countries, the price was named as 
one of the most important criteria as well.  
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Therefore, Italian consumers tried to find the right balance between quality and price.  

‘I’ve never asked the sales assistant at the meat store where it’s from, only if it’s fresh. But generally, if it looks 
good and has a good price, it doesn’t really matter to me if it’s Polish or not.’ (Poland)  

‘I don’t care about this. I look for appearance, price and flavour. If it’s good, it makes no difference to me 
whether it’s from Poland or another country.’ (Poland) 

Besides the relevance of different purchasing criteria, the consumption habits in each study country were also 
different. There were important differences between the Asian and European study countries concerning 
preferred pork cuts. While South Korean consumers preferred primarily pork belly, neck and front legs, Japanese 
consumers chose pork belly, loin and shoulder as well as trimmings, especially thinly sliced cuts. In contrast, Polish 
consumers favoured pork chops, loin and shoulder, but also minced pork, ham and picnic ham. The most popular 
cut of pork in Italy was loin. Moreover, Italians were particularly fond of sausages or pork chops and fillets.  

The final question in this category concerned changes in consumption habits over the last years. According to the 
South Korean participants, the proportion of online purchases of pork had increased. Furthermore, the 
participants stated that their pork consumption had grown over the last years for various reasons, such as to 
increase their protein intake or because beef had become too expensive. As they had to prepare meals more often 
at home due to Covid-19, they preferred pork because it was easier to cook. In addition, their choice of preferred 
cuts changed. This is because today, there is a wider choice of cuts available. As a result, Koreans have started to 
consume more imported products as well and prefer leaner cuts.  

In contrast, the group of Japanese consumers can be divided into two groups in terms of their consumption habits: 
On the one hand, many participants claimed that they had reduced their pork consumption primarily due to 
environmental aspects and choose fish or alternative meat products based on soybeans. On the other hand, many 
consumers stated to have increased their pork consumption due to Covid-19 because they had started to cook 
more and consider pork to be a very easy product to prepare.  

In Poland, many participants indicated that they started to eat more poultry than pork, mainly because of health- 
and diet-related issues. Also, due to economic growth, Polish consumers try to buy better quality. Nevertheless, 
the other half of participants stated that their consumption habits had not changed and that they still ate a lot of 
pork and meat in general. 

This also applied to most Italian participants, who indicated that their meat consumption habits had not changed 
at all. However, a few Italian consumers stated to have increased their pork consumption since pork production is 
better regulated today, and they believed pork to be healthy. Other Italian participants stated to have reduced 
their meat consumption for a more balanced diet. 
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Table 1. Purchasing criteria and their relevance (Source: own compilation according to focus groups). 

Purchasing 
criteria 

South Korea Japan Poland Italy 

Freshness/ 
appearance 

• Freshness most important, defined 
by colour and expiry date 

• Appearance = fat content, cold or 
frozen condition 

• Freshness very important 

• Appearance = colour (clean red), 
texture, fat content 

• Freshness most important, 
defined by fat content and 
appearance 

• Appearance = fat content 
(prefer lean products), colour 
(nice/pink), structure 

• Freshness, defined by quality 

• Appearance = colour, texture, fat content (prefer 
lean products) 

Quality • Hard to identify 

• Quality = fat content, colour, 
condition (frozen is bad), marbling 

• Pork needs to be tough 

• Feed impacts quality and taste 

• Tenderness 

• Prefer less or much fat, 
depending on the pork cut  

• Quality = appearance, water 
capacity, lean products 

• Long transport period = negative impact on 
quality 

• Quality = texture, brand, lean meat, colour 

• No bad smell, should not shrink during cooking 

• Good quality only in butcher shops 

• Hard to recognize good quality, trust necessary 
Origin • Important 

• Preference for domestic pork 

• After freshness and condition (frozen 
or chilled) 

• Preference for domestic pork to 
support local production 

• Preference for domestic pork in 
local stores or at butchers  

• Very important aspect 

• Preference for domestic pork 

• At least European origin 

Price • Very important 

• Sometimes price before country of 
origin 

• Divergent opinions 
→ Cheaper is better 
→ Price after taste and quality 

• Price after appearance and 
freshness 

• Most important criterion for 
some respondents 

• Good balance between price and quality 

Packaging • Slaughter and packaging date  • Amount of drip in the package, 
expiry date, simple packaging 
rather than plastic tray 

• Expiry date, ingredients list, 
meat content 

• Period between packaging date and expiry date 

Safety  • Prefer less antibiotics, good feed 

• According to the slogan: ‘What 
animals consume, the humans also 
consume’ 

• Request few chemicals and 
additives in the production 
process 

• Domestic = safer product  

• Safety = no production in big 
factories 

• Very important 

Brand  • Few labels known, e.g. Handon 
(Korean) pork 

• Few labels known: green mark 
(=label) for processed foods, 
Charmy-ton or Kurobuta pork, 
referring to a special breed or 
feed 

• Trust in brands 

• Brands associated with trust in 
product 

• Information on the whole supply chain and origin 

• Information about the farm and how animals are 
raised and fed 

Taste  • Very important, more important 
than the price 

• Important, especially for 
processed food 

• Very important 

• Want to taste the flavour of the meat 
Animal 
welfare 

• Important during online shopping 
because more information about 
environment and feeding is available 

  • How the animals are raised and fed 

• Important along the whole supply chain 

• Healthy animals = better meat quality 
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3.2 Importance of animal welfare 

The concept of animal welfare was an essential part of the focus groups. In this context, various key points were 
defined (see Table 2). The different aspects are further described in the following subsections referring to the 
understanding of animal welfare, the relevance of animal welfare as well as the impact of information on 
consumers’ perceptions of animal welfare. 

Table 2. 
Importance of animal welfare 

Key points  South Korea Japan Poland Italy 

Own assessment of the level 
of knowledge on animal 
welfare 

• Limited knowledge 

• No idea about the 
meaning of animal 
welfare 

• Heard the term for 
the first time 

• Majority indicated 
that they have never 
heard the term 
animal welfare 
before 

• Have heard and 
have knowledge 
about the term 
animal welfare 

Understanding of animal 
welfare 

• Animals are raised in 
a clean and stress-
free environment 
where their health is 
protected and where 
a different feed is 
provided 

• Animals are raised in 
a comfortable, 
natural, stress-free 
environment 

• Animals have a right 
to be happy and 
have enough space 

• Good rearing 
conditions including 
enough space, free 
range, good feed 
and no use of 
antibiotics 

• Animals are 
slaughtered in a 
humane way 

• Conditions under 
which animals are 
raised including 
feed, space 
availability, no 
antibiotics and less 
stress 

• Stress negatively 
affects meat quality  

Relevance of animal welfare 

• The topic does not 
concern them since 
it is only an ethical 
aspect 

• Instead, quality is of 
high relevance 

• Questioned the 
topic since the 
animal ends up as 
meat on the plate 
anyway 

• Taste and quality are 
of high relevance 

• Minor role 

• Consumers have 
practically never 
thought about the 
topic 

• Varied among the 
participants 

Effect of information on 
animal welfare 

• Animal welfare has a 
positive effect on 
meat quality 

• Concerned about 
humanizing the 
animals  

• Questioned whether 
domestic production 
is really safer 
compared to 
imported goods 

• Animal welfare is 
linked to a personal 
benefit 

• The happiness of 
animals is still 
secondary 

• No change of mind 
after receiving 
information 

•  Interested to pay 
more attention to 
animal welfare 
schemes  

• Diverse opinions 

• Those who changed 
their mind did not 
agree with today’s 
conventional 
husbandry 
conditions  

Source: own compilation according to focus groups 

3.2.1. Understanding of animal welfare 

The topic of animal welfare was introduced during the focus groups by asking the participants about their 
understanding of the term ‘animal welfare’. It is noticeable that the knowledge about the term animal welfare 
differed amongst the study countries. In the Asian countries, the participants discussed the term extensively to 
determine its meaning and to find out if it included other aspects. In European countries, the participants were 
able to give more precise definitions and expressed their understanding of the term. 

In South Korea, the knowledge about the term animal welfare was limited. Nevertheless, consumers associated 
animal welfare with a clean environment in which livestock is raised, that animals live without stress and that their 
health should be protected. Additionally, South Koreans combined a different feed or way of grazing with the term 
animal welfare. Usually, they had heard the term in connection with egg production, including an eco-friendly 
concept. Some participants emphasized that meat coming from pigs growing up in a better environment has better 
quality. On the other hand, there were discussants who confirmed that the subject of animal welfare did not 
concern them and considered it only an ethical topic. 

‘…, I understand that it is a form that protects livestock as much as possible and improves quality in terms of 
environment and feeding until it is slaughtered and comes to us for food. ’ (South Korea) 

‘But I don’t think it really touches me, but I think it’s an ethical meaning of co-prosperity with humans and eco-
friendly methods without using antibiotics to make them eat better on purpose? ’ (South Korea) 
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The knowledge of Japanese consumers was limited as well, and many participants in the focus groups confirmed 
that they had no idea about the meaning and were hearing the term for the first time. Therefore, they started to 
guess the meaning or agreed with group members who had at least a minimum knowledge of the subject. Overall, 
Japanese consumers associated animal welfare with the farm animals being raised in a comfortable, stress-free 
environment. Derived from the term animal welfare, the Japanese defined it as follows: The concept of animal 
welfare means that the animals, like humans, have a right to be happy, that animals should have a lot of space 
available and should grow up in a natural environment, all of which allows the animals to have a good life until 
slaughter. On the other hand, some participants questioned the concept, since the animals end up as meat on the 
plate anyway. 

‘This is about how the animals are raised.’ (Japan) 

‘Comfortable environment for farm animals so that the stress-free life can be provided until their death. I think 
that's the concept. But it is just a concept. Farm animals, such as chicken, pigs, will be on our table, whether they 

are raised in such a good condition or not. This is something I still question myself. ’ (Japan) 

‘I can translate it into Japanese. Like the human has rights, animal should also have the rights. Such a concept or 
such philosophy. It's what it means, I think. In short, for example, when farm animals are slaughtered, they 

shouldn't go through a too painful time.’ (Japan) 

Most Polish consumers claimed never to have heard the term animal welfare before. But when they thought about 
it, they associated good rearing conditions with animal welfare , such as space, free range, good feed and no use 
of chemical additives or antibiotics. Furthermore, the participants who were interested in this subject stated that 
the animals should be raised and slaughtered in a more humane way and should not suffer.  

‘For me, it’s mainly about the conditions under which the animals are raised and slaughtered. ’ (Poland) 

‘I also haven't heard the term. But I associate it with a good condition of animals,  i.e. they're fed well, have good 
conditions, the slaughter isn't terrible but, let's say, the animals are looked after, healthy. Everything is related to 

the word "well".’ (Poland) 

In Italy, most people associated animal welfare with the conditions under which the animals are kept, how they 
are fed, whether they have enough space or whether they are given antibiotics. In addition, the animals should 
have as little stress as possible; the participants justified this with the fact that stress could reduce the meat 
quality. Moreover, the Italians associated the term animal welfare with the health of the animals and knew that 
there are laws which regulate farm production. However, some participants in the focus groups in Italy also stated 
that they did not think about this issue because, in the end, the animal is used as food anyway. 

‘Animal welfare is what we have said so far, how the animals live, how they are raised, if they are out to pasture, 
if they eat natural products, and of course, all this affects the quality of the product.’ (Italy) 

‘If I think about it, I’ll turn vegetarian.’ (Italy) 

‘I think it is strictly linked to the health and welfare of the animal, the ability to move freely, to be well treated, to 
be kept safe from suffering, to be properly fed.’ (Italy) 

 
Figure 2. Statements 1–6 on the subject of animal welfare. 

Source: own compilation based on the guideline of the focus groups 
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3.2.2. Relevance of animal welfare 

During the focus groups the participants discussed different statements (Figure  2) against the background of the 
following questions: ‘Do you agree or rather disagree with the statements? What are the reasons for this? ’ These 
statements were used to better understand the relevance of animal welfare in the study countries.  

Most South Korean, Japanese and Polish consumers agreed with statement two (‘Improved animal husbandry 
conditions are important to me because I feel that the animal has had a good life before it is slaughtered ’). The 
reason they provided is that they associated this statement not only with an appropriate life for the animals but 
also with a personal benefit for them as consumers. In this context, the consumers discussed that meat produced 
from pigs raised under improved husbandry conditions might have a better quality and taste, because the animals 
are less stressed. Additionally, Polish consumers wanted to ease their conscience, since the animals are 
slaughtered for consumption in the end. In contrast, some Japanese consumers did not see any personal benefits 
of meat coming from animals raised under higher animal welfare standards because , according to them, the 
animals would be slaughtered anyway. A minority of Italian participants chose the second statement because of 
ethical reasons; moreover, the Italians associated improved husbandry conditions with better meat quality, just 
as most participants, although this was not the main subject of statement two. 

After showing statement three (‘Meat from animals kept under improved conditions is of higher quality ’) and four 
(‘The conditions under which the animals are kept have no effect in the quality of the meat ’) most participants 
agreed that there is a connection between improved husbandry conditions and the quality of meat, since the 
animals are healthier, have less stress and more available space. Nevertheless, South Korean consumers were not 
sure if this higher quality was also responsible for better taste. In contrast, Japanese consumers directly linked 
higher quality to taste, which they already experienced with free-range chicken. 

According to a few South Korean and Japanese participants, there is nothing wrong with today’s husbandry 
conditions. In part, the Japanese agreed that not everything about conventional pig production is good, but they 
described themselves as pragmatic, since cheap meat is needed in a certain quantity on the market , and the 
animals are slaughtered in the end anyway, so the well-being of the animals is secondary. A similar response was 
provided by a few Polish consumers who agreed with statement five (‘There’s nothing wrong with today’s 
conventional animal practices’). They emphasized that they primarily care about the meat quality. The same 
applied to most Italian participants, who trusted the actual laws that regulate the conditions in which the animals 
are kept. Only some Italian respondents stated that husbandry conditions could be improved. On the other hand, 
many participants in each study country agreed with statement six (‘Animals kept under improved husbandry 
conditions are happier’) because in their opinion, the animals deserve to live in a comfortable environment to 
avoid stress, which would otherwise negatively impact taste and quality. Furthermore, they also agreed with 
statement six because they value the animals. Especially Japanese consumers agreed with both statements. 

Overall, the relevance of animal welfare in Poland seemed to play a minor role, since Polish customers had 
practically never thought about the topic before the survey. Nevertheless, most Polish participants stated that 
they would consider animal welfare if they received information on it in the supermarket or on the package. 
However, the price would also influence their purchase decision. If meat produced under higher animal welfare 
standards did not taste better or was not of better quality, the relevance of animal welfare would decrease for 
Polish customers. According to the focus groups in Italy, the relevance of animal welfare varied between 
participants. There were Italian customers who cared about the welfare of farm animals and would like to know 
more about it. At the same time, many Italians were not interested in animal welfare, unless it had a positive effect 
on the quality and taste of the meat. 

Based on expert interviews by Derstappen et al. (2021), we were already aware of the limited relevance of animal 
welfare in Asia. Thus, the focus in Japan and South Korea was on the relevance of quality. Against this background, 
South Korean participants indicated that the quality was very important to them since it directly relates to taste, 
and because humans consume the meat. Most Japanese consumers requested a minimum quality standard since 
they are often not able to recognize the quality in the supermarket. A few Japanese discussants stated to primarily 
pay attention to high quality when buying pork for special occasions, because on regular days these high-quality 
products were too expensive. Otherwise, they demanded good taste and a safe product if they were to consume 
this pork. 

3.2.3. Impact of information on consumers’ perception of animal welfare 

After the participants of the focus groups had expressed their initial attitudes towards animal welfare and the 
quality of meat, they were given a definition of animal welfare as well as some information about possible 
measures that imply higher animal welfare standards (Figure 1). Afterwards, the participants were asked to discuss 
the statements one to six again on the basis of the given information (Figure 2). Overall, most participants 
indicated that they had not known that the husbandry conditions were ‘so bad’ and that they were almost shocked 
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by that information. Especially the facts about tail docking and manipulable material were unknown. Furthermore, 
they agreed that the animals need more space. As a result, consumers asked for more information about animal 
welfare while purchasing pork and would be willing to try pork produced under higher an imal welfare standards. 
Only in Japan did some participants express their concern about the importance of animal welfare against the 
background of other challenges in the world, such as famines. 

Regarding the six statements, South Korean consumers confirmed that they now knew that higher animal welfare 
standards lead to better quality and that the animals deserve a happy life. Nevertheless, they were still concerned 
about humanizing animals, which will be slaughtered for food anyway. At the same time, they changed their mind 
and agreed that higher animal welfare standards lead to a personal benefit since it could mean better meat quality. 
Nevertheless, the happiness of farmed animals was secondary in Japan. 

In contrast, most Polish consumers stated not to have changed their mind after receiving more information. 
However, they wanted to pay more attention to animal welfare certification while purchasing meat. In Italy, the 
opinions varied: Some participants indicated that they had changed their mind, whereas others did not. Those 
who had changed their mind stated that they had not known the criteria of animal welfare and therefore revised 
their original statement saying that there was nothing wrong with today’s conventional husbandry conditions. 
Furthermore, they agreed that animals raised under improved husbandry conditions are happier.  

3.3  Relevance of country of origin 

When asking the participants about the importance of animal welfare, all agreed that if they had the choice 
between imported and domestic products, they would choose domestic products. In this context, South Korean 
consumers emphasized that they preferred domestic pork because it tasted better and must be fresher due to a 
shorter delivery period. In addition, they also chose domestic pork because they could usually purchase imported 
pork only in a frozen condition. 

Japanese consumers also preferred domestic pork because they associate it with safety and high quality. 
Furthermore, they wanted to support local production and cared about the CO2 footprint. According to Japanese 
participants, there are higher standards in Japan with respect to meat production, thus imported pork was 
associated with bad feed. Nevertheless, both South Korean and Japanese consumers stated not to pay attention 
to the meat’s country of origin at the restaurant and that it was not obvious to them where the meat had come 
from at this stage of the supply chain. 

Most Polish consumers claimed to prefer domestic pork since it has a shorter delivery period and therefore had 
to be fresh. Furthermore, they associated local stores with Polish products. In other words, buying in local stores 
would mean buying local products, whereas supermarkets or discount stores would sell a lot of imported pork. 
Few Polish participants indicated that they did not pay attention to the country of origin. Italian consumers 
described themselves as patriots and associated Italian products with high-quality products. Against this 
background, Italians preferred domestic pork, which was considered better controlled and with a shorter delivery 
period. The preference for domestic pork was confirmed by Polish and Italian participants, who indicated that they 
would not buy imported pork, except when it was processed food from a specific area. The same applied to South 
Korean and Japanese consumers who stated that imported processed pork was popular. In addition, only a few 
South Korean consumers emphasized that they preferred imported pork belly. 

When the participants were asked directly about their opinion of German pork and if they bought German pork, 
most participants in each study country agreed that they did not intentionally buy German pork. Especially in 
South Korea and Japan, the respondents emphasized that it was hard to find fresh German pork in the 
supermarket. Most Asian consumers had never seen fresh German pork and that only frozen pork was available. 
But when they had had the chance to try it in a restaurant or on vacation in Germany, they had a positive attitude 
towards German meat and described it as delicious. Regarding German processed pork, such as sausages, all 
participants in all study countries indicated that they preferred German processed products because they 
associated these sausages with a traditional production, high quality and no use of additives. Nevertheless, 
Japanese as well as South Korean consumers claimed that they would be willing to try German pork. In this context, 
one South Korean participant underlined that German pork needs to be promoted more intensively to be more 
competitive, like Australian or American pork. 

‘I didn’t see it at the big mart. I go to big markets a lot, but there isn’t foreign pork in cold storage…’ (South 
Korea) 

‘It tastes good and German people are very honest, as far as I know. So, if you promote it really well, I think 
German products will be competitive just as Australian, American, or other local products sold well in Korea. ’ 

(South Korea) 

‘…, I don’t think I have ever seen German fresh meat.’ (Japan) 
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‘… when I want to do something classical with less chemicals, you know, when I want to feel extra healthy, then if 
I find something properly made by German process, I would choose that because I think it’s a high -quality 

product.’ (Japan) 

‘… I’ve never bought German pork on purpose.’ (Poland) 

‘Certain German specialties give you the idea that they are more controlled, and therefore, let’s say healthier. I 
know it’s not a word you would use for Frankfurters; however, I feel they are more reliable if they are foreign, 

specifically German.’ (Italy) 

The respondents gave different answers to the question under which conditions they would buy German pork. 
The main criteria are summarized in Table 3. It is noticeable that the Japanese participants often stated that they 
could not answer this question because they had no idea about German meat and therefore saw no reason to buy 
it. In addition, some Italians stated that they would not buy German pork under any circumstances.  

Table 3. 
Conditions under which respondents would buy German pork. 

 
South Korea Japan Poland Italy 

Price cheaper than domestic Firstly, must be available Convincing quality and good 
appearance 

High quality 

Certified Cheap price Better taste Knowing the exact origin = 
traceability 

Reasonable price and freshness To try something special/new Better price Information about how pigs are 
raised 

Appearance like domestic pork New taste Less use of antibiotics When it is on sale 

Guaranteed safety Good promotion Animal welfare Promotion of a sustainable 
farming system 

Special/better taste On special occasions Recommendation of seller Safety 

High quality Safety   

Source: own compilation according to focus groups 

 

Overall, regarding German labels and a German animal welfare label in particular, most participants in the 
respective study countries stated that they would trust them. In this context, South Korean consumers identified 
Germany as an advanced country and trusted the German government to enforce its regulations. Japanese 
consumers evaluated German people as highly moral and described Germany as an environment -oriented country 
where the topic of animal welfare is of high relevance, and which must therefore be trustworthy. Polish 
participants characterized Germans as meticulous, and that Germany has strictly defined rules and norms and 
therefore good quality. Furthermore, few respondents stated that the origin of a label is not a deciding factor. 
Nevertheless, if a product is certified by a German agency, it would be more trustworthy, according to Polish 
consumers. 

Overall, all participants wished to receive more information about the label and the associated regulations. In 
addition, it seemed to be important for some consumers to know more about the responsible parties behind the 
label and how the controls are carried out to make sure that a label can be trusted. 

3.4 Willingness to pay 

The willingness to pay an additional price for German pork produced under higher animal welfare standards varied. 
However, South Korean participants were willing to pay between 10 and 30% more, while other participants 
indicated that the price should be cheaper since it was an imported product. The same applied to Japanese 
consumers: the majority would be willing to pay 20 to 30% more. Some Japanese would be willing to pay  even 
twice as much for pork produced under higher animal welfare standards. However, they would have to be 
convinced of a better taste (as animal welfare remained secondary for them) and would prefer to buy this premium 
meat only on special occasions. Polish consumers were also inclined to pay a price premium of up to 30% for 
improved animal welfare. In some cases, the willingness to pay a premium in Poland was around 50%. At the same 
time, there were also participants who honestly stated that they would not pay a price premium because the issue 
of animal welfare was irrelevant to them. Most Italian consumers were willing to pay a premium price of 10 to 
25% if the higher standards were guaranteed by a certification system and implied higher quality.  
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All in all, participants in the study countries were willing to pay a premium price if the quality was better. 
Nevertheless, they linked better quality with improved animal husbandry c onditions and would therefore be 
willing to pay an additional price for this aspect as well.  

4 Discussion and concluding remarks 

The overall objective of this cross-national study was to identify important consumer purchasing criteria when 
buying pork and to determine the relevance of animal welfare in each nation. In addition, the relevance of the 
country of origin when purchasing pork was analysed, especially in terms of German origin.  

Research question (1)  was aimed at identifying consumer preferences in the respective study countries in relation 
to pork. Participants preferred different cuts of pork depending on the study country. Furthermore, the changing 
consumption habits have led to an increased demand for pork in the Asian countries in recent years, while in Italy 
and Poland the consumption level has remained mostly the same. Nevertheless, in all four countries, there were 
participants who indicated that they were reducing their consumption of pork. Reasons for this include a more 
balanced diet, the negative impact of meat production on the environment and changes in eating habits. Although 
there were different preferences in terms of preferred cuts of pork, the purchasing criteria were of similar 
importance to the participants. As a result, we identified important purchasing criteria as addressed by research 
question (2), which were primarily freshness, appearance and quality. Furthermore, the country of origin or the 
price were essential when purchasing meat. All these aspects can be confirmed by the literature (Font -i-Furnols 
et al., 2019). According to Grunert et al. (2018), Polish and German consumers rate origin, fat content and colour 
as important purchasing factors since they have a positive impact on the consumers. In addition, especially in the 
Asian study countries, the criteria safety and appearance were of high relevance. Lee et al.  (2021) determined that 
South Korean consumers associate acceptable appearance with fat preferences. Similarly, we found that South 
Korean consumers can be divided in two groups: one preferring fatty pork and the other preferring lean pork 
products. 

Research question (3) referred to how consumers in different countries perceive animal welfare as a purchasing 
factor. We observed that, according to the focus groups, the topic animal welfare seems to be of little relevance 
in South Korea, Japan, Italy and Poland at this stage. While talking about the relevant purchasing criteria, the topic 
of animal welfare was only named in Italy and to some extent in South Korea.  

The limited relevance of animal welfare in the respective study countries is due to the limited k nowledge of 
livestock farming as well as low empathy among the participants, which is confirmed by other literature (Takeda 
et al., 2010; Cornish et al., 2016; Grunert et al., 2018; Washio et al., 2019). When asking the participants about 
the term animal welfare, many participants stated never to have heard this term before and therefore needed to 
guess its meaning, with many participants naming the correct aspects. Massaglia et al. (2018) discovered that 
Italian consumers associate stress absence, feed and enough space with animal welfare. According to Pejman et 
al. (2019), Italian consumers highlight good feed as the most important animal welfare aspect. The awareness of 
animal welfare in the Asian study countries was even lower than in the European countr ies. This was also a result 
of Phillips et al. (2012), who studied students’ attitudes towards animal welfare and animal rights in Europe and 
Asia. Furthermore, the finding that Japanese and South Korean consumers have limited knowledge about animal 
welfare can be confirmed by the results of another study based on expert interviews (Derstappen et al., 2021).  

All in all, animal welfare is not an important topic in any of the countries considered. Our results suggest that 
consumers’ interest in the subject could be increased. The interviewed consumers see the pig primarily as a farm 
animal whose meat ultimately gets consumed. Thus, according to the participants, the animals should not be 
stressed or grow up in an unclean environment, because this leads to lower quality. In the study of Massaglia et 
al. (2018), young Italian consumers indicated a link between good husbandry conditions and high quality , with a 
strong focus on the meat quality compared with animal welfare. This is in line with the results presented in this 
study showing that Italian consumers are very interested in the quality of meat and therefore associate better 
husbandry conditions with higher quality. However, the consumers do not seem to care whether the animal was 
‘happy’ or not. 

Ethical aspects behind animal welfare are not as relevant in the study countries as they are in other European 
countries such as Germany, Denmark or the Netherlands (Frewer et al., 2005; Jonge and van Trij p, 2014; Jonge et 
al., 2015; Cembalo et al., 2016; Schulze-Ehlers and Purwins, 2016). This might be due to cultural differences, 
available knowledge and the varying economic power of the individual countries. In addition, literature shows that 
many consumers do not want to learn more about livestock farming methods because they do not want to deal 
with the reality of food production (Knight et al., 2003; Knight and Barnett, 2008; Cornish et al., 2016). 
Nevertheless, some participants in all four countries stated to have already heard of the term animal welfare in 
the case of egg production. In this context, the participants particularly associated the terms ‘free-range’ and ‘eco-
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friendly’ with eggs produced under higher animal welfare standards. Therefore, the interest in animal welfare 
could be increased by organizing an information campaign to educate consumers . Reliable labelling schemes can 
be one of various appropriate methods. Washio et al. (2020) emphasized that measures are necessary to improve 
the credibility of animal welfare products. In this context, Washio et al. (2020)  suggest combining a positive 
impression with animal welfare such as taste. This was already a result of the study of Tagbata and Sirieix (2008) 
and is supported by the fact that some of the participants' views changed after receiving new information. Thus, 
Banterle et al. (2012) discovered that consumers are interested in additional information, especially in terms of 
animal-based products. According to Terlau and Hirsch (2015) , the communication of quality attributes, including 
environmental protection or animal welfare, needs to be improved to close the attitude–behaviour gap. 
Nevertheless, it was repeatedly shown during the focus groups that quality is important to consumers, which is in 
line with results of other studies (Font-i-Furnols et al., 2019; Wojciechowska-Solis and Barska, 2021). Against this 
background, it was not surprising that the participants would generally be willing to pay a higher price if the quality 
of the pork was better. However, if higher animal welfare standards improve the quality and taste of pork, 
participants would be more interested in the subject of animal welfare. Furthermore, they were willing to pay a 
premium price if they purchased the products for special occasions. This partially answers research question (5), 
which referred to the willingness to pay a premium price for pork produced under higher animal welfare standards.  

Research question (4) involved the importance of the country of origin when purchasing pork. This question could 
be answered only partially with the focus groups. Regarding the country of origin, the participants agreed that 
they preferred domestic pork over imported pork. They justified this attitude by indicating that domestic pork has 
a shorter delivery period and must therefore be of higher quality and better for the environment. Furthermore, 
the support of local production seemed to be a driver of purchasing decisions. Various  other studies have 
confirmed that consumers prefer domestic products and would therefore be more willing to pay a higher price for 
domestic products than for imported products (Dransfield et al., 2005; Pouta et al., 2010; Schjøll, 2017; Whybrow 
and Macdiarmid, 2018). According to Banterle et al. (2012), consumers are highly interested in the origin of a 
product. The sceptics in this study associated imported products with lower quality. Nevertheless, most 
participants emphasized that they intentionally buy imported processed products. In this context, German 
products were very popular among the respondents, which shows that there is a general interest in them. Germany 
enjoys a good reputation in all four study countries and is associated with high quality and regulatory standards . 
This was already the subject of a study by Nagashima in 1970 who found that German brands are well known in 
Japan. In this context, ‘Made in Germany’ is associated with reliability, reasonable price and performance. In 
addition, Germany is characterized as a trustworthy nation. All this leads to the assumption that German pork 
produced under higher animal welfare standards might have a chance on the international market. Berry et al. 
(2015) showed that although domestic products are preferred, there might be a potential market for imported 
products as well. Nevertheless, the participants in their study demanded more specific information about the 
animal welfare label and the accompanied criteria. In addition, a cheap price, good quality and a good marketin g 
strategy are required to ensure that consumers would try and buy German pork produced under higher animal 
welfare standards. Font-i-Furnols and Guerrero (2014) found that labels and information can increase consumer 
acceptance and lead to convenient, healthy and environmentally friendly choices. In addition, more information 
about meat could create more real expectations. 

The discussed results are summarized in Table 4 and highlight the differences and similarities between the study 
countries based on the research questions. 

All in all, we generated first important results about the attitudes of Japanese, South Korean, Italian and Polish 
consumers towards pork and their perception of animal welfare. It should be emphasized that freshness, quality, 
country of origin and price were the decisive purchasing criteria for all consumers. Animal welfare was of little 
relevance, which results from the low level of consumer knowledge about the subject. Targeted and individually 
adapted information campaigns could help to change this. In addition, animal welfare needs to be tangible for 
consumers, preferably in the context of a quality aspect since quality seems to be essential for consumers. 
Nevertheless, further studies are needed. For example, quantitative studies might provide additional information 
on the knowledge of South Korean, Japanese, Italian and Polish consumers about animal welfare and particularly 
the relevance of the country of origin as a purchasing criterion. 
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Table 4. 

Differences and similarities between the study countries based on the research questions 

 

Research question South Korea Japan Poland Italy 

RQ1: Consumer preferences     

a) Preferred cuts 
Pork belly, neck, front 

leg 

Pork belly, loin, 

shoulder 

Pork chops, loin, 

shoulder 

Pork loin, sausages, 

chops 

b) Consumption trend 
Increasing meat 

consumption 

Increasing and 

decreasing meat 

consumption 

Decreasing or same 

level of meat 

consumption 

Same level of meat 

consumption 

RQ2: Important purchasing 

criteria 

Freshness/appearance, 

price, origin 
Price, origin, quality 

Freshness/appearance, 

price, packaging 

Origin, 

freshness/appearance, 

quality 

RQ3: Perception of animal 

welfare 

• Knowledge of animal welfare is limited 

• Animal welfare is associated with clean and 

natural environment, space availability, feed 

and that the animals have the right to be 

happy 

• Concept is questioned and partly does not 

affect the consumers since it is an ethical topic 

• Majority have never 

heard the term 

animal welfare 

before 

• Animal welfare is 

linked to good 

rearing conditions 

(e.g. free range, no 

antibiotics, enough 

space) 

• Conditions under 

which animals are 

raised including 

feed, space 

availability and use 

of antibiotics 

• Associate stress 

with an effect on 

meat quality  

RQ4: Importance of the 

country of origin 
All participants agreed that they would prefer domestic pork before imported pork 

RQ5: Willingness to pay  10 to 30% more 20 to 30% more Up to 30% more 10 to 25% more 

 
The willingness to pay a higher price is linked more to quality than to the pure aspect of animal 

welfare across all countries 

Source: own compilation according to the results of the focus groups 

5 Limitations and further research needs 

One limitation of this study was our selected method: Online focus groups are a new concept, though not only 
because of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the process differed from traditional focus groups. The participants often 
had to be addressed directly and did not react immediately to each other as participants of face-to-face focus 
groups would normally do. In addition, there were minor technical issues such as internet connection and headset 
problems. Nevertheless, the moderators were able to elicit a lot of information from  the participants. The focus 
groups were conducted in the national language, and each country had an experienced moderator to minimize 
interviewer bias. Since animal welfare is not an important topic in South Korea and Japan, it would be useful to 
gain more insights into the current pig husbandry systems in these countries, to compare current husbandry 
conditions with animal welfare conditions. In addition, discussions with other drivers of the pork supply chain 
could provide further information about the perception and relevance of animal welfare. Therefore, importers, 
wholesalers, gastronomy as well as the processing industry and the retail sector seem to be interesting 
interlocutors. 

Based on the results, the research questions could be answered in some cases partially and in some cases 
completely. Overall, there is still a need for further research. For example, it would be interesting to investigate 
the perception of animal welfare in different countries more intensively. Although the country of origin i s an 
important purchasing criterion and the participants indicated that they prefer domestic pork over imported pork, 
further research is needed to identify the reasons for this decision on the point of sale in more detail. Against this 
background, it would also be interesting to investigate which criteria motivate consumers to choose imported 
products. In addition, the willingness to pay a premium price must be analysed more precisely since the results of 
the focus groups provide only an overview of a potential willingness to pay a higher price for pork produced under 
higher animal welfare standards. More precise statements about the willingness to pay a premium could be 
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derived by placing the consumers in a choice experiment and simulating the purchase decisions. Based on this, we 
will conduct an online survey to quantify the results from the focus groups and to get an individual as well as a 
detailed overview of the findings. 
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