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How Animal Medicines are Used in Livestock: UK 
Consumer Views
UK animal medicines trade association, NOAH (National 
Office of Animal Health), commissioned a series of studies, 
from 2006 to 2014, to assess how aware UK shoppers 
were of animal medicine use, whether it gave them any 
concerns and what information would be useful for them 
to help their understanding and allay any concerns.

This paper gives the background to the studies, talks 
about what was done and the results, and looks briefly at 
how NOAH is using the findings to satisfy the information 
needs of UK shoppers.

Background
Since its establishment in 1987, one of NOAH’s key roles 
has been to promote better understanding of the benefits 
of safe and effective medicines for the health and welfare 
of food-producing animals. 

To help ensure that the information NOAH provided 
could be as useful as possible, rather than speculating 
about the level of knowledge of animal medicines, or 
trying to predict what people thought, the association 
set out to obtain factual information on the level of 
awareness of animal medicine use, what people thought 
about medicines to treat and prevent disease and what 
they were concerned about.

In 2006, NOAH approached IGD, a research and 
training charity that helps the food industry keep in 
tune with and produce what consumers want, to propose 
a consumer research project to understand shopper 
attitudes towards the use of animal medicines, and to 
investigate attitudes towards animal medicine and the 
food chain. 

The objectives of the original project were:
1. To measure awareness of the use of animal medicines 

in food-producing animals
2. To assess the level of consumer concern regarding 

the use of animal medicines in the food chain
3. To establish consumer views on the use of animal 

medicines for particular issues. Avian influenza was 
cited as an example in the 2006 project, as this was 
very much in the news at the time

From research already conducted prior to 2006, IGD 
had found that consumers and shoppers have limited 
food production knowledge, and that nearly half of all 
consumers could be categorised as ‘abdicators’ who did 
not wish to increase their knowledge of food production.1  

From research they had already conducted in 2006, 
IGD had also found that hygiene factors were the most 
prominent concerns for consumers, and whilst 30% of 
shoppers cited animal living conditions as a concern, this 
had declined from a previous study of theirs in 2003.2  

This indicated to IGD that the usage of animal 
medicines in food-producing animals might not be a 
primary concern for consumers, and therefore their 
awareness and understanding of the issues might be very 
limited. 

As a result, IGD recommended a qualitative as well 
as quantitative research methodology for the NOAH 
project.3 This, they believed, would provide some insight 
into consumers’ and shoppers’ attitudes towards animal 
medicines and, most importantly, why they felt the way 
that they did. 

With 21% of people having no concerns about their 
food at all, use of animal medicines – whether to prevent 
or treat disease – was the lowest-ranked concern at 2% 
and 4% respectively, and with no-one citing it as their 
primary concern. Perhaps a little surprisingly, concerns 
about vaccination ranked slightly higher at 6%. The 
focus groups gave some background to consumer 
thinking, enabling NOAH to get feedback from people 
not previously aware of the use of animal medicines, and 
their attitudes compared to people who were aware but 
unconcerned, or aware with concerns. These results are 
shown in Figs. 1 and 2.
 

Fig. 1: Attitude to food production: concerns (2006)
 

Fig. 2: Attitudes to use of animal medicines (2006)

In 2008, NOAH decided to revisit the consumer attitude 
questions addressed in the previous study but also to 
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examine specifically public awareness of and attitudes 
to animal vaccines. Once again it commissioned IGD for 
a study4 that set out to:

• Explore awareness of and attitude to animal 
medicines and, particularly, vaccinations

• Establish the level of concern about animal medicines 
and vaccinations

• Understand the information required on food 
production

• Identify information sources most trusted

The principal findings were:
• Even though shoppers are not very aware in general 

of how their food is produced, a relatively high 
percentage of shoppers claimed to be aware of 
the use of animal medicines and vaccinations (and 
awareness of their use grew from 2006). The study 
said 68% were aware farm animals were given 
medicines to prevent them from getting sick, 80% 
were aware farm animals were given medicines 
to treat them when they were sick, and 74% were 
aware farm animals were vaccinated to prevent them 
getting sick.

• However, few were concerned about the use of 
vaccines in food production animals. From a list of 
concerns which a consumer might have about food 
production, the least number of shoppers indicated 
concern about animal medicines and vaccinations 
(9%). The main production concerns for shoppers 
were hygiene in factories and animal living conditions.  

• When asked further, the main concern about vaccines 
was that they would be transferred to food (indicating 
a lack of understanding) – but even given this lack 
of understanding, 40% welcomed vaccination as a 
disease preventer (Fig. 3).

 
Fig. 3: Attitudes to vaccination (2008)

• During the qualitative research, respondents 
indicated that they had some concerns about animals 
being given unnecessary chemicals or, as they put it, 
‘pumped full of chemicals’ and some respondents 
indicated concern that medicines may pass into the 
food chain.

Following a repeat of the quantitative study in 2012,5 

in 2014, NOAH decided to commission IGD to carry out a 
further review study,6 repeating some of the quantitative 
research to assess trends, but including further qualitative 
research with focus groups, this time with a view to not 
only revisiting opinion, but also to explore the type of 
message that could be used to address misconceptions 
and convey facts.

The results showed that the UK horsemeat ‘scandal’, 
making national news headlines and dubbed ‘horsegate’, 
impacted on UK shoppers’ trust in the food they were 
buying, with levels of confidence in produce taking a 
dive at the end of 2012 when the story was reported, 
and still not matching pre-‘horsegate’ levels. With this 
as context, the latest round of IGD consumer research 
for NOAH, undertaken through its Shopper Vista service, 
suggested that shoppers were more confused than ever 
about animal medicines and how they are used to protect 
the health and welfare of livestock on farms.

It found, for example, that most shoppers believed 
growth hormones were still used in UK food production. 
There was widespread confusion about whether 
antibiotics used to treat sick animals were making them 
less effective for people. Many shoppers still also thought 
that vaccines could get into their food and cause harm 
(Fig. 4). In summary:

• 83% of shoppers either agree or ‘neither agree or 
disagree’ that growth hormones are used to make 
animals grow faster – up from 71% in 2012

• 81% believe that the use of antibiotics in livestock 
makes them less effective for people – up from 76% 
in 2012

• 81% believe that it is possible that vaccinations 
could cause harm to people by getting into food – up 
from 72% in 2012

Fig. 4: Extent of belief in myths relating to animal 
medicine use on UK Farms, 2014 compared with 2012

The findings were very worrying because of the extent 
that shoppers believe things that are not true. Firstly, 
growth hormones were banned across the EU in 1988, so 
it is a real concern that eight out of ten shoppers believe 
they might still be used. 

With antibiotic resistance so prevalent in the media, it 



Volume 2   Issue 324  International Animal Health Journal

Regulatory & Marketplace

is perhaps less surprising to see so much concern about 
this among the public. But even so, the science is very 
clear – the use of antibiotics in British livestock is not the 
main driver of resistance developing among people. 

There is also a lack of public understanding about how 
vaccines work – and again, this misunderstanding seems 
to be getting worse.

This misunderstanding has been shown to manifest 
itself as concern: eg in the UK Food Standards Agency’s 
Biannual Public Attitudes Tracker carried out in 2015,7 

25% (prompted) respondents expressed concern about 
hormones/steroids/antibiotics in food.

Communication to try to address these myths is difficult 
when knowledge of farming has not grown significantly 
since IGD’s 2000 study1 – and this disconnect is not 
confined to the UK either. For example, in the US in 2011, 
72% of consumers said they have little or no knowledge 
of farming or ranching.8 This is echoed in the UK in a LEAF 
(Linking Environment and Farming) study, where one in 
three of 1000 children had never heard a cow ‘moo’ or 
a sheep ‘baa’, and 33% were not aware that pork came 
from pigs9, while from 1000 adults surveyed, 14% said 
they got their farming knowledge from UK soap opera 
Emmerdale, less than 10% believed farmers to be degree-
educated, and more than one in five had never been on 
a farm.10

Nevertheless, attitudes to faming are, in general, 
not negative, as shown by a study carried out by the 
University of Wageningen11, which found the level of 
social appreciation of the agriculture and food sector 
ranged from neutral to mildly positive. Their survey 
of more than 3000 Dutch citizens – both in 2012 and 
in 2014 – showed people have a slightly more positive 
view of horticulture, arable farming, dairy farming, and 
supermarkets, and a slightly less positive view of the 
intensive livestock farming sub-sectors. In 2014, the level 
of social appreciation of all sub-sectors was at worst 
neutral, ranging through to mildly positive. 

However, people are interested. In the UK, LEAF’s Open 
Farm Sunday’s 10th anniversary, held in June 2015,12 saw 
a 40% increase in visitor numbers, with 291,000 people 
visiting a farm that day. Eighty per cent of visitors asked 
on the exit polls felt they had learned something new, 
and 40% now said they had an ‘excellent’ understanding 
of a farmer’s role. So this type of activity works for those 
who take part.

IGD’s research for NOAH has shown that price and 
quality remain top of most shoppers’ priorities; although 
there is clear evidence that they also want to see good 
welfare, which, of course, animal medicines support. The 
FSA research7 too supports the importance of welfare in 
shoppers’ minds, with 43% citing it as one of their wider 
food issues of concern. Activities such as Open Farm 

Sunday can help communicate the realities of the welfare 
of animals on farms, and hence alleviate any concerns.

To see how the more specific misconceptions on 
animal medicines might be addressed, IGD ShopperVista 
in 20146 also held focus groups to test consumer-facing 
messages that could help address the misconceptions 
that many shoppers hold. 

With the results of the test messaging presented at 
IFAH-Europe’s Sustainability Conference in 2015,13 it 
showed consumers cannot be treated as one homogenous 
group. Some people do not want to know, whereas others 
wanted information. The focus groups gave a clear view 
as to the type of message that would carry weight and 
help with understanding.

Fig. 5: Messaging checklist on delivering facts about the 
use of medicines on UK farms

Who delivers the message was also important, with 
official sources such as the Food Standards Agency and 
the UK government’s Department of the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) ranking highly. While 
butchers and supermarkets did not rank so highly, 
NOAH believes everyone involved in rearing livestock, or 
producing or selling animal products has a role to play in 
helping to educate shoppers. US research has shown that 
people do not seek information from just one source.14

Also, while online communication did not rate highly 
amongst the focus groups of UK shoppers, others have 
stated that social media is an important communication 
route, where people can seek and find information with 
others that share their beliefs.14 

So NOAH is now in discussion with retailers, 
and has produced a toolkit about animal medicine 
communications that can be used to help with their 
customer communications. Ideas include background 
for potential articles in their in-house publications, and 
suggested information to help answer any customer 
queries. It is working with other sectors too, including 
farming organisations and those producing educational 
material, and has produced a video, available on 
YouTube.15

NOAH believes it is important that consumers who are 
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interested or concerned about the health and welfare of 
animals in the food chain have access to information that 
is accurate, easy to understand and helpful. Clear and 
accurate information about the use of animal medicines 
in producing our food is a very important part of a 
transparent and trusted food chain.
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