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Summary

The country with the highest livestock density in the world is the Netherlands, which is largely
the result of political decisions made to meet the growing global demand for food. As the



world population increases, more animal products are needed, which in turn raises concerns
about the welfare of animals used in livestock farming. Labels can offer a solution by
providing consumers with information about animal welfare standards. Although the idea of
animal welfare is widely recognized, there is no universally accepted societal definition. This
research focuses on the ‘Beter Leven’ label, a well-known animal welfare certification used in
Dutch supermarkets. To investigate to which extend such label can contribute to improving
animal welfare in the Dutch livestock sector, the following research question has been
formulated:

To what extent can animal welfare in Dutch livestock farming be improved through the ‘Beter
Leven’ label?
Based on scientific insights from the Five Domains Model (2015) and data gathered
with practical knowledge from qualitative interviews.

The ‘Beter Leven’ label, introduced in 2007, aims to help consumers identify meat, egg, and
dairy products with higher animal welfare standards. Products receive 1, 2, or 3 stars, with
more stars indicating better welfare. This research examines whether the label effectively
contributes to improving animal welfare.

The label’s criteria were compared to the Five Domains Model, a scientific framework that
assesses animal welfare through nutrition, environment, health, behavior, and mental state.
In addition, interviews were conducted with farmers, researchers, and included an animal
welfare organization perspective to gain practical insight.

The desk research showed that the ‘Beter Leven’ label does not meet many of the conditions
set out in the Five Domains Model (2015). Instead it mainly focuses on a few limited aspects
of animal welfare. The star system can considered to be misleading, as there is often little or
no clear difference between the star levels. When looking at the full range of what animal
welfare includes, the label only addresses a small part.

The interview results also reflected how complex and broad the topic of animal welfare is.
First, the idea of animal welfare itself turned out to be seen very differently by different
people. There is no clear or shared definition, and many respondents had their own
subjective view. This makes it difficult to judge whether a label can truly improve animal
welfare if everyone understands the concept differently.

The interviews also brought up wider social issues, such as the need to produce enough
food, and how political choices and policies shape the way animals are treated. To explain
this, the concept of cognitive dissonance came up, people know animals may be treated
poorly, but often do not change their behavior because of it.

The research highlights the limits of relying solely on labeling systems. While the ‘Beter
Leven’ label increases awareness of animal welfare issues, structural improvements require
stronger legislation, clearer standards, and broader societal change.
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Introduction

The Netherlands has the highest livestock density in the world and is already one of the most
densely populated countries in Europe (NieuwsCheckers & Opromolla, 2019). The
Netherlands is a country with more than 18 million citizens. It additionally counts almost 4
million cows, 12 million pigs and an average of over 100 million chickens



for livestock farming (RIVM, n.d.). This high intensity is the result of decades of Dutch
agricultural policies, since the Second World War. Scaling up farms has been a major focus
of these policies, guided by the responsible ministers. This meant larger farms, which
allowed for more animals and therefore higher productivity. Arguments in favour of this
included food security, with a growing world population, more food was needed than what
was previously produced (van Lieshout et al., 2013). The global population is currently
estimated to be nine billion, all of them need to be fed to survive. This is the fundamental
principle behind the concept of ‘food security’. The term was first used in the 1970s, and its
meaning has changed over time. The most common definition was officially agreed at the
1996 World Food Summit: food security can be defined when: ‘all people, at all times, have
physical and economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’. Following the increase in global
food prices in 2008, which resulted in widespread social unrest, the issue of 'food security'
has become a priority on the global agenda again. From 2008 onwards, there was an
increasing demand for global food production, initially to be doubled, and thereafter for a
70% increase (Fouilleux et al., 2017).

The rise in the demand for animal products, due to dietary changes and demographics
developments. Has caused social concerns related to animal welfare, human health and the
environment (Schillings et al., 2021). The public is increasingly concerned about the well-
being of animals these food production systems. And herewith animal welfare is being
pushed to be part of the SDG agenda for 2030 (Hargreaves-Méndez & Hotzel, 2023).

In research by Alonso et al. (2020) about the development of consumers' concerns and
perceptions regarding the effects that intensifying production systems can have on the
welfare of farm animals was explored, revealed a growing perception that the welfare of farm
animals needs to be protected and improved. There is an increasing demand for welfare-
friendly products that are correctly labelled with accurate information. These labels can
increase consumer confidence in the food chain. In the same study by Alonso et al. (2020),
the first issue encountered was the lack of a globally accepted term or understanding of
animal welfare.

While animal welfare has a strong common understanding, the concept is developing within
scientific research. And as a scientific discipline has only in the past 30 years emerged. In
response to growing concerns about animal welfare, with an exponential increase in the
number of publications. Several collaborations of scientists and centers for animal welfare,
have emerged over the past quarter of a century. This offers the benefits of recognizing
expertise and providing an opportunity to support improvements in animal welfare, it also
carries the risk of scientists being influenced by these industries and neglecting to recognize
animal welfare issues (Phillips & Molento, 2020). Broom (2011) writes that there has been a
shift in public attitudes towards animals, with non-humans animals increasingly being
recognized as moral agents deserving of respect. Historical parallels between human and
non-human animal behavior have been noted for millennia, but the concept of animal
suffering has only recently gained widespread traction.

In research by Jena (2017) the ethical problems of animal welfare but also animal rights are
discussed. For the animal welfare concept, animals should be provided with comfort and
freedom of movement prior to slaughter. This concept emphasizes the physiological,
psychological, and natural aspects of animals' lives. However, the concept is not concerned
with animals' rights, and does not consider whether they should stay alive. The concept of
Animal rights leaves no allowance for the exploitation of animals in any form. In fact, it
implies the complete abolition of animal cruelty, and that only this approach can ensure the
safety of animals' lives. This will not be discussed further, since our current food production
system still relies on the use of animals. Therefore, the focus will be on improving animal
welfare. However, this same study by Jena (2017) also emphasizes that the ideal definition
of animal welfare should highlight proper food, health, comfort, safety, and the ability to



express their normal and natural behavior. It should also include freedom from painful mental
states. Its range should be reasonably extensive. This should be combined with associated
rights, such as freedom. This will enable real steps to be taken towards both exploiting
animals and saving their lives.

A framework used to assess animal welfare that reflects these wide-ranging views is the Five
Domains Model by David Mellor (2015). The aim of the model is to assess an animal's quality
of life by considering both negative and positive experiences in four physical domains, which
ultimately shape a fifth domain, the mental state.

One way in which animal welfare is brought to people's attention is through labels on
supermarket products. For consumers labels are a valuable information tool, because they
can communicate information quick about a product or their production process. Furthermore
labels are for consumers to encourage them to choose more sustainable and healthier
product options (Kaczorowska et al., 2021). Research by Fernqvist and Ekelund (2014) also
showed that labels are now especially useful, because they help identify sustainable aspects
of products, since those are becoming more important.

In recent decades, animal welfare labels have become regular factors in consumer markets
for animal-based foods across Europe (Ingenbleek & Krampe, 2022).

The term 'welfare-friendly’ is open to interpretation, due to the absence of a precise definition
of what constitutes optimal ‘animal welfare' in practice. However, many animals from which
food products are made are labelled to make it look like their welfare is being improved (Roe
& Higgin, 2006).

The aim of this study is to investigate how animal welfare labels contribute to improvements
in animal welfare in the Netherlands. To answer this question, | will dive deeper in a Dutch
animal welfare label called ‘Beter Leven’ by the Dutch ‘Dierenbescherming’ (read: Animal
Protection foundation).

Research Problem

Much is still open for debate when it comes to animal welfare, and on how this concept might
be turned in to a legitimate certification. To explore this further, this research is looking at
how it is regulated in the Netherlands. A well-known Animal Welfare label here is the ‘Beter
Leven’ label. It was established in 2007 by the Dutch ‘Dierenbescherming’. The reason was
that 99% of the annual 450 million animals in Dutch livestock farming are still not kept in
animal-friendly systems, such as organic. For these 99%, the label should bring change,
through a ‘star system’ (Wat is Beter Leven?, n.d.). The highest level of farm animal welfare
labels is often compared to organic standards and offers outdoor facilities, extra space and
comfort, and opportunities to behave according to the natural needs of pigs, compared to the
minimum standards of the EU organic regulation (Heinola et al., 2021).

Asioli et al. (2020) reviewed the effectiveness of sustainability-related food labels in
encouraging more sustainable food choices. Organic labeling is an example of an
environmental food label, indicating that the product has been made with care for the
environment. But there are more different types of sustainability-related food labels. A
categorization could be focus on the environment, social or more ethical concerns. The
‘Beter Leven’ label would be more of an ethical or social food label, because of the focus on
animal welfare. But still be considered a sustainability-related food label. There has been a
increase of sustainability-related food labels in the supermarkets, with differentiating food
products and helping consumers make more informed purchasing decisions as intention.
Furthermore Asioli et al. (2020) concluded that these sustainability-related food labels help
consumers understand how their food choices affect the environment but also help food
manufacturers streamline their processes.



The Dutch foundation ‘Milieu Centraal’, which helps people to give sustainable tips and
advice, calls it a 'Top-label' on its website. The more stars, the more adjustments have been
made to improve animal welfare. It is a chain quality mark, so all the other links in the chain
must also comply with the requirements, apart from the livestock farms. All these companies
are monitored and must be certified (Milieu Centraal, n.d.).

However, there is also strong criticism regarding labels. In an article by Guthman (2007), she
states that labels cannot accurately represent the true cost of producing goods. They make
us believe and persuade us into thinking that they can. Even more fundamentally, they make
us believe that it is possible to give ethical desires a monetary value, as if 'doing good' is
something that can still be sold and bought. These justifications can make it difficult to see
other options outside the market and reinforce the politics that there is no alternative.

The ’'Beter Leven’ label has also been the subject of considerable criticism. In an article in
the AD by Quekel (2024), six prominent animal welfare organizations argue that the label
misleads meat lovers and should be discontinued in its current form. According to the clubs,
the label is primarily intended to provide a sense of personal satisfaction to meat consumers,
rather than to ensure the well-being of animals. According to the foundation ‘Bite Back’ the
‘Dierenbescherming’ is actually working against protecting animals by encouraging people to
eat meat with a star on the packaging. Bite Back was founded in 2003 by a group of animal
rights activists. Together, they have become effective advocates for oppressed animals.
‘Varkens in Nood’ is in favor of the label, but expresses serious doubts about the ‘1 star’. For
instance, pigs' tails are burned off and sows are caged in farrowing cages. This would no
longer suit an animal welfare label.

Simultaneously, there are organizations such as ‘Wakker Dier’ and ‘Producenten Organisatie
Varkenshouderij’ that acknowledge the positive impact of the label in prompting individuals to
adopt a more meat-conscious diet, perceiving this as a significant victory for animal welfare.
‘Animal Heroes’ also observes a shift in attitudes in response to the label, they cherish every
improvement, however small it may be.

A week later, the ‘Animal Protection Society’ delivered a response to this article, through a
new article in the AD by Bien (2024). They argue that they have been working on improving
animal welfare for 17 years, since the label was introduced in 2007. This was necessary at
the time to create a segment between spotty cheap conventional meat and much more
expensive organic meat. After years, through cooperation with livestock farmers and
supermarkets, the ‘Dierenbescherming’ has managed to ensure that the lower limit in the
supermarket of regular meat has almost completely moved to one star ‘Beter Leven'.
Something that legislation failed to achieve. For millions of livestock animals, this has meant
that they have been raised in better conditions according to the “Dierenbescherming”.

The ‘Beter Leven’ label is a concept that has been the subject of much discussion. However,
the precise manner in which it enhances animal welfare remains ambiguous. It appears that
there is a lack of cohesion between people and organizations, and there is a need for clarity,
which has yet to be achieved.

This leads to my research question:

To what extent can animal welfare in Dutch livestock farming be improved through the ‘Beter
Leven’ label?
Based on scientific insights from the Five Domains Model (2015) and data gathered
with practical knowledge from qualitative interviews.

Societal Relevance



This research is socially relevant because it examines whether the ‘Beter Leven’ label can
meaningfully contribute to improving animal welfare in Dutch livestock farming, a key concern
in current debates on ethical and sustainable food production. Farm animal welfare is
becoming an increasingly important part of today's global livestock industry, animal welfare
science and policy must find new ways to play a role in the global debate on food security
and sustainability (Buller et al., 2018). It is problematic that sustainable and animal interest
debates are separated in current discussions.

A personal article by Visseren-Hamakers (2020) states that in our discussions on sustainable
development, we have neglected a focus on animals. Including on the SDGs on water, food,
sustainable consumption and production, conservation and climate change. Consequently,
she asserts the necessity for the establishment of an 18th Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) with a particular focus on animal welfare.

The goals of the United Nations for Sustainable Development are made to address the most
crucial challenges we have currently. Yet the search for sustainable development has largely
overlooked the interdependence between the environment, humans, non-human animals,
and other living organisms (Herdoiza et al., 2024).

In current debates livestock farming is highly questioned, and by society considered to be
one of the main forerunners of climate change and numerous environmental impacts
(Escribano et al., 2024). Livestock agriculture is under pressure to reduce its environmental
footprint, because it is a significant global emitter of greenhouse gases (Kipling et al., 2019).
This increasing of food production, especially in a time of climate change, will carry on
putting the environment in danger. There is evidence that neo-liberal market solutions to food
production and trade in an era of climate change are leading to increased environmental
pressures and the destruction of parts of agriculture, both of which have the capacity to
undermine future food production and food security (Lawrence et al., 2013).

Therefor labels exist to help consumers make better choices. The popularity of labels has
increased significantly over time, with a substantial growth in their market share.
Nevertheless, this phenomenon is not without its drawbacks, as evidenced by instances of
consumer confusion, the presence of inaccurate and misleading claims, and the absence of
consistent standards (Czarnezki et al., 2015).This same research also shows concerns have
risen about potential ‘greenwashing’ and the lack of transparency, clarity and trust in labels.
For labels to be of high quality and successful, products must be available to sufficient
standards and administrative and certification costs must be addressed.

Scientific Relevance

Improvements in farm animal welfare can only come as a result of free market forces
according to Webster (2001). Essentially, consumers need to place a stronger extrinsic value
on farm animals. The cost for farmers of legislation to enforce higher welfare standards is
substantial, but the cost to consumers may be very minimal. The challenge is therefore for
consumers to act on their stated preferences for higher animal welfare standards by
translating them into effective demand (Webster, 2001).

There is thus a conspicuous tension between the economic side of food animal production
and animal welfare (Williams, 2010).

For this, quality labels are a good invention. Such labels can play an important role in
promoting higher animal welfare standards. They may offer real improvements in animal
welfare compared to the standard products. Even products with medium levels of animal
welfare will appeal to consumers with a positive but not particularly strong interest in animal
welfare as an individual food attribute, who would otherwise tend to buy standard products
(Heerwagen et al., 2015). But research by Gorton et al. (2023) showed on the other hand
that willingness to pay extra for products with an animal welfare label for price sensitive



consumers is negligible. Additional that consumers have difficulties comparing the different
standards underlying quality assurance schemes.

There is already a diverse market for animal-friendly products in many countries, but it is not
yet transparent and confusing. Here, policy-making has focused a lot of attention on the
consumption of labelled products (Heerwagen et al., 2015).

Labels also involve a complex network of stakeholders consisting of individual producers,
producer and consumer associations, proponents of different certification schemes and a
range of other actors from business, government and civil society - each with very different
values, agendas and priorities (Phillipov & Gale, 2020).

Theoretical Framework

Animal Welfare — Five Freedoms

As the study is centered around the concept of animal welfare, it is necessary to develop a
more profound understanding of this term. In the introduction, the concept of animal welfare
was already briefly mentioned.

But what is Animal Welfare? It is scientific concept because it describes a potentially quality
of a living animal at a given time that is measurable (Broom, 2011).

The begin, according to Broom (2011), is the book of Ruth Harrison (1964); Animal
Machines. It pointed out that those involved in the animal production industry often treat
animals as lifeless machines rather than living individuals. The publication of the book
resulted in the formation of a government-appointed commission in the United Kingdom in
1965, presided over by FR Brambell. This commission was entrusted with the investigation of
animal welfare within intensive farming systems. The Brambell Report laid the foundation for
the widespread adoption of five key freedoms for farm animals (Brambell, 1965), which later
became a set of guiding principles employed by the farming industry, advocacy groups and
scientists worldwide. These freedoms can be summed up as follows that captive farm
animals in should be given sufficient space to allow the following five minimum activities or
behaviors, namely standing up, lying down, turning around, stretching their limbs and
grooming all parts of the body.

Today, these have been adapted and improved again to how we know them today. A new

version was published in 1993, including more focus on welfare (Webster, 2016). See the
new list below:

Table 1: The five freedoms and five provisions for promoting farm animal welfare by Webster (2016)

Freedoms Provisions

1. Freedom from thirst, By providing ready access to fresh water and a diet to maintain full
hunger and health and vigour
malnutrition

2. Freedom from By providing an appropriate environment including shelter and a
discomfort and comfortable resting area
exposure

3. Freedom from pain, By prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment
injury and disease

4. Freedom from fear By ensuring conditions and treatment which avoid mental
and distress suffering

5. Freedom to express By providing sufficient space, proper facilities and company of the
normal behaviour animal’s own kid
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It is important to discuss this model. The research by Webster (2016) considers the model to
not be sufficient or comprehensive. This is because it fails to take into account exhaustion,
which is suffering experienced by animals. Animals are kept alive for production even when
they are physically exhausted. This is a consequence of the broad scope of the freedoms.
Yet this model is widely used to describe the relationship between humans and animals. We
can ask ourselves: is the avoidance of negative states such as hunger, thirst or too hot/cold
really all that is needed to make life worth living?

These five freedoms do not include fundamental freedoms. Animals are still not free from
human oppression, capture and killing, because they are based on the assumption that
animals are for human use (Ethical Globe, 2022).

Animal welfare — Five Domains (1994)

At the time the five freedoms were formulated, the paradigm was motivating, informative,
easy to understand and practical, and therefore widely accepted. However, it was recognized
at the time that the focus on 'freedom’, even in the sense of animals being 'as free as
possible' from certain welfare problems, did not provide a convincing basis for assessing the
severity of such problems because the meaning of the concept of 'degrees of diminished
freedom' was inherently unclear and therefore unhelpful. Moreover, the failure to distinguish
between negative experiences (affects) and the internal states or external conditions that
cause them was a further obstacle to Freedoms providing a systematic and biologically
coherent way of assessing the severity of well-being problems (Mellor & Reid, 1994).

It was from these criticisms that Mellor and Reid (1994) developed the Five Domains Model.
Animal welfare is more than just reducing negative impacts and survival measures.
Therefore, the focus shifted to animal welfare as “a life worth living”. The new Five Domains
model would provide a more robust framework. It addresses these problems by providing a
means to identify and assess the severity of different forms of well-being compromise in a
comprehensive, systematic and coherent way, understood in terms of the internal functional
and external situational origins of negative affective experiences (Mellor, 2016).

The model was essentially physiologically oriented and was structured to first evaluate
certain physical/functional imbalances, as well as conditions on behavioral expression, and
then identify the specific negative effects that each disturbance, imbalance or constraint was
likely to cause. Accordingly, the model included four predominantly physical/functional
domains of ‘nutrition, ‘environment’, ‘health’ and ‘behavior’, and a fifth ‘mental’ domain to
highlight individual negative effects and their overall impact on welfare. The final outcome on
the ‘mental’ domain therefore represented the overall welfare state of the animals (Mellor,
2016). See figure 1 below for the Five Domains Model.

Figure 1: Five domains model by Mellor and Reid (1994)

11



Physical/Functional Domains

Survival-Related Factors

Situation-Related Factors

1: Nutrition 2: Environment 3: Health 4: Behaviour
Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative Positi
)/ : : ositive
Restricted water & Enough water & Uncomfortable or Physical environment Disease, injury Healthy, fit Behavioural phasii
T ) - " . Able to express
food; poor food food; balanced and | unpleasant physical features comfortable or and/or functional and/or expression
S R R - . rewarding behaviours
quality varied diet of environment pleasant impairment uninjured restricted
Negative Experiences Positive Experiences
Thirst Breathlessness Anger, frustration Drinking pleasures Vigour of good Calmness, in control
Hunger Pain Boredom, helplessness Taste pleasures health & fitness Affectionate sodability

Malnutrition malaise
Chilling/overheating
Hearing discomfort

Debility, weakness
Natisea, sickness
Dizziness

Loneliness, depression
Anxiety, fearfulness
Panic, exhaustion

Chewing pleasures
Satiety
Physical comforts

Reward
Goal-directed
engagement

Maternally rewarded
Excited playfulness
Sexually gratified

Important to note is that it does not give us a clear definition of animal welfare. But it is made
preferable to characterize animal welfare, rather than trying to define it (D. Mellor et al.,
2009). The model has been designed to facilitate animal welfare assessments in a
systematic, structured, comprehensive and coherent manner. Each of the five domains has
been developed for the purpose of addressing areas relevant to welfare assessments (D. J.
Mellor, 2017). It offers a way to conceptualize the multi-dimensional, complex concept of
animal welfare. And has been widely adopted as a standard operational framework
(Beausoleil et al., 2023).

The value of the model is that it makes a clear distinction between physical/functional and
affective effects by separating the first four physical/functional domains and the mental
domain, also known as the affective state. However, caution must be used to interpret and
apply the outcomes of the model. Certain domains will be more useful for evaluation (N.
Beausoleil & and Mellor, 2015).

Extending the five domains model (2015)

The Five Domains model originally was originally developed to assess well-being
compromises, allowing for the review of positive experiences that can improve welfare,
minimizing negative welfare states. In 2015 the model was extended by Mellor & Beausoleil
to include more focus on positive states, whilst continuing to reduce negative stated. In the
extended model behavioral interactions are more detailed and there is a more affective,
emotional approach. With the ambition to improve overall welfare instead of preventing
suffering. The mental state is more explicitly shaped by the first four domains, making it clear
that physical conditions directly influence the emotional state. The model is more applicable
to modern welfare science, emphasizing that animal should not only survive but thrive. They
are thereby relevant to the evaluation of the quality of life (QoL), which is equal to animal
welfare status. While quality of life represents the comprehensive balance between negative
and positive effects an animal can experience at any given time and/or period (Mellor &
Beausoleil, 2015). In conclusion, it seems that the Five Domains model could be a useful
tool for assessing the overall well-being of animals, as it provides a way to understand the
relationships between different circumstances that can lead to positive or negative outcomes.
If used carefully, taking into account the biology and ecology of the species in question, it
could be a valuable resource for evaluating the welfare of a wide range of animals. The
model's conceptual framework could also contribute to the growing contextual shift in
contemporary animal welfare science thinking towards the promotion of positive states, whilst
at the same time continuing to minimise negative states.

It is important to point out that mental experiences for both humans and non-human animals
are subjective, meaning we cannot measure or observe them directly. With caution and
evidence, however, the Five Domains Model allows us to infer and justify what these
individual mental experiences are. In turn, the Five Domains Model provides a framework for
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people to assess the state of animal welfare. In conclusion, the use of the Five Domains
model can reveal numerous ways to improve wellbeing, with a focus on generating positive
mental states that can lead to improved quality of life and state of wellbeing (Johnson et al.,
2022).

Figure 2: The Extended Five Domains Model by Mellor & Beausoleil (2015)

The Five Domains Model

Physical/Functional Domains

Survival-Related Factors Situation-Related Factors
1: Nutrition 2: Environment 3: Health 4: Behaviour
on: Opp ities to: u Available Presence of: Little or no: Exercise of ‘agency’ impeded by: | ‘Agency’ exercised via:
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Welfare Status

The Five Domains model highlighting mainly survival-related and mainly situation-related factors and their associated physical/functional domains, and examples of aligned negative or positive affects
assigned to the mental domain. The overall affective experience in the mental domain equates to the welfare status of the animals. Note that an animal exercises ‘agency’ (domain 4: behaviour)
when it engages in voluntarily, self-generated and goal-directed behaviours that may be accompanied by positive affective experiences which animals find rewarding.

[Mellor, D.J. and B

leil, N.J. (2015). Extending the ‘Five Domains’ model for animal welfare assessment to incorporate positive welfare states. Animal Welfare 24: 241-253]

Animal Welfare Science and Bioethics Centre, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand

The extended Five Domains Model (2015) will be utilized as the primary instrument for
evaluating animal welfare in this research. Because it has a main focus on the mental state
of animals, and takes quality of life into account.

Labels and certification

In order to facilitate more sustainable and welfare-friendly choices in supermarkets, the use
of certification and labels is implemented. These instruments are providing information
regarding the manufacturing process of a product and its contents.

Since the purpose of this study is to see if these labels and certificates achieve their purpose,
it is important to have the meaning and differences between them clear.

A label is any claim on a food product, where such claim may or may not be monitored by a
government agency. Hence, a certification is a label that can only be used if the product
complies specific standards set and regulated by an agency (Choi, 2014).
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These labels on products especially food labels correct information asymmetries that exist
along the food chain. Specifically, between producers and consumers. The ability of
consumers to evaluate certain quality features, such as production methods, before or even
after purchase increases the importance of credibility attributes (Tiboni-Oschilewski et al.,
2024). The promoting of animal welfare through a labelling system is thus a market-driven
approach (Sgrensen & Schrader, 2019). In this research, the decision was made to refer to
the ‘Beter Leven’ certification as a label. This is because the study does not focus on how the
certification is controlled or enforced, but only on the welfare requirements it communicates.
The term label is therefore considered more fitting for this research, as it highlights its role in
providing information to consumers.

Regulation is becoming more neoliberal, which means political-economic governance based
on the extension of market relationships. Even to achieve environmental protection neoliberal
environmental regulation is used, based on market-based mechanisms. Information
distribution and regulation like labeling to influence consumer behavior. This approach has
already received considerable critics. the issue of environmental regulations has been a
contentious one, with progressives being persuaded by the principles of conservative free-
market thought and consumers being overwhelmed by the 'green choices' offered by
consumer brands (Czarnezki & Fiedler, 2016).

This because government policy’s leaves the regulation of animal welfare to market-based
consumer choice. Research in Australia by Parker et al. (2017) about layer hen welfare in the
egg production showed that policy discourse is shifting towards what consumers expect. But
policy discourse based on consumer expectations is prone to both oversentimentalisation:
advocates may promote unrealistic ideals of happy animals, and manipulation: consumer
expectations can be conditioned by those who can control the most sophisticated marketing
and information campaigns.

Labels in a productivist world

Food labels were introduced more or less simultaneously with the phase of neo-liberalization.
From the 1980s onwards, processes associated with neoliberalism are the privatization of
public resources and spaces, the reduction of public spending (at least on social services),
the minimization of labor costs and the abolition of regulations that were seen as unfriendly
to business, in order to 'let the market work' as the optimal mechanism for the allocation of
goods and services (Peck & Tickell, 2008). Food labels that express ecological, social and/or
place-based values are seen as an important form of resistance to neo-liberalization, of
protecting land, other natural resources and labor from the ravages of the market. At the
same time, these labels are in some ways analogues of the very things they are supposed to
oppose, They are using tools designed to create markets where none existed before
(Guthman, 2007). Since the Second World War neoliberalism has developed unsustainable
farm production systems. Neoliberal policies facilitate this expansion, while also facilitating
food imports, higher levels of foreign direct investment, and the commodification of resources
(Lawrence et al., 2013).

Agriculture is operating within a system of competitive productivism, shaped by neoliberalism
(Dibden et al., 2009). Farmers produce for an (international) market, using advanced
technologies and management systems to increase output and improve efficiency.

The term 'productivism' is related to the socio-technical model of agriculture. This means that
it is linked to the way in which agriculture is organized, focusing on the inputs and technology
(Wilson, 2001). It puts more focus on increasing productivity by using mechanization, larger-
scale farms, chemical inputs and hybrid seeds. It has three clear characteristics, these are
intensification, economic concentration and specialization (Argent, 2002).
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‘Beter Leven’ label

The ‘Better Life’ is such a label that contributes to improving animal welfare. They do this
their way through a star system. By choosing products with a star, consumers know more
about the animal's living conditions. And the more stars the more animal-friendly and better
living conditions are claimed.

Figure 3: the ‘Beter Leven’ label, showing the different stars (Voedingscentrum, n.d.)
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The label consists of the logo of the Dutch Society for the Protection of Animals (Dieren
bescherming), along with the words ‘Beter Leven’ and one, two, or three stars, showed in the
figure 3. The ‘Beter Leven’ label is independently monitored by an accredited organization on
behalf of the ‘Dierenbescherming’. And also includes a system of sanctions.
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A more detailed explanation of the ‘Beter Leven’ label is provided in the following desk
research chapter.

Methodology

In this chapter the methodology of the research will be discussed.
To answer the question of whether animal welfare can be improved a label, data is collected
through desk research and interviews.

Desk-research

The study began by creating a better understanding of the ‘Beter Leven’ label. This was this
was done by desk research. Examining the information provided on the official ‘Beter Leven’
website (Stichting Beter Leven keurmerk, n.d.). Particular attention was given to the specific
requirements associated with the different star levels for each type of animal. The ‘Beter
Leven’ label outlines welfare standards for the following animals: dairy cows, beef cattle, veal
calves, pigs, broiler chickens, laying hens, turkeys, and rabbits

A decision was made to exclude turkeys and rabbits from the analysis, as these groups are
relatively small and considered niche. Their exclusion also contributed to maintaining
feasibility in terms of time and data manageability. Dairy cows, veal calves, and beef cattle
were grouped together; pigs were treated as a separate category; and broiler chickens were
analyzed together with laying hens.

The information from the ‘Beter Leven’ website was extracted and organized into tables to
ensure clarity and structure. The information presented in these tables is based exclusively
on data from the official ‘Beter Leven’ website. No additional sources were consulted; only
the explicitly stated animal welfare requirements were taken into account. These tables
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represent the primary means by which star-level criteria are communicated to consumers
and serve as the foundation of the label.

These tables are included in the appendix under the heading Appendices - Tables ‘Beter
Leven’ Label.

In addition, more attention was devoted to the Five Domains Model. Each domain was
explored in greater depth to identify the specific conditions necessary for animal welfare,
thereby strengthening the theoretical foundation of this research.

With that information, a table was created. Linking the labels’ requirements to the Five
Domains Model. This comparison assessed the extent to which BLK requirements align with
the conditions outlined in the FDM. To enhance visual clarity, a color-coding system was
employed, using grey, yellow, and red, to represent different levels of correspondence. In this
way, the theoretical model was systematically applied to evaluate the BLK standards. The
purpose of this table is to systematically illustrate the extent to which the ‘Beter Leven’ label
aligns with the Five Domains Model. It offers a clear visual overview, while the use of color
coding allows for immediate interpretation of whether the identified overlaps are positive,
negative, or neutral.

Semi-structured interviews

Thereafter, data was collected through qualitative, semi-structured interviews. To further
explore the role of the label in improving animal welfare, qualitative interviews were
conducted. These interviews help form a more complete picture of how the issue plays out in
practice. They provide valuable insights because they offer personal experiences, opinions,
and practical knowledge from people who work directly with animals or otherwise involved in
livestock farming. Such perspectives can reveal challenges, contradictions, or unintended
consequences of the label that might not become visible through theoretical models or desk
research alone.

An interview guide was developed based on the theoretical framework, incorporating the
themes animal welfare, the ‘Beter Leven’ label and the broader systemic context in which
livestock farming operates, using the same structure as the theoretical framework. In order to
capture the multifaceted nature of the topic, therefore respondents were selected from a
variety of perspectives.

Participants included individuals from the livestock industry, a representative of an animal
welfare organization, and academic researchers.

One interviewee works for an animal welfare organization with thus experience in the field of
animal welfare. In addition, several researchers from universities were interviewed, each
offering a more theoretical perspective. Among them were an philosopher with a background
in an economy related field, a researcher specializing in biodiversity and agriculture, and a
researcher focused on environmental issues with experience in national politics.

These people approach the topic from a more theoretical perspective, each from a different
field. The interview guide for these participants was also minimally adjusted to include
relevant background questions and to better align with their area of expertise

Given the focus on animal welfare within Dutch livestock farming, it was essential to also
include the perspective of farmers. One participant lives and works on a conventional dairy
farm and is employed at a farmers' advocacy organization. Due to difficulties in recruiting
conventional farmers, it was decided to contact organic farmers listed on the website of ‘De
Groene Weg' (De Groene Weg, 2025). This resulted in two interviews with organic pig
farmers. One of whom has direct experience with the ‘Beter Leven’ label and also operates a
care farm, and another who formerly worked on conventional pig farms and is now active in
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organic pig farming. For these interviews, the interview guide was slightly adapted to include
relevant nuances, given their close involvement with animals.

All participants are also providing the perspective of consumers and could share experiences
of their personal experiences when reflecting on animal welfare. This approach allowed for
the inclusion of a wide range of perspectives, aiming to reflect the diversity of views on
animal welfare in the Dutch livestock sector.

At the beginning of each interview, a brief introduction was given explaining the aim of the
research. | introduced myself as the interviewer and provided a short explanation of the
interview process. It was also clarified that the research remains fairly broad in scope,
meaning that all insights were considered valuable. During each interview, follow-up
questions were tailored to the topics the respondents were most familiar with, allowing space
for them to elaborate on areas where they had the most knowledge or experience.

The interviews were primarily conducted via Microsoft Teams. When feasible, interviews
were held in person.

All interviews were recorded using the voice recorder application on the mobile phone, and in
some cases, as a precaution, also on a laptop. When interviews were conducted via
Microsoft Teams, the automatic transcription function was activated simultaneously. All
recordings were stored privately and used exclusively for transcription purposes. The
interviews were subsequently transcribed, automatically when possible using Microsoft
Teams, and otherwise manually using Microsoft Word. Each transcript was carefully
reviewed and corrected for accuracy.

The transcripts were then coded using the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti. The
approach to coding was guided by the thematic analysis method as outlined by Braun and
Clarke (2006). The process began with familiarization with the collected data, achieved
through transcription and standardization of format across all interviews. Initial coding was
then carried out by identifying relevant theme’s and assigning descriptive labels, codes, to
segments of text that captured key ideas or themes.

Next, the codes were carefully reviewed and reorganized. The main themes from the
interview guide served as a guideline for the thematic organization. New themes also
emerged inductively from the data. Codes were clustered, merged, and refined into the
thematic categories. A critical review of the codes was undertaken to identify any new
overarching themes or significant patterns that had not been anticipated. These were then
finalized and structured.

In the analysis phase, attention was given to identifying the main themes that consistently
appeared across the interviews. These themes largely corresponded with the original topics
outlined in the interview guide. Additionally, recurring codes and notable topics that emerged
independently of the guide were incorporated to ensure a comprehensive interpretation of
the data.

Desk research

In this chapter, the ‘Beter Leven’ Label is examined using the Extended Five Domains Model
(Mellor & Beausoleil, 2015). This model has provided a benchmark to assess whether the
Better Life label aligns with a scientifically grounded definition of animal welfare. This
analysis has been conducted through desk research and by using information made
available on the ‘Beter Leven’ website (Stichting Beter Leven keurmerk, n.d.).
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First, the extended Five Domain Model from 2015 (Can be referend to as: FDM) has been
looked at in more detail, followed by an in-depth observation of its components. In the next
section, a more detailed analysis has been undertaken, focusing on the welfare requirements
specified by the ‘Beter Leven’ label for various animal species. The necessary measures to
ensure optimal animal welfare across all certification levels have been identified. Finally, the
study has assessed the extent to which the values of the Better Life label have aligned with
those of the FDM, with the aim of evaluating the label’s integrity and the adequacy of its
welfare standards.

The Extended Five Domains Model from 2015

Figure 2: The Extended Five Domains Model by Mellor & Beausoleil (2015)
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Food quality Eat a balanced diet Close confinement Space for freer movement husbandry mutilations Inescapable sensory impositions Congenial sensory inputs
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tastes/smells Physical: stiffness, muscle tension Sickness, malaise Maternally rewarded
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Malnutrition malaise | Postprandial satiety Auditory: impairment, pain Auditory

Visual: glare/darkness eye strain Visual Physical exhaustion Vitality of fitness Anxiety, fearfulness, panic, anger Securefprotected/confident
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Welfare Status

The Five Domains model highlighting mainly survival-related and mainly situation-related factors and their associated physical/functional domains, and examples of aligned negative or positive affects
assigned to the mental domain. The overall affective experience in the mental domain equates to the welfare status of the animals. Note that an animal exercises ‘agency’ (domain 4: behaviour)
when it engages in voluntarily, self-generated and goal-directed behaviours that may be accompanied by positive affective experiences which animals find rewarding.

[Mellor, D.J. and Beausoleil, N.J. (2015). Extending the ‘Five Domains’ model for animal welfare assessment to incorporate positive welfare states. Animal Welfare 24: 241-253]

Animal Welfare Science and Bioethics Centre, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand

As previously outlined, the Five Domains Model provides a foundation for evaluating animal
welfare, emphasizing not just the minimization of negative states but also the promotion of
positive experiences. This framework will be used as the benchmark for assessing the extent
to which the ‘Beter Leven’ label aligns with these animal welfare standards.

The model utilizes a total of five domains, with the initial four physical domains exerting
influence on the final domain, which is mental health.

The first domain, Nutrition, emphasizes the importance of providing animals with adequate
access to water and food. This involves not only ensuring sufficient intake but also promoting
a balanced diet and offering a variety of food options to meet physiological and behavioral
needs. The focus here is on satisfying hunger and thirst in a manner that promotes both
health and pleasure.

Environment, the second domain, addresses the quality of the physical surroundings in
which animals live. This includes factors as thermal comfort, suitable substrates underfoot,
and sufficient space for free movement. In addition, the model highlights fresh air, tolerable
odors, appropriate light levels, and acceptable noise exposure.

18



The third domain, Health, relates to the absence or minimization of disease, injury, functional
impairments, and exposure to toxins.

Behavior, the fourth domain, introduces the concept of "agency," which refers to the animal’s
capacity to engage meaningfully with its environment. This domain supports the availability of
varied and novel environmental challenges, sensory enrichment, and the freedom to make
choices. It includes behaviors such as exploration, foraging or hunting, social bonding, caring
for young, playing, sexual activity, and resting or sleeping.

The final domain, Mental State, integrates the previous four domains to reflect the animal’s
overall affective experience. This encompasses a range of positive mental states that arise
when nutritional, environmental, health, and behavioral needs are met. Positive experiences
include the pleasures of drinking and eating, comfort in bodily functions and environmental
conditions, vitality associated with good health, and emotionally rewarding states such as
calmness, sociability, playfulness, sexual satisfaction, maternal fulfilment, and a sense of
security (Mellor & Beausoleil, 2015).

In the following assessment, the criteria of the ‘Beter Leven’ label will be critically evaluated
through the lens of the Extended Five Domains Model. By explicitly acknowledging that
physical states and behavioral opportunities have a direct and measurable influence on
mental well-being, the Extended Five Domains Model provides a grounded basis for animal
welfare. And it serves as an appropriate and scientifically benchmark to assess the extent to
which the ‘Beter Leven’ label promotes a life worth living for animals under its certification.

In debt Beter Leven

This chapter will examine the requirements that the ‘Dieren bescherming’ has established in
order to comply with the ‘Beter Leven’ label. The following animals are the focus of the
tabulated information from the official website: cows (including dairy cows, beef cattle and
veal calves); pigs (for meat consumption); and chickens (including broilers and laying hens).
The categories under discussion are drawn from the Better Life website. It is important to
note that further requirements for turkeys and rabbits were also set. However, these are not
included in this research because the group is considered too niche. The ‘Beter Leven’ label
offers a star-based certification system (1 to 3 stars) that reflects the level of animal welfare
provided on farms, with increasing requirements as the star level rises.

The information discussed in this chapter is derived directly from the official ‘Beter Leven’
Label website (Stichting Beter Leven keurmerk, n.d.) and has been summarized in tables
included in the appendix, to which the text may refer. This analysis does not take into
account any relevant legislation or regulatory frameworks that may underlie or influence the
‘Beter Leven’ label criteria.

Beter Leven — Cows and cattle

For dairy cows, the number of lying cubicles and walking space requirements increase
progressively. At the 1-star level, each cow must have one lying space and at least 5 m? of
walking area. This expands to 7.5 m? for 2 stars, and at the 3-star level, not only is one lying
space required per cow, but also 5% more cubicles than the number of cows, and 10 m? of
walking space per cow. Additionally, all certified levels require distraction materials such as
brushes and appropriate bedding, which may consist of rubber cow mattresses or deep straw
layers. Grazing access also improves by level: from 120 days (6 hours per day) at 1 star, to
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150 days at 2 stars, and 180 days at 3 stars. Young cattle must have pasture access for at
least 100 days in their first two years across all levels.

For beef cattle, the living space per bull increases from 5.4 m? (1 star) to 6.6 m? (2 stars), and
8.5 m? (3 stars). All levels mandate that lying areas be soft and straw-based. Grazing
requirements for beef cattle also increase by star level, from five months to six and then
seven months, though bulls over one year of age are excluded from this provision.

Calf-rearing practices differ between dairy and beef systems. In dairy production, calves are
typically separated from their mothers shortly after birth, once they have been licked clean.
At the 3-star level, a recommendation (but not a requirement) is introduced for calves to
remain with their mothers for up to three months. In beef production, calves must remain with
their mothers for a minimum of three months at 1 star, extending to five months at 2 stars,
and six months at the 3-star level.

Remarkable:

At the 3-star level of the ‘Beter Leven’ label, the recommendation, rather than requirement,
for calf-rearing practices introduces is remarkable. The inclusion of a non-binding guideline at
the 3 star level does not belong in a certification scheme. Recommendations are difficult to
monitor and can vary between farms, reducing transparency and reliability for consumers.

The table also shows that the difference between star levels can sometimes be small. For
instance, walking space increases by approximately 2.5 square meters per additional star. In
the case of beef calves, differences of 1.2 and 1.9 square meters are observed between star
levels.

In some cases, no differences are observed between the star levels. For example, the
requirements for distraction materials (for dairy cows), bedding for lying cubicles (dairy
cows), and the number of lying places (beef cattle) remain consistent across all star levels.

Beter Leven — Pigs

For sows, the minimum living space begins at 2.25 m? per individual from the 1-star level
onward, with no further increase at higher levels. From the 2-star level, additional outdoor
space is required, 1 m? per sow at 2 stars and 1.9 m? at 3 stars. Grazing access is not
standard, but at the 3-star level, pregnant sows are provided with opportunities to graze.

Fattening pigs are allocated more space as the certification level increases: 1.0 m? (1 star),

per pig, increasing to 1.1 m? (2 stars), and 1.3 m? (3 stars). Outdoor access is introduced at
the 2-star level, beginning with 0.70 m? per pig and expanding to 1.0 m? per pig at the 3-star
level.

The provision of distraction materials is mandatory from the 1-star level and must meet
criteria for being rootable, edible, and degradable. This builds on basic legal requirements
and aims to support species-specific behaviours.

In terms of tail docking, a practice used to prevent tail biting, it is still permitted at the 1-star
level. At the 2-star and 3-star levels, this is prohibited, according to the Better Life label.

Remarkable:

Tail docking constitutes a modification of the pig’s natural anatomy. While this practice is
permitted under the one-star level of the ‘Beter Leven’ label is in principle prohibited under
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European legislation. Nonetheless, it is still tolerated in the Netherlands. In current pig
farming practices, the tails of most piglets are docked in order to prevent tail biting. With the
aim of protecting animal welfare, the European Commission (EC) prohibited routine tail
docking in 2008 (Directive 2008/120/EC). Tail docking is only permitted if tail biting cannot be
prevented under the specific conditions of a farm. However, this exception has become a
standard practice on the majority of pig farms in the Netherlands (Hoste et al., 2023).

What also stands out is that the differences in living space requirements between the star
levels are minimal, amounting to only 0.1 or 0.2 m? per animal.

Additionally, there is no difference between the star levels regarding living space for sows
and the provision of enrichment materials.

Beter Leven — Chickens

For laying hens, the maximum density per square meter is reduced as the star rating
increases. The 1-star level allows up to 9 hens per square meter. At the 2-star level, this is
the same, and reduced to 6,7 laying hens for the 3-star level. Enrichment becomes
mandatory from 1 star onwards, including grain spreading, straw bales, and pecking stones.

Outdoor access for laying hens is introduced at the 1-star level through a covered outdoor
area representing at least 20% of the total stall area. At the 2-star level, this requirement
increases to at least 50% coverage and adds free-range access at a minimum of 4 m? per
hen. The 3-star level mandates full outdoor coverage (equal to the stall area) along with the
same free-range requirement or access to a forest edge environment. It is noted that, in the
case of avian influenza outbreaks, temporary confinement may be required.

For broiler chickens the density per square meter different across the star levels: 12 chickens
per m? at 1 star, 13 chickens per m? at 2 stars, and 11 chickens per m? at 3 stars. All levels
require distraction materials, including grain and straw bales.

Outdoor access for broilers is progressively phased in. From 1 January 2027, a minimum of
20% covered outdoor area will become mandatory at the 1-star level. At the 2-star level, free-
range access must be provided at a density of one chicken per m?, and at the 3-star level,
this is reduced to one chicken per 2 m?, offering more space outdoors.

An important welfare improvement across all certified levels is the mandatory use of slower-
growing breeds for broiler chickens. These breeds are selected for more natural growth and
improved health.

Remarkable:

At the 1-star level, a maximum of 12 chickens per square meter is permitted; however, this
number increases at the 2-star level, implying less space per animal, an outcome that
appears counterintuitive in a system designed to progressively enhance welfare standards.

For chickens, there are also examples where no differences exist between the star levels.
The requirements for distraction materials (for both laying hens and broilers) and for slower-
growing breeds remain the same across all star levels.

The Extended Five Domains Model and the ‘Beter Leven’ label
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The following table offers a comprehensive overview of the requirements of the five domain
model, and determines whether the ‘Beter Leven’ label complies with them.

In the case where ‘Beter Leven’ label did not explicitly state the requirement of the Five
Domains Model, the box remained greyed out. However, the absence of any reference to this

in ‘Beter Leven’ label does not imply that it is not a factor that is taken into consideration

within the livestock sector. It is evident that a proportion of phenomena are subject to

statutory regulation, whilst others may be considered self-evident.

Table 2: ‘Beter Leven’ label and the Extended Five Domains Model combined

‘Beter | Cows Pigs Chicken
Leven’
label
FDM
Nutrition
Water Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Food Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Balanced diet Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Variety of food Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned

Environment

Thermal comfort

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Suitable Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
substrates
underfoot
Sufficient space Living space, Living space for sows, Living space, outdoor
for free grazing Outdoor area range area
movement SOW,
Living space for
fattening pig,
Grazing
Fresh air grazing grazing Outdoor access

Tolerable odors

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Appropriate light
levels

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Acceptable noise
exposure

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Health (the
absence or
minimization of)

Disease

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Injury

Not mentioned

Functional
impairments

Not mentioned

Exposure to
toxins

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

behavior

Availability of
varied and novel
environmental

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

challenges
Sensory Distraction material Distraction material Distraction material
enrichment (dairy cows)

Freedom to make
choices

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Exploration Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Foraging or Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
hunting

Social bonding

Caring for young

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Playing Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Sexual activity Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
Resting or Not mentioned Not mentioned Not mentioned
sleeping

22



Mental state

Nutrition

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Not mentioned

Environment Living space,
Grazing

Health Not mentioned

Behavior Distraction material

Living space,
Outdoor area,
Grazing

Distraction material

Living space,
Outdoor

Distraction material

(dairy cows)

The table assesses the extent to which the requirements of the ‘Beter Leven’ label

align with the conditions of the Extended Five Domains Model from 2015. In the case that the
FDM is not mentioned in the ‘Beter Leven’ label, it is marked in grey with the label ‘not
mentioned'. If the ‘Beter Leven’ label indirectly addresses a condition of the FDM, the cell is
highlighted in yellow. When a ‘Beter Leven’ label requirement clearly contradicts a condition
of the FDM the cell is marked in red. If a ‘Beter Leven’ label requirement positively
contributes to meeting a condition of the FDM, it is marked in green.

Results Extended Five Domains Model and ‘Beter Leven’ label combined

A notable feature of the table is its predominantly grey surface. This indicates that the animal
welfare requirements stipulated by the Extended Five Domains Model are largely not being
met by the ‘Beter Leven’ label.

Within the domain of nutrition, the ‘Beter Leven’ label does not explicitly address any of the
conditions outlined by the FDM. Nutrition is therefore not considered within the scope of the
labels’ criteria. One could assume that adequate nutritional provision is generally well

regulated in the Netherlands and thus implicitly taken for granted by the ‘Beter Leven’ label.
However, no specific requirements are formulated in this regard to improve animal welfare.

Within the domain of Environment, two out of the seven conditions defined by the FDM are
indirectly addressed by the ‘Beter Leven’ label. Sufficient space for free movement and
access to fresh air are acknowledged by the label through the requirement to provide
animals with more space and opportunities to graze outdoors. This applies to all the animal
species. However, the remaining five environmental conditions of the FDM are not reflected
in the labels’ criteria.

The third domain, Health, is also not prominently addressed within the label. No references
are made to disease prevention or exposure to toxins. There are concerns about the
functional impairments. By pigs, this condition is marked red due to the practice of tail
docking. Because it alters the animal’s natural anatomical structure. But the use of slower-
growing breeds in broiler chickens is considered a positive contribution. This practice
supports more natural growth, thereby aligning more with the principles of the FDM.

The domain Behavior shows that only 2 out of the 10 conditions defined by the FDM are
reflected in the label. Sensory enrichment is addressed, through distraction materials.
The condition caring for young is marked red for dairy cows. Under the label, calves are
separated from the mother immediately after being licked dry when born, which directly
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contradicts the opportunity for maternal care. The remaining eight behavioral conditions
outlined by the FDM are not addressed in the ‘Beter Leven’ label requirements.

The final domain, Mental State, is shaped by the four previously discussed domains:
Nutrition, Environment, Health, and Behaviour. In total, the FDM outlines 25 conditions
across these domains that the ‘Beter Leven’ label could potentially address. Given that this
analysis includes three animal species, there are 75 possible cells to be evaluated (25
conditions x 3 species). Of these, 9 cells are marked yellow, indicating indirect relevance; 2
are marked red, representing contradictions with FDM conditions; and 1 is marked green,
signifying a positive contribution of the label. Since the mental state is shaped by the other
four domains, and these are underrepresented in the label, it could be argued that the mental
state of the animals is not positively supported by the ‘Beter Leven’ label. This is because it
only meets a limited number of relevant conditions.

This overview offers a general impression. When the FDM is used as a benchmark for
assessing the ‘Beter Leven’ label, it becomes evident that only a limited part of the FDM’s
comprehensive scope is reflected in the labels’ criteria. The label places particular focus on
increasing space and the provision of enrichment materials. However, when considering all
the FDM conditions, there remains enough room for improvement.

Results qualitative interviews

This chapter presents and discusses the results of the interviews. Data was collected
through qualitative interviews with 7 different individuals. respondents had experience from
their own personal experience, experience from companies, organizations and different fields
of expertise, providing a diverse range of perspectives. The collected data will be analyzed
and discussed according to the main themes of the interview guide, which will provide a
structure for the analysis.

Persons & organizations

First, a better picture of the interview participants is made, including background information
and their current jobs. To protect their privacy, all participants remain anonymous. Some
individuals bring a broad range of experience, allowing them to reflect both from a personal
perspective, as consumers, and from their professional positions within companies or
organizations. As a result, their insights may represent both individual and institutional
viewpoints. The numbers correspond to the order in which the interviews were conducted.
P1 is employed at an animal welfare organization,

P2 is employed at a conventional dairy farm & employed at a farmers' interest organization,
P3 is employed at an University with a focus on biodiversity and agriculture,

P4 is employed at an University with a focus on philosophy and the environment

P5 is employed at an organic pig farm,

P6 is employed at an University with a focus on the environment & politically engaged, and
P7 is employed at an organic pig farm with a care farm.

The versatility and subjectivity of animal welfare

As the concept of animal welfare is unclear, not only in the literature but also in practice.
Having a clearer definition of animal welfare is important because this is what the ‘Beter
Leven’ label is based on. As people have very different views on animal welfare, conveying
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these in a label is challenging. Each interview began by asking the person interviewed what
animal welfare meant to them. The same question was asked of the organization, if
applicable. This open question can be widely interpreted, as the results showed.

Both P1 [animal welfare organization] and P5 [organic pig farm] started with animal welfare,
focusing on the ability to behave naturally; natural behavior. Here, P5 gave examples such
as having enough to eat and drink, and being able to play. P1 added to this the ability to
scavenge outdoors, forage, and have access to a mother pond, for example. They both
come from different sectors yet have a relatively similar definition.

The interviewed farmers, such as P2, P5 and P7, also provide examples of natural behavior.
For instance, P2 mentions the importance of being able to move freely but also that they are
treated well and kindly, while P5 emphasizes that animals should be able to play and do as
they wish. P7 emphasizes that the animal should feel comfortable.

P1 further elaborates from a personal point of view, when asked about natural behavior, that
enrichment is also an essential part of life. Stating the following:

| think it is important to view animal welfare more broadly. It is not only about ensuring animals
do not experience pain or suffering, but also about providing a form of life enrichment. You know,
if | have a life without, or almost without, hunger, but | am just sitting in some dark cave, is that
really a life? Because enrichment is necessary; it is the same with animals, otherwise they
simply cry out.

this perspective offered by P1 aligns with existing literature on animal welfare, which
emphasizes that the absence of negative experiences, such as pain, hunger or suffering,
does not automatically equate to a good life. Instead, P1 stresses the importance of positive
experiences and environmental enrichment as essential components of animal welfare.

When asked about their personal views on animal welfare, more respondents from the
Universities mentioned the prevention of suffering. P3 said that suffering should be
prevented as much as possible, with P4 adding that animals should not suffer during
slaughter for example. However, P4 immediately added that animal welfare does not go far
enough for him and that animals should not be used for exploitation whatsoever.

P2 discusses a definition of animal welfare used in a document aimed at guiding the dairy
industry toward a more animal-friendly and future-oriented form of dairy farming. The
definition they use is in this document is follows:

It's based on the recognition of the intrinsic value and integrity of the animal. The six guiding
principles are: good nutrition, good environment, good health, natural behavior, and a positive
emotional state. These are essentially the six points that the minister will now be working with
moving forward.

Notably, the guiding principles outlined in this definition, namely good nutrition, a suitable
environment, good health, natural behavior, and a positive emotional state, demonstrate a
clear parallel with the domains described in the Five Domains Model. The definition of animal
welfare used within the dairy sector shows clear similarities with definitions from the scientific
literature. This suggests that animal welfare is considered a topical and relevant issue within
the dairy sector, with a shift towards more progressive and comprehensive interpretations
than was previously common.

The Productivity of Animal Welfare
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In discussions of animal welfare in livestock farming, economic motivations frequently play a
central role. Welfare is pursued not only for ethical reasons, but because it contributes to
productivity and animal health. This connection also emerged also from interviews with
farmers. It quickly becomes apparent that good animal care is reflected in their performance.
Providing good care for the animals is beneficial for their productivity. In essence, people
receive returns in exchange for the care they give. P2, from the conventional dairy farm,
states the following:

| can see that | simply have healthy cows. Because if | didn’t have healthy cows, they wouldn’t
produce milk. If something is wrong with a cow, if it is lame or not fit enough after calving, you
immediately see that reflected in their performance.

Therefore, the health status of a cow is determined by its ability to produce milk.

The farmer of the organic pig farm, P5, describes that if they take good care of the animals,
then the animals take good care of them. So there is added value in taking good care of pigs
because it also benefits the farmer.

When asked about animal welfare, P7 [organic pig farm] acknowledges that the animal must
feel comfortable, but very quickly highlights the economic considerations involved:

Yes, | have always thought that if the pig, the animal, is comfortable and well, then it can also
produce, because ultimately there is an economic interest involved, you know? In the end, |
have to be able to sell my pigs, the ones going to slaughter. | have to earn money here, so to
speak. But | think it's great that | can give them extra space and such. Yes. And | enjoy seeing
those pigs lying in a wallow.

A recurring theme in these interviews is the idea of animal welfare being a reciprocal
relationship. Good animal care is also seen as economically beneficial. Interviewees such as
P2, P5, and P7 link proper care to productivity outcomes. It reveals how economic
motivations and ethical treatment can intertwine in daily practice.

A similar result appears in how consumers view animal welfare. As P4 notes, only a small
minority act out of personal ethical view. This is illustrated by an anecdote that came from a
television show where they asked people if they would pay more for better life for animals,
where a man holding a child said, without irony: “Why? What has that chicken ever done for
me?” After this, he continues with the idea that ‘Beter Leven’ label can only serve as a first
step towards more awareness.

The limits of Animal Welfare

At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked to describe what animal welfare
meant to them personally, in order to gain a clearer understanding of the concept. For
Participants 1, 4, and 6, the concept of animal rights emerged almost immediately, as they
expressed a preference for this over the concept of animal welfare. This shows the
limitations of the animal welfare concept and introduces an alternative perspective on how
human-animal relationships can be understood. For these participants, animal welfare does
not go far enough because animals are still being used for human purposes. While
acknowledging that animal welfare is important while we continue to use animals, for them it
is ultimately about animal rights. In this context, an animal welfare label is rejected entirely
because it still permits the use of animals. This is unacceptable from an animal rights
perspective. This makes it a complex issue, because the ‘Beter Leven’ label is based on the
concept of animal welfare, whereas the animal rights perspective cannot directly be applied.
The animal rights view ultimately aims for the abolition of intensive livestock farming, which
lies beyond the scope of a certification label based on animal welfare such as ‘Beter Leven'.
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Regarding this P6 says:

When you look at the literature, animal welfare means that you are allowed to use animals, but
you have to treat them as properly as possible. The animal rights perspective, on the other hand,
argues that animals should not be used at all. Personally, | lean more towards an animal rights
position, although animal welfare is, of course, also important. | mean, as long as we use
animals in our society, we must treat them with care, that’s self-evident. But | believe we need
to move towards a different kind of relationship between humans and animals, or rather,
between humans and non-human animals.

The concept of animal rights thus fundamentally opposes the use of animals for human
purposes and the infliction of pain upon them. The concept of suffering also emerges early in
several interviews and is closely tied to the animal rights position. For participants such as
P3 and P4, minimizing suffering is viewed as a moral baseline. However, for those leaning
towards an animal rights perspective, such as P1, P6, and also P4, the issue extends
beyond reducing harm to questioning the legitimacy of using animals at all. P1 illustrates this
by arguing that as long as animals are used for human purposes, some degree of suffering is
inevitable:

| just don’t believe that fully animal-friendly livestock farming exists. It always involves some
form of animal suffering. If you want dairy, you still need a calf to get it. If you want to eat eggs,
well, you have to do something about the male chicks. If you want to eat meat, the animal has
to die. So, suffering remains inherently linked to animal-based products.

P6 further deepens this ethical stance by showing the issue of animal rights within a broader
emancipatory context. For P6, the moral imperative lies in both alleviating suffering and
rejecting the idea that humans are entitled to use other animals.

We are animals. And who gave us the right to cause pain to other animals? We don’t have that
right at all. For me, this is truly a matter of emancipation. As some animal rights theorists also
argue, this represents the final emancipation struggle, following those for women’s rights,
minority rights, sexual orientation, and so on. Nature, and animals, are part of that final struggle.

This quote shows the deeper and complex layers of the debate in which the concept of
animal welfare is embedded. It raises fundamental questions about the human—animal
relationship, and therefore also about the meaning of animal welfare itself. this way of
thinking goes further dan welfare alone and reflects an animal rights perspective. In this
sense, animal welfare becomes part a deeper question of emancipation.

A philosophical distinction that surfaced in P4’s interview is the tension between two
prominent ethical frameworks: utilitarianism and deontology. This distinction is particularly
relevant in animal ethics, as it shapes how individuals justify or reject the use of animals for
human purposes. P4 articulates this divide by explaining how each framework leads to
fundamentally different moral conclusions regarding animal welfare and rights:

In ethics, there are two major schools of thought: deontology and utilitarianism. Ultilitarianism is
the theory that asks how we can maximize the overall welfare in the world for all involved,
including animals. Deontology, on the other hand, is more about the idea that there are certain
things you simply must not do to others, focusing more on rights.

In this context, P4 also gives an example about animal testing. According to this view, animal
testing should only be allowed if it brings a significant benefit, for animal welfare. In contrast,
the animal rights perspective would argue that certain actions, like animal testing, should
never be allowed, no matter the outcome. For P4 personally, animal welfare does not go far
enough compared to animal rights.
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This distinction sheds light on how differently animal welfare can be interpreted, depending
on one’s ethical stance. While utilitarianism focuses on maximizing overall well-being,
potentially justifying certain forms of animal use if they contribute to greater good.
Deontology emphasizes the inherent rights of animals, regardless of the outcome.

This reflects a more critical stance towards mainstream interpretations of animal welfare, and
highlights how ethical orientation can influence how individuals evaluate welfare standards,
such as those used in livestock farming.

Starring the ‘Beter Leven’ label

An important part of the interviews was to gain a better understanding of the ‘Beter Leven’
label. After gaining a clearer understanding of what animal welfare meant to the respondents,
the interview continued with questions about the ‘Beter Leven’ label. All respondents were
first asked whether they were familiar with the label, followed by questions about their
knowledge of it and whether they could elaborate their understanding. In response to these
questions regarding the ‘Beter Leven’ label, all seven respondents expressed familiarity with
it. The utilization of the different stars in conjunction with the label is also evident. There is a
general understanding that each additional star represents a higher level of animal welfare.
However, it is also acknowledged that one star represents the absolute minimum in terms of
welfare standards and does not constitute a substantial improvement.

As P1 [animal welfare organization] clearly stated, one star is the ‘absolute minimum’.
Similarly, P5 [organic pig farm] emphasized that consumers often assume that one star must
represent a high standard, as it sounds positive. However, in practice, it represents the
minimum threshold when it comes to animal welfare standards.

Adding to this P1 points to a potential gap in consumer understanding, suggesting that the
label can function more as a way to ease moral discomfort than as a tool for informed
decision-making:

| think a lot of people do not really know what one star means, or two or three stars. | get the
feeling, though I’'m not sure, that many people use the ‘Beter Leven’ star sticker to ease their
conscience. They think they’ve picked a top-quality product just because of it.

A somewhat similar attitude toward the label was also expressed by P2 mentioning that
people often prefer not to think too much about the issue of animal welfare. Instead, they
reassure themselves by believing that since we live in a well-organized society, thinking it's
probably fine.

In addition to this P7 pointed out that according to him many consumers are unclear about
what the different levels of the ‘Beter Leven’ label actually represent, saying the following:

But the consumer first needs to be explained what it means. Because everyone reads one star,
but if you ask 100 people in the store, 'What exactly is one star?' | think 95 people will not be
able to answer that question.

This shared perception among respondents suggests that while the ‘Beter Leven’ is widely
recognized and its tiered system is generally understood, the one stars may give a
misleading impression of welfare improvements to consumers, being the bare minimum.
There is not only confusion and commotion about the different star levels but also about the
scope of the label. For example, some respondents were unsure whether the label applies
only to meat or also to dairy products. Several respondents associate the label with meat
products, particularly pork and poultry. For instance, P2 [conventional dairy farm]
acknowledges knowing the label in the context of meat but was unaware that it also applies
to dairy: “I honestly didn’t realize that it's also used for dairy products, like milk sold at
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Jumbo.” Similarly, P3 questions whether the label applies to dairy at all, indicating limited
awareness about the label’s range. These views show that while the ‘Beter Leven’ label is
generally recognized, its scope and different star levels are not always clearly understood.

P1, from the animal welfare organization perspective, presents a positive dissent and shares
a pragmatic perspective about the ‘Beter Leven’ label. The label represents a solid and
independently verified certification system, ensuring a reliable standard for animal welfare.
The requirements associated with the label are determined by as he called them ‘capable
professionals at the Dutch ‘dierenbescherming”, which enhances its credibility and
effectiveness. P1 highlights that the step-by-step system provides a realistic approach to
improving welfare standards within the livestock industry.

Moreover, the Better Life label is seen as an essential component of the animal welfare
organization’s campaigning strategy. The interviewee explains that their efforts to eliminate
animal suffering from supermarket shelves would not have been successful without a viable
alternative like the ‘Beter Leven’ label. Purely advocating for organic options, they argue,
would not have been feasible for most retailers.

If we tell Albert Heijn [major Dutch supermarket chain] to stop selling ‘plofkip’ [intensively farmed
chicken], but the only alternative is organic, they won’t go for it. You need a pragmatic alternative
when you want to campaign against something. Without the ‘Beter Leven’ label, we wouldn’t
have been able to achieve our success.

The interviews show that while the ‘Beter Leven’ label is widely recognized and generally
understood. There still remains confusion about what the three stars actually represent. The
minimum one-star level can be mistaken for higher welfare standards by consumers.
Moreover, the scope of the label, whether it applies exclusively to meat or also to dairy
products, is not always clear. Despite these challenges, the label is valued as a pragmatic
and credible tool that provides improvements in animal welfare and serves as an important
strategy in broader welfare campaigns.

Awareness and the “Beter Leven’ label

As the conversation about the Better Life label continued, some more positive views began
to emerge. Several respondents mentioned that the label can help raise awareness about
animal welfare, even indirectly. One advantage that came out was that just having the label
on the packaging can make a difference. For example, P3 explained that when products are
placed next to each other, the label helps show which one scores lower on animal welfare,
something that wasn’t always clear before. In that way, the label is seen as a positive step.

P4 emphasized that awareness is an essential starting point. They noted that change begins
with individuals, which is why creating awareness is an important first step.

Others emphasized that awareness happens gradually. The act of choosing a product with
even one star can be the beginning of more awareness, P1:

| feel like the moment you choose to buy something with a star, you’re opening a door to the
realization, ‘wait, this animal had a bad life.” And maybe that leads to trying two-star products,
then three-star ones. It gets you actively thinking about it, talking to others, maybe even with a
vegetarian friend who says, ‘you’re doing great, but they still die.’ | really think the tiered system
helps with that progression.

Finally, it is acknowledged that increasing awareness also involves understanding the
financial implications of animal welfare. As P2 explains, people become more mindful of their
purchases and recognize that choosing higher welfare products comes with an associated
cost.
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This shows that the ‘Beter Leven’ label can help raise awareness about animal welfare. Even
if the actual improvements are small, the label makes people think more aware the choices
they make. Just picking a product with one star can already be the start of awareness. It can
lead to more conversations and a better understanding of the issue. Some people also
emphasize that better animal welfare often means a higher price, and that’s part of becoming
more aware too. But this is also criticized in the following section.

The Prize of the ‘Beter Leven’ label

The use of labels has also been criticized, because they leave the responsibility with the
consumer, but also about the structure of the star rating system. There is much to discuss
regarding how the ‘Beter Leven’ label is structured. A part of the criticism focuses on the
different star levels. While people understand the logic behind the system, they recognize it
also has a downside. One example about the economic structure behind it came up. This
was pointed out by P4, a former economist. Another issue is how the star levels are
awarded. According to P3, it could be relatively easy to receive one star. P2 [conventional
dairy farm] confirmed this but also explained that, in practice, it is not always as simple as it
seems. This shows how the system can be more complex in practice than it appears on the
surface.

P4, former economist, refers to a key principle from environmental economics and ethics: the
polluter pays. He elaborates:

A one-star product should actually be the most expensive, because that's where suffering
occurs. And three stars should be the cheapest, you’d quickly see an end to animal suffering
because everyone would automatically buy products with more stars. So economically, the
system is all wrong.

P6 also critiques the pricing associated with labels. Pointing out that it is understandable for
consumers to choose the cheapest option. As a result, labels often have limited impact, as
they are usually linked to higher prices and shift the responsibility to the consumer. This
highlights a critical economic perspective on how pricing mechanisms influence the
effectiveness of such labels. Saying the following:

That's the case with all products, so if the pricing isn’t right, then you simply can’t expect that
from the consumer (to buy the more expensive option). Then it really stays a niche product, and
you see that with all those labels. (...) They place all the responsibility on the consumer. That's
just nonsense, of course.

However, there is also skepticism about the use of the different stat levels, referring to other
labels where it is in or out. Taking a small step is not enough in these cases. Regarding this
issue, P3 [biodiversity and agriculture] says the following:

As a farmer, you can take a very small step and earn one star, and that may promote
improvement. But at the same time, with the ‘Beter Leven’ label, even with just one star, you
also give a certain kind of legitimacy to those products, and ethically, that can be questioned.

P2, who works at the conventional dairy farm confirmed that they could meet the
requirements of the ‘Beter Leven’ label as early as tomorrow. However, there are important
trade-offs. She explained that this would mean keeping fewer cows, resulting in less income.
In addition, she would no longer be able to sell her milk to her current buyer, with whom she
has a supply agreement. She emphasized that she would not want to switch, as she feels at
home with this company. The topic of alternative labels was also brought up, and P2
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mentioned that she would personally prefer a different label. This will be explored further in
the following chapter.

The other labels beyond animal welfare

Another topic that came up frequently during the interviews was the use of other animal
welfare-related labels in supermarkets. Two of the respondents were organic pig farmers.
They spoke about the organic label, explaining that while it has some overlap with the ‘Beter
Leven’ label, it is broader in scope and also considers environmental impact significantly. At
the conventional dairy farm, yet another label was mentioned, one that also looks beyond
just animal welfare. In a market already full of labels as, the question arises whether a label
focused only on animal welfare is the most effective approach.

P2 from the conventional dairy farm expressed a preference for the Planet Proof label,
explaining that it covers a broader range of issues than the ‘Beter Leven’ label. While ‘Beter
Leven’ main focus is animal welfare, Planet Proof also includes topics like climate impact,
biodiversity, and CO, emissions. According to P2, this makes Planet Proof more meaningful
overall, as it addresses both environmental and animal welfare concerns. Calling the 'Beter
Leven’ label a one-issue topic.

Furthermore, the organic certification was mentioned more frequently during the interviews.
P3 [biodiversity and agriculture] considers the organic label important because it also takes
ecological aspects into account and highlights that animals can play a role in the food
system.

For P5 [organic pig farmer] came up with the example that sometimes they are asked how
many stars they would receive. He explains that they meet the requirements for three stars,
but that their practices go beyond what is required for the highest rating. P7 [also organic pig
farmer] supports this view and states that the star system no longer holds much value for
them, suggesting that organic label represents much more than what is captured by the
‘Beter Leven’ label even at their highest 3-star level.

A disadvantage of the Better Life label that thus came out of the interviews is that it focuses
only on animal welfare and does not take environmental or climate issues into account. A
related theme that emerged is that sustainability and animal-related issues are often seen
and treated separately. The organic label, however, already starts to bridge this gap by
combining both aspects.

But this goes beyond just the examples of labels. P6 sees this as a deeper-rooted problem,
about which P6 says the following:

You see that in science, but also in policy issues, sustainability on the one hand and animal-
related issues on the other hand hardly touch each other. In science and in policy. (...) Animals
play no role in this at all.

These examples show that animal welfare is connected to many other issues. It is not just
about caring for animals, but also relates to protecting the climate and nature. These topics
could be viewed more often together as part of a bigger picture. The focus on animal welfare
alone is both the strength and the limitation of the label.
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The historical & political roots of our animal welfare

Another theme that emerged during the interviews is the complexity and deeply rooted
history of the way animals are treated within our current livestock farming system. The state
of animal welfare in the Netherlands is seen as the outcome of political and societal
decisions. During the interviews, participants were asked whether animal welfare should be
left to the market or if it should be more of a governmental responsibility. This question ties
back to the theoretical framework, which discussed the productivist and neoliberal systems in
which our economy operates.

P4, reflected on the historical roots of the current livestock sector in the Netherlands. They
emphasized how government policy played a key role in shaping the agricultural system as
we know it today:

We have a very intensive livestock sector in the Netherlands. It was actively promoted by the
government after World War Il to ensure self-sufficiency in our food production. But it has gone
too far.

When asked about the current state of animal welfare in the Netherlands, P2 stated that she
finds it is not necessarily bad, there is always room for improvement. She emphasized that
the current conditions are the result of decades of legislation and societal values that have
shaped the way animals are treated today.

We wanted cheap food, and that meant we needed a lot of food. Nobody should go hungry, put
simply. And for years, that's what everything has been focused on. Good for the animal. And it
had to be cheap and efficient. And,

so that's how we keep animals today.

Also noted by P6, who argued that political choices have deliberately shifted too much
responsibility onto consumers. Acknowledging that, over the past decades, a deliberate and
political choice was made to place too much responsibility on the consumer. This makes
animal welfare a political and economic issue, strongly influenced by political decisions and
actions.

Fluctuation between government & market

Throughout the interviews, the question was raised whether animal welfare should be
primarily a market-driven responsibility, or whether it should be more directly regulated by the
government. The responses show a complex picture in which market logic, political will, and
societal pressure intersect.

Several interviewees express skepticism about the current market system. P1 points out that
we live in a world “where there is a lot of freedom for the market, and where farmers and the
agro-industry can basically do as they please.” Expressing disappointment in governmental
inaction: “You can hope the government intervenes, but they simply don’t.” Nonetheless, P1
strongly believes that the state should carry the main responsibility: “If you just let people go,
they will do horrible, stupid things. you need something to restrain that, and | believe that’s
the role of the government.” Yet, aware of current political reality, acknowledged that market-
driven solutions a second best option.

Other participants, like P2, express a more market-oriented view. She prefers market-based
change: “In the end, I'd rather the market handles it than the government.” She’s wary of
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inconsistent government regulation. When the government is responsible, the process is
vulnerable to changing political agendas and ideologies

Still, she acknowledges the limitations of this approach and recognizes the need for
governmental support:

Especially when they require major investments that have to be made in the short term. For
example, if your barns still meet the standards now, but within five years everything has to be
more spacious, so a bigger barns, then the government also has a role to play. Especially
because over the past 10 to 15 years, they’'ve been quite fickle (dutch: wispelturig) in what they
want. An investment that is encouraged today can be rejected again in a few years.

It feels like investing in a casino, gambling.

P3 reflects on the idea of ‘the market’ altogether, emphasizing that “the market is not some

magical thing in the air, it is created.”

Speaking more personally, she expresses the belief that higher standards should simply be
set by the government: “It's something so fundamental, right? The way we treat animals.” In
her view, animal welfare is a basic moral issue.

P4 also challenges the idea that change should come from the consumer. He refers to an old
government campaign claiming that a better environment starts with yourself, the consumer.
Thus, with this campaign suggesting that government regulation is unnecessary. In
response, he states: "Every economist, and every sociologist and every philosopher would
say that in the end, you don’t solve things that way."

However he does acknowledge that raising awareness is an important first step, and this is
something the “Beter Leven’ label is contributing to. But in the end, it is the government that
must set the standard.

A more balanced view is offered by P5. He believes that efforts are needed from both sides,
but that ultimately, it is the consumer who makes the decision: "In the end... yes, the
consumer decides, you know, with their euros, what they support." At the same time, he
acknowledges that the government can play a role in encouraging and informing consumers
about animal welfare.

A more political point of view is offered by PG, really emphasizing that the change should
come from the politics, acknowledging that this is only possible if there is public support.

Yes, but politics only acts on what there is public support for, so in the end it's a societal problem.
And so citizens, brave farmers, civil society organizations, companies in the supply chain, and
also governments, all of those organizations (...) yes, we need them to bring the change,
because politics won'’t act if they don’t believe there is support for it.

In summary, while opinions differ on whether the market or the state should lead, most agree
that neither can do it alone. Market mechanisms are shaped by policy and public values, and
governmental action depends on societal pressure. The consensus is that a structural shift in
animal welfare demands shared responsibility, between consumers, the state, producers,
and civil society.

The psychology behind animal welfare

An interesting argument that emerged from the interviews is the idea of a form of cognitive
dissonance. Many people value animals and consider them important, but at the same time,
they also value eating meat. This creates an internal conflict that can lead to aversive
feelings (Bouwman et al., 2022). During the interview with P1, the concept of cognitive
dissonance was explicitly mentioned and explained in the context of animal welfare.
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It's the discomfort you feel when your actions don’t align with your values. So, look at society,
we actually all love animals, we find them amazing, very cute, and we do recognize, at least |
really believe so, that they can feel pain. (...) And if you look at the livestock sector, | truly think
that deep down we say to ourselves, ‘Hmm, this is strange.” Animals don’t really belong here,
they experience pain. They actually have a much richer emotional life than we tend to think. But
at the same time, we all eat meat. Well, that creates cognitive dissonance, that creates
discomfort.

P1 reflected on how animal welfare labels such as the ‘Beter Leven’ label might reduce moral
discomfort around consuming animal products. Suggesting that for some consumers, the
presence of such labels can ease cognitive dissonance.

Another example of cognitive dissonance, P7 [organic pig farm] expresses an emotional
connection to the animals, saying:

| really do have pig’s blood running through my veins. | can’t live without those animals. But |
can also say goodbye. When they go off in the truck to the slaughterhouse, | have no problems
with that.

This creates a sense of dissonance, saying you value the animals, yet you also take them to
slaughter. He puts this into perspective by saying: 'the fate of pigs'".

Another example of cognitive dissonance can be found by P2. An example of the separation
of calves from their mothers shortly after birth arises. The respondent acknowledges that the
practice is "sad" and "not natural." This shows recognition of the animal’s emotional and
social needs. This discomfort is rationalized by the fact that the calf is receiving individual
attention, and early separation is a health intervention to prevent disease in a vulnerable
period. The practice is explained through reference to nature, claiming that in the wild, a
mother would also move on after losing a calf, as survival demands it. “That's also part of
nature.”

To put this in perspective saying this is the outcome of decades of policy and public demand
for affordable, efficient food production. As P2 suggests earlier, the current system, including
the way animals are kept, is the product of societal choices that have prioritized productivity
and low consumer prices.

A personal example from P3, this interviewee identifies as vegetarian out of concern for
animal welfare, stating: “I'd rather not have animals killed for me if it's not necessary.” At the
same time, she admits to consuming cheese, acknowledging that dairy production also
involves animal suffering. She reflects: “It’s a bit contradictory, and | know I’'m not entirely
consistent, just like many people aren’t consistent in their values.”

This highlights an internal conflict between ethical intention and practical behavior, an
example of cognitive dissonance.

These examples highlight how cognitive dissonance is a complex aspect of the attitudes
people have towards animal welfare. There is a tension between ethical concerns for animals
and the practicalities of food production and consumption. Addressing animal welfare
effectively requires acknowledging these psychological tensions and situating them within
broader societal, economic, and policy contexts.
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Discussion

The results reveal a variety of outcomes. Firstly, desk research was conducted.

A closer examination was performed on the requirements that BLK states on its website for
different animals. Notably, for dairy cows using a recommendation rather than a requirement,
which should not be included on a label. A recommendation is there to make a positive
impact, but whether these are also applied remains unknown. This reduces transparency and
reliability for consumers.

Additionally, for pigs the label permits tail docking at the one star level, despite this practice
being prohibited under European legislation, with certain exceptions. This also highlights the
complexity of Dutch livestock farming and how difficult it can be to regulate. However, as a
certification label, clear boundaries could be set instead of recommendations. Currently,
farmers with a one-star rating still receive the label, even though practices like tail docking
can still occur, which can conflict with animal welfare principles. It is important to understand
the reasons behind this practice. The broader discussion about tail docking are beyond the
scale of this study. Due to time and feasibility, this research does not explore this topic in
detail. Nonetheless, this is an area where further research would be valuable.

For chickens, a significant finding was the inconsistency in the star ratings, with one example
of more stars indicating lower welfare outcomes. The maximum of chickens per square
meters firstly increases from the 1 to 2 star level, and then decreases at the 3 star level. A
counterintuitive outcome in a system designed to enhance welfare standard progressively.
This shows inconsistency in the internal coherence of the ‘Beter Leven’ label, and raises
questions about its accuracy. Furthermore, the differences between star levels appear
minimal. For instance, the space for fattening pigs differs by only 0.1 m? between one and
two stars. It is questionable whether such small changes contribute to animal welfare. Across
all species, there were also more cases where the requirements remain the same across all
three star levels. In these cases, there is no clear progression or improvement in welfare.
Undermining the intended purpose of a tiered star system. However to consumers, this
system still shows the impression of increasing welfare standards, which is not true in these
cases.

Furthermore, a comparison of the Five Domains Model (2015) and the ‘Beter Leven’ label
reveals few similarities. The Five Domains Model is a comprehensive theory of animal
welfare that encompasses numerous conditions. When these conditions were compared with
the ‘Beter Leven’ label, minimal overlaps were identified. This suggests that the ‘Beter Leven’
label could adopt and implement a much broader definition of animal welfare, as it primarily
focuses on space and enrichment materials.

The interviews revealed the nuanced interpretations of animal welfare and the diverse
approaches individuals adopt toward this concept. A prevalent theme identified was the
recognition of natural behaviors, which encompasses the provision of enough space, food,
and water for animals. Nevertheless, some participants prioritized the prevention of suffering
as their main concern, while others preferred animal rights.

In discussions regarding the ‘Beter Leven’ label, there was a general consensus that it
serves to raise awareness about animal welfare issues. However, numerous respondents
contended that the label does not meet expectations, asserting that one star represents the
absolute minimum standard. While it is acknowledged that ‘Beter Leven’ label has instigated
some positive changes, there is a prevalent belief that it now has the potential to impose
more rigorous requirements. From the perspective of animal rights, a label can only be the
first step, their ultimate objective is to establish a system devoid of animal exploitation.
Furthermore, a significant argument arising from the interviews is related to the notion of
cognitive dissonance. Many individuals articulate a recognition of the need for change and
express sympathy toward animals, yet they persist in the consumption of animal products
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and the utilization of animals for production purposes. This paradox cannot be attributed to
any singular group, but rather reflects broader societal choices made over recent decades.

This connects to the idea that animal welfare is a rather subjective concept for consumers.
Because people have different views on what animal welfare means to them, it is difficult to
say whether it is truly improving. Opinions on animal welfare vary widely. For some
respondents improvements for animal welfare are not necessary, meanwhile there are
respondents who potentially would prefer a future without the use of animal products for our
daily consumption. The label provides thus value for individuals with less high animal welfare
standards, while contributing significantly less for those who uphold higher standards of
animal welfare. A commonly accepted definition of animal welfare in our society could help
create more clarity. Without a clear definition or standard for animal welfare, it is hard for a
label to promote animal welfare in a meaningful way. Future research could explore this
further.

However, it is difficult to generalize the findings of this study because only seven
respondents were interviewed. This included three people who preferred animal rigths to
animal welfare. This was neither anticipated nor taken into account beforehand. From an
animal rights perspective, a label of animal welfare has no effect because, in principle,
animals should not be used at all. Consequently, the research is to a certain extend shifting
more towards an animal rights perspective.

This could be valuable because animal rights and animal welfare could be combined. Animal
welfare does not exclude animal rights and could use them to improve animal welfare.
Therefore, a recommendation would be to conduct follow-up research on how animal welfare
and animal rights could collaborate to enhance animal welfare.

In total, only three farmers were interviewed. One of them was from a conventional dairy
farm with milk cows and was not directly involved with the ‘Beter Leven’ label. As a result, he
could not provide specific insights into the label. The other two farmers were both organic pig
farmers, who also do not fall under the ‘Beter Leven’ label. However, they were able to share
insights about another label, the organic one, and had some knowledge of the ‘Beter Leven’
label, which allowed for comparison.

Conducting more interviews with farmers, especially those participating in the ‘Beter Leven’
label, could be a valuable addition to the research.

Additionally, while the category of chickens was considered in the desk research, no chicken
farmer was interviewed. Farmers participating in the ‘Beter Leven’ label turned out to be
more difficult to identify and contact than initially expected. Nevertheless, as the inclusion of
farmers' perspectives was considered important for the study, this approach was ultimately
chosen. For future research, it could be useful to expand the interview group or focus more
specifically on individual animal categories. This would allow for a more detailed analysis.

It is thus important to maintain a critical perspective on the methodology of data collection,
acknowledging its inherent limitations. These limitations will be addressed briefly.

Desk research is a valuable method of data collection, but it should be noted that it may offer
a somewhat biased perspective of the subject. The content of the 'Better Life' label website
should be subject to a critical evaluation, as it may contain biased information or be
presented in a manner that is not aligned with reality. The sources can lack transparency,
and the source is not always clear either. The analysis was based only on the information
found in the tables on the official ‘Beter Leven’ website. These tables were used because
they are the main way the ‘Beter Leven’ label communicates its requirements to consumers.
No further information or background documents were included. This choice was made due
to time limitations and feasibility of the research. However, it's important to note that this can
give an incomplete picture and could affect the reliability of the findings.

Semi-structured interviews are a good in-depth method of data collection, but have
limitations as well to consider. Responses can by influenced by personal experiences, beliefs
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and biases. They are subjective and can differ a lot in between persons. The findings are
also based on a small number of participants, making it hard to generalize results.

This research faced difficulties in incorporating the perspective of the ‘Dierenbescherming’,
the organization responsible for the ‘Beter Leven’ initiative, due to difficulties of getting in
contact. However, integrating the insights of the ‘Dierenbescherming’ could form valuable
insights. A more detailed analysis of the ‘Beter Leven’ label could be made in this way. More
research could address more specific themes and enhance the overall understanding of
‘Beter Leven’ label.

The research does not include a thorough examination of the existing laws and regulations
related to animal welfare. The results and the discussed literature suggest that contemporary
livestock practices have evolved over several decades, largely as a result of policies
designed to maximize food production efficiency. Animal welfare emerges thus as a political
economy issue, heavily influenced by market dynamics. Moreover, the emphasis was not
placed on the interests that drive production as well as on the most influential stakeholders in
this field. Therefore, further research in this domain of political economy is recommended.

Furthermore, it became clear that animal welfare is found in a highly complex and multi-
dimensional field. Various philosophical, economic, political, historical, sociological, and
psychological aspects emerged throughout the research. As a result, this research has
remained relatively general in addressing each of these dimensions. One of the stronger
findings was the concept of cognitive dissonance, as it helps explain the relationship
between values and behavior related to animal welfare. However, it is a socio-psychological
concept that was difficult to fully embrace. Since the researcher does not have a background
in psychology, it was challenging to fully understand and apply the term and its examples.
This can reduce the reliability of the argument. Future research could explore this
dissonance between values and behavior about animal welfare in greater depth from a
psychological perspective.

Working on this topic was both enjoyable and challenging. | underestimated how personally
engaging and emotionally close it would feel. | had many conversations with friends and
family along the way, discussing the various aspects of animal welfare. Through this thesis, |
hope to contribute, even in a small way, to better animal welfare in our society.

Conclusion

The aim of this research was whether animal welfare in livestock farming can be improved
through the use of labels. With the following research question:

To what extent can animal welfare in Dutch livestock farming be improved through the ‘Beter
Leven’ label?

37



Based on scientific insights from the Extended Five Domains Model and data
gathered with practical knowledge from qualitative interviews.

The desk research showed inconsistencies across the animal categories examined. Because
of the use of a recommendation rather than a requirement (dairy cows), allowing taildocking
for pigs which is prohibited under European legislation (with exceptions) but thus normalizing
these exceptions and for chickens the decrease in space with an increase in star level. In
addition differences between the star levels appeared minimal, with multiple cases of no
increase in the star levels at all, undermining the intened purpose of a star system. Using
these illustrations of what is lacking of the ‘Beter Leven’ label it shows that there much space
for improvement.

The results from the table comparing the Extended Five Domains Model with the ‘Beter
Leven’ label also show that the ‘Beter Leven’ label addresses only a limited number of
aspects within the broad concept of animal welfare. For most of the criteria, the ‘Beter Leven’
label provides no specific information. There are no clear or comprehensive standards found
for animal welfare within the label, and most requirements focus primarily on providing more
space, which can be considered a narrow approach. However, according to the theoretical
framework of the Five Domains Model, animal welfare is far more complex and multi-
dimensional than this.

The interviews provided several conclusions. The first theme was the subjectivity of animal
welfare, which makes it challenging for a label to improve something that lacks clear and
socially accepted standards. For the animal rights perspective, welfare labels can only
contribute to a certain extent, as they believe animals should not be used or exploited at all,
something that such labels still permit.

The star rating system used by the Better Life label was recognized as an accessible way to
encourage gradual improvements in animal welfare. However, it was also noted that this
system can lower the threshold for labels, potentially leading to low or even misleading
standards for consumers. Nevertheless, the label does contribute to raising public
awareness, which is an important first step toward broader change.

Ultimately, animal welfare was acknowledged as a deeply rooted societal issue that cannot
be solved by consumer action alone, which ultimately reflects the limitations of what a label
can achieve. Structural change, including government intervention, is needed. Public support
is essential in this process. The concept of cognitive dissonance helps explain why many
people value animal welfare in principle but struggle to align their behavior with these values.
This suggests that placing the responsibility primarily on the consumer, as the current ‘Beter
Leven’ does, may at the end of the be insufficient.

In conclusion, the question of whether the ‘Beter Leven’ label can improve animal welfare in
Dutch livestock farming remains complex and cannot be answered with a straightforward yes
or no. The label covers only a limited range of requirements compared to the broader Five
Domains Model, so its impact on animal welfare is relatively small. However, it does play an
important role in raising public awareness, which can be a useful first step towards progress.
The research showed that although many people care about animal welfare, there are many
different standards and people tend to struggle to act in line with these values, a
phenomenon known as cognitive dissonance. This highlights the need for wider societal
change, backed by strong political commitment and clear standards, because a label alone
cannot achieve meaningful improvements in animal welfare.
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Appendices - Tables ‘Beter Leven’ Label

The data in these tables is sourced from the Better Life website (Stichting Beter Leven

keurmerk, n.d.).

Beter Leven — Cows and cattle

1 star 2 stars 3 stars
Number of | One lying One lying space One lying space
lying space per per cow. Walking | per cow. 5%
cubicles cow. space min 7.5m2 | more cubicles
(dairy Walking per cow. than number of
cows) space min. cows. Walking
5m2 per space 10m2 per
cow. cow.
Living 5.4m2 per 6.6m2 per bull 8.5m2 per bull
space bull
(beef
cattle)
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Distraction | Brushes in 1 star 1 star
material | the barn
(dairy required
cows)
Bedding Cow 1 star 1 star
for lying mattress
cubicle made of
(dairy rubber or
cows) deep straw
layer
Lying place | Soft, made 1 star 1 star
(beef of straw
cattle)
Grazing 120 days, 6 | 150 days, 8 hours | 180 days, 8 hours
(dairy hours per per day. Young per day. Young
cows) day. Young cattle at least 100 | cattle at least 100
cattle at days in first two days in first two
least 100 years of life. years of life.
days in first
two years of
life.
Grazing 5 months 6 months 7 months
(beef excluding excluding bulls excluding bulls
cattle) bulls older older than 1 year | older than 1 year
than 1 year
suckling Separated, 1 star recommendation:
calf (dairy | after calfis calf with mother
cows) licked dry by cow for 3 months
mother cow.
Calf time Minimum 3 | Minimum 5 Minimum 6
with months months months
mother
(beef
cattle)
Beter Leven — Pigs
1 star 2 stars 3 stars
Living space 2.25 m2 per 1 star 1 star
for sows sow
(mother pig)
Outdoor area | X 1 m2 persow | 1.9m2 per
range sow sow




Living space 1 m2 per 1.1 m2 per 1.3 m2 per
for fattening | fattening pig | fattening pig | fattening pig
pigs
Outdoor area | X 0.70m2 per 1ma2 per
range fattening pig | fattening pig
fattening pigs
Grazing X X For pregnant
SOWS
Distraction yes, material 1 star 1 star
material is rootable,
edible and,
degradable
Tail docking Yes No tail No tail
docking docking
Beter Leven — Chickens
1 star 2 stars 3 stars
Living space 9 laying hens | 1 star 6.7 hens per
(laying hens) | per m2 m?2
Living space Max. 12 chicks | Max. 13 chicks | Max. 11
(Broiler per m2 per m2 chicks per m2
chickens)
Distraction Mandatory, 1 star 1 star
material grain
(laying hens) | spreading,
straw bales
and pecking
stones
Distraction Mandatory. 1 star 1 star
material Grain
(broilers) spreading and
straw bales
Outdoor area | Mandatory. Mandatory. Mandatory.
(laying hens) | Covered Covered Covered
(>20% of total | (250% of total | (>100% of
stall area). pen area) + total stall
Free* range (1 | area) + Free-
hen per 4 m2). | range (1 hen
(*) In case of per 4 m2) or
Avian Forest Edge
Influenza, a outdoors.
confinement
obligation
applies.
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Outdoor area | Mandatory* Mandatory. Mandatory.

(broilers) (no later than | Free-range (1 | Free-range (1
1-1-2027). chicken per 1 | chicken per 2
Covered (> m?2). m2).
20% of total
barn area).

Slower- Yes Yes yes

growing

breed

(broilers)

(*) Due to delays in authorisation due to nitrogen measures, there is an extension of the
transitional regime, in the case of some of the 1-star farmers.

Appendices — V1 interview guide

Introductie
o Korte uitleg over het interview en het doel van het onderzoek.
e Vraag mondelinge toestemming om het gesprek op te nemen.

Persoon & Organisatie
e Kan je jezelf voorstellen op professioneel vlak?
o Achtergrond/loopbaan
e Wat is uw rol/taken binnen de organisatie op het gebied van dierenwelzijn?
e Wat betekend dierenwelzijn voor u persoonlijk?

Dierenwelzijn in Nederland
¢ Wat houdt dierenwelzijn in voor uw organisatie?
e Wat vindt u van de huidige staat van dierenwelzijn binnen de Nederlandse
veehouderij?
o Watis goed? Wat kan er beter?

Ervaringen & beleving van het dier
e Wat is voor jou natuurlijk gedrag van dieren?
o Bijvoorbeeld voor koeien, kippen, varkens
o Voorbeelden?
e In hoeverre denkt u dat dieren natuurlijk gedrag kunnen vertonen in de nederlandse
veehouderij?
e Is hetvoor u belangrijk dat er gekeken wordt naar de mentale / emotionele toestand
van dieren, naast hun gezondheid?
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o Hoe belangrijk vindt u het om naast het voorkomen van lijden ook actief
positieve ervaringen voor dieren te stimuleren?
Beter Leven keurmerk

e Bent u bekend met het Beter Leven keurmerk?
-> Zo ja: Wat vindt u van het keurmerk in de praktijk?
- Wat vindt u van het gebruik van sterren om gradaties in dierenwelzijn aan te
geven?

e Hoe kijkt uw organisatie naar het Beter Leven keurmerk?

Labels & Systemische Verandering

e Wat vind u van het gebruik van labels om dierenwelzijn te verbeteren?

e Enisdit de taak van van de markt en wat is de rol van de overheid daarin?

e Wat zijn volgens u de voor- en nadelen van zulke labels?

e Zijn er grenzen aan wat labels kunnen doen in een voedselsysteem dat sterk gericht

is op efficiéntie en productie?
o In hoeverre zijn boeren, consumenten en bedrijven vrij om echt te kiezen

voor dierenwelzijn, of worden zij gestuurd door andere economische of
politieke factoren?

Tot slot
e Hoe ziet u de rol van dierenwelzijn in de toekomst in de veehouderij voor u in de
toekomst?
e Iseriets dat we nog niet besproken hebben, maar wat u belangrijk vindt om toe te
voegen?

e Bedanken voor deelname en tijd!!
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