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As poultry production and consumption have increased in the last decade, so have
consumers’ concerns about intensified production methods and the impacts they have
on animal welfare. At the same time, poultry consumption has increased and enjoys
great popularity. Also, a shift in consumers’ consumption behavior can be observed as
nowadays most consumers purchase chicken cuts, especially breast filets, rather than
whole animals, mostly due to convenience and taste. Although consumer concerns have
increased, market shares of alternative poultry products, i.e., those that are produced
under higher standards compared to conventional products, remain comparably low.
One of the main reasons are the large differences in prices. The higher prices for
alternative chicken products such as organic result partly from increased production
costs on farm level. Besides, consumer preferences for chicken cuts intensify cost
differences. While alternative chicken breasts (e.g., organically produced) might be valued
by some consumers, other cuts such as wings or thighs are not and are therefore sent
into the conventional market. In these cases, the breasts need to remunerate all additional
costs. Analyzing consumers’ concerns about production methods and learning about
consumers’ obstacles to buy whole chickens might offer farmers greater possibilities
to succeed in alternative markets. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain
insights into consumers’ chicken consumption behaviors, how consumers imagine an
ideal chicken farm and whether they would be willing to purchase a whole chicken from
this ideal farm. Three focus group discussions (total n = 30) with German consumers
were held online in June 2020. The results show that participants associate the ideal
chicken farm with four main characteristics: good husbandry system, positive economic
impact for the farmer, high transparency, and proximate location of the farm in the same
geographical region. However, wilingness to purchase a whole chicken, even from the
ideal farm, remains low due to mainly convenience reasons and daily routines.
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INTRODUCTION

The poultry meat sector has grown worldwide for years, focused
on indoor environments and automated production systems and
processes (Fraser, 2008). In Germany, more than 620 million
broilers have been slaughtered in 2019 (Statistisches Bundesamt,
2021). As poultry production grows, worldwide consumption of
poultry meat also rises. In Germany, although meat consumption
has decreased ~2.2 kg per capita between 2009 and 2019 (Statista,
2020), poultry consumption has increased by 4.12 kg per capita
in the last decade (Bundesinformationszentrum Landwirtschaft,
2020). This increase in poultry consumption has been related
to consumers’ association of this type of meat with a healthier
diet (less fat content) when compared to other types of meat,
particularly red meat (Kennedy et al., 2004; Spiller et al., 2010).

In production, also animal genetics changed and chickens
have been selected based on their performance to obtain a
greater muscular growth in a short period of time. Before the
industrialization of poultry production took place, a broiler (i.e.,
chicken for meat production) needed around 120 days to reach a
weight of 1.5 kg while nowadays this is achieved in 30 days only
[Bundesanstalt fiir Landwirtschaft und Erndhrung (BLE), 2020].

Moreover, with these intensified production schemes farm
structures changed. The number of small poultry farms (<10,000
animals) in Germany decreased significantly from 1999 to 2016
while the number of big poultry farms (>50,000 animals)
increased [Bundesanstalt fiir Landwirtschaft und Erndhrung
(BLE), 2020]. These big farms account today for 80% of all
broilers produced in Germany [Bundesanstalt fiir Landwirtschaft
und Erndhrung (BLE), 2020]. However, along with these
production schemes, public criticism, and concerns toward farm
animal welfare in these systems have grown (Vanhonacker et al.,
2008; Martelli, 2009; Nocella et al., 2010; De Jonge and van
Trijp, 2013), particularly for broiler production and laying hens
(Verbeke and Viaene, 2000; Martelli, 2009; Vanhonacker and
Verbeke, 2009; Heng et al., 2013). Among the concerns related
to the welfare of broilers are high stocking densities in barns
(Halle and Sandilands, 2006), a lack of outdoor access (Busch
and Spiller, 2018), and leg weakness due to the lack of activity
(Bessel, 2006). In laying hens, the killing of day-old male chicks
(Briimmer et al., 2017; Busse et al,, 2019), and beak trimming
(Heng et al., 2013) are additional sources of concern. Further,
the use of antibiotics in animal production is negatively perceived
by consumers due to their association with antibiotic resistances
and residuals causing health problems in humans (Bernard et al.,
2005; Yang et al., 2009; Busch et al., 2020).

As the term “animal welfare” has become increasingly
debated by the public (Deemer and Lobao, 2011; Lagerkvist
and Hess, 2011) and public criticism and concerns regarding
the abovementioned topics have increased, it is necessary to
understand what regular consumers (i.e., not experts on the
topic) consider ideal characteristics of a farm where chickens
are reared for human consumption. Although literature shows
that animal welfare and type of husbandry system are important
attributes for consumers (Tonsor et al., 2009; Vanhonacker and
Verbeke, 2014), it is still unknown whether other characteristics
are also of relevance to consumers when imagining an “ideal”

production method. Although there has been research related to
ideal pig (Sato et al., 2017), beef (Kiihl et al., 2020), and dairy
(Cardoso et al.,, 2016) farms, to the best of our knowledge there is
still a gap regarding chicken farms.

Consumers buying decisions for chicken meat are impacted
by several aspects, depending on the information available.
Price is certainly among the most important attributes when
making buying decisions for meat (Clark et al., 2017; Escobedo
del Bosque et al., 2021) but animal welfare attributes are of
importance, too. Increased willingness-to-pay for broiler chicken
with higher welfare levels is generally given but is lower
compared to other animal products such as dairy (Clark et al.,
2017). People with higher levels of animal welfare concerns have
found to eat less animal products and to pay more attention
to welfare labels when buying animal products (Clark et al,
2016). Feed and product origin also influence buying decisions in
broiler chicken and are of higher importance compared to breeds
(Escobedo del Bosque et al., 2021).

Besides animal welfare concerns and an increase in
consumption quantity, the intensive production methods
of the poultry industry also allowed for a change in consumers’
consumption behavior of poultry. Nowadays, it is possible for
consumers to purchase only those cuts which they desire, e.g.,
breast filets, instead of whole animals. This increasing trend
of purchasing specific chicken cuts (e.g., breast filets, thighs)
(Birzele and Stetter, 2018) occurs since many consumers see
convenience as the most important motive for purchasing
specific cuts rather than a whole chicken (Kennedy et al., 2004;
Ripoll et al., 2015). Additionally, consumers usually try to
avoid associating meat with an animal (Kubberod et al., 2002)
in order to feel less guilt (Te Velde et al., 2002; Hopkins and
Dacey, 2008) or disgust (Kubberod et al., 2002; Hamilton, 2006;
Hopkins and Dacey, 2008). Te Velde et al. (2002) suggest that
the unrecognizability of the cuts (e.g., breast filets cannot be as
easily recognized as a part of a chicken compared to a whole
carcass) also influences the preference for cuts. Nonetheless,
the changed genetics and the trend of purchasing only cuts
has contributed to a decrease in the number of whole animals
being sold (Birzele and Stetter, 2018) and therefore reducing
the market segment of whole chicken consumption, which also
impacts the production side. Consumers’ increasing preference
for chicken cuts also led to a shift from “short” (i.e., rearing
for ~33 days to achieve a weight of 1.5kg) to “heavy” (i..,
rearing for ~40 days to achieve a weight of 2kg) fattening
production methods in order to obtain larger and heavier
cuts, particularly breasts (Bundschuh and Henning, 2016).
Additionally, those cuts that are not consumed in European
countries (i.e., wings, thighs, feet, organs) are exported to
countries in Africa (e.g., South Africa, Benin, Ghana) and
Asia (e.g., Saudi Arabia, Philippines, Hong Kong) (Bundschuh
and Henning, 2016) often at low prices (Fourie, 2013; Banson
et al., 2015; Bioland, 2020). For small producers of alternative
markets in Germany, these developments are challenging.
For them, exporting cuts is not economically viable. Selling
whole chickens is therefore often an economic decision that
is contrasting current consumer trends and challenging small
and alternative production with e.g., increased farm animal
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welfare. The topic of consumers’ willingness to purchase a whole
chicken as well as the advantages and disadvantages of this
product from consumers’ perspectives has not been studied,
to the best of our knowledge. Especially in combination with
linking the consumption behavior to the impacts on the famer
and the animals.

Since most consumers’ knowledge about production systems
in the poultry industry is limited (Erian and Phillips, 2017), the
aim of this study was 2-fold: (1) to gain insights into how an ideal
production of chicken meat looks like from a consumers” point
of view; and, since it is known that consumers generally prefer
cuts our aim was also (2) to assess the potential for marketing
whole animals vs. cuts if the whole animal comes from such an
ideal farm. The results of this study help understand consumer
trade-offs between convenient consumption habits and support
for preferred production methods. It indicates whether, and to
what extent, consumers are willing to change consumption and
preparation habits for the sake of production methods and farms
that are in line with their values. In addition, results are relevant
to chicken farmers in alternative (e.g., organic or animal welfare)
markets in order to better understand what consumers expect
from their practices and adapt these to their strategies in order
to make chicken production more diverse and sustainable.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

To generate information addressing our research questions, we
gathered qualitative data through online focus groups. As defined
by Morgan (1996), focus groups are a research method to
collect information on a preset topic through interactions in
a group. According to this definition, focus groups have three
main characteristics: collecting data, interaction in a group as
source of data and an active role of the researcher in creating
the group discussions. Focus groups allow creating an almost
natural atmosphere that resembles a conversation setting with
different opinions (Lamnek, 2005). This difference in opinions
also allows participants to respond to and discuss with other
participants and therefore generating further insights in the
topic and reflect own views. As we did not know in advance
all possible aspects that might contribute to an “ideal” broiler
farm from a consumers’ point of view as well as the drivers of
consumer behavior regarding chicken cuts, we decided to choose
focus groups as research mode. In addition to this exploratory
approach we added some confirmatory elements in the focus
group protocols for those cases in which respondents do not
come up with topics for discussion by themselves.

In this study, all participants gave informed consent to take
part in the study before the discussions started. This study was
conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and
the protocol including the leading interview questions for the
focus groups was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
University of Géttingen before data collection.

Three focus group discussions with German residents were
held online in June 2020, using a virtual meeting room with
audio and video sequences. Each discussion was scheduled for
90 min and moderated by a professional facilitator. Participants

were recruited through an agency (Forester&Thelen Teststudio
GmbH) in Hanover, Germany. The prerequisites for taking part
in the discussions were consuming chicken meat at least once a
month, consuming organic animal products and animal products
with an animal welfare label at least once every 2 weeks or being
responsible for cooking chicken for the family. The latter was
the case for one of the participants in the group discussions
(vegetarian that purchases and cooks chicken for the family),
while all others were chicken eaters themselves. The age range
for participants was set from 25 to 70 years. In each focus
group discussion, 10 participants that live in Hanover, a city with
~500,000 inhabitants in Northern Germany (and its suburban
area) took part. Hanover was selected for the discussion groups as
it is the capital of Lower Saxony, the state with the highest poultry
production in Germany.

Accordingly, the questioning order was semi-structured in
order to stay flexible within the discussion but also to have
comparable results (Lamnek, 2005). The moderator followed
the script of questions (see Supplementary Table 1) which was
divided in five main parts and started with (1) a warm-up phase
in which the rules for the discussion were explained and each
participant introduced him/herself to the group (10 min). Next,
in order to introduce participants to the topic of preferences for
chicken meat, participants were asked in part (2) to describe
their buying behavior of chicken meat (frequencies, point of
purchases and determinants of buying decisions) and to rank
the attributes that are of importance when buying chicken meat
(20 min). These results will show a first glance at attributes that
consumers value when purchasing chicken meat. Therefore, we
then centered the discussion on our main research focus in
parts 3 and 4. In part (3), participants were asked to describe
an ideal chicken farm, according to their expectations. Included
were questions about how relevant the farm is for consumers
when purchasing chicken meat and which information about
the farm would be wished to encounter at the point of sale
(30 min). Part (4) of the focus group discussion was dedicated
to the question whether participants prefer buying a whole
chicken or cuts and for what occasions they buy each of these.
In addition, participants were asked whether they would accept
buying whole animals that originate from the ideal farm that they
described before and how they rate the success of the approach
of marketing whole animals. Advantages and disadvantages of
marketing whole animals vs. cuts were discussed. Finally, the
group discussions ended with (5) a closing question in which
participants were asked to comment on the statement of eating
less but better meat (25min) followed by a summary and
feedback section (5 min).

The discussions were recorded and transcribed by the
recruiting agency and facilitated to the researchers. The
transcripts were then revised and compared to the audio by two
researchers independently. Next, the transcripts were analyzed
following Knodel (1993) in two steps: (1) organizing and
subdividing the data into segments: in this step, the collected data
were looked at to determine where each topic started and ended;
next, the data was divided into the four main questions asked
in this study and (2) coding the material by determining criteria
for converting it into analytically useful data. The coding of the
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transcripts was done in the following way (based on Knodel,
1993):

1. Development of codes that corresponded to each item in the
discussion guideline: numerical codes were assigned to each
research topic: 1 = “determinants of purchase,” 2 = “ideal
chicken farm,” 3 = “whole animal vs. cuts,” and 4 = “less but
better meat.” For each of these four major topics, subtopics
were identified and statements were classified accordingly.
For example, the topic of “whole chickens” was coded 3.1
and “cuts” was coded as 3.2 since they belonged to the topic
coded with 3.

2. Creation of additional codes for topics that arose and were of
special interest for the researchers: for instance, topics such
as missing information from chicken meat packages or ideas
on how to market whole chickens were mentioned. These
were then allocated under a major topic and then coded
differently than the subtopics included in the guidelines. For
instance, “missing information” was coded 1.A as a subtopic
of determinants of purchase (code 1).

3. Development of non-substantive codes that helped in the
writing phase: statements that could be used as illustrative
quotations when reporting the results of the study were
marked with asterisks and italics font while subtopics or
additional topics had numerical coding.

The coding of the material was done by two researchers
independently, and then themes were compared and adjusted.
Since different topics and subtopics were covered in this study,
the analysis was done individually for each major category.

RESULTS

A total of 30 participants took part in the group discussions. The
average age was 43 years, with the youngest participant being 25
and the oldest 64. A total of 15 men and 15 women participated
and they were equally distributed in each session. In total, Six
participants stated that they purchase and consume chicken meat
more than once a week, while 13 participants do so only once a
week and 11 once every 2 weeks.

Determinants of Purchase

At the beginning of each group discussion participants shared
their purchase criteria regarding chicken meat. Fourteen
participants purchased chicken meat in supermarkets 10 in
discounter stores while only three participants purchased directly
from a farmer, two in a weekly market, one in an organic shop and
one purchased chicken meat online. When purchasing chicken
meat, 63% of participants stated to mainly consider the price of
the product. However, for some this meant “not the cheapest”
product but included also the weighing with some quality criteria.
When referring to a quality-price performance it was mentioned
that “if the other criteria are met, I buy the cheapest.” For 63%
of participants, the type of husbandry system was as important
as price Statements such as “having a good conscience” and “if
I must eat it, then it (the chicken) should also had run around”
were mentioned when referring to the importance of the type of
husbandry system.

Further aspects that were of importance at the moment
of purchase were: product origin (30%)—specifically regional
origin, freshness (30%)—particularly the “best-before date,”
labels (30%), appearance (23%)—including color, paleness,
leanness, and texture, and preparation (i.e., marinated or
“pure”) (23%). Other aspects that were, although less often,
mentioned were: type of packaging (13%), amount of product
(e.g., 500 g) (10%), cut (e.g., breast filets) (7%), brand
(3%), sustainability (3%), age/size of the animal (3%), and
spontaneous decision (3%).

Nonetheless, 20% of consumers stated to not find all necessary
information they desire on the products at the point of sale. One
participant said that “in the counter no answer about origin”
could be given, referring to the salesperson not being able to
provide information regarding the origin of the animal; two
other participants agreed with this specific comment. Similarly,
while discussing missing information, one participant mentioned
that “feedstuff is missing” or “one can hardly recognize”
referring to animal feedstuff. Additionally, when discussing
the information on husbandry system labels participants stated
“what is behind it?” showing that this type of information
is not easily understandable for all consumers. Although the
abovementioned attributes were of importance for participants
when purchasing chicken meat, additional attributes that might
also be of relevance—particularly those which are not mentioned
on the product packaging, remain unknown. Therefore, we asked
next, what an ideal chicken farm looks like for these participants.

The Ideal Chicken Farm

The ideal chicken farm, as described by participants in the
focus group discussions, has four main characteristics. These
categories were built from the different topics mentioned during
the discussions. Table 1 shows the topics discussed with regard to
the ideal chicken farm and the counts how often the sub-topics
have been mentioned by participants.

First of all, when consumers thought of the ideal husbandry
system, free-ranging was mentioned by 30% of participants,
while 20% of participants emphasized the importance of chickens
walking on green fields with sufficient space. A smaller number
of participants also mentioned “no mass production” (7%), “nice
building” (3%), as well as the use of mobile chicken housing (7%)
as part of the ideal farm.

Second, they mentioned the economic aspect for the farmer.
Participants expected from the ideal chicken farm that the farmer
practices circular farming, ie., that all steps of production,
from feed production to slaughtering, are done on the farm.
In addition, three participants suggested that ideally the farm
produces both, eggs and meat. Similarly, three participants
mentioned that in an ideal scenario consumers pay more for
the products, resulting in higher prices for the farmers; when
referring to this topic one participant stated that farmers “do not
participate in the price war and do not go bankrupt.”

The third aspect that constituted an ideal chicken farm is
transparency of production and species-appropriate conditions
for the animals. While 14 participants mentioned transparency
as an important part of the ideal farm, only a few gave
specific examples of what they expected. For instance, two
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TABLE 1 | Topics and sub-topics built from the group discussions of the “ideal
chicken farm.”

Number of
mentions

Topic Sub-topic

Husbandry Free-range

Green fields

Space

Weather protection
No mass production
Large farm

Nice building

Mobile housing
Tents

Economics and production  Development of the farm

Pre-ordering of meat

S R T \C IR ¢S B ) I (o]

Idyllic farm

-
N

Cycle farming
Utilization of everything
Fair pricing

Production of egg and meat

W W W =

Animals and their lives Balanced nutrition

—
N

Species-appropriate behavior
No shredding of chicks

- »

Animals live longer

-
~

Transparency
No antibiotics
No growth hormones
Antibiotics only when needed
Origin From the region
Regional feedstuff
Farmers grow their own feedstuff
Radius 50 km

Lower Saxony

Definition of regional

Region of Hanover

Under 100 km

Germany

Production not possible everywhere
Nord Germany

200km

300km

200-300 km

Small

R CO B \ O R &) B ORI \ O RN e BN &) IR GO IR V]

—
N

Farm size

Irrelevant if animals have enough
space

Irrelevant 6

No mass production

participants stated to want information about the farm with
“realistic pictures” on a website and to be accessible through
Quick Response (QR) codes on the products. Participants were
also interested in seeing how and where the animals are raised;
statements such as “petting chickens and feeding them yourself,”
“know the farm owners, see where the animals live,” and

“guided tour for children” were mentioned by four participants
as ways to see how the farm works. Regarding transparency,
two participants also mentioned “where you can see feeding
conditions” as an important aspect of the ideal chicken farm.
Additionally, two participants wished to know how much space
chickens have while 12 of them wanted to see that the animals
are reared in a species-appropriate way. The use of antibiotics
was mentioned, however the opinion seemed divided into two
groups: the first wished no antibiotics in the production at all and
the other group agreed with the application of antibiotics only
when necessary. With regard to size of the farms, perceptions
differed: 40% of participants clearly expected an ideal farm to be
rather small, whereas 23% stated being indifferent on farm size as
long as chickens are kept and treated in a good way or “if there is
enough staff and space.” For instance, first participant mentioned
that even on an ideal farm “there can be 39,000 animals, but in
small groups and kept in such a way that they get along.”

As a fourth point, participants wanted the ideal farm to
be located in their region in order to reduce transportation
distances. Additionally, 27% of participants mentioned that the
ideal chicken farm should use regional feedstuff, preferably
grown on the same farm. Although most participants were
not aware of which type of feedstuff is fed to chickens,
23% of participants highlighted that the feedstuff should “not
be imported,” “not come from South America,” and “not be
genetically modified.” The question of what regional production
means was also discussed. It was clear that consumers have
different ideas: for 30%, regional was measured in a radius of
50, 100, 200, 300 km around place of residence while for others
it meant a city (Hanover) (7%), a state (Lower Saxony) (17%),
or even a country (Germany) (3%). As consumers have different
ideas about what regional production means, one participant
suggested indicating the distance between farm and point of sale
on the product, which was supported by other participants in
the group.

When consumers were asked to state, if they take all of the
above mentioned aspects into account when purchasing chicken
meat, only two claimed to do so while 10 stated that they only
focus on one or two points (e.g., origin, animal husbandry).

Whole Chicken vs. Cuts

A higher share of participants (43%) in the focus groups stated
to buy chicken cuts (e.g., breast, thighs, wings) instead of whole
chickens. The 33% of participants who purchase whole chickens
stated to do so mainly for special occasions like barbecue,
when guests are visiting or when more time for cooking is
available (e.g., weekend or holidays). The high time requirement
was mentioned by six participants as the main disadvantage
associated with the preparation of whole chickens. Additional
obstacles of buying whole chickens were the need of “specific
tools” such as cutting scissors, the large quantity of chicken meat
that needs to be eaten and the problems associated to storing this
large amount of meat. Among the advantages of purchasing a
whole chicken “less food waste,” “better taste,” and quality (“I see
what I purchase”) were mentioned by eight participants.

On the other hand, four participants stated that the main
advantage of cooking chicken cuts was also less food waste on the
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household level as well as the ability to cook the desired amount
of meat rapidly. Additional advantages such as less workload, less
time needed and easy recognition of quality were mentioned by
six participants. The main disadvantages of cuts, mentioned by
three participants, were seen in more food waste in the chicken
industry as well as the lack of sustainability when purchasing only
chicken breasts.

When confronted with the idea that the ideal chicken farm
only sells whole broilers, the groups” opinions were again divided.
Three participants said it was a bad idea. Three participants
stated that the “idea is good but I would not do it” and one
that it was “unrealistic” since some households consist of only
one or two members. On the other hand, five participants
thought it was a good idea and would purchase the product;
however, three participants who would purchase the whole
chicken stated to still prefer buying cuts (i.e., purchasing the
whole chicken disassembled).

In order to generate demand for a whole chicken from this
ideal farm, three participants stated that if the positive aspects
of production (e.g., sustainability, animal welfare, regional
production) were highlighted this could be possible. Other
ideas that were mentioned to generate demand for this product
included: “associate a whole chicken with an occasion, for
example a Sunday grill,” to reach a compromise by selling half
chickens, to sell these whole animals to grillers, “education—
explain good criteria for a whole chicken,” to sell in one particular
supermarket store and “he must make himself known there” (he
refers to the farmer).

Finally, participants discussed under which circumstances
their willingness to purchase a whole chicken would increase.
Three participants suggested that including recipes on how to
prepare the chicken would increase their interest. The idea
of farmers offering a “package” with a “perfect meal” (ie.,
vegetables to accompany a specific dish) was also suggested by
one participant. When asked about purchasing smaller breeds
which result in smaller animals three participants thought it was
a good idea and could be an option to increase consumer interest
since the amount of meat would be less and therefore more
adequate for smaller households. However, three others argued
against this point by saying “if I have to do the cutting, I prefer
to have more,” and one mentioned that it is not a good idea if it
costs more.

Eating Less but Better Meat?

Finally, when responding to the statement eating “less but better
meat,” 13 participants thought this was a good idea, whereas six
others asked why not eating “more better meat” or “paying more
for meat,” denying the reduction component of the statement.
The question of what better meat meant was answered with
higher quality (20%), animal friendliness (7%), and regional
production (7%) as quality indicators by participants.

DISCUSSION
The Ideal Chicken Farm

When thinking about the ideal chicken farm, participants
in our study mentioned a good husbandry system including

free-ranging as an important criterion. This is in line with what
others found (Martinez Michel et al., 2011), also holding true
for pigs (Weible et al., 2016; Sato et al., 2017) and dairy cows
(Cardoso et al., 2016). Outdoor access is often acting as a key
indicator for an animal welfare friendly system in the consumers’
perception (Busch and Spiller, 2018). Husbandry system has also
been mentioned as important for making purchase decisions
by participants in the focus groups (together with price). The
importance of animal husbandry systems could be a consequence
of the negative associations consumers have with animal rearing
(Te Velde et al, 2002; Weible et al.,, 2016), mostly gathered
from different sources such as television, newspapers, stories
heard from other people, or visiting farms (Te Velde et al,
2002; Tonsor and Olynk, 2011; Weible et al., 2016; Erian and
Phillips, 2017). Since consumers’ definitions of animal welfare
are usually different than farmers’ definitions (Te Velde et al.,
2002), it is important to understand what consumers expect.
Consumers usually focus on housing conditions since these are
strongly associated to the ability of animals to express their
behavior, resembling their natural environment (Van Poucke
et al, 2006; Sato et al, 2017). Consumers usually associate
housing conditions to animal welfare (Sato et al., 2017; Vigors,
2019), and when thinking about positive animal welfare they
think of small farms with animals living outdoors in a natural
environment (Vigors, 2019). However, products of animals with
a more animal-friendly husbandry system usually come with
a higher price associated to a lower stocking density, more
feedstuff needed, more space needed, etc. (Bornett et al., 2003;
Lusk and Norwood, 2011). Nonetheless, many consumers state
that they are willing to pay a higher price for animal products
produces under higher animal welfare standards (Vanhonacker
and Verbeke, 2009; Napolitano et al., 2010; Nocella et al., 2010;
Clark et al, 2017). Even so, there is still a gap between the
attitude (i.e., concern for farm animal welfare) and the actual
behavior (i.e., purchasing a product with higher animal welfare
standards) (Te Velde et al., 2002; Vanhonacker et al., 2008;
Vanhonacker and Verbeke, 2009). This suggests that although
many consumers might have concerns about animal welfare
and have intentions of purchasing products with higher animal
welfare standards, they might actually not purchase the product
due to different and diverse reasons, also including the weight of
a higher price (De Jonge and van Trijp, 2013). This is discussed
as attitude-behavior or consumer-citizen gap (e.g., Ajzen, 2005;
Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006). Also farmers have expressed doubt
in consumers’ and retailers’ willingness to pay a fair price that
would cover their expenses for implementing higher animal
welfare standards (Bock and van Huik, 2007) and participants in
the research presented herein valued price as equally important
than husbandry system. Price has already been identified as the
most important attribute when buying meat by others (Clark
et al., 2017). In the focus groups presented herein, price as a
purchase determinant did not necessarily mean purchasing the
cheapest product but considering the price quality ratio. In the
case of broilers, studies reveal that many people are concerned
about animal welfare but there is a lower willingness to pay for
it compared to e.g., beef (Clark et al,, 2017). This challenges
the selling of alternative chicken products and emphasizes the
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importance of good communication and available information
about product quality.

A lack of information and availability of information on
husbandry and welfare conditions is also an important factor
that has been mentioned by our study participants and acts as a
barrier in buying according to welfare attitudes ad preferences.
Only few countries have specific welfare labels or labeling of
husbandry systems on products, making it hard for consumers
to get information. In Germany, for example, the labeling
of husbandry systems on conventional meat has only been
introduced by some retailers into the market in 2019. Even in
the latter case of Germany, the meaning of such labeling is not
necessarily self-explaining for consumers—as it has been stated
by study participants.

As part of the ideal chicken farm, participants consider
important that farmers are paid fair prices for their products.
Other studies have shown that consumers’ desire to support
(local) farmers (Chambers et al., 2007) and are in favor of
paying farmers fair and higher prices for their products (Padel
et al., 2010; Busch and Spiller, 2016). Additionally, on an ideal
farm they expect farmers to carry out all production steps on
farm, including slaughter and feed production. This is rarely
the case since protein feedstuff, particularly soy for poultry
production, is imported from countries outside the EU [De
Visser et al., 2014; Deutscher Bauernverband (DBV), 2016].
Additionally, animals are born in hatcheries and then transported
to fattening farms and animals are not slaughtered on farm
but rather at a slaughterhouse. Moreover, the slaughter of
animals also implicates much more work for farmers and, even
more importantly, the need of facilities designed and legally
approved for slaughter. Therefore, carrying out all steps of broiler
production on farm seems not realistic for the large majority
of farmers. A compromise for this could be the use of mobile
slaughterhouses as consumers have expressed an interest and
a higher willingness to pay for mobile slaughtered animals
(Carlsson et al., 2007; Hoeksma et al., 2017).

As urbanization has grown, consumers distancing from
agriculture has also increased (Albersmeier and Spiller, 2008;
Bohm etal., 2009; Olynk, 2012). This disconnect from agriculture
along with food scandals, have generated a lack of trust in
agricultural production systems (Kubberod et al., 2002; Spiller
et al., 2010; Berk, 2012). This distancing and lack of trust have
increased consumers’ demand for transparency in production
processes over the last few years (Olynk, 2012). Our results
confirm this, as participants indicated transparency as an
important part of an ideal chicken farm, particularly regarding
how and where the animals are raised. Nowadays consumers
can find meat products with labels related to different topics
such as: organic and sometimes husbandry systems, regional
origin, and animal welfare. Although these labeling schemes
have aimed to inform consumers and increase transparency of
the production methods (Olynk, 2012), they are not extensively
available and, apart from the organic label, well-known. Many
consumers do not trust the information, are confused and do not
know what each label means, or feel like there is an overload of
information (Martelli, 2009; Vanhonacker and Verbeke, 2014).
This was also reflected in our discussions, where participants

revealed that when purchasing chicken meat, the information
available was not always clear to them. Additionally, not all
information (e.g., region of production, husbandry system, farm
size, animal welfare conditions) is made available, particularly
when purchasing meat at the counter. This problem was also
mentioned by participants in this study who revealed that when
purchasing meat at the counter the employee could not answer
questions regarding the animal origin. This suggests the need
for a consistent, clearer, and more transparent communication
system when marketing such products, including the training of
sales persons.

Product origin (i.e., farm location for animal products) is of
high importance to many consumers as geographical proximity is
usually associated to a high product quality, including freshness
and better taste (Chambers et al., 2007; Grebitus et al., 2013;
Feldmann and Hamm, 2015). Preference for local agricultural
products such as fruits and vegetables and products of animal
origin has been previously tested in several studies (Zepeda
and Leviten-Reid, 2004; Chambers et al., 2007; Brown et al.,
2009; Grebitus et al., 2013; Marcoz et al., 2014). In this study,
participants mentioned the preference for regional products in
order to reduce transportation distances. The preference for
regional products due to the environmental friendliness of the
production process, including transportation has also been found
in other studies (Brown et al, 2009; Yue and Tong, 2009).
Although most consumers were not aware of what chickens
eat or where the feedstuff comes from, participants in this
study mentioned the use of regional feedstuff as part of the
ideal chicken farm’s process. However, little is known about
consumers’ preference for animal feedstuff, including its origin.
A few studies (Wigeli et al., 2015; Profeta and Hamm, 2018)
show that there is potential for animal products produced
with local feed as consumers would be willing to pay more
for such products. Although most participants in this study
prefer “regional” products, the definition of regional is still
very ambiguous as each participant had its own criteria. This
difference in perception of what regional entails can be attributed
to the lack of an official definition and regulation (Feldmann
and Hamm, 2015). Indicating the distance between the farm
and point of sale, as suggested by participants in this study,
seems like an easy and understandable way for consumers to
determine themselves whether they are purchasing a regional
product or not. The preference for labeling products with specific
distances in miles/kilometers has also been elicited by consumers
in Grebitus et al. (2013), although such labeling might be
challenging for producers selling into different channels.

Whole Chicken vs. Cuts

Consumers’ readiness to purchase a whole chicken (rather than
cuts) from their ideal farm was divided, although it was seen
as a good idea in general. Consumers resisting purchasing a
whole animal stated that the amount of meat and work was
too much for a household with one or two people. Especially
when prices are higher for these whole chickens, these consumers
will not be willing to switch to buying whole chickens as price
play a predominant role in the buying decision (Clark et al,
2017). Ripoll et al. (2015) and Kennedy et al. (2004) found
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that consumers’ main motivation to purchase cuts was the
convenience of these pieces which is in line with our findings.
Participants’ interest in a products convenience shows that
consumers’ lifestyles play a big role in purchasing behavior,
even though they might compromise the “ideal” production
method. As participants in this study suggested, the demand
for whole chickens from the “ideal chicken farm” could be
increased by focusing on promoting the sustainability, animal
welfare, and regional production aspects of the products. This
might be a good strategy as some consumers exhibit an
increased willingness-to-pay for these aspects (Janssen et al.,
2016). However, Vanhonacker and Verbeke (2014) suggest that
rather than highlighting the benefits of higher welfare products,
informing consumers about the current practices and their
disadvantages might be a more efficient way to market products.
In the case of marketing whole chickens it remains unclear how
increased prices would further decrease consumers’ acceptance
compared to buying the more convenient cuts.

Not all consumers know how to prepare a whole chicken. The
inclusion of cooking recipes as well as instructions for cutting
the whole chicken (or selling a whole chicken already cut) were
seen as good motivators to increase consumer’s willingness to
purchase a whole chicken. The inclusion of cooking recipes could
help farmers to sell their products as a greater involvement in
preparing and cooking food usually leads to purchasing local
products (Cranfield et al., 2012; Zepeda and Nie, 2012).

Due to the obstacle many consumers have in purchasing
a whole animal, an alternative for small-scale farmers could
be offering a whole animal but already cut into the different
pieces. In this way, consumers can have a whole animal without
losing the convenience of individual storage and preparation of
individual cuts. This system is currently used by Crowdbutching
GmbH, were the animals (e.g., cows, pigs, chickens) are
slaughtered only when all pieces have been sold. In the case
of chicken meat, their website (http://www.kaufeinhuhn.de)
allows consumers to choose from different packages of either
cuts (including breast filets, wings, thighs, and drumsticks)
or whole animals (mainly used for soups). Others are also
using similar systems in solidary agriculture. Although such
system implies more work for farmers or slaughterhouses/cutting
facilities (slaughter, disassembling/cutting, and packaging),
it also provides an opportunity to attract consumers and
expand markets.

Eating Less but Better Meat?

A high consumption, and therefore production, of meat is
associated with environmental issues such as high greenhouse gas
emissions, water and soil contamination and a loss of biodiversity
(Deckers, 2010; De Vries and De Boer, 2010; Lesschen et al.,
2011). However, only few consumers have an idea of the
environmental impact of meat production and consumption, and
they usually underestimate this impact (Macdiarmid et al., 2016;
Hartmann and Siegrist, 2017). Accordingly, many consumers are
not willing to reduce their meat consumption or substitute meat
for other protein sources (Rothgerber, 2012; Macdiarmid et al.,
2016; Hartmann and Siegrist, 2017). This behavior is justified
with satisfaction-related (e.g., taste, satiety) or health-related

(e.g., necessary for strong muscles, need for animal protein)
arguments (Rothgerber, 2012; Macdiarmid et al., 2016). This is
also reflected in our study, where only a third of participants
agreed with the phrase “eat less but better meat,” while the other
participants questioned why “less meat” and not “more.”

CONCLUSIONS

In this study, eliciting what consumers perceive an ideal chicken
farm was the main research goal. Four main aspects could be
found to be of importance for many: (1) husbandry systems
with much space for the animals including free-ranging, (2)
circular farming (all is done on the farm, from fodder production
to slaughtering) with adequate remuneration of farmers for
their efforts, (3) transparency about good animal conditions
for consumers and (4) geographical proximity between place of
production and consumption. In summing up these results, the
“ideal” chicken farm from a consumer’s point of view is quite
different from common conventional production systems that
usually produce intensively indoors, buy the animal feed that
is internationally produced and traded, and sell the products
into anonymous markets where consumer cannot easily trace
the product back to single farms. Although these mentioned
aspects constitute the ideal chicken farm, many participants
only take a few attributes into account when making a
purchase decision at the point of sale. This finding supports
the phenomena frequently discussed as consumer-citizen or
attitude-behavior gap. In order to let this gap shrink and to
support consumers behaving according to their attitudes, there
is a need for improved communication when selling products
with improved production methods, especially improved welfare.
The information needs to be available in an easy, recognizable
and independent way at the point of sale. The strong preference
for purchasing cuts instead of whole chickens might be a
challenge for producers with high welfare and sustainability
standards. In order to get their efforts remunerated, those
farmers need to make all information and processes transparent
and invest in good communication to highlight the advantages
of their products. Nevertheless, market segments for whole
chicken, although produced on an “ideal” farm might remain a
niche segment.
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