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Abstract 

A consumer perspective on food labelling: ethical or not? 

This article provides a review of ethical food labelling from a 
consumer perspective and makes recommendations to the food 
industry and regulators regarding ethical food labelling in order 
to satisfy consumers’ food-labelling needs. Various studies 
have found that many consumers have negative perceptions 
regarding food labelling. However, research on consumers’ 
perspectives regarding ethical food labelling has been accorded 
little attention. This article addresses this topic through a review 
of the relevant literature of mostly quantitative research, but 
also includes qualitative and mixed method studies. The article 
examines such aspects as the trustworthiness of claims on food 
labels, intelligibility of label information, listing of food additives 
on labels, and labelling of genetically modified foods. As nega-
tive perspectives on food labelling are likely to affect con-
sumers’ decision making regarding the purchasing of food 
products, the food industry must realise their responsibility to 
provide ethical food labels. The food industry and regulators 
should aim to provide risk communication and intelligible 
information through ethical food labels and consumer education 
programmes on food labelling. Consumers need to be aware of 
their right to know what they are purchasing through ethical 
food labels and take a stand in this regard. 
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Opsomming  
’n Verbruikersperspektief op voedseletikettering: eties of nie? 

Hierdie artikel bied ’n oorsig oor etiese voedseletikettering van-
uit ’n verbruikersperspektief en maak aanbevelings aan die 
voedselindustrie en -reguleerders rakende etiese voedsel-
etikettering om verbruikers se voedseletiketteringsbehoeftes te 
bevredig. Verskeie studies het bevind dat verbruikers meestal 
negatiewe persepsies ten opsigte van voedseletikettering het. 
Min aandag word egter geskenk aan navorsing aangaande 
verbruikers se perspektiewe oor etiese voedseletikettering. 
Hierdie onderwerp word in dié artikel aangesny deur middel van 
’n oorsig van die betrokke literatuur van meestal kwantitatiewe 
navorsing, maar ook van kwalitatiewe en gemengde-metode 
studies. Aspekte soos die betroubaarheid van aansprake op 
voedseletikette, verstaanbaarheid van voedseletiketinligting, ’n 
lys van voedseladditiewe op etikette, en etikettering van gene-
ties-gemodifiseerde voedsel word ondersoek. Aangesien nega-
tiewe persepsies van voedseletikettering moontlik ook ’n impak 
op verbruikers se besluitneming ten opsigte van die aankoop 
van voedselprodukte mag hê, sal die voedselreguleerders en 
die voedselindustrie hulle verantwoordelikheid moet besef om 
etiese voedseletikette te voorsien. Die voedselindustrie en -re-
guleerders moet daarna streef om risikokommunikasie en ver-
staanbare inligting deur etiese voedseletikette asook verbrui-
kersopleidingsprogramme oor voedseletikettering te voorsien. 
Verbruikers moet bewus wees van hulle reg om te weet wat 
hulle koop deur etiese voedseletikette en behoort standpunt in 
hierdie verband te kan inneem. 

1. Introduction 
Advances in food production and processing have resulted in con-
sumers eating more processed food (Davies, 2000:2; Schlosser, 
2002) making it more difficult to know the composition of the food 
they are consuming. Consumers’ concerns regarding this, as well as 
their avoidance of food-borne pathogens, toxins (Liakopoulos & 
Schroeder, 2003:42) and allergens (Liakopoulos & Schroeder, 
2003:42; Voordouw et al., 2009:94) are increasingly taken into con-
sideration when making food purchasing decisions. Hence, it is be-
coming increasingly important for consumers to be able to determine 
the ingredients (Davies, 2000:2) and nutritional value of the food 
they consume (Davies, 2000:2; Cowburn & Stockley, 2005:22; Di-
mara & Skuras, 2005:96). 

The food label is one source of information consumers use to ac-
quire knowledge about food items (Wandel, 1997:212; Dimara & 
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Skuras, 2005:90), in order to make decisions regarding food pur-
chases that are less uncertain (Silayoi & Speece, 2004:624) and 
more informed (Davies, 2000:2). Labels assist the consumer in 
determining the nutritional value (Wandel, 1997:213; Higginson et 
al., 2002:95) and ingredients of food (Wandel, 1997:213). Further-
more, accurate and dependable food label information is of special 
importance to those avoiding certain ingredients for religious, ethical 
(Davies, 2000:2) or allergy reasons (Abbott, 2004:S345; Voordouw 
et al., 2009:94). 

Health conscious consumers are dependent on food label informa-
tion to assist them in protecting their health, often by complying with 
the dietary guidelines set out by health authorities (Byrd-Bredbenner 
et al., 2000:615) and making healthy food choices (Sijtsema et al., 
2002:572; Dimara & Skuras, 2005:91). As their health is the fore-
most reason for consumers’ use of food labels (Wandel, 1997:212), 
the availability of comprehensive, intelligible, accurate and truthful 
nutritional information on food labels (Davies, 2000:3) is essential to 
consumers. 

Food labels may contain health claims, indicating the relationship 
between specific nutrients and diseases or health conditions (Wil-
kening, 1996:10; SA, 2007:76), as well as nutrient content and func-
tion claims. Nutrient content claims describe the amount of a nutrient 
present in food, whereas function claims illustrate the claimed phy-
siological role of a certain nutrient or substance in development, 
growth and other functions of the body (SA, 2007:76, 78). These 
claims appear on the front of packaging, which makes the label 
information more clearly visible and thus accessible to consumers 
(Keller et al., 1997:257). 

In addition to the above, food labels should list the main ingredients, 
additives and condiments added to food (Wandel, 1997:212), as well 
as aspects such as geographic origin (Dimara & Skuras, 2005:90) 
and quality of the ingredients (Nilsson et al., 2003:517; Dimara & 
Skuras, 2005:90), in order to be more informative to the consumer. 
Such a wealth of information on food labels would allow health 
conscious consumers to make the most suitable choices for their 
health and nutritional needs. 

As food labelling serves as information source in the consumer deci-
sion making process, proper nutrition labelling could increase the 
demand for healthy products, stimulate product competition based 
on nutritional quality, and motivate the development and production 
of foods with enhanced nutritional properties (Baltas, 2001:708). 



A consumer perspective on food labelling: ethical or not? 

408   Koers 75(2) 2010:405-428 

Moreover, it could offer a health and medical cost benefit in terms of 
the potentially reduced prevalence of coronary heart disease and 
cancer among consumers (Wilkening, 1996:10), thereby promoting 
and protecting public health (Anon., 2004:146). It is therefore clear 
that proper nutrition labelling and substantiated claims offer more 
benefits to the consumer than the mere provision of nutritional 
information. 

Besides providing information to allow the consumer to make suit-
able food choices (McLaren, 1995:3; Abbott, 1997:44), food labelling 
serves as a marketing tool (Anon., 1996:10; Wright, 1997:421; Keller 
et al., 1997:257) that influences consumer needs and beliefs regard-
ing the advertised product’s benefits (Parker & Penfield, 2005: 
S553). It is not clear that this marketing tool is always used ethically 
with the benefit of the consumer in mind. Does the consumer, who is 
dependent on this information to make an informed decision, 
perceive label information to be ethical? 

The term ethical is defined as related to beliefs of what is right or 
wrong or morally acceptable (Hornby, 2005:498). The present article 
examines the moral acceptability of the way that food is labelled, 
from the consumer’s perspective, in order to answer the question 
posed above. The objectives are in the first place to establish con-
sumers’ perspectives on ethical food labelling and secondly to exa-
mine the roles the food industry, food regulators and consumers 
play with regard to ethical food labelling. Based on this, consumers’ 
trust in the food industry and regulators, and the impact that ethical 
food labelling would have on the consumers’ decision making 
processes, are discussed. 

2. Application of food ethics to food labelling 
Ethics is defined as the morals that persons or entities apply to their 
behaviour (Hornby, 2005:498). Thus, food ethics determines the 
behaviour of various entities in the food industry, such as producers, 
manufacturers and retailers, and regulators. Food ethics is a dis-
cipline within the field of Applied Ethics that attempts to apply ethical 
theory to foods. It is an important concern to consumers, as food 
directly affects their physical, biological, cultural and social en-
vironments (Mepham, 2000:610). Furthermore, consumers are be-
coming increasingly dependent on the food industry and conse-
quently expect the industry to place their interests and rights fore-
most in the provision of food (Early, 2002:340). Therefore, striving 
towards increased sales while attempting to behave ethically to-
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wards consumers may cause the food industry a conflict of interests 
(Early, 2002:340). 

Food ethics is related to issues of trust of food manufacturers and 
retailers. Trust is defined as the belief that persons or entities are 
good, sincere or honest, while trustworthy implies persons or entities 
that have these values (Hornby, 2005:1586). Consumers who trust 
food suppliers, such as restaurants or retailers, place themselves at 
risk of being exploited (Early, 2002:340). Consumers may feel that 
they cannot trust the food industry (Bromley, 2001; Croft, 2004:38), 
particularly once cases of deliberate distortion of facts become 
known (Frewer et al., 1996:483). For example, a Finnish study on 
ethical consumerism found that only 2,1% of respondents regarded 
information provided by firms as highly trustworthy (Uusitalo & 
Oksanen, 2004:217). This illustrates the powerful influence that the 
food industry’s unethical trade can have on consumers’ opinions 
thereof and the subsequent detrimental influence on their pur-
chasing behaviour. In addition, the increasing number of food scares 
in European food markets has eroded consumer trust in the food 
industry and its role players (Grunert, 2002:285). Nevertheless, con-
sumers expect retailers to assist them in their efforts to follow a 
healthy diet (Croft, 2004:38). This assistance could be provided 
through ethical food labelling. 

3. Consumer perspectives on ethical food labelling 
The following ethical issues are pertinent to food ethics and food 
labelling from the perspective of consumers: trustworthiness of 
claims on food labels, intelligibility of label information, listing of food 
additives on labels and labelling of genetically modified (GM) foods. 
These pertinent issues are discussed in the sections that follow. 

3.1 Trustworthiness of claims on food labels 

Trust is built on a large number of positive incidents, but is de-
stroyed by a relatively small number of negative incidents (Liako-
poulos & Schroeder, 2003:45). It is based on the trustee (in this 
case the food industry and regulators) fulfilling consumers’ expecta-
tions. During times of uncertainty, trust becomes essential. In the 
context of the present article, this implies that food manufacturers 
and retailers have to meet the expectations of consumers before 
they will trust claims made on food labels. Trust in these entities is 
particularly relevant in a situation in which the consumer is unsure 
about the food product and depends on label information and claims 
in order to make a product purchase. 
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Trust is linked to perceptions of accuracy, knowledge (Frewer et al., 
1996:483) and concern with public welfare (Frewer et al., 1996:483; 
Uusitalo & Oksanen, 2004:214, 215). Thus, consumers expect that, 
as part of their corporate social responsibility, companies (such as 
food manufacturers and retailers) will follow laws and ethical norms 
(Mohr et al., 2001:47). This implies that consumers will trust the 
claims of law-obeying food manufacturers if they perceive this entity 
as a source of accurate information. Consumers expect food labels 
to disclose the facts about products, in order to facilitate informed 
decisions (Croft, 2004:40). They often consider the credibility of food 
labels more important than the amount of information supplied on 
labels (Zadek et al., 1998:19; De Pelsmacker et al., 2005:523). Con-
sumers acquire nutritional information from the nutrition facts panel, 
nutrient content claims and health claims on labels (Andrews et al., 
2009:42), expecting that particularly the latter will be trustworthy 
(Davies, 2000:7; Croft, 2004:40). Yet, one reason for consumers’ 
non-use of labels is a lack of trust in the entity supplying the product 
and, therefore, a lack of trust in the accuracy of the food label 
information (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005:26). 

In order to ensure that health, nutrient content and function claims 
on food labels are trustworthy, strict food labelling regulations con-
trol the use thereof in South Africa and internationally through re-
cently revised regulations. The United States Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (USFDA) issued strict new regulations that aim to 
ensure that consumers are provided with trustworthy nutritional 
information on all food labels, in order to facilitate their food choices 
for a healthy diet (Petruccelli, 1996:150; Wilkening, 1996:10) and re-
duce consumer confusion (Petruccelli, 1996:150). These regulations 
guide the standardisation of food labelling regarding the nutrition 
facts panel (Silverglade, 1996:148; Garretson & Burton, 2000:213). 
The regulations were effected following the endorsement of the 
Nutrition Labelling and Education Act (NLEA) effective from May 
1994 (Ford et al., 1996:16) and could serve as an example for label-
ling regulations in other countries (Drichoutis et al., 2006:ii; Turner, 
2007:167). Both health and nutrient content claims are strictly regu-
lated by the USFDA (Wilkening, 1996:10; Drichoutis et al., 2006:8), 
whereas food manufacturers are permitted to use function claims in 
a truthful manner in conjunction with a disclaimer of not being 
USFDA evaluated (USFDA, 2001). Prior to these new regulations, 
misleading claims often caused consumer confusion, for example 
the term “light” cheesecake (Silverglade, 1996:148) incorrectly indi-
cates a cheesecake low in fat, while “light” and “low” also have a 
different meaning on different products (Petruccelli, 1996:150). The 
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United Kingdom (UK) regulations amended in 2004 to the UK Food 
Safety Act of 1990 prohibit misleading food labelling in the UK (FSA, 
2004:4). 

It is evident that considerable effort has been administered inter-
nationally to improve labelling and the trustworthiness of claims. In 
South Africa, a draft of the newly revised South African Labelling 
Regulations (R642) was released for public inspection in 2007 (SA, 
2007). These regulations aim to reduce ambiguity in the existing 
regulations (R2034) of 1993 (Booysen, 2007:55) and to prevent mis-
leading label information, in order to protect consumers (Macanda, 
2005). Under the revised regulations, all health, nutrient content and 
function claims will be regulated (SA, 2007:99, 101, 109). 

These efforts by food regulators internationally and in South Africa 
to improve the trustworthiness of food labelling are encouraging 
from a health perspective, because more accurate label information 
would benefit not only the consumer, but also society in general 
(Wang et al., 1995:368, 379; Department of Health, 2007). However, 
until the new South African regulations of 2007 are promulgated, the 
1993 regulations still apply. These regulations permit misleading la-
bel information, such as claims of “natural” and “low fat”, which may 
be incorrectly interpreted by consumers as implying “healthy” (Ma-
canda, 2005). Such claims cannot be regarded as trustworthy and 
the use thereof to mislead consumers in order to increase sales, is 
unethical. 

South African research indicates that health and nutrient content 
claims serve as a valuable source of information on food, influencing 
the purchasing behaviour of some consumers (Klein, 2005:99). This 
was found to apply particularly to consumers with a lower level of 
education, who pay more attention to the front, claim-bearing panel 
on labels (Drichoutis et al., 2006:13). European studies indicate that 
some consumers experience health claims positively, increasing 
their trust in a product (Liakopoulos & Schroeder, 2003:47), whereas 
US studies indicate that health claims have no effect on perceived 
nutritional value (Ford et al., 1996:24; Keller et al., 1997:265) and 
thus product trust. This is because US consumers are sceptical re-
garding health and nutrient content claims (Garretson & Burton, 
2000:214), believing that manufacturers use these claims for 
product promotion (Keller et al., 1997:257) and thus the information 
provided might be untrustworthy and unethical. Furthermore, US 
consumers tend to view nutritional information as more trustworthy 
than health claims (Keller et al., 1997:266; Garretson & Burton, 
2000:220). Such consumers may not be aware that the US regu-
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lations based on the NLEA developed standards for all health and 
nutrition claims for foods (Silverglade, 1996:148) that specify the 
approved label claims permitted and the specific conditions these 
claims must adhere to in order to be approved (Keller et al., 
1997:256). 

Belgian (Liakopoulos & Schroeder, 2003:47) and South African 
(Klein, 2005:100) studies investigating the concerns and suspicions 
of consumers regarding the trustworthiness of health claims indicate 
that consumers are uneasy about claims that they cannot verify. 
Consumers might, therefore, view the usage of claims on labels as 
unethical. 

The issues of trustworthiness surrounding claims on labels are of 
concern, as these claims are intended to improve the health of 
consumers. It could be asked how consumers can be expected to 
trust a product to improve their health when the claim is not 
regarded as trustworthy. Also of concern is that consumers with a 
lower level of education are at increased risk of exploitation by 
untrustworthy claims or claims intended for promotional benefit only. 
It is likely that the low level of education of a large percentage of the 
South African population places them at risk of exploitation and 
misunderstanding label claims. However, it is encouraging that con-
siderable effort has been made to improve food labelling regulations 
internationally and in South Africa in order to prevent misleading 
claims and thus the exploitation of consumers. In South Africa the 
revised regulations are aimed at addressing previous ambiguities in 
regulations that inadvertently permitted and may still permit un-
ethical labelling. 

3.2 Intelligibility of food label information 

In order for consumers to be able to use food label information va-
luably, information needs to be presented in an intelligible way 
(Wandel, 1997:212; Flowerdew, 2000:65). French (Mannell et al., 
2006:166) and South African (Klein, 2005:102) studies indicate that 
consumers often find the information on labels difficult to under-
stand, owing to the specialist technical terminology used. A syste-
matic review by Cowburn and Stockley (2005:23) confirms that the 
technical and numerical information provided confuses consumers, 
even though they might understand the nutritional information. 
Owing to the confusion caused by such jargoned terminology, pa-
rents of children with allergies in a US study (Joshi et al., 2002: 
1021) failed to identify food allergens correctly as indicated on the 
label. 
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Consumers’ difficulties regarding the understanding of nutritional 
information provided (Baltas, 2001:712; Mannell et al., 2006:162) 
are aggravated by small printing on food labels (Klein, 2005:102; 
Mannell, 2006:160) or information that is difficult to locate on the 
label (Mannell et al., 2006:160). Studies in the United Kingdom 
(Abbott, 1997:47; Croft, 2004:40) and Norway (Wandel, 1997:214) 
confirm that in order to make meaningful use of labels, the average 
consumer desires intelligible labels. 

Fortunately, consumers do not always find labels difficult to under-
stand and regulations may indeed be effecting positive changes in 
this regard. Participants in a South African study found labels to be 
more intelligible than they had been in the past (Klein, 2005:101). 
Hopefully, enforcement of the draft revised food labelling regulations 
in South Africa (SA, 2007) will render food labels even more 
intelligible. 

It is of concern that despite international efforts by food regulators to 
improve labelling regulations and thereby prevent consumers from 
being misled, many consumers still find labels difficult to understand. 
A label that is incomprehensible to consumers can be considered 
unethical. However, such a lack of understanding could perhaps 
also be attributed in some instances to a lack of nutritional know-
ledge on the part of the consumer. Nevertheless, poor education, 
particularly in a country such as South Africa, should not be 
exploited by food manufacturers by using specialist terminology and 
a label format that the average consumer is likely not to understand. 
The education level of the average consumer must be considered 
when compiling food labels. 

3.3 Listing of food additives on labels 

In a study by Wandel (1997:215), 60% of the respondents who read 
labels paid particular attention to food additives, which indicates the 
importance of this information to consumers. Studies in the United 
Kingdom (Abbott, 1997:47), Norway (Wandel, 1997:213) and South 
Africa (Dicks, 2007:188) indicate that many consumers are unable to 
identify the additives listed on labels correctly. A number of 
consumers also find the E numbers used to indicate food additives 
difficult to understand (Wandel, 1997:214; Dicks, 2007:196). Only 
34% of consumers in Przyrembel’s (2004:361) study in the Euro-
pean Union were aware that these numbers refer to additives. 
However, of the respondents in Abbott’s (1997:45) study 65,5% 
knew that E numbers refer to food additives. Furthermore, they 
associate these with dangerous allergy-aggravating or carcinogenic 
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effects (Abbott, 1997:45; Wandel, 1997:214). Several consumers in 
Dicks’ (2007:208) study even associated E numbers with GM food. 
Thus, it is evident that food-additive labelling issues can lead to 
consumer doubts regarding the safety of food products (Wandel, 
1997:218). 

Consumers’ negative perceptions regarding E numbers are often the 
result of misconceptions about these numbers (Wandel, 1997:214). 
Because of these misconceptions, some consumers feel that these 
numbers are misleading and should be replaced by actual additive 
names. This situation is ironic, as these numbers were originally 
developed to simplify food labelling (Wandel, 1997:218, 219). 

The revised draft of South African regulations (SA, 2007) will strictly 
regulate the labelling of food additives according to the guidelines 
developed by the Codex Alimentarius Commission of the Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations and the World Health 
Organisation, which stipulates international food safety regulations. 
Under the draft revised regulations, the common chemical additive 
name is required on the label. However, the use of E numbers is not 
mentioned. Consumers in Dicks’ (2007:279) study raise concerns 
regarding the lack of standardised terminology, illegible listing of 
additives, insufficient and untrustworthy information, manufacturer 
dishonesty and a lack of regulation of additives. Even though in-
sufficient general knowledge of food additive labelling may partly 
explain these negative perceptions, it can be concluded that these 
consumers have found current food additive labelling under the 
1993 regulations in South Africa unethical. Furthermore, it is doubt-
ful whether the average South African consumer will understand 
even the common chemical names of additives as required by the 
draft revised regulations, which again stresses the importance of 
consumer education in South Africa. 

3.4 Labelling of genetically modified (GM) food 
Consumers’ concerns regarding the use of GM foods are mainly 
about the quality and trustworthiness of the product (Bredahl, 
2001:47), but they also have environmental, health-related, ethical 
and religious concerns (Kaufman, 2001) which results in different 
consumer opinions about these products (Radas et al., 2008:356). 
Whereas some might reject all GM products regardless of potential 
benefits (Bredahl, 2001:53; Radas et al., 2008:356), others accept 
such products or assume a neutral stance regarding these (Radas 
et al., 2008:356). The trustworthiness of the product is related to 
perceived consequences of using GM technology to create a food 
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product (Bredahl, 2001:43). For instance, the mandatory labelling 
requirements for GM foods in the European Union led to the removal 
of these products from the shelves for fear of consumer rejection 
owing to negative perceptions (Carter & Gruère, 2003:68). 

Ethical issues regarding the labelling of GM foods are mostly linked 
to the amount of information supplied and the way in which it is 
presented on the label (Teisl et al., 2002:6). In this regard, Frewer et 
al. (1996:476) found information about genetic engineering of foods 
to be one of the most distrusted types of information according to 
United Kingdom consumers. 

While European regulations require mandatory labelling of products 
containing GM ingredients (Teisl et al., 2002:7; Scholder Ellen & 
Fitzgerald Bone, 2008:69), US and South African regulations only 
require labelling of certain ingredients in products (such as aller-
gens) and in instances in which the GM product differs significantly 
from the non-GM equivalent (Bickford & Mabiletsa, 2006:6; Scholder 
Ellen & Fitzgerald Bone, 2008:69). European GM labelling 
regulations were revised to include most food products containing 
GM ingredients at lower threshold levels than before (Carter & 
Gruère, 2003:68), but US (Radas et al., 2008:352) and South 
African (Botha & Viljoen, 2009:1060) regulations permit voluntary 
labelling of food products containing GM ingredients. This might 
cause consumers to believe that food products do not contain GM 
ingredients, because their labels do not indicate this, when that may 
actually not be the case. Davies (2000:4) and Kaufman (2001) find 
that consumers who are familiar with GM products wish for all GM 
derivatives to be labelled. Similarly, the majority of consumers in US 
studies conducted, felt that they have a right to know what they are 
purchasing and consuming and that the labelling of all GM 
ingredients, even at low levels, should be mandatory (Teisl et al., 
2002:7; Radas et al., 2008:352). 

Legislation in South Africa, and other countries, permits food labels 
to contain a “GMO-free” or “non-GM” claim. These terms indicate 
low levels of GM ingredients or the absence thereof (Viljoen et al., 
2006:75). While various countries define different threshold levels 
within which the “GMO-free” claim is permitted, South Africa has no 
restrictions regarding this, as GM labelling is voluntary (Viljoen et al., 
2006:75, 76). A “GMO-free” claim may cause considerable confu-
sion and scepticism among consumers (Teisl et al., 2002:7). While 
some consumers view labels containing such claims as insufficient 
for informing their decision making (Teisl et al., 2002:7), others 
logically assume that the label implies the absence of GM ingre-
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dients in the product (USFDA, 2001; Teisl et al., 2002:7). Since 
these products are permitted to contain low levels of GM ingredients 
(and unmonitored levels in the case of South Africa), consumers are 
misled by the claim bearing the word free. Thus, the “GM-free” claim 
may be viewed by some consumers as unethical. 

It is evident that insufficient research in a South African context on 
consumers’ perceptions of GM labelling has been conducted. That 
such research is crucial is evident from international concerns about 
the labelling of such foods, particularly in the US, with regard to 
insufficiently strict regulation. Genetic modification of food is a con-
troversial subject owing to its link to a consumer’s personal belief 
system regarding genetic engineering. Thus, withholding information 
about food products containing GM ingredients can be regarded as 
unethical. 

4. Responsibility of the food industry and regulators 
regarding ethical food labelling 

Mepham (2000:611) suggests that the application of food ethics to 
food provision is not only determined by government policy, as 
private companies can also play a significant role in shaping food 
provision. Companies could indicate more visibly that they follow 
ethical codes of conduct by, for instance, using food labels to diffe-
rentiate themselves from their competitors in this regard (Uusitalo & 
Oksanen, 2004:220). Recent developments in ethical food labelling 
such as fair trade, social, bio- and eco-labels (De Pelsmacker et al., 
2005) provide the perfect opportunity to effect such differentiation. 

Despite the contribution that the food industry can make to food 
ethics, food regulators ultimately decide upon and enforce legislation 
(Mepham, 2000:611). Focus group discussions with US respondents 
found that consumers believe that the USFDA or the American 
Cancer Society is responsible for monitoring the labelling of GM 
foods (Teisl et al., 2002:8). The efforts of various regulators to im-
prove food labelling regulations to benefit the consumer bear tes-
timony that they are realising their responsibility regarding the 
provision of ethical food labelling. Three ways in which the food 
industry and regulators could improve food labelling from an ethical 
perspective is through risk communication, intelligible information 
provision and consumer education on food labelling, which is dis-
cussed in the sections that follow. 
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4.1 Risk communication through labelling 

Consumers often experience uncertainty when they cannot antici-
pate the consequences of their purchasing actions; this is known as 
their perceived risk (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2009:188). In order to 
reduce this risk, a search for information regarding the product is a 
strategy consumers use. A risk is often perceived as less serious if a 
consumer can control it (Renn, 2005:1062). Food labelling informa-
tion as information source can therefore play an invaluable role in 
consumers’ decision making regarding food products, thereby re-
ducing their perceived risk. 

A practical example of improved risk communication through label-
ling is consumer research regarding food allergy concerns that en-
abled Food Standards Australia New Zealand to introduce improved 
labelling legislation (Abbott, 2004). This legislation makes labelling 
of allergy- or intolerance-causing foods or substances present in a 
product mandatory, irrespective of the amount present. In this re-
gard, the Codex Alimentarius Commission developed a list of aller-
gens that have to be declared on food labels. Most of the current 
food-labelling legislation in the US and Europe and the draft revised 
regulations in South Africa aim for a more consistent approach 
regarding food-allergen labelling. The use of intelligible terminology 
and a labelling format that states potential health risks clearly to 
consumers facilitates more effective risk communication and makes 
labelling more ethical. 

4.2 Intelligible information provision through labelling 

As with risk communication through labelling, intelligible information 
provision is the responsibility of the food industry and regulators. As 
mentioned, consumers often find food labels difficult to understand. 
The technical terminology used, prevents consumers from making 
informed purchasing decisions. An example of this is the association 
of sodium with salt, which consumers find difficult to understand 
(Cowburn & Stockley, 2005:23). The draft revised regulations make 
provision for the usage of more commonly used words such as salt 
instead of sodium chloride (SA, 2007:91), which might aid 
consumers in ingredient comprehension. 

Consumers have the right to choose to consume or avoid whatever 
ingredients they wish (Davies, 2000:2). The draft revised South 
African regulations propose that ingredients occurring in quantities 
constituting less than 5% of the product content be omitted from the 
food label, except for common allergens and food additives that 
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must be labelled (SA, 2007:91). Even though United Kingdom regu-
lations stipulate a lower value of 2% (Przyrembel, 2004:361), the 
ethical standard of both these regulations is debatable as con-
sumers should have the right to be aware of all the ingredients they 
are consuming, including those present in amounts lower than 2%. 

Besides the mere provision of information required by legislation, 
such as ingredients and nutritional information, nutritional infor-
mation should also be comparable between products. Consumers 
often find it difficult to compare nutritional information expressed in 
grams per 100g to grams per serving (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005: 
23). The draft revised regulations require both formats to be pro-
vided (SA, 2007:130) in order to assist the consumers in comparing 
similar products. In this way, South African regulators are attempting 
to provide intelligible label information to empower consumers in 
making purchasing decisions. 

The food industry and regulators could further assist consumers in 
the provision of intelligible information on nutrition labels by 
providing an interpretation of the information provided or benchmark 
values against which to measure numbers appearing on the label 
(Davies, 2000:4; Cowburn & Stockley, 2005:26). In this regard, the 
use of simple descriptors, such as high, medium and low (Shannon, 
1993:42) could be valuable. Traffic-light labelling, which indicates 
foods containing high, medium or low fat, sugar or salt levels using 
red, amber or green colours, also facilitates consumers’ judgement 
of the nutritional quality of foods (Lindley, 2007:79). This last 
labelling type appears to be consumers’ preferred format (Drichoutis 
et al., 2006:12). In a South African study (Klein, 2005:104), consu-
mers encouraged the use of symbols showing the endorsement of a 
product by an authoritative institution. Such endorsement would lend 
credibility to a food product, thereby resulting in a higher sense of 
security and thus reduced perceived risk. 

Addressing the problem of consumers’ lack of understanding of food 
label information needs to be a two-step process. Firstly, consumer 
education on food labelling should be a priority, particularly in a 
country such as South Africa where a lack of consumer education 
exposes consumers to misinterpretation of label information and 
exploitation. Secondly, regulating authorities should strive towards 
mandating labelling regulations that require a simpler format for 
label information that consumers can better understand. 
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4.3 Consumer education on food labelling 

Research indicates that consumers who are less informed regarding 
food labelling prefer a small amount of simple information on food 
labels (McCullough & Best, 1980:191). Furthermore, the more 
informed consumers are about food labelling aspects, such as the 
interpretation of nutritional information, the fewer misconceptions 
may occur in this regard (Mazis & Raymond, 1997:23). Consumers 
require assistance in distinguishing between accurate information 
and false or misleading information (Abbott, 1997:43). Therefore, as 
emphasised throughout this article, there is a need for more 
consumer education programmes on food labelling in order for 
consumers to understand food labelling information better and use it 
correctly in their decision making when purchasing food products. 
Unfortunately, little is known about the nature of education 
programmes that would benefit consumers’ understanding of 
nutritional information on labels (Cowburn & Stockley, 2005:27). 
Since it has been proven that educated consumers more often use 
label information (Wandel, 1997:212; Drichoutis et al., 2006:2), 
these education programmes could focus on the uninformed and 
less educated consumers, particularly in the South African context. 

5. Consumers’ trust in the food industry and regulators 
with regard to ethical food labelling 

From the previous sections, it is evident that consumers often have 
low levels of trust in food labelling information, which will hinder 
consumer trust in food regulators and other key players in the food 
industry. Liakopoulos and Schroeder (2003:48) confirm the preva-
lence of declining consumer trust in governments, public institutions 
and official decision making authorities. This distrust is concerning 
as food labelling in South Africa is regulated and decided upon by 
the Department of Health, while food manufacturers ultimately 
decide how to apply the labelling regulations to their products. 

In a UK study, consumers rated the food industry high on ac-
countability and self-protection, but lower on trustworthiness and 
knowledge (Frewer et al., 1996:483). In order for the food industry to 
regain the trust of the consumer, entities need to provide indepen-
dent, transparent and holistic risk communication (Liakopoulos & 
Schroeder, 2003:51). This can be achieved by food manufacturers 
through the use of intelligible and trustworthy food labels that will be 
considered ethical by consumers. Food regulators need to apply 
these same principles and realise their responsibility towards con-
sumers by drawing up and enforcing strict legislation to regulate 
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food labelling and thereby prohibiting food manufacturers from 
providing unethical food labels. 

6. Consumers’ rights and responsibilities with regard to 
ethical food labelling 

It is important to realise that the industrial activities of food and 
agriculture filter through to consumers’ physical, biological, social 
and cultural environment to a greater extent than those of other 
industries (Mepham, 2000:610). Therefore, food ethics is a critical 
aspect when consumer rights are considered, particularly because 
modern consumers are more educated, informed (Uusitalo & 
Oksanen, 2004:215), sophisticated (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001:571; 
Turner, 2007:166) and aware of their rights and responsibilities 
(Uusitalo & Oksanen, 2004:215). Moreover, they are more aware of 
the link between food and health (Turner, 2007:166) and the rele-
vance of this to the information appearing on food labels (Brennan et 
al., 2008:57). Consumers’ most basic right with regard to food 
labelling is to know what they are consuming. However, the rights 
and responsibilities of consumers to improve ethical food labelling 
need to be considered too. 

Ethical consumer behaviour is an aspect of growing significance for 
industry and consumers alike in many countries (De Pelsmacker et 
al., 2005:513). Unfortunately, consumers in a Finnish study appear 
to lack confidence in their ability to promote ethical trade and feel 
that they are not given sufficient opportunity to practise ethical con-
sumerism (Uusitalo & Oksanen, 2004:217). Similarly, consumers 
might lack confidence in their right to encourage ethical food label-
ling, where the government acts as the regulator that determines 
legislation, giving consumers few opportunities to provide input. Yet, 
pressure from consumer groups led to the withdrawal of health 
claims from the products of two US companies, stressing the re-
sponsibility of consumers to make their voices heard (Mazis & Ray-
mond, 1997:24). Through ethical purchasing behaviour, consumers 
can express their approval and support of organisations that act 
socially and environmentally responsible (De Pelsmacker et al., 
2005:512). Likewise, by not making a purchase based on ethical 
grounds surrounding food labelling, consumers can enforce their 
right to choose what they wish to consume. Such actions could put 
further pressure on the food industry and regulators to invest in 
ethical food labelling. 
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7. Influence of the ethical issues regarding food 
labelling on consumers’ decision making 

Food labelling as source of consumer information has been 
discussed throughout this article, yet it should be noted that not all 
consumers regard food labels as important. For instance, 51% of 
South Africans rarely or never read food labels (Macanda, 2005). 
For those consumers who regard label information as important, 
such information exerts a significant influence on consumers’ deci-
sion making process (Wright, 1997:421) and thus their purchasing 
decisions (Silayoi & Speece, 2004:624), particularly in the case of 
health conscious consumers (Balasubramanian & Cole, 2002:122; 
Klein, 2005:104). A South African study indicates that participants 
who are sometimes influenced by labels react as a result of 
situational factors, such as the price and the taste of the product 
(Klein, 2005:104). Although the purchasing behaviour of some con-
sumers is not influenced by labelling information at all (Klein, 2005: 
100), it is evident that food label information is a critical determinant 
of many consumers’ purchasing decisions, particularly through the 
provision of diet-related (Drichoutis et al., 2006:1, 14) and quality-
related information (Dimara & Skuras, 2005:92). 

In order for consumers to purchase ethically acceptable products, 
much effort is necessary on their part with regard to the acquisition 
of information and the decision making process itself (Uusitalo & 
Oksanen, 2004:217). Consumers can only make a meaningful deci-
sion on what to purchase when equipped with relevant and compre-
hensive information (Shannon, 1993:44; Lazarowicz, 2005). Thus, it 
is suggested that labels should aid consumers in identifying ethical 
food products without being required to search through a great deal 
of unintelligible information (De Pelsmacker et al., 2005:516). A 
Norwegian study found that only 23% of respondents feel that they 
have sufficient information to make fully informed decisions when 
purchasing food (Wandel, 1997:214). Furthermore, owing to the 
difficulty that many consumers have in interpreting nutritional 
information on food labels, their decision making process could be 
influenced when purchasing products (Baltas, 2001:712). Lindley 
(2007:74) adds that incomplete, unclear or complex information may 
be regarded as imperfect information upon which to base a decision, 
which might result in a negative response to the food product and 
thus negatively affect purchasing behaviour from the perspective of 
food retailers. Thus, the perception of unethical food labelling could 
complicate the decision making process regarding food products, 
since consumers use food labels as an information source during 
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the decision making process. Unethical food labelling might also 
result in consumers purchasing products based on insufficient 
information (and thus potentially to their detriment), or not 
purchasing anything at all. In instances in which a variety of product 
choices are available, ethical criteria may be used habitually in 
decision making (Shaw & Clarke, 1999:115). Therefore, in order to 
allow consumers to make informed decisions, the food industry and 
regulators should accept the responsibility to enforce and provide 
ethical food labelling (Lazarowicz, 2005), or risk losing purchases 
altogether. 

In this regard, the label should be viewed by food manufacturers as 
a marketing tool (Wright, 1997:421) used to make the consumer 
aware of new products or products with added benefits (Parker & 
Penfield, 2005:S553). However, it is important that marketing be 
done ethically, providing consumers with sufficient information on 
which to base their purchasing decisions. Parker and Penfield 
(2005:S557) find that the label of the product affected the percep-
tions of panellists regarding an ice cream product, illustrating the 
powerful effect that labelling as a marketing tool may have on 
consumers’ behaviour. A focus group discussion had similar find-
ings: consumers perceived products with a health claim to be more 
tasty and wholesome compared to products without the health claim 
(Liakopoulos & Schroeder, 2003:47). 

Food labelling could be more effectively used in consumer decision 
making by educating consumers about food and nutrition, because 
consumers often have insufficient knowledge about healthy food and 
nutrition to make informed purchasing decisions (Lazarowicz, 2005). 
In addition, educational programmes should educate consumers on 
interpreting technical label terminology and layout and to practically 
apply it in decision making, because consumers have difficulty in 
understanding such information. 

8. Conclusion 
Considerable effort has recently been made by food regulators inter-
nationally and in South Africa to improve food labelling regulations 
and thereby to reduce misleading label information. Despite this, 
international research indicates that many consumers do not trust 
claims made on labels and find label information difficult to under-
stand. International consumer perspectives cannot necessarily be 
extrapolated to the South African environment. However, it is doubt-
ful that consumers in South Africa, where the draft revised regula-
tions have not yet been promulgated, will experience labelling more 
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positively than international consumers. The generally low education 
levels of South African consumers pose a further problem, as even 
the new regulations may result in unintelligible labels that consu-
mers may find difficult to use in their food decision making proces-
ses. 

A further problem regarding ethical labelling in South Africa is the 
voluntary labelling of GM food. By not disclosing all GM ingredients, 
consumers’ right to decide what they consume is violated, as they 
are not provided with sufficient information to permit them to make 
an informed decision when purchasing such products. While it is 
evident that food regulators are realising their responsibility regard-
ing ethical food labelling in South Africa, legislation gaps as typified 
by the lack of mandatory GM labelling regulations continue to allow 
food manufacturers to mislead consumers. 

In addition to the efforts by food regulators in South Africa to make 
labelling more ethical through legislation, there is a need for the 
provision of consumer education regarding nutrition, food labelling 
and the practical usage of labels to enable informed decisions. 
Moreover, the food industry and regulators should provide label 
information in terminology and a label format that is easier for 
consumers to understand and use. Consumers too should realise 
their rights and responsibilities regarding ethical food labelling and 
ethical consumer behaviour and they should enforce these by not 
supporting manufacturers that fail to provide ethical label 
information. 

The literature review provided by this article could form the basis for 
empirical research on consumers’ expectations with regard to ethical 
food labels. Such information could assist the food industry and re-
gulators in their efforts to provide food labels that are more ethical 
and thereby satisfy consumer needs and expectations. 
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