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ABSTRACT

Animal welfare labels on meat products are intended to help people who care about animal welfare to make
value-consistent choices, by allowing them to identify and select products with higher animal welfare standards.
Most animal welfare labels are framed positively, where a higher score implies higher animal welfare. We argue
this positive frame may inadvertently promote value-inconsistent choices among people with animal welfare
values and paradoxically normalize current high levels of meat consumption. We call this the ethical labeling
paradox. Using online experiments set in a hypothetical country context (Geopoeia), this research examines
when and how the ethical labeling paradox arises. We use the lens of cognitive dissonance theory and explore the
role of social norms. In Study 1 (N = 1229), we found that a negatively framed animal welfare label, relative to a
positively framed label, increased dissonance and led to less denial of animal suffering and a 10% reduction in
meat selection. Moreover, we found that social norms, in addition to moral norms, help explain how the ethical
labeling paradox unfolds. Study 2 (N = 1242) shows that the effect of label framing on social norms, and a
marginal effect on food choice, only persisted when the label was supported (vs. opposed) by the government.
This suggests that governmental support plays a key role in whether negative label framing can reduce the ethical
labeling paradox. Taken together we conclude that rethinking labeling strategies is needed to support value-
consistent food choices.

1. Introduction

levels (Bruers, 2024). To capture this dynamic, we introduce the ethical
labeling paradox: a paradox whereby positively framed ethical product

Animal welfare labels are becoming increasingly prevalent. As meat
production became more industrialized and cost-efficient in the second
half of the 20th century, animal welfare standards generally declined
(Fraser, 2008). Concerns about the quality of life of farm animals
increased (Cornish et al., 2020; Gorton et al., 2023) as well as the un-
derstanding of animals and their capacity for sentience (Pierce, 2019),
resulting in regulations being introduced to improve animal welfare
(Caporale et al., 2005). Animal welfare labels are designed to help
people who care about animal welfare to make value-consistent choices
(Reczek et al., 2018). However, well-meant animal welfare labels may
turn out to be counterproductive in the long run, as their positive
framing ironically make meat consumption appear more morally
acceptable, potentially sustaining current excessive meat consumption
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labels inadvertently promote value-inconsistent choices.

The present research addresses the ethical labeling paradox by
examining when and how it arises through the lens of cognitive disso-
nance theory, and by investigating social norms as a novel underlying
process alongside the well-established role of moral norms in meat-
related cognitive dissonance. Specifically, we aim to understand the
extent to which the positive framing that is typically used for animal
welfare labels (e.g., “better life”l), contributes to the ethical labeling
paradox by reducing cognitive dissonance and thereby facilitating the
continued purchase of the labeled products. Across two studies, we 1)
investigate whether positively versus negatively framed animal welfare
labels influence dissonance and the coping strategy used to reduce
dissonance (denial of animal suffering), and 2) examine moral and social
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norms as potential underlying processes and further explore the latter by
assessing whether the influence of label framing on social norms arises
because of an institutional signal. This research contributes to the
knowledge on sustainable consumption by shedding light on what may
currently hinder people from fully acting on the animal welfare values
they endorse and by highlighting the role of social norms and institu-
tional signaling. This offers insights for labelling strategies and policy
interventions that aim to support the transition toward reduced meat
consumption.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Animal welfare labels: the effect of framing on cognitive dissonance
and coping strategies

Labels are traditionally regarded as tools for conveying product-
related information (Majer et al., 2022). However, people often draw
a wide range of inferences that go beyond the explicit content of labels
(Kardes et al., 2008). In this line of thought, we argue that labels in-
fluence people not only through informational content but also via their
framing; how the information is presented. In general, people are less
motivated to obtain gains — emphasized by positive label frames (e.g.,
obtain animal welfare) — than to avoid losses — emphasized by negative
label frames (e.g., avoid animal suffering; Higgins, 2008; Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979; Nan et al., 2018; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Prior
research specifically on labeling has also demonstrated the potential of
negative framing (i.e. emphasizing the avoidance of losses) in promoting
sustainable food choices (Grankvist et al., 2004; Hughes et al., 2023;
Koch et al., 2022; Kranzbiihler & Schifferstein, 2023; Kuhne et al., 2023;
Schiller et al., 2025; Van Dam & De Jonge, 2014). Of these studies, only
one has focused on animal welfare: Schiller et al. (2025) found that
photographs depicting poor animal welfare conditions displayed next to
meat products reduced meat consumption whereas positive
animal-related photographs did not. While these findings align with the
body of work suggesting that positive frames tend to be less influential
than negative frames, photographs are not commonly used for
product-related communication in practice. Instead, such information is
more often conveyed through labeling schemes, which typically consist
of written claims accompanied by visual symbols. Moreover, while
Schiller et al. (2025) provide initial insights into possible psychological
processes that drive the effect of negative animal-related photographs
(in particular decreased dissociation, moral licensing and increased
empathy, disgust, guilt) it is still largely unclear why negative framing is
more effective in driving sustainable behavior than positive framing.
The present study extends their findings by investigating the framing of
animal welfare labels on meat products and examining cognitive
dissonance as a potential mechanism underlying label framing effects.

The current paper uses cognitive dissonance as an important po-
tential explanation of the underlying mechanisms. Cognitive dissonance
(Festinger, 1957) refers to the experienced discomfort when people hold
conflicting cognitions that hinder action (Elliot & Devine, 1994; Har-
mon-Jones et al., 2015) and is seen as a key psychological factor in
driving meat reduction behaviors (Fechner & Isbanner, 2025; Wein-
garten & Lagerkvist, 2023). The meat-related cognitive dissonance
framework (Rothgerber, 2020) describes the different strategies that
meat eaters use to reduce the discomfort resulting from the moral
dilemma between caring about animal welfare and wanting to eat meat
(i.e., the meat paradox; Bastian & Loughnan, 2017). A similar pattern
has been found in related work on goal theory, where hedonic motives to
eat meat, such as taste, conflict with the normative goal of doing the
right thing regarding animal welfare (Laffan & Verfuerth, 2025). Pre-
vious studies indicate that animal welfare labels should trigger cognitive
dissonance, as raising the issue of animal welfare has been shown to do
so (Bouwman et al., 2022; Earle et al., 2019; Kunst & Hohle, 2016; Tian
et al., 2016; Weingarten & Lagerkvist, 2023). However, in line with
findings by Schiller et al. (2025), we propose that the current use of
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positive framing in animal welfare labels counteracts this. Specifically,
we believe that the positive label framing could enable justifications for
meat eating, as the label implies that the animals were treated well, and
thereby reduce dissonance and uphold current levels of meat
consumption.

In general, justification strategies (e.g., “denying that animals have a
mind”; for an overview, see Rothgerber, 2020) tend to be a favored
coping strategy to reduce dissonance compared to behavior change as
the latter often requires more effort. Thus, to promote meat reduction, it
is necessary to identify ways to encourage people toward behavior
change rather than reliance on justification. One common justification
strategy that is likely affected by the framing of animal welfare labels is
the denial of animal suffering — beliefs that animals were not harmed
during their life or slaughter (Bastian et al., 2012; Loughnan et al., 2010;
Rothgerber, 2013). While positively framed labels — emphasizing that
animals were treated well — likely reinforce this belief, negatively
framed labels — emphasizing the avoidance of suffering — likely make
denial more difficult. Thus, we propose that a positive frame, relative to
a negative frame, can enable the use of the dissonance-reducing strategy
denial and enforce meat consumption.

2.2. How framing affects cognitive dissonance: moral and social norms

Understanding how framing affects cognitive dissonance offers
insight into the mechanisms that trigger dissonance and clarifies the
different normative pathways through which it can emerge. We propose
two key mechanisms by which framing influences dissonance: moral
norms, which have been previously linked to cognitive dissonance the-
ory (Rothgerber, 2020), and social norms, introduced here as a novel
explanatory pathway. Moral norms are defined as “an internalized norm
about what is right or wrong, which is sanctioned only by oneself”
(Nyborg, 2003, p. 260) and social norms are defined as “standards of
behavior that are mutually known to all and expected by all”
(Tomasello, 2014, p. 191). Social norms are further differentiated into
descriptive (what others typically do) and injunctive norms (what others
believe one ought to do; Cialdini et al., 1990). While individual mech-
anisms such as moral norms lie at the core of cognitive dissonance
theory, given its focus on inconsistencies within the self, social mecha-
nisms like social norms remain underexplored in this context
(Panagiotou & Kadianaki, 2019). Nonetheless, we propose that in-
consistencies between perceived social norms and meat consumption
also contribute to dissonance-related discomfort, as prior work shows
that social norm violations lead to reputational damage (Lieberman
etal., 2019; Tomasello, 2014), motivating people to align their behavior
with social expectations to maintain approval and avoid disapproval
(Williams, 2007).

2.2.1. How framing affects moral norms

Research shows that the topic of animal welfare, especially in meat
consumption, evokes moral emotions in people (Fonseca & De Groeve,
2024), however, it remains unclear under which conditions this occurs.
We argue that the extent to which moral awareness is activated depends
on how the issue is framed. Positive frames tend to convey voluntary
guidelines, suggesting that animal welfare is a desirable but
non-essential value, while, in contrast, negative frames to a larger extent
imply moral obligations, indicating that harm must be avoided (Mulder,
2008). More specifically, we propose that this might also account for
labels, such that a positive label frame downplays the harm to animals
and hence the perceived moral wrongness of eating meat, while negative
frames emphasize the harm done and thus amplify moral awareness.

2.2.2. How framing affects social norms

Product labels are generally introduced by an institution, and they
thus inherently carry their social endorsement. Institutional signals,
particularly policy measures such as laws, have been argued to express
collective societal values of what is socially (dis)approved (Andreoni
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et al., 2021; Constantino et al., 2021; Sunstein, 1996). In this way, laws
convey social norms, a phenomenon observed among various domains
(Eisner et al., 2021; Syropoulos et al., 2024; Tankard & Paluck, 2017).
However, it remains unclear whether animal welfare label framing in-
fluences social norms. Prior work in other domains has shown that
negative framing, compared to positive framing, can evoke stronger
social judgments in cooperative contexts such as punishment versus
reward (Mulder, 2008), and can more effectively convey injunctive and
descriptive social norms in the context of financial incentives
(Lieberman et al., 2019). Building on these findings, we expect that a
similar framing effect will occur in the context of label framing. Spe-
cifically, we propose that positive label framing, compared to negative
label framing, will influence perceived social norms to a lesser extent.

3. Study 1

In Study 1 we investigated whether a positive frame for animal
welfare labels, compared to a negative frame, has the potential to up-
hold current meat consumption levels by enabling the dissonance-
reducing coping strategy denial of animal suffering. We therefore
include both denial and meat choice as measurements. In addition, we
included both moral and social (descriptive and injunctive) norms to
examine the underlying effects. We investigated this in an online
experiment by presenting participants with food options in a fictitious
country where mandatory positive or negative animal welfare labeling
was implemented. In this context we tested the following hypotheses.

H1.1. A positive (vs. negative) frame of an animal welfare label leads
to less cognitive dissonance.

H1.2a. A positive (vs. negative) frame of an animal welfare label leads
to more denial of animal suffering.

H1.2b. The effect of framing on denial is mediated through cognitive
dissonance.

H1.3a. A positive (vs. negative) frame of an animal welfare label in-
creases the likelihood of choosing a beef burger over a plant-based
burger.

H1.3b. The effect of framing on burger choice is mediated through
cognitive dissonance.

H1.4. The effect of framing on burger choice is serially mediated
through moral norms and cognitive dissonance.

H1.5. The effect of framing on burger choice is serially mediated
through both perceived injunctive and descriptive social norms and
cognitive dissonance.

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Design and procedure

An online experiment was conducted in September 2023 with a 2
(label frame: positive, negative) x 2 (level of animal welfare: high, low)
+ 1 (control: no label) between-subjects design with random allocation.
The level of animal welfare was manipulated to allow generalization
across varying animal welfare conditions. Participants were asked to
imagine that they were choosing a lunch while on vacation in the fictive
country Geopoeia, which had a mandatory labeling policy. The label
was introduced in either a positive or a negative format and was inspired
by the Dutch Better Life Label which uses 1 to 3 stars to positively signal
higher animal welfare. We translated this to a positive 1 to 3 plusses
scheme in our positive framing conditions. In the negative framing
conditions, the labels were presented as minuses, from least bad (one
minus) to most bad (three minuses). Most specifically, in the low animal
welfare/positive label version of the menu, participants saw one plus
sign (“+7); in the high animal welfare/positive label version, three plus
signs (“+++"7); in the low animal welfare/negative label version, three
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minus signs (“—7); and in the high animal welfare/negative label
version, one minus sign (“—"). After seeing one of the 5 versions of the
menu, participants were presented with a choice; they chose a beef
burger or a plant-based burger for lunch. The assigned menu (Table 1)
was shown next to every menu-related question in the survey. Specific
details about the manipulation can be found in Appendix A.

3.1.2. Participants

A representative sample of the Dutch population based on gender,
age, education, and region was recruited by a professional market
research company. Prior to participation, only meat eaters of 18 years
and older were selected. A power analysis for five groups (G*power
version 3.1.9.7), assuming a small effect size (f = .12), a = .05, and
power = .80, with numerator degrees of freedom (df) = 12 to account for
effects in the serial parallel mediation, indicated a required sample size
of at least 1215. From the 1355 participants who completed the online
survey, 126 participants were excluded: 104 for being vegetarian or
vegan, and 22 for being underage (under 18) or not providing their age.
The final sample consisted of 1229 participants (n" = 242; n™~ = 242;
ntt = 248; n~ = 249; n°"! — 248); 48.2% male, 51.6% female, with
an average age of 50.1 years (SD = 17.2). Informed consent was ob-
tained and the study was approved by the Social Sciences Ethics Com-
mittee of Wageningen University & Research (approval number: 2023-
027).

3.1.3. Measures’

Manipulation checks comprised two items: “The beef burger scored
good on animal welfare” and “The beef burger scored bad on animal
welfare”, answered on a 7-point scale from 1 (totally not) to 7 (totally).

Feelings of cognitive dissonance about choosing the beef burger were
measured with a 3-item 7-point scale from 1 (totally not) to 7 (totally,
adapted from Bouwman et al., 2022): “To which extent do you expect to
experience the following emotions when you choose the beef burger for
lunch at the food truck?” with the items “uncomfortable”, “uneasy”,
“bothered” (o« = .96).

The denial of animal suffering was measured with the 4-item sub-
scale “denial” from the meat-eating justification scale (MEJS, Roth-
gerber, 2013) on a 7-point scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally
agree): “The cows that were used for this beef burger ...” with the items
“... did not really suffer”, ... feel pain different than humans do” and
«... are processed so that pain and discomfort for the cows are minimized
and avoided” (a = .70).

Burger choice was measured by asking which burger they would
choose at the food truck: a beef burger or a plant-based burger.

Moral norms were measured with 12 items, including four reversed
items, on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally
agree) adapted from Mulder (2008). Example items are: “It is a moral
duty to choose the plant-based burger”, “I find it is ‘not done’ to choose
the beef burger” (a = .92).

The injunctive norm toward buying a beef burger was measured on a
5-item 7-point scale from 1 (disapprove) to 7 (approve) adapted from
Onwezen et al. (2022): “To what extent do you believe that the following
people would disapprove (1) or approve (7) that you would choose the
beef burger at this food truck?” with the items “Policymakers of this
country”, “Citizens of this country”, “Tourists that are visiting this
country”, “Employees of this food truck”, “Customers of this food truck”
(o0 = .86).

The descriptive norm toward buying a beef burger was measured
adapted from Lieberman et al. (2019): “Out of every 100 customers that
order at this food truck, how many do you think order the beef burger?”
The answering option was an open field where participants could type in
a number from 0 to 100. To resemble a 7-point scale, answers were

2 For readability purposes, only analysed measures are reported in the main
text. Full details of additional measurements are provided in Appendix B.
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Table 1
The menu's in the five conditions.
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Label frame

Control (no label)

Positive

Negative

Animal welfare Low Condition 1

BEEF BURGER* 3 COINS

PLANT-BASED BURGER 3 COINS

High Condition 3

BEEF BURGER*

PLANT -BASED BURGER ..3 COINS

Condition 2 Condition 5

BEEF BURGER* b i3 COING

BEEF BURGER 3 COINS

PLANT -BASED BURGER 3 COINS PLANT-BASED BURGER............3 COINS

Condition 4

BEEF BURGER* 3 COINS

PLANT -BASED BURGER...........3 COINS

Note. The original text was in Dutch. For the purpose of this paper, the content

divided by fourteen for the analyses (M(SD)°rgmal scdle _ 7 98(93 47): M
(SD)u'ansformed 7-point scale _ 5.19(1.58)).

3.1.4. Analysis plan

Preparing data. As the Cronbach's alpha values of all measurements
were equal to or greater than .70, mean scores were used in the analyses.
Visual inspection of boxplots for the dependent variables within each
condition suggested normal distributions. Levene's test showed de-
viations from equal variances for cognitive dissonance (F(4, 1224) =
11.79, p < .001), moral concerns (F(4, 1224) = 7.50, p < .001), and the
descriptive norm (F(4, 1224) = 11.30, p < .001), however, since the
variance ratios (largest variance divided by smallest variance) were
below 4, we considered this of low importance. Four planned contrasts
were specified to test the main effect of label framing, the main effect of
animal welfare, their interaction and the comparison between the con-
trol group and the other conditions. Dummies that represent these
contrasts were created for the logistic regression and mediation
analyses.

Main analyses. One-way ANOVAs were conducted to examine the
effects of framing on cognitive dissonance (H1.1), the denial of animal
suffering (H1.2a), moral norms, and injunctive and descriptive norms.
To test the effect of label framing on Burger Choice (0 = plant-based, 1
= beef; H1.3a), a binary logistic regression was conducted with the four

was translated into English.

planned contrasts as independent variables. Simple mediation analyses
were performed (PROCESS model 4, IBM SPSS PROCESS v4.2, Hayes,
2012) to test whether cognitive dissonance affected denial of animal
suffering (H1.2b) and food choice (H1.3b). Parallel serial mediation was
performed (PROCESS model 80) to test whether moral norms (H1.4) as
well as the injunctive and descriptive norms (H1.5) mediate the effect of
label framing on cognitive dissonance and in turn, serially affect food
choice. For all mediation analyses the remaining contrasts were
included as covariates to control for the whole design, log-odds were
used for dichotomous outcome variables, and a fixed random seed was
set to ensure reproducibility.

3.2. Results

3.2.1. Manipulation check

Both the label framing and level of animal welfare manipulations
were successful. Those presented with a positive label, whereby more
plusses corresponded with higher animal welfare, considered the burger
as better (M(SD)P*® = 4.24(2.37); M(SD)"*¢ = 3.14(2.14), F(1,979) =
57.460, p < .001, 1? = .055) and less bad (M(SD)P* = 3.76(2.41); M
(SD)™8 = 4.57(2.26), F(1,979) = 29.549, p < .001, n? = .029) for ani-
mals than participants with the negative label. Participants who were
exposed to the high animal welfare versions of the menu also perceived
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animal welfare as better (M(SD)M8" = 5.15(1.83); M(SD)°®" = 2.19
(1.76), F(1,979) = 667.281, p < .001, n? = .405) and less bad (M(SD)"&h
=2.71(1.87); M(SD)lOW = 5.66(1.85), F(1,979) = 615.870, p < .001, n2
= .386) than participants who were exposed to the low animal welfare
version of the menu.

3.2.2. Main analyses: effects of label framing

Table 2 shows means, standard deviations, and statistical tests for
both main and interaction effects. When the menu featured a positive
frame (i.e. plusses denoting increasingly higher levels of animal welfare)
next to the meat option instead of a negative frame (i.e. minuses
denoting increasingly higher levels of animal suffering), participants
experienced less cognitive dissonance (supporting for H1.1), more
denial of animal suffering (supporting H1.2a), and increased the odds of
choosing the beef burger by approximately 24% (supporting H1.3a).
Relative to the negative frame, a positive frame also led to lower moral
norms about choosing the beef burger and to a higher injunctive and
descriptive norm, respectively increasing the perception that choosing
the beef burger is approved of by people in the fictitious country Geo-
poeia and that more people at the food truck would choose the beef
burger in this scenario.

Level of animal welfare. With the exception of denial of animal
suffering, no significant interaction effects were found, suggesting that
in general the impact of label framing was consistent across conditions.
The significant interaction effect revealed that the effect of label framing
on the denial of animal suffering was stronger with low levels of animal
welfare. Regarding the main effects, results show that when the level of
animal welfare was low (compared to high), cognitive dissonance
increased, the likelihood of choosing the beef burger declined, moral
concerns increased, denial of animal suffering decreased, and perceived
injunctive and descriptive norms regarding beef burger choice
decreased.

3.2.3. Main analyses: the effect of label framing on denial and burger
choice via dissonance

Denial of animal suffering. In accordance with H1.2b, we find that the
effect of label frame on denial is partially mediated through cognitive
dissonance (total effect: b = —.18, 95%CI [-.27, —.09]; indirect effect: b
= —.03,95%CI [-.05, —.01]; direct effect: b = —.15, 95%CI [-.24, —.07]).
Compared to a positive label, a negative label leads to more dissonance
(b =.25,95%CI [.13, .36]), which, in turn, leads to less denial of animal
suffering (b = —.11, 95%CI [-.15, —.07]).

Burger choice. The effect of label frame on food choice is fully
mediated through cognitive dissonance, as predicted in H1.3b (indirect
effect: b = —.17, 95%CI [-.26, —.09]; direct effect: b = —.16, 95%CI
[-.33, .01]). As before, compared to a positive label, a negative label
leads to more dissonance (b = .25, 95%CI [.13, .36]). This, in turn, was
associated with a lower likelihood of choosing a beef burger over a
plant-based burger (b = —.69, 95%CI [-.78, —.61]).

3.2.4. Main analyses: testing moral and social norms as underlying
processes

The effect of label frame on burger choice was partially mediated
through the hypothesized serial mediation paths through moral norm (b
= —.05, 95%CI [-.10, —.01], H1.4) and descriptive norm (b = —.01, 95%
CI [-.01, —.001], H1.5) and subsequently cognitive dissonance. The ef-
fect via the descriptive norm on burger choice was fully mediated
through dissonance (no remaining direct effect of descriptive norm on
choice: b = —.01, 95%CI [-.02, .02]), but there was a remaining direct
effect of the moral norm on burger choice (b = —.05, 95%CI [-.10,
—.02]), indicating partial mediation through dissonance. For the
injunctive norm (H1.5), we neither found a serial mediation effect (b =
—.0004, 95%CI [-.01, .01]) nor a simple mediation effect (b = —.01, 95%
CI [-.04, .02]). There was no remaining direct effect of label frame on
burger choice (b = —.17, 95%CI [-.35, .001]), but the indirect path of
label framing through solely dissonance was significant (b = —.05, 95%
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CI [-.09, —.02]). Thus, we confirm H1.4 and find partial support for
H1.5, with the serial mediation effect present for descriptive norms but
not for injunctive norms. See Fig. 1 for an overview.

3.3. Discussion study 1

This first study provides initial support for the ethical labeling
paradox. Our results show that positively framed animal welfare labels
led to lower levels of meat-related cognitive dissonance than negatively
framed labels (H1.1) and, in turn, resulted in more denial (H1.2a,
H1.2b), while the likelihood of choosing a beef burger over a plant-
based burger increased (H1.3a, H1.3b). Furthermore, both moral and
descriptive social norms mediated the effect of framing on dissonance
and, in turn, burger choice (H1.4, H1.5). When moral norms are
excluded from the analysis, both injunctive and descriptive norms
significantly predict dissonance, suggesting that the influence of moral
norms account for the variance in dissonance otherwise attributed to
social norms.

Building on this, Study 2 investigates whether governmental support
is necessary for negative framing to reduce the ethical labeling paradox
by explicitly manipulating governmental support versus opposition.
Laws surrounding labels can function as an institutional signal that
shape perceptions of what others are expected to do and what is
considered socially appropriate (Andreoni et al., 2021; Constantino
et al., 2021; Sunstein, 1996). However, such effects should only occur
when the signal is perceived as reflecting the “will of the people”
(Syropoulos et al., 2024). If the government opposes a new labeling
system, the signal may no longer be interpreted as a legitimate or widely
endorsed norm. Therefore, we test whether the absence of governmental
support, operationalized as explicit governmental opposition, reduces
the effect of label framing on injunctive norms through lacking an
institutional signal (i.e., assessing a process via moderation; Spencer
et al., 2005). Given that descriptive norms were significantly influenced
by framing in Study 1, we included them in Study 2 as well. As this
association was not tested yet in the literature, we include it as an
exploratory part.

4. Study 2

In Study 2, we examined whether the effect of label framing on the
injunctive norm is driven by an institutional signal through manipu-
lating governmental support versus opposition for an animal welfare
label. In addition, we investigated whether labeling increases the
perception of others’ willingness to confront meat eaters, following prior
research suggesting it is important to actively challenge norm violators
to reinforce (new) social rules (Bicchieri et al., 2022; Tirion et al., 2024).
We examined this by presenting participants with a newspaper headline
in a fictitious country stating that the government either supported or
opposed a new animal welfare label. We tested the following
hypotheses®.

H2.1. A negative (vs. positive) frame of an animal welfare label de-
creases injunctive norms for buying beef burgers, especially when
accompanied by governmental support (vs. opposition).

H2.2. A negative (vs. positive) frame of an animal welfare label in-
creases moral norms, especially when accompanied by governmental
support (vs. opposition).

H2.3. A negative (vs. positive) frame of an animal welfare label leads
to more cognitive dissonance via injunctive norms, especially when
accompanied by governmental support (vs. opposition).

3 We reworded the pre-registered hypotheses to better align with the narra-
tive structure of the paper. This did not alter the intended meaning of the
original hypotheses.
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Table 2
Mean (SD) of the measured variables and statistical tests.

Journal of Environmental Psychology 111 (2026) 103027

Condition Main effect Main effect Interaction Control vs.  Overall model F
a N c . d -
Negative Label Frame Positive Label Frame Control irlaznzlz);tp; d ;]envl:]l: 1(‘1\,;1;2;;; ;;ffsﬂ t1224); :(els;2 2 p; (4,1224); p; n2
Low High Low High d d
Welfare Welfare Welfare Welfare
=) =) +) (+++)
n 242 249 242 248 248
Cognitive 3.62 2.64 3.11 2.17(1.58) 2.40 4.21; <.001; 8.27; <.001; .15; .885; .018 3.78; 24.99; <.001;
dissonance (2.10) 1.73) (1.96) (1.72) .537 1.056 <.001; .075
.268
Denial 2.72 3.63 3.30 3.78(1.41) 3.73 —4.04; —7.83; <.001; —2.40; .016; -3.74; 24.20; <.001;
(1.42) (1.43) (1.37) (1.36) <.001; —1.000 —.307 <.001; .073
—.516 —.266
Moral norm 3.05 2.66 2.94 2.33(1.12) 2.43 2.65; .008; 6.15; <.001; —1.32; .187; 3.41; 14.50; <.001;
(1.39) (1.20) (1.40) (1.26) .339 .785 —.169 .<.001; .045
.242
Injunctive norm 4.12 5.06 4.51 5.50(1.15) 5.20 —5.36; —12.38; <.001; .30; .763; .039 —4.55; 50.51; <.001;
(1.26) (1.24) (1.31) (1.15) <.001; —1.581 <.001; 142
—.684 —.324
Descriptive norm 57.02 69.17 64.43 72.69 71.85 —3.70; —6.90; <001; —1.32;.188; —3.66; 19.00; <.001;
(25.90) (21.88) (24.99) (21.63) (21.03) <.001; —.882 —.168 <.001; .058
—.472 —.260
Exp(B); p; Exp(B); p; 95% Exp(B); p; 95%  Exp(B);p; (4 p;
95%CI CI CI 95%CI Nagelkerke R?
Food choice (% 59.9% 75.9% 72.7% 83.9% 82.7% .76; <.001; .70; <.001; [.61,  .98;.796; [.85, .66; .005; 47.08; <.001;
beef over [.66, .88] .81] 1.14] [.50, .88] .056

plant-based)

Note. Contrasts used: a=1,1,-1,-1,0;b=1,-1,1, -1,0;c =1, -1, -1, 1, 0; d = .25, .25, .25, .25, —1.

N
Injunctive norm

(approval of beef
burger choice)

~N
Descriptive norm

(others choose

beef burger)

Label frame

Burger choice

Cognitive

* %k
(-1: positive, oAl »
1: negative)
"""""" 17T
Moral norm

(0: plant-based,

dissonance 1: beef)

Fig. 1. Visualization of the parallel serial mediation model predicting burger choice

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

H2.4. A negative (vs. positive) frame of an animal welfare label in-
creases perceived willingness to confront via injunctive norms, espe-
cially when accompanied by governmental support (vs. opposition).

H2.5. A negative (vs. positive) frame of an animal welfare label de-
creases the likelihood of choosing a beef burger over a plant-based
burger, especially when accompanied by governmental support (vs.
opposition).

In addition to testing the hypotheses we conducted several explor-
atory tests, next to the descriptive norms already mentioned. Given that
social norms have been previously linked to the experience of social
emotions (Lieberman et al., 2019), we exploratively measured guilt and
shame in addition to cognitive dissonance.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Design and procedure

A pre-registered online experiment (https://osf.io/xvtzj/) was con-
ducted in November 2024 using a 2 (label frame: positive vs. negative) x
2 (governmental position: oppose vs. support) full factorial between-
subjects design and random allocation. As in Study 1, participants
were told to imagine being on vacation in Geopoeia. They were shown a
headline in a newspaper claiming that the Geopoeian government either
supported or opposed a new animal welfare label that was either posi-
tively or negatively framed (Table 3). Below the headline participants
saw the same labeling systems (either positively framed or negatively
framed) as in Study 1 (see Appendix A). Participants were then asked to
imagine going to a supermarket in Geopoeia and buying ingredients for
a home-made burger: “Imagine that you are staying in Geopoeia in an
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Table 3

The newspaper headlines in the four conditions.
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Label frame

Positive

Negative

Governmental position Support

Condition 1

Large majority of the government
supports ‘plus label': new label on
meat products to indicate animal

welfare coming soon

Oppose Condition 3

Large majority of the government
opposes ‘plus label’: no new label on
meat products to indicate animal

Condition 2

Large majority of the government
supports 'minus label': new label on
meat products to indicate animal

suffering coming soon

Condition 4

Large majority of the government
opposes 'minus label': no new label on
meat products to indicate animal

welfare

suffering

apartment with its own kitchen. After reading the newspaper, you
decide to go to a nearby supermarket to buy ingredients for a homemade
hamburger. In the supermarket, you see both plant-based burgers and
beef burgers for the same price.” The assigned headline and label system
was shown next to every supermarket-related question in the survey.

4.1.2. Participants

Study 2 used the same sampling procedure as Study 1. Power anal-
ysis indicated a sample of 1199 for a four-group ANOVA with a power of
.80, o = .05, a small effect size (f = .10), and with numerator degrees of
freedom (df) = 4 to account for effects in the moderated mediation
models. Of the 1345 participants, 103 were excluded: 94 due to being
vegetarian or vegan, and 9 for either being underage (below 18) or
failing to report their age, leaving a final sample of 1242 participants
(npositive, support = 313, nnegative’ support = 309, npositive, oppose __ 306, n
negative, oppose _ 374y 48 8% male, 51% female with an average age of
49.4 years (sd = 16.5). Informed consent was obtained and the study was
approved by the Social Sciences Ethics Committee of Wageningen Uni-
versity & Research (approval number: 2024-222).

4.1.3. Measures’

Two manipulation checks inquired about the content of the news-
paper headline: one with four answering options including two filler-
answers (a label with plusses, minuses, circles or triangles) and one
with two answering options (a law that was supported versus opposed).

The injunctive norm (a = .87), cognitive dissonance (a = .95), and
burger choice were measured in the same way as in Study 1, but now
with a focus on buying burgers in a supermarket. Moral norms (« = .95)
were measured with a reduced scale of six items that had the highest
loadings (above .80) in a factor analysis based on Study 1 (principal axis
factoring).

The extent to which participants thought that residents of Geopoeia
were willing to confront others on meat consumption® was measured on
a 7-point scale from 1 (totally not) to 7 (totally) adapted from Tirion and
colleagues (2024): “To what extent would residents from Geopoeia ...”
with the items “... point out the importance of eating less meat to meat

* For readability purposes, only analysed measures are reported in the main
text. Full details of additional measurements are provided in Appendix C.

5 We also measured the willingness to confront others on animal welfare with
the items “... point out the living conditions of animals in the meat industry to
meat eaters”, “... encourage meat eaters to pay attention to the living condi-
tions of animals in the meat industry” (r = .78, p < .01). Both willingness to
confront measures were correlated (r = .77, p < .01), but were kept separate for
theoretical reasons.

eaters”, “... encourage meat eaters to eat less meat” (r = .77, p < .01).

Measures used for exploratory analyses. The descriptive norm was
measured as in Study 1 (M(SD)° 8" scde — 61 56(25.04); M(SD)"™>
formed 7-point scale _ 4 40(1,79)) and the emotions guilt and shame were
measured by adapting the cognitive dissonance scale: “To which extent
do you expect to experience [guilt/shame] when you choose beef bur-
gers at this supermarket in Geopoeia?”

4.1.4. Analysis plan

Preparing data. Mean scores were used for the analyses, as the reli-
ability of the scales were greater than .70 (Cronbach's alpha's and cor-
relation for the 2-item scale willingness to confront). No major
deviations from normality or homogeneity were found. Levene's test
showed deviations from equal variances for willingness to confront
others regarding animal welfare (F(3,1238) = 3.17, p = .024) and meat
consumption (F(3,1238) = 5.28, p = .001), however, since the variance
ratios (largest variance divided by smallest variance) were below 4, we
considered this of low importance.

Main analyses. A two-way ANOVA was used to assess the main effects
of label framing and governmental position, as well as their interaction
effect on injunctive norms (H2.1), moral norms (H2.2), cognitive
dissonance (H2.3), and the willingness to confront (H2.5). A logistic
regression was conducted to assess the main and interaction effects of
label framing and governmental position on burger choice (H2.4). Two
moderated mediation analyses were performed with (PROCESS model 7,
IBM SPSS PROCESS v4.2) to test whether the injunctive norm mediates
the effect of label framing, governmental position, and their interaction
on cognitive dissonance (H2.3) and the willingness to confront on meat
reduction (H2.5).°

Exploratory analyses. A two-way ANOVA was used to assess the main
effects of governmental position and animal welfare framing, as well as
their interaction effect on descriptive norms, shame, and guilt.

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Manipulation check
Our manipulation checks indicated that both the manipulation of
label framing and governmental position were successful. The majority

6 Given the high correlation between the willingness to confront on animal
welfare and on meat reduction, we did not expect a difference in results.
Therefore, we reported the willingness to confront on meat reduction in the
main text, while results from the willingness to confront on animal welfare can
be found in a footnote.
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of participants correctly indicated a positive labeling system (95.2%), a
negative labeling system (84.1%), governmental support (90.7%), and
governmental opposition (74.7%).

4.2.2. Main analyses: main- and interaction effects of governmental
position and label framing

In Table 4 means, standard deviations, and statistical tests for both
main and interaction effects are provided. Both a negative frame (versus
positive) and governmental support (versus opposition) independently
reduced the perceived social approval of choosing beef burgers (i.e., the
injunctive norm); replicating the framing effect on injunctive norms
found in Study 1. Consistent with H2.1, the interaction between label
framing and governmental position on injunctive norms was significant,
indicating that the negative frame had a stronger effect on injunctive
norms when it was accompanied by governmental support (Fig. 2). No
evidence that the manipulations affected moral norms was found in
contrast to what we found in Study 1. Hence we found no support for
H2.2. Moreover, while governmental support significantly increased
cognitive dissonance, other than in Study 1 label framing did not have a
direct effect on cognitive dissonance. Additionally, in contrast to H2.3,
there was no significant interaction effect. A similar pattern emerged for
the perceived willingness of Geopoeians to confront meat eaters about
reducing meat consumption: governmental position had an effect,
whereas label framing did not, and no interaction was found (contrast-
ing H2.4).”

Finally, neither framing nor governmental position affected burger
choice, while Study 1 did show a total effect of framing on burger choice.
In line with H2.5, there was a marginally significant interaction effect,
indicating a trend that a negative label decreased the percentage of beef
burgers chosen only when there was governmental support for the label
(Fig. 3). The overall model was marginally significant (x*(3) = 7.75,p =
.052) and explained approximately .9% of the variance in Burger Choice
(Nagelkerke R? = .009).

Exploratory results: descriptive norm, guilt, shame. Similar findings for
the descriptive norm were found as for the injunctive norm. For shame
and guilt, similar effects were found as for cognitive dissonance. Details
can be found in Table 4.

4.2.3. The injunctive norm as mediator of dissonance and willingness to
confront

To test whether the injunctive norm mediates the effect of label
framing, governmental position, and their interaction on cognitive
dissonance (H2.3), we replicated the mediation pathway from Study 1
from label framing to cognitive dissonance through injunctive norms. In
addition, we test whether injunctive norms mediate the relationship
between label framing and willingness to confront others to reduce meat
consumption (H2.5).

Injunctive norm as mediator of cognitive dissonance. Injunctive norms
mediated the effect of label framing on dissonance with governmental
support (b = .20, 95%CI[.11, .30]) but not with governmental opposi-
tion (b = .01, 95%CI[-.08, .09]).8 The indirect effects for governmental
support and opposition significantly differed from each other (b = .19,
95%CI[.07, .33]). This indicates that label framing only affected
injunctive norms with governmental support and not with governmental
opposition.

Regarding the separate effects in the mediation model, results show

7 Similar effects were found for the willingness to confront others with ani-
mal welfare concerns. Main effect Label Framing: F(1,1238) = 1.005; p = .316;
12 = .001; Main effect Governmental Position: F(1,1238) = 49.626; p < .001;
n2 = .039; Interaction effect: F(1,1238) = .014; p = .907; n2 < .001; Overall
model: F(3,1238) = 16.927; p < .001; n2 =.039.

8 When moral norms are added as a parallel mediator they significantly affect
dissonance (b = .68, 95%CI[.64, .73]), while at the same time the effect of the
injunctive norm on dissonance remains (b = —.20, 95%CI[-.26, —.15]).
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that a negative label decreased the injunctive norm to choose beef
burgers when there was governmental support (b = —.47, 95%CI[-.67,
—.27]) but not when there was governmental opposition (b = —.02, 95%
CI[-.21, .18]), consistent with the ANOVA. In turn, a lower injunctive
norm was associated with an increase in cognitive dissonance (b = —.43,
95%CI[-.50, —.36]). There was no direct effect from label framing on
cognitive dissonance (b = —.08, 95%CI[-.25, .10]); similarly, no sig-
nificant total effect of framing on dissonance was found in the ANOVA.

Injunctive norm as mediator of willingness to confront.” The injunctive
norm significantly mediated the willingness to confront on meat
reduction only with governmental support (b = .13, 95%CI[.07, .20])
and not with governmental opposition (b = .005, 95%CI[-.05, .06]).
These indirect effects for support and opposition significantly differed
from each other (b = .12, 95%CI[.05, .22]). Again, showing that label
framing only affected injunctive norms with governmental support and
not with governmental opposition.

Regarding the separate effects in the mediation model, results show
that a negative label decreased the injunctive social norm to choose beef
burgers only when there was governmental support (as reported in the
first section of 4.2.3) and, in turn, increased the willingness to confront
on meat reduction (b = —.27, 95%CI[-.34, —.21]). The direct effect of
framing on willingness to confront was not significant (b = —.13, 95%CI
[-.29, .03]); similarly, no significant total effect of framing on willing-
ness to confront was found in the ANOVA.

4.3. Discussion study 2

Similar results were found in Study 1 and Study 2 regarding the ef-
fects of framing on injunctive norms and food choice. Study 2 addi-
tionally showed that governmental support strengthened the framing
effects. Specifically, in line with H2.1 and H2.3, a negative animal
welfare label reduced the injunctive norm, which in turn increased
dissonance only when accompanied by governmental support and thus
not with opposition. Similarly, supporting H2.4, framing influenced
injunctive norms and, in turn, the perceived willingness to confront
meat eaters only with governmental support. Via this moderation we
found evidence that a supporting institutional signal affects social
norms, while an opposing signal does not. Additionally, we found
tentative support for H2.5 that a negative frame reduced the likelihood
of choosing a beef burger over a plant-based burger only when
governmentally supported. The direction of the relationship was
consistent with our hypothesis, albeit only marginally significant, and
suggests a potentially meaningful trend, which would support the ex-
istence of the ethical labeling paradox.

That the main effects of framing on dissonance and moral norms did
not reach significance, could be tied to the use of different label framing
manipulations. In Study 1, the labels were integrated into an active
choice setting, meaning that the label was directly attached to the beef
burger at the moment participants made their choice. Thus, the label
was immediately choice-relevant and part of the decision environment.
In contrast, Study 2 presented the labels outside of a decision-making
context: the labels were introduced in a newspaper headline prior to
the choice task and were not displayed on the beef burgers themselves,
making them less directly linked to the consumption decision. This
variation in experimental design likely influenced how strongly the label
framing affected participants, potentially accounting for the absence of
effects, the smaller effect sizes, and the interaction hypothesized in H2.5
only reaching marginal significance in Study 2.

5. General discussion

In this research we addressed the ethical labeling paradox: a paradox

9 Similar findings were found for the willingness to confront on animal
welfare concerns.
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Table 4
Mean (SD) of the measured variables and statistical tests.
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Condition

Negative Label Positive Label

Main effect framing
F(1,1238); p; n>

Overall model F
(3,1238); p; 12

Interaction effect F
(1,1238); p; v’

Main effect
government F(1,1238);

pn’

Support Opposition Support Opposition

n 309 314 313 306

Injunctive norm 4.39 4.81(1.28) 4.86 4.83(1.26) 11.98; <.001; .010 7.24; .007; .006 10.29; <.001; .001 9.81; <.001; .023
(1.21) (1.22)

Moral norm 3.00 2.86(1.52) 2.92 2.81(1.59) .60; .439; <.001 2.09; .149; .002 .05; .829; <.001 .91; .438; .779
(1.57) (1.50)

Cognitive dissonance 3.21 2.89(1.66) 3.20 2.84(1.70) .11; .740; <.001 13.15; <.001; .011 .06; .805; <.001 4.43; .004; .011
(1.62) (1.59)

Willingness to 4.07 3.45(1.45) 4.07 3.58(1.61) .48; .487; <.001 43.62; .001; .034 .61;.434; <.001 14.95; <.001; .035

confront (1.46) (1.41)

Descriptive norm?® 55.51 66.17 60.10 64.44 1.04; .309; .001 28.56; <.001; .023 5.06; .025; .004 11.55; <.001; .027
(25.54) (25.74) (23.18) (24.35)

Guilt* 3.09 2.71(1.72) 3.02 2.73(1.84) .07;.792; <.001 11.21; <.001; .009 .26; .608; <.001 3.85; .009; .009
(1.79) 1.71)

Shame® 2.94 2.58(1.62) 2.90 2.66(1.79) .04; .851; <.001 9.70; .002; .008 .37; .544; <.001 3.38;.018;.008
(1.78) (1.68)

Exp(B); p; 95%CI Exp(B); p; 95%CI Exp(B); p; 95%CI X2(3)2 p;
Nagelkerke R*
Food choice (% beef 69.9% 77.7% 78.6% 76.8% 1.05; .787; [.72, 1.11; .591; [.76, 1.62] .60; .056; [.36, 7.75; .052; .009
over plant-based) 1.53] 1.01]

Note. a = exploratory results.

Injunctive norm: perceived approval to buy beef
burgers in the supermarket

4.86 4.81 4.83
4.39
4
3
2
1

Governmental support Governmental opposition

W Negative label frame W Positive label frame

Fig. 2. Injunctive norm means for the label framing and governmental position
conditions (error bars indicate 95% CI).

Percentage choosing beef burgers (versus plant-
based burgers)
100%

78.6% 77.7% 76.8%
80% 69.9% < .

60%
40%
20%

0%

Governmental support Governmental opposition

® Negative label frame ~ ® Positive label frame

Fig. 3. Percentage food choice for the label framing and governmental posi-
tion conditions.

whereby positively framed ethical product labels inadvertently promote
value-inconsistent choices. Our findings from two online experiments

support the ethical labelling paradox by showing that animal welfare
labels on meat products can reinforce existing patterns of meat con-
sumption. In Study 1, we show that positively framed labels in contrast
to negatively framed labels led to greater denial of animal suffering and
increased the likelihood of choosing meat. Furthermore, we show that
cognitive dissonance is a key mechanism in the paradox, and that it can
be shaped by social norms in addition to moral norms. With regard to
social norms, our findings in Study 2 highlight institutional signaling as
a pathway through which label framing exerts its influence. Specifically,
revealing that governmental support is necessary for negative label
framing to reduce the ethical labeling paradox.

5.1. Ethical labeling paradox: framing, dissonance and coping strategies

By introducing the ethical labeling paradox, our work demonstrates
that positively framed ethical labels addressing animal welfare do not
necessarily promote choices that align with the moral concerns under-
lying those labels. We found positive animal welfare labels allow people
to maintain their meat choices to a larger extent than negatively framed
labels signaling the same level of animal welfare. By using relatively
neutral plus and minus signs — comparable to labelling schemes in
practice — we extend the previous research demonstrating a similar ef-
fect with emotion-evoking photographs (Schiller et al., 2025). Our
findings suggest that positively framed animal welfare labels for meat
products, compared to negative labels, may inadvertently offer people
moral cover and signal social acceptability, thereby reducing cognitive
dissonance and enabling continued meat consumption. These findings
align with critiques suggesting that well-meant animal welfare labels
may be counterproductive in the long run (Bruers, 2024) and support
concerns that incremental animal welfare improvements may promote
the continued exploitation of animals (Pierce, 2019).

Our findings highlight how seemingly arbitrary decisions for a
certain label framing can implicitly convey moral and normative signals
that influence peoples' decision-making. At the same time, the observed
effects may not be due to framing alone. An alternative explanation is
that the emphasis on animal suffering in the negatively framed label
made it harder for people to strategically ignore the moral implications
of their choice and thereby limiting the ability to reduce dissonance (i.e.,
strategic ignorance; Onwezen & van der Weele, 2016). This would
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suggests that labels that make it more difficult to look the other way
could also help people more fully engage with the moral aspects of their
choices. An example of such a label is the German government's five-tier
animal welfare labeling scheme, which briefly describes the conditions
of the different levels of animal welfare (1 = indoor housing; 2 = indoor
+ space; 3 = indoor with fresh air; 4 = outdoor runs/pasture; 5 =
organic).'” Although describing the housing situation, the German
scheme does not make the positive or negative consequences for animal
welfare explicit. Therefore, this scheme may not represent a negative
framing such as examined in the present research. Whether combining
such schemes with animal welfare information produces similar effects
as in our study would be an avenue for future research.

With growing evidence that cognitive dissonance plays a central role
in reducing meat consumption (Fechner & Isbanner, 2025) and that
people often rely on various justification strategies to avoid changing
their behavior (Rothgerber, 2020), more research is needed to explore
how these dissonance-reducing justifications can be disrupted to support
behavior change. To our knowledge, this study is the first to show that
the denial of animal suffering can be reduced; negative labels reduced
denial of animal suffering and led to a 10% decrease in meat choices
compared to positive framing. While one prior study found that repeated
discomfort increases the likelihood of effortful coping, such as behavior
change (Pauer et al., 2023), most prior work has focused on what trig-
gers denial, such as categorizing animals as “food animals” (Bastian
et al., 2012; Bratanova et al., 2011) or the act of eating meat itself
(Loughnan et al., 2010), rather than how to reduce it. By demonstrating
that denial can be reduced, our findings open up new directions for
research into how dissonance-reducing justifications can be disrupted.
For example, future studies could investigate how moral and social
norms independently trigger dissonance, further clarifying their distinct
roles in shaping dissonance regulation - either through justification
strategies or behavior change.

By addressing the ethical labeling paradox in the context of institu-
tionally supported labeling regimes, our research addresses the social
system in which people operate as opposed to individual behavior
change. This approach is increasingly recognized as essential for
achieving meaningful behavior change (Bamberg et al., 2015; Chater &
Loewenstein, 2023) and for the transition toward less animal-based and
more plant-based diets (Blokhuis et al., 2024). Although animal welfare
labels are traditionally viewed as tools targeting individual
decision-making, our findings show that they can also implicitly influ-
ence perceived social norms via their framing and institutional signal.
These (new) social rules created by a government-supported negative
frame also have potential to sustain over time, as we found that it
increased the perception of people's willingness to challenge norm vio-
lators (Bicchieri et al., 2022; Tirion et al., 2024). Within the present
study, we focused on a specific institutional support that is govern-
mental support versus opposition. In practice, however, governmental
signals are often absent, ambiguous or mixed. Future research should
further investigate how different types of governmental and other
institutional signals shape social norms.

Taking together our findings and prior work that shows the potential
of negative frames in various domains (Van Dam & De Jonge, 2014) and
the limited effectiveness of current animal welfare labels in influencing
meat purchases (Cornish et al., 2020; Gorton et al., 2023; Ingenbleek &
Krampe, 2022; Powers et al., 2020), we argue that labeling practices for
animal welfare common at the time of writing require fundamental
rethinking, particularly with regard to adopting more negatively framed
approaches.

5.2. Moral norms and social norms in the dissonance process

To our knowledge, this research is the first to relate social norms to

10 https://haltungsform.de/.
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cognitive dissonance. We add to prior work on social norms and emo-
tions like guilt and shame (Lieberman et al., 2019) by showing that
social norms can also predict discomfort, an emotional response tradi-
tionally associated with cognitive dissonance theory (Elliot & Devine,
1994). This deeper integration of social triggers into cognitive disso-
nance theory enhances our understanding of how dissonance can lead to
behavior change.

In our research, we make a further distinction between descriptive
and injunctive social norms and found that positive versus negative
framing influences both, consistent with findings by Lieberman et al.
(2019). Study 2 further extends this insight by demonstrating that the
effect of framing on both types of social norms emerges only in the
presence of a clear institutional signal — specifically, governmental
support. While institutional signals have previously been linked to
injunctive norms (i.e., perceived approval from institutions; (Eisner
et al., 2021; Syropoulos et al., 2024; Tankard & Paluck, 2017), we also
show that descriptive norms are influenced. This can be relevant for the
effectiveness of norms on behavior, as prior work shows that injunctive
norms tend to be less effective than descriptive norms when targeting
socially disapproved behaviors (e.g., the reduction of meat consump-
tion), as they are more likely to provoke psychological reactance
(Melnyk et al., 2021).

5.3. Limitations

Changing social norms in real-life settings — particularly when it
involves challenging the culturally ingrained practice of meat con-
sumption - remains difficult. Therefore, both studies were conducted
online in hypothetical scenarios. Although this approach allowed us to
establish a new social norm without too much inference from prior
knowledge, future research might explore how such norm shifts can be
effectively generalized to real-world environments, for example in su-
permarkets or restaurants. Methodological approaches that better mimic
real-life decision making than online studies while avoiding limitations
of real-life settings could be virtual reality settings, where participants
engage in life-like scenario's, and agent-based modeling (Hoffmann
et al., 2024; Lindstrom et al., 2018), which simulates miniature societies
to examine the emergence and influence of social norms. Finally, we
demonstrate the ethical labeling paradox in the context of animal wel-
fare labels, which are known to appeal to moral values (May & Kumar,
2022). For future research, it would be worthwhile to extend this work
to other labeling domains that appeal to moral values, such as fair trade
or environmental certifications.

5.4. Practical implications

Labels are easy to implement, low-cost, and non-intrusive (Majer
et al., 2022), making them a practical tool for policymakers seeking to
encourage behavior change. Our research highlights that labeling holds
greater potential than merely providing information, particularly in
shaping moral and normative perceptions, and underscores the impor-
tant role governments can play by publicly endorsing food product la-
bels. Specifically, we show that governmental approval for an animal
welfare label functions as an institutional signal, and thereby commu-
nicates that meat consumption is less socially accepted, especially when
it is negatively framed. Moreover, beyond animal welfare, label framing
strategies can be relevant across several ethical domains, for instance,
greenhouse gas emissions (e.g., labeling plant-based products as green
and animal-based products as orange/red; Cadario et al., 2025), toxicity
levels (e.g., explicit visual warnings; Hosni et al., 2024), and Fair Trade
(e.g., highlighting negative consequences of not choosing Fair Trade;
Phan et al., 2023).

In line with our findings regarding negative labels, together with
prior work showing that a negative frame could potentially improve
noticeability and use of labels (Carrero et al., 2021) and that the more
severe the sanctions are, the stronger the social disapproval could be
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(Mulder et al., 2008), we would recommend to use negative animal
welfare labels on meat products. However, real-world implementation
of such labels might seem out of reach. A positive approach is typically
chosen, as meat consumption is a sensitive subject (Dagevos & Onwezen,
2025; De Groeve et al., 2022; Koch et al., 2022). Nonetheless, there are
real-world examples of government-mandated warning labels, such as
the effective mandatory warning labels on processed foods in Chile
(Khandpur et al., 2019) and the required labels on animal-based food
products in Switzerland containing information about whether the an-
imals experienced painful procedures without anesthesia. This shows
that when such labels are mandated and enforced, a negative approach
may well be a realistic option.

5.5. Conclusion

Reducing meat consumption in Western society presents a significant
challenge, as meat is deeply embedded in many aspects of the food
environment and widely socially accepted. The ethical labeling paradox
reinforces this by inadvertently making meat consumption appear more
morally and socially acceptable for those who value animal welfare. The
current positive framing of animal welfare labels on meat products plays
an important role in decreasing the moral and social urgency of meat
reduction, leading to less cognitive dissonance, more denial and sus-
tained meat consumption levels. To better support value-consistent food
choices, current labeling strategies are in need of reconsideration.
Adopting a more negatively framed approach, supported by the gov-
ernment, is one promising direction for driving meaningful change.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Emily P. Bouwman: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original

Appendix A. Details procedure Study 1

Journal of Environmental Psychology 111 (2026) 103027

draft, Visualization, Validation, Project administration, Methodology,
Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization.
Jan Willem Bolderdijk: Writing — review & editing, Methodology,
Conceptualization. Arnout R.H. Fischer: Writing — review & editing,
Supervision, Formal analysis. Hans Dagevos: Writing — review & edit-
ing, Supervision. Marleen C. Onwezen: Writing — review & editing,
Supervision, Methodology, Funding acquisition, Conceptualization.

Declaration of generative Al and Al-assisted technologies in the
writing process

During the preparation of this work the author(s) cautiously used
ChatGPT in order to improve language and readability. After using this
tool/service, the author(s) reviewed and edited the content as needed
and take(s) full responsibility for the content of the publication.

Funding

The research has been carried out as part of a project funded by the
Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature, and Food Quality (KB37-Healthy
and safe food systems). Specifically, KB-37-001-023 “Labelling strate-
gies to stimulate sustainable and healthy diets: exploring which strate-
gies are most effective and why”. The funder had no role in study design,
data collection, analysis, interpretation, manuscript preparation, or the
decision to publish.

Declarations of competing interest

None.

The online study began with: “Imagine that you are on vacation abroad. You are going to Geopoeia. This country does not exist, but imagine that it
does and that it is a wonderful holiday location and that you are enjoying your holiday there.” Then the labeling conditions read: “In the country
Geopoeia they have a different labeling system regarding meat products. Here they use a labeling system with [plusses/minuses] to show their citizens
how [good/bad] the life of the animals has been. You are going to an event and here they also use this labeling system, because everybody who sells
meat has to use this labeling system for their meat products. The labeling system uses [plusses/minuses] and looks like this:” followed by an image
(Table A.1).

Table A.1
The labeling system participants were introduced to

Positive labeling system Negative labeling system

The life of the animals has been: The life of the animals has been:

+ + * = most good & = |east bad
* * = good - = = bad
* = least good @ @@ & - most bad

The text continued: “With this [plus-system/minus-system] you can see how [good/bad] the life of the animals used for the meat products has
been, so you can take this into consideration for your lunch choice. At the event you can pay with coins.” The control condition read: “Imagine that you
are at an event with food trucks. At the event you pay with coins.” Then a food truck picture was presented with: “At the event, you walk past a food
truck that sells burgers, while you still have three coins. The food truck is selling a beef burger and a plant-based burger. It is lunchtime and you decide
to buy a burger at this food truck.” Labeling conditions additionally read: “On the menu of the food truck you see that the beef burger has [one plus/
three minuses/three plusses/one minus].” Finally, all received: “See the menu of the food truck below:”.

Appendix B. Additional measures Study 1

Three additional manipulation checks were measured on a 7-point scale from 1 (totally not) to 7 (totally): “Was there a labeling system about the
welfare of animals?”, “Did this labeling system give information about how good the life of the animals has been?” and “Did this labeling system give
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information about how bad the life of the animals has been?”.

The injunctive norm regarding own social circle was measured on a 5-item 7-point scale from 1 (disapprove) to 7 (approve; Onwezen et al., 2022):
“To what extent do you believe that people in your own social environment would disapprove (1) or approve (7) that you would buy the beef burger at
this food truck?” with the items “Policymakes of the Netherlands”, “Citizens of the Netherlands”, “People who are important to me”, “My friends” and
“My family”.

The intention to buy the plant-based burger was measured on a 3-item 7-point scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree; Bouwman et al.,
2022): “I am planning to choose the plant-based burger”, “I am considering to choose the plant-based burger” and “I will absolutely choose the
plant-based burger”.

Reactance was measured with perceived threat of freedom in the labeling conditions and feelings of anger in all conditions on a 7-point scale from 1
(totally not) to 7 (totally; Spelt et al., 2019). Perceived threat: “The next question is about the [plus/minus] labeling system that policy makers from
Geopoeia use to show how well the life of the animals for meat products has been. With this labeling system policy makers from this country tried ...”

(LTS

with the four items: “... to make a decision for me”, “... to manipulate me”, “... to pressure me”, “... to threaten my freedom to choose”. Feelings of
anger: “To what extent do you feel” with the four items “irritated”, “angry”, “annoyed”, “aggravated”.

Desired moral approbation was measured on a 17-item 7-point answering scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree; Ryan & Riordan, 2000).
Example items are: “I want others to view me as a moral person”, “It is important to me to get praise for doing the right thing” and I feel upset when

others think that I have done the wrong thing”.

Appendix C. Additional measures Study 2

Two direct measures of social norms were measured adapted from Tankard and Paluck (2017). Perceived normality was measured with a 3-item
7-point scale from 1 (not normal at all) to 7 (very normal): “How normal is it in Geopoeia to ...”, followed by three items: “... take the living conditions
of animals in the meat industry into account”, ... consider the living conditions of animals in the meat industry an important topic”, “... eat meat”.
Residents’ endorsement was measured with a 2-item 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly support): “To what extent do the
residents of Geopoeia support or oppose ...” with the items: “... a label about the living conditions of animals in the meat industry”, “... a law
introducing a label about the living conditions of animals in the meat industry™.

Meat-eating identity was measured with two 7-point semantic differential scales adapted from Ginn and Lickel (2020): “If you had to classify
yourself from 1 (vegan: I do not eat or use products of animal origin at all) to 7 (meat eater), where would you see yourself?” (Vegan — Meat eater) and
“To what extent do you consider yourself a meat eater?” (Eating meat is totally not a part of my identity — Eating meat is a large part of my identity).

Data availability Carrero, 1., Valor, C., Diaz, E., & Labajo, V. (2021). Designed to be noticed: A
reconceptualization of carbon food labels as warning labels. Sustainability, 13(3).
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