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abstract

How a species is represented by marketers of animal-based products both re-
flects and shapes how consumers think about that animal. By examining the 
explicit statements, and implicit messages encoded in the imagery on super-
market egg boxes, this paper explores how hens are represented by whole egg 
retailers. Samples were collected from supermarket chain websites in the US, 
the UK, and Germany during March 2017. A summative content analysis reveals 
two prominent narratives purveyed through eggbox imagery (textual and vi-
sual), namely those pertaining to hen welfare and human health. The latter dis-
enfranchises hens from their products by focusing on the nutritional value of 
eggs, whereas the former reflects a public concern for the welfare of egg-laying 
hens. Although claims of improvements in welfare practices are undoubtedly ex-
ploited as marketing tools, they nevertheless serve to raise awareness and drive 
competitors to adopt similar practices. Welfare claims are a direct response to 
public concerns about the plight of hens, and may positively influence industry 
welfare standards. However, idyllic depictions displayed on eggboxes also lull 
consumers into the belief that those eggs are an ethically sound food choice, 
regardless of the actual standard of living experienced by the hens. 

keywords: animal representation; animal-based foods; marketing narratives; 
eggs; hen welfare; anthrozoology
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1 Introduction

Representation has real life consequences for living animals. How a species is repre-

sented will invariably impact upon how people perceive and ultimately treat members 

of that species (Baker 2001; Kunst and Hohle 2016). The objective of marketing food-

stuffs is to promote sales, but “advertising does not just sell things, it articulates values 

and builds meaning” (Freeman and Merskin 2008, 78). Marketing narratives tell a story 

about a product – how it came to be, or what benefits in might confer upon the con-

sumer. Because such narratives are intended to promote the consumption of a given 

product, these are arguably rhetoric (Tonks 2002). The contention against engaging 

rhetoric as a framework is that the term is often perceived to signify “empty” discourse, 

designed to manipulate or trick (Miles and Nilsson 2018, 1259; Tonks 2002). Although 

marketing professionals may avoid identifying with Tonks’ characterization of market-

ing as a fundamentally control-oriented, Miles and Nilsson (2018, 1262) point out that 

the preference for conceiving of marketing as being centered around “value proposi-

tions and co-creation partnerships” only supports the assertion by Tonk (2002) that 

marketing is fundamentally a rhetorical construction of values. Thus, whether they ac-

knowledge it or not, it could be argued that marketing practitioners are engaging in 

rhetoric. 

 In “The Rhetoric of the Image” (Barthes 1964, 161) proffers all the visual ele-

ments, including accompanying text, that can be employed as connotators (signifiers). 

The current paper examines the imagery and text used in the marketing narratives 

of supermarket eggs sold in the US and Europe (UK and Germany), and explores how 

hens are represented in these narratives. The term “representation” is used more gen-

erally herein, but in semiotics “representations” constitute a class of meaning-relations 

and the semiotics of animal representations relate to “signification” and communica-

tion (Tüür and Tønnessen 2014, 4). It is unlikely that any representation of hens were 

chosen without careful consideration to what it signifies to potential consumers (Am-

puero and Vila 2006; Steenis et al. 2017). Thus, we can ask – what is the meaning and 

significance of a given animal representation in terms of how that group is perceived 

and treated? 

 The prominent model for the production of animal products in the US in par-

ticular, namely large-scale, industrialized agriculture, is a major topic of social debate 

(Croney et al. 2012; McKendree, Croney, and Widmar 2014; Cornish et al. 2016). Simi-

larly, the intensive farming practices in Europe, particularly in regards to the welfare of 

laying hens, have generated widespread public concern (Healy 2017). Consequently, 
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the welfare of food-producing animals has become the subject of increasing scrutiny 

and media coverage, and the heightened public attention has led to calls for new regu-

lations to improve animal welfare (McKendree, Croney, and Widmar 2014; Healy 2017). 

Probably the biggest example of how public concern has led to changes in legislature 

is that of caged laying hens. Public awareness of the plight of caged hens has led to 

an increased interest in purchasing eggs from free-ranging hens (Appleby 2003; Har-

rison, Carson, and Dawkins 2013), followed by government-mandated improvements 

in the conditions of caged-hens farming in the EU and some US states (Scrinis, Parker, 

and Carey 2017; Shields, Shapiro, and Rowan 2017; Hörisch 2018). An EU-wide ban on 

battery-farmed eggs came into effect in 2012 (EU Council Directive 1999/74/EC). De-

spite these successes, improvement of animal welfare through legislation is problem-

atic. This is especially so where trade barriers exist, leading many welfare advocates and 

scholars to conclude that targeting the market is the most viable strategy to improve 

farm animal welfare (Ingenbleek et al. 2013; van Riemsdijk et al. 2017). Indeed, it was 

the commodification of higher welfare standards that has led the way in both Europe 

and the US (Scrinis, Parker, and Carey 2017; Hörisch 2018). 

 Packaging presents an important opportunity for retailers to communicate 

with the consumer and convince them to favor a particular product (Rettie and Brewer 

2000; Simms and Trott 2010). Package design elements can be broadly classified into 

verbal and visual elements. The former manifests through written language and ex-

plicit claims, while the later communicates in a more implicit fashion through colors 

and imagery (Rettie and Brewer 2000). In the case of fruit juice (Deliza et al. 2005) 

and soybean oil (Carneiro et al. 2005), written communications have been shown to 

have the potential to influence purchase intentions of these products. Carneiro et al. 

(2005, 280) reported that the term “transgenic” had a negative impact on purchasing 

intention, reflecting consumer aversion to ingredients related to genetically modified 

organisms. In many instances certain terms are required by law. Terms related to egg 

production and laying hen husbandry in Europe must abide to strict guidelines. The 

EU imposes marketing standards upon which eggs can be labelled as “free range” or 

“barn eggs” (EU Council Directive 1999/74/EC) and labeling of food products as or-

ganic has been legally regulated within the EU since 1991 (EU Council Regulation No 

834/20070). Despite this, alluding to better welfare standards may be sufficient to per-

suade consumers. Research suggests that the US public perceives cage-free aviaries to 

confer the same positive impact on hen wellbeing as free-range housing, despite these 

being very different housing arrangements (Ochs et al 2018; Widmar et al 2020). 

 The visual element should not be underestimated in respect to its power to in-
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fluence consumer perceptions and decisions, as consumers invariably follow patterns 

of low-involvement decision making (Silayoi and Speece 2007; Connolly and Davison 

1996). Even where strict marketing rules exist, there is scope for less explicit market-

ing narratives that invoke more palatable representations of barn-kept hens or focus 

attention towards the utility of eggs or human health. In addition to written state-

ments, non-verbal communication such as color and imagery have been shown to in-

fluence consumer intentions to purchase. For example, rounded, drop-like shapes on 

the labels of water and vodka bottle were shown to be more appealing than angular 

shapes (Westerman et al. 2013). A cross-cultural study on fast-food packaging report-

ed the color red was more often associated with “tasty”, whereas green was associated 

with “healthy” (Luo et al. 2019, 19). However, Theben, Gerards, and Folkvord (2020) 

concluded that pre-existing attitudes towards health foods are more powerful predic-

tors of buying decisions, and reported that intention was predominantly influenced by 

whether consumers had a positive or negative attitude towards the product. Thus, a 

knowledge of consumer attitudes is required to positively impact purchases via the 

information presented at point of purchase (packaging of supermarket products). As 

such, marketing narratives likely reflect extensive market research into the values up-

held by target populations.    

 Eggs are considered a dietary staple in the US and Europe (Kidd and Anderson 

2019; Magdelaine 2011). Annual egg consumption per person is estimated at 247 in the 

USA, 212 in Germany, and 189 in the UK (International Egg Commission, 2013). There 

are an estimated 700 million laying hens in Europe and 500 million in North America (In-

ternational Egg Commission, 2013). This paper examines how hens, eggs, humans, and 

the relationships between hens and humans are represented on supermarket eggboxes 

from the US, Germany, and the UK. Following a summative content analysis approach, 

this paper explores the narratives that are being promoted via textual and other visual 

imagery presented upon the egg boxes themselves. How are hens being represented 

in (or excluded from) these narratives, and what might this say about how hens are 

perceived by consumers? The emerging narratives are examined under frameworks of 

humans as consumers, hens as disenfranchised producers, and the commodification of 

animal welfare.  

2 Methodology

National grocery websites, representing major supermarket chains in the UK (Tesco’s, 

Sainsbury’s), Germany (Edeka, Rewe, Penny), and the US (Kroger) were accessed in 
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March 2017 and the term “eggs” (or “Eier”) entered into the search function. Only un-

processed hen egg products were used for further analysis. This approach yielded a 

total of 50 products: 19 from the UK (Tesco 9, Sainsburys 10), 23 from Germany (Edeka 

12, Rewe 6, Penny 5), and 8 from the USA (Kroger 8). These represented 31 distinct 

brand labels, including each of the six supermarkets own brands. Caveats of this ap-

proach include the relatively small sample sizes and fact that data collection relied on 

the supermarkets’ own national customer websites. Regional differences in smaller 

brands sold via selected stores would have been missed. Although websites showed im-

ages of the front and side, important small-print information of the backside may also 

have been missed. In situ information on shelf placement and how brands were mar-

keted in store (Hecht et al. 2020) were likewise missing. However, the data collection 

provides a controlled situation that arguably simulates the increasingly popular method 

of online shopping (Hecht et al. 2020). Furthermore, narratives adopted by nationwide 

supermarkets brands are most likely professionally researched and designed to appeal 

to supermarket shoppers.

 

Germany UK USA Total Percentage 
of total

Total egg boxes 23 19 8 50 100%
Imagery Germany UK USA Total Percentage 

of total
Hens 18 14 4 36 72%
    Silhouette 4 7 2 13
    Life-like/Photo 10 6 1 17
    Cartoon/stylized 2 1 1 4
    Chicks 2 2
Eggs 12 6 3 21 42%
    Whole 10 4 2 16
    Cracked 2 1 1 4
    Bakery item 1 1
Humans 5 1 1 7 14%
    Consumer 1 1
    Farmer 4 1
Outdoor imagery 11 8 2 21 42%

Table 1: Content analysis of visual elements.
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Text on egg box Hen wel-
fare

Human 
health

Taste/use Environ-
mental 

Local 
produce

Value for 
money

Free-range X
Cage-free X
Woodland X
No beak trimming X
Male chicks saved X
Ethical eggs X
Raised with love X
Healthy X
Less saturated fat X
Fresh X X
Omega-3 source X
No antibiotics X
Organic * X X
Non-GMO X X
Hand-selected X X
Renewable energy X
Local X X
Regional X X
British X
Great taste X
Gourmet eggs X
Good for baking X
Extra large X
Value for money X

 
 

Table 2: Content analysis categorization (columns) of written statements (rows).

* “Organic” could in theory be categorized as “animal welfare” but was removed as it did   not                                                      
align with as such within the context of the whole (other textual and visual elements).
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Images of the egg boxes were saved and subjected to content analysis, similar to those 

previously applied to organic and health-food packaging (Chrysochou and Festila 2018; 

Festila and Chrysochou 2019). Images were first tallied based on predominant images, 

namely hens, eggs, and humans (Table 1). All 50 eggboxes examined displayed at least 

one explicit written message, such as “a good source of omega-3”, “from free-range 

hens”, or “great taste” (Table 2). Written messages were coded as belonging to one or 

more of six categories relating to “hen welfare”, “human health”, “taste/utility”, “the en-

vironment”, “local produce”, or “value for money” (Table 2). Other ideas were inferred 

from the imagery printed on the eggboxes, namely healthy-looking families, hens en-

joying idyllic settings, farmers in regional dress, grass, sunshine, and eggs. These were 

first broadly coded as “hen”, “human”, “egg”, and “outdoor imagery”, and then sub-

coded based on different subtypes, for example whether the human appears to be a 

consumer or farmer, or how the hens were depicted (see Table 1). 

 Eggboxes were scored for the presence of these elements and files saved for 

further contextual qualitative analysis. Content analysis has the scope to analyze dif-

ferentiated levels of content, including the themes and ideas as primary content and 

contextual information as latent content (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This study took a 

“summative content analysis” approach, which involves first coding and categorization 

using keywords (see Tables 1 and 2), followed by the interpretation of the underly-

ing context (Chrysochou and Festila 2019; Hsieh and Shannon 2005). The summative 

phrase refers to the process of interpretation, and the focus is on discovering under-

lying meanings of the content (text, animal representation, and additional imagery). 

These are presented here as the “marketing narratives” and special attention is given 

to how hens and their eggs are represented within these narratives. 

3 Results

Examination of the imagery (Table 1) together with the text (Table 2) displayed on 

the egg boxes of supermarket egg brands reveal two prominent narratives, namely 

those pertaining to hen welfare and human health (Table 3, Figure 1 and Figure 2). The 

former predominantly displays images of hens, whereas the latter more often depicts 

the egg products. Wholesome looking families and/or children are sometimes used 

to seemingly promote further the idea of eggs as “healthy.” Although both hens and 

eggs often are depicted together, the narratives of “ethical treatment of hens” or ‘hu-

man health benefits” tend to be mutually exclusive (Figure 1). Grass, trees, meadows, 

and comfortable-looking barns are frequently used as accompanying “scenic imagery” 
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to emphasize the notion of “healthy and happy hens” (Table 3). Eggs are more often 

shown whole, but occasionally they are depicted as cracked and cooked (Table 1, Fig-

ure 2). Less frequent images include picnic-spreads or cakes, which are associated with 

the utility of eggs. 

Marketing message(s) Germany UK USA Total Percentage 
of total

Animal welfare 10 17 5 32 64%
Human health 15 2 5 22 44%
Taste 3 7 10 20%
Local 3 7 10 20%
Environment 3 2 5 10%
Value for money 1 3 1 5 10%

The absence of imagery or messages related to animal welfare or human health ben-

efits were conspicuous on cheaper supermarket brand eggs (Table 3, Figure 1). While 

minimalist designs can be indicative of “luxury” brands (Liu, Yildirim, and Zhang 2018) 

or supportive of the “organic” message (Aigner, Wilken, and Geisendorf 2019), in the 

samples examined here, “value-for-money” was explicit in the accompanying text. Fur-

thermore, in these samples, there was no less imagery on egg boxes carrying the “or-

ganic” label that those without. It is also worth noting that these brands were selling 

eggs from either caged or barn-kept hens, and not free-range or organically raised 

hens. “Organic” was written on one UK and one US sample (out of 19 and 8, respec-

tively) but appeared on five (out of 23) German eggbox samples. This likely reflects the 

increased interest in organic produce in Germany (Hörisch 2018), and the fact that the 

sale of organic eggs account for almost 30% of all revenues from the egg industry in 

Germany (BÖLW 2016). In the case of the UK and US organic eggs, the marketing nar-

rative clearly appeared to be promoting human health. Similarly, the German egg boxes 

coupled “organic” with “fresh” rather than “free-range.” Four of these showed eggs, 

and two showed only eggs (no hen representations).

Table 3: Distribution of key marketing messages. Many of the egg box samples carry more than one 
message (see Figure 1 for information on overlap).
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Figure 1. Venn diagram showing the overlap of key messages derived from the content 
analysis (see Table 2). The numbers represent the counts within overlapping categories. 
Totals for each category can be derived from adding all numbers within or referring back 
to Table 3.

Animal welfare

Human health

6

11

9

7
1

Taste

3
4

14

Environment/local

4
1

Value for money

2

Taste

Figure 2. Pie charts show the percentages of imagery associated with animal welfare (n 
= 32) and human health narratives (n = 22). While these numbers are too small to draw 
quantitative conclusions, the distribution suggests hens are more often excluded from nar-
ratives of human health and utility. 
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Other explicit marketing messages include the promotion of the eggs as being “envi-

ronmentally friendly”, “local/regional” (or in the case of UK eggs, “British”), “gourmet”, 

“tasty”, or “good for baking” (Table 3). The last three messages were grouped together 

under the category of “taste”, which appears to be a secondary message to narratives 

of animal welfare and/or human health (Figure 1). Farmers are shown in regional at-

tire to emphasize the “local” origin of the eggs or pictured personally caring for their 

hens in idyllic settings. Although support for local communities and concern for global 

environmental issues are separate issues, the ideology of supporting local producers is 

intrinsically linked with sustainability and concern for the environment (Rivera-Ferre 

2008). As such, it was not straightforward to determine if the message of “local” or 

“regional” was intended to appeal to social, environmental, or perhaps both values. 

Nonetheless, the combined message of “environmental/local” predominantly over-

lapped with messages promoting animal welfare or human health (Figure 1). Given the 

relatively small sample numbers, there were no discernable differences between the 

two European countries and the US. Although there was no explicit “taste”, “local”, or 

“environmental” messages on any of the eight US eggboxes, they did contain sugges-

tive imagery, such as a cooked egg.

 Humans are depicted on 14% (7/50) of egg boxes examined, and include adult 

males, adult females, children, and young families. An Edeka (German supermarket) 

brand shows a man wearing jeans and a checkered shirt, sitting outside, holding a hen 

on each of his knees. The man has facial hair, looks to be around 40 years of age, and 

is shown smiling. At his feet is a basket full of eggs and additional hens pecking around 

outside. The text message says “organic eggs” and the image supports a narrative of 

a farmer as a community member who cares about his hens and the environment. On 

another brand sold by Edeka, a man, also presumably meant to represent the farmer, 

is shown outside surrounded by hens. A brand shows a young female wearing tradi-

tional Bavarian attire, sat in a meadow with a basket of eggs. The accompanying text 

explicitly states the eggs are from Bayern (Bavaria). The “extra-large” eggs from the 

same company show a robust-looking man, sporting facial hair, surrounded by grass 

and what appear to be free-ranging hens. From the UK, Sainsburys “Free Range” Wood 

Farm eggs display a similar motif with a man shown kneeling on green grass surrounded 

by hens. A brand sold by Penny, Germany, shows a young male and female, playing out-

side with two young children. The text included “omega-3” and seems to be promoting 

narratives of healthfulness and wholeness. A similar message of “health” and “whole-

some” is signified on a US egg box in the form of a young girl with rosy cheeks, playing 

outdoors, and holding up an egg and looking at it with wonder.  
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 In many cases the eggs are shown whole, often in a basket. Egg images are found 

on over a third (20/50) of the egg boxes analyzed, and one quarter (5/20) of these are 

broken or cooked eggs (Table 1). In one case a soft-boiled egg is shown with the top 

taken off to expose the yellow yolk. In another case eggs are shown as cracked open, as 

if ready for frying (although without looking greasy). Other examples incorporate eggs 

in more creative ways. The Happy Egg Co (UK) sells free-range eggs and the eggbox 

shows an egg stylised as a chicken. Wings, feet, and a smiling face are superimposed 

upon a realistic representation of an egg. Another UK brand adopted a similar style, this 

time with an egg wearing a pencilled in hat and a humanised smile. The latter promotes 

eggs as “renewable energy” and shows the “egg” enjoying the rays from a pencilled in 

sun. A brand sold by Tesco (UK) has the term “caged eggs” in a central location, but the 

text is overshadowed by the much larger “Big and Fresh” lettering. The design of this 

label is bold and yellow and incorporates the egg yolk of a cracked egg. A brand sold 

by Sainsburys displays the text for “Large Free-Range Eggs” above the phrase “Baking 

Eggs.” The Box itself is pink and the label background looks similar to a table-cloth. 

The label is pink and blue in the center, it is a simple “cupcake” motif, complete with 

a cherry on top. One of the German egg boxes contained the phase “6 Picknic Eier” 

(picnic eggs), accompanied by a cartoon of a picnic basket and blanket. Two featured 

a rabbit, coinciding with Easter (samples were collected March 2017 and Easter fell on 

14-17 April). These examples were coded as “great taste” because the prevailing mes-

sage seems to be promoting eggs as an appealing snack to take on family outings.     

 Hen representations can be found on three-quarters (36/50) of egg boxes ex-

amined in this study. The hens are shown as silhouettes or stylized outlines, as life-

like drawings or photographs, and less frequently in cartoon form. Photographs of real 

hens are shown accompanying farmers or used in narratives of “happy, healthy hens” 

and show enjoying a “good life” outdoors in green, sun-soaked, meadows. “Gourmet 

eggs” tend favor life-like drawing of hens, typically depicting the special breed of which 

the eggs come from. The “value for money” supermarket brands tended to have mini-

mal additional imagery, perhaps because the price and “value” text alone is sufficient 

to appeal to consumers most concerned with keeping the grocery bill down. However, 

even these typically sport some form of hen representation, most often as a simple 

drawing or hen shape.          
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4 Discussion

In the sample of supermarket egg brands examined here, humans were shown either 

as farmers caring for their hens, or consumers enjoying the taste or health benefits of 

eggs. The egg images reinforced messages of tastiness and healthfulness. Hens were 

represented via life-like drawings or photographs, as abstract hen-forms, or in cartoon-

form. These representations are intentionally chosen to appeal to consumers by signi-

fying “tasty”, “locally produced”, “happy hens”, or “healthy children.” Combined with 

explicit text, these complete the rhetoric of “happy, healthy hens”, “ethically produced 

eggs”, and/or “eggs as a healthy food choice.” Using the example of an advertisement 

for a brand of Pasta, Barthes (1964) provides a conceptual framework for understand-

ing the relationship between images and words in cultural artefacts. These include lin-

guistic, coded iconic, and non-coded iconic messages, such a caption and visible brand 

name, color choices signifying “Italianicity” and a half-open bag encoding “fresh from 

the market” (Barthes, 1964, 153) Arguably, the packaging used in the egg boxes exam-

ined here function in a similar fashion and are undoubtedly intentional in the messages 

they wish to purvey. 

Anthropocentrism: consumers and producers

Human images either signify consumers enjoying eggs as part of a heathy diet, or as 

benevolent farmers who care for their hens, the environment, and their community. 

While the charge of “anthropocentrism” is not necessarily bad (Kopnina et al. 2018), the 

notion that humans are entitled to govern, protect, and harvest the produce of other 

animals is inherent to the narratives examined here. Human imagery appears to be 

conveying one or more of three messages, namely “eggs are healthy”, “we personally 

care about our hens”, or “we are local producers.” The notion of “healthful eggs” is sug-

gested either by a wholesome-looking child or a young family. The promotion of eggs 

as “good sources of omega 3” is most prevalent among the US brands. This perhaps 

reflects a response from the egg industry to deflect some of the negative press egg 

consumption has received over the years. The American Egg Board (2018) recognizes 

the increased demand for “healthy” food options and recommends marketing strate-

gies for retailers, including how best to package the eggs. Hen eggs are a good source 

of protein and micronutrients, but due to their high fat and cholesterol content have 

been associated with adverse health effects such as cardiovascular disease (Miranda et 

al. 2015). Indeed, the health benefits and/or health risks of egg consumption is a sub-
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ject of conflicting results and shifting advice (Zhang et al. 2020). The egg boxes from 

the UK and Germany tended to use terminology such as “fresh”, “organic”, or “GMO-

free” as being synonymous with “healthy.” This is consistent with Goetzke, Nitzko, and 

Spiller (2014), who reported that German consumers were more likely to choose the 

“organic” food for perceived personal health and wellbeing, than for environmental or 

social motivators. Intensive farming practices run counter to animal welfare, and one 

core aspect of organic farming methods is improved animal welfare (Brzezina et al. 

2017; Hörisch 2018). However, the narratives examined here seem to be using “organic” 

to promote human health, environmental friendliness, and notion of local communities 

and humanized farmers (as opposed to faceless corporations). In the US, the growing 

demand for organic food is largely driven by increased environmental consciousness 

and the ideology of socially-conscious consumerism (Lee and Yun 2015). Therefore, 

it is unsurprising that another prominent usage of human subjects is associated with 

promoting the “human element” to egg-production, by suggesting the farmers have a 

personal relationship with their hens. Both male and female adults are shown holding 

or sitting with birds, which seemingly represent their livelihoods. This idyllic scenario 

appeals to consumers who want to believe their purchases support family farmers. 

 Cartoon animal representations may be chosen to appeal to younger consumers 

(Ogle et al. 2017), however, whole eggs are not a readymade “snack food” that would 

directly appeal to a child. This could explain why cartoon-depictions are not as com-

mon as those suggesting real hens enjoying a happy and healthy existence. The appear-

ance of rabbit representations on two of the German eggboxes coincides with the run 

up to Easter (samples were collected March 2017 and Easter fell on 14-17 April) and 

could arguably be intended to appeal to children. Although children have less control 

over what they do and do not eat, their willingness to consume certain foods holds per-

suasive power in terms of what their guardians purchase (Cairns, Angus, and Hastings 

2009). One eggbox shows a life-like pet rabbit snuggled up to a nest of colorful eggs, 

while the other rabbit depicts a cartoon rabbit running off with a bounty of eggs. In the 

latter, a life-like hen is depicted to the right of the rabbit “thief.” The associated rabbit 

messages appear to signify “fun” and function to promote the role of eggs in Easter 

celebrations.

Eggs as products: disenfranchised producers and feminized protein

The marketing narrative of the egg is that of a product that is intended to be consumed 

by humans. Wrenn (2017, 201) asserts that “consumption is the lynchpin of capital-
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ist relations” and explains that “consumption is a practice that necessitates inequality: 

some will consume, and some will be consumed.” Indeed, eggs are produced by hens, 

but harvested, marketed, and consumed by humans for human gain. Of the 20 egg 

boxes displaying egg images, one quarter of these are show as broken or cooked eggs 

(Table 1). The American Egg Board (2018, np) advises against images of cooked eggs 

because they “have the potential to alienate consumers who do not like that particular 

style of preparation.” It is worth noting this advice was not taken by one of the eight 

US samples, which depicted what might be fried eggs (or at least eggs cracked ready 

for frying). Most notable from the current study is that, although whole eggs and hens 

frequently appear together on the same box, none of the images of cooked or cracked 

eggs appeared together with hens. It is interesting that egg marketing seems to disso-

ciate the consumption of the hen’s products from the animals themselves, something 

that Adams (1990) accuses the meat industry of doing when it dissociates the living 

animal from the meat on the dinner table. Once they enter our food chain, eggs no 

longer “belong” to the female hens that they were taken from. 

 Another interesting observation is how the German producer, Biohennen, mar-

ket their medium-sized and extra-large eggs. The former shows a young female in a 

meadow, whereas the latter depicts a robust-looking man, with facial hair. The fact that 

these eggs are from the same producer suggests a deliberate attempt at appealing to 

different consumers who may choose extra-large, or “manly” eggs, over regular-sized 

eggs. Sexualization of food is something that has been examined by feminist scholars, 

such as Adams (2004), who writes about how meat is predominantly a “masculine” 

food and plant-based foods deemed “feminine.” In the same vein, Freeman and Merskin 

(2008) accuse the fast-food industry of marketing meat to a stereotype of heterosexual 

males, and promoting a dichotomy of masculine and feminine food types, namely meat 

and plant-based food. These authors concluded the messages delivered from fast-food 

marketing are detrimental to social justice (for humans and other animals) and eco-

logical sustainability. For humans, the damage comes from perpetuating stereotypes 

of men as “self-indulgent, womanizing carnivores”, which Freeman and Merskin (2008, 

289) argue lowers society’s expectations for positive contributions of men. “Animalized 

protein” refers to any food derived from non-human animals, but Adams (1990, 62) as-

serts that milk and eggs are “feminized protein” because they are produced by females. 

Hens and cows are often subject to representation as negative human female stereo-

types, and derogatory terms for female humans include “hen”, “bird”, and “chick” (Ad-

ams 2004, 31; Cudworth 2008; Wrenn 2017). Although it seems reasonable to assume 

the phrase “Girls on Grass” showed on one of the US eggboxes was intended to invoke 
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the image of hens living outside, from a feminist perspective it might be construed as 

promoting a sexist ideology. Wrenn (2017) observes that advertisements selling hens’ 

eggs or cows’ milk exemplify the phenomenon that the capitalist system is gendered. 

Furthermore, “although hens and cows are often anthropomorphized as ‘girls’ or ‘la-

dies’, their mother status is frequently concealed” (Wrenn 2017, 212). Wrenn (2017) 

draws attention to the absence of motherhood in relation to the dairy cow. Using the 

example of the “Happy Cows Come from California” television campaign for Real Cali-

fornia Cheese, Wrenn (2017, 212) notes “these cows are shown as giggling, trivial, and 

carefree” rather than competent mothers. This is because the presence of calves would 

force the consumer to acknowledge the intended purpose of cow’s milk. Wrenn (2017) 

also notes the absence of chicks in egg marketing, and remarks how they are replaced 

by pristine-looking whole eggs. This was largely the case for the eggboxes examined 

here, the exception being those that promoted the practice of not culling male hatch-

lings. Here, the narrative must move away from the illusion that hens produce a whole-

some product for human consumption and acknowledge the reproductive utility of egg 

production. 

Happy hens: representation with intention

In the examples studied here, images of hens are used to suggest “healthy” and “happy” 

animals, shown against idealized backdrops, and being treated as individuals by their 

human caretakers. The predominant choice of silhouette or life-like representations 

perhaps reflects the intention to associate real hens with ethical treatments. The no-

tion of happy, healthy hens is a readily accepted narrative because it panders to con-

sumer consciences. Because the animal is not killed during production, consumption of 

animal-derived products, such as dairy and eggs, presents less of an ethical dilemma for 

those concerned with how animals are treated. Nonetheless, egg and dairy consump-

tion shares many characteristics with the so-called “meat paradox”, which refers to 

how many people enjoy eating meat but find animal suffering and killing emotionally 

disturbing (Loughnan, Haslam, and Bastian 2010, 156; Onwezen and van der Weele 

2016; Peden et al. 2020). Mechanisms to circumvent the internal conflict of the “meat 

paradox” are to believe animals are less worthy of concern or less able to feel pain and 

suffering (Loughnan, Haslam, and Bastian 2010, 157), or to engage in strategic igno-

rance (Onwezen and van der Weele 2016, 102). Another mechanism, related to strate-

gic ignorance, is to convince ourselves that animal products are ethically produced and 

suffering is non-existent, or minimal (Onwezen and van der Weele 2016). Similarly, the 
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notion that animals willingly provide humans with necessary meat products and secre-

tions (milk and eggs) in a mutualistic relationship is readily accepted (Lund et al 2016). 

The social construction of such narratives is reflected in the attitudes of children to-

wards farm animals. In a qualitative study of British school children, Burich and Williams 

(2020, 306) reported that children tended to view farming as being mutually beneficial, 

with animals providing products in exchange for food and protection. Because hens 

do not need to be killed to harvest their eggs, the dilemma of animal suffering can be 

more readily circumvented with narratives of free-range hens living a full and good life. 

The construction of such narratives reflects consumers concerns for hen welfare, but in 

the absence of control measures does little more than appease concerned but passive 

consumers. 

 Concern for farm animal welfare varies across Europe, but is generally stron-

ger in Northern countries such as the UK and Germany, and more pronounced among 

people not directly involved in farming (Appleby 2003; Ingenbleek et al. 2013). In a 

US-based survey, over 90% of respondents reported that using animals for egg produc-

tion was acceptable to them, although 38% expressed some concern for the welfare 

of chickens (Byrd, Widmar, and Fulton 2017). The observation that the majority of egg 

boxes (31/50) examined in this study express some message regarding hen welfare 

(Table 3), reflects how the industry acknowledges this concern amongst consumers 

(Cole 2011). The eggs boxes that were marketed as being “free-range” or “woodland” 

often displayed hens against a backdrop of grassland, trees, or meadows, thus signify-

ing “happy hens.” Nordquist et al. (2017, 37) discuss the “commercial potential of ani-

mal welfare” in the form quality award labels that allow retailers to charge higher prices 

than unlabeled products. Welfare-standard label-awarding organizations must cover 

costs for controlling and ensuring the welfare level guaranteed by their label. Nordquist 

et al. (2017) describe this as “a win-win situation” because it not only improves animal 

welfare, but also provides income to awarding organizations, and higher retail values 

for the producers. However, Cole (2011, 84) argues that animal friendly welfare dis-

courses attempt to “remoralize the exploitation of farmed animals in such a way as to 

permit business as usual”, which panders to the “ethical self-satisfaction for the con-

sumer.”

 Vizzier Thaxton et al. (2016, 2201) predict three future challenges that the egg 

industry will face, namely objections to the “disposal of unwanted male chicks, han-

dling of end-of-lay (spent) hens, and beak-trimming.” The practice of beak-trimming 

reduces cannibalism and increases feeding efficiency (untrimmed hens peck more), 

but the procedure causes pain and lasting discomfort (Appleby 2003; Nordquist et al. 
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2017). An egg box from a German brand explicitly claims to oppose the practice of 

beak-trimming, and displays a close-up head shot of two hens. A recent example of 

how public outcry has not led to legislation change, but has positively impacted on wel-

fare in Germany, is the practice of culling male hatchlings. Even if culling methods are 

deemed humane, many people object to killing surplus males based on ethical grounds 

because it is seen as a “waste of animal life” (Vizzier Thaxton et al. 2016, 2202). These 

concerns led to government funding from Germany and the Netherlands to research 

potential alternatives, such as dual-purpose hen breeds (egg and meat production) 

(Vizzier Thaxton et al. 2016). Germany’s Green Party attempted to pass a bill to ban 

the culling of male hatchlings (a practice that also occurs in the UK and US) (Hender-

son 2016). However, markets in Germany have already responded to public concern by 

increasing practices that do not involve culling male hatchlings. Producers are assuring 

consumers that their products conform to ethical practices by embracing endeavors 

such as the Bruder-Ei (Brother-Egg) initiative and featuring cartoon or lifelike images of 

“cute” chicks on their eggboxes. This was likely an intentional marketing ploy to invoke 

a “cute response” (Serpell 2003). The approval of a given treatment or use of an animal 

is often dependent on the type of animal, and how humans identify with that animal 

(Driscoll 1992). Certain attributes inherently appeal to our emotional response to other 

animals, such as being “cute” or “vulnerable” (Serpell 2004). The growing number of 

egg brands embracing this practice suggests that consumers are emotionally respon-

sive to the plight of male chicks.   

5 Conclusion

“Whether the animal is constructed as the radical other or someone with whom we 

can relate and feel kinship, describing animals in popular culture is often – if not always 

– a way to indirectly describe ourselves” (Tüür and Tønnessen 2014, 1). This position 

of the animal in relation to the self could be extended to how we feel, or want to feel 

about animal others. For example, to convince ourselves that our consumer choices 

support the welfare and happiness of laying hens, or to that hens are happy to serve. 

Although images of free-roaming hens soaking up the sun may not be true representa-

tions of the actual living conditions of the hens (Lay et al. 2011), it does reflect a public 

concern for the welfare of these animals. Jones (2017, 16) asserts that “how we, as a 

society, treat animals is largely dependent on what people judge to be acceptable, of-

ten driven by deep cultural beliefs and what science tells us.” The majority (94%) of EU 

citizens believe the welfare of farmed animals is to some degree important, and over 
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half are willing to pay more for products they believe to be welfare-friendly (European 

Commission, 2016). Although it varies across demographics, concern for farm animal 

welfare is also important to US citizens (Byrd, Widmar, and Fulton 2017). Frank (2006) 

presents a model whereby animal discomfort reduces human utility, meaning consum-

ers will tradeoff preferences for taste or value-for-money in favor of animal welfare. 

However, when consumers subscribe to these ideals then claims of improvements in 

welfare practices can be exploited as marketing tools. Nonetheless, these marketing 

strategies do serve to increase public awareness and concern about certain welfare is-

sues and drives competitors to adopt similar practices (Frank 2006; van Riemsdijk et al. 

2017). Furthermore, public awareness has been a major driving force behind legislation 

changes (Appleby 2003). However, despite the increase in public concern and improve-

ments in living conditions, a study conducted by Lay et al. (2011, 279) compared con-

ventional cages, furnished cages, barns, and outdoor systems and concluded that “no 

single housing system is ideal from a hen welfare perspective.” Furthermore, the claim 

of “free-range” does not necessarily ensure better welfare conditions for hens kept in 

more confined housing arrangements. Lay et al. (2011) point out that even housing 

systems that are considered to be superior by design, relative to hen welfare, can have 

a negative effect on welfare if poorly managed. Because supermarket eggs are so far 

removed from the farm, only the most proactive consumer will research the condi-

tions that produced their eggs. However, Cornish et al. (2016) reported that although 

concern for farmed animal welfare was increasing globally, it does not correlate with an 

increased understanding of welfare needs or practices. 

 Narratives used to sell supermarket eggs reflect public concern with image of 

“happy hens” enjoying sunshine and green grass, and depict farmers as “caring” but 

may simply be facilitating selective ignorance regarding how those eggs are harvested 

(Onwezen and van der Weele, 2016). Similarly, removing the hen completely, and refo-

cusing attention on the utility and health benefits of eggs allows consumers to maintain 

a level of cognitive dissonance by not drawing attention to how the eggs were pro-

duced (Loughnan, Haslam, and Bastian 2010). Thus, how hens are represented, or not 

represented, has an indirect impact on how hens are perceived and eggs are produced.  

The growing public awareness and willingness to pay more for welfare-friendly animal 

products needs guidance from animal welfare advocates to ensure change is more than 

superficial (Frank 2006; Cornish et al. 2016; Autio et al. 2017; Alonso, González-Mon-

taña, and Lomillos 2020). Left unchecked, marketing narratives function to appease 

public concerns regarding hen welfare without actually improving conditions. Market-

ing regulation and welfare regulation go some way towards holding producers account-
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able, but the rhetoric of the ‘happy hens’ remains a powerful marketing tool to target 

conscientious consumers.  
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