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How important are ethics

Plato’s art of persuasion – the three artistic proofs:

logos (logic), pathos (emotion), ethos (ethics), 



We commit to:

• Delivering value to our customers

• Investing in our employees

• Dealing fairly and ethically with our suppliers

• Supporting the communities in which we work

• Generating long-term value for shareholders

Each of our stakeholders is essential. We commit to deliver value to 

all of them, for the future success of our companies, our communities 

and our country.

US Business Roundtable: Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation

2019 signatories include: American Airlines, Amazon, Aon, Apple, Boeing, BP, BlackRock, Cisco, Citigroup, Chevron, Coca-Cola, Dell, Exxon Mobil, EY, 

Ford, Goldman Sachs, Johnson & Johnson, Lockheed Martin, Macy’s, Mastercard, Oracle, P&G, Pfizer, Siemens, United Airlines, UPS, Visa, Whirlpool.  



45%

34%

11%

6% 5%

Price, including special
offers

Product quality,
including taste or

ingredients

General appeal of the
brand and previous

purchasing of it

Ethics and values of the
brand, including

packaging

None of these

Most important factor in deciding which grocery brands to buy

‘Ethics and values’ is not the factor considered to be most important when shopping for 

groceries

Please think about when you are shopping for grocery products that are generally available in an average supermarket. Which ONE of the following four factors is the one you usually 

consider first or is most important in deciding which brand you will buy?

Base: All GB adults (1684) February 2020



Source: YouGov representative sample 2,053 UK adults June 2019

I only buy products from companies that have ethics and values that I agree with

26%

I make an effort to buy fair trade products

36%



Source: YouGov representative sample 2,053 UK adults June 2019

Consumers are sceptical/unclear about corporate attempts to be ethical…

Only 37% disagree that being ethical and sustainable is just the latest corporate fad

Being ethical and sustainable is just the latest fashion or fad for companies

Big companies are becoming more ethical and sustainable

30% 37%33%

21% 28%51%

Agree Neither/Don’t know Disagree

And just 21% agree big companies are becoming more ethical and sustainable



There is a small group of people who are highly motivated to check product ethics

There is a larger group who claims to always look for assurance on the packaging

But almost half say they rarely have time to check product ethics before purchasing

Please state the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020

I always find out how ethical a product is 

before I buy it 

I always check if products have trademarks or 

logos of schemes that provide assurance 

about product sourcing or quality

I rarely have time to check how ethical a 

product is before I buy it

13% 57%30%

Agree Neither/Don’t know Disagree

24% 43%33%

48% 22%30%



Half (50%) of consumers put the ethical ‘decision making’ onto the supermarket, 

expecting stocked products to generally meet good ethical standards

Only a few (19%) disagree those products’ standards will be the same as those of the 

supermarket

Please state the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020

Generally I expect that most products sold in UK 

supermarkets have good ethical standards

I expect UK supermarkets to only stock products 

with ethical standards similar to their own

Agree Neither/Don’t know Disagree

50% 17%33%

44% 19%37%



52%

47%

34%

20%

18%

14%

9%

5%

4%

3%

More expensive

Fairer to those who produce the raw materials

Less processed and contain more natural ingredients

Generally of better quality or taste

Make me feel better about my shopping

Only for times when I feel I can really afford them

More understanding of what people like me are after

More innovative products

Brands that I like other people to know I buy

The only brands I will consider

Grocery brands which have the best ethics and values tend to be…

The public has a clear view: products with the best ethics and values are 

higher priced, have a fairer supply chain, & less processed/more natural.

Grocery brands I consider to have better ethics and values tend to be...

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



What shoppers care about



Source: YouGov representative sample 2,053 UK adults June 2019

Almost half (45%) claim they look into ‘ethical’ issues about a company 

before making a purchase from it

17%

18%

19%

19%

20%

55%

If it pays a reasonable amount of tax in the countries in
which they operate (i.e. it doesn't avoid tax)

If it has an environmental protection and/ or sustainability
policy

If it treats its employees fairly (e.g. provide fair pay, equal
opportunities etc.)

If it acts ethically and doesn't abuse its power (e.g. using
renewable sources, considering the community around…

If it avoids general malpractice and poor behaviour (e.g.
false advertising, producing poor quality goods/ services…

Not applicable - I don't  purposefully find out anything before
making purchases from large companies

Thinking about when you are making a purchase from a big company, which, if any, of the 
following do you purposefully find out about the company before making these purchases?

18-24 = 41%

55+ = 61%



Source: YouGov representative sample 2,053 UK adults June 2019

41% claim to have ever boycotted products

26%UK Adults



A lot A little TOTAL

Animal welfare 40% 36% 76%

Recyclability of packaging 37% 39% 76%

Amount of packaging 37% 39% 76%

Amount food has been processed 30% 41% 71%

Use of pesticides 29% 35% 64%

Amount of refined sugar 28% 36% 64%

Harsh chemicals in cleaning products 28% 35% 63%

Use of colouring, flavourings or preservatives 25% 40% 65%

Use of palm oil 25% 30% 55%

Food miles 13% 32% 45%

Use of wheat or other ‘fillers’ in foods 12% 27% 39%

Animal welfare is top ethical concern for shoppers when buying 

groceries, followed by packaging (recyclability and amount)

Specific concerns when shopping for groceries

When shopping for groceries in general how much, if at all, do you worry about each of the following issues?

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



Aldi Asda Lidl Morrisons Sainsbury’s Tesco Co-op Waitrose

MEAN SCORE 28% 22% 27% 27% 26% 23% 29% 42%

Animal welfare 46% 32% 44% 44% 36% 40% 45% 60%

Recyclability of packaging 40% 35% 34% 38% 34% 37% 53% 52%

Amount of packaging 38% 32% 36% 41% 33% 38% 53% 63%

Amount food has been processed 35% 26% 34% 30% 34% 27% 25% 55%

Use of pesticides 28% 27% 36% 30% 31% 26% 34% 50%

Amount of refined sugar 30% 25% 28% 32% 35% 22% 19% 40%

Harsh chemicals in cleaning 

products
32% 27% 38% 26% 32% 24% 33% 53%

Use of palm oil 28% 18% 26% 22% 28% 24% 28% 42%

Use of colouring, flavourings or 

preservatives
26% 21% 25% 29% 26% 22% 21% 48%

Food miles 11% 12% 10% 17% 13% 11% 23% 29%

Use of wheat or other ‘fillers’ in 

foods
16% 10% 10% 13% 13% 9% 12% 15%

Concern for basket of ethical issues is highest among Waitrose 

shoppers, then Coop and Aldi.

Specific concerns for grocery shoppers, broken down by key worries (“a lot”)

When shopping for groceries in general how much, if at all, do you worry about each of the following issues?

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



Relevant products must

have this for me to buy them

Good to know, but not 

critical 
Not interested

Don’t know the 

logo/trademark

Not Tested on Animals 40% 40% 9% 11%

Lion Eggs 26% 42% 14% 17%

RSPCA Assured 21% 51% 13% 15%

Red Tractor (Assured Food 

Standards)
20% 50% 12% 18%

Certified Sustainable Palm Oil 19% 41% 17% 23%

Fairtrade 18% 65% 11% 6%

Rainforest Alliance 15% 52% 13% 20%

Soil Association Organic 

Standard
9% 45% 20% 27%

Vegan 6% 26% 59% 9%

Most ethical or certified logos are ‘good to know but not crucial’, bar Not Tested on Animals

Importance/appeal of ethical logos and trademarks

How appealing are each of the following logos and trademarks when you are shopping for groceries?

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



Actions to take & avoid





60%

54%

39%

26%

21%

15%

11%

12%

Put logos/trademarks on their packaging of independent
organisations that provide assurance about…

Only use recyclable/sustainable packaging

Put their story on the packaging

Run advertising to explain the brand story

Support relevant charities

Make packaging look natural

Provide great customer service such as money back
guarantees or a customer hotline

None of these

Ways of conveying ethics and positive values

Assurance logos and packaging are best ways of conveying ethics and values

How can grocery brands better tell you that they have higher levels of ethics and positive values? 

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



Corporate behaviours that most exorcise the public are profiteering, lying 

and poor treatment of employees

68%

67%

65%

64%

64%

58%

53%

53%

42%

42%

30%

25%

Making excessive profits

Lying about product performance

Poort treatment of employees

Extreme steps to minimis tax bill

Losing my data

Poor environmental record

Ignoring spirit of law while remaining within it

High pay for senior managers

Dominant market position

Product failures/recalls that affect me

Lack of diversity/inclusion in senior managers

Service outages

Character

or

Capability?

Thinking about how large companies act, how concerning, if at all, do you find each of the following?

Base: All GB adults, September 2019



Importance of the Environment



Source: YouGov top issues tracker

Environment: Dec 2017 = 10th most important issue to Brits

Feb 2020 = 3rd

65% 66%

43%

9%

18%

30%

Dec-17 Dec-18 Feb-20

Top Issues for UK Public (select up to 3)

Britain leaving the EU Health Environment Economy

Crime Immigration/Asylum Housing Welfare benefits

Defence & security Education Pensions Tax

Family life/childcare Transport

Environment

Health

Economy

Britain leaving EU

Immigration/Asylum
Crime



70%

56%

26%

13%

6%
10%

Environmental issues
(e.g. carbon footprint,
water use, packaging)

Ethical issues (e.g.
paying fair tax, fair

treatment of staff and
suppliers)

Consumer rights and
issues (e.g. treating

customers fairly, securely
handling personal data)

Community relations
(e.g. supporting charities,

helping local
communities where they

operate)

Personal identity (e.g.
diversity and inclusion

across gender, ethnicity,
sexuality, disability etc.)

None of these

Wider issues to focus on in the next few years (select up to 2)

70% of Brits say grocery manufacturers should focus on environmental issues in 

coming years with ethical issues not far behind in second (56%)

Other than normal day-to-day issues facing companies that make groceries, which TWO of the following wider issues do you feel are most important for them to focus on over the next few 

years? 

Base: All GB adults (1684) Feb 2020



Summary Points

• Very few members of the public say ethics and values come first when choosing groceries – just 6%

• But a quarter (26%) say they only buy products from companies that have ethics and values they agree with, 

and 41% claim to have boycotted a firm due to its unethical behaviour

• There is a lot of cynicism around the subject, only a third (37%) disagree that ethics & sustainability is just a 

corporate fad

• Many shoppers are expecting supermarkets and manufacturers to do the work for them – shoppers are 

looking for simplicity and assurance

• Environmental and sustainability considerations dominate but other ethical behaviours (fairness, treatment of 

others) must also be embraced for the public and wider stakeholders



The best panel, 

the best data, 

the best tools

oliver.rowe@yougov.com

Oliver Rowe

Director, Reputation Research
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