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Executive Summary Executive Summary 

About this research About this research 

• This report summarises the findings from qualitative research 
exploring public attitudes towards regulatory divergence related 
to food products. The research was conducted with 78 
participants from England, Wales and Northern Ireland, who took 
part in four online workshops between 26th January and 7th 

February 2023. Each workshop lasted three hours. 

• Previous research for the Food Standards Agency (FSA) captured 
general consumer views towards regulatory divergence in the 
meat industry. Attitudes were influenced by three key factors 
including the scale of the change, perceptions of whether an 
erosion of standards could increase the risk of food becoming 
unsafe and the perceived motivations behind making changes. 

• This study was designed to explore whether findings were 
applicable across other food sectors, product types, and regulated 
activities, and to understand what factors influence consumer 
views of regulatory divergence. 

• Reflecting the complexity of the subject matter, our methodology 
was designed to introduce the public to the context for change 
and the concept of regulatory divergence, provide them with an 
opportunity to ask the FSA questions and used hypothetical 
scenarios to draw out views on regulatory divergence in practice. 
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The FSA, four-nation working approach and The FSA, four-nation working approach and 
devolution devolution 

The context for change and attitudes to The context for change and attitudes to 
regulatory divergence regulatory divergence 

• Participants assumed that a food standards body existed, even in 
cases where they could not cite the name of the FSA. Participants 
across the groups were surprised to find out that food regulations 
could be devolved across the UK, stemming from a belief that food 
safety is absolute and unlikely to require national variation. 

• Once provided with detail on the FSA’s role and responsibilities, 
participants felt reassured that food is made safe to eat by a 
non-ministerial department. They were less familiar with the FSA’s 
mission to make food healthier and more sustainable as set out 
in the 2022-2027 strategy. However, generally, this was well 
received. 

• Participants found the FSA’s approach to four-nation working 
uncontroversial and felt it was sensible to try and align food 
standards across the UK where possible. 

• Regardless of views towards EU exit, participants were resistant 
towards divergence in food safety standards between UK nations. 
They thought this would lead to additional complications for 
businesses and consumers, impact trade and lead to mistakes in 
food production and manufacturing. These views built on a belief 
that food safety policy should be an area where the UK works 
together within the FSA’s current four-nation approach. 

• Views towards regulatory divergence from EU legislation differed 
depending on attitudes towards the UK leaving the EU. Those 
more positive about the exit focused on the potential benefits to 
reduce bureaucracy and decrease consumer costs. Those more 
negative about the EU exit felt any changes could lead to 
increased costs, complications and greater confusion for 
businesses. 

• Participants felt that science and risk analyses should be objective, 
arrive at the same conclusions, and that there should be no 
subjectivity in how risk is perceived. This meant they did not 
always understand the need for regulatory divergence and 
questioned the motivations behind taking different approaches. 
They wanted future regulations to follow the latest scientific 
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Factors influencing consumer views on Factors influencing consumer views on 
regulatory divergence regulatory divergence 

How to read this report How to read this report 
This report provides a summary of the insights from deliberative 
workshops commissioned by the FSA to explore consumer views of 
regulatory divergence, held during January and February 2023. Our 
findings have been organised in the following structure: 

evidence and worried that trust in the FSA and/or food safety 
could be eroded if the public was not clear as to why regulations 
differed. 

• After discussing four hypothetical scenarios, participants were 
most open to regulatory divergence on products and activities 
seen as low risk. A key factor influencing consumer perceptions 
towards regulatory divergence was if the divergence had an 
impact on perceived safety. Product types deemed to be low risk 
and less susceptible to safety concerns included fruit, vegetables, 
and to some extent, food packaging material. Participants felt that 
regulatory divergence in regard to meat or fish was riskier and 
could impact their views on the safety of these products. 

• In terms of the activity being regulated, participants had greater 
concerns if divergence impacted the contents of food rather than 
the way it was processed or stored. Changes to regulations 
involving adding ingredients to food or releasing chemicals within 
packaging were widely seen as more concerning. 

• Outside of safety, the most important factor influencing views on 
regulatory divergence was cost. There was greater support for 
divergence if it led to reduced costs for the consumer. It was 
perceived that increased business costs or complexity would lead 
to these costs being passed down to the consumer and meant 
participants tended to reject potential divergence in most 
circumstances. 

• In Chapter 1 we summarise the background and methodology of 
the study 

• In Chapter 2 we briefly set out participants’ understanding of the 
FSA, their role as a regulator and approach to four-nation working 
within the context of devolution 
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Throughout, we have referenced a series of hypothetical scenarios which 
were discussed by participants during the workshops. These are available 
in full in the appendix. 

Note on the language used throughout the Note on the language used throughout the 
report report 
Throughout this report we have referred to “participants” as the individuals 
that have taken part in our research. We also reference “groups” for 
breakout groups which were pre-organised to ensure that each group had 
participants with similar views towards the UK’s exit from the EU. We have 
used several abbreviations reflecting the topic of discussion: 

Anonymised verbatim quotes have been used to help illustrate key 
findings, but these quotes do not necessarily summarise the views of all 
participants that we spoke to. 

• In Chapter 3 we detail participants’ views towards the context for 
change, the concept of regulatory divergence, including potential 
benefits and risks to consumers and businesses 

• In Chapter 4 we summarise participants’ attitudes towards 
potential regulatory divergence in practice for different product 
types and regulatory activities. We also explore some of the key 
factors and trade-offs influencing consumer views 

• Finally, in Chapter 5 we give an overview of the findings, including 
how the FSA should approach regulatory divergence in the future 
and inform consumers about any potential changes 

• Defra – Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

• DHSC – Department of Health and Social Care 

• EFSA – The European Food Safety Authority 

• EU – European Union 

• FSA – The Food Standards Agency 

• FSS – Food Standards Scotland 

• NIP – Northern Ireland Protocol (note research was conducted 
prior to agreement of the Windsor Framework) 

• OTP – Operational Transformation Programme 

• UKIM – United Kingdom Internal Market 
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Limitations to the research Limitations to the research 
While every attempt has been made to recruit a varied sample of 
participants and design a robust methodology, possible limitations to the 
research include: 

Chapter 1. Introduction Chapter 1. Introduction 

Background Background 
The FSA is committed to protecting consumers and ensuring food is safe 
and is what it says it is. It does this by developing policies related to food 
safety, food standards, nutrition, food labelling and hygiene. Prior to the 
UK’s exit from the European Union (EU), all four nations of the UK adhered 
to the regulations of the EU Single Market. This effectively limited any food 
policy differences between the four nations. However, the UK leaving the 
EU creates scope for different nations to adhere to different regulations. 

• The research topic.The research topic. Talking about food regulation, including 
specific details such as onward processing, is not something 
participants would normally discuss. The workshops explored 
complex regulatory structures and exposed participants to new 
information. To support meaningful discussions, participants 
were presented with stimulus materials designed to provide them 
with the information they needed to engage in the topic. They 
were given the opportunity to ask questions and an FSA observer 
was available to answer these during plenary discussions. 
However, it is possible that participants’ attitudes reflect 
misunderstandings about the processes involved and it is 
important to note that participants are not experts in food 
regulation. 

• Generalisability.Generalisability. The findings summarised reflect the self-reported 
views shared by participants. Qualitative research is designed to 
be exploratory and provide insight into people’s perceptions, 
feelings, and behaviours at a specific point in time. The findings 
are therefore not intended to be representative of the views of all 
people who may share similar characteristics. This research aimed 
to test the generalisability of previous findings using specific 
product types and changes to different kinds of regulated 
activities. Previous research focused on regulatory divergence 
within the meat industry and impacts on the official controls 
process. This research used hypothetical scenarios to try and 
draw out factors of key importance and we have included findings 
from previous research in this report to provide a comparison to 
the insights here. 
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The FSA has differing responsibilities across all devolved nations of the UK. 
It is responsible for food and feed safety in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. It is responsible for nutrition compositional standards and 
labelling in Northern Ireland, whereas this is led by DHSC in England and 
the government in Wales. It is also responsible for food compositional 
standards and labelling in Northern Ireland and Wales, a remit under Defra 
in England. Scotland has a separate food standards authority, FSS, which 
was established in 2015 and is responsible for providing these policies 
and consumer advice in relation to food in Scotland. The FSA has worked 
with colleagues from the FSA in Wales and Northern Ireland plus FSS and 
other Cross-Whitehall colleagues to develop a set of common frameworks, 
which are enduring agreements that lay down principles, requirements 
and procedures underpinning decision-making in matters of devolved 
policy areas. A Memorandum of Understanding is also in place between 
the FSA and FSS. The FSA commissioned Ipsos UK to conduct qualitative 
research to explore and capture consumer views on the impact of potential 
regulatory divergence across the UK to increase the FSA’s understanding of 
consumer perceptions and concerns. The main objectives of this research 
were to: 

Methodology Methodology 
Our approach involved conducting four online workshops between 26th 

January and 7th February 2023. We recruited 84 members of the public 
from England, Wales and Northern Ireland, with a total of 78 participants 
attending the workshops. The sample was divided by nation (England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland) and there were quotas on the type of area 
lived in as well as participants’ attitude towards EU exit. Scotland was 
excluded from the research because consumers there fall under the remit 
of FSS, not the FSA. There were additional quotas on age, gender, ethnicity, 
socio-economic group, and number of children in the household. The 
breakout rooms were divided based on participants’ attitudes towards 
EU exit, reflecting the political sensitivities involved in the topic. Table 1 
provides further details about participants at the sessions. 

• Understand how the FSA should approach communicating issues 
of divergence with consumers 

• Assess the generalisability of previous research to other food 
sectors 

• Understand common and divergent themes within these other 
sectors 

• Increase the FSA’s understanding of what factors influence 
consumers views on divergence 
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Table 1. Workshop schedule and total number of participants and breakout rooms 

Date Date Region Region Area lived Area lived 
in in 

No. of No. of 
breakout breakout 
rooms rooms 

Attitude towards EU exit Attitude towards EU exit 
and no. of participants for each and no. of participants for each 
breakout room breakout room 

Total no. of Total no. of 
participants participants 

26 January 
2023 

England Urban/
semi-
urban 

4 22 

31 January 
2023 

Wales Urban & 
Rural 

3 16 

2 February 
2023 

England Rural 4 23 

7 February 
2023 

Northern 
Ireland 

Urban & 
Rural 

3 17 

• Positive: 6 

• Neutral: 5 

• Negative: 6 

• Negative: 5 

• Positive: 6 

• Neutral: 6 

• Negative: 4 

• Positive: 6 

• Positive: 5 

• Neutral: 6 

• Negative: 6 

• Positive: 5 

• Neutral: 6 

• Negative: 6 

Each workshop lasted three hours, bringing participants together in 
smaller groups and plenary sessions to hear from each other and listen 
to presentations about key concepts. We used a deliberative design where 
participants were given information about regulatory divergence, had an 
opportunity to ask the FSA questions and discuss hypothetical scenarios 
before reaching a view. This reflected the complexity of the subject matter 
and anticipated low levels of understanding of the UK food system and 
regulation. There are further details on the achieved sample (appendix 1), 
scenarios used (appendix 2) and discussion guide materials (appendix 3) 
included in the appendix. 

The research took place before the Windsor Framework (UK Government, 
2023) was agreed. This means at the time of the research, the Protocol on 
Ireland/Northern Ireland (‘Northern Ireland Protocol’) reqired that any food 
produced in Northern Ireland or exported or moved into Northern Ireland 
had to adhere to EU regulations. 

Chapter 2. The FSA, the four-nation Chapter 2. The FSA, the four-nation 
working approach and devolution working approach and devolution 
In this chapter we briefly set out participants’ understanding of the FSA, 
their role as a regulator and their approach to four-nation working within 
the context of devolution. This formed part of initial deliberations, as a way 
to build understanding of food regulations to enable participants to have 
an informed discussion about regulatory divergence. 
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Key findings Key findings 
Participants assumed that a food standards body existed, even in cases 
where they could not cite the name of the FSA. Awareness of FSS was not 
widespread. Participants across the groups were surprised to find out that 
food regulations could be devolved across the UK, stemming from a belief 
that food safety is absolute and unlikely to require national variation. 

Once provided with detail on the FSA’s role and responsibilities, 
participants felt reassured that food is made safe to eat by an independent 
agency. They were less familiar with the FSA’s role to make food healthier 
and more sustainable as set out in the 2022-2027 strategy. However, 
generally this was well received. 

Participants found the FSA’s approach to four-nation working 
uncontroversial and felt it was sensible to try and align food standards 
across the UK where possible. 

There were mixed levels of awareness of the There were mixed levels of awareness of the 
FSA, although their role in food safety was FSA, although their role in food safety was 
often assumed often assumed 
Although participants in some groups had heard of the FSA and could 
name different roles and responsibilities held by the organisation, this 
was not always the case, with familiarity levels varying across the sample. 
Even where participants did not know the exact name and role of the FSA, 
they assumed that such a body existed. There were some misconceptions 
that the FSA is a government department, or a part of local government, 
which participants related to the Food Hygiene Rating Scheme. In contrast, 
participants from across England, Wales and Northern Ireland were 
generally not aware that there were two food safety agencies in the UK 
(FSA and FSS). 

Participants tended to refer most commonly to the FSA’s role in carrying 
out checks on quality, safety and hygiene of food and food preparation 
areas. They sometimes referred to inspectors carrying out this role 
through spot checks and routine inspections. Other responsibilities 
mentioned included: labelling of ingredients and allergens, checking 
animal welfare and on-farm practices, and ensuring the traceability of 
food back to farms (especially meat, assumed to have a higher degree of 
checks). Less commonly, participants felt that the FSA had a role in setting 
food regulations as well as enforcing them. 

“I think of them as a regulatory body setting out regulations 
and requirements for the production of food in all areas.” 
England, Rural, Neutral view towards EU exit 
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Once given more information about the FSA’s role, participants were 
generally unsurprised and somewhat reassured that there is a body in 
charge of making sure food is safe to eat and is what it says it is. 

The approach to align food standards across The approach to align food standards across 
the UK was well received, with divergence in the UK was well received, with divergence in 
food policy seen as confusing for consumers food policy seen as confusing for consumers 
and businesses and businesses 
Although there were differing attitudes towards devolution overall, 
participants were surprised that food regulation could differ across 
nations. This stemmed from a belief that food safety is absolute and 
therefore would be agreed upon despite geographical and political 
differences, with little need for national variation. As a result, devolution on 
food policy was seen as confusing, even for those who recognised potential 
benefits of wider policy devolution. 

“Given that everyone is aiming for the same thing, safe food, it 
comes down to a level of safety. No one is going to introduce 
a regulation that isn’t safe. If it’s safe, why complicate it?” 
Northern Ireland, Negative view towards EU exit 

As a result of the view that food safety is universal, participants widely 
found the concept of four-nation working and the general approach to 
align food standards across the UK as uncontroversial and sensible. In this 
way, consumers agreed with the current FSA and FSS approach towards 
aligning policy across the four nations. However, there were questions 
about the extent to which alignment was possible within the currently 
devolved system. For example, in one Welsh group a recent news story 
on regulating the use of CCTV in Welsh slaughterhouses (to which Welsh 
slaughterhouses were opposed) provoked questions about how easily the 
FSA could align food regulations across nations in practice. There were 
concerns, discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, that it might be more 
difficult and costly for nations to align if further divergence took place. 

Chapter 3. The context for change and Chapter 3. The context for change and 
attitudes to regulatory divergence attitudes to regulatory divergence 
In this chapter we outline participants’ views towards the concept of 
regulatory divergence generally, between UK nations and from the EU. This 
followed a plenary presentation which included an opportunity to ask the 
FSA any initial questions. 
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Key findings Key findings 
Regardless of views towards EU exit, participants were resistant towards 
divergence between UK nations. They thought this would lead to additional 
complications for businesses and consumers, impact trade and lead to 
mistakes in food production and manufacturing. These views built on a 
belief that food policy should be an area where the UK works together 
within the FSA’s current four-nation approach. 

Views towards regulatory divergence from EU legislation differed 
depending on attitudes towards the UK leaving the EU. Those more 
positive about the exit focused on the potential benefits to reduce 
bureaucracy and decrease consumer costs. Those more negative about the 
EU exit felt any changes could lead to increased costs, complications, and 
greater confusion for businesses. 

Participants felt that science and risk analyses should be objective, come 
to the same conclusions, and that there should be no subjectivity in how 
risk is perceived. This meant they did not always understand the need 
for regulatory divergence and questioned the motivations behind taking 
different approaches. They wanted future regulations to follow the latest 
scientific evidence and worried that trust in the FSA could be eroded if the 
public was not clear as to why regulations differed. 

There were concerns about regulatory There were concerns about regulatory 
divergence between UK nations divergence between UK nations 
In general, participants could see more positives in terms of divergence 
from retained EU food regulations than they could for divergence amongst 
the nations of the UK, which was widely resisted. Participants felt that 
the small distances between nations in the UK and the consistency of 
food safety needs made it unnecessarily complicated to have differing 
regulations. They felt that national requirements would not differ greatly 
between the four nations and any change would apply pressure on the FSA 
as a regulator, making it more likely for there to be mistakes within food 
production and manufacturing. 

Additionally, participants felt regulatory divergence within the UK added 
complications for businesses and consumers, especially those who 
operated or shopped across borders, and could make trade difficult and 
unfair between nations. 

“We’re all part of the same country. It doesn’t seem very fair. 
It’s not equal across the nation. I just don’t think that’s right. 
Everybody should have the same opportunity.” 
Northern Ireland, Neutral view towards EU exit 
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Participants felt particularly strongly that divergence should be minimised 
where changes to regulations would cause negative impacts for 
businesses, for example if they operate in one nation but process 
ingredients from across the UK. This was because it would limit where 
those businesses could buy ingredients from. Participants felt this could 
result in higher costs as they tended to assume that any divergence 
between UK nations would be to increase rather than decrease regulatory 
standards. There was a widespread perception that divergence should not 
restrict where manufacturing businesses could source their ingredients. 
There were also concerns this could lead to food waste, and shortages on 
shelves, by disrupting where raw ingredients could be sold. 

Participants often struggled to spontaneously identify potential benefits 
for divergence within the UK. When encouraged to reflect further, they 
mentioned differences between the nations in terms of climates and 
geography (affecting what could be grown), and dietary preferences and 
levels of household food insecurity (affecting consumer support for any 
changes resulting in increased food prices). However, participants largely 
believed food needs would be consistent across the four UK nations. 

As a result, participants felt strongly that there were certain regulations 
which should be common and widespread across all nations. Even those 
who felt more positive about devolving powers away from Westminster 
were reticent about how this operated when it came to food regulations, 
seeking to reduce the potential for conflict and confusion. Although these 
participants respected the right of the devolved administrations to make 
their own decisions and create different regulations, they felt that food 
policy was an area where all nations should work together within a 
common framework. 

“I’d like to think Wales can make their own decisions and not 
rely on others. But you don’t want it to cause rifts on those 
around you. It can cause confusion.” 
Wales, negative view towards EU exit 

In one group in Northern Ireland, there was particular concern about 
food choices becoming ‘politicised’ as a result of regulatory divergence. 
They worried that food choices could become another way for people to 
demonstrate their political views. 

Trade was a significant shared concern about Trade was a significant shared concern about 
regulatory divergence regulatory divergence 
Regardless of participants’ views on EU exit, the UK’s ability to trade both 
with the EU and internally was a concern identified across groups. 
Participants felt that regulatory divergence could affect how much the UK 
could export to the EU and other countries, although they were often 
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unsure about how much food the UK currently exports. They also 
suggested it could affect what food could be imported into the UK, 
potentially resulting in food shortages if food produced elsewhere did not 
meet changed UK regulations. 

“It could cause shortages of food. If we change our legislation 
or standards, we are not a self-sufficient country, so if we set 
the standards too high, as much as we may want to be able to 
dictate that we want certain regulations in place, we do want 
to get food into our country.” 
England, Rural, Positive view towards EU exit 

Those groups who were positive about the UK’s EU exit were more likely 
to say that there were potential benefits to regulatory divergence from the 
EU. These views tended to focus on reducing or simplifying bureaucracy, 
lowering costs and reducing food waste. Participants in these groups felt 
that current retained EU food regulations were ‘excessively high’ and were 
more open to change in the future. 

“You’d hope there would be benefits [to diverging from EU 
regulations] and there wouldn’t be as much governing bodies 
and red tape and we can make our own decisions and 
hopefully simplify it. If it was simplified, it would invariably 
keep the cost down.” 
England, Urban, Positive view towards EU exit 

However, one group in Northern Ireland who were positive towards EU 
exit were particularly concerned about ensuring ease of trade between 
Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. This meant that some in the 
group felt that the UK remaining aligned with EU regulations was the best 
solution. 

“Providing it means the entire UK is meeting EU standards 
meaning there’s smooth trade going forwards.” 
Northern Ireland, Positive view towards EU exit 

Groups who were negative or neutral about the UK’s EU exit were more 
likely to identify problems resulting from regulatory divergence. These 
included confusion and increased food costs for consumers, for example 
if the UK made changes to EU standards which generated greater costs 
for businesses. Additionally, these groups felt that re-designing food 
regulations was duplicative of work already taken when the UK was an 
EU member state. There was limited understanding of the need for 
regulations to evolve over time. 
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“The EU regulations were arrived at through debate and 
discussion amongst member nations. It seemed they reached 
a reasonable level, so to diverge from that, what’s the point?” 
Northern Ireland, Neutral view towards EU exit 

In some cases, those who were negative or neutral about the UK’s decision 
to leave the EU could identify positives about regulatory divergence when 
probed. These situations tended to be only if perceived standards were 
raised, costs for the consumer were decreased or if consumer choice was 
vastly improved. 

Participants generally felt that food would Participants generally felt that food would 
continue to be safe, but found it hard to continue to be safe, but found it hard to 
understand why regulations might differ understand why regulations might differ 
Participants generally did not expect that regulatory divergence would lead 
to food available for purchase in the UK being unsafe, as they continued to 
trust the FSA to ensure the safety of food. 

“It’s what’s best for the people living in the UK and that the 
FSA is going to be the agency that’s going to decide for us. You 
can trust the FSA to look after our interests.” 
England, Urban, Neutral view towards EU exit 

There was widespread trust that the FSA is an ethical, well researched 
organisation and if they say that a food is safe to consume, then it is. 
However, in discussing a number of hypothetical scenarios participants 
questioned why the EU might have a different perspective on safety 
compared to the UK. They generally felt that science and risk analyses 
should come to the same conclusion and that there should be no 
subjectivity in how risk is perceived. This often meant attitudes towards 
divergence reflected whether participants felt EU or UK standards were 
likely to be higher, with those against EU exit tending to believe the EU 
would have higher standards. In general, participants widely wanted food 
regulations to follow the latest scientific evidence regardless of divergence. 

“The EU are basically saying ‘our food standards are going to 
be better than the UK’s.’ We’re simply relying on the experts 
for what is safe to eat and what is not.” 
England, Rural, Negative view towards EU exit 

In this way, participants questioned the motivations behind regulatory 
divergence and worried that it could lead to a conclusion that the UK was 
not prioritising food safety in the same way as the EU. 
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Chapter 4. Consumer views on proposed Chapter 4. Consumer views on proposed 
regulatory divergence regulatory divergence 
In this chapter we outline participants’ views towards regulatory 
divergence in regard to different product types and regulatory activities. 
We explore the key factors and trade-offs influencing views towards 
regulatory divergence, outlining when regulatory divergence is more or 
less acceptable from a consumer viewpoint. To explore views towards 
divergence on different products and activities, participants discussed four 
hypothetical scenarios which can be viewed in detail in appendix 2. 

Key findings Key findings 
After discussing four hypothetical scenarios, participants were most open 
to regulatory divergence on products and activities seen as low risk or 
having little impact on perceived safety. Product types deemed to be low 
risk included fruit, vegetables, and to some extent, food packaging 
material. Participants felt that regulatory divergence in regard to meat 
or fish was riskier and could impact their views on the safety of these 
products because they generally considered these products to be higher 
risk. 

In terms of the activity being regulated, participants had greater concerns 
if divergence impacted the contents of food rather than the way it was 
processed or stored. Changes to regulations involving adding ingredients 
to food or releasing chemicals within packaging were widely seen as more 
concerning. 

Outside of safety, the most important factor influencing views on 
regulatory divergence was cost. There was greater support for divergence 
if it led to reduced costs for the consumer. Increased business costs or 
complexity was seen as likely to lead to these costs being passed down 
to the consumer and meant participants tended to reject potential 
divergence in those circumstances. 

There was also support for divergence increasing consumer choice, but 
any differences would need to be clearly communicated so that consumers 
could make an informed purchase. 
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Participants were more open to regulatory Participants were more open to regulatory 
divergence on products when changes were divergence on products when changes were 
not considered high risk not considered high risk 
Participants expressed concerns when regulatory divergence was seen 
as having the potential to lead to reduced food safety. For example, 
participants were least concerned about any changes in regulations related 
to the chilled chopped fruit scenario. Changes related to fruit production 
and storage were considered minor and participants generally did not 
think it would have an impact on the safety of these products. Similarly, 
the principle of regulatory divergence applying to packaging was 
uncontroversial, although there were concerns about the use of chemicals 
in this. Participants had the greatest concerns about the hypothetical 
scenario related to meat processing, as these changes were considered to 
be a higher risk. 

Regulatory divergence in fruit and vegetables Regulatory divergence in fruit and vegetables 
tended to be seen as lower risk than tended to be seen as lower risk than 
divergence in meat products divergence in meat products 
For products like fruit or vegetables, consumers trusted their own 
judgment and would assess the quality of a product by the look and 
feel of it when shopping. Apart from a potential price difference between 
the two products, there was an understanding that consumers would not 
necessarily be aware that there was any divergence in how the item had 
been stored or prepared. This was not something participants thought was 
important to know, reflecting how they rarely considered the temperature 
a product was stored at in their current purchasing habits. 

“If it tastes good, I’m going to buy it next week, regardless of 
the temperature.” 
Wales, Positive view towards EU exit 

“I don’t think we really know that one has been chilled and 
another one hasn’t, we’re just going to buy it, as long as it 
looks decent.” 
England, Urban, Negative view towards EU exit 

In contrast, participants spontaneously had greater concerns related to 
the safety of meat. This meant they were more resistant to regulatory 
divergence related to meat products, arguing that all UK nations should 
adopt the highest standard of regulations related to meat processing. 
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As in previous research, if regulatory divergence led to a perceived drop 
in standards, there was agreement that this would impact whether 
participants would continue to buy meat. 

“The meat has a big concern for me because my thoughts are 
paramount safety, I need to know where that meat has come 
from, know that the animals have been fed, I want to know 
the process of what’s happened to the animals, that all that’s 
been done safely.” 
England, Urban, Negative view towards EU exit 

During the previous research, participants discussed three hypothetical 
scenarios related to meat processing. They felt that when divergence 
related to animal welfare and safety, it was less acceptable compared to a 
temperature change in the water used for disinfecting tools. This reflects 
similar findings from this research related to perceptions of risk, with less 
acceptance towards regulatory divergence where it relates to higher risk 
activities or products. 

There was greater concern about changes to There was greater concern about changes to 
the content of food compared to food the content of food compared to food 
processing processing 
Participants had concerns about the potential risk of the hypothetical 
scenario involving a additive and wanted to know more about the 
regulatory change compared with the chopped fruit scenario related to 
storage temperature. However, as the FSA had concluded the risk posed 
by the additive did not require its removal, they felt the change would 
not have a major impact on them as consumers. The product was still 
perceived as low risk given participants’ widespread trust in the FSA. 

Participants who were more conscious of what they eat, those who tended 
to read food labels and those less trusting of the FSA, expressed greater 
worries about the additives scenario. They were often more cautious about 
the FSA’s advice and therefore suggested they would be likely to purchase 
a product without the additive. However, even for these participants there 
was a sense that relevant information should be clearly available to allow 
consumers to make an informed choice between products. 

“I think it should be a consumer’s choice if they want to buy 
that product. When I’m reading [labels] and doing my weekly 
shop, I don’t always stop to look if there’s an additive. If it was 
clearly visible, it might sway my choice.” 
England, Urban, Negative view towards EU exit 
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Similarly, a hypothetical example related to a new packaging material 
raised concerns about the potential release of chemicals to produce a 
colour change when food is no longer safe to eat. Participants worried that 
consumers would not necessarily know what the chemical was or what 
the long-term health risk to the public of consuming food exposed to it 
could be. As such, they were less likely to accept regulatory divergence 
in this scenario due to their concerns about safety, even though they felt 
comfortable with divergence related to packaging. 

“The fact they’re adding more chemicals to food can’t be good. I know there 
are efforts of sustainability. But I don’t understand. These things are driven 
by profits somewhere. It’s good that food would last longer so less waste. 
But I would be concerned about if it’s safe to eat.” 
Northern Ireland, Negative view towards EU exit 

There was greater demand for labelling where There was greater demand for labelling where 
participants felt regulatory divergence could participants felt regulatory divergence could 
influence purchasing decisions influence purchasing decisions 
Reflecting concerns related to both the vegetable additive and chemical 
release in packaging, there was greater demand for clear labelling about 
the content of food as participants argued consumers should know exactly 
what they are eating. In the case of an additive, it was felt that the two food 
products were fundamentally different and therefore consumers should 
have a right to know about what a food product is made of. Compared 
to examples involving changes to processing or food storage, labelling 
was regarded as less important and not something consumers necessarily 
consider when shopping. 

“I’ve been eating food for this long and I haven’t had any 
problems. We’ve lived in bliss for so many years. We bought 
things from the supermarkets. We bought stuff from fruit 
stalls. We don’t know whose food is better than the other. An 
apple is an apple.” 
England, Urban, Positive view towards EU exit 

Participants also wanted more information to be available about what 
divergence would mean for them as consumers, specifically related to any 
potential impact on food safety. Despite a recognition that consumers 
are not fully aware of current food regulations, they argued there was a 
risk that any major divergence could undermine trust in the wider food 
system and in the FSA itself. Consistent with previous research, changes to 
temperature were seen as less significant than other examples including 
those related to inspection, animal welfare or food-borne disease. 
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“A piece of dodgy meat versus a slightly mouldy pineapple 
which you can spot is a completely different scenario. The 
moment you mention disease, it makes you sit up and take 
notes.” 
England, Urban, Neutral view towards EU exit 

“For me, meat is the most dangerous of all. You can get 
severely ill. You have to be so careful with meat. I’d put that 
up as the most important one, for meat to be regulated in the 
correct way.” 
Wales, Positive view towards EU exit 

Alongside safety, the most important factor Alongside safety, the most important factor 
influencing views on divergence was cost to influencing views on divergence was cost to 
the consumer the consumer 
Attitudes towards regulatory divergence were shaped by whether the 
change was seen as increasing or reducing costs. Although participants 
were often willing to pay slightly more for meat produced to the highest 
quality standard, they accepted that cost was often the key determining 
factor for their purchasing decisions, particularly given the rising price of 
many items. As such, there was greater support for regulatory divergence 
– both from the EU and across UK nations if it led to reduced prices. 
Participants were aware that any divergence that led to increased costs for 
businesses would have a knock-on effect on the price consumers pay and 
this would be difficult for the wider public to accept. There was support 
for divergence that reduced costs for businesses, as long as these savings 
were passed onto the consumer, reflecting a similar finding from previous 
research. 

“My main decision when purchasing food is the price. If I saw 
the same product for 5p cheaper, I’d go for the 5p cheaper 
one, rather than the quality.” 
Wales, Neutral view towards EU exit 

Participants often felt that in cases where two products produced to 
different sets of regulations appeared the same, potentially the only 
differentiating factor to a consumer would be the price. Without any 
knowledge of why one product was more expensive than another, as 
long as the cheaper product looked in good condition, participants felt it 
would be the one purchased. There was some concern this could lead to 
confusion for consumers, or result in individuals buying items without a full 
understanding of which regulations applied to the product. 
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“Even now if I went into a supermarket and I saw a Scottish 
flag, am I going to remember all those different regulations? 
Probably not. It’s all about the cost.” 
England, Urban, Positive view towards EU exit 

Participants argued onward processing legislation could lead to further 
confusion for consumers and create uncertainty if products followed 
different regulations across the four UK nations. They felt consumers 
would not be fully aware of which products were available to purchase 
in their national market and worried onward processing would lead to 
increased costs due to the availability of products. 

“I can see it costing more for consumers as we can’t use 
that product from that part of the UK. If legislations starts to 
diverge we’ll have to be more specific about where we source 
things from and as ever, the consumer will be the one paying 
more because production will be more expensive.” 
England, Urban, Neutral view towards EU exit 

The administrative costs for the FSA to enforce these regulations was also 
seen as an unnecessary spending measure and potentially a waste of 
inspectors’ time. 

“As the consumer, we want the best quality at the best price. 
We all want the same thing. To make things more difficult, 
more wasteful, the ambiguity is costing money.” 
England, Rural, Negative view towards EU exit 

Business complexity was highlighted as a Business complexity was highlighted as a 
potential implication of regulatory divergence potential implication of regulatory divergence 
that could increase costs that could increase costs 
There was a perception that any regulatory change would likely lead to 
increased complexity for businesses. Businesses would either need to 
decide on which set of regulations to follow, and potentially have to change 
their production line, or decide to follow multiple regulations which could 
present challenges. Onward processing regulations could also add to 
complexity for businesses, who would have to source new products if they 
previously used a product from a different UK nation. 

“It could also cause problems with the supply chain. You could 
have a business that’s run predominantly out of England, 
and if they’ve got depots or final destination businesses in 
Scotland, they may have to change things so that it can be 
satisfactory in Scotland.” 
England, Rural, Positive view towards EU exit 
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Generally, participants did not want businesses to have to deal with 
additional bureaucracy as this would, in turn, lead to higher costs for 
consumers. Those with a positive view towards EU exit were more positive 
about UK businesses adapting to new regulations and the potential 
competitive advantage that this could bring. 

“Big businesses that are looking for a wider audience will put 
those changes in place, and smaller producers might not be 
producing for onward processing anyway. I think businesses 
that are large enough to supply to Scotland for onward 
processing may be large enough that they already comply 
with both regulations as they want that larger market.” 
England, Rural, Positive view towards EU exit 

Sustainability considerations were seen as less Sustainability considerations were seen as less 
important than other factors important than other factors 
Although participants supported regulatory divergence that enabled a 
greater focus on environmental and sustainability goals, they largely felt 
that safety and cost considerations were more important. They recognised 
the need for both consumers and businesses to become more 
environmentally conscious in the future and wanted to see a reduction in 
food waste, supporting changes that increased the shelf-life of a product. 
In some cases, participants were prepared to pay more for products that 
lasted longer, recognising this could reduce their costs overall. However, 
this would depend on the overall cost and there was concern about the 
safety of the hypothetical packaging example that involved the release of 
chemicals. 

“Everyone is really conscious of recycling and new packaging. 
Although people might not be happy with it now, it’s definitely 
the way forward. I wouldn’t be terribly happy about having 
some kind of chemical in the salmon to make it go a different 
colour, so while I’d be fully supportive of the packaging aspect 
and environmentally friendly, I wouldn’t like that chemical 
which might affect the food.” 
England, Urban, Negative view towards EU exit 

In some cases, participants suggested that regulatory divergence could 
lead to more localised food systems, which was seen as a positive way of 
supporting local economies and reducing the distance travelled by food 
products. 

“This could be a way of making things more local. To buy 
locally, you don’t mind if you’ve got to pay a bit extra for the 
quality of the food. But knowing that you aren’t paying for 
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deliveries and for it to be imported, it should work out about 
the same for general food.” England, Rural, > Positive view 
towards EU exit 

There was support for greater consumer There was support for greater consumer 
choice, but this would require clear product choice, but this would require clear product 
labelling labelling 
Participants generally felt that consumer choice would increase as a result 
of regulatory divergence and, as long as consumers were able to make an 
informed decision, this would be beneficial in the long-term. They argued 
that clear distinctions between certain products, especially meat and 
packaging material, and to some extent the use of additives, would be 
important to keep consumers informed. If regulatory divergence led to a 
significant change, this distinction would need to be more obvious than 
just a difference in price between two products that otherwise appear the 
same. 

“The label is essential to know exactly what’s in it and it’s your 
choice then whether you decide to take it, it might have been 
so processed that you don’t want it. You need to know what 
you’re eating.” 
England, Urban, Positive view towards EU Exit 

Participants suggested that if product information was clearly labelled, 
consumers would be more likely to consider wider factors beyond cost. 
They wanted any label changes to be clearly visible and not overly 
complicated, as there were concerns about putting too much information 
on packaging. In general, participants did not feel it was necessary to 
include information about which regulations a product was following on 
each item, as long as there was information about what a product 
contained. In some cases, participants suggested additional information 
could be found online by using QR codes to provide further detail about 
regulations to those who were interested, an idea discussed in the 
previous research. However, this was not widely seen as required. 

“Nowadays everything is complex, but as the consumer we 
like things presented simply as well. If we’re given information 
on what is in [food], we’re protecting the interests of the 
consumer. That’s why the FSA is there, to protect the needs of 
the consumer as well.” 
Wales, Positive view towards EU exit 
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Participants felt that any reasoning behind a decision by the FSA should be 
clear to the public and, if they were interested to know more, consumers 
should be able to read about how the decision to diverge was made. 
Participants felt this kind of information should be available on the FSA 
website. 

“It’s all down to education and explanation as to why there is a 
divergence and differing of options and what the science and 
research is.” 
England, Rural, Neutral view towards EU exit 

Participants rarely mentioned regulatory divergence that aimed to meet 
local population needs. Overall, they found it difficult to envisage why 
population needs related to food would be different across the UK nations. 
This was not seen as an important factor informing future regulatory 
divergence. Similarly, there was a perception that a decision to follow 
EU regulation in one hypothetical scenario could be politically motivated 
rather than reflective of the needs of one nations population. 

Conclusions Conclusions 

Overall attitudes towards regulatory Overall attitudes towards regulatory 
divergence divergence 
Food safety was widely assumed to be absolute and something that should 
not vary across UK nations. As such, the FSA’s approach to four-nation 
working and aligning food policy across the UK where possible was well 
received. 

As a result of the view that the four-nation working approach is positive 
for UK businesses and consumers, regulatory divergence between the four 
UK nations was seen as less acceptable than diverging from inherited 
EU regulations. Initial attitudes towards regulatory divergence from the 
EU were influenced by participants’ views towards the UK’s exit. Those 
positive about the UK’s exit from the EU were more open to the idea of 
reduced and simplified bureaucracy, potentially lower costs and reducing 
food waste, whereas those negative about the UK’s exit thought it would 
lead to increased costs for consumers and confusion. 

Overall, participants sought simplicity. For any regulatory changes 
recommended by the FSA, consumers believed they had the right to know 
about these changes and hoped the FSA was open and transparent about 
how they arrived at that recommendation. 
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Factors influencing the acceptability of Factors influencing the acceptability of 
regulatory divergence regulatory divergence 
As in previous research, participants were less likely to accept regulatory 
divergence between nations if this was seen as drastic and large in scaledrastic and large in scale. 
It was felt that these changes would lead to more concerns about food 
safety, greater complexity and higher business costs, which would likely 
then be passed onto the customer. Smaller changes that might increase 
consumer choice, decrease costs for businesses and consumers where 
possible, improve sustainability and always keep food safe, were 
potentially acceptable. 

Generalising findings from previous research, participants were more open 
to regulatory divergence when changes were not considered high risk. 
They felt that if food safety was questioned, then trust in the FSA could 
easily erode. Perceived higher risk changesPerceived higher risk changes included regulatory divergence 
related to: 

As long as food remained safe to eat, the cost implicationscost implications of regulatory 
divergence was the main factor influencing consumer views. There was 
greater support for divergence if it led to reduced prices. Only in some 
instances would consumers be willing to pay more, for example for meat 
produced to a higher standard of regulation. Adding to business 
complexity was seen as a measure which would increase costs for both 
businesses and consumers and lead to a rejection of any new regulations. 

Communicating regulatory divergence to Communicating regulatory divergence to 
consumers consumers 
Increased consumer choice resulting from regulatory divergence was 
viewed positively but would require clear information so consumers could 
understand the reasons why products were being sold at different prices 
and potentially to two different sets of regulations. 

• Meat and fish products, which were perceived as higher risk food 
items. 

• Changes to the contents of food, rather than the way the food was 
processed. 

• Changes to packaging where this involved adding chemicals to 
food, as opposed to adaptations to packaging which would not 
affect the contents of food. 

Consumer Attitudes Towards Potential Divergence of Food Safety Regulations Within the …

FSA Research and Evidence 23



Information should be simple and concise, but not necessarily include 
the detailed regulatory differences between two products appearing for 
sale together. However, the FSA should make this information available 
publicly in the event that consumers wished to know more. In particular, 
participants felt it was more important for information to be provided for 
higher risk products or more significant changes resulting from regulatory 
divergence. In these cases, they wanted risk analyses to be easily and 
publicly available so that they could make an informed choice on whether 
to purchase products, as well as clear information related to the content of 
products. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (CCBY-4.0). View this license’s legal deed at 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 and legal code at http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/legalcode for more information. 
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