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Prologue 

The Vegan Society is an educational and membership charity based in the United Kingdom. 
Founded in 1944, The Vegan Society created – and later defined – the word ‘vegan’. 
Additionally, since 1990, the society has also managed the largest vegan certification scheme 
in the world, the Vegan Trademark.

In recent years, thanks to a proliferation of global campaigns, positive portrayals within the 
media, product innovation and so on, interest in veganism is thought to be increasing in every 
corner of the world. Yet, in many nations, information relating to veganism is often limited or 
non-existent. Not only does this limit the understanding of veganism as a collective global 
movement, but it also hinders its growth, and may lead to people feeling isolated if there is no 
information specific to their vegan community.

The Vegan Society is delighted to work with a growing number of international vegan 
societies to collaborate, connect and promote veganism across the world. We hope those 
interested in making more ethical decisions – whether as a consumer or in a commercial 
setting – find this report a useful resource.   

Louisianna Waring, Senior Insight and Policy Officer, The Vegan Society 

American Vegan Society, founded in 1960, is the longest-running national vegan organisation 
in the United States. American Vegan Society is committed to providing meaningful 
information and tools to new vegans, those curious about veganism, and long-time vegans. 
As of June 2021, American Vegan Society is the registered agent for the Vegan Trademark in 
the United States. 

We found the data in this report incredibly useful because, although vegan cosmetics 
and toiletries are a huge market within the United States, many companies lack the proper 
certification that consumers are asking for. We help companies validate their vegan claims, 
educate vegan and vegan-curious shoppers and promote an economy that doesn’t harm 
animals. Hence, we are delighted to publish this report alongside The Vegan Society.

Anne Dinshah, Vice President, American Vegan Society

https://www.vegansociety.com/
https://www.vegansociety.com/the-vegan-trademark
https://americanvegan.org/


INTRODUCTION
In 2021, The Vegan Society published the Vegan 
Beauty Takeover report. This report took an in-depth 
look into the many ways in which animals are used in 
beauty supply chains, from animal-derived ingredients 
to animal testing. Plus, we gave clear guidance on our 
definitions of ‘vegan’ and ‘cruelty-free’ labelling, as well 
as historic and recent achievements for the Vegan 
Trademark certification scheme.  

The report was also used to publish new research 
looking into consumer perceptions of vegan cosmetics, 
such as are shoppers confident at identifying animal-
derived ingredients? Plus, do shoppers understand 
vegan and cruelty-free labelling (and which of the two 
do they prefer)?

As The Vegan Society continues to grow as a global 
organisation, we are keen to understand perceptions of 
veganism and vegan products around the world. In this 
report, we have rerun research from our Vegan Beauty 
Takeover report for a US audience. We hope these new 
insights guide those working in the beauty industry 
towards more ethical business decisions.  
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https://www.vegansociety.com/sites/default/files/uploads/downloads/Vegan%20Beauty%20Takeover%202021_2.pdf
https://www.vegansociety.com/sites/default/files/uploads/downloads/Vegan%20Beauty%20Takeover%202021_2.pdf
https://www.vegansociety.com/the-vegan-trademark
https://www.vegansociety.com/the-vegan-trademark
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Animal testing 
The use of animals in the cosmetic industry has been hotly contested for many years. 
Long-running and high-profile campaigns around animal testing have shone a light 
on cruel and unnecessary practices within the industry. In turn, these campaigns (and 
other societal factors including social media) have fuelled a shift within society, where 
the public is increasingly opposed to animal harm. 

At present, there is no nationwide ban on cosmetic animal testing across the US, 
but several states have passed their own bans. California was the first US state to ban 
the sale of animal-tested cosmetics in 2018, followed by Nevada, Illinois, Virginia, 
Maryland, Hawaii, Maine and New Jersey. There are some exceptions to state bans, so 
it is best to check state legislation or contact companies directly if you are unsure. 

Animal ingredients 
Though the focus on animal testing is undoubtedly a positive development, less 
attention has been given to the many other animals who end up in beauty industry 
supply chains. This is a multifaceted area, and one the beauty industry can either hide 
or promote, depending on the animal. For example, it is not uncommon to see beauty 
products proudly declare ingredients such as ‘snail extrac’, ‘beeswax’ and ‘real mink 
eyelashes’. Sometimes, brands market products with these animal-derived ingredients 
as ‘cruelty-free’, but offer little or no information on the lives of these animals, making 
it a confusing area for shoppers. 

Additionally, there are many animals that are hidden from the minds of potential 
customers. Animals such as cows, beavers, fish, sheep and sperm whales are often 
exploited to create ingredients for cosmetics and toiletries. Unfamiliar terminology on 
product packaging means customers are frequently unaware that they are purchasing 
something with animal-derived ingredients. Sadly, this lack of awareness fuels cruel 
practices. If you are interested in learning more about how animals are used in 
ingredient supply chains, head to page 3 of the Vegan Beauty Takeover report.

HOW ARE ANIMALS USED IN 
BEAUTY SUPPLY CHAINS?

The Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act is regulated by the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA). The Act does not specifically require the use of animals in 
testing cosmetics for safety, nor does the Act subject cosmetics to FDA pre-
market approval. However, it is advised that cosmetic manufacturers should use 
whatever testing is appropriate and effective for confirming the safety of their 
products. It is the responsibility of the manufacturer to ensure the safety of 
both ingredients and finished cosmetic products prior to marketing.

Some of the most common animal-derived ingredients* found in cosmetics 
are: ambergris, animal hair, castoreum, beeswax, cochineal dye, collagen, 
estrogen, gelatine, glycerine, guanine, keratin, lanolin, propolis, retinol, 
shellac, squalene and tallow. 

*some of these ingredients can either be synthetic or derived from animals – if you are 

unsure please contact the brand 

https://www.vegansociety.com/sites/default/files/uploads/downloads/Vegan%20Beauty%20Takeover%202021_2.pdf
https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/product-testing-cosmetics/animal-testing-cosmetics
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LABELS – WHAT DO THEY 
MEAN? 
There is no legally binding definition of what makes a 'vegan' or 'cruelty-free' product 
when it comes to product labelling. 

Vegan
Products labelled as vegan are prone to being mislabelled by companies, either 
because they misunderstand the definition or because they want to gain access to a 
vegan consumer base without doing the groundwork. This is why The Vegan Society 
introduced the Vegan Trademark – the world’s first vegan product labelling scheme of 
its kind. The Vegan Trademark gives shoppers peace of mind that products labelled as 
such are free of animal use, including their ingredients, processes and testing. This is 
discussed in more detail on page 9. 

Cruelty-free
In the beauty industry, the term cruelty-free refers to products which have not been 
tested on animals, or products that are not sold in territories where post-market 
animal testing is required by law. Cruelty-free does not, however, specify whether the 
ingredients in a product are derived from animals. There are often misconceptions 
around what 'cruelty-free' and 'vegan' mean among manufacturers, brands and 
shoppers alike.

THE VEGAN SOCIETY’S DEFINITION OF VEGANISM

“Veganism is a philosophy and way of living which seeks to exclude – as far 
as is possible and practicable – all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, 
animals for food, clothing or any other purpose; and by extension, promotes 
the development and use of animal-free alternatives for the benefit of animals, 
humans and the environment. In dietary terms it denotes the practice of 
dispensing with all products derived wholly or partly from animals.”

THE VEGAN SOCIETY’S DEFINITION OF 'ANIMAL'

The Vegan Society understands the word ‘animal’ to refer to the entire animal 
kingdom. That is all vertebrates and all multicellular invertebrates. 'Animal' 
can refer to a species or an individual and is used as a noun or an adjective, as 
required. Unless otherwise stated, it usually means non-human animals.

https://www.vegansociety.com/the-vegan-trademark


The Vegan Society’s research partner Attest 
has access to millions of people worldwide. 
Through Attest, online surveys are sent out 
and responded to anonymously, helping to 
reduce bias as much as possible.  

For this research, a survey was sent 
out asking respondents how often they 
purchased cosmetics and toiletries, such 
as make-up, bodycare, haircare, shampoo, 
skincare and toothpaste. Those who 
answered either ‘never’, ‘rarely’ or ‘someone 
else purchases them for me’ did not move 
onwards in the survey. The final panel was 
composed of  1000 people, nationally 
representative of working age for the USA. 

Age: 18–24 (15%), 25–34 (22%), 35–44 
(20%), 45–54 (21%), 55–66 (22%)

Gender: female (51%), male (49%)

Region: Northeast (18.3%), Midwest (21.7%), 
South (37%), West (23%)

AUDIENCE

0%           10%           20%          30%          40%           50%

Someone else purchases for me

Never 

Rarely

As and when I need it

A few times a month

Once a week

A few times a week

In general, how often do you purchase cosmetics and toiletries? 
E.g. make-up, bodycare, haircare including shampoo, skincare, 
toothpaste
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Single choice question. 1,102 panellists from the USA.

1.7%

3.0%

4.5%

30.9%

33.6%

14.6%

11.6%

https://www.askattest.com/


In the survey, a text box explained to panellists that “cosmetics and toiletries often 
contain animal products for several reasons, e.g. colouring or binding agents. There 
is no legal requirement for brands to declare this on product packaging or in their 
ingredient lists.”

Following this, respondents were asked how confident they felt about identifying 
animal-derived ingredients in their cosmetics and toiletries. 17.9% of the panel said 
they felt “very confident” and 31.1% said they felt “somewhat confident” – making 49% 
in total feeling positive about this. This also reflects results from the UK sample, where 
the total was 45.6%. 

On the other hand, 25.7% said they felt “not very confident” and 12.8% said they felt 
“not at all confident” – making 38.5% in total. Finally, 12.4% of the panel said that they 
never checked the ingredients in their cosmetics or toiletries.

Younger respondents were more likely to say they were confident at identifying 
animal-derived ingredients. For example, 60.4% of those aged 18–34 said they were 
either “somewhat” (36.5%) or “very” (24.3%) confident, compared to just 33.3% of those 
aged 50+ saying they were either “somewhat” (25.4%) or “very” (6.8%) confident. 

Following this, these confidence claims were tested with real examples.
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Younger 
respondents 

were more 
likely to say they 
were confident 
at identifying 

animal-derived 
ingredients.

HOW CONFIDENT ARE 
SHOPPERS AT IDENTIFYING 
ANIMAL-DERIVED 
INGREDIENTS? 

0%           10%          20%          30%          40%          50%

Unsure - I never check
the ingredients

 Not at all confident

Not very confident

Somewhat confident

Very confident

How confident are you at identifying animal-derived ingredients 
within your cosmetics and toiletries?

Single choice question. 999 panellists from the USA.

12.4%

12.8%

25.7%

31.1%

17.9%



Many ingredients used in cosmetics are often derived from animals. Ten of these 
ingredients were presented to the panel and they were then asked to select which of 
them they thought could be animal-derived.

From the options given, no ingredient scored a majority percentage. 
Collagen (47.6%) and gelatine (46.6%) scored the highest among the 
panel, likely due to their wider uses in other industries such as 
supplements and food. 

3.5% of the panel selected that “None” of the ingredients 
were animal-derived. However, most of these people also 
previously said that they never check the ingredients for 
their cosmetics and toiletries.

Though some of these percentages may seem high, 
just 2.6% of the panel selected all 10 ingredients, which 
is the only correct answer. This result is also reflected 
in the UK panel. 
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just 
2.6% 

of our panel 
selected all 10 

ingredients, which 
is the only correct 

answer.
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TESTING CONSUMER 
KNOWLEDGE ON ANIMAL-
DERIVED INGREDIENTS

-5%           5%            15%          25%          35%          45%          55%          65%          75%

None

Squalene

Ambergris*

Guanine

Retinol

Cochineal dye 

Lanolin

Tallow

Estrogen

Gelatine

Collagen

Which of the following ingredients, commonly found in make-up
and other cosmetics, could be animal-derived?

Multiple choice question. 950 panellists from the USA.

*The possession and trade of ambergris in the US is prohibited by the Endangered Species Act of 1973

3.5%

15.9%

17.4%

17.5%

19.7%

22.7%

23.7%

29.7%

32.6%

46.6%

47.6%



If a brand uses the following term on their cosmetics and/or
toiletries, what do you think that term means?
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CONSUMER PERCEPTIONS 
OF VEGAN AND CRUELTY-
FREE LABELLING
The labelling of cosmetics and toiletries can be confusing for shoppers, as brands 
can make claims such as 'cruelty-free' or 'vegan' without having to prove products 
meet industry-wide or legal standards. The panel were asked to think broadly about all 
cosmetics and toiletries, and to consider two types of labelling – 'vegan' and 'cruelty-
free'.

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%

25%

15%

5%

-5%
Has not been 

tested on 
animals

Contains 
no animal 

ingredients and 
is not tested on 

animals

The product 
contains 

no animal 
ingredients

Contains 
all natural 

ingredients

Unsure, I’ve 
never thought 
about it before

Vegan          Vegan and cruelty-free         Cruelty-free

Single choice question. 996 panellists from the USA.

CRUELTY-FREE means a product has NOT been tested on animals but CAN 
contain animal-derived ingredients. 

VEGAN products do NOT contain animal products and are NOT tested on 
animals. 

VEGAN and CRUELTY-FREE means the same as VEGAN. There is no need to 
make both claims. 

Our survey results show that there is confusion among shoppers as to what these labels 
mean.

6.4%
9.2%

51.8%

44.7%

12.8%
10.2%

18.6%

58.3%

18.8%

23.2%

13.2%
10.9%

7.2% 6.4% 8.3%



55.8%
said they preferred 

the term vegan, and 
42.7% said they prefer 

the term cruelty-
free.

Vegan
18.6% of the panel correctly selected that vegan labelling should mean that the 
product contains no animal ingredients and is not tested on animals. However, a larger 
proportion (23.2%) think it means the product contains all natural ingredients, and an 
even larger proportion (44.7%) think that it just means the product contains no animal 
ingredients. Lastly, 6.4% selected they thought it means the product was not tested on 
animals and 7.2% said they hadn’t thought about it before.

Cruelty-free
Panellists had a greater understanding of the term cruelty-free, with 51.8% correctly 
selecting that it means a product has not been tested on animals. But 18.6% answered 
that it means that the product has not been tested on animals and contains no animal 
ingredients. Plus, 10.9% thought it means the product contained all natural ingredients, 
10.2% thought it meant the product contained no animal ingredients and 8.3% said 
they hadn’t thought about it before.

Vegan and cruelty-free
Panellists had a stronger response to vegan and cruelty-free labelling, with 58.3% 
selecting that they thought this meant the product contains no animal ingredients 
and is not tested on animals. Fewer people thought it meant the product contains all 
natural ingredients (13.2%), contained no animal ingredients (12.8%), hadn’t been tested 
on animals (9.2%) or they hadn’t thought about it before (6.4%). 

A lack of understanding regarding product labels was noted for all different age 
groups and genders. Additionally, regardless of how often 
the panellists bought cosmetics and toiletries, they were still 
confused about product labels. 

The results from this question show that brands and 
businesses working in this field have a lot of work to do to bridge 
the gap in consumer understanding. This is why The Vegan 
Society encourages brands with verified vegan credentials to 
ensure these stand out in their consumer-focused marketing, 
whether on product packaging, business websites or social 
media pages. 

The panel were then asked which of 
the two terms they found most 

appealing. Most respondents 
(55.8%) said they preferred 

the term vegan and 
42.7% said they prefer 

the term cruelty-
free. Once again, 

this reflects the 
results from the 
UK research.

What term is more appealing to you as
a consumer?

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%

25%

15%

5%

-5%     Vegan                Cruelty-free

Single choice question. 997 panellists from the USA.
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42.7%
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VEGAN VERIFICATION AND 
THE VEGAN TRADEMARK
In this section of the survey, the panel were told that “there is no legal definition of 
the term vegan. So, external schemes exist to ensure products meet verified vegan 
standards. Audits ensure the manufacture, development and ingredients are free from 
animal ingredients and testing.”

The panel were then asked how important it was for them that brands selling 
vegan cosmetics and/or toiletries have their vegan products certified by a third-party 
organisation – i.e. that they are externally audited and consumers do not have to rely 
solely on the word of the brand/manufacturer. The majority of the panel said it was 
either “very” (35.7%), “quite” (33.3%), or “a little” (20.1%) important – a total of 89.1%. 

Just 5.5% said “not very important” and 5.4% said “not at all important”. 
There was very little variance between age groups and genders.

The Vegan Trademark 
Thankfully, the Vegan Trademark is here to help, and since 1990 has been helping 
users identify that a product is free from animal ingredients.  The Vegan Trademark 
offers a unique product checking service, with decades of experience, to ensure that 
vegan claims are valid and authentic. Vegan cosmetics and toiletries make up a large 
percentage of overall trademark registrations. In 1996 we registered our first cosmetic 
brand, Friendly Soap. As of October 2022, the Vegan Trademark has over 64,000 
products registered, of which nearly 30,000 are cosmetics and toiletries. 

0%                 10%               20%                30%                40%                 50%

Not at all important 

Not very important

A little important

Quite important

Very important

How important is it to you that brands selling vegan cosmetics and 
toiletries have vegan products certified by a third-party organisation?

Single choice question. 997 panellists from the USA.

5.4%

5.5%

20.1%

33.3%

35.7%

89.1% 
of the panel 

important for 
products to be 
certified by a 
third-party 

organisation 

https://www.vegansociety.com/the-vegan-trademark
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In the vegan economy, no industry is moving faster 
than vegan beauty. 

Many shoppers are opposed to animals being used 
for our beauty products and want to make more 
ethical purchasing decisions. Clearly, there is confusion 
regarding what ingredients are derived from animals 
and what the terms ‘vegan’ and ‘cruelty-free’ mean. 
Brands should be transparent about animal-derived 
ingredients so that shoppers can make an informed 
decision when making a purchase. In line with this, if 
you are a brand selling vegan-verified products, make 
sure shoppers can easily identify this and ensure they 
know what this means. 

The research presented here also indicates that US 
consumers believe that ‘vegan’ is a more appealing 
term than ‘cruelty-free’, and the majority believe that 
third-party vegan certification is important.

The beauty industry has a huge opportunity to make 
the world a kinder place for animals. There is no need 
for animals to suffer for our products.  

If you are a brand interested in providing vegan-
verified cosmetics or toiletries and want recognised 
and trusted credentials for your vegan claims, you 
can contact the Vegan Trademark team at TMSales@
vegansociety.com. If you would like to contact 
American representatives, please email Trademark@
AmericanVegan.org. 

For those who shop for cosmetics and 
toiletries and want more vegan-verified 
products, you can contact brands 
and let them know that the Vegan 
Trademark is here to help. Showing 
demand increases the chances of 
making a kinder beauty industry a 
reality.

CONCLUSION

Questions?
If you require more 

information about this report, 
would like more information about 

the data, or if you are interested 
in personalised research for your 

business or research collaborations, 
please contact

insights@vegansociety.com.
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