
Understanding Animal Welfare

Key concepts, principles, and practical considerations

1. Definition & Scope

Aspect Description

Animal

Welfare

The physical and mental state of an animal in relation to the conditions in which

it lives and dies.

Three?fold

Framework

1. Freedom from Hunger & Thirst 2. Freedom from Discomfort 3. Freedom

from Pain, Injury, Disease 4. Freedom to Express Normal Behaviour 5.

Freedom from Fear & Distress (often presented as Five Freedoms).

Related Fields
Veterinary science, ethology, animal husbandry, wildlife conservation, law,

ethics, and public policy.

2. Historical Development

Period Milestones

19th?C Early humane societies (e.g., RSPCA, 1824) focus on cruelty prevention.

Mid?20th?C
Scientific interest in animal behavior & physiology; emergence of “animal welfare

science.”

1970s–80s Publication of the Five Freedoms (UK Farm Animal Welfare Council, 1979).

1990s International standards (e.g., OIE Terrestrial Animal Health Code, 1995).

2000s?

Present

Expansion to companion animals, wildlife, and laboratory animals; integration of

One Welfare (linking animal welfare, human wellbeing, and the environment).

3. Scientific Foundations

3.1. Animal Sentience

Definition: Capacity to have subjective experiences (e.g., pain, pleasure, fear).

Evidence: Neuroanatomical pathways, stress?hormone responses, behavioral indicators.

Understanding Animal Welfare



3.2. Welfare Assessment Methods

Method What It Measures Typical Tools

Physiological

Stress hormones (cortisol,

catecholamines), immune function, heart

rate variability.

Blood/ saliva assays, telemetry.

Behavioral
Activity patterns, stereotypies, social

interactions, play.

Direct observation, video analysis,

ethograms.

Qualitative
Overall affective state (“positive/negative

emotional balance”).

Qualitative Behaviour Assessment

(QBA), facial expression scales (e.g.,

grimace scales).

Resource?

Based

Availability/quality of food, water, shelter,

enrichment.
Facility audits, checklists.

3.3. The “Five Domains” Model (updated version of Five Freedoms)

1. Nutrition – adequacy of food & water.

2. Environment – thermal comfort, space, shelter.

3. Health – disease prevention, injury management.

4. Behaviour – ability to perform species?specific activities.

5. Mental State – overall affective experience (derived from the first four domains).

4. Ethical Perspectives

Perspective Core Idea Implications for Practice

Utilitarian
Maximize overall welfare; weigh

suffering vs. pleasure.

Cost?benefit analyses for interventions;

prioritize reductions in severe pain.

Rights?

Based

Animals have inherent rights

(e.g., to life, bodily integrity).

Certain practices (e.g., intensive confinement)

may be unacceptable regardless of welfare

scores.

Contractarian

Human societies have duties to

animals based on social

contracts.

Emphasis on legislation, standards, and public

accountability.

Virtue Ethics Caring for animals reflects moral
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