
ANIMAL WELFARE 
- WHERE DOES SCIENCE END 

AND ETHICS BEGIN? 
Peter Sandøe, Björn Forkman & Karsten Klint Jensen 

Department of Large Animal Sciences 

Institute of Food and Resource Economics 

University of Copenhagen 

www.animalethics.net 

 

 

http://www.animalethics.net/




PLAN 
1. The idea of science as an arbiter of animal welfare 

2. How ethical assumptions inform the study of animal 
welfare at different levels: 
a) The definition of animal welfare 
b) The choice of indicators 
c) The aggregation of results 
d) The handling of scientific uncertainty 

3. The ethical context (farm-, companion, wild … animals) 

4. Maintaining the objectivity of animal welfare science by 
making ethical assumptions transparent 
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BRAMBELL COMMITTEE 

“Any attempt to evaluate 
welfare … must take into 
account scientific 
evidence available 
concerning the feelings 
of animals that can be 
derived from their 
structure and functions 
and also from their 
behaviour” (1965) 



DONALD BROOM 

“The assessment of 
welfare should be quite 
separate from any ethical 
judgement about how 
animals should be treated, 
but once an assessment is 
completed it should 
provide information which 
can be used to take 
decisions about the ethics 
of the situation.” (1996) 





“When stocking rates 
exceed approximately 
30 kg/m2, it appears 
that welfare problems 
are likely to emerge 
regardless of indoor 
climate control 
capacity…” 
SCAHAW (2000) The Welfare of Chickens Kept 
for Meat Production (Broilers).  

THE EU SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEEE ON  
ANIMAL HEALTH AND WELFARE 



HUME’S GUILLOTINE 

No ethical (or evaluative) 
conclusion can be validly 
inferred from any set of purely 
factual premises 

Ethical statements guide action 
in a way that factual statements 
do not 

Note that the term “ethical” is 
used in a broad sense 



HOW ETHICS ENTERS THE PICTURE 

Assessments of welfare 
have an ethical 
component: they say 
something about what 
is good or bad from the 
point of view of the 
animals 

Biological facts never 
by themselves say 
anything about what is 
good or bad 
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WHAT IS A GOOD ANIMAL LIFE? 



EUROPEANS AND AUSTRALIANS ON 
GESTATION STALLS FOR SOWS 

“Some serious welfare problems for sows persist 
even in the best stall-housing system” (von Borell et al 
1997) 

“Both individual [including stalls] and group 
housing can meet the welfare requirements of 
pigs” (Barnett et al 2001) 

(Example borrowed from Fraser 2003) 



WHAT IS A GOOD LIFE? - COMPETING VIEWS 

• Mental State Theories 
– What matters is the avoidance of pain 
– Other unpleasant states (“frustration”) also matter 
 



A GOOD DEFINITION OF WELFARE? 

Marian Stamp Dawkins 
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WHAT IS A GOOD LIFE? - COMPETING VIEWS 

• Mental State Theories  
– What matters is the avoidance of pain 
– Other unpleasant states (“frustration”) also matter 
– Positive mental states also matter 

• Desire or Preference Theories 
– What matters is getting what one wants 

• Perfectionism  
– What matters is realising important species-specific 

potentials 



PIGS OUGHT TO BE DIRTY 

 “… I have a pile [of cards] here containing the organic 
label and these pigs, I believe they are organic. They do 
not have a ring in the nose and they are dirty! That is 
crucial, pigs should be dirty! The reason why I have all the 
other pictures of pigs in the other pile is that they are far 
too clean. That means that it is a pure industrialised 
production. All the pigs are clean – I don’t like that. And 
that includes the one with the curly tail too! Nice and 
curly, but a little too clean, I find. It should have been dirty 
like the others.” 



 



WHAT IS A GOOD LIFE? - COMPETING VIEWS 
• Mental state theories  

– What matters is the avoidance of pain 
– Other unpleasant states (“frustration”) also matter 
– Positive mental states also matter 

• Desire or preference theories 
– What matters is getting what one wants 

• Perfectionism  
– What matters is realising important species-specific 

potentials 

• Mixed theories 
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CHOOSING WELFARE INDICATORS 

• To measure welfare 
scientists need indicators 

• However, the choice of 
indicators may greatly 
affect the measurment 

• E.g. measures of mortality 
or of pathologies may 
favour safe but barren 
production systems 



WHICH ANIMALS HAVE THE LARGEST 
PROBLEMS? 





WHICH ANIMALS HAVE THE LARGEST 
PROBLEMS? 

The answer depends very much on what 
problems you are looking for 
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN ANIMAL 
WELFARE SCIENCE 

• Welfare science once 
based mainly on controlled 
experiments 

• Insights into animal needs 
but not much about welfare 
outcomes in real life 

• Recent focus on how to 
assess animal welfare at 
farm or group level 

 



NEED FOR AGGREGATION 

• Welfare Quality® 

• So far the most 
comprehensive attempt 
to assess animal 
welfare at farm level  

• Within Welfare Quality® 
the need to aggregate 
became very visible 



WELFARE QUALITY® SCORING MODEL 



Veissier et al. 2011 



ETHICAL ISSUES ARISING IN THE 
PROCESS OF AGGREGATION 

1. Balancing between better 
off and worse off animals 

2. Aggregating across 
measures, criteria and 
principles: compensation 
allowed or not? 

3. Defining the boundry 
between acceptable and 
unacceptable conditions 
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CAN FETUSES SUFFER? 
“We conclude that the embryo and 
fetus cannot suffer before or during 
birth. Furthermore, we conclude that 
suffering can only occur in the 
newborn when the onset of 
breathing oxygenates its tissues 
sufficiently to substantially reduce 
the dominant adenosine inhibition of 
brain electrical activity.” 

‘Onset of sentience: The potential for suffering 
in fetal and newborn farm animals’,  David J. 
Mellor & Tamara J. Diesch. 

 



SHOULD FETUSES BE “GIVEN  
THE BENEFIT OF THE DOUBT”? 

• Despite the results 
presented by Mellor, the 
New Zealand Animal 
Welfare Act covers “any 
mammalian fetus … that is 
in the last half of its period 
of gestation or 
development” 

• Similar rules apply in 
Victoria and Queensland 



ETHICS AND PRECAUTION 

• When, and to what 
extent, animals should 
be “given the benefit of 
the doubt” is clearly an 
ethical isssue 

• The issues that arise 
here are clearly similar 
to those raised by the 
“Precautionary 
Principle” 
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IT WAS ABOUT FARM ANIMALS 

• Animal welfare science 
grew out of a discussion of 
how farm animals are kept 
and cared for  

• This farming context brings 
with it certain things which 
are taken for granted 



THE FARMING CONTEXT 

• This is about food – 
and food is important 

• Things must be 
practical 

• Killing is not an issue 

• However, there is a 
duty of care 



WHAT IS THE ETHICAL DIFFERENCE? 



WELFARE? 



CHANGING THE 
CONTEXT? 



MY POINT HERE 
• is NOT that going from the farm to other contexts makes 

things more ethical 

• It is all ethical  

• Only different ethical assumptions are made in different 
contexts 

• Going across contexts may help one to become aware of 
these assumptions 





PLAN 
1. The idea of science as an arbiter of animal welfare 

2. How ethical assumptions inform the study of animal 
welfare at different levels: 
a) The definition of animal welfare 
b) The choice of indicators 
c) The aggregation of results 
d) The handling of scientific uncertainty 

3. The ethical context (farm-, companion, wild … animals) 

4. Maintaining the objectivity of animal welfare science by 
making ethical assumptions transparent 

 



VALUES AND OBJECTIVITY 

• Applied science 
pursued with the aim of 
solving societal 
problems is bound to be 
linked with values 

• As long as these values 
are made transparent 
objectivity is not under 
threat 



SHOULD SCIENTISTS ENGAGE IN 
DISCUSSIONS ABOUT VALUES? 

• Some scientists seem to think 
that they should stay out of 
ethical discussions because 
they are scientists 

• That is not a good idea 

• Scientists should enter public 
debates over animal welfare as 
informed citizens 

• More reflective scientists? 



www.animalethics.net 
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