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Welfare: The άCƛǾŜ CǊŜŜŘƻƳǎέ 

1. Freedom from hunger or thirst 

2. Freedom from discomfort 

3. Freedom from pain, injury or disease 

4. Freedom to express (most) normal behavior 

5. Freedom from fear and distress 

 
Å Five Freedoms. UK Farm Animal Welfare Council, 1979 

 



Welfare in 2 questions 

Å Using behaviour to assess animal welfare (MS Dawkins, 2004)  

ά!ǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΚέ 

ά5ƻ ǘƘŜ animals have  
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘΚέ 
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What animals want 

Difficult to decipher what animals want:  
Each species has a different code of communication. 

IDEAL SCENARIO  REALISTIC SCENARIO 



What animals want 

άLǘΩǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ! Animals want what they have/do  

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦέ 

WHAT WE IMAGINE WHAT WE FORGET 

Freedom 
Longevity 

Peace and calm 
Abundant natural feed 
Pleasant environment 

 

Predators 
Diseases 
Parasitic infections 
Lack of feed 
Weather extremes 



What animals want 

άLǘΩǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ! Animals want what they have/do  

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦέ 

We must remember that... 
farm animals have undergone thousands of years  

of selective breeding and domestication,  
which makes it difficult to establish  
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛǎΦ 

. 



Deciphering what animals want  

Several methods have been proposed, 
that usually combine behavioral 
observations, physiological parameters 
(e.g. corticosteroids) and information 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
productivity record. 

 

 Three popular methods of study: 

Å Preference tests 

Å Motivation tests 

Å Cognitive bias tests 



Positive welfare 

ÅBy discovering  what animals want, 

not only can we decrease negative 

experiences in their lives, but also 

increase positive experiences. 

 

ÅExamples of positive welfare include 

the implementation of environmental 

enrichment in farm facilities as well as 

positive handling of the animals. 



Environmental enrichment 

Social 

Physical 

Sensory 

Nutritional 

Cognitive 

Å Invited review: Environmental enrichment of dairy cows and calves in 
indoor housing (Mandel et al., 2016)  



The importance of handling 

Farm animals are particularly fearful of: 

1. Sudden changes in their physical environment 

2. Sudden changes in their social environment 

3. Humans (despite thousands of years of domestication...) 

 

Meanwhile, it is getting even harder for animals to habituate to humans as: 

 

Small family farms that 
allow frequent contact 
with the animals are less 
and less common. 

Large, automated farms that 
offer few chances for contact 
with the animals are 
increasing in number. 



The importance of handling 

Å And it gets even harder... 

ïMost contact with farm animals is negative (e.g. forceful 
restraint, transport, veterinary or invasive procedures). 

ï¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ǘƻ ǘǊŜŀǘ ŦŀǊƳ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ άƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎέΦ 

Mistreatment  
of the animal 

Increased fear ς reactions  
from the animal 

Need for  
further pressure 



The importance of handling 

ÅMistreatment not only affects welfare, but it can also affect 
productivity. 

Å For instance, some studies in dairy cows and goats report a 
correlation of negative handling with: 

Milk withholding, reduced milk yield, changes in milk fat and proteins 

Poorer meat quality 

Increased chance of injury or death 

Increased hoof problems (dairy cows) 

Å Assessing the human-animal relationship in farmed species: a critical 
review (Waiblinger et al., 2006)  



Positive handling 

When an animal is handled: 

ÅCalmly, patiently 

ÅIn combination with a 
reward 

ÅOften, aiming in habituation 

ÅWith the long-term goal of 
creating a positive human-
animal relationship 



Positive handling: Why 

Increased welfare: the animal is assisted through stressful 
situations (e.g. isolation and restraint, artificial insemination, 
rectal palpation) 

Cooperation and staff safety: it is easier to work with the 
animal, reduced risk for the staff to be attacked and injured 

Productivity: e.g. positive handling in heifers was positively 
correlated with conception rates during artificial insemination 
(Hemsworth et al., 2000) 

Effect on behavior: frequent positive contact may be able to 
partially revert the effect of previous negative experiences on 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ (Waiblinger et al., 2006). 
 



ï By changing the attitude of farm owners/staff towards their animals 

ï Training programs on positive animal handling 

ï Genetic selection of cooperative animals 

Owner/staff attitude towards their animals : EXTREMELY IMPORTANT.  

Positive handling: How 

ά!ƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘ, 
they are able to feel 
pleasure and pain, they 
react to my presence...έ 

greater value in contact  
with animals  
  
patience during handling 
 
job satisfaction and 
rewarding work tasks   



Examples of  
welfare improvement 

(dairy cows) 



Disbudding/dehorning in calves 

ÅMost often, only local anesthesia 
(lidocaine) is applied. 

ÅStress before (restraint), during 
(restraint, possible pain, exposure to 
unfamiliar odors), after the procedure 
(postoperative pain, fear). 

Xylazine 

NSAIDs Pain after disbudding 

Stress during and 
after disbudding 

Stress before 


