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Positive animal welfare (PAW) is a rising topic in animal welfare science, although its

construct, definition, and operational approach remain debated. Despite this scientific

uncertainty, there is societal interest to include more indicators of positive welfare in

legislation, animal welfare assessment and accreditation schemes. Changes in some

farming practices seem to be in line with promoting PAW (e.g., free-range housing),

providing animals more opportunities for positive experiences such as rewarding natural

behaviour, greater autonomy, or choice. Interestingly, some of the ideas underlying

PAW are present in extensive production systems or low-input animal management

practices that are common in low-income countries, for example free-roaming livestock

or village dogs. Nevertheless, welfare challenges such as neglect, diseases, poor

nutrition, animal abuse and other forms of suffering remain ubiquitous, especially where

resources like veterinary support are limited. Living conditions for animals in low-income

countries provide examples of the delicate balance between positive welfare and welfare

risks relating to health and survival, with inextricable ethical dilemmas. In our view,

the growing focus on PAW could stimulate a more balanced approach to animal

welfare worldwide, promoting PAW while simultaneously limiting various forms of welfare

challenges. However, this requires accounting for human factors such as societal and

cultural location-specific aspects to find flexible solutions that also benefit and respect

people whose livelihood may be at stake. Those human factors also modulate the

consideration and importance of providing animals with positive welfare states and the

role of underlying ethical concepts like happiness and “a good life.”

Keywords: developing countries, human behaviour, low-income countries, one health, positivewelfare, well-being,

one welfare

THE RISE OF POSITIVE WELFARE

The term “positive animal welfare” may, for someone naive to the development of animal welfare
science, come across as redundant: According to the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary and
Thesaurus the word “welfare” has as one of its core meanings “physical and mental health and
happiness”, hence welfare by definition encompasses positive welfare.

However, in animal welfare science the meaning of the term “welfare” has been transformed
so that it is understood as a state of an animal that can range from poor to good (Broom, 1991).
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Historically, in the context of efforts to secure animal welfare,
the focus has then been on avoiding poor welfare or “welfare
challenges” (eSandoe and Jensen, 2013). Welfare challenges can
occur as various types and in various degrees, with at its extreme
suffering (Olsson et al., 2019). Following this, a large part of
animal welfare science that developed from the 1970s onwards
focussed onmeasuring signs of physical and behavioural needs of
animals not being fulfilled, i.e., on mortality, morbidity or signs
of frustration. Hence, in practice animal welfare came to mean
that animals survived, did not get ill and did not show signs
of frustration.

The recent interest in positive animal welfare may partly be
understood in the light of this situation. Inspired by a zeitgeist
occupied with human flourishing and positive psychology
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), those concerned with
how animals are treated have come to think that there must
be more to animal welfare than just the absence of suffering—
animals should not just survive and be healthy, they should
flourish and be happy (Yeates and Main, 2008; Lawrence et al.,
2019; Webb et al., 2019; Rault et al., 2020; Vigors et al.,
2021), or have what they want (Dawkins, 2021). The interest
in positive animal welfare has also been partly inspired by
developments within animal welfare science. Scientists working
on the behavioural needs of animals have increasingly focused
on the positive side of the equation with various attempts to
conceptualise the idea of enabling species-specific behaviour and
natural living (Lawrence et al., 2019). There has also been a
growing interest in understanding play and other signs of positive
mental states in animals (Boissy et al., 2007). Finally, there have
been researchers developing ideas of positive welfare in terms of
animals being occupied (Mellor, 2015) or animals being in charge
or exercising autonomy (Spinka, 2019).

These new societal and scientific developments regarding
positive animal welfare are clearly originating from the high-
income and Western parts of the world. It may be tempting
to see them as diversion from the efforts to ensure that basic
welfare requirements are fulfilled for all animals in human care
and in all parts of the world, with a focus on avoiding a wide
range of unpleasant mental states as welfare challenges (e.g., the
Five Freedoms approach; British Farm Animal Welfare Council,
1993). However, it may also be possible to turn the idea around
and view positive welfare as an opportunity for those living in
the less well-off parts of the world where animals are often kept
in more extensive ways with better opportunities to exercise
species-specific behaviour, autonomy and other aspects of what
is considered positive welfare. In this paper, we will take a
comparative approach to the ways animals are kept in various
parts of the world, and highlight the opportunities and potential
barriers to promote positive animal welfare in a global context.

ANIMAL MANAGEMENT AND

HUSBANDRY: DIFFERENT CHALLENGES,

UNIVERSAL NEEDS

Positive welfare is currently not a unified concept (Lawrence
et al., 2019; Rault et al., 2020), but inferences can be drawn

from recent examples in animal management or husbandry.
The ability for animals to express normal behaviour (Fraser,
2008), and being engaged with a perception of control over
their environment (Mellor, 2015), resonate with consumers
and Western societal views in general (Lassen et al., 2006;
Carnovale et al., 2021), leading to a rising interest for “welfare-
friendly” farming systems in high-income countries where the
products are sold with special labels (Heerwagen et al., 2015).
Those housing conditions typically provide animals with more
behavioural opportunities, such as greater freedom of movement,
outdoor access, and generally more complex environments;
hence with greater potential to trigger positive experiences and
thereby positive welfare. However, those housing systems can
also come with greater risks, such as potentially higher mortality
or disease incidence (Lay et al., 2011; Weeks et al., 2016;
Hemsworth, 2018), due to the same provisions that in other
circumstances or for other individuals can elicit positive welfare
from the opportunities mentioned above.

Animals in low-income countries often live in conditions that
one could consider similar to those “welfare-friendly” systems,
where they are free to roam around, forage and express an array
of natural behaviours. This is not only the case for farm animals.
In fact, free-roaming dogs (owned or not) are estimated to
constitute approximately 75% of the dog population worldwide
(> 700 million to ∼ 1 billion, Lord et al., 2013), making free-
roaming dogs the norm and “pet”1 dogs the exception (see
Box 1). Although free-roaming animals are potentially able to
meet some of their own needs, good welfare does not necessarily
arise from total freedom and no human intervention, i.e., animals
left to their own. Mortality and morbidity, indicative of serious
animal welfare challenges, are still prevalent in many parts of
the world. For example, 81% of free-roaming dogs in a studied
population in India died before 7 months of age, and 63% of that
mortality was considered to be due to humans (Paul et al., 2016).
In Africa, diseases, predation and drought have been estimated
to cause the death of one in four young ruminants and one in 10
adult ruminants each year (Grace et al., 2012).

Animals from the same species have universal needs wherever
they live in the world, shaped by evolution into species-specific
needs. Those animal needs are to a large degree retained in
domestic animals (Price, xbib1999), irrespective of housing and
management systems, genetic selection, living environments, or
their utility to humans. This offers the advantage that we can
use a common basis to assess animal welfare states, such as
with animal-based measures, i.e., indicators of how the animal
copes with the conditions in which it lives (e.g., body condition,
cleanliness, disease or injury, gait, but also social interactions,
play and other behaviours; Butterworth et al., 2018; and see below
last section).

Despite the rising scientific interest for positive welfare, there
are still currently few validated indicators of positive welfare

1We use ‘pet’ here in the general sense of the term of an animal cared for by
a specific individual for the purpose of companionship. What people consider a
‘pet’ may differ between cultures and definitions, as some people may consider for
example a free-roaming animal their pet, and other animals may be cared for by
the community rather than an individual person.

Frontiers in Animal Science | www.frontiersin.org 2 February 2022 | Volume 3 | Article 825379

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/animal-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/animal-science#articles


Rault et al. Positive Welfare in the World

BOX 1 | Comparing Companion Dogs and Village Dogs

The World’s dog population has been estimated to consist of between 500

million and 1 billion individuals. Of these only a minority, about 150 million

in the United States and Europe and a smaller number of millions in other

parts of the world, live as companion dogs (Lord et al., 2013). Some of the

remaining dogs are working dogs, but the vast majority are free-roaming dogs

in different parts of the world; and many of these are so-called “village dogs.”

Comparing companion dogs and village dogs, it is obvious that the village

dogs have an advantage when it comes to positive welfare. In many ways

village dogs live a ‘natural’ life in line with what they have adapted for during

the last 10,000–15,000 years where they have existed as a species. They

live close to humans, typically associating with one or more human families

but also with opportunities to roam, dig and scavenge and to seek other

canine and human company. Therefore, they are occupied and can exercise

a large degree of autonomy. Unlike these, many dogs living as companion

animals in modern, urban or suburban settings live lives where they, to a

large degree, miss out on these aspects of positive welfare. Companion

dogs typically are much more confined and many of them have to manage

loneliness most (human) working days, which in turn gives rise to a number

of behavioural problems that negatively affect their welfare (Amat et al.,

2014). However, when it comes to health-related welfare challenges the

typical villages dog is likely to be more affected than the companion dog

by under- or malnutrition, lack of veterinary care, parasites and infectious

diseases, and hostility from humans. These problems are typically aggravated

by uncontrolled reproduction. Consequently, free-roaming dogs face a very

high level of pup mortality, with a life expectancy less than a year, much lower

than the 10 to 12 years found among companion dogs (Paul et al., 2016).

Picture source: Q. Sonntag.

to allow its assessment in practice (Boissy et al., 2007; Yeates
and Main, 2008; Keeling et al., 2021). While there has been
a lot of research on practices or situations that induce animal
suffering (Dawkins, 2008), the way positive experiences can
buffer or alleviate negative welfare experiences and improve the
resulting welfare state of an animal remains scientifically poorly
understood (Yeates andMain, 2008; Fife-Cook and Franks, 2019;
Lawrence et al., 2019; Rault et al., 2020). Finding valid and
robust indicators of positive welfare should help to understand
its contribution to animal welfare states, and these indicators
could potentially be integrated to animal welfare assessment
schemes worldwide.

Thus, high- and low-income countries alike may be able
to adopt common approaches (e.g., policies, assessment)
that comprehensively address animal welfare by avoiding

welfare challenges while promoting opportunities for
positive experiences.

POSITIVE WELFARE: A FIRST WORLD

PROBLEM OR AN OPPORTUNITY FOR

LOW-INCOME COUNTRIES?

The historical approach to animal welfare in Western culture
evolved over time from emphasising the need to reduce welfare
challenges to the need to ensure positive welfare (Lawrence et al.,
2019). The question arises whether this sequence is the necessary
route to follow for other parts of the world, or whether positive
animal welfare can be attained without first addressing the need
to reduce welfare challenges? To answer this question, three
factors need to be considered: the salience of animal welfare
in a given society; the cultural, religious and social diversity of
communities interacting with domestic animals; and the way
people value animals.

The salience of animal welfare refers to the importance people
attach to it. Historically, much animal welfare change in high-
income countries was driven by consumer opposition to industry
practices that result in poor animal welfare (e.g., Harrison, 1964).
Public pressure resulted in laws and regulations to be enacted
(e.g., UK Brambell committee; Farm Animal Welfare British
Farm Animal Welfare Council, 1993), or now changes driven
by the market rather than regulation (Sandøe et al., 2020).
Activism to promote animal welfare has become a salient issue
for societies in high-income countries of the Western world. In
low-income countries where people may be struggling to satisfy
their most basic needs for survival, animal welfare often is not
a priority due to its low salience in the presence of other more
pressing issues. The importance of animal welfare relative to
other more proximal issues is therefore often limited in resource-
poor communities.

In addition to the relative importance of animal welfare in
a given society, cultural factors impact the way animal welfare
is approached in different countries. Animals in Africa, for
example, fulfil important roles linked to traditional healing
practices, connecting with the ancestors and celebrations
(Qekwana et al., 2019). Cultural beliefs around animals represent
the world in a different manner to what is considered to be in line
with findings from animal welfare science in Western terms, and
may present obstacles when attempts are made to address animal
health and welfare issues. However, the Western individualistic
approach differs from African “ubuntu” culture, a worldview that
espouses the values of sharing, participation, caring and mutual
respect as expressed in the phrase “I am because you are, and
you are because we are” (Nkondo, 2007). This collective approach
to maintaining a cohesive society that includes respecting
nature and animals could be helpful in employing more
culturally sensitive approaches in dealing with societal change
(Etiyibo, 2017).

These first two factors, namely the lack of salience of animal
welfare and the cultural differences, do not imply that people with
different priorities or beliefs cannot be sensitised to the needs of
animals and change their behaviour toward animals. The solution
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BOX 2 | Case StudyWith a Community-Based, Participatory and Culturally

Sensitive Approach

A study in a rural area in South Africa (Sonntag, 2018) investigated

the utilisation of participatory reflection and action in facilitating awareness

of rabies prevention. Participatory engagement employs an asset-based

(positive psychology) approach (Whiting et al., 2012), emphasising the assets

already present in a community and using these in an empowerment

process. The participatory process furthermore encourages learning about

and respect for local beliefs in co-creating solutions with community

participants (Amauchi et al., 2021). In this case, a series of participatory

meetings spanning several months enabled a group of community members

to expand their knowledge about rabies and its prevention to the degree

that they became local rabies experts. They were able to devise their

own plan for rabies control and eventually took ownership of the emerging

rabies challenge in their community. The participants utilised house-to-house

information-sharing visits to engage with community members about rabies

and produced an educational drama about rabies control that was performed

at local primary schools, as depicted on the picture. Outcomes of the

participatory process included increased rabies awareness in the community

as well as a positive (and unexpected) change in attitudes towards dogs.

This attitudinal change resulted in increased empathy towards dogs, thus

supporting animal welfare. Picture source: Q. Sonntag.

may be in the way the topic of animal welfare is introduced
or discussed. A community-based, participatory and culturally
sensitive approach can be an effective way to change thinking
and human behaviour related to animal welfare (Sonntag, 2018;
see Box 2). Given this type of approach, it may be possible
to draw upon existing values within a community to address
positive animal welfare while simultaneously eliminating welfare
challenges. Therefore, participative and inclusive approaches
such as community-based initiatives can empower people to
make a difference.

The third factor, namely the way people perceive the value of
animals, drives animal welfare in different ways. When animals
have a perceived economic value and improving their welfare
leads to an increased profit, better welfare can be linked to a
tangible positive consequence (McInerney, 2004). On the other
hand, recognition of the inherent value of animals that places
a moral responsibility on people to ensure that animals do not
suffer, or at least do not suffer unnecessarily, can also improve
animal welfare (Spooner et al., 2014). In Mexico, Portugal and

Spain, for example, the welfare of working equids was higher
when their owners had an intrinsic appreciation of the animals
as opposed to merely valuing them for their instrumental value
(Proops et al., 2021). Consequently, both the instrumental value
and intrinsic value of animals can drive change in practices that
affect animal welfare.

It is already evident in low-income countries that the
economic advantage of improving animal welfare can result in
positive changes for animals. In Southern Africa, for example,
animals destined for international trade experience better welfare
in export abattoirs, as compared to animals in local abattoirs or
during traditional slaughter at homesteads (Ndou et al., 2011;
Qekwana et al., 2019). This phenomenon appears to be merely
a response to the economic incentive and not necessarily a result
of transformational thinking about the moral status of animals
in terms of possessing intrinsic value. When animals do not
necessarily have a practical value, understanding their intrinsic
value may be addressed by building upon existing value systems
such as ubuntu instead of introducing an unfamiliar Western
point of view (Nkondo, 2007).

As it appears that minimum standards can be complied
with when there is adequate perceived economic benefit
to do so, one may assume that improvement in animal
welfare can occur through the application of policies and
regulations, driven by the perceived economic benefit. However,
to achieve a more lasting change in attitudes toward animals,
it would be necessary to evoke the ethical argument for
the improvement of animal welfare. The duty of care, as
an ethical consideration, may vary depending on cultural
factors, and for instance whether someone feels responsible
for that particular individual animal. It could be argued that
when the ethical driver is successful in changing perceptions
about animals, it could lead directly to the understanding
that animals require optimal well-being. Thus, it might be
possible to attain positive animal welfare directly, without first
focussing solely on the minimisation of welfare challenges.
Nevertheless, high-income countries have more access to
resources and thus may be in a better position than low-income
countries to address this trade-off between output efficiency and
animal welfare.

ACKNOWLEDGING ANIMAL WELFARE AS

A MULTI-STAKEHOLDER TOPIC AND ITS

DIVERSITY

It is evident that the understanding and importance of
animal welfare differs for each and every individual, region
and culture. Animal welfare is a complex and multifaceted
topic, involving scientific, ethical, economic, cultural, social,
religious, and political dimensions (British Farm Animal
Welfare Council, 1993; Fraser, 2008), and also intrinsically
linked with the environment and human health (Pinillos,
2018).

Although livestock farms are getting larger and more
concentrated in both high-income and low-income countries,
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the majority of livestock worldwide, primarily living in low-
income countries, are still kept in small scale farms, free-range
or backyards (International Fund for Agricultural Development,
2013). However, it should be emphasised that small scale
farming does not necessarily mean higher welfare, non-confined
systems or greater free-roaming opportunities. Livestock make
a significant contribution to the livelihoods of smallholder
farmers in low-income countries, mainly through subsistence
and small-scale commercial production. In Bangladesh for
example, the farming system is dominated by smallholders (96%
of holdings) with diversified on-farm and off-farm livelihood
strategies: most keeping livestock, tending homestead gardens,
and cultivating rice (Perry et al., 2018). In Zambia, 82% of cattle,
97% of goats and 64% of sheep, respectively, are farmed on
smallholdings (Zambia Ministry of Fisheries Livestock, 2019).
This means that it can be challenging to reach the people
caring for those animals, for example to raise awareness of
the animals’ needs (Braae et al., 2016). In addition, small scale
farming typically present highly heterogeneous conditions, which
requires taking into consideration the diversity of situations and
means available.

Applied research plays a key role, particularly as it relates
to indicators and ways of assessing animal welfare. The use
of animal-based measures (also called performance or output
criteria), describe welfare in terms of the animal’s state, rather
than the potential of the situation or what the animal is
provided with. Animal-based measures are increasingly used
to assess animal welfare, and a number of scientifically valid
indicators are available (e.g., Butterworth et al., 2018; OIE,
2018). Therefore, where there are multifactorial problems and
it is therefore difficult to provide specifications (resource-
based criteria) for all contributing factors, or when conditions
are too heterogeneous (e.g., large differences between animal-
holding systems, countries, etc.), the most practical solution is to
monitor animal-based criteria to ascertain the animal’s welfare
state. This approach can be efficient to tackle simultaneously
welfare challenges and positive animal welfare in low- and
middle-income countries and where resources are limited.
Nevertheless, resource- and management-based measures can
be valuable, when the resource has a strong predictive link to
its welfare implication, or when expertise in animal welfare
assessment or access to the animals is limited such as in the
small-scale farming highlighted above and as an initial step
toward progress.

However, focus on improving animal welfare requires an effort
from the relevant stakeholders to educate not only farmers or
caretakers but potentially also the competent authorities, possibly
through improvement in the quality of the regulatory framework.
To achieve consensus in ensuring animal welfare worldwide, the
World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) for example has
since 2002 included animal welfare into its mandate, achieving
significant advances worldwide in the development of science-
based animal welfare standards for food producing animals but
also animals used in research and education, working equids,
dog populations and farmed fish among others (OIE, 2021a,b).
These OIE standards have been used to guide implementation

of animal welfare standards in the public and private sectors
(ISO, 2016).

Finally, the importance of social sciences (psychology,
sociology, ethics) and community engagement are often
determinant in the success of translating scientific findings
into applications and solutions in practice (Lund et al., 2006;
Miele et al., 2011; Sonntag, 2018). Given that animal welfare
is constantly evolving according to our scientific knowledge of
the needs of animals, and in the way humans influence animal
welfare, it is important to continuously monitor and review the
processes and conditions guiding animal welfare in practice.
This requires seeking new perspectives and new ways of viewing
challenges, in order to meet the evolving demands of society
and incorporate positive welfare for a balanced approach to
animal welfare.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

There has been a development originating in high-income
Western countries to consider animal welfare, in the way that
most people use this term at present. At first, this development
underpinned by the emerging animal welfare science focussed
on avoiding animal welfare challenges, i.e., “negative welfare”.
In the past two or three decades, however, there has been a
shift in the same countries to consider so-called positive welfare
where the focus is on behavioural expression and being positively
engaged, with an on-going discussion about the underlying idea
of what constitutes a good animal life. Animal welfare science
is only beginning to catch up with this development but there
are some potential dilemmas between limiting welfare challenges
and increasing opportunities to allow behavioural expression and
being positively engaged.

In this paper, we have considered the opportunities and
challenges arising from broadening this development to include
low-income countries. We argued that the shift toward positive
welfare is not only a potential burden but also an opportunity
for low-income countries. In high-income countries, intensive
housing is more common, with animals sometimes lacking
opportunities for behavioural expression or being positively
engaged. Conversely, in low-income countries, it is often more
about the provision of resources to the animals to prevent animal
welfare challenges. There are potential economic incentives
to improve welfare in a way where positive welfare and
avoidance of welfare challenges go hand in hand. There are also
opportunities for local cultural transformations where positive
animal welfare becomes part of the local mind-set, with the
opportunity for local developments of the idea of a good
animal life.

There is however, currently a lack of data on the extent
to which different animals kept in low-income countries, such
as free-roaming livestock and dogs, experience more positive
welfare and how well welfare challenges are being controlled.
Animal welfare assessment and benchmark measures should be
developed and taken up through engagement with stakeholders
in various parts of the world.
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