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Our Mission  
The British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA) is a professional body 

representing and promoting the values of the best zoos and aquariums in the UK and 

Ireland. We lead and support our members: 

 

¶ To inspire people to help conserve the natural world. 

¶ To participate in effective cooperative conservation programmes. 

¶ To deliver the highest quality environment al education, training and research. 

¶ To achieve the highest standards of animal care and welfare in zoos, aquariums and 

in the wild. 

 

We have more than 120 zoo and aquarium members whom we support in their commitment 

to be at the forefront of conservation,  education, research and animal welfare. 
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What is animal welfare?  

There is no single, universally accepted 

definition of animal welfare, but broadly it 

refers to the state of the animal as 

perceived by the animal  itself , with 

regards to its attempts to cope with its 

environment (Broom, 1988). Welfare and 

ethics  are closely linked but are not the 

same; ethics is to do with how we (society) 

think an animal should be treated (Gray, 

2017).  

 

The difference between animal 
welfare & animal care  

Even though as zoo professionals we have 

the best intentions for our animals, good 

animal welfare is not always guaranteed  

by good animal care . An animal could 

have poor welfare because of an 

underlying health issue or inability to 

cope  with something, even if every effort 

has been made to provide for its welfare 

needs, such as opportunities to express 

species-specific behaviours, appropriate 

nutr ition and veterinary care. For this 

reason, animal welfare assessment should 

be as scientific and objective  as possible; 

this requires us to take measurements not 

just from the animalõs environment but 

also from the animal itself. 

 

Mental & physical components 
of animal welfare  
A growing number of scientists believe 

that an animalõs feelings are central to 

assessing its welfare . There is evidence 

for both positive and negative feelings in 

nonhuman animals. Physical health  is also 

an integral part of welfare, but the link 

between physical health and welfare is not 

always straightforward. An animal cannot 

always ôfeelõ physical health problems; for 

example if a disease causes no pain or 

suffering. We must remember that welfare 

is about the animalõs own experiences, not 

ours (Broom, 1988).  

 

The spectrum and see-saw approaches to 

visualising an animalõs welfare: 

It can be useful to visualise the 

dynamic nature of animal welfare 

as a spectrum or a ôsee-sawõ. 

Welfare can be depicted as sliding 

along a spectrum, ranging from  

very  poor to very good . A see-

saw depicts welfare as the overall 

balance of positive and 

negative mental experiences  an 

animal has. Some welfare 

problems may be short-lived and 

will not reflect an animalõs overall 

quality of life , whereas others 

may be chronic and have more 

significant impacts (Green & 

Mellor, 2011).  
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Zoo animal welfare in 
perspective  
Zoos have moral, ethical and legal 

obligations  towards the animals in their 

care (Mellor et al., 2015; Gray, 2017). 

Striving for the highest possible animal 

welfare standards  for the benefit of the 

animals themselves is justification alone. 

But high animal welfare standards also 

underpin the key roles of the modern 

zoo: conservation, education and 

research. Animals with good welfare are 

better candidates for conservation 

breeding programmes, are more valid 

subjects for research projects, and are 

better ambassadors for their species when 

educating the public. 

 
 

Zoos are striving forwards with 
animal welfare  
Within the last decade, zoos have made 

significant welfare advances including 

more collaborations  with academic and 

industry researchers; acceptance and 

refinement of new tools and techniques ; 

and increased employment of dedicated 

zoo animal welfare scientists  (Fraser, 

2009; Ward et al., 2018). The World 

Association of Zoos and Aquariums 

(WAZA) Animal Welfare Strategy  states 

that zoos are now centres for animal 

welfare expertise, and that the zoo 

community should strive to be òanimal 

welfare leaders, advocates and 

authoritative advisersó (Mellor et al., 2015, 

p. 9).  

 

Zoo animal welfare at a 

glance 
 

The scientific study of animal welfare is 

rapidly advancing in zoos.  

 

Good standards of care (housing and 

husbandry) contribute to, but do not 

always guarantee, good animal welfare.  

 

There are mental and physical 

components of welfare, but most 

scientists now agree that how an animal 

feels is central to assessing its welfare.  

 

For more information on animal 

welfare theory, please see 

Section 6 , Useful Resources in 

this Toolkit. 
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How to assess zoo animal 
welfare  
 
Behavioural indicators  

The problem with  the ôfeelings approachõ 

to welfare is that we cannot directly ask 

animals how they think or feel. For this 

reason it is necessary to observe how an 

animal behaves and infer their welfare 

from this. The most common approach is 

to look for and measure behavioural 

indicators of positive  and/or negative  

welfare . Many of these indicators are 

species-specific. How much of the animalõs 

time they occupy relative to other 

behaviours also needs to be considered, 

not just whether they are present/absent. 

 

Once behavioural indicators have been 

ôvalidated õ (there is scientific evidence to 

support they are related to good or poor 

welfare because they are also linked to 

other indicators), it is then possible to use 

them more reliably as behavioural 

shortcuts to assess welfare.   

 

Some scientists measure how much time 

an animal spends performing a range of 

different behaviours, and compare these 

to levels seen in the wild. The notion that 

naturalistic behaviour  reflects good 

welfare is debated, including whether a 

behaviour seen in the wild has the same 

function or benefit for an animal under 

managed care (Veasey et al., 1996). Some 

highly motivated behaviours, known as 

ôbehavioural needsõ may be the most 

important for welfare ( Jensen & Toates, 

1993). Examples of these could include 

exploration and nest-building.   

 

There are many different 

methods available for assessing 

animal welfare. The methods 

commonly used in zoo animals 

are: 

 

Animal -based indicators  

- Behaviour 

- Physical/physiological signs  

 

Resource-based indicators  

- What resources are available 

in the environment  

Behaviour checklist  
 

Possible indicators of  

positive welfare  

Exploration 

Play 

Social behaviour 

Appropriate level/timing of 

activity 

 

Possible indicators of  

negative welfare  

Signs of pain (flinching, 

lameness) 

Excessive signs of fear (startling, 

hiding)  

Signs of boredom (apathy) or 

disengagement 

Signs of frustration (overt 

aggression) 

Abnormal/aberrant behaviour  

 

This is not an exhaustive list, and will not be relevant to all zoo 

species.  
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Physiological indicators  

The measurement of stress hormones  

such as cortisol is becoming more 

accessible to zoos through collaborations 

with external labs, and there are a small 

number of specialist labs within major 

zoos. However, this is still a complex 

method requiring endocrinology expertise, 

time and financial investments which far 

exceed the traditional behaviour approach  

(Moberg & Mench, 2000 ).  

 

Scientists are beginning to understand 

that not all stress is associated with 

poor welfare . While animals can show an 

increase in stress-related hormones in 

times of distress, these hormones can 

equally increase in a response to playing, 

mating and cognitive challenge. Other 

physical and physiological responses to 

stress, such as changes to heart rate and 

blood pressure, can be measured using 

bio-loggers if appropriate for the species 

and setting (Moberg & Mench, 2000 ).  

 

 

Resource indicators  

Given some of the difficulties with 

assessing welfare through animal -based 

measures (what an animal does, inferred 

from its behaviour or health signs), it is not 

surprising that many zoos favour a 

resource -based approach. Welfare is 

assessed in terms of what the animal has 

in its environment . When using resource-

based indicators of welfare, it is important 

to have evidence to support that those 

resources are actually linked to increased 

welfare . 

 

 

Freedoms, Needs or  
Domains? 
 

The Five Freedoms has been a 

widely-recognised animal welfare 

òchecklistó for decades, but was 

originally established for farmed 

animals. The Five Welfare Needs was 

a modification to the original Five 

Freedoms, referring to what 

provisions an animal needs for good 

welfare.  

 

The Five Freedoms/Needs do not 

reflect our current knowledge of 

animal welfare, which has significantly 

advanced over the past several 

decades (Mellor et al., 2015). The 

most modern animal welfare 

assessment framework is the Five 

Domains , which places more 

emphasis on an animalõs feelings (see 

Welfare Evolution diagram on next 

page, and Section 4, How to 

Perform a Collection Welfare 

Audit ). 
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