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Abstract

Animal welfare is generally referred to as the quality of an animal’s life as experienced by the individual animal. On-farm welfare
assessment, however, usually relies on both individual and group measures. As regards the latter, individual animals are not identified
(eg incidence of stereotypic behaviour in a pen) or features of the whole group (eg score obtained from qualitative behaviour assess-
ment) are used. This raises the question whether our current approaches to on-farm assessment sufficiently consider the individual
nature of animal welfare. Measures assessed at the group level bear the disadvantage that distribution across group members may
be skewed and the most affected individuals are not necessarily identified. However, the importance of knowing about the welfare
state of individual animals depends on the purpose of the assessment. If the primary aim is farm assurance, the individual animal is
of lesser importance, but non-compliance with thresholds at herd/farm level or comparison with peer farms may induce change. Using
individual measures in a sample of animals means that animals not sampled but requiring intervention, eg for treatment of lameness,
would have to be identified subsequently. Measures truly taken at the group level make individual interventions difficult, but interven-
tions implemented at the group level (eg reducing stocking density) do not necessarily require information on the individual animal.
Automatic detection of welfare-relevant states has received increased attention and identifying individual animals with impaired
welfare seems to be promising. Automated early detection of problems may also reduce the ethical dilemma that traditional assess-
ments at the end of the production cycle, eg in broiler chickens, may identify welfare impairments but not directly benefit the affected
animals. Reflection on individual and group measures and their consequences for animal welfare may help in interpreting the
outcomes of the assessments and stimulate future developments in the field.

Keywords: animal welfare, group measures, individual measures, on-farm assessment, purpose, welfare improvement

Introduction
Independent of the views on animal welfare, ie the ‘biolog-
ical functioning’, the ‘affective states’ or the ‘naturalness’
view (Fraser 2003), there is general consensus that animal
welfare is a characteristic of the individual animal (Broom
2010). However, when assessing welfare on-farm, the
measures may be recorded in (a sample of) individual
animals, eg health-related indicators, such as lameness or
skin lesions (eg Zuliani et al 2018), but in many cases they
will be assessed at group level. The latter refers to, eg using
behaviour sampling to record the occurrence of agonistic
interactions in a group of animals during a certain period of
time (eg Tremetsberger & Winckler 2012). Due to the often
large number of animals present in a farm unit, for feasi-
bility reasons the individual animals performing the
behaviour in question are not identified (see, for example,
the Welfare Quality® protocol for cattle in Table 1). It is
therefore not possible to trace the outcomes back to indi-
vidual animals. Another type of group measure uses aspects
of the group as a whole without even distinguishing

between animals. For example, the optical flow pattern of
collective movements of broiler flocks has been suggested
as a promising approach to assessing and managing broiler
welfare (Dawkins et al 2012).
In fact, even if some of the information is obtained from
individual animals, it is usually expressed as a group or
farm/herd outcome, eg as prevalence (proportion of animals
affected by a condition at a specific point in time) or
incidence (number of cases/events within a specified period
of time). One may therefore question whether we suffi-
ciently consider the individual nature of animal welfare in
our current approaches to on-farm welfare assessment and
how reasonable it is to assess welfare at the group or farm
level. In this paper, I will first challenge the extent to which
both individual and group measures of welfare actually
reflect the welfare state of the assessed animals.
Considering the ultimate aim of welfare improvement, I will
then discuss how important (and feasible) it is to know
about the welfare state of the individual animal. Different
purposes of on-farm welfare assessment, ie evaluation at
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