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Abstract

This paper argues that the current drive towards greater use of animal-based measures for welfare assessment raises important issues
for how farm visits by welfare assessors are performed. As social scientists, we employ a number of contemporary social science ideas
to offer a new approach to examining the practice and performance of farm animal assessment. We identify key findings from a recent
study of contemporary farm assessment and speculate upon what some of the challenges of introducing animal-based measures may
be. We conclude by arguing for a greater awareness of how sets of knowledge are made, circulated, practiced and become an integral
component of the procedures, practices and discourses around farm animal welfare assessment in farm assurance.
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Introduction
As the welfare of farm animals becomes an increasingly

important part of foodchain regulation, process or system

validation and product differentiation, ever greater scientific

and practical attention is now being paid to the improve-

ment of welfare indicators and to the more accurate animal-

based measurement of positive and negative welfare states.

Within the agro-food industry and retail sector, on-farm

assessment of animal welfare is a rapidly growing and

necessary component of the many industry, private and

retailer farm assurance schemes that have emerged in recent

years to promote quality food markets and respond to

consumer concerns over husbandry methods. 

Yet, despite widespread recognition of the value and impor-

tance of farm assurance schemes as vehicles for delivering

farm animal welfare assessments and improving farm

animal welfare, very little research focuses explicitly on the

farm assessment visit itself and the on-farm practice of

assessment. We argue that this encounter between a farm

assessor, the farmers and their animals is an ‘event’ that

deserves far greater attention because it is the place where

qualitatively different standards and referentials of farm

animal welfare are identified and assessed by trained indi-

viduals operating with variable farming contingencies.

Moreover, this is a practice that is increasingly highly

valued in the market place by retailers and their consumers. 

We hold that the current drive towards the greater use of

animal-based measures for welfare assessment (Botreau

et al 2007; Main et al 2007), in addition to more conven-

tional resource-based measures, raises important issues for

how farm visits are performed and, more specifically, how

issues of judgement are negotiated. We contend that the

judgement of the assessor reflects both interpersonal inter-

action with farmers and impressionistic factors, such as the

‘look and feel’ of the farming operation. We consider how

the capacity for interpersonal interaction and impressions of

the farm are a valid contribution to assessment and can be

considered a good thing. Critically, we believe that such an

investigation of the rich resource of sets of knowledge and

insights derived from the analysis of on-farm assessment

practices can help shape and determine how this new style

of farm animal assessment can be introduced. 

In approaching this from a social science perspective, we

respond to Lund et al’s (2006) call for interdisciplinary

animal studies and draw upon a number of contemporary

social science ideas to offer a new approach for examining

the practice and performance of farm animal assessment

than is currently offered by animal science (Wood et al
1998; Whay et al 2003). After identifying key findings from

a recent study of contemporary farm assessment, we

speculate upon what some of the challenges of introducing

animal-based measures may be. This paper concludes by

arguing for a greater awareness of how sets of knowledge

are made, circulated, practiced and become integral within

the procedures, practices and discourses around farm

animal welfare assessment in farm assurance. We assert that

the informal knowledge-making processes, which inform

assessor judgement, have a positive value and key role to

play in formal animal-based observations.
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