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Abstract

In nature, animals need to actively engage with the environment in order to prosper in survival and reproduction. Hence, agency is a
central adaptive characteristic of animal life. In this paper, I propose that from the adaptive/functional point of view, four levels of
agency can be distinguished, namely passive/reactive agency (animal being behaviourally passive or purely reactive), action-driven
agency (animal behaviourally pursuing current desirable outcomes), competence-building agency (animal engaging with the environ-
ment to gain skills and information for future use) and aspirational agency (the animal achieving long-term goals through planning
and autobiographical reflection). Recent progress in affective neurobiology indicates that each tier of agency is supported by a different
type of affective functioning, at least in the case of mammals. Furthermore, the particular agency levels can be linked to distinct
degrees of awareness as defined by recent selfhood theories. Based on this coupling between agency adaptive functioning, affective
neurobiology and animal awareness levels, I examine several links between animal agency and animal welfare, including the notion
of animal boredom, and discuss how animal agency might be promoted in the restrictive frameworks of intensive animal farming.
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Introduction
How important is agency (operationally defined as inner-
motivated behavioural engagement with the environment,
cf Steward 2012; Mayr 2013) for the welfare of captive
animals? In order to secure a basis for answering this
question, I will first examine the phenomenon of animal
agency from three perspectives: from the perspective of
adaptive functioning, from the perspective of affective
functioning and from the perspective of
awareness/selfhood. Then, I will outline welfare implica-
tions of agency and discuss some developments that may
make it easier to implement agency-promoting measures
in practical intensive husbandry.
This article is an elaboration of the idea (first published in
Špinka & Wemelsfelder 2011) of animal agency as a
process that brings competence as a result, with both the
process and the resulting altered state of the animal being
important for its welfare. Here, I develop the idea in two
ways: first, by including also the very low and very high
tiers of agency and, second, by linking the agency levels
with two other lines of animal welfare inquiry, namely
affective neuroscience and awareness/selfhood theory. This
effort is a parallel development with the ‘effectiveness
approach’ to animal welfare (Franks & Higgins 2012).
While the concept of Franks and Higgins and the concept
presented here have much in common, they differ in

emphasis (and, thus, can fruitfully complement each other).
The effectiveness concept reveals the important distinction
between the outcome achievement (value effectiveness),
information gathering (truth effectiveness) and being in
control (control effectiveness) and posits that the combina-
tion of all three (organisational effectiveness) brings the
best welfare; the approach presented here highlights the
ontogenetic time dimension of the cumulative agency tiers
and stresses their link to awareness levels.

Agency from the adaptive point of view
Behavioural interaction with the environment is a defining
feature of animals or, at the very least, of post-Cambrian
multicellular animals with active complex bodies (Godfrey-
Smith 2016). From the adaptive point of view, animals need
to behave proactively in order to prosper in surviving and
reproducing. If the animal were to behave only in reaction
to events in the external environment, it would quickly
succumb to other, more active living beings. Thus, from the
adaptive perspective, agency is very important.
For the purpose of this article, I will distinguish four tiers on
the agency scale: passive/reactive agency, action-driven
agency, competence-building agency and aspirational
agency. (Table 1). The levels are cumulative in that the
presence of a lower level is a precondition for the posses-
sion of any higher level. The decisive criterion for distin-
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