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Simple Summary: Farm animal welfare is one of the more controversial and complicated topics
facing modern agriculture. To proceed forward, a sound understanding of multiple economic aspects
must be appreciated. This article provides a short summary of these economic perspectives with a
focus on the US situation.

Abstract: The topic of farm animal welfare (FAW) is both complex and controversial, and inherently
involves expertise and views from multiple disciplines. This article provides a summary of economic
perspectives on FAW issues in the United States. Practices related to FAW can occur through legal,
market or voluntary programs. FAW is not a primary driver of US food demand but negative press
has industry-wide effects. Aligning FAW supply and demand can be facilitated through labeling,
education, and voluntary programs, but all have pros and cons.
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1. Introduction

US livestock, dairy and poultry producers have faced increasing scrutiny of production practices
perceived to be related to farm animal welfare (FAW) in recent years [1–4]. FAW is no longer a fringe
issue—but it is also not the primary driver of US food demand. Consumers expect a safe, reliable,
and affordable food supply, which US farmers have and will continue to provide. The general US
population has little connection to modern commercial agriculture and, therefore, essentially no context
to accurately understand production practices. Surveys consistently reveal a high level of trust and
respect for farmers and maintaining that trust is of utmost importance to ensure market access and
avoid unnecessary regulation.

Livestock producers are the primary caretakers of farm animals and their decisions regarding
housing systems, feed type, and health management directly impact FAW [5]. In economic terms,
livestock producers are the suppliers of farm animals, providing meat, milk, egg, and other products
demanded by consumers [6]. Production economics can help us understand the producer’s situation,
reflecting the complex set of economic incentives and constraints they face. Moreover, recognizing
behavioral aspects of how livestock producers view FAW and what attitudes they hold regarding FAW
further this understanding [7].

The primary motivation for producers to recognize and respond to public and consumer concerns,
perceptions and demands for FAW-related production practice changes is maintaining the social license
to produce. Social license is a concept that relates to the public trust in the production system. Without
social license, regulation of some sort would follow. In general, producers wish to avoid regulation as
it tends to increase costs—particularly in heterogeneous industries when a rigid standard is applied.

Given a great deal of research on consumer perceptions and demand for FAW has been carried
out, there are many general conclusions and lessons that can be drawn with implications for farm
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practices [8]. This article provides a summary of economic perspectives on FAW issues in the
United States. Understanding the economic situation facing livestock producers and reflecting on
the myriad of formal and informal signals they receive regarding production practices can elevate
the overall understanding regarding current and future FAW [6]. This article is structured as a series
of observations supported by the economics literature to spur more efficient decision-making and
subsequently improve FAW management and policy outcomes.

2. Methods of FAW Practice Change

Over time, FAW-related production practices adjust as livestock producers respond to an array
of signals which can broadly be viewed as two primary methods of change: Market and legal [9].
In the market method, FAW adjustments occur from livestock, dairy or poultry producers seeking
to fulfill a perceived market opportunity. Market-driven changes occur as retailers, such as grocers
and restaurant chains, insist on practices that they can market at the farm level. In some cases, the
retailers are responding to pressure from consumer groups, but often they are seeking to increase
corporate image. One example is voluntary enrollment in the 5-step Global Animal Partnership
program, widely associated with Whole Foods Market (a US-based grocer primarily selling natural and
organic products) [10]. A second example is enrollment in a United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Process Verified Program [11]. Other examples include partial shifts toward swine production
without use of gestation stalls and egg production without use of laying hen cages. In each case,
voluntary adjustment by producers reflects a segment of livestock being produced in a different way,
corresponding with private efforts to align the supply of livestock products carrying a FAW claim with
higher livestock prices offered by upstream livestock buyers.

Perhaps the most contentious method of farm animal welfare-related practice change is legal.
Changes in legislation or ballot initiatives result in legally binding consequences for how animals
are reared in a specific geographic region [12]. A high-profile ballot example is the 2008 passage of
Proposition 2 in California [13], while the US 28-h transportation rule [14] is an example of binding
legislation. A common concern with the legal avenue is that “unfunded mandates” follow—producers
are required to adjust practices without corresponding monetary benefits that help offset associated
adjustment costs [15]. This “vote-buy” gap is core to contention of the legal avenue [16]. A main benefit
of the legal avenue is establishment of clear minimum standards impacting all covered producers.
Ballot initiatives can be attractive to activist groups. These initiatives are often written generically about
farm animal space and natural behavior allowances. Ballot initiatives do not specify detailed system
practices and the method to which they are implemented can be very important when determining
actual farm effects. This lack of detail is also a source of great uncertainty for farmers who must make
investment decisions. In some cases, legislation is used to avoid a ballot initiative and may be a useful
alternative if the animal industries can be involved in the process.

Either the market or legal method can be the impetus for voluntary programs adopted by
producers. These programs might realize premiums for farmers—or at least avoid market discounts. It
is important to note that these programs are often motivated by the desire to avoid legal mandates or
maintain market access. The primary advantage of a voluntary program can be input from farmers,
industry and consumers to arrive at a set of standards that allow for a flexible farm response. As there
is a great deal of variation in farm size, methods and practices, there are a number of ways for farmers
to achieve FAW standards, which voluntary programs can enable.

3. A Minority of Residents Will Truly Pay More for FAW Change

In an examination of 11 different food values, Lister et al. (2018) found the importance of FAW
was very low for US consumers [17]. Specifically, shares of importance on four different products were
consistently 4–5%: Ground beef (5.2%), beef steak (4.6%), chicken breast (4.1%), and milk products
(4.8%). Conversely, the relative importance of price was consistently around 20%, conveying that, on
average, price is four-times as important to US consumers.
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Consistently, the vast majority of consumers have rated price as the most important factor.
Consumers that profess to higher willingness-to-pay (WTP) for animal welfare-related products tend
to be older, female, and have higher incomes. However, all hypothetical WTP estimates should be
interpreted in the context of hypothetical bias. That is, talk is cheap and saying you would pay more
without the requirement to follow through is costless to the research subject. Further, when respondents
believe that a specific answer reflects favorably upon them, they may choose the most flattering rather
than most correct answer. This is referred to as social desirability bias and likely increases the stated
desire for FAW change [18].

When making a purchase of almost any product, most consumers primarily focus on price. The
reality is that budget constraints make concern over production practices a luxury for many consumers.
A relatively small percentage of the US public cares a great deal about animal welfare to the extent
it alters their actual food purchases. However, small, passionate groups drive discussions and often
practice changes in many areas. Consumers that are most concerned with animal welfare when making
food purchases tend to be older, wealthier, and female [15,19]. This is not to say that others do not
consider animal welfare aspects, but they tend to be of secondary importance to most consumers.

4. FAW Is Confounded with Other Food Topics

With respect to FAW, public perceptions vary depending on species and the way in which questions
are asked. For example, framing a practice in positive light will result in different responses than when
it is framed in a negative light. However, some general patterns hold. First, food safety is an issue that
overwhelms all others when it is present or perceived. Consumers have no interest in food products if
safety is in question. This makes claims or labels that imply food safety issues particularly damaging.
US agriculture has a stellar record of supplying safe food and maintaining this trust is paramount. Food
safety is often conflated with technology, farm size, and environmental issues. Tonsor, Olynk, and Wolf
(2009) found farm size attributes to be a substitute—from the perspective of US pork consumers—for
FAW-oriented production practices [20].

5. FAW Negative Press Matters

When undercover videos or other evidence of animal welfare issues on commercial farms surface,
they are widely viewed and affect public perceptions of the entire industry. Tonsor and Olynk (2011)
found media attention to animal welfare had a small, but statistically significant impact on US pork and
poultry demand [21]. The main economic impact was consumer expenditure reallocated to non-meat
products, rather than spillover to competing meats. Contesting ballot initiatives has also been shown to
have negative market repercussions, as it increases public attention on perceived farm animal welfare
issues [19,22]. More recently, disputes over “ag gag” laws—that seek to limit the ability of opponents
to take undercover videos and pictures—have led some to infer that animal agriculture has something
to hide. Because negative media affects the entire industry, there is reason for programs that maintain
social trust.

6. Why Don’t Producers Maximize FAW?

Ultimately, a basic question arises in FAW discussions—why livestock producers simply do not
“do more”. A situational summary provided by Lusk and Norwood is useful in considering this
question [6]. At the extreme, some ask why producers do not make a focused effort to maximize FAW.
While improving FAW is a worthwhile goal, it is critical to appreciate that livestock producers are no
different than other individuals—they face trade-offs. Any investment or adjustment in effort designed
to improve FAW comes at the expense of an alternative investment or effort that is forgone [23]. Stated
differently, difficult decisions are regularly made in rearing livestock to meet multiple goals, including,
but certainly not limited to, FAW, safety of animal agriculture products, environmental impact, livestock
disease resistance, and firm profitability. The key point is that while improvement in FAW is certainly
worth discussing and a noble goal, there is no free lunch and tough decisions always must be made.
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7. Ways Forward for US Animal Agriculture

So, what are some solutions for the farm animal industry to maintain social trust with respect
to perceived animal welfare issues? Assuming that farmers would prefer to avoid formal regulation,
options include labeling, education, and voluntary certification programs. Process labels describe
how an animal was raised, crops were grown, or ingredients were transformed. Often these labels
focus on what was not done or used, as is the case for “hormone-free” and “GMO-free” labels.
Advantages of process labels include that they provide information, may enhance trust, and can assist
in segmenting the market [24]. Disadvantages include potential information overload (when additional
information can be distracting and complicate decisions), confusion, and elevated food safety and risk
perceptions [25]. Labels communicating a production technology often induce a negative reaction,
resulting in decreased demand for safe products. For example, “contains” has a negative connotation
while “free of” a positive connotation. There are also labeling costs to consider, which results in less
support for labeling [26].

Information changes consumer preferences. This is particularly true when evaluating food
attribute trade-offs [3]. Educational programs are often put forward as a solution because few people
have context for production agriculture (~2% of US citizens are farmers). There is some evidence
that educational programming, such as Breakfast on the Farm, works to enhance public perception
and trust. However, people must want to be educated. There is also some evidence that educational
programs can work against intended goals with lack of context and understanding of production
agriculture [27]. Educational programs can highlight that many valued practices are already supplied
by current commercial agriculture [28]. Another aspect of education to consider is that consumer FAW
concerns are about the production process, rather than the product itself. That is, the concern is with
the animal rather than the meat, milk, or eggs. Lack of recognition about this often leads to producers
and consumers talking past each other in an unproductive manner. Education should not be conflated
with activism or it runs the risk of inducing a negative reaction.

Finally, voluntary programs can assist in maintaining public trust. Program effectiveness depends
largely on certification. Research has shown that certification or verification is fundamental to
public acceptance of animal welfare programs [18]. While people often profess to lack trust in the
government, research reveals that consumers often do not trust industries to police themselves and
prefer USDA certification [29]. Consumers also have more faith in programs where violations result in
real consequences.

8. Conclusions

Viable food animal agriculture requires public trust. Social concerns related to production
agriculture are unlikely to diminish in future years. Awareness and incorporation of these concerns
in production practices and marketing will help ensure social trust, limit restrictive regulation, and
ultimately improve the well-being of animals and people alike. The current literature suggests that
FAW, while not the key driver of demand, has important market effects. The US livestock, dairy
and poultry industries should continue to move to drive the conversation and be involved in any
policy discussions related to potential regulation. Education, labeling, and voluntary programs can
all be part of the discussion and ways forward to address public and consumer concerns related to
FAW. Ultimately, understanding the economic situation facing livestock producers and reflecting on
the formal and informal signals they receive regarding production practices can elevate the overall
understanding regarding current and future FAW issues.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.



Animals 2019, 9, 367 5 of 6

References

1. Lusk, J.L.; Thompson, N.; Weimer, S.L. The Cost and Market Impacts of Slow Growth Broilers. J. Agric. Resour.
Econ. Forthcom. 2018. Available online: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/502c267524aca01df475f9ec/t/
5bdaf60e562fa73fc1584bef/1541076494784/slow+growth+costs+paper+3.pdf/ (accessed on 26 February 2019).

2. Mullally, C.; Lusk, J.L. The Impact of Restrictions on Farm Animal Housing on Egg Prices, Consumer Welfare,
and Production in California. Am. J. Agric. Econ. 2018, 100, 649–669. [CrossRef]

3. Ochs, D.; Wolf, C.A.; Widmar, N.O.; Bir, C. Is there a “cage-free” lunch in US egg production? Public views
of laying hen housing attributes. J. Agric. Resour. Econ. 2019, 44, 345–361.

4. Widmar, N.J.O.; Morgan, C.J.; Croney, C.C. Perceptions of Social Responsibility of Prominent Animal Welfare
Groups. J. Appl. Anim. Welf. Sci. 2018, 21, 27–39. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. Henningsen, A.; Czekaj, T.G.; Forkman, B.; Lund, M.; Nielsen, A.S. The Relationship between Animal Welfare
and Economic Performance at Farm Level: A Quantitative Study of Danish Pig Producers. J. Agric. Econ.
2018, 69, 142–162. [CrossRef]

6. Lusk, J.L.; Norwood, F.B. Animal welfare economics. Appl. Econ. Perspect. Policy 2011, 33, 463–483. [CrossRef]
7. Hansson, H.; Lagerkvist, C.J. Defining and Measuring Farmers’ Attitudes to Farm Animal Welfare. Anim. Welf.

2014, 23, 47–56. [CrossRef]
8. Lagerkvist, C.J.; Hess, S. A meta-analysis of consumer willingness to pay for farm animal Welfare. Eur. Rev.

Agric. Econ. 2011, 38, 55–78. [CrossRef]
9. Harvey, D.; Hubbard, C. Reconsidering the political economy of farm animal welfare: An anatomy of market

failure. Food Policy 2013, 38, 105–114. [CrossRef]
10. Global Animal Partnership (GAP). Available online: https://globalanimalpartnership.org/ (accessed on 26

February 2019).
11. United States Department of Agriculture, Process Verified Program (USDA PVP). Available online: https:

//www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/process-verified-programs (accessed on 26 February 2019).
12. Schulz, L.L.; Tonsor, G.T.; The, U.S. Gestation Stall Debate. Choices 2015, 30, 1–7.
13. Malone, T.; Lusk, J.L. Putting the Chicken before the Egg Price: An Ex Post Analysis of California’s Battery

Cage Ban. J. Agric. Resour. Econ. 2016, 41, 518–532.
14. United States Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Library (USDA NAL). Available online:

https://www.nal.usda.gov/awic/twenty-eight-hour-law (accessed on 26 February 2019).
15. Norwood, B.; Tonsor, G.T.; Lusk, J.L. I Will Give You My Vote but not My Money: Preferences for Public

versus Private Action in Addressing Social Issues. Appl. Econ. Perspect. Policy 2018, 41, 96–132. [CrossRef]
16. Paul, A.S.; Lusk, J.L.; Norwood, F.B.; Tonsor, G.T. An Experiment on the Vote-Buy Gap with Application to

Cage-Free Eggs. J. Behav. Exp. Econ. 2019, 79, 102–109. [CrossRef]
17. Lister, G.; Tonsor, G.T.; Brix, M.; Schroeder, T.C.; Yang, C. Food Values Applied to Livestock Products. J. Food

Prod. Mark. 2017, 23, 326–341. [CrossRef]
18. Olynk, N.J.; Tonsor, G.T.; Wolf, C.A. Verifying Credence Attributes in Livestock Production. J. Agric.

Appl. Econ. 2010, 42, 439–452. [CrossRef]
19. Smithson, K.; Corbin, M.; Lusk, J.L.; Norwood, F.B. Predicting State-Wide Votes on Ballot Initiatives to Ban

Battery Cages and Gestation Crates. J. Agric. Appl. Econ. 2014, 46, 107–124. [CrossRef]
20. Tonsor, G.T.; Olynk, N.J.; Wolf, C.A. Consumer Preferences for Animal Welfare Attributes: The Case of

Gestation Crates. J. Agric. Appl. Econ. 2009, 41, 713–730. [CrossRef]
21. Tonsor, G.T.; Olynk, N.J. Impacts of Animal Well-Being and Welfare Media on Meat Demand. J. Agric. Econ.

2011, 62, 59–72. [CrossRef]
22. Richards, T.; Allender, W.J.; Fang, D. Media Advertising and Ballot Initiatives: The Case of Animal Welfare

Regulation. Contemp. Econ. Policy 2013, 31, 145–162. [CrossRef]
23. Nocella, G.; Hubbard, L.; Scarpa, R. Farm Animal Welfare, Consumer Willingness to Pay, and Trust: Results

of a Cross-National Survey. Appl. Econ. Perspect. Policy 2010, 32, 275–297. [CrossRef]
24. Britton, L.; Tonsor, G.T. Consumers’ Willingness to Pay for Beef Products Derived from RNA Interference

Technology. Food Qual. Prefer. 2019, 75, 187–197. [CrossRef]
25. Messer, K.D.; Costanigro, M.; Kaiser, H.M. Labeling Food Processes: The Good, the Bad and the Ugly.

Appl. Econ. Perspect. Policy 2017, 39, 407–427. [CrossRef]

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/502c267524aca01df475f9ec/t/5bdaf60e562fa73fc1584bef/1541076494784/slow+growth+costs+paper+3.pdf/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/502c267524aca01df475f9ec/t/5bdaf60e562fa73fc1584bef/1541076494784/slow+growth+costs+paper+3.pdf/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/ajae/aax049
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10888705.2017.1365000
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28846027
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1477-9552.12228
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/aepp/ppr036
http://dx.doi.org/10.7120/09627286.23.1.047
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/erae/jbq043
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2012.11.006
https://globalanimalpartnership.org/
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/process-verified-programs
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/auditing/process-verified-programs
https://www.nal.usda.gov/awic/twenty-eight-hour-law
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/aepp/ppy002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2019.02.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10454446.2014.1000436
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S107407080000362X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1074070800000663
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1074070800003175
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-9552.2010.00266.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-7287.2011.00292.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/aepp/ppp009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2019.02.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/aepp/ppx028


Animals 2019, 9, 367 6 of 6

26. Tonsor, G.T.; Wolf, C.A. On Mandatory Labeling of Animal Welfare Attributes. Food Policy 2011, 36, 430–437.
[CrossRef]

27. Cummins, A.M.; Olynk Widmar, N.J.; Croney, C.C.; Fulton, J.R. Exploring Agritourism Experience and
Perceptions of Pork Production. Agric. Sci. 2016, 7, 239–249. [CrossRef]

28. Wolf, C.A.; Tonsor, G.T. Cow Welfare in the U.S. Dairy Industry: Willingness-to-Pay and Willingness-to-Supply.
J. Agric. Resour. Econ. 2017, 42, 164–179.

29. Wolf, C.A.; Tonsor, G.T.; Olynk, N.J. Understanding US Consumer Demand for Milk Production Attributes.
J. Agric. Resour. Econ. 2011, 36, 326–342.

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2011.02.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/as.2016.74024
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Methods of FAW Practice Change 
	A Minority of Residents Will Truly Pay More for FAW Change 
	FAW Is Confounded with Other Food Topics 
	FAW Negative Press Matters 
	Why Don’t Producers Maximize FAW? 
	Ways Forward for US Animal Agriculture 
	Conclusions 
	References

