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Simple Summary: This research looked at how sheep farmers and industry actors in the UK understand,
think about, and define “positive animal welfare”. It, therefore, involved interviewing farmers and
industry experts, including veterinarians and advisors. The study found that how the farmers (n = 25)
and industry actors (n = 11) perceived and viewed what positive animal welfare is differed from those
perceptions held by scientists. Some of the study participants linked positive welfare to “positive
stockmanship” and “good animal welfare” frames, while others proposed broader ideas and meanings,
linked to existing scientific positive welfare definitions, including considering “high welfare” states and
“happy, healthy” dimensions. Overall, the findings suggested that scientists should work closely with
farmers and industry actors to bridge the gap between academic discourse and perceived meanings
held by the farmers and by the industry, to develop practical and effective methods for understand how
stakeholders define this concept, and the adoption of positive animal welfare approaches and practices.

Abstract: This research examines how sheep farmers and industry actors in the United Kingdom
(UK) understand and conceptualize what animal welfare scientists term ‘positive animal welfare’.
It explores their awareness of the concept, and how they interpret it using a qualitative approach.
Participants were recruited using a snowballing, purposive sample approach, resulting in 25 sheep
farmers and 11 industry actors (veterinarians, farming organizations, advisors, and supply chain)
being interviewed. To collect data, a combined approach involving semi-structured interviews and a
facilitated workshop were used between April 2021 and March 2022. Data were then thematically
analyzed using a hybrid of inductive and deductive coding process. The findings suggested that
the perceptions of farmers and industry actors in the study regarding positive welfare differ from
contemporary academic discourses. Overall, around 7 of the farmers equated positive welfare with
“positive stockmanship”, while six of them expressed “good animal welfare” definitions associated
with the Five Freedoms. In contrast, most industry actors (6) expressed interpretations associated
with high welfare standards (going above minimum recommended practices) and positive mental
experiences (3). Emerging discourses revealed the link between self-identity, social identity and what
positive welfare is, the importance of knowledge exchange, and the need for practical indicators
through language rephrasing. There is a clear need to enhance and improve knowledge dissemination
strategies, particularly in the UK, where much research is being conducted on positive animal welfare.

Keywords: positive animal welfare; awareness; interpretation; social identity; knowledge dissemination;
anthropomorphism; self-identity; language; qualitative research

1. Introduction

Animal welfare science continues to evolve as new research expands our understand-
ing of the best ways to meet the needs and desires of farm animals to ensure they have a
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good quality of life. Initially, scientists proposed single-attribute, value-based definitions,
including subjective experiences, adaptation strategies, coping mechanisms, biological
functioning, harmony, natural living, and suitable environments and care [1,2]. These
definitions did not reflect the complex nature of animal welfare, including its ethical di-
mensions, and were, therefore, condensed into a comprehensive concept built upon the
interaction of subjective experiences, biological health and body functions, and expres-
sion of natural behaviors [3,4]. Subsequently, scientific research focused on these areas,
especially subjective experiences, and biological functioning, while the expression of nat-
ural behaviors is also considered important within scientific understanding. The focus
on subjective experiences, mostly negative experiences, such as pain and suffering, has
now shifted toward consideration for positive animal experiences, such as pleasure and
satisfaction, as part of determining an animal’s quality of life. This “new approach” is
termed “positive animal welfare”.

According to analysis of available reports, positive animal welfare development can
be grouped into three eras: pre-2010, 2010–2018, and post-2018 [5–7]. The pre-2010 era
saw the concept slowly gaining scientific attention following works on animals’ affective
states by Fraser and Duncan [8]. Later, animal physiologists and etiologists from Europe
made important contributions by reviewing appropriate assessment indicators, thereby
strengthening the concept [9,10]. In the United Kingdom (UK), the concept was brought
into the scientific “limelight” with the Farm Animal Welfare Committee’s report advocating
for a good life for animals, as the highest standard of quality of life for the animals [11].
After this, from 2010 to 2018, research on the subject focused principally on framework
development by a number of research scientists to define benefits of positive welfare to
farm animals based on the available animal welfare literature. Notable are the resource
tiers framework [12] and Five Domain Model [13] developed in the UK and New Zealand,
respectively. The resource tiers framework, known as a good life framework, is composed
of increasing opportunities that provide positive welfare experiences to animals, while
the Five Domain Model encompasses the internal physical/functional and external/social
aspects related to welfare, with their consequences feeding into the affective domain. Here,
the impact of positive and negative mental experiences can be used to determine the
animal’s welfare state. Despite fifteen years of development, the good life framework has
seen limited application on farm. However, the concept has been adopted by organizations
championing higher welfare in the UK [14,15].

After 2018, positive animal welfare expanded into four interlinking themes: positive
affective states, positive emotions, happiness, and quality of life [16]. These were subse-
quently distilled into hedonic positive welfare, which is built upon the animals’ likes and
wants, with the aim of maximizing pleasure, and positive welfare balance, which aims
to maximize positive experiences while also minimizing the negative ones [17]. Rault
et al. [17] opined that positive welfare can be a distinct subject within animal welfare
science if considered from the hedonic positive welfare point of view. However, recent
biological advances have challenged this reductionist view by arguing that more “positives”
can be experienced beyond hedonism when eudaimonia is considered [18]. The idea of
eudaimonism (the state of being in “good spirit” across a lifetime) evaluates an animal’s
quality of life at specific points over its lifespan [18,19].

This research aligns with the position that positive welfare is not necessarily a new
overall concept. Therefore, it views positive welfare as encompassing subjective language
to describe the optimal states of animals, characterized by positive behaviors (such as social
interactions), ideal physiological functioning (such as resilience and thriving), and positive
experiences, encompassing both affects and emotions (such as pleasure and satisfaction).
This definition is not new per se, as it is grounded in animal welfare literature. However,
it offers an integrated, measurable perspective that addresses limitations associated with
previous definitions.

Current trends in the literature focus on several key areas, as summarized in [20]. These
areas include indicators and assessments [21–24], eudaimonia and positive well-being [18],
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positive experiences as mitigators for negative experiences for net welfare states [25],
global implications of positive welfare [6], comparing and bridging scientific and societal
perspectives [26], views, behaviors, and attitudinal responses [27], as well as participatory
engagements [28]. Its growing importance has also led to grants and funding being
awarded to researchers to continue to make meaningful contributions toward good life
provisions for animals [20]. While the aforementioned studies show an upward trajectory
for positive animal welfare, they also indicate that positive animal welfare research has
remained confined within small academic circles. The implication is that existing biases
and limitations, such as viewing positive animal welfare from a reductionist point of
view only, could perpetuate misunderstandings and misconceptions around the concept,
thereby creating knowledge gaps between scientists and the agricultural and veterinary
communities. Considering this, it is important to critically evaluate how to make current
scientific advances more inclusive and representative of key stakeholders and end users of
positive welfare.

This research aims to answer the following research question: how well is positive
welfare known among UK sheep farmers and industry actors, and what are the implications
for knowledge exchange and practice? The objective is to raise awareness, interpretation,
and problematization of the concept among UK farmers and industry actors and see whether
any new concepts may emerge. This study will provide real-world understanding with
the aim to bridge the gap between theoretical concepts and existing and future practical
applications of positive animal welfare. The findings can inform future research directions,
policy development, and address the critical need for improved knowledge dissemination
and participatory, co-design between academic circles and farming communities, as the
concept transitions from theoretical aspirations to become an integral part of on farm practice.

2. Materials and Methods

This qualitative study adheres to the exploratory-descriptive method proposed by [29].
This approach, deeply rooted in sociology, is suitable for topics with scant literature and
unresolved practical applications, enabling participants to contribute new insights to
the field [29]. Natural scientists often question such qualitative methods employed by
sociologists, perceiving them as subjectively developed [30,31]. Instead, they tend to expect
sociologists to adopt a positivist methodology, with the belief that it ensures quantifiable
data and objective analysis [31]. However, prioritizing statistical analysis in research can
limit the scope of the research, and overlook contextual complexities that require in-depth
exploration and explanation [30,31]. For example, Vigors’ [32] psychoanalytical approach
to positive welfare focused on mental abstract conceptualizations, which does not focus
on the importance of social and cultural processes in forming attitudes and opinions or
the role of lived experience plays in influencing perceptions. However, social and cultural
aspects have the power to uncover in-depth meanings and interpretations which can reveal
important hidden opinions on the topic. Such emergent findings set the groundwork for
future more positivist, quantitative studies.

2.1. Sampling

This study employed a snowballing and purposive sampling strategy in line with
sociological recommendations [29], to capture various roles and regions within the UK
sheep farming industry. This enabled us to construct a nuanced understanding of how
positive welfare is conceptualized, interpreted, and understood across multiple contexts.
The convenience snowballing technique was used to recruit participants. Farmers involved
in positive welfare and wool projects across the UK were initially invited to join this study.
The initial participants were then asked to recommend more farmers, leading to a snowball
effect. Social media platforms (X, formerly Twitter, and Facebook) were used to broaden
the reach. Industry actors were recruited through referrals, leveraging the professional
networks of the researchers to identify key stakeholders across the sheep industry. The final
sample comprised 25 sheep farmers and 11 industry actors. For the farmers, a purposive
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sampling approach was adopted to ensure representation from Scotland, England, and
Wales to capture regional variations, if any. The eleven industry actors represented a cross-
section of the sheep sector, including two veterinarians, one supply chain certificate agents,
three agricultural advisors (two specialized in sheep and one general), and one academic
researcher. Four other supply chain actors, including three from the wool sector and one
from the meat sector, were also involved to offer views from the value chain. Sociologists
justify sample size of about thirty respondents as an appropriate size that potentially allows
themes and subthemes to emerge from the data [29], thereby generating new knowledge.
Our sample size of thirty-six therefore falls within acceptable threshold in sociological
methodologies. In addition, we also adhered to the principle of data saturation to enhance
rigor in determining the sample size. The data saturation principle is widely used in
determining sample size, in that it allows data collection to be continued until thematic
repetition occurs in the dataset without the emergence of any new information [33].

Qualitative methods used to collect data were through individual semi-structured
interviews and a facilitated group workshop [29]. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted between April 2021 and March 2022, while the facilitated virtual workshop was held
in March 2022. How these methods were adopted and applied in this study are explained
in the following sections.

2.2. Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interview questions were designed following a “reflexive and iter-
ative” process [34]. This means that interview questions continually evolved following
an iterative literature review of existing knowledge as well as the authors’ reflection on
the research journey. Therefore, the interview questions were “messy” during the research
inquiry phase and were not structured until the final set of questions was determined. This
“messiness” is an advantage, as explained by [34], because it helps researchers clarify the
purpose of the research and connect them to the subject being studied. As an example,
one of the initially drafted questions aimed to explore contemporary animal welfare and
included the concepts of “lead” and “lag” indictors. However, after the interview ques-
tions were tested in the pilot stage, the drafted “lead” and “lag indicators questions were
removed as they were mainly related to “negative welfare” attributes, which did not align
with the positive welfare narrative developed in this research. The final interview ques-
tions included open-ended questions on the interpretation and understanding of positive
animal welfare, its indicators, (potential) applications, perceived usefulness and benefits,
and its knowledge dissemination. Interviews often commenced with queries about the
interviewee’s farm background. Participants were then asked specific questions, following
predetermined themes for the final draft of the questions.

Two tailored questionnaires were developed: one for farmers, with focus on animal
welfare practice and included demographic information, and another for industry experts,
focusing on knowledge dissemination and animal welfare corporate communications. To
present a comprehensive analysis, we compared the sheep farmers, primarily meat farmers
(with wool as a coproduct), to other groups of actors, focusing on their broad contrasts
and similarities. Adopting such an “overall picture” approach is appropriate for reporting
broader themes and patterns emerging from the data [35].

Initially, the interviews were conducted in person on the farms, and subsequently
adapted to audio/video formats due to social/physical distancing caused by COVID-19 [36].
Audio/video interviews were completed either on the Zoom video-conferencing platform
or using mobile phones, with audio recordings only [36]. Farm and Zoom interviews lasted
about 40 min, while the duration of the mobile phone interviews varied from 20 min to
30 min. Table A1 in Appendix A provides details of the interviews with the 25 farmers
and 11 industry participants. The first three interviews were part of both the pilot phase
and were conducted to help the researcher gain familiarity with interviews and assess the
effectiveness of the questionnaire questions, as mentioned earlier.
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2.3. Facilitated Workshop

The facilitated workshop explored further salient points identified during the inter-
view process in detail. The other purpose of the workshop was to ‘sense check’ the initial
findings of the study with the interview participants and to build and expand on the
richness of these initial individual findings. It was conducted over Zoom audio–visual
technology in March 2022, and lasted for one and a half hours. The design was based
on [37]’s method and was rigorously enriched following [38]. The primary researcher
prepared the workshop by setting goals, creating agenda, and managing participants
through emails and other engaging methods. Potential knowledge inequalities (which was
clear from the interviews), and engagement barriers such as technological inexperience or
unfamiliarity, all of which are sources of imbalanced discussions were acknowledged [39].
Creative, immersive incentives such as visuals (photography) and video blogs, commonly
incorporated in qualitative methods to address similar challenges, were adopted [39,40].
Video blogs in focus groups have been shown in the past to facilitate cognitive transfor-
mation among participants and encouraged real-time collaborative construction of ideas
and perspectives [40]. The video blog in this study was of one of the farmers (identity not
included here) providing an account of what their interpretation of “positive welfare” is.
This was played at the start of the workshop which afforded the attending participants a
“level playing ground” to form confident opinions on the topic while engaging in reflective
thinking during the workshop, and was therefore an ideal creative choice in enhancing the
richness of the participants’ discussions.

Twenty-four of the interviewees attended this workshop. While six moderators facili-
tated the workshop: primary researcher (M.M), two co-authors (J.E.S and L.M), two other
experienced facilitators associated with the research (L.M and D.C.J.M). The third co-author
(I.Y.H) attended as an observer. The sixth moderator (R.A.T) was the “meta-moderator”
who managed the workshop’s schedule, logistics i.e., moving people into their breakout
rooms (focus groups). The attendees were divided into five breakout rooms, with the first
five moderators facilitating each focus group simply as neutral learning guides (Table A2
in Appendix A). Before the workshop, facilitators attended a training session, where their
roles and other responsibilities were comprehensively addressed. Having this many facili-
tators, and with each knowing their roles, eased operationalizing the workshop, as also
demonstrated by [37].

Each facilitator presented the prepared questions derived from semi-structured in-
terviews in the focus groups through Microsoft PowerPoint slides. The questions were
as follows: How would you define the term positive animal welfare? Do you use the
term “positive welfare” to describe the well-being of your sheep? If not, what other terms
do you use? Does the way we frame welfare language (positive vs. negative) influence
how farmers implement welfare improvement on farms? What welfare language should
we use to establish a common understanding between farmers and society? How can
positive welfare be used to create more value for farmers? Each question was allotted a
time limit of 10 min and, therefore, 50 min was allowed for 5 questions. This timeslot was
considered sufficient, as the average focus group had five participants, so each participant
had an average of two minutes per question. The facilitators’ role was simply to guide
their breakout rooms toward their discussion by reading out the presented questions. The
timing ensured each group had the same experience and minimized the effects of extrane-
ous factors. Participants were also asked to volunteer as scribers as a further measure of
inclusion. All these steps reduced the subjectivity bias of the co-authors, thereby increasing
the internal validity of the workshop. At the end of the focus groups, there was a plenary
session aimed at comparing and examining the thoughts raised across separate groups.
Due to time constraints, this was led via summaries of what each group had discussed.
There were no logistical issues within the workshop except for one participant joining by
audio only.

Both semi-structured interviews and the workshop were recorded, and were tran-
scribed verbatim using Otter.ai (Version 3.5.0-121bc514, Los Altos, CA, USA), providing an
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integrated speech interface to text transcription and translation application using artificial
intelligence and machine learning. The transcripts were then imported into NVivo for
Windows (Version 12 Plus, QSR International Pty Ltd., Victoria, Australia) for thematic
discourse analysis.

2.4. Thematic Discourse Analysis

Thematic analysis is a qualitative technique that involves identifying themes in a
recurring predictable pattern. It is commonly applied in qualitative research because of its
epistemological flexibility, allowing it to be adapted for exploratory-descriptive qualitative
approach [29]. This research adopted a systematic thematic analysis proposed by [41], to
allow themes to emerge from the data. This systematic approach was chosen not only
because it aligns with the objectives of finding new insights on the studied topic but also
because of its rigor in code identification, which reduces subjectivity and improves the
repeatability of the process [41].

2.5. Coding and Themes Generation

The coding process followed the first five systematic thematic analysis steps proposed
by [41]. These are transcription, familiarization with the data and selection of quotes,
selection of keywords, coding, theme development and conceptualization through interpre-
tation of keywords, codes and themes. The five stages were subjected to three progressive
methods of coding. The first stage aimed to find out “what the current understanding of
positive welfare” was among the participants. Deductive and inductive hybrid coding was
employed to see (i) what the interpretation of positive welfare was and, (ii) comparisons to
see whether selected quotes, keywords, codes and themes match existing interpretations
found in the literature [32]. The second progressive coding, mainly based on inductive
coding, aimed to observe how the positive animal welfare concept was problematized
by the participants. Following this, the final progressive coding aimed to see what new
meanings were associated with the positive animal welfare concept. Each progressive step
was rigorously reviewed, refined and vetted during team meetings with the co-authors.

2.6. Positionality

The lead author took a reflexive approach and remained conscious of their positionality
throughout the research. The analysis involved an iterative process of data coding and
reference to the literature to ensure relevance. The lead author also considered how their
identity might affect data collection and interpretation, noting the participants’ questions
about their research. Potential social desirability bias was mitigated by not revealing the
iterative nature of the research beforehand.

2.7. Study Limitations

This study’s non-probability sampling and the small sample size limited the generaliz-
ability of the findings. The nature of this research was not to test a particular theory but
rather an exploratory one that seeks to shed insights on an evolving topic in animal welfare
science. In future research, random probability sampling could be adopted to increase the
external validity of such a study.

Secondly, there was a low number of veterinarians, especially academic veterinarians,
who are likely to have a better grasp of the concept than their farmer-facing counter-
parts. Future studies could engage academic and farmer-facing veterinarians for a broader
perspective on their roles in disseminating knowledge on animal welfare.

Additionally, in-person interviews proved to be the most effective form of data col-
lection, compared to mobile phone interviews. The latter recordings were susceptible to
environmental factors, such as network issues and clarity problems. Additional note taking
was used to compensate for any potential loss of clarity.



Vet. Sci. 2024, 11, 452 7 of 24

3. Results

The results are presented here by theme. The themes were awareness of positive
welfare, acceptance of established meanings of positive welfare, differences in participants’
articulated meanings of positive welfare, problematization of the current terminology and
concept of positive welfare, and emerging meanings of positive welfare.

3.1. Participants’ Awareness of Positive Animal Welfare and Barriers to Knowledge Dissemination

The semi-structured interviews began differently for the participants. For those who
were not part of the positive welfare wool project (see Section 2.2), the interview questions
started with “have you heard of positive animal welfare?” This open-ended question aimed
at their awareness, which covers prior association with attitude toward, and knowledge
of or action related to a concept. Following this “settling in” question, participants were
asked in the interviews and the facilitated discussion workshop to identify alternative
terms for describing the “welfare” of their sheep. This follow-up questions aimed to allow
participants to “introduce” language they were comfortable with and remove any potential
barrier that could hinder them from expressing their understanding of “positive welfare”.
Figure 1 shows the results of this follow-up question on the preferred language used by
participants describe “welfare” of their farm animals.
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welfare.

Farmers chose terminologies that reflect their farming practices and resonate with
their personal values. Those prioritizing health and productivity mostly use “happy” and
“healthy” in combination with one another to describe animals with a “good life”. Farmer
5, however, strongly criticized and refused to be associated with the term “happy”, arguing
it to be unscientific, unprofessional, and overused, often linked to “smallholder” farmers.
She favored the term “contentment”, which she described as an animal being unafraid,
curious, well-fed, and comfortable. Her language choice reflects her desire to create a
distinct identity and articulate a more precise understanding of positive animal welfare.
Conversely, farmers who participated in assurance schemes, which require adherence to
specific standards, mainly preferred “high welfare” as a term, because it was perceived
as having a market orientation, thereby providing competitive edge over non-scheme
farmers. “High welfare” also featured prominently in the farmer focus groups, where
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it was perceived as not only more “quantifiable” than “positive welfare”, but also as an
approach that considers the animals’ point of view when making management decisions:

“High welfare is better because positive is just a word. It is just chucked around,
is it not? If you say high welfare standards, then you really can measure that. You
cannot measure positive. Positive is just a word. Positive is just an idea. If you
have something you can measure, then it is easier”. (Farmer 20_grp)

“So, everything we do throughout the year is just trying to get as high welfare
standards for those animals on the farm as possible, whether it is my sheep dogs,
or anything else that is in the farm”. (Farmer 4_grp)

Among the industry actors, advisors, veterinarians, and certification scheme profes-
sionals all appeared to throw their weight behind the “high welfare” term. However, the
wool supply chain participants offered a contrasting perspective on terminology. Dur-
ing both the semi-structured interviews and the discussion workshop, the wool supply
chain participants expressed their support for the concept of positive animal well-being.
They claimed that this term represents a positive experience that animals can have and
is related to their specific circumstances. However, their priority shift from promoting
positive experiences for sheep (which is the aspiration for positive welfare) to focusing on
wool value addition suggests that wool actors were interested in shaping public perception
through strategic language use. In any case, this issue of switching descriptive wording
from welfare to well-being has also gained attention, with recent understanding reasoning
that both positive animal welfare and positive well-being are unique and have their own
separate literature and, therefore, separate discourse.

Participants’ awareness of positive welfare was coded to three levels. Low awareness
referred to those who had not heard of or associated with the term before, or who were
still struggling to understand it even if they had encountered it. Medium awareness
comprised those who had heard of or associated with the term before and recognized it as
part of animal welfare (knowledge) and those who had expressed their attitudes toward
the concept but were not able to explain the rationale behind the attitudes. High awareness
consisted of those who had heard or associated with the term before, could satisfactorily
explain what it means, and were actively implementing, promoting, or disseminating
knowledge on it. Table 1 presents the frequency of responses among the respondents.

Table 1. Interview participants’ awareness of positive animal welfare (generated from NVivo).

Level of Awareness Example Quotes Frequency and Category
of Respondents Total

High awareness
“I think I understand the context—that is, welfare

enables an animal to lead a good life rather than just
avoid negative experiences”.

2 industry actors
1 farmer 3

Some awareness “I think positive. (yeah) Animal welfare, yes. But no
(not heard of positive welfare)”.

7 industry actors
5 farmers 12

Low awareness “(Positive welfare) is not a term I heard of over here”. 2 industry actors
18 farmers 20

The frequency here captures the number of participants who specifically responded to the awareness of positive
animal welfare question.

Table 1 shows that 57 per cent (n = 20/35) of the participants, more than half, had
low awareness of the concept of “positive welfare”. These included sixteen farmers who
were not part of the previous positive welfare and wool project (Section 2.2), two farmers
who were part of the previous project and two others industrial actors. One of the two
actors with lower awareness worked with assurance certification schemes, potentially
limiting their exposure to the positive welfare concept, as such organizations typically
focus on meeting basic welfare needs or market-driven welfare outcomes. The other, a
farmer-focused veterinarian, stated that they had not heard of “positive welfare”, and that
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the Five Freedoms framework remained their primary guide for delivering good welfare
in practice. Among the twelve participants with medium awareness were seven industry
actors (four of which were not part of the previous wool project) and five farmers, all of
whom were part of the prior positive welfare wool group. Of those with higher awareness,
two were industrial actors and one was a farmer, who was not only aware but actively
involved in adopting positive welfare practices.

Farmers’ lack of awareness was found to be associated with inadequate knowledge
transmission within their social networks, including veterinarians and the broader farming
community. Table A3 in Appendix B illustrates this dynamic, showing that 20 (of the 25)
farmers, including those previously informed, replied that positive welfare knowledge is
not being circulated, and current discourses primarily focused on health issues and pro-
ductivity [Farmers 1,6,7,11,12,13,15,16,19,21,22,23] or general sheep information [Farmers
2,4,8,9,10,17,20]. Interestingly, even farmers with medium or high awareness often refrained
from sharing it with other farmers, arguing that their peers are not open to discussions
about improving welfare practices due to attitudinal differences, identity-related factors,
and behavioral disparities:

“I do find it very difficult [sharing my positive welfare knowledge with other
farmers] because my experience and my attitude is very different from theirs. I
find it quite uncomfortable being with them because they just do not understand
where I am coming from, and I do not really feel inclined to talk about it very
much. The things I have been telling you I would not tell them because most of
them do not understand what I am talking about. Because they see me as such a
maverick because of what I do [regarding positive welfare] with Merinos, we are
already regarded as stupid.” (Farmer 5)

Industrial actors’ approaches to positive welfare knowledge varied across the supply
chain. The wool sector tended to frame positive welfare knowledge within their business
values, indicating a shift in mindset toward improving animal welfare and deriving value
for farmers. In contrast, the meat supply chain identified a lack of appropriate terminology,
while veterinarians and certification schemes emphasized that their dissemination and
practices still center on the Five Freedoms. Two well-informed advisors indicated that
knowledge about positive welfare is currently internalized within their organization and
not openly discussed. They attributed this to a lack of resources for implementing a
comprehensive knowledge dissemination program, though they expressed hope for future
initiatives contingent on increased funding:

“From a stakeholder perspective within the industry, there is looking at animal
health and welfare. . . also, the Five Freedoms. . . to be honest, the Five Freedoms
are the main term regarding within the [anonymized]”. (Certification scheme 1)

“[At] the organization level, I suspect it [positive welfare] is missing to some
degree. . . The positive welfare aspects are certainly new, and are probably [evolv-
ing]. I am not [sure] they are within any of our communication material. But it is
evolving. So, I expect it will become an important part of how our organization
considers animal welfare”. (Actor 2)

“Certainly, in terms of welfare outcomes [framework for farmers], we have not
yet brought in a good life framework. That is our next target area. Okay, but we
do think it is important, but we need to gain, get the resources together to allow
us to do that”. (Actor 3)

In conclusion, the findings suggested that the awareness of positive welfare as a
concept was largely low among most farmers, but industry actors showed a more varied
level of awareness. This disparity in awareness seems to be related to language framing,
especially for farmers who suggest that their “farming language” was deeply tied to
their husbandry practices and personal values. Language, therefore, appears to be a
principal barrier limiting positive welfare knowledge flow among and between farmers.
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Furthermore, at the industry level, actors who are aware of positive welfare are still at
the stage of internalizing this knowledge rather than actively disseminating it. Funding
resources was seen as a key enabling factor to improve knowledge dissemination on
positive welfare.

3.2. Acceptance of Established Meanings Associated with Positive Animal Welfare

Table A4 in Appendix B summarizes respondents’ views and discourses on positive
welfare during the interviews and the virtual discussion group. The number n in the
table is higher than the total number of participants, as some participants gave varying
descriptions in their interviews and in the workshop. The virtual workshop proved an
effective platform that invited in-depth discussions and allowed for greater exploration of
the issues explored, which may have been limited during the interviews. It also showed
that the participants’ understanding and knowledge of the concept increased within the
research lifespan. By categorizing the responses, it also allowed for a better interpretation
of the various perspectives shared.

Table A4 in Appendix B presents the frequency of participants’ views and discussions
from both interviews and the workshop. Participants who maintained their interpretations
in both settings were counted only once to avoid inflating the response numbers. The
key finding shown in the table was that the most common definition of positive welfare
among the farmers was “positive stockmanship” (n = 7) (detailed in Appendix B). Burton
et al. [30] defined this as being built of three values and behaviors, including proactive care,
rather than reactive, as well as intuition and empathy toward farm animals. The responses
from the farmers (detailed in Table A4 in Appendix B) showed strong alignment with
this definition, with specific emphasis on proactiveness of care as well as intuition. The
prevalence of this definition among farmers (n = 7), all of whom had no prior awareness of
positive welfare, indicated the power among the farming culture practiced by these farmers.
It also seemed to illustrate the value they placed on their intuition and tacit knowledge,
whilst providing what they perceive to be good life experiences for sheep.

On the other hand, the least-understood interpretation was that of the actual positive
welfare framework itself. Only two farmers (Farmers 5 and 10) with prior awareness clearly
interpreted positive welfare as defined within the research literature. Two advisors and
a researcher with an academic background provided clear interpretations at the industry
level, focusing on enhancing the animals’ overall positive experiences.

The findings stressed the need for further open dialogue, cooperation, exchange of
knowledge, and research to establish a common understanding and farmer ownership over
positive welfare as a concept and lived experience for sheep.

3.3. How Participants Problematize the ‘Positive Welfare’
3.3.1. Is It Even Needed?

In both the semi-structured interviews and the facilitated workshop, some farmers
expressed skepticism toward positive welfare, questioning its necessity given that animal
welfare is already a comprehensive concept (Farmers 4, 7, 10, and 20). These farmers
suggested that positive welfare is just another industry buzzword, similar to ‘regenerative
agriculture’, and struggled to distinguish it from negative welfare (Farmers 8, 10, 12, and
20). Some farmers became confused by practical implementation issues, viewing it as an
academic term disconnected from the farming reality (Farmers 8 and 11):

“I have an issue with positive and negative because the definition of welfare is
health, happiness, and well-being. So, I think welfare sums up what we should
be doing rather than [using terms such as] positive and negative”. (Farmer 4)

“I am struggling with the concept, and I have asked the other guys on [xxx], and
one of my friends she does not farm, and she really gets it. And the ones that farm,
like I do, we are really struggling with it. So, is there not. . . a defined definition
for how it works in practice?” (Farmer 8)



Vet. Sci. 2024, 11, 452 11 of 24

Industry actors offered additional insights. Actors 1 and 3 believed that farmers
struggle with positive welfare due to greater familiarity with terms that focus on negative
welfare aspects, such as pain and suffering. Actor 3 also argued that, without proper
scientific guidelines, the concept invites misrepresentation, stating:

“I think the positive terms are not well understood, and I think that they are
much more nebulous than the negative ones. I think the avoidance of pain
is [understood] and avoidance of stress is better understood than the positive
actions. . . Anybody could interpret it [positive welfare] anyway they like. . . I
think it is a very high-level term rather than one [that can be readily applied] that
so it is like anything”. (Actor 3)

“I think our farmers respond more to the use of the word health. They respond
more to health rather than welfare; welfare has ended up being more connected
to the conditions in which animals are kept in the more intensive livestock sectors
I think”. (Actor 1)

In summary, farmers’ negative attitudes and concerns about the ambiguity and lack
of clarity surrounding positive welfare and the problematization of the concept high-
lighted issues in knowledge dissemination, revealing a gap between academic concepts
and real-world understanding of applications. Industry actors’ observations about farmers’
inclination toward minimizing pain rather than promoting positive experiences aligned
with established psychological principles that humans often find it easier to conceptualize
the absence of negative experiences.

3.3.2. Issues with the Assessment of Positive Welfare

Farmer 8 strongly objected to the use of positive, anthropomorphic language as an
assessment index for positive welfare. She contended that it is anthropomorphic and
unsuitable as a business indicator. She emphasized the importance of measurability in
business tools, and proposed thriving as an appropriate indicator:

“The question is are they [animals] thriving? [because] I think, well-being is very
much a human term. And we can communicate well-being [but] I am not sure
animals can communicate that on the same level. So, for me as a farmer, it is
about, are they thriving?” (Farmer 8)

Farmer 1 introduced another dimension to this debate and argued that the ability
to assess positive welfare indicators is deeply connected with the tacit knowledge of the
farmer, making it an intrinsic part of a farmer. He claimed that imposing any formal
measurement requirements for positive welfare would undermine the cultural tradition
of transferring this indigenous knowledge to future generations. Farmer 14 also shared
similar perspectives in both interviews and the workshop:

“That measurement [of positive welfare indicator] is in me. Is it important for me
to pass that on to a layperson, so they can measure it? The answer is no. But it is
important to pass it on to a new generation of the shepherd[s], and I am sure they
would grasp it very quickly”. (Farmer 1)

Three industry actors suggested an alternative approach to address the challenges
of positive welfare assessment. Acknowledging that the subjective nature of the concept
makes practical assessment difficult, they recommended development of further positive
welfare indicators through rephrasing objective, outcome-based indicators in a positive
manner, as negative language could adversely affect farmers:

“If you think of outcome measures, you tend to record the negatives, if you record
the number of lame or the number of whatever you would record the negative
rather than see it in a positive light. And [it is better you record it as] I [have] got
93% sound sheep, [rather than] you would say 7% lame”. (Veterinarian 2_grp)
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“And I think it is a nice idea, though, to really think about it in a more positive
frame, framing rather than always looking at lack of bad things”. (Actor 3_grp)

In summary, some of the farmers appeared to be concerned about the practicality and
measurability of positive welfare indicators, arguing that the indicators are anthropomor-
phic in nature and, therefore, removed from farming realities. In contrast, industry actors
acknowledged the challenges but suggested rephrasing negative indicators into positive
terms for clearer measurement.

3.3.3. Dominance of “Health” and Its Inseparability with Welfare of Animals, Affecting the
Definition of Positive Welfare Space

The sheep industry actors took a different approach in expressing their concerns with
positive welfare. Almost all of them showed a positive attitude toward the term, arguing
that the concept captures subjective, anthropomorphic concepts previously rejected in
scientific assessments of positive welfare. Sheep advisors, as well as the two farmer-facing
veterinarians (in two separate breakout rooms) and wool supply chain actors, agreed that
there was a need for positive welfare. Researcher 1 provided justification for positive
welfare, as follows:

“I think we are [becoming] more comfortable using, the words like happy and
relaxed, pleasure, joyous, or something like that—words we are happier with
using. But I suppose there has been this fear of introducing non-scientific and
anthropomorphic terms because we have all been slammed over the past [for
using those terms]. So, using positive welfare is the catch-all for something that
sounds perhaps more scientific, but less subjective”. (Researcher1_grp)

However, Actor 1 highlighted that the sheep industry is dominated by health discourses,
which the industry conflates with “welfare”, as they perceive them to be inseparable:

“Within our industry, I think we often feel that by improving health, we are going
to improve the welfare of animals. So, the more we can improve disease control,
parasite control, improved nutrition, the better that will be for the welfare of the
animals. So, we often we regularly very regularly connect the two in that in that
respect”. (Actor 1)

With the industry’s propensity to intensify animal health discourse, Actor 2 sug-
gested that defining the “new” concept of welfare, positive welfare, becomes increasingly
challenging due to health being the primary focus of the industry:

“So, with sheep, the language of welfare is so tied up within health so much that
it’s sometimes, it is quite difficult to think even to think about it all, the positive,
to the positive choices. And that we just tend to be quite entrenched in our views
of thinking about health and improving health, and that being so associated with
welfare. The positives can be quite difficult to think about”. (Actor 3_grp)

The takeaway from these discourses is that the sheep industry continues to focus on
health issues, which influences how good farm animal welfare is perceived. This health-
focused view of “welfare”, shaped by its perceived importance to farmers, impacts the
industry dialogues on the meaning of welfare and, subsequently, positive welfare. To
successfully extend the concept of positive welfare within the sheep industry, there is a
need to first move beyond this health-dominated view of animal welfare. As a first step,
this will require an increase in continuing the discourse on positive welfare with farmers
through events, publications, and farm walks, as proposed by Actor 1.

3.4. Emerging Meanings in the Discourses of Positive Welfare
3.4.1. Domestication and Institutionalization of Sheep

A theme generated through the facilitated discussion workshop was that positive
welfare should not embody domestication and institutionalization, which were described
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as continually keeping sheep indoors and depriving them of novel experiences in natural
environments:

“They are not dealing with novel experiences. They [the sheep] are dealing with
the routine stuff only. Yeah. I mean, the routine might not be quite fun, but it is
still routine”. (Actor 3_grp)

This quote highlights a belief that keeping sheep in domesticated and institutionalized
conditions without exposure to novel experiences may negatively impact their welfare.
The lack of novelty in their lives can lead to boredom and frustration, harming their
mental and physical health. Furthermore, the lack of novel experiences can decrease their
cognitive abilities, as they need the opportunity to learn new tasks or behaviors. It can
decrease their quality of life, as they cannot engage in stimulating activities that could
enrich their lives. Prior research on farm animals, while not specifically focusing on sheep,
has indicated that institutionalization can lead to the development of negative stereotypic
behaviors [42]. However, there is limited evidence to associate this with sheep. The same
industry actor and another farmer strongly objected to promoting the widespread adoption
of positive human–animal relationships, such as scratching the backs of sheep, brushing,
and gently stroking, which elicit positive experiences in sheep and other livestock [43]. Such
practices were seen as extreme expressions of affection and/or extreme anthropomorphism
(propagation of human traits on to animals). Farmer 15_postgrp argued that extreme
expressions of emotions toward sheep, such as gentle stroking, misrepresent the realities
and practicalities of livestock farming. Farmer 15 expressed a cautious and practical
opinion that such practices could be detrimental to farmers. This is because the portrayal
of livestock animals as pets could cause a cognitive disconnect between consumers and
the reality of livestock production. In other words, the farmer was concerned that if sheep
are increasingly perceived as pets, this could lead to a change in public opinion and make
consumers less willing to consume meat, causing economic harm to livestock farmers:

“I think you must be careful [in making consumers choose positive welfare]
because if people think they are all pets and [have] got toys to play with, it might
turn them off eating lamb chops. I am also concerned that if the public sees
images in the film [video], it could turn them off eating lamb! No one would
want to eat their dog”. (Farmer 15_grp)

In summary, farmers are concerned about the consequences of extreme farm animal
anthropomorphism/affection. These concerns highlight a complex link between societal
attitudes, expectations, and their potential impact on husbandry practices. While consumer
concerns and expectations about the welfare of animals are important, it is equally impor-
tant that ethical considerations are balanced with the reality of farming. Researchers, such
as Stokes et al. [28], are already exploring ways of ensuring that a variety of positive welfare
practices are available, which are ethical, practical, and achievable, but more studies are
needed looking at the applicability and adoption of these practices in different systems,
especially in the context of sheep.

3.4.2. The Relationship between Self-Identities, Social Identities and Positive
Animal Welfare

Another emerging theme from the study is the conflation between farmers’ self-
identity, social identity and the concept of (positive) animal welfare. Self-identity in social
sciences refers to a person’s distinctiveness in a group or role through their values, attitudes,
and beliefs [44]. In the interview, Farmer 5’s discourse showed a strong connection between
her self-identity and positive welfare practice. Farmer 5, a hypothetically early adopter,
clearly expressed a different view of positive animal welfare to the rest of the farmers. She
is implementing a specific positive welfare framework developed through academic consul-
tation and reviewed quarterly with her veterinarian, reflecting her “individuality” rather
than “similarity” with other sheep farmers [45]. She further highlighted her association to
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this “micro social group” involving farmers who are “practicing” positive animal welfare,
which was unique and distinct from the wider social group:

“I think the typical average sheep farmer would think this [positive welfare] was
a waste of time. It will not make any difference to the price he gets paid by the
abattoir. So why the hell should he bother? There are very few of us that I know
that do what I do. And sometimes, sometimes you must just keep quiet in a room
full of sheep farmers. . . Because I am a woman. So, I am already an idiot. Because
I’m female, I am an idiot. I do not know anything. I am an outsider. Because I
was not born to the farm. I came from outside the industry. So, I am even more of
an idiot. And I do not know what I am talking about”. (Farmer 5)

Farmer 3, who tends an endangered rare sheep breed, also strongly expressed confla-
tion of self-identity with that of their animal welfare. They showed the distinctiveness of
their “micro social group” by asserting they strictly adhere to agroecological principles.
Farmer 3 further argued that their practices have given them a reputation for welfare. Con-
sidering their self-identity, Farmer 3, without prior awareness of positive welfare, likened
it to industry standards and suggested that it is limiting in its scope:

“There is a slight reference to the Five Freedoms. We are going to go a long way
beyond that. Because we do not just want animals [to be] comfortable animals;
we want happy and joyful animals, that you can truly enjoying life and live it to
the fullest, especially for those who only have two years of life. Yeah, we are way
beyond that”. (Farmer 3)

Farmer 3’s quote has some interesting meanings. They described their own “view”
of animal welfare as an animal that is happy, joyful, and living life to the fullest. By
implication, this sentence can be taken as a principle of positive welfare because it is a part
of the animal’s overall quality of life. This illustrates the issue of knowledge dissemination
of the concept, as some practices of positive welfare are already being implemented by
these farmers but without them knowing so.

Farmers 1, 8, and 14, on the other hand, saw themselves as “in-groups” of the tradi-
tional farming group, and therefore held similar views with contemporary farmers, all in
contrast to the members of the outgroups [45]. These farmers perceived positive animal
welfare and its promoters as members of the “outgroups” who do not see “farming” from
the same perspectives as them. This perceived “in-groups” versus outgroups” dichotomy
prompted frustration and resistance. In shifting from the “in-group” identity within the
traditional farming groups, to the “out-groups” identity in positive welfare farming, these
farmers raised concerns:

“I mean, if I went to the meeting this evening and sat around with farmers that
are my age and older {and talked to them about positive welfare], I think they go,
you have lost the plot now, you have been to university and you have really lost
the plot.” (Farmer 8)

“I think a farmer will have a feel for his sheep, that they are happy. Because I know
how the sheep react as soon as I go in the field. And that is something I could not
explain to a non-sheep keeper, but most sheep farmers will know exactly what I
am talking about. So that is quite difficult to explain to the layperson”. (Farmer 1)

“We as farmers, we know our animals, we know what is right, we have absorbed
the ambiance of the sheep, which people from outside our industry, who are
stakeholders in our industry, but not at grassroots with the livestock level can be
critical to”. (Farmer 14)

3.4.3. The Interconnectedness of Humans, Handling Systems and Genetics

Actor 2 in the industry actors’ focus groups anticipated challenges in defining and
implementing positive welfare from a sheep farming perspective. The actor believed that
there was already the assumptions that sheep inherently have “positive welfare” simply by
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living in the natural environment as opposed to animals confined in intensive systems. Other
industry actors, including Actor 3, the farmer-facing veterinarian and even Supply Chain
4 from the wool sector, all echoed these sentiments and emphasized the need to “develop
what is already there rather than change the wheel”. Therefore, in a free-flowing discussion,
this group of industry actors explored a “new approach” to positive welfare by drawing on
three interconnected factors: more human intervention, handling practices and genetics.

The farmer facing veterinarian proposed that positive welfare could be achieved in
sheep with “more human intervention” such as early disease identification and treatment,
and use of analgesia for mitigate pain during husbandry practice. Actor 3, whose secondary
occupation was sheep farming, pointed out the challenges of more human intervention on
sheep, especially as it entails “catching the sheep” (i.e how the sheep are handled). The actor
insinuated that good sheep handling practices were related to several factors, including
sheep farmers’ own welfare. Considering these concerns, Actor 2 suggested the need to
increase focus on, and to promote breeding sheep for resilience and coping strategies,
with further discussions held around the implications for such breeding on the behaviors
of the sheep. In summary, a new contention for “positive welfare” in sheep farming
was formulated and centered on practical realities of more human intervention, handling
practices and genetics, considering what is achievable for the farmers in promoting good
life experiences for their animals.

4. Discussion

This research aimed to explore United Kingdom (UK) sheep farmers’ and industry
actor’s awareness and perception regarding positive animal welfare. Findings revealed that
most farmers interviewed, or part of the focus group were unfamiliar with this concept,
and they did not understand what it meant. Regarding the self-reported lack of knowledge
dissemination by and between farmers, as well as with their veterinarians, social networks
appeared to contribute to the lack of knowledge on the concept. Farmers instead expressed
their preference for less anthropomorphic language, such as high welfare and good welfare,
to describe what a good life means for the sheep. In essence, the self-reported lack of
awareness and knowledge led to misunderstandings of what positive welfare is and could
subsequently affect its adoption by farmers. On the other hand, industry actors had better
knowledge and awareness of “positive welfare”. Despite their knowledge, their discourse
on positive welfare has mostly remained internalized, or is influenced by a business
focus. Health issues seemed to be the main discourse in the industry, severely impacting
the dissemination of positive welfare knowledge to the wider farming community. The
findings of this study have implications for positive welfare adoption, given that the UK,
is not actively disseminating information on it. There are implications for the topic in
this regard, as it continues to experience internalization of knowledge among a small
group of academics. Therefore, there is clearly a need for further research and knowledge
dissemination initiatives to explore optimal knowledge dissemination strategies from
scientific to sheep farming communities, potential barriers, as well as the impact of such
“new” ideas, such as positive welfare, on changes to industry focus.

Research on the impact of changes brought about by progressions in agricultural
thinking and practices on farmers has recently revealed interesting insights. Hammersly
et al. [46] highlighted the impact of bringing forward new policies to replace existing
ideas that farmers are acquainted with, not only on their traditional views but also their
identities and well-being, particularly among male farmers, who feel a loss of autonomy
and expertise. Vigors et al. [47] further showed that farmers’ identification with traditional
husbandry practices, despite the shift in scientific concepts to include positive mental expe-
riences, remains unchanged. Our findings indicated that farmers may resist agricultural
innovations due to two more reasons, their opposition to the use of anthropomorphic
language, as well as their view of positive welfare and its promoters as “out-groups” that
are not part of the “traditional farming” social groups. These two kinds of opposition
have serious implications when promoting positive welfare practices. In the case of the
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former, it suggests that changing farmers’ behavior through framed language, for example,
clearly engenders resistance to the concept, and could therefore lead to rejection and sub-
sequently the non-adoption of “new” farming ideas. Therefore, although our study has
not resolved this emerging paradox of opposition to anthropomorphism while promoting
good life/positive experiences for sheep, one of the ways forward is to consider exploring
positive welfare’s framing and its implications for farmers’ behavior and attitudes. For the
latter, it suggests that farmers traditional group- and self-identities remains a key factor for
engaging with positive welfare, given how identification is conflated with animal welfare.
Therefore, there is a need to explore ways to align the attitudinal, behavioral and cognitive
interaction of farmers traditional groups with the principles of positive welfare and, therefore,
provide insights on how to engage farmers in and redefine positive welfare within their
practical realities.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study revealed interesting findings that warrant further scientific
exploration and consideration when designing any knowledge exchange initiative around
the subject. While industry actors had knowledge of the concept of positive welfare and
viewed it with a positive attitude, UK sheep farmers perceived it as an external imposition
that did not align with their group identity, leading to resistance. This resistance was further
intensified by the theocratic opposition to anthropomorphic language in the positive
welfare discourse. Despite this resistance, farmers demonstrated the ability to express
their emotional connection to their animals using emotive-evoking, positive language.
Scientists and other engaged actors need to engage with farmers’ discourses to improve
their communication on positive welfare concepts through knowledge dissemination events
to overcome these barriers. Furthermore, methods and strategies should be put in place
to encourage existing farmers with an understanding and positive view of the concept
to engage in dialogue and share information and practical examples with their peers.
Moreover, future studies can explore the effect that welfare language framing has on
resistance or acceptance to merging concepts. Doing so may allow further insight into other
social and cultural factors which affect the engagement, receptivity and uptake of such
concepts in practice.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Participants and interview information.

S/N Participants
Industry Actor

Group
Gender Age Main Output

Medium of
Data Collection

1 Farmer 1 Sheep Farmer M Null
Meat, breeding

sheep
Mobile phone

2 Farmer 2 Sheep Farmer M 59 Wool
One-on-one

agricultural event

3 Farmer 3 Sheep Farmer F 63 Meat and wool Virtual

4 Farmer 4 Sheep Farmer F Null Wool Virtual

5 Farmer 5 Sheep Farmer F 65 Wool One-on-one at farm

6 Farmer 6 Sheep Farmer F 58 Meat Virtual

7 Farmer 7 Sheep Farmer M 29 Meat Virtual

8 Farmer 8 Sheep Farmer F 47 Meat and wool Virtual

9 Farmer 9 Sheep Farmer F 63 Meat Mobile phone

10 Farmer 10 Sheep Farmer F 24 Meat Virtual

11 Farmer 11 Sheep Farmer F 32 Wool Virtual

12 Farmer 12 Sheep Farmer F 35 Meat Virtual

13 Farmer 13 Sheep Farmer M 61 Meat and Wool Mobile phone

14 Farmer 14 Sheep Farmer M 70 Meat and wool Mobile phone

15 Farmer 15 Sheep farmer F Null Meat Mobile phone

16 Farmer 16 Sheep farmer M 57 Meat Virtual

17 Farmer 17 Sheep Farmer M Null Wool Mobile phone

18 Farmer 18 Sheep Farmer F 70 Meat and wool
One-on-one at an
agricultural event

19 Farmer 19 Sheep Farmer M 31 Meat Mobile phone

20 Farmer 20 Sheep Farmer M 30 Meat Virtual

21 Farmer 21 Sheep Farmer M Null Meat Virtual

22 Farmer 22 Sheep Farmer M Null Meat and wool Mobile phone

23 Farmer 23 Sheep Farmer M 59 Wool Mobile phone

24 Farmer 24 Sheep Farmer M 41 Meat and wool. Virtual

25 Farmer 25 Sheep Farmer F 26 Meat -
Industry participants

26 Actor 1
Trade association

representation
-

Not applicable
(NA)

NA Virtual

27 Actor 2 Advisory - NA NA Virtual

28 Actor 3 Advisory - NA NA Virtual

29 Veterinarian 1 Veterinarian - NA NA Virtual
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Table A1. Cont.

S/N Participants
Industry Actor

Group
Gender Age Main Output

Medium of
Data Collection

30 Supply chain 1 Wool supply chain - NA NA Virtual

31 Supply chain 2 Wool supply chain - NA NA Virtual

32 Supply chain 3 Wool supply chain - NA NA Virtual

33 Supply chain 4 Meat supply chain - NA NA Virtual

34 Certification scheme 1 Certification scheme - NA NA Virtual

35 Researcher 1 Research - NA NA Virtual

36 Veterinarian 2
Farmer-facing
Veterinarian

NA NA Virtual

Table A2. Membership of breakout rooms for group discussions in the facilitated workshop.

Facilitators Groups Members

Researcher/novice facilitator Farmer group 3

Sheep farmer 7_grp

Sheep farmer 10_grp
Sheep farmer 12_grp
Sheep farmer 4_grp
Sheep farmer 20_grp

Co-facilitator 1 Farmer group 2

Sheep farmer 15_grp
Sheep farmer 14_grp
Sheep farmer 16_grp
Sheep farmer 22_grp

Co-facilitator 2 Farmer group 1

Sheep farmer 8_grp
Sheep farmer 1_grp
Sheep farmer 13_grp
Sheep farmer 25_grp
Sheep farmer 23_grp

Observer

Co-facilitator 3 Industry actor group 2

Veterinarian 1_grp
Actor1_grp

Researcher1_grp
Supply chain 1*_grp

Co-facilitator 4 Industry actor group 1

Actor3_grp
Veterinarian 2_grp

Actor1*_grp
Supply chain 1_grp

Certification scheme 1_grp
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Appendix B

Table A3. Sources of welfare information and type of information received.

Farmers’ Quotes on Type of Welfare Knowledge and Information Stemming from Social Networks,
Veterinarians, and Other Sources Total

I do not think of all the farmers that I interact with week [anybody would mention positive welfare]. I
would be surprised] I would be surprised if anybody says positive welfare to me. I do not think it is

(positive welfare) a conversation amongst farmers that we have. We tend to talk about [our flock welfare]
in detail [Farmer 8]

I get my welfare information by just talking to people. . . other farmers, randomly obviously because of
what I do. . . [work with wool]. There are always conversations about this and that, and then obviously I

grew up on a farm in Australia, and all the basics of animal husbandry there. [Farmer 17]

I keep reading what other farmers are doing [to improve the welfare of their animal]. I also talk to
farmers in groups. I also talk to people on the other side of the business to find out their perception and

how we can draw knowledge base that is comparable across the country. [Farmer 2]

I am not sure anyone uses the term positive welfare [in farmer discussions], but the discussions are
always about, this [incident] happened. Any ideas about what I should do about it? (Farmer 11)

My parents (whom I talk with about welfare improvement) would not be familiar with that term. It is not
a household language. . . I [also] attend a few groups and committees as part of breed societies. Where its

breeders of the same type of sheep coming together to discuss how to do it better. [Farmer 10]

We have a mixture [of topics] from discussing grass or soil quality. . . to health issues within the livestock
to husbandry issues; it is probably quite a mixed bag of what we are talking about. [Farmer 19].

[I get my welfare knowledge by] Just watching people and seeing people how they do it. And then
trying to implement it yourself? Rather than talking to them [or] asking them. [Farmer 20]

We discuss sheep issues there. . . Health issues probably sheep scab or fluke again fluke in the area. And
just, lambing issues lambing difficulties, and yeah just things like that. [Farmer 22]

[General Information I receive via email via xxxx] keeps me up to speed of what is changing within the
politics in the marketplace with farm assurance, welfare standards, antibiotic use, [within the industry in

general]. [Farmer 14]

[The farming group that I am in], they just pick on subjects, i.e., foot rot, scab, anything like that it can be
health of animal it can be. It can be anything farming related. The farming group that I am involved with

will go and visit all the farms. And then we will have other farmers come in to talk about their
experiences. [Farmer 23]

There is the xxxx and xxxx which I went to a meeting last night. You also got the xxxx which got quite a
lot of of stuff on the internet about feeding, parasite control and whatever. I feel we are pretty well

catered for [in terms of information from these organizations] You also look forward to discussing with
after having talks by [] experts] on worms or marketing your stock. [Farmer 13]

We will discuss how we plan to move forward if we have problems, what are they? How are we going to
combat these problems. I mean we read the farming press [on how to combat these issues. But I do like
to chat with the vet on an annual basis anyway. I would like to hear what other people are doing. But

then I do move about, certainly sheep circles, quite extensively. My son is also part of the sheep genetics
business, and they are constantly discussing sheep all the time (Farmer 1)

I am part of xxxx, which is a Welsh Government type thing. They publish a lot of information and
occasionally gets sort of invited to talks and farm walks and things. But other than that, not really

[positive welfare]. They have got a lot of resources that you can find [when] you sort of have a suspected
health issue. (Farmer 7 and Farmer 21)

I would say [my welfare information] comes from working with some really good shepherds. I also use
the internet. I am [also] sort of vice chairman [for xxxx farming organization] to the region. So, we have
quite a lot, many meetings discussing other things, but after the meeting, then you tend to discuss what
is going on with your flock and stuffs [but not necessarily positive welfare]. I am also member of a hardy

sheep group. They have talks from different sheep related people within the industry. [Farmer 4]
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Table A3. Cont.

Farmers’ Quotes on Type of Welfare Knowledge and Information Stemming from Social Networks,
Veterinarians, and Other Sources Total

It is probably a little bit of health and welfare, and also sort of the general picture, trade the business side
of it. The lamb trade, market prices and the whole and then of course, they talk about probably some of

the other diseases. [Farmer 16]

So, positive welfare will be more mentioned in terms of managing the negative welfare. So, it is not how
can we make things even better? It would be sort of how we prevent this from happening. So, we are
going to talk on abortion diseases and how to avoid abortion diseases and management of abortion

diseases or lameness. So, you are it trying to approach the negatives and work out what to do rather than
the positive. Farmer 12]

I quite use social media in all its negativity, but can be used for positive things, can’t it? If you have got
an issue [with your flock] you can put a picture or a photo up on Twitter, there are lots of lovely Twitter

farmers that will helo you or suggest things. [Farmer 6]

I think even without being a member of a group farmers do talk [about their flock but] anything
new-fangled [such as positive welfare] a lot of them will shy away from. [Farmer 9]

Talking to fellow farmers, reading the farming press, looking online at different articles and reading
books, and all that sort of things. And both my sons are part of a part of a grazing group and

regenerative grazing group as well. So, there is obviously great exchange of knowledge there. We are
members of [xxxx] which is very good in Wales. They often do conferences, or they provide access to

experts and webinars. So that is a way of gathering information. [Farmer 15]

20

Table A4. Participants’ interpretations associated with positive animal welfare, as identified through
NVivo analysis.

Concepts Farmer Quotes Frequency

Positive mental experiences-oriented

Well, I guess it would mean a positive mental state. So, it is focusing more
on the mental I guess also some of the physical needs. In some respects, I
would, I would then go to the good life framework as a kind of it would
define me five main categories, if I can remember, comfort, pleasure
[confidence, interest health]. (Actor 2).

5

And for me, as an animal welfare scientist, positive animal welfare is
about what the animal experiences. . . So, for positive animal, well, for me
would be a greater balance of positive experiences, pleasure, comfort,
relaxation, excitement, positive social interactions, those kinds of things,
and less of the negatives. (Researcher 2)

So, for me, the positive welfare is not about the animal, having a positive
life and feeling that it can express itself, which is not necessarily the same
as being highly productive can be. (Actor 3)

Positive animal welfare is a state of positive existence, I think. The sheep
having positive experiences in life. In other words, positive experience of
health and well-being and enjoying their lives. it is a state of positivity. I
mean we know it is not the negatives as far as I am concerned welfare is
about [the] positives not the negatives. It’s about being content. (Farmer 5).

How I see it is that it [positive welfare] is going above and beyond. So, it is
not just making sure they have necessities to be happy, but it’s giving them
extra things that they don’t need but can enhance their life quality. So, that
is how I see it. (Farmer 10)



Vet. Sci. 2024, 11, 452 21 of 24

Table A4. Cont.

Concepts Farmer Quotes Frequency

Happy and healthy definitions

[Positive welfare means] we do not want them to be healthy, we want
them to be, not just ill, you want them to be actively happy? (Farmer 11)

5

Animal welfare, it’s all about health, happiness, and well-being of the
animal. (Farmer 4)

Positive welfare for me is obviously happy sheep, which results in good
fiber which results in a good end. (Supply chain 2)

Positive welfare to me is a happy healthy sheep that produces to its top
potential, that it produces hopefully a profitable product. (Farmer 18)

If they are, well, it is basically happy sheep. A sheep that’s able to do what
it wants to a point when it wants to have space to do that. Express itself
how it wants to express itself, is not hungry, is content, happy, pain-free,
sort of not stressed. (Farmer 12)

High welfare

How I would perceive it would be that it is sort of promoting positive
animal-based outcome. So, in [xxxx], we measure a lot of animal welfare
indicators based on outcome measures. So, that is how we kind of view
animal welfare at farm level. And so positive welfare would be sort of
promoting more, not just the minimum animal welfare [standards]. It is
sort of above and beyond that. (Supply chain 1)

7

I will consider the Five Freedoms. And but I think, I just sort of think a bit
beyond that as well. I think more it is more of a subjective thing, is it not? I
just think, well, it goes, it is sort of common sense that this will be good for
animal welfare, that they are not getting muddy and things like that. So, I
think I know what the Five Freedoms, but I would kind of just think more
a little bit more intuitively, I guess. (Researcher 1)

We defined positive animal welfare, as going above and beyond what
other farmers are doing. (Supply chain 4)

Taking it beyond the Five Freedoms. And I suppose my view would be
that this [positive welfare] is about taking it [welfare] beyond the five.
(Veterinarian 1, in group and in interview)

So, I guess, from my perspective, what the term would mean to me is,
looking at the aspects of comfort, I guess you would kind of then look at
going down the route of higher schemes as well. So, things like grass-fed
beef and things like that at organic sheep production. You would kind of
be looking, probably over and above. I guess it would be over and above
the additional standards, looking to see what the consumer would want.
(Certification scheme)

I would say maybe positive is that maybe sort of along the lines of above
and beyond the basic requirements for welfare, maybe sort of enrichment
type things rather than just the basic sort of freedom from pain, ill health
and all those others [factors] really. (Farmer 7_grp)

Going above and beyond make sense. . . i.e., thinking positively about
what you can do to better improve the welfare conditions [of the sheep]. I
just wondered to what extent positive welfare was a state of mind of the
sheep farmers or shepherds mind and a state of consciousness about what
we are doing and why we are doing it [intentionality of providing more
opportunities for positive experience]. (Actor 1)
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Table A4. Cont.

Concepts Farmer Quotes Frequency

Good animal welfare

Also this like referring back to like the RSPCA Five Freedoms. So, I
suppose like, if you take something like that as a structure, and the animal
in front of you, does it have these Five Freedoms? (Veterinarian 2)

6

[Positive welfare means] free from pain and discomfort free from disease
and performing well. . . (Farmer 13)

Welfare for me is about the Five Freedoms. And we can run a profitable
farm if our animals are thriving. (Farmer 8)

Positive welfare I would say it is good health, and looking after your stock.
(Farmer 19)

I think positive welfare is an awareness of animal husbandry an awareness
I think it [has] just been brought under that category now. So, welfare
might run from anything to do with lambing. . . well, in the sheep world,
from lambing to shearing to feeding to how they are grazing, how they are
moved to shepherding. I think it’s everything around that animal and
animal husbandry comes under welfare as in, is it being managed correctly
by the five animal freedoms. (Supply chain 3)

So, a life where the where they are comfortable and be able unable to
express natural behaviors, able to live in, in groups. (Farmer 21)

Positive stockmanship

[Positive welfare means] seeing a problem before it arises. (Farmer 14)

7

[Positive welfare is] trying to be ahead of a problem. So, you reduce the
impact of that problem trying to reduce it happening in the first place. By
good management by good breeding, by using veterinary products to
prevent and to treat any ailments all the way through. (Farmer 2)

If you can catch it early obviously, you can make sure that they [the sheep]
are made better more quickly before they become ill and must be treated
for something with strong antibiotics and everything. (Farmer 9)

Getting to know what a contented knowing what a contented animal
sheep looks like. (Farmer 13_grp)

(Positive welfare) I will call it stockmanship (because) you have obviously
got to make sure your animals are getting or getting everything they need
to grow. . . They have to perform they have to grow in order to get you a
return. So, you have to look after them you have to make sure everything
that they are that everything is right for them basically. (Farmer 16)

Regarding the [positive] welfare, the welfare, the sheep and all that word,
it is nice, but I am quite big money in stock person or a stock man and the
stock person. Yeah, that is the person that knows about livestock and looks
after livestock. (Farmer 23)

But for me, positive welfare is ensuring you have done everything you can
to help solve that issue. So, it is probably accepting that there will be issues
but knowing that you have done everything you can, as they are in your
care to sort of try and combat that issue, rather than, just have had the
black and white of healthy or unhealthy, it is also making sure you have
done everything you can for them. (Farmer 25, Partner to Farmer 7)



Vet. Sci. 2024, 11, 452 23 of 24

Table A4. Cont.

Concepts Farmer Quotes Frequency

Good animal management

To me I suppose it means that we are going to make sure the animals are
happy, they are, they are sound on their feet, there’s no lameness.
Anything that we think is poorly, or that we are keeping an eye on those,
those sorts of things. And if we have to wear, we are treating anything we
are making sure we keep our livestock in good condition, body condition,
um yeah, I suppose like we looking after their, their general health.
(Farmer 19) 3

What do I term as positive welfare? I would like to think I would make a
few pounds out of sheep occasionally. And I can’t do that if the welfare is
not someone here. (Farmer 1)

A happy sheep is a sheep you do not have to look [after], and do not have
to do anything with. That how I see it. . . A happy sheep is a profitable
sheep. (Farmer 20)

Total 33
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