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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to take normative aspects of animal welfare in corporate practice 
from a blind spot into the spotlight, and thus connect the fields of business ethics and ani-
mal ethics. Using insights from business ethics and animal ethics, it argues that companies 
have a strong responsibility towards animals. Its rationale is that animals have a moral sta-
tus, that moral actors have the moral obligation to take the interests of animals into account 
and thus, that as moral actors, companies should take the interests of animals into account, 
more specifically their current and future welfare. Based on this corporate responsibility, 
categories of corporate impact on animals in terms of welfare and longevity are offered, 
including normative implications for each of them. The article concludes with manage-
rial implications for several business sectors, including the most animal-consuming and 
animal-welfare-threatening industry: the food sector. Welfare issues are discussed, includ-
ing the issue of killing for food production.

Keywords Corporate responsibility · Animal welfare · Moral status · Business practice · 
Stakeholders

During the last few decades, societal and philosophical support for the idea that animals 
should receive more legal and moral protection has grown. Consumers, investors and 
NGOs have become critical of the treatment of animals by corporations and nations (Amos 
and Sullivan 2018; Special Eurobarometer 2015). Nevertheless, normative explorations of 
the responsibility of companies towards animals are scarce (Van Liedekerke and Dubbink 
2008).

Therefore, in this paper I will explore the ethical responsibility of businesses towards 
animals. I argue that animals have a moral status (section 2). In section 3, I discuss how 
this leads to an obligation of moral agents to consider their interests, and conclude that 
these are served best by considering their welfare. In section 4, I argue that the moral obli-
gation of individual humans can be expanded to collectives, including companies. In sec-
tion  5, I explore some aspects of animal welfare in the corporate context, including the 
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issue of ending their lives. In section 6, I draw conclusions and offer managerial implica-
tions. I conclude with recommendations for research and several industries.

The Moral Status of Animals

In this section I explore the concept of moral status and identify how it applies to animals. 
I look into the concept of moral status in relation to sentience, and identify to which ani-
mals it is applicable. I summarize relevant biological knowledge of animal sentience and 
conclude that some groups of animals can make a moral claim on moral agents, based on 
their sentience.

Moral Status and Sentience

‘To have a moral status is to be morally considerable, or to have moral standing. It is to be 
an entity towards which moral agents have, or can have, moral obligations’, states Warren 
(1997:3). She explores which entities have a moral status. In that search, she considers 
the views of several philosophers, such as Taylor on the one hand, who attributes moral 
status to each goal-oriented organism with a tendency to maintain its existence and repro-
duce, and Kant on the other hand, who limits moral status to rational moral agents. Warren 
argues that sentience, or the capacity to feel pleasure or pain, should be the key concept 
for moral status, because there is a general agreement that it is wrong to inflict pain on 
those who can experience it. She distinguishes the Sentience Only view (sentience is a 
necessary and sufficient criterion for moral status) and the Sentience Plus view (sentience 
is a sufficient, but not necessary criterion for moral status, because there can be other suf-
ficient criteria), and distinguishes as well between some moral status and full moral status. 
She argues that there may be valid reasons for ascribing moral status to some non-sentient 
entities (e.g. biological species or ecosystems) and for ascribing a stronger moral status to 
some sentient beings than to others. Although this system of moral status is beyond our 
scope, it is relevant to our case that sentience of organisms provides a moral status, and is 
therefore a reason not to kill them or cause them pain (Warren 1997).

Several authors agree with Warren on the moral status of sentient animals. Rollin 
(2016b), for example, agrees with Warren that sentience is a sufficient condition for moral 
status. He stretches the notion of pleasure and pain to any positive or negative mental state, 
such as boredom, and prefers to speak of what matters to animals. From a Kantian perspec-
tive, Korsgaard also agrees to attribute moral status to sentient animals, stating that animals 
pursue the objects of their inclinations just like humans do, and that both are creatures for 
whom things can go well or badly (Višak and Garner 2016). Singer’s (1975/2009) utilitar-
ian view on ethical evaluation and decision making is based on a moral status of animals 
dictated by their sentience. Regan (1983/2004) acknowledges moral status to individuals 
who have beliefs, desires, preferences, intentionality, memory and a sense of their future. 
He defines mammals as subjects-of-a-life and therefore ‘moral patients’: they have a life 
that is theirs and can undergo moral acts from moral agents.

For our purpose, there is no need to explore the differences between the views or lev-
els of moral status. From here I take it as a starting point that at least some animals have 
a moral status. One remaining problem is the difference between sentience as a suffi-
cient condition for moral status, which most authors accept, and the narrower group of 
animals to which Regan attributes moral status. Using his definition of subjects-of-a-life, 
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he first confined moral status to mammals at least one year old (Regan 1983/2004), and 
later argued that birds probably should be added, and maybe fish too (1983/2004), which 
takes the demarcation line closer to the sentience threshold, as we will see later. Despite 
the remaining fuzzy area, I accept sentience as a sufficient condition for moral status and 
explore now which groups of animals are considered sentient.

Demarcating Animals with Sentience

Sentience is the ability to experience positive and negative affective states, such as pain, 
grief, hunger, thirst, happiness, fear, and pleasure (Duncan 2006). Apart from that, antic-
ipation, memory and coping with challenges play a role (Spruijt et  al. 2001). Knowing 
that a positive or a negative state is to come, as well as remembering it, can intensify the 
experience (Varner 2012). Varner sees a continuum from mere sentience (of beings who 
can experience positive and negative mental states) via near-personhood (of beings who 
have a sense of their mental states in the past and the future) to personhood (of beings 
who can place their mental states of the past and the future in their life story, which is in 
line with DeGrazia 2006). Akhtar (2011) and Rollin (2011) on the other hand argue that 
animals may experience pain more negatively than humans do, because animals have less 
understanding of the situation. Without drawing conclusions about differences based on 
memory, anticipation, and understanding, I will stick to the concept of sentience as a suf-
ficient condition for moral status.

Biological research uses four types of evidence for sentience: a nervous system simi-
lar to the human nervous system, behaviour in reaction to injury that is similar to human 
behaviour in reaction to injury (crying, howling, shrieking, moaning, etc.), the presence of 
sense organs and/or behaviour indicative of perceptual ability (not sufficient for sentience, 
but apt to be accompanied by it), and the presence of neurochemicals that in humans are 
related to the experiencing of pleasure, pain, or emotion (Warren 1997). Based on these 
criteria, researchers have drawn conclusions about several groups of animals, which I have 
listed in Table 1. All vertebrates – mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and fishes – seem 
to be sentient. There are signs that many other groups of animals may be sentient (e.g. 
crustaceans) or deserve the benefit of the doubt (e.g. particular insects and molluscs). 
Therefore, at least vertebrates have a moral status.

Moral Obligations

If entities have a moral status, they can make a moral claim on moral agents (Gruen 2017). 
Their moral status represents general claims about the ways in which moral agents ought 
to conduct themselves towards them. It is not necessary for animals themselves to be able 
to express this moral claim. Infants cannot express any moral claims either, but their moral 
status is beyond doubt. Acknowledging their moral claims, we make sure they are repre-
sented by grown-ups who can express their claims. Still, the claim is not their representa-
tives’, but theirs. The same holds true for sentient animals. Although they are represented 
by people or NGOs, the moral claim remains theirs.

If vertebrates have a moral status, which we concluded above, it is an obligation of 
moral agents (in general: humans) to give them moral consideration. What do these obli-
gations consist of? What should be done in the event of conflict of interest? To determine 
how we should act as humans, we need ethical theories. Different ethical approaches have 
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explored human moral obligations to animals. I will now briefly present the most relevant 
ones.

Utilitarianism

The most important philosopher of a utilitarian approach to animal ethics is Singer 
(1975/2009, 1981/2011). His ground for embracing utilitarianism is the idea that for ethi-
cal reasoning one should see one’s own interests as one set of interests among the sets of 
interests of other beings, who are equally important. Humans, as rational creatures, should 
acknowledge that it does not matter whether someone in pain is our kin or a stranger, our 
neighbour or someone far away, black or white, male or female, our own species or another 
species. We should treat animals according to their species-specific and individual inter-
ests. Utilitarianism has strong rational grounds. There is not a lot we can know about ‘the 
other’ (human or non-human) but what we do know is that positive experiences are better 
than negative ones. If all sentient beings prefer positive experiences, then we should strive 
for the most positive experiences for all. Utilitarianism has a strong case in claiming that 
the interests of sentient animals as their interests should be taken into account in assess-
ments of right and wrong.

Duty‑Based Approaches

The most well-known duty-based approach to ethics is Kant’s deontological theory, which 
acknowledges no direct human duties with regard to animals (Kant 1785/1902/1996; Kant 

Table 1  Current knowledge of animal sentience

*Grouping of animals not based on taxonomic ranking but on available literature

Animal group* What is known of their sentience

Mammals Experience pain and pleasure (Bateson 1991; Dawkins 1980)
Birds Probably experience pain like mammals (Marino 2017; Nasr et al. 2012; Varner 

2012)
Reptiles Probably experience pain like mammals (Stoskopf 1994; Varner 2012)
Amphibians Probably experience pain like mammals (Stoskopf 1994; Varner 2012)
Fishes Probably experience pain like mammals (Braithwaite 2010; Bovenkerk and Meij-

boom 2012; Brown 2015; Chandroo et al. 2004; Elder 2014; Varner 2012)
Cephalopods (squid) Highly sophisticated and poorly understood nervous system, added to list of sentient 

animals in European animal experiment legislation (Crook and Walters 2011; 
Fiorito et al. 2014)

Other molluscs 
(oysters, mussels, 
snails, sea slugs 
etc.)

Motivational states and cognitive capabilities in some species that may be consistent 
with capacity for states with functional parallels to pain (e.g. avoiding food previ-
ously combined with electric shock) (Crook and Walters 2011)

Crustaceans (crabs, 
lobsters, crayfish, 
shrimp)

Different systems from those of vertebrates, similar functions, possibly similar expe-
rience of suffering (Elwood et al. 2009)

Insects Reaction to harm and potential harm, no change of activity when bodies are dam-
aged, uncertainty about pain experience, species diversity too large to generalize 
(De Goede et al. 2013b); pessimistic interpretations and lowered levels of dopa-
mine, octopamine, and serotonin of agitated honeybees (Bateson et al. 2011)
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1963). Kant claims that rationality and autonomy (being able to make choices about one’s 
own life) are central features for having inherent worth (i.e. being an end in itself), and 
therefore for obtaining moral consideration. These features of others give us reasons to 
respect their choices. As animals would not have these features, moral agents have only 
indirect duties towards them. This would mean that we should consider their interests only 
for the sake of other moral agents.

This stance had been challenged by several successive duty-based approaches. I men-
tioned earlier that Regan (1983/2004) offers a duty-based approach to the moral status of 
animals. He argues that subjects-of-a-life should be treated respectfully and not harmed, 
which implies direct moral duties of moral agents. According to Regan, this rule should 
only be overridden if not harming them would harm an even greater number of moral 
patients (including moral agents, who are also moral patients). Garner (2013) states that at 
least some animals have an interest in not suffering, which implies that moral agents have 
duties towards them. Kaldewaij (2013) shows that even starting from the Kantian idea that 
similarities between rational actors lead to direct duties towards humans, direct duties of 
humans towards animals are defendable.

Telos‑Based Approaches

A third group of approaches is based on Aristotelian virtue ethics and on telos, the pur-
pose by which one flourishes. Nussbaum (2007) argues that, just like humans, animals 
have a telos and should be allowed to exercise certain capabilities so that they can flourish. 
They should therefore be granted the following: a life (and continuing it, although killing 
non-sentient animals for good reasons may be acceptable), bodily health, bodily integrity 
(no violence, abuse, and other forms of harmful treatment), access to sources of pleasure 
(free movement in an environment that pleases their senses), emotions through attachment 
to others (feelings of friendship and care, no fear), practical reasoning (to the extent the 
capacity is present, which differs by species and by individual), affiliation (attachments and 
bonding with their species), relationships with other species (as preferred), play, and con-
trol over their environment (Nussbaum 2007). Her translation of telos into concrete capa-
bilities is extremely useful for case assessments.

Although Rollin (2006) claims to combine approaches in a pragmatic way – because 
in his view it is obvious that sentient animals’ positive and negative experiences matter 
to them – the core of his approach is also the animal’s telos: ‘the unique set of traits and 
powers that make the animal what it is, the “pigness” of the pig, the “dogness” of the dog’ 
(Rollin 2016a, 2016b:51), from which needs and desires flow. Not satisfying these needs 
and desires results in poor welfare, which should be avoided (Rollin 2016a, 2016b).

Combined Approaches and Other Approaches

Several authors have taken other routes and reached similar conclusions. Cochrane (2013) 
combines utilitarianism with a duty-based view. He argues that the interests of humans 
and animals can and should be weighed against one another. Garner (2013) offers a con-
tract approach and finds a thorough obligation of humans towards animals. Donaldson and 
Kymlicka (2011) see animals as fellow citizens who should be granted rights on grounds 
of their ability to communicate, work and relate to others. Their approach is viewed as 
one of the triggers of the political turn in animal ethics, a paradigm shift characterized by, 
among other things, less focus on ethical theory, more focus on liberal values and positive 
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rights, and a pragmatic attitude towards political engagement and compromise (Milligan 
2016). Schmitz (2016) as well pleads for political and institutional change and argues that 
it cannot be right to maintain institutionalized practices that make animals suffer for trivial 
human purposes.

Similarities

I have mentioned several approaches of animal ethics with serious theoretical differences. 
Nevertheless, almost all of them – except Kant’s theory, but including other duty-based 
approaches based on and reacting to it – point in the direction of direct human obligations 
to sentient animals. Although I do not advocate choosing and mixing ethical approaches 
as it suits my case, I want to remark that some of the approaches lead to similar conclu-
sions about using animals. According to utilitarianism, for example, animals in industries 
are harmed in such a way that we should stop these practices unless they are necessary 
for a very crucial human interest. Curing deadly human diseases could be such a cause, 
but enjoying the taste of meat is not. If this stance were applied as a rule of utilitarianism, 
it would come close to a duty of humans not to harm animals for unnecessary purposes. 
Telos-inspired capabilities would also reject the ways in which animals are currently kept 
and slaughtered for trivial purposes.

I conclude that humans should attribute sentient animals a moral status and consider 
their interests. Though the exact demarcation line of sentient animals remains undeter-
mined – I will go into that later – the broad spectrum of ethical approaches gives us many 
reasons to give several animal species the benefit of the doubt (if any) and to avoid harming 
them.

The Responsibility of Companies

I have argued that humans should attribute sentient animals a moral status and take their 
interests into account. Does this mean we can talk of moral responsibilities of companies 
towards animals? I will now investigate what responsibility is and how individual, collec-
tive and corporate responsibility are related.

Individual versus Collective Responsibility

According to Scanlon (1998/2000), there are two types of responsibility. Attributive 
responsibility means that an action can be attributed to an actor who is properly subject to 
praise or blame. Substantial responsibility means that an actor’s specific role or position 
requires them to act in a certain way. If this type of responsibility applied to companies, it 
would mean they owe something to someone, for example to society, to consumers, or to 
animals. However, companies are not persons, so in their case responsibility could work 
out differently. Therefore, I will first explore the relationship between responsibilities of 
persons and those of companies.

Pettit (2007) offers three necessary conditions for fitness to being held responsible: there 
is an autonomous agent facing a value-relevant choice involving the possibility of doing 
good or bad, or right or wrong; the agent can judge the value of the options (understands 
it and has access to supportive evidence); and the agent has the control that is necessary 
for being able to choose. Members of groups can be held responsible for their part in the 
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design of the group, for the actions of the group (as members, unless they protested) and 
for acting in the group’s plans. These conditions often apply to decision-makers in com-
panies, who according to Isaacs (2011) bear more responsibility for the consequences 
of their actions than individuals outside companies, because of their powerful position. 
Isaacs explores the issue that collective moral responsibility requires collective intentions, 
whereas collectives cannot have intentions, which are mental states. Her argument is that 
individual intentions can set in motion collective actions, and therefore individuals are 
responsible for the consequences of their actions within a collective. At the same time, they 
can be bound by formal policies and structures, such as interests, attitudes, practices and 
cultures. I assume with Isaacs that individual agency is not absorbed by collective agency, 
but, on the contrary adds power.

In addition, Isaacs states that when a collective has obligations that are not met, this 
failure shapes and alters the obligations of individuals as members of the collective. This 
means that powerful people in companies can, and should, take individual responsibility 
and use their power to initiate responsible collective corporate actions. Groups of these 
powerful individuals (boards, for example) are collective agents. Apart from these exist-
ing collective agents, there are, according to Isaacs, potential collective agents: groups that 
could be formed to act upon certain moral issues. That these new collectives can have a 
positive influence on a responsible attitude of companies regarding animals is confirmed 
by Janssens and Van Wesel (2018). But, Isaacs warns, fuzziness of roles and tasks can pose 
a challenge to the outcomes. Therefore, against the background of collective responsibility, 
members are morally required to sort out their roles and tasks, so that collective actions can 
take place. The individual is not responsible for change, but for doing her part. This also 
holds true for issues that were not caused by the collective, and of which the cause may be 
unclear. Vagueness about what can be done, or a wrongful social practice combined with 
widespread ignorance about the wrongness or harmfulness of actions, diminishes the indi-
vidual’s responsibility.

Corporate Responsibility

Companies have societal responsibilities, as has been argued thoroughly from the point 
of view of both business ethics (Kaptein and Wempe 2002, Kolstad 2007) and CSR (Van 
Marrewijk 2003; Visser 2014). These responsibilities have hardly been applied structur-
ally to the interests of animals (Janssens and Kaptein 2016; Van Liedekerke and Dubbink 
2008). Arguing from the idea that individuals in collectives, including companies, bear 
responsibility for the consequences of their actions, there are two options: the functional 
model (the company cannot be perceived as an autonomous moral agent) or the auton-
omy model (the company can be perceived as an independent social entity that can be held 
responsible for the effects of its actions) (Kaptein and Wempe 2002). I think the autonomy 
model does the most justice to the fact that companies make policy choices through insti-
tutional decision-making processes that can be distinguished from individual staff choices 
and that are embedded in corporate practices. Therefore, I will proceed from the autonomy 
model.

Carroll (1991) distinguishes four categories of responsibilities of companies, which 
together constitute CSR. The basis of the pyramid of corporate responsibilities consists of 
economic ones: making a profit for investors and creating jobs. Next come legal responsi-
bilities, then ethical ones, and finally, on the top of the pyramid, philanthropic responsi-
bilities. Though responsibilities towards animals could appear in each of these categories, 

Page 7 of 21    2Food Ethics (2022) 7: 2



1 3

I will focus on ethical responsibilities: those which are not prescribed by law but are more 
binding than philanthropy – the responsibility to do what is right, just and fair, and to avoid 
harm.

Returning with this definition to Scanlon (1998/2000), we discover that both attributive 
and substantial responsibility can occur in companies. A retailer who uncritically continues 
to sell meat from a producer who has been found guilty of animal abuse bears attributive 
responsibility: There is a direct relationship between not acting and the consequences, for 
which the non-actor can be blamed. At the same time, the retailer bears a substantial (role-
based) responsibility to monitor the interests of animals through the production chain. For 
the scope of this chapter it makes no difference in which cases corporate responsibility is 
attributive or substantial. They may supplement and intermingle.

Animals as Stakeholders

Stakeholder theory may offer supporting arguments for corporate responsibilities towards 
animals, because it states that companies have an ethical responsibility to create value for 
stakeholders (Freeman et al. 2010; Freeman and Velamuri 2008). A broadly accepted def-
inition of a stakeholder is: any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 
achievement of the organization’s objectives (Donaldson and Preston 1995, Freeman et al. 
2010). Animals differ from (other) stakeholders in two possibly relevant ways.

The first difference that may be relevant is that they are non-human, but the definition is 
unclear about whether being human is a necessary feature of stakeholders. The definition 
does say, however, that it is about groups or individuals who can affect or are affected by 
the achievement of the organization’s objectives, which can be the case for animals. The 
three animal ethics approaches I discussed above agree that sentient animals have interests. 
Therefore, there is undeniably something at stake for them when business activities have an 
impact on their lives, which makes them potential stakeholders. This stance is supported 
by Hart and Sharma (2004), who argue in favour of including currently marginalised stake-
holders like the poor, the weak, and the non-human, and by Mitchell et  al. (1997), who 
classify animals as ‘dependent stakeholders’: those who lack power but who have urgent 
legitimate claims as ‘dependent’, ‘because they depend upon others for the power neces-
sary to carry out their will’ (p. 977).

This classification of being dependent of others to look after your interests and speak 
up for you leads us to the second difference: that animals in cannot speak for themselves 
(at least not in human language). This can be overcome by letting animal-protection NGOs 
speak for animals (Carroll 1991), using scientific knowledge about their preferences (Jans-
sens and Van Wesel 2018), observing their behaviour (Wemelsfelder et al. 2000) and put-
ting an effort in communicating with them (Meijer 2017). Webster (2006) describes farm 
animals as stakeholders of farming, besides farmers and customers.

An important critic of stakeholder theory is Heath (2014), who argues that a robust 
moral code can be derived from the fundamental obligation of a manager to maximize 
shareholder value within the framework of the law. His main argument is that this is the 
best way to make managers run the firm in a way that is in the long-term interest of those 
with a stake in the firm, especially in terms of continuation of business operations. As we 
have seen earlier, stakeholders are those who are affected by the company’s actions, those 
for whom there is something at stake, which can be the case in different ways. For some 
who are affected, a different type of doing business, or even stopping operations, may be 
in their interest, while for others the solution may lie in changing to innovative products or 
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processes that are friendlier to them but are nevertheless profitable and sustainable. It is 
this type of sustainable continuation that may be overlooked by shareholders but could in 
the end be in the interest of all affected.

The conclusion should be that powerful people in companies bear an individual respon-
sibility for the impact of their actions on the interests of animals. In addition, the company 
has an institutional responsibility. Both levels of responsibility may be attributive or sub-
stantial, based on CSR or stakeholder theory. It makes no decisive difference. From here 
on I will therefore speak of corporate responsibility, which can be fulfilled by actions of 
individuals within the company or of the company as an institution.

The Extent of Corporate Responsibility

Animals can be treated badly by companies (Engster 2006; Fraser 2008), or even be 
abused on a large scale (Braithwaite 2010; Foer 2009; Leder 2012; Singer 1975/2009). 
The extent of professional and corporate responsibility may differ by context. A remote 
farmer in Sudan who is not aware of the increasing academic recognition of moral obliga-
tions towards animals cannot be expected to proactively transcend local norms for treating 
animals. Multinationals, by contrast, operating on a global playing field, can be expected 
be aware of changing public norms and increasing academic knowledge, and to act accord-
ingly. They have both the resources to conduct thorough research before they make pol-
icy decisions (Isaacs 2011; Pettit 2007) and the opportunity to cooperate with researchers 
(Janssens and Van Wesel 2018). The responsibility of a company who produces and sells 
locally may be restricted to its own actions, whereas the responsibility of a company in the 
middle of an industrial network and an extended production chain may be much broader. 
Chain responsibility, for example, is confirmed by Eriksson and Svensson (2016).

A limitation to responsibility of individual actors in a company is that one can only be 
held responsible if one has the control necessary to make and implement choices (Pettit 
2007). This restriction matches Isaacs’ (2011) statement that sometimes an individual or 
an inter- or intra-corporate group may not have the power to make changes. In that case, 
Isaacs adds, the company should help these individuals or groups to design their roles in 
such a way that power is added. If the company itself lacks power, it can search for ways of 
extending their power to make changes (Janssens and Van Wesel 2018).

Animal Welfare

Having argued that companies have a responsibility to take the interests of animals into 
account, I will now consider what the interests of animals consist of. If humans have moral 
obligations towards animals, this means that they have an obligation to consider the inter-
ests of animals in their actions, or the animals’ ‘good’. Sumner (1996:35-37) chooses not to 
talk of interests when talking about the subjective ‘good’ of beings, but of welfare, because 
the term interests is too ambiguous: “on the one hand my interests are the same as my con-
cerns (what I am interested in), while on the other my interest (self-interest) is the same as 
my welfare.” For the purpose of this study, it is functional to embrace this choice en reflect 
on it in the given context, in the first place because animal welfare is a common term in 
both societal and academic practice, secondly because it is the central value that should be 
maximised in utilitarianism (Singer 1975/2009, 1981/2011), and thirdly because translated 
into practice it gets close to the notion of not being harmed of Regan (1983/2004) and part 
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of Nussbaum’s list of capabilities that animals should be allowed for being able to live 
according to their telos (e.g. bodily health, access to sources of pleasure, relationships with 
other species, play, control over their environment) (Nussbaum 2007). I will now say a bit 
more about the meaning of the term welfare in this context, without trying to offer a full 
operationalisation of what animal welfare beholds.

The Meaning of the Term Animal Welfare in this Context

Sumner (1996) defines welfare as authentic (not ‘fake’), subjective (valuable to me) hap-
piness. In his view it is more than a mental state: welfare is about the relationship between 
the subject and the world and has to do with overseeing options and deciding in a way that 
is true to one’s goals. This may be true for humans, but does it apply to animals as well? 
Can animals be ‘tricked’ into non-authentic or non-subjective ‘preferences’? To check this, 
we imagine a hungry sow, lured away from her piglets with food and then separated from 
them permanently. Her fake preference will be to take the food, but her authentic prefer-
ence would probably have been to go on taking care of her litter and feed herself later, had 
she been able to oversee the consequences of her options. Therefore, authentic preference 
seems to be applicable. Secondly, can animals have non-subjective preferences? A subjec-
tive preference of a dog could be to curl up with one of its owner’s old sweaters, which will 
make her feel happy. The same sweater has no value to the neighbour’s dog, who doesn’t 
like the smell. Snuggling this specific sweater is not a preference of the neighbour’s dog, 
although someone might conclude from the first dog’s reaction that ‘dogs like this sweater’. 
This means that the notion of subjective preferences can apply to animals as well. There-
fore, the definition of animal welfare we will keep in mind is: the fulfilment of an animal’s 
authentic, subjective preferences, those being the preferences this specific animal would 
have, overseeing and understanding the consequences of relevant options.

There is another aspect to animal welfare that is relevant to this argument. That is the 
awareness that it is impossible to identify when an individual has an acceptable level of 
welfare. Welfare takes a continuum from extremely negative to extremely positive. Which 
level of welfare is acceptable and how it can be measured and weighed against other inter-
est is hard to determine and influenced by context (Ohl and Van der Staay 2012).

The Harm of Taking Life

An ongoing discussion in animal ethics is the question of whether taking the life of healthy 
animals without causing them pain or distress constitutes harm. Regan (1983/2004) is 
rather clear about this: moral patients have an inherent value, and therefore killing them 
is a violation of their moral rights. It is only allowed under specific threatening circum-
stances. The telos-based approaches are also clear on the issue: Nussbaum (2007) includes 
continuing life in the list of capabilities we should allow sentient animals, and therefore 
taking their lives is harming them; Rollin (2006) takes the position that taking the life of an 
animal needs thorough justification, which he thinks is lacking in, for example, the case of 
eating them.

At first glance one would think that from a utilitarian perspective, taking life painlessly 
is not diminishing welfare as long as the animal is not aware of death approaching. No 
harm has been done before death, and from the moment of death, there is no living ani-
mal anymore to have an interest in welfare, and therefore no welfare of an animal is taken 
away (Broom 2011; Webster 1994). This view is opposed by those who claim that cutting 
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an animal’s life short is taking away its future welfare, and therefore is wrong (Balcombe 
2009; Bovenkerk and Braithwaite 2016; Deckers 2016; Kagan 2016; Kasperbauer and 
Sandøe 2016; Singer 1981/2011; Višak 2015; Yeates 2010). For preference-utilitarians, 
fulfilment of preferences is the central value that should be maximized (Singer 1993/1999). 
In this view, killing is taking away future fulfilment of preferences, which makes the loss 
and therefore the harm greater for those with future-oriented preferences (Chappell 2013). 
Though this position has been questioned (Kasperbauer and Sandøe 2016; Yeates 2010), it 
could be an argument for differentiating ending human lives and ending animal lives, since 
humans have the ability to plan ahead and look forward to future experiences. Neverthe-
less, at least some animal species can have a concept of the future that is relevant to the 
moral significance of continuing life (Bradley 2016; Clayton et al. 2003; DeGrazia 1996). 
We can imagine very well that for a pig, expectations (after feeding time there will be sun 
in the back of the meadow) and plans (I will go and lie there then) can be thwarted if it is 
slaughtered, which results in a loss of the (late) pig’s welfare. At first glance, the pig’s loss 
appears small compared to the loss of a human planning to become a nurse whose life is 
cut short. Still, to the pig, living in a shorter time frame, the modest afternoon plan could 
be half its world. That killing animals prematurely is a harm done to them is confirmed by 
Bruijnis et al. (2016). My conclusion is that killing is a harm if done to a being that at the 
moment of death has an interest in fulfilling future preferences and enjoying welfare in the 
future.

What about killing animals living unpleasant lives or facing an unpleasant future? 
Would it not be better for them to kill them painlessly? If they are already alive and their 
situation cannot be changed, this would indeed be the best option for them, but it would be 
even better to change their situation to a positive one and to stop bringing animals destined 
to lead lives of misery into the world.

Replaceability Argument

Expecting that my argument may put moral limits on the use of animals in industries, I 
want to reflect shortly on the replaceability argument, which could be brought forward 
against our case. In a nutshell, the argument, employed especially against the utilitarian 
approach of animal ethics, goes like this: Moral actors have a moral duty to maximize over-
all welfare, but it does not seem to make any difference to which individual this welfare is 
attached, except that all individuals count equally. This means that taking an animal’s life is 
permissible if the animal is replaced by a newly bred animal with at least the same welfare 
level (Singer 1993/1999). Would it then be ethically neutral to kill animals and replace 
them with equally happy animals?

One of the answers to this question is from Chappell (2013). He argues that an agent 
with enough life-saving anti-venom for one person would find it horrible to choose which 
of two poisoned persons to save. Finding this choice horrible is what makes her a moral 
agent, and it shows that she accords separate value to the interest of each individual, and 
that those who count are not mere receptacles of welfare. Their interests count equally 
but as distinctive intrinsic goods. Trade-offs can be made, but a benefit to person A does 
not absorb a lesser loss by person B. I think Chappell’s argument is well grounded, and 
applies to animals’ welfare as well, because animals are individuals too (Braithwaite 2010; 
DeGrazia 2006; Rollin 2011). A similar analysis of the replaceability argument is offered 
by Višak (2011), who claims that the existence of an animal and the non-existence of a 
potential animal are incommensurable.
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Without analysing the issue of the replaceability argument any further, I will stick to my 
assumption that killing an animal is an infringement upon the animal’s welfare and there-
fore a harm done to the animal, even if the animal is replaced. If its life is bad, the effort 
should go into improving it.

Categories of Impact on the Welfare of Animals

Different types of impact on animals may lead to different ways of dealing with corpo-
rate responsibility for the animals involved. In the first place, it matters whether or not the 
animals are killed. Other prima facie relevant differences are whether they are living in a 
positive or a negative state, and, thirdly, whether they are living freely or are kept by the 
company (or by another company in the chain). Those who keep animals for economic rea-
sons might argue that animals are better off in their care than in the wild. They are indeed 
protected from many threats, such as unhealthy weather conditions, hunger, and predation 
(Rollin 2016a, 2016b). On the other hand, in industrial farming many aspects of animal 
flourishing are ignored or actively suppressed, for example mobility, relationships, interac-
tion with the natural world, and autonomy (McMullen 2015). Degrazia (2011) states that 
confinement as applied in factory farming and traditional zoos is a wrong done to animals. 
It is my view that if the animal’s autonomous, informed preference is the safety of the barn, 
this safety should include a fitting welfare standard.

I will now offer a categorisation of different types if corporate impact on the welfare 
of animals, based on the above characteristics and existing practices, and formulate corre-
sponding responsibilities they should consider based on my earlier argument that the wel-
fare of animals should be taken into account and that taking their lives counts as taking 
part of their welfare. For the sake of clarity, I offer pronounced examples for each category, 
assuming that the negative and respectively positive states are the true states of the animals 
involved, thereby avoiding the discussion about how happy or unhappy for example a free-
range dairy cow is (Višak 2015; Webster 2013).

Animals kept in a negative welfare state, bred and killed for economic reasons (e.g. 
industrially kept pigs, broiler chickens, minks, some laboratory animals). Companies 
who bear direct or chain responsibility for them should consider their living and dying 
conditions critically, look for ways to solve welfare issues, and consider innovating 
towards alternate products that make killing animals unnecessary.
Animals kept in a positive welfare state, bred and killed for economic reasons (e.g. free-
range pigs and broilers). Companies who bear direct or chain responsibility for them 
should consider their dying conditions critically, look for ways to solve welfare issues, 
and consider innovating towards alternate products that make killing animals unneces-
sary.
Animals kept in a negative welfare state, used for economic purposes over a longer 
period (e.g. industrial dairy cows and laying hens, circus animals of wild species). 
Companies who bear direct or chain responsibility for them should consider their living 
and dying conditions critically and consider innovating towards alternate products that 
make keeping them unnecessary.
Animals kept in a positive welfare state, used for economic purposes over a longer 
period (e.g. free-range dairy cows and laying hens, roaming sheep). Companies who 
bear direct or chain responsibility for them should monitor their welfare to make sure 
there is no decline, consider their dying conditions critically, and, in case of persistent 
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welfare and killing issues, consider innovating towards alternate products that make 
keeping them unnecessary.
Animals as by-products, killed at an extremely young age for economic reasons (e.g. 
male chicks and steers). Companies who bear direct or chain responsibility for them 
should consider their living and dying conditions critically, take measures to solve wel-
fare issues, and consider innovating towards alternate products or production methods 
that prevent their coming to life as by-products.
Free-living animals, killed or harmed for economic reasons or as a result of economic 
activity (e.g. fishes, house mice in buildings, frogs on building sites). Companies who 
bear direct or chain responsibility for them should consider their impact on these ani-
mals critically, and look for measures, alternate processes or products that solve welfare 
and killing issues.

Critics may argue that the categories are neither complete nor absolute. Intermediate 
categories can occur (animals taken from the wild to be kept), or animals may change cat-
egories (sheep living in a positive state shifting to a negative state when transported for 
slaughter). In this case, in-between categories or shifts can easily be derived.

Implications and Recommendations

I have argued that companies bear responsibilities towards sentient animals, which oblige 
them to consider how to prevent inflicting harm on them, including killing, and to pro-
tect their welfare. A paradigm shift in companies is necessary to accept that sentient ani-
mals have interests that count ethically amongst other interests in and outside the company. 
Harming animals is ethically negative, and asks for thorough ethical accountability. It can-
not be denied that the impact on animals of many industries is far from neutral and should 
be reconsidered and set against the societal necessity or value of the products and services 
produced.

We have also seen that implications and considerations may differ by context and impact 
category. Responsibilities can be limited by vagueness about what can be done, secondly 
by wrongful social practice combined with widespread ignorance, and thirdly by lack of 
power (Isaacs 2011). For most companies, operating in contexts of abundant information 
and shrinking global distances, the first two limiting factors will play a minor role. The 
third limitation, lack of power, can at least partly be solved by efforts to cooperate within 
industries and production chains (Janssens and Van Wesel 2018). I have categorised differ-
ent types of impact of companies on animals and listed appropriate responsibilities for each 
of them. I will now offer some managerial implications and some recommendations with 
accompanying informative (not argumentative) references.

Managerial Implications

Managers of companies who acknowledge their responsibility for those animals that are 
affected by corporate activity should assess their impact on animal welfare and take steps, 
based on the above categorization. Although it is not the purpose of this paper to offer an 
operationalisation of how exactly animal welfare can and should be supported, I will offer 
a few possible directions of managerial action. For livestock issues, some companies are 
using the Five Freedoms concept (Janssens and Kaptein 2016). The original Five Freedoms 
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are: freedom from hunger or thirst, freedom from discomfort, freedom from pain, injury or 
disease, freedom to express normal behaviour, and freedom from fear and distress (Bram-
bell 1965). They were updated several times (Botreau et al. 2007; Brando 2016; Farm Ani-
mal Council 2009; Sandøe and Jensen 2011) and were recently expanded to 14 welfare 
criteria (Brando and Buchanan-Smith 2018), which offer an up-to-date guideline. Another 
concrete road to taking responsibility for animals in economic processes is to offer them 
‘labour rights’ to representation by a union, rest and leisure, and retirement (Cochrane 
2016). Although this may be a large step for some companies, looking at animals through 
this lens may trigger a mind shift. Thirdly, treating animals as stakeholders, and discuss-
ing their alleged preferences with NGOs and animal behaviour scholars, can be a fruitful 
approach.

There are no rational arguments for rejecting responsibilities for reasons of burden. Eth-
ical requirements can be tough, especially if they have remained unrecognized by common 
practice for a long time. Nevertheless, some weighing of interests is inevitable, for example 
between animal welfare and protection of the environment. This can be difficult, since it 
can involve many uncertainties (Janssens and Van Wesel 2018). For a correct weighing 
process, an ethical assessment can be useful. There are several tools for ethical assessment, 
like the Ethical Matrix (Mepham 2016), which refines common-sense ethics and facilitates 
discussion and assessment. Bovenkerk and Meijboom (2012) offer a model for defining the 
moral status of the animals involved (fishes, in their case) and weighing interests.

Implementation barriers can be overcome by taking leadership, working in partnerships 
with e.g. chain partners and NGOs, and by celebrating ‘championships’, like targets that 
have been achieved (Baur and Palazzo 2011; Janssens and Van Wesel 2018; Varner 2012). 
There is a special role for the CSR manager, who can have a positive influence by com-
municating and facilitating communication with other parties (Janssens and Van Wesel 
2019). Gjerris et al. (2011) propose to introduce four virtues in the relationship between 
consumers and producers of animal-based products: attentiveness, responsibility, compe-
tence and responsiveness. Rollin (1995) sees four problematic beliefs in agricultural com-
munities that stand in the way of improvement: the idea that paying attention to animal 
welfare is opening doors to animal rights (which many people consider a bridge too far), 
the conviction that one can talk of animal welfare in a value-free context, the idea that sci-
ence and ethics are separate worlds, and the notion that research into animal welfare cannot 
adequately address the animal’s experience of pain. It is a challenge for companies to con-
tribute to eradicating those barriers.

Recommendations for Food Production and Retail

The most animal-consuming and animal-welfare-threatening industry is probably the ani-
mal-based food industry (Francione 2010; Rollin 2006). It has many branches, each with 
its own issues. I have argued that killing animals is ethically dubious. At the same time, 
demanding an immediate termination of the killing of animals for food is too remote from 
practice. I do agree with most of the previously mentioned ethicists that in an ideal world, 
humans neither eat animals nor use products for which animals are killed as a by-product, 
and that phasing out is feasible. Nevertheless, I will now offer some information on welfare 
issues that can lead the way to first, more realistic steps in the right direction.

Aside from death, welfare problems in industrial farming are overwhelming, the main 
ones being lameness, stereotype behaviour, tail biting or tail docking of pigs, feather peck-
ing or beak trimming of poultry, and exhaustion (De Goede et al. 2013a; Webster 2013). 
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Other examples from Deckers (2016) are: castrating and filing teeth of piglets without 
anaesthesia, chaining sows to the floor, wearing down cows, separating cows and calves, 
suffocating and crushing of fish on fishing vessels, inadequate temperatures and rough han-
dling in fish farming, and for several species, long transports under extreme temperatures.

Measures for enhancing animal welfare will differ between groups of animals. Exam-
ples are: cage enrichment, more space, better housing, free-range options, social contacts, 
safer transport, and humane slaughter methods. Webster (2013) introduces the Planet Hus-
bandry concept, which means that animals can live in accordance with their natural needs 
and are cared for responsibly. Rollin (1995) as well sees options for paying more attention 
to sources of animal suffering. One way is to engage in research into alternative practices, 
because industrial killing can almost never be done without pain and stress (Pachirat 2011; 
Rollin 2006). Breeding dual-purpose animals and introducing new methods for sex deter-
mination of eggs, for example, can prevent the early killing of male by-products of egg and 
dairy farming. Fish industries, for whom the discussion about welfare is extra complex 
and plural (Bovenkerk and Meijboom 2012), should consult biologists, physiologists, and 
ethologists to take steps (Bovenkerk and Meijboom 2013). The next ethical challenge is the 
up-and-coming insect industry (De Goede et al. 2013b), which is popular for reasons of 
efficiency, low emissions and biodiversity (less pressure on vulnerable fish species). Lack-
ing any other norm, De Goede et al. apply the Five Freedoms, designed for more conven-
tional animal husbandry, to insects, which is a delicate practice. They conclude that there is 
a need for transparency in the sector and research into the welfare of insects.

If companies would attribute the interests of animals a relatively heavy weight in their 
ethical assessments, the far-stretching ideal of some, a vegan society, seems feasible in the 
future. To reach that, companies could invest in the development of imitation meat and cul-
tured meat, and promote vegetables, beans, nuts, and plant-based ‘dairy’ (Deckers 2016). 
Francione (2010) as well argues in favour of stopping animal use for food (or any pur-
pose), which is possible if it is phased out gradually (Simmons 2016). Still, the road to 
a vegan society is challenged by the debate about animal casualties from arable farming 
(e.g. machine kill and pest control) (Davis 2008). Varner (2012) tries to solve that problem 
through innovations such as nest protection and new methods for expelling animals. Davis 
also mentions physical, economic, political, religious, historical, legal, psychological and 
cultural obstacles. Although these are many, they should not prevent companies from doing 
the right thing.

Recommendations for Other Industries

I will now offer some prima facie recommendations for other industries, based on the for-
mer argumentation that necessity of products and services and the value they ad for society 
should be set against the interests of the animals involved.

Fur and leather are controversial because they are luxury products with many alterna-
tives (imitation fur, plastics, cork, pineapple waste). Sheep, goats, llamas, alpacas, angora 
rabbits, and angora goats are used for wool production, which raises several welfare issues. 
Angora rabbit wool, for example, is harvested in a painful way. In the sheep industry 
mulesing, the cutting away of skin to prevent parasite flies from nestling, is problematic. 
Rough handling can be a problem for all the species mentioned. However, animal-friendly 
wool production can be morally acceptable if the welfare of the animal involved is taken 
into guaranteed (Garner 2013).
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The major problems in entertainment using animals are confinement, boredom, and 
cruel training methods. In zoos, deprivation of space, activities and free choice of company 
can be problematic. Solutions are: substitution of activities (natural ones for new ones) 
and other forms of habitat enrichment (Keulartz 2016). As a minimum, the animals’ basic 
needs should be met (DeGrazia 2011). In some cases, animal-friendly training methods can 
be helpful (Haraway 2008; Hearne 1992). Additionally, one could argue that displaying 
animals in circuses, zoos and aquariums is not necessary, and that the sacrifice asked from 
animals for entertaining humans is too high a price. Each company involved should make 
their own assessment, weighing the ‘good’ of entertainment, and sometimes species con-
servation, against the interests of the animals involved.

Many industries, including food and pharmaceuticals, use sentient animals in experi-
ments. In most countries the weighing of their interests against those of society is imposed 
by law and is being done relatively carefully. Other industries could learn from the ethi-
cal assessment done by Animal Experiment Committees. Still, ethical issues of animal 
research deserve attention (Linzey and Linzey 2018).

Even in industries with no direct animal use, for example the raw materials industry, an 
assessment of impact on animals is useful. Issues that can be encountered here include pest 
control, pollution, building activities, transport and catering (Janssens and Kaptein 2016; 
Varner 2012).

Conclusions

In this paper I have argued that animals count morally, and that humans as well as their 
institutions, including companies, have moral obligations towards sentient animals, which 
had led us to the argument that companies bear responsibilities for the animals they have 
an impact on. Companies should take the welfare and life of animals into account in their 
ethical assessments and (at least) diminish animal suffering. I think my argument supports 
the position that companies should assess their current and future impact on the welfare of 
animals, explore cutting-edge knowledge about the needs and preferences of the animals 
involved, and draw conclusions on actions to take. The outcome of these assessments and 
the options for change may differ per context (corporate impact on animals, necessity of 
the products or services, status quo of the industry, national or international level on which 
the company operates, influence of the company, et cetera), but it may be clear that some 
reflection of each company is desirable.

A limitation of this ethical exploration is that many questions remain unanswered. Apart 
from uncertainty about the precise extent of corporate responsibility towards animals, there 
is uncertainty about how to weigh conflicting interest of stakeholders (ethical decision 
models offering only part of the solution), how to deal with interaction with government, 
and how to assess consumer responsibility in relation to corporate responsibility. Although 
I limit myself to describing corporate responsibilities towards animals, which means 
excluding the discussion on responsibilities of other parties, such as consumers, NGOs and 
governmental organisations, one could argue that these parties are relevant for companies 
in an indirect way. If companies have a responsibility to take the interest of animal into 
account when making business decisions, this responsibility can be extended to helping 
consumers, NGOs and governmental organisations to make better choices for animals. 
This could mean for example: offering non-animal product options; lowering the thresh-
old to buy these products by advertising, discounts and shelve positioning; collaborating 
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with NGOs on animal welfare purposes; and collaborating in governmental animal welfare 
projects (Janssens and Van Wesel 2018). Kaiser et al. (2021) describe how the COVID-19 
crisis offers opportunities for rethinking the food system and its value priorities bottom-up, 
including the market as part of this “bottom” and addressing animal and human welfare as 
obvious ethical issues. Another opportunity for this broader-than-corporate approach lies 
in adding animal welfare explicitly tot the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(Keeling et al. 2019). I recommend the above topics for further research. It would be useful 
as well if scholars further explored the implications for different industries and the moral 
status of several non-vertebrate animal species.

The claim I put on companies may be an unwelcome message to some involved. Never-
theless, change is morally desirable and even obligatory, as it is the only way to end system-
atic abuse of animals in industries, of which I have argued that many aspects are wrongful. 
I therefore hope that decision makers in companies will initiate the recommended changes.
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