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Preface
The present PhD project was conducted from October 2009 – November 2012 at the Department of 

Animal Science, Faculty of Science and Technology, Aarhus University – where I have been part of 

the section of Epidemiology and Management. The section develops, gathers and disseminates 

knowledge of production management, herd health and welfare and creates possibilities for an 

improved communication between farmers, authorities and the surrounding community. 

As part of my PhD study I have visited and worked together with researchers at the Animal Welfare 

Program, Faculty of Land and Food Systems, University of British Colombia, Vancouver, Canada.

The PhD project was funded by The Food Research Program 2008, The Danish Ministry of Food, 

Agriculture and Fisheries and by Aarhus University. 

The project is a part of the major cross-disciplinary research project “On-farm animal welfare

assessment for farmers and authorities” in which researchers of Aarhus University, the Life 

Sciences Faculty of the University of Copenhagen and the Danish Technical University look for the 

most effective methods of selecting farms with animal welfare problems prior to inspection. This 

project will be completed in 2012.

This PhD project has resulted in four research papers. Paper 1 has been published in Livestock 

Science. Paper 2 has been accepted for publication in Animal Welfare (In press), Paper 3 has been 

submitted to Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, and Paper 4 has been submitted to 

Social Anthropology. 
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Summary in English

Action of and interactions between authorities and livestock farmers - in relation to animal 

welfare

The many requirements related to animal welfare - generated by a combination of national and EU 

animal welfare legislation - are a part of daily life when running a livestock farm in Denmark and in 

the EU. Since 2004, the number of unannounced inspections of farm animal welfare made by the 

authorities in Denmark has gone up. In cases of noncompliance with the legislation, farmers today 

face not only the risk of being fined but also having their EU-subsidies reduced.

With this growing concern for farm animal welfare in Denmark, the conflicts between farmers and 

authorities have increased. At the same time it is quite clear from these debates that what one group 

of people understands by the term ‘animal welfare’ can differ greatly from the opinions of other 

groups, or from one person to another.

The overall aim of this thesis is to provide new insight into different aspects of the interaction 

between farmers and authorities in relation to animal welfare. I have examined the dilemmas, 

conflicts and paradoxes that have developed as part of the implementation of animal welfare in 

relation to animals, farmers and employees at the farms and authorities. 

By using an ethnographic approach and anthropological perspectives I have studied how animal 

welfare is constituted and communicated and how it shapes the lives of humans and animals.

As its starting point, the thesis provides a description of the conflicts in the area of animal welfare 

and a description of the development of industrialised livestock farming. I also explore how 

agriculture and animals are seen in anthropology, and how the science of animal welfare – and with 

this the legislation – has developed. Furthermore, I describe how farmers understand animal welfare 

in daily practice and I explore if animal welfare, from an anthropological perspective, can be 

understood as a social technology. 

The methods used in the following four papers have been:

1. Ethnographic fieldwork, following inspectors on unannounced inspections of animal 

welfare.

2. Following this fieldwork semi-structured interviews were performed with inspectors and 

farmers from 12 selected inspections.

3. Fieldwork by working at four different farms, two pig farms and two farms with dairy cattle 

for one month at each site.
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4. Following this fieldwork semi-structured interviews were performed with the people I met at 

the farms. 

5. Semi-structured interviews with a group of farmers being charged for neglect of farm 

animals.

The papers of this thesis address the following four issues:

Paper 1

The experience of animal welfare inspections as perceived by Danish livestock farmers: A 

qualitative research approach

The aim of the paper was to investigate and understand how a group of farmers experienced 

unannounced animal welfare inspections as a part of their daily life on the farm. Using an 

ethnographic approach, the meeting between the farmers and inspectors was observed at 22 farms. 

Twelve farmers were afterwards selected for interviews. The results are presented as three main 

themes: 1) Inspection seen as necessary, 2) the inspection process seen as unfair, and 3) farmer’s 

explanations of a negative evaluation. A main finding is that farmers simultaneously perceive 

animal welfare inspections as necessary and as potentially unfair. Within the process of inspection, 

farmers ask for objectivity but also for room for interpretation. In the discussion we have used an 

anthropological approach based on the concept of the audit society, where inspection can be seen by 

the farmers as creating both a feeling of certainty but also of uncertainty.

We discuss whether the challenges faced in this area are caused by tension created by the fact that 

the interaction between farmers and inspectors takes place in different languages of communication: 

The language of animal welfare legislation (here named as belonging to the domain of production)

which is supposed to be known by the farmers, but the farmers in this investigation (with their 

language about animal welfare belonging to the private domain) express their experience as 

uncertainty, never knowing if they are able to get things right. We also discuss if it is possible to 

create space for farmers to reflect in a more open way on their own views of the welfare of their 

animals.

Paper 2

To inspect, to motivate – or to do both? A dilemma for on-farm inspection of animal welfare
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The aim of the paper was to investigate and discuss how the points of view or strategies of the 

inspectors affected the outcome of animal welfare inspections on farms. Using an ethnographic 

approach, the meeting between the farmers and inspectors was observed at 22 farms. 11 inspectors 

were selected for interviews. The results are divided into two major themes: Themes of agreement 

among the inspectors and themes of disagreement among the inspectors. Together, they described 

the underlying dilemma among the inspectors and in the inspection process. The first theme focused 

on the preventive aspect, and the second theme focused on compliance and on avoiding engaging in 

discussion with the farmers about the reasons for the regulation.

We have presented an analysis based on an anthropological approach illustrating a central dilemma 

in the work of the inspectors related to how inspectors can be seen as “street-level-bureaucrats” 

being policy-makers on different levels, and we discuss how the point of views or strategies of the 

inspectors may affect the outcome of animal welfare inspections. We argue that this study can 

initiate a necessary and more open discussion of the inspectors’ dilemma: On the one side focusing 

on compliance, and on the other side having a wish to focus on more preventive aspects and on 

motivation.

Paper 3

Farmers under pressure - Analysis of the social conditions of cases of animal neglect

In this paper we aimed to shed new light on the stories behind cases where Danish farmers have 

been charged with neglect of livestock and discuss how these findings can contribute to prevent 

future cases from occurring. The analysis is based on statistical analyses of register data from 

Statistics Denmark and on qualitative interviews with farmers involved in court cases of neglect of 

livestock. 

The quantitative part of our analysis shows that while the average farmer has a low risk of ending 

up with animal neglect problems a small number of farmers face severe financial difficulties, 

divorce and psychiatric problems, all of which are events associated with an increased risk of being 

convicted of neglect of farm animals. Analysing the farmers’ narratives, they do not present one 

main narrative but what we call ‘narratives of disruption’ - pressure from events connected to 

problems with finance, technology and the family, but also the pressure coming from the increasing 

numbers of inspections by the authorities. We stress in our discussion that neither a quantitative 

emphasis on risk groups nor a qualitative approach stressing the narratives, can produce one single 



12

explanation for the neglect of livestock. Although livestock neglect is a multi-causal phenomenon,

we argue that it is possible to formulate initiatives for preventing future cases. 

Paper 4

Hybrids and profits: Circuits of Animals, Technology and Humans in Danish industrialised 

farming

The aim of the paper is to explore a central paradox in industrialised farming. On one hand the 

separation of culture and nature that insists on a radical difference between the realm of animal and

human. On the other hand a practical, but often denied, mixing of these realms continually occurs.

Using examples from fieldwork at four farms, we argue that the creation of hybrids can be seen as 

absolutely necessary if one has to deal with the paradoxes that permeate industrialized animal 

farming in practice.. Firstly, we follow how animals are turned into numbers, diagnoses, and 

regulations in the pursuit of both profit and animal welfare. Secondly, we show how farmers turn 

themselves into animals and technology and how technology is transformed into substitutes for 

humans in the pursuit of cost-efficient production. The paper suggests that the insights of 

anthropological approaches to human-animal relations shed new light on the complexities of 

modern hyper-technological, ethically ambivalent and debt-ridden farming.

In the final discussion of the thesis the complexity and ambiguity that is associated with the term 

animal welfare are discussed as an overall paradox in relation to the life of farm animals in 

Denmark. 

The paradoxes seen in the four papers are discussed and I argue that dealing with paradoxes by 

increasing knowledge might be one possible way to overcome the tensions. However, since the 

farmers in my data do not ask for knowledge about animal welfare in the broader term, one could 

focus on what they do actually ask for: a request for more information about the legislation of 

animal welfare, as new times mean that farmers have to adjust to new ways of working ( e.g. 

management in relation to the legislation and control that is part of farm life today). Furthermore, I

discuss if a different way of carrying out animal welfare inspections would be possible in the future

not only focusing on compliance but also on e.g. motivation, perhaps by developing more 

responsive inspection processes paying attention to the differences among farmers. However, this 

raises dilemmas in relation to a control-system with a main focus on compliance and this might only 
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make sense if the inspectors are given the time and skills to communicate with the farmers in a way 

that provides room for responsiveness.

A future perspective could be to look into how animal welfare is linked to the management of the 

farms. I also find it relevant to conduct more research on the area of monitoring animal welfare by 

technologies and to include a social science focus here. Besides, it is important to discuss how 

animal welfare is integrated in the education of future farmers at the agricultural colleges in 

Denmark. Also, the possibility of developing inspections of animal welfare with a focus on 

responsiveness ought to be included in future research. 

Finally, I suggest that ethnographic fieldwork is a suitable method for studying production on

modern industrialised farms, with the inter-entanglement of animals, humans and technology 

constituting as a fertile field for contemporary anthropology.
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Resumé på dansk

Dyrevelfærd i husdyrbesætninger: Et samspil mellem husdyrbrugere og myndigheder

Mange og stigende krav til dyrevelfærd hos landmænd er en del af hverdagen i dansk landbrug. De 

mange krav stammer dels fra dansk national lovgivning og dels fra lovgivning fra EU.

Landmanden skal for eksempel overholde en række lovkrav, når han (eller hun) opstalder sine dyr. 

Siden 2004 er antallet af uanmeldte kontrolbesøg fra Fødevarestyrelsens dyrevelfærdskontrol sat i 

vejret. Hvis en landmand ikke overholder loven, risikerer han ikke alene politianmeldelse eller 

bøder men også en reduktion af sit EU-tilskud. 

Som en konsekvens af den voksende fokus på dyrevelfærd blandt husdyr i Danmark er antallet af

konflikterne mellem landmænd og myndigheder steget. Samtidig fremgår det tydeligt af de mange 

debatter i medierne, at det kan variere meget fra gruppe til gruppe, ja fra person til person, hvad 

man egentlig forstår ved udtrykket ”dyrevelfærd”.

Det overordnede formål med denne ph.d.-afhandling er at give ny indsigt i samspillet mellem 

landmænd og myndigheder i relation til dyrevelfærd. Jeg har undersøgt dilemmaer, konflikter og 

paradokser, som er opstået i forbindelse med implementeringen af dyrevelfærdslovgivningen, når 

for eksempel lovgivningen om dyrevelfærd når ud til dyr, landmænd og medarbejdere på gårdene. 

Ved at bruge en etnografisk tilgang kombineret med antropologiske perspektiver har jeg forsket i, 

hvordan dyrevelfærd formidles og indlejres i hverdagen på gårdene og dermed er med til at forme 

livet for både mennesker og dyr i landbruget.

Afhandlingen tager udgangspunkt i en beskrivelse af konflikterne især omkring kontrol af 

dyrevelfærd og i en beskrivelse af udviklingen af det industrialiserede husdyrbrug. Desuden 

undersøger jeg, hvordan landbrug og dyr ses i antropologien og hvordan videnskaben om 

dyrevelfærd – og dermed også lovgivningen – har udviklet sig. Derudover beskriver jeg, hvordan 

landmændene i mit feltarbejde forstår dyrevelfærd i deres daglige praksis – og fra et antropologisk 

perspektiv udforsker jeg, hvordan man kan forstå dyrevelfærd som en social teknologi, der ”vil gøre 

noget godt for nogen”. 

Metoderne, der anvendes i de fire artikler, er:

1. Etnografisk feltarbejde, hvor jeg har fulgt med kontrollanter fra Fødevarestyrelsen og fra 

NaturErhverv på uvarslede kontroller af dyrevelfærd i besætninger. 
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2. Efterfølgende semi-strukturerede interviews med kontrollører og landmænd baseret på 

erfaringerne fra 12 af disse kontrolbesøg.

3. Etnografisk feltarbejde på fire forskellige gårde, to svinebedrifter og to med malkekvæg, en 

måned hvert sted. 

4. Efterfølgende semi-strukturerede interviews med de mennesker jeg mødte på gårdene.

5. Semi-strukturerede interviews med en gruppe landmænd, der har været anklaget i sager om 

dyrevelfærdsproblemer/vanrøgt af deres dyr.

Artiklerne i afhandlingen i resumé:

Artikel 1: Danske landmænds erfaring med kontrol af dyrevelfærdslovgivningen – en 

kvalitativ forskningstilgang

Formålet med artiklen er at beskrive, hvilke erfaringer en gruppe danske landmænd har med 

uanmeldte inspektioner af dyrevelfærdslovgivningen, som i dag indgår i deres dagligliv på gårdene. 

Via en etnografisk tilgang blev mødet mellem inspektører og landmænd observeret under 22 

forskellige kontrolbesøg. 12 landmænd blev efterfølgende udvalgt til interviews. Resultatet er 

skildret som tre hovedtemaer: Kontrol som en nødvendig proces, kontrol som uretfærdig – samt 

landmændenes reaktioner på en kontrol, hvor de får at vide, at reglerne ikke er overholdt. En af 

konklusionerne er, at selv om landmænd opfatter kontrollen som nødvendig, fordi nogle vil snyde, 

så opfatter de den samtidig som urimelig og uretfærdig. Landmændene forventer og spørger efter en 

objektiv vurdering, men de ønsker også plads til fortolkning. I diskussionen af resultaterne er vi 

inspirerede af en antropologisk tilgang til begreber om evaluering og kontrolsamfund, hvor kontrol 

for landmændene kan skabe både sikkerhed og usikkerhed. 

Vi diskuterer desuden, om udfordringen på dette område er skabt af det faktum, at der i 

kommunikationen omkring kontrol er flere sproglige domæner på spil: På den ene side 

lovgivningens sprog omkring dyrevelfærd (i artiklen benævnt som produktionens domæne) som 

formodes at være kendt af landmændene. På den anden side landmændenes eget sprog for 

dyrevelfærd (benævnt som det private domæne) hvor de udtrykker deres erfaringer og en 

usikkerhed i og med at de aldrig ved, om de er i stand til at gøre tingene rigtigt, når det handler om 

dyrevelfærd i relation til de offentlige myndigheders krav. Endeligt diskuterer vi, om det er muligt 

at skabe et fælles rum (refleksionens domæne), hvor landmænd kan reflektere over deres egne 

synspunkter omkring dyrevelfærd på en mere åben måde. 
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Artikel 2: At kontrollere –eller motivere?  Er der plads til begge dele? Et dilemma i kontrollen 

af dyrevelfærd 

Formålet med artiklen er at beskrive og diskutere de erfaringer, som dyrevelfærds-kontrollører gør 

sig under kontrolbesøgene. Via en etnografisk tilgang blev mødet mellem landmænd og inspektører 

observeret på 22 forskellige kontrolbesøg. 11 inspektører blev efterfølgende udvalgt til interviews. 

Resultaterne, som behandles i artiklen, falder inden for to hovedtemaer: Et tema, som fokuserer på 

kontrollørernes fælles forståelse af deres opgave, og et andet, som fokuserer på indbyrdes uenighed 

mellem dem. På baggrund heraf peges der på et underliggende dilemma som går igen i kontrol-

situationerne: På den ene side ligger fokus på overholdelse af reglerne og at undgå diskussioner 

med landmændene for eksempel om baggrunden for reglerne. På den anden side er der et ønske fra 

nogle kontrollører om at fokusere på forebyggelse og på øget information. 

I analysen af resultaterne trækker vi på en antropologisk inspireret tilgang der kaster lys over de 

dilemmaer, som medarbejdere i det offentlige kan befinde sig i. De pågældende medarbejdere 

(“street-level-bureaucrats”) bevæger sig i et krydsfelt med forskelligrettede krav, på ene side som 

repræsentanter for et system, på den anden side som samarbejdspartnere med dem, de kontrollerer. 

Vi diskuterer, hvordan kontrollørernes forskellige synspunkter og erfaringer kan påvirke udfaldet af 

kontrollerne, og vi argumenter for, at det er nødvendigt at tage en åben diskussion om det nævnte 

dilemma.

Artikel 3: Landmænd under pres. En analyse af de sociale vilkår som baggrund for sager om 

vanrøgt i landbruget.

I denne artikel er formålet at belyse, hvad der kan ligge bag nogle af de sager, hvor danske 

landmænd er anklaget og/eller dømt for sager om vanrøgt af deres husdyr. Vi har udført en statistisk 

analyse baseret på registerdata fra Danmarks Statistik om landmænd dømt i dyrevelfærdssager og 

en narrativ analyse baseret på interviews med landmænd, der har været involveret i retssager om 

overtrædelse af lovgivningen/vanrøgt af deres dyr. Vi ønsker at diskutere, hvordan resultaterne af 

disse analyser kan bruges til at forebygge disse sager. 

Den kvantitative del af analysen viser, at mens den gennemsnitlige landmand har en lav risiko for at 

blive dømt for vanrøgt, så er der en lille gruppe af landmænd med alvorlige økonomiske problemer, 

familieproblemer samt psykiske problemer, som har en øget risiko for at blive dømt i 

dyrevelfærdssager. Analysen af landmændenes narrativer om involvering i sager om vanrøgt viser, 

at landmændene ikke fremlægger ét fælles narrativ om årsagerne men i stedet fortæller om en række 
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forskellige hændelser, her benævnt som ’disruptions’ (forstyrrelser/sammenbrud), der førte til disse

sager, fx hændelser som skyldtes økonomiske problemer, teknologiske sammenbrud eller familiære 

forstyrrelser, men også oplevelsen af voksende pres i relation til øget kontrol fra myndighedernes 

side samt ens egen evne til at bede om hjælp. Vi understreger i diskussionen, at hverken det 

kvantitative fund i form af risikogrupper eller den kvalitative tilgang med fokus på narrativer kan 

understøtte én bestemt forklaring på, hvordan vanrøgt opstår. Vi argumenterer for, at selv om der er 

mange forskellige forklaringer på disse sager, så er det muligt at fremlægge og diskutere initiativer, 

der kan forebygge nye tilfælde.

Artikel 4: Hybrider og profit: Kredsløbet mellem dyr, teknologi og mennesker i det 

industrialiserede, danske husdyrbrug

Formålet med denne artikel er at udforske et centralt paradoks i industrialiseret husdyrbrug: På den 

ene side sker der en adskillelse af kultur og natur; en adskillelse der insisterer på en radikal forskel 

mellem dyr og mennesker. På den anden side sker der en praktisk og nødvendig sammenblanding af 

disse verdener, en sammenblanding som ofte samtidig benægtes. Artiklen er inspireret af aktør-

netværk teori (ANT) om komplekse netværk og af Bruno Latour’s tese om, hvordan grænserne for, 

hvad der er naturligt og hvad der er menneskeskab er brudt endegyldigt sammen i det moderne 

højteknologiske samfund. Via eksempler, som er hentet fra feltarbejde på fire danske husdyrbrug, 

argumenterer vi for, at etableringen af ’hybrider’(komplekse netværk) kan ses som absolut 

nødvendigt, hvis man vil håndtere arbejdet med husdyrproduktion i praksis og samtidig sikre sig 

økonomisk profit. Vi følger, hvordan man i jagten på en omkostningseffektiv produktion må 

konvertere dyr til tal, diagnoser og paragraffer i dyrevelfærdslovgivningen, landmænd må efterligne 

dyr og teknologien bliver til erstatning for mennesker. Vi foreslår, at den indsigt, som en 

antropologisk tilgang kan give til relationen mellem dyr og mennesker, kan være med til at kaste 

nyt lys over det komplicerede, etisk ambivalente og gældsplagede landbrug.

Diskussionen

I den afsluttende del af afhandlingen beskriver jeg, hvordan kompleksiteten og tvetydighederne, der 

opstår i kølvandet af begrebet ’dyrevelfærd’, kan beskrives som en række paradokser forbundet til 

produktionen af husdyr i Danmark – paradokser som kan ses på tværs af alle artiklerne.
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Jeg diskuterer, hvorvidt de spændinger omkring dyrevelfærd, som disse paradokser udspringer af, 

kan imødegås med for eksempel øget viden om dyrevelfærd. Samtidig kan jeg konstatere, at 

landmændene i mine undersøgelser ikke efterlyser ny viden om dyrevelfærd i bred forstand. Det 

landmændene nogle gange efterspørger, er mere information om lovgivningen, ikke mindst fordi de 

’nye tider’ i landbruget med øget fokus på kontrol stiller krav til andre typer af management og 

ledelse i dagligdagen på gården. 

Et andet område med mange spændingerne foregår omkring kontrollen af dyrevelfærd. Her 

diskuterer jeg, om kontrollen i fremtiden kan opbygges, ikke alene med fokus på overholdelse af 

regler, men snarere med en inddragelse af motivation, samt en kontrol som i højere grad inddrager 

en forståelse af forskelligheder hos landmændene i deres opfattelse af dyrevelfærd.  Dette rejser

forskellige dilemmaer i relation til, hvordan man kan udføre kontrol hvor fokus normalt alene er på 

regel-efterlevelse. Det vil kræve, at kontrollørerne får både tid og viden, hvis de skal kommunikere 

med landmændene på en måde, så der også skabes plads til motivation. 

Endelig foreslår jeg, at et fremtidigt perspektiv omkring dyrevelfærd bør fokusere på, hvordan 

landbrug bliver ledet, idet medarbejdernes betydning og samarbejdet med ledelsen har stor 

betydning for dyrevelfærd. Jeg opfordrer til, at socialvidenskabelig forskning også får en plads, når 

man i fremtiden i stigende grad vil fokusere på en teknologisk overvågning af dyrevelfærd, og jeg 

peger på muligheden for, i højere grad end det sker i dag, at inddrage dyrevelfærd som en del af 

pensum på landbrugsskolerne.  

Desuden argumenterer jeg for, at etnografiske, antropologiske tilgange til dyrevelfærd i det 

industrialiserede landbrug er en relevant metode når det drejer sig om at forstå de forskellige 

samspil i husdyrproduktion i moderne landbrug. Den sammenfiltrede verden af teknologi, dyr og 

mennesker udgør et frugtbart felt for nutidig antropologi. 
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1.0 Prologue 

My own connection to farming is, like many in my generation, related to my grandparents who 

were farmers. Being taken by the hand and led to the calves grazing next to the stables and 

introduced to their way of sucking at my fingers is a classic memory from these summer visits in a 

landscape very different from the life in my hometown. Today these two rather small and mixed 

family farms with cows, pigs and poultry, one in Western Jutland and another on the island of 

Funen, are long gone and only a sister and brother-in-law with a smallholding of sheep, and a 

cousin who runs an organic dairy farm connect my family to farming today.

My father had a dream of running a farm of his own. He fulfilled it before I was born, when at the

beginning of the 1950s he bought a farm in the middle of Jutland with the intention of growing 

potatoes and selling milk from Jersey cows. But times were not good, the harvest failed and after 

two years he was forced to give up farming, ending up in debt to his father-in-law, who had helped 

the young couple to start up on their own. For many years this failure was a traumatic event for him,

perhaps even more so because he was not only educated as a farmer, he had also graduated in 

agricultural science. So why could he not succeed as a farmer?

After the failure he enjoyed a career as an agricultural advisor and for many years he was employed 

as a consultant on the use of pesticides in agriculture.  However, he found it difficult to talk about 

the story of the lost farm, the lost dream and the pressure it had put on him and not least on my 

mother. Possibly, his way of handling this failure has grounded my interest in silence and taboos in 

general. In my years as a journalist, this perhaps led me to keep a lot of press cuttings about farmers 

with problems, and also about farmers who had been involved in serious cases of neglect of their 

animals, cases dramatically illustrated with photos of piles of dead animals. I just collected these 

cuttings, but never wrote about them, though the subject really puzzled me. For me, it connected to 

a silence that I found intriguing. At the same time, I disliked the ways in which these farmers often 

were (and still are) referred to as “rotten apples” when mentioned and commented on in public, a 

stigmatisation I did not understand. 

It was, however, these old press cuttings, now yellowed with age that gave me the idea for my 

Masters thesis in health anthropology in 2009, when I decided to write about farmers in crisis. Part 

of this was related to animal neglect, but I also explored farmers’ understanding of crisis in a 
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broader sense, relating to economy, family problems and health.  Animal welfare in relation to 

legislation or as a term in general was not on my mind, but I remember very clearly the day an older 

farmer during an interview suddenly started to talk about his “fear of the white cars”. When I 

understood that he was talking about inspection of animal welfare I was taken back, surprised by 

how much attention these inspections took up in his mind. In my own pre-understanding, the issue 

of inspection was about being in compliance or not, and I did not really understand what all the 

worries were about.  

These thoughts followed me into my position as a PhD student in the group of Epidemiology and 

Management at the institute of Animal Science in Aarhus University – and they became a motive 

for me in my work – trying to understand what was going on around the term “animal welfare”.

At the beginning of 2010, only a few months after the start of my PhD study, I took part in a public 

meeting in the municipality where I live.  The subject was “The Future of Agriculture” in our local

area and elements in a future plan of policy from the local authorities were presented and discussed.  

I took part both as a private citizen interested in the impact of agriculture around my village, but 

also examining it through the eyes of the anthropologist with all her new and confusing insight into 

animals and animal welfare and an eagerness to understand what was going on, in this my new 

field.  During the discussion I put forward a question to the farmer, who presented the farmer’s 

views that evening. I asked him if the husbandry farmers locally worked on any specific 

improvements related to “animal welfare”. In my argument for a focus on the animals, I stressed 

that so far, in this very technical discussion about the local agricultural policy, the animals could 

easily be forgotten.  The answer he gave was: “As a starting point all animals in our municipality 

are doing fine. All farmers look after their animals in an optimal way and both veterinarians and 

the bureaucracy will see to it that we do that.”

Knowing that my municipality, being placed in Eastern Jutland, has one of the highest density of 

pigs in the country, the answer made me understand that by using those seemingly innocent words 

“animal welfare”, I had made the farmer feel that he and his colleagues were somehow being

attacked by my question. This meant he had to reassure me that “all animals were doing fine”.  As 

such, this answer gave me an important “lesson” in the difficulties of communicating about animal 

welfare. It also showed me how awkward it can be to talk about farm animals as conscious and 
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sentient beings that can be seen differently from being dominated by humans, as someone with their 

own agency - even though we end up eating them.  

1.1. Developing the study

This PhD study is about communication about animal welfare in relation to livestock farms in 

Denmark. The title “Actions of and interactions between farmers and authorities in relation to 

animal welfare”, has challenged me, because it seemed too narrow as the study developed.

Firstly, farmers and authorities both cover a lot of different social settings and groups, and secondly, 

because the farm animals in some way take second place in the title. However, I have chosen to 

keep it, because it expresses the basic interest of mine: to study the actions and interactions around 

the term of ‘animal welfare’.

As such this research has become a study of exploring how animal welfare comes into being – an 

investigation of the different actors’ parts in this process. Anthropology means “knowledge about 

humans” and can be defined as a comparative study of cultural and social life. However, I hope to 

show how this science in my work gives room to explore not only the very dynamic relationship 

between human animals and animals, here angling it towards exploring animal welfare, but also to 

show how the non-humans have a position of their own. 

In the ontology that I see as my point of departure, there is no stable, unchangeable essence to form 

reality. A notion like animal welfare is not a fixed or “true” issue: objects cannot be isolated but are

constantly developed in a process of social and material construction. This has become my starting 

point to understand how animal welfare is constructed. Moreover, my PhD study has been an 

investigation into how anthropology (and my former background in communication/journalism) can 

contribute to the world of animal science and vice versa.  The interdisciplinary challenge relates not 

only to the building of bridges between different sciences, but also to the constant moving between 

the different disciplines in the landscape of Danish farming. 
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2.0 General introduction

A story about a meeting

I meet Lars Hansen1, a farmer in Jutland, for the first time when I arrive at his farm 

together with inspector Bent Olsen on an early cold December day with only a weak 

grey light in the sky. The outdoor area is kept tidy, the gravel on the ground newly 

raked. The cowshed belonging to the farm is huge with shiny walls. Lars is informed 

by the inspector that this is an unannounced inspection of animal welfare and on 

legislation connected to hygiene. The inspector also tells him about his rights: the 

farmer cannot refuse to allow the inspector to see his animals, but he can invite 

someone to take part in the inspection. Lars chooses not to. His wife is at work 

outside the farm; his children are at school and in the stables I notice two 

employees, but they are not taking part in the inspection. Lars is asked if he will 

accept my presence there as a researcher and he has no objections2.

I follow the farmer and inspector around. Both seem to be open towards each other,

neither of them talking a lot, but there is a friendly atmosphere during this first part 

of the meeting. Lars runs a farm with 400 dairy cows. Indoors, the inspector first 

sees the area with calves and he comments on it as “nice conditions”. Later, among 

the cows and robots, the inspector looks at a sick cow that has been placed in a 

special part of the stable, a sick pen.  He is told that it is being treated by the 

veterinarian and seems to be doing fine. 

The inspector looks at the water vessels for the cows and finds they are too dirty. 

For the first time he is being critical; the dirty water is not in compliance with the 

legislation. Lars mentions that he has a routine of cleaning the vessels once a week 

but this week he is a bit behind. He also mentions that the water in this area is rich 

with ochre. So far, the chat continues; both the inspector and the farmer share an

interest in sport and talks about this. They also talk about some management 

1 All participants in this thesis, both farmers and inspectors, have been made anonymous, their names and other specific details
changed. This is seen as necessary because disagreements and critique between farmers and authorities are part of the subject. 
2 The participants were handed a letter with information about the study. In the 22 inspections I attended, no one refuse to allow me
to take part as an observant.
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problems which the farmer has experienced and now tries to cope with in relation to 

an employee. We see the indoor office and the pc where the compulsory registration 

on treatments and use of medicine is done by an employee and not so often by the 

farmer, he admits, as he finds the system difficult to handle. After having seen the 

outdoor area for calves behind the new cowshed, the inspector tells Lars that he 

also has to see his other farm which lies a couple of kilometres away, and we drive 

over there. This farm is a “heifer-hotel”, where heifers are housed during breeding 

and pregnancy. It is an older farm and the farm manager with daily responsibility 

for the place lives next to it with his family.

Opening the door into the heifers’ area, the neatness and order from the other farm 

is gone and here rubbish can be seen, old cans and dirt on the floor in the area 

before we get to the heifers. Lars gives an excuse: his manager is not as orderly as 

he himself is; he also mentions that he has not been here within the last couple of 

days but that the area is of course in the end his responsibility. In the heifers’ area 

there is water on the floors and it turns out that a pump is broken.  According to the 

farmer, this has just happened and he stresses that it will be corrected immediately. 

However, the inspector finds that the heifers are standing in too much slurry and 

that they cannot lie down in a dry area. He stresses this to the farmer as this is not 

in compliance with the legislation, and the tone now is tenser, but still like a 

conversation. 

The farmer mentions that he might have some management problems concerning his 

employee, but this is something he is working on. The inspector listens, but 

comments little. Back in the coffee room at the first farm, the inspector writes his 

report. The farmer is given it to sign, but does not comment on it. Afterwards, it 

becomes clear that the farmer does not realise the consequences of the meeting, 

until he gets a letter from the authorities saying that there will be a reduction in his 

EU allowance3 due to the inspector’s evaluation (done using a point-scoring system) 

3 Some regulations fall within the scope of the EU cross compliance requirements. Cross compliance means that farmers receiving
direct aid or subsidies under certain rural development schemes must comply with various requirements as to environment, health, 
animal welfare and good agricultural conditions to receive the aid/subsidies without any reduction.
The frames for inspections is described in the report  “Animal Welfare in Denmark 2010”, Danish Centre for Animal Welfare, 
http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/Publikationer/Alle%20publikationer/2012090.pdf
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concerning the situation of the heifers and also because of the dirty water in the 

vessels.  

Weeks later, when I return to Lars for an interview, he is furious. He finds that the 

inspector did not make it clear to him what was at stake (i.e. that the non-

compliance would mean a reduction in his EU allowance) and in the situation he did 

not see it coming. He did not read the report because he had not brought his glasses. 

Instead, he stated that he did not find the situation among the heifers as severe as 

the inspector had. Lars saw it as an acute breakdown in the pump system, something 

that could easily be corrected, and something that could happen to anyone, not 

bothering the heifers for more than a few hours. He also found that the decision 

about the water vessels was unfair and not documented well enough. Lars made a 

complaint about the inspection to the authorities with help from his advisors from 

the local agricultural organisation. 

When I met the inspector for an interview, Bent Olsen mentioned that he felt he 

himself had been too reticent when he wrote the report in the coffee room at the 

farm, not explaining clearly and at once that this would have consequences for the 

farmer’s EU allowance. Knowing that the reduction of the EU allowance is a 

frequent conflict area during inspections4, he did not want to spell it out, but at the 

same time he regretted not doing so as he also regretted not taking photos for 

documentation to prove his argument about non-compliance of the animal welfare 

act 1 among the heifers. 5

The meeting described above is a part of the fieldwork in this study, following inspectors carrying 

out unannounced inspections to judge compliance/non-compliance in relation to animal welfare on 

Danish farms. Many types of complications seemed to be at stake when the inspector met the 

farmer, but what were they about? Why did the inspector play down his own role on the issue of 

reduction in EU subsidies, and why did the farmer not take the time to read the report at the end of 

4 The cross compliance system is constructed so the inspector makes a calculation of points if situations are found to be in non-
compliance, but the individual inspector has no part in the next step, the methodology in changing these points into reduction of EU   
subsidies This calculation is sent to the farmer in a letter from the authorities (Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries, Danish 
Veterinary and Food Administration.)
5 Due to the calculation made by the inspection, it was decided that the farmer should have a reduction of three percentof his EU  
subsidies. However, after the complaint from the farmer, the reduction was reduced to 1 percent and after yet another complaint the 
charge was dropped by the authorities.
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the visit, or take the opportunity to question the decisions and the consequences of it? What about 

the issue of management between the farmer and his employees and its consequences for the 

animals?  Also, what about the welfare implications for the animals on the farm – animals which in 

the following dispute seemed to disappear as actors, reduced to a discussion in paragraphs, 

evidence, fairness, and documentation?

This thesis attempts to examine some of these questions, taking its starting point at the term “animal 

welfare”6 . It is based on anthropological fieldwork in Denmark, participating in and observing 

inspections of animal welfare legislation on a number of farms, and exploring how animal welfare 

is put into practice in daily life at four different farms with cattle and pigs. 

The background and motivation for research in this area is the growing focus on animal welfare 

among industrialised farm animals in Denmark and the conflicts prompted by this.  For a long time 

it has been seen in the Danish media that the conflicts have increased when it comes to the 

requirements given by a combination of a national and an EU animal welfare legislation and as a 

part of this, the farmers’ own experience in daily life at the farm. 

An illustration of this is an on-going discussion on how farmers handle what is called “a zero-

tolerance approach” from the authorities. In 2012 a leader of a local farm organisation described the 

inspection of animal welfare legislation as being “officious” and “completely unreasonable”7 and 

with “a great disproportion between herds, where farmers have 120% control of their animal 

welfare and an inspection which nevertheless still reduces EU subsidies and gives fines for non-

compliance.” Likewise, in a local Danish farming paper from May 2012, a member of a local farm 

organisation states that “It cannot be right that if just one animal out of several thousand should 

have been cared for better, it can mean both a report to the police, a fine and a reduction in the EU

subsidies when everything else at the farm is ok”.8 Similar media attention around the inspection of 

animal welfare is also seen in Sweden, for instance.9

6 I here use quotation marks around the term “animal welfare” to signal that there is not one but many definitions of this term, which 
I will return to later. In general I try to avoid the quotation marks around these words to make the reading easier.
7 My translation. In Danish, Mit LandboNord: Nultolerance-samfundet er på vej, leder af Niels Vestergaard Salling, formand for 
LandboNord. http://www.e-pages.dk/videncentretforlandbrug/303/2 and Landbrugsavisen:
http://www.landbrugsavisen.dk/Nyheder/Netnyheder/2012/3/30/PelsformandVifinderosikkekravomnultolerance.htm
8 See LRØ Avisen, 09/05 2012, http://www.lro.dk/upload/lro_nr3%202012.pdf
9 http://www.atl.nu/lantbruk/frostigt-mellan-djurskydd-och-bonder.
http://www.sydsvenskan.se/sverige/lansstyrelsen-skarper-kontroll-av-grisbonder/
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Often these public discussions focus on the farmer’s request for fewer, more fair inspections and at 

the same time consumers, non-governmental organisations and politicians give the issue of animal 

welfare legislation and inspection more and more attention.10 Other recent public discussions relate 

to production methods (e.g. breeding) and their consequences for the animals; see for instance the 

discussion on the mortality rate among piglets.11 Production at Danish mink farms has also been the

focal point of a heated debate.12

In 2004 legislation in Denmark changed, and the number of animal welfare inspections went up 

from two per cent of the farms to five per cent, while the method of the inspections went from being 

announced to now being usually unannounced. The results from the inspections are published in a 

yearly report from The Danish Centre for Animal Welfare, showing for instance the number of 

warnings and enforcement notices issued and infringements reported to the police13.

Globally, there is a growing interest in research concerning the relation between different possible 

interventions, e.g. assessment schemes, legislation or other sorts of enforcement related to farm 

animal welfare   (Caporale et al., 2005; Cardon et al., 2012; Fraser, 2008a; Gavinelli and Simonin, 

2003; Mench, 2008; Thornber, 2010; Whay, 2007).

Yet when it comes to the many different actors within this field and how they meet, communicate 

and act around animal welfare, we have only limited scientific knowledge, disregarding the debate 

in the medias. So far, no research has been carried out in Denmark on either the farmers’ attitudes to 

animal welfare or the on-farm inspections, or the individual inspectors’ part in the process.

Also, as stated by Noe and Alrøe (2012) farms can be seen as heterogeneous systems: they are 

composed of many different kinds of entities such as soil, machinery, animals, people, knowledge, 

regulations, enterprises and so forth, and as such Western farm life has become increasingly 

complex. Industrialised farms today are no longer just connected to the farmer, his family, the 

10 The database Info Media shows that many newspapers, both national and local, published an article in September 2012, quoting
the farm media Food &Culture, with the headline: Animal welfare more popular than ever, focusing on increased research on pain
relief in animal production. See ”Dyrevelfærd populært som aldrig før. Dyrevelfærd er for alvor kommet på tapetet hos forskerne, for 
der er penge i smertelindring - specielt til mennesker”. Link to one of the papers: http://woview.infomedia.dk/?url=http://dagbladet-
holstebro-struer.dk/indland/dyrevelfaerd-populaert-som-aldrig-
foer&OpointData=c25282b88e16ae0fb01aa859f9b49e86JmlkX3NpdGU9NjY2NSZpZF9hcnRpY2xlPTIyNzMzMyZpZF91c2VyPTI
4NDAmaWRfYXBwbGljYXRpb249MTAwMDM1OSZsYW5nPWVu
11 http://www.thepigsite.com/swinenews/28637/report-predicts-decrease-in-piglet-mortality
12 Møller, S.H. 2008. Management of mink production in the light of sustainability. Scientifur, Vol. 32, No. 4, 238-248.
13 http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/english/Animal/AnimalWelfare/Pages/default.aspx
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employees and their relationship to the animals, and have not been for a long time. Hansen (2003)

states in her thesis about examining the conversion of Danish conventional farmers into organic 

farming that duality forms part of the role of Danish farmers: on the one side the daily production at 

the farm and at the same time being a part of society, discussing the newest political initiatives or 

the opinion of the consumers. One could question whether this duality is connected to the fact that 

farmers are no longer merely seen or understood as “farmers” but as food producers. 

Hansen (2003) refers to the duality as a condition which is unique for farming, because farmers 

move in a “grey area” between the individual and the collective. Aadahl (2007) in her thesis on 

Finnish farmers describes the farmers’ feelings of change because of the growing impact from 

bureaucracy as:  “The freedom to be one’s own master is now gone and farmers feel they are totally 

regulated in this new system”. She also mentions the loss of motivation as an important aspect of 

change: “When the knowledge that farmers have is neither respected, nor recognized and a 

bureaucrat comes and dictates to you when you should harvest and sow, what you should produce 

and how you should produce, it makes you lose your motivation for the work.” (Aadahl, 2007:98).

In the case of farm animals, the changes involved with becoming more and more industrialised are 

not easily described, because their reactions are always translated, interpreted and put into words by 

humans. It is a paradox that in the same period when farm animals have gradually become more 

invisible in our daily life, they have become visible like never before as objects in the public 

debates about food production, having their lives framed by compromises in legislation, by policies, 

financial issues and by the decisions of the consumers. 

Therefore I regard it as important to gain a deeper understanding of how a term like animal welfare 

comes into being in Danish agriculture, a term which seems to be interpreted in so many different 

ways. 

2.1. The development of industrialised farm animals

An introduction to the industrialisation of farm animals in a Danish context14 is necessary to 

understand the context in which this thesis is written.  All in all, the number of farm holdings has 

14 In Denmark, with a population of approximately 5.5 million people, 61.4 per cent of the land is cultivated as farmland, and though 
Denmark accounts for less than two percent of the total EU agricultural area, it has one of the largest average farm sizes, 55 ha per 
farm. In Danish animal farming today there are 13 million pigs and 1.5 million cattle. In 1966, 300,000 people worked with (primary) 
farming; in 2010 the number was 77,000.  The majority of the farms are family-owned, some organised in companies.)
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been steadily reduced since the 1960s, and both the number of full-time and part-time farms have

declined. At the same time, the farms have constantly been growing in size and the fewer but larger 

farms have seen an increased number of animals in the herds. In particular, the number of pigs has 

expanded its share of the total livestock production in Denmark.  This progress in pig production 

can be illustrated in the development in number of produced pigs per sow per year. Over the last 30 

years this number has doubled and in 2011 sow farms weaned an average of 28.1 pigs per 

sow/year15.

Furthermore, the production has become specialised as farms have grown, becoming more and 

more monocultural; almost all Danish farms are now specialised in one branch, and often only in 

part of a branch (such as slaughter pig production).

Different aspects that have affected the industrialisation of farm animals in Denmark can be used to 

illustrate this development, also referred to as “the revolution in animal culture” (Fraser 2001). 

In his recent report on living conditions in Danish agriculture and its connection to risk factors and 

neglect of farm animals, Andrade (2012) describes four historical tendencies in agriculture that have 

greatly influenced the industrialisation and the lives of the farm animals: migration from land to 

town, technological innovation, specialisation and governmental intervention. He calls attention to 

the structural changes that have made agriculture more vulnerable, not only because there are fewer 

people now working in profession, but also because the few people actually working in primary 

agriculture today might mean less understanding from the surroundings and less political influence. 

When Fraser describes the changes that happened to farm animals especially in the 1950s after the 

Second World War, he does it like this: 

“Previously, most production had used fairly traditional methods that relied on human labour for 

routine tasks such as collecting eggs and removing manure. Then animal agriculture in the 

industrialized countries began a massive move towards more automated production methods, 

generally involving “confinement” housing systems. This included tiers of cages for laying hens, 

narrow “gestation stalls” where sows were confined during most of pregnancy and individual 

crates for calves raised for veal” (Fraser, 2008b:5).

http://www.statistikbanken.dk/statbank5a/SelectVarVal/saveselections.asp
http://www.statistikbanken.dk/statbank5a/SelectVarVal/saveselections.asp
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Land_cover,_land_use_and_landscape#Land_use
15 http://www.pigresearchcentre.dk/~/media/Files/PDF%20-%20Aarsberetning%20VSP%20English/Aarsberetning_UK_2011.ashx
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I will here accentuate the term intensification, often used to describe what happened to farm animals 

with intensive speed after the Second World War, but which had already started after the First 

World War with mechanisation. Harfeld (2010) with Fraser ( 2008c) uses this term as the overall 

attribute to describe the industrialisation of farm animals. Intensification can be connected to 

different areas concerning the animals; for instance, it relates to intensification in the amount of 

desired output, i.e. more muscle mass and quicker growth in broilers and pigs, more milk from 

cows, more eggs from laying hens. This development, Harfeld stresses, relates to a number of 

scientific innovations: firstly, medical science has had a tremendous effect on both the possibilities

and the running of industrialised animal agriculture, e.g. invention of antibiotics, vaccines, 

hormones and other medical technology (Harfeld, 2010:104). Secondly, the technological advances 

in machinery have, in another parallel to factories, replaced human labour. 

In addition, Sandøe and Christiansen (2008) state that the intensification of animal production in 

western countries was basically initiated by public policies in place before, during and after the 

Second World War:

”These promoted more abundant, cheaper food. As a result animal production became much more 

efficient, as measured by the cost of producing each egg, or kilogram of meat or litre of milk. The 

pressure of efficiency subsequently became market-driven with competition between producers and 

between retailers to sell food as cheaply as possible.” (2008:7)

In Denmark, in the period from 1970 to 2010, the average number of cattle per herd more than 

quadrupled, poultry production rose by 2097 per cent, and Danish pig production, considered as 

one of the most advanced in the world, has particularly increased: from an average of 69.5 pigs on 

pig farms to an average of 2599.3 pigs in 2010; an increase of 3740 per cent (Andrade 2012). 

In the same period, the number of farms went down from 140,200 in 1970 to 42,099 in 2010, 

representing a decrease of 70 per cent (Anonymous, 2010). Included in these numbers is of course 

an important connection to the management issue: who is caring for the animals and how much time 

are they spending on care? Here, Denmark is among the top five industrialised western countries in 

the world that have the lowest average in spending of working hours to produce a pig (Danish Pig 

research Centre 2011). 
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As stated by Sandøe and Christiansen (2008:8): “A number of points where there is a conflict 

between productivity and the interest of animals, the animals have had to pay the price and part of 

the price is the reduction of time that farmers and stockpersons spend with the animals”.
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3.0 Aim of the Study

The main aim of the study is to provide new insight on different aspects of interactions between 

farmers and authorities in relation to animal welfare, and to explore the dilemmas, conflicts and 

paradoxes that have developed as a result of the implementation of animal welfare among the 

animals, the farmers and the authorities. 

By using an ethnographic, anthropological approach, I study how animal welfare is constituted and 

communicated, shaping the lives of humans and animals. I will argue that in order to broaden our 

understanding of animal welfare and looking at all the actors involved, not only the humans, it is 

necessary to study it in the different contexts in which it is situated.

The following research questions are addressed:

1) How do farmers experience animal welfare inspections in their daily lives, and how do 

inspectors describe the different dilemmas within inspections? Is it possible to use these 

experiences in a dialogue and is there a demand for more knowledge related to animal 

welfare?

2) How do farmers, charged in cases of neglect of farm animals, describe these events? Can 

certain risk factors be pointed out when exploring neglect by using statistically based 

materials and by asking the farmers to talk about their experiences?

3) Can we gain new insight into the complexities of modern farming by looking at it as a 

network involving not only humans, but also animals, money, technology, ethics, 

legislation, policies?

3.1. Aim of papers  

Paper 1

The experience of animal welfare inspections as perceived by Danish livestock farmers: a

qualitative research approach

The aim of the paper is to investigate and understand how a group of farmers experienced 

unannounced animal welfare inspections as a part of their daily lives on the farm.  Using an 

ethnographic approach, the meeting between the farmers and inspectors was observed at 22 farms. 
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Twelve farmers were selected for interviews.  In the discussion of the results, we are inspired by an 

anthropological approach on the concept of the audit society and by a theory of different languages 

of communication.

Paper 2

To inspect, to motivate – or to do both? A dilemma for on-farm inspection of animal welfare

The aim of the paper is to investigate and discuss how the points of view or strategies of the 

inspectors may affect the outcome of animal welfare inspections on farms.  Using an ethnographic 

approach, the meeting between the farmers and inspectors was observed at 22 farms. Eleven

inspectors were selected for interviews.  We present an analysis inspired by an anthropological 

approach illustrating a central dilemma in the work of the inspectors related to how “street-level-

bureaucrats” can be seen as policy-makers on different levels. 

Paper 3

Farmers under pressure - Analysis of the social conditions of cases of animal neglect

In this paper we aim to shed new light on the stories behind cases where Danish farmers have been 

charged and/or convicted with neglect of livestock and discuss how these findings can contribute to 

preventing these cases. The research is based on statistical analyses of register data from Statistics 

Denmark and on qualitative interviews with farmers involved in court cases of neglect of livestock.  

Paper 4

Hybrids and profits: Circuits of Animals, Technology and Humans in Danish industrialised 

farming

The aim of the paper is to explore a central paradox in industrialised farming: on the one hand the 

separation of culture and nature that insists on a radical difference between the realm of animal and 

that of humans, and on the other a practical, but often denied mixing of these worlds which 

continually occurs.  Using examples from fieldwork at four farms, we argue that the creation of 

hybrids can be seen as absolutely necessary if one has to handle, in practice, the paradoxes that 

industrialised animal farming is permeated with. 
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3.2. Outline of the thesis

The study takes a cross disciplinary stand, moving between anthropology and animal science.

Therefore, in the next chapter, chapter 4, I will examine how a turn has taken place within the two 

sciences when it comes to the animals as agents and the human-animal relationship. 

In chapter 5, I will establish the connection between the aim of the study and the methodology I

have used. In chapter 6the four papers are presented. In chapter 7, a general discussion of the results 

of the four papers is presented along with suggestions for further research perspectives. 
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4.0 A new turn in sciences – focus on animals and human-animal 

relations

4.1 Anthropology, agriculture and animals

In anthropology, agricultural societies have been studied as systems of production, such as hunters 

and gatherers, horticulturalists, agriculturalists, pastoralists, peasants and industrialised farming, 

suggesting interrelationships between modes of subsistence and other aspects of culture and society, 

including technology and the human relationship with the wider ecosystem (Eriksen, 2001). The 

study of peasant life has been central and especially prominent in the 1950s to 1970s, and the topic 

of agriculture, domestication and peasant was once – and not so long ago – the bedrock of the trade 

of anthropologists. If anyone knew about ‘peasants’, it was anthropologists (Wolf 1966). However, 

these studies were often directed towards the lives of peasants in, for instance, Africa, South 

America and Asia. Later, James Scott (1998), among others, used agriculture to illustrate the failure 

which large-scale state planning had in improving human conditions. It was discussed how local 

knowledge about crops, with its focus on variation and experimentation, could challenge the 

modern, industrial, scientific farming – bringing to attention standardisation, mono-cropping and 

mechanisation that has turned out to work badly in other contexts.  

When industrialised farming became an issue in American anthropology during the 70s and 80s, the 

research related only to a limited extent to the destiny of the animals. Instead, it was focused around 

setting up a dichotomy: On the one side the traditional family farming and on the other those farms 

being spoiled by new factory farms owned by companies.  Laura Delind’s study of Parma, 

Michigan (Delind, 1998) followed the impact that a hog farm had in a local area, the resistance 

from local people and their loss caused by this sort of factory farming. 

Today, anthropological studies involving western agriculture often relate to environment, power 

and public policy, for example connected to the food chain production, with a focus on the 

complexities as a part of the agricultural, rural setting. Franklin (2001) describes the complexities 

in the food chain arising from the food-and-mouth crisis in Great Britain and how “the politics 

comes to us on a plate” (2001:5), paying close attention to the connection between the tragic tale of 

food-and-mouth and the same time the celebration of the cloning of Dolly the sheep. Dunn (2005)

discusses the impact of standards in East Central Europe, focusing on Polish small holders and their 
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resistance towards EU standardisation in the food industry.  In her ethnographical study of Finnish 

farmers and uncertainties, Aadahl (2007) makes a link between the lives of farmers and central 

themes within medical anthropology, such as suffering, uncertainty and hope. As a part of this 

uncertainty, she also describes the farmers’ problems and negative attitude towards what is named 

“the new master”, the membership of the EU, and especially how this means a new way of working, 

illustrated in the dependence on subsidies and inspection.  

Though modern farming has so far remained in the periphery of anthropology, animals do have a 

long tradition in the history of anthropology, which recognises that all human societies, past and 

present, have coexisted with populations of animals of one or many species (Ingold, 2010 [1988]).

The animal-human relationship is in different ways present in classical anthropological studies, as 

stated by Mullin (2002: 388) often “seen as a vehicle with which to explore a particular social 

formation” or for example seen as investment objects16.

Besides, in anthropology, the human relationship to animals has often been studied and analysed as 

classification (Douglas 1996; Lévi-Strauss 1962), or symbolic objects related to understanding the 

lives of the human animals; for example, studies into why we eat certain animals and refuse to eat 

others; or how, as stated by Knudsen (1996) we in the European-dominated cultures divide animals 

into categories: wild animals, domestic animals and “animals with personality”. To become part of 

the latter category, animals have to affect human feelings. Knudsen states that the category “animals 

with personality” can in no way be eaten, because they are like family members, being less 

“nature”, more like humans (1996:61).  Ambiguous perceptions and ambivalent emotions are seen 

as central to relationships between humans and non-human animals, both in anthropology and 

sociology.17

In “Beyond boundaries – human and animals” Noske (1997) presented a strong critique of the way 

industrialised farm animals have be objectified and abused (and changed into what she names de-

animalised animals). She has strongly criticised the tendency of anthropologists to portray animals 

as passive objects that are dealt with and thought and felt about. 

“Far from being considered agents or subjects in their own right, the animals are virtually 

overlooked by anthropologists, and consequently, questions pertaining to animal welfare in the 

16 See the classic study by Ewans-Pritchard on The Nuer  (1940) talking about their great interest in their cattle, “They are always 
talking about their beasts” he states.(1940: 18)
17 See the introduction by Arluke and Sanders in: Between the species (2009) stating the paradox between the definition and 
treatment of animals as functional objects on the one hand, and sentient individuals on the other.
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West or in the Third World rarely figure in anthropological thought, but are treated as integral 

parts of human economic constellations and human-centered eco-systems: They are economic 

resources, commodities and means of production for human use,” she stresses18.

When it comes to the farm animals, their representation in anthropology are often being connected 

to an overall discussion about domestication - categorised by taming, herding and breeding - still 

with a focus on identifying the right category where they will fit. When Tapper (2010: 52) sees 

familiarity with animals as a “function of aspects of the economic system”, he argues that animals 

must be included in a Marxian category and names this a human-animal relation of production. He 

states that in a society offering little experience with what animals are “really” like, they become 

stylised or idealised humans, exemplified by pets being at the centre of modern urban society and 

seen more as fellow-humans than as animals (2010: 56). At the same time, Tapper connects animal 

metaphors of “bestiality” to the factory-farmed livestock, for instance referring to metaphors about

the pig (Leach, 1964) and as such, “the animals of the mind remain with us while real animals have 

become marginalized” (Tapper 2010: 52).

However, as stated by Mullin (2002: 388): anthropologists’ consideration of animals has been 

changing significantly in recent years; one of the changes is that human-animal relationships are 

more often considered as a worthy focus in themselves.  This approach goes in another direction to

seeing animals as a resource used by humans in their social relation with other humans, merely 

transforming animals into objects to be controlled (Candea 2010). Knight (2005:1) has asked 

anthropologists to treat “animals as parts of human society rather than just symbols of it,” and 

relationship, connection, and engagement have emerged as key values in recent studies of human–

animal relations (Candea 2010:242).  From this follows a growing interdisciplinary interest in the 

human-animal area within philosophy, sociology and science studies an interest that is also 

associated with the attempt to discuss and bridge the classical, foundational dichotomy of culture-

nature, humans and non-humans. One of the steps taken to get away from the distinction between 

nature and society and also away from a human-centred perspective in social science can be seen in 

the focus on actor–network theory as developed by Latour (2005) and Law (2009). 

18 See http://www.upc-online.org/thinking/ - in the comment “The animal question in Anthropology.



40

This approach opens up for the complexities in the lives of the industrialised farm animals of all 

kinds.  For instance, Lien and Law (2011) explore some of the ways in which the Atlantic salmon, 

an icon of the wilderness, is enrolled in regimes of domestication. They state that: “If we want to 

understand what a salmon is, then we need to attend to practices. The same is true for larger 

divisions, for instance, between nature and culture: the latter takes form and emerges in practices.”

(2011:82).

By using the term ‘practices’ this approach stresses the anthropological focus on a relational and not 

a behavioral understanding, giving animals agency - not just seeing them as passive.  As Mullin 

states (2002: 390 ) although “anthropology’s animals still are approached with an eye toward 

better understanding humans, there has been movement away from the more thoroughly 

anthropocentric approaches of the past – approaches that depicted animals as passive objects.”

While the turn in anthropology has been on not reducing animals to merely symbols in the human 

world, the turn in agricultural sciences has been different, with an emphasis on the attitudes or 

positions that humans hold towards animals (e.g. in industrialised farming). Sandøe and 

Christiansen (2009) describe this as a gradual change of agenda: the idea is that from not being 

viewed as worthy of moral concern at all, animals are now recognised as individuals in their own 

right. This change is described in the next section.

4.2. How animals turned into animal welfare

From England in the 1960s arose an important resistance and attack on the industrialised lives of 

farm animals, and the development of animal science was born out of this.  However, it has to be 

mentioned that important debates about animals and how human animals and animals relate to each 

other can be found long before husbandry farming was developed into industrialised farming. Well 

described in previous research (Fraser 2008b, Sandøe and Christiansen 2008, Harfeld 2010), it is 

possible to follow several different tracks, for instance back to the ancient Greeks, who also 

engaged in “vigorous debate about how animals ought to be used and treated” (Fraser 2008b: 22). 

Fraser is identifying the central debate here to “justice”: whether the principles of justice apply to 

animals and if so, how it demands that we should treat them. He then tracks the debate further, into 

Enlightenment England, where the central concern had to do more with human virtue and moral 
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progress: the reformers wanted to improve the moral tone of society and saw eliminating cruelty to 

animals as one avenue for achieving this goal.

The world’s first law for the protection of the animals was passed in the early nineteenth century in 

England (Sandøe and Christiansen, 2008). This was a century with a growing focus on human rights 

and liberal democracy.  Sandøe and Christiansen illustrate how this new focus on the “safety and 

happiness” of each individual human being (with reference to the American Declaration of 

Independence 1776)  means that it becomes possible to raise questions about the animals in human 

care.  The aim was to place limits on what humans were allowed to do with, or to animals in their 

care (2008: 3), but there were striking limitations in this very first bill: only some animals were 

covered, only things done by people who did not own the animal were covered, and only what is 

described as “wanton cruelty” was covered. Sandøe and Christiansen stress that one of the reasons 

for not covering all animal species is that there is clearly a hierarchy of animals (2008:5): people 

rate animals as morally more or less important, and therefore more or less worth protecting 

according to a number of factors, also referred to as the sociozoological scale (Arluke and Sanders 

1996).

Categorising animals, rating their value, is still a well-known issue today. One relevant example is 

research on the attitudes of people towards laboratory animals, which is just one instance in the 

contemporary animal hierarchy (Driscol 1992; Knight and Barnett 2008 ), and “scaling animals” is 

still part of what Sandøe and Christiansen name a social reality. 

Also, there was a political reality behind this first legislation in the fact that it only protected 

animals against things done by people other than their owner and only against “wanton cruelty”.

There was an assumption that the animal owner wants to protect and make good use of his property; 

also importantly, in the political system it was the animal owners who were in power. 

The suffering of animals used in purposeful ways (Sandøe and Christiansen 2009) e.g. in animal 

farming, did not become a major issue until the 1950s. However, during the years after the Second 

World War, public policies promoted more abundant, cheaper food, and as a result animal 

production became much more efficient. 



42

Politically, in 1964 the discussion about the lives of farm animals was awakened in Western Europe 

by the publication of the book Animal Machines: The New Factory Farming Industry by Ruth 

Harrison (1964). In the Danish translation, also from 1964, the author has a preface directed 

towards Danish farmers, where she states that Danish agriculture stands at a crossroads related to 

the pressure connected with export and intensification, but she also finds that Danish farmers do not 

know what position they are in. She calls the adverts for agricultural products “a system of self-

delusion” that all build on the assumption that Danish agricultural products are simply the best;

therefore there is no reason to change, no reason for action, she fears19.

Animal Machines led directly to a debate about the appropriateness of confinement systems for 

animals, but primarily it started a theme that is still part of the animal welfare discussion: animal 

suffering. As stated by Fraser (2008b) this was no longer a debate about cruelty, but one that arose 

from the production systems themselves – “systems that had been designed to achieve the typical 

industrial goals of productivity, efficiency and profit” (Fraser 2008b: 63) and a theme that revealed 

the unnaturalness of the new production systems. In England this led to the establishment of the 

Bramwell Committee, which proposed a wide-ranging scientific attack on the problem of 

understanding animal welfare and had great influence in the development of both the regulations 

that followed and in animal welfare science.  Harrison’s book opened the eyes of many people, and 

also led to a new era of discussion about animal rights20 and not at least into an era of framing the 

industrialised animals within science, assessment and legislation.

4.3 Animal welfare science 

Fraser (2008b) points out that “animal welfare science arose in this period of changing attitudes as 

a response to public concern about the welfare of animals”. He stresses that as a science it is in 

many ways is “an impossibility”, firstly because the term “welfare” and how we understand it will 

vary from person to person, from culture to culture” and secondly because animal welfare is what 

he designates a “mentalistic” concept, one that includes mental states such as pain, distress and 

comfort; yet many scientists in the twentieth century held that the mental states of animals are not 

19 My translation, from the preface written by Ruth Harrison to the Danish farmers, in Dyr på Samlebånd, det nye fabrikslandbrug 
(1964).
20 Two well-known contributors to the debate - Peter Singer in 1975  with Animal Liberation, B.E. Rolling in 1981 with Animal 
Rights and Human Moralities.
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open to scientific enquiry (2008b:6). And, says Fraser, “Worst of all, animal welfare is a morally 

charged concept, intimately linked to debates about how we ought to treat animals”.

Harfeld argues that “we are in a normative ethical field here” (2010: 10) and he  stresses that it is

not possible in this field to be “dispassionate or neutral” towards what happens in the world; in the 

case of farm animals, this means presenting well-sustained reasons to care and, maybe, get angry.  I 

will, following Fraser, conclude that animal welfare science can be seen as a “mandated” field, one 

that arose as a means to provide answers, when a lot of questions have arisen from the 

industrialisation of farm animals.

The historical span in this field, the distances that one can detect between researchers in the animal 

welfare science over time is huge, even though the science is still new. For instance, McGlone

(1993), in his paper “What is animal welfare?” developed a theoretical framework to distinguish 

between acceptable and unacceptable welfare and wrote that “feeling a little poorly is much like 

feeling hungry (something we all normally experience from time to time), this cannot be the critical 

measure of well-being. Rather, only when animals reach a pre- pathological state can we say 

welfare is poor.” (1993: 26).

In a chapter entitled “Lives of Quiet Desperation” by Françoise Wemelsfelder (2003: 199) she

presents a contrast to McGlone’s standpoint in 1994. Wemelsfelder describes her impression of a 

young female pig that had been housed alone in barren pen. The alert responsiveness normal in a

pig had given way to withdrawal indicating serious suffering, and she writes: “In this restrictive 

and monotonous agricultural environment in which we keep pigs, their alert responsiveness may 

disappear and give way to drowsy lethargy. I gained a clear impression of this in a young female 

pig that had been housed alone for many months in a small barren pen. She was sitting at the floor, 

her hind legs stretched underneath her, her back hunched, her head and ears dropping and her 

tongue occasionally hanging out of her month. (….) What I realized that day is that expression of 

suffering, in pigs and perhaps in other animals as well, is not necessarily dramatic or assertive.”

Nevertheless, today there is agreement that the conclusion on the attempts by scientists to define 

animal welfare in a single definition on which they all agree, is not possible. What is left, as stated

by Fraser (2008b), must be seen as value-based positions about what is most important or most 
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desirable for animals, and this actually underlies the different definitions of animal welfare 

proposed by scientists.

A way of describing it is by the development of three main schools (Fraser et al, 1997) the 

naturalness, emotional and physical approach, showing that animal welfare science makes use of a 

great variety of parameters for welfare assessment. In the philosophical tradition, furthermore, three 

approaches are described by Sandøe (1999, 2008): Hedonism, Preference Theory and 

Perfectionism21.

Whatever preference is dominating in the welfare science, an overall claim can be seen: the need to 

consider the interaction of ethical questions and animal welfare science, as it has become 

increasingly common to look to science for advice on political decisions on animal welfare  and 

equally important that scientists reflect on the ethical assumptions behind the research they perform 

and the advice they provide, and that they make these assumptions transparent (Sandøe, 

Christiansen and Appleby 2003).

Lastly, the research field on stockmanship and the effects of human handling of the animals 

presents an element in animal welfare science which crosses the different definitions. Hemsworth

and Coleman (2010) take the standpoint that housing and husbandry practices affect farm animal 

welfare, as farmers and stock people have a responsibility to provide, at minimum, community-

acceptable animal housing and husbandry standards for their animals. Therefore, they claim, we 

should not underestimate the role and impact of the stockperson on animal productivity and welfare.

Research in a number of livestock industries has shown that the interaction between stockpersons 

and their animals can limit the productivity and the welfare of these animals, and by affecting the 

animal’s fear of humans, one can markedly limit that productivity and welfare (Sørensen and Fraser 

2010).

21 Hedonism: The characteristics of a good life are a sufficient number of the stimulating, pleasant and happy experiences and 
sufficiently few frustrations, unpleasant and painful experiences. 
Preference Theory: Having a good life means that we achieve what we want or otherwise aspire towards. Animals are presumed to 
have conscious wishes and plans to a far lesser extent that humans, but it is just as evident that they aspire towards various goals.
Perfectionism: To have a good life, creatures must realise their essential species-specific potential. The crucial point is not to be 
well, but to do well. http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/Publikationer/Alle%20publikationer/2012090.pdf.
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4.4. Assessment of animal welfare

Trying to combine these different aspects of what it means for an animal to have a good life can be 

seen as underlying much of the work with animal welfare today, when assessments are used in an 

attempt to examine the welfare of the animal. One of the most famous attempts to set out criteria on 

how to measure the good/bad animal life comprises the Five Freedoms, developed by the British 

Farm Animal Welfare Council22, sometimes referred to as Brambell’s Five Freedoms, as they are 

based on the Bramwell Report from 1965 (Farm Animal Welfare Council 1979). Another early

approach to welfare assessment, the Austrian Animal Need Index (ANI) was mainly based on the 

physical environment offered to animals and concentrated on risk factors (Bartussek, 2001),

whereas the latest model, the EU project Welfare Quality ®23, is an approach that is based on the 

experience of animals and focuses on the current level of the welfare of the animals.

As opposed to welfare control, where the focus is on a verification of compliance with legislation, a

welfare assessment may attempt to quantify both the positive and the negative experiences of 

animals (Forkman 2010). However, it can be difficult to transfer the scientific way of thinking 

about welfare assessment into real life, for example in farm production schemes which may include 

economic measures, as shown by Ingemann et al (2009). Others have carried out research into this

aspect, and have stressed that farmers differ in their motivation for participating in animal welfare 

schemes. Some are mainly encouraged by premium prices; others give ethical reasons for changing 

towards animal-friendly production methods (Veissier et al 2008).  

Sandøe and Sørensen (2001) have argued that when it comes to assessing the welfare of animals on 

a given farm or in a particular group, there is no simple way of adding up the effects of all these 

individual factors. One particular challenge is the management factor, because the applied 

management routines may be very important for the welfare of the animals.  

The latest development in the research on assessment and welfare schemes shows a growing 

attention towards the ethical implications that follow from choosing a specific assessment model or 

tool. A focus is on how to make the ethical choices behind the assessment schemes and the scoring 

22 Freedom from hunger and thirst. Freedom from discomfort. Freedom from pain, injury or disease. Freedom to express normal 
behaviour. Freedom from fear and distress. http://www.fawc.org.uk/freedoms.htm
23 http://www.welfarequality.net/everyone



46

of animal welfare transparent, this being essential for successful implementation (Veissier et al., 

2011).

4.5. Animal welfare legislation 

In Europe the first legislation on animal protection had, as mentioned earlier, its focus on “overt 

cruelty” towards animals; “mistreatment” was therefore at the centre of the first animal protection 

laws for many years.  

Nevertheless, after the debates in 1960s the whole focus of legislation was changed and is now 

much more directed towards “setting up limits” on the treatment of farm animals, or to promote 

animal welfare, a change that has its background in the discussion about the industrialised animals 

in agriculture. Vessier et al (2008) state that although there is no direct link between the Bramwell 

Report and European legislation to protect animals, the fact that the first European regulations to 

protect animals were adopted 10 years after the report and were in line with the conclusions of it

suggest that it was influential, not only in the UK but also in the rest of Europe.  

Indeed, the European response has seen a great focus on regulation through legislation, while at the 

same time, in the US and Canada market-driven forces are the ones that bring forward a focus on 

animal welfare and legislation and inspection is used as a tool only to a very small extent (Sorensen 

and Fraser, 2010).

In Denmark, the Ministry of Justice is responsible for animal welfare legislation, including 

implementation of relevant EU legislation. The primary legislation is the Act on the Protection of 

Animals, Dyreværnsloven24. A number of Danish animal welfare requirements go beyond the EU

provisions; for instance certain rules regarding pigs, laying hens and cattle. Some provisions are 

national: for example, no specific EU legislation exists on the protection of horses.

The first time the Danish authorities made inspections among farm animals was in 1994, and for 

some years it was carried out as a random check among two per cent of the herds.  In 2004, after a 

new political debate, especially on the transport of animals, the number of inspections was 

increased from two per cent to five per cent. The inspection also went from being announced to 

unannounced.  The argument for this is described as to “obtain the most realistic picture of 

24 https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=2714
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livestock conditions” (Anonymous B 2010). This means that at least five per cent of all herds or 

flocks with at least 10 farm animals or horses are inspected every year. The inspection may show 

that everything is in order. However, if any provisions have been infringed, the inspection authority 

has various options at its disposal, depending on the seriousness of the infringement, from a

warning for minor offences through to reporting the incident to the police (Anonymous B 2010) In 

addition, EU legislation also can be included in the inspections.  This, referred to as cross-

compliance, means that if there is a case of non-compliance a percentage of the farmer’s EU

subsidies will be withdrawn.

The results from the inspections do not document whether the Danish system of inspection of 

animal welfare legislation, the 5 per cent control, actually improves animal welfare. Firstly, the 

herds and flocks subjected to welfare inspections are selected on the basis of different criteria in 

different years. Secondly, the primary function of these inspections is not described as prevention,

but as having its focus on identifying the farmers who are not complying with animal welfare 

legislation. What can be seen in looking at the results of the inspections is, for example, that cases 

of non-compliance are seen more often among herds of pigs and in mink production than among 

herds of cattle and flocks of broilers. 

In addition to this, the Veterinary Task Force of the Danish Veterinary and Food Administration 

uses thematic inspections and campaigns25 to improve animal welfare, such as a campaign on the 

housing and treatment of sick or injured cows, or one about the correct on-farm killing procedures 

in pig and cattle herds. Here, the authorities have chosen to initiate follow-up campaigns, which 

make a comparison possible, showing for instance that the proportion of farmers who had killed 

animals incorrectly had dropped to 9.4 per cent in 2010, while in 2008 animals had been killed 

incorrectly in more than 40 per cent of the inspected herds with killed animals26 .

As stated by Forkman (2010: 29), legislation is a compromise between many different interests,

“animal welfare” being just one of them. One example is the castration of pigs, which is a painful 

surgical procedure without anaesthesia, and therefore implies worse welfare for a pig compared to 

no castration. Castration without anaesthesia is still permitted according to legislation, but now only 

if the procedure takes place as early as possible and within the first 2-7 days of the piglet’s life and 

25 Animal Welfare in Denmark 2010. Danish Centre for Animal Welfare, Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries: pp 76 
http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/Publikationer/Alle%20publikationer/2012090.pdf
26 http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/english/Animal/AnimalWelfare/AWcontrol/Pages/AW-control.aspx
http://www.foedevarestyrelsen.dk/english/Animal/AnimalWelfare/DCAW/Documents/13947_dyrevel_uk_web.pdf, pp 56
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if pain relief is administered27. Another example of a compromise is the fact that sows must have 

access to a sufficient amount of nesting material in the last week before expected farrowing, unless 

this is “technically impossible to handle”: this refers to the farm’s slurry system28.

Though the weight of legislation today is much heavier in pig production, the development for other 

herds, e, g. dairy production, points in the same direction, both in national Danish and in an EU 

context, and when it comes to the use of inspection the EU puts priority into enforcement, with the 

Commission sharing responsibility for ensuring that laws are applied in a uniform manner by the 

member states ( (Horgan and Gavinelli 2006). Viewing inspection of animal welfare in an EU 

frame, there is no reason to believe that there will be less use of this tool in the future. 

4.6. The farmer’s understanding of animal welfare

Scientists have their different definitions of animal welfare and many discussions and reflections on 

this issue. Some research ends up being implemented in political decisions, becoming integrated in 

new animal welfare legislation, owner-control or as codes of practice from the farm industries or 

from the farmers’ organisations29.

However, when it comes to the farmer’s understanding of animal welfare, it should not only be seen 

as related to legislation but also to how farmers experience this term in daily practice.  In Tables A

and B I present how this was expressed when I interviewed farmers and employees about welfare as 

a part of my fieldwork on four farms. These results, though not part of the papers presented, are in 

my view important for understanding the daily life at the farms, and therefore presented in this 

introduction. Moreover, it is an issue of growing research interest that a farmer’s understanding of 

the term animal welfare can differ from what politicians, authorities or consumers mean by it.

When participants (directly involved in the rearing and handling of beef cattle in western Canada)

were asked in a recent study to provide their definition of animal welfare, most reported that they 

themselves never used the term. For example, a participant stated:  “It’s a term that I don’t hear in

27 Statutory order 324,§7. Self –audit scheme for animal welfare on Danish pig farms, link, see footnote 29
28 Statuary order 333 §26,paragraph 2, Self-audit scheme for animal welfare on Danish pig farms, link see footnote 29
29 See self-audit scheme for animal welfare on Danish pig farms, guidelines from Pig Research Centre
http://vsp.lf.dk/~/media/Files/PDF%20-%20Viden/Branchekode_UK.ashx
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the rural community .… If I’ve got a group of neighbours helping us with the cattle, nobody talks 

about animal welfare.” (Spooner et al 2012). Participants in this Canadian study linked animal 

welfare to concerns raised by those outside the agricultural sector with the aim of criticising

production practices, and they preferred terms like “comfort” or “contentment” rather than 

“welfare”.

Other studies have shown that farmers can differ in their perceptions of animal welfare and that the 

debate about the term also reflects the moral tension that exist between farmers, on the one hand, 

and the general public on the other. In a study by Rooij et al (2010) on Dutch dairy farmers and pig 

breeders on ethical positions towards animal welfare, it was shown that the associated practices in 

terms of animal care and treatment varied substantially, relating to specific farming styles. Some 

farmers strictly limit their practices to legislative requirements. Others use different expressions of 

animal health and behaviour to judge animal wellbeing, and yet another group took the intrinsic 

value of the animals and their natural behaviour as the departure point for the organisation of their 

husbandry practices.  

A study by Skarstad and Borgen (2007) on the views of Norwegian pig producers on animal welfare 

concluded that almost all of them said they welcomed the increased focus that has been put on the 

issue. They proposed two main reasons as to why the pig industry should be concerned about 

animal welfare. One main reason was ethically grounded and focused on the animals’ welfare and 

the producer’s responsibility. The second main one was more economically grounded and 

concerned the farmer’s own welfare or economy. In this case, the farmer’s definition of animal 

welfare was production- and practice-based. The farmers’ understanding of and practices related to 

animal welfare are described as conditioned and shaped, referring to elements as: regulations-policy 

instruments, farmer’s economy, farmer’s practice, knowledge and technology, morality and lastly 

the animal or the animals’ welfare. 

In the interviews in my study I found that the term animal welfare was used by both farmers and 

farm employees in daily practice, but in line with the other studies it sometimes became linked to

and shaped by legislation and sometimes seen as and described as a negative term referring to 

interference from authorities and the risk of inspection. 
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Still, when farmers and stockpersons in this study were asked to describe what they saw as 

important for animal welfare, they related it to what can best be described as a mixture of their

experiences from daily work with the animals and concerned especially around disease and 

environmentally based issues. The farmers and the employees did not point to one single factor of 

what they related to animal welfare, but responded to the question with multiple associations.

When farmers and farm workers described how they got knowledge about animal welfare they 

mainly related it to daily experience, a lifelong familiarity with farming, exchanging knowledge 

among colleagues at the farm. They also referred to knowledge they got from other farmers or from 

professionals (veterinarians and advisors) and they got new information by being informed by their 

organisations, taking part in organisational meetings or sometimes organisational groups and by 

reading farmer journals.

Tables A and B describe of how farmers and employees at two pig farms and two dairy farms relate 

to animal welfare in daily life.
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Table A: Animal welfare on cattle farms - explained by farmers and farm workers 

Disease and environmental issues Animal welfare in Daily practice Animal welfare problem seen  as 
related to the legislation

Avoiding hoof lesions, the 
importance of hoof trimming and 
treatment of hooves.  Having relief 
areas with deep bedding for cows 
with leg problems. 

You have to like looking after the 
cows. Using robots for milking 
won’t work if you stop moving 
among the cows, looking at them

Worried that the calves, by 
legislating, have to be kept longer 
with the cow before separation. It 
makes it more difficult to control if 
the calf has got the needed 
colostrum.

Finding the best bedding material,
hoping for sand as a solution in the 
future 

Important to be calm, not shout or 
push the cows. Knowledge and 
education central

Calves infecting  each other 
because the legislation stipulates
they have to be able to see and 
touch each other 

Robot system has improved 
welfare for cows, giving them a 
better choice, lying  down more 
whenever they like 

If it was possible our cows would 
be  given access to pasture, but the 
farm’s location means this is not an 
option

Critique of animal welfare 
legislation as being too rigid and 
too detailed, bringing fear but not 
advice

Treatment of mastitis, handling of 
udder problems.

To look after the calves you have to 
be ahead the whole time, treat it at
once if you see problems, never 
wait, checking if the calves look 
well and if they look strong and 
happy

It is a pity that the legislation 
allows that cows do not have
access to pasture; it should be 
possible for all cows, as they like to 
move about on pasture 

Not getting injured animals.
Keeping an eye on the weak 
animals 

Leaving the cows alone, not 
disturbing their rhythm, not 
interfering too much with hoof 
trimming, etc., obviously makes 
them feel better 

Taking the calf away at once from 
the cow, not letting her lick it, is 
not ok. 

Good, large  areas for calving, 
hospital pens, better space 

Learning from each other, exchange 
of experiences 

Some degree of inspection is ok, it
can serve in the way that you pull 
yourself together. 

Keep up the deep bedding area, 
secure dry and clean animals. 
Floors are important in more 
spacious housing systems  

Enough hands in daily work, the 
importance of technical insight, 
importance of being motivated 

Improved fodder Knowing the animals, giving them 
attention. This and treatment of 
diseases  are  much better today 
than in old days 

Light, air and a good overview of 
the calves. Making up good groups 
for the calves  

Scrapers that hit the hooves of the 
cows and other parts of the stable 
where they can be injured; systemic 
problems  

Access to a brush for the cows The constant pressure and demands 
for being effective, having to save 
and cut down and work faster, 
getting more out of our animals
Not only the animals but also the 
workers in the farms are being 
measured the whole time. 
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Table B: Animal welfare on pig farms - explained by farmers and farm workers 

Disease and environmental issues Animal welfare in daily practice Animal welfare problems seen as 
related to legislation

Getting food and water You have to treat animals in a 
humane manner; kicking and 
beating is not allowed 

The registration of medicine is 
extremely time-consuming  and 
seems meaningless 

More spacious housing, able to 
move around. Enough space for the 
pigs.
Making the best possible groups 
for pigs, minimising their fights, 
having enough space for the 
animals

We just have to try not to make it 
worse for the animals 

Management issues  on knowledge 
on animal welfare legislation,
having stockpersons from different 
nationalities 

Correct climate in the stalls and 
pens 

The system has to be adapted so it 
makes you able to move the 
animals in a natural way.
You must know how to follow the 
nature of the animals, for instance,
when moving them

A challenge is to get rid of 
castration of the pigs 

Correct and fast treatment of sick 
animals, correct use of sick pens , 
making stockpersons motivated for 
this 

The most important factor is to 
motivate the stockpersons to do 
things differently

Finding own solutions on 
stimulating the pigs; legislation 
demands do not necessarily work 
for the farmer

Genetic focus to get stronger pigs The problem is that experience 
from one system does not match 
other systems.
Systems are often constructed in a 
way that makes daily work difficult, 
mixture of old and new buildings.

In the ideal society inspection 
would not be necessary, but I guess 
part of it is needed. However, when 
inspectors become too officious, 
which I sometimes hear they can 
be, then it seems unfair. All you are 
doing is trying to do your work the 
best you can.

Access to straw is important, also 
for eating, it gives more satisfied 
animals with a better digestion

Killing the animals is never fun. It 
must not take up too much of your 
daily life at the farm. Euthanizing 
because of hernia really can seem 
meaningless.

The financial punishments you can 
get today because of non-
compliance related to animal 
welfare do not always bear 
comparison with the offence, like 
compared to a financial crime.

Improved use of medicine.
Avoid getting the animals injured.

Animal welfare and legislation is 
very difficult to discuss with people 
who live in a flat in the city and 
maybe just have a small dog as a 
pet. But many people equate the 
welfare of their pets with welfare of 
production animals.



53

Farmer H, a dairy farmer, called attention to three subjects within his area which he expressed as 

central for animal welfare during the last years on his own farm: 

“Firstly, the housing system - that the cows are loose in the indoor system and 

can move around and lie down when they like. Secondly, the way we move and 

handle the animals, being calm, not being too busy, not showing impatience (…) 

being in balance. Thirdly, the development of the fodder which means that we 

have less sickness than before related to digestion.” 

Farmer A, a pig farmer, also related the issue of animal welfare to three areas:

“Firstly, animals should not be in risk of being injured. Secondly, they must be fed 

properly and the third issue is a correct climate. This is animal welfare for me. An 

issue like how much toy pigs have to play around with; I can’t really take that 

serious.”

Farm owner F referred that the most important issue in his pig production was motivating the 

stockpersons to get involved in new procedures, and not being locked in old habits: 

“You really have to use your ability to motivate, especially for the sake of the 

animals. It’s not a question of better pay for the stockperson, it a question whether 

employees on the farm get a positive experience in their work”.

This farmer also related the problems of animal welfare to another issue within the system: very few 

stables within pig production are the same. They have all been built in different ways over time. 

“These huge differences from one farm to another make it complicated. If we have 

good experiences from one sort of stable system, and we were more alike, we 

could change it more radically in the rest of the country.”

A related issue was raised by a stockpersons who had to use time to manage technology and 

equipment in his daily farm work, to avoid animals getting injured. 
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“It’s a risk when the material within the system means damaging their legs and 

hooves (…) we need to get rid of some material that is not working ok. But fodder 

also plays a major part. Our biggest welfare problem I see as problems with the 

hooves and legs of the cows (…) to me animal welfare is that they have good legs 

and a healthy udder. This is in the interests of everyone, both consumers and the 

farmer.” (L)

Work manager E gave an example of what he perceived as animal welfare in daily practice, namely 

how important it is to follow the “nature of the pigs”, not making them fearful, for instance, when 

they have to be moved and, most importantly, to avoid hitting them:

“If I see a stockperson hitting an animal, and if he does not get it the first time 

that you tell him this is forbidden, then –well, I have got one sacked for this, 

because he just did not get it, and I won’t allow it. It’s easy to become stressed 

and angry if they don’t want to move; it happens to me too, but they can feel if you 

get stressed and this only makes things worse.” 

Reflections on the power that the farm worker has over the animals also came forward in these 

interviews, as expressed by an employee, B:

“These pigs, they can really take a lot, even more than we actually do to them. 

And I know they exist for us only. If it was humans we treated like this, we could 

not do it. But I don’t say this only because they are pigs. If it was a dog I saw 

behind closed doors in a city apartment the whole day or a bird in a cage, I would 

feel the same. If these animals had bigger brains, they would not accept it. It’s not 

that I pity them, because they don’t know. But I can see how they react to being

treated properly (…) they are living creatures but they are also a product. I am 

here to make as many as possible (…) to transform living animals into business.”

Talking about animal welfare in daily practice was sometimes linked to legislative requirements. 

Farmer A expresses frustration about the legislation that requires specific tools for stimulating the 
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pigs, rooting and enrichment materials30. He found that these tools, for example wooden blocks, 

were not the right solution in his daily practice.

“From our daily knowledge and what we see helps us at most to avoid stressing

the pigs are the use of straw. It’s not chains, rope or wooden blocks as suggested 

by the authorities. Ear bites and shoulder lesions are helped much better with 

straw. It does mean extra work and there is a risk that we will have problems with 

the manoeuvre system, but normally it works.” 31

In the Tables I also have framed what the farmers and stockpersons described as the problems and 

challenges around animal welfare when it relates to inspection.

The fear of inspections and a feeling of demotivation connected to being inspected came forward, as

expressed by Farmer F:

“Inspection is destructive. I think we should use our energy on motivation instead 

(…) In general we have a society with far too much control, no confidence in 

anything. I think it’s sick (…) I feel that if things cannot be changed after a 

certain period, then I agree that we have to tighten up, but still, it’s a process of 

change for people to work with this. It’s not anything you can solve with 

inspection, it can only be done with motivation (….) Besides, there will always be 

a difference between how an inspector sees the stables one day – and the next day. 

People who work there are not the same (…) and an inspection no flair for this;

they can only go by the rules.”

However, farmers also sometimes define inspections in a pragmatic way, one that expresses how 

they think things ought to be, not how they are necessarily defined by the system. Farmer H talks 

about how he insists on defining the inspection as not merely a question of compliance or non-

compliance, but also as an opportunity to get advice:

30 All weaners, gilts, finishers and boars must have access to sufficient amounts of appropriate rooting and enrichment materials. 
Statutory order 323,§20 plus Act 104,§5. Straws in blocks – on pen floor can be made up for both rooting and enrichment materials.
31 In this case the farmer did not give straw in blocks and as such did not make it up for rooting material; he still needed the wooden 
blocks to be in compliance with legislation.
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“When we have inspection on the farm from the authorities, then I expect that 

they also can give some sort of advice. I normally start a dialogue with them 

saying that I know they are inspectors, but I also regard them as advisors, and we 

try to do our best. Doing it like this I feel most of them are interested in helping 

us, like telling us where to look for the solution on the internet and so on (…) I 

feel they are after all not only here to get us stabbed in the back. In one way or the 

other, they are here to raise quality, and I have an expectation about that.  Raise 

the system, raise what they are here to inspect. If they are just acting like police, 

then things gets worse and it has no effect...” 

From the interviews at these four farms it becomes clear that animal welfare is seen as a part of the 

production; both farmers and farm workers include the notion in their language and perception and 

they relate it to different aspects of the work with the animals .Still, the term might be understood in 

one way when it relates to the work at the farm, in another way when relating to legislation and 

inspection. I will investigate this ambivalence, a discrepancy between the demands of animal 

welfare from the ‘outside’ (as a welfare policy) and from within (as daily practices) in the next 

section, seeing animal welfare as a social technology.

4.7. Seeing animal welfare as social technology

Models, theoretical or practical, that provide solutions to certain problems can be seen as a specific 

way of making a space in which these problems can be handled and solved. This is so common 

within our daily lives that we sometimes end up just regarding such “models” as self -evident:

problems exist to be solved: let’s find a model that offers a solution.  Jöhncke, Svendsen and Whyte

(2004) have described how such models can be seen as very compelling statements  using examples 

from solutions applied within drug abuse, disability and cancer genetic counselling, all models that 

holds a certain rationality like “common sense, responsibility and decent behavior”(2004: 385) and 

also the characteristic that it might be difficult to speak up against them. 

Jöhncke, Svendsen and Whyte (2004) illustrate how models of solutions can be seen as social 

technologies, i.e. who has an influence in a person’s life, for better or for worse. They regard “social 

technology” as an analytical concept that stimulates one to see connections between the rationality 
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behind the technology and its consequences in social connections (2004: 388). Technology is seen 

as knowledge related to how something ought to be done (different methods, procedures, 

instruments, organisations) – as tools, but tools connected to the ones who use them and are 

supposed to do this on the correct way, often needing specific professional authority. Nordahl 

Svensen (1998: 23) describes it like this: “Social technologies aim to create norms for appropriate 

behavior. As such they rely on and define rationalities about how to create ‘the good society’ or 

‘the healthy human being’.”

Jöhncke, Svendsen and Whyte (2004) argue that by looking at specific models of solution as social 

technologies, it is possible to see how they interact in people’s lives, not just by describing their 

consequences but also showing how such “solutions” can be negotiated, and experienced differently 

from one culture to another. It also becomes clear the “carrier of the problems” (patient, client, 

human – and in our case the non-human animals but also the farmers) do not always agree on the 

rationality of the solution that they are offered: they do not always follow the advice. This can mean 

that certain problems might not be seen, or will be denied or suppressed, and this is where the 

involvement of the “problem carriers” experiences can be needed, to show why certain solutions are 

not always “welcomed” and do not always fit into the lived life. 

As described in the previous sections, animal welfare can be viewed as a very compelling statement 

in Western agriculture, influenced by politicians, consumers, activists,  scientists, organisations, the 

creators of farming systems, technology,  farmers, employees  - and the responses from the animals.  

In some ways a term very significant for a certain time, but not a term in the sense that we all agree 

about what this concept means, though by using the notion  “welfare”, we will often have a 

common feeling of something “positive” even though it is now being translated into numbers, 

regulations, inspections. By seeing animal welfare as a social technology, it gets possible to 

visualise the different tools (actors) that have some sort of professional interest in working with this 

term. See Figure 1.
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Figure 1

If the “good aim” is to reduce the suffering among industrialised animals, the tools can be seen as a

series of actors: from authorities making legislation and carrying out inspections in the

Danish pig industry who demand that farmers follow certain rules if they want to export pigs under 

the “DANISH” trademark; or from veterinarians who are paid to help the farmers, to the farmer 

himself who has the everyday responsibility for his animals.

Looking at it as a social technology, it becomes clear that animal welfare is embedded in social 

relations, but within a much wider concept than when “social” is seen as only involving humans.  

The “carrier of the problem” – the ones that receive the models of solutions can be seen as both the 

farm animals and also the farmers and their employees who interpret the messages they get from 
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advisors, inspectors, veterinarians, organisations, scientists and other professionals, all providing

different tools to help improve animal welfare.  At the same time, the farmers must also be seen as 

professionals, using the tools, having to choose among different solutions for the welfare of the

animals in daily life, responding to their animals. It is also part of the issue here that farmers, 

though often defined as “the problem” by the authorities when it comes to animal welfare, might 

not see themselves at all as the most important target group for improved animal welfare,

sometimes referring to the consumers who, if they are not willing to pay a higher price for more 

welfare-friendly products, are the real carrier of the problem.

What is central, according to Jöhncke, Svendsen and Whyte (2004) is that the social technology 

very often holds neither the experiences nor the complexity in life which connects to the target 

group / the carrier of the problem. It is here that an empirical investigation can be important. 

However, animal welfare as a social technology as seen in Figure 1 is not intended to form an

overall analytical approach in this thesis, but rather as a way of opening up the data around the term.

Having looked at the development within both anthropology and animal science in relation to 

animals and the human-animal relationship, I conclude that it is important to try to explore all the 

relations connected to a term like animal welfare, rather than reducing it to either a matter of for 

instance farmers-authorities, animals-technology, or to a question of assessment tools or the

relationship between the farmer and his animals.
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5.0 Methodology - The fieldwork

Could you be my witness? – A memory from inspection of animal welfare

On one of the road trips with inspectors, I drove with Birgitte, who explained to me that we 

were now going out to visit a farmer, whom she knew beforehand might be difficult. She 

knew from the other inspectors in the office that he had once threatened an inspector who 

visited his farm, though this was not related to animal welfare but to other issues of on-

farm inspections. Birgitte furthermore explained that farmers who were generally 

frustrated about inspections did not distinguish between inspectors, but often ended up 

seeing them all as ‘the same’.  When we left the car, she gave my arm a squeeze and told 

me that she was glad I was there because she felt that it was an advantage to have a witness 

at these inspections. Also, she did not feel totally comfortable with a possible conflict 

coming up. Nevertheless, when we met the farmer, we were not denied access, but he 

chose to keep a distance from her during the inspection, not being happy about it at all, but 

at the same time seemingly trying to remain calm and in control. Looking at the inspector 

from a distance while she looked into a barn with calves, the farmer leaned towards me and 

told me that he was glad I was a witness in this situation, because ‘someone has to see how 

it is and it’s good that it gets out in the public how inspection is a pressure on farmers’. His 

feelings were not personal towards this inspector, he stressed, but more about the general 

harm of the whole set-up of inspecting of farmers with the best intentions.

Later, after another inspection during which the atmosphere had been very tense, I had a 

phone call at my office at the university. I suddenly found myself speaking to an advisor

from an agricultural organisation who was trying to help a farmer under pressure. The 

farmer was, after the inspection in which I had also taken part, found to be in non-

compliance in a way that would cost him a severe reduction in his EU subsidies. Now the 

advisor wanted me to act as a witness, if I just could explain to him how I had experienced 

the situation. I felt that I had to refuse this request.

To be regarded as a witness came as a surprise to me, but it also made it clear that although 

I do not believe in either journalists or researchers taking ‘neutral positions’, I had to take 

on the role of a tightrope walker in this very sensitive field. These events made it clear to 
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me that I had no intention of representing either the inspectors, or the farmers in conflicts 

concerning animal welfare against ‘the system’. What these events really made me realise

was that my intention when carrying out fieldwork was to call forward the voices that spin 

around the term animal welfare. When I felt I was at risk of being led ‘off the track’ and 

involved in all the normative statements in a very moral field, which often happened, I 

repeated to myself how anthropologist Steffen Jöhncke had expressed one way of thinking 

about such a position: 

“People do what they do, for reasons that are meaningful and valid for them.

Anthropology is interested in people’s good reasons. In order to get to know these reasons, 

we have to assume and accept that we do not know them beforehand.”32

To get closer to these experiences and what they represent in relation to animal welfare, 

exploring the field from different positions and angles seemed to be a necessary method for

avoiding getting stuck in the very thick layer of opinions that exists in this area. As stated 

by Moeran (2007:13) in fieldwork, “the real difficulty facing the anthropologist is trying to 

distinguish between what people say they do and what they actually do” A discrepancy like 

this could also be at stake in the inspection of animal welfare, where pure interviews, both 

with farmers and inspectors, might be centred around intentions and not so much on the 

actual incidents.

When I carried out fieldwork at four farms, which I will come back to in the next section, I 

was not given a role as a witness, but was mainly seen as a researcher who also had a wish 

to work when possible. At these farms, they knew about my other fieldwork following 

inspectors on unannounced inspections, and a few times, farmers or employees joked that 

this could mean some sort of risk of inspection when I worked at their farms. I made some 

efforts to place myself as not being a part of the system, emphasising that any case of 

inspection while I worked at the farm would be pure coincidence. These ways of being 

seen and seeing myself contributed to my data in the sense that it made me much more 

sensitive to the different attitudes towards inspections. 

32 Personal communication, Steffen Jöhncke, 9/11 2010
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5.1. Which field? 

Carrying out cross-disciplinary research embracing both natural and social sciences, exploring a 

term like animal welfare, on which I aim to cast a light in terms of how it is ‘dealt with’, both 

within policy-related practices and in the daily practice on farms, I found it relevant to use a 

methodology that in anthropology is framed as multi-site ethnography (Marcus, 1995). Marcus 

(1995) has noticed how ethnography has moved from its conventional single-site location to 

multiple sites of observation and participation that cross-cut dichotomies such as the “local” and the 

“global”, the “lifeworld” and the “system” (Marcus 1995: 95). To follow the aim of the study, I

have viewed ‘animal welfare’ as a cross-disciplinary landscape where many different tracks or sites 

can be studied, and I have placed myself in three different areas to meet my interest: actions of and 

interactions between authorities and livestock farmers in relation to animal welfare.    

As stated by Hastrup and Olwig (1997), the idea that cultures and consequently people are naturally 

rooted in particular places has long been questioned in theoretical anthropology. However, they 

note how the emergence of cultural distinctions and borders is closely related to the anthropological 

practice of understanding culture from an internal, local point of view, followed by a more external, 

generalised analysis (1997:1). They also claim that a field can be defined not primarily in terms of a 

locality, but as the field of relations which are of significance to the people involved in the study 

(1997:8).

Still, actually participating in the inspections when looking for compliance/non-compliance would 

not be possible, firstly because of the legal implications that are part of the inspectors’ jobs, 

ensuring the farmers’ legal rights during inspection, and secondly because I aimed to keep a balance 

between inspectors and farmers, consciously avoiding taking part in the conflicts that arose during 

inspections. Moeran (2007)  states that when fieldworkers are restricted in their access to more 

sensitive themes, the problem they are then facing is how to move beyond surface appearances and 

study what they, rather than their informants, think is important. 

In an organisational context, of which animal welfare is a part, I find that Moeran’s concept of

being an “observant participant” instead of the anthropological ideal of engaging in “participant 

observation” makes sense, because although one cannot always participate, one still has the ability 
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when being an “observant participant” to see beyond the social front that informants present to 

strangers in their everyday life (Moeran 2007: 14). 

My intentions were never to cause some sort of disclosure of the system, like judging whether 

inspectors were more or less fair during inspection. Fairness as a theme emerged in my analysis 

because it was brought forward by farmers both during the meetings with inspectors and when they 

were interviewed about those meetings later. Fairness was also brought forward during inspections 

when both farmers and inspectors looked for room for interpretation and in such a situation 

“observing participation” can help to uncover the paradoxes in a field. 

5.2. Access to the field and interviews as method

Gammeltoft (2003: 286) stresses that participation as method can refer to more than being involved 

in people’s daily lives. Basically, participation relates to a way of getting involved. According to 

Gammeltoft this also means a bodily involvement in the field, a more active way of sharing lives, 

practices and stories than we are used to.  Brinkmann and Tangaard (2010) state that one cannot get 

to know everything by talking to people and this is why other methods like fieldwork can be 

relevant, to look at what people are actually doing.  Still, identification with people’s stories also 

takes place during interviews, and special linguistic, relational and narrative areas can be seen as 

suited for interview-research (2010: 33) 

During my study, I conducted interviews with selected farmers and inspectors, and both formal and

informal interviews with the people I met and worked with at the four different farms. The

interviews made it possible to disclose to others lived experiences, not only about inspections, but 

also about being a farmer in general, and in this way sharing their experiences in a different way 

than simply observing and participating. 

Also, in cases where it is not possible to conduct fieldwork, interviewing can be an important way 

of understanding experience. When having research interest in areas which also included 

stigmatised people and stories which belonged to the past, interviewing was sometimes the only 

possibility. This was the case when meeting farmers who had been charged in cases of neglect. 

Here, conducting interviews became my main methodology, and I asked the farmers to bring 

forward and reflect over a period in their life that they, at least partly, had left behind. By being 

asked about it, they brought their stories into the present time again, and this process could lead to 
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feelings of sorrow, anger and frustrations. These feelings contributed to reflexivity among the 

participants and me on the impact of these incidents in their lives, and it gave me an important 

insight into how complicated interactions between different actors can be in agriculture. 

Accessing these stories was the most difficult part of the research project. Access to working on 

farms and to following inspectors in the field only provided very limited difficulties: for example, 

farm owners said no explaining that they were too busy or too involved in other projects to involve 

an anthropologist in the daily life at the farm. In order to find four different farms, I asked seven 

farm owners, finding possible candidates by asking around, and using the network I had developed 

from doing my Masters thesis and studying farm media. 

The response from inspectors to be followed by an anthropologist was in general positive, and when 

I stopped asking for more contacts, it was by using the concept of saturation, seeing in my material 

and interviews that themes started to repeat themselves (Strauss and Corbin 1998, Guest et al. 

2006).

To make contact with farmers charged with neglect, I had to use a range of different methods as

described in Paper 3, and the lack of response told me that this area was a challenge and influenced 

by the public dissociation connected to the most serious cases. When I made contact with this group 

of farmers, I found that they suffered from being stigmatised not only locally, but often by society 

in general, and still, most of them were not reluctant to express their experiences after all. This 

coincides with my experiences as a journalist making a series of interviews with survivors after 

suicide, a group also both stigmatised and ignored (both in society and by researchers) for different 

reasons. When actually meeting them, they expressed an important agenda in their eagerness to 

participate. I found the same at stake in the group of farmers charged with the neglect of farm 

animals. Also, I found that being a stranger but also being ‘close’ because you represent a ‘distance’ 

became important (Gammeltoft: 277).

5.3. Following the inspections of animal welfare

My entry to the field was to follow Danish inspectors carrying out unannounced inspections, 

looking for compliance or non-compliance on livestock farms.  This road into the landscape of 

animal welfare was chosen to enable a situated study of the farmer’s response when they had an 
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inspection of animal welfare at their farm and to study the inspector’s ideas of their job meeting the 

farmer in a situation that he/she, according to the debate in the media, often would find difficult. 

Six different regional offices of the Danish Veterinary and Food Administration and the Danish 

AgriFish Agency were asked to identify inspectors who would be willing to let me be present 

during their planned unannounced inspections. Eleven inspectors participated, and altogether 22

inspections were followed on farms of very different types, involving mink, poultry, sheep, pigs and 

dairy cattle. The majority of inspections related to pigs and dairy cattle, and to avoid too many 

different sets of animal welfare legislation, I decided in the following visits to focus on these 

particular farms. Both farms and inspectors were revisited in 12 selected cases representing both 

compliance and non-compliance of the animal welfare legislation.  

Following the inspectors, I was struck by how differently they handled the inspections, though they 

all carried out their statutory orders on different formalities in a similar way. While one inspector 

would speak out clearly on what she would see as possible upcoming problems and attach great 

importance to a more preventive aspect of the visit, another would refer strictly to the legislation, 

not commenting on anything else, avoiding discussions with the farmer. Also, in practice, it became 

clear that although the animal welfare legislation can be read and often ‘measured’ in a way that 

seems to promote the importance of carrying out these inspections in a standardised way (e.g. the 

size of boxes for calves, size of shoulder lesions for sows), the legislation was also constantly 

interpreted by both the farmers and by the inspectors during the dialogue or during decisions.  

These arbitrary ways of dealing with inspection led to the aims in Paper 2 discussing the dilemma 

within the inspection and the possibilities of mixing inspection with information. 

In my experience during this fieldwork, the farmers showed a whole range of feelings and ways of 

reacting to receiving a visit from an inspector: from presenting their farm to the inspector in great 

confidence that everything is in compliance (seeing it as an “examination that should be passed”) to 

hiding away and avoiding taking part in the inspection, for example because of bad experiences 

with previous inspectors from different regimes. The paradoxes in these very different ways of 

dealing with the inspection of animal welfare legislation also became visible in the interviews with 

the farmers, presented in Paper 1 and generating the argument that inspection creates protection but 

also produces uncertainty.  
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5.4. Following ‘animal welfare’ on four different farms

Angling the study on interactions between farmers and authorities in relation to animal welfare, I 

found that the farmers’ experiences of animal welfare in daily life was also of importance, because 

the communication between inspectors and farmers also reflects how the latter relate to this issue. 

Following the inspectors had to be done on different days spread over a period of time whenever 

inspectors found it possible to take me along. Therefore, it was possible for me to conduct the other 

fieldwork and study ‘animal welfare’ on four different farms, one month each place, in parallel to 

the fieldwork with the inspectors.  

It could be relevant to ask why exactly four farms were included in the study. Why not just one 

farm and over a longer period? To me, carrying out fieldwork at just one farm seemed to be a

contradiction to the development which is part of Danish agriculture today. Farms can be seen as 

much more heterogeneous places than before. From my first fieldwork, when I wrote my Masters

thesis about farmers in crisis, I had experienced that the idea of a family farm with husband, wife 

and kids living in a house next to the stables with livestock, following the lives of the animals and 

the crops in the field in a daily context was a false image, though still a very present imagination in 

our society.  My main focus was to explore animal welfare as a phenomenon. I did not focus on the 

lives of farmers’ families in general, and therefore deliberately avoided studying the social life 

around the farm, e.g. village life or conflicts with neighbours, like the smell from the slurry, or other 

issues, each of which potentially might have some connection with animal welfare, but also might 

lead me in too many other directions.

Instead, I based my choice of farms on size and different types of technology. Farm A was a pig 

farm consisting of nine different farms with all elements of production, from breeding, to piglets to 

slaughter pigs, whereas Farm B was a pig farm consisting of only two different conventional farms 

but also running a farm shop selling some of their own meat. Farm C was a dairy cattle farm with 

300 dairy cows where robots were used, and also having a traditional and rather old section for the 

calves. Farm D was a dairy cattle farm with an older milking parlour and 200 cows, but with plans 

of expanding and with a whole new section for the calves. The differences in the farms gave me the 

opportunities to hear and experience animal welfare by following a range of employees, and also to

get close to the other actors, the animals and the technology that I otherwise would not have seen at 

all as individuals, but merely as ‘legislation’.  
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A third criterion in my choice of farms was that I wanted those within driving distance from my 

home, because I found it too difficult to cope with working on the farms for 7 hours a day (or as on

one of the dairy farms working split hours from 6-10am and again from 2pm) and not coming home 

at night. The physical environment, the smell, the sounds, the dust, the temperature and the noise on 

the farms were in many ways overwhelming and the ability to escape from all this and to come 

home after the work was crucial to me.   

Still, the sensitivity that one gets towards animals but also towards the people working with them 

every day, can best be experienced by being there, even though the sorts of jobs I could take part in

were limited. ‘Animal welfare in daily practice’ got into my body and mind through my hands when 

helping to cut the tails of wildly screaming piglets or playing the role of the boar, sitting on the sow 

while inseminating her. Also, maybe less dramatic, but still very much a physical job, it gets into 

your body when you are told to walk around in a section with 50 cows and find number 2017, 

number 3311, number 7800 and number 3332, and then lead them to the milking robots, because 

the computer has monitored it ‘by time’.  All my senses were involved when shaving the hair of the 

hind legs and tail of cow nr. 2330 to prevent her from being too dirty, or when my task was to try to 

teach a newborn calf to drink, bending its head down into a bucket, hoping it would quickly find out 

how to use its tongue to get the important colostrum. These embodiments of the field deriving from 

the physical work became central to me, and intensified my consciousness regarding the 

connections between animals and technology in a way which would have been impossible by only 

observing it. This fieldwork became a very material and physical experience, looking at and 

communicating with animals for many days, counting, pushing, moving, shaving or even cutting 

them, in combination with and in addition to the chats with the farm workers, learning from them 

how to handle the animals in different situations. This study gave me the empirical background and 

inspired the argument in Paper 4 about what we named as paradoxes within the unavoidable 

hybridisation on farms.

5.5. Following ‘animal welfare’ into the organisations

Finally, along with my integration in the research group of epidemiology and management at 

Aarhus University, I also had an interest in taking part in farmers’ meetings, sometimes by chance 

in connection to the work at the farm. 
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Later, I was offered the opportunity to take part in the yearly conferences for cattle- pig- and poultry 

producers, where I attended and observed different workshops, but also presented my own work, 

eliciting responses from participating farmers and inspectors and using this as a validation of my 

research. Being involved in the organisational life of farmers and inspectors also led me to take part 

in professional meetings for agricultural advisors on the subject of animal welfare, and meetings for 

social workers in the agricultural organisations discussing crises among farmers related to family, 

economy and production. I was also invited to a meeting with inspectors carrying out inspection for 

a private company on labels related to the food industry, and debate meetings with veterinarians. I 

see these sites as an important part of my fieldwork as they helped me to avoid reducing the 

complexity of animal welfare.

Meeting the social workers from the farm organisation also had an influence on Paper 3, where I 

conducted interviews with a small group of farmers with experiences of animal neglect, cases 

sometimes related to non-compliance of the legislation but also to situations where animals died in 

in the stables. Before this fieldwork my experience was that the normative way of describing such 

farmers in the farm media, especially where animals were left to die, connected to an understanding 

of them being ‘rotten apples’ , bad guys who were seen as very different from the ‘normal farming 

society’. However, meeting with the social workers in agricultural organisations gave me a different 

impression and the intention to try to ask these farmers themselves how they had experienced these

situations. This part of the research inspired Paper 3 about analysing the social conditions of cases 

of animal neglect, in combination with a collaboration with a fellow PhD student, who was doing 

research among the same group of farmers using statistical analyses. 

5.6. Other possible settings

These sites could have been complemented by others, as the phenomenon of animal welfare is 

extremely complex; for example, sites like the regional offices where inspectors meet with each 

other, planning and evaluating their inspections, or among the officials at the Ministry of Food, 

Agriculture and Fisheries, or the Danish Veterinary and Food Administration in Copenhagen, 

implementing the policy of animal welfare, working with its many juridical and political 

complications. A relevant site could also be the national research centres for pigs or cattle or the 

Danish Agriculture and Food Council, where strategies on ‘animal welfare’ are born. However, the 
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interactions between the farmers and the inspectors and also those on the farm between both human 

and non-human actors have been my focus in this research, keeping my angle on animal welfare. 

5.7. Ethical considerations

As stated previously, animal welfare is a morally-charged concept, and it is not possible to argue for 

just one definition of what it covers. Morality has an influence on the ethical considerations which 

also include what the anthropologist bears with her into the field, and it can in different ways define 

the roles she is given or tries to choose in the field. Hastrup (2009) states that when the

anthropologist steps in among people to understand patterns or ‘taken-for-granted’ situations, 

complex and multifarious ethical questions will arise.  Ethical considerations will always be enacted

from one place to another or from one examination to the next, even between situations in the same 

fieldwork. Unforeseen events when following unannounced inspections of animal welfare could 

emerge and I found, both in my fieldwork and in the interviews, several ethical implications, such 

as when interviewing farmers who are or have been under serious pressure charged with neglect. 

Anonymity was promised to all participants and I have, when possible, changed specific 

information connected to the fieldwork and the people I have interviewed to secure anonymity. 

Though in some ways I tried on the farms to attend to the role of being a trainee, this was only 

partly possible. In many situations, I just stood there and did my observations. Very many elements 

of the work on a farm is highly specialised, for instance when judging illness and handling 

medicine, or using the technology for mixing the fodder, no matter whether it was the computer 

which needed adjustment or a mechanical part that had to be fixed.

In some situations, I refused to take part, and this gave me a new role. To illustrate this I will give 

an example from the fieldwork on a pig farm, where I worked together with a girl who had been in 

her job for three years. 

I followed Rita in the farrowing pen where the piglets were now ready for 

weaning. Rita was estimating their size, preparing for moving them the next day 

and placing them in groups where they were going to adjust to a new life without 

the sow nearby.  She also looked for injuries or weaknesses and then she found a 

piglet with a broken leg, looking sick with a pale skin and bristle hairs on its back, 
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a sign I know which is also recognised as a piglet not doing well at all.  She 

placed the piglet outside the pen, on the gangway. Rita, who had problems with 

her bag, would normally be able to kill the piglets by the way it is always done, 

smashing its head down on the concrete floor33, but today she found this piglet 

was too big. She was afraid of harming her own sore back, so she placed the 

animal on the floor in the corridor among the pens, waiting for another worker to 

come by and kill it for her. In the gangway the piglet was shivering, trying to 

crawl but not being able to do so well because of its broken leg. To Rita this was 

daily life. She left it to the farm worker in charge of this section to come and kill it 

later, maybe within some minutes, but maybe not for another half an hour. I asked 

why she did not call him at once, but she explained that he worked in the other 

building and she would not call him just to come and do this. She knew he would

come by soon. To me, feeling confronted with myself as a ‘weak city girl’ or ‘just

being sensitive’, it became impossible to move around the pens constantly passing 

the corridor with the crawling, injured piglet. Rita asked then if I could kill it, but 

I did not dare to do so, feeling that I would perhaps have to smash it more than 

once into the concrete floor. I had already experienced that tail-docking was 

difficult for me to do, sometimes only cutting off half of the tail and having to do 

it twice, hurting the pig even more.  Instead, I went and got some fodder and water 

for the small pig. This made Rita laugh at me, shaking her head. ‘Inger’, she said, 

‘this piglet will soon die – so why are you doing this, it’s a waste.’  I felt 

embarrassed as I got the feeling that this could be seen as a critique of Rita, which 

it also was in a way, but at the same time I understood how she was trying to 

protect her own body, working in an environment that was physically hard.  I 

decided to make a joke of it, explaining to her that the piglet had asked for the 

fodder as a ‘last wish’ before it was going to die. Rita shook her head again, 

smiled and called me too sensitive. As such the situation was loosened up, at least 

between her and me, but the piglet still had to wait until Knud came around later 

and killed it.   

33 This way of euthanising pigs is only used on small piglets and is an accepted method as the farm workers are not allowed to handle 
injections with medicine that could kill the piglet. 
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I disliked this role, as the sensitive, perhaps even sissy ‘city girl’, but at the same time the 

sensitivity was impossible for me to exclude. I often found myself both attracted to and avoiding 

sick or suffering animals, being confused about how to ask questions, feeling both embarrassed and 

unhappy.  However, in many situations during my work in the stalls I could also see that being a 

part of a production, hearing the considerations of the farm workers, affected me in the direction of 

being less sensitive: I taught myself to close my eyes. Watching out for sick or injured animals is  a 

constant element when you are among production animals, e.g. moving animals to sick pens, 

evaluating their injuries, knowing that if they are not well, they do not produce whatever you want 

from them, a new litter of piglets, more litres of milk. Despite the fact that many of these situations 

were a “normal” part of the work, deciding when or if an animal had to die was not an easy decision 

for the farmers or employees, Not only because of the financial loss but also, as was explained to 

me during fieldwork and interviews, the act of killing’ never really ended up as a routine.

Also, the physical efforts connected to the work at the farms and risk of injuries among farmers and 

employees affected me, as seen in the story above. How could I blame Rita for protecting her back, 

not being able to kill the piglet at once, when I could not do it myself? 

Folmann (2012), in her thesis on motherhood, moralities and HIV in Uganda, described how it felt

to be placed in a “conflictual relationship to tragedy”, e.g. during the illness and death of one of her 

informant’s children. However, she could also see the tragedy and suffering she witnessed ending 

up as part of her data, and in this way the suffering also became “opportunities” in the research 

(2012: 51).  

The deaths of farm animals in Danish stalls are rarely expressed as ‘tragedies’, at least not by 

farmers or researchers in this field. Still, I found it difficult and strange to move around between 

sickness, death, injuries and suffering among these animals knowing that it would become part of 

my data, confronted with my own unwillingness to be part of it.

Hoping that these methodological considerations can serve as a relevant background for the readers, 

I will now present the four papers in the following chapter.
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6.0 Papers – The four papers
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6.1. Paper 1
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6.2. Paper 2

In Press, Animal Welfare

To inspect, to motivate – or to do both?

- A dilemma for on-farm inspection of animal welfare

I Anneberg*1, M Vaarst1, P Sandøe2

1.Department of Animal Science, Aarhus University, Blichers Allé 20, 8830 Tjele, Denmark

2. Department of Large Animal Sciences, University of Copenhagen, Grønnegårdsvej 2, 1870 
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Abstract 

The ultimate aim of this paper is to study and discuss a central dilemma within inspection of animal 

welfare. On the one hand it may be argued that controllers should only check whether farmers 

comply or do not comply with animal welfare regulation. Here, the key value is the rule of law, and 

that all offenders should be treated equally. On the other hand it may be argued that it is an 

important element of inspections to enter into dialogue with farmers. This may be based on a more 

forward-looking view aimed at motivating farmers to look after the welfare of the animals in their 

care. In European countries authorities try to enforce animal welfare legislation through 

inspections followed up by penalties in cases where lack of compliance is found. However, the

fairness and efficiency, and ultimately the public acceptance of the system, critically depend on the 

performance of the individual inspector. This paper presents the results of an interview-study into 

how Danish animal welfare inspectors view their own role and tasks. In the main results, a theme of 

disagreement came forward and showed different attitudes to the possibility of engaging in a 

dialogue with the farmers. The first theme focused on the preventive aspect. The second theme had 
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its focus on compliance and on avoiding engaging in dialogue with the farmer about the reasons for 

the regulations. Moreover, a theme of agreement showed interpretation as unavoidable. We discuss 

how the points of view or strategies of the inspectors may affect the outcome of animal welfare 

inspections, both on a short- and long-term basis. We argue that this study can initiate a necessary 

and more open discussion of the mentioned dilemma. 

Keywords: control, dilemma, ethic, farm animal welfare, legislation, inspectors’ experiences 

Introduction
”No, I didn’t see any point in discussing the farmer’s choice. I sometimes do discuss why a certain 

regulation (of animal welfare, ed.) exists, but very often I just state: “This is the way it is.” No point 

in discussing why, if they can’t see it by themselves…” (Inspector I)  

“During inspection you don’t look exclusively for whether any harm has already been done, (…) 

You do that too, but many of the regulations really exist to prevent animal welfare problems.  I find 

it important to explain what is behind the regulations, because if you expect them to do things right 

the next time, they need to understand what the meaning behind it is.” (Inspector D) 

These two quotations from animal welfare inspectors in Denmark vividly illustrate a dilemma 

linked to the enforcement of farm animal welfare legislation. On the one hand it may be argued that 

controllers should only check whether farmers do or do not comply with animal welfare regulation. 

Here, the key value is the rule of law, and that all offenders should be treated equally. On the other 

hand it may be argued that entering into dialogue with farmers is an important element of 

inspections. This may be based on a more forward-looking view aimed at motivating farmers to 

look after the welfare of the animals in their care. 

This dilemma may lead to different individual strategies among animal welfare inspectors. Thus the 

way in which animal welfare inspections are carried out in practice at farm level will be influenced 

by individual strategies pursued by the inspectors, no matter which guidelines are formulated at 

highest administrative level. This phenomenon has been studied by Michael Lipsky in his book 

about street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky 2010 [1980]). He describes how street-level bureaucrats on

the one hand have to achieve policy objectives originating from the political process and – on the 
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other – have to deal with situations which require improvisation and responsiveness to the 

individual case. According to Lipsky, the dilemma behind this is how to treat all citizens equally in 

their claims on governance, and at the same time respond appropriately to the individual case. In 

Lipsky’s thinking, it is fundamental that street-level bureaucrats are policy-makers on two levels. 

They exercise wide discretion in decisions about citizens with whom they interact. In this way, their 

individual actions ‘add up’ to agency behaviour. Lipsky’s ‘bureaucracy’ implies a set of rules and 

structures of authority, and ‘street-level’ implies a distance from the centre, where authority 

presumably resides (2010: xii).

Lipsky belongs to an anthropological tradition that studies policy (Shore and Wright 1997). In this 

tradition, it is argued that one way of doing it is to look at the consequences of these policies on a 

local level. It can be argued that Lipsky limits his views to the street level workers, not having focus 

on how the people they meet also take action and have influence. However, we find that Lipsky’s 

approach can be useful when studying how animal welfare inspectors handle their job. These 

inspectors can very well be regarded as ‘street-level bureaucrats’, who are responsible for the front-

line operation of securing compliance with the animal welfare legislation. Both the farm animals 

and the farmers can be seen as clients, whose situation is being affected by the way in which the 

inspector practises her or his job.

Lipsky (2010:13) claims that the exercise of discretion is a critical dimension when interactions 

between bureaucrats and citizens take place. Furthermore, the bureaucrats cannot perform according 

to the highest standards of decision-making, because street-level workers lack the time, information 

or other resources necessary to respond properly to the individual case. Instead, street-level 

bureaucrats manage their difficult jobs by creating routines to make tasks manageable (2010: 83).

Authorities enforce animal welfare legislation through animal welfare inspections followed up by 

penalties in cases of lack of compliance in Denmark, as in other European countries. However, the 

fairness and efficiency, and ultimately the public acceptance of the system, critically depend on the 

performance of the individual inspector. The aim of this paper is to study and discuss how the 

points of view or strategies of the inspectors may affect the outcome of animal welfare inspections, 

both on a short- and long-term basis. 
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We use an ethnographic approach, based on data collected at unannounced inspections of the 

animal welfare status on Danish farms, and focus on the dilemma which was illustrated in the 

quotations above, between ‘the ‘pure focus on compliance to legislation’ versus ‘the forward-

directed focus on prevention’. 

Based on the theories of Lipsky (2010), we argue that the work of street-level bureaucrats is mostly 

hidden from public view, so that even attentive citizens do not necessarily know what is going on in 

various agencies. We hope that this study can initiate a necessary and more open discussion of the 

mentioned dilemmas. The issue of how best to implement animal welfare legislation becomes even 

more important due both to an increased amount of that legislation, and more focus on compliance. 

Material and methods

The context of animal welfare inspection in Denmark
The EU regulation on animal welfare (Anonymous a 2011) which is implemented in Danish 

legislation (Anonymous b 2011), contains an important framework for unannounced on-farm 

inspections. In 2004, the number of inspections in Denmark was raised from 2% to 5%, and the 

method of inspection was changed so that they were to be made unannounced and include both 

national and EU legislation (Danish Centre for Animal Welfare 2011).  The Danish Veterinary and 

Food Administration (DVFA) select farms for inspection, if possible by means of risk parameters. 

The inspections are carried out by inspectors of the Danish AgriFish Agency; the inspectors must 

request assistance of a veterinary officer from Regional Veterinary and Food Administration 

(RVFA) if a veterinary assessment is required. In serious and acute cases the inspector waits at the 

farm until the veterinary officer arrives which must be within four hours. In less acute cases the 

veterinary officer must call the farmer within 24 hours. The inspection focuses on farmers’ 

compliance with the law and cannot be refused by the farmer. In cases where the farm owner or his 

representative is not present, an inspection will not be carried out. 

According to DVFA, the reason for making the inspections unannounced rather than announced is 

to ‘obtain the most realistic picture of livestock condition’ (Danish Centre for Animal Welfare

2011). DVFA also gives guidelines as to how the inspector should act on arrival at the farm: the 

inspector should introduce him or herself and explain the purpose and scope of the inspection. 

Furthermore, the farm owner will receive information about the legislation behind the inspection. 
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After this, the inspector will inspect the entire herd or flock to assess whether the farm owner 

complies with the animal welfare regulations.  At the end of the inspection, the farm owner will 

receive a verification document as evidence that the inspection has been carried out. 

The inspection can reveal that everything is in order according to the legislation. Otherwise, the 

authorities have a range of options, depending on the nature of the infringement. The inspectors 

can issue warnings or enforcement notices. They can report the farmer to the police in cases where 

they find severe violation of the animal welfare legislation (Danish Centre for Animal Welfare 

2011). Moreover, since 2003, all farmers receiving direct payments from the EU have been subject 

to compulsory cross-compliance. According to the European Commission (Anonymous 2012 b), 

cross-compliance can ‘penalise farmers who infringe EU law on environmental, public and animal 

health, animal welfare or land management – by reducing the EU support they receive’. The size of 

the reduction depends on the severity of the infringement.

Data collection
Data was collected during unannounced inspections and at subsequent interviews of the 

participating inspector at each visit. Inspectors were selected by “gate keepers” (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 2007). The gate keepers were the people whom the first author contacted to facilitate 

further contact with inspectors by sending requests asking which inspectors would allow the 

presence of a researcher during inspections. The gate keepers were the leaders of the regional 

offices at the Danish Veterinary and Food Administration (DVFA) and the Danish AgriFish 

Agency. Eleven inspectors at five different regional offices were willing to do this, and therefore 

included in the study. This paper is based on 12 inspections and interviews with inspectors in 

charge of these inspections (11) conducted between December 2009 and January 2011.

The Danish system of unannounced inspections of animal welfare was changed during this period. 

Previously, inspection was carried out by veterinary officers of the Regional Veterinary and Food 

Administration (RVFA). As a consequence of the 2008 parliamentary veterinary agreement, this 

task (‘screening inspections’) was assigned to the Danish AgriFish Agency in 2010.  The inspectors 

in this Agency are referred to as “technicians”, so they have a different educational background. 

According to the new inspection model, the AgriFish Agency is responsible for inspecting the 

selected herds or flocks (Danish Centre for Animal Welfare 2011). As a consequence of this, seven 
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of the participating inspectors are veterinarians from ‘the old system’, and four are technicians from 

‘the new system’. 

The inspectors had a list of farms to visit. The researcher simply followed the inspector during the 

day where a whole day of inspection was observed, often two sometimes three farms were visited. 

An inspection would normally last between 1.5 and 3 hours, depending on the size of the farm. The 

farmer was asked if he would allow the researcher to observe the inspection. Nobody rejected this. 

Afterwards, a number of the inspections were selected for this study: larger farms with pigs and 

dairy cattle were chosen in order to refer to the same regulations; a few weeks later, the researcher 

came to conduct an interview of the inspector in his/her office and interviewed the farmer at the 

farm. In cases of non-compliance, the interview did not take place before the farmer had received a 

letter with a settlement from the authorities.

Anonymity was guaranteed to all participants to promote openness and confidentiality. The 

interviews with the inspectors followed a semi-structured interview guide, using general opening 

questions: ‘How did you experience the unannounced inspection of animal welfare at farm XX?’ 

All subsequent questions sought the inspector’s experience of carrying out animal welfare 

inspections in various ways.  Ten interviews were conducted in the inspectors’ own offices, and one 

by phone. 

The intention behind the method has been to elicit information, analysing for themes or patterns 

within rather than across cases, and as such we have not looked for a representative sample of 

informants. This method would not be possible if we had the intention to document perspectives or 

discursive practices where a representative sample of informants would be more relevant. First 

author also, during the study, took part in meetings with both farmers and professionals and 

presented results during the process of analysing which has been helpful as validation.

Data analysis
During all inspections notes were taken by the researcher. No tape recorder was used as this was 

considered to be too much disturbance in a potentially tense situation. All interviews were recorded, 

transcribed in full and coded using the software program Nvivo. 

Statements or parts of the interview with a coherent meaning were condensed into short, descriptive 

headings in a process called ‘meaning condensation’ (Kvale, 1996). Headings were categorised 
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when a main theme was identified. As a result of the analysis, the results are constructed as two 

main themes, and a series of under-themes exploring those main themes. 

In this paper, we focus on the role of the authorities and have therefore kept attention to the 

inspectors, although in one case, we refer to a farmer’s response. See Anneberg et al. (2012) for 

research on farmer’s perception of inspection of animal welfare. 

Results 
The main result of the analysis is shown in Figure 1, where two major themes are outlined. In the 

following, these themes will be explained and elaborated, and discussed below. The first theme 

covers a range of so-called ‘Themes of agreement among the inspectors’. The second unfolds a 

range of disagreements which together can describe an underlying dilemma among the inspectors 

and in the situations of inspection.
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Figure 1

Themes of agreement and disagreement among the inspectors
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The entrance to the farm 

At first sight, all inspectors used the same standardised procedure. When they found the person who 

was responsible for the farm management, they shook hands and introduced themselves. They 

would always tell them about the aim of the inspection and talk to the farmer about his legal rights, 

including handing over a document. These rights comprised, for example, the right to call 

somebody else to take part in the inspection. Then the inspector asked the farmer to show him or 

her the farm. However, this procedure was handled in many different ways. In one of the 12 cases, 

the farmer refused to take part in the inspection, but his wife intervened and offered to show the 

farm to the inspector. Later, the farmer joined in. In a second case, the farmer protested about the 

timing of the inspection (he was occupied with a team of hoof trimmers working at his farm) and 

asked the inspector to come back on another day, which was impossible. In a similar case, the 

farmer was busy making maize silage, and in this case, the inspector agreed to postpone the 

inspection. In a fourth case the farmer invited the inspector to have coffee before initiating the 

inspection, which was accepted, and in a fifth case the farmer asked the inspector to wait outside 

while the farmer finished his coffee together with his staff. 

Themes of agreement:

Focused on dialogue 

All inspectors used the word ‘dialogue’ when they referred to the aspect of communication with the 

farmer in the interviews. ‘Dialogue’ was seen as the most important tool, as described by inspector 

H: “My way of entering is by using dialogue; this is how we get around it the best way. I smile, 

shake hands, try to use his first name. It has never happened that anyone has refused to let me do 

that. It’s a way of “disarming” and I always begin with inviting him to talk about his herd, let him 

do the talking, ask him how he works.” 

Inspector I expressed it like this: “In each case I try to start some sort of dialogue. I know when we 

arrive it is always inconvenient and they often get nervous. They have heard a lot beforehand about 

us - that we are terrible people.”

Even in a case where a dialogue developed in a certain way, where it was obvious (to the 1st author) 

that the farmer felt uncomfortable, an inspector stressed that he still found it to be successful: 
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“In this case, I think we had a sensible dialogue with the man, and he was open about what we 

could expect to find. He did not necessarily agree with what I said, but he didn’t try to hide 

anything.  I know he found the time for the inspection inconvenient, but he did show us the farm (…) 

and I think we had a dialogue and I think that is important.”(Inspector D)

The dialogue served to smooth out the inspection, sometimes hiding the aspects of power and 

accentuating another aspect of the communication: farmers and inspectors as representing different 

types of knowledge:

”I know we have different roles, I am doing the inspection and he is the one being inspected, but it 

does not make me worth more as a human. I have a profession, but so has he, and we have to 

recognise also what the farmer can do, but then I also expect the farmers to recognise my 

profession – that I have knowledge about regulations. But sometimes his experience and my 

knowledge stand against each other. ” (Inspector E)

Dialogue in one case was referred to by both the inspector and the farmer as ‘pleasant’, but only 

until the inspector gave him an enforcement note which led to a reduction in his EU subsidies. In 

the interview following the inspection, the farmer stressed that the ‘pleasant dialogue’ had taken 

away focus from this conflict in views. The inspector mentioned in the interview that a dialogue can

make the situation unclear: 

“Looking back - I should have been more clear in informing him about how serious this non-

compliance could be, also referring to cross-compliance regulations. I did mention at my arrival 

that this inspection also included cross-compliance (referring to EU regulations) so I presumed he 

knew what this meant (…) I did not take photos either, maybe because I thought it would seem 

rather aggressive towards the farmer.” (Inspector C)

Reaching agreement 

The dialogue played a major part of agreement as seen in Figure 1, but also showed that inspectors 

and farmers spoke from two different worlds, even when they seemed to agree.

Another aspect of agreement which was referred to by the inspectors, was the importance of using 

praise as a way of communicating: telling the farmer when they did notice something good, but 

only orally and often in a limited way.  At the same time, all inspectors stressed that giving specific 
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advice was prohibited during an inspection, according to the legislation.  Giving advice could be 

used against the inspector in a later court case. Using praise was expressed by an inspector like this:

“I guess I have my own way of doing these inspections, and if I see the farmer has found some 

interesting way of solving a problem, a good solution on something, then I comment on it, saying: 

‘Oh, this is very nice,’ or: ‘This is interesting (…)’. It’s not my favorite discipline to sanction hard-

working farmers…but if I see non-compliance and this guy really has no plans of changing 

anything then there is no more ‘small talk’. Then it becomes documentation, but not arguing or 

telling him off. That makes no sense.” (Inspector B)

All inspectors emphasised that inspections had become complicated because of an increased 

number of regulations in combination with lack of time. In addition to this, the cross-compliance 

with EU regulations and the risk of the withholding of the farmers’ EU-subsidies have created a 

tense atmosphere in some of the inspections, which could make inspectors play down this aspect. 

One reason for this was that it was impossible for the inspectors to discuss the final (economic) 

outcome of the inspection, because decisions on this are made elsewhere. The inspector only 

handed in his papers when (s)he returned to the office, and then all the decisions were taken by 

somebody else. 

An inspector stressed that in his team there was a general agreement that the issue of cross-

compliance and the farmer losing his EU subsidies should not be the inspector’s problem:

“We have decided that it’s not our problem (…) You have to be able to explain to the farmer that 

being given a fine or losing EU subsidies are two very different issues (…) and we have found a 

way of expressing this. Cross-compliance is not a fine he pays. It is money he will not get, or money 

that he only gets if he has qualified for the subsidies. I think this is a good argument if you are 

getting involved in this discussion..” (Inspector A)

Though the inspectors agreed that cross compliance made inspections more difficult, it was part of 

this theme to try to avoid confrontation with the farmer. An inspector said: “If you know that you 

have a case of non-compliance in which there is also an issue of cross-compliance (…), then he will 

not be told this before the end of the inspection unless he himself asks directly about it (…) 

otherwise the whole visit is spoiled if we start to talk about how this can cost him part of his EU 

support.”(Inspector K)
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Inspector F said: “There is much more at stake for the farmers with the cross-compliance, and we 

have to document what we find a lot better than we used to, (...) for instance by using photos. Then 

it’s really an advantage for there to be two inspectors, because the inspection has become much 

more difficult now. (…) The farmers are eager to discuss these matters and this can lead to 

conflicts. Besides, some farmers have started to think along the lines of starting new companies so 

they separate their animals from their land..”  

To standardise, to interpret

A theme that was emphasised was that the inspectors found it difficult to imagine that inspections 

could be standardised and always carried out in the same way at farms. A case of non-compliance 

can be regarded as minor or ignored by one inspector, but taken note of by another. This was 

observed, for example, in a case where the inspector saw and commented on four calves in boxes 

where they could not see and touch each other as they should be able to according to the legislation. 

In this case he chose not report this: “A regulation says ‘all calves have to be able to see and touch 

each other’, but then at the same time it’s not really possible for us to explain what this means. 

Does it actually mean all? How can we make this a standard? Do we have a percentage for it – like 

four out of hundred – or do we talk about all calves? I really do not believe that everybody should 

have exactly the same sanction. I know some inspectors and farmers prefer that we follow the 

instruction as closely as possible, but I prefer sometimes to talk more about the purpose of this 

regulation. This is what we really exist for: to look at animal welfare.” (Inspector B)

This aspect of individual interpretation or estimating things differently became a central theme. An 

inspector explained how in one specific case she did not think of it as her ‘interpretation’ of the 

regulation but more as an ‘estimate’ of how the individual animal looked and what it needed: 

“Take sick pens for pigs, for instance. The regulation is clear: they should be established with soft 

floors and heat (…) but we have learned, when being educated as inspectors, that we also should 

look at the animals in the pen, and this is where inspectors might differ in their opinions.(…) I will 

not call this an interpretation but an estimation of the animal. This is MY estimation of how bad I 

think this is.” (Inspector L) 

Another inspector expressed the difficulties in making decisions identical between inspectors in the 

following way: “We once met in a group with colleagues to discuss this and I said: To me it can be 
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difficult even to keep to my own standards, so how can we as a group expect that we will all have 

the same standards?  It’s really difficult to find a level where you always feel satisfied 100 percent 

after an inspection, when you can’t even keep to your own standards.” (Inspector G)

This inspector also mentioned that the meeting with the individual farmer in itself had great 

influence on decisions. Sometimes the communication made one doubt afterwards whether the right 

decision had been made: “Indeed, you are under the influence of many different aspects during an 

inspection. One is always in the meeting with the farmer. Is he attentive to what you are saying? 

Does he want to cooperate and is he interested in getting things into compliance, or does he talk 

about regulations as ridiculous - and you get the feeling that this guy won’t understand anything 

before he gets a letter. All this influences you, and when you leave the farm, it sometimes makes you 

wonder what you actually did and whether you could have done it differently.” (Inspector G)

A theme among inspectors was connected to the need for support from their own organisation, for 

instance by giving priority to staff meetings with colleagues to calibrate their results. Inspectors 

often felt that the system did not support them in organising these sorts of meetings. Two inspectors 

talked about the necessity of being open about how they estimated differently and disagreed on 

certain results: “This is really important (... ) we are not afraid of talking about this to our 

colleagues, we have a tradition for it, also on how we interpret things. And this (talk about 

interpretations. Ed)  has to be done on a national level, not just within regions. Besides, we all have 

to be able to get responses to our interpretations and estimations from a few central persons.” 

(Inspector K and Inspector L)

Themes of disagreement

Disagreement on the inspector’s role 

A focus on compliance/non-compliance was central during the inspections However, when the 

inspectors were interviewed about their perception of their own role with regard to, for instance, 

providing the farmer with information or explaining the background for the legislation as a part of 

their inspection, a dilemma became visible. This was, for example, expressed by inspector B above: 

This is what we really exist for: to look at animal welfare, indicating that this inspector also aimed 

at prevention and creating understanding. Clearly, this disagreement became more visible in cases 

of non-compliance. The disagreement is analysed as a dilemma created both by each inspector, and 
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between inspectors. It can also be seen as three different ways of communicating about welfare 

legislation: to stick to compliance, to pass on extra information, or to pass on what could be called 

an understanding of the values behind the legislation.

To pass on information

The inspectors often discussed how much they should inform the farmers about the background for 

legislations, etc., and in this research there seemed to be a different policy between regions. Some 

put more value on this aspect than others, and there was no common policy on the level of 

information which should be provided during an inspection of animal welfare.  An inspector 

explained it like this: “In our office we want to inform more. We think in general that the 

inspections are improved by passing on as much information as possible to the farmer.”(Inspector 

L)

Another inspector said: “I don’t really know if the question of giving out information is only a local 

initiative, but I do use it to a certain extent if it makes sense, e.g. by showing the farmer that what I 

say here about a certain regulation or a new way of treating a certain disease is not something that 

has just come out of thin air. I find it important sometimes to supply the farmer with written 

material to underline what I have seen.” (Inspector K).

To stimulate understanding

Inspector D talked about how he did not expect that ‘all farmers would agree on the regulation’ but 

he always expected them to understand the background behind it. He emphasised this, but at the 

same time, he found it difficult to spend the time needed on this issue:

“It can be necessary to talk about the background of a certain regulation – to try to get people to 

look outside the framework of their own herd, and to look at the wider picture, e.g. in cases of 

danger of infection. This is not just your own private problem, but a situation that can affect the 

whole sector (…). Unfortunately, there often are many different aspects of regulations that we have 

to take care of in the same inspection, so it might all seem rather overwhelming (…), and I find it 

much better if we instead take one step at a time. Today we often have to mix animal welfare, 

hygiene, medicine (…) and it’s difficult for all of us to grasp, both for the ones receiving the 

inspection and for the ones who carry it out.” 
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A way of focusing on the farmer’s understanding during an inspection was done by using an 

opportunity to charge the farmer with a ‘plan of action’. One inspector applied this in a case of a 

sick animal not treated appropriately and in accordance with the latest instructions. In this case the 

farmer was told to make a plan of action together with his veterinarian for the on-going treatment of 

the animal and send this plan to the inspector for approval: “Instead of saying that this is 

irresponsible treatment of an animal, and this animal has to be killed, we in a way gave him 

another chance. We started a dialogue (…) You can claim that you look at whether there is a 

willingness to solve this problem. (…) In this case it was possible that the new practice on how to 

treat this specific disease had not yet reached this farmer, and then it seemed foolish to report him 

to the police, because he actually is just doing what he has always done.” (Inspector H)

One inspector explained how she tried to make the farmer understand the reasoning behind a 

judgment about a seriously-ill pig left alone in an empty room by using the expression that the 

animal was “suffering both mentally and physically”. This inspector (E) explained her focus: “I 

talked to him about how the pig was suffering using these terms, because I hoped he would catch 

the meaning better like that, instead of me just giving some personal opinion.  I tried to tell him that 

this is important according to the legislation but also in relation to the pig’s well-being. Sometimes 

my knowledge stands against the farmer’s experience, but this was not the case with this pig, I 

think. This was really for me to make him think about the suffering of an individual animal. Some 

farmers tend to see their animals as a “system of production”, and that is when I think he should 

focus on the individual animal too, not just seeing it as some broken part of a machine. I think that 

by explaining it like this, I can move something on and not just say: “this is according to the 

legislation.” (Inspector E)

During this inspection, the farmer remained silent when the inspector gave this viewpoint, but said 

in the follow-up interview that he had felt that she had ‘given him a lesson’ and that he disliked 

being told about the ‘mental suffering’ of a pig. 

Two inspectors used the Danish expression ‘cleaning the farmers’ spectacles”, meaning ‘making the 

farmer see things from a different perspective’ to explain what happened when they sanctioned a 

farmer for mistreatment of two sick pigs, though the farmer pointed out that he had several hundred 

pigs with no problems according to the legislation: “In this case he pointed out that he was among 
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the top farmers when it came to production results. He thought that this should to some extent be 

seen as counterbalancing what we found (two sick pigs placed in the corridor, not yet killed. ED) 

But then we had to focus and talk about the case of the individual animal. Sometimes they forget 

this. We had to appeal to him to remember that they are animals. We had to make him see things 

from a different perspective, when we found that this was more than just a slip-up.” (Inspector F 

and G in agreement)

Avoiding explanations

For some inspectors it was important not to go into an explanation about what values underlined the 

legislation. Inspector J explained it like this: “I don’t start a talk about the background for the 

legislation unless they themselves ask for it. Because otherwise you can talk for days (…). 

Sometimes, like in a specific case, where the regulation (Not being allowed to tie up calves. ED) has 

existed since 1993, I really felt that this guy had been inattentive, but I didn’t say that directly to 

him. I just reported it to the police, so he was fined. I really did not feel sorry about that, because he 

had all the opportunities to do it right.”

The same inspector described it as ‘a knife edge balance’ not to advise but only give guidance on 

how the rules should be followed. “A lot of farmers ask: how do they do this on other farms? I 

don’t mind talking about this. But then, to find some solution on how they can do it - and to go into 

a discussion about it, this is the wrong direction. (…) To me the most important part of my strategy 

in these visits is that I have to be sure I can return again. The worst scenario I can imagine is that 

the farmer does not want me to come back, but this I have never experienced.(…) Our role is not 

easy at all, you have to keep in the back of your mind that  you are an authority and have 

regulations to follow, but (…)I guess I could sometimes be more harsh. The good part of me often 

seems to win. I do feel I get on with the inspections in the best way when I use my positive ego”. 

During an inspection where the farmer was in non-compliance with regard to the way in which 

some of his calves were housed, the inspector was met by what he described as ‘the farmer 

appealing to his understanding’, explaining that the non-compliance was due to overload of work 

and a period with just too many calves: “Well, I said I found it was a pity for him, but 

professionally I cannot say: ‘You look like a nice guy, so I will just ignore this. ..’ No, I was busy 

getting an oversight on the dimensions of this non-compliance, and the farmers will always  be able 
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to find some sort of excuse...(…) There is no logic in listening to this, because then we might as well 

stay at home, and then they should only be visited by a consultant of some sort.” (Inspector I)

The same inspector underlined the importance of neither beginning a discussion with the farmers 

nor explaining to them the background for the legislation: “No point in discussing it; this is just the 

way it is.(…) You can very easily get into a situation where they do not see the point of the 

regulation (…) and then we as inspectors cannot stand there and be like an encyclopaedia, giving 

ten different explanations on each section of the regulations. Later, when the farmer gets a letter 

with the decision, then he also gets all the paragraphs and will be informed on how exactly he was 

in non-compliance. I don’t think it is wise to lecture them - and it is not at all wise with a ‘know-all’ 

attitude.”   

Discussion and conclusion
We began this paper by pointing out a possible dilemma for the inspection of animal welfare 

legislation. On the one hand it may be argued that inspectors should only check whether farmers do 

or do not comply with animal welfare regulation. Here, the key value is the rule of law, and that all 

offenders should be treated equally. On the other hand, it may be argued that it is an important 

element of inspections to enter into dialogue with farmers. This may be based on a more forward-

looking view aimed at motivating them to look after the welfare of the animals in their care. 

The results presented in this paper show that this dilemma becomes a reality at the most practical 

level when inspectors have to handle their job: A theme of disagreement came forward and showed 

different attitudes to the possibility of engaging in a dialogue with the farmers. The first theme 

focused on the preventive aspects, and described it as an important element of the job to inform the 

farmer about the intentions behind the legislation, using different ways of doing this. The second 

theme had its focus on compliance and on avoiding engaging in dialogue with the farmer about the 

reasons for the regulations, as this was described as a potential risk of conflicts. 

For Lipsky (2010) this dilemma cannot be solved solely by looking at the behaviour of the 

individual workers (2010: 212). He stresses that they carry out their work in the context of broad 

policy structures of which their decisions are part, and he argues that to understand the behaviour of 

workers, we need to pay much more attention to the overall structure of the policies. Lipsky also 
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points to the tendency that street-level workers are always part of a general resistance against public 

institutions. In addition, a tendency of the media is to report on government failure but ignore 

government success, so all government comes to public attention in a negative light. This can be 

seen reflected in the Danish farming media, where stories of inspectors making unfair decisions are 

often reported (Maskinbladet 2012), while stories of inspectors making decisions in favour of the 

farmers (or the animals) are rarely seen. It can also be heard in the voices of the inspectors when 

one says: “I know when we arrive it is always inconvenient and they often get nervous. They have 

heard a lot beforehand about us - that we are terrible people.”

According to Lipsky, street-level workers are policy-makers, and it is important to invest in street-

level workers, for instance by looking at whether they have the necessary skills, experience and 

training with which to exercise discretion. In Denmark, a way of managing the work of the street-

level bureaucracy in animal welfare can also be seen in the introduction of   “self-audit schemes for 

animal welfare” (Pig Research Centre 2011) where farmers, together with their veterinarians, must 

update themselves on the animal welfare legislation and check if they are in compliance. In this 

way, a farmer and his veterinarian also can be seen as a ‘street-level worker’.  Another way to 

change the system of inspection was seen in Denmark in 2011, when technicians took over a part of 

the inspections from veterinarians. A third example of working with the system is the introduction 

of so called ‘thematic inspections’ of farm animal welfare, a supplementary way of carrying out 

inspections, where the central theme of the inspection is made public during a period of time, so the 

farmers might have a chance to gain knowledge about it before the unannounced inspection takes 

place.

Lipsky points at two other ways of investing in street-level workers. First, studies of street-level 

bureaucracies and everyday experience remind us that we want and expect public officials to be 

flexible and helpful. A second circumstance in which public service bureaucracies must emphasise 

responsiveness is when public services require individual initiative, the cultivation of experience 

and a degree of empathy that cannot be reduced to administrative guidelines. This seems very 

relevant in the case of animal welfare legislation, where both the farmer’s daily experience and a 

great deal of empathy towards animals and humans are needed during inspection.
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Thus, we find that different ways of showing responsiveness are an essential part of the dilemma in 

the inspection of animal welfare.  

In agricultural research, there is a growing interest in techniques used to assess animal welfare, and 

in this connection other researchers have discussed aspects of how, for instance, legislation can be 

compatible with a responsive attitude to the individual case. Whay (2007) argues that in the case of 

animal welfare, interventions have to motivate the animal owner or staff to make changes to their 

own behaviour on behalf of a third party: the animal. Forsberg ( 2011) has looked into the revisiting 

of the animal welfare legislation in Norway, where the novelty of the new act is shown by its 

explicit intention to promote respect for animals and its recognition of animals. She argues that if 

the authorities really do want to promote respect for animals, they must at the same time initiate 

activities to achieve this.

Both these researchers show interest in tools that combine the intentions behind the legislation with 

some sort of activities.  The question then could revolve around how the farmers experience 

inspection. As shown in previous research by Anneberg et al (2012) on farmers’ experiences of 

animal welfare inspection, the inspection itself and the outcome of it (fines, withholding of EU 

subsidies) do not create a positive engagement in the welfare of the animals, but rather seem to 

create frustrations among the farmers and a growing interest in how to evade the consequences of 

the legislation. At the same time, the farmers also agree that some sort of inspection is needed, 

because they fear that other farmers will defraud the authorities in some way.  

Looking at these results, it seems clear that the legislation - and not at least the inspection - risk 

withdrawing the farmer’s focus from the values behind the legislation and into discussions on 

fairness and punishment. Undoubtedly, the growing numbers of regulations, but especially the 

different sorts of punishment in this area, have made inspection of animal welfare legislation much 

more complicated today.  Both farmers and inspectors agree that the EU cross-compliance model 

and its lack of transparency have created a much tenser atmosphere when the inspections are carried 

out.  This makes the legislation of animal welfare a platform for conflicts and fights. The same 

tendency is described by Singleton (2010) in a study about the quality of care in practice, both 

among humans and also among farmers and animals. In an example from a Dutch farm, a farmer 

concludes that the system of control puts even the relation between inspectors and farmers under 

pressure and ‘the care is going out of it’ (Singleton 2010).
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No doubt farmers would prefer that fewer inspections were a possibility in the future, but at the 

moment it is difficult to imagine a situation with less control and less inspection of animal welfare 

on farms. The idea of ”animal welfare” attracts a huge political interest within the EU, where a 

particular objective for the Commission is the precise determination of responsibility for the 

application of animal welfare, as this is seen as essential for European citizens (Horgan and 

Gavinelli 2006) . In the latest European Union Strategy for the Protection and Welfare of Animals 

2012-2015 (Anonymous a 2012) there is a focus on how the member states should take action to 

improve compliance. The issue of compliance is addressed as a matter of priority and seen as only 

possible to achieve through actions of enforcement performed by or under the responsibility of the 

member state.

With this in mind, we find it important to discuss whether it is possible to combine animal welfare 

inspections – which we regard as an area which cannot be reduced to administrative guidelines –

with, for instance, a higher degree of responsiveness in the meeting between the farmers and the 

representatives from the authorities. One way of discussing this is to look at research from other 

sectors, which have tried to meet this dilemma in an active way. A way of working with a more 

responsive attitude is seen in the Danish Tax system, SKAT. Boll (2011) has as a part of her study 

on tax looked into enforcement strategies and how the newest one – responsive regulation – is 

working, when the Danish tax administration is to detect and regulate the tax compliance of small 

businesses. In the strategy of responsive regulation, the tax administration’s enforcement strategy 

suits the tax payer’s so-called ‘motivational postures’. Boll looks into how responsive regulation 

has been adopted as the leading enforcement strategy in the Danish Tax and Customs 

administration. In specific cases of responsive regulation (unannounced raids on restaurants and 

bars), she analyses the actions and discusses, among other things, the room for manoeuvre for the 

inspectors in being responsive to the taxpayers and how responsive regulation takes place in 

practice. One of many observations in Boll’s study shows that the idea of looking not only for 

compliance, but also at finding out what lies behind cases of non-compliance and following this 

with ‘responsive regulation’ is not always possible to fulfil. She argues that even though the 

inspectors are seen as responsive, this is not primarily towards the behaviour of the taxpayers, but 

towards the general public. According to Boll, the inspectors and the business owners use different 

logics as they generalise about the state-of-affairs, and because of the incompatibility of the way of 

thinking of the parties concerned, on-site accounts cannot be incorporated in the inspectors’ logic. 
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If a similar system of responsive regulation was to be carried out during animal welfare inspection, 

it would certainly demand inspectors who, when screening the welfare of the animals, would have 

both the time and the skills not only to look at the situation of the animals, but also to listen to the 

farmer. To make a proper evaluation – on the spot – of whether or not the farmer is in non-

compliance because of ‘bad will’ or because of a ‘lack of knowledge’ is not an easy task at all. 

Also, like the tax inspectors, animal welfare inspectors are in a field where government initiatives 

and public attention to the area are very much part of their daily work lives. This might complicate 

the possibility of making a responsive raid that can also include the farmer’s daily life and 

experience.  

Another attempt to discuss how strategies of enforcement can develop has been described in a case 

study from Finland on inspection practices in organic agriculture, where the question of “giving 

advice” during inspection was forbidden back in 1998. Despite this rule, as the study showed, there 

was still a desire for advice in Finnish organic inspection, interpreted as a wish to ‘maintain and 

promote the creative and open character of organic farming’. In the conclusion of the study, advice 

as part of organic inspection was seen as both possible and sometimes indispensable (Seppanen and 

Helenius 2004).

As the findings presented in this paper document, the mixture of enforcement and motivation 

already is a theme during inspection, but this exists ‘ in spite of’ and not ‘because of’ any deliberate 

intention from the authorities to try to deal with the motivation of the farmer during the inspection. 

What is certain is that giving advice during inspection is not officially permitted, and at the same 

time the aspect of motivation or giving information is ‘hidden’ in the way that the work of street-

level workers in general is hidden from the public view, according to Lipsky (2010). 

We find it important that the governmental authorities – and other players in the private market that 

carry out animal welfare inspection – give more attention to the experiences of the animal welfare 

inspectors and become more aware of the central dilemma among them. If the inspectors, as 

claimed by Lipsky, essentially act as policy-makers during the fulfilment of their work, it is 

necessary that the authorities behind these inspections become aware the dilemma, and take an 

active part in making it more transparent.  
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One way of doing this could be to develop the thematic inspections where the theme of the 

inspection is made public over a period of time. This would give the farmer a chance to change 

things and ensure compliance before an unannounced inspection takes place. An objection against 

this is that it may be more difficult to provide information about more complex problems in such a 

model. Issues like the proper way to kill a pig can easily be communicated in a thematic inspection, 

but the more complex issues, such as why a welfare problem for one pig might count for non-

compliance though the farmer has 4,500 pigs which are fine, is not as easily communicated. 

Clearly, the way legislation is set up may affect the dilemma. Some elements of recent “outcome-

based” animal welfare legislation in Denmark, such as rules about acceptable levels of food pad 

dermatitis in broilers, lend themselves easily to the idea of animal welfare inspections being linked 

to flexible responses, whereas other forms of animal welfare legislation lend themselves more easily 

to a view where everything can be boiled down to whether the farmer is compliant or not.

We find it important to increase awareness of the dilemma regarding the role of inspection and to 

bring forward a more open discussion about it. We see the need for a discussion about whether a 

sort of ‘responsive regulation’ as seen in the Danish Tax system, for example, would make sense 

within animal welfare inspection. 

Animal welfare implications
The dilemma within the inspection of welfare legislation has important implications. If the dilemma 

is not recognised and discussed in the open, there might be a focus on the arbitrary aspect alone, 

like whether one inspector makes a different decision to another. The risk in such a discussion is 

that the welfare of the farm animals which should be in focus because the legislation exists to give 

them a minimum protection in intensive farming systems ends up being of less importance in a 

conflict about legal rights, enforcement, punishment, uniformity or fairness.
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7.0 Discussion and future perspectives

The definition and treatment of animals as functional objects on the one hand, and sentient beings 

on the other, is a central paradox to humans (Arluke and Sanders 2009). In this thesis, all four 

papers point to issues which illustrate that farm animals in Denmark live and die as a part of a food 

production system rich on paradoxes. 

Seen from “outside”, for example from the perspectives of politicians, consumers or animal rights

groups, it can seem irrational and provoking that farmers, at least based on farmer media 

information, seem to spend a lot of effort and energy in opposing the inspections of animal welfare 

or certain parts of the animal welfare legislation, a legislation which at least by name seems to have 

positive intentions. This was also the starting point in my study, as stated in the prologue: I was

puzzled about why there was this fear of “the white cars” and why a farmer responding to a 

question at a public meeting about animal welfare among pigs gave the answer that “all the animals 

in our municipality are doing fine”, referring to several thousand pigs.

However, I have found that using a field study approach to animal welfare, and including interviews 

and observant participation as methodologies, has made it possible for me to look behind the very 

polarised, normative notions that this term ‘animal welfare’ contains, and made me aware of the 

complexity and ambiguity that connects to the term when it comes into being. 

7.1. Tension and paradoxes

I have observed the paradoxes which develop when following the term animal welfare into 

contemporary Danish agriculture, focusing on how the notion is constituted and communicated 

through legislation, inspection and in daily practice, by using four different perspectives. In Paper 1, 

I analysed and discussed the experience of animal welfare inspections as perceived by Danish 
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livestock farmers. In Paper 2, I analysed and discussed a central dilemma within inspection of 

animal welfare. In Paper 3, I analysed and discussed the farmer’s response when involved in cases 

of neglect, and finally, in Paper 4, I explored a central paradox in industrialised agriculture linking 

it to the separation of culture and nature, the humans and the animals, while at the same time a 

mixing of these worlds continually occurs.

When identifying something as a paradox I follow Lewis (2000), who describes them as 

contradictory yet interrelated elements that seem coherent in isolation but absurd and irrational 

when appearing simultaneously.  Lewis (2000: 760) concludes that paradoxes, associated with

organisational research, are revealed and intensified because of increasing technological change, 

global competition and workforce diversity. In this research I did not intentionally initiate my 

fieldwork in the search for paradoxes, but to explore how the concept of animal welfare was used, 

understood and communicated. Nevertheless, I found that the paradoxes which became visible in 

the data analysis can be used to gather the results across the four papers.  Also, this frame can serve 

as a starting point for discussing which possible contributions and insight the concept of paradoxes

among farm animals in industrialised agriculture can lead to.  Understanding paradoxes does not 

solve the problems, but can explore new possibilities for further reflection on the tensions behind 

the paradoxes.

According to Lewis (2000: 761), paradoxes are socially constructed polarities: “as actors attempt to 

make sense of an increasingly intricate, ambiguous and ever-changing world, they frequently 

simplify reality into polarized either/or distinctions that conceal complex interrelationships”.
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As demonstrated in Paper 1, a main paradox among the farmers who received unannounced 

inspections of animal welfare emerged when they claimed that inspections between farms should be 

identical to be fair, but at the same time asked for room for interpretation. The legislation is often 

based on certain standards, such as the size of calf boxes, a scale that evaluates shoulder lesions, 

certain standards for rooting- and enrichment materials, or specific demands for sick pens. Farmers 

wanted inspections between farms to be completely standardised, but at the same time, they 

expressed that their own practices sometimes worked much better than if they changed their 

methods to comply with the legislation The farmers also found that on-farm inspections of animal 

welfare were necessary to avoid fraud, but that inspections nevertheless often ended up being 

unfair: “They can always find something if they want to,” they said, referring  to the increasing 

numbers of rules and regulations and inspections being unpredictable.

This span between a claim for objectivity during inspection and at the same time a wish for taking 

the situation of the individual farmer into consideration is a part of the pressure that forms the 

paradox. 

The tension around the inspection of animal welfare can also be seen as integrated into the second 

paper: “To inspect, to motivate – or to do both? A dilemma for on-farm inspections of animal 

welfare”. The paper deals with the dilemma that arises if enforcement and motivation are mixed up

during inspection. Among other things, the inspectors’ intention was to seek “dialogue” and pay 

respect to the farmer’s profession, but at the same time they had to fulfil their roles as 

representatives from a system, aiming at inspecting for compliance and identifying issues of non-

compliance, attempting to treat all equally and fair. Working with control in a highly moral field, 

some inspectors tried to combine this work with motivation, extending their job to include the 
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means for the prevention of future non-compliance cases. Other inspectors avoided discussions with 

farmers, trying to evade the constant risk of conflicts. 

In Paper 3: “Farmers under pressure. Analysis of the social conditions of cases of animal neglect” a

paradox can be described as a polarity between how farmers, who have been charged with cases of 

neglect, are viewed and described from the outside, and how they themselves explain the situation 

as seen from their own perspective. At times, there is a tendency to classify such farmers as “rotten 

apples”34, in Danish : “brodne kar”, e.g. in cases where large numbers of animals have been found 

dead in their pens at a police inspection. The notion of being a “rotten apple” is clearly brought 

forward by people who feel that they themselves belong to another category. Certainly, farmers 

being classified as “rotten apples” by the media and others do not describe themselves as such, or 

even as being different from the rest, when they are interviewed about what actually happened in 

relation to the charges of neglect.  Instead, they bring forward a range of disruptions interfering with 

their lives as farmers and connected both to the system (e.g. broken down technology, financial 

problems, pressure from legislation and control) and to a personal way of handling pressure (e.g. 

ignoring stress, not being able to ask for help). 

Finally, in Paper 4: “Hybrids and profits: Circuits of Animals, Technology and Humans in Danish 

industrialised farming” we highlight a central overall paradox in the animal or livestock food 

production system, following how animals are turned into numbers, diagnoses, and regulations in 

the pursuit of both profit and “animal welfare”. The paradox is seen when a practical, but often 

denied mixing of the worlds of “nature” versus “culture” continuously occurs but also remains

hidden when animals are transformed into food.  Animal welfare legislation can be understood as a 

34 The expression “Rotten apples” (In Danish “Brodne kar”) is often used in the Danish media. Also the farming media uses it 
regularly; see for instance Food & Culture 2010: “Rotten apples should pay a heavier fine or be excluded from being certificated.”
http://www.foodculture.dk/Aktuelt/2010/Uge_49/Brodne_kar_skal_rammes_paa_pungen.aspx
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part of this constant mixing of culture-nature, perhaps best grasped in the compromises around pain:

farmers in daily practice cause pain towards the animals in several ways during the process of 

production (castrating, tail-docking, vaccination etc.). At the same time, the legislation both claims 

protection against pain and suffering, e.g. explicitly prohibiting tail-docking of pigs. On the other 

hand, legislation also permits pain, e.g. in a compromise saying that tail-docking is acceptable if the 

farmers have problems with tail-biting, and indirectly claiming that it is necessary to cause pain 

(tail-docking) to prevent long-term suffering, when farmers cannot avoid problems in the farming 

systems which they have built up.  

7.2. From paradoxes to positions

I will argue that the paradoxes that permeate the lives of industrialised farm animals and their 

welfare lead to the risk of both farmers and the authorities being locked into certain fixed positions 

which they might have difficulties in emerging from. These positions follow when we get involved 

in “policies”, such as one like animal welfare.  Shore and Wright (1999 ) state that policy, like the 

modern state, invades on all areas of life so that it is virtually impossible for individuals to escape 

its influence. This is also true when it comes to the audit culture and policies of surveillance linked 

to inspection of animal welfare, as discussed in Paper 1 with reference to Power’s research on audit 

culture (Power 1999).  Shore and Wright (1999: 570) stress that the audit phenomenon has a 

dynamic of its own: “Like Frankenstein’s monster, once created, is very hard to control”. This is 

also what I argue is at stake among farmers and inspectors. The audit of animal welfare is not a 

neutral and objective set of standards, although it seems as if it is, but when certain positions are 

taken – or given to both farmers, inspectors and the animals as a result of the policy, they can be 

hard to get away from again.
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However, it also became apparent from the results of Paper 1 that a theme could also be how to 

oppose the audit culture and the consequences that follow from it, if one is in non-compliance. 

Some farmers obviously did not see themselves merely as ‘victims’. The study illustrates how some 

of them in different ways tried to escape and resist the influence of the tool, understood as the 

policy and the way in which it is practised in terms of inspection.  Also, the abundance of rules is 

shown to be a major problem, with farmers relating this to a growing demand for paperwork and 

bureaucracy, which do not fit daily life at the farm. 

Policies always arise out of particular contexts, as illustrated by both farmers and inspectors, and 

policy increasingly shapes the way in which individuals construct themselves as subjects (Shore and 

Wright, 1997: 4). When considering animal welfare as a tool or, a social technology, as I argue for 

in the introduction, I will claim that the term animal welfare shapes both farmers and inspectors into 

certain stances. This happens because a term like animal welfare easily gets framed as being not 

only inevitable but also as something “obvious”. However, at the same time as being something 

obvious, it also represents a reduction of the farmer’s life and a constant compromise in the lives of 

the farm animals. I find that such a stance can be seen when farmers in this study mainly represent a 

critique of the legislation, seeing it as a restriction, but also leaving inspectors to bring forward the 

ethical considerations linked to individual animals. 

Hendrickson and James (2005) express their worries that farmers’ ethics are eroding: farmers lose 

track of their own ethics. In Paper 3 we argued that more concern should be given towards

including farmers’ opinions and experiences on animal welfare and the ethical issues of farming,

also when serious problems arise in in the daily work related to the animals.
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7.3. Meeting paradoxes with knowledge?

Is it possible to respond to the described paradoxes? Do they only open up towards more and more 

complexity, or can they also lead to a common reflection on some of the tension behind them, like 

the conflicts around animal welfare seen between farmers and authorities?  

Lewis (2000:766) states that a common factor in questions about why, for instance, actors seem to 

ignore dramatic changes in their environment is learning: “The ability to frame new knowledge 

within understandings, routines and structures that enable actors to comprehend and adjust to 

variations.”

I included the question of learning, here understood as knowledge about animal welfare, in my 

research question. However, when analysing data from empirical studies and interviews, it became 

clear that the farmers themselves did not bring forward an overall request for more knowledge on 

how to improve animal welfare. The farmers involved in this research did not call attention to a lack 

of knowledge as a fundamental problem in their attitudes to the welfare of their animals. In the 

fieldwork they often described their knowledge about their animals as related to daily experience, a 

lifelong familiarity with farming, exchanging knowledge among colleagues at the farm, learning 

from other farmers or from professionals (veterinarians and advisors) taking part in organisational 

meetings or sometimes in educational groups. 

In Paper 3, involvement in cases of neglect was related to what could be framed as a series of 

“systemic problems” - much more dominating than a personal request for more knowledge.  Also, 

farmers charged in court cases with neglect did not see themselves as belonging to “one group”

having identical problems. It is only from the outside they sometimes are described as being a 
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group, the “rotten apples”. The narratives make it apparent that it would be difficult, maybe even 

meaningless, to set up courses about animal welfare targeted towards convicted farmers. Instead, a 

method of tackling problems of neglect could be to open up for what actually is at stake in the cases 

where farmers are charged in court with neglect. As argued in Paper 3, it is necessary to see this not 

only as an individual problem belonging to one farmer, but also as a part of a general problem 

embedded within our contemporary industrialised agriculture, which can best be described and 

prevented by including the farmers’ own experiences. The farmers in the study about serious 

neglect of animal welfare (Paper 3) relate to how breakdowns of very different kinds can cause a 

whole chain of problems, and this way of “breaking the law” sets off a cascade of reactions. 

However, these chains of reactions are seldom seen or analysed in public, apart from with the 

dramatic photos of dead animals. Farmers in this research do not connect animal welfare issues to 

overall ethical problems, but are more concerned about the loss of freedom that follows by the 

rising use of legislation and enforcement. 

In Paper 4 we analyse and discuss how hybrids are created in modern farming, and we argue that 

these have to remain hidden, but by doing this, the systemic problems related to the welfare of the 

farm animals cannot be made visible and reflected on in a way which shows their complexity. This 

contributes to an “animal welfare legislation” which ends up being seen and described by farmers as 

mainly illogical, handled by a system that is perceived as unfair and subjective. 

7.4. A request for information

However, a certain request for information did come forward in the data, but it was not connected to 

any specific lack of knowledge about the welfare of farm animals. Instead, it is linked to the 

abundance of new legislation on animal welfare. It can also be seen as connected to “old time”
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versus “new time”, with the new time being that livestock farms, just like other industries, have to 

involve and develop professional management systems that can include the increased amount of 

demands from society, like frequent legislation and inspection on every aspect of the farm, from 

environmental to animal welfare issues. In Paper 1 this change in times is described as giving rise 

for constant uncertainties, felt as a pressure by farmers, who have to use much more time and 

resources to keep updated with legislation. Also, each individual farmer owner is responsible for

implementing a constant stream of new information to his employees. A sentence like “I would 

rather just look after my animals than filling out papers” forms a paradox: “looking after animals” is 

understood as the opposite to, for instance, “filling out papers”, even though these forms might 

relate to animal welfare. In this way, it can be argued that the perspective seen in the farmers’

interviews and the inspection visits (in Paper 1), could point towards a need to use more resources 

on the farmers’ knowledge about the legislation. In Paper 1, according to Olsen (2011) we argued 

that what we named “the domain of farm production” today seems to be separated from the private 

domain of the farmers, and we furthermore argued that discussions about values of animal welfare 

belong to the private domain of the farmers. Still, they are expected to know (and perhaps also to 

identify themselves with) the language of the legislation, belonging to the domain of production.

However, as seen in the research conducted in this study, the farmers claim that the inspectors can 

“always find something if they want to”, showing a basic mistrust towards the aim of the legislation 

and a feeling of being unable to cope with the abundance of new rules.  Also, it was seen and 

accentuated during the field studies and interviews that Danish livestock farmers today experience

an increased challenge in management because of the intensive use of labour from foreign 

countries. This means a constant shift in languages, and other ways of motivating and 

communicating with the employees might be needed. Farmers stated how animal welfare

complications could be connected to different management problems, but during inspections, in 
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situations of compliance or non-compliance, these complicated aspects were seldom given any 

room.

In Paper 2 we showed that for some inspectors, a mutual reflection process together with the 

farmers about the intentions behind a particular paragraph in the legislation, for example, could lead 

to a higher focus on motivation and not simply on compliance alone. This can be seen as a 

supplement to a new or a different sort of knowledge, but the consequence of this could be that 

inspections will have a different aim in addition to ensuring compliance with the law, and it requires 

that the inspectors have both the time and the skill to communicate on, for example, the ethical 

aspects of specific parts of the legislation. Based on this, I argue that since farmers in my data do 

not directly ask for more knowledge about animal welfare and only to a certain extend for more 

contextual information about legislation, the implementation of such dialogue in relation to or as a 

part of the inspection is potentially complicated. It would be difficult to impose discussions and 

reflections about the purpose of the legislation and the possible ways of meeting this in practice - or 

even go beyond the legislative requirements to improve animal welfare - if the farmers do not ask 

for it.

7.5. The potential role of agricultural colleges in improving knowledge on animal welfare

In a recent (unpublished) pilot study by Kudahl and Vaarst (2012), it is argued that it is necessary to 

turn towards the agricultural colleges when targeting knowledge about animal welfare among 

farmers, because these institutions are in charge of educating future farmers. Kudahl and Vaarst

examined a sample of five out of the ten agricultural colleges in Denmark. Based on interviews with 

teachers and study of the teaching material on animal welfare provided by the schools, it became 

clear that the colleges all emphasise the importance of teaching the students how to look after

animals, but had only limited teaching in how to assess animal welfare systematically in practice. 

However, the colleges stress that the students were taught how to assess welfare in an indirect way,
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when they learned how to look after the animals, evaluating for example lameness in cows, animals 

looking wrong, etc.  All five colleges required a relevant system of assessment that they could use 

in teaching. In general they lacked updated material on naturalness among farm animals, for 

example.  Also, the interviewed teachers were concerned that all students were very much under 

influence of the farms where they had been trained, and this could vary a great deal from what they 

were taught in the colleges. 

I have earlier referred to the fact that some policies on animal welfare legislation recommend a 

focus on, for instance, respect for animals (e.g. seen in the newest Norwegian legislation) but do not 

really include any suggestions on how this should be developed. Such a discussion on respect seems 

relevant to include in the education at the agricultural colleges. However, specific education on 

animal welfare, offered to farmers and employees as supplementary training is not common in 

Denmark.  The latest initiative in this field is making the use of enforcement to ensure that farmers 

are taking part in education about animal welfare: from January 2012 a law has been introduced in 

Denmark that a person are not allowed to establish a mink production line without taking a course

focusing on welfare and health35 - a course for both the owner and the employees whereas 

previously anyone could start such an enterprise. Also, the same legislation demands that all present 

owners of mink farms must have supplementary training with a focus on animal welfare every third 

year. This is still a new initiative and no research has been carried out on the advantages and 

consequences of enforcement related to education and training about animal welfare, but it could be 

relevant to examine whether mink farmers and employees find these courses of relevance and if

they lead to an improvement in animal welfare in mink production.

35January 2012, Departmental order about demands for education for persons working in mink production:
https://www.retsinformation.dk/print.aspx?id=139828
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7.6. Future perspectives

During the processes of analysing and discussing the results of this PhD study, I found that it was 

difficult and complicated to keep focus and discuss what I have previously referred to as “the bearer 

of the problem”: the farm animals. Despite the fact that the animals are constantly dealt with and 

their conditions are interpreted by farmers, farm workers, veterinarians, advisors and inspectors, and 

despite the fact that farmers in daily life also refer to the importance of handling the animals in a 

way that is connected to what is described as their natural behaviour, the animals very often

disappear in the meetings between farmers and the representatives from the authorities. Instead,

these meetings easily end up in fierce discussion on fairness, numbers of deaths and zero-tolerance 

debates. Also, on the farm itself, the animals can disappear when being the ultimate goal of 

production results, as shown in Paper 4. 

Following the results in this thesis, I suggest the following research questions to shed a light on 

future perspectives around animal welfare:

1) How does management on the farms relate to animal welfare? How are the employees 

involved? How does a shifting system of farms (larger, more complicated structures) 

influence management in relation to animal welfare and how does the cooperation between 

farmers/employees and their veterinarians/agricultural advisors effect animal welfare? 

2) New technologies for monitoring the health and well-being of farm animals have recently 

often been described as a possibility for improving the welfare of the animals. How can 

monitoring by the use of different technologies improve the welfare of animals compared to 

the monitoring done by people working at the farms?  

3) How are issues related to animal welfare discussed and integrated at the agricultural colleges 

in Denmark? What perspectives and possibilities do the future farmers (the students at these 
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colleges) see within the field of animal welfare? How does models of supplementary 

training works (e.g. in mink production) and what are the advantages/disadvantage in using 

enforcement when working with education and training of animal welfare?

4) Will it be possible to include a focus on information/advice or responsiveness as part of the 

animal welfare inspection, along with looking for compliance, and how could this sort of 

inspection be developed? 

I also find that further ethnographic studies that “follow the life of farm animals” could be an 

important contribution in future research. Ethnography including farm animals as sentient 

beings would bring a revitalised approach to animal studies within anthropology, with farm 

animals being a worthy focus in them. Mullin (2002) states that increasingly, ethnographic 

inquiry is multi-sited, involving animals in a wide variety of contexts, and Kirksey and 

Helmreich (2010) point to “multispecies ethnography” that emerges at the intersection of three 

interdisciplinary strands of inquiry: environmental studies, science and technology studies 

(STS) and animal studies, entering into anthropological conversations. Mullin (2002: 389) states 

that domestication remains important for understanding key shifts in human relationships with 

other humans as well as with animals but also see it as an open question to anthropologist 

whether new forms of biological control require that domestication be redefined. I see it as not 

only an important challenge to bring forward the industrialised animals in an interdisciplinary 

way between animal science and anthropology, but also to try to get behind the passivity that 

these animals have been given within domestication, and I see it as an important contribution if 

anthropologists across various sub-fields stop ignoring the industrialised animals and “cross the 

boundaries” into the stables in the future. 
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The main requirement related to animal welfare – generated by a 
combination of national and EU animal welfare legislation – are a 
part of daily life when running a livestock farm in Denmark and in the
EU.  Within the growing concern for animal welfare in Denmark, the

-
tion between farmers and authorities in relation to animal welfare. By
using an ethnographic approach and anthropological perspectives 
it is studied how animal welfare is constituted and communicated 
and how it shapes the lives of human and animals.
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