
 
 

GUIDE TO CREATING AN ANIMAL WELFARE ASSESSMENT PROCESS UNDER STANDARD 1.5.0 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Accreditation Requirements Explained  

1. Identify staff or consultants knowledgeable in animal welfare 
a. Employment of a dedicated welfare scientist is not required for compliance with the 

standard.  
b. Individuals developing or performing welfare assessment procedures must have at least 

a baseline knowledge of animal welfare science.  There are numerous avenues to 
acquire this basline knowledge of welfare science.  Some possible examples include: 

i. Transfer of knowledge from institutional staff knowledgeable in welfare science 
(i.e. your veterinarian or other animal care professionals)  

ii. There is a a free online course on “Animal Welfare” developed by the AZA 
Animal Welfare Committee that is available via San Diego Zoo Global online 
training (http://sdzglobalacademy.org).   

iii. There is an AZA professional development course entitled “Animal Welfare: 
Evidence Based Management” (http://www.aza.org/animal-welfare-evidence-
based-management) 

Standard 1.5.0: The institution must have a process for assessing animal welfare and 
wellness. 
 

Explanation: This process must be both proactive and reactive, transparent, and 
include staff or consultants knowledgeable in assessing quality of life for animals 
showing signs of physical or mental distress or decline. The process must also 
include a mechanism to identify and evaluate the welfare/wellness impacts of 
significant life events or changes in the animal’s environment as identified by 
the individual institution. Examples of life events/changes could include 
construction events, unusual weather events, noise intrusion, change in 
housing, changes in animals exhibited with or nearby, change in an animal’s role 
within the collection, or involvement in informal or structured 
presentations/programming as an ambassador animal, etc. Animal 
welfare/wellness refers to an animal’s collective physical and mental states over 
a period of time, and is measured on a continuum from good to poor using both 
input and output based measures. Further information on the establishment of 
an animal welfare assessment process is available from AZA, and online in AZA’s 
Accreditation Resource Center at https://www.aza.org/accred-resource-center 
(you will be requested to log in using your individual membership user name 
and password). The Resource Center includes many helpful documents on 
welfare assessments, including the WAZA Animal Welfare Strategy. 
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iv. There are numerous other online and academic-based courses in welfare 
science. 

c. The animal care staff should be the primary implementers of the welfare assessment 
process, but there may be circumstances where “non-animal” staff or volunteers can 
play a role in the assessment process with appropriate training.  

 

 

 

2. Criteria for identification of animals and timelines for welfare assessment 
a. It is not the intent of the standard to require a detailed welfare assessment of every 

individual animal in the zoo or aquarium collection.  
b. Institutions should consider an “event-based” approach to welfare assessment based on 

life events that institutions deem could significantly impact animal welfare.  Examples 
include, but are not limited to: construction events, unusual weather events, noise 
intrusion, change in housing, or changes in exhibits or animals exhibited with or nearby, 
advanced life stages, etc. 

i. Assessments may be conducted in “triage” fashion, with triggers identified to 
indicate the need for a more in-depth assessment.   

c. It is the intent of the standard that a welfare assessment is performed at the holistic 
collection level at least annually.  That holistic assessment may include group level 
assessments. 

i. Welfare is ideally assessed at the individual animal level, but the AZA recognizes 
that group assessment is often the most practical methodology. 

ii. “Groups” may be defined as groups of individuals, species, exhibits, tanks, 
geographic areas of the zoo/aquarium, herds, schools, colonies, or other 
appropriate measures. 

d. Each institution must clearly define and implement a strategy for how specific animals 
or groups are prioritized/selected for welfare assessment 

i. Assessment at the holistic collection level should be used to determine the 
institutional priorities for more detailed individual or group welfare assessment. 

ii. Individuals or groups identified/prioritized for detailed welfare assessment 
should be assessed according to a reasonable time schedule  

iii. Prioritized welfare assessments may be performed on a more regular basis 
(biannually, quarterly, monthly, weekly, daily, etc.) based on the strategy/needs 
of the institution, individual animal, or group of animals.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Plain language: You do not have to hire a welfare scientist or send people to an expensive course to be 
in compliance with the standard, but you do need to make sure the staff that develop and implement 
your welfare monitoring process have at least a basic level of training in welfare science.   

 



 

Plain language: Annual welfare assessment of every individual in your collection is for most an 
impractical and unachievable goal.  That being said, every animal should be represented as an individual 
or as part of a group during your holistic annual collection assessment.  Your annual assessment process 
should  result in identification of individual animals and groups that may need to be assessed more 
frequently and/or in greater detail than the collection-level assessment.   It is also recommended that 
you develop criteria for more detailed assessments that are triggered by significant life events (such as 
introduction of a new exhibit mate or reaching a geriatric age milestone) or significant changes  at your 
institution (such as construction or an unusual weather event).   

 

3. Utilization of a welfare assessment tool or process 
a. Animal Welfare must be assessed according to a pre-defined framework identified by 

the institution. Two possible frameworks are listed below, but the use of other unique 
or custom frameworks is appropriate depending on the needs of the institution or 
unique nature of a collection. 

i. The “5-opportunities” model referenced in the preamble to the AZA 
accreditation standards (see the Preamble to the AZA Accreditation Standards) 

ii. The “5-domains” model utilized by WAZA in their welfare framework 
(http://www.waza.org/en/site/conservation/animal-welfare-1471340294) 

b. A welfare assessment framework should consider elements such as: physical health, 
nutritional state, environmental utilization, behavior, and mental domains (i.e. choice 
and control, freedom from fear and distress, and positive or negative affective states). 

i. Welfare is best assessed as a combination of inputs and outputs.  “Inputs” are 
the resources, facilities, processes and practices that contribute to the animal’s 
overall experience.  “Outputs” are what the animal actually experiences and 
should be measured from the perspective of the animal itself (or the group’s 
perspective).    

ii. Many welfare outputs have not yet been scientifically validated; thus, much of 
welfare assessments in zoos and aquariums will be more qualitative than 
quantitative.  These are works in progress. As we, the AZA community, acquire 
and apply more scientific evidence for various welfare variables, we will 
continue to improve the quality of these assessments and ultimately the 
wellbeing of the animals in our care.   
 

Plain language: Find an existing framework or develop your own framework/template for welfare 
assessment that makes sense for your collection. Your framework should be based on and evaluate a 
wide range of welfare criteria (i.e. health, nutrition, environment, behavior, and mental states).  There 
are many philosophies and methodologies for welfare assessment, but two excellent frameworks have 
been adopted by AZA and WAZA (referenced above).  Your welfare assessment should consider a 
combination of inputs and outputs.  Many measurements of animal welfare in zoos/aquariums will be 
based on the expertise of your staff and good common sense as over time we continue to advance the 
science of animal welfare in the diverse species we care for.  



 

4. Documentation of assessment strategy, implementation, and resultant action 
a. The following aspects of the welfare assessment process must be documented: 

i. The strategy for animal/group selection and timeline of assessments  
ii. The welfare assessment framework and process for implementation  

iii. The results of welfare assessments  
• Documentation should include the assessment itself and a summary of 

any resultant action(s) taken (if necessary based on the results of the 
assessment). 

 Plain language: Make sure you document how your overall welfare assessment strategy works.  How do 
you assess your collection annually?  How do you select animals for more individualized or detailed 
assessments and what are those timelines?  What does your assessment framework look like?  Keep 
records of the assessments themselves and [just as importantly] the actions you took as a result of the 
assessment, if any. 


