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The 24/7 approach to promoting optimal

welfare for captive wild animals

Sabrina Brando & Hannah M. Buchanan-Smith

In order for animals to thrive within captive scenarios, their lifetime

experiences must be considered. The 24/7 framework proposes a

tool for care staff to determine how well they are providing habitats

that meet their animals’ needs. This framework is based on the 12-

point welfare assessment criteria framework by Welfare Quality®.

This involved four key principles: good feeding, good housing,

good health and appropriate behaviour. We have adapted these

12 welfare assessment criteria to be more relevant to zoo animal

welfare and propose two additional criteria to determine whether

welfare needs are met.
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Fig. 1

Paper Highlights:

The animal welfare 24/7 across the lifespan concept provides 
a holistic framework to map features of the animal’s life 
cycle, taking into account their natural history, in relation to 
variations in the captive environment, across day and night, 
weekdays, weekends, and seasons.

The framework (Fig. 1) requires consideration and integration 
of life stages, in relation to species and individual differences, 
and the roles animals play, variations, and other factors 
affecting animal welfare.

Understanding how to assess and promote captive wild animal 
welfare from a 24/7 approach is one of major challenges and 
responsibilities of modern zoos and sanctuaries today. Animal 
welfare assessment decisions and their implementation is 
informed and based on science, considering both resource 
(input) and animal-based (outcome) parameters.

Those caring for zoo animals should therefore aspire to 
promote optimal animal welfare, 24/7 across their entire 
lifespan using the criteria proposed.
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The 14 Welfare Assessment Criteria

Good feeding: 
Are the animals properly fed and supplied 
with water?
1. Absence of prolonged hunger (i.e. mimic natural 
feeding intervals). Other end of the spectrum should 
also be considered, i.e. obesity.

Example:  
Foraging Orange-winged Amazon parrots

2. Access to appropriate food and species-typical 
foraging opportunities (i.e. they should have a nutri-
tionally suitable and appropriate diet & delivery).

Example:  
Enrichment Orange-winged Amazon 

3. Absence of prolonged thirst (i.e. they should have 
a sufficient and accessible water supply).

Example: 
Recognition of an important water quality

Good housing: 
Are the animals properly housed?	
4. Animals should have comfort when they are 
(socially) resting, i.e. physically comfortable and 
relaxed (e.g. not always vigilant) when resting and 
sleeping.  

Examples:   
Animal activities 
Enriching the lives of bears in zoos

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168159110000973
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168159110003187
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24712178
https://www.northsomersettimes.co.uk/news/zoo-animals-enjoy-new-toys-1-4723515
https://zslpublications.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1748-1090.2009.00096.x
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5. Animals should have thermal comfort, i.e. they 
should neither be too hot nor too cold and have 
thermal zones to choose from.	

Example:  
Andean Bear Cub Helps Mom Build a Nest 

6. Animals should have enough space to be able to 
move around freely in relation to natural locomotion 
(e.g. leap distance, orientation of substrates etc.), 
and in context of indoor-outdoor space restrictions. 

Example:  
Gibbon at Denver Zoo

7. Animals should have perceived control (i.e. 
complex enclosure giving them choice over what 
and when they do things). 

Examples:  
Preference assessments to allow animals to choose 
enrichment items 
The importance of choice in animal training

Good health: 
Are the animals healthy? 
8. Animals should be free of major injuries, e.g. skin 
damage and locomotory disorders. 

Examples: 
Denver Zoo 
San Diego Zoo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M_q4g1eUsU4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8WzcBaIfqlw
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02119/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02119/full
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQ2MpmxUgSA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z2q3UEL3bDM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTl6Em9iSjk
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9. Animals should be free from disease i.e. 
appropriate standards of hygiene and care.

Example: 
Wellington veterinary centre

10. Animals should not suffer pain induced by in-
appropriate management, handling, catching, or 
transport.

Examples: 
Crate training at Denver Zoo 
Oregon Zoo

11. Animals should be treated well in all situations 
(i.e. care staff should promote good human-animal 
relationships, with the animal’s perspective  
as the focus).	

Example:  
Human-animal bonds

Appropriate behaviour: 
Does the behaviour of the animals reflect 
optimized emotional states? 
12. Animals should be able to express normal, non-
harmful, social behaviours (e.g. grooming).

Example: 
Barbary macaques (Macaca sylvanus)

https://wellingtonzoo.com/our-animals/animal-care/
https://www.facebook.com/DenverZoo/posts/crate-training-is-another-important-skill-we-teach-our-animals-raja-our-male-kom/10157147516972122/
https://www.oregonzoo.org/news/2019/04/using-natural-behaviors-improve-animal-welfare-qa-barbara-heidenreich
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lynda_Birke/publication/324926463_Measuring_the_Strength_of_Human-Animal_Bonds_in_Zoos/links/5b151a290f7e9b49810995f0/Measuring-the-Strength-of-Human-Animal-Bonds-in-Zoos.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/abd2/fe8934c1e6b8375366ec466b3a9ea2694ab4.pdf
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Fig. 2

13. Animals should be able to express other normal 
behaviours, i.e. it should be possible to express 
species-specific natural behaviours, e.g. burrowing, 
exploring, scent-marking.

Example:  
Otterly Engaging

14. Negative emotions such as fear, distress, 
frustration or boredom/ apathy should be avoided 
where- as positive emotions such as security or 
contentment should be promoted.

Example:  
Andean bear wobble tree enrichment

Why is this relevant to animal welfare? 
Care activities within zoos and other captive scenarios are 
scheduled for the convenience of staff rather than considering 
the biological and psychological requirements of the animals 
themselves. It is necessary to integrate a fully-functional approach 
for assessing and evaluating whether the animals we are working 
with are actually experiencing a positive animal welfare situation, 
24/7, including the hours staff is absent (Fig. 2).

https://nationalzoo.si.edu/animals/animal-enrichment
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wR1p3w93-JY
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ORIGINAL SOURCE 
The 24/7 approach to promoting optimal welfare for captive wild 
animals. Behavioural Processes, Volume 156, November 2018, 
Pages 83-95. 

Full length at: bit.ly/2Ju88WE

As animal care providers, there is an ethical responsibility to 
provide animals with an environment that is tailored to its needs 
and requirements. Making animal welfare assessment part of the 
routine will not only make the experience better for the staff but 
also for the animal which will lead to a higher possibility of good 
mental and physical health.

Why is this relevant to the practical  
care for animals? 

https://www.facebook.com/AnimalConceptsEU/
https://www.instagram.com/animalconcepts/
https://twitter.com/SBrandoMSc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/animalconcepts/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSHGbFY60ZuOgIcCMMbENaQ
https://bit.ly/2Ju88WE
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Learning about animal care and welfare has never been easier, with 
bi-monthly webinars, a monthly PAWS member event, and many 
other resources, perks and discounts!


