
Kristin Agard:  Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy Podcast, a production of 

Oxford Journals and the Agricultural and Applied Economics Association.  I'm Kristin Agard.  Today, I'll be 

talking with Professor Bailey Norwood about his article, "Animal Welfare Economics".  His article was 

recently published in the fourth issues of volume 33 of AEPP.  Your article takes a broad look at the 

contributions of economics to animal welfare instead of focusing on one single aspect.  Can you walk us 

through the different roles that each economic perspective you discuss plays in this discussion? 

Bailey Norwood:  Yes.  Well, you know, farm animal welfare is a very controversial debate and you've got 

two groups who are bitterly opposed to each other.  You have animal advocates and then you have 

livestock industries and, in the middle, there are consumers who really have a hard time figuring out who's 

right on one issue and who's wrong on another issue.  And economics is often the, like, a consultant or a 

friend to the consumer.  We want to help the consumer figure out what it is they want out of the food and 

then to help them figure out how to get it.  And one of the first things we do in the paper is we look at some 

of the claims that both groups label at each other.  Animal advocates will claim that it's impossible to raise 

animals and treat them nicely while making a profile and the livestock industries will say you have to be 

nice to your animals to make profits.  And we kind of go in there and try to show how both are right and 

both are wrong in different ways.  And then another thing we do is there's a whole bunch of economics 

called welfare economics where we try to look at outcomes in the world and say, "How good is this?"  Not 

from the economist's point of view but from society's point of view.  And, when we're talking about the food 

we eat, we're talking about if we raise hogs in confinement facilities, how good is this?  If we raise hogs in 

pastures with big shelters, how good is that?  And, to answer that question, you have to do a number of 

things.  You have to actually say how happy or sad a animal is in a confinement barn and a open area and 

economics can help out for that.  We need to know what consumers want as far as animals.  To what 

extent do consumers care about the welfare of animals?  And, when they do care about the wellbeing of 

animals, how much more are they willing to pay as far as food prices to give animals a better life?  And 

what kind of policies are they willing to pass to give animals a better life?  And that's another thing that we 

look at in the article and it even goes a little deeper to look at the underlying economic theory when you 

involve animals.  And the question often becomes this, if we do care about animals, how do we reflect that 

compassion?  Do we look at the animals themselves and ask how policies affect the animals?  Or do we 

look at humans and look at the animal welfare indirectly by the benefit humans get from changes in animal 

welfare.  And it's kind of a conceptual, theoretical question but, when it comes down to actually answering 

questions, sometimes those theory and conceptual differences are needed.  And then, at the end of the 

paper, we kind of get to the meat of the problem where we say, "Most of the food we buy, that consumers 

purchase, they don't really know too much about how it's raised."  We know that about two-thirds of 

consumers really do care about animals and are willing to pay more money to give them a better life but 

how do they do that?  Regular consumer goes into the grocery store, let's say you go into Wal-Mart, and 

what are you going to do to account for animal welfare in your food decisions?  There's certainly caged 

and cage-free eggs.  That's one thing.  But what about pork?  What about beef?  It's almost impossible to 

spend more money and make animals better off except for eggs and why is that the case?  Why is it so 

hard to translate consumer desires for animal welfare into changes at the animal level?  And that's what 

we talk about.  It's kind of at the end and finally there are a lot of challenges to saying how much do people 



care about farm animals.  Because we do it through surveys and behavior in grocery stores and it's a very 

difficult thing to do and so we talk about those challenges and what you can do and what you can't do. 

Kristin Agard:  There's a common argument made by livestock producers that it's in their best interest to 

keep animals happy, as happy animals produce more goods, increasing profits.  Does that theory hold up 

in practice? 

Bailey Norwood:  Well, I have to give you a bit of a nuance stance because it does and it doesn't.  Like I 

said before, you've got the animal advocates saying, "If you're raising an animal just for money and that's 

your primary purpose, what incentive do you have to treat that animal well?"  And then the farmer replies 

that, "Well, I assure you, if we don't feed the animals well, if we don't care for their health well, if we don't 

keep them from injuring themselves, they won't grow fast, they won't have a lot of babies and my bottom 

line will be hurt.  And, to put it simply, a happy animal is a profitable animal."  So that's what the livestock 

industry and the farmers would say.  And both sides are right and both sides are wrong.  And this is the 

way I would look at it.  It is certainly the case that there are instances when, if all you care about is money, 

there is going to be bad consequences for farm animal welfare.  I remember reading one time one of 

Peter Singer's books and how he went to a farm and there was an old sow who was at the end of a 

productive life and she had injured her leg very badly and, because the farmer was going to sell her for 

meat in the next couple of days, he did not call the vet to come do something about the leg.  That wasn't in 

his interests and that's a fact that the animal advocates can claim for their side.  But on the other hand, it 

is perfectly the case that, for animals to grow fast and for animals to be fertile and to take care of their 

young well, that they need to be healthy, they need to have very good feed, that they need to be protected 

from injury.  Now for the nuance.  And to understand the nuance, you have to remember that a lot of times 

the farmer is not thinking about the animal as the unit of concern, they're thinking about, say, the barn as 

the unit of concern.  And think about it like this.  I'll ask you a question.  You just have to use your 

imagination.  Which farmer is going to be more profitable?  A farmer who has 100 hens laying eggs in a 

barn and those 100 hens are very happy, as happy as a hen can be?  Or another farmer who is able to 

stuff 1,000 hens into his barn and, because he's putting a lot more hens into his bar, those hens are not as 

happy.  They might even be miserable but still producing eggs.  And even if you're not a farmer, you can 

probably see that it's hard to answer that question.  The 100 hens who are happy may be producing as 

much as a hen can produce on a per hen basis but that may not compensate for the other barn where, 

although each animal is at a low state of welfare and each animal is not producing a lot of eggs per hen, 

because you can multiply that low productivity rate by a lot of hens, that barn of 1,000 hens of low animal 

welfare may actually be a lot more profitable.  And so the point of all this is that you simply- you cannot say 

that the best way to ensure high animal welfare is to let people make profits without any restrictions 

whatsoever.  There are ways that you can go in and constrain farmers' decisions and improve the welfare 

of the animals but result in a lower profit at the farm. 

Kristin Agard:  In one section, your paper discusses the difficulty of using animal welfare when making 

decisions about your diet from an ethical standpoint.  Can you explain why this is so difficult? 



Bailey Norwood:  One thing I like about researching farm animal welfare is that it's a topic I can talk to 

anyone about.  I can go to any party and it doesn't matter who is there at the party.  If I tell them I research 

farm animal welfare, I can start a conversation immediately.  People are interested in it because people 

have seen things on the internet, they've heard things and they always want to know, "Is it true?"  Is it true 

that hens suffer terribly in cages?  Is it true that the gestation crates that were banned in California were 

really inhumane?  Is it true that cows are very happy?  You get these questions a lot and what always 

follows, they want to know how ethical their diet is.  They tell you what they tend to eat and they want you 

to tell them are the animals that produce their food happy or sad.  And, again, this is one of those areas 

where I really can't give a simple response because, as strange as it may seem, translating what you eat 

and the type of lifestyle you have to the welfare of animals can be surprisingly frustrating.  And let me give 

you a few examples to see and I think it's examples where this really comes out.  So let's just talk a bit 

about different diets and lifestyles and what it means for farm animals and let's take the most interesting 

and controversial case, meat eaters versus vegans.  Who is more ethical?  I think, if you asked that to 

most people, they'll say that, while they could not be a vegan because they love meat and cheese so 

much, they think vegans are a more ethical lifestyle.  And there are certainly some good reasons for 

believing that.  There are some advantages and disadvantages as far as morality if you're a vegan.  The 

good part or the ethical part about being a vegan is that it certainly seems that some animals in certain 

production facilities do not have nice lives and really suffer.  Some battery cage systems for hens, some 

confined high production units that use really tight gestation crates, those animals, it could easily be 

argued, are very unhappy and the vegan can say, "Well, I don't eat food derived from eggs, I don't eat 

food derived from hogs, therefore, I have wiped my hands clean of that animal misery."  And that's the 

good part of their diet.  But there's an opposite part.  And just as it's perfectly reasonable to think that 

some livestock are very unhappy, it's perfectly reasonable to think that some livestock are very happy and 

I think the best case is beef cattle.  To me, and I think to most people, beef cattle lead pretty good lives.  

They spend most of their time out in pasture, at least when they're young, they live a very natural life, they 

get very good healthcare, very good food, and even though some people don't like feed lots, I think if they 

learned a little more, feed lots wouldn't be quite as bad as they think, although they do put animals in tight 

spaces and the benefit is those spaces are generally dry and they get this food that they absolutely love.  

And some feed lots, if you open the gate, the animals could go out into the pasture, they might go out 

there to get a better spot to lay down but you might not see any of them eating grass because they love 

the feed lot food so much.  And so the vegans, the immoral part of their diet, you could say, is that, if they 

ate beef, then there would be more beef cows that would be produced and these beef cows are happy 

and, therefore, there would be more happiness in the world.  And now take a meat eater.  Just like the 

vegan, there are some ethical and unethical parts of their diet.  They can claim that, because I eat meat 

and some other animals, maybe dairy and broiler, animals are brought into the world to produce food for 

me and those animals are happy and therefore my food purchases generated happiness.  On the flip side, 

the probably eat some food that are derived from very unhappy animals and so that's the unethical part of 

their diet.  You know, what is more unethical, bringing animals into the world that lead miserable lives or 

preventing the entry of animals into the world that lead happy lives?  And so there you can see it's not 

straightforward.  And, you know, I talk to people on both sides of the issues regular.  I talk to people on the 

livestock industry side and the animal welfare side.  And I had a interesting conversation the other day with 

someone from the humane society of the United States.  They read my book, "Compassion by the Pound" 

and, in the book, I say how it's my opinion that animals in the wild don't lead a very nice life.  If you look at 



nature shows, to me, it seems like those animals have a very poor life.  They are always on the verge of 

starvation, they have pests and parasites and so I don't think animals in the wild have a very good life.  

Whereas I think animals like beef cattle and broilers and dairy cows on many farms have a very good life.  

And so my belief was the only way an animal is going to be happy in the world is if they're raised for food, 

and I'm not counting pets here, obviously, pets can have a great life, but one where you can bring an 

animal to a world that's happy is by eating food from happy animals.  But this person in the humane 

society, he believes that most animals in the wild live a much better life than most farm animals.  And so 

that distinction, whether you think wild animals live a miserable or happy life, that can play into the 

decision of whether it's good to have farm animals or not because the more farm animals you have, the 

less wild animals you're going to have just because land is used for one thing or another.  And the final 

thing I'll leave you with, and this is probably the most surprising instance, cage or cage-free eggs?  It's 

almost certain to most people that hens are happier in a cage-free system.  Now, if you believe that hens 

are miserable in a cage system but happy in a cage-free system, then it's obviously more ethical to buy 

cage-free eggs for you.  But suppose you believe that, although hens are happier in a cage-free system, 

they are miserable in both the cage and a cage-free system, well, first you might say, well, if you're going 

to consume eggs, you'd want to consume eggs from the hens that, even though they're miserable, they 

are less miserable than the other animals.  But there's a little more to it.  And what's more to it is that hens 

in a cage system, because they're more productive, it requires less hens to produce a single egg whereas, 

in a cage-free system, it requires more hens to produce one egg.  So if you're going to eat one egg or one 

dozen eggs, and you have to choose between the cage or cage-free eggs, you may have to ask yourself, 

what is better?  A few hens that suffer a lot or a lot of hens that suffer a little?  And that's a very hard 

question to answer and that's what makes it so frustrating if they're trying to determine whether to 

consume cage or cage-free eggs.  Those are just a few examples of how hard it can really be to translate 

the decisions you make into the wellbeing of farm animals. 

Kristin Agard:  As much as your article discusses what economics has to offer this debate, you also 

mention areas where you feel more research is needed.  Can you give us a few examples of those areas? 

Bailey Norwood:  Yes, I can and this is a area where I'm very conflicted in many ways.  As an agricultural 

economist, my first instinct is to tell you we need more ag econ articles.  Say, we need more articles at the 

farm looking at how much more it costs to raise hogs without gestation crates or broilers with more space 

per hen or maybe I'll say we need more ag econ studies that looks at consumers' willingness to pay for, 

say, cage-free eggs or crate-free pork.  But, to be honest, I don't know how much more information 

another economic study can provide because there are a lot of limitations to economic studies.  There are 

many questions about what consumers want about farm animal welfare that we simply cannot answer.  

The reason is, you cannot predict what people do in a grocery store based on their answers to survey 

questions.  And so I think there certainly could be some more good economic work done but, if I had to 

choose where most of the work should be done, I would say it's on the animal science side.  There have 

been some very good articles looking at what actually happens to animals at the farm level, you know, 

look at a boiler facility where they don't have much space to where they have a lot of space.  What do the 

broilers do differently?  Do they seem happier?  Do leg problems go away?  Although there have been 

some very good studies in that area, I don't think there's been enough and I think more studies would 



benefit us, not only for the information they bring but I think we need to drag more people into this animal 

science area.  I think we need more animal scientists looking at animal welfare and I think we even need 

more agricultural economists going to the farm and actually trying to make their own judgments about the 

wellbeing of the animal because, when it comes down to it, there is far more- I believe there's more 

disagreement between agricultural scientists about what makes the animals happy and how happy or 

miserable animals are on different types of farms.  Part of the reason is that agricultural scientists are- our 

legacy has been working with farmers and working with agricultural industries.  Decades ago, we were 

basically consultants to the private agricultural industry.  We helped them understand the science of how 

to raise animals better so our history is to stand side by side with the livestock industries.  But now we're 

talking about a public issue, a ethical issue and, in that case, we can't be right beside the agricultural 

industry, we cannot be their consultants.  Certainly, we cannot be their lobbyists.  We have to be more 

objective and I feel like until we bring more animal scientists and agri economists into this area, debating 

with each other, arguing with each other, that only when we do that will we get a better consensus of what 

the animal scientists actually think because I'll tell you what.  If you talk to consumers and figure out what 

they want as far as animal welfare, what they want is a lot easier determined than what animal scientists 

believe about animal welfare. 

Kristin Agard:  And that concludes this interview.  Thank you, Professor Norwood. 

Bailey Norwood:  I enjoyed it. 

Kristin Agard:  Bailey Norwood is an associate professor in the department of 

agricultural economics at Oklahoma State University.  His co-author is Jason Musk, a 

professor and Willard Sparks endowed chair also at Oklahoma State University.  Look for 

their featured article in volume 33, issue four of AEPP.  If you have any feedback or 

follow-up questions, please send an email to Podcasts@oxfordjournals.org.  If you are 

interested in learning more about AEPP or signing up for free AEPP content alerts, visit 

www.AEPP.oxfordjournals.org.  For more information about the agricultural and applied 

economics association, visit www.AAEA.org.  I'm Kristin Agard.  Thanks for listening. 
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