
Welfare Webinar Wednesdays: 
What to assess, when, and why
Presented on behalf of AZA Animal Welfare Committee



Monthly series- Welcome!
● Welfare Webinar Wednesdays: Defining Welfare and Wellbeing

○ Webinars will explore compelling and relevant topics in Animal 

Welfare and Wellbeing, feature subject matter and species 

experts, offer varied industry perspectives, and time for 

conversation in the community 

● Second Wednesday of the month

○ Follow up the conversation the next day at Animal Welfare 

Committee virtual “Office Hours” which are the second Thursday 

of the month at 1pm EST (ongoing since 2022)
■ The Zoom link is 

https://us06web.zoom.us/j/82093090810?pwd=BVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0s

SSyz1DeR8o.1

■ Meeting ID: 820 9309 0810
■ Passcode: 855950

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus06web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82093090810%3Fpwd%3DBVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1DeR8o.1&data=05%7C02%7Ckatie.hall%40state.mn.us%7C170fcf2ab9d44b03fa8e08dce3e19593%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C638635805223228731%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=RdRWF%2F5zc9K6Yj0e4IEFmKivuOIUWY020Yk0voUvODs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus06web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82093090810%3Fpwd%3DBVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1DeR8o.1&data=05%7C02%7Ckatie.hall%40state.mn.us%7C170fcf2ab9d44b03fa8e08dce3e19593%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C638635805223228731%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=RdRWF%2F5zc9K6Yj0e4IEFmKivuOIUWY020Yk0voUvODs%3D&reserved=0


Preview of upcoming webinars: Series on focused welfare topics 
Month Topic

all past topics https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622 

Feb 11, 2026 Water Quality https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84099 

Feb 25, 2026 Animal welfare assessment types 
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/89562 

Mar 11, 2026 Exhibit Design https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84100 

Apr 2, 2026 Weaponizing Welfare 
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/90568 

Apr 8, 2026 Underrepresented taxa assessments 
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84101 

https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84099
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/89562
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84100
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/90568
https://www.pathlms.com/aza-learn/courses/56110/sections/119622/webinars/84101


Interested in a welfare/wellbeing topic?
● If you are interested in learning more about a topic, and/or 

sharing your knowledge and expertise about a topic (whether 

or not you see it on the calendar)– please get in touch!

Katie Hall, PhD

Director of Animal Behavior and Wellbeing

Minnesota Zoo

katie.hall@state.mn.us

Animal Welfare Committee

Behavior Scientific Advisory Group

Research and Technology Committee

mailto:katie.hall@state.mn.us


Inform animal care professionals about 
different welfare assessment types, 
when to complete them, and how data 
impacts decision making for positive 
welfare outcomes.

Webinar Objectives



Betsy Herrelko, PhD
Curator, Animal Welfare & 
Research
Smithsonian’s National 
Zoo & Consv Bio Institute

Kimberly Leser
Behavioral Husbandry 
and Welfare Manager
Oklahoma City Zoo 
and Botanical Garden

Katie Hall, PhD
Director of Animal 
Behavior and Wellbeing
Minnesota Zoo
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Significant Events
Betsy Herrelko PhD



AZA Standards

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. 
Welfare assessments for all animals must be conducted at least annually. The process must also include a 
mechanism to identify and evaluate the impacts on animal wellbeing 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/housed with or nearby, change in an animal’s role within the 
collection, or involvement in informal or structured presentations/programming as an ambassador 
animal, involvement in research projects, etc. Further information on the establishment of an animal 
welfare assessment process is 2026 Accreditation Standards & Related Policies 15 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).

1.5.0. The institution must have a process for assessing animal wellbeing via welfare assessments. 



Inspector’s Handbook
Required for the institution to meet Standard 1.5.0:  

● The institution is following a written process for assessing animal wellbeing. 
● The following aspects of the welfare assessment process must be 

documented:
○ Welfare assessment strategy/plan
○ Welfare assessment framework that is used for assessments (e.g., 

Five Domains, Five Opportunities to Thrive, your own framework)
○ Results of welfare assessments and a summary of resultant actions  

● The wellbeing of all animals residing at the institution is considered and 
assessed at least once annually.  

● The welfare assessment process is both proactive and reactive.  
● Individuals performing welfare assessments must have at least a baseline 

knowledge of animal welfare science.  
● The assessment process must include a mechanism to identify and evaluate 

the impacts on wellbeing of significant life events or changes to the animal’s 
environment. Examples of life events/changes include construction events, 
unusual weather events, noise intrusion, change in housing, changes in 
animals exhibited with or nearby, etc.

https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2332/inspectors_handbook.pdf

https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2332/inspectors_handbook.pdf


Inspector’s Handbook







Description of the Daily Monitoring Process 
Each Animal Keeper is responsible for initiating the official animal record, in the 
form of the Keeper’s Daily Report, which chronicles significant events that impact 
the animals under their AC-21 care during a specific work day. Significant events 
include any observations, discussion items, action steps, or events (e.g. social 
structure changes, construction, after-hours events) that foreseeably impact 
welfare.

Cleveland Metroparks Zoo (2018)

https://www.aza.org/assets/2332/cleveland_metroparks_zoo_animal_welfare_process_standard_operating_procedure.pdf

https://www.aza.org/assets/2332/cleveland_metroparks_zoo_animal_welfare_process_standard_operating_procedure.pdf






https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2332/lincoln_park_zoo_monitoring_significant_life_events.pdf

https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2332/lincoln_park_zoo_monitoring_significant_life_events.pdf












● SLEs must be accounted for
● Examples: AZA Accreditation Resource Center
● Institution decides what SLEs means for them 

○ Clarify guidelines (what happens when)
○ Be consistent across teams

Significant Life Events (SLEs)

Linh Mai (born 2/2/26)

https://www.aza.org/accred-resource-center


Quarantine
Stephanie Norton



AZA Standards

 The institution must have a process for assessing animal wellbeing via 
welfare assessments.

 The process must also include a mechanism to identify and evaluate the 
impacts on animal wellbeing of significant life events or changes in the 
animal’s environment as identified by the individual institution.

 All animals must be housed in habitats/environments which are safe for 
the animals and promote their physical, social, and psychological 
wellbeing.



Areas of Focus

● Space use - maximize what you have
● Social needs
● Choice and decision making
● Physical and psychological needs - 

enrichment, training, and more
● Frequency of key behaviors

○ What do you want to see? How often?
○ What do you not want to see?



Logistics

● What type of assessment will be 
completed?

● What frequency will assessments occur?
○ What factors might change this?

● Who is responsible for the assessment?



What to do with the results

● Which indicators will be flagged as major 
concern?
○ How are they reported?

● How will concerns be addressed if they 
come up?

● Can you compare to historical data from 
outgoing facility for reference?



Not one size fits all

● Regular welfare/wellbeing assessments
● Focal assessments 
● Quarantine experience assessments

Do what works, and be consistent.
But don’t be afraid to adapt as you go!

Its okay to take a smaller bite!



Helpful Tool from BSAG
● Quarantine Behavior-Based Husbandry 

Planning Tool

● Document Purpose: This document is 
intended to be used as a guide to facilitate 
communication, planning, and 
implementation of behavior-based husbandry 
for animals while in a quarantine setting.

https://www.aza.org/behavior-scientific-advisory-group

https://www.aza.org/behavior-scientific-advisory-group


Quarantine Behavior-Based Husbandry Planning Tool
Arrival Preparation

● Staff experience and facility requirements
● Length of quarantine planning
● Behavior concerns
● Social considerations
● Additional considerations based on 

history or life stage
● Behavioral goals in quarantine
● Enrichment considerations
● Training considerations
● Dietary/nutrition considerations

https://www.aza.org/behavior-scientific-advisory-group

Beginning of Quarantine Period
● Welfare and quality of life monitoring
● Training plan
● Behavior goals

End of Quarantine Period
● Training plan
● Extension of quarantine

Post Quarantine Period
● Unanticipated behavioral or medical 

events
● Post quarantine – wrap up

https://www.aza.org/behavior-scientific-advisory-group


Quality of Life
Katie Hall PhD



Triggers

● to monitor chronic cases and update medical management, to sustain high 
quality of life



Quality of Life Assessment

● Indicators jointly developed between Health, Care, and Behavior staff
● Assessments done at intervals determined by Health staff, depending on 

severity of case (eg weekly, monthly, quarterly)
● Assessments completed by Care and Health staff
● Weekly opportunity to review at Health rounds
● All indicators anchored at 0= worst, 5= best/no concerns present
● Excel formulas calculate score as (raw score) / (total available points based 

on number of questions answered)



My soapbox

● Treat zeros and blanks the same!
● Subtract from a total number of points available, don’t add 

up
● If anchored with 0 as best, the consequences are:

○ if a question is irrelevant/left blank, it is treated the 
same as “best”, points in the total are not affected

● If anchored with 5 as best, the consequences are:
○ if a question is left blank and then a problem arises 

and it is scored, eg 3 / 5, the final score improves 
despite the new problem



Rubric

● 51-79% Quality of Life is significantly compromised. New 
husbandry/treatment recommended/continued.

● 41-50% Quality of Life is severely compromised. Prognosis doubtful. 
Euthanasia should be considered if more aggressive treatment options are 
not available/feasible.

● 1-49% Quality of Life is poor. Euthanasia should be seriously considered.
● These are meant to be guidelines to inform conversations around objective 

evidence. 



Husbandry Medical

● Body condition assessment
● Muscle atrophy/ Wasting
● Mobility
● Evidence of pain/discomfort on WORST day
● Evidence of pain/discomfort on BEST day
● Limb lameness
● Fecal consistency
● Appetite
● Difficulty eating
● Exercise intolerance
● Treatment compliance

Species specific

● Vomiting
● Colic episodes
● Ability to fly
● Ability to swim
● Regurgitation
● Molting abnormality
● Shedding abnormality
● Change in hierarchy
● Limiting social interactions



Social/Psychological welfare

● Grooming behavior
● Self-injurious behavior
● Use of environment/ Access to indoor/outdoor
● Managing accommodations (input)
● Aggression target
● Human interactions/training
● Engagement with enrichment
● General attitude/demeanor/engagement

Clinical problems

● Anemia
● Hepatopathy
● Nephropathy
● Reproductive abnormality
● Endocrinopathy
● Cardiac disease
● Glaucoma/Opthalmic disease
● Pulmonary disease
● Neoplasia
● Gastrointestinal
● Musculoskeletal
● Treatment efficacy
● Veterinary prognosis



Example: Evidence of Pain on best/worst day

● 5 = No pain perceived, no concerns present

● 4 = Slightly unsettled/restless, less interested/easily distracted

● 3 = Appears uncomfortable during rest, not eager to interact with 

surroundings/people/conspecifics

● 2 = Appears unsettled. Biting, licking, chewing. Guarded gait/stance. Unlikely to move if 

left alone

● 1 = Unlikely to move voluntarily, reacts aggressively to prompts to move and/or will not 

move when prompted. Uninterested in surroundings/people/conspecifics

● 0 = Difficult to distract from pain, potentially unresponsive to surroundings





Individualized
Kendle Enter



Individualized Specific Assessments

Tailored evaluations provide:
Deeper insights
Informed decisions
Actionable assessments



Questionnaire Type

● What do we want to look 
at for this animal?
○ Appetite
○ Body condition
○ Scale/Skin condition
○ Shedding/Molt
○ Engagement/Activity
○ Environment

● Adjust questions.



Snake Assessments



Other Option

30 Day Form  





Adapted to Others



Adapted to Others



Assessment Development

Start with the Purpose of the Assessment
Work back from what you know
Keep Efficient
Keep Valuable
Stay Flexible - adjust when needed



Environmental Assessment
Mike O’Neill



● Environmental assessments are 
conducted annually at minimum, 
and more frequently based on any 
significant enclosure changes

● Environmental Assessments at 
NEAq are comprised of inputs (vs. 
the outputs assessed in animal 
welfare)

Environmental Basic Assessment

Environmental Assessments Circumstances



● 13 indicators describing 
conditions and features of the 
target enclosure with rating 
values from -1 (unacceptable) 
to 1 (optimal) 

● Example of a basic 
assessment along with notes 
of justification for assessment 
value

Basic Environmental Assessments



Comprehensive Environmental Assessments

● Comprehensive assessments are 
available for more detailed evaluation 
of target enclosures

● In addition to the 13 indicators of the 
basic assessment, comprehensive 
assessments have 19 additional 
indicators



Comparing Assessment Values Across Types

How Environmental Assessments stack up 
against other protocols?

● Comprehensive Environmental Assessments 
tend to have the lowest score distribution of all 
protocol types

○ Situational use - conducted when 
significant event triggers evaluation

○ Input vs. output evaluations - easier to 
critique inputs?



Future Pursuits
How Environmental Assessments stack up 
against other protocols?

● Consider diversification of EAs based on 
enclosure types as we have done with 
taxonomic groups for WAs

● Formalize triggering event criteria for 
comprehensive assessment

● Weighting of score formula
● Explore input vs. output evaluation and 

observer bias



Data Driven Decisions
Kimberly Leser



So much data!!!



Data is only usable if it is viewable!



Dashboards allow data to be tracked and evaluated in 
multiple ways as well as greater accessibility to all staff



Leaders were able to quickly identify a 
trend in welfare assessment data

Case study #1:
Lemur thermoregulation



Study was launched to evaluate shade and access







Case study #2: Solstice 



Holistic Animal Management

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1nmNUgmqmrBxhHJMO4FNz_rNV4SsgQ-Um/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1kbGSbJfXyCIqGPKOYrNrIgOilmvqeXvH/preview




Having data all in one place allowed us to track 
treatments and adjust for maximum 
effectiveness



Possibilities are endless!





NEXT STEPS

● Follow up the conversation at Animal Welfare Committee virtual “Office Hours” 
which are the second Thursday of the month, 1pm EST (ongoing since 2022)

○ The Zoom link is 
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/82093090810?pwd=BVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1De
R8o.1

○ Meeting ID: 820 9309 0810
○ Passcode: 855950

● Download the resources on the AZA Learn page (bibliography, links, etc)
● Please join us again on March 11!

○ Exhibit design

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus06web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82093090810%3Fpwd%3DBVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1DeR8o.1&data=05%7C02%7Ckatie.hall%40state.mn.us%7C170fcf2ab9d44b03fa8e08dce3e19593%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C638635805223228731%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=RdRWF%2F5zc9K6Yj0e4IEFmKivuOIUWY020Yk0voUvODs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fus06web.zoom.us%2Fj%2F82093090810%3Fpwd%3DBVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1DeR8o.1&data=05%7C02%7Ckatie.hall%40state.mn.us%7C170fcf2ab9d44b03fa8e08dce3e19593%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C638635805223228731%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=RdRWF%2F5zc9K6Yj0e4IEFmKivuOIUWY020Yk0voUvODs%3D&reserved=0





