
Welfare Webinar Wednesdays: 
Underrepresented taxa assessments
Presented on behalf of AZA Animal Welfare Committee



Monthly series
● 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 

○ Register here: https://www.pathlms.com/aza-
learn/courses/56110/sections/119622

● 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=BVWrYSn29R8yCc5oal0sSSyz1D
eR8o.1

■ Meeting ID: 820 9309 0810
■ Passcode: 855950

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

Month Topic

April 8 Underrepresented taxa assessments

May 13 Mitigating undesirable behavior

June 10 Feeder animals

July 8 Preferences, cognitive bias, contrafreeloading

August 12 Establishing event parameters

September 9 Full spectrum lighting

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


Welfare Assessments for 
Underrepresented taxa assessments



Inform animal care professionals of tips 
for performing welfare assessments on 
understudied taxa. This can include 
creating assessments, improving 
communication and writing guides.

Learning Outcomes
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Finding Confidence in Welfare Assessments for 
Understudied Species
Kendle Enter



So Challenging!

● Limited baseline 
information

● Few validated 
indicators

● Subtle behaviors
● Groups or Mixed 

species exhibits

“That doesn’t apply to my animal.”



AZA Standard 1.5.0

Does require annual holistic 
assessment conducted at collection 
level
Does Not require detailed 
assessments for every individual 
animal

Assessments help prioritize attention 
& resources

A structured framework



Thriving?

Look at variety of aspects

Inputs vs Outputs: What tells us the 
most?

Everyday observations

Focus on what seeing from Animal



Start simple - You know the animal
Natural history
Individual history
What's normal
Needs

Work back from what you know

Developing Specific Indicators



Developing Specific Indicators

To be effective:
Observable & Repeatable
Relevant & Practical

Clearly define each

Involve animal care staff



When Assessing - Remember

Stress & Resilience
Natural to be challenged and fail

Observer Bias
Can influence interpretation

Outputs, not just inputs
Focus on what seeing from animal

Stay simple
Doesn’t need to be large scale



Iterative Approach
Flexibility

Be willing to adjust & refine

It’s improvement!

Confidence grows from
Clarity & Practice
Collaboration
Observation
Continuous improvement



Implementation of Assessments 
for Animal Care Teams
Hilary Colton



Challenges for assessors

● Familiarity of front-line animal care 
staff with welfare science

● Time available for assessments

● When is the an appropriate time of 
year to evaluate individuals/species?

● What happens when people 
disagree?



Internal stakeholder buy-in

● Evaluations are meant to serve as a 
management tool, not a judgement of 
care

● This is an opportunity to serve as the 
subject matter experts as methods 
develop

● Emphasize that if welfare assessments 
trend lower, they will not be penalized



Consistency in assessors

● Who is evaluating which exhibits/species?

● How frequently are assessments performed?
○ Minimum AZA requirement is annual 

evaluation, but can be institution or unit 
specific

● Is there discussion before/after assessments 
to see what might be refined?



Definitions

● Who was involved in defining what the 
outputs look like per species?
○ Front-line staff likely have important 

historic experience for 
consideration

● Is team in agreement of what each 
score means?



Special considerations of individuals



Assessing group managed species

● Understudied species may be 
managed as groups, rather than 
individuals

● Training per team might be useful 
to discuss methods per exhibit
○ Difference between terrarium 

and 10,000 gallons





Discussion and refinement

● Increased communication with 
assessors following 
evaluations
○ This output score 

changed - do we need to 
accommodate for this?

○ Are any individual’s 
outputs trending 
up/down?



Historic data

● Welfare assessments should be considered 
over time

● Keep previous definitions and scores, even if 
species or individuals are no longer in collection

● Staff turnover should not mean knowledge lost -
capture the reasoning behind scores as best 
you can



Developing Invertebrate Welfare 
Assessments
Selena Mayer



What common questions do we ask about vertebrates that are 
inapplicable to invertebrates?
● No training for medical procedures, keeper interactions, 

or guest programs
● Lack of quantifiable medical indicators

Opportunity for Choice and Control

Animal can regulate interactions with caregivers and indicate when to 
participate in training/programs

Interactions with caregivers are mostly positive or neutral

Animal voluntarily chooses to participate more often than not

Animal can regulate interactions with guests and indicate when to participate 
in feeding/programs

Animal engages in pleasurable behaviors (e.g. eating, play, enrichment, 
copulation)

Animal engages in natural behavior during enrichment

Animal exhibits absence of abnormal, stereotypic, or self injurious behavior

Animal exhibits absence of chronic stress

Animal makes progress in training for medical behaviors

Comments/ concerns about Mental State: 



What common questions do we ask about vertebrates that are 
inapplicable to invertebrates?
● Exoskeleton condition is not necessarily a reliable 

indicator of welfare
● Level of environmental control has high welfare impact
● Scaling problems-short lifespans, large numbers, high 

diversity

Opportunity for Optimal Health

Animal has appropriate condition of skin/fur/feathers/scales

Animal has appropriate condition of teeth/beak/tusks

Animal has appropriate condition of feet/hooves/nails/fins

Animal has appropriate mobility/range of motion/posture

Animal exhibits absence of acute illness, chronic disease, injury, 
parasites, behavioral indicators of pain

Animal has normal fecal/urine quantity/quality

Animal exhibits choice and control over its physical well-being (e.g. 
groom/preen)

Animal has body condition score within normal range



What indicators do all these animals have in common?  

Population Management vs Individual Care



Population Management for Assessing Welfare



Opportunities for Optimal Health
● There are expected ratios of life stages present (evidence of eggs, juveniles, adults)
● Animals progress through life stages (e.g. egg to pupa to adult) successfully
● There is evidence of reproductive activity (e.g. ovipositions)
● Reproductive goals for this species are being met consistently
● This species’ nymphs/larvae have not experienced significant developmental issues 

(e.g. molting problems, outside expected bounds) since the last assessment)
● Adults are meeting longevity expectations
● Mortality rates for each life stage are appropriate
● There have not been any unexplained mass mortality events since the last 

assessment
● Pests/parasites are absent



Other Considerations

● Opportunity to Express Species-Specific Behavior
○ Animals use enclosure elements appropriately (e.g. substrate, horizontal 

and vertical space, hides)
● Opportunity for a Well-Balanced Diet

○ There is evidence that animals are eating
● Opportunity to Self-Maintain

○ The climate is kept with the correct parameters for the species
○ Animals show evidence of being able to adjust their micro-environment 

(e.g. towards/away from light, moisture, substrates, etc)



Re-imagining understudied taxa welfare 
assessments
Katie Vyas



Re-imagining understudied taxa welfare assessments

● Advocacy for a meaningful life
● Considerations for 

understudied taxa welfare 
assessments (ectotherms)

● A collaborative approach to re-
imagining an assessment tool

● Outcomes



Wellbeing assessments promote advocacy



Wellbeing assessments promote advocacy



Wellbeing assessments promote advocacy



Advocacy for understudied taxa



We need an assessment tool that 
works

Animal:Caretaker ratio Indicators Action/advocacy



Outcome-based approach to re-designing assessments 

● Workshop with animal care 
specialists, veterinarians, 
nutrition team, neighbors

● Provided basic requirements
● Application
● Indicators, tools, etc. 
● Frequency
● Roadblocks/challenges
● Focus group



Outcome-based approach to re-designing assessments 



Building an effective tool together  

● Question format
● Increased attention to 

how inputs affect 
oucomes (grouping)

● Ability to collect qualitative 
and quantitative data

● Identify actions
● Whole-life planning
● Addressed road-blocks
● Meets requirements



An ectotherm assessment our staff can stand behind

● Utilized a collaborative process 
that aligns with core values

● User designed = buy-in
● A tool that is customized to 

ectotherms = applicable info
● Identifying action = advocacy



Species Welfare Indicator Guide for Aquatics
Linda Penfold and Rachel Stein



http://drive.google.com/file/d/17J744P4e9K0TC6kUrudTcaOmWdxp41vD/view


Q&A



NEXT STEPS

● Follow up the conversation tomorrow 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 May 13!

○ Mitigating undesirable behavior

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
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