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Summary:  
The goodness of societies has been traditionally measured through wealth: this was 
formalized in the 1930s. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is commonly used, representing the 
value of all goods and services produced within a nation: a country with high GDP is better 
than one with low GDP. Nowadays, according to a controversial statement, GDP’s sun is set. 
Much more widely accepted is the thought, that economic growth in itself does not guarantee 
the well-being of people. That is how the alternative indicators were born. These indicators 
contain aspects of environment, education, mental and physical health etc. But how other 
living creatures fit in this system? 
Society uses animals for many ways to support our own interests. In recent years though, 
animal welfare has become a prominent issue for citizens, companies and official bodies in 
many countries. Ethical based concern for animals is evident now throughout many societies. 
Therefore, countries and relevant organizations of certain countries (such as the European 
Union) regulate via provisions the enforcement of animal welfare aspects with regard to 
economic activities. There are certain fields of economic activities, where the question of 
animal welfare is intensively in focus, for example in companies working in the food industry. 
“People, planet, profit”, also known as the triple bottom line, are the key factors that should 
be practiced in every move a person, a company or a country makes, where ‘planet’ refers to 
sustainable environmental practices and environment-friendly solutions. This paper describes 
the links between animal welfare, sustainability and alternative economic indicators.  
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1. Introduction 
 
The train of thought which is followed in this paper is based on the chain of interdependency. 
The alternative economic indicators were born to highlight some factors of the human 
wellbeing which cannot be expressed through GDP. The question of animal welfare has 
become an important issue in the past decades, partly because of the revealed connection with 
the well-being of people. Although there are more and more types of alternative economic 
indicators all over the world, it is hard to find one, which directly includes animal welfare. On 
the other hand, the role of animal welfare can be detected through environmental issues, such 
as pollution or degradation of biodiversity. 
 
2. Definitions and terms 

 
In the literature, several examples can be found, in which different authors used different 
heterogeneous definitions and terms in this topic. In this section the paper’s main terms are 
explained, providing ’fit-to-purpose’ interpretations. 
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’Animal welfare’ means how an animal is coping with the conditions in which it lives. An 
animal is in a good state of welfare if (as indicated by scientific evidence) it is healthy, 
comfortable, well-nourished, safe, able to express innate behaviour, and if it is not suffering 
from unpleasant states such as pain, fear, and distress (Vapnek, 2011). 
’Environment’ refers to natural environment, which include biodiversity (habitats and 
ecosystems), water quality, supply and demand, the marine environment, the soil 
environment, landscapes; air quality, and recreation and access to the natural environment. 
According to this definition, non-human animals are integral part of the environment. 
There have been many definitions of ’human well-being’ (Alkire, 2002). According to one of 
the most significant approaches, the main dimensions of wellbeing are the following:  

- the necessary material for a good life (including secure and adequate livelihoods, 
income and assets, enough food at all times, shelter etc.); 

- health; 
- good social relations; 
- security (including secure access to natural and other resources and controllable 

environment with security from natural and human-made disasters); 
- freedom and choice (including having control and being able to achieve what a person 

values doing or being)(Narayan et al. 2000). 
The OECD’s Better Life Initiative identifies three pillars of people’s well-being: 

- Material living conditions (or economic well-being), 
- Quality of life, which is defined as the set of non-monetary attributes of individuals 

that shapes their opportunities and life chances, 
- And the sustainability of the socio-economic and natural systems where people live 

and work, which is important for well-being to last over time (OECD, 2013).  
 

3. Human-wellbeing, animal welfare and environment 
 
As the final goal of every economic activities is providing and raising human wellbeing, it’s 
worth to examine the connections between human and animal well-being.  
The idea of environment has changed a lot recently. The traditional anthropocentrist idea of 
the environment - dominated by the human person - was produced by the religious concept of 
men considered to be the centre of the universe. This idea is strengthened by modern man's 
ability to manipulate environment through modern technology. According to this approach, 
the environment is nothing other than components submitted to the man. Nowadays this 
approach's sun is set. Western science has given up identifying absolute values, it has started 
to focus on the path that might help defining what is morally wrong or right. This approach 
helped people to distance from the purely anthropocentric point of view towards a system 
much more complex, which has led to respect of the environment and responsibility in 
connection. Legally spoken, environment cannot be considered the subject of a right, being 
but the object of a duty (Raudsepp-Hearne, C. et al., 2010). 
 
3.1. Moral aspects 

 

Being responsible means being morally involved, and it also means, that there became an 
interdependency between human wellbeing and the condition of the environment, including 
animals. A statistically significant negative correlation was found concerning environmental 
degradation and well-being (around 81% of the individuals demonstrate concern for the ozone 
layer) and a statistically significant positive connection between caring for animal extinction 
and well-being (about 85% of the individuals revealed concern for the extinction of species) 
(Ferrer-i-Carbonell et al., 2007). 
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So a system that results in poor welfare is unsustainable because it is unacceptable to many 
people (Broom, 2010). It is moral to protect  animals given that they are capable of 
experiencing pain or of feeling pleasure, therefore there is no moral justification for causing 
anyone pain, including animals (Singer, 1985).  The moral dimension and concept of the non-
human factors (environment, animals) has emerged. Having a higher level of animal welfare 
concludes to a higher dimension of human moral stage. So there is evidently a connection 
between the well-being of non-human animals and the moral, psychological aspect of human 
well-being. If we examine the five dimensions of human wellbeing, this kind of moral 
questions can rather be included in the fifth dimension about the freedom and choice: can we 
choose the moral principles of our life? Psychological health has not been meausured 
globally, and it makes the scalability of this dimension very difficult.  
 
3.2. Health aspects 

 

There is a much more evident link between animal and human wellbeing, which can be found 
among the five dimensions of human wellbeing directly. About 75 percent of the new diseases 
that have recently affected humans are caused by pathogens originating from animals or from 
products of animal origin (FAO, 2009, 84.) Moreover, the causality between animal welfare 
problems and animal diseases has also been proven. Like humans, when experiencing severe 
stress, animals can succumb to disease or fail to reproduce or develop properly (Moberg, 
1985). One of the Five Freedoms is freedom from fear and distress (legislative, 6). These 
harmful effects of stress highlights the importance of stress to an animal's wellbeing (Biology 
of animals stress). 
If we look at the production side, animal healthcare statistics prove that the large majority of 
losses in livestock breeding (mortality, compulsory slaughtering, diseases, poor reproduction 
and body mass index (BMI) results, medical expenses, etc.) are not caused by obligate 
pathogens. Most losses are the direct result of diseases due to unfavourable conditions related 
to animal breeding, feeding and raising or other external factors (power failure, damages from 
hail, etc.) (Vetter et al., 2014). In summary, animal health and welfare is inextricably linked to 
human health.  
 
3.3. Economic aspects 

 

The third connection is the economic link, which refers to the first dimension of human 
wellbeing directly. Animal welfare regulations generally jolt enterprises from the usual 
minimum cost-maximum return intersection, so animal protection may appear costly at first. 
However, in the long term in most cases, they do not bring lower revenues because applying 
the new ‒ often more expensive ‒ method or technology boosts productivity and because the 
loss of competitors due to compliance failure may increase the market share for complying 
companies. The consumers’ behaviour is a paradox: on one hand, they are becoming more 
and more aware of the environmental impacts of their daily lives, whereas on the other hand, 
concern for the ethical treatment of animals does not always mean changes in purchasing 
habits. 
 
4. Raison d'être of alternative economic indicators 

 
According to OECD, in recent years, there have been increasing concerns about the adequacy 
of traditional macro-economic statistics, such as GDP, as measures of people’s current and 
future living conditions, national or societal well-being. That is inevitably true: GDP makes 
no distinction between transactions that add to well-being, and those that diminish it. GDP 
assumes that every monetary transactions (including crime, pollution etc.) adds to wellbeing, 
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but it's definitely not the case. GDP does not measure human health, environmental 
health/decay and destruction of the natural environment or lack of concern for future 
generations. As the GDP increases, well-being does not necessarily increase along with it 
(Cummins et al., 2003). 
Alternative economic indicators were mainly born to measure either one single aspect of the 
human wellbeing, or they are making a subjective effort to define the wellbeing as a whole. 
It's clear, that these indicators are the tools for comparison: one single number in itself cannot 
be interpreted without comparison. 
 
5. Alternative economic indicators and animal welfare 

 
Lots of the alternative economic indexes contain environmental issues as well. Based on the 
presumption, that animals are integral part of environment, animal welfare can also be part of 
an indicator. 
How can an alternative economic indicator include animal welfare? The first question is the 
interpretation of the expression 'economic', whether it can contain factors that are hardly 
quantifiable, and doesn't necessarily have direct effect on the consumption. According to 
Samuelson (2009), economics is the study of how men and society choose, with or without 
the use of money, to employ scarce productive resource which could have alternative uses, to 
produce various commodities over time and distribute them for consumption, now and in the 
future among various people and groups of society. That means, only those aspects of animal 
welfare could be included in the economy, which cause change in producing commodities or 
consumption. Some aspects of the animal welfare are highly economic: if the owner doesn't 
have the financial background, he cannot pay for accommodation and food for the animal etc.  
But the question of animal welfare is much more complex. If we're observing 'economics' 
from a higher perspective, and searching for its final goals, the wellbeing of people, animal 
welfare can fit in the system as an alternative target of redistribution.  
Indicators could theoretically include animal welfare directly or indirectly as well. Regarding 
the already mentioned connection between animal and human wellbeing, the examination of 
animal welfare in itself can be an alternative - partly economic - indicator, as well. Animal 
welfare can also emerge among the environmental factors of an indicator, so it can effect 
some indexes indirectly. In this case the animals are not explicitly affected at individual level, 
but as livestock, or at species level.  
While creating alternative economic indicators, there were efforts to capture the 
environmental sustainability aspects among the main factors which determine human 
wellbeing.  
 
1.1. Pollution, as a link to animal welfare 

 

Although the majority of the existing environmental-type alternative economic indicators are 
influenced by the issues of animal welfare only indirectly, these indicators contain certain 
aspects of pollution, which has a strong link to the wellbeing of animals at individual level as 
well.  
Environmental pollutants can adversely affect animal health and reproductive function, 
through either direct or indirect effects on numerous organs and systems. These effects are not 
generally reflected in visible reductions in animal performance but subclinical effects may 
result in reductions in animal performance, with associated economic consequences (Rhind, 
2010). There are myriads of concrete examples for that from the recent decades. Just to 
mention one concrete study: a cross-sectional epidemiologic study associating air quality with 
swine health was conducted on 28 swine farms in southern Sweden. Correlation of housing air 
environment to swine diseases and productivity were investigated. Several air contaminants 
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(dust, ammonia carbon dioxide, and microbes) were found to be correlated with serious swine 
health problems, such as pneumonia, pleuritis and neonatal pig mortality (Donham, 1991).  
Let’s see some examples. The GPI (Genuine Progress Indicator) assigns value to the natural 
environment so that the destruction of this and its replacement with commoditisized 
substitutes no longer appears as growth. It's incorporating environmental and social factors. 
Among lots of others, GPI accounts for pollution or long term environmental damage.  
The Gross Environmental Sustainable Development Index (GESDI) measures the quality of 
growth and development. It includes over 200 indicators of non-market values. Besides the 
economic development, it's incorporating dimensions of psychological, physical and spiritual 
indicators as well as available resources and questions of the environment. 
 
1.2. Degradation of biodiversity, as a link to animal welfare 

 

Besides pollution, degradation of biodiversity is also a possible factor of alternative economic 
indicators. According to some authors, massive losses of biodiversity are also a form of 
animal abuse (Bekoff, 2009). Moreover, recent trends in animal husbandry raise serious 
sustainability issues, affecting both animal welfare and biodiversity. The extension of markets 
and economic globalization have contributed significantly to the loss of domestic breeds, 
especially livestock (Tisdell, 2003).  
For instance, Gross Sustainable Development Product (GSDP) measures the cost of growth 
and development. It's incorporating economic impacts of environmental and health 
degradation or improvement, resource depletion, impact of people activity on environment, 
the quality of environment, welfare, quality of life of future generations, expenditures on 
pollution, health, and last, but not least the impact of economic growth on biological diversity. 
The United Nation Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index measuring average 
achievement in three basic dimensions of human development—a long and healthy life, 
knowledge and a decent standard of living (HDR, 2014). It is a statistical tool used to measure 
a country's overall achievement in its social and economic dimensions Although the Index 
itself doesn't contain a direct link to animal welfare, according to the Human Development 
Report one of the shocks and threats to human development is the migration or extinction of 
plants and animal species, in addition to polluted air and degraded land. 
 
6. Suggestion 

 
The link between animal and human welfare can be regarded not only through measureable 
factors like health or economic issues, but as strong ethical connection as well. Because of 
these interfaces, it would be advisable to incorporate animal welfare more prominently in 
alternative indicators. Moreover, an animal welfare indicator itself could provide useful 
information in the light of human wellbeing and our future. 
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