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The Key to Animal Welfare walks on Two Legs 

One of the greatest disruptors in livestock innovation is 
one of the oldest tools we have – manpower. A growing 
body of research reinforces that to continuously 
improve animal welfare, you must first focus on people. 
As a Chief Animal Welfare Officer, I spend my days (and 
nights) thinking, studying, observing and talking about 
animal behaviour and their overall wellbeing.  

Farmers and ranchers do the same thing – they worry 
about the weather during winter calving, they make sure 
that the conditions are perfect inside their chicken barns, 
and spend countless hours working with nutrition and 
veterinary experts to ensure their animals have a high 
quality of life. The more I work with livestock caretakers, 
the more I realise that there is a great opportunity to 
enhance animal welfare (and sustainable farming) when 
producers are able to focus on the “people welfare” aspect 
of farming. 

It takes an incredible team, made up of dedicated 
staff, to run any type of organisation. Caring for animals 
is no different. The team works countless hours to ensure 
everything works right, and while innovation has certainly 
helped to make the work on a ranch more efficient, manual 
labour is still required. Why? Farm animals are complex, 
sentient beings that require special care and attention 
from highly-skilled experts to meet both the physiological 
and mental needs (and wants) of animals. 

Technology alone cannot do this and producers 
have spent time, arguably all of their time, attending to 
and thinking about their animals. While scientists and 
veterinarians have done a tremendous job over the years 
in creating numerous tools and metrics to help livestock 
caretakers know what their animals need and want, the 
unintentional consequences of focusing solely on our 
animals has resulted in a lack of understanding the needs 
and wants of the caretakers. This has resulted in high 
employee turnover rates in farming and ranching, making 
it one of the most critical issues in livestock production 
today. 

Factors that are critical in understanding what 
caretakers need and want includes knowing that livestock 
require care year-round despite seasonal extremes, there 
are safety risks involved in caring for large animals (like 
cattle), there may be barriers of language and/or literacy 
levels that impact workers, and sometimes life off the farm 
may have significant impacts on workers when they are 
on the farm (i.e. limited access to healthcare, disruptive 
home environment, documented/undocumented status, 
etc.). 

The reality of working on a farm or ranch is that most 
jobs around livestock care involve working outdoors in all 
weather conditions, 365 days a year. Moreover, handling 
cattle and other livestock always involves the risk of 
being hurt physically by an animal that is frightened or 
startled, as well as the risk of being hurt due to the misuse 
of equipment or equipment that is poorly maintained. 

Stephanie Berkeley from the  Farm Safety Foundation 
adds: “In fact, many livestock accidents are  not directly 
related to the animals themselves, but caused by improper 
use of equipment – or poorly maintained or poorly built 
facilities.”1 Safe equipment is more of an investment than 
an expensive luxury, said Berkely. 

Ensuring that workers feel safe, confident in their job 
responsibilities, comfortable with their animals, and 
acknowledged for their hard work requires an active 
leadership style from farm/ranch managers and owners 
that focuses both on its animals and people. This active 
leadership approach can begin with effective training 
and frequent check-ins/feedback to inform workers not 
just how to improve the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of their work 
performance and human-animal interactions, but also 
the ‘why’. Increased engagement (with objective metrics) 
that is focused on setting each worker up for success can 
help set a positive workplace culture, which is known to 
enhance worker motivation, morale and performance. 

While high farm employee turnover rates are a serious 
threat to farming, they are also a golden opportunity 
for all producers to look at their operations through a 
different perspective. From ergonomics to trainings that 
incorporate cultural differences, the importance of having 
a happy and engaged team is just as invaluable as having 
animals that are stress-free and healthy. 

We can’t produce meat, milk and eggs without the 
qualified and highly-skilled people needed to appropriately 
and ethically care for animals. On average, it is reported 
that 22% of staff turnover occurs within the first 45 days of 
starting a job2. With statistics like this, it’s imperative that 
the livestock industry invest in their workforce as they do 
their animals.  

And it doesn’t have to be “big”. From helping to bridge the 
gap between leadership and staff, to trainings that account 
for cultural and language differences, these seemingly 
small initiatives are game-changers to the producers and 
the people that work for them. For instance, when farm 
employees are explained to as to why best management 
practices work (not just the ‘how’ and ‘what’ relative to 
job responsibilities), they become more engaged and 
motivated team members; and this is especially true for 
new hires. 

Employees have told me they feel valued and appreciated 
when managers provide incentives beyond salary, like 
appreciation meals, bonuses, breakrooms, comfortable 
work environments, opportunities to contribute to their 
community, or even a simple six-pack of soda as a ‘thank 
you’ after a hot summer’s day of work. Moreover, when 
employees are presented with opportunities to grow as a 
professional on the farm, I’ve witnessed many workers seize 
those opportunities with pride and loyalty.

Research shows that a stable and highly-motivated 
workforce is strongly associated with improved outcomes 
– like higher retention rates – across all industries. 
Improvements are also seen in productivity, job satisfaction, 
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employee engagement, and contentment of workers. 
When it comes to animal welfare, all these improved 
outcomes are critical, because when workers feel safe, 
supported, empowered, and confident, the human-animal 
interactions that occur all day on a farm are also positive 
and profound. 

No matter what industry you are a part of, it’s always 
about the people. For those of us who work in an industry 
that is centred on its animals, we have to remember that 
it’s not just about our four-legged friends; the bigger 
picture must include our two-legged teammates too.
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