
Integrating pig welfare outcomes into 
farm assurance schemes
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project led by:

THE ASSUREWEL PROJECT 
The AssureWel project is a unique collaboration between the RSPCA, Soil Association and 

University of Bristol with a primary objective of producing robust and practical welfare outcome 

assessments (WOA) for the major terrestrial farmed species. WOAs are a vital aspect of welfare 

assurance for farm assurance schemes as they provide an objective level of detail about the 

welfare of the animals on farm that more conventional resource based audits are unable to supply. 

WOAs have been developed and embedded within the project partners’ respective 

schemes (Soil Association Certification (SA) and RSPCA Freedom Food (FF)) since 2011 

for laying hens, 2013 for dairy cattle and 2014 for finishing pigs and dry sows. The project 

also promotes the inclusion of WOA to other UK farm assurance schemes 

and internationally.
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PILOTS
After initial pilots by the project team to streamline the 

protocol, field staff including assurance scheme assessors 

conducted further pilots to trial the measures and protocol to 

ascertain how best WOAs could be integrated within routine 

farm assurance visits. 

This phase allowed field staff to feed back concerns about 

assessing the measures and the sampling protocols. Some 

measures require an assessment of the whole herd or 

collecting information from management records. There are 

measures that require a scan assessment of a whole pen 

and for other measures a sample of individual pigs (up to a 

maximum of 50) need to be assessed.  The feedback from the 

pilots allowed further streamlining of the protocol and after a 

period of familiarisation, all measures could be assessed within 

30–40 minutes. Rationales for the selected measures were also 

produced to provide greater clarity on the measures.

NEXT STEPS
The data will be used to evaluate the welfare of pigs within FF and SA schemes and feed into the standards 

development and consideration of resource provision as part of a continual improvement process. The 

inclusion of welfare outcomes is an important component in working towards a best practice framework 

for farm assurance schemes which stipulates that schemes should include WOA measures as part of their 

assessment and strive to improve upon these once they are being successfully assessed. Welfare outcomes 

also provide schemes with an opportunity to identify farmers with poor welfare outcomes and provide 

remedial support. Using standardised welfare outcomes also allows schemes to transparently communicate 

a higher welfare status. The intention is to ensure that welfare outcomes become a core part of welfare 

assurance and that measures will be continually evaluated and maintained by schemes to ensure that they 

are appropriate and being consistently measured in the best way possible.
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MEASURES 
The assessment measures were determined via literature 

reviews, consultation with welfare experts and the pig industry. 

Sixteen measures and scoring protocols were agreed upon. WOA 

measures were developed for individual animals (e.g. lameness) 

as well as at a herd level (e.g. hospital pen), and include 

measures for positive behaviour, (e.g. utilisation of enrichment) 

and the results of negative behaviour, (e.g. tail lesions). 

DRY SOWS      FINISHING PIGS

1. Enrichment use     1. Enrichment use 

2. Lameness       2. Lameness 

3. Tail docking      3. Tail docking 

4. Nose ringing  

5. Ear and flank biting   5. Ear and flank biting

6. Pigs needing further care  6. Pigs needing further care 

7. Hospital pen      7. Hospital pen 

8. Body marks     8. Body marks

9. Shoulder lesions  

          10. Tail lesions

11. Vulva lesions  

12. Manure on the body   12. Manure on the body 

13. Leg swellings      13. Leg swellings 

14. Skin conditions     14. Skin conditions 

15. Body condition  

16. Mortality      16. Mortality Score
sheet

Explanation 
of measures

TRAINING ASSESSORS
Assurance scheme assessors and field staff for

both SA and FF were trained and standardised 

in the AssureWel WOA measures. Training took 

place both in both a field setting and also via 

classroom instruction where assessors were 

standardised in scoring measures against a 

‘gold standard’. 

Once assessors had been sufficiently trained 

in assessing welfare outcomes, they were 

provided with protocols, score sheets and 

rationales in the final step to embedding welfare 

outcomes into schemes assurance process.

DATA
Data is collected by assessors during routine farm assurance 

visits; a score sheet is filled out and a duplicate kept on farm 

for producers own records, whilst the original score sheet is 

returned to the scheme for collation of results.  

Data is currently being collated and will be used to 

benchmark farms. Allowing farmers to view their 

performance in line with their peers and the rest 

of the industry helps stimulate discussions between 

farmers and assessors around improvement and 

interventions. Assessors and AssureWel welfare 

advisors are able to offer up-to-date advice to 

farmers. This process aims to encourage behaviour 

change to improve welfare and AssureWel 

methods have already been shown to improve 

welfare in UK laying hens. Benchmarking 
form
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