
Welfare Indicator Definition and Root Causes 

Welfare indicators are observable physical, performance, behavioral, and medical traits 
associated with inadequate care. Examples of each type of welfare indicator are below. The 
examples aligned with each type are not exhaustive. 

• Physical welfare indicators: Traits associated with a WD's physical body that
are associated with inadequate care but have not (yet) caused disease or injury

• Inadequate hygiene (inadequately groomed coat, wet coat, dirty coat (feces, urine,
or debris), excessively long nails, or foul-smelling breath)

• Excessively short (inappropriately worn) nails
• Thin, abnormally worn, inappropriately soft, inappropriately hard, or cracked paw

pads
• Excess or inadequate body fat
• Poorly sized or fitted gear
• Heat or cold stress
• Unmitigated exposure to wind, precipitation, flying debris, nuisance insects, or

extreme weather
• Gear, equipment, or training method-associated breathing changes (coughing,

wheezing, and gasping)
• Performance welfare indicators: Characteristics of a WD's current or potential task

performance that are associated with inadequate care
• Absent or inadequate protective equipment (eye protection, hearing

protection, paw protection, or hoisting harness)
• Inadequate physical preparation (physical fitness or environmental acclimatization)
• Decreased stamina
• Training issues (apparently unable or unwilling to perform previously performed

behavior)
• Lost duty days and primary contributors
• Shortened service life and primary contributors
• Predominate causes of discharge from service
• Failure to certify or validate

• Behavioral welfare indicators: Observable WD behavioral traits that are associated
with inadequate care but have not (yet) caused disease or injury

• Abnormal repetitive behaviors (spinning, bouncing, pacing, and circling)
• Abnormal or repetitive vocalization (barking or whining)
• Inappropriate interaction with the environment (chewing fencing, chewing or

digging on beds, or flipping water buckets)



• Reactivity to gear (muzzle, collar, or harness) placement or manipulation
• Human-directed aggression (vocalize, mouth, bite, or scratch)
• Reactivity to normal human movements (pointing, touching, or moving)
• Hiding or refusing to enter or leave environments
• Self-attention behavior (licking, chewing, or scratching)

• Medical welfare indicators: Injuries or illnesses within a WD's body that are
associated with inadequate care

• Sequelae from chronic stress (diarrhea or skin issues)
• Recurrent skin or ear inflammation or infection (including scrotal dermatitis)
• Skin wounds (from environmental contact, gear, equipment, or training practices)
• Acute musculoskeletal injury
• Abraded or lacerated paw pads
• Dental attrition, metal staining, or trauma
• Tail tip trauma
• Sequelae from unmanaged medical welfare indicators (tail amputation and

castration with scrotal ablation)
• Internal parasites (tapeworms, hookworms, whipworms, coccidiosis, heartworm

disease, Chagas disease, and giardiasis)
• External parasites (fleas or ticks)
• Infectious respiratory disease
• Acute traumatic respiratory disease (hyoid fracture or dislocation,

laryngeal paralysis, or tracheal inflammation)
• Chronic traumatic respiratory disease (tracheal calcification or tracheal collapse)
• Insect or arachnid bite, sting, or envenomation
• Death or euthanasia from unnatural or unexpected causes (human-directed

aggression, heat injury, unmanaged pain, preventable trauma, self-mutilation,
compulsive behavior, or medical malpractice)

The gaps in care that result in welfare indicators can often be grouped into the following common 
categories: 

• Sanitation practices: Measures taken to keep the WDs and the housing,
transportation, and training areas clean, dry, and free of harmful organisms.

• Biosecurity practices: Measures taken to prevent or reduce the spread of
disease between WDs, between humans and WDs, and between WDs and
outside animals.

• Handling practices: Measures taken to care for and interact with WDs in ways that
minimize fear, pain, stress, and suffering.



• Training practices: Measures taken to train and utilize WDs in ways that minimize fear,
pain, stress, and suffering.

• Enrichment practices: Measures taken to meet WDs' needs, especially the needs for
physical activity, social interaction, cognitive engagement, and sensory stimulation.

• Acclimation to desired behaviors: Measures taken to teach and reinforce behaviors
necessary for the successful management and optimal care of WDs. This could include
standing or sitting without barking when personnel enter the kennel or primary
enclosure, standing or sitting for gear placement, remaining calm when other WDs
enter or exit the kennel or transportation vehicle, and how to interact with
management items such as hoses, cleaning equipment, and buckets.

• Climate control: Measures to maintain the temperature, humidity, and
ventilation levels in the housing, transportation, and training areas within the
required ranges.

The following matrix shows the root cause categories associated with the selected welfare 
indicators discussed in this document. 

Selected Welfare Indicator and Root Cause Category Matrix 

Welfare Indicator Sanitation 
Practices 

Biosecurity 
Practices 

Handling 
Practices 

Training 
Practices 

Enrichment 
Practices 

Acclimation 
to Desired 
Behaviors 

Climate 
Control 

Tail tip trauma and 
tail amputation X X 

Musculoskeletal 
injury X X X X X X 

Heat injury X X X X X 

Bite to human X X X 

Scrotal dermatitis 
and castration X X X 

Giardiasis X X X X 

Infectious 
respiratory disease X X 



Selected Welfare Indicator Summary Table 

Welfare 
Indicator 

Brief Description Main Causes 
Costs and 

Implications 
Suggested 
Mitigations 

Tail tip 
trauma and 
tail 
amputation 

Injury to the tip of the 
tail, typically caused by 
repeated contact with 
the kennel 
environment. 
Results in tail 
amputation 
(caudectomy) if root 
causes are not 
addressed 

Enrichment 
practices 

Acclimation to 
desired 
behaviors 

Lengthy and 
complicated 
recovery from 
wound healing and 
if necessary, 
amputation 

Poor public 
perception due to 
tail bandaging and 
if necessary, 
amputation 

Reduce environmental 
stress 

Increase enrichment 
efforts 

Reinforce and 
acclimate WDs to 
needed behaviors 

Musculo-
skeletal injury 

Injuries to the WD's 
soft tissues (muscles, 
ligaments, and 
tendons) or bony 
tissues (bones and 
joints) 

Sanitation practices 

Handling practices 

Training practices 

Enrichment 
practices 

Acclimation to 
desired behaviors 

Climate control 

Impact of 
recovery time on 
training and work 
availability 

Decreased 
service life 

Possible 
consecutive 
injuries 

Reduce 
environmental stress 

Keep housing floors 
dry and reduce slick 
surfaces 

Increase enrichment 

Reduce obstacles and 
slip/trip injury risks 
during training 

Heat injury Inability for a WD to 
effectively balance the 
amount of body heat 
produced, absorbed 
from the environment, 
and expelled to the 
environment 

Handling 
practices 

Training 
practices 

Enrichment 
practices 

Acclimation to 
desired behaviors 

Climate control 

Can be fatal if not 
recognized and 
corrected in a 
timely manner 

Possible repeated 
heat injuries 

Readily 
recognized by 
the public 

Reduce 
environmental stress 
which may increase 
body temperature 

Acclimate to 
behaviors such as 
loose leash walking 
which can reduce risk 

Acclimatize to 
temperature 
and humidity 

Use proactive cooling 
practices 



Bite to human Bites by WDs to 
humans, both 
accidental and 
intentional as forms of 
communication 

Handling 
practices 

Training 
practices 

Acclimation to 
desired 
behaviors 

Multiple bites may 
lead to service 
discharge or 
euthanasia 

Poor public 
perception if 
occurs in public or 
if wounds are 
noticed in public 

High occupational 
hazards for those 
handling WDs 

Identify and mitigate 
root causes such as 
fear-anxiety 

Ensure gear is 
appropriate and fits 
correctly 

Reduce training 
practices which are 
highly aversive or 
stressful 

Acclimate to common 
behaviors such as 
movement within and 
around kennels 

Scrotal 
dermatitis and 
castration 

Inflammation of the 
skin of the scrotum, 
typically from 
prolonged contact 
with wet or dirty 
surfaces 

Sanitation practices 

Acclimation to 
desired 
behaviors 

Climate control 

Potential 
performance 
decrement due to 
discomfort 

May result in 
castration 

Associated with 
other skin and 
fecal-oral illnesses 

Improve sanitation 
procedures to 
decrease secondary 
infection 

Keep housing areas dry 

Provide elevated 
resting areas 
Acclimate WDs to 
housing behaviors to 
reduce spilling water 
buckets 

Giardiasis The disease 
associated with 
infection by the 
parasitic protozoan 
Giardia lambia, 
typically resulting in 
diarrhea, abdominal 
pain, and vomiting 

Sanitation practices 

Biosecurity 
practices 

Acclimation to 
desired 
behaviors 

Climate control 

May prevent work 
for 8–10 days 

Requires separate 
training and 
housing areas to 
prevent 
transmission 

Can become 
endemic within 
populations 

Improve sanitation 
procedures to include 
a disinfectant which 
kills Giardia lambia 

Ensure housing areas 
are clean and dry 

Acclimate WDs to 
housing behaviors to 
reduce spilling water 
buckets and 
interaction with feces 

Improve biosecurity 

Infectious 
respiratory 
disease 

Inflammation or 
infection of the upper 
(trachea) or lower 
(lungs) respiratory 
tract, typically resulting 
from stress during 
shipping or contact 
with an infected dog 

Sanitation practices 

Biosecurity 
practices 

Prevents work 
and training for 
21 days 

Easily transmitted 
if not addressed 

Ensure housing areas 
are clean and dry 

Improve biosecurity 




