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1. Introduction

Animal advocates made sustained efforts to reduce inhumane and cruel treatment of horses, pets, and 

wildlife beginning in the early 19th century. Despite important legislative achievements, by the mid-

20th century humane societies had accomplished little to nothing to reduce the suffering of animals 

living on farms. Although this may have been a mere oversight in the 19th century, by the mid-20th 

century, farmers around the world had introduced industrial methods for rearing livestock. Chickens 

and calves spent their short lives in tight cages, pigs were prevented from roaming and foraging freely as 
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they had done for most of their species’ history, and beef and dairy cattle were increasingly 

concentrated into factory-style operations.  

Factory farming operated out of sight and out of mind for the billions of consumers who, over the 

course of the 20th century, came to rely on industrial agriculture for their increasing consumption of 

meat and animal products. Meanwhile, even after a revival of animal advocacy in the 1970s, most 

committed animal activists tended to focus on the problems faced by animals in the lab and in the wild, 

including charismatic (but not numerous) megafauna, such as polar bears and whales. The suffering 

experienced by billions of factory-farmed chickens, cattle, hogs, and fish remained almost as invisible for 

advocates as it was for most consumers. 

A decade into the 21st century, however, campaigners in the animal advocacy movement honed 

tactics that directly improved the lives of billions of farm animals. By adopting pragmatic strategies 

targeting transformations in corporate supply chains, organizations including the Humane Society of 

the United States,1 The Humane League and the Open Wing Alliance, Compassion in World Farming, 

and Mercy for Animals convinced large-scale food and agribusiness corporations to commit to 

improving the conditions under which farm animals were raised. Waging campaigns for cage-free 

chickens and crate-free hogs and calves, these organizations drew attention and philanthropic funding 

into a space that had been largely neglected until the early 2000s.  

Today, more than 3,000 companies around the world—including many globally visible brands such 

as Carrefour, McDonald’s, and Starbucks—have pledged to procure “cage-free” eggs and “crate-free” 

pork. Certification schemes negotiated between animal advocates and corporate interests increasingly 

seek to improve the conditions of animals—including chickens raised for meat and farmed fish and 

shrimp—that until very recently attracted remarkably little attention. Shareholder activists and 

corporate social responsibility managers, meanwhile, have learned to leverage the power of 

multinational corporations to achieve improvements in farm animal welfare in ways that would have 

been inconceivable in 1990. With an estimated 23 billion land-based farm animals living in intensive, 

factory-like conditions at any given time, the corporate animal welfare campaigns of the past two 

decades have demonstrated enormous capacity for reducing suffering on a global scale.2   

This case study seeks to explain how and why the corporate strategy emerged in the animal 

advocacy movement, and to evaluate the contextual factors that condition both its successes and 

challenges. A brief historical exploration of the humane movement of the 19th and 20th century 

(sections 3 and 4) illustrates that the recent increase in attention to farm animal welfare issues is not 

entirely without precedent. The lessons of both the distant past and the recent history of farm animal 

advocacy, however, highlight the substantive challenges that lie ahead. 

The five key findings of this case study follow:  

 
1 Renamed as Humane World for Animals in 2025, the Humane Society of the United States will be referred to by 
the name it was known by during the time period covered in this study. 
2 Hannah Ritchie, “How Many Animals Are Factory-Farmed?” Our World in Data, November 2024, 
https://ourworldindata.org/how-many-animals-are-factory-farmed.  

https://ourworldindata.org/how-many-animals-are-factory-farmed
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 In the absence of significant governmental intervention into farm animal welfare (particularly in 

the United States), corporate engagement has proven a necessary mode for animal advocates 

to pursue improved practices in the food industry.  

 Corporate campaigns that have flourished since the early 2000s were enabled by a more 

pragmatic and less internally divisive approach to animal advocacy than was customary from 

the 1970s into the 1990s.  

 Corporate campaigns became effective because key leaders, including the animal welfare 

pioneer Henry Spira, found ways to turn those ideas into specific actions, spearheading a wide 

range of innovations in tactics, strategies, and funding models that have allowed a relatively 

small movement to leverage power greater than the sum of its parts.  

 Agrifood companies targeted by campaigners are subject to economic dynamics that have, over 

the course of the past seventy years, led food corporations to be both structurally vulnerable to 

reputational risk and strategically capable of managing that risk by coordinating global supply 

chains in ways that both enable and constrain opportunities for animal advocates.  

 Corporate animal welfare campaigners face ongoing challenges—ranging from difficulties 

enforcing corporate commitments to the strategic risks of institutional isomorphism and 

diminishing returns—that highlight the necessity and value of continuous strategic innovation 

in the field.  

2. Methodology 

This study seeks to understand when and how the animal welfare movement’s strategy of pursuing 

corporate reforms emerged to evaluate the causes and consequences of specific tactics, innovations, 

and contextual factors that have conditioned the success of this approach. The research approach is 

inductive and focused on qualitative data.  

This is an area of research that has received surprisingly little attention from academics or other 

researchers, so the source base is scattered and fragmentary. Among the sources most useful for this 

project have been academic monographs and commissioned histories of animal charities that present a 

relatively objective overview and interpretation of key historical events and periods.3 More fine-

grained analysis has been enabled by collection of primary sources, including a series of anonymized 

semi-structured interviews with eight animal advocates, strategy documents and websites, media 

reports, government documents, and activists’ published writings and publicly available interviews. 

Notably, repeated attempts to interview representatives of the food industry were unsuccessful. 

 
3 Elizabeth Cherry, Culture and Activism: Animal Rights in France and the United States (London: Routledge, 2016); F. 
Bailey Norwood and Jayson L. Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound: The Economics of Farm Animal Welfare (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Timothy Pachirat, Every Twelve Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and the Politics of Sight (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011); Bernard Unti, Protecting All Animals: A Fifty-Year History of the Humane Society 
of the United States (Washington, DC: Humane Society Press, 2004). 



  4 

An important proviso is that no comprehensive archive of the farm animal welfare movement 

exists.4 As this exploratory case study reveals, a panoply of organizations are involved in campaigning 

for, or enacting, corporate reforms for the improved treatment of farm animals (see appendix A). Some 

of these organizations have existed for more than a century while others have existed only briefly; some 

span multiple continents and have substantial resources, while others are small and depend entirely on 

individual donations and volunteer labor. For both animal advocates and corporate representatives, 

viewpoints and priorities vary widely. In locating and selecting primary sources, then, I have strived to 

represent the breadth and depth of perspectives of a wide range of individual actors and organizational 

entities.  

My published academic research has focused on the history and strategy of large agribusinesses. I 

have drawn to some extent on my existing knowledge (both empirical and theoretical) of business 

structures, policies, and governance in the agrifood industry to inform my interpretation of the 

conditions for the success of the corporate-reform strategy pursued by animal welfare advocates, as 

well as to evaluate some potential limitations to the approach. No historical interpretation is perfectly 

objective; however, it is worth noting that I am not an active campaigner in the animal welfare 

movement, and as a scholar employed in a business school, I reject simplistic characterizations of the 

motivations or behaviors of corporate organizational actors. 

The case study proceeds as follows. Section 3 briefly summarizes how farm animal concerns both 

were and were not the focus of the early humane movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries. The 

next section covers the period from the 1950s to the 1990s, exploring how influential figures and 

organizations including Ruth Harrison, the Humane Society of the United States, Peter Singer, and 

Henry Spira developed unprecedented campaigns to reduce the suffering of farm animals. Section 5 

explores in narrative form how corporate campaigns for such issues as cage-free hens and crate-free 

sows became effective in the 2000s and 2010s, highlighting the work of organizations including The 

Humane League, Animal Charity Evaluators, and Open Philanthropy inspired by ideas from the effective 

altruism movement. Section 6 is more granular and evaluative in approach and explores specific 

elements of corporate campaign strategies as well as structural aspects of agrifood business practice 

and governance to highlight key contextual factors conditioning the strengths and limitations of 

corporate campaigning. Finally, the concluding section briefly highlights some of the major challenges 

faced by farm animal welfare campaigners as they seek to build on the achievements of the past two 

decades. 

 
4 Long-running organizations such as the Humane Society of the United States do have archival records (in this case, 
held at North Carolina State University), but newer organizations such as The Humane League have not, to my 
knowledge, deposited archival records in any professionally curated format. Most “archival” records for the past 
two decades are limited to online websites, with many historical records no longer available except via The 
Wayback Machine. One exception is the very useful material collected at the Wellbeing Institute’s repository at 
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/sc/, which although sporadic does include useful documents such 
as some of Henry Spira’s correspondence with fast-food chains in the 1990s. 

https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/sc/
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3. Sins of Omission? The Humane Movement of the 19th and Early 20th Centuries 

Animal welfare campaigns of the 21st century have surprisingly deep roots in the 19th century, when 

rapid urbanization transformed relationships between humans and non-human animals. Draft horses, 

milk cows, and pigs were among the millions of animals facing increasingly stressful, crowded, and 

unsanitary conditions in growing cities. Growing human populations, along with the introduction of 

mass transportation and mass production technologies, led to industrial-scale demands for animal flesh, 

hides, bones, and tallow. Railcars and steamships transported live animals ever-longer distances, often 

with little regard for proper temperature regulation, ventilation, or access to food or drink during the 

journey.5 

London, the world’s largest industrial city in the early 19th century, became a focal point for rising 

concerns about urbanization. Underfed carthorses flogged in city streets, cattle beaten on the way to 

painful slaughter, and abandoned pets were highly visible manifestations of a moral crisis of urban life. 

Richard Martin, a British MP, successfully pushed for passage of the Cruel Treatment of Cattle Act in 

1822—landmark legislation that enacted unprecedented protections for a wide range of farm and draft 

animals. In 1824, a group of Londoners co-founded the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

(SPCA) to extend the reach of anti-cruelty laws. Later appending a Queen Victoria-approved “Royal” to 

its name, the RSPCA spearheaded a transatlantic movement that gained momentum throughout the 

19th century. Cities and states in Europe and the Americas founded humane societies and vegetarian 

groups to change the way people thought about the treatment of animals.6 

Legislation outlawing cruel treatment of farm animals was a signal achievement of the humane 

movement of the late 19th and early 20th century. In the US, the Twenty-Eight Hour Law of 1873 

insisted that livestock transported across state lines needed five hours of rest, feed, and watering after 

every 28 hours in transit. In the UK, the 1911 Protection of Animals Act clearly specified unacceptable 

forms of cruelty, and included both “sins of omission and commission”—that is, not only was it illegal to 

“beat, kick, ill treat, over-ride, over-drive, torture, infuriate or terrify an animal” but it was also illegal to 

omit to act to prevent unnecessary suffering.7 The 1933 Slaughter of Animals Act required British 

meatpackers to mechanically stun animals prior to killing to reduce pain and suffering.8 

Importantly, although these significant laws applied to farm animals as they made their way to 

slaughter for human consumption, the anti-cruelty laws had almost no impact on how animals were 

treated on farms. There were three reasons for what might be seen as a “sin of omission”—a failure to 

improve the lived experiences of animals on farms. First, the early humane movement was responding 

to urbanization. Most of the concerns raised by 19th-century animal campaigners in industrial cities 

such as London, Berlin, Chicago, and New York were responses to the visible shock of animal 

 
5 J. L. Anderson, Capitalist Pigs: Pigs, Pork, and Power in America (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2019).  
6 Norwood and Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound, 35–36; Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate: The English and Other 
Creatures in the Victorian Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 125–166; Cherry, Culture and 
Activism, 12–15. 
7 Abigail Woods, “From Cruelty to Welfare: The Emergence of Farm Animal Welfare in Britain, 1964–1971,” 
Endeavour 36 (2012): 15. 
8 Unti, Protecting All Animals, 6, 44–45. 
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mistreatment. The idiom “beating a dead horse,” for instance, was popularized at the moment when city 

dwellers increasingly witnessed cruel treatment of work animals in public spaces.9 Although the 1911 

Protection of Animals Act specifically defined animal cruelty, its promulgations applied only to public 

(urban) spaces, not privately owned (rural) farms.10 Second, by the early 20th century, the top priority of 

most humane societies was mistreated pets and stray animals, highly visible issues that were of broadly 

shared moral concern.11  

Third, and most importantly, the first five decades of the 20th century witnessed the 

industrialization of agriculture. Increasingly capital-intensive and technologically sophisticated 

agriculture transformed the nature of livestock rearing, with farmers increasingly turning to confined 

feeding operations to increase efficiency. Live cattle, pigs, and chickens that in previous decades had 

been visible in city markets, streets, and urban stockyards became increasingly segregated to the 

distant and increasingly un-bucolic countryside. Hens in the US, for instance, found themselves laying 

eggs in tightly confined “battery cages” from the 1920s onwards.12 The industrialization of livestock 

rearing was (and still is) largely invisible to most urban food consumers, a fact that would only become 

apparent to some animal advocates in the decades after World War II. 

Despite the early humane societies’ lack of attention to farming practices, reformers fought to limit 

suffering endured by animals in transport and slaughter. Sometimes humane societies sought to 

collaborate with agribusinesses in efforts to improve conditions. The American Humane Association 

(AHA), for instance, was founded in 1877 with the goal of working with livestock dealers and 

meatpackers to improve conditions in farm animal transportation. The AHA’s corporate-focused 

approach emerged in response to perceived failings of government oversight, specifically the 

ambiguous and largely unenforced 1873 Twenty-Eight Hour Law.13 The AHA would come under fire 

from some animal advocates in the mid-20th century for its moderate, non-confrontational approach to 

corporate campaigns.14 The fact that its leaders saw business reforms rather than legislation as a 

potentially powerful means to ameliorate animal suffering, however, set a precedent for strategists who 

would substantially revive the approach in the 1990s. 

 
9 The Oxford English Dictionary cites the first usage of “flogging [the UK variant] a dead horse” as 1872 (OED, s.v. 
“horse (n.),” III.iii, “dead horse”). 
10 Woods, “From Cruelty to Welfare,” 15. 
11 Unti, Protecting All Animals, 41–42; Norwood and Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound, 37. 
12 J. L. Anderson, Industrializing the Corn Belt: Agriculture, Technology, and Environment, 1945–1972 (De Kalb: 
Northern Illinois University Press, 2008); Deborah K. Fitzgerald, Every Farm a Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American 
Agriculture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003); Shane Hamilton, Trucking Country: The Road to America's Wal-
Mart Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008); Kendra Smith-Howard, Pure and Modern Milk: An 
Environmental History Since 1900 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); Steve Striffler, Chicken: The Dangerous 
Transformation of America's Favorite Food (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). 
13 Norwood and Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound, 36. Under pressure from the AHA, the act was ultimately repealed 
and reenacted in 1906, and substantially updated in the mid-1990s. Animal advocates maintain that despite 
improvements the legislation remains largely unenforced; see, “A Review: The Twenty-Eight Hour Law and Its 
Enforcement,” Animal Welfare Institute, accessed February 4, 2025, 
https://awionline.org/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/20TwentyEightHourLawReport.pdf.  
14 Norwood and Lusk, Compassion, by the Pound, 36. 



  7 

Until that revival, government policy and legislation remained the primary focus of most farm 

animal advocacy organizations in the mid-20th century. Perhaps most indicative is the 1954 creation of 

the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS). Founded by a group of dissidents who had grown 

increasingly dissatisfied with the AHA’s moderate and often narrowly targeted campaigns, HSUS based 

itself in Washington, DC, with the explicit goal of influencing nationwide legislation on a wide range of 

animal issues, from farm animal transportation and slaughtering to the use of animals in laboratory 

experiments. Among its signal achievements on behalf of farm animals, gained after a hard-fought 

national campaign, was the passage of the Humane Slaughter Act in 1958. This legislation was 

significant in part because it upended several decades of relative inactivity in US government policies 

regarding farm animal welfare. Like similar acts passed in the 1950s in the UK, Canada, and continental 

Europe, the law insisted that cattle and pigs be made quickly and effectively unconscious (“stunned”) 

prior to slaughter, substantively improving conditions in federally inspected meatpacking facilities.15 

The act was also significant, however, for relying on the centralized buying power of the federal 

government as an enforcement mechanism. Partly due to the canny efforts of Minnesota Senator 

Hubert H. Humphrey, the Humane Slaughter Act of 1958 prohibited all federal government agencies—

including the military, a particularly large buyer—from purchasing meat from facilities that did not 

comply with the humane standards.16 Although perhaps not recognized by animal advocates at the time, 

this marked a precedent that would likewise be revitalized in the 1990’s turn to corporate 

campaigning—namely, realizing the capacity of using the centralized purchasing power of a very large 

organization to rapidly transform business practices throughout an entire supply chain.17 

4. Animal Machines and the Pragmatic Discourse of Welfare 

The invisibility of industrial agriculture prevented both ordinary consumers and committed animal 

advocates from giving much attention to the lives of farm animals. A rapid change in worldview 

occurred in 1964 with the publication of Ruth Harrison’s Animal Machines. In calm, measured tones, 

Harrison used existing scientific reports and photographic evidence to lay out some of the most 

disturbing aspects of intensive livestock rearing for a mass audience of readers in the UK. “I wondered 

how many people knew anything of these new farming methods,” Harrison explained to her readers, as 

she drew them into the disturbing corners of what she called “factory farming.” Decrying intensive 

livestock rearing as a “lowering of standards,” Harrison’s book used reams of evidence—much of it 

drawn from the agricultural press—alongside stark imagery such as hens squashed tightly in battery 

cages and a baby calf confined in a “dark, windowless shed.”18 Serialized in The Guardian and 

 
15 Christopher Deutsch, “'We Dislike to See Suffering': The Fight for Humane Slaughter in the United States in the 
1950s,” History of Retailing and Consumption 5, no. 1 (2019): 8–28, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/2373518X.2019.1589857. 
16 Unti, Protecting All Animals, 44–45. 
17 For more on centralized buying power—known by economists as monopsony or oligopsony power—see 
Hamilton, Trucking Country and Shane Hamilton, Supermarket USA: Food and Power in the Cold War Farms Race (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), both of which focus on agriculture (including livestock) specifically. In regard 
to government—especially military—monopsony power, see Mark R. Wilson, Destructive Creation: American Business 
and the Winning of World War II (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
18 Ruth Harrison, Animal Machines: The New Factory Farming Industry (London: Vincent Stuart, 1964), 36. 
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championed by Silent Spring author Rachel Carson, the book became a bestseller and ignited mass 

protests in the UK demanding the “end of factory farms.”19 Harrison revealed to urban consumers what 

had become invisible over the first six decades of 20th-century agriculture, opening a significant new 

phase in the animal advocacy movement. 

Harrison’s book was important for raising consciousness but also for spurring the rise of a new 

discourse of animal “welfare.” Early humane societies focused on “cruelty,” highlighting extreme 

episodes of pain and misery rather than more subtle, long-term suffering. But as Harrison put it in 

Animal Machines, intensively reared farm animals experienced “discomfort, boredom and actual denial 

of health…. The animal is not allowed to live before it dies.”20 They had become machines of production, 

commodified organisms rather than sentient beings with emotion and desires. Drawing attention to the 

welfare of farm animals broadened the scope of moral concern, raising questions about the emotions 

and behaviors of animals, in addition to their physical pain, hunger, or thirst. One British dairy farmer, 

Peter Roberts, was inspired by this emerging discourse to found Compassion in World Farming in 1967, 

one of the earliest organizations to put farm animals front and center in its agenda. 

The emerging discourse of “welfare” also appealed to the British government’s Ministry of 

Agriculture, Food and Fisheries (MAFF) as more positive sounding than “cruelty.” In June 1964, 

responding to Harrison’s critiques of factory farming, MAFF appointed the Technical Committee to 

Enquire into the Welfare of Animals Kept under Intensive Livestock Husbandry Systems. Named after 

its chair, Professor Francis Brambell, the Brambell Committee produced a 1965 report detailing an 

extensive range of mental and physical suffering by intensively reared animals. The 94-page report 

drew on substantial evidence, including from the field of ethology—the science of animal behavior—to 

call for policy reforms that would include “a fuller definition of suffering” attendant to a wider array of 

issues beyond physical pain.21  

The most significant result of the Brambell Committee’s work was the codification of an enduring 

set of welfare criteria known as the “Five Freedoms.” Responding to the report, MAFF created a Farm 

Animal Welfare Advisory Committee in 1967—composed of animal scientists, farmers, farmworkers, 

and Ruth Harrison—charged with developing welfare standards and oversight mechanisms for 

commercially farm animals.22 By 1979, when the group was renamed the Farm Animal Welfare Council, 

a codified set of “freedoms” was developed, which continue to guide farm animal welfare advocates 

today. Farm animals were to be provided with the following: 

1. Freedom from thirst, hunger or malnutrition  

 
19 Karen Sayers, “Animal Machines: The Public Response to Intensification in Great Britain, C. 1960-C. 1973,” 
Agricultural History 87, no. 4 (2013): 473–501, https://doi.org/10.3098/ah.2013.87.4.473.  
20 Harrison, Animal Machines, 3, cited in Woods, “From Cruelty to Welfare,” 17.  
21 Francis William Rogers Brambell, Report of the Technical Committee to Enquire into the Welfare of Animals Kept 
under Intensive Livestock Husbandry Systems, Cmnd. 2836 (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1965), quote on 
63. 
22 Hansard HC Deb Vol 751 Col 120, July 25, 1967, https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1967-07-
25/debates/312e1e3a-5403-4f72-88f2-f9c39c91d360/FarmAnimalWelfareAdvisoryCommittee.  

https://doi.org/10.3098/ah.2013.87.4.473
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1967-07-25/debates/312e1e3a-5403-4f72-88f2-f9c39c91d360/FarmAnimalWelfareAdvisoryCommittee
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1967-07-25/debates/312e1e3a-5403-4f72-88f2-f9c39c91d360/FarmAnimalWelfareAdvisoryCommittee
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2. Appropriate comfort and shelter 

3. Prevention, or rapid diagnosis and treatment, of injury and disease 

4. Freedom to display most normal patterns of behaviour  

5. Freedom from fear23 

Two words sum up the strategic significance of Animal Machines and the five freedoms: “pragmatic” 

and “policy.” In terms of pragmatism, Harrison’s book framed improvement of animal welfare not as an 

attack on farmers, but as a financial opportunity and an investment in the future of British farming.24 

For instance, when discussing how broilers—chickens raised for meat rather than to lay eggs—engaged 

in feather-pecking and cannibalism due to crowded conditions, Harrison rooted the problem not in 

farmer cruelty but in farmers’ economic precarity.25 She also argued that better welfare would produce 

higher quality food for consumers. Despite being herself a vegetarian, Harrison believed that 

improvements were most likely if she encouraged mainstream consumers to demand better conditions 

for animals, rather than insist they transform their diets.26  

In terms of policy, Harrison’s work highlighted a key continuity between the work of earlier humane 

societies and the new era of animal welfare discourse. The primary strategic objective of most animal 

advocates from the 1960s to the 1990s was to secure policy reforms. Governments and public 

institutions, not corporations, remained the focus of strategic action. In the United States, for instance, 

the Humane Society of the United States ramped up efforts to secure federal legislation addressing 

intensive livestock confinement operations under the leadership of Michael Fox, director of the 

Institute for the Study of Animal Problems.27  

The increasing visibility of farm animal welfare issues gained a transformative boost in the 1970s 

when philosopher Peter Singer began advocating for “animal liberation.”28 Singer’s work, like Harrison’s, 

addressed the moral implications of inflicting suffering upon animals in laboratories and on farms. 

Singer’s Animal Liberation (1975) spurred renewed vigor in the animal activism community. In the so-

called “second wave” of animal advocacy, protesters demanded liberation of animals from testing and 

research facilities; pushed for more humane treatment of animals on farms, in transport, and at 

slaughter; and promoted vegetarianism.29 Singer equated animal advocacy to inspirational movements 

 
23 Farm Animal Welfare Council, Press Statement, December 5, 1979, Archived Websites, UK Government Web 
Archive, London, UK, 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20121007104210/http://www.fawc.org.uk/pdf/fivefreedoms1
979.pdf. Note that the word “most” in Freedom 4 has largely disappeared in contemporary renderings, although no 
clear evidence of when or why this occurred has been found. 
24 Marian Stamp Dawkins, “Why We Still Need to Read Animal Machines,” in Animal Machines (Ruth Harrison) 
(Wallingford, UK: CABI, 2013), 1–4. 
25 Harrison, Animal Machines, 41. 
26 Heleen A. Van de Weerd and Victoria Sandilands, “Bringing the Issue of Animal Welfare to the Public: A 
Biography of Ruth Harrison (1920–2000),” Farm Animal Welfare since the Brambell Report 113, no. 4 (2008): 404–
410, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2008.01.014. 
27 Unti, Protecting All Animals, 53. 
28 Singer’s arguments first became known to a wide audience in an April 1973 essay in The New York Review of Books, 
which served as a foundation for one of the chapters of his influential 1975 book Animal Liberation. 
29 Cherry, Culture and Activism, 12–19. 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20121007104210/http:/www.fawc.org.uk/pdf/fivefreedoms1979.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20121007104210/http:/www.fawc.org.uk/pdf/fivefreedoms1979.pdf
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for social justice, including Black rights, women’s liberation, and gay liberation. In so doing, Singer 

translated the moral problems of animal welfare into political problems, inspiring some individuals such 

as Henry Spira to transition from their prior focus on human social justice to lifelong efforts to minimize 

the suffering of non-human animals.30 

Singer’s work, like Harrison’s, emphasized the achievement of practical, measurable results. Singer’s 

utilitarian ethics—promoting the greatest happiness for the greatest number of beings—resonated 

strongly for the increasing number of animal advocates who subscribed to the welfare discourse of the 

1960s and 1970s. Yet even as “welfare” increasingly replaced “humane” as the core language of the 

movement, a strong subculture of abolitionists continued to advocate for a more radical stance. Rather 

than seeking what they saw as merely ameliorative improvements in animals’ lives, abolitionists insisted 

on formal rights for animals, including an immediate end to factory farming and widespread adoption of 

vegan diets. Tom Regan’s 1975 article “The Moral Basis of Vegetarianism” was one influential text in 

this field, as were the arguments of legal philosopher Gary Francione and feminist vegetarian Carol 

Adams. In some countries, including France, the abolitionists far outnumbered the welfare community. 

However, in the United States and Great Britain, the more pragmatic, utilitarian approach of welfarism 

gained ground through the 1980s.31 Even in the United States, however, the perception of an ethical 

divide between welfarism and abolitionism created organizational tensions for decades. Some groups, 

such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA, founded in 1980) pursued more radical 

demands for animal rights, while others, including the Humane Society of the United States, urged 

pragmatic, policy-driven change.32 

Even as tensions limited the efficacy of animal advocacy, the scale and scope of factory farming 

continued to expand. Prior to the late 1940s, chicken meat was not widely consumed by Americans. But 

after the “Chicken of Tomorrow” contest first held in 1946, sponsored by A&P (the world’s largest 

supermarket at the time), American poultry producers transformed birds to create a new mass market. 

With genetically turbocharged meat-producing capabilities, the new breeds of “broilers” were fed 

scientifically to maximize production and subjected to increasingly confined spaces to reduce costs. By 

the late 1980s, chicken meat cost one-third less per pound than in 1955. In the 1990s, per capita 

chicken consumption outpaced pork in the US, and by 2010 dethroned beef as Americans’ most-

consumed meat (see figure 1). The intensive rearing of broilers for cheap meat globalized, as countries 

ranging from the UK to Brazil to China emulated American production techniques.33 Looking back half a 

century after the Chicken of Tomorrow contest, some scientists proposed using the evidence of a global 

layer of discarded chicken bones as the marker of a new epoch in geological history, the Anthropocene—

 
30 Peter Singer, Ethics into Action: Henry Spira and the Animal Rights Movement (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 
1998), esp. 45–52. 
31 Cherry, Culture and Activism, ch. 2 and passim. 
32 Unti, Protecting All Animals, 27. 
33 Striffler, Chicken; Hamilton, Supermarket USA, 39–40, 15–156, 189–192; Andrew C. Godley, “The Emergence of 
Agribusiness in Europe and the Development of the Western European Broiler Chicken Industry, 1945 to 1973,” 
Agricultural History Review 62, no. 2 (2014): 315–36. 
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suggesting that in geological timescales, factory farming signaled a tipping point at which human 

impacts on the Earth outpaced natural processes.34  

FIGURE 1 

Meat Consumption trends in the US Illustrate the Rapid Increase in Chicken 
Consumption after 1946 

Despite rising attention to the welfare of farm animals, however, the most visible campaigns of 

animal advocates in the 1980s targeted vivisection, cosmetics testing, and fur coats. Organizations such 

as PETA gained fame (and notoriety) in the 1980s for their highly publicized attacks on corporations but 

achieved very little in regard to improving farm animal welfare. Henry Spira, who was inspired by animal 

 
34 Damian Carrington, “H-Bombs or Chicken Bones: The Race to Define the Start of the Anthropocene,” Guardian, 
January 6, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/06/h-bombs-chicken-bones-scientists-
race-to-define-start-of-the-anthropocene. 
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advocacy after reading Singer’s work, initially pursued a similar approach in the 1970s and 80s. Spira 

sought out research institutions and companies that, due to their public visibility, seemed vulnerable 

targets. This included the Museum of Natural History in New York, the National Institutes of Health, 

and cosmetics firm Revlon—all organizations that prided themselves on stellar reputations but also 

conducted painful testing on animals.  

Yet as Spira targeted these organizations with media campaigns to expose the suffering they 

enabled, he increasingly tied his reading of Singer’s utilitarian ethics to his previous experience as a 

Trotskyite labor organizer and social justice campaigner. Rather than try to challenge a single 

organization at a time, Spira increasingly conceived a ratcheting or “stepping stone” strategy. Why 

target Revlon alone, when the entire cosmetics industry, or all university medical research, might be 

pushed to rethink the necessity for animal testing? Spira began reaching out to corporate leaders, 

including executives at Procter & Gamble in the early 1980s, offering to work with them to devise 

achievable plans for improvement. The offer of collaboration was backed up by the threat of exposure, 

forcing corporate executives to take Spira’s offer seriously. Once a corporate commitment was in hand, 

Spira would then champion the progress made, effectively burnishing rather than tarnishing the 

company’s reputation and thus encouraging other companies to make similar commitments.35 

Spira’s tactics clearly echoed those of powerful trade unions including the Teamsters in the mid-

20th century. Particularly under the leadership of Jimmy Hoffa in the 1950s and 1960s, the Teamsters 

made impressive gains for workers by linking the union’s success to that of the businesses they 

organized. Firms that signed union contracts with the Teamsters gained powerful allies who supported 

the industry’s broader efforts to restrain competition. Although sometimes criticized for brokering 

“sweetheart deals” in a package of “business unionism,” the Teamsters also backed up their pro-business 

pragmatism with serious threats, including using their structural power to bring entire distribution 

systems to a halt via secondary strikes. When all else failed, the Teamsters resorted to violence and 

intimidation.36 Combining “carrot” and “stick” to bring business interests to the bargaining table was, as 

Henry Spira well knew from his time in the merchant marine, an effective approach for forcing 

corporate interests to rebalance their priorities.  

Spira’s approach proved successful in the cosmetics industry, so much so that by the mid-1980s he 

set his sights on agribusiness. Perdue Farms was one of the corporations that benefited most from the 

industrialization of the chicken in the latter half of the 20th century. The company’s founder, Frank 

Perdue, relied on many of the same structural features of factory farming as did major competitors 

Tyson Foods and Ralston-Purina. Perdue, however, pursued a differentiation strategy in his marketing, 

famously insisting in television commercials that Perdue chickens were “happy” chickens, and therefore 

consumers could expect them to taste better.37 Although Spira reached out to Perdue and then in 1987 

took out a full-page ad in the New York Times challenging the truthfulness of Perdue’s claims about 

animal welfare, the company rebuffed his efforts. Spira’s ability to inflict reputational damage on a firm 

 
35 Singer, Ethics into Action, 52–140. 
36 Hamilton, Trucking Country; Thaddeus Russell, Out of the Jungle: Jimmy Hoffa and the Remaking of the American 
Working Class (New York: Knopf, 2001). 
37 Striffler, Chicken, 26.  
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like Perdue was limited at the time by the media channels available to him; not only was a full-page ad in 

the Times very expensive (tens of thousands of dollars minimum),38 but its impact on middle-American 

consumer habits was uncertain and unmeasurable. In later years, campaigners with access to social 

media would discover more cost-effective means of gaining the attention of consumers and corporate 

leaders. 

Another corporate target of Spira’s was the fast-food giant McDonald’s. McDonald’s was not only 

one of the single largest buyers of meat in the world, but it was also one of the most recognizable brand 

names. Seeking to leverage the threat of reputational risk in exchange for the company exercising its 

centralized buying power to effect industry-wide change in cattle confinement and slaughtering 

practices, Spira requested in 1989 that McDonald’s “investigate the effect of factory farming” in its 

supply chains and “use these findings to encourage their suppliers to develop and implement less 

stressful and less painful methods of raising these animals.” McDonald’s responded by hosting a one-day 

workshop in 1990, with limited practical results. Spira then ramped up his campaign, insisting to 

McDonald’s CEO Mike Quinlan that additional steps be taken given “McDonald’s vast resources, and 

the fact that McDonald’s…serves up more than one billion eggs and more than half a billion pounds of 

beef a year.”39 Spira understood that if McDonald’s made a commitment to improved welfare, animal 

advocates could pressure other food retailers to agree to similar standards. 

Repeatedly rebuffed by corporate executives, Spira devised a new tactic. With a partner, he bought 

enough stock in the company and held it for over a year, giving him the right to file a shareholder’s 

resolution in 1994. That resolution made specific, actionable demands that for most people would seem 

quite reasonable—calling for the “least restrictive alternative” for animal housing, feeding, and 

transportation; provision of veterinary care to all livestock; and humane slaughter practices. The 

resolution further set a relatively low bar for McDonald’s commitments, simply asking the fast-food 

company to “encourage the company’s suppliers to take all reasonable steps” to improve animal welfare. 

Finally, the resolution emphasized the upside opportunities for a globally visible brand that committed 

to improvements, stating that endorsement of the shareholder resolution would “favorably impress 

consumers by showing that the company is taking positive action on an issue of growing public 

concern.”40 

McDonald’s executives responded with all the legal resources at their command, informing the 

Securities and Exchange Commission that the company would not present the proxy resolution at its 

1994 shareholder meeting. But McDonald’s General Counsel Shelby Yastrow, with whom Spira had 

been meeting and exchanging letters for years, also reached out to ask what might convince Spira to 

 
38 Exact figures for a full-page ad in 1987 are unknown; however, in that year Donald J. Trump placed full-page ads 
in four newspapers including the NYT at a total cost of $94,801: Michael Oreskes, “Trump Gives a Vague Hint of 
Candidacy,” New York Times, September 2, 1987, B3. 
39 Henry Spira, Letter to Mike Quinlan, July 23, 1992, WBI Studies Repository, accessed March 21, 2025, 
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/faracam/317-23-1992. 
40 Peter Lovenheim and Joseph H. Gordon, To the Secretary of McDonald's Corporation, December 13, 1993, WBI 
Studies Repository, accessed February 26, 2025, 
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/faracam/index.html#year_1993. 
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withdraw the resolution voluntarily.41 In February 1994, negotiations led to McDonald’s issuing a letter 

to all its suppliers insisting they take “all reasonable steps” to improve animal welfare, including annual 

reporting to McDonald’s headquarters.42 In turn, Spira withdrew the shareholder resolution, not 

because he saw the supplier letter as a tremendous victory, but because he sensed the resolution would 

not be supported by the firm’s largest shareholders.43 

Over time, McDonald’s and other fast-food chains, including Burger King, would turn to Spira’s ally, 

Temple Grandin, for advice on improving conditions for livestock in their supply chains. Grandin, an 

ethologist, had gained a reputation for working closely with managers and executives in the meat 

industry to find practical means of improving animal welfare without undermining the companies’ 

business models. For Spira, the initial challenge to McDonald’s represented an ambiguous but important 

vindication of his “stepping stones” approach, for although the letter to suppliers did not produce 

immediate widespread change, it pointed a clear path forward.44 Large, well-known retailers held the 

power to transform conditions in agricultural supply chains—if their executives could be brought to the 

bargaining table by a compelling offer of gaining reputational credibility, rather than suffering media 

exposure and long-term reputational damage. By the early decades of the 21st century, animal welfare 

advocates would learn to sharpen this approach, devising tactics to more cost effectively raise the risk 

register for corporate brands and to gain access to the most powerful levers of corporate decision-

making—including shareholder proxy resolutions. 

5. Pragmatic Strategies and the Rise of Corporate Campaigns 

When Henry Spira first sought to work with corporate interests in the 1980s and 1990s, his approach 

was not widely emulated. At the turn of the 21st century, however, a rising tide of new animal 

organizations and a string of successes—particularly in relation to “cage-free” eggs—convinced many 

activists to follow Spira’s lead and develop targeted corporate strategies rooted in clearly articulated 

theories of change. Getting measurable results for animal welfare in corporate supply chains became 

increasingly prized within the movement. 

5.a. The First Cage-Free Campaigns 

An important exemplar was set by the cage-free campaigns initiated by HSUS in the 1990s. Although 

HSUS had aggressively pursued policy reforms for farm animals since its founding in 1954, the 

organization achieved limited successes through the 1980s. Media campaigns drew attention to the 

disquieting conditions faced by farm animals, but HSUS efforts to attain significant legislative changes 

were stymied by well-organized resistance from agribusiness leaders and farm-state legislators. In 

1993, HSUS took a new tack, seeking to use a targeted public relations campaign to convince retailers to 
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promote eggs laid by uncaged hens as a more humane option. Educating and mobilizing consumer 

purchasing power was the core tactic deployed. Concerned citizens could request an “action packet” 

from HSUS with instructions on how to start an “egg effort” in their city, focused on convincing grocers 

to stock eggs from “uncaged hens.”45 (The phrase “cage-free eggs” did not come into widespread use in 

American English until a decade later.46) 

Framing better animal welfare as both good business and compassionate consumption, “uncaged 

eggs” offered an achievable win for animals at minimal cost. For food businesses, the costs of 

implementing cage-free systems for laying hens were relatively small because nothing prevented egg 

suppliers from continuing to raise animals in large-scale indoor facilities. For HSUS, the cost of the 

campaign was also low. Most of the “egg effort” work was done by volunteer consumer activists, at a 

much lower cost to HSUS than its expensive legislative work (which entailed paying the high salaries 

demanded by skilled policy advocates). Within months of the campaign’s launch in April 1993, consumer 

pressure led to commitments from a handful of supermarket chains in specific cities and regions: Kroger 

in Columbus and Toledo, Ohio as well as “select areas” in West Virginia, as well as all Albertson’s, Cub, 

and King Soopers stores in Denver, Colorado.47 By 1995, the HSUS campaign had successfully brought 

cage-free eggs to supermarket shelves in eight American cities, including some Publix stores in Florida, 

all major supermarkets in Sacramento, California, and a large chain in Kansas City, Missouri.48 

The HSUS egg campaigns of the 1990s revealed that targeting supermarkets with actionable, low-

risk suggestions that supported a company’s bottom line could substantially improve animal welfare at 

low cost. The tightly confined geographical impact of the strategy, however, also highlighted the limited 

leverage that consumers could exercise without direct access to corporate headquarters. Pamphleting 

outside select stores in Ohio might convince a regional purchasing director to begin stocking uncaged 

eggs in some stores, but it did not drive transformative change across nationwide supply chains. There 

was, furthermore, little mass media attention to the HSUS egg campaigns. Searches of major historical 

newspapers of the period reveal that major media outlets ignored the campaign entirely.49 

5.b. Proposition 2 

The limited success of 1990s cage-free campaigns in the US was in stark contrast to policy 

achievements in several European countries. Legislation was passed to ban battery cages in countries 

including Sweden (1988) and Switzerland (1992). In 1999, the European Union (EU) passed a directive 
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setting minimum standards for laying hens, effectively banning battery cages in the EU by 2012. With 

the momentum behind “cage-free” building, HSUS targeted California voters with ballot Proposition 2 in 

2008.  

The scale of the Prop 2 campaign was unprecedented, although it did build on previous successes. 

Since 1990, animal campaigners had attained 28 state laws via ballot initiatives, addressing issues 

ranging from bans on cockfighting and bearbaiting to regulation of steel-jawed traps. Another 

important precedent for Prop 2 was the Hallmark “downer” scandal of 2007-2008, when HSUS 

investigators discovered cruel practices in a slaughterhouse in Chino, California. Hallmark Meat 

Packing was the second-largest supplier of beef to the national school lunch program. HSUS 

videographers captured footage of workers slaughtering animals who were too sick to stand on their 

own—so-called “downer” cattle—and using shockingly cruel practices to force them toward slaughter. 

Video evidence and coverage in media outlets including the Los Angeles Times triggered a mass response, 

including the announcement by 150 school districts around the country that they would not buy meat 

from the company distributing Hallmark meat products.50 

The response to Hallmark set the stage for Prop 2 by highlighting how mass consumer revulsion at 

animal cruelty could be harnessed to call for legislative change. Evidence from a 2003 Zogby poll, for 

instance, found that four-fifths of Americans supported laws to prevent cruel treatment of farm 

animals. Thus when campaigners put Proposition 2 to California voters in 2008, calling for a ban on 

battery cages for hens and crates for sows and calves, the focus was on framing the cause as both 

reasonable and meaningful. State ballot initiatives tend to work when the cause is clear and resonates 

with average citizens.51 

The campaign for Prop 2 sought to capitalize on these contextual factors through three key 

elements. First was funding; HSUS and Farm Sanctuary, two key animal welfare organizations leading 

the initiative, devoted substantial resources to legal staff and organizing volunteer campaigns to gather 

signatures. At least 25,000 individuals made donations to the YES! on Prop 2 campaign; by October 

2008, HSUS estimated that its war chest was about $7 million, roughly equivalent to the sums available 

to the “no” ranks drawn from California agribusiness supporters.52 Second were alliances; seeking to 

spread the message beyond committed animal welfare advocates, HSUS teamed up with groups 

including the United Farm Workers, National Black Farmers Association, California Council of 

Churches, and the Consumer Federation of America. Finally, the campaign used savvy public relations 

techniques. One element was undercover video investigations, shared on social media, which made 

visually clear to California citizens why confinement systems were on the ballot. Mercy for Animals, for 

instance, shot distressing footage of chickens being handled violently and left half-dead on carcass piles 

at one of California’s largest egg farms in autumn 2008, which not only appeared on social media but 
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also received coverage from the Los Angeles Times.53 Political advertising on television, meanwhile, 

proved effective not only in convincing many voters to support Prop 2, but also to nudge consumer 

choices toward more humane choices such as cage-free eggs.54 

HSUS won the fight for Prop 2, convincing a majority of voters to vote “yes”—and by a larger margin 

than any other issue on the ballot that year. After Prop 2, California’s statutes included a range of 

measures requiring more spacious cages for laying hens, banning gestation crates for sows, and 

outlawing confinement crates for veal calves. Passage of animal welfare legislation in one of America’s 

most important agricultural states was a transformative event, inspiring animal advocates to push 

harder for achievable but large-scale reforms in factory farming practice.55 

5.c. A New Breed of Animal Organizations 

Perhaps most importantly, the success of cage-free campaigns produced an increased willingness to 

move beyond the longstanding welfarist vs. abolitionist divide in the animal movement. In the 1990s, a 

wave of farm animal advocacy organizations emerged to pursue aggressive tactics such as undercover 

exposés of factory farms and slaughterhouses and removing farm animals to sanctuaries. These 

included Vegan Outreach (1993, originally named Animal Liberation Action), Animal Outlook (1995, 

originally named Compassion over Killing), and Mercy for Animals (1999). By recording undercover 

documentaries and distributing disturbing leaflets, abolitionist activists hoped to convince the meat-

eating public to convert to veganism and bring industrial agriculture to a screeching halt.56 Leah Garcés 

remembers her activism during this period as an “angry phase” when “angry activism was at my core,” 

characterized by persistent frustration that meat-eaters simply ignored “the facts” of animal suffering.57 

Aaron Ross similarly remembers that his first forays into animal activism in the early 2000s were driven 

by strong emotions, leading him to “break things” and “get arrested all the time.”58  

Both Garcés and Ross, like many other American animal activists in the early 2000s, increasingly 

turned to pragmatic approaches as they came to realize that abolitionist tactics were not producing 

measurable results. “Smashing a window was not going to stop factory farming,” Ross decided before he 

launched his own cage-free campaign in Baltimore in 2003. Two years later, Ross helped found The 

Humane League to pursue corporate animal welfare campaigns on a national scale.59 Leah Garcés 

similarly turned toward corporate campaigns, helping launch the US branch of Compassion in World 
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Farming in 2009. By the time she joined Mercy for Animals in 2018, becoming that organization’s first 

female president, Garcés and the organization she led were as interested in working with corporations 

to improve animal welfare as they were in pursuing undercover investigations. Sharon Núñez, who 

founded Animal Equality in Spain in 2006, similarly remembers “becoming more mature” after realizing 

that leafletting was not convincing the Spanish population to immediately go vegan.60  

Beyond an increasing willingness to engage with food corporations, all three campaigners realized 

the strategic value of moving away from infighting within the animal advocacy movement. Rather than 

criticize vegetarians for not being vegan, or dwell on the ethical distinctions between abolitionism and 

welfarism, Garcés, Núñez, and Ross all came to embrace and encourage an approach that focused on 

achievable wins for animals. Garcés, for instance, has noted that academic research consistently finds 

infighting or “horizontal hostility” to be the most likely cause of failure in progressive movements.61  

5.d. A More Pragmatic Approach 

New streams of funding strongly encouraged this pragmatic turn. As of the late 1990s, funding sources 

for animal advocacy were severely limited. Animal welfare organizations depended on small donors and 

occasional large one-off donations, such as when television gameshow host Bob Barker donated 

millions of dollars to endow animal law programs at top US universities.62 In the early 2000s, the rise of 

effective altruism fundamentally altered the funding landscape for animal welfare, providing a steadier 

source of funding. Following the work of Peter Singer, effective altruists subscribed to a 

consequentialist moral theory that prioritized rationally calculating how to achieve the greatest good 

for the greatest number.63 Promoters of effective altruism included individuals who, having generated 

tremendous wealth in finance, technology, and science-based industries, sought to leverage that wealth 

to achieve systemic change in fields ranging from safe artificial intelligence to global human health 

campaigns. In the animal welfare space, effective altruists spotted a neglected cause. As of 2010, only 2 

percent of charitable giving in the US went to animal or environmental issues. Out of that already small 

amount, only one grant of $5,000 was made to a farm animal cause in 2010, with the rest targeting 
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wildlife and pets.64 Farm animal welfare, according to the logic of effective altruism, was an area in 

which maximum reduction of sentient suffering could potentially be achieved at relatively low cost.65 

Animal Charity Evaluators (ACE) became one of the most influential organizations in this regard, 

and its creation can be understood as a form of radical innovation for the transformative change it has 

brought to the space. Founded in 2012 as an offshoot of the Centre for Effective Altruism, ACE sought 

to leverage digital tools and data-driven evaluation methods to funnel charitable giving for animal 

causes toward organizations that could demonstrate cost-effective impact.66 Often compared to 

GiveWell (a charity evaluation organization aligned with the effective altruist movement, founded in 

2007), ACE built a digital platform to simplify charitable decisions for would-be donors. Rather than 

wade through confusing and often contradictory claims to effectiveness made by animal advocacy 

organizations, donors could simply choose either an individual recommended charity or an entire slate 

of organizations deemed to be top performers by ACE’s analysts. Analyses included both qualitative and 

quantitative factors, including such aspects as the number of animals affected by the organization’s 

efforts, the extent of animal suffering mitigated, and managerial processes and procedures for ensuring 

effective action.67  

Open Philanthropy similarly sought to bring effectiveness-driven funding allocation to bear on farm 

animal welfare. The organization began as an incubator collaboration between GiveWell and Good 

Ventures in 2011 and became an independent entity in 2017. With substantial funding provided by 

Facebook co-founder Dustin Moskovitz and his wife Cari Tuna, Open Philanthropy has overseen the 

distribution of over $4 billion in public grants to agencies pursuing “high-risk” but nonetheless 

“tractable” agendas, particularly those overlooked by other philanthropic groups. Open Philanthropy 

made its first grants to farm animal welfare groups beginning in 2016. As of 2024, its donations to farm 

animal welfare causes were estimated to be in the tens of millions of dollars, making it the largest single 

donor in the space.68 

The injection of philanthropic funding enabled farm animal welfare activists to build unprecedented 

capacity, transforming from scrappy upstarts dependent upon volunteer labor into professional 

organizations with permanent staffs. Yet effective altruism principles also insisted that animal 
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advocates focus on the most cost-effective strategies. Aaron Ross remembers that in his early days of 

advocacy, he held down a full-time job while trying to get The Humane League started in his “spare 

time.”69 But Ross and his colleagues were “getting into effective altruism” and saw an opportunity for 

“shifting the focus” on animal advocacy, moving toward constructive rather than destructive challenges 

to corporate power. Activists increasingly turned to evidence-based analyses, seeking to determine 

which tactics and strategies led to the largest, measurable impacts on the welfare of the greatest 

number of farm animals. As one effective altruist has put it, “If you want to do as much good as you can 

for animals then you have to be able to change your mind whenever some new evidence comes along.”70 

5.e. Corporate Campaigns and Stepping Stones 

In the first decade of the 21st century, evidence increasingly pointed to the cost-effective promise of 

targeting corporate supply chains.71 For instance, PETA launched a “McCruelty” campaign in October 

1999, after two years of failed attempts to negotiate directly with McDonald’s executives. Drawing 

widespread attention to such visibly shocking practices as debeaking and forced molting, PETA’s 

“McCruelty” website skillfully inverted the firm’s core marketing message, depicting a bloodied, knife-

wielding red-haired clown slashing open a bag containing an “unhappy meal.”72 Facing such pressure 

and perhaps seeking to take credit for being proactive, in 2000 both McDonald’s and Burger King began 

requiring their egg suppliers to provide 50 percent more cage space for laying hens.73  

Although animal advocates would have preferred cage-free hens, targeting fast-food chains had 

produced a measurable, immediate success. This was in stark contrast to the challenges of gaining state 

or federal legislation limiting the use of battery cages for hens and gestation crates for sows. The HSUS, 

for instance, waged successful state ballot initiatives to ban gestation crates in Florida (2002) and 

Arizona (2006), but because those states had minimal pork production the legislation affected very few 

animals.74 The success of California’s Proposition 2 in 2008, by contrast, had a significant impact on 

animal welfare. The resulting Prevention of Farm Animal Cruelty Act required larger cages for hens and 

banned confinement crates for both sows and calves in one of the nation’s most important agricultural 

states. But Proposition 2 also generated backlash from agribusiness interests in livestock-intensive 

states such as Colorado and Michigan, where farm legislators moved to preempt further animal welfare 

ballot initiatives.75 Proposition 2 demonstrated that the painstaking, expensive process of state-level 

policy initiatives could have dramatic impacts on farm animal welfare, but the backlash in other farm 
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states suggested that more rapid, lower-cost change might be attained by targeting food corporations 

whose supply chains spanned state boundaries.76 

Corporate campaigns waged by The Humane League, HSUS, and other advocacy organizations in 

the 2000s and 2010s were particularly successful at delivering measurable improvements for millions 

of animals at relatively low cost. Cage-free campaigners carefully targeted firms responsible for large-

scale purchases of eggs—such as Costco, Dunkin’ Donuts, and Starbucks—and developed tactics to 

persuade managers at those firms to commit to cage-free production in their supply chains. As 

explained in more detail in section 6.a, these tactics were conditioned by structural factors in the 

agrifood industry. In addition to recognizing these structural factors, however, campaigners also 

became more sophisticated at convincing firm leaders that the company’s brand would be tainted by 

becoming synonymous with animal cruelty, unless an agreement for better animal welfare could be 

reached. Threatening to leverage social media, mass petitions, carefully planned protests, and other 

pressure techniques to bear on the cause, animal advocates successfully attained commitments from 

dozens of major corporations to improve conditions. (These techniques are also analyzed in more detail 

in section 6.a.)77  

The approach worked. Not only did corporate campaigns convince individual firms such as Costco 

or Perdue Farms to make significant commitments, the visible success of their actions spurred other 

firms to sign on lest they also become targets. Evaluating the success of The Humane League’s approach 

in 2016, for instance, Open Philanthropy noted the organization had been involved in “at least 67 cage-

free victories,” meriting the award of a $1 million grant to expand work that had, by that point, 

prevented about 60 million hens per year from being confined in battery cages.78  

Behind the approach of corporate campaigning lay an assumption that such work laid “stepping 

stones” to more sweeping achievements.79 Organizations such as HSUS in particular continued to prize 

legislative bans on inhumane practices, seeing individual corporate campaigns as incremental steps 

toward more fundamental shifts in industry-wide practice. In 2018 HSUS achieved a historic victory in 

California with the passage of Proposition 12. By banning the sale in California of eggs produced in 

cages and pork produced with gestation crates, California’s new law forced suppliers across the entire 

country to comply with the state’s standards. Although challenged in the US Supreme Court by the 
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National Pork Producers Council and the American Farm Bureau Federation, the court upheld 

Proposition 12 as valid and binding.80 

Animal welfare advocates attributed the success of Prop 12 in part to the corporate campaigns that 

preceded it, with stronger legislation as the consequence, rather than the cause, of corporate 

commitments to improve animal welfare. Additional research into how policymakers responded to the 

corporate campaigns could verify whether this causal attribution is correct, although interviews suggest 

it is a common understanding among animal supporters. As animal advocate and strategic consultant 

James Odene has noted, “Once you have a certain percentage of…companies that have committed” to 

an animal welfare improvement, “that makes it more likely that we’ll have a national scale legislation or 

policy.”81 Or as a director of global corporate engagement at an animal nonprofit has explained, getting 

company commitments is a first step to “start creating legislative change, [because] you won't get 

pushback from those companies, because they're kind of bought in, and they have a vested interest in 

actually seeing something legislated.”82 

This is an articulation of the stepping stone approach, in which activists first target “low hanging 

fruit,” proposing that corporations implement relatively low-cost improvements before committing to 

more later. This was in keeping with the pragmatic strategies developed by Ruth Harrison and Henry 

Spira, in which business leaders were presented not with outsize demands but instead with acceptable 

asks.83 For some animal advocates, this pragmatic willingness to seek out compromises with 

agribusinesses was not an easy ask for themselves. Sharon Núñez remembers “the biggest shift in [her] 

thinking” occurring after she planned to do an undercover investigation of a poultry shed but was then 

invited to sit down in the living room of the chicken farmer, who convinced her that not everyone in the 

livestock industry was necessarily an “enemy.”84 Likewise, a personally committed vegetarian explained 

in an interview that she would find it impossible to achieve significant improvements in animal welfare, 

especially in a farm state, if she approached food companies and farmers with demands that would 

upend their economic livelihoods. “I intentionally made [vegetarianism] not part of our agenda,” 

explained the crate-free campaigner, “because I knew right from the start that that would prevent me 

from forming genuine relationships with pork producers.” Having spent a career in marketing and public 

relations, this campaigner knew how to speak with (and not just to) corporate managers.85 Getting a foot 

in the door with some of the largest retail chains and agrifood companies required a willingness to 

empathize with opposing moral positions. 

Large-scale measurable impacts resulted from the turn to corporate campaigning. When HSUS first 

pushed for cage-free eggs in the 1990s, gaining acceptance in eight cities was considered a triumph. By 

2016, one longitudinal study noted that over 200 companies had committed to implement cage-free 
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practices in dozens of countries around the world and estimated that this removed 225 million hens 

from battery cage confinement. The study further calculated that this dramatic improvement came at 

remarkably low cost, estimating that 10 years of layer hen life were improved for each dollar spent on 

corporate campaigns.86 Today, Open Philanthropy notes that over 3,000 companies have signed cage-

free commitments, sometimes attained via negotiations rather than confrontational campaigns.87 

Evidence further highlights the promise of the “stepping stones” approach, indicating that in countries 

with a substantial number of corporate commitments to welfare improvement, there is a strong 

correlation with passage of legislation to raise standards across the industry. Whether corporate 

commitments drive policy change or vice versa remains unclear, although in countries where both occur 

in tandem the positive impacts on animal welfare are quantifiably higher.88 More broadly, the success of 

cage-free campaigns has led animal advocates to launch similar campaigns in other agrifood supply 

chains. This includes broiler (meat-type) chickens (exemplified by the launch of the Better Chicken 

Commitment in 2017, discussed in more detail below) as well as farmed fish and shrimp. Particularly by 

the standards of effective altruism, the corporate campaign strategy has proven highly effective. 

6. Contextual Factors: Strategies and Structures  

Evaluating the contextual factors that have shaped both the successes and limitations of the corporate 

campaigning approach is not an easy task. Within the animal advocacy movement, even committed 

supporters of the approach sometimes bemoan the lack of unambiguous empirical evidence to attribute 

causal power to one or another contextual factor. An animal welfare advocate notes that the “main 

barrier” to further success is a “lack of empirical, high-quality research that will tell us how effective 

different interventions are, even with the corporate commitment campaign work.”89 Nonetheless, the 

relatively rich (if fragmentary) source base that I have examined suggests two broad areas of context 

shaping the corporate engagement strategy of farm animal welfare advocates. First is the strategic 

choices made by animal advocacy organizations and their funders, in which theories of change, 

innovations in tactics, approaches to governance, and professionalization of staff have proven 

particularly important. Second are the economic structures of the contemporary agrifood system—

characterized by highly concentrated buying power, high exposure to reputational risks for corporate 

brands, and emerging modes of corporate governance that promote corporate responsibility and 

accountability.  
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6.a. Strategies 

Successful movement strategies require both clearly articulated long-term goals and detailed roadmaps 

for how to achieve those goals. The term “theory of change” was not used by the major social 

movements of the 20th century—civil rights, labor unionism, women’s rights, and LGBTQ+ rights—but 

since the turn of the 21st century the phrase has gained widespread currency within progressive 

movement circles. First popularized in the 1990s by sociologist Carol Weiss, the concept of theory of 

change insists that to achieve a long-term goal, members and leaders of an organization must explicitly 

lay out a detailed sequence of expected outcomes resulting from specific actions or interventions, and 

iteratively evaluate the effectiveness of those interventions along the way.90 Perhaps especially for 

effective altruists, the appeal of the concept of theory of change is that it requires organizations to 

explicitly state not only how they intend to achieve positive impact, but also to develop mechanisms for 

measuring the success of specific strategic choices.91 For farm animal welfare organizations, developing 

explicit theories of change became increasingly important from the early 2000s onward, particularly 

after the influx of funding orchestrated by organizations including ACE and Open Philanthropy.92 As 

one animal welfare advocate explained to me, the increased emphasis on theory of change evaluation 

enabled “movement design from a bird’s eye view,” promoting a “kind of movement ecology” in which a 

relatively small number of actors could produce systemic change.93 

An important consequence of articulating theories of change was that animal welfare organizations 

such as The Humane League and Mercy for Animals homed in on specific targets, most notably “cage-

free,” in no small part because the impacts of specific interventions could be quantitatively evaluated. 

Another consequence was that it helped members of these organizations to understand the purpose of 

their day-to-day actions and thus stay focused on achievable wins rather than stray into potentially 

ineffective tactics. As Leah Garcés puts it, “You have to prioritize…where we’ve had success is where 

we’re able to say ‘cage free, that’s it, one ask’—everybody can imagine it in their head.”94 A third 

important consequence of adopting the theory of change concept is that animal welfare advocates have 

learned to systematically and critically evaluate their strategic choices, including via conference calls, 

social media, and web forums in which activists compare notes on which approaches do and do not 

work.95 
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Developing a theory of change involves working backward from expected outcomes to develop 

specific tactics for achieving those goals. In this regard, the farm animal welfare movement has 

demonstrated dynamic capabilities for tactical innovation. Scholars of progressive movements have 

noted that tactical innovation is driven in part by the relative powerlessness of activists seeking to 

transform entrenched institutions or behaviors.96 Clearly this applies to the farm animal welfare 

movement, as the rise of corporate campaigns from the 1990s onward emerged in no small part due to 

frustration at limited achievements attained by other means.  

Consumer boycotts, for instance, were a tried and tested tactic that had been widely and effectively 

used in the organized labor, civil rights, and consumer movements of the mid-20th century.97 Although 

animal welfare advocates had some success with boycotts, such as late 1980s campaigns against tuna 

that led to “dolphin-safe” practices in commercial fishing, many boycotts achieved very little, such as 

HSUS’s “Breakfast of Cruelty” campaign in 1987.98 Other common tactics used by animal activists for 

decades included leafletting, undercover investigations, and theatrical public protests—but as with 

boycotting, the results of such actions were inconsistent or difficult to measure. 

The tactical innovation of targeting corporations with reputational damage, spearheaded by Henry 

Spira in the 1990s, thus emerged in part due to perceived inadequacies of the existing playbook. Many 

animal advocates draw direct inspiration from Saul Alinsky’s book Rules for Radicals, which calls for 

tactical innovations that, per rule 3, “go outside the experience of an opponent.”99 A particularly 

powerful approach has been developed by the Open Wing Alliance, which trains and empowers local 

activists around the world to wage campaigns against multinational companies. If a commitment is not 

signed in a given country, the local activists will mobilize aggressively to ridicule and shame the 

company’s brand, raising public awareness of animal cruelty via protests outside corporate 

headquarters and online social media shame campaigns.100  

But staging public protests is the last and perhaps least desirable option, which can be destabilizing 

for corporate representatives expecting an immediate turn to undercover exposés and smear 

campaigns. As one OWA campaign coordinator notes, campaigns against multinational food companies 

can receive support from around the world, presenting a formidable force on a global scale. But before 

deploying the “scary talking points,” OWA activists will “often start with the carrot.” Echoing Spira’s 

approach from the 1990s, OWA campaigners first seek to gain access to sympathetic corporate 

representatives, such as sustainability managers. If the response is muted or produces no measurable 

change, OWA escalates, first by reminding the company of previous campaigns and then by putting the 
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targeted company on a “short list for a campaign.”101 This measured, calculated approach to escalation 

often gets the attention of corporate representatives by “framing” the desired systems change via 

narratives that motivate corporate action, rather than generate corporate rejection due to a 

fundamental incompatibility between the activists’ worldview and the corporation’s for-profit logic.102  

Since the rapid rise of corporate campaigning in the 2000s, animal advocates have continued to 

innovate. One approach has been to emulate corporate tactics. The organization Faunalytics (founded 

in 2000 as the Humane Research Council), for instance, adopts and promotes corporate-style marketing 

tools such as focus groups to aid animal welfare organizations.103 In recent years, there has been a 

proliferation of similar professional services organizations that support animal advocates in 

researching, designing, monitoring, and evaluating their strategies—including Animal Ask, Mission 

Realization Partners, Rethink Priorities, and Scarlet Spark. Other animal welfare organizations, such as 

Chronos Consulting in the UK, have emulated corporate tactics—literally—by creating a for-profit entity 

to sell services supporting animal welfare improvement. Activists furthermore have increasingly 

adopted business-like frameworks such as SMART objectives—e.g., setting specific, measurable, 

achievable, relevant, and time-bound goals. As Sharon Núñez recently noted, rather than simply 

standing outside a fast-food chain with a banner, activists will integrate a storefront protest into “part of 

a campaign that has a specific objective to achieve at a specific timeline.”104 Deep research is valued, as 

animal advocates often find they need to make clear to corporate managers that they do in fact have 

access to levers of power to make changes to how animals are treated on farms not owned by those 

corporations.105 Most of these innovations could be described as incremental rather than radical, yet 

they speak to how campaigners have learned the importance of developing organizational capabilities 

over time to continuously achieve goals in the face of ongoing societal and business resistance. 

Corporate campaigners in the farm animal welfare movement have also innovated in developing 

media-savvy techniques. Mass media such as newspapers, radio, and television proved crucial to the 

successes of 20th-century social movements.106 Animal advocates in the 21st century continued to rely 

on mass media, with some evidence suggesting that newspaper reports in particular can be an effective 

means of communicating to mainstream consumers the benefits of reducing meat in their diets.107 The 

rise of digital social media since the 1990s, however, has provided animal advocates with a new set of 

tools. At relatively low cost, campaigners can use social media to inflict significant reputational damage 
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on a company, drawing visual attention to disturbing or disgusting aspects of farm animal housing, 

transport, and slaughter.108  

In 2012, for instance, Mercy For Animals used disturbing videos of “piglets slammed headfirst into 

the ground” to shame Kmart and Costco (two large US retailers) to commit to reducing the use of 

gestation crates in their supply chains, adding to existing commitments from several major fast-food 

chains and supermarkets.109 A similar campaign in 2015 was spearheaded by Mercy For Animals, 

targeting Perdue Farms, which had long claimed to raise only “happy chickens.” Core to the campaign 

was a three-minute video shared on a website called “Perdue Tortures Animals,” showing workers in a 

Perdue Farms facility kicking chickens, throwing them against walls, and stomping them to death.110 

Comments on the YouTube video highlighted the power of such tactics: “It’s horrible to watch, but 

here’s hoping it will help stop the abuse,” “I hope you stay on Perdue’s ass,” “I can honestly say I will 

NEVER be purchasing any Perdue product ever again.”111 The outraged response of consumers led CEO 

Jim Perdue (grandson of the founder Frank) to inform the New York Times: “We need happier birds.”112 

Mercy for Animals then worked directly with the company, convincing Perdue to commit to a plan to 

implement the Five Freedoms for chickens in its supply chains, providing animals with opportunities for 

more space, resting periods without glaring lights, and chances to play.113 Using low-cost social media 

tools, Mercy for Animals achieved substantially more success than, for instance, Henry Spira’s 

expensive New York Times advertising campaigns in the 1980s.  

Recognizing the value of social media’s reach, animal advocates spend significant portions of their 

budgets on online advertising; at The Humane League, for instance, online ads account for 

approximately five percent of its budget.114 Some animal advocates question the cost-effectiveness of 

social media advertising campaigns, although a 2021 study of Mercy for Animals’ use of online 

advertisements found that animal ads were at least twice as effective as those for environmental, 

health, or social issues.115 One small-scale test suggests that social media advertising might be more 

effective in low-income countries with less developed animal advocacy infrastructure than in high-
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income countries.116 Campaigners have furthermore attempted to build on the trend of “explainer” and 

“influencer” videos online, aiming for relatability and entertainment while educating the broader 

populace about the conditions of factory farming.117 A recent marketing study by ACE suggests that 

online advertising campaigns that focus on “inspiration/motivational” messages may be especially 

effective at gaining support from people who care about animal welfare but who have prioritized 

donations to pet shelters and animal sanctuaries over farm animal campaigns.118 Chicken Watch, a tool 

launched in 2018, aims to provide transparency to concerned consumers, publicly tracking progress in 

chicken-related welfare commitments around the world.119 Whether such online tools produce 

measurable results remains uncertain, although at relatively low cost digital media can support wider 

efforts to, as one campaigner puts it, “shape the narrative” and “hold companies accountable.”120 

Perhaps more importantly, advocates have effectively used digital communications tools to 

improve strategic action, coordination, and planning. The Humane League, for instance, introduced the 

Fast Action Network in 2020, a digital tool that enlists volunteers to take specific actions, such as 

posting on social media or writing an email to a corporate executive. Incorporating elements of 

“gamification,” the digital app has enrolled over 3,700 users to date and is touted by The Humane 

League as a cost-effective means of driving wider engagement in the movement.121 A senior 

campaigner, for instance, attributed causal power to the Fast Action Network in a recent campaign with 

a major global fast-food chain. The company had been “willing to withstand our campaign for like, four 

to five years,” retorting that they could block any campaign, until the Fast Action Network mobilized a 

rapid, multi-country threat. Within three to four months, the company improved its animal welfare 

policies, with the difference being “the volume of pressure we’re able to put on a company” via “digital 

action…right across the world.”122 

Members of animal welfare organizations furthermore rely on both publicly available and privately 

held digital tools to communicate and collaborate. Smaller organizations, for instance, often request 

information or advice from better funded organizations via private listservs, while larger organizations 

focus on developing staffs’ digital research skills for gaining access to agrifood companies’ managers and 

executives. Digital technologies help campaigners determine where and when to target specific 
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corporate managers.123 More broadly, animal advocates have turned to podcasts, online forums, and 

email newsletters to openly debate strategic choices, and reflect on the advantages and disadvantages 

of specific tactics.124 Digital tools thus enable animal welfare advocates to put into practice the iterative 

self-evaluation principles behind the theory of change approach. 

Transformative approaches to governance emerged alongside the rise of corporate campaigning in 

the 2000s, enabling farm animal advocates to hone their strategies for maximum impact. Most notable 

was the narrowing of strategic focus that emerged with groups such as The Humane League and Mercy 

for Animals. In contrast to the Humane Society of the United States, which since its founding in 1954 

sought to improve conditions for “all animals” through a multitude of policy and activism channels, the 

new breed of animal welfare organizations has generally sought to focus on a more limited range of 

targets and activities. Some, such as Crate Free USA, put all their resources into a single issue, while 

others, such as Mercy for Animals, articulate a multi-pronged but nonetheless tightly specified 

strategy.125 Focused strategies allowed advocacy organizations to more efficiently allocate scarce 

resources, avoiding the problems that business strategy scholars have explored in the “attention-based 

view” of the firm, in which individual capacity for decision-making is unevenly distributed throughout 

the organization.126  

Beyond enabling better coordination of planning within organizations, new approaches to 

governance have supported more open collaboration across networks and partnerships with other 

advocacy groups. The creation of the Open Wing Alliance (OWA) in 2016 is a clear example of this. 

According to Aaron Ross, OWA emerged after several years of growth at The Humane League, which 

since its founding in 2005 in Baltimore had branched out in a franchise model to multiple cities in the 

US. Around 2015, having developed branches in a dozen US cities, The Humane League sought to leap 

to international action in Mexico, the UK, and elsewhere. But Ross and his colleagues quickly realized 

that “all these existing organizations around the world…already had networks they already established; 

they understood the local cultures better than we ever could.”127 Rather than compete with or duplicate 

the work of potential allies, The Humane League instead created the Open Wing Alliance as a dynamic 

coalition of international partners. Dedicating a substantial portion of its resources to nurturing and 

coordinating the OWA, The Humane League’s network governance approach enables global capacity to 

wage simultaneous campaigns targeting multinational corporations operating in hundreds of countries 
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around the world. Even though most OWA member organizations are small, the network effects gained 

through collaboration and cooperation, enabling a shared focus, produce outsized leverage.128 

Reflecting the increased desire to avoid infighting that has characterized farm animal welfare 

campaigning since the 2000s, collaboration has increasingly replaced competition in the movement. 

Several interviewees noted the value of openly discussing strategic options with other organizations.129 

As Jesse Marks of the Navigation Fund (a new philanthropic entrant to the farm animal welfare space as 

of 2024) has explained, presenting a consistent message is essential, as “one of the worst case scenarios 

[is] where we can’t actually get a coherent outcome out of companies because they’re hearing different 

things from different people.”130  

As labor union organizers have repeatedly learned, one of the most successful defensive tactics 

corporations have deployed is “divide and conquer.” By pitting labor allies against each other and 

highlighting philosophical or strategic differences between labor factions, corporations have repeatedly 

undermined workers’ solidarity and reduced overall labor organizing effectiveness.131 Successful animal 

welfare corporate campaigns have avoided this trap via formal collaboration. This is perhaps best 

exemplified by the Better Chicken Commitment, which began in 2017. Two motivating factors led to the 

Better Chicken Commitment. First was a recognition that existing industry-led welfare standards, such 

as Red Tractor in the UK, produced positive but severely limited improvements for broiler chickens. Red 

Tractor was created by the National Farmers Union in 2000 to set standards for food safety, quality, 

and animal welfare to reassure British consumers in the wake of food scares of the 1990s including 

“mad cow” disease (bovine spongiform encephalopathy or BSE). Its broiler chicken welfare scheme, 

however, was widely criticized by animal advocates as inadequate; in 2012, for instance, Compassion in 

World Farming ranked Red Tractor as the “lowest” animal welfare assurance scheme in the UK, 

producing “little more than compliance with minimum legislation.”132 The Better Chicken Commitment 

relied on animal welfare science to set higher minimum standards for broiler welfare, including setting 

maximum stocking density limits to allow chickens to move more freely.133 Importantly, the 

Commitment not only offered its own improved standards, but also raised the bar for other assurance 

schemes; indeed, in 2021 Red Tractor responded to the momentum of the Better Chicken Commitment 
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by setting stricter welfare standards, including requirements that only slower-growing breeds be used 

for free-range chicken production.134 

A second motivating factor was recognition that animal advocates could achieve more systemic 

change for broilers by working together than they could separately. The first Better Chicken 

Commitment was a joint statement among eight animal organizations laying out standards for better 

welfare for broiler chickens, building on earlier cage-free work for egg-laying hens. The initial proposal 

to major agrifood companies was explicitly framed around a collaborative, united pitch:  

As you may know, we, the undersigned organizations, work individually with many food 

companies. In the course of that engagement, we’re sometimes asked by companies if our groups 

can speak with one voice. That generally isn’t possible—our groups don’t necessarily work in 

tandem, and often disagree on issues, tactics, and more.135 

By 2019, the Better Chicken Commitment standards were set collaboratively by 10 organizations 

covering the US and Canada. By 2022 the standards had been adopted by over 200 companies.136 Thus, 

in governance terms, the Better Chicken Commitment has produced two mutually reinforcing 

outcomes: it enables animal organizations to pool their scarce resources into one unified (and 

apparently largely acceptable) demand for change, and secondly, its existence creates incentives for 

competing welfare schemes to level up to avoid becoming irrelevant. Whether such certification 

schemes create a sustainable template for future changes, however, is a matter further considered 

below in section 6.b. 

A final organizational factor that has conditioned the success of recent farm animal welfare 

campaigns is strategic human resource management. When Henry Spira began his corporate campaigns, 

he was a full-time school teacher who relied on his own sweat equity and the volunteer labor of allies to 

challenge business leaders to implement animal welfare reforms.137 The influx of funding initiated by 

effective altruists, however, enabled more animal campaigners to work as full-time professionals, 

developing skills, and gaining knowledge to more confidently engage in tense meetings in corporate 

boardrooms. With the more carefully designed strategies that emerged in the early 2000s, even 

longstanding organizations increasingly found the need to recruit staff with specialized skillsets, or 

invest in upskilling employees in areas including design, communications, and campaigning. Particularly 

rare are individuals who have both the expertise and the psychological fortitude to directly confront 

powerful business executives, according to some members of the movement.138 As Aaron Ross puts it, 

“sometimes the most radical thing you can do is put on a suit and go meet with an executive.”139 
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Recognizing the value of investing in and retaining human capital, Animal Charity Evaluators includes a 

consideration of organizational culture as one element of its evaluations, channeling funding towards 

organizations where both leaders and staff are committed to professionalism.140  

Professionalism is further aided by the educational opportunities in animal welfare studies that 

have become increasingly available in universities in the years since Bob Barker donated millions to 

establish animal law programs. Several of the campaigners I interviewed, for instance, noted that they 

held advanced degrees in animal welfare ethics or law. Other animal advocates, including James Ozden 

and Amy Odene, hold management degrees in marketing and leadership. Notably, most animal welfare 

master’s degree programs appear to be housed in biology, veterinary science, or law departments, 

suggesting possible opportunities for business and management schools to offer animal welfare degrees 

more rooted in fields such as marketing, strategy, leadership, and organizational behavior. 

6.b. Structures 

The agrifood companies targeted by animal advocates formulate their corporate strategies in an 

environment of multiple, often conflicting, stakeholder interests. The competitive dynamics, 

governance mechanisms, and industry structures of agribusiness and food distribution and retailing are 

crucial contextual factors that have both enabled and constrained the successes of corporate farm 

animal welfare campaigns. 

Most important is the economic concentration of buying power that has increasingly characterized 

the agrifood industry since the 1960s. The rise of distributor-retailers such as Walmart and Costco in 

the US, Carrefour in France, and Tesco in the UK, as well as global fast-food chains including 

McDonald’s and KFC, produced intense economic concentration on the buying end of agrifood supply 

chains. In the 1950s a downstream supermarket or restaurant might have relied on a complex web of 

intermediary upstream businesses including livestock auction houses, meatpackers, and warehousing 

and distribution firms to deliver animals from farm to consumer. These middlemen in a disaggregated 

supply chain held at least some power to influence business policy in the livestock industry, generally 

abetted in the US at midcentury by strong antitrust laws and enforcement that restricted 

anticompetitive practices in meat production and distribution. From the 1970s into the 1990s, 

however, antitrust enforcement was undermined by conservative and neoliberal politics, while new 

logistics and transportation technologies transformed agrifood supply chains. Firms such as Walmart 

capitalized on these political and technological changes, removing ever more middlemen from their 

supply chains, enabling them to build concentrated buying power to dictate terms to their suppliers—

including the companies producing eggs, meat, and dairy products.141 

Statistics make clear just how concentrated the downstream agrifood chain became in the US and 

Europe at the end of the 20th century. In the US, the combined market share of the four biggest 

supermarkets was just 14 percent in 1984; by 2001, it was between 22 and 32 percent. In Sweden and 

Denmark, the three largest supermarkets controlled 90 percent of the market, while a 2014 EU study 
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found that across Europe, the largest five food retailers held 80 percent of market share by the 2000s. 

The global fast-food industry is overall less concentrated, with many small competitors; however, a tiny 

number of very large firms including McDonald’s, KFC, Starbucks, and Subway are among the largest 

global buyers of eggs, meat, and dairy products every year. McDonalds, for instance, used two billion 

eggs in the US in 2023, while KFC buys 60 million chickens per year in the UK alone.142   

This tight concentration of downstream buying power has several consequences for animal welfare. 

First, the farmers who raise chickens, pigs, and cattle are much more atomized than downstream firms. 

It is not necessary to romanticize the “family farm” to recognize that even relatively large factory farms 

are geographically dispersed and hold little power to challenge specifications set by downstream firms. 

US farmers who raise hogs, chickens, and cattle, for instance, generally do so under contracts that are 

tightly controlled by downstream multinational corporations, with most significant management 

decisions (including those related to animal welfare) made at corporate headquarters, not on the 

farm.143 This was the fact realized by Sharon Núñez when she sat down in the living room of a chicken 

farmer whom she had previously perceived as an “enemy”—although the farmer had responsibility for 

the chickens he raised, and took on significant risks to meet production targets, he had little to no power 

to change the practices on his own farm, let alone in the poultry industry more broadly.144 For animal 

welfare advocates, a clear implication of this structural factor is that targeting individual farms—e.g., via 

farm sanctuary rescues or liberation campaigns—is likely to be time-consuming, expensive, and highly 

unlikely to produce significant change in the welfare of any more than a small number of animals.  

Second, concentrated buying power enables farm animal advocates to target specific firms that can 

potentially produce system-wide change. This was recognized in the 1950s by HSUS and Hubert 

Humphrey when the Humane Slaughter Act of 1958 leveraged the monopsony power of the defense 

department to set standards transforming an entire industry. It was also recognized by Henry Spira in 

his 1990s campaigns to push McDonald’s toward setting higher welfare standards in its supply chains. A 

key difference with the corporate campaigns of the past two decades, however, has been increasing 

attention to multinational corporations with globalized supply chains. Josh Balk, the leader of the Prop 

12 campaign in California, for instance, increasingly moved away from policy work after 2022 and more 

toward targeting multinational corporations, realizing “that if I want to help animals on a global scale,” 

focusing on just one state or even just the United States was inherently limited. But Balk saw “a path 

forward, and that was working with companies that have global footprints, companies that buy eggs, 
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pork, other animal products around the world.” Gaining a cage-free commitment from a global 

consumer packed goods (CPG) company like Kraft-Heinz or a fast-food chain like Burger King could 

potentially transform a global supply chain.145 As another corporate campaign strategist puts it, the 

oligopolistic structure of buyer-driven supply chains makes large consumer-facing corporations very 

“vulnerable to public pressure,” opening an “unbelievable sweet spot” that would not be available in a 

more atomized industry structure.146 Fundamental to the strategy pursued by organizations such as 

The Humane League is an attempt to achieve “superlinear returns,” in which an entire industry commits 

to a higher welfare standard in the wake of a small number of powerful firms agreeing to do so.147 

A third related consequence is that in countries outside North America and Europe, a relative lack 

of concentration in agrifood structures can stymie animal advocacy efforts. In India, for instance, the 

poultry industry is highly atomized, with little evidence of either horizontal or vertical integration. With 

many sales of chicken eggs occurring in the “informal market” (e.g., urban street vending), Indian animal 

advocates have faced an uphill battle in attaining “big wins.”148 Wu Hung, a Taiwan-based animal 

campaigner, has noted that Environment and Animal Society of Taiwan (EAST) has had more success 

with animal welfare schemes for dairy cattle than for egg-laying hens because government policies 

intentionally support a large number of small poultry farmers, whereas the Taiwanese dairy sector is 

more concentrated.149 However, a global cage-free campaigner I interviewed acknowledged that the 

small scale of the formal market in the Global South presents a challenge, but expressed optimism that 

even if large-scale corporations only controlled 10 or 20 percent of a market, “they will still have the 

most power over the government.” Furthermore, aware of the economic history of agrifood in the US 

and Europe, the campaigner thinks it is “inevitable that that formal market will just continue to grow,” 

which in the near future will justify present-day targeting of the largest firms despite the overall 

atomization of agrifood in the Global South.150 

A fourth consequence of concentrated buying power is the vulnerability it produces for firms with 

high public visibility. The most valuable asset of a global consumer-facing company is its brand. 

McDonald’s, Starbucks, and KFC, for instance, are the world’s three most valuable restaurant brands, 

valued between $15.4 billion and $40.5 billion.151 The value of the brand is such that reputational risk is 

exceedingly significant for such firms; as one animal campaigner puts it, “I don't think a food company 

goes out to be, like, ‘What products can we have that ensure the most animal cruelty.’”152 A core factor 

conditioning success for animal welfare advocates is their ability to raise the risk register for companies 
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with valuable brands to protect. There is evidence indicating that if consumers become aware of a 

company’s bad reputation for animal welfare, they will change their purchasing habits. A 2018 YouGov 

US poll, for instance, found that 63 percent of Americans would be less likely to buy meat from a 

company known to have poor animal welfare standards.153 The direct threat of reputational damage to 

a company’s bottom line is more than evident to food business managers and executives. Animal 

advocates have consequently realized that undercover videos of animal abuse may be most effective 

when shown to corporate executives, rather than to their own supporters, as a means of generating 

“more serious concern and discussion” about how a company could proactively improve animal welfare 

to avoid a costly public exposé such as that experienced by Hallmark Meats in the wake of the 2008 

“downer cow” scandal.154 

Increasingly aware of the potential business risks posed by supply chain scandals, large agrifood 

companies have over the past two decades formulated corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategies 

to manage reputational risk.155 Academic research on CSR has often questioned the sincerity of 

corporate leaders, with one scholar framing CSR as “stakeholder colonialism” that intentionally limits 

the power of campaigners for social or environmental justice.156 Even more balanced views generally 

emphasize the wide spectrum of CSR practices, with some companies committing to barely more than 

legal minimum standards while others seek to fully integrate external stakeholders’ interests into 

internal corporate procedures and practices.157 The implications for animal welfare advocates have thus 

been mixed. On one hand, the increasing presence of CSR managers within senior management teams 

has, for some campaigners, “made movement on farm animal welfare much easier to facilitate.”158 Wu 

Hung relates exactly this experience when working with Carrefour’s team in Taiwan, where the firm’s 

CSR manager was eager to “cooperate [with EAST] very tightly” to address what she saw as the “value” 

of addressing “appalling conditions” in Carrefour’s egg supply chains. The CSR manager gained 

recognition both within and without the firm for bringing the issue to senior leadership and proposing, 

with EAST’s cooperation, specific plans for improvement.159 

However, not all managers are sympathetic, not all executives have the attentional resources to 

allocate to animal welfare issues, and not all CSR strategies are aimed at much more than “welfare-

washing.” Animal advocates have thus developed specific tactics for raising the risk register in 
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circumstances where corporate managers do not express the goodwill that Wu Hung experienced with 

Carrefour. One method is to leverage reputational risk, not with end consumers, but with business 

partners. So-called “secondary targeting” is, according to one seasoned corporate campaigner, 

“probably the most reliable” means of confronting an “iron wall” of resistance. By bringing animal 

welfare concerns to the attention of secondary companies that have business relationships with the 

resistant target firm, campaigners have had success in bringing reluctant senior leaders to the 

negotiating table.160 

Importantly, managing reputational risk has upside elements as well as downside. This is 

particularly the case for agrifood firms pursuing differentiation strategies, in which the focus is not on 

competing on lowest cost or price but instead on offering more distinctive or desirable products to 

consumers. This has been an important factor for animal advocates targeting Perdue Farms, for 

instance. The firm has since the 1960s founded its marketing strategy on claims that Perdue chickens 

are “happy” and therefore produce high quality meat. An effective differentiation strategy can enable a 

firm to set higher standards as a means to command higher prices.  

This was recently exemplified by Perdue’s role in urging the US Department of Agriculture’s Food 

Safety and Inspection Service to upgrade its definition of “pasture raised” chickens in 2024. With the 

new standards, American consumers can more easily distinguish between “free range” chickens (who 

have space to move freely but may never see the outdoors in their lives) and “pasture raised” chickens 

who have spent “the majority of their life span” on land covered by “grass or other plants.”161 Attaining 

this standard is essential to one element of Perdue’s growth strategy, in which the firm’s 2020 

acquisition of Pasturebird was premised on a plan to scale up production of more humanely raised birds 

to capture market share in a sector largely untouched by its major competitors including Tyson, 

Pilgrim’s Pride, and Cargill.162 Pasture-raised birds command significantly higher prices than 

conventionally raised birds, but until Perdue’s acquisition of Pasturebird most producers have been 

small-scale, operating on high-margin, low-volume business models that are cost-prohibitive even for 

highly welfare-conscious consumers. One such small-scale farmer, for instance, estimates the cost of 

raising a single pastured bird at $45—at least three times the average cost of a conventionally raised 

chicken, and largely due to inherent limitations of production scale and marketing scope for a small, 

labor-intensive farm.163 Perdue’s ability to use economies of scale and scope to drive down the costs of 

producing and selling pasture-raised chicken thus presents a significant opportunity for market growth. 

Likewise, pork producer Hatfield Pork (part of the Clemens Food Group) has pursued a high-welfare 

differentiation strategy since 2017. By developing a crate-free supply chain earlier than its competitors, 

Hatfield witnessed unprecedented growth in market share, generating revenues exceeding $2 billion in 
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2023.164 Even in China, where producer responses to animal welfare concerns have been more limited 

than in many other countries, a recent study found that egg producers would be highly willing to go 

cage-free if doing so generated more revenue or market growth.165 

In food retailing, however, there is a delicate balancing act between the upside risks of offering 

higher-margin, higher-welfare animal products and the downside risk posed by limits to consumers’ 

willingness to pay premium prices.166 Although food retailers must protect their brand reputations, they 

also tend to operate on investment horizons measured in months, not years, which limits purchasing 

agents’ willingness to take risks on potentially costly experiments.167 Retailers are also aware, for 

instance, that some higher-welfare products (such as free range chicken) have remained relatively niche 

products, with high-welfare meat generally accounting for only around 5 percent of sales even in 

northern European countries such as Denmark and the UK where consumers are relatively conscious of 

animal welfare issues.168 Some upmarket food retailers, such as Whole Foods in the US and Waitrose in 

the UK, intentionally target more affluent customers and thus integrate animal welfare concerns into 

their business models at a very high level of commitment. For a company like IKEA, however, where 

sales of Swedish meatballs are strategically important for attracting footfall to stores but generate 

miniscule revenues in comparison to flatpack furniture, even a highly committed CSR manager might 

struggle to convince other members of the corporation that investments in higher animal welfare can 

support the firm’s bottom line.169 

Thus, although animal campaigners have successfully realized the significance of economic 

concentration in the agrifood industry, as their pragmatic corporate strategies have matured, they have 

also had to apprehend the competitive dynamics of the sector. Not all companies have the capability or 

market power to enact meaningful animal welfare reforms in their supply chains. Particularly for firms 

whose brand reputation is tied to low costs, investing in higher welfare standards would in fact pose 

significant business risks, as other low-cost competitors would likely rush to fill the void in what is often 

described as a “race to the bottom.”170 One means of raising the “bottom” in a competitive market is to 
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use government regulation or taxation to internalize the cost of “externalities” (such as harms to 

animals). This was precisely the aim of Prop 2 and Prop 12 in California, for instance, both of which set 

minimum legal standards for a range of animal welfare issues. Taxation could in theory produce similar 

results (e.g., a government could levy a tax on battery hens such that firms would have a built-in 

incentive to invest in higher-welfare operations). No such levies of Pigouvian taxes currently exist in the 

animal welfare space, although at least one German policymaker has proposed the possibility of a “meat 

tax.”171 In a political environment intensely hostile to both regulation and taxation, however, animal 

advocates have increasingly turned their attention to corporate governance as an alternative or hybrid 

mode of rebalancing competitive dynamics in favor of animal welfare. 

Corporate governance includes the rules and procedures by which a company is controlled, and 

how it sets and implements its strategies. For publicly listed companies, formal ownership lies with 

shareholders, and control of the company is exercised by its board of directors—who are themselves 

(especially in Anglo-American law) legally beholden to uphold shareholders’ interests. In the past 

decade in particular, some animal welfare advocates have realized that drawing investor attention to 

animal welfare issues may be a particularly powerful lever for effecting change. 

One key element of corporate governance is transparency, for if investors (the principals of a firm) 

do not know what managers (their appointed agents) are doing, the shareholders’ interests may be 

undermined in what economists call the “agency problem.” Over the past two decades, disclosure 

reporting has become an increasingly common means of addressing this problem, particularly after a 

2004 United Nations report introduced the term Environment, Social, and Governance (ESG) to the 

language of corporate governance.172 Disclosure reports and social auditing indexes have increasingly 

ranked how companies perform on issues beyond profitability, including gender parity, ecological 

sustainability, and labor rights. The Carbon Disclosure Project, for instance, was founded in 2000 to 

coordinate “a global disclosure system for investors, companies, cities, states and regions to manage 

their environmental impacts,” specifically regarding greenhouse gas emissions.173 Many similar ESG 

bodies emerged in the early 2000s, but none focused primarily on farm animal welfare.  

Animal welfare advocates have begun to address this with institutional innovations such as the 

Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare (BBFAW), founded in 2012. The founders of BBFAW 

included animal advocates (Compassion in World Farming and World Society for the Protection of 

Animals), alongside representatives of responsible investment firms (including Henderson Global 

Investors).174 The aim was to enable transparent disclosure of animal welfare practices and policies, 

producing a “dialogue between investors and companies” that would “stimulate companies’ efforts to 

adopt higher farm animal welfare standards and practices.”175 In its first two reports, BBFAW found 
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that just 34 percent (2012) and 44 percent (2013) of food companies had any formal reporting at all on 

farm animal welfare issues. Seeking to address an asymmetry of information, enabling investors who 

care about animal welfare but have little knowledge of company practices, the BBFAW provides 

“valuable” advice both to investors and to food company managers who learn “what to say and how to 

report” on animal welfare.176  

The BBFAW thus positions itself as a valuable service to both investors and companies, and in fact 

its revenues are generated by fees paid by businesses, not charities. This is in contrast to animal welfare 

charities that have also sought to produce more transparency for investors, such as the non-profit 

Cruelty Free Investing service, which since 2017 has highlighted American firms that “do not exploit 

animals” as well as those that “do exploit animals.” Notably, unlike the BBFAW, the Cruelty Free 

Investing list does not focus solely or even primarily on farm animal welfare, nor does it provide advice 

to companies on how to improve practices.177 Furthermore, beyond providing a simplistic “good” and 

“bad” list, the BBFAW produces detailed “tiers” of rankings, distinguishing firms based on how strongly 

and how detailed the firm’s strategic management of farm animal welfare is integrated into the 

company’s vision, procedures, and structures.178 In its 2024 report, BBFAW found that 95 percent of 

companies were complying with reporting on animal welfare policies (a major improvement since the 34 

percent of 2012), although the vast majority (93 percent) of companies were achieving very low (E and 

F) ratings on actual practices.179 

A more aggressive response to agency problems in corporate governance is the pursuit of 

shareholder activism. Shareholder activism is a process whereby owners of company stock use 

mechanisms such as proxy votes to force managers to institute changes to corporate structure, 

governance, or practice to better align with the interests of shareholders. Shareholder activism has long 

been perceived primarily as a capitalist weapon rather than a promoter of social or environmental 

justice. When Gordon Gekko, the cynical shareholder activist in the 1987 movie Wall Street famously 

declared “greed is good,” he outlined how investors could force company managers to bend to the will of 

the firm’s owners, boosting profitability at the expense of other stakeholders, such as workers facing 

layoffs.180 But even in the decade when Wall Street highlighted the economic and social inequality that 

could result from shareholder value theory, animal welfare advocates at HSUS realized the potential for 

using shareholder resolutions as a means of driving change, such as drawing attention to force-feeding 

 
176 Anonymous interview [farm animal welfare consultant], interview by Shane Hamilton, February 7, 2025. 
177 “About Us,” Cruelty Free Investing, accessed July 17, 2025, https://crueltyfreeinvesting.org/about-us/; Katrina 
Fox, “Ethical Investors Have Been Missing Something When It Comes to Animals, but Now It's Here,” Forbes, 
November 30, 2017, https://www.forbes.com/sites/katrinafox/2017/11/30/ethical-investors-have-been-missing-
something-when-it-comes-to-animals-but-now-its-here/#25dd425c39d5.  
178 Joaquín Fernández-Mateo and Alberto José Franco-Barrera, “Animal Welfare for Corporate Sustainability: The 
Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare,” Journal of Sustainability Research 2, no. 3 (2020): e200030, 
https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20200030. 
179 BBFAW, “New Baseline for Animal Welfare Improvement Launched, as Leading Benchmark Beefs Up Criteria,” 
April 25, 2024, accessed March 31, 2025, https://www.bbfaw.com/news-and-events/press-release/new-baseline-
for-animal-welfare-improvement-launched-as-leading-benchmark-beefs-up-criteria/. 
180 Lynn Parramore, “How Shareholder Activism Became Toxic—and How to Fix It,” Institute for New Economic 
Thinking, January 28, 2025, https://www.ineteconomics.org/perspectives/blog/how-shareholder-activism-
became-toxic-and-how-to-fix-it. 

https://crueltyfreeinvesting.org/about-us/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/katrinafox/2017/11/30/ethical-investors-have-been-missing-something-when-it-comes-to-animals-but-now-its-here/#25dd425c39d5
https://www.forbes.com/sites/katrinafox/2017/11/30/ethical-investors-have-been-missing-something-when-it-comes-to-animals-but-now-its-here/#25dd425c39d5


  40 

of geese to produce foie gras in the 1980s. HSUS began buying the minimum number of shares required 

by US corporate governance law to file shareholder proposals, and after holding the shares for a 

minimum of 12 months, would file proposals that highlighted to other (larger) investors how their 

portfolios faced reputational risks due to poor animal welfare practices.181 And as discussed earlier, 

Henry Spira used this tactic in the 1990s, albeit with limited success, to push McDonald’s to begin 

upgrading welfare standards in its egg and meat supply chains. 

A more confrontational approach to shareholder activism has been developed at the Accountability 

Board. Josh Balk and Matt Prescott founded the organization in 2022 after utilizing shareholder 

activism while working on farm animal welfare at HSUS in the 2000s and 2010s. The Accountability 

Board explicitly seeks to push shareholder activism beyond the informational approach spearheaded by 

HSUS and Spira.182 Their work is partly inspired by the shareholder activism of Carl Icahn, who gained 

fame as a Wall Street-like “corporate raider” in the 1980s but who also, in 2012, spearheaded an activist 

campaign urging McDonald’s to ban the use of gestation crates in its pork supply chains. The campaign 

worked to the extent that McDonald’s pledged to phase out gestation crates, and was understood by 

animal advocates as a “major catalyst for other pledges in the fast-food sector.”183 But 10 years later, 

the founding of the Accountability Board emerged in part due to recognition that firms including 

McDonald’s might pledge to make sweeping animal welfare reforms, but nonetheless fail to follow 

through on implementation—as was indeed the case at McDonald’s, which as of February 2022 had not 

lived up to its promise to fully ban the use of gestation crates by its pork suppliers. Josh Balk, then vice 

president at HSUS, worked with Carl Icahn to launch a proxy fight, seeking to nominate two animal-

friendly candidates for the board of directors. This was perceived by McDonald’s executives as a hostile 

act, highlighted by Icahn’s own framing of the antagonistic process: “We’re not going to fool around with 

them anymore.” Although Icahn’s proxy fight was not successful, Balk and Prescott sought to double 

down on the more assertive approach by founding a new organization devoted solely to shareholder 

activism, encouraged by the fact that McDonald’s executives agreed in the wake of the battle to 

implement more substantial changes to the use of gestation crates.184 

With funding provided by Open Philanthropy, The Accountability Board targeted the “G” in ESG. 

Rather than use shareholder proposals to highlight reputational risks, the Accountability Board seeks to 

transform governance practices within the firm. Much like the BBFAW, the overarching goal is to help 

agrifood companies incorporate better animal welfare practices and policies into their strategies and 

structures, including mechanisms for reporting on compliance. In stark contrast to the “good cop” 

insider-based approach of the BBFAW, however, Balk and Prescott pursue their activism in the mold of 
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Icahn, using corporate raider style tactics to challenge corporate leadership at the highest levels of 

strategic decisionmaking. Currently the Board holds stock in over 100 publicly traded companies, 

including global supermarket and fast-food chains (including Walmart, Kroger, McDonald’s, Wendy’s), 

CPG firms (including Nestle and KraftHeinz), agribusinesses (Tyson, Pilgrim’s Pride), and casual-dining 

restaurants (Denny’s, Chipotle), among others.185 

Despite a very short existence, the Accountability Board has attained rapid changes in corporate 

strategies. Balk noted in a 2023 interview that in less than one year, the organization had “had some of 

the biggest global successes with corporate politics that I think we’ve ever seen.”186 In spring 2024, the 

organization used a shareholder proposal to successfully push McDonald’s to move up their timeframe 

for moving to 100 percent cage-free eggs globally, highlighting the firm’s success in doing so within the 

United States two years earlier than initially pledged.187 It has convinced Starbucks to go crate-free, and 

forced BJ’s Wholesale (a large discount grocery chain akin to Costco) to follow through on an unfulfilled 

pledge to switch to nearly all cage-free eggs. These examples illustrate how the Board draws on 

established norms in Anglo-American corporate governance to influence the board of directors, who 

are obligated to represent shareholders’ interests in monitoring and controlling how managers 

formulate and implement company commitments.188 

Furthermore, the Accountability Board’s approach has significant force of law to back it up. 

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) regulations, for instance, ensure that any shareholder with a 

minimum number of stocks held for a minimum length of time has a legal right to file a shareholder 

proposal that must be considered by the board of directors. If effectively crafted to attract the attention 

of very large investors, such as pension funds or asset managers, a shareholder proposal can be “hugely 

humiliating” for senior management.189 Much as Carl Icahn used leveraged buyouts to amplify the 

power of his own shares in a firm to achieve large-scale corporate restructuring, the Accountability 

Board is able to use its stake in any given firm as a fulcrum that can produce very large changes very 

quickly. Balk has recounted how in his earlier work with HSUS, he was often happy to make productive 

contact with a corporate sustainability manager in a target firm, but with the Accountability Board, 

access goes straight to “the highest levels of power within the company.”190 Importantly, while a mid-

level sustainability manager might think every day about animal welfare issues yet have little power to 
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enact company-wide strategic change, a CEO or board director might rarely have the time to consider 

animal welfare but surely has the power to implement strategic transformation.191  

Despite its leverage, the Accountability Board’s approach does have inherent limitations. For one, it 

is rooted in an Anglo-American framework for corporate governance that prioritizes shareholder 

interests; in so-called “varieties of capitalism” literature, it is routine to note that governance practices 

and priorities in central Europe, East Asia, and Latin America are often substantially different.192 The 

Accountability Board has good reason to target US-based firms, of course, given the disproportional 

power of US-based multinationals in the global agrifood economy: eight of the ten largest food 

manufacturers in the world have American headquarters, as do six of the top ten largest food retailers 

and all ten of the top global fast-food chains. Nonetheless, as the farm animal welfare movement 

increasingly seeks to move beyond its strongest bases in the US and northern Europe, strategists 

pursuing corporate governance-based reforms may need to consider important variations in corporate 

law and practice around the world.  

In addition, the shareholder activism tactic can by definition only work with publicly traded firms. 

The agrifood sector is something of an outlier from the perspective of institutional economics, as there 

are a surprising number of very large, privately held firms—including ADM, Aldi, Cargill, REWE (a 

German supermarket chain), and SPAR (a Dutch food retailer). It is unclear, however, to what extent 

private ownership conditions a firm’s approach to animal welfare. There are important examples of 

private firms embracing higher-welfare practices, including Clemens Food Group (discussed earlier) and 

Aldi. German animal advocate Mahi Klosterhalfen believes that in the case of Aldi (the world’s fourth 

largest supermarket chain, with operations in 20 countries), the lack of shareholder pressure to produce 

short-term financial results has enabled the company’s managers to push for long-term, industry-

leading welfare improvements including higher broiler welfare and attention to species beyond 

chickens.193 By contrast, however, at least one animal advocate believes it is an “exceedingly rare thing” 

for a privately held firm to voluntarily enact higher animal welfare policies.194  

Finally, although the Accountability Board holds stock in over 100 companies, its holdings pale in 

comparison to the extraordinary leverage exercised by asset management firms including the “Big 

Three”—BlackRock, State Street, and Vanguard—which together hold enough stake in S&P 500 

companies to account for nearly 25 percent of the voting power at their annual meetings.195 Notably, 

although all of the Big Three tout their advocacy of environmental, social, and governance 
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improvements, none of them prioritize animal welfare. BlackRock, for instance, is on the Cruelty Free 

Investing blacklist “for investing in companies that exploit animals.”196  

Corporate governance goes beyond the relationship between a firm’s principals and agents, 

however. Increasing attention to stakeholder theory as opposed to shareholder agency has helped 

transform business strategy and structure since the 1990s. Stakeholder theory broadly outlines ways in 

which for-profit businesses can (and/or must) balance the interests of multiple stakeholders in the 

firm—including not only shareholders but also workers, customers, regulators, suppliers, and from a 

non-anthropocentric viewpoint, non-human animals—in order to generate returns to everyone with a 

legitimate stake in how the firm creates and captures value.197  

Such ideas have been particularly important in enabling the emergence of multi-stakeholder 

initiatives (MSIs) dedicated to setting socioecological standards and monitoring the implementation of 

those standards (e.g., through creation of certification schemes). Such MSIs now operate across nearly 

every globally significant industry, but they are particularly prevalent in agrifood, as represented by 

such organizations as GlobalGAP, FairTrade International, Rainforest Alliance, Roundtable on 

Sustainable Palm Oil, and SAI Platform (to name just a few).198 As a form of non-state governance, MSIs 

offer opportunities for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and private businesses to 

collaboratively and voluntarily develop procedures and practices that can improve social welfare and 

environmental sustainability. They can be seen as a response to the perceived difficulties of attaining 

and enforcing publicly mandatory regulation in a neoliberal era, but they are also understood by the 

businesses that support them as key means of maintaining brand legitimacy and trust-based 

relationships with customers and suppliers.199 

Standards are an essential element of global governance, and in both theory and practice a 

fundamental question is: who sets the standard? Some animal welfare standards are set and enforced by 

governments. Proposition 12 in California, for instance, led to publicly enforced mandatory animal 

welfare standards that egg and pork producers must comply with if they are to sell those products in 

that state. Other public standards for animal welfare are likewise backed with the force of law, including 

the USDA’s standards for “organic” and “pasture-raised” food labeling, Germany’s mandatory labeling 

for hog welfare (introduced in 2023), and the European Union’s standards for the protection of 

chickens, calves, and pigs which have been repeatedly updated since the first EU farm animal rules were 
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adopted in 1986.200 As discussed earlier, government animal welfare policies are effectively the gold 

standard for preventing a “race to the bottom” in agrifood industries, but they take significant time and 

money to put in place. 

Many animal welfare standards, by contrast, are privately set, with the costs borne solely by those 

who participate in the market for the product. Food retailers were among the first to set private 

standards for animal welfare, largely as a form of reputational risk management in response to “food 

scares” of the 1990s such as BSE and rising concerns about antibiotics in animal feed.201 In the 1990s, 

Tesco offered “Freedom Food,” until 2015 Albert Heijn sold “Puur&Eerlijk” products, and to this day 

Carrefour offers “Filiere Qualité” and Waitrose sells only “Higher Welfare” chicken—all labels 

proclaiming to customers that the foods have been produced under high standards for animal welfare. 

The use of such private standards enables retailers to advertise to customers that the premium price for 

a high-welfare food is justified, and furthermore that the customer can (and should) place their trust in 

the retailer’s brand.202 And as animal welfare advocate Temple Grandin has argued, even in the less 

public-facing meatpacking industry, private standards can be a powerful tool by which large-scale 

buyers can exercise their influence to set, improve, and enforce high standards.203 Furthermore, some 

private standards are not tied directly to individual companies but instead to multiple collaborating 

firms, such as the Global Coalition for Animal Welfare, which was founded in 2018 and includes food 

service firms such as Sodexo, non-supermarket food retailers such as IKEA, retailers (Kroger), and meat 

processing firms (Tyson, Maple Leaf Foods). As an MSI, the Global Coalition for Animal Welfare enables 

firms to pool resources and set minimum standards across an entire industry, potentially producing a 

“precompetitive space” that obviates a race to the bottom.204  

Farm animal welfare is a credence attribute, however, meaning that the quality of the standard 

cannot by assessed independently by the consumer at the point of sale. Neither the price tag nor the 

label nor the customer’s previous experience provide enough information for the individual to make a 

fully informed choice. Private welfare standards are thus subject to significant consumer mistrust and 
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confusion—a problem inherent to all food labeling to some degree.205 This explains, for instance, why 

Albert Heijn dropped its “Puur&Eerlijk” label under pressure from Dutch animal advocates who 

challenged whether it was honest (eerlijk) for the supermarket to claim that its “animal-unfriendly meat” 

was actually “produced with extra care for people, animals, nature or the environment.”206 

The limitations of both public and private standards have therefore led to the increasing 

prominence of third-party auditing and certification schemes, in which independent organizations (such 

as animal welfare charities) or MSIs use hybrid modes of governance to set or enforce standards. There 

are a surprisingly large number of such certification bodies; in Germany, KAT provides animal welfare 

certification at standards higher than those set by government207, Australia has RSPCA Approved, the 

UK has Red Tractor and RSPCA Assured,208 and among the important schemes in the US are Certified 

Animal Welfare, Food Alliance Certified, Humane Animal Farm Care (Certified Humane), and as 

discussed in more detail below, Global Animal Partnership.209  

There are many more such bodies around the world, with each organization setting very different 

welfare standards, all using a multitude of approaches to auditing farms and food companies. On one 

hand, the proliferation of such diversity in certification schemes is an indication of the substantial 

market demand for such services; clearly the schemes produce significant value in the food chain. As 

with private standards, a third-party certification provides food businesses with a powerful risk 

management tool, both offering protection against reputational damage and providing a means of 

assuring customers that animal welfare has been attended to in the production of a particular food. On 

the other hand, though, the extraordinary diversity of standards and certification schemes can produce 

consumer confusion and loss of trust. Indeed, many animal welfare advocates have sharply accused 

certification schemes of “welfare-washing,” for instance, making uncredible or false claims regarding 

animal welfare. In the UK, both RSPCA Assured and Red Tractor have recently been sharply criticized 

for welfare-washing; in 2024, undercover investigations of RSPCA Assured farms discovered practices 

that did not even meet legal requirements, let alone higher welfare standards.210 In the US, a $5 million 

class action lawsuit filed in March 2025 accuses Humane Animal Farm Care of allowing a dairy farm to 

label its products as “Certified Humane” despite use of animal husbandry practices that did not meet the 

certifiers’ minimum standards. The lawsuit alleges consumer deception and fraud, suggesting the 
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possibility that both opportunistic and unintentional fraudulent practices might be rife in the animal 

welfare certification market.211  

Global Animal Partnership (GAP) is an important third-party certification body that has both been 

upheld as a model for animal welfare improvement and has been criticized for welfare-washing. In 2005, 

the upmarket American food retailer Whole Foods launched the Animal Compassion Foundation; in 

2008, the scheme was renamed GAP and was spun off as an independent non-profit organization. GAP 

offers its services to multiple retailers and food service outlets, but its most important customer 

remains Whole Foods, which since 2011 has committed to only sell GAP-certified fresh meats. Some 

animal advocates have understood GAP as a powerful force for positive change; indeed, the 

organization proudly touts on its website such awards as “Best Farm Animal Welfare Organization 

2018.” Its standards follow a tiered approach ranging from low to high, with the intention of drawing 

farmers into a system of continuous improvement, rather than simply setting a minimum floor. Step 3, 

for instance, includes “enhanced outdoor access,” while Step 4 is “pasture raised,” 5 is “animal centered” 

and 5+ is “entire life on farm.” Standards are set in a multi-stakeholder approach, with GAP seeking 

input from working groups including producers and industry experts as well as scientists and animal 

advocacy organizations (including ASPCA and HSUS). Furthermore, GAP does not perform its own 

audits, but instead accredits independent organizations to audit production practices, a governance 

model intended to prevent opportunism. Open Philanthropy awarded significant grants to GAP 

between 2016 and 2022 for work on broiler chicken welfare, fish welfare, and corporate outreach, with 

expectations that its approach to certification could help prevent food retailers from turning to less 

stringent private standards.212   

Yet GAP has faced criticism, including from PETA and Animal Rising, for misleading consumers. In 

GAP’s early years, the tiered system of standards was communicated to customers via labels that 

differentiated, for instance, between Step 3 (“outdoor access”) and Step 5 (“animal centered”). Today, 

customers at Whole Foods will see a label stating simply “Animal Welfare Certified,” with no further 

indication of the level of welfare provided. A Step 1 chicken certification, for instance, would mean the 

bird had lived with minimum space requirements, some enrichment (such as straw bales), and six hours 

of darkness for rest per day—but no outdoor access. In a market of many competing welfare 

certification schemes, American consumers routinely overestimate how much welfare improvement is 

actually represented by a certification label. Given that the primary purpose of certification is to enable 

retailers to foster trust with customers and assure them of the quality of the higher-priced credence 

good on offer, for GAP an ongoing problem is how to continue driving continuous improvement on 

farms while effectively communicating to consumers that the certification is meaningful. An important 

element of this ongoing project, as highlighted by Open Philanthropy’s Director of Farm Animal 
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Welfare, Lewis Bollard, is continued engagement with animal advocacy groups: “Without the ASPCA 

and HSUS, GAP would fall more firmly under the control [of corporate interests].”213 

Institutional innovations have been a powerful and significant factor in restructuring the 

governance of animal welfare issues in agrifood industries. Ranging from investor-oriented disclosure 

projects and shareholder activism campaigns to public, private, and hybrid standard-setting bodies, over 

the past twenty years these institutional innovations have fundamentally transformed power dynamics 

in ways that have measurably improved the lives of billions of farm animals. Indeed, recognition of the 

power of hybrid governance to initiate change has recently led to a spate of innovations, including the 

creation of the Shrimp Welfare Project in 2021 and the Crustacean Welfare Benchmark in 2022, both 

successfully targeting highly neglected industries affecting the lives of billions of animals. Criticisms of 

third-party certification schemes clearly have validity, suggesting the need for continued innovations in 

both institutions and strategies for animal advocates. Yet certifiers, along with business benchmarks 

and shareholder proxy fights, provide important and often enormously powerful levers for preventing 

agrifood businesses from engaging in a “race to the bottom”—a race that could very well return factory 

farming conditions to the distressing state publicly revealed by Ruth Harrison in the 1960s.  

7. Conclusion: Confronting Challenges 

The scale and speed of farm animal welfare reforms ramped up dramatically in the first two decades of 

the 21st century. After many years of uphill, underfunded battles to bring the often-hidden 

consequences of factory farming to light, animal advocates found ways to convince many of the world’s 

largest multinational food corporations to rewrite the rules of their supply chains. Cage-free 

commitments brought billions of egg-laying hens more space, as have campaigns to improve conditions 

for broiler chickens. Crate-free commitments have produced important improvements for sows and 

calves, albeit more limited than those for chickens. Increased attention to the welfare of farmed fish and 

crustaceans in recent years likewise demonstrates the power of corporate campaigning. 

Three fundamental factors have enabled these achievements. First was the turn to pragmatism, 

enabled by a discourse of animal welfare rather than rights. Influential figures including Ruth Harrison 

and Peter Singer provided inspiration and ideas for how animal advocates could more effectively 

achieve common goals. Passionate animal activists increasingly found themselves able to move beyond 

ideological infighting, focusing instead on achieving measurable results. Second, farm animal advocates 

learned where the levers of power are in a globalized, oligopolistic agrifood industry. Concentrated 

buying power, particularly in the hands of large food retailers and restaurant chains with valuable 

brands in need of protection from reputational damage, provides a fulcrum upon which carefully 

targeted pressure can produce system-wide change at surprising scale and speed. Third, the strategic 

insights of individuals such as Henry Spira set the movement on a path of continuous innovation from 

the 1990s onward. Organizations have generated both radical and incremental innovations in tactics, 
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strategies, and funding models. Developing explicit theories of change, finding ways to funnel charitable 

giving to cost-effective campaigns, and cannily using new digital technologies are among the most 

important innovations pioneered since the turn of the century. 

Yet there are at least two broad areas in which continuing challenges face those seeking to reduce 

or eliminate harms to farm animals. The first is ongoing problems of implementation, enforcement, and 

accountability. The core strategy of corporate campaigns since the 1990s has been to convince business 

managers to commit to reforms in the food supply chain. Yet companies have routinely agreed to a 

welfare standard, publicly committed to it, and then proceeded to do little or nothing to implement the 

reform. One estimate has placed the follow-through rate of corporate cage-free pledges to range 

between 48 and 84 percent.214 Crate-free commitments may have even lower implementation rates. 

Walmart, for instance, pledged in 2015 to force its pork suppliers to reduce the use of gestation crates 

for pregnant sows. As the largest supermarket in the US at the time, the planned changes would have 

had sweeping effects—had they been implemented. Nine years later, Walmart acknowledged that it had 

set no deadlines for implementation, and admitted that “progress has been slow” on crate-free 

reforms.215 One of the advocates I interviewed expressed frustration with company managers who used 

vague language such as “we expect our suppliers to transition” when communicating welfare 

commitments to suppliers.216 Or as Josh Balk has noted, “When you actually talk to the people who are 

meant to implement [welfare commitments] they’re like, ‘Wait, did we agree to even doing that?’”217  

Indeed, a key motivating factor for Balk to co-found the Accountability Board was to find a way to 

keep corporate managers and executives focused on delivering on their promises. This push for 

mechanisms for institutionalizing accountability is likewise a driving force behind the reporting 

elements in the Better Chicken Commitment, the Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare, the 

Chicken Watch transparency tool, and Mercy for Animals’ recently unveiled Canada Animal Welfare 

Scorecard. As is widely acknowledged within the farm animal welfare movement, corporate leaders are 

accountable to many stakeholders, and if animal advocates do not invest in monitoring, other executive 

and managerial commitments will take priority over animal welfare reforms.218 This problem is 

compounded by the fact that although it is undoubtedly true that major agrifood companies with 

concentrated buying power exercise significant leverage over their suppliers, it is also true that agrifood 

corporations devote the vast bulk of their resources to marketing, meaning that it is much easier for a 
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purchasing manager to expand a supply chain by adding a new SKU (stock keeping unit) than to 

constrict the supply chain by implementing a new standard.219 

The second broad area of ongoing challenges for farm animal advocates involves strategic risks. 

Very broadly, effective altruism’s focus on attaining quantifiably measurable impacts has been criticized 

by some animal supporters for skewing activity away from what some activists see as important but less 

easily assessed efforts. In 2016, for instance, Direct Action Everywhere challenged the validity of cage-

free campaigns, arguing among other things that freeing birds from battery cages might unintentionally 

produce more animal suffering than less, while over the long term “reducing pressure on the industry” 

to transition “toward actually superior systems (e.g., pasture-raised…) or reduced egg production.”220 

Animal advocates following effective altruism principles take such critiques seriously, as is to be 

expected given the approach’s expectations of iterative self-evaluation, and remain convinced that 

corporate campaigns are a cost-effective means of achieving the greatest possible good for the greatest 

number of animals. Animal welfare scientists, for instance, have determined that cage-free systems are 

“clearly superior” in reducing pain and suffering, validating the approach.221 Yet even committed 

effective altruists are aware of normative ethical critiques, such as those raised by philosopher Alice 

Crary, which question the moral validity of consequentialist ethics and see the pragmatic amelioration 

of animal suffering as a prop for industrial agriculture’s continuance. Others challenge effective altruism 

on its own consequentialist territory, e.g., asking whether “enamoration” with corporate animal welfare 

commitments “leads us to underinvest in other approaches in a way that is suboptimal.”222 

Such comments highlight the danger of institutional isomorphism. As DiMaggio and Powell 

explored in a highly influential 1983 article, isomorphism is “a context in which individual efforts to deal 

rationally with uncertainty and constraint often lead, in the aggregate, to homogeneity in structure, 

culture, and output.” The risk is that institutional innovations may reach a “threshold beyond which 

adoption provides legitimacy rather than improves performance.”223 If all animal charities essentially 

copy each others’ assumptions, norms, tactics, and strategies, there will be a reduction of innovation and 

a loss of checks and balances. Many animal advocates are acutely aware of this risk; as Amanda 

Hungerford of Open Philanthropy has noted, “You need to be very, very thoughtful about not overusing 

the tactic [of corporate campaigns].”224 The problem is further highlighted by the risk of “diminishing 
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returns” (e.g., the first 80 percent of agrifood companies in a particular sector may be relatively easy to 

sign up, while the next 20 percent may prove futile or excessively costly to organize).225 Even the radical 

innovation represented by the shareholder activism of the Accountability Board may face this problem, 

as one 2024 report suggests that US investor willingness to support ESG shareholder proposals is at an 

all-time low.226 

Another ongoing strategic risk is that posed by the rising global demand for meat, dairy, and 

seafood. Demand for animal products is on the steepest upward trajectories in countries where industry 

structures and cultural norms are less conducive to the corporate campaign strategies that have been 

effective in the US and Europe. In China, for instance, 90 percent of egg-laying hens are still raised in 

battery cages, and “animal welfare” is defined by producers almost solely in terms of efficiency in 

production.227 China and India together account for more than one-third of the world’s human 

population, and are home to many farm animals; India is estimated to have the world’s largest livestock 

population. Yet at least one organization—the Navigation Fund, an effective altruist philanthropy 

founded in 2023—has announced that it does not expect to fund animal welfare projects in either China 

or India due to “highly challenging regulatory frameworks for philanthropy and NGOs.”228 Farm animal 

advocates broadly see the Global South, where meat production and consumption is rising fastest, as 

challenging territory for animal campaigners who are often more drawn to the activist tactics of an 

earlier era. As one campaigner who works with animal organizations around the world explains, “It’s 

almost like they’re the underground band that hasn’t gone mainstream yet, and they want to keep that, 

like underground sort of thing…rather than connecting with a bigger pragmatic movement [in Global 

North countries].”229 

Finally, animal advocates face a continuous battle to make animal welfare a priority for consumers 

and businesses. Food company managers tend to think that consumers prioritize cost, taste, food safety, 

and the environment more highly than animal welfare.230 Studies of consumer preferences for credence 

characteristics have not produced consistent results in regard to concern for animal welfare, while even 

committed cage-free campaigners sometimes acknowledge that the primary motivating factor for 

consumers to buy cage-free eggs is a belief that they “taste better.”231 Both consumers and corporations 

may find animal welfare reforms to be in conflict with other progressive goals, including social justice for 

agrifood workers and climate change mitigation. In regard to climate change, for instance, widespread 

implementation of the Better Chicken Commitment’s calls for slower-growing breeds of birds would 

surely improve the animals’ welfare, but it would also drive up greenhouse gas emissions (although 
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chicken production generates significantly less greenhouse gas emissions than beef and lamb).232 

Companies reporting on their animal welfare progress to the BBFAW often struggle with where, 

structurally, to address the issue in their annual sustainability reports, finding that it “falls between the 

gaps” as not “neatly tied with climate, and it doesn’t tie neatly with human social issues.”233 

And yet, as animal studies scholar Alex Blanchette has forcefully argued, farm animals are not the 

only animals imbricated in capitalist industrial agriculture.234 Our food systems affect all of us, whether 

we are vegan activists, meat-eating consumers, human laborers in a factory farm, active or potential 

donors to animal charities, or animals unable to directly convey suffering or desires. Following the lead 

of Henry Spira, it seems likely that the future of the farm animal welfare movement lies in continuously 

innovating, finding ways to build unlikely coalitions and collaborations, to make the suffering of the 

unheard and overlooked more visible to the widest possible population, and to fuse social and 

environmental progress with that of animal concerns.  
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Appendix: Organizations Involved in Farm Animal Welfare Campaigns 

Arranged in chronological order by date of founding 

ASPCA (1866), a mainstream animal welfare organization that has, for most of its history, focused 

primarily on pets and wildlife 

American Humane Association/Society (1877), created in part to deal with farm animal transport, but 

often critiqued as pro-industry when it comes to farm animals due to its pragmatism  

Animal Welfare Institute (1951), initial focus was on animals in experiments; current attention to farm 

animal welfare focuses on policy engagement, as do its seven other areas of focus (e.g., lab animals, 

equines, etc.) 

Humane Society of US (1954), founded by former members of American Humane Association, currently 

the largest organization with a strong focus on farm animal welfare; renamed as Humane World for 

Animals in February 2025, after merging with Humane Society International 

Compassion in World Farming (1967), created by an English dairy farmer and responsible for many of 

the animal welfare improvements in the UK  

PETA (1980), famous for aggressive and controversial campaigns promoting animal rights, with some 

attention to farm animal welfare but more known for work on laboratory testing, animal-derived 

clothing, and treatment of circus and media animals 

World Animal Protection (2014), a product of 1981 merger of two groups formed in 1950s  

Four Paws (1988), formed in Vienna by Heli Dungler, increasingly involved in farm animal welfare in 

recent years 

Compassion over Killing (1995), initial focus was on undercover investigations and educational 

campaigns, renamed Animal Outlook in 2020 as its strategies evolved 

Mercy for Animals (1999), initially pursued undercover investigations, has increasingly turned toward 

corporate engagement 

EAST (1999), Environment and Animal Society of Taiwan, one of a small number of animal welfare 

organizations in East Asia 

Faunalytics (2000), called Humane Research Council until 2015 

Albert Schweitzer Foundation (2000), founded in Germany with Albert Schweitzer's fundamental 

maxim of "reverence for life" as their guiding philosophy, and a focus on "the single greatest source of 

pain and death for animals: the use of animals and animal products as a food source” 

The Humane League (2005), major recipient of funds from Open Philanthropy and focuses primarily on 

farmed chickens, with some attention to pigs and fish, primarily via corporate campaigns 
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Canadian Coalition for Farm Animals (2005) a relatively small group in Canada, but with a specific 

focus on farm animals 

Animal Equality (2006), initially focused on bullfighting in Spain, but has increasingly turned to effective 

altruism principles and corporate campaigning   

Centre for Effective Altruism (2011), emerged out of 80,000 Hours, based in Oxford 

Open Philanthropy (2011), originally a partnership between GiveWell (2007) and Good Ventures 

(2011) 

Animal Charity Evaluators (2012), seeks to direct charitable giving towards charities deemed most 

effective at improving animal welfare 

Crate Free USA (2015), founded by a corporate marketer with an initial focus on animal welfare 

legislation, but then turned focus to national retail chains to urge crate-free pork production 

Open Wing Alliance (2016), an informal global coalition overseen by The Humane League, devoted to 

cage-free campaigns around the world 

The Accountability Board (2022), ESG shareholder activists 

The Navigation Fund (2023), a private effective altruist foundation funded by billionaire crypto 

entrepreneur Jed McCaleb  
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