
Can Economists Speak for Farmed Animals? 

A Review of Compassion by the Pound: The Economics of Farm Animal Welfare 

 

Steven McMullen 
Department of Economics 

Calvin College 
616-526-6460 

mcmullen@calvin.edu 
 

 

This is a Pre-publication version, and may contain errors.  The final version is forthcoming in the Journal 

of Animal Ethics 

 

Abstract: Compassion, By the Pound is an excellent volume on the economics of animal agriculture.  The 

authors summarize the history, science, and methods of modern agriculture and animal welfare, make 

some contributions to the practice of cost-benefit analysis, and engage in a ground-breaking study of 

consumer preferences for more ethically produced animal products. Undergirding their economic 

analysis, however, is an inadequate engagement with animal ethics and economic ethics.  This review 

highlights the strengths of this book and then considers three problems with the authors’ implicit ethical 

framework.  This book highlights both the value, and the difficulty, of using standard economic methods 

to contribute to the field of animal ethics. 
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F. Baily Norwood and Jayson L. Lusk, Compassion, By the Pound: The Economics of Farm Animal Welfare 

(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 409 + xiv. Hardback, $45.00. ISBN: 978-0-19-

955116-3. 

F. Baily Norwood and Jayson Lusk have written an extraordinary volume that will, for the 

foreseeable future, be the definitive work on farm animal economics.  Both authors are accomplished 

agricultural economists who have extensive experience with the world of animal agriculture and 

consumer research, which allowed them to write a book that is rich with detailed knowledge of 

agriculture markets and alternative farming methods.  Compassion, by the Pound is an ambitious work 

that covers a large number of substantive topics, and breaks new ground in a couple of important areas. 

As economists, these authors have done excellent work, especially in their experimental measurement 

of consumer preferences for animal welfare.  At many points in the volume, however, the authors delve 

with confidence into philosophical ethics.  At these points the book will disappoint readers who are well 

versed in the animal ethics literature. 
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Over the course of the book, the authors stake out a minimal but clear position that is 

consistent with the best scientific literature: they argue that animals do experience pain, that standard 

animal agriculture methods have significantly diminished the welfare of non-human animals, and that, 

at a moderate expense, these farming methods could be changed to improve the lives of the farmed 

animals.  They hesitate, however, to draw the conclusion that government action is justified to improve 

the lives of non-human animals.  By staking out this middle ground between the agriculture 

establishment and animal advocates, they run the risk of alienating all readers, but also leave open the 

possibility of changing the minds of some of those who would not otherwise re-consider their position. 

The methods that the authors employ are standard for the field of economics, which the 

authors believe allows them to provide “dispassionate information” (p. 6) that is not biased by strong 

philosophical or ethical positions in favor of, or against, current farming methods.  This conceit is one of 

the main weaknesses of the book, in which the authors seem entirely unaware that by staking out a 

“neutral” position in which all normative commitments are framed as “preferences”, they are, 

themselves, taking a rather strong position on a philosophical debate that is at the heart of the animal 

ethics conversation.  In fact, the whole project illustrates well how difficult it is to do social-scientific 

work without explicitly or implicitly relying on a set of contestable underlying principles. Nevertheless 

their economic approach does provide some helpful analysis, especially in diagnosing the social 

structures that have such a huge impact on the well-being of non-human animals.   

 

Overview of the book 

After introducing the project in chapter one, in chapters 2 through 5 the authors provide a 

readable and concise summary of the context of the current debate about animal agriculture.  Chapter 

two covers a broad history of the relationship between human and non-human animals, and chapter 

three picks up the narrative with a detailed and fascinating history of factory farming and the parallel 

rise of animal activism.  The authors persuasively argue that the primary driving forces behind 

agricultural practices are technological and economic in nature, and that individual farmers do not have 

much freedom when it comes to agricultural practices if they intend to participate in mainstream 

agricultural markets.  This theme becomes important for the authors’ larger argument, which is that the 

power to determine the welfare of farmed animals is held primarily by consumers.  Chapter four 

provides a minimal discussion of animal experience, in which the authors survey scientific evidence 

indicating that animals feel pain, make choices in a way that is consistent with stable preferences, are 

intelligent, experience emotions, communicate with one another, and make social connections.  

Moreover, the authors argue that farmers, by interacting with animals only in particularly barren and 

restrictive conditions, may be the least aware of their animals’ mental capabilities (p. 84). 

The capstone of this first section of the book is chapter 5, in which the authors draw on their 

considerable experience in the world of animal agriculture to summarize the details and impact of 

current practices.  They start this summary by explaining how it is possible to evaluate farm animal 

welfare, and arguing that farmers do not, counter to the claims of industry groups, have the incentive to 



maximize animal welfare (pp. 97-103).  They introduce some methods for aggregating a number of 

different welfare measures, and then apply these methods to different systems used to produce eggs 

and milk, and the methods used to raise chickens, hogs, and cows.  By combining pictures, description, 

and welfare evaluation into their analysis, they do a great service to readers who do not know how 

cage-free, free-range, grass-fed, or organic methods actually impact the welfare of farmed animals. 

The next section of the book is where the authors start to engage animal ethics more directly, 

starting in chapter 6 with a discussion of the philosophic literature on the topic.  This chapter is one of 

the low points of the book.  The authors attempt to summarize the major schools of thought in animal 

ethics, but it is unlikely that proponents of theories covered would accept their descriptions.  They 

highlight both the usefulness and some of the drawbacks of utilitarian ethics, without acknowledging 

that many of their critiques of utilitarianism apply to their own work later in the book. In their summary 

of rights-based theories of animal ethics, they do not discuss or engage the substance of any of the 

arguments for acknowledging the rights of animals.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, they conclude that 

“Whether we give animals a given right is largely a matter of opinion” (p. 183).  Other ethical traditions, 

such as virtue or feminist ethics, are not discussed at all. 

They follow this summary with a brief defense of speciesism, which, more accurately, is a 

defense of human ownership and use of animals.  They argue that killing animals for food is justified if 

you consider that the alternative is a world in which most farmed animals do not exist. The authors 

consider that farmed animals, if liberated, would be replaced by free-living animals of other species, but 

the authors deem this a poor outcome because of their uncertainty about the quality of life of free-living 

animals (p. 186).  They end their foray into philosophy with a similar defense of meat eating which rests 

on the argument that the life of farmed animals is (a) better than non-existence, and (b) better than the 

life of free-living animals.  If these arguments are accepted, the authors conclude, then perhaps the 

most ethical type of human animal relationship is one in which animals are under the care of humans (p. 

189).   

In chapter 7, the authors summarize an economic approach to thinking about farm animal 

treatment.  This section will likely be helpful for those interested in using the tools of economics to 

enrich utilitarian arguments about farm-animal welfare.  The authors make a strong case for using 

economic language to frame the way we consider alternate food production systems.  All the potential 

consequences, intended and unintended, of policy changes need to be considered to make good 

choices.  Animal advocates would do well to emulate the care with which the authors consider the 

benefits and costs of various legal attempts to improve farm-animal welfare.  The authors go further, 

and make a set of arguments about how one should engage in cost-benefit analysis of policies that 

impact both human and non-human animals.  In the process, they explain how one could engage in a 

non-speciesist cost benefit analysis in the presence of human altruistic preferences.  Unfortunately, 

when the authors actually engage in analyzing the costs and benefits in later chapters, they ignore 

animal preferences, arguing that to do otherwise would be impractical (p. 217). 

In the last four chapters, they put their economic toolset to work answering three different 

types of questions regarding farm animal welfare.  Chapter 8 combines the information on animal 



welfare in different agricultural systems from chapter 5 into an algorithm which is intended to help 

people make ethical choices about their eating habits.  The reader is invited to assign welfare scores to 

different systems, and then the algorithm weights the consumption in terms of animal lives impacted 

per pound of consumption.  A reader who takes utilitarian calculations seriously, and still wants to eat 

some meat, may find the tool helpful.  Chapter 9 is where the authors’ expertise really shines, as they 

bring together some of the best information about what consumers are actually willing to pay for 

increased farm animal welfare.  They impress upon readers that the results of surveys are unreliable, 

and then describe an elaborate series of experiments in which they ask real people to pay real money 

for well-described changes in animal welfare.  These experiments are then used to get accurate 

measures of the overall willingness-to-pay for animal welfare in the U.S. population.  Finally, chapter 10 

draws on the arguments throughout the book to discuss policy responses to animal welfare concerns, 

and chapter 11 provides some concluding remarks. 

The best parts of the book are those portions in which the authors are working solidly in their 

areas of expertise, most notably chapter 5, on farming practices, chapter 7, on economic approaches to 

cost benefit analysis, and chapter 9, on measuring consumer preferences.  The message that we get out 

of these three chapters is a helpful one.  They establish that: (a) farmers are not properly incentivized to 

consider animal welfare, (b) that different agricultural methods do have significant impacts on animal 

well-being, (c) that people do have a noticeable, if varied, preference for more ethically produced 

animal products, and (d) that education has a strong positive impact on consumers’ wiliness to pay extra 

money for improved animal welfare.  Their mastery and use of the tools of experimental economics, in 

particular, is a model for how to make inferences about consumer choices, especially choices made in 

the absence of good consumer information.  The authors can especially be applauded for the way in 

which they make some of the related technical issues approachable to a general audience and their 

innovative solutions clear. 

Overall, the book will be extremely helpful for agricultural economists who are wrestling with 

the issues that these scholars have addressed with great skill, and will complement the authors’ other 

accomplishments in this area (Lusk & Norwood, 2009, 2011).  If, as these authors seem to expect, animal 

activism increases in the united states, and there is more pressure to consider the well-being of non-

human animals, then the tools that these authors develop will be essential for industry and academics 

alike.  This book will also be very helpful for policy-makers and consumers who are looking for a rich 

source of information about different agricultural methods, the impacts on animal welfare, and the way 

consumers react to these methods.  Hopefully this book will advance understanding about the social and 

economic context that has such a strong influence on the relationships between farmed animals, 

farmers, and consumers.  Given the very limited engagement between the discipline of economics and 

animal ethics, this would be a great accomplishment.  

  

A Humane Economic Ethic? 



Unfortunately, the authors’ considerable accomplishments in these parts of the book are 

embedded in a general approach which could be significantly improved by a better engagement with 

the larger literature in economic and animal ethics.  Three broad shortcomings stand out.  First, the 

authors explore the subject with an openly anthropocentric approach.  Even as they painstakingly 

document actual animal welfare in different systems, they ask the question, “How do people prefer to 

treat farmed animals?” rather than “How should people treat farmed animals?”  Given the general 

consensus in the animal ethics literature that animals are, at minimum, beings that deserve serious 

moral consideration, this approach requires justification.  Their treatment of non-speciesist cost-benefit 

analysis is a step in the right direction, but it is not put to use in their subsequent analysis.  Moreover, 

even within their non-speciesist proposal, the authors accept the social structure in which humans have 

complete control over non-human animals, and then ask whether there is a chance for mutually 

beneficial exchanges from that starting point.  In an illuminating thought experiment, they imagine a 

farm animal “trading” with his human owner, exchanging some food additional living space (p. 217).   

Their adoption of this type of thought experiment is consistent with the gold-standard in neo-

classical economic ethics: pareto efficiency. Economists consider an action to be clearly justified if at 

least one party can be made better off without hurting any other party. Pareto efficiency, however, 

famously ignores issues of distribution, a problem the authors discuss briefly (p. 206).  In this case, their 

thought experiment ignores the primary critique of the animal ethics movement, namely, the injustice 

that is present in the status-quo distribution of power and wealth.  Given that farmers have absolute 

control over farmed animals, there is little to no room for mutually beneficial exchanges that will help 

farmed animals.  Progress for farmed animals will have to come at the expense of farmers and 

consumers. 

 As an alternative, suppose the authors had proposed a method of cost-benefit analysis that 

insisted not just on efficiency, but also on a just starting position for exchange.  One way this could be 

done is to alter the initial endowments so that animals start from the position of a free-living animal in a 

sustainable eco-system.  From this point, if humans and non-human animals found a mutually beneficial 

agricultural arrangement, it would be more clearly justifiable.  This then, would make for a much 

stronger, truly non-speciesist, cost-benefit analysis.  As it is, their “non-speciesist” cost-benefit analysis 

only masks an oppressively speciesist status-quo distribution of power. 

The second shortcoming is the authors’ lack of reflection about deriving ethical norms from 

human preferences. Within their sophisticated argument for using consumers’ willingness-to-pay as a 

measure of value, they accept, without reflection, the assumption that individuals’ preferences can be 

used for moral decision-making without examining the content of those preferences.  If, however, a 

human preference for meat over vegetables is subject to ethical scrutiny, then the supposedly neutral 

metric that the authors want to use for measuring both benefits and costs is also called into question.  In 

other words, these authors make a mistake that is common among economists: they assume that they 

can engage in economic analysis prior to engaging in ethical thought, when in fact, by using a particular 

methodology, they are embracing a particular ethic that runs counter to the consensus of the animal 

ethics literature.   



Moreover, when the authors start examining the effects of various welfare-improving policies in 

chapter 10, they are reticent to justify any intervention because they fear that people would experience 

the cost without ever knowing about the benefits.  They argue that the “experienced effect” of animal 

agriculture improvements will likely be limited to higher prices, and that, as a result, the consumer who 

is never aware of the animal welfare improvements will be disproportionately hurt.  The authors are 

thus paralyzed by their unwillingness to give greater weight to informed preferences, and their 

unwillingness to base policy on the well-being of non-human animals.  Even a more reflective 

utilitarianism, of which there are plenty of good examples among the authors they cite, would go a long 

way toward improving their cost-benefit analyses.  At a minimum, there should be some way to ensure 

that indulging a preference for the torture of non-human animals is not considered, methodologically, to 

be a “benefit.” 

The final shortcoming is the authors’ inadequate reflection on a couple of key ethical dilemmas 

that naturally result from their analysis.  At a number of key points in their argument, the authors make 

the case that, to be consistent, vegans should eat meat when doing so brings an animal into existence 

whose life is worth living.  This argument appears most prominently in chapter 8 and in chapter 11, 

where the authors argue: 

So who is more ethical: a vegan whose diet prevents some animal suffering but also prevents 

happy animals from existing, or the omnivore whose diet brings some happy animals into 

existence but causes other animals to suffer?  The logic asserting it is good to prevent the 

existence of suffering animals by altering food choices also dictates that it is good to make food 

choices that bring happy animals into existence.  Arguments to the contrary are illogical (pp. 

355-356). 

At no point do they explain why humans should have obligations to beings that exist only potentially or 

why those lives should be weighted equally with currently living beings.  It is very difficult to adopt the 

logic of this argument without approaching what the authors deem “the repugnant conclusion:” that the 

ideal world would contain a very large number of beings all of whom live lives only slightly preferable to 

non-existence.  The authors reject this conclusion, without argument, and without irony, despite the 

fact that this is an excellent description of modern animal agriculture. 

 Even if we accept the authors’ conclusions that some farmed animals lead mostly happy lives, a 

simple, and indeed logical, resolution of this dilemma that avoids “the repugnant conclusion,” is this: 

humans have significant obligations to non-human animals that exist.  They have far more limited 

obligations to potential non-human animals, depending on the way these potential beings would fit into 

the eco-system and economy.  Moreover, environmental ethicists would argue that we have obligations 

at the level of eco-system and species, not just at the level of individual non-human animals. Adopting 

this alternative logic would, by the authors’ own argument, radically alter their recommendations about 

ethical eating, in the direction of more favorable treatment of vegan diets. 

 

Conclusion 



 The breadth of the topic that Norwood and Lusk analyze in this volume is both the best part of 

this project and the source of its most significant flaws. The authors provide an extremely valuable 

summary of the history, science, and economic context of modern animal agriculture, and explain with 

extraordinary clarity their innovative approach to measuring consumer preferences for animal welfare.  

Doing an economic analysis of animal welfare is impossible, however, without first adopting a particular 

philosophical position on the moral standing of animals, the nature of justice, and the nature of human 

preferences.  It was necessary, then, that the authors delve too deeply into areas beyond their 

expertise. Additional conversation with philosophers could greatly improve their argument, especially 

regarding the conclusions they draw about ethical eating and public policy. 
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