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Abstract

This paper discusses the ethical implications of applying the concept of behavioural needs to captive animals. This is done on the basis
of analysing the scientific literature on farmed mink and their possible need for swimming. In the wild, American mink (Mustela vison)
are semi-aquatic predators, lending initial support to the claim that captive mink with no access to adequate swimming facilities expe-
rience a thwarted behavioural need. Scientific studies show a disparate picture. Consumer-demand experiments, where the animals
have been conditioned to work for environmental resources, consistently show that mink place high value on swimming water, whereas
other studies indicate the opposite, which has led scientists to question whether this preference constitutes a genuine behavioural need.
In this paper, we take a methodological turn and discuss whether the oft-used concept of behavioural needs provides the best possible
account of what is indispensable to an animal. Seen from a more complex understanding of behavioural needs, we suggest that lack
of swimming opportunities for farmed mink constitutes a welfare problem. Further, it is argued that the decision of which paradigm
to use in research on animal needs has not only ethical consequences, but is in itself a value-based choice.
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Introduction
Much regulation of animal welfare, such as The European
Convention for the Protection of Animals kept for Farming
Purposes, Articles III, IV, and V and many guidelines such
as The Five Freedoms (Farm Animal Welfare Council
[FAWC] 1993) and Welfare Quality® emphasise that
captive animals should have the freedom to fulfil a series of
species-specific behavioural needs (Botreau et al 2007).
Although the concept of behavioural (ethological) needs is
often employed with no clear indication of its meaning
(Dawkins 1983) it can be broadly characterised as behav-
iours that are important for animals to perform, even when
their physiological needs have been met (Jensen & Toates
1993). These behavioural needs are considered ‘necessities’
as opposed to mere ‘luxuries’ (Dawkins 1983). 
The concept of behavioural needs can be traced back to the
psycho-hydraulic model of motivation proposed by Konrad
Lonrenz (1950), who believed that action-specific energy
would build up in an animal, if deprived of releasing
stimuli. However, several authors have contributed to the
theory’s further development (eg Hughes 1980; Dawkins
1983; Hughes & Duncan 1988; Friend 1989; Jensen &
Toates 1993). In recent decades, the ethological concept of
behavioural needs has been coupled with affective neuro-
science (Panksepp 1998; Spruijt et al 2001; Boissy et al

2007). It has therefore been suggested that a mechanism of
endogenous reward systems in the limbic forebrain has
evolved to ensure that animals perform behaviour patterns
with long-term adaptive value by associating the behaviour
pattern itself with feelings of pleasure, rather than the fulfil-
ment of short-term physiological needs (Friend 1989;
Boissy et al 2007). Behavioural needs are often related to
foraging, reproduction, or grooming. Depriving an animal
of the opportunity to perform such displays would therefore
result in reduced welfare. But how does one distinguish the
indispensable from the ‘luxuries’? 
The academic discussions of behavioural needs have impli-
cations both for animal production in general since legisla-
tion is partly based on scientific findings (Yeates et al
2011), and for the case of mink farming, as an opportunity
for swimming is more likely to become a requirement if this
is perceived as indispensable to the mink.
In this paper we will analyse the most frequent definitions
of behavioural need in order to scrutinise how they are
methodologically used in scientific studies on mink
behaviour. Therein, we will examine arguments for and
against providing a pool or pond for farmed mink as found
in the animal welfare science literature, with reference to
behavioural needs (Hansen & Jeppesen 1999; Vinke et al
2008; Møller et al 2011). We begin by outlining the charac-
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