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Background
Although the natural world can be a source of great beauty and happiness, vast numbers of animals still routinely face serious
challenges such as disease, hunger, or natural disasters. There is no “one-size-fits-all” solution to these threats. However, even
as we recognize that improving the welfare of free-ranging animals is complex and di�cult, we believe humans have a
responsibility to help whenever we can.

For the most part, the scope of wildlife research has traditionally been limited to impacts of the harms humans cause.
Therefore, much uncertainty remains about other factors that a�ect what animals’ lives are like in the wild, and what humans
could do to help responsibly. Answering those questions will not be easy. The diversity of animal species and the complexity
of ecosystem interactions requires a wider range of research expertise than any one research group might have.

Our grants empower wild animal welfare researchers to explore topics neglected by other funders. We support research that
advances understanding of the fundamental concepts, novel methods, and preliminary interventions that will most rapidly
accelerate progress in the field.

How to apply
● If you are interested in preparing a project proposal to meet one of the themes described below, please submit an

Expression of Interest (EOI) form by December 1, 2023. The form allows you to provide a brief statement of the study
you plan to propose. (Only projects meeting our selection criteria will be invited to submit a full proposal.) We
recommend carefully considering our general selection criteria, relevant definitions, and the Challenge Grants program
eligibility guidelines. In particular, it is crucial that your project address wild animal welfare, which is distinct from
related concepts such as fitness, health, or conservation. We will invite full proposal submissions only from candidates
who clearly address the research themes and objectives described below in their EOI:

○ Theme #1:Welfare impacts of parasites and pathogens
○ Theme #2: Validating indicators of a�ective valence

● We will evaluate and communicate the outcome of your EOI by January 12, 2024. During this time, we may also reach
out for clarifications. Selected projects will be invited to proceed to the next stage, which will include submitting a full
proposal, animal impact form (if applicable), and CVs. Further information will be shared at that time.

● If you are invited to submit a full proposal, we will discuss the details of the project with you and support your full
proposal submission. Full proposals will be due byMarch 8, 2024.

● We aim to share final funding decisions inMay 2024.

We encourage all applicants to contact us at any stage of the proposal development process to request feedback on their
project ideas or draft proposals.

https://www.wildanimalinitiative.org/
https://airtable.com/shr9bV6fYFDllPuPx
https://www.wildanimalinitiative.org/grants/challenge-grants#:~:text=Eligibility-,What%20is%20eligible,-Challenge%20Grant%20projects
https://www.wildanimalinitiative.org/blog/welfare
mailto:grants@wildanimalinitiative.org


Theme #1: Welfare impacts of parasites and pathogens

Parasitism is any interaction between organisms in which one su�ers but survives, while the other benefits. Parasitism di�ers
from predation by not involving the immediate death and consumption of the host, but rather involves sublethal e�ects in the
short-term. However, it can sometimes be hard to distinguish between parasitic relationships and mutualistic relationships
(beneficial to both) or commensal relationships (neutral to host), particularly when accounting for indirect e�ects (Hasik et al.
2023).

While several studies in parasitology have looked at the e�ects of parasitism on components of host ‘fitness’ (e.g., growth,
survival, and reproduction), few have tried to directly estimate the host’s decline in welfare through pain and discomfort. For
instance, some parasites seem to be particularly energetically costly to the host (Shanebeck et al. 2022) — so it stands to
reason that not all parasite-host interactions have the same e�ects on wild animal welfare. Given that parasitism is virtually
ubiquitous in the animal kingdom (Chrétien et al. 2022), the total welfare e�ect of parasites on their hosts is likely to be
substantial, yet it’s not well known.

This theme is restricted to projects investigating animal host species only, but there is no restriction on the type of parasite
(e.g. bacteria, fungi, helminths, insects, vertebrates, protozoans, and viruses). We welcome projects on the welfare e�ects of
any type of host-parasite interaction, including but not limited to hyperparasitism (parasites of parasites), kleptoparasitism
(stealing from a host), and brood parasitism (laying eggs in the nest of another). Projects can explore many di�erent types of
parasitic strategy, such as parasitic castration (rendering the host partially or fully infertile). Both theoretical modeling
approaches and empirical studies will be considered under this theme.

EXAMPLES

Suitable questions that could be explored under this theme include, but are not limited to:

● How does the presence or absence of a shared evolutionary history and evolved defenses (see e.g., Hart
& Hart 2018) a�ect the welfare e�ects of parasitism?

● How does welfare change with parasite load? Does it change linearly or abruptly?
● How are the welfare e�ects of the parasite a�ected by the contemporary conditions, health, and

resilience of a particular host? (see e.g., Risely et al. 2017).
● Are there other common traits (such as mode of thermoregulation; Sánchez et al. 2018) or contexts

(such as the presence of multiple potential host species; Khalil et al. 2016) that might mitigate or
exacerbate negative e�ects of parasitism on wild animal welfare?

● How do host behavioral changes caused by the parasite (e.g., modification of intra- and interspecific
interactions; Hasik et al. 2023; Hague et al. 2021) a�ect the welfare of the host?

We are especially interested in projects that explore the welfare e�ects of the eradication of the NewWorld screwworm on
the wild animals of Central America and North America, and to understand what would be the likely e�ects on wild animal
welfare of a continuation of the program further south. See here for further description of potential projects in this
particular area.
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Theme #2: Validating indicators of affective valence
Animals’ welfare states can be distinguished along two axes: valence (the quality of feelings, ranging from unpleasant to
pleasant), and arousal (the intensity of feelings, ranging from idle to activated) (Figure 1). Markers of stress are often used as
indicators of animal welfare, but perhaps the ways we currently measure stress responses give an incomplete picture. While
we currently have validated methods to measure the variation in arousal, assessing changes in valence is still a major
challenge. Available tools to assess valence are context dependent, and thus, rely heavily on a deep understanding of the
ecology of the species, which might lead to misinterpretation. To correctly understand wild animal welfare, indicators of
welfare must be properly validated by directly examining their relationship to valence as well as arousal.

Figure 1: Two dimensions of welfare states, representing their quality (“valence”) and intensity (“arousal”). Animals experiencing good
welfare would spend most of their time in positive-valence states, with varying levels of arousal. Adapted from Mendl, Burman & Paul
(2010).

For this theme, we welcome projects that aim to validate humanely measurable behavioral or physiological markers as welfare
indicators in any animal species. Particularly competitive projects will focus on markers with the potential for use in a variety
of species.

Track 1: Using a recommended validation process

A rigorous validation process was recently proposed (Browning 2023) with three consecutive steps:

Wild Animal Initiative | Call for Proposals - Challenge Grants Program 3

https://horback.faculty.ucdavis.edu/assessing-affective-states/#:~:text=For%20example%2C%20an%20increase%20in%20heart%20rate%20or%20surge%20in%20cortisol%20or%20adrenaline%20all%20indicate%20high%20arousal%2C%20but%20can%20be%20associated%20with%20escape%20from%20predation%20(negative%20valence)%20or%20with%20the%20anticipation%20of%20a%20reward%20(positive%20valence)
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rspb.2010.0303
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rspb.2010.0303
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/philosophy-of-science/article/validating-indicators-of-subjective-animal-welfare/59501C4EB8E6E24A33D103FF67CD3C32


1. Formulating a hypothesis about the valence of a�ective states experienced by animals when exposed to specific
conditions (e.g., one might assume exposure to a predator leads to negative valence in a prey animal);

2. Assessing whether these conditions are consistently associated with a similar behavioral or physiological observation
(e.g. higher glucocorticoid levels, aggression, hair raising, etc. observed in animals exposed to a predator);

3. Confirming that the behavioral or physiological observations are consistent across a variety of conditions that are
assumed to a�ect valence in a similar fashion (e.g., hair raising is observed when an animal is exposed to a predator,
but also when socially isolated, when observing a fight among conspecifics, during illness, etc.), and not when the
animal is exposed to a stimulus causing the presumed opposite e�ect (e.g., hair raising is not observed during
presumed positive experiences).

If the markers for these observations vary in a consistent way across di�erent conditions that are plausibly associated with the
same valence (i.e., all expected to be either positive or negative experiences), then the marker and observation may be
considered to be a robust indicator of welfare (because the variation in values of the marker is independent of the condition
causing the assumed welfare change; see Fig. 5 in Beaulieu 2023). In Track 1, we will accept projects that follow the validation
process using existing data (i.e., via a meta-analysis) or generate new data (i.e., via fieldwork).

Track 2: Identifying and testing novel validation processes

The validation process suggested in Track 1 is not the only approach that has been used for assessing markers of animal
welfare. For instance, cognitive bias tests are robust welfare markers that can measure valence (Mendl et al. 2009). Therefore,
it should be possible to validate other behavioral or physiological markers by correlating them with the results of cognitive
bias tests that may directly reflect the valence of a�ective states. Implementation of cognitive bias tests remains di�cult in the
wild (Mendl et al. 2009; Willcox 2021), but attention bias tests can be performed without training or subjecting animal
subjects to captivity (Browning 2022). For measuring the valence of a�ective states related to pain, it might also be possible to
opportunistically use events known to be associated with pain to validate behavioral or physiological markers that vary
during these events (National Research Council US; Sneddon et al. 2014). This could be done with experimental
manipulation, but also by using existing datasets, or by recording responses to unfortunate events that inherently cause
animal su�ering and for which analgesic use may be beneficial as well as informative. Applicants are also welcome to propose
other novel methods for validating any of a variety of markers as robust indicators of valenced a�ective states. More
competitive proposals will include validation of markers in multiple species. Projects that seek to identify ways to e�ectively
measure positive valence across a number of species are particularly encouraged.

Additional Information
Selection criteria

● Scope: The approximate number of animals who could potentially benefit from the results of a project.
● Impact: The likelihood that a project will lead to an improvement in wild animal welfare now or in the future, and the

magnitude of that potential improvement.
● Engagement: The extent to which a project is likely to accelerate or inspire other research or action in support of wild

animal welfare.
● Neglectedness: The distinctiveness of a project’s relevance to wild animal welfare, such that it would be unlikely to

attract funding from another organization.
● Feasibility: The likelihood that a project could be carried out as described and accomplish its objectives.
● Research ethics: The risk of a project causing harm to human or non-human animals through its methods.
● Cost-e�ectiveness: Given two projects of approximately equal overall merit (considering the above criteria), we will

give preference to the one with the lower budget.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/brv.13009
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/animals/special_issues/Assessment_of_Animal_Welfare
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0168159109000446
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10539-022-09862-1#:~:text=For%20this%20reason%2C%20further%20work%20into%20other%20types%20of%20cognitive%20bias%20could%20help%20develop%20more%20suitable%20tests%2C%20which%20do%20not%20require%20training.%20These%20are%20attention%20bias%2C%20in%20which%20animals%20experiencing%20negative%20affect%20will%20show%20increased%20attention%20to%20negative%20stimuli%20(Crump%20et%20al.%202018)
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK32656/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0003347214003431


Further information is provided on our website.

KEY DEFINITIONS

● Welfare: The aggregate quality of an individual’s subjective experiences over a given time period (or the
sum of the welfare of each individual in a group). This can also be called “well-being” or “quality of life.”
We use “improving welfare” interchangeably with “reducing or preventing su�ering.” For more information,
see Core Concepts: Welfare.

● Wild animal: Any individual animal whose life is not closely managed by humans. This includes animals
living freely in human-dominated environments, such as parks and urban spaces, but excludes pets, farmed
animals, and animals kept in zoos or in laboratories.
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