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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

1. Breeding as a solution to societal problems?
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

2. Breeding as a solution to ethical problems within animal agriculture?

• Resistance to common diseases (e.g. African Swine fever, mastitis)

• Resistance to other health/welfare problems (e.g. lameness)

• Robustness against environmental stress
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

3. Some technologies that could be applied to advance breeding goals are socially 
and ethically controversial
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

Observation: developments are often more gradual

• Phenotypic traits selected for and relative weight

• Number and type of (epi)genetic markers

• Improved data and statistical methods
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

Are only ‘game changers’ ethically significant?

• ‘Genomic selection just exploits existing genetic variation (and ’

• ‘Genome editing just speeds up breeding’

• ‘The combined use of ovum pick-up, in vitro embryo production, and genomic selection 
ethically unproblematic because it is just a development from traditional breeding 
practices.’ (cf. Lund et al. 2021)
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

4. Even gradual developments can have significant implications

Incremental selection for productivity associated with many welfare 
issues (e.g. Rauw et al. 1998, Fernyhough et al. 2020)
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

4. Even gradual developments can have significant implications

Artificial reproduction procedures intensified incrementally(?)
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The need for ethical discussion about breeding

5. Breeding technologies that are used today are not uncontroversial

• Survey among 1,646 members of the German general public (Pieper et al. 2016): majority 
views advanced reproduction techniques negatively
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5. Breeding technologies that are used today are not 
uncontroversial

• Survey among 2036 Danish citizens (Lund et al. 2023): at least a 
sizeable minority views advanced reproduction techniques 
negatively 
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5. Breeding technologies that are used today are not 
uncontroversial

• Naab et al. (2021): Focus group participants were critical of 
applications of genomic selection which:

– do not serve animal welfare, and/or

– change animals’ species-specific characteristics, and/or

– adapt animals to undesirable production practices

12

The need for ethical discussion about breeding



How to have an ethical discussion about breeding

Broadening discussions about breeding, in 3 senses:

1. About a broad range of relevant topics (not just ‘hot’ innovations) 

2. Covering a broad variety of ethical perspectives (including approaches for evaluating 
gradual developments in breeding)

3. Including a broad range of publics
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Main steps taken:

• Deliverable 8.1 Report ‘The societal context of innovations in 
cattle genomics’

• Deliverable 8.2 Report ‘Ethical dimensions of livestock 
genomics’

• Deliverable 8.3 Article ‘The ethics of innovations in genomic 
selection: on how to broaden the scope of discussion’

• Deliverable 8.5 Report ‘Ethical framework tool to enable 
professionals to address societal dimensions of livestock 

breeding’
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Ethical tool – part I

Answer questions that determine scope of discussion

• Which innovation(s) or practice(s) to discuss?

• An ideal or a realistic vision for breeding?

• Which alternatives deserve consideration?

• Focus on new or existing ethical issues?
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Ethical tool – part II

Answer questions corresponding to ethical concepts 
selected in part I
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Ethical tool – Part III
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Select and apply approach for prioritizing ethical 
considerations identified in part II, draw a conclusion 



Ethical tool

Available for free as a Google Form: https://forms.gle/qjrJZFBkW6w8joEw5
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https://forms.gle/qjrJZFBkW6w8joEw5
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Thank you for your attention
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