
 

NEWS RELEASE 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

 

Media contacts: 

Jess Townsend 

American Dairy Science Association® 

+1 217 239 3331 

jesst@assochq.org 

 

Eileen Leahy 

Elsevier 

+1 732 238 3628 

jdsmedia@elsevier.com 
 

 

Human contact makes for happier and healthier dairy calves 
 

A new study in JDS Communications® shows that five minutes of human company—and neck 

scratches—may help reduce stress and improve well-being for weaning dairy calves  

 

Philadelphia, February 20, 2023 – Calves’ well-being, including their physical and emotional health, 

is always top of mind for those in the dairy industry, particularly during the weaning stage. In a recent 

study appearing in JDS Communications®, published by Elsevier, researchers from the University of 

Florida demonstrated that socialization with other calves and humans—even for as little as five minutes—

can improve overall calf well-being.  

 

Lead investigator Emily K. Miller-Cushon, PhD, of the University of Florida Department of Animal 

Sciences, Gainesville, FL, USA, explained that assessing how a calf is feeling is usually done by 

observing behaviors, especially abnormal behaviors which can include “sucking or chewing on their 

housing pens or bedding, on their pen-mates or human handlers—all of which are common in the period 

after calves are fed.” These kinds of behaviors are generally considered signs of frustration and can affect 

calves’ health.  

 

“Calves are active and seek stimulation following milk-feeding, so providing more things to do, like 

brushing, may calm calves, reducing sucking behaviors after feeding and increasing rest,” said Miller-

Cushon.  

 

Because studies have already shown that calves seek out human contact, the researchers set out to 

understand how the human-animal relationship might impact these sucking behaviors. To find an answer, 

the team randomly assigned 28 Holstein heifer calves to either individual or paired housing from birth to 

seven weeks old and standardized their contact with humans over this period to include feeding and 
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health exams. The calves began weaning at six weeks old; over a four-day study period during weaning, 

the researchers introduced additional human contact and continuously video-recorded its effects on 

behavior. During this window, each calf received two days of their normal amount of human contact and 

two experimental days, in which they received an extra five minutes of neck scratches with their familiar 

human handlers.   

 

 
Caption: Five extra minutes spent with humans can reduce the duration of calf sucking behaviors and increase rest 

(Credit: iStock.com/Grigorenko). 

 

Why neck scratches? “We know from previous research that calves seem to enjoy tactile contact 

including brushing from humans. This kind of contact can reduce their heart rates, and calves lean into 

the scratches and stretch out their necks for more,” explained Miller-Cushon. “We also see that calves 

suck on the pen less when they have a stationary brush that they can rub against.” 

 

After analyzing the video recordings, the study team concluded that human contact does impact calf 

behavior and helps to promote calm and well-being. Those five minutes spent with humans reduced the 

duration of calves’ sucking behaviors and increased their amount of rest after meals. This decrease in 

sucking behavior was especially pronounced in the calves housed alone compared with those that had a 

pen-mate—indicating the importance of socialization not just with humans but also with other calves.  

 

Miller-Cushon was careful to note that the human contact in the study did not eliminate sucking behaviors 

entirely, however: “Our findings showed benefits of human contact, but the results also suggest that our 



work is not done in finding the most beneficial and natural methods of feeding and housing our dairy 

calves.”  

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Influences of human contact following milk-feeding on nonnutritive oral behavior and rest of 

individual and pair-housed dairy calves during weaning,” by Samantha B. Doyle and Emily K. Miller-

Cushon (https://doi.org/10.3168/jdsc.2022-0264). It appears in JDS Communications, volume 4, issue 1 

(January 2023), published by FASS Inc. and Elsevier. 

 

The article is openly available at https://www.jdscommun.org/article/S2666-9102(22)00125-9/fulltext, and 

the PDF version is available at https://www.jdscommun.org/action/showPdf?pii=S2666-

9102%2822%2900125-9.   

 

Journalists wishing to interview the authors should contact the corresponding author, Emily K. Miller-

Cushon, PhD, University of Florida Department of Animal Sciences, at emillerc@ufl.edu. 

 

About JDS Communications  

JDS Communications®, an official journal of the American Dairy Science Association®, is co-published 

by Elsevier and FASS Inc. for the American Dairy Science Association. The journal publishes narrowly 

focused, hypothesis-driven original research studies designed to answer a specific question on the 

production or processing of milk or milk products intended for human consumption. In addition to short 

research articles, JDS Communications publishes mini reviews—unsolicited, concise review papers. 

Research published in this journal is broadly divided into the production of milk from food animals 

(nutrition, physiology, health, genetics, and management) and processing of milk for human consumption 

(dairy foods). JDS Communications aims for rapid turnaround and a short time to publication. 

www.jdscommun.org 

 

About the American Dairy Science Association (ADSA®) 

The American Dairy Science Association (ADSA) is an international organization of educators, scientists, 

and industry representatives who are committed to advancing the dairy industry and keenly aware of the 

vital role the dairy sciences play in fulfilling the economic, nutritive, and health requirements of the world's 

population. It provides leadership in scientific and technical support to sustain and grow the global dairy 

industry through generation, dissemination, and exchange of information and services. Together, ADSA 

members have discovered new methods and technologies that have revolutionized the dairy 

industry.www.adsa.org 

 

About FASS Inc. 

Since 1998, FASS has provided shared management services to not-for-profit scientific organizations. 

With combined membership rosters of more than 10,000 professionals in animal agriculture and other 

sciences, FASS offers clients services in accounting, membership management, convention and meeting 

planning, information technology, and scientific publication support. The FASS publications department 

provides journal management, peer-review support, copyediting, and composition for this journal; the staff 

includes several BELS-certified (www.bels.org) technical editors and experienced composition staff. 

www.fass.org 
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About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems. 

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and funders. 

 

Elsevier employs 8,700 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our over 2,700 digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our over 43,000 eBook titles; and 

our iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external 

Inclusion & Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance 

inclusion and diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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