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Dairy calves are social animals 
 

A new study in JDS Communications® explores young calves’ motivation 

 to seek companionship 

 

Philadelphia, January 12, 2022 – Most dairy calves are housed individually in the first weeks and 

sometimes months of their lives, a practice that has come under scrutiny for its effects on animal 

behavior, welfare, and health. Despite growing scientific and public support for social housing, 

approximately 75% and 60% of preweaning dairy calves in the United States and Europe, respectively, 

are still housed individually. A new study by researchers at the University of British Columbia (Vancouver, 

Canada), scheduled for publication in the January 2022 issue of JDS Communications, examines young 

dairy calves’ motivation to seek companionship from other calves. 

 

Individual housing of dairy calves is intended in part to manage milk intake and prevent cross-sucking of 

pen mates. Prior research has suggested that individual housing also benefits calf health, although this 

claim has been disputed.  

 

“Past behavioral studies have indicated that lack of social interaction can negatively affect calves’ feed 

intake, social skills, coping abilities, and cognitive performance,” stated lead investigator Marina von 

Keyserlingk, PhD. “However, previous studies on social motivation among young cattle have not 

addressed the first six to eight weeks of life, when individual housing is the most common.” To fill that 

gap, the research team examined behaviors of young dairy bulls, averaging approximately five days of 

age at the start of the study. 
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Bull calves in the study were housed individually in a central home pen with access to one pen on either 

side, each connected by a one-way clear plastic push gate. All pens were identical in size and resources, 

with the same amounts of feed, hay, and water provided; however, one side pen housed another calf of 

similar age, and the other was empty. The calves could see through the gates, and they could also have 

visual and limited physical contact with one another through the gaps above and below the gate, even 

when closed. The calf in the center pen could choose to enter either the empty pen or the pen containing 

the companion, or to remain in its own pen. 

 

 
Caption: Experimental apparatus. The “subject” calf in the middle has access to two side pens through a push gate: 

one with a social partner, and one empty pen. Weight attached to the push gate is increased every time the subject 

accesses the pen (Credit: Illustration by Ann Sanderson, made using Image to Sketch). 

 

“Each time the test calf pushed open the gate to access a side pen, he would remain in it until the next 

milk feeding (approximately 0800 and 1600 h), at which time he was returned to the central home pen,” 

von Keyserlingk explained. “After each successful pushing event, additional weight was added to the gate 

– initially a small amount, then incrementally higher.” With this design, the task of pushing through the 

gate was nearly effortless at the beginning of the trial, to facilitate learning, but more substantial 

differences could be detected by the end of the 15-day trial. Additionally, the pen that would hold the 

companion calf was randomly assigned daily, so that calves would not simply learn which side housed 

their companion. 

 

The researchers found that the dairy calves pushed more weight to access pens with a social partner 

compared with empty pens. All calves but one pushed through a gate for the first time on the first day of 

the study, on average within ten minutes of the experiment’s start. Of the ten calves tested, eight pushed 

more for the social side, one pushed more for the empty side, and one pushed the same weight for both 

sides. Over the 15-day trial, calves pushed on average 1.0 kg more (with an average of 2.2 more pushing 

events) to access the social versus the empty pen. 

 

The results indicate that young calves are motivated for full social contact, even when they have partial 

contact, adding to the body of research demonstrating the importance of social contact for calves. The 

findings highlight the ability of calves to spontaneously display their social motivation. Further, the authors 

note, the testing method used in this study did not require training, but calves quickly learned to use the 



gates on their own, suggesting that this task could be readily used to assess spontaneous motivation in 

other situations. 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Calves are socially motivated,” by Thomas Ede, Daniel M. Weary, and Marina A.G. von 

Keyserlingk (https://doi.org/10.3168/jdsc.2021-0132). It appears in advance of JDS Communications, 

volume 3, issue 1 (January 2022), published by Fass Inc. and Elsevier.  

 

The article is openly available at https://www.jdscommun.org/article/S2666-9102(21)00165-4/fulltext. 

 

Full text of the article is also available to credentialed journalists upon request. Contact Eileen Leahy at 

+1 732 238 3628 or jdsmedia@elsevier.com to obtain copies. Journalists wishing to interview the authors 

should contact the corresponding author, Marina A.G. von Keyserlingk, Animal Welfare Program, Faculty 

of Land and Food Systems, The University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC, Canada, at 

nina@mail.ubc.ca. 

 

About JDS Communications 

An official journal of the American Dairy Science Association®, JDS Communications is an Open Access, 

peer-reviewed journal that publishes short, concise original research in the form of short communications, 

technical notes, mini-reviews, and other scholarly works that relate to the production and processing of 

milk or milk products, derived from farm animals, intended for human consumption. Research published in 

this journal is broadly divided into animal production, physiology, health, and genetics and dairy foods for 

human consumption. 

 

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

www.fass.org 

 
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.  
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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 8,100 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 2,500+ digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 40,000 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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