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Gentle  feather  pecking by poultry  is a normal 
component of their social behaviour. However, feather  
pecking by modern laying hens sometimes escalates. Birds 
plucking feathers from their cage mates leads to feather loss. 
It may reduce overall production efficiency and cause pain 
and injury and may lead to cannibalism and death.

Pecking is a very fixed component of poultry behaviour. Red 
Jungle Fowl, the ancestors of modern laying hens, evolved 
spending a large proportion of their time pecking at the 
ground, foraging for food.  By comparison, the modern  
laying hen is provided a nutritionally balanced diet, that is 
consumed with far less foraging activity.  Birds are motivated 
to forage and peck.  One hypothesis is that hens may redirect 
their pecking, resulting in injurious pecking. 

Researchers at the University of Saskatchewan, lead by Dr. 
Hank Classen and Sarah Johannson, are exploring ways to 

reduce feather-pecking by allowing hens 
to engage in more foraging behaviour. 
In a recent trial they discovered that  
hens provided free access to barley 
silage (along with the standard layer-
diet) performed half as much aggressive 
feather pecking as birds fed by current 
industry standards.  Egg production, 
egg quality and weight gain were the 
same for both groups of birds in their study. Birds fed silage 
had improved overall feather condition at the end of the trial 
as a result of their decreased feather pecking behaviour. 

Modern feeding practices may be contributing to the  
problem of feather pecking.  This research may be offered  
as a potential feed aid. 

For information contact Dr. Classen at (306) 966-6600. 

Public concern and interest in farm animal welfare continue to grow.  There is some excellent work being  
done to improve farm animal care.  Our challenge is to communicate that information to where it’s  

needed, from farmers to consumers and everyone in between.
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Research Priorities
In 2005 the Expert  Committee on Farm Animal  Welfare  and 
Behaviour  (ECFAWB) completed a review of farm animal welfare research priorities.  

Five key priority areas are:  

• Transportation – acceptable times in transit based on Canadian climatic conditions,  
appropriate resting times, improving vehicle design, stocking densities.

• Pain – increased understanding of the pain associated with lameness, invasive procedures, 
poor health. 

• Production methods – impact of reduced antibiotic use, impact of feed withdrawal /  
restriction, using feeding behaviour to improve management, feasible alternatives to  
invasive procedures. 

• Housing – development of sustainable (economically, socially) housing systems, appropriate 
stocking densities, physical attributes of desirable housing.  

• General – improvements in pre-slaughter management, production methods for non- 
traditional species, relationship between handler training (or lack thereof ) and animal welfare.

For a list of animal welfare / behaviour research, see www.livestockwelfare.com. 

This publication is part of the new Putting Farm Animal Welfare on the Agenda project — a team effort to increase communications about farm  

animal welfare across the country. Funding for this project was provided in part through Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Advancing Canadian  

Agriculture and Agri-Food Program. This is a collective outcome partnership with the Agricultural Adaptation Council in Ontario, the Manitoba  

Rural Adaptation Council, the Saskatchewan Council for Community Development and the Alberta Agriculture and Food Council.

www.livestockwelfare.com




