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Abstract

Severe feather pecking, a potentially stereotypic behaviour in chickens (Gallus gallus), can be reduced by providing enrichment.
However, there is little comparative information available on the effectiveness of different types of enrichment. Providing forages to
birds is likely to decrease feather-pecking behaviour the most, as it is generally thought that feather pecking stems from re-directed
foraging motivation. Yet, other types of enrichment, such as dustbaths and novel objects, have also been shown to reduce feather
pecking. In order to develop a practical and effective enrichment, these different possibilities must be examined. Using a Latin Square
Design, 14-week old birds were given each of four treatments: i) forages; ii) novel objects; iii) dustbaths; or iv) no enrichment. The
amount of feather-pecking behaviour and the number of pecks to the enrichments were recorded. Results showed feather pecking
to be highest when no enrichment was present and lowest when the forages were present, with the other two enrichments interme-
diate. This was despite the fact that the numbers of pecks birds gave to the forages and dustbaths were not significantly different,
suggesting that they were similarly used. Thus, we suggest here that forage enrichments are most effective at alleviating feather
pecking at least in the short term and attempts should be made to develop poultry housing that allows for natural foraging behaviour.
Following this, providing any kind of enrichment will increase bird welfare and is therefore still beneficial.
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Introduction
Severe feather pecking is an abnormal behaviour found in
laying hens that could be potentially classified as stereo-
typic behaviour using Mason’s (2006) definition which
encompasses all repetitive behaviour induced by frustration,
repeated attempts to cope and/or central nervous system
(brain) dysfunction, regardless of the degree of variation or
repetition. It involves the pecking at or removal of feathers
of one bird by another (eg Hoffmeyer 1969) and is an
ongoing welfare problem in the poultry industry, as removal
of feathers is painful (Gentle & Hunter 1990) and bleeding
associated with feather loss can lead to cannibalism (Allen
& Perry 1975). There are two types of feather
pecking — gentle and severe — but only severe feather
pecking involves removal of feathers and causes a potential
decrease in bird welfare (McAdie & Keeling 2002). The
most common method used to manage feather pecking is to
trim the beaks of birds, making feather removal more
difficult. However, the beak-trimming procedure has been
associated with acute and chronic pain in chickens and is
itself a welfare concern (Gentle et al 1990). It is therefore
important to build upon previous research to better under-

stand feather pecking and its underlying motivation in an
attempt to develop more appropriate management practices
(for a review of the various factors that affect feather
pecking see Dixon 2008b).

A number of studies have reported reduced feather
pecking as a result of adding some type of enrichment to
the pen or cage (eg Blokhuis 1989; Huber-Eicher &
Wechsler 1998; Aerni et al 2000; McAdie et al 2005;
Dixon & Duncan 2010). In this paper, the term enrichment
refers to an object added to the environment that would not
usually be present under commercial housing conditions.
Although there is now general agreement that foraging
behaviour is redirected into feather pecks (Blokhuis 1989;
Harlander-Matauschek et al 2007; Dixon et al 2008), a
number of studies have investigated the association
between feather pecking and dustbathing behaviour (eg
Vestergaard 1994; Johnsen et al 1998). In all these studies,
many different types of substrate or combinations of
substrate have been used in an attempt to satisfy motiva-
tions that reduce feather pecking. For example, feather
pecking was decreased by the provision of forages
compared to wire-housed birds, such as straw (El-Lethey
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