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1. Pig Behavior

Section Objectives 
Å Apply basic animal handling concepts, including animal behavior, 

the flight zone, and point of balance.

Å Recognize the importance of the animal handler's appropriate 
behavior as it relates to animal behavior.



Basic Pig Behavior

ÖInstinctive behavior is influenced by
ÅAge
ÅGender
ÅHealth status
ÅEnvironment 
ÅPrior experiences

ÖUnderstanding basic pig behavior can help
ÅMake animal handling easier
ÅReduce stress
ÅReduce safety risks to the handler
ÅReduce losses - skin injuries, bruises, fatigue, death
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Individual Pig Perception and 
Response

ÖThree basic characteristics to consider:

ÅFlight Zone

ÅPoint of Balance

ÅSenses ςsight, hearing and smell
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Flight Zone

ÖSafe distance 
from handlers

ÅVaries by pig

ÅVaries by 
situation

ÖRecognize cues
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Point of Balance

ÖUsed to 
determine 
which way to 
move away 

ÅVaries with 
conditions

ÖAvoid common 
errors
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Senses of Hearing, Smell & Sight 

ÖRelies on 
hearing and 
smell to situate 
itself, while 
sight is a 
complement
ÅVaries with 

conditions

ÖBlind spot
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Behaviors in Typical Handling 
Conditions

ÖThe figure shows pig responses 
to specific set of conditions 

ÖPig behavior will differ when
ÅIn groups

ÅNo chute to prevent turning 
around

ÅConfined spaces require working 
inside flight zones

ÅMultiple handlers are present
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Changing Conditions Changes Pig 
Behaviors

Ö/ŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ȊƻƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ 
balance alone

ÖNeed to understand how behavior is 
influenced by

ÅHerd behavior

ÅThe presence of additional people

ÅHandlersΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƛƎ ƘŀƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭǎ

ÅEnvironmental influences 
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The Importance of Pig Body Language

ÖPigs tell us what they are paying attention to 
with their body language

ÖHandlers should pay attention to

ÅWhere pigs are looking

ÅHow pigs are bending or twisting their bodies

ÅHow pigs have their heads or ears turned or 
cocked

ÅWhether pigs are listening intently
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Releasing Pressure

ÖImportant to monitor body language and adjust the level 
of pressure you are applying 

ÖWays to release pressure:
ÅPause and let pigs move away
ÅStep back and refrain from making physical contact with them
ÅSoften our body language to reduce both our threat and the 

distance pigs require 
ÅLet pigs circle past us: our strongest pressure is in the direction 

we are facing
ÅDiscontinue making noise 
ÅLook away from them
ÅReduce group size 
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Calm Pigs

ÖBody language indications:

ÅHead and ears low, body relaxed

ÅMoving at a walk or trot, (or 
exuberant outbursts if excited but 
not scared) 

ÅAttention mostly forward 

ÅAny vocalizations are low pitched
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Pigs Showing Mild Fear or 
Defensiveness

ÖBody language indications:

ÅHeads and ears rising 

ÅStill moving away but with 
increasing attention towards the 
handler

ÅFlight zone is expanding

ÅPossible brief increase in speed
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Pigs Showing Heightened Fear or 
Defensiveness

ÖBody language indications:
ÅFull attention is on the handler

ÅtƛƎΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
working so it switches to alternative 
tactics: stop, back up, turn back, try 
ǘƻ ƎŜǘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊ ƻǊΧ

ÅShut down and refuse to move ςa 
defensive response different from 
being too tame or fatigued

ÅBunching up and difficult to sort or 
separate
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Pigs Showing Extreme Fear or 
Defensiveness

ÖBody language indications:
ÅPanic 
ÅWilling to run under, over, or 

through handlers and obstacles
ÅScrambling, out of control 

movement
ÅHigh pitched vocalization
ÅPossibly leading to severe stress 

symptoms including death 
ÅBunching up and difficult to sort or 

separate
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Herd Behavior and Group Patterns

ÖPigs try to stay with other pigs for protection. 
Anytime we work with groups of pigs we get 
some form of herd behavior.  The manner in 
which pigs display herd behavior is closely 
linked to their fear levels, what they are 
paying attention to, and available space. 
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Flowing Herd Behavior

ÖWhen pigs move with a group that is 
moving. Occurs when: 
ÅThere is a calm pig response 
ÅtƛƎǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ 

with the herd
ÅMovement of front animals draws 

other pigs to join and follow 
ÅMovement of animals coming behind 

drives front animals to continue moving 
forward
ÅAnimals are loosely spaced  
ÅThe handler is moving with and not 

forcing the flow
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Disrupting Flow

ÖMovement or distractions can 
ŎŀǘŎƘ ǇƛƎǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǇ 
flow.

ÅExcessive handler noise, pressure 
and crowding from behind

ÅSomething new or unfamiliar in 
the environment

ÅSudden noises or movements
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