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Safe Pig Handling: 
Pig Behavior and You
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Pigs interact with

• Other pigs

• Their environment 

• You

Why do pigs act like pigs?

• Behavior is a result of thousands of 
years of adaptations

• Pig behavior is dependent 

o Age

o Sex

o Health of the pig

o Space they occupy
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Pig behavior is learned

• Each pig has a history of positive 
and negative experiences 
acquired while interacting with 
people

• Pigs with positive experiences 
will be easier and safer to handle
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We can become more effective 
handlers, and help to create a safer 

environment for pigs and people 
by educating ourselves on how the 

pig perceives and reacts to its 
world

A WORLD WHICH 

INCLUDES YOU 
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Domesticated Pigs
• Retained instincts from their ancient 

ancestors
o Fear and curiosity

– Powerful pig instincts

– Represent conflicting motivations

▪ Understanding these instincts 
can help handlers work with 
pig behavior

Wild Pigs
• Are often prey animals

• Are always on the look-out for 
hungry predators

• Learn to be wary of strange objects 
and locations
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Eyes of Pigs

• Are located on the sides of their heads

o Trait common in prey animals

o Vision designed to scan environment 
for predators

o Allows a 310 degree field of vision 

o Small blind-spot behind tail

Eyes of Humans

• Are positioned on the front of our 
heads

o Trait common in predatory animals

o Vision designed with forward focus to 
target prey
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As we approach the pig

• Whether he is facing us or has his 
rear to us, he is going to see us

• Prey species are made to see in 
front and behind their bodies

If we work calmly and patiently 
around pigs on a daily basis, they 

will become more comfortable 
interacting with us
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Pigs are constantly learning

• Pigs are instinctively wary of change

• Pigs also have a strong instinct to 
explore change

• Pigs can work past their fear instincts 
if you give them enough time to 
investigate and adjust to change in 
their environment



Pressure 

& Handling 

Devices

Behavioral             

Cues

Why Pigs 

Are Pigs

Flight Zone 

& Handler’s 

Bubble

Preparing 

Solid 

Foundations

Pig Behavior and You

The pig’s first response to 
something new and potentially 
threatening

• Freeze

• Assess the situation 

• Gather more information

• Remain watchful and still in an effort 
to make itself unnoticeable while the 
pig decides what to do next
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Given enough time, the pig will 
recognize if the threat really 
exists
• If there is no threat → the pig will 

calmly move along
• If the threat does not pass → the 

pig must decide to
o Stay frozen
o Assess the situation 

• If there is a way to escape the 
threat → the pig will choose to 
move away

These responses are hardwired 
into the pig’s biology
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When an animal you are moving 
balks or seems uncooperative

• The pig is responding to its survival 
instincts

• The pig IS NOT trying to make your job 
more difficult

The pig-handler relationship

• Is based on respectful, safe and 
positive interactions

o This relationship can only develop if we 
understand the relationship between 
the pig’s fear and curiosity
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We hope to equip you with the tools 
to

• Work WITH the pig’s instincts

• Stay safe while doing your job
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Why do you need to understand 
pig behavior to stay safe?

• Handlers are most likely to be 
injured during tasks requiring the 
movement of pigs

Most injuries are due to

• Pigs knocking over handlers

• Pigs charging handlers 

• Pigs biting or tusking handlers

Why do these events occur?

• Frequently it is because the handler 
is not observing and respecting pig 
behavior  
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When you enter the pen

• Pigs will evaluate the situation and 
decide whether, or not, you pose a 
threat

o These pigs are aware of the 
handler’s presence, but are not 
threatened

o Just in case, the pigs keep a safe 
distance
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The pig’s flight zone is what the 
pig considers a safe distance 
between itself and the handler

• Imagine a bubble completely 
surrounding the pig

• The pig considers this bubble its 
individual space

• The pig will try to keep perceived 
threats outside of its bubble
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The handler’s bubble is what the 
pig recognizes as  the handler’s 
personal space

• Pigs will work to stay out of the 
handler’s bubble

• This is visible when pigs circle 
around the handler and move 
along the arc of the handler’s 
bubble
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The pig’s flight zone and the 
handler’s bubble are constantly 

interacting

By moving towards the pig the 
handler is using the handler’s bubble 
to place pressure on the pig’s flight 
zone causing the pig to move away  
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Pressure is any action that increases 
the level of attention a pig feels they 
need to dedicate to us

• Approaching and entering the pig’s 
flight zone is a form of pressure by 
positioning

• Other forms of pressure

o Noise

o Visual stimuli

o Light physical touch
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When placing pressure
• Be aware of the point at which the pig 

begins to move away from the source 
of pressure
o This is the pig’s way of 

communicating its comfort level with 
the situation 

This same principle applies to pigs in 
a herd
• The herd’s flight zone is collective of 

many individual flight zones working 
as one

• Limits of the herd’s flight zone are 
determined by the point at which a 
herd begins to move away from the 
source of pressure
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The sizes of both the flight 
zone and handler’s bubble 
are highly individual to the 
pig or herd you are working 
with 
• A pig with a long history of 

positive human interactions, 
is more comfortable with 
humans and will have a 
smaller flight zone

• Tailor your approach to the 
comfort level of the pig or 
herd you are moving
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Positioning your body
• Where you position yourself while 

applying pressure will effect how 
the pigs move

Point of balance is a point of 
reference typically located at the 
pig’s shoulder 
• Use the point of balance as a 

guide when positioning your body 
to apply pressure to the pig’s flight 
zone
o Realize that the point of balance 

may change depending on the 
environment and if the pig has 
space to move away from the 
handler



Pressure 

& Handling 

Devices

Behavioral             

Cues

Why Pigs 

Are Pigs

Flight Zone 

& Handler’s 

Bubble

Preparing 

Solid 

Foundations

Pig Behavior and You

A common mistake

• If the handler tries to direct pig 
movement by applying too much 
pressure to the pig’s blind spot→ 
the pig will be confused  and turn to 
locate where the handler is, rather 
than move forward in the desired 
direction
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Initiate pig movement, then 
RELEASE pressure

• Pigs are herd animals

o Pigs have strong instincts to stay 
close to other pigs and follow the 
herd as it moves

o Herd flow = smooth group 
movement in a desired direction

– Self-propelling movement

– Pigs at the lead pull pigs forward

– Pigs at the rear act to gently nudge 
pigs ahead and keep movement 
going
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Handler’s job once movement is in 
progress

• Encourage herd flow and let the herd 
do the work of moving itself 

• Provide subtle direction at points in 
the journey when pigs hesitate

o Examples:

– Changes in Light

– 90 Degree turns

– Airflow changes
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Ways we can release pressure
• Pause or step back to let pigs 

move away
• Soften our body language
• Drop our eyes to seem less 

predatory and aggressive
• Stop making noise
• Allow pigs to circle around us to 

get away

Knowing when to release 
pressure is a safety priority for 

both you and the pig, but it 
requires extra time and patience
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A task to accomplish on a 
timeline
• The handler’s job is to get 

pigs to where they need to 
be as efficiently as possible

• But more importantly, our 
job is to move pigs SAFELY, 
and teach them to be 
responsive to the handler
o When we rush, we are not 

paying close attention to pig 
behavior

o When we rush, our safety 
and the safety of the pigs is 
most at risk
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Use animal handling devices 
thoughtfully and minimally
• Tools are NOT substitutes for smart 

positioning of the handler’s bubble
• Tools have better results when 

pressure is applied infrequent
• Example: 

o A few quick shakes of a rattle paddle 
will be more effective than constant 
loud noise

Know the purpose of the tool in your 
hand
• Each animal handling device has a 

time and place of best use
• NEVER use barn equipment as a 

substitute for the appropriate tool
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When applying pressure, LESS 
is usually MORE
• Moving quickly up to a group of 

pigs, yelling, and waving a sort 
board is confusing and 
frightening for the animals
o Frightened pigs may injure you 

or each other

o Frightened pigs may associate 
you with their negative 
experience, which may effect 
the safety of future handling 
procedures and future handlers
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Watch for cues that pigs are 
becoming stressed under your 
pressure

• Be observant of pig behavior

• Flex and adjust to the pigs’ needs

• Try to keep pigs calm and responsive
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Calm and responsive pigs
• Are those that can find release from 

handler pressure
• Can keep the handler in field of vision, 

while paying attention to forward 
movement

• Heads and ears are low
• Bodies are relaxed
• Move at a walk-or-trot
• Produce low-pitched grunts
• The herd is moving together

Calm and responsive pigs are easier 
to move and safer to handle
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Fearful and defensive pigs
• Pigs cannot identify what 

measures they can take to 
get you to release pressure

• Focus their attention back to 
the source of the pressure 
(handler) and away from 
forward movement

• May increase their speed
• Heads and ears raised
• Flight zones will expand
• May begin to bunch or circle 

in search of an outlet from 
handler pressure
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If we release pressure → 
the pigs will be able to 

recover

If we continue to pressure 
pigs → the situation may 

become dangerous for 
both you and the pigs
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Signs of a pig suffering from 
extreme stress

• Blotchy skin

• Panting

• Stiff-legged stride

• May lose the ability to move at 
all
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Non-Ambulatory Pig
• Pigs may become non-

ambulatory due to stress during 
loading combined with stress of 
transportation
o Pig cannot keep up with the 

group
o Pig cannot get up or stand on its 

own
o Pig must be separated and given 

time to rest and recover, or 
humanely euthanized

• Low-stress handling practices 
during loading will reduce 
potential for non-ambulatory 
pigs plus reduce injuries to 
handlers
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Sometimes the source of pig stress 
has nothing to do with the handler

Pigs will let you know when they are 
stressed

• Be responsive to the cues they are 
giving

• If you or the pigs are becoming 
stressed → release pressure 

• Consider what could be causing the 
pigs’ anxiety
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Pigs are sensitive to novelty

• New stimuli will alert their fear instinct 
and be perceived as a threat until they 
have had time to investigate

o Clutter in the hallway will cause the 
herd to balk and  bunch 

o Changes in lighting, temperature and 
texture of the floor may cause pig 
hesitation

o Puddles, shadows and sharp turns may 
slow down the pigs
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Handlers must be patient

• Allowing pigs time to investigate
obstacles will make moving less 
stressful

• Anticipating distractions and removing 
obstacles in advance is another 
alternative

• Excessive pressure or physical force 
should NEVER be used as a 
replacement for preparation and 
patience
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Your handling practices
• Must adjust to meet the challenges 

presented by the type of pig
o Size 
o Sex 
o Age 
o Health status 

Sometimes the source of pig stress 
is the presence of other pigs
• Number of pigs you should move is 

dependent on the size of the pig 
you are moving
o Large animals should be moved 

individually or in small groups
o Piglets may be moved in groups of 

up to twenty
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Familiarize yourself with barn 
protocol
• Barn conditions are seldom

consistent
• Number of animals moved may 

need to be adjusted to fit the 
limits of the space
o Full grown pigs can weigh 

anywhere from 200-600 lbs

Though pigs may not intend to 
cause harm, handlers can easily 
be injured by a passing pig
• Handlers can be pushed over
• Handlers can be pinned against 

equipment
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To prevent knee injuries
• Avoid locking your knees
• Maintain a slight bend in knees

o Sprains and strains are less likely if 
your knees have give

Other risks are dependent on the 
task at hand
• Boars require special attention 

because of the risk their tusks pose to 
a handler

• Piglets may pose a tripping hazard
• Sick animals may become 

temperamental or may act lethargic 
and be reluctant to move
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When moving pigs preparation 
is key
• Preparation for moving pigs 

begins when they are born

• Be calm, quiet and move slowly 
during daily checks

• Be attentive to pig body 
language

• Release pressure when 
excitement builds in the herd

• Allow for herd flow

• Apply pressure with body 
positioning and thoughtful use 
of an animal handling device
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The handler’s goals
• As handlers, we want to help 

our pigs build a foundation of 
positive experiences with 
humans

• As handlers, we want to 
communicate better with pigs 
by staying aware of their 
behavior

• As handlers, we want to reduce 
stress, reduce frustration and 
reduce the chance of injury for 
ourselves and our animals
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Smart handling

is

safe handling 


