
56 

Session 03: Production diseases and welfare in laying hens 

 

Feather pecking in laying hens in relation to motor impulsivity  
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Introduction Abnormal-repetitive behavioural disorders such as attention-deficit hyperactivity and hair pulling in humans show 

similarities with repetitive feather pecking (FP) in laying hens. Repetitive feather pecking (FP) is one of the main production diseases 

in laying hens and can be underlined by neurological changes. A main component of these sort of behaviors is motor impulsivity - a 

lack of behavioral inhibition where subjects show a lack of suppression of pre-potent motor responses. The aim of the present study 

was to investigate whether FP in laying hens is associated with a lack of suppression of motor responses (i.e. an inability to suppress 

pecking behaviour). 

 

Materials and Methods White Leghorn laying hens originated from a high FP line (HFP) or an unselected control line (CON) and 

further selection of extreme phenotypes took place by selecting peckers (P) and non-peckers (NP) based on behavioural observations 

(3 days, 20 min/day). All occurrence of pecks at the feather cover of other hens were recorded for individual hens and those that 

performed an average of >5 pecks were classified as P, while birds that performed <2.5 pecks were classified as NP. Twenty hens 

were selected and trained on a Go/No-Go task in an operant chamber. During visual Go cues birds had to peck at a lightened key, 

while during visual No-Go cues paired with an aversive sound birds had to suppress pecking at the key to receive a food reward. 

Following a training period to ensure all hens rapidly and accurately responded in the task (>75% success rate), birds’ ability to 

suppress peck was assessed by measuring the number of pre-cue pecks and number of false alarms (pecks during No-Go cues). The 

effect of phenotype, genotype and their interaction on the outcome variables was assessed using an ANOVA model in SAS v9.3. 

 

Results There was no interaction of genotype and phenotype on the outcome variables (Table 1, P > 0.05). Birds that came from a 

HFP or CON line did not differ in the number of pre-cue pecks or false alarms (P > 0.05). Similarly, birds that showed more than 5 

pecks during the behavioural observations and were classified as P did not show a higher number of pre-cue pecks or false alarms (P 

> 0.05). 

 

Table 1 The average number of pre-cue responses (A) and false alarms (B) of laying hens (n = 20) with different feather pecking 

genotypes (HFP: high feather pecking line, CON: unselected control line) and phenotypes (P: pecker, NP: non-pecker) during a 

Go/No-Go task. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions In conclusion, the propensity of laying hens to perform more or less FP behavior did not influence their ability to 

suppress pecks. This suggests that laying hens that perform FP are still capable of suppression this behavior and that other 

neurological changes apart from lack of behavioral inhibition play a role in the development of FP. 

 

 

Genotype 
 

HFP CON 
 

Phenotype 
 

P NP P NP 
 

No. of pre-cue pecks 
 

2.0 ± 0.57 1.9 ± 0.62 2.9 ± 0.85 2.6 ± 0.73 
 

No. of false alarms  
0.5 ± 0.29 1.3 ± 0.52 0.9 ± 0.47 0.9 ± 0.43 

  


