
EOPLE have known for a long time that rough
handling and stress is detrimental to dairy

cattle. Over 100 years ago, W. D. Hoard, founder
of Hoard’s Dairyman, wrote that people work-

ing with dairy cows should have patience and kind-
ness. He knew that rough treatment lessened the
flow of milk. Jack Albright, professor emeritus at
Purdue University, likewise stated that tame dairy
cows willing to approach people will give more milk.
Despite these well-known facts, people have for-
gotten Hoard’s and Albright’s message.

Over time, researchers have used statistical meth-
ods to document the damaging effects rough han-
dling causes. In fact, shocking a cow or hitting her
can reduce milk yield by 10 percent. Cows that are
fearful of people are less productive, documents
Australian Paul Hemsworth. Fearfulness was de-
termined by the degree of restlessness the cow dis-
played when a person was close to her during milk-
ing. Cows that avoided people and became restless
when a person was nearby had lower milk pro-
duction. Still further, observations at a large dairy
indicated that tame cows gave more milk.

Fear memory formation . . . 
What makes a cow fearful of people? Animals

have excellent memories for both good and bad ex-
periences. Research on the brain by Joseph LeDoux
at New York University shows that animals can
experience fear memories that cannot be erased.
These fear memories are located in a part of the
brain called the amygdala which is the lower more
primitive part of the brain under the cortex.

Fear memories are permanent. Back in the
times when cows were wild animals, they would
be more likely to be eaten by predators if they for-
got where they had encountered a lion. Over time,
animals can learn to override a fear memory and
become less fearful of the place where a scary ex-
perience occurred. But they can only override the
fear memory it can never be erased. The empha-
sis has to be on preventing fear memories.

Cows and other animals tend to develop fear
memories which are linked to either bad places
or prominent objects. Animals are most likely to

become fearful of a specific place or of a person
wearing a certain type of clothing associated with
a painful or scary experience.

It would be very detrimental for milk produc-
tion if a cow becomes afraid of the milking par-
lor. It is essential that a heifer’s first experience
in the milking parlor is a good experience. First ex-
periences make a big impression on animals. If a
heifer falls down or is shocked with an electric
prod the first time she enters the parlor, she may

develop a fear memory that is
associated with the parlor.

Research done with rats
shows the powerful effects of
forming a fear memory. Rats
were placed in a maze and al-
lowed to explore all the alleys.
If a rat was given a shock the
first time it entered a new
alley, it would never enter that
alley again. However, if the rat
entered the alley several times
and found food, that produced
a positive memory. If it re-
ceived a shock after the fifth time it entered, and
still received food, the rat would be likely to con-
tinue to enter the alley.

If an animal has a painful or scary experience
the first time it enters a new place, then the fear
memory is associated with the new place. But, if a
painful or scary event happens in a familiar place
which has previously been safe, the cow will most

likely associate it with some other thing such as a
person wearing a yellow raincoat. The fear mem-
ory will be associated with the raincoat instead of
the place. The fear memory can resurface in any
place the cow sees a yellow raincoat.

Introducing heifers to the parlor . . .
Care must be taken to ensure that nothing bad

happens to a new heifer when she first walks
through the parlor. Animals are naturally wary
of new places. If a new experience is suddenly
shoved in the animal’s face, it is more likely to
be fearful. One of the best low-stress ways to in-
troduce a new place is to allow animals to vol-
untarily explore it. In smaller dairies, heifers
could be allowed to explore and walk around in
the parlor before they freshen. In a large dairy,
this would probably not be practical.

French researchers have found that young calves
which are handled frequently by people (and have
positive experiences with people) will grow up into
calmer cows with a smaller flight distance.

On a large dairy, a person could be hired to pet
and handle calves. At the very least, the calf rais-
er should be a calm, nurturing person.When the
heifers get older, they can be further tamed and
quieted down by a person walking in their pens
every day. During this time, they will learn the
sound of the familiar person’s voice and footsteps.
He or she should also wear the same clothing that
the milkers wear such as a yellow apron. This will
help the heifers to associate milker clothing with
a good experience. When the heifers first go in the
parlor, they can be calmed by the sound and sight
of a familiar, nice, safe person.

Sometimes cows require veterinary treatments
which may cause some pain or discomfort. It is
important that these experiences are not associ-
ated with milking. To prevent associations with
milking, never give an injection when a cow is in
a milking stall. The cow should be taken to a vet-
erinary area for treatment. She then learns that
the rest of the dairy is “safe.”

If possible, milkers should not give injections.
If this is not possible, then the milker should
wear something very different such as removing

his yellow apron and putting on a big blue hat.
The cows then learn that they can relax when
they see the yellow apron, and the only time they
will be anxious is when they see the blue hat.
The hat should be a really wild one that no other
employee would ever wear. It should be put away
after the veterinary treatments in a box where
the cows cannot see it. This will work unless a
cow has had a bad experience with yellow aprons
when she was a calf. Cows do not recognize
human faces; they recognize places, smells, voic-
es, distinctive clothing, and certain objects.

Memories are like pictures . . .
Since animals do not have language, they store

their memories like pictures in a photo album or
as short bits of audio tape. For example, if a cow
became afraid of yellow raincoats when she was
a heifer, anything that resembles a yellow rain-
coat may also scare her. A fear of yellow raincoats
might generalize to yellow aprons. Basically, the
cow matches what she is seeing and hearing to
the fear memories in her brain.

Some dairy managers have found that locking
stanchions raise stress levels. This may be due
to the methods used to introduce the stanchions.
Before a stanchion is ever locked, the animals
should associate it with eating. If the locking
stanchion is associated with needles, the cow is
more likely to be fearful.

To avoid this association, the animal’s first ex-
perience in the stanchion should be eating. If the
calves are gently trained to eat in stanchions, they
probably will not associate them with needles, even
if they have received injections in them. It is more
likely cows will associate the needles with an object
such as a red “sharps container” with needles. They
will be relaxed when they can’t see the container.

W. D. Hoard’s wisdom has now been proven
with science. Scientists have mapped the fear cir-
cuits in the brain, and they know how these cir-
cuits work. Dairy managers can use this infor-
mation to train employees on the importance of
treating dairy cows with kindness.
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Reducing fear improves
milk production
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ARE LOCKING STANCHIONS STRESSFUL? It may depend on how the animals
were trained to the stanchions. Cows that associate them with feed may have little
stress; cows that associate them with needles may have lowered production.
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ACCLIMATING HEIFERS TO PEOPLE in this pen may help
them to grow up into calmer, more productive cows.

Cows do not recognize human faces;
they recognize places, smells, voices,
distinctive clothing, and certain objects.

— Temple Grandin

“THE RULE to be observed in this sta-
ble at all times, toward the cattle, young
and old, is that of patience and kindness.
A man’s usefulness in a herd ceases at
once when he loses his temper and be-
stows rough usage. Men must be patient.
Cattle are not reasoning beings. Remem-
ber that this is the Home of Mothers.
Treat each cow as a Mother should be
treated. The giving of milk is a function
of Motherhood; rough treatment lessons
the flow. That injures me as well as the
cow. Always keep these ideas in mind in
dealing with my cattle.”  —  W. D. Hoard




