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Scientific Abstract 

The objective of experiment 1a and 1b was to investigate the preferences of sows for free access (FA) or open-

backed (O) stalls which provided 3.6 m
2 

outside of the stall. The testing room contained two T-mazes that 

shared a common corridor and FA and O were balanced for location (left and right arm of maze, front and back 

of experimental room). Preferences, behavior, and whether the sow chose the same side of the room as the other 

pair of sows (same side effect) were recorded, and other than the housing background of the test sows, 

methodology was the same. Experiment 1a used sixteen pen-housed sows while the experiment 1b used sixteen 

sows from standard gestation stalls. In experiment 1a, sows housed in pens showed a significant preference for 

the unlocked free access stall (P < 0.05). Max HR, measured in beats per minute (bpm), tended to be higher 

during the choice when the subsequent choice was an unlocked free access stall (UL)  (P < 0.10). In experiment 

1b, sows housed in standard gestation stalls also showed a significant preference for UL free access stalls (P < 

0.05). Max HR (bpm) was higher for the duration of the decision, at the choice point, when the subsequent 

choice was UL (P < 0.05). Stalled sows, with high preference for UL, showed a greater increase in HR (bpm) 

during the choice for UL versus locked (L), compared to stalled sows with low preference for UL (P < 0.05). 

The results of both experiments demonstrate that regardless of housing background, sows displayed a strong 

preference for some characteristic of the unlocked free access stall, which may include access to space and/or 

the freedom of choice and movement. Increased HR prior to choosing UL could be due to anticipation of 

entering the free space, especially for sows with previous experience of long-term confinement. Further testing 

is needed to determine the motivating factor of the UL stall that was involved in the displayed preference. The 

objective of experiment 2 was to investigate the preferences of sows for free access (FA) or open-backed (O) 

stalls in an environment which involved a companion sow, half the time the dominant and half the time the 

subordinate.  Stall type preference and same side effect were not significant, but the interaction of rank, stall 

type, and same side effect was significant (P < 0.05). Sows spent more time in the pen area than in the stalls (P 

< 0.05), but when they spent time in the stalls, they spent more time in the FA stall (P < 0.05). There were no 

significant differences in investigating, lying, and fighting between the FA and O stalls (P > 0.05). No stall 

preference was displayed which may be due to the fact that low levels of aggression occurred, minimizing the 

urgency to resort to a stall for protection. Sows spent more time in the pen, possibly due to the access to space 

and ability to interact.  The results of both experiments indicate that space is important to sows but 

understanding how social relationships influence animal welfare may be more important than space per se.   

 

 

 


