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Calf personality, feeding, and growth: When one style doesn’t fit all 
 

New study in the Journal of Dairy Science® finds that, in Norwegian Red calves, individual 

personality is related to feeding behavior and growth 

 

Philadelphia, January 24, 2022 – In a natural setting, cows and nursing calves together set the 

feeding schedule for the calf, and calves wean gradually, completing weaning at varying ages. By 

contrast, in artificial rearing systems with minimal cow-calf contact, the weaning schedule may be strictly 

determined, with reductions of milk intake based solely on the calf’s age. But how well do different calves 

thrive under different feeding and weaning systems? The majority of research on calf personality and 

feeding behaviors has been performed with single-purpose dairy breeds, mainly Holsteins. In a new 

report published in the February 2022 issue of the Journal of Dairy Science®, an international team of 

researchers turned their focus on the dual-purpose Norwegian Red, bred for both dairy and meat, to 

examine the influence of personality and weaning method on calves’ early feeding behavior and growth. 

 

Lead investigator Laura Whalin, PhD, conducting the research at the Norwegian Veterinary Institute, Ås, 

Norway, explains, “Our objective was to determine whether personality traits, especially sociability, are 

associated with differences in feeding behavior and growth in Norwegian Red calves.” The team’s 

secondary objective was to assess the interaction between personality traits and weaning method (by age 

or by amount of solid feed intake) on the behavior and growth of calves.  

 

Novel environment and novel object tests were selected to characterize calves’ responses to new 

situations and to target personality traits of exploration or fearfulness. A social motivation test was chosen 

to better understand individual sociability. Finally, a group novel object test measured the responses of 

individual calves toward novelty when in a group with other calves. Whalin says, “Principal component 
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analysis revealed three factors interpreted as personality traits –- playful/exploratory, vocal/active 

(interpreted as a type of sociability trait where vocalizations and pacing serve to communicate with other 

calves when isolated from the herd), and interactive in a group – that, together, explained more than half 

of the variance in calf outcomes.” 

 

 
Caption: Researchers at the Norwegian Veterinary Institute (Ås, Norway) investigated calf personality and its 

relationship to feeding and growth (Credit: Kristian Ellingsen-Dalskau). 

 

The researchers found that calves that were more exploratory consumed more milk per day preweaning 

and more concentrate per day over the experimental period. Calves that were more vocal and active had 

lower preweaning milk intakes and lower concentrate intakes over the experimental period. Calves that 

were more interactive in the group test had lower preweaning and weaning concentrate intakes. These 

associations did not vary with weaning method; however, the team determined that calves weaned based 

on concentrate intake had higher average daily gains postweaning, likely due to consuming more 

concentrate per day over the entire experiment, than calves that were weaned by age. 

 

The team concluded that the sociability traits of Norwegian Red calves were related to individual 

differences in milk and concentrate intake. “Although the relationship between personality and feeding 

behavior and growth did not depend on weaning method,” observes Whalin, “gradual weaning based on 

individual concentrate intake provides an opportunity for calves to wean at a pace that fits the needs of 

each individual calf, contributing to better calf health and overall welfare.” 

 



--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “The influence of personality and weaning method on early feeding behavior and growth of 

Norwegian Red calves,” by Laura Whalin, Heather W. Neave, Julie Føske Johnsen, Cecilie M. Mejdell, 

and Kristian Ellingsen-Dalskau (https://doi.org/10.3168/jds.2021-20871). It appears in Journal of Dairy 

Science, volume 105, issue 2 (February 2022), published by Fass Inc. and Elsevier. 

 

The article is openly available at https://www.journalofdairyscience.org/article/S0022-0302(21)01062-

6/fulltext. 

 

Full text of the article is also available to credentialed journalists upon request. Contact Eileen Leahy at 

+1 732 238 3628 or jdsmedia@elsevier.com to obtain copies. Journalists wishing to interview the authors 

should contact the corresponding author, Kristian Ellingsen-Dalskau, Norwegian Veterinary Institute, Ås, 

Norway, at kristian.ellingsen@vetinst.no. 

 

About the Journal of Dairy Science 

The Journal of Dairy Science® (JDS), an official journal of the American Dairy Science Association®, is 

co-published by Elsevier and Fass Inc. for the American Dairy Science Association. It is the leading 

general dairy research journal in the world, and as of January 2022, it is an open access journal. JDS 

readers represent education, industry, and government agencies in more than 70 countries, with interests 

in biochemistry, breeding, economics, engineering, environment, food science, genetics, microbiology, 

nutrition, pathology, physiology, processing, public health, quality assurance, and sanitation. JDS has a 

2020 Journal Impact Factor of 4.034 and five-year Journal Impact Factor of 4.354 according to Journal 

Citation Reports (Source: Clarivate 2021). www.journalofdairyscience.org 

 

About the American Dairy Science Association (ADSA) 

The American Dairy Science Association (ADSA) is an international organization of educators, scientists, 

and industry representatives who are committed to advancing the dairy industry and keenly aware of the 

vital role the dairy sciences play in fulfilling the economic, nutritive, and health requirements of the world's 

population. It provides leadership in scientific and technical support to sustain and grow the global dairy 

industry through generation, dissemination, and exchange of information and services. Together, ADSA 

members have discovered new methods and technologies that have revolutionized the dairy industry. 

www.adsa.org 

 

About Fass Inc. 

Since 1998, Fass has provided shared management services to not-for-profit scientific organizations. 

With combined membership rosters of more than 10,000 professionals in animal agriculture and other 

sciences, Fass offers clients services in accounting, membership management, convention and meeting 

planning, information technology, and scientific publication support. The Fass publications department 

provides journal management, peer-review support, copyediting, and composition for this journal; the staff 

includes five BELS-certified (www.bels.org) technical editors and experienced composition staff. 

www.fass.org 

 

About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems.  
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In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and funders.  

 

Elsevier employs 8,100 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our 2,500+ digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 40,000 eBook titles; and our 

iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external Inclusion 

& Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance inclusion and 

diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world.  

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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