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Dairy calves use brushes for more than combing their hair! 
 

New research in the Journal of Dairy Science® examines young cows’ use of brushes 

 

Philadelphia, October 19, 2021 – Dairy cows have a natural drive to groom themselves and to 

scratch those hard-to-reach itches on their bodies. When given the opportunity, dairy cattle use 

mechanical brushes daily at every stage of their lives. A new study in the Journal of Dairy Science®, 

conducted by researchers from the Animal Welfare Program, Faculty of Land and Food Systems, 

University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada, is the first to characterize the use of stationary 

brushes among weaned dairy heifers. 

 

Cows with no access to brushes tend to rub their heads and bodies against pen walls and the edges of 

water troughs, risking injury. Additionally, young cattle appear to be motivated to manipulate objects with 

their mouths. Past studies have found that young cattle that had access to stationary brushes or hanging 

hemp ropes, which they could manipulate orally, showed reduced levels of abnormal, non-nutritive and 

potentially harmful oral behaviors, such as tongue rolling and sucking on wire mesh pen walls and other 

pen hardware. 

 

Providing access to brushes in their housing environment is thus a welfare issue for cattle. However, 

weaned dairy heifers are often housed in simple environments with few appropriate outlets for grooming 

or oral manipulation and other natural behaviors. Rotating brushes allow cattle to groom hard-to-reach 

areas of the body, but stationary brushes may be more economical and offer opportunities for other 

behaviors, such as oral manipulation.  
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Lead investigator Marina von Keyserlingk, PhD, noted that, “Although providing brushes for dairy cattle is 

becoming more common, providing objects for oral manipulation has been underexplored. This appears 

to be an important behavior for young cattle.” Therefore, this study examined not only grooming, but also 

oral behaviors focused on the brushes, as well as exploring heifers’ preferences for type and placement 

of brushes. 

 

 
Caption: Scientists from the University of British Columbia (UBC, Vancouver, Canada), studied brush use by young 

dairy cattle, an underexamined animal welfare issue (Credit: UBC Animal Welfare Program). 

 

In phase 1 of the study, four rectangular scrub brushes were attached to the fence surrounding an 

experimental group pen housing four heifers at a time. This phase also investigated whether the heifers 

preferred softer or stiffer bristles, vertical or horizontal orientation of the brushes, or any particular location 

of the brushes within the pen. In phase 2 of the experiment, the heifers were moved to freestalls either 

with a scrub brush mounted horizontally to the front stall rail or with no brushes. After five days, brushes 

were added to the stalls that formerly had not had any to examine any effects after this period of 

deprivation. Both phases of the experiment used video cameras mounted in the pen or stalls for recording 

and observation of behaviors. 

 

The research team found that heifers began using the brushes almost immediately, even though they had 

never been exposed to brushes before. In the first phase, brushes were used primarily for grooming 

(approximately 60% of brush use), mainly of the head, but the heifers displayed a large amount of oral 



brush manipulation as well (approximately 40%). After a peak on the first day in the pen, brush use was 

steady throughout this stage, and all heifers in the pen at any time used each brush at least once. In 

phase 2, the majority (approximately 75%) of brush use was oral manipulation. The heifers initially 

deprived of brushes during this phase showed more brush use after they were added back into the stalls 

(about three times more than the heifers who had access to brushes all along), in a rebound effect. 

 

Oral manipulation of brushes in all stages of the experiment remained consistent over time, reinforcing 

the team’s view that this is an important behavior for young cattle. Additionally, the lack of differences in 

use of brushes with different bristle stiffness and horizontal versus vertical orientation suggests that the 

type of brushes provided may be less important than whether they are provided at all. 

 

“In our study, the patterns of brush use across days suggest that stationary brushes are functionally 

relevant to the natural behavior of heifers and hold their interest over time, important characteristics for 

relevant environmental enrichments,” said von Keyserlingk. “Given recent evidence indicating that adult 

cows are highly motivated to access brushes, depriving cattle of such resources could have negative 

effects on their welfare.” 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Stationary brush use in naive dairy heifers,” by Jennifer M.C. Van Os, Savannah A. 

Goldstein, Daniel M. Weary, and Marina A.G. von Keyserlingk (https://doi.org/10.3168/jds.2021-20467). It 

appears online in advance of the Journal of Dairy Science, volume 104, issue 11 (November 2021), 

published by FASS Inc. and Elsevier.  

 

Full text of the article is 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, Marina A.G. von Keyserlingk, University of British Columbia, at +1 604 

822 4898 or  nina@mail.ubc.ca. 

 

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. 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 
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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.  

 

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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