
243

© 2016 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare
The Old School, Brewhouse Hill, Wheathampstead,
Hertfordshire AL4 8AN, UK
www.ufaw.org.uk

Animal Welfare 2016, 25: 243-253
ISSN 0962-7286

doi: 10.7120/09627286.25.2.243

Animal welfare initiatives improve feather cover of cage-free laying hens in
the UK

S Mullan*†, C Szmaragd†, MD Cooper§, JHM Wrathall§, J Jamieson‡, A Bond‡, C Atkinson‡ and
DCJ Main†

† University of Bristol Veterinary School, Langford BS40 5DU, UK
‡ Soil Association, South Plaza, Malborough Street, Bristol BS1 3NX, UK
§ Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, Wilberforce Way, Southwater, Horsham, West Sussex RH13 9RS, UK
* Contact for correspondence and requests for reprints: siobhan.mullan@bristol.ac.uk 

Abstract

This paper describes a case example where initiatives from private assurance schemes, scientists, charities, government and egg
companies have improved the welfare of UK cage-free laying hens. The RSPCA and Soil Association farm assurance schemes intro-
duced formal welfare outcome assessment into their annual audits of laying-hen farms in 2011. Feather loss was assessed on 50 birds
from each flock on a three-point scale for two body regions: Head and Neck (HN) and Back and Vent (BV). In support of the obser-
vations, assessors were trained in feedback techniques designed to encourage change in farmer behaviour to improve welfare. In
addition, during Year 2 farmers were asked about changes they had made, and intended to make on their farms. During 2011–2013
there were also wider industry initiatives to improve feather cover. Data were analysed from 830 and 743 farms in Year 1 and Year 2,
respectively. From Year 1 to Year 2 there was a significant reduction in the prevalence of feather loss from 31.8% (9.6% severe) to
20.8% (6% severe) for the HN region, and from 33.1% (12.6% severe) to 22.7% (8.3% severe) for BV. Fifty-nine percent of
662 farmers reported they had made changes on their farms during Year 1 to improve bird welfare. For such a substantial industry
change, attributing causation to specific initiatives is difficult; however, this is the first study to demonstrate the value to animal welfare
of certification schemes monitoring the effectiveness of their own and other industry-led interventions to guide future policy. 
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Introduction
In 2004, the UK Government outlined their strategy for safe-
guarding animal health and welfare in which they signalled a
reduction in governmental responsibility for this area towards
a policy whereby they would “encourage and persuade
industry, stakeholders and individuals to change practices and
aspire to adopt higher standards of animal health and welfare”
(Defra 2004). They stated that the UK Government would
only intervene in animal health and welfare “where the
market on its own cannot deliver some or all of the objec-
tives” (Defra 2004). Maciel and Bock (2012) discuss this
‘political modernisation’ as a general change in modern
societies and in the context of animal welfare suggest that
within Europe private standards owned by charities,
assurance companies or retailers have replaced what they
consider to be stricter legislative requirements. However, they
highlight that with increasing power to non-state actors there
is a danger that these organisations are operating without the
safeguards that exist within a democratic process to serve the
common good (Maciel & Bock 2012).
Feather loss in hens has been shown to be common in both
cage and cage-free systems for farming laying hens (eg

Huber-Eicher & Sebo 2001; Tactacan et al 2009; Sherwin
et al 2010). Methods of assessment and reporting of feather
loss vary between observational studies but a mean of 15.5%
of hens on free-range farms showed feather loss in one study
in the UK (Sherwin et al 2010), whereas in another, 70% of
UK free-range hen farmers reported seeing bald patches on
hens in their last flock (Green et al 2000). Although feather
loss may be caused by mechanical damage by objects within
the environment, such as feeding tracks, it commonly arises
as a result of injurious pecking by other birds (Huber-Eicher
& Sebo 2001). Gentle feather-pecking may result in plumage
damage but hens performing more severe feather-pecking
can pull out other birds’ feathers (Rodenburg et al 2013),
which is both painful (Gentle & Hunter 1990) and can lead
to denuded areas that can impact on the birds’ ability to
maintain thermal comfort. Feather-pecking is considered to
be exploratory or foraging, rather than aggressive in origin,
although reviews of the literature have identified a variety of
causal factors, including genetic influences, rearing condi-
tions, inadequate environmental exploratory and dustbathing
opportunities and low dietary fibre during the laying period
(Nicol et al 2013; Rodenburg et al 2013). As well as being a
welfare problem, feather-pecking reduces productivity
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