
Seeing the World through your Cattle’s Eyes 
 
Effective management of cattle relies on husbandry and veterinary jobs like weighing, vaccination, 
condition scoring and dosing being carried out at the right time to get the maximum benefit. Most of 
these jobs can only safely be done if cattle are put through a handling system. 

Every farm needs a system that is safe, simple, efficient and effective to operate so that handling is a 
positive event for both you and the cattle. Increasingly farmers and stock people are putting 
themselves at risk when around cattle. The brutal truth: 

• 29 Deaths in past 5 years  
• 7 happened when handling and loading 
• 22 in the field, Calved cows 
• 8 involved a dairy breed (in a further 10 cases breed was undetermined) 
• Only 10 of the deaths were due to a bull 
• 16 deaths were in the over 65’s  

 
Handling can be among the most stressful events within the animal’s lifetime as neither directed 
movement nor restraint are normal “maintenance” behaviours for cattle (unlike feeding, drinking, 
giving birth). However designing and operating facilities to make handling a positive event will produce 
calmer cattle and should make those essential husbandry and management tasks quicker, easier and 
safer. 

Three elements combine when cattle are handled, the behaviour of the cattle, the behaviour of the 
people and the design of any “hardware” or facilities. 

This article concentrates on cattle behaviour and particularly those things that might be worth thinking 
about when handling your cattle. 

“Behaviour” is defined as the way in which an animal responds to a given situation or stimulus. It is 
contextual, determined by internal and external factors. To simplify, behaviour may be driven in three 
different ways. 

Instinctive behaviours are those that are “hard wired” in the animal and related to where they are in 
the scheme of things, where they live and what they eat. Cattle, descended from the Auroch, are prey 
species and despite domestication can and do revert to instinctive behaviours, protecting their young 
and being part of a herd. 

The herd is vital to survival. Cattle have an established hierarchy or “bunt” order which determines the 
priority of access to resources (space, water and food supply). Rank is maintained by threats and 
avoidance: those lower down the order move out of the way of those higher up. Height, weight, age, 
breed, sex and the presence or absence of horns are the factors that determine dominance. Giving 
cattle plenty of space in a handling system reduces conflict, likewise splitting larger groups into smaller 
bunches (5-8) makes them more manageable. 

All animals have an instinctive response to a fearful situation –fight, flight or freeze. As stock people 
we want to limit this response as much as possible for our own safety.  
There are commonly four types of fear recognised in animals 

• Innate fears – e.g. isolation and falling 
• Novelty – e.g. strange objects, new places 
• Fears based on experience – e.g. anticipated pain 
• Fear provoked by signs of fear in others.  

 
Anxiety is often associated with dread or uncertainty it is less focused than fear which is usually caused 
by an identifiable worry. For cattle success in life depends on achieving the right balance between 
curiosity to develop survival skills and caution to avoid danger. When animals are in the farm 
environment they may become habituated to events, people and stimuli and no longer show full blown 



fear responses. However when there are slight changes in routine cattle are likely to show some signs 
of anxiety such as: 

• Tail swishing 
• Restlessness, increased responsiveness 
• Increased vocalizations  
• Head up alert 
• Ears locked to the problem 
• Increased defecation  

 
 
Behaviour might be driven by what cattle sense around them, so it is worth remembering their 
perception on things is different to ours. 
 
Prey species like cattle have at the side of the head and they only see well with both eyes (binocular 
vision) in a narrow range to the front of them (visual acuity is only 1/22 – 1/12 that of humans).  
They have wide, panoramic monocular vision, approximately 340 degrees around them. This allows 
them to detect movement whilst in the grazing, head down position. If cattle are to see anything 
clearly it needs to be directly in front of them. This is why they put their heads down to look at things 
or turn to face a handler or new objects. They have a blind spot directly behind them (just like the 
blind spot of a car or lorry), as well as a small area right in front of the face where they cannot see at 
all. 
Cattle can discriminate between certain colours and are dichromate i.e. they see only two of the three 
primary colours (yellow/ green and blue/purple). Dichromatic vision may provide better night vision 
and aid in detecting motion. Cattle are able to perceive depth but because of their limited binocular 
vision need to lower their head to see clearly.  

Cattle are sensitive to smell and can detect much smaller differences in odour concentration than 
humans. Smell is important for sexual activity (flehmen response) social recognition and social 
ranking; cattle can be trained to discriminate between individuals based on smell. Adult cattle will still 
sniff each other during social behaviour.  

Smell might also be used to communicate physiological state, in a research environment heifers were 
slower to learn a task in the presence of stressed animals and slower to approach a bucket with urine 
from a stressed vs. an unstressed animal. Cattle don’t normally like the smell of either dung or saliva 
and there is an indication that release of stress hormones might exacerbate this.  

Cattle hear in a wide frequency range and they are unusual in that for animals with large head size 
they can hear at the high frequency end. The human ear is most sensitive at 1000-3000Hz but cattle 
are most sensitive at 8000Hz and can hear up to 21,000Hz. However although the ears can move 
cattle are not good at pinpointing where sound might be coming from. The sound of unfamiliar things 
is stressful for cattle so is the human voice, if cattle are not used to it, can be more stressful than the 
sound of a banging gate. Intermittent sound appears to be more stressful than steady stimuli. 
However the impact of environmental noise will depend on the animals previous experiences. 

Although cattle have been domesticated for thousands of years very little is known about how they 
communicate. Vocal communication in prey species like cattle is possibly most important in 
transmitting information about general safety or danger. In a stable group of cattle animals are 
usually silent and vocalization is linked to frustration, distress, pain, seeking others or, in the farm 
situation, food anticipation. There has been some attempt to assign meaning to different calls but the 
work is inconclusive with different situations producing the same call.  

Measuring the amount of vocalization in handling facilities is used as a method of detecting problems 
in the design or methods of handling.  

Neuroscience research has also shown that the animal brain puts sensory information into separate 
categories or files. An animal will remember its first visual, auditory and olfactory associations of an 
event and may retain that for life. So if an animal has a bad experience with a man in a black hat, all 



men in black hats may be seen negatively. Memory files cannot be deleted and although an animal 
may overcome the fear the file is there and may be triggered months or years later.  

Cattle also behave based on what they have learnt. The fact that cattle are by nature exploratory 
animals facilitates learning and given time and the right environment they are quick to learn and are 
on a par with, or better than, horses. Learning occurs through a number of different routes.  

• Stimulus generalization is where the stimulus e.g. a noise will always gain the same response 
and is the simplest form of learning. Cows will let down milk in response to the noise of milking 
machines. 

• Stimulus association is where there is a connection between stimuli and cattle learn to 
associate one with the other. Cattle develop strong place associations, so where bad things 
happen (crushes, foot trimming?) and where nice things happen (feeding places). 

• Stimulus discrimination is where cattle learn to tell two things apart from one another. In the 
farm situation cattle can discriminate between familiar and unfamiliar handlers and familiar 
handlers in different clothes.  

 

 

 

Age effects learning with young animals quicker to learn than adults. There is likely to be sensitive 
periods with evidence pointing to the first few days’ immediately after birth and around weaning when 
learning is more durable than 6-8 weeks later.  

The following are some interesting snippets from recent research and confirms the practical, anecdotal 
evidence of stockmen: 

• Aversive (nasty) procedures, such as restraint makes the next handling more difficult. 

• Early handling experiences are important; early gentle and positive handling events produce 
calmer cattle. 
 

• Cattle handled at two sensitive times, after birth and after weaning, affected their subsequent 
response to handling, so there may be “imprinting times” but they have not been fully 
researched. 

 
• Cattle have the ability to recognise people who have treated them positively or negatively in the 

past. This is reinforced where people are associated with specific places.  
 

 



 

• As few individuals as possible should be responsible for the most aversive events and make 
others responsible for day to day procedures. 

 
Cattle are going to behave based on what their instincts tell them, what they can sense around them 
and importantly what they have learnt. On the dairy farm creating a positive learning environment for 
the cattle takes time and thought but is achievable if we learn to look at things from their point of 
view.  
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