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Stroking lambs: anthropomorphism, empathy,  
or genuine benefit for the animal? 
 
The farmer artificially nursing young animals acts as a substitute for the dam, not just by feeding them but possibly also by providing 
tactile contact. How are these contacts perceived by the lambs? 
     
 

 
Artificial nursing is common in herbivore production but does not always provide satisfactory living conditions for the young 

animals (calves, lambs, goat kids) and can affect performances: reduced growth rate, frequent diarrhea, increased mortality... Efforts 
are needed to find artificial nursing conditions that allow the farmer to act as a substitute for the mother, particularly through tactile 
stimulation.  

 
The young animal’s perception of such 

human contact and the psychobiological mechanisms 
involved have not been clearly elucidated: do these 
contacts provide genuine appeasement for the young 
animal, or even an attachment bond to the human? 
Primates, rodents and pets getting contact from a 
familiar human release oxytocin, a hormone involved in 
attachment bonding in the mother-young relationship, 
which supports the idea that the human acts as an 
affective substitute for these animals. What about farm 
herbivores? 

 
Under the French national research agency BOND project, 4 experiments were led at the INRA's Clermont-Ferrand/Theix 

research center to capture animal perceptions of their caretaker in artificially-reared lambs and the impact of repeated tactile 
stimulation (stroking) provided at early age on the development of an attachment relationship bonding lambs to humans. 

 
Stroking lambs in early age led to appeasement postures and reduced heart rate associated with parasympathetic system 

activation. Stroking reinforced lambs’ further motivation to interact with the stockperson. Stroking proved appeasing even in animals 
familiarized to human beings but without experience of stroking. Oxytocin does not appear to be released during stroking but during 
social separation in a novel environment. In conclusion, the clear and durable signs of appeasement shown by the lambs in the 
presence of their caretaker suggest that artificially-reared lambs can perceive the human carer as an affective substitute-mother.  

 
These experimental results will be further explored in on-farm surveys, with investigations focusing on variability in tactile 

stimulations provided by the farmers to artificially-reared animals and on whether including tactile contact under what can be called  
farmer’s “relational practices” can improve animal welfare and the animal robustness (health and production performances). 
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