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The biggest risk factor for mortality in sows is farrowing.
Consistently, 45–65% of a herds’ mortality occurs four
days before the sow’s due date or within 21 days after
farrowing (Figure 1). In some ways this can be surprising
as obstetrical difficulties are relatively rare in swine com-
pared to species where progeny are a larger size in com-
parison to the dam.

However, it does appear that sows are more susceptible
to a number of conditions during the farrowing and lacta-
tion. Empirically, it appears that during this phase sows
are more likely to die during a PRRS outbreak. We can
argue that heavy lactation creates a high level of meta-
bolic stress upon the sow. Secondary infections can oc-
cur both in the uterus and the mammary glands.

It is easy to become a fatalist and accept a high level of
mortality. The main question that should be answered is
whether there are management factors that can be ad-
dressed in manipulating the likelihood of sow death dur-
ing this period. To address this a preliminary study was
done on the records of 4 herds in the Midwest that had
historically high sow mortality rates in the periparturient
period (greater than 10% per year—approximately 4% of
sows that entered the farrowing crate died before leaving).

When we looked for risk factors of mortality in this popu-
lation there were a number of obvious factors:

• Season. Sows tended to die at a higher rate during
the summer—with the risk of mortality being approxi-
mately 70% higher from June to September—than
during other months.

• Parity. When compared to sows within parities one
through six, older sows had a increased risk of dying
(16%) and gilts also had a similarly increased risk.

• Induction. Induction with prostaglandins was rela-
tively common on these farms and approximately
70% of sows were induced. This increased mortality
by approximately 18%. Oxytocin was not used as part
of the induction.

• Obstetrical assistance. Obstetrical assistance—when
examined independently—increased the likelihood of
mortality by approximately 31%.

• Stillbirths. When compared with litters with no still-
births sows with stillbirths had a 21% higher likeli-
hood of dying.

Figure 1: Cumulative graph of mortality in sows after farrowing
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• Day of the week. Sows farrowing on the weekend
had approximately a 9% increase of likelihood of
dying during that periparturient period.

• Feed intake. Two or more days of insignificant feed
intake during the first week post-farrowing signified
a problem sow and the sows had a higher level of
mortality. It was increased by 20%.

These factors together signify a problem sow. They are
interrelated and further analysis must be done with a larger
number of herds to identify in more detail the problems
seen in these animals. However, it should not be unfamil-
iar to many farrowing room managers. 

Recommendations

Further work in this area is being pursued and will be
reported in the future. Interventions are limited in some
cases though a few recommendations can be made at this
point.

The first is that problems such as the day of the week
suggests that further attention should be paid to sows.
Conversely, however, this should not immediately result
in a higher level of the obstetrical assistance. Efforts in
cooling sows can be very important and exhaustion should
be avoided in all cases.

Current work is designed to identify these at risk sows
using a combination of factors. It appears that certain sows
exposed to a combination of factors can have mortality
rates as high as 35% in a single farrowing. Treatment can
be difficult and prevention is probably a better strategy.
An initial behavioral study that we performed showed that
the likelihood of sows getting up varies greatly and can
signify a problem sow. Likewise, the amount of water
consumed in the first 24 hours can be a good signal.

The simple answer is that periparturient mortality involves
a number of factors in a relatively short period of time.
There are a number of opportunities to focus on sow lon-
gevity where much of the emphasis has been placed on
preweaning mortality in the past.


