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HOW MANY BIRDS IN A CAGE? 

Melvin L. Hamre, Professor 
and Extension Poultry Specialist 

This is a question asked by many 
egg producers. There has been a tend
ency to increase the number of birds 
per cage to the point where overall 
production suffers . This crowding 
usually increases total income to the 
producer. 

But generally as the number of 
chickens in a cage increases, egg pro
duction per bird decreases and the mortality rate increases. 
Bird density can lead to more cannibalism and other social 
stresses increasing mortality and reducing rate of lay . The be
lief that birds must be crowded to gain labor efficiency and re
duce per bird housing and equipment costs, sometimes makes 

• 
it hard to see that these gains can be cancelled out by drops in 
production and more deaths among birds. 

When egg prices are at or near production costs, the lower 
efficiency with higher caged densities usually results in less net 
income to the producer . When egg prices to the farmer are high, 
the greater income from increased production sometimes more 
than offsets efficiency decreases. Through the years egg prices 
have favored lower housing densities than are being practiced 
in many cage laying operations today . 

Do you get as many eggs per hen with 4 birds in a 12-inch 
by 18-inch cage as you do with only 3 hens? Many producers 
who have kept comparative records find very little difference. 
Others have found that the 3 hens to a cage laid the most eggs 
per bird . Don Bell, University of California Poultry Farm ad 
viser, has recently advocated the reduction of crowding layers 
in cages and pointed out benefits to the producer and the egg 
industry. He found in a review of 20 cage density experiments 
that layers having Y, square foot or more of cage space averaged 
nearly 2 dozen more eggs per hen during the production period. 
With egg prices at the levels of recent years, even though the 
total number of eggs per cage is greater under the more crowded 
conditions, the net return per cage or dollar invested has usually 
been less. 

With feed prices and other production costs at today's 
high levels, you need to produce eggs at the most efficient level 
possible. If you doubt the experience shown in the number of 
cage density tests conducted, make an on-the-farm test of cage 
densities in your own facilities . If you take one cage row with 
3 birds in a cage, then compare them to the same number of 

A hens with 4 birds in a cage (12 inches by 18 inches or adjust to 
9' a similar density comparison) under the same or very similar 

housing conditions. Keep records and make some cost compar
isons to see how you might estimate performance in your own 
unit. 

Volume 12, Number 9 - November 1974 

For example, an experiment reported in an August 1974 
Riverside, California extension publication gave the follow ing 
results when 3 versus 4 hens per 12-inch cage were compared 
over a 48-week period: 

Hen-housed eggs 
% Remaining 
Total feed consumed 

per hen -housed 

If we assume: 

a. $2 pullet costs 

3 Hens 
222 

85.9% 

78.3 lbs . 

b. $7 per 100 pounds feed cost 
c . $.20 per hen recovery value 
d . Variable egg prices 

4 Hens 
193 

79.3% 

72.7 lbs . 

At all three egg prices, the total income per cage was 
greater in the 3 hen cage, even though each cage produced only 
666 eggs versus 772 in the 4 hen cages- 14 percent less on a 
total egg basis. Total expenditure for feed amounted to 21 per
cent less-$22.44 in the 3 bird cages as opposed to $28.36 for 
4 bird cages. This was all accomplished with 6.3 percent higher 
hen-day production in the 3 bird cages. The greater earnings of 
the 3 bird cage density facility are available to pay for all addi 
tional costs of production, includ ing house depreciation . 

Assuming the difference between the two bird densiti es 
in the test was only half as great, you would have the following 
experience: 

Hen-housed eggs 
% Remaining 
Total feed consumed 

per hen-housed 
$.30/Dozen egg pr ice 
$.40/Dozen egg price 
$ .50/Dozen egg price 

3 Hens 

222 
85.9% 

78.3 lbs . 
-$5 .27 

+$0.28 
+$5 .83 

4 Hens 

208 
82.6% 

75.5 lbs. 
-$7 .68 
-$0.75 

+$6.19 

From these data on the effect of crowding hens in cages, 
producers should evaluate their housing density. The many 
studies conducted have shown that crowding layers into cages 
results usually in less income for the individual farmer, as well 
as generating an industry effect of more surplus eggs, which have 
depressed prices . A cage density allowing at least 'h square foot 
per bird may have a positive effect on your net income. Adjust 
ments by a considerable segment of the nation's poultry raisers 
could have a tremendous impact on our industry . Don Bell said 
that during the past 8 years, a d ifference of only 7 million hens 
has separated prosperous egg years from loss years. This assumes, 
of course, that any reduction in bird numbers is not compensated 
for by new ventures into the egg business. You should consider 
bird density as you evaluate your present egg production picture 
and plan for your future flock. 



Item 3 per cage 4 per cage 

$.30/Dozen Pullets 3 Pullets@ $2 = $ 6.00 4 Pullets@ $2 = $ 8.00 
egg prices Feed 3 Hens x 78.3 lbs. x $.07 / lb. = 16.44 4 Hens x 75.5 lbs . x $.07 /lb. = 21.14 

Total $22.44 $29.14 

Eggs 222 Eggs x 3 hens x $.30/dozen = $16.65 208 Eggs x 4 hens x $.30/dozen = $20.80 

Fowl 85.9% x 3 Hens x $.20 = .52 82.6% x 4 Hens x $.20 = .66 

Total $17 .17 $21.46 

Profit or 
loss per cage -$5.27 -$7.68 

$.40/Dozen Pullets 3 Pullets@ $2 = $ 6.00 4 Pullets@ $2 = $ 8.00 
egg prices Feed 3 Hens x 78.3 lbs. x $.07 /lb. = 16.44 4 Hens x 75.5 lbs. x $.07 /lb. = 21.14 

Total $22.44 $29.14 

Eggs 222 Eggs x 3 hens x $.40/dozen = $22.20 208 Eggs x 4 hens x $.40/dozen = $27.73 

Fowl 85.9% x 3 Hens x $.20 = .52 82 .6% x 4 Hens x $.20 = .66 

Total $22.72 $28.39 

Profit or 
loss per cage +$ .28 -$ .75 

$.50/Dozen Pullets 3 Pullets@ $2 = $ 6.00 4 Pullets @ $2 = $ 8.00 
egg prices Feed 3 Hens x 78.3 lbs. x $.07 /lb. = 16.44 4 Hens x 75.5 lbs . x $.07 / lb. = 21.14 

Total $22.44 $29.14 

Eggs 222 Eggs x 3 hens x $.50/dozen = $27.75 208 Eggs x 4 hens x $.50/dozen = $34.67 

Fowl 85.9% x 3 Hens x $.20 = .52 82.6% x 4 Hens x $.20 = .66 

Total $28.27 $35.33 

Profit or 
loss per cage +$5.83 +$6.19 
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