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The behavior of early-weaned piglets is 
characterized by a delay in feeding, excessive 
drinking, and the development of oral behavior 
problems such as belly nosing and navel 
sucking. Although the specific causes of belly 
nosing are unknown, it appears to be related to 
nursing behavior and piglets’ desire to suck or 
massage the udder. The excessive drinking 
might also be related to nursing motivation, with 
the piglets using the drinker as a sucking device 
or ingesting water rather than solid feed because 
the behavior or physical sensation is more 
familiar to them.   This project involved several 
experiments aimed at examining the 
relationships among drinking, suckling and 
feeding and how they relate to the development 
of post-weaning behavior problems in early-
weaned piglets.  
 
In one experiment, we examined if playback of 
sow nursing grunts and drinker type in the 
nursery affected piglet behavior and 
performance. A total of 352 piglets were weaned 
at approximately 14 days of age into pens of 8 
piglets each. Half of the pens were located in a 
room in which recorded sow nursing 
vocalizations were broadcast at hourly intervals 
while the other half were in an adjacent room 
without additional sound. Within each of the two 
rooms, half of the pens were outfitted with bite –
style nipple drinkers and the other half with 
push-lever bowl drinkers (Egebjerg, Drik-o-Mat 
®). Behavior, feed intake, water usage and 
weight gains were recorded for three weeks after 
weaning. The broadcast sow vocalizations had 
no effect on either piglet behavior or 
performance. However, drinker type 
significantly affected behavior, feed intake and 
water usage. During the first 48 hours after 
weaning, piglets with nipple drinkers spent 
significantly more time at the drinker (P<0.01), 
used three times more water (P<0.01), and had 
lower feed intake than piglets provided water 
bowls (P<0.03). Over the course of the trial, 
piglets with nipple drinkers performed 
significantly more belly nosing than those 

drinking from bowls (P<0.02).  Although water 
usage remained over twice as high for piglets 
with nipple drinkers throughout the trial, there 
were no overall differences in feed intake or 
average daily gain. 
 
In two additional experiments, we examined 
whether nursing behavior of individual piglets 
on the sow was related to their development of 
oral behavior problems after weaning. An 
additional aim was to determine how growth 
rates were related to piglet behavior. Ninety-five 
piglets from 16 litters were observed at 4, 7 and 
10 days of age for sucking and massage, and 
then on days 7, 14 and 19 after weaning at 15 
days for belly nosing and sucking on pen-mates. 
Contrary to what was expected, piglets that 
spent more time suckling the sow tended to 
spend less time belly nosing (P<0.10) or nosing 
their pen-mates (P<0.05) after weaning. Belly 
nosing tended to be negatively related with post-
weaning average daily gain (P<0.10). In another 
experiment, feeding, drinking and nosing 
behavior were measured in 66 piglets after 
weaning at 21 days for a more in-depth look at 
the relationships among pre-weaning and post-
weaning growth and behavior of individual 
piglets.  Piglets that belly nosed more post-
weaning tended to be smaller at birth (P<0.10) 
and weaning (P<0.10) and grew significantly 
slower after weaning (P<0.001). Piglets that 
spent more time at the feeder spent more time 
nosing the pen floors than they did nosing their 
pen-mates, and they were the faster growing 
pigs before (P<0.01) and after (P<0.01) 
weaning.  
 
Results from these experiments suggest that 
there is an interaction among sucking, feeding 
and drinking motivation that can affect piglets’ 
adaptation to weaning. The relationships 
between low birth or weaning weights and the 
likelihood of developing problems after weaning 
probably reflect differences in the degree of 
ingestive system maturation in individual 
piglets. 


