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While it may seem strange to think about it, your cow needs to be comfortable.  Cows 
feel pain and discomfort in the same way that humans do.  Cows can also experience fear, 

stress (from anxiety, hunger or thirst) and other emotions (such as happiness).  Research 
has proven that cows that are happy and comfortable will eat more, produce more milk, 

get pregnant faster and have less disease than cows that are uncomfortable and stressed.   

 

Signs your cows are uncomfortable and you need to improve their stalls: 
 Cows lie down outside the stall, or stand fully or partially in the stall for 

prolonged periods of time without lying down 

o These indicate that the cows cannot lie down and/or rise easily in the stall, 
or they think the stall is less comfortable than other areas to lie down 

 Cows lying down for less than 10 hours per day 

o Cows that spend more time lying down produce MORE MILK and should 
spend at least 11-12 hours per day lying down. The energy used for 

standing could go towards making more milk. 

 Cows are dirty – especially around the udder and legs 

o This shows that the cows are lying down in a dirty area (in the stall or 
outside the stall). Dirty cows are more likely to have mastitis 

 Wounds or hair loss or swellings on the neck or body 

o These indicate improperly placed boards (eg. manger) or sharp objects 

 Wounds or hair loss or swellings on the front or back legs  

o These indicate the cow is getting injured when getting up or lying down, 
or the stall surface is not soft enough (eg. cement with no bedding)  

 

What can be done to make cows more comfortable: 
 Build/alter the stall in order to make it the right size for your cow 

o See Table 1 on stall dimensions and Figure 1 on design guides 

o Most common errors – neck rail that is TOO LOW and/or located TOO 
FAR back towards the curb, and inadequate lunging space in front or 
beside cows to stand up. Stalls should allow the following: 

 Easily lie down on chest with legs underneath them 
 Lie with front legs stretched forward, or head to rest on cow’s side 

 Lie on their side with their head and neck stretched forward 
 Legs, udder & tail to rest on a clean, dry, soft bed 
 Easily stand up without hitting boards with their head or body 



o Remove sharp or rough edges (nails, board edges, etc.) from your cow 
shed so the cow cannot injure herself 

o Sizes in Table 1 are just a recommendation – if your cow is not lying in 
the stall consistently, adjust the stall size or neck rail and brisket board 

placements - place the neck rail so it is just touching the cow’s neck when 
she is standing in the stall just far enough in the stall that when the cow 
passes manure, the manure does not fall in the stall. Similarly, place the 

brisket board (10 cm high) so it is just touching the cow’s brisket when 
she is lying down in the stall just far enough in the stall that when the cow 

passes manure, the manure does not fall in the stall. 

 Ensure stalls are bedded with clean dry material such as shavings or dry leaves 

o Amount of bedding: The best way to ensure you have enough bedding that 
is clean and dry is to perform the KNEE TEST - Stand in your cows stall 
where the udder would rest against the floor, and fall onto your knees and 

stay kneeling for 10-20 seconds 
 If you hurt your knees when falling to your knees, a cow’s knees 

will hurt too, and you need to apply MORE bedding 
 If your knees get wet or dirty, the stall needs to be cleaned and dry 

bedding needs to be added to prevent MASTITIS 

 Ensure the cows have shade from heat and shelter from rain 
o Make sure the roof extends so that no water can fall where the cows udder 

will be when she is lying down 

 Clean the stall at least twice a day, but it is better if you clean it more often 

o Remove manure from the stall each time you milk the cows 
o Also remove soiled bedding and replace it with fresh bedding 

 

Figure 1.  Diagram of stall measurements for a 450 kg cow 
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What can be done to make cows happy instead of fearful and stressed: 
 Ensure there is feed and water always available, and provide fresh feed at least 3 

times per day – remove undesirable feed (thick grass/maize stalks) once per day 

 Ensure walkways are not slippery (eg. wet wood or smooth cement is slippery) 

 Do not make loud noises or sudden movements around cows 
o Approach cows slowly and talk to them calmly and quietly 

o Get cows to move forward by standing/walking in the shaded triangle 
labelled ‘A’ in Figure 2 below 

o Do not hit or yell at cows to get them to move 
 

Figure 2. How to move a cow without causing stress 

 

How a Cow Stands Up 



What can be done to reduce pain in cows: 
Common painful conditions include: mastitis, down cow, pneumonia, diarrhea, surgery, 
and dehorning.  Anything you would consider painful will be painful for a cow or calf. 
 

To reduce pain and suffering in cases of illness of injury, call a veterinarian or animal 
health technician to come treat your cow or calf as soon as possible.  Use of special 

medications like Flunixin or Ketoprofen or Aspirin and Lidocaine can reduce pain 
especially if your cow or calf needs surgery.   
 

 

What can be done for comfort and welfare of calves/heifers? 
All of the above recommendations also apply to calves and heifers.  If you raise your calf 
and heifer and you handle them gently, they are more likely to be well-behaved cows as 

adults.  A clean and dry cow shed for calves will also reduce the risk of illnesses like 
diarrhea and pneumonia.  
 

 

Table 1. Recommended Dimensions for Stalls of Large Cows 
 

Weight of Cow 250 kg 350 kg  450 kg 550 kg 

 Centimeters Centimeters Centimeters Centimeters 

Total Stall Length 165 185 206 229 

Distance from rear curb 
to brisket board 

122 132 145 155 

Stall width 84 91 102 112 

Upper edge of lower 

divider above stall 
surface 

20 20 25 25 

Height below neck rail 90 94 102 109 

Distance from rear edge 

of neck rail to curb 

122 132 145 155 

Rear curb height 10 10 15 15 
Adapted from the National Farm Animal Care Council of Canada and Drs Ken Nordlund and Nigel Cook 

 


