
What is animal stress and how do we help alleviate it? 
 
To be stressed is defined by Meriam Webster as feeling very worried or anxious, or having a lot of 
physical pressure or force on it. While animals may not be stressed about upcoming deadlines at work 
or making loan payments, they can experience stress in their daily lives. Stress can be physical, in which 
pain, pressure, or abnormality is felt, or emotional/psychological where fear and anxiety are felt. 
Common causes of animal stress can be broken down into (but not limited to) four main pillars of stress: 
behavioral, environmental, physical, and disease stress.      
 
Behavioral- Not being able to exhibit normal behaviors such as eating/drinking, lying/standing, 
grooming, playing/socializing is stressful. Some animals are especially routine oriented so simply moving 
into a new location or feeding earlier or later than usual can cause anguish. Stress can also be caused by 
human behavior. For example, if a handler is calm, quiet, and confident, the animal will likely feel 
comfortable interacting with someone than if the person is loud, aggressive, and seems uneasy 
themselves. Keeping things calm and consistent is key.    
 
Temperature/environmental stress- Animals that are housed outdoors could experience stress due to 
exposure to the elements (extreme heat, cold, precipitation, etc.). Proper shelter, shade, and access to 
feed and water are a few ways to help keep their body temperature regulated. Blankets are available for 
horses and smaller livestock for extra chilly days when their winter hair coat may not be enough. 
Ensuring that pastures are maintained also helps alleviate environmental stressors. Keeping mud at a 
minimum, removing stones, preventing ice, flood control, and even maintaining fencing can help 
prevent injuries to your animals, thus also preventing physical stress.  
 
Animals housed indoors are protected from the elements; however, temperature/humidity can still 
affect their environment. In the heat, fans and sprinklers help keep barns cool. These systems can even 
be hooked up to THI (temperature humidity index) sensors that turn them on automatically when 
temperature/humidity get too high. During the cold months, barns can be closed up but still allow 
proper ventilation and air flow. Some barns even have automatic curtains that allow more outside air in 
as temperature rises. In addition to temperature control, housing should always be safe and 
comfortable, regardless of the time of year. Ensuring animals have adequate bedding, enough space, 
and access to feed and water will keep them healthy and sound.    
 
Physical stress- Injuries, lameness, lesions, abscesses, bruising, being under/overweight all cause 
physical stress to the affected animal. This kind of stress causes pain or prevents the animal from normal 
function. Farmers can prevent physical stress by treating existing injuries and preventing injuries in the 
future. Good management is an easy way to accomplish this. Some strategies include regular vet visits, 
providing clean and safe facilities, and quality feed.    
 
Disease related stress- Disease can make the animal feel physically weak or not able to perform normal 
functions. Disease related stress is prevented by treating sick animals, vaccinating, maintaining clean 
facilities and hygiene, and providing quality nutrition to help prevent disease in the first place.  
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