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Q: Why do farmers use gestation stalls or group housing?

A: Farmers use one of these forms of housing for their 
sows based on what is best for the animal’s well-being 
and for their hog farm.

Carl Heide is a fourth generation 
farmer from DeKalb who raises pigs, 
corn, and peas. Carl, his wife LeAnn, and 
daughters Samantha and Julia live on the 
family farm.    

There are many different ways to house sows. A sow is female pig 
that has given birth or farrowed. She likely weighs between 500 to 600 
pounds The most common types of housing used today in modern pork 
production are gestation stalls and group housing. 

A gestation stall is where a sow is housed after her piglets are weaned. 
She will be bred and stay there while she is pregnant. There, she can 
receive individual care and the proper amount of feed each day and be 
protected from other aggressive sows. Her feed intake can be monitored 
and adjusted based on her body condition score, which she is given every 
4-6 weeks. When it is time to farrow, she will walk into a farrowing crate.

Group housing is where sows are housed in groups while they are 
pregnant. The number of sows in the group will vary depending on the 
farm. Even in this housing system, they still will spend time in a gestation 
stall after they are bred (for about 30-35 days) until they are pregnancy 
checked. Once co-mingled with other pregnant sows, there is likely to 
be some fighting among the sows. Some group housing designs will 
allow a stall that a sow can go to so she can get away from the others.  
Sometimes, fighting sows will have to be separated. Again, when it is 
time to farrow, she will be in a farrowing crate.

 A farrowing crate is where all sows will go to give birth. The stalls 
are washed and disinfected before she arrives. There are many different 
designs and types of crates, but they all do the following: They help 
reduce the number of pigs that are accidentally laid on or stepped on 
by the sow and they help protect farmers from the sow when they are 
assisting the sow or caring for the piglets. The floor of the farrowing crate 
is designed to help keep the piglets warm and dry which helps prevent  
some diseases. 

In regards to housing options for sows, each farmer will use what is 
best for their sows’ well-being and what is best for their farm.

The American Association of Swine Veterinarians supports all of the 
these housing systems providing that “all animals have access to food 
and water, are protected from environmental extremes, are allowed to 
express appropriate behaviors and minimize expression of inappropriate 
behaviors between sows, and facilitates evaluation and care of individual 
animals while protecting worker safety.”  

The American Veterinary Medical 
Association states: “While gestation 
stall systems minimize aggression and 
injury, reduce competition and allow 
individual feeding and nutritional 
management, they restrict normal be-
havioral expression. Group housing 
systems are less restrictive, but could 
lead to increased lameness and unde-
sirable social behaviors, such as ag-
gression and competition for resources 
(e.g. food, water, etc).” 

The public has weighed in on these 
pork production practices without 
fully understanding them. There are 
valid reasons why hog farmers choose 
gestation stalls or group housing. 

Ultimately, the comfort and well-
being of sows is most important in 
housing sows. Farmers also consider 
the protection of sows from one 
another as they can be aggressive. 
Gestation stalls are a good choice es-
pecially for aggressive sows. Group 
housing is another good choice for 
pregnant sows’ mobility. ■


