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Influence of a maternal odorant on copying
strategies in chicks facing isolation and novelty
during a standardized test
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Abstract

A synthetic analogue of a mother-hen odour named MHUSA (Mother Hen
Uropygial Secretion Analogue) reduces stress-related behaviour in the chicken.
We hypothesize that MHUSA may have an attractant effect on chicks. In order
to test this, 30 chicks were individually exposed to MHUSA, placebo or neutral
when self isolated in a straight shuttle box. The location of the chicks within the
test chamber was recorded with 360 consecutive scan-sampled images. During
the first three minutes immediately after introduction to the test area chicks spent
more time in the neutral zone (p<0.05). However, taking the results from the total
observation period, chicks spent more time in the MHUSA and placebo zones
combined than in the neutral zone (p=0.07). They were more often observed in
the MHUSA zone compared to the placebo zone (p<0.05). These results suggest
that during the first three minutes in the shuttle, individuals were adapting to their
new environment. After this period, chicks directed themselves towards specific
local stimuli, as they tried to reach their group or something that resembled it.
After a stressor was introduced, we observed a return to the same situation as
during the first three minutes of the test, with chicks returning to the neutral
zone, suggesting that the chick had its confidence in the environment. Three
main conclusions may be drawn. Firstly, MHUSA has an attractant effect on naive
chicks. Secondly, it appears to play a role in the reaction of chicks faced with a
stressful event, and finally, the reaction to MHUSA seems innate and does not
require previous experience.

INTRODUCTION

Chickens (Gallus gallus) are social animals that
aggregate to create a social structure (Bradshaw,
1992). Runway and treadmill tests are often used to
assess social behaviour or the motivation of birds
to be near to conspecifics (Vallortigara et al., 1990).
These methods require the chick to go through a
corridor and are usually used to measure bird’s at-
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tempt to remain close to siblings (Mills & Faure,
1991). For example, following a stressful event, the
readiness of a bird to traverse a runway in order
to reach conspecifics has been used to estimate
the disinhibition of induced fear (Nicol & Scott,
1991). Chickens are generally attracted to familiar
stimuli (Clarke & Jones, 2000), with chicks tending
to approach live conspecifics placed at either end
of a two choice runway (Carmichael et al., 1998).
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