
Internship/thesis ethology (24-36 ECTS) 

Pig vocalisation 

KU Leuven/UGhent, Belgium 

 

Opportunity to perform a research internship or master thesis within the framework of a 

project ‘the development of an automated method to monitor pig welfare and health’, 

funded by the Flemish government agency for Innovation by Science and Technology. 

Starting the first week of September 2012 (24 to 36 ECTS).  

Research locations are the KU Leuven and Ghent University, Belgium. The student will 

participate in experiments with grower pigs and will perform behavioural observations 

and analysis. Experience with the software The Observer (Noldus) is preferred.  

 

Objective  

To investigate the relationship between pig vocalisation types and behavioural activities. 

 

Activities 

The student participates in 3 successive experiments in grower pigs (September to mid 

November). Activities involve among others, weighing, saliva sampling and marking 

pigs for identification. Next to the experimental activities, the student starts a literature 

study and performs preliminary  observations to get familiar with different types of pig 

vocalisations and other behaviour. After the experimental period, correlations between 

vocalisation types and different behavioural activities are examined. Specifically, 

behaviour related to the welfare or health status of the animals. 

 

Project background 

The project is a collaboration between three departments of two universities in Belgium: 

the department Measure, Model and Manage Bioresponses and the department 

Livestock-Nutrition-Quality of the KU Leuven; the department Animal Nutrition, Genetics 

and Ethology of the faculty Veterinary Science, Ghent University. An automated pig 

welfare and health monitor is developed based on a limited number of relatively simple 

parameters from image and sound. Series of experiments in fattening pigs are 



conducted in which the pigs are subjected to stressors imitating situations pigs can be 

exposed to during normal management practises (change of feed composition, mixing 

animals, food deprivation). The stressors that are applied are expected to elicit a 

change in the physiological and ethological status of the animals. During the 

experiments welfare indicators from behaviour as well as physiological parameters are 

collected for the development and validation of the automatically measured visual and 

sound signals from the animals. Using statistical modelling, the interrelationships 

between the relatively simple image and sound parameters and the welfare score from 

ethological observations and physiological parameters are investigated. All information 

is integrated and algorithms for different behaviours based on the position and 

orientation of the animals as well as algorithms for pig vocalisations are developed. 

Finally, the welfare monitor is tested in practise and should be able to detect and alert to 

behavioural patterns (visual and auditive) indicative of welfare/health problems.  

 

Contact person:  

Sanne Ott  (sanne.ott@biw.kuleuven.be Tel +32 163 +32 16 32 17 64) 
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