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Control treatment (CON): n=4 litters, mean: 13 pigs/litter

Standard farrowing pen (0.3 m2/pig), no play 
opportunities

Play treatment (PLY): n=5 litters, mean: 15 pigs/litter

Reared with play opportunities from 5 days of age 
Play promoted for 3 hours/day: extra space 
(0.5 m2/pig) and enrichment

Day 0 
(D0)

Pigs 
born

Play 
starts

Weaning + new pen 
groups formation

 Measures post-infection:
   Average daily gain, rectal temperature, respiratory distress,

  blood collection for viral load and blood cells,
   play and sickness behaviour, skin lesions (pre&post-infection)

Play opportunities every other day
D65±2 

mean±SD

22 DPI

Transport to 
disease challenge 

facility

Back test 
(BT)

CON in disease
challenge facility: 
(pen: 0.5 m2/pig)

PLY in disease 
challenge facility: 

(pen + extra space for 
play: 1.3 m2/pig)

Pigs chosen for disease challenge: 
14 pigs/treatment, 7 pigs/pen

• matched for similar weight and 
balanced for sex, sow, BT score 

Daily play opportunities D43±2
mean±SD

0 day post-
infection 

(DPI)

D34±2 

mean±SD

D26±2 
mean±SD

D15D5

1. Introduction & Objective

Improved 
health

Positive 
emotions

Play behaviour

Providing pigs with 
opportunities for 

play

Reduce the effect of diseases 
such as porcine reproductive 

and respiratory syndrome 
virus (PRRSV)

Improve 
public 
trust

&

Objective: To explore the effect of rearing pigs with play opportunities on disease resilience when challenged with PRRSV. 

3. Results Skin lesions

Fewer skin lesions in Play pigs after transport, 
inoculation and end of the trial.

Average daily gain (kg) Sickness behaviour (inactive resting)

Viral load Monocytes (one of the target cells of PRRSV)

Rectal temperature (RT; ℃)

Moderate & Severe 
respiratory distress

Play 
(n=14)

Control
(n=14)

Number of pigs experiencing resp. distress 
for at least one day 11 14

Number of days experiencing resp. distress 4.1 11.6

Probability to experience resp. distress 35% 91%

Moderate & Severe respiratory distress
Subtle (if moderate) or obvious (if severe) abdominal effort 
with/without increased respiration (>40 beats per minute)

Higher ADG in Play pigs in the second half of the 
infection.

Play pigs were less inactive before infection and 
remained less inactive during the acute infection period.

Treatment*DPI interaction: p=0.006

Treatment*DPI period interaction, a tendency: p=0.063

Treatment*Day interaction: p≤0.001

Treatment*DPI interaction: p≤0.001

Tendency for higher viral load in Play pigs. 

Treatment effect, a tendency: p=0.075

Treatment*Back test interaction: p=0.002

Lower levels of monocytes in Play pigs 8 DPI, returning to baseline 
21 DPI, while CON exceeded baseline and remained higher.

High-resisting (HR) Control pigs had higher RT by a 0.3℃ 
compared to Play pigs and medium-resisting (MR) CON.

Less severe respiratory distress in Play pigs.

Data are presented as predicted mean and 95% confidence intervals. Star indicates significant difference between treatments (p≤0.05) after Holm-Bonferroni adjustment for p-values for multiple comparisons.
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Performance of an enjoyable activity 
contributing to positive emotions 

Potential stress reduction effect 
that leads to lower inflammatory 

response

Modified immune response 
and potentially enhanced 

disease resilience

Play is a promising tool to support 
quality of life for farmed pigs with 

benefits for pigs and producers

Pigs with good quality of life resonates with consumers
• Support the sustainability of intensive systems

• Maintain the social license through social ethical approval

Boost the ability to 
recover quickly from 
infectious challenge

Increase the 
quality of life 

for farmed pigs

Inoculation with 
5 x 10^5 TCID50 

PRRSV/pig

Play opportunities changed 
response to behavioural, 
immune and production 

measures before and after 
PRRSV infection.

BT: Coping style test:
High, Medium, Low-

resisting pigs
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