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Who are we?
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- MSc in Biology
o Helene: Finished MSc in Ecology 1-2 months ago
o Nicoline: Finishing MSc in Ecology this year

- Two MSc projects: Same topic and subjects 
o Big project: Crèche behaviour and social bonds

▪ What is crèche behaviour?
o One year: Followed free ranging cattle herd

▪ Prior calving
▪ During calving
▪ After calving
▪ Removal of calves

- Presentation: Some aspects
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Background

What do we know?
- Natural behaviours:

▪ Calves hides (5-10 days), joins herd, form crèches
▪ Morning vs later in the day
▪ Babysitters: Do not feed calves

Why is it relevant?
- Curiosity: 

▪ Studying natural behaviours in domesticated animals
- Crèche formation: 

▪ Reflect on practices in industry vs natural behaviours
▪ Foster cows + feeding: Do not occur in crèche behaviour
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Aim of study 

Focus: Herd of free-ranging cows (adults and calves)
- Social interactions 
- Formation of crèche behaviour

- Lacked ID of calves in the crèches

- What are we interested in?
- Who are the babysitters? What do they do? 

- How does the herd behave around crèche behaviour? How does it 

change?

- What can we achieve
- Insight into natural behaviours  
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A year in the park 

- Hellebæk Kohave

- Free-ranging - Angus, galloway, crossbreeds

- Study 1: 36, study 2: 83 (incl. 36 calves)

- The first calves are born - 36 calves, from 

April-September

- Introduction of two bulls and 10 new 

individuals

- Removal of calves in November

- One herd split into two groups

Danish Environmental Protection Agency



20/04/2026 6

Data collection in the park 

- Three different kinds of data

- Proximity

- Social interactions (“behaviour”)

- Crèche

- 3 times a week

- Timeline of data collection
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Data processing 

Social network

- Node and edge
- Amount of interactions / proximity events

- Social bond estimate 

- Directional and nondirectional 

- Statistical methods: QAP, MRQAP, LMM, GLMM
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Comparing adult and calf network?

- Calves total network

- Proximity network

- Before calf removal 

- After calf removal

- Network comparison - two groups
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Do the bonds change over time? 

- Calves interact more frequently with calves whose mothers 

associate with each other

- The herd is divided into two groups that only mix once the calves 

are removed

- Affiliative

- Agonistic

Before Before AfterAfter
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Crèche results 

- Observed crèche formations

o Number of calves: +13 calves and crèche

o Calves behaviour: Resting, foraging and crèche

- Possible babysitters: Ruminating more when crèche present

- Cannot clearly say

o Lacking ID (crèche presence)
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Discussion/conclusion 

- Dams’ influence on calves’ social bonds 

- Affiliative -> calfs removed -> 

allogrooming -> social stress buffering

- Agonistic -> unsure -> redirected

- Crèche / no crèche? 

- “babysitters”?

- More studies
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Thank you for your attention, and to 
the cows and the red deer as well! 

Questions? 
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