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Handling livestock can sometimes be stressful for both people and the animals.  A lot depends on our 

attitude, methods, and our understanding of how an animal behaves.  Trying to load a balky horse into a 

trailer, gathering or herding animals in a pasture, or trying to pen or catch animals for treatment can all 

be stressful situations and even unsafe at times for all involved.  But to reduce this stress on the owner 

and livestock try using low stress livestock handling methods. 

 

The best way to handle livestock is to work in harmony with their natural behavior.  Livestock see the 

world differently than we do.  Because they are prey animals, their eyes are shaped differently and are 

located on the sides of their heads.  Livestock have excellent peripheral vision.  They have excellent 

distant vision, though they may have difficulty judging distances.  Livestock also have blind spots where 

they can’t see.  A blind spot for horses and cattle is directly behind them.  That is why it is extremely 

important not to approach a horse or cattle from the rear without the animal knowing you are there.  

They may kick out in a defensive or protective manner and injure the unsuspecting person. 

 

Livestock have a keen sense of hearing and also a good memory.  Loud voices and yelling can scare 

animals more than clanging gates and chains.  Animals may not be able to pinpoint where the loud 

noises are coming from but they are very disturbing to them.  All loud noises can frighten animals, even 

if we understand that the noise should not be an issue.  Livestock have long memories.  If they are 

handled roughly in the past they will be more difficult to handle and stress more easily.  Try to make 

animals’ first experiences with a new place, piece of equipment or person a favorable one.  An initial 

experience that is averse can create a permanent fear memory in that animal. 

 

A good livestock handler understands two key principals:  flight zone (the “bubble” around an animal 

that, if invaded, will cause the animal to move away) and the point of balance (the point, usually around 

the front shoulder, at which pressure in front of that point will cause the animal to stop or backup, and 

vice versa).  When an owner is at the edge of the flight zone and properly balanced, only slight 

movements are needed to control the animals in a low-stress manner.  To make an animal speed up, 

walk against their direction of travel: to make them slow down, walk with them.  As you pass the point 

of balance, notice how each animal responds to your movement and position.  This concept is evident 

when many times it is easier to lead an animal by the halter if we are walking beside them near the 

shoulder rather than being ahead of them and trying to pull on the halter to get them to go forward. 

 

A thorough understanding of the behavior of the animals we are working with is the first step towards 

developing and effective method of handling livestock.  A good livestock handler is calm and patient.  

The golden rule of low-stress handling is slow and quiet resulting in less stress for you and your animals. 

Try to use low stress handling methods every time you work with our animals.  The idea is to start with 

low stress handling from birth and throughout the animal’s life.  It will be good for them and for you too. 

 



There are many excellent resources on low stress livestock handling methods.  Web sites, books, DVDs, 

are readily available and provide good information for using low stress handling methods for 

domesticated and wild animals. Contact Steve Tonn at 402-426-9455 or email stonn2@unl.edu for 

additional information or a list of resources. 
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