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Highlights  

 Selection for pig litter size offers a model for exploring reproductive trade-offs  

 Sows responded to teat stimulation from larger litters by decreasing their nursing rate 

 Larger litters had higher mortality and smaller piglets with more variable weights  

 Selection for maternal traits did not avoid many adverse effects of greater litter sizes 

 Selection for even larger litters will cause serious negative side effects 

 

Abstract  

Artificial selection of the domestic pig (Sus scrofa domesticus) offers a useful model for investigating 

changes in behaviour associated with reproductive trade-offs between litter size and fitness of 

offspring. The aim of this study was to evaluate effects of litter size on teat stimulation, sibling 

competition, and pre-weaning survival and growth in three populations of domestic pigs subjected to 

different selection pressures (a maternal line selected for high reproductive investment, a paternal line 

selected for meat production traits, and a crossbred line). We predicted that, with increasing litter size, 

piglets would spend more time in udder massage, be less likely to gain access to a teat during milk 

letdown and, if surviving to weaning, have lower, more variable body weights. We also predicted that 

maternal line sows would wean more piglets of higher weight, despite larger litter sizes, than paternal 
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