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Social networks respond 
to a disease challenge in calves
Katharine C. Burke, Sarah do Nascimento‑Emond, Catherine L. Hixson & 
Emily K. Miller‑Cushon*

Changes in network position and behavioral interactions have been linked with infectious disease in 
social animals. Here, we investigate the effects of an experimental disease challenge on social network 
centrality of group‑housed Holstein bull dairy calves. Within group‑housed pens (6/group) calves 
were randomly assigned to either a previously developed challenge model, involving inoculation with 
Mannheimia haemolytia (n = 12 calves; 3 calves/group) or a control involving only saline (n = 12 calves; 
3 calves/group). Continuous behavioral data were recorded from video on pre‑treatment baseline day 
and for 24 h following inoculation to describe social lying frequency and duration and all active social 
contact between calves. Mixed‑model analysis revealed that changes in network position were related 
to the challenge. Compared to controls, challenged calves had reduced centrality and connectedness, 
baseline to challenge day. On challenge day, challenged calves were less central in the directed social 
contact networks (lower degree, strength and eigenvector centrality), and initiated contact (higher 
out‑degree) with more penmates, compared to healthy calves. This finding suggests that giving rather 
than receiving affiliative social contact may be more beneficial for challenged calves. This is the first 
study demonstrating that changes in social network position coincide with an experimental challenge 
of a respiratory pathogen in calves.

The identification and treatment of respiratory illness is a key challenge and major welfare concern for dairy 
 calves1, prompting interest in behavioral changes coinciding with disease. Group-housed calves present an oppor-
tunity to understand changes in social networks and how they correspond to health. Studies of sickness behavior 
and the impact on social interaction patterns and network position have proven useful for wildlife disease ecology 
(e.g., vampire bats, Desmodus rotundus2; Tasmanian devils, Sarcophilus harrisii3). However, links between social 
networks and health are lacking for managed populations. In particular, there is limited understanding of how 
social relationships of gregarious livestock species may be related to health status.

Animals often respond to infection with cytokine-induced sickness behavior, which is considered to be 
a motivational state and includes fatigue, loss of appetite and social  withdrawal4. Changes in social behavior 
have been characterized as a component of sickness behavior across group-living species. Both a reduction and 
increase in interactions have been observed; for example, wild mice (Mus musculus domesticus) limit the size 
of their social contact network in response to an  infection5. Whereas in rhesus macaques (Macaca mulatta), 
increases in affiliative interactions with familiar peers and kin have been reported following an experimentally 
induced  infection6. Humans have also been shown to both  increase7 and  limit8–10 their social interactions while 
sick, depending on the context and availability of social partners. In dairy calves, we found previously that indi-
vidual calves initiated less social grooming following a respiratory disease  challenge11, suggesting disease may 
be associated with changes in social relationships in group-housed dairy calves. In dairy calves, it is established 
that lying behavior is sensitive to naturally occurring illness, even increasing prior to clinical signs of  illness12. 
However, no research to date has examined pairwise social interactions at the group level and consequently the 
social networks of dairy calves following infection.

Network approaches are valuable because they examine indirect connections beyond the level of the dyad 
and offer novel ways to uncover association between social behavior and animal health/welfare. Social network 
analysis (SNA) is a quantitative framework that is used to measure and analyze the patterns of individual and 
group level social  interactions13. While it has found wide-ranging applications in animal behavior, only a handful 
of empirical studies to date have focused on  calves14–16. Cattle form preferential social bonds and maintain affilia-
tive relationships (e.g.,17,18). There are also indications that social relationships are important for calves. Research 
has shown that dairy calves benefit from group  housing19 and exhibit social behaviors that are not found with 
individually housed  calves20,21. For example, weaned dairy calves spend more time grooming a familiar compan-
ion compared with an unfamiliar  one22. Further, studies of cattle in naturalistic settings suggest that young dairy 
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calves rest within social groups (‘creches’) with calves of the same  age54, indicating that social rest within same-age 
groups is an important natural behavior, with a speculated function of forming and reinforcing social bonds.

In this initial study, we quantified social networks for four groups of Holstein bull calves based on interaction 
data from a two-day experimental challenge that induced a component of bovine respiratory disease. Continuous 
behavioral data were recorded with digital video recording software. Social network position was measured using 
degree, strength and eigenvector centrality. We first establish whether social connections differ over the two-day 
challenge by comparing the consistency of dyadic social interactions and individual centrality scores. Next, to 
determine the possible effects of the experimental challenge on social network position, we examined individual 
centrality scores on challenge day and its relation to health status. Secondly, we tested whether an individual’s 
social network position differed significantly from baseline to challenge day and if this was related to the chal-
lenge. We hypothesize that the experimental challenge will result in reduced centrality and social connectedness 
for challenged calves, whereas control calves would maintain or increase connectedness with penmates.

Methods
Animal management. At the University of Florida Dairy Unit (Hague, FL, USA), Holstein bull calves 
(n = 24; aged 3 to 7 weeks) were placed into 4 groups based on age (6 calves/pen; 6.6  m2/calf) the week prior to 
the experiment. This was a convenience sample, with age range dependent upon the calf birth rate at the research 
facility. The age range within each pen was 7.5 ± 3.3 days (mean ± SE). This study was conducted prior to milk-
weaning and calves were given pasteurized waste milk mixed with a powdered enhancer via teats, provided at a 
rate of 8 L/d in 2 daily meals (0600 and 1700 h). In addition, grain concentrate (via mounted buckets), and water 
were provided ad libitum.

Experimental design and disease challenge. Calves were blocked into pairs by age and body weight 
and randomly assigned within pen to 1 of 2 treatments: (1) a disease challenge involving inoculation at the tra-
cheal bifurcation with 3 ×  109 cfu of Mannheimia haemolytica (MH), a main component of bovine respiratory 
 disease23, suspended in 5 ml of sterile phosphate buffered saline followed by a 120 ml wash (n = 12 calves), or (2) 
control involving inoculation with phosphate buffered saline only (n = 12 calves)24. Treatments were imposed 
when the mean calf age (across all 4 pens) was 35.9 ± 8.8 days (mean ± SD). This disease challenge model was 
validated in 8-week-old dairy  calves25. Based upon this data, a sample size of 8 was determined to be sufficient 
in detecting differences in lying behavior, using a level of significance of 0.05 and 80% power. However, we 
increased the sample size to 12 calves/treatment to increase power to detect differences in social interactions, 
which may be subject to greater individual variability than lying time. Effects of this disease challenge model 
on clinical health outcomes as well as some individual behavioral responses of calves in the present study were 
described  previously11. Briefly, the experimental challenge caused a mild disease state: rectal temperatures of 
challenged calves were elevated, differing at 12  h post-inoculation (40.1 vs. 39.1; standard error = 0.14), and 
some changes in behavior including differences in lying laterality and decreased frequency of lying  bouts11. 
The Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) of the University of Florida approved and deemed 
all procedures and experiments listed in this study were ethical for animal care (#201408643). In addition, the 
research was conducted in compliance with the ARRIVE guidelines, and all methods were performed in accord-
ance with relevant guidelines and regulations.

Behavioral observation. Video was recorded continuously throughout the trial (using Behavioral Obser-
vation Research Interactive Software;  BORIS26). The average temperature during the study period was 25 degrees 
Celsius (min 23, max 31). Two 8 h. observational periods were conducted at 1100 h. on the day preceding treat-
ment (baseline day; Day −1) and at 1100 h. immediately following inoculation (challenge day; Day 0). This win-
dow of observation was selected to evaluate the short-term acute response to the disease challenge, as previous 
data suggested that calf clinical signs of illness following this challenge were short-lived and returned to baseline 
within 24  h25. Individual calves were identified through coat markings and behavior (Table 1) was coded by one 
observer, who was blind to which calf underwent the disease challenge. Intra-observer reliability was calculated 
for one 8 h. period for 6 calves, with Cohen’s kappa = 0.94 as calculated in BORIS. The following behaviors were 

Table 1.  Ethogram used to describe behaviors of calves (35.9 ± 8.8 days of age) housed in groups (6 calves/
pen) exposed to either an experimental challenge model (inoculation with M. haemolytica) or a control 
(inoculation with sterile saline).

Measure Behavior Description

Social lying (undirected) Social lying Lying down within one body length of another calf, in any orientation; frequency and 
duration

Baseline and challenge day – –

All-social contacts (undirected) Social contact Any physical touch between calves in any posture and orientation; frequency

Baseline and challenge day – –

Social contact (directed) Head butting Pushing the head against the head or body of another calf; identified as actor or 
recipient

Challenge day only Social grooming Licking the head, neck, or body of another calf; identified as actor or recipient
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recorded continuously: frequency of social contact between individual calves and frequency and duration of 
social lying, with identity of all pairs of calves recorded. To further assess the direction of social interactions, 
initiated and received social contacts between calves were characterized on Day 0; these included all instances 
of directed behavior and excluded behaviors without a clear actor/recipient (such as side-to-side contact while 
passing). Social contacts and social lying were both observed to characterize different aspects of social behavior, 
including active social interactions, all physical social contact, and more passive social rest.

Social network data. Adjacency matrices were created from the frequency and duration of social interac-
tions between calves in their respective pens. All networks had the same number of individual calves. A directed 
network was constructed from the frequency of all initiated social contacts, excluding any mutual contacts with-
out clear actor/recipient on day of challenge only. Because this is a novel study aiming to investigate possible 
changes in social network position in response to an experimentally induced challenge, we opted to look at 
directed behaviors on challenge day only, since we were interested in the direction of affiliative behaviors. Addi-
tionally, three undirected networks were constructed with the frequency of social lying bouts, the duration of 
lying bouts, and the frequency of all social contacts on baseline day and day of challenge. We analyzed both the 
directed and undirected matrices as weighted networks to maintain the strength of the interactions, given our 
small per pen group size.

We examined direct and indirect social connections between the calves’ and their pen mates with three 
centrality measures at the individual or node level: degree, strength and eigenvector (reviewed  in27). Nodal 
metrics describe each node’s position in the network relative to the other  nodes28. These measures were chosen 
because they have proved useful in describing other dairy calves’ social  networks14. Degree centrality examines 
the numbers of social connections that an individual node has. This measure indicates a node’s importance in 
the network and represents direct connections between individuals by measuring the number of edges that are 
connected to the node. The more nodes that a focal subject interacts with, the more central it is and the higher 
its degree centrality score. Strength, also known as weighted degree centrality, is a measure of the sum of weights 
assigned to the node’s direct connections and represents the node  strength13,29. Lastly, the eigenvector centrality 
is based on the sum of the centralities of an individual’s neighbors and the centrality of that node’s direct and 
indirect connections. For the directed networks of all-social contacts on challenge day, we also calculated the 
number of connections given and received (in-degree and out-degree) and the strength of these in-coming and 
out-going connections (in-strength and out-strength)30. Centrality measures were calculated using the igraph 
package in R (R Development Core Team, Version 4.1.131,32) .

Data analysis. To assess the effects of the disease challenge on social network position we examined both 
the directed and undirected networks. First, we generated separate linear mixed-effect models (LMMs) with 
the function “lmer” in the R package lme433. Social network metrics derived from directed interactions on chal-
lenge day were entered as the dependent variable. In all models, we included treatment (MH/CON) and age as 
fixed effects and pen number as a random factor. Calves were housed in pens according to their age (mean ± SD: 
46.5 ± 1.52 days in pen 1, 41.0 ± 3.2 days in pen 2, 29.7 ± 5.1 days in pen 3, and 26.5 ± 1.87 days in pen 4); there-
fore, these two variables were significantly positively correlated (r = 0.871, df = 24, p = 0.01, Pearson correlation 
test). To analyze the effects of the disease challenge for the 3 undirected networks (social lying frequency, social 
lying duration, and all-social contacts frequency), we calculated the differences in individual centrality scores 
(degree, strength, eigenvector) from baseline (Day −1) to challenge (Day 0). These differences, represented as 
positive or negative values, were entered as the predictor in separate LMMs, with treatment (MH/CON) and age 
as fixed effects and pen number as a random effect.

For each LMM, model assumptions (i.e., residual normality distribution plots) were visually checked using 
“check_model” from the R package performance34. Four variables were  log10 transformed to achieve a normal 
distribution (directed networks: in-strength and out-strength, undirected networks: social lying frequency eigen-
vector difference and social lying duration strength difference). We tested for multicollinearity of the independent 
factors by calculating the variance inflation factor “vif ” in R package car35. There was no evidence of multicol-
linearity between factors (maximum variance inflation factor = 1.01). All analyses were performed in R with 
two-tailed tests and alpha level set at 0.0532.

To account for the relational nature of social network data, permutation-based regression tests (e.g., node 
label permutations) have been widely  adopted36. Hart et al.37 found that node permutations can be replaced with 
parametric regression given a well-specified parametric model when centrality metrics are regressed against 
nodal covariates. Although our models met this criterion, given our calves were sampled equally through auto-
mated observational methods and were restricted to their respective group-based pens, node permutations 
should also perform  well38.

Our null hypothesis procedure consisted of building 1000 random networks using node label permutations 
on our social network centrality metrics (“perm.net.nl”), package ANTs in  R39. Our null model maintained the 
variance structure in terms of network positions and thus the same distribution of node values in each social net-
work. We shuffled SNA centrality metric data between individuals within their respective pen networks after the 
network had been inferred. We then ran our original LMMs with the permuted statistics (1000 permutations of 
each SNA metric) with a confidence interval set at 95% to obtain unbiased significance tests for the  coefficients40.

Lastly, in order to explore the similarity of the three networks (social lying frequency, social lying duration 
and all-social contacts), we used a multiple regression quadratic assignment procedure with double semipartial-
ling (MRQAP-DSP) and 1000 permutations in the sna R  package41. We compared the duration and frequency 
matrices of dyadic lying behavior and whether social lying is related to all social contacts. MRQAP controls for 
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autocorrelations in matrix regressions by using a Monte Carlo method of permutation to test  significance42,43. 
For these models we only used undirected data from baseline day in order to minimize possible effects from 
the challenge.

Results
MH challenged calves less connected in directed networks on challenge day. We found strong 
evidence that the experimental challenge influenced the calves’ social network position on challenge day; chal-
lenged calves interacted with fewer penmates overall (lower degree centrality), spent less time in contact with 
others (lower strength centrality), and were less connected to more central individuals (lower eigenvector cen-
trality) (Table 2; Fig. 1). Overall, control calves were more central and well-connected in their directed social 
contact network than would be expected by chance (p < 0.01 for eigenvector, degree and strength). Further, 
there was a significant, negative relationship between the experimental challenge and in-degree, in-strength 
network measures and a positive interaction between the challenge and out-degree. In other words, challenged 
calves initiated social contact with more penmates on challenge day (higher out-degree), while control calves 
received more social interactions from more penmates (higher in-strength/in-degree). Age was also associated 
with degree, out-degree and eigenvector centrality (Table 2).

Reduced centrality in undirected networks for MH challenged calves during the challenge. We 
calculated the change in network position to determine whether shifts in calves’ social connectedness were 
related to health. The difference in individual centrality scores, based on undirected interactions on baseline 
(Day -1) and challenge day (Day 0), were related to the experimental challenge for some measures (Table 3). In 
the all-social contacts network, the difference in scores for all three centrality measures were related to the chal-
lenge (p < 0.01 for eigenvector, degree and strength) (Table 3). Compared to control calves, challenged calves had 
a decrease in centrality and reduction in connectedness for all social contacts (Fig. 2). Conversely, control calves 
had an increase in the strength of social lying frequency connections. Changes in degree and eigenvector central-
ity for the frequency of social lying were not related to the challenge. Nor did we find relationships between the 
experimental challenge and changes in centrality for any measures of social lying duration.

Dyadic interactions differ for active social behavior and social rest. We evaluated the similarity 
of the duration and frequency of dyadic lying behavior during the baseline period and whether it is related to 
all social contacts among calves, to explore whether the three interaction networks show meaningful differences 
and if some measures are more useful in determining sickness behavior. We found that social lying frequency 
was a strong predictor of lying duration for all four of the pens on baseline day (MRQAP, pen1: r = 0.42, p = 0.01; 

Table 2.  Results of linear mixed-effect models for directed networks of bull calves (35.9 ± 8.8 days of age) 
housed in groups (6 calves/pen): centrality metrics, testing the main fixed effects of calves exposed to an 
experimental challenge model (inoculation with M. haemolytica) or a sham procedure (inoculation with sterile 
saline) and age, random effect (Pen): coefficient estimates, standard errors, t-test and p-values. Significant 
values are in [bold]. *Denotes  Log10 transformed variables.

Response variable Fixed effects Estimate ± SE z/t Values p values

Degree

Intercept 3.05 ± 2.36 1.29 0.22

Challenge  − 2.11 ± 0.45 − 4.65  < 0.01

Age 0.13 ± 0.06 2.25 0.04

In-degree

Intercept 2.31 ± 1.76 1.31 0.24

Challenge  − 2.89 ± 0.51  − 5.58  < 0.01

Age 0.07 ± 0.04 4.8 0.18

Out-degree

Intercept 0.59 ± 1.05 0.566 0.58

Challenge 0.77 ± 0.18 4.08  < 0.01

Age 0.06 ± 0.02 2.57 0.02

Eigenvector

Intercept 0.33 ± 0.16 2.03 0.054

Challenge  − 0.34 ± 0.07  − 4.57  < 0.01

Age 0.01 ± 0.01 3.44  < 0.01

Strength

Intercept 12.48 ± 39.12 0.31 0.76

Challenge  − 30.68 ± 9.08 − 3.37  < 0.01

Age 1.61 ± 1.04 1.54 0.17

In-strength*

Intercept 1.36 ± 0.62 2.17 0.08

Challenge  − 0.68 ± 0.23 − 2.89  < 0.01

Age 0.01 ± 0.02 0.29 0.77

Out-strength*

Intercept 1.16 ± 0.28 4.08 0.02

Challenge 0.02 ± 0.09 0.28 0.78

Age 0.01 ± 0.01 0.69 0.52
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pen2: r = 0.77, p < 0.001; pen3: r = 0.78, p < 0.001; pen4: r = 0.83, p < 0.001). Notably, neither lying frequency nor 
duration predicted affiliative interactions in the all-social contact networks. This suggests that calves’ affiliative 
interactions are different for active social interactions (e.g., grooming and head butting), compared to more 
passive social rest.

Discussion
Our study assessed the effects of an experimental challenge on the social networks of group-housed dairy calves. 
To our knowledge, this is the first study to examine individual centrality (connectedness within the social 
network) of dairy calves following experimental challenge of a respiratory pathogen. As predicted, we found 
challenged calves (compared to controls) were less central in their directed social contact networks on chal-
lenge day. In addition, challenged calves but not controls, had reduced centralities for all three measures in the 
undirected social contact network, baseline to challenge day. These results are consistent with previous work on 
social network position which found that immune-challenged bats injected with lipopolysaccharide had lower 
individual centrality scores in association networks, compared to healthy  bats2. Further, it adds to a growing 
body of evidence that sickness  behavior44,45 includes a reduction in social connections and social preference with 
conspecifics and is indicative of illness in a variety of species (e.g., mammals:46, fish:47, insects:48). In contrast, 
control calves had on average higher levels of centrality for directed social contact networks, and an increase in 

Figure 1.  Diagnostic box plots represent the relationship between social network measures and an 
experimental challenge model (inoculation with M. haemolytica) or a sham procedure (inoculation with 
sterile saline) of bull calves (35.9 ± 8.8 d of age) housed in groups (6 calves/pen). Each plot shows the mean and 
distribution centrality network metrics (a) strength centrality, (b) degree centrality, (c) eigenvector centrality 
plotted for “challenged” (MH) and “healthy” (CON) individuals in each Pen (X-axis). Figure was created using 
 R32.
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strength centrality for undirected social lying frequency networks, from baseline to challenge day. This suggests 
healthy calves did not avoid challenged penmates, and instead increased social lying connectedness. Although 
it may be advantageous to avoid infectious  conspecifics49, increased social interaction with sick penmates has 
also been reported in group-housed  pigs50,51.

Illness and inflammation in humans have been linked with an increase in approach behavior towards close 
 contacts7, who may offer support and care to aid in  recovery52. These findings lend support to the effect we found 
on higher social contact out-degree for challenged calves. It may be that initiating social contact is more beneficial 
than receiving social interactions when an individual is sick. Grooming is an important affiliative behavior that 
primarily functions to maintain social bonds in many social species (e.g.53), including  calves15, (reviewed  in54). 
In nonhuman primates, giving rather than receiving grooming has been shown to mitigate social stress and 
stress-related hormone levels (Macaca sylvanus:55; Papio cynocephalus ursinus:56). While animals housed in pens 
cannot completely withdraw from infected group members, our results indicate calves exhibit more complex 
sickness behavior by increasing some social interactions with familiar peers, similar to that seen in humans and 
nonhuman primates (reviewed  in8,10).

There is considerable interest in measuring behavior as an indicator of disease in dairy calves, given the long-
term animal welfare consequences. In particular, bovine respiratory disease is the second leading cause of early 
life mortality in preweaned dairy  calves57. Previous work has evaluated how changes in behavior may coincide 
with respiratory disease in dairy calves, either naturally occurring or resulting from an experimental disease 
challenge. For example, disease has been associated with changes in patterns of milk feeding (reviewed  in58) and 
lying behavior (reviewed  in59). Calves with naturally occurring respiratory disease have shown a decrease in the 
frequency of lying bouts (e.g.60) and a reduction in milk feeding behaviors (e.g.61), compared to healthy calves. 
Our study expands on these findings and suggests that in addition to changes in feeding and activity behavior, 
calves modify their social interactions in response to experimentally induced illness.

We examined social rest given evidence that this may be a meaningful indicator of social  bonding62. In group-
housed dairy calves, greater durations of social rest were previously observed between familiar calves, compared 
to unfamiliar  calves21. While an increase in lying  time60 and the frequency of lying  bouts63 have been associated 

Table 3.  Results of linear mixed-effect models for undirected networks of bull calves (35.9 ± 8.8 days of age) 
housed in groups (6 calves/pen): differences in centrality measures between baseline and challenge day, testing 
the main fixed effects of calves exposed to an experimental challenge model (inoculation with M. haemolytica) 
or a sham procedure (inoculation with sterile saline) and age, random effect (Pen): coefficient estimates, 
standard errors, t-test and p-values. Significant values are in [bold]. *Denotes  Log10 transformed variables.

Undirected network Response variable Fixed effects Estimate ± SE z/t values p values

Social lying frequency

Eigenvector differences*

Intercept  − 0.21 ± 0.17  − 1.22 0.22

Challenge 0.12 ± 0.07 1.59 0.13

Age  − 0.01 ± 0.01  − 1.6 0.12

Strength differences

Intercept  − 5.79 ± 12.09  − 0.48 0.64

Challenge 6.26 ± 2.41 2.5 0.02

Age 0.08 ± 0.31 0.25 0.8

Degree differences

Intercept  − 1.07 ± 1.91  − 0.56 0.59

Challenge 0.81 ± 0.45 1.78 0.09

Age 0.02 ± 0.05 0.45 0.66

Social lying duration

Eigenvector differences

Intercept  − 0.12 ± 0.42  − 0.28 0.77

Challenge  − 0.07 ± 0.19  − 0.39 0.69

Age 0.01 ± 0.01 0.33 0.74

Strength differences*

Intercept 3.58 ± 0.37 9.67  < 0.01

Challenge 0.15 ± 0.18 0.79 0.43

Age 0.02 ± 0.01 1.97 0.07

Degree differences

Intercept 1.07 ± 1.91 7.04 0.59

Challenge  − 0.81 ± 0.45  − 1.78 0.09

Age  − 0.02 ± 0.05  − 0.45 0.66

All social contacts frequency

Eigenvector differences

Intercept  − 0.47 ± 0.22  − 2.10 0.05

Challenge  − 0.47 ± 0.10  − 4.57  < 0.01

Age 0.01 ± 0.01 2.85  < 0.01

Strength differences

Intercept  − 20.09 ± 43.07  − 3.01 0.67

Challenge  − 52.90 ± 17.82  − 18.86  < 0.01

Age 1.11 ± 1.15 2.81 0.41

Degree differences

Intercept  − 1.52 ± 0.95  − 1.60 0.15

Challenge  − 0.70 ± 0.22  − 3.09  < 0.01

Age  − 0.04 ± 0.02  − 1.59 0.15
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with naturally occurring respiratory disease, we found no evidence that changes in individual centrality for social 
lying duration were associated with sickness. Nor did we find relationships between the changes in individual 
degree and eigenvector centrality for social lying frequency and the disease challenge for either challenged or 
control calves. Calf space allowance was somewhat greater than industry standard for dairy calves (e.g. 4.6  m2/
calf:64) in this study, but not outside the range of observed values. Low space allowance has been linked to a 
reduction in play behavior in diary  calves65, while an increase in allowance is associated with reduced lying 
 behavior66. However, to our knowledge, research on the effects of space allowance and the expression of social 
behavior has only been conducted on healthy individuals.

In order to evaluate the potential use of changes in relationship between social network position and its 
relation to health, it is important to distinguish between networks of discrete behaviors. We found that the 
social lying frequency network was a strong predictor of the social lying duration network. However, neither 
social lying frequency nor duration predicted the all-social contact network. These results suggest that network 
measures of directed affiliative interactions (e.g. social grooming and head butting) are different than network 
measures of passive social rest (e.g. frequency and duration of social lying bouts). Thus, networks constructed 
with active and passive affiliative interactions may be useful in understanding changes in social interactions and 
sickness behavior.

Conclusion
Here, we provide evidence that an experimental challenge influenced the social networks of group-housed dairy 
calves. Compared to control calves, challenged calves had reduced centrality and social connectedness over the 
two-day challenge and less central network positions on challenge day. Additionally, challenged calves initiated 
contact with more penmates on challenge day, potentially functioning to elicit social support. In addition to 
previous findings that focused on initiated dyadic social interactions, this is the first study demonstrating that 
changes in social network position coincide with an experimentally induced challenge in calves.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author, E.K.M.C., upon 
request.

Figure 2.  Network representation of the ‘All-Social Contacts Frequency’ networks of group-housed (n = 6/pen) 
bull calves (35.9 ± 8.8 d of age) exposed to an experimental challenge model (inoculation with M. haemolytica) 
or a sham procedure (inoculation with sterile saline): (a) baseline day: Pen#1–Pen#4, versus (b) challenge day: 
Pen#1–Pen#4. Individual calves (nodes) are represented by the circles; size is based on strength centrality; lines 
represent the weighted interactions among penmates. Baseline centrality scores were significantly different from 
centrality scores on challenge day and these differences were related to health. Figure was created using  R32.
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