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Keep Your Chickens Healthy this Winter 

Keeping your chickens happy and healthy in the winter is important, but maintaining a cozy and vigorous flock 
during the colder months demands diligent care.  Chickens, which typically have an internal temperature 
around 106 degrees Fahrenheit, may experience cold stress when the environment's chill overwhelms their 
heat-generating capabilities. Indications that your chickens might be feeling the cold include behaviors like 
feather fluffing, huddling and tucking one foot up to their body for warmth. When such stress is prolonged, it 
can impair their well-being and could be fatal.  

When considering your flock, it’s vital to recognize that not all breeds are equally winter-resistant. Heavier 
breeds, such as the Plymouth Rock or Orpington, tend to endure cold better than their lighter counterparts or 
those with substantial combs and wattles, which are susceptible to frostbite. Monitoring the flock dynamics, 
especially if diverse breeds are present, is crucial since bullying over resources can leave some chickens 
malnourished and more vulnerable to the cold.  

Preparing your coop for the winter is fundamental. It should be a sanctuary, protecting against elements and 
predators alike. Roosts are essential, providing an elevated perch that shields them from the cold ground and 
also allow the feet to dry better. These should be crafted from materials like wood, avoiding metal or plastic, 
which can aggravate the cold. Perches should be spacious to prevent overcrowding, but cozy enough to allow 
shared body heat.  

Managing airflow is essential; you must ensure adequate ventilation to prevent the buildup of harmful 
ammonia and moisture accumulation. Chickens can withstand relatively cold temperatures as long as they are 
dry. You may need to insulate the coop to keep the warmth in. On below freezing nights, it may be necessary 
to provide supplemental heat.   

Historically, infrared heat lamps have been used to provide supplemental heat, but they can be a major fire 
risk. Alternative heat sources that have lower fire risk are now available. Use only equipment designed for 
livestock, and always have installations carried out by a professional.  

Regarding nutrition, chickens’ dietary intake tends to increase during winter since they require more energy to 
keep warm. Treats like scratch grains are beneficial for their warmth-inducing digestion and as an activity 
stimulant, but should be offered sparingly and never mixed with a complete, nutritionally balanced feed as it 
would dilute nutrients. Ensuring continuous access to unfrozen water is equally important because chickens 
will not eat if they cannot drink.  

Egg production might dip due to reduced daylight; therefore, some opt for supplementary lighting to stimulate 
laying. It is important that the number of light hours per day never decreases during egg production. A 
minimum of 14 light hours per day (no more than 18) is recommended to maintain egg production throughout 
the year.  



Tending to chickens in winter revolves around striking a delicate balance: ensuring they're warm but not 
overheated, well-fed but not overindulged and active yet secure from the harsh external environment. With 
meticulous planning and proactive management, your poultry can thrive even when the temperatures drop.  

More information on caring for chickens and other livestock is available at the Carter County Extension office. 
The Martin-Gatton College of Agriculture, Food and Environment is an Equal Opportunity Organization with 
respect to education and employment and authorization to provide research, education information and other 
services only to individuals and institutions that function without regard to economic or social status and will 
not discriminate on the basis of race, color, ethnic origin, national origin, creed, religion, political belief, sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, pregnancy, marital status, genetic information, age, 
veteran status, physical or mental disability or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity.   

 
Upcoming Events:  
• Northeast Area Livestock Association Meeting – Tuesday, November 28th @ 6:00 PM; Speaker: Jonathan 

Shepherd, UK Farm Management Specialist; Topic: Agricultural Tax Issues and Strategic Tax Management 
• Little Sandy Beekeepers Association Meeting – Tuesday, December 5th @ 6:30 PM; Speaker: Kenneth 

Holbrook, KSU Bee Lab  
• Winter Door Swag Workshop – Wednesday, December 13th @ Noon; Registration required by December 

7th.   
 
 


