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“Peep, peep, peep!”  The sound of those irresistibly cute and fuzzy baby chicks.  It is a wondrous feeling when people see those little beaks poking through the eggshells after three long weeks of incubating.  Though, before they start incubating, they have to decide what method they should use for incubating chicken eggs.  In order to hatch chicken eggs, there are three different ways to incubate them, each with their own set of advantages and disadvantages; by forced-air incubators, still air incubators, and setting hens. 

The first option to hatching chicken eggs is by using a forced-air incubator.  These forced-air incubators have been found to be very reliable and dependable since they do a lot of the work themselves, and only have a few, slight problems.  One of the major good things about this machine is it comes with a fan.  This handy little fan is one of the key successes of hatching larger numbers of eggs.  This is because the fan helps move the warm air throughout the whole incubator, making it possible for larger amounts of eggs to be incubated since the air can be pushed out farther.  This is excellent when larger quantities of chicks are wanted.  “Forced air incubators use a fan to move the warm air around the egg chamber.  This means a wider range of egg sizes can be incubated together as the ambient air temperature is more evenly dispersed within the incubator” (Davies 1).  In view of the fact that this fan is able to consistently keep an equal amount of heat surrounding all the eggs, the interior of the incubator is maintained at a steady temperature.  Therefore there is no need to be continuously checking the temperature with a thermometer.  “In these machines, all types of egg can be incubated at the same temperature as the temperature is the same throughout the cabinet.  Generally speaking, the temperature is more accurate as it doesn’t depend on the exact sighting of the thermometer” ("P & T Poultry" 6).   They also can come with egg turners which will automatically turn the eggs three times a day so that the embryo won’t stick to the side of the egg.  These come in real handy when people don’t have time to turn the eggs manually themselves, so they can just go on their merry way while the egg turner does the work for them.  “Egg turners provide a convenient way to turn eggs so if you are out of town for the weekend you don’t have to worry about getting someone to turn your eggs” (Heming 3).  The only bad things about this machine are it’s a lot more expensive than the still-air incubator and it has to be unplugged because it has no on and off switch.  It is not made for heavy use because it is made out of Styrofoam, and it is not built to be continuously used again and again. 


Another alternative to hatching chickens eggs is to us a still-air incubator.  Still-air incubators have had a long history of incubation success, yet there are a lot of problems that could happen during the incubation.  The good news is that it is not as expensive as the forced-air incubator.  The temperature inside the incubator can be held reasonably well.  This incubator is meant to spread the heat out evenly through out the incubator naturally.  “Still air incubators give out heat from the element which relies on radiation and convection to spread the heat evenly throughout the incubator.  These machines have been designed with the air flows correctly worked out to give an even spread of heat” ("P & T Poultry" 6).  One of the biggest problems with the still air incubator is the temperature is not as reliably constant as the forced-air’s.  This incubator relies on the heat inside staying the same through out the whole incubation process.  This calls for numerous checks of the thermometer.  If the room was to have large shifts in temperature, this could cause temperature shifts inside the incubator to occur, leading to problems with hatching the chicks.  Another big issue is this incubator does not have a fan, the air inside is not moving around which can lead to hot spots.  “Although they do a sufficient job sometimes still air incubators have heat spots, due to the air inside having little or no movement” (Heir 2).  This means that because there is no fan to push the air out farther, only a small amount of eggs can be hatched.


A setting hen is the third option that can be used.  A setting hen is the most natural method that has its advantages and disadvantages.  The best part about setting hens is they pretty much do all the work themselves.  She will keep the eggs at the correct temperature, and she will turn the eggs.  She will also know which eggs will produce baby chicks.  “She knows her job - by instinct, knows how to turn the eggs, move their position in the nest for even incubation, knows when an egg is too hot or too cold, when it is infertile or dead in shell, and when the eggs have hatched, she is the best manager of chicks you can find” ("P & T Poultry" 1).  All in all, she is the incubator and people don’t have to worry about her making mistakes.  In some ways though, a setting hen can be more work.  “Hatching and raising chicks the natural method is harder and requires more work and time than hatching in an incubator and raising in a brooder” (Staie, and Towe 3).  The hen must become broody so that she is willing to sit on the eggs.  The problem is she will not become broody when people most want her to.  She will become broody during the early molt process.  Setting hens also require a lot of attention because for about a half an hour they need to stretch, eat, exercise, and answer nature’s calling.  “She will need to be taken out of her box for around 1/2 hour each day to eat, exercise and get rid of waste” (Staie, and Towe 2).  Another problem is a setting hen can only hatch so many eggs that will fit underneath her, not 50!


All three of these incubators work very well in hatching baby chicks, but have their own benefits and drawbacks.  Which one of these is chosen is based upon on how much time the person has, how many chicks they want, and whether they already have chickens.  The forced-air incubator is excellent for people that want a lot of chicks, have little time to spare, and have no chickens.  If the person wants a few chicks, has some time to check on the eggs, but has no chickens, the still air incubator is the way to go.  Setting hens are best for people that have chickens and are able to spend time with the hens.  As a result, the best incubator depends on what fits people’s lives better. 
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