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The Basics 
 

One of the most frequently asked questions from those interested in grass-based cattle genetics is, 

òWhat breed of cattle is the best for grass fed beef production?ó  The truth is there is not a single 

breed that is THE answer to high quality grass fed beef.  All breeds have strengths and weakness-

es, so sound genetic selection is best accomplished by examining bloodlines within breeds for the 

characteristics desired.   

 

The first thing to consider -- what are the traits that make a beef cow functional and profitable?   

Data collected within the National IRM/SPA program, from beef cattle operations in many regions 

of the U.S., showed that the average beef cow has an average of 4.2 calves in her lifetime before 

she is culled.  This includes heifers that fail to breed, first calf heifers that fail to rebreed, and cows 

culled for bad udders, etc.  However, the same data also revealed that the average beef cow in 

the U.S. does not break even on her investment until her fifth calf.  Therefore, the average cow 

never makes any money.  So the most important trait to the beef cattle producer is longevity .  The 

cow has to last long enough in the herd to generate a solid return on investment.  The real mon-

ey is made from the sixth calf and beyond.  Therefore, cows need to last well into their teens for 

optimum profitability.   

 

Related traits of importance are adaptability  to your environment, fertility , and soundness of feet & 

legs, eyes, and udders.  If an animal is lacking in any of these traits, they will not possess longevity.  

Longevity is a function of all the above traits combined.  If they lack adaptability, they will break 

down, fail to breed or rebreed, or fail to maintain adequate body condition.  If fertility is subpar, 

then cows will skip one or more calves during their lifetime.  If they have issues with feet and legs, 

eyes, or udders and teats, then they will not stay in the herd very long.  Cattle need to be able to 

travel so that they can utilize available forage and not have to rely on supplementation.    

 

After selecting for the above traits first and foremost, then you can concentrate on selection for 

traits that affect ability to finish on forage, produce a high quality carcass, and a desirable eating 

experience.  Your primary goal should be to produce cattle that can make a profit no matter what 

market they are sold into.  Functional cattle will always have a place in the beef industry and will 

be in increasing demand.   

 

As a general rule, the breeds of cattle that work best for grass fed production are British breeds 

and crosses utilizing British Breeds.  However, there are cattle within other breed types that will 

work as well.  Start by determining what breed, or breeds, you are most interested in.  Then, re-

search the seedstock breeders within your region who are producing genetics that have been 

working for other grass fed beef producers or grass fed beef branded programs.   Talk with other 

grass fed beef producers, consultants, and peruse the publications that are focused on grass-

based production.  Many of the top grass-based genetics seedstock providers routinely advertise 

in these publications.   

 



Visiting a Breeder 

Once you have identified seedstock 

breeders that possess the genetic base 

you desire, pay them a visit.  This needs to 

be an extended visit where you request a 

tour of their entire operation.  You want 

to see ALL their cattle, not just the year-

ling bulls and heifers for sale.   

Once you have thoroughly reviewed the 

seedstock cattle, ask to see all                

performance and pedigree data.  Often, 

producers believe they should review the 

data first, then go look at the cattle.  

However, this  often clouds a personõs 

opinion and they get bogged down in 

the details of data and donõt ever really 

see the cattle.  Look at the cattle first.  If 

they fit what you are looking for            

phenotypically, then ask to see the data.  

If they do not fit what you are seeking 

phenotypically, no need to bother with 

reviewing data.  Instead, move on to the 

next seedstock breeder.  

 

Ask for actual performance data, not just 

EPDs.  The actual performance data tells 

you what the cattle are truly doing and 

not simply what they are projected to do.    

 

¶ What was their birth weight?  

¶ Weaning weight?  

¶ Gain performance on grass?   

¶ Carcass performance data on related 

relatives?   

¶ Average live weight at harvest?   

¶ Ultrasound data?   

 

These can all be important indicators of 

how the seedstock will impact           

performance in your herd.   
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The Cow 
 

The first thing to look for in a cow is proper phenotype.  A cow should be very feminine in appear-

ance, being refined and slender about the head, neck, and shoulders; possessing great gut capacity 

with tremendous spring of rib and depth of body; relaxed in the heart girth and adequate depth at 

the flank (Picture 1).  She should have moderate muscling, adequate length from her hooks to her 

pins, and be very sound on her feet and legs and possess a sound udder and teat structure.  A good 

cow will essentially be wedged shaped from front to rear, her body widening from her shoulders to 

her hindquarters.     
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A feminine cow should not look like a bull or steer.  They should not be coarse or thick about the 

head, neck and shoulders.  The pictures above clearly illustrate the cleanness and leanness a cow 

should exhibit through the front end.  The cows in the pictures above appear to òexplodeó in         

capacity as you view them from front to rear.  In addition, a good cow should shed her winter coat 

readily in the spring and have a sleek, shiny appearance throughout the warm season months.  Her 

coat should possess almost an òoilyó sheen to it.  Cows that 

have trouble shedding their winter hair coat in the spring, 

having a rough or dull appearing hair coat, often are not 

functioning optimally.   

         

Says Jan Bonsma, òThe body of the highly fertile cow is in 

beautiful proportion; she looks feminine or broody.  Her bris-

ket is not full and she has a dewlap running around the bris-

ket.  She has a tremendous stomach capacityé.  If you stand 

behind such a cow, her midrib or spring of ribs is the widest 

part of the bodyéó  (Picture 2).   
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Once you have determined that a cow is sound on her feet and legs and carries the proper body 
phenotype, then make sure she has a sound udder and teats.  Since longevity is the most important 
economic trait, a sound udder is essential.  A good udder is one that will last the lifetime of the cow.  
 
Udders can go bad in a number of ways. Teats that are too long or wide will usually balloon and 
"swell up with milkó at calving so a newborn calf can't nurse.   At this point, you are either forced to 
get the cow up and strip milk out of the teats to reduce their size so the calf can nurse or let the calf 
perish.  These cows have no place in a herd and should be culled, along with any of their        
daughters.  Additionally, suspension of the udder can break down over time, especially in heavy 
milking cows.  
 
In our selection process, we should always place an emphasis on cows that have never missed a calf 
and still have a good udder. These are the cows we want to keep replacement heifers or herd sires 
out of.    There is no reason to keep replacements produced by a cow with a bad udder.   If we     
rigorously and continually cull based on udder quality, we will be building a good cow herd,        
regardless of the breed.  However, to accomplish this, we must first understand how to score cows 
for udder quality.   
 
The best scoring system is a simple one.  First, the udder and teat scoring should be done as soon 
after a cow gives birth as possible.  Score a cow for udder quality when the new calf first attempts to 
nurse.  This is the most critical stage in the newbornõs early life as that initial dose of colostrum from 
the cow is necessary to establish the immune system of the calf.  If a calf cannot nurse and obtain 
colostrum from its mother within the first few hours of birth, then the cow has failed to do her job.  
The initial fullness of the udder and teats prior to the first nursing of the calf allows us to easily      
determine udder and teat quality.   
 
When selecting heifers for replacements, you obviously cannot select based on a fully developed 
udder.  Therefore, you have to place emphasis on the udder/teat scores of their dams and related 
females in the herd.  Make it a policy to keep replacement heifers only out of cows that have ac-
ceptable udder and teat scores.  Finally, check the records of their dams, grand-dams, and great 
grand ðdams.  Did they calve every year and deliver a live calf at weaning?  How long have they 
lasted in the herd?  Do they demonstrate longevity, fertility, and adaptability?   
 
 
 
 



Scoring Udders and Teats 
 

Here is a very basic 4 grade scoring system for udder quality (A, B, C, D) and a four number scor-
ing system (1, 2, 3, 4) for teat quality.   
 
Scoring udders 

¶ An A udder  score is the highest quality ñ 
held up high, snug and close to the body, 
above the hocks in the rear and level across 
the floor and forward to a firmly attached 
front. From the rear, the udder should have 
an extremely strong cleft. 

¶ B udder ñ hangs either at or just slightly 
lower than level with the hocks. It is slightly 
lower at the front suspension with an inter-
mediate attachment.  

¶ C udder ñ when viewed from the rear is 
slightly to below the hocks, and the cleft will 
be slight to weak. The front attachment is 
loosely connected and beginning to hang 
low. 
D udder ñ very deep, hanging well below 
the hocks, with a cleft that's very weak to 
nonexistent. The front suspension is extreme-
ly loose, hanging well below the midsection 
of the cow, and the udder is absent of struc-
ture, shape and conformation.  
 
Scoring teats 
Teats are scored individually and separate from udders. A score of 1 represents the best teats; a 
score of 4 is the lowest quality. 

¶ A 1 score reflects a small diameter teat of short length. For comparison, a 1 teat would be simi-
lar to comparing the little finger of a human hand to the rest of the fingers.  
 

¶ A teat scoring 2 is larger in diameter and length but still very functional. In the context of the 
human hand, a 2 teat would be an index finger, with a 1 teat being the little finger.  
 

¶ A 3 score represents a diameter and length that could become problematic for the calf to 
begin nursing in the next year or more. In relation to a human hand, it would be a thumb com-
pared to the little finger, or a teat three times the diameter of the teat with a score of 1.  
¶ A 4 score is reserved for teats that most likely will require management assistance to get a calf 

started nursing. These teats would be comparable in size to the entire fist of the hand. These 
cows should be recorded and culled at weaning or before the next calving season.  

 
 



The following photographs illustrate the differences between a good udder and a poor udder.  The 
Udder/Teat scores are provided for you using the A-D Udder scoring chart and the 1 -4 Teat scoring 
method.   

Udder/Teat Score of A1. 

  
 

Udder/Teat Score of B3.                                                Udder/Teat Score of C2. 

  
 

   Udder/Teat Score of D4.                                               Udder/Teat Score of C4.   

    
The last picture is of a Hereford that won a livestock show grand prize as the òBest Cowó in the show.  
However, she received an Udder/Teat score of C4.  This cow is a perfect illustration of the fact that 
just because an animal wins first place or even the grand prize at a livestock show, does not mean 
that they are anywhere close to being an ideal animal.  Livestock show judges are too often looking 
solely at what is deemed asthetic or òprettyó about an animal and not how productive or functional 
that animal actually is out in the pasture.  Over time, this cowõs udder and teats will break down and 
she will have to be culled from a program early.   


