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Cow Herd Longevity, aka “Stayability” – 
Perhaps the most economically important 

breeding objective. 

I would like to build on an article in Summer 2016 edition of e-

News titled “Tips on How to Reduce Cost of Developing 

Replacement Heifers” by relating it to the concept of cow herd 

longevity, also called by some, cow stayability.  Livestock 

economists tell us that the longer we can keep a cow weaning a 

healthy calf, the more profitable we can be. That is because heifer replacement costs and cow 

depreciation are two of the largest expenses for most cow/calf producers. In the above article, I 

summarized work reported by University of Nebraska researchers Rick Funston and Aaron Berger that 

recommended using a systems approach that “balances replacement heifer development costs, 

timely pregnancies, and cow herd longevity”.  I will repeat several of their recommendations below 

based on their research: 

 If you are buying heifers, find out what you can about their sire. Research has shown that as 

average scrotal size of sires increase, their heifers reach puberty sooner.  

 Heifer calves born early in the calving season and retained as replacements are more likely to 

conceive as yearlings and also have an advantage in conceiving as two-year-olds. 

 Heifer calves born to cows that are three-years-old or older have an advantage in conceiving 

in their second breeding season when compared to heifers born to first-calf-heifers. 

 Develop heifers on the feed resources that they will be using when they are cows. If they do 

well on your pasture, they will probably raise good calves on your pasture. 

With these in mind, I would like to discuss the concept of cow herd longevity or cow stayability as it 

impacts long term economic success potential for the cow/calf producer. Sources for this topic 
include Jim Sanders, (Texas A & M), Szabo et.al, (Hungary), and Saxton (Iowa State University) and 

Simpson (East Tennessee R&E Center). For more in-depth reading click the links listed at the end of 
this article.  

Cow longevity can be defined as the length of time a cow remains in the breeding herd. A related 

definition of “stayability” often used synonymously with longevity, is the probability of a cow weaning 

a calf after reaching her break-even age. Livestock economists say that, for a cow to pay for herself, 
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For Sale 

“Timesavers” British White 

Promotional Video  

The Association office has several copies for 

sale. They were produced so that British White 

breeders and enthusiasts could purchase them 

for promotional purposes. Some members hand 

them out at cattle shows and fairs or give them 

to their customers when they make a cattle 

sale. You can view the video by clicking on 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/bwcaavideos/BWCAATimesaver8.mp4. 

 

Note to grassfed beef marketers 

USDA now reports the “National Monthly 

Grass Fed Report”. The report gives 

average prices for grass fed ‘Direct to 

Consumer’ (retail) for carcasses (quarters, 

halves and whole) as well as prices for 

individual cuts and compares them to 

commodity retail prices. This is a great 

resource for deciding how to price your 

grass fed meat products. 
https://www.ams.usda.gov/mnreports/lsmngfbeef.pdf.  

 

she must wean five calves in a row assuming she conceives as a yearling. She will be seven years old 

at the break-even point. (The term cow longevity is not be confused with the expected average 

natural life span of cows of 12 to 25 years). 

In commercial cow/calf operations, the average 

age of the oldest cows is somewhere between 8 

and 12 years because non-performing cows are 

culled early in their lifespan.  Culling may be 

due to several reasons, but the primary one is 

that the cow failed to wean a calf. In a 21 year 

study of an Angus research herd in Tennessee, 

one third of the cows were culled after 

producing one calf. The upper third of the cows 

remained in the herd long enough to wean five 

calves. In this herd, cow longevity ranged from 

2 to 16.3 years with the average at 5.4 years.  

Cows left the herd for various reasons, but 

primarily (greater than 90%) due to the failure to rebreed. The remaining 10% left the herd because 

of disease, accidental death and selection decisions (bad udders, bad mouths, etc.). If this were a 

commercial herd, it is apparent that only a third of the cows were paying the bills for the other two 

thirds. It might make you wonder how many cows in your herd are paying the bills for the rest.   

Culling decisions in a breeding herd may be different than in a commercial herd. Breeders may look 

for different traits such a color markings and skin color. They may put more emphasis on docility, 

frame size, etc. However, the reality of economics still forces breeders to consider production traits 

that will impact the profitability of their operation. It 

behooves us to think long-term when selecting or 

developing replacement heifers and also when 

selecting sires. Our goal might be develop a herd 

that has a majority of profitable long-producing cows 

so that we can then concentrate selection on other 

desirable traits.  Some suggestions to complement 

those above that specifically target longevity include: 

1. Select replacement heifers from older 

cows that have successfully weaned at 

least five calves. 

2. Manage first calf heifers so that they 

continue to gain weight during their first pregnancy and maintain good body condition as 

they will be more likely to rebreed and stay in the herd as three-year-olds. 

3. Select sires, or semen from sires, that are from cows that have successfully weaned at 

least five calves.  They are more likely to sire females that will remain in the herd for at 

least seven years. 
Sources: 

Cost Effective Replacement Heifer Development http://beef.unl.edu/replacementheifer. 

 Beef Improvement Federation/Cow culling Decisions - http://beefimprovement.org/content/uploads/2015/08/REVISED-MasterEd-BIF-GuidelinesFinal-

08-2015.pdf.  

https://s3.amazonaws.com/bwcaavideos/BWCAATimesaver8.mp4
https://www.ams.usda.gov/mnreports/lsmngfbeef.pdf
http://beef.unl.edu/replacementheifer
http://beefimprovement.org/content/uploads/2015/08/REVISED-MasterEd-BIF-GuidelinesFinal-08-2015.pdf
http://beefimprovement.org/content/uploads/2015/08/REVISED-MasterEd-BIF-GuidelinesFinal-08-2015.pdf
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“Angus Cow Longevity Estimates and Relationship to Production Traits” - 

http://utbfc.utk.edu/Content%20Folders/Beef%20Cattle/Genetics/Publications/AngusLongevity-AMS-KJS.pdf.  

“Productive Longevity in Beef Cows” - http://www.bifconference.com/bif2012/documents/07bif2012_sanderslongevity.pdf.  

“Age at First Calving and the Longevity of Beef Cows” - http://www.herefords.com/research/hfr4long.pdf.  

 UNL NebGuide G2215 " http://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/html/g2215/build/g2215.htm.  

 
2016 BWCAA National Show Results, Purcell, OK 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grand Champion Cow/Calf Pair. Owned by Christina Traeger, Avon, MN 

Reserve Champion Cow/Calf Pair, Owned by Hailey Breth, Avon, MN 

http://utbfc.utk.edu/Content%20Folders/Beef%20Cattle/Genetics/Publications/AngusLongevity-AMS-KJS.pdf
http://www.bifconference.com/bif2012/documents/07bif2012_sanderslongevity.pdf
http://www.herefords.com/research/hfr4long.pdf
http://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/html/g2215/build/g2215.htm
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Reserve Champion Bull, Shown by Stephenie Villines, Weatherford, OK 

 

Grand Champion Bull, Owned by Tracy VanHorn, Lexington, OK 
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Grand Champion Heifer, Shown by Hank Lovelace, Florence, AL 

Reserve Champion Heifer, shown by Stephenie Villines, Weatherford, OK 
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2017 British White Cattle 

Association Calendars available now 

online! 

You can now order your 2017 BWCAA Calendar 

online and have them ready for the New Year.  Don’t 

forget that they make excellent gifts for the 

holidays!  Your family, neighbors, friends and 

business associates would appreciate being able to 

have one of these great calendars! 

https://www.yearbox.com/calendarsforgood/bwcaa-

2017-calendar/.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No photos available for the following winners: 

Grand Champion Steer, shown by Tracy VanHorn, Lexington, OK. 

Reserve Champion Steer, shown by Stephenie Villines, Weatherford, OK 

Grand Champion Pen of Thee Heifers, owned by Marcia Overley, Gilbert, AZ 

Showmanship winners: 

 Peewee Novice – Stephenie Villines 

 Ages 9-12 Novice– John Paul Bogus 

 Peewee Experienced – Andrea Smith 

 Ages 9-12 Experienced – Lane Lovelace 

 Ages 13-19 Experienced – Hank Lovelace 

  

 

Comments or Suggestions for e-News? 

Send them to John Kugler at jkug@cozadtel.net. 

Grand Champion Pen of Three Bulls, Owned by Marcia Overley, Gilbert, AZ  
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