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Body 
Condition 
Scoring

•What is it?
•Why is it important?
•How is it done?
•Practice.
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What is Body 
Condition Scoring?
•Body Condition scoring (BCS) is a process to 
identify and describe the relative amount of fat 
cover on cattle. 
•The amount of fat cover in cattle indicates the 
relative amount of energy stores available.   
•The most common system used is the one to 
nine condition scoring system. A condition 
score 1 cow is very thin and emaciated. A 
condition score 9 cow is very fat and obese.

3



Why is there Cattle 
Condition Scoring?
•The amount of fat cover in cattle indicates the 
relative amount of energy stores available.   
•In production, under stress, or situations of low 
dietary input cattle utilize fat stores first to 
maintain.  Once fat stores are depleted, muscle 
tissue is sacrificed. 
•The ability to easily identify the body condition 
of cattle is critical in  assessing in their 
nutrition/dietary intake. 
•By having an accurate measure of cow’s body 
condition, you'll have a good indicator of how to 
manage their nutrition to maximize their 
productivity, especially reproduction.

4



Why is there Cattle 
Condition Scoring?
•Reproductive Performance

•Health and  performance of 
offspring

•Production Performance 

•Full expression of stock’s 
genotypic potential. 

•Health and well-being of animal
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Reproductive 
Performance

● For a cow to maintain a 365-day calving interval, 
she must rebreed by 82 days after calving (283-
day gestation + 82-day postpartum interval = 
365 days).  On average, cows that calve in a BCS 
3 or 4 have difficulty exhibiting their first heat by 
80 days after calving.

● Cows that calve in BCS 5 or 6 tend to exhibit 
heat by 55 days after calving and; therefore, 
have a better opportunity to maintain a 365 day 
calving interval. 
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Health and 
Performance of 
Offspring

Thin cows of BCS 4 or less: 

● Produce less colostrum

● Give birth to less vigorous calves that are slower to 
stand 

● Calves have lower immunoglobulin levels (anti-
bodies) impairing their ability to overcome early 
calf-hood disease challenges.

● Decreased lactation performance and therefore calf 
nutrition resulting in decreased weaning weights and 
muscle development
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Full Expression of Stock 
Genetic Potential

● The phenotypic expression of animal’s full genetic value is masked 
and stunted 

● “The purebred seedstock producer is in business of producing 
genetics that look and perform at highest level.”  C. Hinman 1953
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Health and well-
being of animal ● Thin cows are not healthy and have compromised 

immune systems. 

● Thin, undernourished, and emaciated cattle suffer.

● As stewards of the breed it is our duty to ensure 
that no animals in our breed unduly suffer through 
our neglect, ignorance, or misguided frugality. 
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How it is Done…. 
Body Condition Scoring
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How it is done. ● Body condition scoring can be done using visual indicators or 
a combination of visual and palpation of key bone structures 
for amounts of fat 

● Key areas for evaluation are the backbone, ribs, hips, pin 
bones, tailhead, and brisket (next slide). 

● Palpating cows for fatness along the backbone, ribs, and 
tailhead will help refine skills to visually score body condition.

● If body condition scoring is new to you, focus on separating 
cows into thin, moderate, and fat groups without worrying 
about the numerical score. With experience, you will connect 
the “look and feel” of your cows to a body condition score. 

● Hair can affect visual assessment. 
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●There are 6 areas on the animal that we visually assess the amount 
of condition (fat):
○ the brisket
○ ribs
○ back 
○ hooks 
○ pins 
○ tailhead 
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Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4

Item 1 4.5 2.3 1.7 5

Item 2 3.2 5.1 4.4 3

Item 3 2.1 1.7 2.5 2.8

Item 4 4.5 2.2 1.7 7
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BCS 3
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BCS 6
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BCS 5
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BCS 4



Body Condition Scoring Resources
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ADCA Body Condition Scoring: https://dextercattle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bcs-scoring-1.pdf

University of Nebraska - Lincoln https://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/pdf/ec281.pdf

Jeff Chambers - JMC@SilverMapleDexters.com 402 416 9129

https://dextercattle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/bcs-scoring-1.pdf
https://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/pdf/ec281.pdf
mailto:JMC@SilverMapleDexters.com
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