
The Standard Is Not the Summit 
Breeding Forward Series 

 

by 

Jeff M. Chambers 

 

 

 

 

May 2025 



The Standard Is Not the Summit 
         JMC 

1 
 

Introduction 

In Beyond Numbers: Structure, Standards, and Stewardship, we put forth that the Dexter breed 
stands at a crossroads; one that demands a deliberate choice: either progress toward functional 
excellence or drift toward irrelevance, regardless of population and ownership numbers. 
Achieving full breed potential requires three interconnected commitments: (1) the development 
of a functional breeder structure, (2) fidelity to the breed standard, and (3) disciplined breed 
stewardship. 

This paper expands on a critical aspect of disciplined breed stewardship left undeveloped in 
Beyond Numbers: the distinction between breed standards and breeding goals, and their 
respective roles in sustaining the Dexter breed over time. While breed standards are essential for 
maintaining identity, they are insufficient on their own to ensure generational progress. A 
standard sets the perimeter of acceptability; it does not chart a course forward. 

Without a defined and directive breed standard, the risk of genetic drift and trait dilution 
becomes imminent. But a strong breed standard is only half the equation. The breed stagnates 
without clearly defined and deliberately applied breeding goals, losing both purpose and 
productivity. Breed identity without structured progress becomes mere preservation.  

To steward the breed is to embrace a dual role: custodian of breed type and catalyst for 
improvement. This paper addresses that duality directly, equipping breeders with both the 
conceptual framework and the practical tools needed to drive measurable, goal-based progress 
across generations. 

The Limits of the Standard 
Breed standards exist to preserve the distinct identity of a breed. They describe the minimum 
acceptable phenotype, which outlines what a Dexter must look like and the features that place it 
within the breed's perimeter. These elements form the breed's visual and genetic identity and 
protect it from phenotypic dilution. A standard is critical for defining what it means to be a 
Dexter in a tangible sense. Without it, there is no breed, only a collection of loosely related 
animals. Standards prevent deviation; they are the guardrails. 

However, standards are not blueprints for progress. They do not dictate improvement or 
functional advancement; they only describe the outer boundary of acceptable form. Breed 
standards do not measure productivity, maternal efficiency, milk persistency, or carcass quality. 
A Dexter may conform perfectly to the standard and still fail utterly in its function as a dual-
purpose animal. The standard is static, descriptive, and not a significant driver of genetic 
improvement. 

https://www.silvermapledexters.com/_files/ugd/8a61dc_16843441ba44405b980af7e59157e8bf.pdf?index=true
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This distinction is well established in the literature on breed conservation and sustainable genetic 
management. As conservation geneticists such as Sponenberg and Bixby (2014) have 
emphasized, breed standards serve to define the outer boundaries of what constitutes a breed, but 
they do not prescribe how to improve it. The Food and Agriculture Organization also notes that 
breeding standards are crucial in maintaining identity but are not a substitute for structured 
selection goals. They describe form, not function. Similarly, organizations like the Rare Breeds 
Survival Trust caution against treating the standard as a blueprint for progress rather than as a 
safeguard against erosion. 

Table 1: Breed Standards versus Breeding Goals 

Breed Standards Breeding Goals 

Define the minimum acceptable phenotype Define the desired direction of specific trait 
improvement 

Establish identity boundaries for the breed Guide function selection within breed boundaries 

Provide a pass/fail reference for conformity Drive trait-based progress over generations 

Apply uniformly across all breeders Are breed-specific, aligned to environment and purpose 

Descriptive: Define what must be Prescriptive: Define what can be achieved 

 

The message is clear in each case: the standard sets the frame, but the breeder must build 
something sound within it. This means, practically, that the standard must be respected as the 
foundation but understood not to be the endpoint. A breed can meet its standard and still regress 
functionally, generationally, and productively if breeders treat the standard as a goal rather than a 
gateway. The difference is not semantic; it is foundational. 

The failure to enforce a breed standard and the widespread absence of developed and purposeful 
breeding goals carried out across generations create a double vacuum within the breed, resulting 
in a failure of stewardship: animals drifting phenotypically away from anything resembling a 
Dexter, while also failing to improve the breed's defined function.  

Where standards establish a perimeter, breeding goals define a path forward. The breed steward's 
dual role involves adherence to the standard and simultaneously driving breed improvement. A 
breeder who focuses solely on the standard maintains the breed and is a preservationist.  One 
who disregards the standard and focuses solely on production is a commercial actor and not a 
breeder. A breeder who adheres to the standard and focuses on breed improvement is a steward, 
moving the breed forward, ensuring its identity, relevance, and functionality.  
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Table 2: Comparative Focus and Outcomes in Breeder Typology 

Type Focus Result 

The Conformist Breed Standard Only Preservation without Improvement 

The Commercial Production/sales without Concern for 
Type Fidelity 

Drift from Identity and Trait Dilution 

The Steward Breed Standard and Breeding Goals 
on Function 

Maintains Breed Identity and Creates 
Functional Improvement. 

Bridging the Gap Between Preservation and Progress 
As of May 2025, an excess of breed-type conformity does not burden us and is not yet a 
challenge for the Dexter breed (see Beyond Numbers). However, neither are we, based on 
objective data, surrounded by Dexters with proven functionality and productivity. Fundamental 
issues in structure and utility remain unresolved across a significant portion of the national herd 
population. Yet, if we proceed with discipline, we must remain mindful that the standard alone 
will never suffice. Having clarified what standards can and cannot accomplish, we now turn 
explicitly to how breeders must actively drive improvement. 

The development and application of breeding goals transcends the breed standard. Allowing 
breeders to pursue functional progress without losing the breed's distinct identity. Breed 
stewardship is the relentless pursuit of functional advancement within the boundaries of the 
standard.  

Each generation of breeding reflects the intentional decisions made and the opportunities missed. 
In the next section, we explore the actionable frameworks that transform intention into structured 
improvement, where each selection, each cull, and each retained calf is a deliberate step toward 
the functional breed Dexters can become. 

Breeding Goals: Defining the Path Forward 
The real work of stewardship begins with the creation of explicit, purposeful breeding goals. 
These are not vague aspirations but deliberate decisions rooted in measurable outcomes. If the 
standard provides the form, breeding goals must supply the function. Goals create pressure 
through selective intensity that directs herd improvement over time. 
 
A breeding goal must do more than sound good; it must describe an outcome that is heritable, 
that can be selected for, measured against, and compounded over time. It must evolve from 
concept to selection pressure because, without pressure, there is no improvement. A breeder who 
claims a goal but does not apply pressure toward it has no goal, only a marketing tagline. 
Selection decisions, not statements, shape a herd. Every retained heifer, every selected sire, and 
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every culling decision either aligns with a breeding goal or erodes it. The act of selection is the 
real-world manifestation of a breeder's vision. The successful breeder's selection does not merely 
cut; it carves, honing each generation toward the vision.  

“The successful breeder’s selection does not merely cut—it carves, honing each generation 
toward the vision.” 

Explicit and Measurable Goals 
Breeding goals must be explicit. A goal is not a wish or a reputation but a specific outcome 
pursued through deliberate selection over time (Van Vleck, 1987). Vague intentions lead to 
ambiguous results. "Good mothering" is an impression, not a goal. A breeding goal would define 
and select for structural soundness, calf vigor, udder integrity, and weaning weights under forage 
conditions. Likewise, claiming "dual-purpose" as a breeding goal means nothing unless it is 
translated into measurable outcomes, such as cows that produce 20-24 pounds of milk per day, 
raise calves with weaning weights of 400-450 pounds on forage, and maintain sound udder and 
frame structure across lactations. Breeding cows that calve unassisted, convert forage efficiently, 
and yield sufficient milk volumes for calves and households within a moderate and balanced 
framework are breeding goals.  

Without clearly defined, selection-driven goals, a herd does not progress; it drifts. Progress is not 
an accident but a choice made generation after generation. Disciplined stewardship is not just the 
maintenance of type but the pursuit of purpose, measured and pressured with each breeding 
decision. 

Functional Selection 
For a breed to progress functionally, breeding goals must be more than aspirations; they must be 
executed with precision and discipline. Sponenberg (2014) emphasizes that selection is not 
antithetical to conservation but rather essential. Without applied selection pressure, even a well-
defined breed standard erodes beneath superficial conformity. A Dexter may conform perfectly 
to the standard and still fail utterly in its role as a dual-purpose animal. The Food and Agriculture 
Organization (2010) similarly emphasizes that breeding goals are not substitutes for standards 
but necessary tools for ensuring adaptability, functional sustainability, and long-term viability. 

Breeding for type alone, without concurrent selection for function, gradually decays a breed's 
working character. Schäler et al. (2019) emphasize that preservation without structured 
improvement leads not to survival but to stagnation. 

Nielsen et al. (2006), writing on sustainable dairy cattle production, find that without explicit 
functional breeding objectives, such as fertility, health, and survivability, selection trends 
inevitably degrade traits essential to long-term productivity. This deterioration is not incidental; 
it is the predictable result of genetic drift and imbalanced selection pressure. In closed 
populations, where genetic diversity is limited, focusing on superficial trait types while 
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neglecting functional performance can lead to regression in traits that are not under direct 
selection. Fertility rates drop, structural soundness falters, and overall survivability diminishes, 
not because these traits are actively selected against, but because they are largely ignored until a 
problem arises.  

Breeding for type alone, without concurrent selection for function, gradually decays a breed's 
working character. An animal may meet visual standards yet still fail to perform optimally in 
terms of calving, milk production, or pasture efficiency. This phenomenon can be termed a 
"selection imbalance" or "selection bias": traits not actively selected tend to regress. In small 
herds, this regression is magnified, as the impact of each selection decision carries generational 
consequences. In small population breeds like Dexters, with its limited gene pool, the breed is 
particularly vulnerable to this drift if breeding goals are not explicitly tied to functional 
performance. To maintain the appearance and utility of the breed, breeding goals must prioritize 
measurable outcomes that reflect real-world productivity and generational sustainability.  

“Breed stewardship is the relentless pursuit of functional advancement within the boundaries 
of the standard.” 

Real stewardship demands generational thinking. Wolfová et al. (2005), who modeled Charolais 
cattle in various production systems, found that cow longevity and calving ease consistently 
outweighed raw growth metrics regarding long-term economic value. Their work illustrates that 
conformity to a type standard does not guarantee sustainability; only goal-driven selection within 
the breed perimeter preserves viability across real-world conditions. 

Schäler et al. (2019) reinforce this in the conservation of local cattle breeds. Preservation efforts 
that rely solely on maintaining breed appearance, without structured breeding goals and 
functional improvement programs, lead not to survival but to stagnation. Robust conservation 
strategies require both genetic stewardship and clear, deliberate goal-setting based on functional 
and production requirements. 

This tension between identity and future viability is inevitable in breed stewardship. As Eriksson 
and Petitt (2020) note, breed identity is shaped by collective breeder vision, a negotiated 
construction rather than a fixed biological entity. A breed standard draws a perimeter; it does not 
chart a course. Without clear, functional breeding goals within that perimeter, a breed fractures, 
drifts, or calcifies. 

The Impossibility of Breeding for Everything 
Even the most disciplined breeder faces a real-world structural constraint: not all traits can be 
selected for simultaneously. The illusion of "breeding for everything", often stated as "All else 
being equal...," is not only impractical but also genetically incoherent. Selection intensity is 
diluted as more traits are added to the breeding goal. Gains slow, priorities blur, and 
contradictory pressures begin to cancel each other out. This is more than theoretical: in small 
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populations like Dexters, where genetic diversity is finite, each decision is amplified. The more a 
breeder focuses on nonfunctional traits, the less selection intensity remains for the functional 
attributes that contribute to a productive and sustainable animal. 

Selection intensity is limited by biology. Breeders face genetic constraints that make it 
impossible to simultaneously improve across numerous traits. Every additional trait selected 
dilutes the potential of meaningful genetic gains on all traits. This limitation is particularly acute 
in smaller Dexter herds.  This reality magnifies the generational consequences of each breeding 
decision for small herds.  

Over the past two decades, intense selection for superficial or commercially appealing traits such 
as horn status, coat color, and milk protein variants (notably A2) has significantly diverted 
selection pressure from essential, foundational traits critical to herd viability: structural 
soundness, maternal excellence, and forage efficiency. This shift is neither abstract nor 
inconsequential. It is a deliberate redirection of the breed away from substantive functionality 
toward nonessentials that ultimately undermines the breed's core utility. 

Faithful stewardship demands rigorous clarity and disciplined prioritization, selecting fewer 
traits deeply rather than scattering superficial attention across many. Nielsen et al. (2006) 
emphasize this point, indicating that diffused selection inevitably yields diluted results, 
fragmented outcomes, and weakened generational advancement. Claude Hinman (1953) 
similarly cautioned against breeding the "jack of all trades" animal, advising breeders to pursue 
sustained, intentional pressure in clearly delineated functional directions. Breeders who prioritize 
superficial or market-driven traits over disciplined selection risk eroding breed integrity and 
functionality. 

Intentionally focusing on a limited array of essential functional traits, applying robust selection 
pressure within the standard, and rigorously measuring outcomes are the means through which 
breeders preserve the breed's core characteristics and functional integrity while also ensuring its 
enduring value.  

Breeders who mistakenly prioritize short-term aesthetic appeal over functional longevity often 
discover, too late, cows with structural weaknesses, inadequate production, and decreased 
longevity. Similarly, attempts to breed simultaneously for too many conflicting traits, like high 
milk yield and extreme muscularity without prioritization, frequently yield mediocre outcomes: 
cows that neither milk efficiently nor produce superior beef. Real-world cases demonstrate how 
conflated, unclear, or sentiment-driven goals erode individual herd performance and 
cumulatively weaken the breed. 

In practice, the disciplined breeder prioritizes no more than three to five primary traits at a time 
and applies selection pressure on those with ruthless consistency. Clarity of pressure, not the 
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illusion of perfection, drives progress. Secondary traits should be monitored but not actively 
selected unless they are elevated to a priority status.  

"Breeding for everything is breeding for nothing; meaningful genetic gain demands rigorous 
prioritization of no more than a handful of essential traits." 

Progress Is the Measure of Stewardship 
The purpose of a breeding program is not the preservation of animals but the improvement of 
their progeny. Standards may define the gate, and goals may chart the direction, but it is the 
measurable, heritable progress that justifies the breeder's effort. Without such progress, a 
program becomes ornamental, and a breed drifts quietly into irrelevance, regardless of how rare 
or historically resonant it may be. 

Progress in breeding is not a matter of sentiment or surface change. It emerges, instead, through 
the careful accumulation of traits across generations: cows with improved lactation persistency 
and forage-based milk yields; calves with consistent weaning weights that reflect greater 
maternal efficiency; udders with integrity sustained over multiple lactations; and sires whose 
daughters demonstrate better productivity and structural durability than their dams. These 
indicators are not measures of perfection but evidence of purposeful genetic gain. 

The Breeder's Equation (ΔG = h² × S) is the foundational expression of genetic progress. It states 
that the gain (ΔG) achieved in any trait per generation is the product of its heritability (h²) and 
the selection differential (S). Put plainly, measurable progress depends on two things: the trait's 
capacity to respond to selection and the breeder's discipline in deciding which animals are 
advanced and which are removed. 

Traits such as milk persistence, weaning weight efficiency, and udder longevity have moderate 
heritability and significant economic and functional importance, making them ideal candidates 
for focused, generational improvement.  

Measured Gains Over Time: The Long March of Progress 
Because heritability rarely exceeds 0.4 for most functional traits, gains do not manifest 
dramatically in any single generation—they compound gradually. A 5% improvement in 
weaning weight may seem modest. However, accumulated over three generations, it represents 
the difference between a herd that is highly productive within breed standards and one that is 
merely a collection of pedigrees without purposeful, functional direction. 

Nielsen et al. (2006) caution that "improvement in complex traits depends as much on the 
consistency of direction as on the scale of pressure." Functional progress, then, is less a flash of 
improvement than a long march of quiet gain. Moreover, it is made or lost in decisions that feel 
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routine: which cows are re-bred, which sons are kept, which daughters are weighed, tracked, 
culled, or advanced. 

The breeder must measure what matters. This measurement includes traits specified by the breed 
standard and traits targeted for improvement to achieve the breeder's objectives. Traits defined 
by the standard provide only a partial view of a cow's capacity to thrive and produce over time. 
By contrast, areas such as structural longevity, forage efficiency, and reproductive soundness 
require generational measurement and often take longer to reveal their impact. A Dexter that 
conforms to the standard meets one critically important threshold; a Dexter that advances a 
breeder's production and functional goals meets another. 

It is at this intersection that the highest level of breeder stewardship is revealed: breed standards 
mark the boundary while breeding goals carve the path toward progress. A breeder must navigate 
this dual obligation of preserving type while improving function. The standard may demand 
conformity, but real progress also requires targeted improvements in performance, durability, 
and productivity. This is not a contradiction; it is the necessary complexity of stewardship and 
the essence of livestock breeding. Both are essential; neither alone is sufficient. 

Shaping Progress 
Progress in cattle breeding, particularly within dual-purpose breeds such as the Dexter, 
fundamentally relies on structured trait selection carefully aligned with niche beef and dairy 
markets, where superior quality consistently outweighs quantity. Dexters uniquely serve small-
scale and specialized producers, requiring breeders to meticulously balance beef traits, such as 
exceptional carcass quality, superior marbling, tenderness, and efficiency, with dairy traits that 
emphasize milk quality, persistency, and unique compositional excellence. Achieving such a 
refined balance in dual-purpose breeding requires clear priorities, disciplined selection pressures, 
measured trait evaluation, and consistent application over time. 

The Long View: Measured Progress Over Generations 
Real progress in breeding is not measured in seasons; it is measured in decades. Consider a herd 
with breeding goals in three trait areas: foot and leg soundness, maternal longevity, and milk 
production on grass. If, over five generations, a span of roughly twenty years, the breeder 
consistently selects for animals with correct hoof structure, clean joints, and free, balanced 
movement; retains only cows producing reliably beyond six lactations; and weighs weaned 
calves to verify milk transfer under forage-only conditions, progress will occur. It may not be 
flashy. However, it will be visible: fewer breakdowns, higher calf survival rates, and a more self-
sufficient system. Actual breeding progress is measured in decades, not seasons. 

For effective selection in dual-purpose Dexters, breeders must reject superficial aesthetics and 
sentiment-driven preferences in favor of rigorous, goal-oriented discipline. Achieving 
meaningful genetic gain, particularly when balancing the antagonistic traits of milk and meat 
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production, requires sustained and deliberate selection pressure that eliminates animals unsuited 
to the breed's functional niche.  

Breeding goals do not begin with numbers; they start with traits. A breeder must first determine 
which functional traits matter most for their herd's purpose, especially when breeding for dual-
purpose use. The traits that matter in this context are not decorative or arbitrary; they are 
economically and biologically consequential. They shape whether an animal thrives, reproduces, 
produces, and endures under real-world constraints. When we speak of 'dual-purpose' as a 
breeding goal, it is not an abstraction or a marketing phrase. It is a measurable target, expressed 
through milk yield, carcass weight, and structural integrity, that serves as the foundation for 
selection decisions. These are not ideals; they are quantifiable outcomes that direct the breeder's 
hand generation after generation. 

To move from conceptual understanding to practical application, we must bridge the theory of 
selection intensity and trait prioritization with actionable breeding strategies. If standards set the 
perimeter of the breed, and breeding goals define its path, it is the structured execution of these 
goals that stewards a herd forward. A breed steward not only observes the boundaries to preserve 
breed identity but also relentlessly pursues functional improvement through the disciplined 
application of breeding goals and selective breeding, deliberately shaping their herd and breed to 
the standard and an enduring purpose.  

Each generation reflects the intentional decisions made or the opportunities missed by the 
breeder. To move from concept to consequence, breeders must employ structured selection 
strategies that enforce breeding goals, demand measurable outcomes, and prioritize functional 
traits with relentless discipline. The following section begins this exploration of applied 
selection, strategic culling, and measurable breeding objectives.  

Defining Breeding Goals for Dual-Purpose Dexter Herds 
Breeding goals must clearly specify objective traits that align with the breed's role. For dual-
purpose Dexters, these goals must address Dexters as a sustainable source of beef and dairy. 
Achieving meaningful genetic gain, especially when balancing antagonistic traits such as milk 
and meat production, requires sustained and deliberate selection pressure that removes animals 
unsuited to the breed's functional niche. As Nielsen et al. (2006) observe, long-term genetic 
progress depends on consistently applying selection criteria aligned with clearly defined 
breeding goals. Breeders must systematically remove animals that excel in one trait but 
compromise essential characteristics in other areas. 

When we speak of 'dual-purpose' as a breeding goal, it is not an abstraction or a marketing 
phrase. It is a quantifiable target defined by milk yield, carcass weight, and structural integrity. 
We refer to a defined, selectable balance of functional traits, each of which must be measurable 
and aligned with the herd's intended purpose. Table 3 presents one framework for expressing 
such goals in a forage-forward Dexter program. It is not the only way to define dual-purpose 
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outcomes, but it is one example of how breeders can transition from an abstract ideal to an 
actionable selection pressure. For Dexter breeders pursuing premium beef and dairy outcomes, 
the following traits define the intersection of structure, performance, and purpose.  

Table 3: Functional Trait Benchmarks for Dual-Purpose Dexter Breeding  

Trait Target Range or Description Rationale 

Milk Yield (with 
grain during 

lactation) 

18–24 lbs./day (≈2.25–3 
gallons/day) 

Sustainable yield that supports calf 
development + share milking in forage-

forward – light grain system 

Weaning Weight 
(205d) 

375–450 lbs. Reflects growth efficiency without 
supplement; balance of maternal and calf 
traits. Verifies efficient maternal forage 

conversion and calf vigor. 

Carcass Weight 
(18- 20m with 

60-day light grain 
finish) 

420-495 lbs. (hot hanging) Balances Dexter breed size with premium 
beef market expectations and reflects 

efficiency in moderate finishing for meat 
yield. 

Udder Structure Strong fore attachment; strong 
rear attachment, symmetrical 
quarters; functional teat size 

(<3.0") 

Ensures sustained usability over time and 
suitability for hand or machine milking 

Cow Size 800–950 lbs. mature weight (>3 
years) 

Maintains breed-appropriate size, optimizing 
dual-purpose function without sacrificing 

efficiency 

Note: Values are illustrative and should be scaled to local conditions, production goals, and herd structure. 

Beef traits, such as carcass quality emphasizing marbling, tenderness, and premium yield grades, 
are critical in niche beef markets (Wolfová et al., 2005). Similarly, dairy traits, including milk 
persistency and specialty milk composition with elevated butterfat and protein, directly support 
artisan dairy products and contribute to sustained herd productivity. Persistency ensures that 
cows maintain production levels throughout deep lactation, reducing volatility, while high 
butterfat and protein percentages enhance the quality and value of products like cheese, yogurt, 
and butter (Van Vleck, 1987). Functional traits, especially structural integrity, including sound 
feet, legs, and udder conformation, directly influence herd longevity, productivity, and economic 
viability across multiple generations. Breeders should thoughtfully identify and adapt 
benchmarks to their local environment, production demands, and herd management. 

The case studies presented in Appendix A demonstrate how focusing on key functional traits 
across multiple generations in real-world herd contexts can result in herds that are both resilient 
and productive.  
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Selection Pressure, Herd Size, and the Realities of Culling 
Breeding goals are the foundation of progress, selection pressure is the engine that drives 
progress. Selection pressure is the applied force that transforms breeding goals and intent into 
measurable change. For the Dexter breeder, every retained heifer, every culled 3-year-old cow, 
and every chosen sire is a decision that shapes the herd's trajectory. The size of the herd is a 
significant factor affecting the intensity, direction, and sustainability of genetic progress. Smaller 
herds require more deliberate, focused selection decisions. In small herds, this intensity is 
magnified, with each decision carrying significant weight,  amplifying both progress and 
potential error. 

In a large herd, progress can be distributed. More matings allow for broader experimentation. 
The selection differential can be widened: only the top quartile might be retained for breeding. 
Culling can be decisive without threatening herd viability. In a herd of 200 cows, a breeder can 
remove 40 without disrupting the herd, thereby intensifying pressure on the desired traits. 

Figure 2: Small Herd Selection Pressure Diagram illustrating how culling decisions carry 
exponentially greater impact as herd size decreases, highlighting the critical necessity of 
disciplined selection in smaller Dexter herds. 

 

But most Dexter herds, like most minor or heritage breed operations, are often small by design. 
Many consist of fewer than 20 breeding females, and a significant number have fewer than 10. 
This is not a flaw; it is a reality. Yet, it imposes consequences that must be understood.  

Each selection decision is magnified in small herds, and every cull sharpens the pressure on what 
remains. The strategic use of external genetic tools, such as targeted AI from proven and tested 
sires, evaluation systems like linear classification, or collaborations with similarly goal-driven 
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breeders, can help offset small-herd limitations. Breeders must adopt rigorous culling practices, 
avoiding the temptation to retain marginal animals solely to fill pastures or maintain numbers. 
Disciplined, intentional breeding, supported by clear trait prioritization and structured 
partnerships, enables even small herds to achieve consistent genetic progress and herd 
improvement over generations. 

The Breeder's Equation makes plain that the selection differential (S) must be meaningful to 
drive progress. But in a small herd, the pool from which to select is narrow. Retaining only the 
"best" 25% of calves may not be feasible if it leaves gaps in age structure or breeding rotation. 
This often tempts the breeder to soften pressure and to keep animals that would otherwise be 
culled to maintain numbers. That compromise is where progress slows. Or, more likely, it stops. 

This does not mean small herds cannot make genetic gains. They can, but only through 
heightened discipline. Every mating must be intentional. Every retained calf must meet a defined 
threshold. Animals that do not contribute to the breeding goals must be culled, sold as terminal 
stock, or redirected from the seed stock gene pool. 

Sentiment cannot override structure. Nielsen et al. (2006) observe that when selection pressure 
must be carefully allocated, as in small or resource-limited herds, clarity in trait prioritization 
becomes essential to avoid undesirable declines in functional traits. 

Too often, small breeders rationalize keeping substandard animals "to fill the pasture" or 
"because she's never caused a problem." However, a cow that neither contributes to progress nor 
improves the herd actively erodes the breeding program. She consumes forage, produces 
mediocre progeny, and dilutes selection pressure by her mere inclusion. Not every cow must be 
perfect, but every cow must have a purpose within the program. She maintains the status quo at 
best if she is not improving the herd in form and function. 

Hinman understood this when he wrote, "Each animal kept in a herd is either an instrument of 
progress or a weight against it" (Hinman, 1953, p. 7). In small herds, that weight is 
proportionally greater. The decision to keep a single marginal cow in a herd of eight is not 
trivial; it is 12.5% of the female base. Breeding her forward without a clearly defined reason, in 
line with breeding goals, only confuses the goal and weakens its effect. 

Culling is not failure. It is the concrete consequence of breeding with intent. In any purposeful 
program, some animals will not meet the mark. That does not signal failure. It signals fidelity to 
the plan and goals. To shape a herd toward defined goals, animals that do not contribute to those 
goals must be removed, regardless of how well-bred, beloved, or promising they once seemed. 
Effective culling begins not in the pasture or chute but with the breeding plan, and it is this 
planning discipline that moves a herd forward. Each breeding, calving, and weaning is a 
checkpoint: which animals moved the herd forward and which did not? Dexter breeders do not 
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need 200 cows to make progress. They need eight good ones. And the discipline to cull number 
nine every time, if need be. 

"Culling is not failure. It is the concrete consequence of breeding with intent." 

The Standard is Not the Summit 
To breed beyond the standard is to resist stagnation and aimlessness. It is to see one's herd not as 
a static archive or a meandering walk through pedigrees but as a deliberate sequence, a shaped 
line bent steadily forward in function, reliability, and longevity. 

Stewardship is not passive maintenance. It is not registration alone. It is not the careful archiving 
of bloodlines that have not been weighed, measured, or proved. To steward a breed is to know 
where you are going and, with discipline, use the tools of genetics, selection, and performance 
measurement to get there. 

It means setting goals. Clear, trait-specific goals are rooted in the use and future of the breed, not 
merely its image or origin. It means mating with intent and culling without sentiment. It means 
understanding that in small herds, every decision's weight is magnified, so the clarity of those 
decisions must be higher. 

It means rejecting the easy story: that a breed can be sustained by preserving what was, or that 
improvement is simply the absence of error. Breeds do not advance by standing still; they 
decline, quietly and steadily, under the illusion of continuity or popularity. 

To breed beyond the standard is to honor the breed by preserving its genetic and phenotypic 
distinctiveness while surpassing previous generations in function and performance. It demands 
clarity in vision, discipline in execution, and humility to measure outcomes honestly. It is an 
ongoing act of stewardship, a patient and purposeful shaping of more vigorous, productive, and 
sustainable animals than their ancestors.  

Breeding successfully is not a one-generation project. It is the patient layering of decisions, each 
one compounding on the last, applying pressure over time, and accepting that improvement is 
gradual, uneven, and often invisible at first. It is not dramatic. But it is deliberate.  

To steward a breed is not merely to preserve its appearance. One must apply pressure to ensure 
its purpose. Meaningful stewardship crafts a herd defined not by preservation but by intentional, 
measurable progress, honoring the past by surpassing it. To breed beyond the standard is to 
balance the tension of simultaneously maintaining the breed as defined and making something 
better than what you started with.  
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We invite Dexter breeders to move beyond the status quo and the latest trends, to reflect candidly 
on their current breeding goals, reassess, and apply rigorous discipline to goal-based selection 
practices, and commit to breeding grounded in measurable objectives.  

It is not enough to ensure that the Dexter breed survives; together, we must guarantee it thrives, 
becoming stronger, more purposefully functional, and productive with each generation. The 
future of the breed depends on breeders who are willing to steward it actively, intentionally, and 
relentlessly toward lasting excellence.1  

  

 
1 This paper is the second installment in the Breeding Forward series, building directly on the structural argument of 
Beyond Numbers: Structure, Standards, and Stewardship of the Dexter Breed in the United States – A Path 
Forward.  The next installment in the Breeding Forward series, The Breeder’s Equation: Why Progress Requires 
Intent, will explore in-depth the strategic foundation of disciplined selection. We will examine how heritability, 
selection intensity, and generational interval intersect to shape real genetic gain and how even the smallest herds 
can harness these forces to achieve measurable, purposeful progress.  

https://www.silvermapledexters.com/breeding-forward-series
ttps://www.silvermapledexters.com/_files/ugd/8a61dc_16843441ba44405b980af7e59157e8bf.pdf?index=true
ttps://www.silvermapledexters.com/_files/ugd/8a61dc_16843441ba44405b980af7e59157e8bf.pdf?index=true
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Appendix A: Case Studies 
Having laid out the foundations for disciplined breeding, it is essential to see how this framework 
might be applied. The following idealized case studies do not describe real herds, but they are 
drawn directly from the principles, literature, and trait interactions discussed throughout this 
paper. Each represents a composite model of what a mature, intentional Dexter breeding program 
might achieve by integrating structural correctness with dual-purpose production traits—beef and 
dairy—over time. These examples are not aspirational fantasies. They are grounded, measurable, 
and attainable through the application of constraint, clarity, and stewardship. Each example is 
conducted in accordance with the breed standard.  

Example A – Maternal Productivity and Structural Resilience 
Situation: A small-scale, dual-purpose Dexter herd operating within a temperate forage-based 
system aims to produce moderate-framed cows that thrive on pasture, raise vigorous calves with 
minimal supplementation, and maintain structural integrity across multiple lactations. The 
breeder focuses explicitly on maternal productivity and structural longevity, aiming to produce 
robust animals suitable for similar smallholder operations. 

Trait Priorities: 

• Breed standards: Breeding stock meets the threshold requirements of breed standards, 
which are assessed continuously with cull points at 6 months, 1, 2, and 3 years.  

• Udder Structure: Prioritized rear udder height, teat placement, and medial ligament 
strength; cows not meeting structural criteria by second calving were culled regardless of 
milk volume. 

• Milk Persistency and Composition: Emphasized strong mid-lactation outputs (day-90 
and sustained flow beyond 150 days),  measured through milk weighing at peak (60 
days), mid-lactation (150 days), and late lactation (210+ days). 

• Calf Weaning Efficiency: Targeted calf weaning weights between 45–50% of the dam's 
body weight at 205 days without grain supplementation. 

• Structural Integrity: Conducted annual structural evaluations, decisively culling for 
hoof spread, pastern weakness, and stifle instability. 

Outcomes by Year 8: 

• Retention of cows completing four or more calvings without intervention increased to 
80%. 

• Average calf weaning efficiency improved significantly, rising from 42% to 49.3%. 
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• Noticeable improvement in udder quality across successive generations. 

• Consistent market demand for bulls and heifers demonstrates efficient beef and dairy 
production. 

Example B – Carcass Merit with Structural Durability 
Situation: A rotationally grazed Dexter herd operating in a cool, humid climate strategically 
targets premium niche markets demanding richly marbled, smaller carcasses. The breeder 
emphasizes carcass quality and structural correctness while explicitly incorporating milk yield as 
essential for achieving full calf development and optimal carcass outcomes, thus maintaining 
actual dual-purpose functionality. 

Primary Trait Priorities: 

• Breed standards: Breeding stock meets the threshold requirements of breed 
standards, which are assessed continuously with cull points at 6 months, 1, 2, and 
3 years.  

• Marbling and Carcass Quality: Select sires proven by progeny performance and 
ultrasound carcass evaluation for marbling and finishing quality on pasture. 

• Moderate Early Growth: Maintain a minimum pasture-based Average Daily 
Gain (ADG) of 1.75 lbs/day for bulls and steers between 6–12 months to ensure 
timely carcass maturity. 

• Structural Integrity (Topline, Loin Strength, Hoof, and Pastern Quality): 
Annual detailed structural evaluations and rigorous culling based on structural 
soundness and longevity. 

• Milk Yield (Essential for Optimal Calf Development): Prioritize cows 
consistently providing a milk yield of 18–20 lbs/day under forage management to 
ensure calves achieve targeted weaning and carcass weights, directly supporting 
primary carcass objectives. 

Secondary Traits Monitored: 

1. Udder Structure: Regular monitoring to maintain necessary functionality for calf-rearing 
without active improvement beyond the structural baseline. 

Outcomes by Year 10: 

1. Consistent marbling improvement from baseline scores of 3.5 to consistent ratings of 
4.5+ (on a 5-point scale). 
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2. 90% of steers meet market carcass expectations within 26 months of age under pasture-
based finishing. 

3. Reduction in structural culling rate by 50%. 

4. Successful establishment of a premium beef brand recognized for exceptional carcass 
quality and sustained structural integrity. 
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