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s we evolve into spring, the question continues

“What'’s the score?” Spring sports are now in play,

so the question is still on our minds as we cheer on
our favorite teams. In our pastures, this question needs to
be asked regarding qualities in our cow herd for selection
and management. Scoring systems have been developed to
aid cattle producers to assess selection traits for a cow’s
productive longevity.

Hair Shedding Scores

Complementing cattle genetics to the production environ-
ment is significant to reach optimum productivity. Cattle
who are more adapted to their production environment
are more productive and so there is more profit poten-
tial. Cattle whose genetics better match their production
environment are more effective in utilizing resources. Heat
stress is one of the greatest environmental challenges for
beef producers, especially in the south with high heat and
humidity levels. Cattle suffering from heat stress can cost
the beef industry over a billion dollars a year.

To evaluate and select cattle better adapted to heat stress,
a hair scoring system has been developed to measure and
evaluate the amount of the winter coat shed during the
spring or early summer.This has proven to be an effective
predictor of a cow’s ability to cope with heat stress. Earlier
shedding can be an indication of improved adaptation to
high heat and humidity levels. Recent estimates of hair shed-
ding scores show to be moderately heritability so selection
progress can be made.

Hair shedding scores range from | to 5.A | is given when
cattle have completely shed their winter coat.A score of

5 indicates an animal that retains its complete winter coat
and does not show evidence of shedding. So, a lower score
indicates more shedding has occurred. Cattle tend to shed
from the front to the back and from their topline to their
belly. Typically, the last spots to shed are the animal’s lower
quarter above the hock and underline. Hair shedding scores
only need to be collected once a year in late spring or early
summer. For the southeast, mid-May has been identified

as an ideal time.The rule of thumb is the hotter and more
humid it is, collecting scores earlier in the spring is better.

Hair shedding scores can be taken on animals of all ages.
Yearlings and first calf heifers tend to have higher hair shed-
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ding scores, showing less hair has been shed, as compared
to older mature cows. Bulls also tend to start shedding
about 2 weeks before cows and heifers. Therefore, hair
shedding scores could be best used to rank animals within
an age group for selection, instead of across a whole herd.

Chute and Pen Scores

Animal behavior is an important aspect in beef cattle
production.The behavior of cattle includes reactions to
processing through a squeeze chute, maternal instincts

at calving, newborn calf vigor, bull serving capacity, and
foraging or grazing behavior. Animals with disposition, or
behavior, problems are a safety risk to handlers, themselves,
and other animals in the herd. Disposition affects handling
equipment requirements, operation liability exposure, Beef
Quality Assurance, and performance.

A chute docility score is designed to individually evaluate
disposition when animals are handled through a squeeze
chute.An animal’s behavior can be affected by past expe-
riences. Therefore, chute scoring is best performed at a
younger age such as weaning or yearling. This timing will
reduce the influence of prior handing experiences to the
current behavior to better evaluate the animal’s nature.
Chute scores are best collected while calves are restrained
by the headgate but without having motion restricted by
squeeze. Chute scores range from | to 6.A chute score

of | reflects a docile animal with a mild disposition who is
gentle and easily handled. A chute score of 6 reflects a very
aggressive animal. Therefore, a lower chute score is more
desirable for more docile cattle.

In addition to chute scores, researchers have evaluated
flight speed, or exit velocity, where speed is measured as

an animal exits a squeeze chute. Exit velocity can either be
measured objectively in seconds using a photo electronic
device or subjectively by visual appraisal using a six-point
categorical scale. This scale represents an exit velocity score
from | with a slow exit to 6 with a very fast exit.

Another method to evaluate cattle behavior is to apply pen
scores.To do so, cattle are penned in a small lot (approx-
imately 12 feet x 24 feet) in small groups and approached
by two observers.An individual animal’s response to human
approach is scored on a scale from | to 5.A pen score of
| represents a non-aggressive or docile animal who walks

32 www.bamabeef.org



slowly and can be approached closely. A pen score of 5 represents a very aggres-
sive animal who is easily excited, running into fences, and humans.

Frame Size and Muscle Scores

In all species, a feeder animal must be able to grow rapidly and efficiently to
produce a carcass with acceptable quality and high cutability. Therefore, desir-
able feeders must have adequate frame and body capacity, acceptable structural
correctness, and the potential to maintain a high lean-to- fat ratio up to market
weight. Feeder cattle should have the ability to produce muscle without laying
down excess fat.

USDA maintains feeder calf grades to communicate these attributes within the
cattle industry. These USDA feeder grades consist of 2 criteria, frame size and
muscle score. Frame-size standards for feeder cattle are assigned one of three
marks, L (large frame), M (medium frame) and S (small frame).Why is this im-
portant? In routine development and feeding conditions, different framed animals
reach slaughter potential at different weights. Muscle scores consist of scores
ranging from | to 4.A muscle score of | represents moderately thick feeder calf
who shows a rounded appearance.A muscle score of 3 represents a feeder calf
who is thin throughout, with a 4 representing lesser muscle and includes pure-
bred dairy breeds.

Therefore, merging frame size and muscle score together, USDA feeder grades
would be listed as a Large #1 or a Medium #2, or example. USDA feeder grades
are routinely published in USDA Agricultural Marketing Service reporting to doc-
ument current cattle prices, such Large and Medium #| Steers reported as price
per hundred weight (cwt).

Take Home Message

Beef cattle produce beef food products to nourish our consumers. Scoring
systems have been developed to evaluate cattle who are more adapted to their
production environment as shown in hair shedding and to select disposition for
ease of handling. USDA feeder calf grades communicate the characteristics and
current prices of feeder animals for the industry. Scoring systems aid cattle pro-
ducers to select animals who will remain productive in the herd and excel in the
marketplace.

To learn more, use the QR codes below to review resources from the Beef
Improvement Federation (BIF) for hair shedding, chute and pen scoring systems,
and more.

This article is furished as a producer-directed goal of the Alabama State Checkoff. For more informa-
BEEE tion on how beef checkoff dollars are working for you, contact the Alabama Cattlemen’s Association at
' 334-265-1867 or visit our website at www.bamabeef.org.
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