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There are some questions that come up in the cattle in-
dustry on a regular basis. Most of them have a reasonable 

answer, even if that answer is simply, “it depends.” One of the 
most common questions producers ask is whether it pays to 
pre-condition calves or add additional weight before marketing 
them. The easy answer is still “it depends,” but that doesn’t do 
much to help with real-world decisions—especially when calf 
prices are historically high.

Those decisions have been made even harder this year by dry 
conditions across much of the state. Producers are trying to 
decide whether it makes sense to sell calves a little lighter than 
normal, hold them to their typical marketing weight, or land 
somewhere in between. No two farms are the same, and there 
is no single right answer for this year or any other. However, 
there are several key factors worth considering as you sit 
down and put pencil to paper.

The first place I usually start this conversation is with value of 
gain. Value of gain is simply the amount of money generated by 
adding weight to a calf. This is an important concept because 
lighter calves almost always bring a higher price per pound 
than heavier calves. That price slide is normal in the cattle 
industry.

For example, if a 500‑pound calf is worth $4.00 per pound, we 
would expect a 700‑pound calf to be worth less per pound—
say $3.25. The total value of the heavier calf would be $2,275 
(700 × $3.25), while the lighter calf would be worth $2,000 
(500 × $4.00). The difference between those two values is 
$275. When that difference is divided by the 200 pounds of 
gain, the value of gain comes out to $1.38 per pound. In other 
words, you make $1.38 per pound on the added weight—not 
$3.25.

In a typical year, we expect to see price differences of roughly 
50 to 75 cents per pound between these weight classes. The 
past year or two have been anything but typical. Price spreads 
between lighter and heavier calves have widened considerably, 
and this is a national trend.

For example, actual prices reported the week this article was 
written (May 7, 2026) showed feeder steers in Alabama aver-
aging 528 pounds selling for $4.72 per pound. That same week, 
feeder steers in Alabama averaging 785 pounds sold for $3.61 
per pound. Using those real-world prices, the calculated value 
of gain is $1.33 per pound. The question then becomes: can 
you put weight on calves for less than $1.33 per pound? May-
be—but it certainly becomes more challenging when forage is 
limited.

There are other considerations beyond simple math. If you 
have participated in a board sale for years and built a reputa-
tion for delivering a consistent, high-quality group of calves at 
a specific weight and time of year, there may be value in staying 
the course. Marketing plans should be considered long-term, 
and any premiums you typically receive should be factored into 
the decision.

Cost of gain is another major piece of the puzzle. Some pro-
ducers are able to manage forage and feed resources in ways 
that allow them to add weight very economically. In those sit-
uations, a lower value of gain can still be profitable. Differences 
in scale, management, and resources mean that what works for 
one operation may not work for another.

Finally, projected market conditions matter. In today’s connect-
ed world, markets can change quickly due to global events such 
as wars, pandemics, elections, and other disruptions. No one 
can predict the future, but we all have to make the best deci-
sions we can with the information available at the time.
So, when should you sell your calves? Should you move them 
early to reduce pressure on cows and stressed pastures? 
Should you carry them to 750 pounds like Extension folks 
have been suggesting for years? Should you pre-condition and 
vaccinate? Well… it depends.
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