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Body Condition Scoring: Vital 

tool that doesn't cost a dime  

By Justine Henderson, Central Kansas 

District Livestock Agent  

 

I don’t have to be the one to tell you that  

raising cattle can be expensive. So any 

chance you get to improve your operation, 

free of cost, is a chance you will most likely 

want to take. Producers and cattle special-

ist are using Body Condition Scoring as an 

easy, free, useful tool to help assess their 

cattle during all production stages and 

make vital management decisions to       

improve their operation, cow management, 

and calf production.  

 

What is BCS?  

Body Condition Scoring  (BCS) is a system used by beef producers and veteri-

narians to determine an array of things about their cattle. In simple terms, it’s 

used to determine the relative body reserves, or fatness, of a cow and can help 

ranchers evaluate if the amount of feed provided is matching up to her current 

nutritional requirements. A score is give to each individual cow and is based 

on a scale of 1 to 9, with 1 being severely thin and 9 being severely obese. This 

number is determined by assessing the fat thickness at certain areas of the 

cow (spine, ribs, hooks and pins, tailhead, brisket), as well as palpation tech-

niques. Though while evaluating these indicators, producers should take into 

consideration the current state of the cow (pregnancy, rumen fill, age, hair 

coat, etc.). These things can often make a cow appear to have more fat thick-

ness and it is important to distinguish between them.  

 

You’ve got them scored, now what?  

If you ask me, body condition scoring is one of the most undervalued man-

agement practices out there. If you can learn the method and score your cat-

tle yourself, it doesn't cost a dime and can be done anywhere or anytime. The 

next step is using that score to make nutritional and reproduction decision 

within your operation. Based on BSC of your cattle, you can sort and sepa-

rate cattle according to their dietary need and feeding requirements. Cows 

that score a 3-4 may not be receiving the feed and nutrition that those that 
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score a 5-7, and if feasible, can be separated to 

make sure proper nutrition and feed is received 

by the cows that need it. In addition, it is a 

good idea to evaluate BCS about 60-90 days 

before calving, at calving, and at weaning. This 

way you can be sure that the nutrition you are 

providing to your cattle is keeping up with their 

changing requirements throughout the produc-

tion stages.  

 

Body condition scoring has been proven to 

have an impact on reproduction performance 

and can be used as a tool to improve and in-

crease calf performance. It has been shown that 

certain BCS at calving are related to days until 

cows return to estrus and proportion of cows 

cycling. Ultimately, in the long run this means 

that cows in proper condition or at the desired 

score return to normal estrous cycles sooner, 

meaning shorter calving intervals. In addition, 

cows with more desirable scores at calving tend 

to deliver calves that have greater ADG. Corre-

lations between BCS and pregnancy rate have 

also been found. To throw some numbers your 

way, it is suggested that no matter the calving 

season, cows should be at least a BCS 5-5.5 or 

higher at calving time. This will help increase 

pregnancy rate, decrease calving interval, and 

improve calf performance (Table 1). 

Body condition scoring is more than just decid-

ing whether your cows are in good condition or 

not. Achieving the correct score for the produc-

tion stage your cows are in can be incredibly 

beneficial for your cow herd and the perfor-

mance of your calf crop.  

For more information on BCS methods, how to 

score, and the effects it has on cow and calf per-

formance, feel free to call or email Justine Hen-

derson at jwh04@ksu.edu or 785-392-2147.   

 

Management Tips to Reduce the 

Impact of Calf Scours - Part 1 - 

Causes, Signs, and Treatments  

by A.J. Tarpoff, DVM, MS, Beef Extension     

Veterinarian  

 

Neonatal calf scours (diarrhea) is a multifactori-

al issue. The risk and occurrence can change 

year to year based on many different factors. 

Typically, early spring calving due to the cold, 

wet and windy weather, creates some unique 

challenges in combating calf scours for cattle 

producers. 

 

Causes 

Scours can be initiated by infectious agents such 

as viruses, bacteria, and even protozoan para-

sites. It is important to note that most of the 

pathogens of concern are shed at low levels 

through the feces by healthy members of the res-

ident cowherd. Most of the disease and death 

loss related to scours occurs within the first 

month of age. The bacteria, E. coli, is a common 

culprit within the first 5 days of life. Rota virus, 

Corona virus, and cryptosporidium (protozoa) 

are commonly identified in cases between 1 week 

and 3 weeks of age. Mixed infectious with more 

than 1 pathogen commonly occurs as well. Sal-

monella and Clostridial infections can also occur 

with minimal clinical signs before acute death. 

 

Nutritional causes of neonatal diarrhea can also 

occur. “Milk Scours”, as it is often referred to, is 

a non-infectious cause of white loose manure. 

This tends to occur after a cow/calf separation 

event. The hungry calves tend to over eat lead-

ing to undigested milk passing through the di-

gestive tract. The intestinal disruption is often 

Table 1. Relationship Between BCS and Cow and Calf  

Performance 

BCS  Pregnancy  Rate (%) Calving Interval (d) Calf WW (lb.) 

3 43 414 374 

4 61 381 450 

5 86 364 514 

6 93 364 514 

* table adapted from Kunkle et al., 1994 



3 

self-limiting and clears up within a day or two 

without treatment. 

 

Clinical Signs 

The most common clinical signs of calf scours 

are watery stool, lethargy, and dehydration. 

 Diarrhea: The color of the stool can be 

brown, green, yellow, or grey in color. Tail 

and the rear legs may be covered in wet ma-

nure. Bloody stools can also be seen with 

Salmonella, Clostridial, or coccidiosis. 

 Lethargy: noted by decreased desire to 

nurse, depressed attitude, and reluctance to 

stand. Staggered walk may also occur. 

 Dehydration: identified by having sunken 

eyes. Another effective means to measure 

dehydration is by tenting the skin of the 

calf. A well hydrated calf’s skin will snap 

back flat after pinching it. if it takes 1-3 sec-

onds, the calf would be ~6-8% dehydrated. 

If the skin tent takes up to 5 seconds, the 

calf would be ~8-10% dehydrated. The se-

vere loss of fluids also interrupts the calf’s 

acid/base and electrolyte balances. 

 

Treatment 

The most important thing to do when deciding 

how to treat calf scours is to work with a local 

veterinarian. They have the expertise to help 

guide producers through the process on how to 

intervene to give the best chance for calf sur-

vival. Treatment of calf scours is directed to-

ward correcting the main issues: Dehydration, 

Acid/Base imbalance, and Electrolyte imbal-

ance. Fluid therapy is typically the first step in 

scour treatment. This is usually carried out 

through oral electrolytes and fluids to correct 

the dehydration and continued loss. There are 

many electrolyte formulations available on the 

market. Not all formulations are the same. 

They are formulated for many different pur-

poses depending on electrolyte, energy, and pH 

buffering needs. Selection decisions of these 

products should be made with the input of a 

veterinarian. Always follow label directions 

when mixing and administering electrolyte so-

lutions. However, if the calf is severely dehy-

drated IV fluids administered by a veterinarian 

offers the best chance to recovery. Many times 

the calves lose their ability to maintain proper 

body temperature. Supportive care through 

thermal support during the course of disease 

may help increase calf vigor, desire to suckle, 

and mentation. Veterinarians may also include 

oral or systemic antibiotics in certain cases 

when it has been determined to be bacterial 

cause, or septicemia is a concern. 

 

Possible treatment procedures should be dis-

cussed with a veterinarian before the calving 

season begins. Having a basic inventory of sup-

plies and products as well as a protocol in place 

will ensure proper early treatment in the course 

of the disease. If treatment response is poor, or 

if there is abnormally high incidence of disease, 

further diagnostics from a necropsy and results 

from a Veterinary Diagnostic Lab will help with 

proper treatment regimens. 
 

Management Tips to Reduce the 

Impact of Calf Scours - Part 2 -   

Prevention  

by A.J. Tarpoff, DVM, MS, Beef Extension Vet-

erinarian 

 

Neonatal calf scours (diarrhea) is a multifactori-

al issue. Regardless of the pathogen(s) involved, 

there are some basic management strategies to 

reduce the risk of developing an outbreak. Four 

key areas to concentrate on are biosecurity, sup-

porting proper immune function, environmental 

management, and hygiene. 

 

Biosecurity 

It is imperative to not inadvertently introduce 

disease into an operation. But it is something 
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that is often overlooked. If a new calf or cow 

from outside the herd is introduced during or 

around calving season (30 days before/30 days 

after), ensure that those individuals are quar-

antined and separated from the rest of the 

herd. This often happens when we graft a sale 

barn calf onto a cow that lost its calf, or pur-

chase a milk cow to nurse an orphan. Any ani-

mals from outside your herd can introduce this 

devastating disease to your operation. Sick ani-

mals (especially scouring calves) can shed 

enormous amounts of pathogens into the envi-

ronment. Isolating these animals and eliminat-

ing any mingling of infirmed animals and new-

borns will greatly reduce the exposure risk to 

new born calves. 

 

Immune Function 

Calf hood immune protection all starts with the 

first critical meal known as colostrum. Ensur-

ing adequate intake and suckling behavior of 

the freshly born calf is important. Intake within 

the first few hours of life will increase the effi-

ciency of colostrum antibody transfer into the 

calf. But colostrum quality all stems back to 

care of the cow. Previous research has shown 

proper nutritional supplementation to main-

tain Body Condition Score (BCS) will help in-

crease both colostrum quality and quantity in 

the dam. Vaccination status of the dam can al-

so play a critical role in calf health. Boosting 

immune function will transfer a higher level of 

antibody to those pathogens into the colos-

trum. 

 

Environment 

The solution to pollution is dilution! Reducing 

the environmental contamination of pathogens 

that new born calves are exposed to is a great 

way to reduce the risk of scours. These patho-

gens build up in the environment where cattle 

are housed for extended periods of time. An 

excellent program to reduce the contamination 

and risk of the disease is the Sandhills Calving 

System. The principles behind this system are 

2-fold. First, calves born earlier in the calving 

season are exposed to smaller amounts of path-

ogens. Because of this, they typically do not 

break with disease. However, they do act as 

disease amplifiers. They will shed pathogens at 

a much higher rate. Separating calves by age 

group decreases the risk of exposure due to en-

vironmental contamination. Second, is limiting 

accumulation of pathogens on the calving 

ground, by calving in a “clean” area. These 

principles are put into practice by calving in 1 

pasture or paddock for about 2 weeks. Then 

moving still pregnant cows to a new calving ar-

ea to calve for another 2 weeks, leaving the 

cow/calf pairs in the first pasture. Continue un-

til the youngest calf is a month of age, then the 

animals can be managed as one group again. 

The theory is sound, and in practice can work 

quite well. Unfortunately, many operations do 

not have the cross fencing, water access or 

space availability to manage this. But, any 

movement to break the disease cycle can make 

a major impact on the course of the disease. By 

understanding these principles of separation 

and minimizing contamination, several steps 

can be taken to mitigate the risk. Utilizing 

pregnancy check data, operations can split 

herds into calving groups to be managed in dif-

ferent pastures. This will decrease overall con-

tamination in the pasture settings. Rotating 

feeding and resting areas throughout the pas-

ture can also dilute the amount of contamina-

tion that newborn calves are exposed to. This 

may include utilizing portable windbreaks or 

shelters, rolling hay in different locations or 

moving hay feeders as the season progresses. 

 

If a single calving area is utilized on the opera-

tion, strict management may be necessary to 

mitigate risk. Cows and newborn calves should 

be turned out into a “clean” pasture as soon as 

possible after birth. Ideally the pasture of 

choice should be filled with cows with calves of 
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roughly the same age. Barns and chute areas 

used to intervene during hard calving situations 

should also be kept clean. These areas also be-

come contaminated through the season. Re-

moving and replacing soiled bedding can reduce 

the pathogen load. After assisting births, clean-

ing teat ends of the cow will reduce the expo-

sure of environmental pathogens during the 

calf’s first suckling opportunity. 

 

Hygiene 

Many scour pathogens can cause illness in peo-

ple, this is known as Zoonosis. Personal hygiene 

is critical to ensure ranchers don’t succumb to 

the same diarrhea causing bugs as their calves. 

Washing hands, wearing gloves, and disinfect-

ing equipment can all reduce the chance of sick-

ness. 

 

Hygiene is also critically important to avoid ac-

cidental infection of newborn calves through 

handling and management procedures. Esopha-

geal tube feeders, nursing bottles, gloves, boots, 

and coveralls can all carry dangerous pathogens 

from a sick calf to a newborn calf. Use separate 

tube feeders and equipment for sick calves, and 

be sure to wash them thoroughly between ani-

mals. Work flow is another important concept 

to consider. Handle sick or infirmed calves after 

any healthy calves or newborns. This will ensure 

there it not cross contamination from clothing. 

 

KSU Swine Profitability Confer-

ence Set for February 8 

 

'Staying Competitive in the 

Swine Industry' is the theme 

for the K-State conference. 

 

 

MANHATTAN, Kan. – Kan-

sas State University’s 2022 Swine Profitability 

Conference is planned for Tuesday, Feb. 8. This 

year’s event will be hosted at the Stanley Stout 

Center in Manhattan. Each year the Swine Prof-

itability Conference focuses on the business side 

of pork production. “Important swine business 

topics such as the global pork outlook, position-

ing your system for the future and employee 

sourcing will be discussed this year, along with 

highlighting two growing swine businesses in 

our state,” says Mike Tokach, K-State Depart-

ment of Animal Sciences & Industry distin-

guished professor and swine extension special-

ist. “This conference is designed for producers 

to increase their competitiveness in today’s 

swine industry.” 

 

Featured speakers:  

 Joe Kerns, CEO/Founder of Partners for Pro-

duction Agriculture at New Horizon Farms, 

will address the U.S. Global Meat and Pork 

Outlook. 

 Tim Schwartz and Dr. Annie Lerner, Schwartz 

Farms Inc., will discuss entering the pork in-

dustry and their family’s business. 

 Dr. Daryl Olsen, Audubon-Manning Veteri-

nary Clinic, will talk about growth and success 

within the swine industry. 

 Dr. Cassie Jones and Dr. Jason Woodworth, 

Kansas State University, will discuss student 

success in swine industry careers. 

 The Leon and Janice Dunn Family, Dunn 

Swine LLC., will share their story and how 

they are continuing their family’s legacy. 

  

The conference will take place at the Stanley 

Stout Center, 2200 Denison Avenue. The day be-

gins with coffee and donuts at 9:15 a.m. and the 

program starting at 9:30 a.m. Lunch is included 

in the conference, which will end at 3 p.m. Pre-

registration is $25 per participant and due by 

Jan. 24. Attendees can register at the door for 

$50 per participant. More information, including 

online registration, is available at KSUSwine.org 

or contact Lois Schreiner at 785-532-1267 or 

lschrein@ksu.edu. 
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    The enclosed material is for your information. If we can be of  

    further assistance, feel free to call or drop by the Extension Office. 

    Sincerely,  

 

   Jay Wisbey 

 District Extension Agent 

       Crop Production 

       jwisbey@ksu.edu 

 

Salina Office 

K-State Polytechnic 

2218 Scanlan Ave.  

Salina, KS 67401-8196 

785-309-5850 

Fax: 785-309-5851   

   

 

Justine Henderson 

District Extension Agent 

Livestock Production 

                    jwh04@ksu.edu 

 

Minneapolis Office 

307 N. Concord, Suite 190 

Minneapolis, KS  67467 

785-392-2147 

Fax: 785-392-3605 


