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“Choosing Replacements Heifers”

Driving around in the pasture this time of year, you’re probably looking your heifer calves over to 
decide which of those girls you want to keep on your operation for the coming years.  If you’re like me, you 
find the biggest, fleshiest, nicest-looking heifer you can and think “she’s the one.”  But if you’re hoping for a 
heifer that will last a long time on your commercial operation and continue to produce a good calf each year, 
she might not be the best pick.  

Dr. Bob Weaber, K-State Extension Cow/Calf Specialist, gave us his thoughts on the topic at the 
Applied Reproductive Strategies for Beef Cattle Conference in Manhattan at the end of August.  Dr. Weaber
made the case that in addition to some phenotypic assessment of your heifers, you should use the numbers 
you’ve recorded to select which heifers should remain on your place for breeding.  Heifers born early in the 
calving season have a much better chance of breeding and remaining in your herd.  A study at the 
Gudmundsen Sandhills Laboratory in Nebraska from 1997 to 2010 with over 1000 heifers found that there are 
a number of ways heifers born in the first 21 days of the calving season out-compete heifers born in the third 
21 days.  In this study, 70% of the heifers born in the first 21 days were cycling when the breeding season 
came around versus only 39% of the heifers born in the last 21 days.  Those early-born heifers were also 12% 
more likely to be bred at a 45 day pregnancy check.  Subsequently, more early-born heifers had calves in the 
first part of the calving season leading to calves that were on average 15 pounds heavier at weaning.  A similar 
study at the U.S. Meat Animal Research Center in Nebraska involving over 16,000 heifers found that early-
born heifers remain in the herd one year longer on average than late-born heifers.  When you think about it, 
all that data make sense.  Cows calving early already proved that they do well under your management by 
becoming bred quickly.  Keeping replacement heifers out of those cows should mean you have a higher 
chance of matching those heifers with your management style as well.  

Another record to think about when selecting your replacement heifers is their weight.  I know 
the big, showy heifers are the ones we like to pick, but they’re probably going to grow into big, showy cows 
that don’t match our environment and fall out of the herd early.  Weaber suggests keeping your replacement 
heifers from the middle 50% based on adjusted weaning weight.  This is going to help keep your cow size from 
slowly creeping up and help control selecting for cows with extremely high milking potential.  

Finally, and this probably goes without saying, pick heifers out of bulls that you originally selected 
for maternal traits.  Since bulls bring in over 85% of the genetic variation in your herd, they had better be 
bringing in traits that work for your replacements heifers.  So if you’re out in the pasture or in the weaning 
pen trying to pick out the heifers you want to keep, you probably ought to look in that calving book stashed in 
the back of the pickup first. 
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