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Sometimes it’s Just a Hard Pull  

  Picture this…The weatherman is calling for a beautiful sunny, 75 degree day! I know this is 

hard to picture since we are in a Kansas winter, but stick with me here.  It is the absolute perfect 

day to be outside admiring the landscape and the cattle herd that took years to build. 

Unfortunately, spring calving rarely lands on those perfect weather days, especially with the 

winter storms that have been popping up around the state. So, lately you find yourself out in the 

10 degree weather (sometimes you even get lucky and it’s snowing) with a wind chill of negative 

10. With this scenario in mind, producers must plan accordingly in relation to the environment 

and the amount of labor involved with dystocia cases. This time of the year is one of the busiest 

for the spring calving cow/calf producers. This article will outline facts about calving difficulties, 

factors that affect dystocia, and how to aid in alleviating calving difficulty in the future. 

  Calving difficulty has many short and long term effects for both the cow and calf. According to 

U.S. Meat Animal Research Center (MARC) in Clay Center, Nebraska, calf losses within 24 

hours of birth averaged 4% for those born with little or no assistance compared to 16% requiring 

assistance. Calf mortality also increased by 0.35% for every pound of increased birth weight. 

Researchers at MARC noted that the percentage of cows detected in estrus during a 45-day 

artificial insemination period was 14% lower in assisted births compared to unassisted. 

Conception to artificial insemination was also 6% lower in cows experiencing dystocia compared 

to those that did not. This data can be quite alarming if this is an area of your production system 

that needs strengthened. In an effort to decrease the number of dystocia cases in the herd, the 

factors affecting dystocia are outlined below.   

  It is evident that negative effects occur when cows are presented with difficult births. There are 

numerous factors that can affect the amount of calving difficulty present in the herd. A few 

factors affecting dystocia that are influenced by the dam include: age, pelvic area, body size, 

breed, genotype, nutritional state, and body condition. The sire can also be a factor in dystocia 

cases which is influenced heavily by breed and genotype. Dystocia factors that are influenced by 

the calf include: position or presentation, birth weight, sex, and gestation length. As you can see, 

these factors are not just influenced by the dam, sire, or calf but rather an accumulation of all 

three. 

  Now that the problem has been presented along with the cause and effects of dystocia, it is time 

to come up with a solution. What can we do with those cows that are notorious for having 

difficult births? How can we decrease the number of dystocia cases in first calf heifers? What 

can we do about those sires that are positively correlated with dystocia? While we may not have 

all the answers, research has pointed to a few key management tips. For yearling heifers, mate 

them with low-risk bulls. Try to select for proven AI sires whose progeny calve easily, or choose 



unproven bulls whose own birth weights were low. Next, be sure your cattle are fed adequately. 

Overfed females can result in just as many problems as underfed. Try to decrease your labor by 

implementing feeding strategies to calve during daytime hours. This will allow for extra attention 

to be given to your first calf heifers and your cows. Lastly, know when to step in and give 

assistance to your cows/ heifers. Use your best judgment, but if no progress is observed 30 

minutes following the first sight of the calf then it might be time to assist. Dr. Luis Mendonca, 

K-State Research and Extension Dairy Specialist, demonstrated various fetal positions that can 

occur during calving, as well as a time line for parturition during a calving clinic held in Salina 

and jointly hosted by River Valley Extension District. Similar calving clinics are being offered 

around the state in an effort to answer producers’ calving concerns.  

  We have now come full circle! The facts, factors, and solutions have been presented now it is 

time to take it back to the farm. Maybe we will get lucky and have one of those sunny and 75 

days soon. Until then, I wish you all a happy and successful calving season! Please feel free to 

contact myself with any questions (785-325-2121) or stop in for a visit at our Washington 

location. I would love to visit with you! 


