
News Column for Use Week of October 19 

Katelyn Brockus, DEA 

River Valley Extension District 

Date: October 15, 2015 

 

Similarities in Toddlers and Preconditioning Cattle 

When writing an article, I always try to make a conscious effort to relate to my readers. For this 

particular article, I am going to relate preconditioning cattle to our families, more specifically the 

little babies of our families. On August 23
rd

, I became an aunt for the seventh time to a little boy 

named Bentley. When Bentley was born, he got his nourishment from his mother and will 

continue this until he is able to transition into solid foods. When a child is able to no longer 

depend upon its mother for nourishment and can eat solid foods, the child is commonly referred 

to as a toddler. I look at this human transition as being similar to the transition which cattle go 

through following the weaning phase. This time period is frequently referred to as the 

preconditioning phase.  

Research shows cattle that undergo stress during and after weaning in route to the feedlot will 

have morbidity of upwards of 30% and first treatment success is often 30-50%. The number one 

cause of death in cattle is respiratory disease. With this said, calves which get mild respiratory 

disease will gain 0.2-0.4 lbs less average daily gain and those  calves which require multiple 

treatments will gain 0.6 lbs less for the ENTIRE feeding period. So, what impact does this have 

on our preconditioning programs? It is evident to see that we must vaccinate our cattle upon 

arrival. It is an economically sound decision to provide cattle with vaccination protocols when 

necessary. It might seem as though this negative consequence only occurs during the 

preconditioning phase, but unfortunately this consequence carries over into the calf’s carcass 

merit. This loss in average daily gain during the preconditioning phase translates into roughly 15 

pounds less carcass weight and 10-15% few choice carcasses.  

Various preconditioning protocols can be used on different operations. For example, Producer 

Joe’s preconditioning program consists of one vaccination prior to weaning and minimal 

feedbunk experience. On the other hand, producer Sam that lives down the road has a very 

different vaccination protocol that includes vaccinations pre and post weaning, weaning from 

their dams for 45 to 60 days, and are transitioned onto a total mixed ration, feedbunks, and 

waterers. If you are a feedlot producer, which producer would you be more interested in 

purchasing cattle from? A hot topic in the cattle industry is how to add value to our cattle. This is 

an excellent way to make your group of cattle stand out compared to other producers. The 

marketing options are greater with producer Sam’s set of cattle and introduce a source of 

leverage that can be utilized when it comes time to sell that set of calves.  

Not only is vaccination of cattle important to a successful preconditioning program but the 

amount of stress imposed on cattle during this transition is also very important. Research at 

Kansas State University shows that single-sourced calves shipped 4 hours to a feedlot will 

benefit from pre-weaning vaccination and weaning and feeding for at least 2 weeks pre 



shipment. If cattle are going to be shipped longer than this time period, experience extensive 

comingling, and may encounter adverse weather conditions post arrival, should be vaccinated 

and weaned for 6-8 weeks before shipment.  

Lastly, feedlots are paying a premium for cattle that are coming out of well-managed 

preconditioning programs. As I stress in every article I write, what is the economic impact this 

has for the producer. Why are feedlots paying a premium for these types of cattle? It’s simple. 

They flat out perform better! As a producer, you should get paid for your time, investment, and 

good management practices. By preconditioning your cattle in a way that feedlots will pay a 

premium for your animals, is just one way to increase profits in your operation. There are 

numerous handling techniques that can also be implemented to reduce stress and improve gains. 

This will be a topic for another article but look forward to this being highlighted in a future 

article.  

So next time when you are thinking about preconditioning cattle just relate it back to the 

transition that occurs from a newborn to a toddler. What can we do as producers to make sure 

that this transition is low stress, highly marketable, and economically profitable? It can be 

summed up into three key points which are incorporate preconditioning vaccination protocols, 

minimal transportation time, and practice low stress handling.     
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