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Lesson 3: Principles of Dairy Cattle 
Selection

Dairy producers face a major task when selecting 
replacement heifers and choosing which cows in the current 
herd to keep or to sell.  Maximizing milk production is the 
primary goal of dairy producers.  When a producer selects 
females for his or her herd, the decision may affect the 
operation’s long-term success in the dairy industry because 
of the longevity and genetic influence of the dairy cow and 
her offspring.

Parts of a Dairy Cow

When describing dairy cattle, proper terminology is 
essential to be able to communicate properly with other 
individuals involved in the dairy industry.  Figure 3.1 is an 
illustration of the parts of a dairy cow. 

Dairy Cow Unified Score Card

The dairy breed associations and dairy producers developed 
the Dairy Cow Unified Score Card (Figure 3.2) in the 

1940s.  The dairy score card has been revised often, most 
recently in 1994.  Producers should use the score card to 
help evaluate and select cows for production.  It compares 
cows to an ideal cow, which is given a score of 100 points; 
they are then classified according to their scores.  The 
classifications are as follows:

 Excellent  90-100 points
 Very Good  85-89 points
 Good Plus  80-84 points
 Good   75-79 points
 Fair   70-74 points
 Poor   Less than 70 points

The Dairy Cow Unified Score Card looks at five major traits 
for classification.  These traits are frame, dairy character, 
body capacity, feet and legs, and udder.

Frame (15 points) - The skeletal parts of the cow, except 
the feet and legs, are evaluated in this category.  Dairy cattle 
should be tall and long-bodied with a straight, strong back; 
a long, level rump; and a long, clean neck.

Figure 3.1 - Parts of a Dairy Cow
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Figure 3.2 - Dairy Cow Unified Score Card

Courtesy of the Purebred Dairy Cattle Association.
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Dairy character (20 points) - Dairy character provides a 
prediction of future milk production through the evaluation 
of milking ability.  Dairy cattle should have wide, flat ribs 
and be lean in appearance, with sharp withers.

Body capacity (10 points) - Body capacity is an evaluation 
of the volume of the cow.  It determines the amount of 
feed the animal is able to consume, which affects milk 
production.  Dairy cows should be long, deep, and wide 
through the barrel and chest floor.

Feet and legs (15 points) - Looking at the feet and legs 
allows an individual to evaluate skeletal soundness, or the 
ability of the cow to move easily.

Udder (40 points) - The udder is the most important part 
of the dairy cow.  Udders are evaluated for milk production 
and productivity over time.  The cow’s udder size, cleft, 
balance, and teat placement should be considered.

Linear Evaluation

Linear evaluation is another type of evaluation system 
in which a computer program is used to score cattle for 
individual traits.  Dairy producers use this information to 
improve the functional type of the dairy herd by selecting 
animals for breeding.

Linear classification scores cows on seventeen linear traits 
by assigning a numerical score between one and fifty.  A 
linear trait is a simple trait that can be scored along a range 
from one extreme to another.  Depending on the specific 
trait, a high, low, or moderate point value is desirable.  The 
linear traits are:  

• stature
• strength
• body depth
• dairy form
• rump angle
• rump width
• rear legs (side view)
• foot angle
• fore udder attachment
• rear udder height
• rear udder width
• udder cleft

• udder depth
• front teat placement
• teat length
• rear legs (rear view)
• udder tilt

Linear evaluation and classification allows producers to 
pinpoint specific traits in cows that should be improved and 
then select bulls for breeding.  They can also evaluate and 
select bulls for breeding by using their daughters’ scores.  
Future generations of replacements will be sounder and 
more productive.

Summary

To help in evaluating animals, producers must know the 
correct names of the parts of a dairy cow.  The Dairy Cow 
Unified Score Card is one method of evaluating dairy cows 
for selection.  Linear evaluation is a more trait-specific 
approach for selecting dairy animals for breeding.
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