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Does Preconditioning 
of Beef Calves Pay?
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Preconditioning is a management, vaccination, and 
nutrition program designed to prepare calves for the 
transition to a feedlot. This preparation is best accom-
plished on the ranch over the lifetime of the calf. Ex-
posing the calf to the stresses of vaccination, castration, 
dehorning, weaning, and other processing procedures 
while on the ranch helps the calf develop immunity to 
clostridial and respiratory diseases and conditions the 
calf to the feedlot environment.

Learning to eat out of a bunk and drink out of a water 
trough often takes a few days for range-raised calves. 
When combined with weaning, trucking, and marketing 
stress, this often results in sickness. Preparing calves to 
perform successfully and profitably is the right thing to 
do and should be the goal of every rancher (Prevatt and 
Rankins 2006). (Note: 651 discusses preparing calves 
for the feedlot in detail.)

This paper reviews literature that investigates the 
premium associated with preconditioning of beef calves 
for the feedlot. At the end is a worksheet that produc-
ers can use to input their costs and expected prices so 
they can evaluate the profitability of preconditioning 
in their situation.

Price Comparisons
At the Stair Steps to Profitability session 

of the NCBA Cattlemen’s College held in 
February 2008, Cattle-FaxTM presenters stated 
that there is a $20/cwt range in feeder cattle 
price on any given day. They illustrated the 
additive affect on price of various value-added 
practices in Fig. 1. 

In the past, on any given day, feeder cattle 
of similar weight sold within a $1 to $3/cwt 
range. Cattle were cattle. Everything was 
marketed on the average. There was no incen-
tive to do anything different than every other 
cattle producer. Today, under managed cattle 

(horns, bulls, inferior, unthrifty) are discounted at the 
market. Average cattle bring an average price. To bring 
a premium, cattle must have increased value that is real 
and documented.

Bulut et al. (2006) from Iowa Beef Center reported 
on data collected on 20,051 lots of cattle merchandized 
from October 2005 to February 2006 through nine live-
stock auctions in Iowa. The sale lots were grouped into 
six management categories ranging from not weaned or 
vaccinated (control) to third party certified vaccinated 
and weaned 30+ days. The average price premiums per 
hundredweight (cwt) for each management category are 
summarized in Table 1.

King and Seeger (2005) summarized 10 years (1995-
2004) of Superior Livestock Auction video sales data 
for 2,783,714 calves in 22,918 lots from 86 video sales. 
Premiums for calves that had been vaccinated and 
weaned for at least 45 days (VAC 45) increased from 
$2.47/cwt in 1995 to $7.91/cwt in 2004. Calves that had 
been vaccinated but not weaned for 45 days received a 
premium of $3.47/cwt in 2004. In 2007, the premium 
for VAC 45 calves averaged $7.83/cwt.

Fig. 1. Prices for various value-added practices (Cattle-Fax 2008).

Western Beef Resource Committee Third Edition

Cattle Producer’s Handbook
Marketing Section 836


