
.................. STRAIGHT  FROM  THE  HORSES  MOUTH 

           Duane A. Lienemann, Nebraska Extension Educator, Webster County  
                            February 3, 2017 Edition 

 

     By virtue of all the bull catalogs, posters on the walls of local businesses, talk at the coffee shops and particularly in sale 

barns, it has to be bull buying season. That gives thought into what all goes into finding and making decisions on what we get 

for an important part of our beef breeding program. Selecting the right type of bull is critical for the long-term success of a 

producer’s herd. Over the years I have found that it’s important before entering the bull buying process to step back and 

examine what exactly it is that we need from the bulls that we want to add to our bull battery. When we get into the bull 

buying season, we should really think of what job description that we have for the bull or bulls we select. Before you hook up 

to your trailer and hop into your truck it probably is best that before you proceed to the various bull sales of your choice that 

you go into it with a very good idea of what you are requiring of your bulls. 

     In terms of evaluating potential selections, most research happens well before anything to do with the sale itself. It is like 

anything else in life – you should step back and review. Picture in your mind what is in front of you and for that matter, what 

is behind you. You might take a look at your past calving seasons and calf crops. What did they look like, is where you 

wanted to be? That should be where you start with your evaluation. Ask yourself – “Did I have more calving difficulty or was 

calving pretty easy? That will go a long ways in telling us what direction you need to go in terms of EPD (expected progeny 

difference) values for calving ease for instance. How are my cows milking? Is there too much milk or not enough?  Again we 

can look at EPD’s that emphasize growth, carcass merit, or sustained cow fertility, Am I looking for replacements in my herd 

or am I more interested in selling the off-spring? That makes a difference in EPD for weaning and yearling weights as well as 

the breed that we may settle with as either a maternal or terminal bull within a breed or perhaps a different breed. 

     Once you as a beef producer understands what you or your ranch needs from your bulls, you can then move forward and 

evaluate what your calf crop needs to move forward. This is where a good walk through of your herd is necessary. Take a 

good look at your last year’s calf crop, walk through the pen of replacement heifers to see exactly what it is those 

replacement heifers or calf crop may be lacking or not lacking, and where they can look to for improvement. By simply 

walking through your calf crop you may notice a certain phenotype, or a particular physical characteristic, that you may be 

looking for in your calves that simply isn’t present in your current crop. If you have a neighbor or someone whose herd you 

admire, make arrangements to have him walk you through his herd and ask questions as far as breeding, sire or even back 

sires to maybe help you decipher which route you want to go. Use as many tools as you can to study and make decisions! 

     While walking through your herd I find it best to look for problems. If you find an issue or problem you can go buy a bull 

that can address that issue, and then use that information in the selection process. Do you have any udder, eye or leg 

problems? Are you getting the growth, length, thickness and even docility that you want? It may not be a phenotype, it could 

be a growth or temperament issue, but certainly we know the weaknesses of our calf crop from the previous year and we need 

to buy bulls that will improve the overall herd, and yes - docility is inheritable! I can tell you that from personal experience. 

     We should, when looking at our herd look at the cow family as a whole when evaluating bulls at a particular sale. If you 

look for a cow family that has proven themselves to be at the top of the herd, you most likely will have a winner. A friend of 

mine in Franklin County told me that he focuses on animals that go out and work for him instead of the other way around. I 

think that is great advice. That being said I would say that you want a bull that had a mother that did a great job and even a 

grandmother that did a good job. That might be a high priority aspect of your decision. Then comes your personal likes and 

dislikes. Things like thickness, length, size, how they walk, demeanor, stoutness, performance and other attributes of 

phenotype that is pleasing to your eye. Those are the basics we need to get right first and then go to everything else after that. 

Get to know about pedigrees and EPD’s for any breed you are considering, Know what the averages are, learn what the $ 

figures are on those pedigrees – particularly the “performance pedigree.”  This report gives you the bull’s production 

information, not only on the bull, his calves, but on his mother, which if possible should include information on sustained 

fertility – did that family calve every year? The same report can be run further down the maternal tree for many traits. I 

suggest reviewing the information at: http://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/html/g1967/build/g1967.htm  

     If you’re going to a sale for a new herd bull, you should have done 90 percent of the work before-hand. That means study 

and research. Unfortunately a lot of guys may go to a bull sale, grab a catalog, and make their decision based on price. I 

believe that we should operate under the concept that if you don’t do your homework beforehand, you might encounter some 

issues down the road. It is also important to note that while you may have a couple bulls picked out pre-sale that may work 

within your operation, that doesn’t necessarily mean a purchase will or should be made. Go to the sale with the idea that 

hopefully you can find something that works, but I have found that about 80% of the time you may not necessarily find the 

right bull for your operation. We must remember but none of that matters unless you have a goal in sight, a program and an 

animal that can be a critical piece of your program and moving you forward. The decisions you make on sire selection can 

affect you for years to come. We must not forget that the bull you choose will decide the genetics on half of all calves that he 

sires, no matter what direction you are going with your herd. Good luck to those that are out “Bull Hunting”! 
 

      The preceding information comes from the research and personal observations of the writer, which may or may not reflect the views of UNL 

or Nebraska Extension. For more further information on these or other topics contact D. A. Lienemann, Nebraska Extension Educator for 

Webster County in Red Cloud, (402) 746-3417 or email: dlienemann2@unl.edu  or on the web at: http://extension.unl.edu/statewide/webster  
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