
Precondi oning is a calf management program to prepare weaned 
calves to enter a stocker opera on or be placed directly in a feed 
yard. Precondi oning ac vi es include: implementa on of an ani-
mal health protocol for vaccina ons and parasite control, dehorn-
ing, castra on, weaning, and transi oning calves to a roughage and 
grain ra on fed in feed bunks for a specified feeding period. Pre-
condi on costs incurred by the cow-calf producer are recovered 
through price premiums from selling value-added precondi oned 
calves, calf weight gain over the precondi oning feeding period and 
poten al seasonal price improvement. In some cases, producers 
recapture precondi oning costs through the improved efficiency of 
their calves in a retained ownership venture.  
 
The purpose of this fact sheet is to summarize informa on on pre-
condi oning programs as well as cri cal economic factors affec ng 
precondi oning profitability for cow-calf producers. Effec ve pre-
condi oning programs decrease stress on calves, increase the value 
of weaned calves by enhancing calf immune system func on and 
decreasing disease morbidity and mortality losses, and promote 
calf growth feeding efficiency in the stocker or feed yard opera on. 
Feed yards and stocker opera ons source precondi oned ca le as 
a primary management tool to decrease the incidence of bovine 
respiratory disease (BRD).  
 
Precondi oning is not a new calf management concept. It has been 
iden fied as an economic issue as early as 1967 in a precondi on-
ing seminar to “… discuss the problems and scien fic basis for de-
veloping a precondi oning program … and to share their research 
findings and ideas because of the widely felt need to reduce the 
huge dollar losses which occur today in newly arrived feedlot 
ca le” Gill (1967). Precondi oning has become more important be-
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cause of the increased financial risk associated with feeding ca le. The on-
going increases in feeder ca le price, feed costs and number of ca le on 
feed within a feed yard to gain economies of size, coupled with the de-
crease in fed ca le net margins, all combine to increase the financial risk of 
feeding ca le. Sourcing precondi oned calves is receiving more a en on to 
be er manage disease risk and improve ca le produc on efficiency post 
weaning. Reviews evalua ng precondi oning programs indicated produc-

on advantages for precondi oning. Duff and Galyean (2007), and Step et 
al. (2008) indicated that precondi oning programs reduced disease morbidi-
ty and mortality and improved average daily gain (ADG) when precondi-

oned animals were placed into the feedlot. As a result, ca le buyers may 
pay a premium for precondi oned ca le that are perceived to be more eco-
nomically efficient. However, the ques on remains if the precondi oning 
costs and addi onal me invested into the precondi oning program are 
economically feasible for cow-calf producers.  
 
Precondi oning economics for the cow‐calf producer 
Precondi oning programs have variable defini ons regarding days on feed 
a er weaning and health program protocols.  There can be substan al 
differences in costs and effec veness of the various programs. Precondi on-
ing typically refers to a minimum of 45 days on feed post weaning. Precon-
di oning periods less than 30 days generally do not produce enough weight 
gain to offset produc on costs, immunological response to vaccina ons  
may not be complete, and calves may not have fully recovered from the 
stress of weaning (Thri  and Thri , 2011). Some precondi oning value-
added programs require a minimum of 60 days on feed; see for example the 
Superior Livestock VAC PRECON program, h p://
www.superiorlivestock.com/value-added-programs/superior-vaccina on-
programs and the Western Video Market Feeder Vac program, h p://
www.wvmca le.com/site/index2.htm. In addi on to variable feeding peri-
ods, calf health protocols differ in the specific vaccina ons required and 
when they have to be administered. Typically, documenta on of the pre-
condi oning program is an affidavit provided at the me of sale.  
 
Feeding Costs and Weight Gain 
Feeding accounts for the majority of precondi oning produc on costs. The 
precondi oning ra on will differ for each opera on based on availability 
and cost of feedstuffs. For calves weaned in the fall and fed for 45, 60 or 
more days through the winter, roughage needs to be provided by hay, si-
lage or some type of winter forage. The price variability of feedstuffs has 
increased drama cally over the past five years. This may provide an eco-
nomic advantage to ranches that can self-produce feedstuffs and a disad-
vantage to ranches purchasing feedstuffs. Feeding costs will be unique for 
each ranch considering precondi oning and will change each year as market 
condi ons change. Because of this price variability, an economic feasibility 
analysis will need to be completed each year as precondi oning is consid-
ered. 
 

An effec ve nutri onal program provides a desirable level of growth perfor-
mance during the precondi oning period but weight gain can be highly vari-
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able between ranches. Calves typically lose weight following weaning, 
but weight loss will be affected by the ranch’s ability to use a low stress 
weaning system or if calves are weaned and shipped to the precondi-

oning facility. Precondi oning rate of gain has been classified as low 
with ADG <1.5 pounds per day, medium between 1.5 and 2.5 pounds 
per day and high with > 2.5 pounds per day, see h p://
www.ca lenetwork.com/ca le-resources/precondi oning/
Precondi oning-nutri on-programs-120294849.html?view=all and Lal-
man et al. Precondi oning weight gain will be variable year-to-year and 
between ranches and will be affected by calf health, stress, weather, pre
-weaning nutri on, gene c poten al for growth, precondi oning ra on 
quality, and the use of feed addi ves and implants.  

Health Cost 
In the 2007 na onal survey of beef cow-calf management prac ces, 
APHIS reported that 35 percent of cow-calf opera ons did not vaccinate 
calves for respiratory disease prior to sale. This is likely due to the man-
agement problems of gathering ca le and then processing them for vac-
cina ons with sufficient me for the calf to develop a proper immuno-
logical response prior to sale. The APHIS survey also reported that 15.7 
percent of ca le placed in feed yards were affected with bovine respira-
tory disease with an es mated treatment cost of $41.55 per animal. 
Properly administered precondi oning health programs decrease dis-
ease morbidity and mortality losses. Buyers are willing to pay premiums 
for precondi oned calves, recognizing that the extra cost of a precondi-

oned calf may be more than offset by reduced sickness, lower medi-
cine costs, decreased labor requirements, improved feeding efficiency 
and higher carcass quality. Health programs typically require vaccina-

ons at branding, prior to or at weaning and a booster per label instruc-
ons prior to sale with sufficient me to develop an adequate immune 

response to handle transporta on and comingling stress. Parasite con-
trol is required for some programs and recommended for others.  
 
If considering precondi oning, it is important to know the required 
health program protocol of the precondi oning sale or value added pro-
gram. The programs differ according to regions, sale, calf origin (home 
raised or comingled from mul ple sources) and the number and ming 
of vaccina on doses required to develop a proper immune response.  
 
Marke ng is the Key to Economic Success 
Although precondi oning costs and calf weight gain are important, mar-
ke ng precondi oned calves to obtain a value-added premium is the 
most cri cal component of economic success. Precondi oning is associ-
ated with improved produc on efficiency, but buyers will pay no more 
for calves than a compe ve buyer forces them to pay. Ranchers seek-
ing to obtain precondi oning price premiums will have to market their 
calves through nego ated forward contract sales, or special sales where 
consigned ca le are precondi oned. These sales allow buyers to take 
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advantage of precondi oning programs by purchasing truckload lots and 
comingling ca le of like type. Precondi oning efficiencies are lost if a 
feed yard has to comingle non-precondi oned calves into the lot. For a 
possum-belly ca le trailer, a truckload lot will be about 48 finished pre-
condi oned steers or heifers. 
 
Seasonal price change is a marke ng factor to consider when nego -
a ng forward contract terms or evalua ng precondi oning economics. 
For fall weaned calves, prices increase a er October when a large num-
ber of calves are weaned and sold. As an example, Table 1 presents the 
past five years of Washington steer auc on prices for the months and 
weights likely involved in a fall weaned precondi oning program. The 
yellow highlighted cells are prices associated with October weaning and 
the following 45 and 60 day precondi oning program marke ng points. 
Addi onal months and weights are provided for reader convenience in 
analyzing alterna ve precondi oning scenarios. Table 1 shows the in-
creasing price trend in the ca le market over the past five years. Prices 
for feeder ca le declined in 2012 primarily due to the record high price 
of corn. 
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Table 1. Washington Feeder Steer Auction Price 
  Feeder Feeder Feeder Feeder 

  Steers Steers Steers Steers 
 Month 4-500 5-600 6-700 7-800 
  $ / cwt 

2008 Fall Weaned Oct-08 94.12 89.35 86.91 86.19 
 Nov-08 100.91 89.55 85.27 83.11 
 Dec-08 94.43 88.94 83.89 81.52 
 Jan-09 97.52 91.13 88.96 86.70 
 Feb-09 103.72 102.79 90.70 86.41 
      

2009 Fall Weaned Oct-09 100.22 92.19 90.13 87.51 
 Nov-09 106.74 96.49 94.50 87.94 
 Dec-09 114.64 100.60 91.14 87.01 
 Jan-10 113.96 104.83 97.80 92.24 
 Feb-10 121.00 114.03 105.64 97.77 
      

2010 Fall Weaned Oct-10 127.48 117.58 114.45 108.27 
 Nov-10 133.82 121.01 111.85 107.46 
 Dec-10 133.39 123.85 117.50 111.53 
 Jan-11 149.48 137.70 125.77 119.96 
 Feb-11 153.18 148.76 135.41 125.53 
      

2011 Fall Weaned Oct-11 149.91 139.08 135.67 124.07 
 Nov-11 148.83 141.49 131.89 123.94 
 Dec-11 158.23 143.97 138.25 130.11 
 Jan-12 176.38 163.37 145.89 140.13 
 Feb-12 184.18 176.45 161.25 148.97 
      

2012 Fall Weaned Oct-12 167.22 150.81 144.13 137.10 
 Nov-12 166.87 143.73 137.37 127.95 
 Dec-12 162.85 146.07 136.10 126.45 
 Jan-13 165.83 152.84 140.74 137.48 

  Feb-13 168.60 160.05 144.78 136.26 
      



Table 2 provides marke ng revenue calcula ons for selling a 550-pound 
weaned steer in October and for each of the 45- and 60-day precondi-

oning periods. The 60-day precondi oning period assumes the steer is 
held to be sold in January to take advantage of increased prices. The cal-
cula on for each year in the top row is the total market revenue less 3% 
shrink and the number below is the marginal revenue change between 
October and selling the finished precondi oned steer with 1.5 pounds 
ADG. From 2008 to 2011, there was an increasing trend in the revenue 
received from the projected weight gain and seasonal price increase. For 
the 45-day feeding period, the per-head revenue increased from $25.80 
to $86.09, and for the 60-day period it increased from $75.58 to 
$163.69. In 2012, the feeder calf revenues decreased as the 2012 corn 
price increased. The average from 2008 through 2012 was $50.62 and 
$106.23 for the 45- and 60-day feeding period, respec vely. 

When nego a ng for and evalua ng the price premium for precondi-
oned steers, the market price trends and values shown in Table 2 

should be considered as market adjustments. The price premium for im-
proved produc on efficiency and for recapturing precondi oning pro-
duc on costs should in part be added to these commercial auc on pric-
es; weight gain price slide found in ca le markets reflects the increase in 
value as feeder ca le increase in size. Table 2 assumed an ADG of 1.5 
pounds per day. If a precondi oning program is able to achieve greater 
gains, the seasonal price revenue adjustment will be higher. The table 
assumes a 3% shrink. Lower shrinks have been reported for precondi-

oned calves. Shrink is an important factor to consider when nego a ng 
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Table 2. Preconditioning Sale Revenue Analysis Using Historic Prices 

   45-Day 60-Day 

   preconditioning preconditioning 

  Weaned ADG = 1.5 ADG = 1.5 

  Oct Dec Jan 

 Weight lbs 550 618 640 

  Shrink % 3% 3% 3% 

Year  Sale revenue and change $/head 

2008  $476.68 $502.48 $552.26 

      $25.80 $75.58 

2009  $491.83 $545.91 $563.07 

      $54.07 $71.23 

2010  $627.29 $703.80 $780.78 

      $76.51 $153.49 

2011  $741.99 $828.08 $905.69 

      $86.09 $163.69 

2012  $804.57 $815.20 $873.71 

      $10.63 $69.14 

     

Average  $628.47 $679.09 $735.10 

      $50.62 $106.63 



sale price for precondi oned calves. The revenue effect of the nego at-
ed shrink percentage increases as calves increase in weight and number 
sold is based on truckload lots. 

Par al Budge ng to Evaluate Precondi oning Economics 
Par al budge ng is an economic tool that can be used to evaluate costs 
versus benefits of a change in produc on methods. Par al budge ng 
can be used to determine the added costs of a precondi oning program 
compared to the increased value-added market sales to determine net 
gain or loss. An example of a precondi oning budget spreadsheet is 
available at h p://beefextension.com/new%20site%202/cccalc.html . 
Thri  and Thri  (2011) provide an historic review of eleven studies ana-
lyzing precondi oning premiums. The report compares price premiums 
for calves that received some degree of precondi oning before sale rel-
a ve to non-precondi oned calves and compara ve net profit for pre-
condi oned calves across studies. The studies analyzed ranged in date 
from 1985 to 2010 and had variable precondi oning program protocols. 
There is a high range in price premiums and net profit across the ana-
lyzed studies. The studies are interes ng to review because they show 
ca le buyers are willing to pay premiums for precondi oned calves and 
iden fied the importance of a cer fied precondi oning protocol. Pre-
condi oning net profitability is highly dependent on calves’ ability to 
gain weight efficiently rela ve to cost of and quality of feedstuffs.  
 
Conclusion 
Precondi oning has long been an issue of economic importance to cow-
calf, stocker and feed yard operators. There are no economic rules of 
thumb that can be applied to precondi oning programs because of their 
high variability in protocols, applica on between ranches, ability of 
ca le to gain efficiently and market price vola lity year-to-year. Precon-
di oning programs increase produc on and market risk for cow-calf 
producers. However, stocker and feed yard opera ons increasingly rec-
ognize different disease and produc on risk a ributes across sources of 
ca le and the improved efficiency of precondi oned ca le. Ca le buy-
ers have been shown to be willing to pay price premiums for precondi-

oned ca le. As the financial risk of feeding ca le increases, there will 
be increasing interest in sourcing precondi oned ca le.  
 

A key factor for a cow-calf producer considering a precondi oning pro-
gram is to develop a firm marke ng plan. The least risk plan would be to 
develop a forward contract with a ca le buyer with the sale price and 
the precondi oning program well defined by the contract. Alterna vely, 
producers can plan to consign calves to cer fied precondi oned sales 
where ca le buyers have a sufficient number of head to comingle truck-
load lots and pens to create like sex, weight and gene c type groups 
that have low disease risk. 
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