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Setting goals

Setting herd goals is one of the first steps towards driving on-farm success. After all,
you can't get where you're going without a clear destination. Goal setting can help you
work towards continuous improvement for both herd performance and profitability.

Goals should be S.M.A.R.T., meaning they are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant,
and time-based. “Specific” means there is a trait or performance indicator you want to
improve, such as weaning percentage. “Measurable” can be tracked or recorded, usually
a percentage or number of pounds. “Achievable” and “relevant” need to be a realistic
goal that truly matter to your operation. Finally, put it on a timeline so it is “time-based.”
If you do not give yourself a deadline, it will probably never happen.

Once you have a goal in mind, define the steps or sub-goals. What actions do you need
to take to achieve the goal? If you want to improve your weaning percentage, this could
be influenced by multiple factors including pregnancy and calving percentage, or even
herd health protocols. For newer producers, a goal may be to simply improve your record
keeping for the coming year.

Remember that all goals take time. Establish checkpoints where you will revisit the goals
you set. This may fit in well after weaning or during a slow season for your farm. Adjust
goals as necessary for the next year.

Focusing on the calf crop

Profitability for most commercial cow-calf operations depends on the pounds weaned
and marketed from each calf crop. Encouraging farms to develop a record-keeping
system is often half the battle (you can't manage what you don't measure); however,
records must also be used for decision making to maximize their value. As the 2025 calf
crop hits the ground and develops, these are some performance metrics worth tracking.
North Dakota State University’s Cow Herd Appraisal Software (CHAPS) provides
standardized formulas to calculate performance, as well as benchmarks for comparison
(www.ndsu.edu/chaps/).

Pregnancy percentage: (Number of females exposed diagnosed as pregnant /
Number of females exposed) x 100%
Calving percentage: (Number of calves born / Number of females exposed) x 100%


https://www.ndsu.edu/chaps/

Weaning percentage: (Number of calves weaned / Number of females exposed) x
100%
Calving distribution: An analysis of when calves are born, broken into 21-day intervals.

Here's a simplified example in action. Our farm had 50 cows exposed for breeding in
2024, and from them, 40 calves were weaned in 2025. The CHAPS benchmark for
weaning percentage is 91.4%, but ours is 80%.

Calculating our weaning percentage was a good first step to identify an area of concern.
We need further information, though, to identify what the problem might be and when
it's occurring (bull or cow fertility, pregnancy loss, or calf mortality).

Having the necessary records to calculate pregnancy and weaning percentages paints a
more complete picture, with a pregnancy percentage of 84% and calving percentage of
82%. An 84% pregnancy percentage tells us something happened around breeding
season. Returning to goal setting, to improve weaning percentage, our farm should first
focus on pregnancy percentage. We can revisit this goal at calving, breeding, and
weaning by monitoring body condition scores, dystocia, and more. We can consult our
trusted advisors to help set goals and a timeline, and also identify what needs to happen
within the year and what may take multiple years to realistically achieve.
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