
 

Lameness in Dairy Cattle 
 

The impact lameness plays on your overall herd profitability is not new news. Lame cows will 
milk less, be more difficult to breed back, have a higher culling risk, and higher treatment costs 
associated with them as compared to their non-lame counterparts. With this in mind, identifying 
and addressing the cause of lameness sooner rather than later is not only better for the cow, but 
can make you money in the long run. Most herds already utilize routine, preventative hoof 
trimming which is a fantastic first step to minimizing lameness in your herd. However, are you 
certain that lame cows are being identified soon enough in their course of lameness? 

 
Studies done in the early 2000’s demonstrated that dairy personnel consistently identified 
significantly fewer lame cows than outside assessors and veterinarians. To an extent this is to 
be expected, but consider how long it has been since your employees were properly trained on 
identifying early onset lameness. A 1997 paper outlined in a five-point scoring system to assess 
lameness that has been widely adapted. Below you can find a link to the lameness 5 point 
scorecard as well as a video demonstrating the scoring system. Using this method, a score of 1 
is a cow who is structurally sound with no signs of lameness where as a score of 5 is a severely 
lame cow, reluctant to move and bear weight on the affected limb. Animals scoring a 2 or 3 
should be examined by a hoof trimmer as soon as possible. Animals scoring higher than 3 
require immediate assessment and treatment. 

 
Using this system 90% of the animals in your herd should score a 1 or 2. If your herd falls below 
this standard it becomes a question of what is causing a higher than normal rate of lameness? 
These causes may include inadequate cow comfort, genetics, an abrupt transition, nutritional 
issues, and poor claw care. Stay tuned for a complete discussion of all of these topics in future 
newsletters. 
 
Lameness Scores Explained 
 
Video of Lameness Scoring 
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https://www.zinpro.com/lameness/dairy/locomotion-scoring
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TIKy13ZCMBs

