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FEED efficiency is enhanced when 
lactating cows are grouped and fed 
according to their energy and nutri-
ent requirements. Currently, the pro-
portion of dairy farms in the Upper 
Midwest grouping cows for nutritional 
purposes is unknown. Furthermore, 
the reasons behind current grouping 
practices and constraints to imple-
menting greater nutritional grouping 
are poorly understood.

To better comprehend this situa-
tion, a survey was mailed to commer-
cial dairy farmers in Wisconsin and 
Michigan in 2012. The survey was 
sent to all dairy farmers with 200 
or more lactating cows in Wiscon-
sin and to a random sample of 800 
farms of all herd sizes in Michigan. 
Twenty percent of the Wisconsin sur-
veys (196 of 971) were returned along 
with 211 from Michigan (26 percent 
of 800; 59 herds had 200 or more lac-

tating cows). This article provides 
descriptive information about what 
we have learned from the survey on 
nutritional grouping decisions. 

The average number of lactating 
cows per surveyed herd was 603 for 
Wisconsin and 205 for Michigan. Also, 
the reported rolling herd average 
(pounds per cow per year) was 26,802 
and 22,913 in Wisconsin and Michi-
gan, respectively. Farms with 200 
or more lactating cows in Michigan, 
though, had a similar RHA to Wiscon-
sin herds (25,929 pounds per cow per 
year). In both states, most of the nutri-
tional consulting was performed by 
private consultants, feed companies or 
a combination of the two. 

Aside from fresh cow diets, 37 per-
cent of Wisconsin and 24 percent of 
Michigan herds with 200-plus lac-
tating cows, and 72 percent of Mich-
igan herds with less than 200 lac-
tating cows, reportedly fed the same 
diet to all lactating cows. 

In both states, farmers agreed 
that fresh cow and first-lactation 
heifer groups were the most impor-
tant criteria for grouping. The third 
most reported criterion in both 
states was grouping based on health 

issues and days in milk.
For herds with 200-plus cows in 

both states, the three main criteria 
for feeding different diets to lactating 
cows were: feeding a separate fresh 
cow group, feeding based on stage 
of lactation and feeding according to 
milk production level. Stage of lac-
tation and milk production level in 
addition to body condition score were 
also important on Michigan farms 
with less than 200 lactating cows. 

The reported limitations on addi-
tional nutritional grouping were 
to keep management simple and a 
belief that milk production drops 
when cows are moved to a differ-
ent group. In this regard, recent 
research showed that social domi-
nance correlates with age, body size 
and seniority in the herd, and plays 
a role in newly formed groups. Typi-
cally, dominant cows spend more 
time at the feedbunk eating than 
cows of lower social rank. It also has 
been reported that depression in feed 
consumption and milk production 
related to social dominance might 
lessen as group size becomes larger.

Whereas some researchers found a 
2.5 to 8.5 percent drop in milk pro-

duction due to social disturbances 
one to seven days after regrouping, 
others have not found any effect 
on milk yield when moving cows 
from one group to another. Recent 
research also has found that reduc-
ing stocking density or expanding 
pen size could reduce the negative 
effects of regrouping lactating cows. 

Feeding closer to actual nutritional 
requirements and grouping of lactat-
ing cows have been suggested as a 
means of improving feed efficiency 
and profitability. We found that there 
are still a significant proportion of 
dairy farmers that could markedly 
improve feed efficiency by imple-
menting additional grouping for 
nutritional purposes.
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New research and 
decision support tools are avail-
able at the University of Wisconsin 
Dairy Management website http://
DairyMGT.info: Tools: Grouping 
strategies for feeding lactating 
dairy cattle, to help evaluate the 
advantages of nutritional groups. 


