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Cattle grazing behavior basics

Selectivity

Implies choices 
(preference, avoidance)

Foraging behavior
Photo : D. Richman



Roadmap
A. Foraging decisions of cattle 

1. Where to eat? 

2. What to eat? 

3. How fast to eat? 

4. How long to spend eating? 

B. Modifying behavior to achieve management objectives 
1. Focusing on the feeding environment

2. Focusing on the animal
a. Conditioning techniques

b. Genetic selection (breeds, temperaments)

C. Final thoughts



A.Foraging decisions of cattle
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Where to eat? 

What to eat?

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

How fast to eat? 

How long to spend eating? 



B.Modifying behavior : Focusing on the feeding 
environment
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What to eat? 

How fast to eat? 

How long to spend eating? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)
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Forage availability 
(function of sward height and bulk density)

Cultivated pasture

Intake

Bite size

Bite rate

Intake = Bite size * Bite rate * Feeding time
selectivity



Rangeland

Forage availability 
(function of  plant/patch density)
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What to eat? 

How fast to eat? 

How long to spend eating? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

Intake = Bite size * Bite rate * Feeding time
selectivity



}
What to eat? 

How fast to eat? 

How long to spend eating? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

(Utsumi, 2003)

Selectivity ςdense patches Selectivity ςsparse patches
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What to eat? 

How fast to eat? 

How long to spend eating? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)



} Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

Hierarchy of animal- related 
factors that influence 
άwhere to eatέ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ
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Dense woodland

Sparse woodland

Grassland - ridge

Grassland - swale

Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)



(Black-Rubio et al. 2008)

Manipulating   plant 
community structure

Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)



Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)



(Utsumi, 2008)

(Utsumi, 2008)

Manipulating vegetation patch structure

Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)



AM

Noon PM

Modified patches
Water

(Utsumi, 2008)



(Utsumi, 2008)

Where to eat? 

(Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991)


