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CHAPTER 2.  
BEHAVIOR AND 
HANDLING
Proper handling management, based on sound animal behavior knowledge, will reduce stress 
and behavior-related issues. Improper handling that does not consider cattle behavior may 
lower conception rates, impair immune system and rumen functions, and predispose animals to 
shipping fever and excess shrink and/or bruises, requiring excess carcass trimming at the time of 
processing. The following information serves as an educational resource. All production practices 
should be adapted to specific needs of individual operations.

CATTLE’S FLIGHT ZONE  

An important concept of livestock handling is 
the animal’s flight zone or personal space.  
The size of the flight zone varies depending on 
how accustomed the cattle are to their current 
surroundings, people, equipment etc.  

Properly utilizing an animal’s natural flight 
zone can facilitate efficient, low-stress cattle 
movement—guidelines to do so are described 
with diagrams on the next page.
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	» Determine an animal’s or group of 
animals’ flight zone boundary by 
slowly walking up to them; they will 
move away when you have entered 
their flight zone.

	» Avoid entering the animal’s flight 
zone boundary too deeply or quickly 
as this may cause them to bolt away 
or back past you.

	» Retreat from an animal’s flight zone 
boundary if you want it to stop 
moving.

	» Move cattle forward by moving 
toward their rear past their point of 
balance (shoulder).

	» Allow cattle to follow one another in 
the direction that they are facing.

	» Move behind a group of cattle in a 
manner which keeps you in their 
line of sight, to keep them moving 
forward.

	» Leave cattle’s flight zone to stop 
their movement in a chute. 

	» Move along across cattle’s point 
of balance to keep them moving 
forward.

	» Concentrate on moving the leader(s), 
rather than the rear animals, if a 
group of cattle bunch up.

Path to move animals forward

Point of balance

Return path leaving flight zone
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TEMPERATURE CONSIDERATIONS

The normal core body temperature for cattle 
is, on average, 101.5 degrees Fahrenheit. The 
animal must maintain normal body temperature 
to sustain essential physiological processes. 
Properly caring for and handling cattle includes 

supporting their temperature maintenance and 
ability to adapt to their regional environment. 
Prevent or address environmental conditions 
that approach cattle’s heat and cold thresholds 
to maintain optimal performance and health.

HEAT 

	» Move or process cattle during the cooler  
part of the day. 

	» Work cattle more prone to heat stress  
first, earlier in the day or later if  
conditions are moderate. 

	» Limit the amount of time cattle spend in 
handling facilities where heat stress may  
be more significant.

	» Avoid handling cattle when the risk of heat 
stress is high. If cattle must be handled, 
a general rule is to work them before the 
Temperature Humidity Index (THI) reaches 
84. As an example, and as seen in the image 
below, when the temperature is 98° F and the 
humidity is 30%, the THI is 83. 

COLD 

	» Adjust feed and energy rations to match 
increased maintenance energy requirements 
of cold-exposed cattle. 

	» Provide windbreaks and shelters to reduce 
wind, moisture, and mud build-up on the 
cattle. 

	» Construct feedlots and buildings in a manner 
that reduces winter stress due to temperature 
and moisture. 

	» Provide bedding in severe conditions to put a 
barrier between cattle and the frozen ground. 

	» Provide modest protection by either natural 
or manmade structures to reduce effects of 
extreme cold by allowing exposure to be 
intermittent rather than continuous.

Beef Cattle Temperature Humidity Index
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CHAPTER 3.  
BIOSECURITY
Biosecurity measures help the cattle industry maintain animal and human health. Work with your 
veterinarian to develop specific biosecurity measures for your operation. Consider the biological 
hazard, relative significance and risk of each potential biosecurity challenge. Examples of sources 
that might spread of disease into and/or across an operation include:

Potential sources of disease:

	» Diseased animals

	» Animals recovered from 
disease but now are carriers

	» Clinically healthy animals but 
incubating disease

	» Vector-borne disease

	» Non-livestock animals

	» Wildlife and pests

	» Feral livestock

	» People who move between 
herds and their clothing, 
shoes, etc. 


