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Got a question  
for a farmer?

Submit your farm and food questions to  
connections@dekalbfarmbureau.org. 

We will share questions with our local farmers 
and publish their answers as space allows in 

upcoming issues of Connections.
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Q: Why are dairy cows skinny?

A: Dairy cows are known for producing milk 
and have a body frame with a prominent 
bone structure.  Their skinny appearance 
doesn’t mean they are malnourished.

Bill Deutsch is a fifth generation dairy and grain farmer from 
Sycamore. He milks cows and grows corn, soybeans, wheat 
and alfalfa, with his brother, Pat. Bill and his wife, Chris, reside 
on the family farm. They have four adult children: Sarah, Mary, 
Rachel and Paul. 

Dairy cows are very efficient at producing milk. After 
having a calf, a cow will steadily increase milk production 
for about three to four months. As a cow increases milk 
production, the need for energy and feed increases. 

The reason you see ribs on a dairy cow isn’t because she is malnour-
ished.  She produces 80-100 pounds of milk a day and to produce that 
much milk she has to eat a lot of feed. A dairy cow will eat over 100 
pounds of feed per day. Even then, her ribs will show a little bit.

We use animal nutritionists so we can balance the feed ration to achieve 
and maintain milk production for our cows while providing necessary 
nutrients, maintaining a cow’s weight, and keeping our cows healthy.  

The calories needed to maintain good milk production are usually 
higher than normal feed intake. The extra calories are usually taken from 
extra body condition which gives cows the appearance of being skinny. 
In other words, dairy cows put their calories into the milk they make not 
fat stores. It has been said that a cow producing at her peak is similar to a 
marathon runner running a marathon every single day. 

As the dairy cow drops in milk production she will put back on more 
body condition. This is because the cow’s caloric intake is higher than 
she is utilizing. It’s similar to me consuming more food at Thanksgiving 
dinner and not expending the extra calories.  

Some cows continue to produce high levels of milk even later on in 
their lactation. A farmer will monitor this and “dry the cow” up a little 
early which means allowing a rest period prior to her next calving. During 
the rest period, if the cow is not producing milk she will increase body 
condition. 

If you compare dairy cows to beef cows, dairy cows have a different 
body type and are skinnier because they are conditioned for producing 
milk. Beef cows are thicker-framed because they are raised for their meat 
and convert feed into muscle. While beef cows also give milk for their 
calves, it is not as much as a dairy cow produces so the change in body 
appearance isn’t as dramatic.

Genetics also play a role in the size and 
body type of a dairy cow. Just like people, 
some are tall and some are short; some 
are skinny and some are heavier. Genetics 
vary among dairy breeds as well. For 
example, Holstein cows are larger in size 
than Jersey dairy cows. 

So when you look at a dairy cow and 
she looks skinny, it’s naturally her body 
type and breeding. It doesn’t mean she is 
not healthy or underfed. As a dairy farmer,  
it’s my goal to raise healthy, well-cared 
for cows. Healthy, happy dairy cows 
produce more milk. ■


