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Creep-Feeding Calves 

With calves on the ground or soon to be, here are some thoughts on creep-fed calves and some 
suggestions for making the management decisions that will be best for you.  

In review, creep-feeding is a management practice designed to offer a high-quality supplement to calves 
while restricting access to mature cattle. The feeder is constructed with openings approximately 3’ high 
with 16”-18” wide openings that allow calves to pass through to the trough, but not cows. It is crucial to 
have this dry supplement structure roofed and kept clean to ensure palatability, “bunk” life, and desired 
intake. It should be located in a frequented area, normally close to water, shade, or salt.  

After a 3-year study from University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Devin Broadhead and Matt Stockton provide 
the analysis in an article published last year, Is Creep Feeding Beef Calves Profitable? The results were 
broken down into two main categories with summaries below.  

Biologically, the calves that were creep-fed gained an average of 44 additional lbs. at weaning over 
those that were not. About 8.5 lbs. of feed was needed to produce each pound of weight gain. The 
calves consumed an average of 3.85lbs of feed each day over a 100-day period. No difference was 
shown in marbling, but the Hot Carcass Weight and backfat both increased.  

Economically, creep-feeding cost nearly an additional $92 per head including feed, labor, equipment, 
and transportation expenses. According to the study, these heavier calves sold for less on a per pound 
basis and did not provide sufficient additional income over those not feed a creep supplement to cover 
the additional costs of this practice.  

However, as noted in an OSU Extension presentation by Steve Boyles, Extension Beef Specialist, creep-
feeding is not meant to be a blanket management practice but a situational management strategy.  

Boyles notes that the odds for profitability from creep-feeding are increased when: calves are born in 
the fall or winter, cows may have low milk production (1st calf heifers or cows >11yrs.), forage 
availability is limited (drought), especially high calf prices compared to feed costs, and with large framed 
calves.  

This strategy is questionable when: abundant quality forage is available, cows are good milkers, the 
calves are being raised as replacement heifers, or when weaned calves will be transitioned into a high 
roughage ration. 

Also note that this practice is not as beneficial within the first 3 months of a calf’s life as most cows will 
produce adequate milk for early growth. Along with that, creep-feeding will allow poor milkers to go 
undetected as their calves may simply eat more supplement. Be careful of replacement heifers 
becoming fat from excess supplement. Do not use urea as a protein source in creep-feeds.  

A good beginning place for determining profitability is for the calf market price per pound to be more 
than 10x the cost of supplement per pound. If calf prices are $2.00/lb., creep-feed must be fed 
(including labor, etc.) for less than $0.20/lb. That will give you a slight buffer with 8.5lbs. of feed yielding 
an average of 1lb. of gain as noted above.  

https://u.osu.edu/beef/2019/03/27/is-creep-feeding-beef-calves-profitable/


There are 2 types of rations based on your situation. The rations below are examples. If forage is short 
and has limited energy value, the first 3 suggested rations with roughly 14% CP might be considered. 
With sufficient quantity, but low quality, the fourth option with increased crude protein levels of 40% is 
better. Limit the higher protein supplement intake between 1 and 1.5lbs./head/day by adding salt at 2-
8%. A vaccination that protects against clostridia, black-leg, and malignant edema is also recommended 
for “over-eaters” disease. As indicated, the rations below are examples.  Commercial feed companies 
make excellent, ready to feed creep mixes.  

Example Rations 1 2 3 4* 

Ground Corn 476 343 496 93 

Ground oats 300 400 - - 

Dry Molasses - 100 100 - 

Soybean Meal 100 135 185 885 

Dehy. Alfalfa Meal 100 - - - 

Cottonseed Hulls - - 200 - 

Limestone 6 5 4 8 

Di-calcium phosphate 9 10 11 14 

Potassium carbonate 5 3 - - 

TM Salt 4 4 4 - 

Vit. A (5 mil I.U.) x x x x 

Total 1000 1000 1000 1000 

          

Analysis 1 2 3 4* 

Crude Protein, % 13.9 14.2 13.9 40 

TDN, % 70 71 67.3 73.4 

Crude Fiber, % 7.3 5.9 10.6 5.7 

Calcium, % 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.9 

Phosphorus, % 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 

Potassium, % 1 1 1 1 

*Limit Ration 4 at 1-1.5 lbs./head/day         
 

Not commonly done but another strategy is the use of green creep for calves.  Green creep is offering 
higher quality forage by allowing calves access to pasture ahead of cows in a rotational grazing system 
or providing only calves access to high quality annual forage pasture. 

In conclusion, creep-feeding is profitable when assisting at-risk calves to reach the desired market 
weaning weight rather than trying to increase your herd’s average weaning weight. I hope that this 



information is helpful, and as always, feel free to contact Wayne county’s OSU Extension at 330-264-
8722 or by emailing either Rory at Lewandowski.11@osu.edu or Matthew at Nussbaum.53@osu.edu  
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