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Summary 
Phase-based show training for Holstein cattle follows a clear logic that is often ignored in 
everyday practice: Each animal category—calf, heifer, and lactating cow—has its own 
learning logic, its own training goal, and its own susceptibility to errors. Training all animals 
with the same methods and the same intensity wastes genetic potential that will never be 
realized in the show ring. This guide presents a complete 8-week training plan for each 
category, specific daily routines, practical examples from barn operations, and a systematic 
analysis of the most common mistakes. It is aimed at breeders who not only want to train but 
want to train correctly—with method, measurability, and results in the show ring. 

“I don’t train more animals—I train specifically according to the phase.” That’s the 
difference between 90% of breeders and the best in the ring. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

1. Introduction: Why Phased Logic Comes Before Technique 
 

In Holstein show training, most breeders don’t fail due to a lack of effort—they fail because of 
unrealistic expectations. All animals are trained using the same methods, with the same goals, and 
at the same intensity. The result is as predictable as it is disappointing: average performance across 
the board, even though the genetic potential for top results has long been present. 

The key insight that sets top breeders apart from the rest is this: Each category of animal follows a 
different learning logic. This insight sounds simple, but it is systematically ignored in practice. A calf 
does not need technical training in its first months of life—it needs trust. A lactating cow does not 
benefit from intensive movement training—she needs rest, a perfectly timed milking schedule, and 
stress-free routines. A heifer nearing calving no longer needs to learn—she needs to perform. 
Anyone who ignores these differences is not training—they are merely keeping themselves busy. 

This guide systematically breaks down show training by animal category. For each of the four 
categories—calves (0–6 months), heifers (6–18 months), heifers (pre-calving), and lactating cows—
weekly schedules, daily routines, specific exercise descriptions, and practical examples from barn 
operations are developed. In addition, a comprehensive error analysis with proposed solutions is 
presented for each category. 
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1.1 How This Guide Is Structured 
Each chapter on an animal category follows the same structure so that the content can be directly 
applied in the barn: 

– Biological Basics: What’s happening inside the animal during this phase? 
– Training Goal for the Category: What is the single most important factor? 
– 8-Week Plan: Weekly structure with goals, exercises, and frequency 
– Daily Routine: A concrete sample schedule for this category 
– Real-World Examples: Actual Stable Situations and How to Resolve Them 
– Error Analysis: The 10 Most Common Mistakes, Including Causes and Solutions 
– Checklist: Ready to use—just check off the items 

 
Criterion Calves Cattle Heifers / Cows 

Primary Goal Build trust Technique & Control Effect & Timing 

Training Intensity Very low Medium to high Low to medium 

Focus Contact, calmness, 
bonding 

Signals, 
positions, 
distraction 

Precision work, 
management 

Biggest mistake Too much, too soon No system Too much training 

Success Factor No. 1 Consistency Consistency on 
the part of the 
handler 

Management 

 
 

 
2. Basics: What Every Show Trainer Needs to Know 

 

 
2.1 Learning Psychology in Cattle – Basic Principles 
Cattle are neither dogs nor horses. Their learning mechanisms differ fundamentally from those of 
most other farm animals that are trained for shows. Anyone who does not understand these basic 
principles is training blindly. 

Conditioning Through Consistency 
Cattle learn almost exclusively through consistency: An action that triggers a pleasant response is 
repeated. An action that causes stress is avoided. This means that every training session—whether 
intentional or unintentional—conditions the animal. A calf that experiences stress when a halter is 
put on will associate the halter with stress. This association does not disappear on its own. 

A Good Memory for Negative Experiences 
Cattle remember negative experiences for much longer than positive ones. A single bad training 
experience can overshadow weeks of positive work. This has direct practical consequences: 
Patience is not a soft option—it is a hard economic necessity. An animal that has been unsettled 
even once requires many times more training time than an animal that was handled calmly from the 
start. 

A creature of habit through and through 
Cattle are among the most creature-of-habit of all farm animals. Regular routines at the same time 
of day, with the same signals and the same people, lead to faster learning progress than variable, 
irregular training sessions. If you train intensively on Mondays and then do nothing for four days, 
you’re not building a training system—you’re creating confusion. 
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✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: Conditioning in Practice 
A farm in Bavaria reported that, after three weeks of intensive training, its young bull suddenly 
showed intense resistance when being fitted with a halter—even though he had cooperated without 
any problems before. After analyzing the situation, it turned out that the trainer had tightened the 
halter too tightly twice in a row because she was in a hurry. The animal had stored these two 
incidents more deeply in his memory than three weeks of positive experiences. The solution: Back to 
square one—five days of touch training only, without the halter, followed by a gradual reintroduction. 
After two weeks, trust was restored. 

 

 
2.2 The Handler as the Decisive Variable 
In no other discipline of cattle handling is the quality of the handler so directly and immediately 
reflected in the results as in show training. The handler is not just a trainer—he is the medium 
through which the animal learns to respond to external stimuli. 

Body Language Before Commands 
Cattle read body language with a precision that most people are unaware of. The handler’s 
pressure, direction, speed, and posture are constantly registered and interpreted by the animal. 
Anyone who approaches an animal with tense shoulders, quick movements, and high body tension 
signals a threat—regardless of their intention. Relaxed body language is the fundamental 
prerequisite for any successful training session. 

Consistency Trumps Strictness 
A common misconception: A strict approach produces better results. The opposite is true. A 
consistent approach—that is, always reacting the same way to the same behavior—produces faster 
and more stable learning progress than variable reactions that alternate between strictness and 
leniency. An animal that doesn’t know what’s coming next lives in a state of constant tension—and 
carries that tension into the ring. 

 

⚠ WARNING: Handler stress is contagious 
Especially at shows where time is tight and when the animal is nervous in the ring, handlers transfer 
their stress directly to the animal. The animal cannot process the stress and interprets it as a danger 
signal. Result: The animal becomes restless, won’t stand still, and pulls on the lead—precisely when 
it’s supposed to do the opposite. The solution lies not with the animal, but in the handler’s own 
preparation: stress simulations, breathing techniques, and clear advance planning of the ring routine. 

 

 
2.3 Training Principles for All Categories 
Regardless of the animal category, these basic principles apply to every training session: 

– Short sessions over long ones: Five focused minutes are more effective than 30 minutes 
during which the animal learns nothing. A cow’s attention span is limited. 

– End on a positive note: Conclude each session with a sense of accomplishment. This isn’t 
sentimentality—it’s learning psychology. The last experience of a session leaves the 
strongest impression. 

– Establish and maintain signals: A signal (e.g., light pressure on the rope = stop) must 
always be used consistently. Variations confuse the animal. 

– Track your progress: If you don’t write down what you’ve been training, you’ll keep making 
the same mistakes. A simple training log is all you need. 

– Rest as a tool: Cattle process what they’ve learned during rest periods. A 
good training session needs to be followed by rest—not an immediate follow-
up workout. 
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3. Calves (0–6 months): Trust as the sole goal 
 

The biggest misconception in calf training is the urge to start “real” training as early as possible. This 
urge is understandable—and wrong. In reality, the entire phase from 0 to 6 months is devoted 
exclusively to building trust. Any excessive demands during these months leave a negative imprint 
that manifests as stubborn resistance or insecurity in later training phases. 

From a biological perspective, calves are in a highly sensitive imprinting phase. Their nervous 
system is not yet fully developed, stress hormones are released at a comparatively higher rate, and 
the emotional bonding patterns that the animal will later draw upon in its interactions with humans 
are being established now. What happens now has a lifelong impact. 

 

The calf doesn’t need to learn to walk. It needs to learn: People are safe. This single 
statement constitutes the entire training program for the first six months. 

 
 

3.1 Biological Foundations During This Phase 
In the first weeks of life, the calf relies exclusively on its mother. The transition to humans as trusted 
caregivers must be built up actively and gently. This process is called habituation: The calf gradually 
gets used to stimuli that initially seem unfamiliar and potentially threatening (halters, ropes, human 
proximity, unfamiliar noises), and learns that they pose no danger. 

The pace is crucial here: Stimuli introduced too quickly overwhelm the calf’s still-immature nervous 
system and trigger stress responses. Stimuli introduced too slowly unnecessarily prolong the 
imprinting phase. The art lies in striking a balance: taking each step only when the animal signals 
that it is ready—not when the training plan dictates it. 

 

 
3.2 8-Week Training Plan: Calves 

 
Week Goal Exercises Success Criterion Frequency/Day 

1–2 Habituation Daily contact: petting, 
brushing, speaking 
calmly. No halter yet. 

The calf no longer backs 
away when touched 

Twice daily, 5–
10 min. 

3–4 Halter Acclimation Show the halter, let the calf 
sniff it, put it on briefly (1–2 
min.), remove it 
immediately. 

No active defensive 
behavior when putting 
on the halter 

Twice daily, 5–
10 min. 

5–6 Tying Up Tie the calf up briefly (2–5 
min.), staying calm the 
whole time. Keep the 
rope loose; don’t pull on 
it. 

The calf remains calm 
while tied up 

Twice daily, 5–
10 min. 

7–8 First walk Lead the calf 2–3 meters; 
practice stopping; praise 
calmly. 

The calf follows without 
pulling or resisting 

Twice daily, 
10 min. 
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3.3 Sample Daily Routine: Calves (Weeks 5–6) 
 

Time Action Description Goal 

7:00 a.m. Morning Check-in Enter the barn calmly, talk to the 
calves, give them a quick pat—no 
rushing. 

Building trust in the barn 
routine 

7:10 Put on the halter Put on the halter calmly and 
quickly. If the calf resists: pause, 
release the pressure, and try 
again. 

Halter = neutral routine 

07:15 Tying Tie the calf to a fixed point. Keep the 
rope short enough to prevent 
twisting but avoid constant tension. 

Get the calf used to standing 

07:20 Brushing & Contact While the calf is tied up: brush it, 
touch its legs, and get it used to the 
udder area. 

Body acceptance 

07:25 Removing the Halter Always finish calmly and with 
positive reinforcement 
(feeding / praise). 

Positive completion signal 

4:30 p.m. Evening interaction Brief review: Put on the halter, 
stand for 5 minutes, take it off. 

Consistency through twice-
daily sessions 

 

✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: Calf refuses the halter—what to do? 
K. Farm, Bavaria: The 8-week-old calf never allowed the halter to be put on without resistance—it 
turned its head away and backed up. Initial analysis: The halter had been put on too abruptly and too 
tightly in week 3. Solution: For three days, simply hold the halter near the calf’s head without putting 
it on. Day 4: Briefly hold the halter against the cheek and pull it back immediately, offering a treat. 
Day 7: Guide the halter over the head without fastening it. Week 2: Normal fitting possible. The 
process took two weeks longer than originally planned—but saved months of struggle later on. 

 
 

3.4 Error Analysis: Calves 
Mistakes in this phase are often invisible—they only manifest months later as stubbornness, 
insecurity, or persistent stress reactions. The following table shows the most common mistakes 
along with direct solutions. 

 
# Mistake Typical Cause Consequence & Solution 

1 Too much training too soon “I want to start early,” 
impatience 

Max. 10–15 min./session. Stop 
immediately if the animal seems 
unsure. Measure progress over weeks, 
not days. 

2 Rough Handling Impatience, lack of 
time, lack of 
knowledge 

Plan each training session with 
plenty of patience. If you don't 
have time to work with the calf 
calmly, you should postpone the 
session. 

3 Halter used incorrectly Too tight/too loose, no 
acclimatization 

The halter must allow for two fingers’ 
worth of space. Lead the calf first, then 
put on the halter. Never make the first 
experience a stressful one. 
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4 Tied up for too long “It has to learn this” Gradually increase the time spent tied 
up: Week 1 = 2 min., Week 2 = 5 min., 
Week 3 = 10 min. Never overwhelm 
the horse. 
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A cow is ready for the ring when it can recall what it has learned even when chaos reigns 
all around. That is what true control is all about. 

 

5 No routine Unstructured daily routine Incorporate training into a fixed daily 
routine—same time, same order. 
Cattle are creatures of habit. 

6 Leadership Only, No Trust Focus on function rather than 
relationship 

Spend at least half of the session on 
contact without a specific goal: 
brushing, petting, talking. Trust is the 
foundation. 

7 Fear is ignored "Whatever—let him get used to 
it." 

Take signs of stress seriously: 
increased heart rate, white sclera, 
retreating. Reduce pressure 
immediately. 

8 Too many stimuli at once Noisy, hectic environment Always conduct initial training in a quiet 
environment. Introduce new stimuli one 
at a time. Only make the environment 
more complex once the dog has 
become accustomed to it. 

9 Impatience with progress “It has to work right now” Setbacks are normal. Two steps 
forward, one step back is not a 
failure—it’s a biologically sound 
learning curve. 

10 Wrong Training Goal Focus on “walking” instead of 
trust 

The goal for weeks 1–8 isn’t for the 
calf to be able to walk. It’s for the calf 
to trust the person. Everything else is 
a bonus. 

 

✔ Weekly Calf Check – Check Before Each Session 

□ Is the calf relaxed (no rapid breathing, no white sclera)? 

□ Planned training time: max. 15 minutes? 

□ Checked the fit of the halter (2 fingers' worth of slack)? 

□ Is the environment quiet, with no unnecessary distractions? 

□ Is the session concluded positively (praise / a small treat)? 

□ Is the training log ready for entries? 

 

 
4. Cattle (6–18 months): Technique, Control, and Ring Readiness 

 

At six months—provided the calf phase went well—the actual training to become a show animal 
begins. This phase is the most technically demanding in the entire training process: The animal 
must learn to respond to clearly defined signals, stand correctly, walk straight, and remain 
controllable even when distracted. These are four distinct learning objectives that must be 
developed systematically. 

A common mistake in this phase: The trainer jumps too quickly from one learning goal to the next 
because the animal appears to be “doing well” on the surface. But a basic stance that works in 
stable conditions is not necessarily one that works in the ring. The difference lies in the depth of the 
training—and that can only be achieved through repetition and a systematic increase in the level of 
difficulty. 
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4.1 The Four Learning Objectives in the Cattle Phase 

Learning Objective 1: Walking in a Straight Line 
Walking in a straight line sounds trivial—but it isn’t. A cow naturally walks in a slight arc, either 
moving toward the handler or away from him. In the ring, it must walk exactly beside the handler, at 
a steady pace, without veering to the side. This requires precise rope signals and clear body 
language from the handler. 

Learning Objective 2: Clean Stop 
Stopping on command is crucial for a clean, still pose in the ring. The animal must learn to stop 
immediately upon a defined cue (e.g., light backward pressure on the lead rope)—not after two 
more steps, not after hesitating, but immediately. This reflex is developed through hundreds of 
repetitions. 

Learning Objective 3: Correct Stance 
Positioning the legs is the most physically and communicatively demanding exercise. The hind legs 
are positioned first (widest possible stance, but not excessively spread), then the front legs (parallel 
and perpendicular). Head posture and body tension come only after the leg position is correct—not 
the other way around. 

Learning Objective 4: Resistance to Distractions 
An animal that stands perfectly in the barn but flinches at every noise in the ring is not a show 
animal. Resistance to distractions is specifically trained by gradually increasing the complexity of the 
environment: first a quiet barn, then a busy barn, then outdoor areas, then a simulated ring 
atmosphere (other animals, loudspeakers, strangers). 

 

 
4.2 8-Week Training Plan: Cattle 

 
Week Goal Exercises Success Criterion Frequency/Day 

1–2 Basic Handling Walk straight on command, 
practice stopping (100+ 
repetitions/week), change 
direction 

The dog walks straight 
and stops on command 

1 time daily, 15–
20 min. 

3–4 Learning to stay in 
position 

Position the hind legs 
separately, then the front 
legs—first while standing, 
then after the "stop" 
command 

Consistently 
maintains the basic 
sitting position (8 
out of 10 attempts) 

1 time per 
day, 20 min. 

5–6 Combining Walking → Stop → Stay as 
a sequence. Incorporate 
head position. First 
distractions. 

Smooth, controlled 
sequence without 
corrections 

Once a day, 
20–25 min. 

7–8 Ring Training Running in a circle, 
strangers, noises, other 
animals. Full ring scenario. 

Control even under stressful 
conditions 

Once daily, 25–
30 min. 
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4.3 Sample Daily Routine: Cattle (Weeks 5–6) 
 

Time Action Description Goal 

6:30 a.m. Warm-up 3–5 minutes of calm walking in 
both directions without corrections. 
Let the dog “sniff around.” 

Establishing Attention 

06:35 Stop Training 10–15 stop exercises in a row: Walk 
– signal – stop – stand for 3 
seconds – continue. Check for a 
clean stop response. 

Reinforce the reflex 

06:45 Standing Training After stopping: Correct the legs. 
Rear legs first. Let the dog stand for 
10 seconds after correction, then 
praise. 

Build the “stay” reflex 

06:55 Sequence Training Complete the sequence 5 times: 
Run – Stop – Position – Hold (30 
sec.) – Continue running. Evaluate 
each sequence. 

Automate the ring 
sequence 

07:05 Distracting stimulus During the standing phase: noises 
(clapping), a stranger nearby, other 
animals in sight. 

Build resistance to 
distractions 

07:10 Conclusion Positive conclusion: Animal stands 
properly, praise, feeding. Never stop 
if the animal resists. 

Positive learning feedback 

 

✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: The “Good-Enough Syndrome” in Cattle 
Farm M., Baden-Württemberg: The 14-month-old heifer stood “perfectly” in the barn—basic stance 
correct, stopped immediately, head posture good. In the ring, during the first show, none of that was 
present: The animal pulled on the lead rope, stood crooked, and could not be corrected. Cause: It 
had been trained exclusively in a quiet barn. The distraction phase (weeks 7–8) was skipped 
because the animal 
“was already good enough.” Consequence: Four weeks of intensive retraining, which could have 
been completely avoided with two weeks of consistent distraction training from the very beginning. 

 
 

4.4 Error Analysis: Cattle 
 

# Mistake Typical Cause Consequence & Solution 

1 No clear system Spontaneous, irregular 
training 

Create a written weekly plan. Each 
session has a goal. Track your 
progress. 

2 Only running, no interval 
training 

"It's going well—that's enough." Stance training isn’t the highlight of 
the workout—it’s a requirement. 
Starting in Week 3, every session 
must include stance training. 

3 Incorrect stance Legs positioned incorrectly, not 
corrected 

Check with video. Incorrect stance that 
becomes ingrained takes months to 
correct. 

4 Insufficient repetition Lack of time, wrong priorities At least 10–15 clean stop exercises 
per session. No session goal without 
a minimum number of repetitions. 

5 Too much pressure Impatience, 
misunderstanding of 
“firmness” 

Apply pressure as soon as the animal 
yields; release the pressure 
immediately. 
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The heifer no longer needs to learn. She needs to make an impact. This is no longer a 
question of training—it’s a question of management. 

 

   It’s not strength, but timing that 
matters. 

6 No distractions during training “We’ll train for the ring then” Distraction training begins no later 
than week 5, not just right before the 
show. 

7 No Timing When Stopping Signal is too late or 
inconsistent 

Give the stop signal exactly on the right 
beat—not after it. Practice with a 
metronome if necessary. 

8 Inconsistent handler Mood-Dependent Reactions The same behavior always elicits the 
same reaction. Bad-mood days = 
reschedule the session. 

9 Mistakes Are Tolerated “It’s good enough” mentality Correct mistakes immediately. 
Ingrained mistakes take four times 
as long to correct as they do to 
develop. 

10 Unclear goal Technique without direction The goal is control—not running. 
“Controllable” means: anytime, 
anywhere, despite distractions. 

 
✔ Weekly Check for Cattle – Check Before Every Session 

□ Is today’s training goal clearly defined? 

□ Number of stop exercises: At least 10 planned? 

□ Is positioning drills part of today’s session? 

□ Distracting stimuli present (starting in week 5)? 

□ Was the last conclusion of the session positive? 

□ Did you record your progress in the training log? 

 

 
5. Heifers (before calving): Effect, fine-tuning, and presence 

 

For heifers just before calving, the training logic has fundamentally changed. The learning phase is 
complete. What matters now is solely this: How can you best showcase what the animal is capable 
of? This is a fundamentally different question from “What does the animal still need to learn?”—and 
it requires a fundamentally different approach. 

Over-training during this phase is the most common mistake ambitious breeders make. Why? 
Because intensity is perceived as dedication. But tired, exhausted heifers lacking body tension lose 
their impact—regardless of their genetics. The art lies in restraint, in targeted application, and in 
understanding that “less training” often means “better results.” 
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5.1 What Makes a Difference—The Four Elements 

Element 1: The Line 
The “line” describes the overall silhouette of the standing animal from the judge’s perspective: the 
topline and underline must flow harmoniously and without breaks. Weaknesses in the line—a 
sloping croup, a sagging back, incorrectly positioned legs—can be concealed or accentuated by 
proper positioning. The millimeter-precise positioning in this phase is therefore not a cosmetic 
adjustment, but a decisive competitive factor. 

Element 2: Head Carriage 
A cow with its head held high and loose, relaxed neck muscles appears more alert, larger, and more 
commanding than a cow with its head hanging down. Correct head carriage is not forced—it results 
from the animal’s attentiveness. An animal that looks at its handler automatically holds its head 
more correctly than one that is distracted or bored. 

Element 3: Expression 
Expression is the most difficult of the four elements to explain—and the most obvious to see. An 
animal 
“switches on” when it is attentive, present, and alert. This is evident in the ears (pricked up, active), 
the eyes (alert, bright), and the overall body posture (tensed, not limp). This expression can be 
trained briefly but cannot be forced permanently. 

Element 4: Grooming 
Professional clipping is not an optional bonus—it is part of the competition. Half-hearted or 
inconsistent clipping ruins the overall impression, no matter how well-trained the animal is. In this 
phase, the clipping plan is finalized: Which areas will be clipped? Which lines will be emphasized? 
Which weaknesses will be concealed? 

 
 
 

5.2 8-Week Training Plan: Heifers 
 

Week Goal Exercises Success Criteria Frequency/Day 

1–2 Analysis Evaluate video footage, 
identify weaknesses, 
establish a clipping 
concept, define a 
strategy. 

Clear training and 
presentation plan 

Once a day, 
15 min. 

3–4 Fine-tuning Adjustments with 
millimeter precision in 
front of a video monitor or 
mirror. 
Optimize head posture. 
Begin clipping. 

Clean, reproducible line 
during adjustment 

1 time per 
day, 20 min. 

5–6 Tension & 
Expression 

Short, intensive sessions 
(10–15 min.). Elicit 
expressions using attention-
grabbing stimuli. 

The animal displays the 
expression on command 

Once daily, 15 
min. 

7–8 Simulation Complete ring routines 
under realistic 
conditions. Final 
clipping session. 

Consistency and 
reliability in ring 
performance 

Once a day, 
20 min. 
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5.3 Sample Daily Routine: Heifers (Weeks 5–6) 
 

Time Action Description Goal 

8:00 a.m. Gain the animal’s 
attention 

Bring the animal out of the barn and 
lead it briefly. Goal: The heifer 
enters the session alert and 
curious, not bored. 

Initial state: alert and active 

08:05 Positioning Line up at the familiar position. 
Position the legs correctly. 
Start video recording. 

Check the line 

08:10 Provoke a reaction Create stimuli to attract attention: 
noise, movement in the field of 
vision. The animal should prick up 
its ears and lift its head. 

Trigger the expression 
at the right moment 

08:15 Train the duration of the 
“Stand” command 

Have the animal stand in the 
perfect position for 2–3 minutes. 
Distractions come and go. The 
animal should persevere. 

Stability under pressure 

8:20 Pause Let the heifer run briefly. No further 
corrections. 

Recovery—
don’t overtrain 

08:25 Final Lineup Last formation of the day. Video 
review immediately afterward. 

Capture the best still 
image of the day 

 

✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: A heifer lacking expression—what’s behind it? 
S. Farm, Allgäu: The heifer was genetically exceptional: top breeding value, good lineage, clean legs. 
In the ring, she lost to significantly weaker animals—time and time again. The reason wasn’t 
apparent at first glance: the animal was simply bored. After weeks of the same training, she had 
stopped taking an interest in her surroundings. Solution: A 5-day break from training, followed by a 
new environment, new stimuli (other animals in sight, a different positioning), and a new handler 
during the session. After two weeks, her expression was back. The lesson: You can’t force 
expression—you can only create the conditions under which it arises. 

 
 

5.4 Error Analysis: Heifers 
 

# Error Typical Cause Consequence & Solution 

1 Too Much Training “More is better” mentality Max. 15–20 min./session during this 
phase. Tired heifers lose their 
expression and tension—the 
opposite of the goal. 

2 No tension Monotonous 
training, bored 
animal 

Plan for varied stimuli, short 
sessions, and training breaks. 
Boredom is the enemy of expression. 

3 Rough positioning No fine-tuning, time pressure Placement is checked via video. 
Millimeters make the difference—and 
the judge sees them. 

4 Ignoring Weaknesses Hoping “it won’t be noticed” Analyze every weakness from the 
judge’s perspective. Conceal what 
can be concealed. What can’t be 
concealed—compensate for it with 
strengths. 
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For lactating cows, the rule is: management trumps training. If you get your priorities 
wrong, you can still lose—even with the best animal. 

 

5 Underestimating clipping Half-hearted or belated 
preparation 

Finalize the clipping strategy by 
Week 1 at the latest. Professional 
clipping is inexpensive and makes all 
the difference. 

6 No Strategy Just keep going without a 
plan 

What does this animal represent? 
Which class? Which judge? Adapt your 
strategy to the competitive context. 

7 Incorrect class selection Emotional rather than objective 
assessment 

Seek an outside evaluation. Your 
own perspective is almost always too 
optimistic. Make full use of video 
analysis. 

8 No Simulation Only stable training without ring 
preparation 

At least 2 complete simulations in 
weeks 7–8, including interactions with 
strangers and in unfamiliar 
environments. 

9 Term missing Monotony, overtraining, 
incorrect stimuli 

Training break, new stimuli, different 
environment. Expression stems from 
curiosity—not from training. 

10 Wrong goal Focus on function rather 
than impact 

The goal is impact. A heifer that 
functions can still lose. One that 
makes an impact wins. 

 
✔ Weekly Heifer Check – Check Before Every Session 

□ Is the session limited to a maximum of 20 minutes? 

□ Video recording prepared for posture check? 

□ Clipping status: Has the concept been implemented? 

□ Does the animal show expression (ears, eyes, body posture)? 

□ Is a ring simulation scheduled for this week? 

□ Has an external evaluation/video analysis been conducted? 

 

 
6. Lactating Cows: Management, Rest, and the Perfect Moment 

 

With lactating cows, the entire training approach changes once again. It’s not the training itself that’s 
key—it’s the management surrounding it. Udder condition, feeding schedule, calmness in the barn, 
hoof care, and a stress-free environment are the factors that determine success or failure. Those 
who fail to understand this and train intensively will achieve the exact opposite: a nervous, restless 
cow that can’t stay calm in the ring. 

The “perfect moment” for a lactating cow is the decisive factor. Unlike a heifer—where the effect can 
be built up over several minutes of ring time—the cow has a narrow window of opportunity during 
which the udder, body condition, coat, and nervous state must all be in sync. Knowing and hitting 
this window is a management task, not a training task. 
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6.1 The Four Management Levers 

Lever 1: Udder Timing 
The udder of a high-performance cow changes dramatically within hours. An udder that is too full 
appears overloaded and impairs movement. An udder that is too empty loses the fullness and 
symmetry desired in a show setting. For most animals, the optimal time is between 4 and 8 hours 
after the last milking—but this varies individually and must be determined empirically for each 
animal. 

Lever 2: Feeding Management 
Making last-minute changes to the feeding regimen shortly before a show is one of the most 
common management mistakes. The rumen reacts to changes in the feeding regimen with a 
delay—changes made two days before the show can still affect body condition days after the show. 
Ideally, the feeding regimen should be stabilized 4–6 weeks before the show and left unchanged 
thereafter. 

Lever 3: Hoof Care 
Hoof condition is an often-underestimated factor. A cow with poor hooves does not walk straight, 
does not stand calmly, and shows signs of discomfort that an experienced judge will recognize 
immediately. Professional hoof care at least 6 weeks before the show is mandatory—not sooner, not 
later. 

Lever 4: Stress Management 
Stress—caused by changes in the barn, transport, unfamiliar environments, or aggressive 
stallmates—has a direct impact on milk production, body condition, and behavior in the ring. In the 
two weeks leading up to a show, the cow should remain in her familiar environment with her usual 
herdmates as much as possible. 

 
 
 

6.2 8-Week Training Plan: Lactating Cows 
 

Week Goal Exercises Success Criterion Frequency/Day 

1–2 Acclimatization Daily calm walking (10 
min.). Strictly avoid 
stress. Introduce new 
environments. 

Cow remains calm, no signs 
of stress 

Once daily, 10 
min. 

3–4 Basic Position Practice correct 
positioning (briefly!). 
Test udder timing. 
Check hooves. 

Clean basic stance in under 
60 seconds 

Once a day, 
15 minutes 

5–6 Timing & 
Management 

Determine udder timing 
empirically. Finalize the 
feeding plan. Conduct 
stress tests. 

Optimal milking time 
identified 

Once a day, 
15 min. 

7–8 Fine-Tuning 
& Stability 

Minimal adjustments. 
Maintain routine. No 
experiments. Final 
clipping. 

Stable, stress-free 
behavior under ring 
conditions 

Once a day, 
10–15 min. 
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6.3 Sample Daily Routine: Lactating Cows (last 2 weeks before show) 
 

Time Action Description Goal 

5:30 a.m. First milking Milking process as usual. Record 
the time for udder timing calculation. 

Base Reference for 
Udder Timing 

6:00 Feeding Unchanged feeding schedule. 
No deviations. Observe and 
record feed intake. 

Rumen Stability 

09:00 Short walk 10 minutes of calm leading. No 
standing training. Only 
movement and contact. 

Get the animal used to 
routine movement 

9:10 Check udder Check and document udder 
fullness, symmetry, and position. 
Note the timestamp. 

Narrow Down the Best 
Time for the Show 

2:00 PM Second milking (optional) Depending on the animal and 
udder timing strategy. Do not 
milk if the show is scheduled 
for 4:00–6:00 p.m. 

Optimize udder timing for 
the show 

4:00 Short positioning practice 5 minutes: Assume the basic 
stance. No lengthy corrections. 
Evaluate the appearance. 

Check show readiness 

 

✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: Udder Timing in Practice – A Concrete Example 
Farm T., Bavaria: The cow “Estrella” (Best Cow class, Herd Book) lost multiple times despite her top 
conformation because her udder was either too full (asymmetry, overfilling) or too empty (lack of 
fullness) in the ring. Solution: For 3 weeks, notes were taken daily on the optimal time after milking 
when the udder looked its best. Result: Six hours after milking was the ideal time. The show 
schedule was adjusted accordingly (milking time 5:00 a.m. = ring entry 11:00 a.m.). At the next 
competition: Class winner. 

 
 

6.4 Error Analysis: Lactating Cows 
 

# Mistake Typical Cause Consequence & Solution 

1 Cow is too fat Feeding errors, no BCS 
management 

Check BCS regularly. Target: BCS 
3.0–3.25. Adjustments must begin 8–
12 weeks before the show, not 2 
weeks beforehand. 

2 Udders timed incorrectly No systematic udder timing Document udder timing over 2–3 
weeks. Determine the optimal timing 
for each cow and plan the show 
schedule accordingly. 

3 Too much training Overly intensive training plan Max. 15 min./session. If signs of 
stress appear: Stop the session 
immediately. A nervous cow = no 
training. 

4 No Routine Irregular daily routines Fixed times for milking, feeding, and 
training. Any changes must be 
finalized at least 3 weeks before the 
show. 

5 Incorrect feeding Last-minute changes shortly 
before the show 

Finalize the feeding schedule 4–6 
weeks before the show. No 
changes in the last 3 weeks 
before the event. 
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6 Poor Hoof Condition Hoof care done too late or 
forgotten 

Perform hoof care exactly 6 weeks 
before the show. Earlier = hooves not 
yet optimally shaped. Later = adverse 
effects. 

7 Stable Stress Restlessness, 
Moving to a New 
Stall, Changes 

Keep the cow in her familiar 
surroundings during the last 2 weeks 
before the show. No pen changes, no 
new cows. 

8 Ignored details Focus on the big picture, 
overlook the small details 

Checklist with details: Legs clean and 
dry, udder area clipped, coat groomed, 
nose moist. Judges see everything. 

9 Handler is nervous Show stress is contagious Handler preparation is just as important 
as the animal’s preparation. Simulate 
the show ring under full stress for the 
handler. 

10 Wrong Goal Focus on the walk instead of 
the moment 

The goal: A single perfect moment in 
which the udder, posture, expression, 
and timing all come together. Prepare 
for this moment. 

 
✔ Weekly Check for Lactating Cows – Management Checklist 

□ BCS checked (target: 3.0–3.25)? 

□ Udder timing documented and inspection schedule adjusted? 

□ Has the feeding plan remained unchanged for at least 4 weeks? 

□ Hoof care performed (6 weeks before the show)? 

□ Is the animal in its familiar environment without any stressors? 

□ Handler preparation: Has a ring simulation involving stress been conducted? 

 

 
7. The last 7 days before the show—the decisive 
countdown 

 

All training phases culminate in this period. Any mistakes made in the last seven days cannot be 
corrected. Doing things right in the last seven days can turn good preparation into peak 
performance. 

 
Time Action Description Goal 

Day 7 Final full session All Categories: Last full training 
session of the cycle. 
No new training after this. 

The animal is at peak 
performance 

Day 6 Clipping & Grooming Final clipping, coat care, check 
hooves, check nose ring. 

Appearance is perfect 

Day 5 Light Exercise Only a short walk (10 min.). No 
corrections, no stress. The animal 
should feel comfortable. 

Rest and well-being 
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Anyone who’s still training intensively in the last 7 days is too late—or hasn’t taken the 
training phases seriously. Rest trumps intensity in this phase. 

 

Day 4 Udder Timing Probe For cows: Final test of the optimal 
udder timing under real-world 
conditions. 

Confirm timing 

Day 3 Transport Test (if 
possible) 

Load the animal into the trailer on a 
trial basis and drive a short distance. 
Observe stress response. 

Minimize transport stress 

Day 2 Rest day No training. Interaction yes, 
exercises no. Keep the animal in 
its familiar environment. Handler: 
mental preparation. 

Recovery and 
stabilization 

Day 1 Show Day Get up early. Calm morning routine. 
Stick to udder timing. Don’t start the 
warm-up until the surroundings are 
familiar. 

The Perfect Moment 

 

 

 
8. The Handler as a Key to Success—An Often-Overlooked 

Discipline 
 

In the entire discussion about show training, almost everything revolves around the dog. That’s 
understandable—and only half true. The handler is the second variable in the ring, and the handler’s 
skill is often the deciding factor between first and third place. 

 

 
8.1 What Makes a Good Handler 

– Calm under pressure: A handler who exudes the same calm in the ring as in the 
stable has a decisive advantage. The dog reads the handler’s mood—always. 

– Precise timing: The command to stop must come at the right moment. Posture 
corrections must be made immediately and calmly. Seconds make all the difference. 

– Peripheral awareness: A good handler keeps an eye on the judge, their own animal, the 
competitors, and the ring conditions all at once—without losing focus on the animal. 

– Discretion: Corrections made in the ring should be invisible to the judge. What looks like an 
animal standing effortlessly is the result of hundreds of invisible micro-corrections. 

 

✔ PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: Handler Training: Even in Front of the Mirror 
Many of the best handlers regularly practice their movements, posture, and body language without a 
dog—in front of a mirror or on video. What they notice: tense shoulders, quick movements, searching 
glances—all signals that the dog interprets as stress. A 30-minute session of self-observation in front 
of the mirror is more beneficial than two hours of additional training with the dog. 
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KEY MESSAGE 

Show training isn’t a talent—it’s solid craftsmanship at a high level. And it is 
precisely this craftsmanship that determines whether genetic potential actually 

translates into sustainable breeding progress. 

An animal that loses in the ring—not because of a lack of genetics, but because the 
training was wrong—is one of the most expensive misinvestments in breeding. When 
trained correctly, it takes the same amount of time—but generates twice the value. 

9. Economic Perspective 
 

The economic appeal of a structured show training program stems from a simple calculation: An 
animal that performs convincingly in the ring generates significantly higher proceeds at auction—
whether as a breeding animal, embryo donor, or show animal—than one with equivalent genetics 
that fails to shine in the ring. The difference between a placed and an unplaced animal can amount 
to several thousand euros at breeding stock auctions. 

At the same time, phase-appropriate training is also a matter of resources. Incorrect training—too 
much, at the wrong time, with the wrong goals—not only wastes time but actively produces negative 
results: animals with trust issues, animals with ingrained flaws, animals that fail in the ring even 
though they have all the right genetics. 

 

 

 
10. Conclusion: Solid craftsmanship at a high level 

 

Phase-based show training is no secret. It’s a systematic approach that top breeders apply 
intuitively—and one that can be replicated through structure and knowledge. Those who understand 
the four categories, know the biological fundamentals, set the right goal for the right phase, and 
consistently avoid the most common mistakes are training at an elite level—regardless of how many 
years of experience they have. 

As with all breeding practices, the key to success lies not in the technique alone, but in the 
management surrounding it. Donor selection in MOET corresponds to animal selection in show 
training. Synchronization precision corresponds to timing in udder management. Recipient animal 
quality corresponds to handler quality. Both disciplines follow the same overarching logic: If you 
handle a phase incorrectly, you squander potential—regardless of how good the animal is. 

Farms that consistently implement these guidelines will, after eight weeks, have calves with a stable 
foundation of trust, cattle that are technically manageable and resistant to distraction, heifers with 
presence and clean lines, and cows with optimal timing and calmness in the barn. This is not a 
promise—it is a reproducible system. 

About the Author 

Helmut Demmelhuber is a management consultant based in Tübingen, Baden-Württemberg, and 
an expert in the application of artificial intelligence in cattle breeding. He grew up on a Bavarian 
dairy farm and has been actively involved in Holstein breeding again since 2025. He advises 
breeders and breeding organizations on the practical integration of AI into cattle breeding. 
www.helmut-demmelhuber.com 
 

http://www.helmut-demmelhuber.com/

	1. Introduction: Why Phased Logic Comes Before Technique
	2. Basics: What Every Show Trainer Needs to Know
	Conditioning Through Consistency
	A Good Memory for Negative Experiences
	A creature of habit through and through
	Body Language Before Commands
	Consistency Trumps Strictness

	3. Calves (0–6 months): Trust as the sole goal
	4. Cattle (6–18 months): Technique, Control, and Ring Readiness
	Learning Objective 1: Walking in a Straight Line
	Learning Objective 2: Clean Stop
	Learning Objective 3: Correct Stance
	Learning Objective 4: Resistance to Distractions

	5. Heifers (before calving): Effect, fine-tuning, and presence
	Element 1: The Line
	Element 2: Head Carriage
	Element 3: Expression
	Element 4: Grooming

	6. Lactating Cows: Management, Rest, and the Perfect Moment
	Lever 1: Udder Timing
	Lever 2: Feeding Management
	Lever 3: Hoof Care
	Lever 4: Stress Management

	7. The last 7 days before the show—the decisive countdown
	8. The Handler as a Key to Success—An Often-Overlooked Discipline
	9. Economic Perspective
	10. Conclusion: Solid craftsmanship at a high level

