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Why Do Cows Die in US Dairy Herds, What Can Be Done About It? 

 
Some have explored what is behind the increase in dairy cow mortality, but researchers recently 

delved into new dimensions of why cows die in a new review in Applied Animal Science.  
 

Philadelphia, PA, December 2, 2019 Cow mortality has been increasing steadily in modern dairy farm 

systems. Concerned investigators have done studies on possible causes such as cow characteristics and 

handling or the environment. Others have discussed the pathophysiology and documentation of death. 

Scientists from Washington State University and Colorado State University have been studying dairy cow 

mortality for over 15 years and recently wrote a review of their findings. “The purpose of this review was 

to integrate epidemiological, pathophysiological, and historical perspectives to improve our understanding 

of why dairy cows die and what can be done about it,” said lead author Dr. Craig McConnel. 

 

When considering mortality, it is often difficult to put a meaningful name on the specific cause of death. 

The authors encourage the use of the “NAMES” (Nomenclature Arranged, Modified, and Evaluated for 

Solutions) approach when discussing solutions to this problem. To establish a standardized nomenclature 

for reasons for cow death, they recommend recording specific details that surround each death to capture 

the complex data on this topic. There are tools such as databases and death certificates that aid in the 

collection and organization of data for eventual analysis. On-farm modifications (e.g., to procedures and 

facilities) based on the data should be made cautiously and with much input from all stakeholders. Over 

time, these modifications should be evaluated for their effectiveness in solving underlying problems, and 

much consideration should go into further refining on-farm actions and protocols to address herd issues 

affecting cow health. All of this makes up the NAMES approach when searching for solutions to dairy cow 

deaths. 

 

“The crux of the matter is that managing such systems requires flexible interventions based on simple 

actions that can themselves evolve into complex and desirable behaviors,” McConnel said. In response to 

the question of why cows die, he said, “The more relevant questions are what are you going to do about 

mortality in your herd, and how do we as an industry manage associated troublesome animal welfare 

implications?” 

 

Applied Animal Science Editor-in-Chief David K. Beede said this is “a seminal invited review about why 

cows die in US dairy herds.” He added, “More consideration of the dairy ecosystem (including the cows’ 



environment, operational practices, economic concerns, and animal interactions on overall performance) 

is needed to analyze and find solutions to why cows die.” 

 

With the goal of reducing mortality, the review offers seven practical suggestions for implementation in 

dairy herds on a day-to-day basis. It also offers two ways to address the broader concern about animal 

welfare. 

 

The article appears in the December issue of Applied Animal Science. 
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NOTES FOR EDITORS 

“Invited Review: Why cows die in US dairy herds,” by C. S. McConnel and F. B. Garry (DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.15232/aas.2019-01926), Applied Animal Science, Volume 35, Issue 6 (December 

2019), published by FASS Inc. and Elsevier Inc. 

 

Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Brittany Morstatter at 

+1-217-356-3182 ext. 143 or arpas@assochq.org to obtain copies. To schedule an interview with the 

authors, please contact Dr. Craig McConnel at +1-509-335-0766 or cmcconnel@wsu.edu. 

 
ABOUT APPLIED ANIMAL SCIENCE 

Applied Animal Science (AAS) is a peer-reviewed scientific journal and the official publication of the 

American Registry of Professional Animal Scientists (ARPAS). In continuous publication since 1985, AAS 

is a leading outlet for animal science research. The journal welcomes novel manuscripts on applied 

technology, reviews on the use or application of research-based information on animal agriculture, 

commentaries on contemporary issues, short communications, and technical notes. Topics that will be 

considered for publication include (but are not limited to) feed science, farm animal management and 

production, dairy science, meat science, animal nutrition, reproduction, animal physiology and behavior, 

disease control and prevention, microbiology, agricultural economics, and environmental issues related to 

agriculture. Themed special issues may also be considered for publication. 
www.appliedanimalscience.org 

 

ABOUT THE AMERICAN REGISTRY OF PROFESSIONAL ANIMAL SCIENTISTS (ARPAS) 

The American Registry of Professional Animal Scientists (ARPAS) is the organization that provides 

certification of animal scientists through examination, continuing education, and commitment to a code of 

ethics. Continual improvement of individual members is catalyzed through publications (including the AAS 

journal) and by providing information on educational opportunities. ARPAS is affiliated with five 

professional societies: American Dairy Science Association, American Meat Science Association, 

American Society of Animal Science, Equine Science Society, and Poultry Science Association. 

www.arpas.org 

 

ABOUT ELSEVIER 

Elsevier (www.elsevier.com) is a world-leading provider of information solutions that enhance the 

performance of science, health, and technology professionals, empowering them to make better 

decisions, deliver better care, and sometimes make groundbreaking discoveries that advance the 

boundaries of knowledge and human progress. Elsevier provides web-based, digital solutions—among 

them ScienceDirect (www.sciencedirect.com), Scopus (www.scopus.com), Elsevier Research Intelligence 

(www.elsevier.com/research-intelligence), and ClinicalKey (www.clinicalkey.com)—and publishes over 

2,500 journals, including The Lancet (www.thelancet.com) and Cell (www.cell.com), and more than 
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35,000 book titles, including a number of iconic reference works. Elsevier is part of RELX Group 

(www.relx.com), a world-leading provider of information and analytics for professional and business 

customers across industries. www.elsevier.com 

 

ABOUT FASS INC. 

Since 1998, FASS has provided shared management services to not-for-profit scientific organizations. 

With combined membership rosters of more than 10,000 professionals in animal agriculture and other 

sciences, FASS offers clients services in accounting, membership management, convention and meeting 

planning, information technology, and scientific publication support. The FASS publications department 

provides journal management, peer-review support, copyediting, and composition for this journal; the staff 

includes five BELS-certified (www.bels.org) technical editors and experienced composition staff. 

www.fass.org 
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