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Predicting future productivity of sows through assessment of vulva size
The connection between a visual evaluation of prepubertal vulva size and sow reproductive
productivity and longevity is discussed in an article in Applied Animal Science
Champaign, IL, October 12, 2020—One way to increase profitability in a commercial swine production
system is to identify and breed sows that will perform well reproductively throughout their lives.
Reproductive success, however, is influenced by environmental and genetic factors and is difficult to
predict. A team of Iowa scientists found that vulva size can be used to predict reproductive longevity and
performance. In a recent article in Applied Animal Science, the researchers explored the relationship
between visually assigned prepubertal vulva score and sow productivity (age at farrowing and pigs born)
over two parities.
The scoring system involving visually scored vulva size and development is described in the article. At 15
weeks of age, gilts were categorized into three groups: those that had below-average, average, or aboveaverage vulva size. The scores were assigned by trained evaluators such that about 15% of the gilt
population studied fell in the below-average group, 15% were above average, and the remainder were in
the average group.
“Gilts that were below average for reproductive-tract development at approximately 15 wk of age, as
assessed by vulva size, achieved their first two parities later in life and produced fewer piglets compared
with their contemporaries,” said lead author Jason W. Ross, PhD, Department of Animal Science and
Iowa Pork Industry Center, Iowa State University, Ames, IA, USA. This is significant because it has been
established that gilts that achieve their first parity earlier in life have increased potential for lifetime
productivity.
“Vulva scoring may be a potential management tool to select breeding herd replacements or to identify
gilts to exclude from the breeding herd,” said David K. Beede, PhD, editor in chief of Applied Animal
Science. Ross commented that “the effectiveness of this approach requires reliable evaluation and
scoring of gilts, which can be accomplished by having single individuals assign scores or by developing
consistent scoring among evaluators if more than one person is responsible for assessing vulva size.”
With more research, assessment of vulva size could become a valuable tool for commercial swine
producers.
The article appears in the October issue of Applied Animal Science.
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