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Body condition scoring is a skill all shepherds should master. It is a subjective 
evaluation of fat (and muscle) on a sheep or goat. It has many applications 
including assessing the health and nutritional status of  an 
animal and determining its readiness for breeding or 
marketing. Body condition score (BCS) is part of the 
Five Point Check© for deciding whether to deworm. 

Sheep/goats are usually body condition scored using a scale of 1 to 5, 
including half scores. A score of 1 is indicative of a very thin (emaciated) 
animal, whereas a 5 is a very fat (obese) animal. Most sheep/goats 
fluctuate between 2 and 4, depending upon their stage of production and 
level of nutrition. For obvious reasons, fed animals usually have higher 
body condition scores than pastured animals. Animals at the extreme 
ends of the body condition scale are undesirable for many reasons.

It is difficult to determine the body condition score of goats and  especially 
sheep simply by looking at them. Wool or hair coats, even pregnancy, can mask body condition. You need to get 
your hands on them. Body condition score (BCS) is determined by feeling for fat (and muscle) over the animal’s 
backbone, ribs, and loin. You do this by placing your thumb on the backbone and moving your spread fingers 
across the ribs. Do the same across the spinous processes of the loin. If you have a lot of animals to score, 
handling the loin is usually sufficient. Be sure all four feet are on the ground when scoring.

1 Very thin
emaciated

2 Thin
lean

3 Average
nice shape

4
Fleshy 
bloomy

fat

5 Obese, 
very fat

The backbone, ribs, and spinous processes (of the loin) 
will feel more prominent (pointy) the thinner the animal 
is. They will be more difficult to detect as the animal 
increases in body condition score. In fact, it is hard to 
detect the bones in an obese (BCS) sheep/goat. Goats 
and some sheep (hair sheep and Finnsheep) fatten 
differently than other livestock. They deposit internal fat 
(kidney and pelvic) before external fat over their frame. 
As a result, they will be fatter (overall) at the same body 
condition score. Dairy goats are usually leaner than 
meat goats. Ideal BCS targets will vary due to these 
differences.

Aim for a BCS of 2.5 to 3.5 at the time of parturition.
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