
Glossary OF SHEEP TERMS

ADJUSTED LOIN EYE AREA - 
Loin eye area adjusted to a 
constant weight or age for the 
purpose of comparison.

ADJUSTED WEIGHT – Weight 
that has been adjusted for 
age, sex, birth type, rearing 
type, and/or age of dam for the 
purpose of comparison.

ALLELE - One of two or more 
versions of a particular gene. An 
individual inherits two alleles 
for each gene, one from each 
parent. 

ARTIFICIAL INSEMINATION –
The process where semen is 
placed in a ewe’s uterus in an 
attempt to achieve pregnancy 
without a ram present.

BANDING - Applying rubber 
bands to the tail for docking or 
to the scrotum for castrating.

BIRTH TYPE – Litter size 
(single, twin, triplet, etc).

BIRTH WEIGHT – Weight of 
lamb at or very near birth. 

BODY CONDITION SCORE (BCS) 
– Scoring system used to 
describe bodily energy stores 
(fatness) of breeding animals. In
sheep the BCS ranges from 1 to 
5, with one being extremely thin 
and 5 being obese.

BODY WALL FAT THICKNESS - 
Total tissue thickness measured 
between the 12th and 13th 
ribs, 4.5 inches from the center 
of the backbone. Used as an 
additional measure of fatness in 
a lamb carcass.

BREAK JOINT - Determination 
of lamb carcass age. A break 
joint is the area of the cannon 
bone within the front leg that 
is not ossified. Break joints are 
considered lamb.

BREED IMPROVEMENT – 
Strategies for improving the 
genetic and phenotypic quality 
of a breed and enhancing its 
acceptance within the sheep 
industry.

BREED CHARACTER – Long-

established phenotypic 
characteristics of a sheep 
breed, defined by breeders and/
or breed associations.

CARCASS - The muscle, bone 
and fat on a lamb carcass once 
the head, hide and internal 
organs have been removed.

CARRIER - A heterozygous 
animal with one recessive and 
one dominant allele 
for a particular gene pair.  The 
expression of the recessive 
allele is not visually observable 
due to the effect of the 
dominant allele.

CHROMOSOME - An organized 
package of DNA (genes) found 
in the nucleus of the cell. Sheep 
have 27 pairs of chromosomes.
CIDR – “Controlled Internal 
Drug Release”- an intravaginal 
progesterone implant used to 
induce and synchronize estrus 
in ewes.

CLOSED FLOCK - An existing 
flock that does not introduce 
any outside animals, often for 
biosecurity reasons. Outside 
genetics, if used, are introduced 
via artificial insemination. 

CLUB LAMB – A youth oriented, 
terminal project (4H or FFA) 
lamb of either sex (typically 
a wether) that is shown as a 
market lamb and evaluated 
based on a combination of 
body composition (muscle and 
fat), conformation, and other 
characteristics. 

CODON - A specific location on 
a chromosome that forms a unit 
of genetic code. For example, 
the alleles present at Codon 171 
determine the level of a sheep’s 
susceptibility to scrapie.  In this 
case it is described as RR, QR 
(least susceptible to Scrapie) 
or QQ (most susceptible to 
Scrapie)

COEFFICIENT OF RELATIONSHIP 
– A measure of genetic similarity 
between two individuals, as 
predicted by pedigree.

COLOSTRUM – Antibody-rich 
first milk that a ewe produces 
in the first 24 hours after giving 
birth. The antibodies are most 
readily absorbed by the lamb in 
the first 24 hour time frame.

COMPOSITE BREED – A new 
breed formed by crosses 
between two or more pure 
breeds, followed by subsequent 
matings among the crosses 
to stabilize the composite. 

CONTEMPORARY GROUP – A 
group of lambs of similar sex 
and age that have been fed and 
managed the same way.

CREEP - Supplemental feed 
provided to lambs that are still 
nursing, typically in an area that 
only the lambs can access.

CROSSBREEDING - Mating 
of different breeds to take 
advantage of the strengths of 
each breed and gain hybrid 
vigor. 

CULL – An animal that 
has reached the end of its 
productive life and is removed 
from the breeding flock or sold 
for harvest.

CUTABILITY - The percent 
of boneless, closely trimmed 
retail cuts.

DAM - Mother of offspring.

DATA COLLECTION – Gathering 
and recording data on traits 
important to your flock. 
Data may be submitted for 
across-flock genetic evaluation 
through central programs such 
as NSIP. 

DNA MARKER – DNA is mapped 
by finding the combination of 
single nucleotides that make up 
the DNA or the genome, a gene 
or DNA sequence with a known 
location on a chromosome 
that is used to identify or track 
inheritance of nearby genes.

DNA SAMPLE – A blood or 
tissue sample used for DNA 
testing, the commonly used 
sampling methods are blood 
tubes, blood cards and ear tag 

tissue samples. 

DOMINANCE - A single copy 
of a dominant allele typically 
masks or overrides the 
expression of a different allele 
in the same gene pair. 

DOMINANT TRAIT – An 
inherited characteristic that is 
expressed in the appearance of 
an animal that has one or two 
copies of a dominant allele in a 
gene pair.

DRESSING PERCENTAGE - Hot 
carcass weight divided by live 
weight immediately prior to 
harvest; the normal dressing 
percent range for sheep is 
44-56%.

DWARF GENE – A genetic 
defect that is characterized by 
the affected offspring being 
proportionally reduced in frame 
size and weight. It is noted as 
FF (homozygous dominant, free 
non-carrier), FD (carrier) and DD 
(homozygous recessive, dwarf).

DYSTOCIA - Difficulty in giving 
birth. 

EMBRYO TRANSFER - 
Implantation of embryos or 
fertilized eggs from a “donor” 
ewe into a surrogate or 
“recipient” ewe. 

ENTROPION - A genetic 
defect observed in newborn 
lambs where the eyelid folds 
inward causing eye irritation. 

ESTIMATED BREEDING VALUE 
(EBV) - An estimate of an 
animal’s genetic merit for a 
particular trait based on the 
individual’s performance and 
the performance of relatives.  
An EBV becomes more accurate 
in time as the database accrues 
more information on related 
animals across different flocks 
and environments. 

ESTRUS - Period of time when 
the ewe is fertile and receptive 
to the male.  Also known as 
“heat period”.

EWE - Female sheep.

EXTERNAL FAT THICKNESS 
(BACKFAT) - The layer of fat 
between the hide and muscle 
over the loin eye between the 
12th and 13th rib.

EYE MUSCLE DEPTH – The 
depth of the loin eye muscle 
measured ultrasonically 
between the 12th and 13th ribs. 
Eye muscle depth measures 
muscle and more muscular 
caracasses are higher yield 
carcasses. 

F1 - Progeny resulting from the 
mating a purebred ram and 
a purebred ewe of different 
breeds.

F2 -Progeny resulting from an 
FI sire and an F1 dam.

FAMACHA - Parasite control 
regiment for controlling 
and treating Haemonchus 
Contoritus (barber pole worm).  
Uses eye color chart to predict 
level of anemia in the animal.

FAT DEPTH - Subcutaneous fat 
thickness measured between 
the 12th and 13th ribs, over the 
mid-point of the rib loin eye 
muscle perpendicular to the 
outside surface of the fat.

FECAL EGG COUNT - Number 
of worm eggs in a gram of feces 
– used to determine parasite
load in a sheep.

FEED EFFICIENCY – A measure 
of how effectively an individual 
sheep converts feed to product. 
Typically expressed in pounds 
of weight gain per pound of 
feed fed and/or the related cost 
of that gain. 

FIBER COLOR – Wool of any 
color other than white (black, 
gray, silver, brown, red, etc.) 

FINISH – Amount of fleshing 
and fat thickness, used 
to determine an animal’s 
readiness for harvest.
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FITTED – A sheep shown with 
a washed, trimmed, shaped, 
packed and sculpted fleece.

FLANK STREAKING - The 
amount of fat deposited within 
and upon the inside flank 
muscles.

FLESHING - The body’s 
capacity to fatten and retain 
fat.  Also known as finish or 
condition.

FLOCK - A group of sheep.

FLOCK IMPROVEMENT - The 
means by which an individual 
breeder implements selection 
and mating strategies to align 
their flock with their personal 
goals and/or marketing plan. 
These plans differ among 
breeders and provide for 
genetic diversity in the gene 
pool.

FLUSHING - Increasing sheep 
nutrition and energy intake 
before breeding start. A surgical 
procedure where embryos are 
flushed or transferred from a 
donor ewe to a recipient ewe.

FOOT ROT - Contagious 
disease of the hoof which can 
cause severe lameness. 

GENETIC IMPROVEMENT –
Identifying, measuring, 
selecting and mating for traits 
that will improve productivity 
and profitability.

GENOMICS – a branch of 
biotechnology associated with 
gene mapping (describing the 
genes that make up a sheep).

GENOTYPE - the genetic  
make-up of an individual.

GENOTYPING - the process of 
finding differences in the
genetic makeup of individual 
sheep in their DNA sequence. 

GESTATION LENGTH - The 
length of pregnancy, usually 
around 148 days in Suffolks.

GRID - Tool used to measure 
the surface area of the loineye 
muscle between the 12th and 
13th ribs in a lamb carcass.

HALF-SIBS - Individuals who 
have the same sire or dam.

HEIGHT – Height of the animal 
at the point of the shoulder 
measured from the ground.
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HEREDITY - The transmission 
of characteristics from parents
to their offspring through 
genes.

HETEROSIS (OR HYBRID 
VIGOR) - The increased 
performance of crossbreds as 
compared to the average of 
the parental breeds for specific 
traits.  Heterosis can also occur 
within purebreds as the result 
of heterozygosity. 

HETEROZYGOUS – When two 
different alleles are present for 
a particular gene pair (example 
QR for scrapie resistance 
susceptibility). 

HOMOZYGOUS - When both 
alleles in a gene pair are 
identical (example RR for 
Scrapie resistance). 

HOT CARCASS WEIGHT - 
The weight of the unchilled 
carcass after the head, hide 
and internal organs have been 
removed.

INBREEDING - Mating of two 
individuals that are related to 
each other. Inbreeding is  
expected to increase the 
number of homozygous gene 
pairs and decrease the number 
of heterozygous gene pairs.  
Inbreeding may increase the 
expression of undesirable 
recessive genes and suppress 
fitness and growth traits. It can 
also increase the uniformity 
and prepotency of a flock.

INBREEDING COEFFICIENT – 
Expressed as a percentage, it 
is a measure of the amount 
of inbreeding in an animal’s 
pedigree. It is the likelihood 
that two alleles in a gene pair 
are identical because of a 
common ancestor of the two 
parents. 

JUG - Small portable pen used 
at lambing where ewes and 
lambs bond.

KIDNEY, PELVIC AND HEART 
FAT (KPH) - The amount of 
fat found within the regions 
of the kidney, pelvis and heart 
expressed as a percentage of 
the hot carcass weight.

LACTATION - Period of time 
milk is secreted from the 

mammary glands to feed the 
animals young. 

LAMB - A sheep under one year 
of age. Also refers to the meat or 
carcass from animals estimated 
to be under one year of age 
(break joint vs. spool joint). 

LEAN - The amount of muscle 
that is free from fat. 

LENGTH - A linear 
measurement of a body part
(leg, neck, loin) but most often 
referring to length of body as 
measured from the base of the 
neck to the pin bone or dock as 
indicated.

LINEAR MEASUREMENTS – 
One-dimensional 
measurements that relate to 
an animal’s size. Examples 
include height, length, width, or 
circumference of the animal or 
its specific parts. 

LINE BREEDING - A form of 
inbreeding which increases 
the average relationship of the 
individuals in a flock 
to an outstanding ancestor 
or line of ancestors, usually 
several generations back in 
a pedigree. A given superior 
animal, for example, might 
appear several times in a five 
generation pedigree.

LOIN EYE AREA - Cross 
section area of the loin muscle 
evaluated between the 12th 
and 13th rib. Can be measured 
in live animals with ultrasound 
or in carcasses with a camera 
or grid.

LOIN - The region of the body 
between the last rib and the 
hip bone that contains the 
longissimus dorsi muscle. Also 
a wholesale or primal cut from 
the same location on a carcass. 

LONGEVITY – An assessment 
of livability, stayability or ability 
to thrive productively in the 
flock over a measurable period 
of time.

MASTITIS - Inflammation of 
the mammary glands that often 
results from bacterial infection.

MATERNAL DAM TRAITS –
Attributes generally associated 
with ewe productivity such as 
mothering and milking ability, 

twinning rate, temperament, 
fertility (in and out of season) 
and ewe maintenance cost.

MATURITY - Period of time 
ewe lambs achieve puberty and 
estrus.  Typically between the 
ages of 6-8 months.  Maturity 
for ram lambs is approximately 
4-6 months. 

MULTIPLE TRAIT SELECTION -
Selection for more than one 
trait at the same time.

MUTTON - Meat from a sheep 
over one year of age.

NATIONAL SHEEP 
IMPROVEMENT PROGRAM 
(NSIP) - The organization 
responsible for quantitative 
genetic evaluation of multiple 
sheep breeds in the United 
States. 

NATURAL SERVICE – A mating 
that takes place when a ram 
breeds a ewe on site in the 
same location at the same time.

OBJECTIVE (QUANTITATIVE) 
TRAITS – Attributes that 
are not subject to personal 
taste or preference but rather 
a measurable date-driven 
description.

OFFTYPE – An animal that 
does not meet the breed type 
standard for a trait or traits.

OUTCROSS - Mating of 
individuals within a breed that 
are not closely related.

OVERBITE - When the lower 
incisors align behind the upper 
dental pad.  Also known as 
parrot mouth or undershot jaw. 

OVINE - The scientific name 
for sheep.

PALATABILITY - The 
tenderness, flavor, and juiciness 
of the meat.

PARASITE – Any number of 
undesirable vector species that 
use a sheep as a host 
(worms, lice, ticks, etc.).

PARAMETERS – A set of 
boundaries within which an 
ideal or expected pattern is set.

PARENT VERIFIED / 
PARENTAGE TESTING – 
Genomic confirmation of the sire 
and dam of a genetically tested 
animal as determined by DNA.

PEDIGREE – The ancestry of an 
individual. 

PERCENTAGE REGISTERED - A 
sheep registered whose lineage 
is not 100% registered Suffolk. 
The percentage is noted on the 
registration certificate (15/16th 
or 94% is currently recognized 
as a purebred).

PHENOTYPE – The observable 
or measurable expression of a 
trait. Phenotype results from a 
combination of genotype and 
environmental factors. 

POST WEANING WEIGHT -
Weight taken on a lamb to 
indicate its growth after being 
weaned from its dam. NSIP 
evaluates 120-day post weaning 
weight as (PWWT).

PREPOTENCY - The ability of a 
sheep to produce progeny that 
are uniform and predictable 
in terms of type and expected 
production. Genetically, 
prepotency is the result of 
increased homozygosity and/or 
dominance.

PRODUCTION TEST - A method 
of testing a sheep’s ability 
to perform against a 
contemporary group.  Often 
this is a group of similarly 
aged rams tested for their 
comparative ability to grow 
rapidly, feed efficiently and/or 
excel in ultrasound scan data.

PROGENY TEST - Evaluation of 
a sire based on performance of 
his offspring. Progeny tests can 
be used to compare multiple 
sires on the same farm or to 
evaluate a sire’s progeny across 
a range of dams, farms and/or 
environments. 

PROGESTERONE - Female 
hormone secreted by the ovary 
which maintains pregnancy.

PUREBRED - Animal produced 
from parents of the same breed.

QUALITY GRADE – A carcass 
grade assigned by USDA that
indicates acceptability and/or 
palatability. Determined from 
measures of maturity (age), 
flank streaking (marbling), and 
conformation. Lamb quality 
grades are prime, choice, good, 
utility and cull.
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RAM - Intact (uncastrated) 
male sheep.

RANGE RAM – Rams bred, 
raised, and selected for their 
ability to thrive and breed 
flocks that range over a large 
given territory in an extensive 
production system.

RATE OF GAIN – A 
measurement of growth in
pounds for a given period of 
time.

RECESSIVE TRAIT – A genetic 
trait that is only expressed 
when an animal has two copies 
of a recessive allele. (example: 
Spider Syndrome, designated 
as SS, results from a recessive 
gene combination, whereas the 
dominant N allele results in a 
normal phenotype. 

REGISTERED – A documented 
animal, with recognized 
breeder and parentage, that 
is recorded, identified, and 
listed in the breed association 
records.

RETAIL CUTS - Smaller cuts of 
meat that you buy at a grocery 
store.

RIBBED OR RIBBING - When a 
lamb carcass is split between 
the 12th and 13th rib.

RUMINANT – A cud-chewing, 
cloven-hoofed animal with 
four stomach compartments 
for digestion of various types 
of plant materials including 
cellulose.

SCRAPIE - A fatal, degenerative 
disease affecting the central 
nervous system of sheep and 
goats.

SCRAPIE RESISTANCE – 
Several genes have been 
identified that influence a 
sheep’s susceptibility to Scrapie. 
In the US, sheep are often tested 
at Codon 171 for the R or Q 
allele. RR and QR sheep are the 
least susceptible to most strains 
of Scrapie. RR sheep are desired 
because all their offspring 
will get at least 1 copy of the R 
gene. QQ individuals are the 
most susceptible to Scrapie, if 
exposed. 

SERVICE TYPE - Either natural 
service (by a ram) or artificial 
insemination (AI). 

SCROTAL CIRCUMFERENCE – 
A measurement taken around 
the thickest portion of a ram’s 
scrotum that is associated 
with fertility. It is generally 
recommended that mature 
rams have a minimum of 33cm 
scrotal circumference (30 
cm for ram lambs) to ensure 
satisfactory breeding. 

SINGLE TRAIT SELECTION – A 
breeding strategy that focuses 
on one particular trait with no 
regard to any other traits. The 
advantage is that allows for the 
fastest progress in improving 
that one trait. The disadvantage 
is that it typically leads to 
the deterioration of other 
important traits. 

SIRE - Father of offspring.

SIRE GROUP – A group of 
animals that are sired by the 
same male animal. 

SLICK SHORN – Sheep that are 
shown or presented as washed 
and freshly shorn (without 
fleece).  The remaining fleece 
is minimal, of uniform length 
(under 1/8 inch) and allows 
muscling, body condition and 
structural correctness to be 
more easily viewable.

SPIDER GENE - A gene that in 
its homozygous, recessive form 
causes severe malformation 
in sheep. It is noted as NN 
(homozygous dominant), NS 
(carrier) and SS (homozygous 
recessive). 

SPOOL JOINT - Determination 
of a lamb carcass age.  A spool 
joint is the area of the cannon 
bone on the front leg that 
is ossified.  Spool joints are 
considered mutton.

STUD RAM – A ram selected to 
be a sire in the flock.

SUBJECTIVE (QUALITATIVE) 
TRAITS – Attributes that 
are subject to personal 
taste or preference rather 
than objective, measurable 
description.

SURVIVABILITY – The ability 
to live when confronted with 
external challenges.

SYNCHRONIZE - Act of 
preventing ewes from cycling 

naturally by inducing the 
hormone progesterone.

TERMINAL SIRE – A ram 
from which all offspring of 
both sexes are intended for 
the commercial meat market 
and not kept as replacements. 
Important traits include: 
growth rate, carcass quality, 
soundness, fertility, libido, 
survivability, etc. 

ULTRASOUND - High frequency 
measurement of the external fat 
thickness and loin eye area on a 
live animal.

UNDERBITE - When the incisor 
teeth extend forward past the 
dental pad. Also known as 
Monkey Mouth or over-shot jaw.

VISUAL APPRAISAL – An 
assessment and description of 
an animal based on what can 
be visually observed.

WEANING WEIGHT – A lamb 
weight taken at the time 
of weaning from the dam. 
Weaning weights are a measure 
of a lamb’s genetic ability for 
growth as well as a dam’s 
milking ability.

WETHER - Castrated male 
sheep.

WETHER DAM – A type of show 
ring classification of a ewe or 
ewe lamb whose purpose is to 
produce club lambs. Typically 
shown slick shorn.

WETHER SIRE - A type of show 
ring classification of a ram or 
ram lamb whose purpose is to 
produce club lambs. Typically 
shown slick shorn. 

WHOLESALE CUTS - Leg, Loin, 
Rack and Shoulder.

YEARLING - Animal between 1 
and 2 years of age. 

YIELD GRADE (YG) – A 
numerical carcass grade 
assigned by USDA that indicates 
cutability. Determined from 
measures of fatness. Lamb Yield 
Grades range from YG 1 (lean) to 
YG 5 (fat).

JOIN THE FLOCK

BECOME A MEMBER

THERE'S A SUFFOLK FOR EVERYONE!
today
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