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New expression of Type ABVs 
From April 2015, the expression of Type ABVs and 
the definition of ‘average’ is changing to be more 
consistent with the way in which breeding values are 
expressed in other countries. This fact sheet 
describes the new expression of Type ABVs. 

Comparing ABVs 
Australian Breeding Values (ABVs) are a relative 
measure of an animal’s genetic merit. A single ABV 
figure doesn’t mean much unless it’s compared to 
another animal or an average.  
 
We can use the analogy of a car where:  

 The size of the fuel tank is an absolute 
measure. For example 60L tank.  

 But safety rating is measured in stars and 
you don’t know if a ‘3 star rating’ is good or 
bad until you compare it to another car, an 
average, or a top score. A star rating is a 
relative measure.  

 
ABVs, like car safety ratings are relative measures. 
To make sense of a relative measure, it is useful to 
understand the average of each ABV and how the 
ABVs are expressed.   
 
The average is updated each year so that it stays 
current and is a reflection of the cows that are milking 
around Australia, today. 
 

Standard deviations 
A standard deviation is a statistical term that is 
describes how much spread there is in a set of 
numbers.   

 The size of a standard deviation is small if 
there isn’t much variation in the numbers. 

 The size is larger if there is greater difference 
in the spread of the information from best to 
worst. 

 
In the case of animal performance, there are usually 
lots of animals that are about average and fewer 
animals that are extreme (either extremely bad or 
extremely good). This is a normal distribution pattern 
of data which is illustrated in Figure 1.  
 

In a normal distribution; 

 One third of animals will be within 1 standard 
deviation above average and another third 
below average. 

 A smaller number (27%) will be between 1 
and 2 standard deviations, 

 A very small number (4%) will be between 2 
and 3 standard deviations, and 

 
The size of the standard deviation depends on how 
much difference exists between the best and worst 
groups of animals. To apply this to dairy cattle 
breeding, the trait of Rear Leg Set is a good 
example. There isn’t much difference between best 
and worst. In fact, the standard deviation is about 5 
whereas Stature has more than double the size of a 
standard deviation (11 for Holsteins). 
 
If you know the size of the standard deviation, it’s 
easy to figure out if an animal is average, a bit above 
average or extreme for a trait. 
 

Standardising ABVs 
From April 2015, Type ABVs are ‘standardised’. The 
size of the standard deviation for all type traits is set 
to 5. In doing so, one standard deviation is 5 units; 
two SD is 10 units and so on. 
 

  

HIGHLIGHTS 

 Type traits are getting a facelift from April 2015. 
 

 ABVs are standardised and expressed on a common scale where one standard deviation is set to 5 and 
the average is 100. 

 

Figure 1: Normal distribution curve showing the 

proportion of a population expected in each standard 

deviation. 



 

So what does this mean? 

 A bull with a Stature ABV of 100 will be 
average for the trait 

 A bull with a Stature ABV of 105 will be 1 SD 
taller than average  

o (in the top ~16% for the breed) 

 A bull with a Stature ABV of 95 will be 1 SD 
shorter than average  

o (in the bottom ~16% for the breed) 

 A bull with a Stature ABV of 110 will be 2 SD 
taller than average  

o (in the top ~2% for the breed)  

 A bull with a rear teat placement ABV of 110 
will be 2SD closer than average 

 
 

Future research 
Type ABVs are the focus of current research 
programs which will help us understand changes in 
type data over time.  
 
 

For more information 
Peter Williams 
DataGene Client Services 
Ph (03) 9032-7191 
Email: abv@datagene.com.au 
www.datagene.com.au  
 
December 2016 
  

mailto:abv@datagene.com.au
http://www.datagene.com.au/


DataGene is an Australian Dairy Farmers initiative that receives the majority of its funding from Dairy Australia through the 

Dairy Services Levy.  Published by DataGene Pty Ltd. This Fact Sheet is published for your information only. It is published  

with due care and attention to accuracy, but DataGene accepts no liability, if, for any reason, the information is inaccurate,  

incomplete or out of date whether negligent or otherwise. Copyright DataGene Pty Ltd 2016. All rights reserved © 

Illustrations for sample type traits 
(Adapted from World Holstein Friesian Federation 
type harmonisation programme).  
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