
 

 

 

 

 
Hay quality is highly variable. Understanding how to evaluate quality is critical to making the best economic 

decisions when purchasing hay.  Overall, high quality hay should be high in crude protein, energy, and minerals, 

and should also have high intake potential. Hay should be free of dust, musty odors, weeds, etc. 

 

Hay quality can be evaluated by looking at a few different aspects: 

✓ Stage of Maturity – By far one of the most important factors affecting hay quality is stage of maturity at 

harvest. This sets the upper limit of quality for the final product. Evaluating the maturity of baled hay can be 

challenging but can be done by experienced individuals. 

✓ Leafiness – Leafiness refers to the ratio of leaves to stems in the hay. This ratio is important because most of 

the digestible nutrients are found in the leaves of the plant. Stage of maturity along with harvest and 

handling methods can affect leafiness.  

✓ Color – Color may or may not reflect the quality of the hay. Bright green hay usually indicates that it was cut 

in the early stages of maturity, properly dried, without rain damage or mold, and correctly stored. Although, 

hay without the bright green color may also test just as well, and occasionally superior, to the vibrantly 

colored bale.  

✓ Condition – Good quality hay should be free of dust and mold (which can be associated with a musty smell). 

Dusty and moldy hay not only reduces palatability but is often an indicator of other issues as well. Poor 

condition is typically associated with rain damage or unsuitable storage.  

 

While these aspects all contributed to hay quality, hay is often priced 

based on its Relative Feed Value (RFV). RFV is calculated by combining 

predicted estimated intake (Neutral Detergent Fiber) and estimated 

digestibility (Acid Detergent Fiber) to create one index. RFV is used as a 

benchmark of quality when buying/selling hay.  However, lower RFV hay 

may feed out just as well. As mentioned previously, RFV is calculated 

solely off fiber values. RFV was initially developed for the dairy industry 

to rank the potential energy intake of hays for lactating dairy cows. This 

works particularly well for alfalfa hays. However, grass hay is a bit 

different. Grass hay has more fiber than alfalfa which reduces its RFV; 

however, that fiber is often more digestible. Grass hay is often ranked 

lower than it should be. 

 

Relative Forage Quality, RFQ, was introduced as an improvement to RFV. Both are based on the same concept: 

(intake x energy content) / a standard (full bloom alfalfa). RFV bases energy off ADF, RFQ is instead calculated from 

equations specific to the type of forage (either legume or grass). RFQ can be used with all forages except for corn 

silage as it does not account for differences in starch availability. Overall, RFQ does appear to be the better estimator 

of value to the animal.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Forage quality needs of cattle 

 by relative forage quality. 
Relative Forage  

Quality 

Suggested Cattle Type 

100 – 115 Heifer, 18 – 24 months 

Dry cow 

115 – 130 Heifer, 12 – 18 months 

Lactating beef cow 

125 – 150 Dairy, last 200 days 

Heifer, 3 – 12 months 

Stocker cattle 

140 – 160+ Dairy, 1st 120 days of lactation 
Undersander, D. 2003. The new Relative Forage Quality Index concept and 

use. World’s Forage Superbowl Contest, UWEX. 
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Take Home Message: 
While both RFV and RFQ both provide a snapshot of estimated value,  

RFQ appears to be the more accurate predictor of feed out quality.  

If a forage sample has different RFV and RFQ values, the RFQ is the better value to follow. 

Evaluating Hay Quality: 
Relative Feed Value or Relative Forage Quality? 
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