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Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) are predictions of
an individual sheep’s genetic potential to pass specific
traits to its offspring. These values are available for a
range of economically important traits and are
designed to be used in conjunction with visual
selection.  When utilizing EBVs in your breeding
program, you are choosing the genes, not the
environment they were raised in. The appearance and
performance of an animal is a combination of its
genes and the environment in which it is raised (e.g.
the amount and quality of feed, whether it was born a
single or twin). EBVs help breeders compare animals
more accurately by separating genetic merit from
environmental influences such as feed, weather, or
management.
 
EBVs help sheep producers make informed, strategic
selection decisions when choosing rams or
replacement ewes. By consistently selecting animals
with EBVs that align with flock goals—such as
improved growth, maternal ability, carcass quality, or
parasite resistance—producers can make steady, long-
term genetic progress.

What Are Estimated Breeding
Values (EBVs)?

Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) predict how a
sheep and its offspring are expected to perform
compared with other sheep raised under the same
management and environmental conditions.

For example, if a ram has a +3.0 Weaning Weight EBV,
he has the genetic potential to be 3 kilograms
(approximately 6.6 pounds) heavier at weaning
compared to a ram with an EBV of 0. Because each
parent passes on half of its genetics to its offspring, his
lambs are expected to average 1.5 kilograms
(approximately 3.3 pounds) heavier at weaning than
the progeny of a ram with an EBV of 0.

While a few pounds may seem small in an individual
lamb, these differences add up across an entire flock.
A 3-pound advantage in weaning weight across many
lambs can significantly increase total pounds
marketed, resulting in greater overall productivity and
profitability over time.

Example EBV: Weaning Weight



EBVs are calculated using several sources of information, including pedigree records and performance data
from the individual animal, as well as its relatives, and especially progeny. The calculation process also accounts
for adjustment factors and the heritability of each trait.

EBVs are not calculated in the same way as adjusted weights. EBVs are derived using advanced statistical
models that separate genetic influence from environmental effects.

Because of this approach, EBVs can help describe and predict traits that are difficult or expensive to measure
directly, such as carcass characteristics and maternal performance.

What Data Are Included in an EBV?

Accuracy is scored from 0 to 1 (0%-100%) and shows
how close an EBV is to an animal’s true breeding value.
The more data that is available, the higher the
accuracy. 

A high accuracy means that an EBV is less likely to
change as more data are available, so there is
greater confidence an animal will pass those traits
to its lambs. Proven sheep with high numbers of
progeny and/or DNA data was gathered will have
higher accuracy values.

Low accuracy values are common for younger
animals, where progeny performance data are
unavailable. These EBVs have a greater likelihood of
changing over time. 

Accuracy values can differ for each trait for the same
animals, because not all traits are measured equally.
For example, growth traits usually have higher
accuracy because they are measured directly on all
animals. Maternal traits, however, are measured only in
females and are not evaluated until later in life.

What Does Accuracy Value
Mean?

Percentile rank shows where an animal’s EBV ranks
compared to animals within that breed and is
expressed as a percentage. A higher percentile means
an animal ranks higher. For example, an animal with a
percentile rank of 70% for weaning weight (WWT)
means they are in the top 30% of that breed for
weaning weight EBV and that their lambs are
expected to wean heavier than the remaining 70% of
the breed. 

These rankings translate raw EBVs into an easy-to-
understand scale that can quickly be used to compare
animals within the breed.

How to Interpret Percentile
Rank for EBVs?

What Are Selection Indexes?
Many sheep genetic evaluations provide selection indexes in addition to individual EBVs.  Indexes combine
important production traits into a single value and are a useful way to rank animals quickly and easily for a
particular production system. They are usually designed for maternal systems (focused on reproduction and
raising lambs) or terminal systems (focused on growth and meat traits).

Selection indexes help producers rank and compare sheep using the same criteria for every animal. Since indexes
are specific to each breed, they should not be compared across breeds unless the evaluation includes data from
multiple breeds.

Knowing which indexes match your flock’s goals can help you make better breeding decisions, improve genetic
progress, and increase overall flock profitability.





To find an animal’s current Estimated Breeding Values, go to the NSIP search page:
http://nsipsearch.nsip.org/#!/search and enter the animal’s NSIP number. Then review the trait chart
provided in the results. The chart shows both the animal’s percentile ranking and the accuracy value for
each trait.

In the example below, the Weaning Weight EBV (WWT) is 2.181, has an accuracy of 74, and a percentile
ranking of 65. This means the animal’s weaning weight genetics rank in the top 35% of the breed. As a
result, its lambs are expected to wean heavier than about 70% of lambs in the breed.

An accuracy score of 74 indicates a fairly high level of confidence in this estimate. As more performance
data is collected, the EBV is less likely to change significantly. 

Putting It All Together

65%
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For More Information: https://nsip.org
Created by: Marti Carlson (npranchtx.com)

http://nsipsearch.nsip.org/#!/search

	MAKING SENSE OF ESTIMATED BREEDING VALUES (EBVs): A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR SHEEP PRODUCERS
	What Are Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs)?
	Example EBV: Weaning Weight

	What Data Are Included in an EBV?
	What Does Accuracy Value Mean?
	How to Interpret Percentile Rank for EBVs?
	What Are Selection Indexes?
	Putting It All Together
	To find an animal’s current Estimated Breeding Values, go to the NSIP search page: http://nsipsearch.nsip.org/#!/search and enter the animal’s NSIP number. Then review the trait chart provided in the results. The chart shows both the animal’s percentile ranking and the accuracy value for each trait.
	In the example below, the Weaning Weight EBV (WWT) is 2.181, has an accuracy of 74, and a percentile ranking of 65. This means the animal’s weaning weight genetics rank in the top 35% of the breed. As a result, its lambs are expected to wean heavier than about 70% of lambs in the breed.
	An accuracy score of 74 indicates a fairly high level of confidence in this estimate. As more performance data is collected, the EBV is less likely to change significantly.
	Accuracy #
	EBV
	Percentile Ranking


	For More Information: https://nsip.org
	Created by: Marti Carlson (npranchtx.com)


