
Objective Pricing
The move toward embracing genetic information to determine feeder cattle value.

V irtually all the calves and  
 feeder cattle traded each year  
 are valued based on rational 

but subjective assumptions, such as 
how likely a group of calves is to 
stay healthy; to convert feed and 
gain weight within a given set of 
parameters; and to hang carcasses 
with the weight, quality and yield 
grade to capture premiums rather 
than suffer discounts.

Although often honed by lots 
of experience, these value points 
are subjective even if a buyer has 
previous success with a producer’s 

cattle. That’s because often little is 
known about the specific genetics 
of the cattle they are buying, 
even though genetics determine 
approximately a third of an animal’s 
growth, feedlot efficiency and 
carcass performance.

“If you look at crops, pork, 
poultry, dairy and virtually all other 
agricultural products, genetics are 
heavily emphasized,” explains Ken 
Odde, former head of the Kansas 
State University animal sciences and 
industry department. “Yet in the 
beef industry, we trade millions of 

feeder cattle and calves annually, 
while knowing next to nothing 
about their genetics. Without 
objective genetic information 
on potential growth rate, feed 
efficiency, marbling and other key 
traits, we cannot accurately project 
how a given group of cattle will 
perform or how valuable their 
carcasses will be. That lack of 
genetic information creates a big 
hole in our ability to price cattle 
according to their true value.”

Filling this canyon-deep void 
and enabling more accurate pricing 
prompted creation of the Genetic 
Merit Pricing Task Force (GMP Task 
Force), which Odde facilitates.

“When you consider the success 
objective genetic information brought 
to our seedstock market over the 
past several decades, you get some 
idea what could happen in the feeder 
cattle market,” says Tom Brink, Red 
Angus Association of America CEO 
and one of the GMP Task Force 
founders. “Industry-wide genetic 
improvement will progress more 
rapidly when genetic information is 
part of the price discovery process, 
and that benefits everyone from ranch 
to consumer.”

Brink and a few others began 
discussing how to tackle the problem 
about two years ago, understanding 
that such a mammoth evolution 
required collective industry will.

Documenting the need
Brink, who has deep roots in the 
cattle feeding business, conducted a 
survey of cattle feeders representing 
35-40% of the nation’s aggregate 
cattle feeding capacity. Feedlots 
ranged in size from 1,000 head to 
more than 100,000. The average 
feedlot size was 28,130 head. 
He also talked to leading buyers, 
backgrounders, auction managers 
and industry experts.
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“Perhaps the biggest 
surprise was how strong 
the feelings are out in the 
country that the feeder 
cattle market needs to 
change,” Brink says.  
“For instance, even 
though the current 
emphasis on hide color is 
decades old, more than 
90% of respondents want 
a future that is different 
from the past. They have 
little affinity for a future 
that is a mere extension 
of the present; they made 
a lot of comments along 
those lines.”

Taking flight
Armed with growing 
industry interest, the GMP 
Task Force was born. It 
is a coalition of 32 producers from all 
industry segments, representing some 
of the nation’s brightest and most 
experienced cattle producers, marketers, 
backgrounders and feeders (see GMP 

Task Force Members). Their charge is to 
help bring objective genetic information 
into the price discovery process for 
feeder cattle and calves. Ultimately, 
this means more sellers offering this 

type of information to 
prospective buyers, and 
then buyers effectively 
using the information as 
they price cattle.

Moreover, a growing 
number of industry 
organizations are 
supporting the effort 
(see GMP Task Force 
Funding Partners and 
On-record Supporters).

“We are pleased 
with the broad-based 
industry support we 
have received thus far,” 
Odde says. “We are 
in conversation with 
many other key cattle 
organizations at the 
current time. Once 
people understand  
the importance of 

genetic information becoming actively 
used in the feeder cattle and calf 
markets, they quickly recognize it is 
the right direction for improving the 
beef business.”  

In the beef industry, we trade millions 
of feeder cattle and calves annually, 
while knowing next to nothing about 
their genetics. Without objective genetic 
information on potential growth rate, 
feed efficiency, marbling and other key 
traits, we cannot accurately project how a 
given group of cattle will perform or how 
valuable their carcasses will be. That lack 
of genetic information creates a big hole  
in our ability to price cattle according to 
their true value.

— Ken Odde, former head of the Kansas State University 
animal sciences and industry department
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