
The value of traceability in 
the beef industry markets

The beef industry is a complex market revolving 
around packers and producers exchanging cattle and 
money based on averages and current market value. 
With an average U.S. herd size of forty head, most 
cattle are produced from small family operations 
(Figure 1). Since most of the cattle being supplied 
to the beef market originate from these small herds, 
it is difficult for packers and distributers to obtain 
information about every animal being processed 
through their packing and distribution systems. 
Therefore, as cattle transition through the beef 
markets much of the animal’s history is never relayed 
from one stage of the supply chain to the next. 
This lack of information sharing costs the industry 
time and money, reducing the industry’s economic 
efficiency. This limits the quality, consistency, and 
specialization some feel is needed in the beef industry.

Beef cattle are treated as a commodity in the marketing system, similar to that of crops or raw materials. This 
method of marketing beef cattle has been an efficient method in the past, but as food safety concerns and the need 
for specialization grows, managing beef cattle in this manner is becoming obsolete. When compared to beef cattle, 
crop and raw material commodities are much more consistent from location to location. There can be tremendous 
differences in meat quality in a given herd and more differences when evaluating beef cattle on a regional basis. 
Therefore, managing cattle using a commodity based approach presents challenges in consistency, not seen with 
other commodities.

To manage cattle in a commodity based system, cattle owners must work on averages. This reduces the value of 
specialization, which reduces the value of beef cattle altogether. The beef consumer market uses varying types 
of meat to achieve their own individual needs. As such, the beef industry is missing out on many value-added 
opportunities that would come with specialized meat producers. Much of this inability to produce specialized 
meat products comes from a lack of information sharing between producers, packers, distributers, and consumers. 
Industry wide implementation of a whole chain traceability system is a practical means of overcoming this lack of 
information sharing. The system gives producers the ability to market their meat to packers and consumers based 
on the individual or herd’s genetics. This pushes managing the cattle in the beef market from a commodity system 
to a specialized and individual type system. With specialized production, the beef industry can cater to consumer 
trends and can adapt faster to the changing markets.
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Figure 1. Cattle and calves inventory in the united states. 
www.businessinsider.com



This is a publication of the  
National Whole Chain Traceability Institute.   
Funding Agency: USDA National Integrated Food Safety 
Initiative – Project Agreement No. 2011-51110-31044

Collaborators include the Oklahoma State University Departments 
of Agricultural Economics, Biosystems and Agricultural Engineering, 
Computer Science, and the Food and Agricultural Products Center; 
the Samuel Roberts Noble Foundation; University of Arkansas, Dale 
Bumpers College of Agriculture, Food & Life Sciences – Food Science; 
Top10 Produce.

Visit http://nwcti.okstate.edu/ for more information or contact:
Dr. Michael Buser, Associate Professor
113 Agriculture Hall,
Stillwater, OK 74078
buser@okstate.edu

Oklahoma State University, in compliance with Title VI and VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, Executive Order 11246 as amended, and Title IX of the Education 
Amendments of 1972 (Higher Education Act), the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990, and other federal and state laws and regulations, does not discriminate 
on the basis of race, color, national origin, genetic information, sex, age, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, religion, disability, or status as a veteran, in any of 
its policies, practices or procedures. This provision includes, but is not limited to 
admissions, employment, financial aid, and educational services. The Director 
of Equal Opportunity, 408 Whitehurst, OSU, Stillwater, OK 74078-1035; Phone 
405-744-5371; email: eeo@okstate.edu has been designated to handle inquiries 
regarding non-discrimination policies: Director of Equal Opportunity. Any person 
(student, faculty, or staff) who believes that discriminatory practices have been 
engaged in based on gender may discuss his or her concerns and file informal or 
formal complaints of possible violations of Title IX with OSU’s Title IX Coordinator 
405-744-9154. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 
8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department  of  Agriculture, 
Director of Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service, Oklahoma State University, 
Stillwater, Oklahoma. This publication is printed and issued by Oklahoma State 
University as authorized by the Vice President, Dean, and Director of the Division 
of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources and has been prepared and distrib-
uted at a cost of 20 cents per copy.

Production time is the greatest challenge in the beef cattle market. Since 
most cattle are not harvested until two years of age, the management 
decisions that producers make are based on past trends or speculation on 
future markets. This creates a unique challenge for beef cattle producers 
because they are making management decisions today based on what 
they think the markets will bear a year or more down the road. Even then, 
the producer that has sold cattle that produce higher quality meat may 
never know that their management practices produced a more valuable 
consumer product because consumer and packer information did not make 
it back to the cow calf producer. If consumer and processor information 
could be shared with the cow calf or feedlot producers, they could have 
a much better means of evaluating their production practices. Further, 
the quicker this information is shared the more refined the management 
practices can become over time.

Increased information sharing through a traceability system reduces the 
time needed for producers to recieve feedback about their production 
methods. This helps them become more adaptable and responsive to 
changing market trends. Reducing individual beef producer costs and 
improving production efficiency will ultimately spread throughout the 
industry. Information sharing between all groups in the beef cattle supply chain is key to improving production 
efficiency. A whole chain traceability system that is widely used in the beef cattle industry is the primary tool 
needed to facilitate this information sharing. A whole chain traceability system could help improve profits 
throughout the supply chain, making U.S. beef markets more competitive. 

For more information about the NWCTI system, contact Dr. Michael Buser using the information below. YouTube 
videos related to the NWCTI system can be viewed at https://goo.gl/MwPhoS.

Figure 2. It may take two years before 
beef cattle reach consumer plates.


