
Benchmark for Improvement
National Beef Quality Audit tracks continuous improvement within industry.

by KINDRA GORDON, field editor What if you were losing $458 per head 
due to quality defects on a beef carcass? 

That was a real scenario for the beef 
industry, according to data gathered in 

the early 1990s. It was also the impetus 
for initiating the National Beef Quality 
Audit (NBQA), which began in 1991 
and has been conducted every five years 
since.

The most recent audit was conducted 
in 2016 with data collected on steers 
and heifers, as well as market (cull) cows 
and bulls. Oklahoma State University 
Animal Scientist Deb 
VanOverbeke, who 
was involved in 
collecting and 
analyzing data 
for the 2016 
NBQA, was 
on hand at the 
2017 Range Beef 
Cow Symposium in 
Cheyenne, Wyo., Nov. 28-30 to share 
the results.

“We have 25 years of history to tell 
us where we’ve been and how far we’ve 
come,” she said of the audit’s importance 
to the industry.

She explained that the audit process 
includes three phases: face-to-face 
interviews with industry stakeholders, 
in-plant data collection, and strategy 
workshops to prioritize quality 
improvement areas to focus on for the 
next five years. In total, the NBQA was 
able to capture data and information 
representing 92% of all U.S. beef 
harvested, 55% of U.S. retail beef 
markets, and about 25% of foodservice 
sectors.

Full findings of the audit results 
are available at https://www.bqa.org/
national-beef-quality-audit. Some of the 
key takeaways revealed by the NBQA 
include: 

 xUse of branded-beef programs has 
increased.
 xConsistency in size [of boxed beef] 
is important.
 xFood safety is of top importance.
 xEating satisfaction is equated 
to customer satisfaction, with 
tenderness and flavor being 
drivers.
 xTraceability has different 
meanings across different sectors. 
Some equate it to food safety, 
some to marketing and others to 
animal health.

VanOverbeke noted that the NBQA 
revealed bruise severity and injection-
site lesions have seen huge decreases in 
the past 25 years, with improvements 
made even in the past five years. The 
“lost opportunities” on a steer or heifer 
carcass today is estimated to be about 
$49 per head, with most of that due to 
losses from quality grade, yield grade or 
hot carcass weight.

Looking to the next five years 
and beyond, VanOverbeke noted 
that implementation of Beef Quality 
Assurance (BQA) practices must 
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continue to be championed and 
adopted within the beef industry. 
Additionally, better communication of 
BQA principles to packers, retailers, 
foodservice and further-processing 
entities could improve marketing and 
public perceptions, she suggested.

In closing, VanOverbeke challenged 
the audience to find ways to continue to 
improve.

“Doing one thing 1% better does 
make a huge improvement over time,” 
she noted. She pointed to the dramatic 
decrease in injection-site lesions during 
the past two decades as one success story 
from striving to improve.

She asked the audience to consider 
the scenario of spending $1 to prevent 
a quality defect vs. spending $10 to fix a 
defect at manufacturing vs. spending $1 
to fix a defect for a customer.

Thus, VanOverbeke encouraged 
each sector in the beef industry to ask 
themselves: “Is there one thing you 
could do differently to create a higher-
value product for the next guy down 
the road — and ultimately [for] the 
consumer?” 

Read more details about the 
2016 NBQA findings in these Angus 
Journal articles:

 x“State of the Beef Industry,” by 
Kasey Brown, October 2017
 x“Room to Improve,” by Laura 
Conaway, November 2017
 x“Cull Cattle Report Card,” by 
Kindra Gordon, November 2017

Editor’s Note: This summary was written as 
part of Angus Media’s coverage of the 2017 
Range Beef Cow Symposium. Online coverage, 
including summaries of the sessions, 
proceedings, visuals and audio, is available 
online at www.rangebeefcow.com.

“Doing one thing 1% 

better does make a huge 

improvement over time.”

                    — Deb VanOverbeke
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Oklahoma State University Animal Scientist Deb 
VanOverbeke explained that the audit process 
includes three phases: face-to-face interviews 
with industry stakeholders, in-plant data 
collection, and strategy workshops to prioritize 
quality improvement areas to focus on for the 
next five years. 
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View bulls and 
bid online

42nd Annual

1:00 p.m. • April 5, 2018 • at the ranch

Haynes Outright 452  •  A A R Magnum 5106  •  Sitz Reinvested 636a
McCumber Unmistakable 524  •  A A R Bankroll 5016

S A V Resource 1441  •  HA Outside 3008  •  A A R Wind Over 3822

OTHER SIRES INCLUDED

62 Years of producing cattle for the commercial cowman that excel in calving ease, maternal and structure.

210 
Bulls

Selling

All bulls i50K Tested

 CED BW WW Milk YW Marb REA
 +10 -1.8 +62 +29 +108 +.65 +.20

KG Justified 3023
Reg. 17707279

 CED BW WW Milk YW Marb REA
 +9 -1.3 +60 +15 +113 +.17 +.68

A A R Creed 5802
Reg. 18267586

 CED BW WW Milk YW Marb REA
 +11 -2.0 +65 +32 +120 +.34 +.52

A A R Frontman 3132
Reg. 17614182

 CED BW WW Milk YW Marb REA
 +7 +1.9 +70 +20 +112 +.29 +.51

A A R Thirty-Aught-Six
Reg. 17615397
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