
No matter the size of your
operation, there is something to be said
for good recordkeeping. But, without
analysis or interpretation,
all of the records in the
world will not give you
information; they simply
give you data. There is a
big difference. 

Turner Callaway is a
seventh-generation cattle
producer from Rayle, Ga.
He has been involved for
several years in the Georgia Beef
Challenge, a program organized by the

University of Georgia Extension and
Iowa State University (ISU). The
alliance pairs southeastern cattle
producers with Iowa feeders in a
cooperative that also provides marketing
and risk management assistance. 

“Marketing
opportunities, like the one
I’m involved in, generate a
lot of numbers, but you can
be snowed under by all of
the data,” Callaway says.
“For me, Beef Record
Service (BRS) has helped
put it all together.”

Launched in September 2001 by the
American Angus Association, the BRS

program was developed for commercial
producers to keep similar levels of
performance data as their seedstock
counterparts, no matter the breed
composition of their cattle. 

“These records are meant to be
valuable decision-making tools to
enhance ranchers’ profitability,” says
Matt Perrier, director of commercial
programs for the Association. “Once
producers submit their data, not only do
they get within herd comparisons, but
the data are also analyzed with
Standardized Performance Analysis
(SPA) methods. This lets producers
make selection decisions on their cow
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herds and adds to the ability to
market their calf crops.”

“With the bad drought we had
last year, using the BRS system made
it a lot easier for me to make
selection decisions,” says Dan Doerr,
a producer from northeast Nebraska.
“After getting my BRS reports back,
I could easily tell which cows were
pulling their weight.” 

According to Perrier, that is the
primary strength of the program —
it allows a producer to select for the
cattle that are making money. The
individual record system, combined
with the SPA analysis, identifies
lower-producing cows. For
operations that raise their own
replacements, progeny from the
superior cows can go back into the
herd. The same ability to identify
superior genetics holds true for bulls
or sire groups.

These benefits, however, are not
necessarily immediate. 

Mounting benefits
“One calf crop’s raw data can be

interesting to analyze, but it’s the
second, third and fourth years’
information on each cow and sire
that enables a producer to make
sound selection and management
decisions,” Perrier says. 

A long-term commitment is
tantamount to deriving the most
benefit from BRS and SPA. Jim
McGrann, Texas A&M Extension
economist, says SPA is not an event,
it’s a process that requires the
producer to follow up and use the
information to make changes.
McGrann has been involved with
approximately 500 SPA evaluations
during the past 10 years, and says, “I
have never had a producer say it was

not a valuable exercise.”
Doerr is beginning his fourth year

of submitting records to the BRS
program and is more than pleased
with the information he gets back. 

“We have been selling cattle on a
grid for the last 10 years, but it wasn’t
until I started analyzing that
information with BRS that I realized
we really needed to increase our
ribeye area to improve profitability,”
Doerr adds. 

“Beef Record Service has helped
us make the bridge from data to
information,” says Don
Katzenmeyer, who with his wife,
Carole, operates a small commercial
operation near Portland, Ore., and
manages another herd. “It is always
good to have an objective opinion.
How else do you know if you are
moving in the direction you want?” 

Of course, getting started with the
program may not be seamless, but
the efforts have been paying off. “I
can tell you down to the penny what
it costs to raise a cow,” Doerr says.
“With this analysis, I can really select
for profitability. For example, the
first couple of years that I was
enrolled, it opened my eyes to how
much it costs to carry over open
cows.” 

Callaway also enrolled almost as
soon as BRS became available. “As
with any new system, there were a
couple of initial snags,” he says, “but
the staff at the Angus Association has
set the gold standard for customer
service. Everyone was extremely easy
to work with and knowledgeable.” 

BRS continues to be refined and
updated to better meet the needs of
commercial producers. 

In fact, if you have been keeping
most of the necessary records
(individual production data) in
another software format, it is likely
that you can submit it for analysis.
The Commercial Programs
Department staff at the Association
can convert data from nearly any
spreadsheet or database program and
transform it into a format usable in
BRS, Perrier says. 

Who should enroll?
The one thing that all of these

early adopters of BRS understood
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The primary strength of the program is
realized in its ability to identify lower-
producing cows and to allow a producer to
select for the cattle that are more profitable,
says Matt Perrier, director of commercial
programs for the American Angus
Association. [PHOTO BY STEPHANIE VELDMAN]

All the carcass premiums in the world won’t make up for a cow that isn’t pulling her
weight in reproductive efficiency, says Minnie Lou Bradley, who offers to pay half of the
initial BRS enrollment for her customers.

“Purebred breeders have had access to performance data for years, but there wasn’t a

good option for commercial producers until BRS came along. Most purebred breeders

understand how little progress could have been made without this kind of data. More

commercial producers need to realize that the same holds true for their cattle.” 

—Turner Callaway

(Continued on page 6)
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was the value of keeping good
records. All had been keeping
extensive production information on
their herds, but simply wanted a
better and easier way to analyze their
records. 

“Purebred breeders have had
access to performance data for years,
but there wasn’t a good option for
commercial producers until BRS
came along,” Callaway says. “Most

purebred breeders understand how
little progress could have been made
without this kind of data. More
commercial producers need to
realize that the same holds true for
their cattle.” 

For anyone thinking about
enrolling in BRS, Katzenmeyer has
a few recommendations, including
having a good identification (ID)
system. He says not to procrastinate
on turning in your data. In other
words, don’t submit data only once
or twice a year, but rather each time
an event (such as weaning) takes
place. 

To start your herd on BRS, here
is what you will need:

x Customer Enrollment Form.
You can access this at
www.beefrecords.com or contact
the Association office. Once you
are enrolled in BRS, you can
submit and view information
online, or you can fill out paper
forms.

x Cattle Enrollment Forms.
Input information on individual
dams and sires.

x Breeding Report. This report
allows you to outline which
cows were bred to which bulls
or, if you use multi-sire
pastures, to submit that
information as a sire group.

x Calving and Weaning Report.
This is critical for evaluating
preweaning performance, and it
allows you to submit cow data
such as weight, height and body
condition score (BCS). Disposal
codes for cows are also used to
track cow longevity.

x Yearling, Feedlot and Carcass
Reports. If you have the
information available, you can

also submit information for
postweaning traits.

Once you submit your data, it is
analyzed, and comprehensive within-
herd comparisons are provided. 

Fringe benefits
Increasing the efficiency of your

selection decisions should be your
primary reason for enrolling in BRS,
but there may also be some fringe
benefits. 

Many producers concerned with
requirements for the new country-
of-origin labeling (often referred to
as COOL or COL) law, have
questioned whether BRS would
fulfill the need for a verifiable audit
trail. 

“The mandatory guidelines are
still being written and refined by
the USDA Agriculture Marketing
Service (AMS), but the current
thinking and discussions lead us to
believe that calves processed
through the Beef Record Service
should have more than enough
information about the calves’
location of birth, thus satisfying
that portion of the country-of-
origin labeling regulations,” Perrier
says. “Until we have more
information from USDA, though,
we can’t be sure of what will or
won’t qualify.”

BRS also has the potential to be a
good marketing tool for seedstock
producers. Minnie Lou Bradley, an
Association Board member and
longtime proponent of SPA, is
hoping to involve some of her
commercial bull customers in the
program. 

“I want my customers to be
profitable, but many of them don’t
realize just where their operations
stand until they become involved in

a system like BRS,” Bradley says.
“For anybody to do a good job, they
have to keep individual records.” As
an incentive, Bradley is offering to
pay half of the first year’s enrollment
fee. 

Bradley, founder of B3R Country
Meats LP, says many of her
commercial bull customers market
their calves through the alliance.
Individual carcass data is being
returned to those producers, but
Bradley thinks everyone should
realize that all the premiums in the
world won’t make up for a cow that
isn’t pulling her weight in
reproductive efficiency.

While there may be some
potential as a seedstock producer to
get data back on her bulls, Bradley
will not require her customers to
share data if enrolled in BRS
through her incentive program. 

“We are all searching for the
‘best bull in the breed.’ That bull is
likely out breeding commercial cows
in a five-section pasture,” Perrier
says, “and we would never know
how good he really is. With a
program like BRS, we might be able
to find him.”

No matter how you look at it, a
better understanding of the true
economic picture of your operation
is the only way to improve
profitability. “After getting involved
in BRS, I saw how much easier the
system made it for me to select for
profitability,” Doerr says. “I can tell
which cows are making me more
money.”

You have always been told you can’t compare apples to oranges. That
couldn’t be more true when trying to evaluate your cattle and your busi-
ness. That was the primary reason Standardized Performance Analysis
(SPA) was developed more than 10 years ago by the National Cattle-
men’s Association (NCA) [now the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
(NCBA)] Integrated Resource Management (IRM) Committee. A group of
industry leaders recognized a lack of standardized methods for perform-
ance analysis in the cow-calf industry. 

“The objective of SPA is to help producers achieve their goals by ef-
fectively analyzing their production and financial performances,” says
Jim McGrann, Texas A&M Extension economist. “SPA focuses on deter-
mining the cost of the weaned calf per cow exposed. A key aspect of the
program is to identify ways to lower the cost of production through cost-
effective management while practicing resource stewardship.”

In addition to the production data that Beef Record Service (BRS) pro-
vides, you will need to provide some financial information to get a com-
plete SPA analysis. McGrann recommends the following:

x IRS Tax Schedule F, Profit or Loss from Farming
x Depreciation schedule

x Loan payment schedule 
x Financial statements
x Cattle sales and purchases for the fiscal year
Putting this financial information together with the production da-

ta provided by BRS can create some powerful decision-making tools.
According to data summarizing cow-calf SPA results for 395 Southwest
herds with 285,000 cows from 1991 to 2001, $238 is being given up
by the low-net-income-producing herds vs. their more efficient counter-
parts. Cost of production between these two sectors ranges from $321
to $559, McGrann says. 

“For these operations to be cost-competitive, producers need to strive
to keep production cost under $350 per breeding cow. This is a full cost
of production, including all cash costs, depreciation, and labor and man-
agement costs,” McGrann says. 

The analyses will let you see the history of your operation’s perform-
ance, objectively evaluate strengths and weaknesses, and provide a
clear picture of where you can go to improve performance. 

Understanding Standardized Performance Analysis
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“Beef Record Service

has helped us make

the bridge from data to

information.”

—Don Katzenmeyer

“With the bad drought

we had last year, using

the BRS system made 

it a lot easier for me 

to make selection

decisions.” 

—Dan Doerr


