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Introduction

   In 2011 fourteen livestock markets were reported by the Arkansas Livestock and Grain Market News 
Service of the University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture, Cooperative Extension Service. This 
publication contains yearly and monthly receipts at reported Arkansas auctions and average cash prices 
received for feeder steers and heifers, slaughter cows and bulls, feeder and replacement cows and cow-
calf pairs along with each class’s respective U.S. standards. All reports published by the Arkansas 
Market News Service are available online at the U of A Cooperative Extension Services website, 
www.uaex.edu/. Select agriculture, then beef, then marketing. All reports are under livestock markets.  
They are also available at www.ams.usda.gov/lsmnpubs/. 

Market News Staff 

Jerry Foley Rickey Wiedower  Wade Wiedower  Dianne Hardgrave Sammy Cline 
 Smithville, AR  Guy, AR Greenbrier, AR  Clarksville, AR  Kingston, AR 

Heather Riley Steve Cheney 
                     Office Administrator, Little Rock, AR  Officer In Charge, Little Rock, AR 

   In January 2007 Arkansas had 28,292 farms with cattle. Over 90% of Arkansas total cattle inventory 
was held by cow-calf operations (the balance held as stockers) and was home to 3% of the country’s 
cow population. More than 90% of the beef operations in the state have less than 100 head with almost 
80% having less than 50 head of cattle. The highest population of beef cows is located in the 
northwest, north central and southwestern sections of the state, with Benton and Washington counties 
in the northwest corner having the largest numbers. The Arkansas beef industry predominately 
produces feeder calves that are sold at local livestock markets and other commission sales channels. 
Auction markets have traditionally been the most cost-effective way to market feeder calves from a 
large number of small producers. 1

   The University of Arkansas Cooperative Extension Service conducted surveys in 2000, 2005 and 
2010 on factors which affect the selling price of feeder cattle sold at Arkansas livestock auctions. 
Sammy Cline, Jerry Foley, Dianne Hardgrave, Rickey Wiedower, Wade Wiedower and Glen Ford, 
livestock market reporters, collected the information at regularly assigned livestock auctions. 
Information was collected on the number of head sold, sex, breed, color, if they had horns or were 
polled, frame size, muscle score, fill (full or shrunk), condition (thin or fleshy), age, health, weight and 
price. Information was collected on over 267,000 head of feeders during the 2000, 2005 and 2010 
collection periods. Several factors held true during all three periods. Over 75% of feeder cattle sold 
were singles and weighed between 350-600 lbs (2/3 calves and 1/3 yearlings); however, uniform 
groups with over 6 head sold at a $4.00 premium compared to similar calves selling as singles. Forty-
five percent of the supply was heifers, 36% steers and 19% bulls even though bulls sold at a $5.00-
$6.00 discount to similar steers. Preconditioned cattle sold at a $4.00-$5.00 premium. Traits which 
resulted in severe discounts ($10.00-$25.00 per cwt or more) were Small frame cattle, muscle score 3 
and 4 cattle (poor muscled cattle), cattle which were stale or lame, had stripes or spots, were fleshy or 
fat, and were full or tanked. The desired factors for feeder cattle selling at Arkansas auction markets 
were Medium or Large frame, No. 1 muscled, crossbred calves that were polled or dehorned, castrated 
if bulls, had no spots or stripes, were in average fill and flesh, healthy, preconditioned and sold in 
uniform groups. 2 

1) The Census of Agriculture 2007. USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service. 

2) Improving the Value of Feeder Cattle. Dr. Tom Troxel, Dr. Brett Barham, Dr. Shane Gadberry, Sammy Cline, Jerry Foley, Dianne Hardgrave, 

Rickey Wiedower, Wade Wiedower, Glen Ford, Arkansas Cooperative Extension Service. 


http:10.00-$25.00
http:4.00-$5.00
www.ams.usda.gov/lsmnpubs
http:www.uaex.edu
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U.S. STANDARDS 
FOR GRADES OF 
FEEDER CATTLE FACTS ABOUT: 

The October 1, 2000, revision of the U.S. Standards for Grades of Feeder Cattle reflects changes in 
the genetic composition, production, marketing and management of beef cattle since the 1979 grade 
standards were implemented.  The updated frame size and muscle thickness grades more 
accurately reflect the value of today’s feeder cattle. 

The standards describe the various types of feeder cattle being produced and are used as a basis 
for Federal-State livestock market reporting and as a common trade language between buyers and 
sellers. They are a tool for penning cattle at sales where feeder cattle are officially graded and 
ownership commingled.  They provide guidelines for better planning of breeding, management and 
marketing programs. The feeder cattle grades continue to be based on evaluating differences in 
frame size and muscle thickness -- two of the most important genetic factors affecting merit (value) in 
feeder cattle. 

Frame size is related to the weight at which, under normal feeding and management practices, an 
animal will produce a carcass that will grade Choice.  Large frame animals require a longer time in 
the feedlot to reach a given grade and will weigh more than a small-framed animal would weigh at 
the same grade.  Thickness is related to muscle to bone ratio and at a given degree of fatness to 
carcass yield grade.  Thicker muscled animals will have more lean meat. The Feeder Cattle 
Standards recognize three frame size grades and four muscle thickness grades. 

In addition to twelve combinations (3 frame size and 4 muscle thickness) of Feeder Cattle Grades for 
thrifty animals, an Inferior grade exists for unthrifty animals. The Inferior grade includes feeder 
cattle, which are unthrifty because of mismanagement, disease, parasitism, or lack of feed. An 
animal that grades Inferior could qualify for a muscle thickness and frame size grade at a later date 
provided the unthrifty condition is corrected. 

"Doubled-muscled" animals are included in the Inferior grade.  Although such animals have a 
superior amount of muscle, they are graded U.S. Inferior because of their inability to produce 
carcasses with enough marbling to grade Choice. 

FRAME MUSCLE SCORE 

FRAME 
Large + 

L Large 

Large - 

Expected Weight to Grade Choice 

STEERS HEIFERS 

©  ©  
1250# 1150# 

Medium + 
M Medium 

Medium -
©  ©  

1100# 1000# 
Small + 

S Small 

Small - 

1100# 1000# 

ª  ª  

MINIMUM 
THICKNESS 

1 
DEGREE OF THICKNESS 

Moderately thick - 
2 Tends to be Slightly Thick - 
3 Thin - 
4 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE AGRICULTURAL MARKETING SERVICE
 
AMS-586 OCTOBER 2000
 



 

FRAME SIZE 


Large 


Medium 


Small 


Large and Medium frame pictures depict minimum grade requirements.  The small frame picture represents an animal typical of the grade. 



   

MUSCLE THICKNESS 


No. 1 


No. 2 


No. 3 


No. 4 


No. 1, No. 2, and No. 3 thickness pictures depict minimum grade requirements. The No. 4 picture represents an animal typical of the grade. 



 
   

  
  

    
 

 
  

   
      

     
  

 
   

     
   

    
 

 
 

 
    

       
    

 
     
   

 
   

    
    

   
     

    
 

    
   

   
   

    
 

 
   

 
 

  
 
 
 

        
     

    
        

     

What are the Frame Size Standards? 

Large Frame (L):  Feeder cattle, which possess typical minimum qualifications for this 
grade, are thrifty, have large frames, and are tall and long bodied for their age. Steers and 
heifers would not be expected to produce U.S. Choice carcasses (about 0.50 inch (1.3 cm) 
fat at twelfth rib) until their live weights exceed 1250 pounds (567 kg) and 1150 pounds (522 
kg), respectively. 

Medium Frame (M):  Feeder cattle, which possess typical minimum qualifications for this 
grade, are thrifty, have slightly large frames, and are slightly tall and slightly long bodied for 
their age.  Steers and heifers would be expected to produce U.S. Choice carcasses (about 
0.50 inch (1.3 cm) fat at twelfth rib) at live weights of 1100 to 1250 pounds (499 to 567 kg) 
and 1000 to 1150 pounds (454 to 522 kg), respectively. 

Small Frame (S):  Feeder cattle included in this grade are thrifty, have small frames, and 
are shorter bodied and not as tall as specified as the minimum for the Medium Frame 
grade.  Steers and heifers would be expected to produce U.S. Choice carcasses (about 
0.50 inch (1.3 cm) fat at twelfth rib) at live weights of less than 1100 pounds (499 kg) and 
1000 pounds (454 kg), respectively. 

What are the Muscle Thickness Standards? 

No. 1:  Feeder cattle, which possess minimum qualifications for this grade usually display, 
predominate beef breeding. They must be thrifty and moderately thick throughout. They 
are moderately thick and full in the forearm and gaskin, showing a rounded appearance 
through the back and loin with moderate width between the legs, both front and rear.  Cattle 
show this thickness with a slightly thin covering of fat; however, cattle eligible for this grade 
may carry varying degrees of fat. 

No. 2:  Feeder cattle, which possess minimum qualifications for this grade usually, show a 
high proportion of beef breeding and slight dairy breeding may be detected. They must be 
thrifty and tend to be slightly thick throughout.  They tend to be slightly thick and full in the 
forearm and gaskin, showing a rounded appearance through the back and loin with slight 
width between the legs, both front and rear. Cattle show this thickness with a slightly thin 
covering of fat; however, cattle eligible for this grade may carry varying degrees of fat. 

No. 3:  Feeder cattle, which possess minimum qualifications for this grade, are thrifty and 
thin through the forequarter and the middle part of the rounds.  The forearm and gaskin are 
thin and the back and loin have a sunken appearance.  The legs are set close together, 
both front and rear.  Cattle show this narrowness with a slightly thin covering of fat; how-
ever, cattle eligible for this grade may carry varying degrees of fat. 

No. 4:  Feeder cattle included in this grade are thrifty animals, which have less thickness 
than the minimum requirements specified for the No. 3 grade. 

Metric numbers are approximate due to rounding. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all of its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, relig-
ion, age, disability, political beliefs, and marital or familial status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alterna-
tive means for communication of program information (Braille, prints, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and 
TDD).  To file a complaint of discrimination write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW; 
Washington, DC, 20250, or call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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USDA Slaughter Cow Grades: 

*Choice 
*Select 

*Standard 
Commercial 

Utility 
Cutter 
Canner 

*Choice, Select and Standard are only 
applicable to cows under 3 ½ years of 
age. Most cows fall into Commercial, 
Utility, Cutter, and Canner.  Commercial 
cows carry the same finish as Choice 
steers and heifers. For reporting 
purposes, Market News breaks the 
Utility grade into two categories, 
breaking and boning. Breaking Utility 
have more than .25 inch of backfat and 
are usually grouped with the 
Commercial grade.  Boning Utility cows 
possess less than .25 inch of backfat. 

In the fall of 1998, the USDA Market 
News Service changed the terminology 
used to report slaughter cows to include 
percent lean.  The cow packing industry 
purchases cows using their percent lean, 
and quoting slaughter cows that way 
makes for a more meaningful and useful 
report. Generally speaking, breaking 
Utility and Commercial cows run 75-80 
percent lean, boning utility 80-85 
percent lean and Cutters (heavy lean 
cows) and Canners (light lean cows) run 
85-90 percent lean. 

Slaughter bulls are not assigned a quality 
grade, only a yield grade.  There are 5 
yield grades, 1-2-3-4 and 5, with 1 
possessing the highest cutability (having 
the least amount of fat) and 5 the lowest 
cutability (having the most fat). 

Breaking UTILITY 
75-80% Lean 

Fat Cow – Approximately ½ inch 
Backfat. Dressing % = 54-55% 

Boning UTILITY 
80-85% Lean 

Lean Cow – Approximately 2/10 inch 
Backfat. Dressing % = 50-51% 

CUTTER (Lean) 
85-90% Lean 

Lean Cow – Approximately 0-.05 inch 
Backfat. Dressing % = 44-46% 

CANNER (Light Lean) 
85-92% Lean 

Emaciated Cow – Approximately 0 inch 
Backfat. Dressing % = 36-40 % 
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Replacement Cattle Grades

   Replacement cattle are evaluated for frame size and muscling on the same basis as 
evaluating feeder cattle. Other factors such as flesh, number of months bred and age are 
also incorporated to further explain the price structure. 

I. FRAME SIZE 

LARGE FRAME 
MEDIUM FRAME 
SMALL FRAME 

over 1250 lbs 
1000-1250 lbs 
under 1000 lbs 

   The weight ranges for Large, Medium, and Small Frame depicts mature cows with 
normal fill and carrying .2 inch of fat.  Several factors affect the weight of replacement 
cows. Cows continue to grow until they fully mature at approximately 6 years of age, 
thus age must be taken into consideration when evaluating replacement cows. (Example:  
A 3 year old cow weighing 1100 lbs may easily grade Large Frame taking into 
consideration her growth potential.)  Excess fat and the pregnancy stage, depending upon 
the month of pregnancy, are also important factors in cow weights and should be taken 
into consideration. 

II. MUSCLE SCORE 

Minimum Thickness Degree of Thickness
1 Moderately Thick
2 Tends to be Slightly Thick
3 Thin 
4 Less than Thin 

   The muscle thickness portion (1, 2, 3 and 4 with 1 being the thicker muscled cows and 
4 the thinnest ones). 

III. AGE CATEGORIES 

YOUNG Cows 4 years old or less that have had at least one calf 

MIDDLE AGE Cows 5-8 years old 

AGED Over 8 years old. 

   Age categories are listed as young, middle aged or aged, or by listing the actual age of 
the cows sold (2-6 year old, 7 year old and older, etc). 

IV. OTHER PRICE INFLUENCING FACTORS

   The number of months bred influences the price. Cows are quoted by such methods as 
“in first trimester of pregnancy, bred 3-6 months or will calve in March and April.” If
sold as pairs, the approximate weight of calves is included. 

   The quality of replacement cows is an important factor which can vary widely.  
Descriptive terms such as fancy or plain are used to describe the quality of replacements 
sold (cattle are assumed to be of average quality unless otherwise stated). 
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