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	 The Oklahoma Beef Cattle Manual has been available 
since 1983. Since that time, the manual has become a key 
resource for beef cattle producers, Extension professionals, 
veterinarians and many others associated with the beef 
cattle industry.
	 The development of this comprehensive resource for 
beef production in Oklahoma is the result of a team effort by 

faculty and staff in the Division of Agricultural Sciences and 
Natural Resources and Extension Area Specialists. Authors 
who contributed to the manual are listed below along 
with their departmental or agency affiliation. The authors 
would like to express their gratitude to Hayley Eberle in 
Agricultural Communications Services for formatting and 
editing this updated manual.
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	 Along with the Oklahoma Beef Cattle Manual, OSU 
Extension personnel offer a comprehensive educational 
program for beef producers, the Oklahoma Master Cattleman 
program. The Master Cattleman program uses the Oklahoma 
Beef Cattle Manual as its educational guide. The objective 
of this program is to enhance the profitability of beef 
operations and the quality of life of beef cattle producers 
by equipping them with vital information on all aspects 

of beef production, business planning, risk management 
and marketing. Components of the Master Cattleman 
program include an educational curriculum and a producer 
certification process. See https://extension.okstate.edu/
programs/master-cattleman/ for more information.
	 We hope that you will find the Oklahoma Beef Cattle 
Manual to be a vital component in your beef production 
enterprise.
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 Objectives
•	 Review demographic statistics for beef 

production in Oklahoma.
•	 Introduce financial performance statistics for 

cow-calf producers.
•	 Describe current management practices of 

Oklahoma beef producers.

	 By the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s definition, 
a farm is an operation with the potential to sell $1,000 
of agricultural products, so it includes many small non-
commercial operations. The Census of Agriculture provides 
benchmarks for production agriculture (USDA/NASS) every 
five years. The 2017 Census lists 78,531 farms in Oklahoma, 
the 4th largest in the U.S., accounting for approximately 
3.8% of the U.S. total. The National Agricultural Statistics 
Service (NASS) conducts additional annual surveys that 
supplement census information.
	 In 2017, Oklahoma ranked 22nd in total cash receipts 
from farm marketing, accounting for approximately $7.5 
billion of the $388.5 billion in sales nationally. In 2019, 
Oklahoma livestock and products sales were $4.5 billion, 

All Web addresses given in this chapter are subject to change. The links to these websites will be updated regularly 
at the Master Cattleman website at extension.okstate.edu/programs/master-cattleman.html
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and crop sales were $1.7 billion, for a total of $6.2 billion in 
farm marketing (NASS). The 2017 data shows 52,048 cattle 
operations in Oklahoma with 46,080 beef cow operations, 
the third largest in the nation in both categories (Table 1.1).
	 Needless to say, beef production is big business in 
Oklahoma. Cattle and calves are consistently the first ranked 
commodity within the state based on value of production, 
accounting for more than 40% of the state’s agricultural 
production in recent years. In 2017, Oklahoma had the 
sixth highest value of cattle and calves sales of $3.7 billion. 
Numbers for cattle and calves include cow-calf enterprises 
on farms, stockers on pasture and cattle in feedlots. The 
state ranks in the top 10 states for all cattle and calves, beef 
cows, feeder supply and cattle on feed (Table 1.2). Figure 1.1 
shows the value of production for all cattle and calves has 
been more than $2.6 billion in recent years.
	 The record high number of cattle and calves was 6.5 
million in 1975 with the record low of 82,000 head in 1867, 
when the data series was first initiated. Since 1975, the 
number of cattle and calves in Oklahoma has generally 
followed the industry trend downward though cattle 
numbers recovered sharply following severe drought in 
2011-2012 (Figure 1.2). 
	 The number of beef cows in Oklahoma has trended 
higher since the late 1980sv (Figure 1.3). While numbers 

Figure 1.1. Value of production of all cattle and calves, Oklahoma.  Source: USDA-NASS.
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are down from the mid-1970s, the state averaged about 1.9 
million beef cows on hand as of Jan. 1 for the past decade, 
recovering from the drought low of 1.7 million head in 2013 
to 2.1 million head in 2020.
	 While beef production is big business, it also includes 
many small businesses, as there are many Oklahoma farms 
and ranches with fewer than 50 head of cattle (Table 1.1). 
Two-thirds of the state’s 78,531 farms have some cattle. 
Figures 1.4 and 1.5 show the number of operations with 
cattle by size of operation and percent of cattle inventory by 
size of operation for 2017, respectively. 
	 Statistics for farms with beef cows (as opposed to all 
cattle and calves) are shown in Figures 1.6 and 1.7. Most farms 
(74%) have fewer than 50 cows. Only 11.5% of farms have 
more than 100 cows. Cow numbers are more concentrated 

in the larger herds, with 52.3% of the cows in herds of more 
than 100 cows. 

Financial Performance Statistics
	 In 2019, the Kansas Farm Management Association 
data listed total variable costs per cow at approximately 
$748 annually, with total costs at $1,088 per cow on 
average. Just as herd sizes vary widely, so do costs of 
production. Cost of production calculated by the Kansas 
Farm Management Association’s data is sorted using profit 
categories. The difference between the high- and low-
profit category producers is approximately $428 per cow. 
Differences in major cost components are highlighted in 

Figure 1.2. All cattle and calves in Oklahoma, 1960-2020. Source: USDA-NASS

Figure 1.3. Beef cow inventory, Oklahoma, 1960-2020. Source: USDA-NASS
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Figure 1.5. Percent of Oklahoma cattle inventory by size of operation. 
Source: 2017 Census of Agriculture, USDA-NASS. 

Figure 1.4. Number of Oklahoma farms and ranches with cattle by size of 
operation. Source: 2017 Census of Agriculture, USDA-NASS. 

Figure 1.6. Percent of Oklahoma farms and ranches with beef cows by 
size of operation. Source: 2017 Census of Agriculture, USDA-NASS. 

Figure 1.7. Percent of Oklahoma beef cow inventory by size of operation. 
Source: 2017 Census of Agriculture, USDA-NASS. 
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Figure 1.8. Producers with above-average net income spend 
significantly less in maintaining a cow and producing a calf 
crop than those with lower-than-average income. Producers 
with high profits tend to have larger herds and generate more 
gross income per cow.
	 Cost of production for small herds can be high on 
average. For example, as fixed costs for a vehicle and other 
machinery and equipment are borne by a few cows, the cost 
is high. However, there are many profitable herds in this 
group. Thus, while it may be more difficult to be profitable 
with a small herd, it is not impossible. Production must be 
monitored closely, costs must be controlled carefully and 
smart choices must be made with respect to investments in 
capital assets.

Management Practices
	 Beef production operations vary considerably in size, 
available resources, profitability and use of technology. 
Strategies to increase profitability of small and medium-
sized beef cow enterprises like those most prevalent in 
Oklahoma are crucial to increasing the overall profitability 

Figure 1.8. Cost of production by profit category ($/cow). Source: 
Kansas Farm Management Association, 2019

Figure 1.9. Rate of adoption by management practice. Source: Raper, Oklahoma Beef Management and Marketing Survey (2017).

$/cow
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Figure 1.10. Constraints to castration (%) as identified by non-adopters. Source: Raper (2015), Oklahoma Beef Management and Marketing Survey.

Figure 1.11. Constraints to dehorning (%) as identified by non-adopters. Source: Raper (2015), Oklahoma Beef Management and Marketing Survey.



Introduction to the Industry and Beef Production

7

of the industry. Following recommended best management 
practices as encouraged by research-based OSU Extension 
educational programming can help producers both 
manage costs and generate more gross income per cow.  
Recommended management practices are based on 
scientific analysis. According to Ward et al. (2008), cow herd 
management practices, such as a limited period breeding 
season and limited use of harvested forages, are generally 
more cost-effective than alternative strategies and enhance 
profitability, but adoption among Oklahoma cow-calf 
producers is inconsistent at best. For example, data provided 
by Oklahoma producers indicated that only 34% effectively 
have a defined breeding season (OBBM Survey). Examples 
of recommended management practices for calves include 
retention of calves on the ranch for a significant period after 
weaning and respiratory and other vaccinations, with ample 
on-farm time post-vaccination prior to marketing – practices 
that, when bundled together, are known as preconditioning. 
Science indicates calf health and calf performance is 
improved by these practices as calves move through the 
supply chain. 
	 Economic studies have shown that buyers value these 
practices enough to pay higher market prices for such 
calves, relative to similar calves without these backgrounds 
(Williams et al., 2014).  However, producers do not always 
adopt recommended management practices. Figure 1.9 
indicates that non-adoption among Oklahoma producers 
is high across many recommended practices for calf health 
management and marketing (Williams et al., 2013). 		
	 Schumacher, Peel and Raper (2017) reported producer-
identified constraints to adoption often includes a lack of 
technical knowledge or doubt in the returns for practice 
adoption.  For example, producers with herds of 50 to 99 
head are more likely to doubt returns from a 45-day weaning 
period than other herd sizes. Recently, survey and marketing 
data has identified adoption of castration and implantation, 
two very specific management practices proven to add value 
at relatively low cost and to increase efficiency in cow/calf 
operations, have been on the decline. Raper (2015) reports 
44% of respondents who did not castrate bull calves prior 
to marketing indicated a lack of technical education was 
a constraint to implementing castration in their cow-calf 

operation (Figure 1.10). For producers who do not dehorn 
calves prior to marketing, 52% indicated technical education 
was a constraint (Figure 1.11).
	 Increasing adoption rates of basic recommended 
management practices in beef production increases market 
access for small- and medium-sized farms, particularly as 
producers begin to bundle various management practices 
together, such as the bundle of on-farm calf health 
management practices known as preconditioning. The 
implications for future calf health and quality make those 
calves more attractive to buyers and increase the probability 
of premiums (Williams et al., 2014).  Adoption of basic 
recommended production and management practices 
for cow herds can decrease input costs and increase the 
economic viability of Oklahoma’s beef industry.
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