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Price Slide and Spread 
 
Seasonally, this is the time of year with the largest runs or volume of feeder cattle sales in the 
northern plains. The value of feeder cattle is largely based on their potential in the feedlot. 
This leads to the familiar price slide, where animals at lighter weights are priced at a premium 
to those at heavier weights on a per cwt basis. When looked at on a per-head basis, the heavier 
animals are generally worth more than the lighter animals. The price slide is steep this fall 
compared to a year ago. 
 
One factor affecting the slide is the cost of feed. The price of corn, for example, is currently 
much higher than a year ago. The higher cost of gain means that the price slide will be more 
pronounced or steeper. Isolating just the price of corn, however, seems to mask many of the 
other factors that can affect the slide. Attempts to plot the relationship shows a cluster of 
observations with a price slide of 5-15 cents for 5-600 pound steers. High corn price years can 
be reflected in high or not high corresponding price slide levels. Thus, the correlation is low 
or weak between the price of corn and the slide. Other factors matter or dominate the 
influence of any one factor. The price of hay (or similar roughages) would also factor 
prominently, especially for lighter animals. 
 
The price spread between feeder steers and feeder heifers is also wide this fall compared to a 
year ago. Heifers, from a feedlot perspective, would be discounted compared to steers of the 
same weight as they would be expected to have a lower rate of gain and a lower finish weight. 
The greater the cost of feed (and gain), the wider the spread. The discount can be reduced (or 
conceivably go away entirely) if there would be another reason to value heifers differently. 
This can happen when heifers are demanded as replacements. The LMIC has a chart (and a 
data table) of heifers on feed as a percent of total cattle on feed, the heifer mix, that goes back 
to 2009. A low heifer mix would be an indication of heifers being diverted from feedlots to 
replacement programs. Comparing the October heifer mix to the historic price slide was not 
informative. A longer data series may be necessary to tease out signals from the cattle cycle. 
 
The latter part of 2021 never brought improved range and pasture conditions for the western 
U.S. This reduced feed supplies would be partly responsible for the steeper price slide 
observed now. Poor pasture conditions also limit the ability of producers to retain heifers. The 
heifer mix in October was back up to almost 40% of cattle on feed from about 39% last year. 
The supply of feeder cattle outside of feedlots in October was lower than in 2020 and 2019. 
The November cattle on feed report was in line with trade expectations. The inventory on feed 
is down slightly from a year ago with placements 2% higher. Tough pasture conditions could 
be driving cattle to feedlots sooner, which may partially explain the higher placements. The 
continued higher placements means that the supply of feeders outside of feedlots is getting 
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smaller, which would be supportive of prices for feeders in the short run. Higher placements 
likely means the heifer mix is not getting smaller. This will keep the spread wide going 
forward until the pasture, feed and returns situation changes. 
 
The Markets 
 
The markets finished mixed for the week. In the cash trade, fed cattle were higher while 
boxed beef prices were lower. Feeder cattle prices were mixed; lower in northern and higher 
in southern locations. Live cattle futures prices were higher for the week, which carried over 
to higher feeder cattle futures. The cash corn price was lower for the week. The value of 
DDGS remains flat in comparison. 
 

    Week of Week of Week of 
Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News   11/19/21 11/12/21 11/20/20 

5-Area Fed 
Steer  

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $133.11 $131.47  $109.57  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $209.60 $206.58  $171.70  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $279.67  $286.28  $234.51  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $14.69  $17.75  $20.75  

700-800 lb. 
Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $146.24  $153.64  $137.58  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $155.31  $164.07  $146.54  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $157.94  $156.97  $136.14  

500-600 lb. 
Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $165.67  $170.86  $158.21  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $178.74  $180.55  $163.67  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $173.76  $169.77  $156.19  

Feed Grains Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $5.60  $5.64  $4.19  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $205.00  $195.00  $200.00  
 


