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Objective

• Discuss why and how to base selection decisions on genetic merit.

• Shift thinking from “Buying Bulls” to “Investing in Genetics”

• What I’m not going to do

• Talk about breeds

• Talk about phenotypic evaluation

• Give you any short, simple “rules of thumb”



A story about bulls and trucks…

Buying a bull without evaluating his genetic merit is 
like buying a truck based solely on color.

You are working with very incomplete information, 
and you might not wind up with the performance 

you were looking for.



Why Does it Matter?

• Genetics set the upper limit of calf 
performance (genetic potential).

• Good management will never drive 
performance beyond what genetics 
allow.  

• Investing in improved genetics allows 
for substantial improvements in herd 
performance.  



Complicating 
Factors

• There are factors that can make 
the effects of a bull’s genetic 
merit less evident. 

• Adverse environmental 
conditions

• Poor management 

• The cow…

• The bell curve of biology Bad Good
(Performance for a specific trait)
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Complicating 
Factors

• Don’t let this cause 
you to discount the 
value of selection 
based on genetic 
merit.

• Every bull has a 
curve for every trait, 
focus on the center 
of the bell.



How Does it 
Work?

• There is a lot of mind-boggling 
science related to evaluating the 
genetic merit of beef cattle. You 
don’t need to understand any of it.

• You just need to know how to use 
the tools. 



The Tools

• EPD (Expected Progeny Differences)

• Economic Selection Indices

• GE EPD (Genomically Enhanced EPD)

• Genetic Profiles 

These are all proven and effective tools.  



EPD (Expected 
Progeny 
Differences)

• EPD predicts the differences expected in 
performance of future progeny of two or 
more sires of the same breed when mated 
to animals of the same genetic potential.



Economic 
Selection 
Indices

• Combination of multiple EPDs weighted 
based on economic significance and 
expressed as a single number - $ values.



Genomically 
Enhanced EPD

• EPD that have incorporated information 
from the DNA of the animal, typically from 
a SNP panel.



Using the 
Tools



Breeding Objectives
• Select with purpose

• You can’t afford a bull that excels in 
every trait

• Carefully evaluate your operation  

• Determine which traits impact your 
profitability 

• Identify priorities for improvement

• Formulate selection criteria that focus on 
the traits that are financially significant to 
you



Using the Tools

• For Comparison, not 
measurement – specific numeric 
values are less important than 
how those values compare to 
other bulls within the same 
breed. 

• Numeric values need context –
at least breed average, 
preferably complete percentile 
breakdowns 



Using the 
Tools

Be careful with setting specific, 
numeric standards (Independent 
Rejection Levels)

“My new bull will have at least a 60 
WW, 104 YW, 32 Milk, and a -2 BW.”

• You can only make progress in so 
many directions at one time.

• Very few bulls will meet all criteria

• Cutoffs are generally arbitrary 

• Values become outdated

• Focus on Percentile (not 
numeric values)

• Consider the units for each 
EPD



VRDEC

Visual 
Representation of 
Data for 
Evaluation and 
Comparison



Economic 
Indices

• Powerful tools

• Make complex multi-trait selection 
feasible

• MANY to choose from, depending on 
breed

But

• Each index is built around a specific 
marketing scenario – the index is 
only valuable to you if your scenario 
matches that of the index.

• Small operations need to be 
particularly carful – most indices will 
not apply.  



Genomically 
Enhanced EPD

• Game Changer, especially for 
commercial cattlemen buying 
virgin bulls.

• EPD accuracy is improved 
considerably. 

• I personally would not buy a 
bull without GE EPD.

• Parent Verification



EPD Accuracy 
Nothing changes the pattern (it’s aways the bell curve), accuracy is about 

how well we aim (predict the center of the curve).



A practical example



Dr. Jared Decker



Do the 
Math

• 30 cows exposed per bull (27 calves 
sold)

• Use the bull 4 years

• Black Bull – WW avg 495lbs x $1.98/lbs. 
= $980/calf x 108 = $105,840

• Gold Bull – WW avg 515 x $1.94/lbs. = 
$999/calf x 108 = $107,892

• $2,052 in additional earnings based on 
the genetic merit of the bull.



Closing Thoughts on Investing in Genetics

• Buying a bull without complete genetic information is just foolish.

• You’re going to have bull power. The “investment” is only any 
additional cost above what you would have otherwise bought. It may 
just be the time spent to make a more informed decision.

• Invest in genetics that will pay you back. There are lots of good bulls 
that may not be good for you. 

• Take the time to accumulate the necessary resources make an 
informed decision. 

• Don’t hesitate to ask for help and/or information



Invest in Genetics

• Invest your time and effort 
to become comfortable 
with the  selection tools.

• Invest in genetics that will 
allow you to maximize 
pounds produced and 
resource use efficiency 
during this time of high calf 
value & high input prices.



Questions???

Mark Mauldin

mdm83@ufl.edu

352-317-7799
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