
Dear Ag Industry Associate,

We start off the New Year with a focus on technology and its contribution to the margin 
management process.  Most readers can readily identify with the fact that the way we 
receive and process information has changed greatly over the past decade and impacted 
how we conduct business. This certainly has been true for CIH and our whole approach to 
helping producers manage forward profit margins.  We sat down with Jason Block, CIH 
Vice President of Technology, to gather his insights on how technology has evolved since 
we began managing margins with the hog industry back in 1999. We discuss how 
advances in technology have not only changed how we work with this sector, but others in 
production agriculture. There have been many improvements to the way we help 
producers manage forward margin opportunities. Jason provides unique perspective from 
a software developer’s point of view, having been involved in the process with CIH for 
most of this history and it was fun to share memories with him over the past several years 
of this evolution.

We also review the current forward margins for the crop, hog, dairy and beef cattle 
industries, and how our clients are managing these volatile markets to help secure their 
future profitability.  January has been a challenging month to begin the New Year for not 
only the equity market, but for commodities as well and 2016 looks to continue posing 
difficulty for all of these livestock and crop sectors as they struggle with average to poor 
margins from a historical perspective.  As always, having a carefully devised margin 
management plan and being ready to take action on opportunities when they present 
themselves will help producers manage this challenging landscape as we move forward 
through the rest of the year.          
       

Sincerely,

Chip Whalen
Managing Editor

January 2016 Learn more at MarginManager.Com
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Managing Editor, Chip Whalen is the Vice President of Education and Research for CIH, a 
leader in Margin Management. He teaches margin seminars throughout the country and 
can be reached at cwhalen@cihedging.com 
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Futures and options trading involves the risk of loss. 

Margin Management and Information Technology: An Interview 
with CIH V.P. of Technology, Jason Block

Exploring the Margin Approach

Recently we sat down with Jason Block, Vice President of Technology for CIH to discuss his role and 
perspective on how technology assists in margin management.  As many readers are aware, CIH 
relies heavily on an objective, data-driven approach to managing forward profit margins, and his 
team’s contribution in providing this data is key to our clients’ decision making process.  

Chip Whalen – Jason, you head technology development for CIH, tell us a little bit about your role 
and how it has grown over the years.

Jason Block – When I started with CIH, the immediate need was to provide IT support for the group 
and help build out the company’s website.  Today, in addition to our main website there are multiple 
client web applications that serve the various industry groups and unique client profiles we work with.  
Our goal is to provide a concrete, easy-to-use, data-driven foundation for risk management 
decisions.  Today we offer clients an online resource in which we help them organize and track the 
inputs and outputs of their operation.  These numbers are added to a margin management model 
that incorporates market price and position information to help clients identify their risk and make 
better decisions.  Every effort is made to perfect these models and enhance the information that fuels 
them.  My role revolves around detailing what and how we should improve these web based 
resources.  If I’m lucky, I’ll also get to help build some of it.  We have a team of 5 developers with 
different areas of expertise:  from database and data modeling, to user interface design, to financial 
and statistical analysis.

CW – Yes, I remember those initial meetings on our main company website.  As I recall, we first had 
to meet offsite because the Chicago Board of Trade Building was evacuated as a precaution 
following 9/11.  It’s hard to believe that’s more than 14 years ago now.  I also recall that CIH started 
the margin management service for the hog industry back in 1999 as a calculator in Microsoft Excel, 
with printouts faxed to clients on a weekly basis.  Can you explain how that has evolved over the 
years into the web application as it currently exists today?

JB – in the last 10 years the amount and variety of information available for analysis and 
interpretation has exploded.  Likewise the ubiquity and speed of the internet has grown.  We are 
constantly striving to take advantage of these advancements and cooperate across our product 
teams to build new and even more valuable resources.  Since the spreadsheet days, CIH initially built 
a basic web-based model that combined clients’ production projections, board traded positions and 
current market price activity.  With feedback and more technical expertise, we added historical data, 
cash market information, hedge and spread position management, and other tools that reinforce our 
consulting service.  In addition to harnessing and relaying important operation and market 
information, the website has become a great platform for collaboration between producers and our 
account executives.  The numbers, visuals and reports have become like a ‘centerpiece’ in the 
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Continued From Previous Page

Exploring the Margin Approach

weekly consultations.  It successfully ensures that everyone involved in the discussion understands 
the issues and is on the same page.  As a simple example, usually having a way to load, illustrate and 
talk about a position and how it will impact next year’s profit margin makes a huge difference in the 
process.

CW – Besides swine, CIH helps producers in other industries manage profit margins including dairy, 
beef cattle and crop operations.  Can you tell us how those web applications are both similar and 
different across these sectors and how those differences evolved?

JB – Every agricultural production process is different and of course each operation has varying 
inputs and outputs.  Our first margin management model tackled swine production.  We discovered 
much of the basic methodology strongly applied to other production types and we began to build out 
those tools over the course of several years.  As we formed consulting teams around the different 
operation types, we worked to collect more information about how to refine the methodology and 
more specifically the actual web-based tools to get a better fit and just increase the value.  For 
example in the Crop Margin product we started gathering cash market data from every location within 
a couple hundred miles of our clients’ operations to help them track basis more accurately in the profit 
margin calculation.  We’ve added feed management features to the livestock margin models to help 
producers derive a hedgeable corn or meal quantity from their varied feedstuffs.  Dairies in particular 
depend on these correlation tools to project and protect margins.  Luckily there are many 
enhancements that apply to all.  Usually tools that relate to markets and position management have 
common appeal.  For instance we are developing a new Risk Report to monitor current capital 
requirements and project the value at risk into the future.  This kind of analysis is valuable to all of our 
account holders.

CW – Yes, that’s a good point.  The capital monitor tool that you reference and the risk report that is 
being spawn from that is a great example of how certain resources serve a broad base of clients.  
There have been some pretty amazing tools added recently besides the capital monitor including 
volatility studies for options and the spread manager.  What has been the most challenging project 
you have worked on with your team?

JB – The development of the margin model for cattle producers presented one of the bigger 
challenges.  Unlike other operations, feedlots buy all sorts of feeder types and weights and then sell 
them at optimal times.  Coming up with a reasonable projection of forward profit margins was tricky.  
Our team has a good track record of experimenting with different models, working with clients to get 
feedback, and then making adjustments or sometimes building something entirely different.  Another 
rewarding challenge relates to just keeping up with changes in technology.  As compared to the 
spreadsheet fax machine days, guys today are checking their margins on iPads and getting text alerts 
about bumps in volatility.  Our service has become much better thanks to these changes.  

Futures and options trading involves the risk of loss. 
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UPCOMING CIH 
SEMINARS

DAIRY MARGIN MANAGEMENT - Feb 24-25, 2016

HOG MARGIN MANAGEMENT - Mar 2-3, 2016

MARGIN MANAGEMENT FOR LENDERS - Apr 20-21, 2016 

Exploring the Margin Approach

Futures and options trading involves the risk of loss. 

CW – You are right that the way people receive and process information has certainly changed over the 
years.  The CIH mobile app is another example of how technology advancements have allowed us to 
provide more up-to-date information to clients on the go and help them execute carefully prepared margin 
management plans when opportunities arise – regardless of where they are.  When you are not working 
on technology development for CIH, what do you like to do in your spare time?

JB – I am an avid book reader, basketball fan and I like to play acoustic guitar; but truthfully, I spend all of 
my extra time chasing four kids.

CW – That definitely makes for a full house and I can imagine how busy that keeps you in your free time.  
As a final question, do you have a prediction for the Super Bowl outcome?

JB – Panthers.  Defense wins championships.

CW – I think I would agree with you on that.  Thanks for your time and insights Jason.

Interview with CIH V.P. of Technology, Jason Block:
Continued From Previous Page
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Hog Margin Watch: January
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Dairy Margin Watch: January
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Beef Margin Watch: January
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Futures and options trading involves the risk of loss. 
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Dec '16 2015 2016 













  

Futures and options trading involves the risk of loss. Past performance is not indicative of future results. 

BEEF SEMINAR
“More powerful than I could have imagined!” 

Russ Keast, Cattleman 
Henderson, IA

March 16-17, 2016
(866) 299-9333

LIMITED SEATING 

REGISTER NOW 
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Trading futures and options carry the risk of loss. All dates subject to change. Please check 
cihedging.com/education for more information and the latest additions to the schedule. 

Margin Management
For Lenders 
April 20-21, Chicago

To assure your seat, register now. 
(866) 299-9333

Earn 16 CPE Credits

Register Now: 
(866) 299-9333
www.cihedging.com/education

ABOUT THE PROGRAM:
This program is designed to help bankers better 
understand the risk associated with lending to 
agricultural producers looking to protect profit 
margins in their business. Appropriate for credit 
analysts as well as loan officers and upper 
management, this comprehensive two-day 
seminar encompasses a broad range of topics.
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Corn Margin Watch: January
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Soybeans Margin Watch: January
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Wheat Margin Watch: January
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