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Beef Grading - Past and Present

History

In 1916, official recognitipn was given to grades of beef by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture for the purpose of establishing a national market
;ews service. Before that time, the only grade standards available had been -
published by the Illinois Agricultural Experiment Station. In 1923, tentative
United States standards for grades of beef were prepared and issued in
mimeograph form, and meat grading was begun for two govermment agencies--the
U.S. Shipping Board and the Veterans Bureau hospitals. The following year,
on August 13, 1924, these tentative standards were published in Department
Bulletin No. 1246, entitled '"Market Classes and Grades of Dressed Beef."
These were the first grade standards for meat issued by the Department of

Agriculture.

In the summer and fall of 1925, hearings were held throughout the
country for the purpose of discussing the proposed standards and securing
the sugéestions, criticisms, and comments of representatives of wholesale
and reﬁail méat trade, livestock commission firms,.packers, college teaching
and extension service staffs, livestﬁck producers, iivestock market rzporters,
and others. At none of the hearings were serious objections raised with
respect to the standards, and it was generally agrzed that universal standar s

were advisable.

As a result of the widespread interest in the marketing of livestock and
meat that was created during and following the hearinge, a meeting was held
in mid-1926, for the specific purpose of discussing’che advisabiiity of

grading and stamping the two highest grades of beef--Prime and Choice--and
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of forming an organizatioﬁ for sponsoring such a. service. This meeting was
attended by approximately 250 prominent cattle breeders and feeders from all
parts of the country, and it was their contention that if a system were
developed for labeling the different qualities of beef so that consumers
would have a reliable guide to the quality they desired, it would encourage
the consumption of beef and also provide a means for reflecting consumers’
preference back to the producer. The organization they formed waﬁ named

the "Better Beef Association."

The Secretary ofAAgriculture agsured the Better Beef Association that
the Department would supervise the grading and stamping of beef on an exper-
mental basis for one year provided a satisfactory agreement for its conduct
could be reached between the producers and packers. A meeting of represen-
tatives of producers and national packers was called in December 1926. At
this conference, the packers contended that the grading and stamping of beel
was unworkable, but the Department and the Better Beef'Assoéiation contended
that it merited a trial. Their opinions prevailed, and the National Live
Stock and Meat Board accepted thg request of the Association that it assume
the responsibility for developing the project to a workable basis. On March
1927, at a special meeting called by the Board and attended by representativ
of the Better Beef Association, the Department, and the packers, an agreemen
was reached with respect to inaugurating the service. The Department agreed
to station graders at ten cities; Prime and Choice grades of steer and heife
carcasses and cuts were to be graded and stamped upon request and without
charge, with a stamping device developed by the Department. The packers

agreed to give the service a fair trial and to include federally graded Prin

and Choice grades of beef in their price quotations to their trade. The bes



- temtnn o aom oo e o

ot - o - — — te% 0

i3

grading and stamping service was begun on May 2, 1927.

At the outset only four national packers signified their intention of
using the service. The volume of grading during the first few weeks was
gisappointingly small, and investigation revealed that the packers were dis-
couraging rather than encouraging the use of federally graded beef. This
was done by indicating to prospective customers that federally grade& beef
was not available and by charging up to three cents per pound more for
federally graded beef than for similar quality beef which was not graded.

It also developed that the packers were developing their own private brands

which they began to apply to beef in August 1927.

During the first year of éx?erimental grading a total of 33 packers
operating 49 plants in the 10.§e1ected cities requested the service. Many
smaller, independent packers who did not use the service at the outset soon
realized that if they had their beef federally graded they could sell it on
an equal basis with the national packers. Although it was originally agreed'
that beef w&uld be graded only after orders were received for it, many of
the smaller packers quickly broke away from that a;reement and had all of
their Prime and Choice beef graded. Thus, during the very first year of
operation, the pattern for use of Federal grades that was to prevail through-
out the ensuing years was fairly well indicated--the national packers for

the most part were using grading only on demand while the independent packers,

recognizing the benefits of Federal grading to them made increasing use of it.

On July 1, 1928, the grading service was discontinued as an experiment

but continued as a voluntary, self-supporting service, with a fee of $2.00
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per hour being charged those requesting the service. At the same time,
grading was made available for all classes and grades of beef. Except for
local ordinanées in six locations which require Federal grading of meat sold
in those areas, and for two periods of compulsory grading during emergency
price control programs, meat grading has continued on the same voluntary,

gelf-supporting basis.

In 1930, only 1.2 percent of the commercia: beef production was graded
and by 1940 this figure had increased to 8.3 percent. These figures indicate
that ‘the growth of the service was rather slow but steady until the first
perioq of compulsory grading, September 1942-October 1946. Following this
period the volume of beef graded remained at a much higher level than before.
After the second period of compulsory grading, from May 1951 to February
1953, the volume of grading was again maintained at a much higher level
than before. By 1955, 45.8 percent of the commzarcial beef production was
graded and the all time high (other than during the compulsbry periods) was

in 1970 when 64.9 percent of the commercial production was graded.

A more meaningful measure of the growth of th; grading program might be
the expression of the percentage of the "fed-be=f" production which was
graded. This is because most of the beef which is graded is from fed cattle.
It is estimated that, for the last 5 years, be:ween 75 and 80 percent of the
fed-beef production has been graded. And for the last 3 years, the quantity
of beef which graded Prime, Choice, and Good accounted for approximateli

73 percent of the estimated fed-beef production.
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Purpose of the Standards

Initially, the beef grade standards provided the basis for uniformally
tgporting the dressed beef markets, according to grades. Howevef, their
usefulness was thought to reach far beyond market reporting. The initiators
of the standards believed that, if beef could be identified for quality,
consumers would buy beef with greater confidence and increase their consumptior
of it and this, in iLurn, would indirectly stimulate the production of more
and better beef cattle. In effect, they were looking for a system through
which consumer preferences, as reflected in the marketplace, could be signaled

back to them at the farm and feedlot.

As a language of commerce for describing beef's important value con-
siderations, 'gradés improve marketing efficiency and also provide cattle
producers with ne~ded information to plan their production and marketing
programs. In add.tion to serving as a common denominator for transmitting
signals about demand, the "quality" grademark is frequently.credited with
being a major factor in the consumer selection of beef. Although this is
a basic objective of grades, most consumers are still unfamiliar with beef
grade tetmin&iogy~ However, the use of grade by retailers--to maintain a
uniform level in quality of beef that satisfies their eustcﬁers--helps to
éccomplish that objective. Retailers use Federal grades to buy beef nation-
wide without the recessity of personal selection. This practice not only

reduces marketing costs, but also has helped to create a national market for

. beef. Grades open sales outlets to all packers on a national scale,

virtually from the day a plant begins production. Thus, beef grades serve

to broaden competition for both cattle and beef .



The Federal grades are designed to identify the two most important value-
determining characteristics of beef, quality of the lean and yield of trimmed
retail cuts. ' Consequently, there is a relationship between grades and prices.
However, the price of any grade is determined by normal market forces of
supply and demand. For years USDA quality grades for beef have served as a .
guide to the eating quality of beef--its tenderuess, juiéiness, and flavor.
The grades for stéer, heifer, and cow beef are Prime, Choice, Good, Standard,
Commercial, Utility,.Cutter, and Canner, with tne exception that cow car-
casées are not eligible for the Prime grade. Quality grades for beef from
youné bulls, "bullocks" were established in 1973. This change reflected the
results of research which compared the palatability of beef from steers and
young bulls and indicated that young bull beef was slightly less pélatable
and slightly more variable in'paiatability than steer beef. At this time
tﬁé quality grades for mature bulls were elimirated. The quality grades

used for bullock beef are Prime, Choice, Good, Standard, and Utility.

Differences in carcass yields may be determined by the application of
yield grade standards. The yield grade (1, 2, 3, 4, or 5) is determined
by the evaluation of four factors which are related to carcass cutability.
The relationship of these four factors--fat thi:kness over the ribeye; per-
cent kidney, pelvic, and heart fat; area of ribeye; and hot carcass weight-—
to the yield grad; is given in a mathematical equation in the standards.
In practice, éraders rapidly estimate and combine these factors to determine
the yield grade. The effect of these factors on cutability is: (1) as fat
Ehickness over the ribeye increases, the yield of retail cuts decreases; (2)
as the percent of kidney, pelvic, and heart fat increases, the yield of retail

cuts decreases; (3) as the area of ribeye increases, the yield of retail cuts
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increases; and (4) as hot carcass weight increases, the yield of retail cuts

decreases.

The significance of yield grades becomes evident when one realizes that
carcasses of the same weight and quality grade--such as Choice--vary widely

in cutability and may differ in retail cutout value by $75 or more.

Changes in the Standards

Changes in the official grade standards, as such, are always confusing,
particularly from the standpoint of consumers. However, standards for grades
of agricultural products cannot be static--they must be dynamic in nature
in order to be of greatest value to the industry. In keeping with this
philosophy the Department haS'not been reluctant to make changes in the
standards when it has felt that such would wor': to the advantage of the
industry. Changes in standards may be proposed by the Department or offered
as proposals by iadustry. However, before giving serious consideration to
a change suggested by industry, the Department must be convinced that the
change will make an improvement in the standarcs. ' All proposed changes are
published in the Federal Register, a daily official publication of all
official actions of che U.S. Govermment, and a period of time allowed for
intereatéd groups and individuals to submit their comments and suggestionms.

A final decision to adopt or reject the proposed changes is made only after

- all comments are received and analyzed.

Changes are usually made in the standards for one or more of the
following reasons: (1) To clarify the intent of the standards or otherwise

to improve the ease or uniformity of their interpretation, (2) to incorporate
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the results of research findings with respect to the importance of various
grade factors, OT (3) to keep the standards abreast with established changes

in consumer preferences and production practices.

Significant changes were made in the standards in 1939, 1941, 1949, -
1950, 1956, 1962, 1965, 1973, and 1975. Some of the more prominent revisions
or proposals include the dual grading proposal in 1962 (which first intro-
duced yield grades but was not adopted), the adoption of optional yield
grades inA1965, the development of separate quality grades for bullocks in

1973, and the most recent, 1975 revision.

The 1975 Revision

The 1975 revision, which generated a record response (4,549 comments) ,

introduced several major changes in the standavds. The stnadards weré revised
to eliminate consideration of maturity for determining quality for bullock
beef and for steer, heifer, and cow beef in the youngest (A) maturity group
(approximately 9 to 30 months). The minimum marbling requirements for the
Prime, Choice, and Standard grades were modified so that they are novw the
same as that for the very youngest beef in the previous standards, while

the minimum marbling requirement for the Good grade was raised slightly.

In addition to these changes, conformation was eliminated as a quality grade
factor and the maximum maturity (approxima:ély 48 months) permitted for steer,
heifer, and cow beef in the Good and Standard grades was reduced to the same
as permitted for Prime and Choice (approximately 42 months). Lastly, the

revision required that all carcasses quality graded also be yield graded.

Having always recognized the need for a more factual basis fer the

standards, the Department has continually encouraged and otherwise supported
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research designed to identify and evaluate the factors that affect beef's
palatability and a considerable amount of such research has been conducted.
Research had confiémed for some time that marbling and maturity are the

two most important factors that can be used in grading to identify differences
in palatability. However, recent research indicated that as beef increases )
in maturity within the youngest (A) maturity group referenced in the standards,
an increase in marbling was not nécessary to insure a comparable degree of
palﬁtability. m,erefore, for such young beef, one of the major changes made
was the elimination of the requirement, in tﬁe Prime, Choice, Good, and
Sstandard grades, for increased marbling with increased maturity within this
yoﬁng maturity group. However, for more mature beef in each oflthese grades,
increased marbling requirements with increase maturity wefe retained, but

the marbling levels were reduced to coordinate them with the marbling require-
ments for the youiger beef. The slightly increased marbling requirement

for tﬁe Good grad.. which causes a concurrent decrease in the width of the
grade and the decreased maximum maturity for the grade has helped to make

the "new" Good grade very uniform.. This grade shoyld be very useful to
retailers and others whose trade prefers beef with less intermal and external
fat than has been associated with Choice grade beef. The changes in

parbling and maturity relationships for the new standards are illustrated

in Figure A.

The elimination of conformation as a quality grade factor has helped to

" make quality grades better indicators of beef's palatability. This change

was proposed in 1962. As in 1962, there is no information which indicates
that variations in conformation are related to differences in beef palata-

bility. Under the previous standards, because of the manner in which
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variations in conformation affected the quality grade, beef includes in most
grades could be quite variable in quality. This resulted from the fact that,
in the previous standards, conformation and quality evaluations had to be
balanced to determine the final quality grade. For example, a carcass with
standard grade conformation and Choice grade quality of lean was graded Good..
ﬁndet the quality grade standards as revised-—-with conformation eliminated as
a factor--each quality grade includes only beef of that quality. This change

should make the grades more reliable indicators of quality and more useful

to consumers in getting the kind of beef they really desire.

The contribution of conformation as a measure of carcass yield of retail
cuts is much better measured by the yield.grades. Therefore, the requirement
that all carcasses which are qu;lity graded must also be yield graded will
he}p to better reflect a beef Ea;cass' true value throughout the marketing

chain.

How the New Standards are Working

During the time that the grade éhange was being proposed, much dissatis-
faction was proclaimed by the consumers, especially with the quality change.
The remark heard quite often was, "we will now be paying Choice prices for

Good grade beef." This reflected the fact that many consumers felt they would

- be getting lower quality meat and still paying the same price. However,

since implementation of the new standards, complaints and remarks from dis-

satisfied consumers have been very minimal.

Meat packers were concerned with the additional time and expense they
felt would result from requiring all beef graded to be both quality and yield

graded. However, the changes in the quality grade standards which allow
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graders to quality grade more rapidly and changes in grading procedures have

resulted in only slightly more total time being required to grade a carcass.

Other than the normal problems associated with adjusting to a new system,

acceptance of the new standards by the industry and consumers has been

satisfactory.

Current Distributionlof Beef Being Graded -

In Tables I and II the distribution of beef by quality and yield grades
is presented. The comparison of figures for 1974 and 1976 in Table I
represent the changes in the distribution of beef quality grades following
the 1976 change. The only significant changes were an increase from 6.3
percent to 10.1 percent in the_proportion graded Prime and a decline -from
11.6 percent to 5.7percent in the proportion graded Good. With more
favorable fed cattle prices, and as feeders adiust to the revised grade
standards, it is xpected that the percent graded Prime will decrease and
the percent graded Good will increase from present levels. These figures
may be a little misleading about U.S. beef prodiction since nearly all of
the beef which qualifies for Prime and Choice is graded, but relatively
little of the beef in the other grades is actually graded. Most of the beef
which qualifies for Commercial, Utility, Cutter, and Canner is from mature

cows.,

The distribution of yield grades for specific reporting periods in
1976 is reported in Table II. As indicated in this table, on a national
basis, the distribution of beef graded by yield grade has remained remarkably

stable since the implementation of the revised standards. Of the total
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beef graded, Yield Grade 2's and 3's have accounted for an average of 28.4
and 57.5 percent, respectively, with Yield Grade 4's accounting for an
average of 10.3 percent. As in the case of the lower quality grades, much

of the Yield Grade 4 and 5 beef may not be grade identified.

More Changes to Come?

Although it is the Department's_intent to have all changes made in
grade standards based on sound research, findings from research do not
always give a clear éut "yes or no" answer to a specific question. From
time to time different groups or organizations may challenge a‘'revision or
proposed revision in grade standards made'by the Department. This necessi-
tates the continuance of Departﬁent supported research to constantly evaluate
thg accuracy of current grade standards. Ever since the 1975 revision, the
Department has completed a study reevaluating rhe yield grade standards and
has completed the collection of data on one of the most extensive beef
quality projects in history. The constant surveillance of grade standards
in this manner enhances the Department's ability to keep standards as

workable, useful, and accurate as possible.
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TABLE I

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION BY BEEF QUALITY
CRADES FOR SELECTED PERIODS

1974 1975 1976%

------ Percent = = = = = -
Prime 6.3 5.1 10.1
Cho:ce 79.4 77.3 80.6
Good 11.6 12.9 5.7
Standard .4 .7 N
Comercial 3 .4 .6
Utility , 1.9 3.1 ' 2.2
Cutter .1 .S 4
Canner = @ @ Q

Volume of top three
grades as % of Est. Fed
Bea. Production 72 74 - 73

@Les. than .05 percent
*Fin..l Period of C,Y. 76 estimated



TABLE II

_PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION BY BEEF YIELD GRADES
FOR SPECIFIED REPORTING PERIODS DURING 1976*

PERIOD

2/29-3/27
3/28-4/24
4/25-5/22
5/23-6/30

WO [- - W

7/1-7/17

7/18-8/14
8/15-9/11
9/12-9/30

Y el
[ ]

10/1-10/23
10/24-11/20
-11/21-12/18
12/19-1/15/77

NINDNBN
L] e ©
[- IR N N ]

[
L]
0

Average

*Actually inciudes data for 15 days of 1977

NN

YIELD GRADES

2 -3
27.4 59.0
27.8 59.1
28.0 58.1
27.8 58.1
7.9 58.2
7.6 57.5
7.5 57.9
7.7 57.5
28.2 57.0
29.9 55.8
30.3 55.6
31.1 56.0
28.4 57.5
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